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Introduction

	To begin with full disclosure, I am not at all sure a movie can mend a broken heart. It may be able to distract you, or cheer you up a little, or put a positive spin on things, and if it does any of those things, you can count yourself fortunate. But mending a broken heart? Only time can do that—sometimes.

	That said, here are twenty-five films that made me feel very good while I was watching them. Certainly one of the most beneficial was Norman Jewison’s Moonstruck, a reminder that Cher at one time was a superb actress, although she has chosen different directions.

	It is a film about love. Not content with one romance, it involves five or six, depending on how you count, and conceding that some characters are involved in more than one. It exists in a Brooklyn that has never existed—a Brooklyn where the full moon makes the night like day and drives people crazy with amore, when the moon-a hits their eyes like a big-a pizza pie.

	And it permits its characters such joyous exuberance. I have long been an admirer of Nicolas Cage. He is dismissed by many movie fans as an overactor, an undisciplined show-off who bolts over the top with the slightest excuse. But certain films require that almost manic quality, and not many actors have the nerve to go for it. Maybe they’re worried about looking goofy.

	When Cage as Ronny Cammareri sweeps Loretta Castorini (Cher) off her feet in Moonstruck, he almost, in his exuberance, throws her over his shoulder.

	 “Where are you taking me?” she cries.

	 “To the bed!” he says.

	Not “to bed,” but “to the bed!” There is the slightest touch of formality in that phrasing, and it is enough to cause Loretta to let her head fall back in surrender. Such sublime abandon, by Cage and Cher, is part of the magic of Norman Jewison’s romantic comedy, but it also depends on truth spoken in plain words.

 
	The movie observes many long-embedded conventions of the romantic comedy. In this case, they all have a reason for being used—even in the triumphant scene around the kitchen table where everything that must happen, does happen. One of the gifts of a film is to use clichés and deserve them.

	There is also great consolation to be found in Richard Linklater’s films Before Sunrise and Before Sunset. The first presents an accidental encounter that leads to a long night of conversation and revelation. In its own way, it is self-contained. But Jesse and Celine, the characters played by Ethan Hawke and Julie Delpy, create such an absorbing relationship during their long night in Vienna that when they meet again nine years later in Paris, we are grateful that the conversation can continue.

	The second film isn’t a “sequel” in any conventional sense. The first film was complete. But something happened between them, and now in Paris they begin to talk again, in a rush. It’s not so simple now. Before, they were young, with their lives ahead. Now they’re over thirty, and have made commitments, and this strange relationship stands outside of their lives, almost as an alternate time line. Would that heal your heart? To find that another path in life might find you happiness? Probably not. But isn’t it nice to think so?
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	A great film





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





	G
	Indicates that the movie is suitable for general audiences





	PG
	Suitable for general audiences but parental guidance is suggested





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





	R
	Recommended for viewers 17 or older





	NC-17
	Intended for adults only





	141 m.
	Running time





	2011
	Year of theatrical release





About Last Night . . . [image: ]

R, 116 m., 1986


Rob Lowe (Danny), Demi Moore (Debbie), James Belushi (Bernie), Elizabeth Perkins (Joan), George DiCenzo (Mr. Favio), Michael Alldredge (Mother Malone), Robin Thomas (Steve), Joe Greco (Gus). Directed by Edward Zwick and produced by Jason Brett and Stuart Oken. Screenplay by Tim Kazurinsky and Denise DeClue, based on the play Sexual Perversity in Chicago by David Mamet.




If one of the pleasures of moviegoing is seeing strange new things on the screen, another pleasure, and probably a deeper one, is experiencing moments of recognition–-times when we can say, yes, that’s exactly right, that’s exactly the way it would have happened. About Last Night . . . is a movie filled with moments like that. It has an eye and an ear for the way we live now, and it has a heart, too, and a sense of humor.

It is a love story. A young man and a young woman meet, and fall in love, and over the course of a year they try to work out what that means to them. It sounds like a simple story, and yet About Last Night . . . is one of the rarest of recent American movies, because it deals fearlessly with real people, instead of with special effects.

If there’s anyone more afraid of a serious relationship than your average customer in a singles bar, it’s a Hollywood producer. American movies will cheerfully spend millions of dollars on explosions and chases to avoid those moments when people are talking seriously and honestly to one another. After all, writing good dialogue takes some intelligence.

And intelligence is what sparkles all through About Last Night . . .—intelligence and a good, bawdy comic sensibility. The movie stars Rob Lowe as a salesman for a Chicago grocery wholesaler, and Demi Moore as an art director for a Michigan Avenue advertising agency. They meet at a softball game in Grant Park. Their romance blossoms in the singles bars of Rush Street, with a kindly bartender as father figure. At first they are attracted mostly by biological reasons (they belong to a generation that believes it’s kind of embarrassing to sleep with someone for the first time after you know them too well). Then they get to like each other. Then it is maybe even love, although everyone tap-dances around that word. Commitment, in their world, is the moment when Lowe offers Moore the use of a drawer in his apartment. Her response to that offer is one of the movie’s high points.

Meanwhile, there is counterpoint, too. Lowe’s best friend is his partner at work, played by James Belushi. Moore’s best friend is Elizabeth Perkins, her roommate and fellow warrior on the singles scene. While Lowe and Moore start getting really serious about each other, Belushi and Perkins grow possessive—and also develop a spontaneous dislike for one another.

The story is kind of predictable in About Last Night . . ., if you have ever been young and kept your eyes open. There are only a limited number of basic romantic scenarios for young people in the city, and this movie sees through all of them. What’s important is the way the characters look and sound, the way they talk, the way they reveal themselves, the way they grow by taking chances. Time after time, there are shocks of recognition, as the movie shows how well it understands what’s going on.

Lowe and Moore, members of Hollywood’s “Brat Pack,” are survivors of 1985’s awful movie about yuppie singles, St. Elmo’s Fire. This is the movie St. Elmo’s Fire should have been. The 1985 movie made them look stupid and shallow. About Last Night . . . gives them the best acting opportunities either one has ever had, and they make the most of them. Moore is especially impressive. There isn’t a romantic note she isn’t required to play in this movie, and she plays them all flawlessly.

Belushi and Perkins are good, too, making us realize how often the movies pretend that lovers live in a vacuum. When a big new relationship comes into your life, it requires an adjustment of all the other relationships, and a certain amount of discomfort and pain. Belushi and Perkins provide those levels for the story, and a lot of its loudest laughs, too.

The movie is based on Sexual Perversity in Chicago, a play by David Mamet. The screenplay by Tim Kazurinsky and Denise DeClue smooths out Mamet’s more episodic structure, and adds three-dimensional realism. It’s a wonderful writing job, and Edward Zwick, directing a feature for the first time, shows a sure touch. His narrative spans an entire year, and the interest never lags.

Why is it that love stories are so rare from Hollywood these days? Have we lost faith in romance? Is love possible only with robots and cute little furry things from the special-effects department? Have people stopped talking? About Last Night . . . is a warmhearted and intelligent love story, and one of 1986’s best movies.


All the Real Girls [image: fourstar]

R, 108 m., 2003


Paul Schneider (Paul), Zooey Deschanel (Noel), Shea Whigham (Tip), Danny McBride (Bust-Ass), Maurice Compte (Bo), Heather McComb (Mary-Margaret), Benjamin Mouton (Leland), Patricia Clarkson (Elvira). Directed by David Gordon Green and produced by Jean Doumanian and Lisa Muskat. Screenplay by Green.




We like to be in love because it allows us to feel idealistic about ourselves. The other person ennobles, inspires, redeems. Our lover deserves the most wonderful person alive, and that person is ourselves. Paul (Paul Schneider), the hero of All the Real Girls, has spent his young manhood having sex with any girl who would have sex with him and some who were still making up their minds, but when he meets Noel he doesn’t want to rush things. He wants to wait, because this time is special.

Noel (Zooey Deschanel), who has spent the last several years in a girls’ boarding school, is crazy in love with him and is a virgin. She is eighteen, an age when all the hormones in our bodies form ranks and hurl themselves against the ramparts of our inhibitions. That they can discuss these matters with romantic idealism does not entirely work as a substitute.

All the Real Girls, David Gordon Green’s second film, is too subtle and perceptive, and knows too much about human nature, to treat their lack of sexual synchronicity as if it supplies a plot. Another kind of movie would be entirely about whether they have sex. But Green, who feels tenderly for his vulnerable characters, cares less about sex than about feelings and wild, youthful idealism. He comes from North Carolina, the state where young Thomas Wolfe once prowled the midnight campus, so in love with life that he uttered wild goat cries at the moon.

Most movies about young love trivialize and cheapen it. Their cynical makers have not felt true love in many years, and mock it, perhaps out of jealousy. They find something funny in a twenty-year-old who still doesn’t realize he is doomed to grow up to be as jaded as they are. Green is twenty-seven, old enough to be jaded, but he has the soul of a romantic poet. Wordsworth, after all, was thirty-six when he published

The rainbow comes and goes,

And lovely is the rose;

How many guys that age would have that kind of nerve today? Green knows there are nights when lovers want simply to wrap their arms around each other and celebrate their glorious destinies.

He centers these feelings on characters who live in the same kind of rusty, overgrown southern mill town he used for his great first film, George Washington (2000). His characters grew up together. They look today on the faces of their first contemporaries. Paul’s best friend, Tip (Shea Whigham), has been his best friend almost from birth. That he is Noel’s brother is a complication, since Tip knows all about Paul’s other girls. And more than a complication, because your best friend’s sister embodies a history that includes your entire puberty, and may be the first person you noticed had turned into a girl.

Green likes to listen to his characters talk. They don’t have much to do. Some of them work at the few remaining mill jobs, and we learn some details about their lives (an hourly sprinkler system washes the fibers out of the air). They stand around and sit around and idly discuss the mysteries of life, which often come down to whether someone did something, or what they were thinking of when they did it, or if they are ever going to do it. I had relatives who lived in towns like these, and I know that when you go to the salad bar it includes butterscotch pudding.

Paul’s single mom, Elvira (Patricia Clarkson), works as a clown at parties and in the children’s wards of hospitals. Some critics have mocked this occupation, but let me tell you something: A small-town woman with a family to feed can make better money with a Bozo wig and a putty nose than she can working unpaid overtime at Wal-Mart. People will pay you nothing to clean their houses, but they pay the going rate when their kids have birthdays. The fact that Green knows this and a lot of people don’t is an indicator of his comfort with his characters.

Green’s dialogue has a kind of unaffected, flat naturalism. (“You feel like waffles or French toast?” “No, the places I go are usually not that fancy.”) That doesn’t mean their speech is not poetic. His characters don’t use big words, but they express big ideas. Their words show a familiarity with hard times, disappointment, wistfulness; they are familiar with all the concepts on television, but do not lead lives where they apply.

Two emotional upheavals strike at the narrative. One is inevitable; Tip is enraged to learn that Paul and Noel are dating. The other is not inevitable, and I will not even hint about it. There is a scene where it is discussed in a bowling alley, using only body language, in long shot.

The thing about real love is, if you lose it, you can also lose your ability to believe in it, and that hurts even more. Especially in a town where real love may be the only world-class thing that ever happens.


Annie Hall [image: fourstar]

PG, 93 m., 1977


Woody Allen (Alvy Singer), Diane Keaton (Annie Hall), Tony Roberts (Rob), Carol Kane (Allison). Directed by Woody Allen and produced by Robert Greenhut, Fred T. Gallo, and Jack Rollins. Screenplay by Woody Allen and Marshall Brickman.




Annie Hall contains more intellectual wit and cultural references than any other movie ever to win the Oscar for best picture, and in winning the award in 1977 it edged out Star Wars, an outcome unthinkable today. The victory marked the beginning of Woody Allen’s career as an important filmmaker (his earlier work was funny but slight) and it signaled the end of the 1970s golden age of American movies. With Star Wars, the age of the blockbuster was upon us, and movies this quirky and idiosyncratic would find themselves shouldered aside by Hollywood’s greed for mega-hits. Annie Hall grossed about $40 million—less than any other modern best picture winner, and less than the budgets of many of them.

Watching it again, twenty-five years after its April 1977 premiere, I am astonished at how scene after scene has an instant familiarity. Some of its lines have seeped into the general consciousness; they’re known by countless people who never saw the movie, like Jack Nicholson’s chicken salad speech from Five Easy Pieces. For years I’ve invariably described spiders as being “as big as a Buick,” and this movie may be where most people first heard Groucho Marx’s comment that he would not want to belong to any club that would have him as a member.

Alvy Singer, the gag writer and stand-up comic played by Allen in the movie, is the template for many of his other roles—neurotic, wisecracking, kvetching, a romantic who is not insecure about sex so much as dubious about all the trouble it takes. Annie Hall, played by Diane Keaton, sets the form for many of Allen’s onscreen girlfriends: pretty, smart, scatterbrained, younger, with affection gradually fading into exasperation. Women put up with a lot in Allen’s movies, but at a certain point they draw the line.

Alvy Singer, like so many other Allen characters and Allen himself, accompanies every experience in life with a running commentary. He lives to talk about living. And his interior monologues provide not merely the analysis but the alternative. After making love with Annie for the first time, Alvy rolls over, exhausted and depleted, and observes, “As Balzac said, ‘There goes another novel.’”

Alvy is smarter than the ground rules of Hollywood currently allow. Watching even the more creative recent movies, one becomes aware of a subtle censorship being imposed, in which the characters cannot talk about anything the audience might not be familiar with. This generates characters driven by plot and emotion rather than by ideas; they use catchphrases rather than witticisms. Consider the famous sequence where Annie and Alvy are standing in line for the movies and the blowhard behind them pontificates loudly about Fellini. When the pest switches over to McLuhan, Alvy loses patience, confronts him, and then triumphantly produces Marshall McLuhan himself from behind a movie poster to inform him, “You know nothing of my work!” This scene would be penciled out today on the presumption that no one in the audience would have heard of Fellini or McLuhan.

Annie Hall is built on such dialogue, and centers on conversation and monologue. Because it is just about everyone’s favorite Woody Allen movie, because it won the Oscar, because it is a romantic comedy, few viewers probably notice how much of it consists of people talking, simply talking. They walk and talk, sit and talk, go to shrinks, go to lunch, make love and talk, talk to the camera, or launch into inspired monologues like Annie’s free-association as she describes her family to Alvy. This speech by Diane Keaton is as close to perfect as such a speech can likely be, climaxing with the memory of her narcoleptic Uncle George falling asleep and dying while waiting in line for a free turkey. It is all done in one take of brilliant brinksmanship, with Keaton (or Annie) right on the edge of losing it.

Because Annie Hall moves so quickly, is so fresh and alive, we may not notice how long some of Allen’s takes are. He famously likes to shoot most scenes in master shots with all of the actors onscreen all of the time, instead of cutting on every line of dialogue. The critic David Bordwell has an illuminating article in the spring 2002 issue of Film Quarterly that points out that Allen’s average shot length (ASL) ranges high: 22 seconds for Manhattan and 35.5 seconds for Mighty Aphrodite. Bordwell tells me Annie Hall has an ASL of 14.5 seconds (he says other 1977 films he clocked had an ASL of from 4 to 7 seconds). By comparison, the recent film Armageddon has an ASL of 2.3 seconds, a velocity that arguably makes intelligent dialogue impossible.

Alvy and Annie take a sly delight in their conversational skill; they’re attracted to each other not by pheromones but by pacing. In the first conversation they have, after meeting as tennis partners, they fall naturally into verbal tennis:

Alvy: You want a lift?

Annie: Oh, why? Uh, you got a car?

Alvy: No, I was going to take a cab.

Annie: Oh, no. I have a car.

Alvy: You have a car? I don’t understand. If you have a car, so then why did you say, “Do you have a car?” like you wanted a lift?

Annie: I don’t, I don’t, geez, I don’t know. I wasn’t . . . I got this VW out there. (To herself) “What a jerk, yeah. Would you like a lift?”

Alvy: Sure. Which way you goin’?

Annie: Me? Oh, downtown.

Alvy: Down . . . I’m going uptown.

Annie: Oh well, you know, I’m going uptown, too.

Alvy: You just said you were going downtown.

Annie: Yeah, well, but I could . . .

This is not merely dialogue, it is a double act in the process of discovering itself. The more we listen to Annie and Alvy talk, the more we doubt they meet many people who can keep up with them. When Alvy expresses reluctance to let Annie move in with him, and she complains that her apartment is too small and has bad plumbing and bugs, who but Alvy could take “bugs” as his cue, and observe, “Entomology is a rapidly growing field.” And only Annie could interpret this as, “You don’t want me to live with you.”

Alvy: I don’t want you to live with me!? Whose idea was it?

Annie: Mine.

Alvy: Yeah, it was yours, actually, but I approved it immediately.

There are of course other women in Alvy’s life, including the Rolling Stone correspondent (Shelley Duvall) who is a Rosicrucian (Alvy: “I can’t get with any religion that advertises in Popular Mechanics“). And the liberal Democrat (Carol Kane) whom Alvy marries but later splits up with because of their disagreements about the second-gun theory of the Kennedy assassination. That Annie Hall is the great love of his life is immediately clear, and the movie is a flashback from the opening monologue in which he sadly notes that a year earlier they were in love; the movie is his analysis of what went wrong, and his answer is, he found happiness but couldn’t accept it. Groucho’s line “is the key joke of my adult life, in terms of my relationships with women.”

Lore about Annie Hall on IMDb includes the revealing detail that Diane Keaton, who lived with Allen at the time, was born as Diane Hall, and her nickname was Annie. The movie originally contained a murder subplot, entirely dropped; a 140-minute rough cut became a 95-minute film in a process described in editor Ron Rosenblum’s book When the Shooting Stops.

Viewing the final cut, I sensed not only how well the remains hold together but how miraculously, since the parts would seem to be an ungainly fit. Consider Allen’s astonishing range of visual tactics, including split screens in which the characters on either side directly address each other; a bedroom scene where Annie’s spirit gets up during sex to sit, bored, in a chair by the bed; autobiographical flashbacks; subtitles that reveal what characters are really thinking; children who address us as if they were adults (“I’m into leather”); an animated sequence pairing Alvy with Snow White’s wicked witch; and the way Alvy speaks directly out of the screen to the audience.

This is a movie that establishes its tone by constantly switching between tones: The switches reflect the restless mind of the filmmaker, turning away from the apparent subject of a scene to find the angle that reveals the joke. Annie Hall is a movie about a man who is always looking for the loopholes in perfection. Who can turn everything into a joke, and wishes he couldn’t.

Quoted dialogue is from Tim Dirks’s invaluable www.filmsite.org. 
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PG, 112 m., 1999


Marie Riviere (Isabelle), Beatrice Romand (Magali), Alain Libolt (Gerald), Didier Sandre (Etienne), Alexia Portal (Rosine), Stephane Darmon (Leo), Aurelia Alcais (Emilia), Matthieu Davette (Gregoire), Yves Alcais (Jean-Jacques). Directed by Eric Rohmer and produced by Francoise Etchegaray, Margaret Menegoz, and Rohmer. Screenplay by Rohmer.




It is hard not to fall a little in love with Magali. A woman in her late forties, heedless of makeup, dressed in jeans and a cotton shirt, forever pushing her unruly hair out of her eyes, she runs a vineyard in the Rhone district of southern France. She is a widow with a son and daughter, both grown. She loves her life and the wines she makes, but, yes, sometimes she feels lonely. And how will the right man, or any man, find her while she lives in such splendid isolation?

Her friend Isabelle, happily married, takes Magali’s plight to heart. One day, in an opening scene that effortlessly establishes the characters and their lives, they walk around Magali’s land, talking of the similarities between weeds and flowers, and the aging of wines and women. Isabelle (Marie Riviere) asks Magali (Beatrice Romand) why she doesn’t seek a man by placing a personal ad. Magali would rather die. So Isabelle places the ad herself. She will audition the candidates and arrange a meeting between Magali and the chosen man.

There are other characters, in particular young Rosine (Alexia Portal), who is currently the girlfriend of Magali’s son, Leo, but used to date an older philosophy professor named Etienne (Didier Sandre). Rosine doesn’t take Leo seriously (“He’s just a filler”), but adores Magali, and decides to fix her up with Etienne. Without suspecting it, Magali is headed for two possible romantic adventures.

Eric Rohmer’s Autumn Tale, which tells this story, is the latest in a long, rich series of films by the perceptive French director, who tells stories about people we’d like to know, or be. His movies are about love, chance, life, and coincidence; he creates plots that unfold in a series of delights, surprises, and reversals. When there is a happy ending, it arrives as a relief, even a deliverance, for characters who spend much of the movie on the very edge of missing out on their chances for happiness.

Rohmer, now seventy-nine, was the editor of the famous French film magazine Cahiers du Cinema from 1956 to 1963. He was a founding member of the French New Wave, which includes Godard, Truffaut, Resnais, Malle, and Chabrol. He makes his movies in groups. Six Moral Tales, which he said was not so much about what people did as what they thought about while they were doing it, included three that made him famous: My Night at Maud’s (1969), Claire’s Knee (1971), and Chloe in the Afternoon (1972). Then came his Comedies and Proverbs, and now his current series, Tales of the Four Seasons.

His films are heavily, craftily plotted, and yet wear their plots so easily that we feel we’re watching everyday life as it unfolds. Consider the complexities of Autumn Tale, as both Isabelle and Rosine maneuver to arrange meetings between Magali and the men they’ve chosen for her. There are complications and misunderstandings, and Isabelle is almost accused of being unfaithful to her own husband (whom she adores, she says, although we never see him because Rohmer wisely knows he’s not needed).

Everything comes together at a virtuoso scene that Rohmer stages at a wedding party. Magali is present, reluctantly, and so are the men, and of course all three misunderstand almost everything that happens. Since we like Gerald (Alain Libolt), the guy who answered the personal ad, and think Etienne is a twerp, we know who we’re cheering for, but Rohmer creates quiet suspense by elegantly choreographing the movements at the party—who is seen, and when, and why, and in what context—until finally a smile and a nod of approval are exchanged over a glass of wine, and we feel like cheering. (The approval is of the wine, not the characters, but from it all else will follow.)

Even though I enjoy Hollywood romantic comedies like Notting Hill, it’s like they wear galoshes compared to the sly wit of a movie like Autumn Tale. They stomp squishy-footed through their clockwork plots, while Rohmer elegantly seduces us with people who have all of the alarming unpredictability of life. There’s never a doubt that Julia Roberts will live happily ever after. But Magali, now: One wrong step, and she’s alone with her vines forever.


Beauty and the Beast [image: fourstar]

G, 84 m., 1991


With the voices of: Paige O’Hara (Belle), Robby Benson (Beast), Richard White (Gaston), Jerry Orbach (Lumiere), David Ogden Stiers (Cogsworth), Angela Lansbury (Mrs. Potts), Jesse Corti (LeFou). Directed by Gary Trousdale and Kirk Wise and produced by Don Hahn. Screenplay by Linda Woolverton.




Beauty and the Beast slipped around all my roadblocks and penetrated directly into my strongest childhood memories, in which animation looked more real than live-action features. Watching the movie, I found myself caught up in a direct and joyous way. I wasn’t reviewing an “animated film.” I was being told a story, I was hearing terrific music, and I was having fun.

The film is as good as any Disney animated feature ever made—as magical as Pinocchio, Snow White, The Little Mermaid. And it’s a reminder that animation is the ideal medium for fantasy, because all of its fears and dreams can be made literal. No Gothic castle in the history of horror films, for example, has ever approached the awesome, frightening towers of the castle where the Beast lives. And no real wolves could have fangs as sharp or eyes as glowing as the wolves that prowl in the castle woods.

The movie’s story, somewhat altered from the original fable, involves a beauty named Belle, who lives in the worlds of her favorite library books and is repelled by the romantic advances of Gaston, the muscle-bound cretin in her little eighteenth-century French village. Belle’s father, a dotty inventor, sets off on a journey through the forest, takes a wrong turn, and is imprisoned in the castle of the Beast. And Belle bravely sets off on a mission to rescue him.

We already know, from the film’s opening narration, that the Beast is actually a handsome young prince who was transformed into a hideous monster as a punishment for being cruel. And a beast he will be forever, unless he finds someone who will love him. When Belle arrives at the castle, that lifesaving romance is set into motion—although not, of course, without grave adventures to be overcome.

Like all of the best Disney animated films, Beauty and the Beast surrounds its central characters with a large peanut gallery of gossipy, chattering supporting players. The Beast’s haunted castle contains his entire serving staff, transformed from humans into household objects, and so we meet Lumiere, a candlestick; Cogsworth, a clock; and Mrs. Potts, a teapot with a little son named Chip. These characters are all naturally on Belle’s side, because if the Beast can end his magic spell, they, too, will become human again.

There are some wonderful musical numbers in the movie, and animation sets their choreography free from the laws of gravity. A hilarious number celebrates the monstrous ego of Gaston, who boasts about his hairy chest and the antlers he uses for interior decoration. “Be Our Guest” is a rollicking invitation to Belle from the castle staff, choreographed like Busby Berkeley running amok. And there is the haunting title song, sung by Mrs. Potts in the voice of Angela Lansbury.

The songs have lyrics by the late Howard Ashman and music by Alan Menken, the same team who collaborated on 1989’s The Little Mermaid, and they bubble with wit and energy (“Gaston” in particular brings down the house). Lansbury is one of a gifted cast on the sound track, which also includes Paige O’Hara as the plucky Belle; Robby Benson (his voice electronically lowered and mixed with the growls of animals) as the Beast; Jerry Orbach as the candlestick who sounds uncannily like Maurice Chevalier; David Ogden Stiers as the cranky Cogsworth; and Richard White as the insufferable Gaston, who degenerates during the course of the film from a chauvinist pig to a sadistic monster.

Beauty and the Beast, like The Little Mermaid, reflects a new energy and creativity from the Disney animation people. They seem to have abandoned all notions that their feature-length cartoons are intended only for younger viewers, and these aren’t children’s movies but robust family entertainment. Perhaps it is inevitable, in an age when even younger kids see high-voltage special effects films like Die Hard or Terminator II, that animation could no longer be content with jolly and innocuous fairy tales. What a movie like Beauty and the Beast does, however, is to give respect to its audience.

A lot of “children’s movies” seem to expect people to buy tickets by default, because of what the movie doesn’t contain (no sex, vulgarity, etc.). Beauty and the Beast reaches back to an older and healthier Hollywood tradition in which the best writers, musicians, and filmmakers are gathered for a project on the assumption that a family audience deserves great entertainment, too.


Before Sunrise [image: threestar]

R, 105 m., 1995


Ethan Hawke (Jesse), Julie Delpy (Celine). Directed by Richard Linklater and produced by John Sloss and Anne Walker-McBay. Screenplay by Richard Linklater and Kim Krizan.




They meet cute on a train in Austria. They start talking. There is a meeting of the minds (our most erotic organs) and they like each other. They’re in their early twenties. He’s an American with a Eurail pass, on his way to Vienna to catch a cheap flight home. She’s French, a student at the Sorbonne, on her way back to Paris. They go to the buffet car, drink some coffee, keep talking, and he has this crazy idea: Why doesn’t she get off the train with him in Vienna, and they can be together until he catches his plane? This sort of scenario has happened, I imagine, millions of times. It has rarely happened in a nicer, sweeter, more gentle way than in Richard Linklater’s Before Sunrise, which I could call a Love Affair for Generation X, except that Jesse and Celine stand outside their generation, and especially outside its boring insistence on being bored.


There is no hidden agenda in this movie. There will be no betrayals, melodrama, phony violence, or fancy choreography in sex scenes. It’s mostly conversation, as they wander the city of Vienna from midafternoon until the following dawn. Nobody hassles them.


Before Sunrise is so much like real life—like a documentary with an invisible camera—that I found myself remembering real conversations I had experienced with more or less the same words.


You may remember him from Dead Poets Society, White Fang, or especially Reality Bites, in which he played a character who is 180 degrees different from this one. She starred in Krzysztof Kieslowski’s White, as the wife who eventually regrets dumping her husband. Here she is ravishingly beautiful and, more important, warm and matter-of-fact, speaking English so well the screenplay has to explain it (she spent some time in the States).


What do they talk about? Nothing spectacular. Parents, death, former boyfriends and girlfriends, music, and the problem with reincarnation when there are more people alive now than in all previous times put together (if there is a finite number of souls, are we living in a period of a five-to-one split?). Linklater’s dialogue is weirdly amusing, as when Jesse suggests they should think of their time together as a sort of “time travel,” and envisions a future in which she is with her boring husband and wonders, “What would some of those guys be like that I knew when I was young?” and wishes she could travel back in time to see—and so here she is, back in time, seeing.


A sexual attraction is obviously present between them, and Linklater handles it gently, with patience. There is a wonderful scene in the listening booth of a music store, where each one looks at the other, and then looks away, so as not to be caught. The way they do this—the timing, the slight embarrassment—is delicate and true to life. And I liked their first kiss, on the same Ferris wheel used in The Third Man, so much I didn’t mind that they didn’t know Orson Welles and Joseph Cotten had been there before them.


The city of Vienna is presented as a series of meetings and not as a travelogue. They meet amateur actors, fortune-tellers, street poets, friendly bartenders. They spend some time in a church at midnight. They drink wine in a park. They find a way to exchange personal information by holding imaginary phone calls with imaginary best friends. They talk about making love. There are good arguments for, and against.


This is Linklater’s third film, after Slacker (1991) and Dazed and Confused (1993). He’s on to something. He likes the way ordinary time unfolds for people, as they cross paths, start talking, share their thoughts and uncertain philosophies. His first movie, set in Austin, Texas, followed one character until he met a second, then the second until he met a third, and so on, eavesdropping on one life and conversation after another. The second film was a long night at the end of a high school year, as the students regarded their futures. Now there’s Before Sunrise, about two nice kids, literate, sensitive, tentative, intoxicated by the fact that their lives stretch out before them, filled with mystery and hope, and maybe love.


Note: The R rating for this film, based on a few four-letter words, is entirely unjustified. It is an ideal film for teenagers. 



Before Sunset [image: ]½

R, 80 m., 2004


﻿Ethan Hawke (Jesse), Julie Delpy (Celine). Directed by Richard Linklater and produced by Linklater and Anne Walker-McBay. Screenplay by Linklater, Julie Delpy, and Ethan Hawke. 




﻿Nine years have passed since Jesse and Celine met in Vienna and walked all over the city, talking as if there would be no tomorrow, and then promising to meet again in six months. “Were you there in Vienna, in December?” she asks him. Nine years have passed and they have met again in Paris. Jesse wrote a novel about their long night together, and at a book signing he looks up, and there she is. They begin to talk again, in a rush, before he must leave to catch his ﬂight back to America. 

Before Sunset continues the conversation that began in Before Sunrise (1995), but at a riskier level. Jesse (Ethan Hawke) and Celine (Julie Delpy) are over thirty now, have made commitments in life, no longer feel as they did in 1995 that everything was possible. One thing they have learned, although they are slow to reveal it, is how rare it is to meet someone you feel an instinctive connection with. They walk out of the bookstore and around the corner and walk, and talk, and director Richard Linklater films them in long, uninterrupted takes, so that the film feels like it exists in real time. 

Before Sunset is a remarkable achievement in several ways, most obviously in its technical skill. It is not easy to shoot a take that is six or seven minutes long, not easy for actors to walk through a real city while dealing with dialogue that has been scripted but must sound natural and spontaneous. Yet we accept, almost at once, that this conversation is really happening. There’s no sense of contrivance or technical difficulty. 

Hawke and Delpy wrote the screenplay themselves, beginning from the characters and dialogue created the first time around by Linklater and Kim Krizan. They lead up to personal details very delicately; at the beginning they talk politely and in abstractions, edging around the topics we (and they) want answers to: Is either one married? Are they happy? Do they still feel that deep attraction? Were they intended to spend their lives together? 

There is the feeling, as they discuss how their adult lives are unfolding, that sometimes the actors may be skirting autobiography. Certainly there is an unmistakable truth when Jesse, trying to describe what marriage is like, says, “I feel like I’m running a small nursery with someone I used to date.” But the movie is not a confessional, and the characters don’t rush into revelations. There is a patience at work, even a reticence, that reﬂects who they have become. They have responsibilities. They no longer have a quick instinctive trust. They are wary of revealing too much. They are grown-ups, although at least for this afternoon in Paris they are in touch with the open, spontaneous, hopeful kids they were nine years before. 

Before Sunrise was a remarkable celebration of the fascination of good dialogue. But Before Sunset is better, perhaps because the characters are older and wiser, perhaps because they have more to lose (or win), and perhaps because Hawke and Delpy wrote the dialogue themselves. The film has the materials for a lifetime project; like the 7-Up series, this is a conversation that could be returned to every ten years or so, as Celine and Jesse grow older. 

Delpy worked often with Krzysztof Kieslowski, the Polish master of coincidence and synchronicity, and perhaps it’s from that experience that Before Sunset draws its fascination with intersecting time lines. When Celine and Jesse parted, they didn’t know each other’s last names or addresses; they staked everything on that promise to meet again in six months. We find out what happened in Vienna in December, but we also find out that Celine studied for several years at New York University (just as Delpy did) while Jesse was living there (just as Hawke was). “In the months leading up to my wedding, I was thinking of you,” he tells her. He even thought he saw her once, in the deli at 17th and Broadway. She knows the deli. Maybe he did. 

What they are really discussing, as they trade these kinds of details, is the possibility that they missed a lifetime they were intended to spend together. Jesse eventually confesses that he wrote his book and came to Paris for a book signing because that was the only way he could think of to find her again. A little later, in a subtle moment of body language, she reaches out to touch him and then pulls back her hand before he sees it. 

All this time they are walking and talking. Down streets, through gardens, past shops, into a café, out of the café, toward the courtyard where she has the ﬂat she has lived in for four years. And it is getting later, and the time for his ﬂight is approaching, just as he had to catch the train in Vienna. But what is free will for, if not to defy our plans? “Baby, you are gonna miss that plane,” she says.	


Cousin, Cousine [image: ]½

R, 95 m., 1975


Marie-Christine Barrault (Marthe), Victor Lanoux (Ludovic), Marie-France Piser (Karine), Guy Marchand (Pascal), Ginette Garcin (Biju), Sybil Maas (Diane). Directed by Jean-Charles Tacchella and produced by Bertrand Javal. Screenplay by Tacchella. 




Cousin Cousine tells the story of an impossible love affair, and the two people who make it gloriously possible. That would be enough in itself—blind faith in romance is so rare these days—but for some lucky reason the movie gives us more. It gives us, first of all, one of the most engaging and likable couples in recent movies. It gives us a feeling of a real human milieu, of the families these people belong in. And then it provides the sort of courage that people in their late thirties need to make the sorts of commitments an adolescent can make (or break) in a weekend.


The couple first (because getting to know them is one of the movie’s greatest joys): She is played by Marie-Christine Barrault and he by Victor Lanoux. She looks a little like Catherine Deneuve, and he a little like Peter Falk (if Deneuve and Falk were real people—if you see what I mean). His wife’s greatest thrill in life is taking a sleep cure. Her husband cheats on her, mostly out of habit. She is blond and fresh and with that confident radiance women don’t approach until their thirties. He has a charmingly simple philosophy about work: He changes jobs every three years to stay out of a rut. Just now, he is a dance instructor.


And so they dance the first time they meet, at the wedding of her mother and his uncle. They dance because they’re thrown into each other’s company by an embarrassing coincidence: Her husband and his wife have slipped out of the party and are no doubt up to no good at that very moment. They dance, they tell each other little things about themselves, and a sudden, healthy, sensual affection is born. The missing couple returns, and there are awkward and subtly hilarious introductions. And then the two—their names are Marthe and Ludovic—arrange to meet again. There is no doubt at all, of course, that they’re in love. But they don’t sleep together for quite a long time, partly because what they have is so unexpected and precious that they want to savor it. When they do publicly declare their love (and their love affair), they do it within the family setting. And everyone seems to reach an accommodation with the new arrangement (it’s here that the affair is especially impossible—but who cares?).


There are scenes that remind us of love affairs in other movies, except that Cousin Cousine handles them so honestly and refreshingly: checking into a small hotel, for example, or eating breakfast in bed. We gradually figure out what makes these little moments so charming. Ludovic and Marthe are adults. They are not glowing Hollywood youths trapped in some dumb contemporary story. They’re not Great Lovers. They’re unaffected, physical, healthy people who take a direct delight in the fact of each other’s existence.


One of my friends says Love Story was a great aphrodisiac. Another one says Vincent, Francois, Paul and the Others provided convincing arguments for engaged couples to think again about marriage. Cousin Cousine falls between those two films; it’s an aphrodisiac encouraging married couples to think about other engagements. 



500 Days of Summer [image: fourstar]

PG-13, 95 m., 2009


Joseph Gordon-Levitt (Tom Hansen), Zooey Deschanel (Summer Finn), Geoffrey Arend (McKenzie), Matthew Gray Gubler (Paul), Chloe Grace Moretz (Rachel Hansen), Clark Gregg (Vance), Rachel Boston (Alison), Minka Kelly (Girl). Directed by Marc Webb and produced by Jessica Tuchinsky, Mark Waters, Mason Novick, and Steven J. Wolfe. Screeplay by Scott Neustadter and Michael H. Weber.




We never remember in chronological order, especially when we’re going back over a failed romance. We start near the end, and then hop around between the times that were good and the times that left pain. People always say “start at the beginning,” but we didn’t know at the time it was the beginning. 500 Days of Summer is a movie that works that way.

Some say they’re annoyed by the way it begins on Day 488 or whatever and then jumps around, providing utterly unhelpful data labels: “Day 1,” “Day 249.” Movies are supposed to reassure us that events unfold in an orderly procession. But Tom remembers Summer as a series of joys and bafflements. What kind of woman likes you perfectly sincerely and has no one else in her life but is not interested in ever getting married?

Zooey Deschanel is a good choice to play such a woman. I can’t imagine her playing a clinging vine. Too ornery. As Summer, she sees Tom with a level gaze and is who she is. It’s Tom’s bad luck she is sweet and smart and beautiful—it’s not an act. She is always scrupulously honest with him. She is her own person, and Tom can’t have her. Have you known someone like that? In romance, we believe what we want to believe. That’s the reason 500 Days of Summer is so appealing.

Tom (Joseph Gordon-Levitt) is in love with Summer from the moment he sees her. His thoughts on love may not run as deeply as, say, those of the Romantic poets. He writes greeting cards, and you suspect he may believe his own cards. It’s amazing people get paid for a job like that. I could do it: “Love is a rose, and you are its petals.” Summer is his new assistant. He needs an assistant in this job? She likes his looks and makes her move one day over the Xerox machine.

Can he accept that she simply likes him for now, not for forever? The movie, which is a delightful comedy, alive with invention, is about Tom wrestling with that reality. The director, Marc Webb, seems to be casting about for templates from other movies to help him tell this story; that’s not desperation but playfulness. There’s a little black-and-white, a little musical number, a little Fellini, which is always helpful in evoking a man in the act of yearning. Tom spends this movie in the emotional quandary of Mastroianni in La Dolce Vita, his hand always outstretched toward his inaccessible fantasies.

Summer remains mysterious all through the film, perhaps because we persist with Tom in expecting her to cave in. When we realize she is not required to in this movie because it’s not playing by the Hollywood rules, we perk up; anything could happen. The kaleidoscopic time structure breaks the shackles of the three-act grid and thrashes about with the freedom of romantic confusion.

One thing men love is to instruct women. If a woman wants to enchant a man, she is wise to play his pupil. Men fall for this. Tom set out in life to be an architect, not a poet of greeting cards. He and Summer share the same favorite view of Los Angeles (one you may not have seen before), and he conducts for her an architectural tour. This is fun not because we get to see wonderful buildings, but because so rarely in the movies do we find characters arguing for their aesthetic values. What does your average character played by an A-list star believe about truth and beauty? Has Jason Bourne ever gone to a museum on his day off?

Joseph Gordon-Levitt has acted in a lot of movies, ranging from one of the Halloween sequels to the indie gem Brick. He comes into focus here playing a believable, likable guy, hopeful, easily disappointed, a little Tom Hanksian. He is strong enough to expect love, weak enough to be hurt. Zooey Deschanel evokes that ability in some women to madden you with admiration while never seeming to give it the slightest thought. She also had that quality in the overlooked Gigantic (2008), although the movie’s peculiar supporting characters obscured it.

Tom opens the film by announcing it will not be your typical love story. Are you like me, and when you realize a movie is on autopilot you get impatient with it? How long can the characters pretend they don’t know how the story will end? Here is a rare movie that begins by telling us how it will end, and is about how the hero has no idea why.

Note: The movie’s poster insists the title is (500) Days of Summer. Led by Variety, every single film critic I could find has simply ignored that. Good for them.


Flirting [image: fourstar]

R, 102 m., 1992


Noah Taylor (Danny Embling), Thandie Newton (Thandie Adjewa), Nicole Kidman (Nicola Radcliffe), Bartholomew Rose (“Gilby Fryer”), Felix Nobis (Jock Blair), Josh Picker (“Baka” Bourke), Kiri Paramore (“Slag” Green). Directed by John Duigan and produced by George Miller, Doug Mitchell, and Terry Hayes. Screenplay by Duigan.




Flirting is one of those rare movies with characters I cared about intensely. I didn’t simply observe them on the screen; I got involved in their decisions and hoped they made the right ones. The movie is about two teenagers at private schools in Australia in the 1960s, a white boy and an African girl, who fall in love and do a little growing up, both at the same time.

The boy is Danny (Noah Taylor), awkward, a stutterer, the target of jokes from some of his classmates. He has a fine offbeat mind, which questions authority and doubts conventional wisdom. He is gawky in that way teenage boys can be before the parts grow into harmony with the whole. The girl is Thandie (Thandie Newton), very pretty, very smart, attracted to Danny because alone of the boys in her world he possesses a sense of humor and rebellion. She first sees him during a get-together between their twin schools, which are on either side of a lake, and looks at him boldly until he meets her gaze. Not long after, they are on opposing debate teams, and carry on a subtle little flirtation by disagreeing with the arguments of their own sides.

The girl’s mother was British; her stepmother is African, like her father, who is a diplomat. Uganda is newly independent and is approaching the agony of the Idi Amin years. Events far away in Africa will decide whether the boy and girl will be able to carry on a normal teenage flirtation, or whether she will be swept away by the tide of history. Meanwhile, their eyes wide open, with joy and solemnity, they try to honor their love.

The movie is not about “movie teenagers,” those unhappy creatures whose interests are limited and whose values are piggish. Most movies have no idea how thoughtful and responsible many teenagers are—how seriously they take their lives, how carefully they agonize over personal decisions. Only a few recent films, like Say Anything and Man in the Moon, have given their characters the freedom that Flirting grants—for kids to grow up by trying to make the right choices.

In Flirting, every scene serves a purpose. We go to classrooms and dormitories, to Parents’ Day and sporting events, and we see the wit and daring with which Thandie and Danny arrange to meet under the eyes of their teachers. We also get a sense of the schools; the boys’ school, where one of the teachers is too fond of caning, and another too fond of building model airplanes, and the girls’ academy, where one of the older girls (Nicole Kidman) is responsible for Thandie, but secretly admires her willingness to break the rules.

Scene after scene is written with delicacy and wit. For example, a scene in which the young lovers’ parents meet. Neither set of parents knows their child is dating at all; the way they all behave in this social setting, in a time and place where interracial dating raises eyebrows, is written with subtlety and tact. The adult actors bring a kind of awkward grace to the scene that is somehow very moving. The little nonconversation between Danny’s parents, after they are alone again, is priceless.

Race itself is not the issue in Flirting, however; the movie is a coming-of-age drama (and comedy) about the ways in which these two young people balance lust with mutual respect, and how the girl, who is wiser and more mature, is also enormously tactful in guiding and protecting the boy that she loves. There is a scene in which they explore one another sexually, but it is not a “sex scene” in any conventional sense of the term, and the way it is handled is a rebuke to the way so many movies cheapen physical love.

Flirting came to me out of the blue, without advance notice, and I was deeply affected by it. Then I discovered it is a sequel to an earlier Australian film, The Day My Voice Broke, unseen by me, and that Danny will be seen again in a third film still to be made by the writer-director, John Duigan. I have gone searching for the first film, which I remember having heard good things about, but I know from experience that it is possible to see Flirting all by itself.

So often we settle for noise and movement from the movie screen, for stupid people indulging unworthy fantasies. Only rare movies like Flirting remind us that the movies are capable of providing us with the touch of other lives, that when all the conditions are right we can grow a little and learn a little, just like the people on the screen. This movie is joyous, wise, and life-affirming, and certainly one of 1992’s best films.


Innocence [image: fourstar]

NO MPAA RATING, 94 m., 2001


Julia Blake (Claire), Charles “Bud” Tingwell (Andreas), Terry Norris (John), Kristien Van Pellicom (Young Claire), Kenny Aernouts (Young Andreas). Directed and produced by Paul Cox. Screenplay by Cox.




Here is the most passionate and tender love story in many years, so touching because it is not about a story, not about stars, not about a plot, not about sex, not about nudity, but about love itself. True, timeless, undefeated love. Innocence tells the story of two people who were lovers in Belgium as teenagers and discover each other, incredibly, both living in Adelaide, Australia, in their late sixties. They meet for tea and there is a little awkward small talk and then suddenly they realize that all the old feelings are still there. They are still in love. And not in some sentimental version of love for the twilight years, but in mad, passionate, demanding, forgiving, accepting love.

Paul Coxx’s Innocence is like a great lifting up of the heart. It is all the more affirming because it is not told in grand, phony gestures, but in the details of the daily lives of these two people. Life accumulates routines, obligations, habits, and inhibitions over the years, and if they are going to face their feelings then they’re going to have to break out of long, safe custom and risk everything.

Their names are Claire (Julia Blake) and Andreas (Charles “Bud” Tingwell). Both actors are respected in Australia, both unknown in North America, which is all the better, because the purity of this story would be diffused by the presence of familiar faces (perhaps, for example, The Bridges of Madison County would have seemed riskier without the familiarity of Clint Eastwood and Meryl Streep). Andreas is a retired music teacher. His wife died thirty years ago. Claire has long been married to John (Terry Norris), in a marriage she thinks, in that bittersweet phrase, will see her out. Both Claire and Andreas have children, friends, people who count on their predictability. How, for example, does Andreas’s housekeeper of many years feel when she discovers (as a housekeeper must) that he is sleeping with someone?

Not that sleeping with someone is that easy. In the movies, characters fall into bed with the casual ease of youth or experience, and no film ever stops to consider that questions of modesty, fear, or shyness might be involved. Paul Cox is a director who never loses sight of the humor even in the most fraught situations, and there is a moment in the film that is just about perfect, when Claire and Andreas find themselves at last unmistakably alone in a bedroom, and she says: “If we’re going to do this—let’s do it like grown-ups. First, close the curtains. Then, close your eyes.”

Innocence has no villains. The treatment of John, Claire’s husband, is instructive. He is not made into a monster who deserves to be dumped. He is simply a creature of long habit, a man who is waiting it out, who wears the blinders of routine, who expects his life will continue more or less in the same way until accident or illness brings it to a close. When Claire decides to tell him about Andreas (“I’m too old to lie”), his reaction is a study in complexities, and Paul Cox knows human nature deeply enough to observe that in addition to feeling betrayed, disappointed, and hurt, John also feels—well, although he doesn’t acknowledge it, somehow grateful for the excitement. At last something unexpected has happened in the long slow march of his life.

The casting of Blake and Tingwell must have been a delicate matter. It is necessary for them to look their age (unlike aging Hollywood stars who seem stuck at forty-five until they die). But they must not seem dry and brittle, as if left on the shelf too long. Both of them seem touchable, warm, healthy, alive to tenderness and humor. And there is a sweet macho stubbornness in Tingwell’s Andreas, who refuses to accept the world’s verdict that he must be over “that sort of thing” at “his age.” He is not over it, because, as he writes her in the letter that brings them together, he always imagined them on a journey together, and if she is still alive then the possibility of that journey is alive. If sixty-nine is a little late to continue what was started at nineteen—what is the alternative?

Many things happen in the movie that I have not hinted at. You must share their discoveries as they happen. By the end, if you are like me, you will feel that something transcendent has taken place. This is the kind of film that makes critics want to reach out and shake their readers. Andrew Sarris, for example, who usually maintains a certain practiced objectivity, writes: “The climax of the film is accompanied by a thrilling musical score that lifts the characters to a sublime metaphysical level such as is seldom attained in the cinema.” Then he goes on to call Innocence a “film for the ages.” You see what I mean.

For myself, Innocence is a song of joy and hope, and like its characters it is grown up. Here is a movie that believes love leads to sex, made at a time when movies believe that sex leads to love. But sex is only mechanical unless each holds the other like a priceless treasure, to be defended against all of the hazards of the world. This movie is so wise about love it makes us wonder what other love stories think they are about.


Lars and the Real Girl [image: threestar]½

PG-13, 106 m., 2007


Ryan Gosling (Lars), Emily Mortimer (Karin), Paul Schneider (Gus), Kelli Garner (Margo), Patricia Clarkson (Dr. Dagmar), Nancy Beatty (Mrs. Gruner). Directed by Craig Gillespie and produced by John Cameron, Sarah Aubrey, and Sidney Kimmel. Screenplay by Nancy Oliver.




How do you make a film about a life-size love doll ordered through the Internet into a life-affirming statement of hope? In Lars and the Real Girl you do it with faith in human nature and with a performance by Ryan Gosling that says things that cannot be said. And you surround him with actors who express the instinctive kindness we show to those we love.

Gosling, who has played neo-Nazis and district attorneys, now plays Lars Lindstrom, a painfully shy young man who can barely stand the touch of another human being. He functions in the world and has an office job, but in the evening he sits alone in a cabin in the backyard of his family home. His mother died years ago, his depressive father more recently. Now the big house is occupied by his brother Gus (Paul Schneider) and pregnant sister-in-law, Karin (Emily Mortimer). She makes it her business to invite him to dinner, to share their lives, but he begs off with one lame excuse after another and sits alone in the dark.

One day a coworker at the office, surfing Internet porn, shows Lars a life-size vinyl love doll that you can order customized to your specifications. A few weeks later a packing crate is delivered to Lars, and soon his brother and sister-in-law are introduced to the doll. She is, they learn, named Bianca. She is a paraplegic missionary of Brazilian and Danish blood, and Lars takes her everywhere in a wheelchair. He has an explanation for everything, including why she doesn’t talk or eat.

The movie somehow implies without quite saying that, although the doll comes advertised with “orifices,” Lars does not use Bianca for sex. No, she is an ideal companion, not least because she can never touch him. With a serenity bordering on the surreal, Lars takes her everywhere, even to church. She is as real as anyone in his life can possibly be at this point in the development of his social abilities.

Gus is mortified. Karin is more accepting; she believes that, for Lars, any change is progress. They arrange for Lars and Bianca to start seeing Dagmar (Patricia Clarkson), a therapist, who advises them to allow Lars to live with his fantasy. Dagmar “treats” Bianca and confides in Lars. Nothing is said in so many words, but we sense that she thinks Bianca functions the way pets do with some closed-in people: The doll provides unconditional love, no criticism, no questions.

The miracle in the plot is that the people of Lars’s community arrive at an unspoken agreement to treat Bianca with the same courtesy that Lars does. This is partly because they have long and sadly watched Lars closing into himself and are moved by his attempt to break free. The film, directed by Craig Gillespie and written by Nancy Oliver (Six Feet Under), wisely never goes for even one moment that could be interpreted as smutty or mocking. There are, to be sure, some moments of humor; you can’t take a love doll everywhere without inspiring double takes. And Gus sometimes blurts out the real-world truths we are also thinking.

There are so many ways Lars and the Real Girl could have gone wrong that one of the film’s fascinations is how adroitly it sidesteps them. Its weapon is absolute sincerity. It is about who Lars is and how he relates to this substitute for human friendship, and that is all it’s about. It has a kind of purity to it. Yes, it’s rated PG-13, and that’s the correct rating, I believe. It could inspire conversations between children and their parents about masturbation, loneliness, acceptance of unusual people, empathy.

We all know a few people who walk into a socially dangerous situation, size it up, and instantly know what to say and how to set people at ease. My Aunt Martha could do that. She was a truth teller, and all some situations need is for someone to tell the truth instead of pussyfooting around embarrassments. Consider, in this film, the neighbor named Mrs. Gruner (Nancy Beatty). She rises to the occasion in a way both tactful and heroic. While Gus is worried about what people will think, Mrs. Gruner (and Karin and Dagmar) are more concerned with what Lars is thinking.

As we watch this process, we glimpse Lars’s inner world, one of hurt but also hidden hope. Nine actors out of ten would have (rightly) turned down this role, suspecting it to be a minefield of bad laughs. Ryan Gosling’s work here is a study in control of tone. He isn’t too morose, too strange, too opaque, too earnest. The word for his behavior, so strange to the world, is serene. He loves his new friend, treats her courteously, and expects everyone else to give her the respect he does.

How this all finally works out is deeply satisfying. Only after the movie is over do you realize what a balancing act it was, what risks it took, what rewards it contains. A character says at one point that she has grown to like Bianca. So, heaven help us, have we. If we can feel that way about a new car, why not about a lonely man’s way to escape from sitting alone in the dark?


Like Water for Chocolate [image: fourstar]

R, 113 m., 1993


Lumi Cavazos (Tita), Marco Leonardi (Pedro), Regina Torne (Mama Elena), Mario Ivan Martinez (John Brown), Ada Carrasco (Nacha), Yareli Arizmendi (Rosaura). Directed and produced by Alfonso Arau. Screenplay by Laura Esquivel, based on the book by Esquivel.




In Mexico, so I have learned, hot chocolate is made with water, not milk. The water is brought to a boil and then the chocolate is spooned into it. A person in a state of sexual excitement is said to be “like water for chocolate.” And now here is a movie where everyone seems at the boil, their lives centering around a woman whose sensual life is carried out in the kitchen, and whose food is so magical it can inspire people to laugh, or cry, or run naked from the house to be scooped up and carried away by a passing revolutionary.

Like Water for Chocolate creates its own intense world of passion and romance, and adds a little comedy and a lot of quail, garlic, honey, chilies, mole, cilantro, rose petals, and cornmeal. It takes place in a Mexican border town, circa 1910, where a young couple named Tita and Pedro are deeply in love. But they are never to marry. Mama Elena, Tita’s fearsome and unbending mother, forbids it. She sees the duty of her youngest daughter to stay always at home and take care of her. Tita is heartbroken—especially when Pedro marries Rosaura, her oldest sister.

But there is a method to Pedro’s treachery. During a dance at the wedding, he whispers into Tita’s ear that he has actually married Rosaura in order to be always close to Tita. He still loves only her. Weeping with sadness and joy, Tita prepares the wedding cake, and as her tears mingle with the granulated sugar, sifted cake flour, beaten eggs, and grated peel of lime, they transform the cake into something enchanting that causes all of the guests at the feast to begin weeping at what should be an occasion for joy.

The movie is narrated by Tita’s greatniece, who describes how, through the years, Aunt Tita’s kitchen produces even more extraordinary miracles. When Pedro gives her a dozen red roses, for example, she prepares them with quail and honey, and the recipe is such an aphrodisiac that everyone at the table is aroused, and smoke actually pours from the ears of the middle sister, Gertrudis. She races to the outhouse, which catches fire, and then, tearing off her burning clothes, is swept into the saddle of a passing bandolero. (She returns many years later, a famous revolutionary leader.)

Like Water for Chocolate is based on a bestselling novel by Laura Esquivel, and has been directed by her husband, Alfonso Arau. Like Bye Bye Brazil and parts of El Norte, it continues the tradition of magical realism that is central to modern Latin film and literature. It begins with the assumption that magic can change the fabric of the real world, if it is transmitted through the emotions of people in love. And Lumi Cavazos, as Tita, is the perfect instrument for magic, with her single-minded, lifelong devotion to Pedro—a love that transcends even their separation, when the evil Mama Elena dispatches Pedro and Rosaura to another town, where their baby dies for lack of Tita’s cooking.

The movie takes the form of an old family legend, and the source is apparently Esquivel. It gains the poignancy of an old story that is already over, so that the romance takes on a kind of grandeur. What has survived, however, is a tattered but beautiful old book containing all of Aunt Tita’s recipes, and who has not felt some sort of connection with the past when reading or preparing a favorite recipe from a loved one who has now passed on?

Imagine, for example, melting some butter and browning two cloves of garlic in it. Then adding two drops of attar of roses, the petals of six roses, two tablespoons of honey, and twelve thinly sliced chestnuts to the mixture, and rubbing it all over six tiny quail and browning them in the oven. Serve, of course, with the remaining rose petals. And stand back.


Minnie and Moskowitz [image: fourstar]

PG, 114 m., 1971


Gena Rowlands (Minnie), Seymour Cassel (Moskowitz), Val Avery (Zelmo Swift), Tim Carey (Morgan Morgan), Katherine Cassavetes (Sheba Moskowitz), Lady Rowlands (Georgia Moore), Elsie Ames (Florence), David Rowlands (Minister). Directed by John Cassavetes and produced by Paul Donelly and Al Ruben. Screenplay by John Cassavetes.




Minnie works in a museum and has never forgiven the movies for selling her a bill of goods. “The movies lead you on,” she tells her friend Florence. “They make you believe in romance and love . . . and, Florence, there just aren’t any Clark Gables, not in the real world.” Still, Minnie dreams and keeps a romantic secret locked in her heart: She’s glad the movies sold her that bill of goods.

Seymour is a car-hiker. He has a magnificent mustache, shoulder-length hair, and very little else to show for his life so far. “An Albert Einstein he’s not,” his mother exclaims. “Pretty he’s not. Look at that face. A future he doesn’t have; he parks cars for a living.”

And yet, and yet . . . love blossoms somehow between Minnie Moore and Seymour Moskowitz, during four crazy days and nights. Seymour thinks he might be able to improve his position, get a job in a larger garage, maybe. Minnie shakes her head and sighs when she looks at him: “Seymour, look at that face. It’s not the face I dreamed of, Seymour.”

Consumed by love, Seymour bangs his fist against the roof of his pickup truck: “Minnie, oh, Minnie! Oh, Minnie!” Seymour is not very articulate. He talks about only three things, Minnie says: money, eating, and cars. “Cars are very important to Seymour,” Minnie explains to her mother. Her mother nods, a little stunned. “Seymour cares about cars.”

And all of this is why love scores an altogether unreasonable triumph over common sense in Minnie and Moskowitz, a comedy by John Cassavetes. The movie is sort of a fairy tale, Cassavetes says; it’s dedicated to all the people who didn’t marry the person they should have. It is a movie on the side of love, and it is one of the finest movies of the year.

Cassavetes has always been an interesting director, with an inspired unpredictability to his work. He likes to get the texture of real life in his films, and when his experiments succeed they produce brilliant work, such as Faces, which I thought was the best film of 1968. When they don’t work, we get embarrassingly disconnected and obscurely personal work, such as Husbands, which was maybe the most overrated film of 1971.

Minnie and Moskowitz isn’t much like anything Cassavetes has done before, except in its determination to go all the way with actors’ performances—even at the cost of the movie’s overall form. Cassavetes, an actor himself, is one of the few American directors who really is sympathetic with actors. He lets them go, lets them try new things and take risks. This can lead to terribly indulgent performances, as it did in Husbands. But in Minnie and Moskowitz it gives us performances by Gena Rowlands and Seymour Cassel that are so beautiful you can hardly believe it.

Rowlands is a lovely, warm actress with a speaking voice that’s round and interesting, and not as detached as most performers’ voices. Cassel is one of the few actors who can let everything inside hang out, because he’s got the stuff inside. A lot of actors throw aside caution and reveal their innermost being, only to raise the curtain on a void. Cassel makes Moskowitz into a convincing, dedicated, pure crazy romantic, and that’s why, even in dreary 1971, we can believe he could sweep Minnie off her feet.

Rowlands (who is Mrs. Cassavetes) played the prostitute in Faces, and Cassel got an Academy Award nomination for his performance as the hippie in that movie. There are a lot of other members of the Cassavetes circle in Minnie and Moskowitz: Cassavetes’s mother plays Moskowitz’s mother, Rowland’s mother plays Minnie’s mother, Rowland’s father has a cameo as a minister, various children and family friends have walk-ons, and Cassavetes himself turns up, unbilled, as Minnie’s loveless lover.

This kind of casting can’t help but give the movie an intimate, familiar feeling, and maybe that’s why the comedy works as human comedy and not just manufactured laughs. The casting also turns up the funniest mother performance of the year, by Katherine Cassavetes, who is sort of a cross between Ruth Gordon and Mrs. Portnoy and should get several acting offers after this. “Look at my son,” she says. “He’s a bum. Where will they sleep? What food will they eat? Money will they make?” Yes, but who cares? Not Minnie, not Moskowitz, not love.


Moonstruck [image: fourstar]

PG, 102 m., 1987


Cher (Loretta Castorini), Nicolas Cage (Ronny Cammareri), Victor Gardenia (Cosmo Castorini), Olympia Dukakis (Rose Castorini). Directed by Norman Jewison and produced by Jewison and Patrick Palmer. Screenplay by John Patrick Shanley.




When Ronny Cammareri sweeps Loretta Castorini off her feet in Moonstruck, he almost, in his exuberance, throws her over his shoulder. “Where are you taking me?” she cries. “To the bed!” he says. Not to bed, but to the bed. There is the slightest touch of formality in that phrasing, and it is enough to cause Loretta to let her head fall back in surrender. Such sublime abandon, by Nicolas Cage and Cher, is part of the magic of Norman Jewison’s 1987 romantic comedy, but it also depends on truth spoken in plain words.

When Rose Castorini, Loretta’s mother, discovers that her husband, Cosmo, is cheating on her, she asks her daughter’s fiancé, Johnny, why men cheat. Maybe it’s because they fear death, he says. Later that night, when Cosmo sneaks in late, she nails him in the hallway: “I just want you to know that no matter what you do, you’re still gonna die! Just like everyone else!” He looks at her with the eyes of a man who has been long married to this woman, and replies, “Thank you, Rose.”

Moonstruck is a romantic comedy founded on emotional abandon and poignant truth. Not content with one romance, it involves five or six, depending on how you count, and conceding that some characters are involved in more than one. It exists in a Brooklyn that has never existed, a Brooklyn where the full moon makes the night like day and drives people crazy with amore, when the moon-a hits their eyes like a big-a pizza pie. The soundtrack is equal parts La Bohème and Dean Martin, and Ronny Cammareri’s feelings are like those of an operatic hero, larger than life and more dramatic, as when he tells Loretta why he hates his brother Johnny. One day Johnny distracted him at the bakery, he says, and his hand got caught in the bread slicer. As a result, his girlfriend dumped him. Holding his wooden hand in the air and pointing to it dramatically, he cries, “I want my hand! I want my bride! Johnny has his hand! Johnny has his bride!”

Johnny’s bride-to-be is in fact Loretta, who has come to the bakery to persuade Ronny to attend their wedding. But after he takes her to the bed, everything changes, and Johnny (Danny Aiello), who is in Sicily at the bedside of his dying mother, is in for a shock when he returns to Brooklyn.

In a career of playing goofballs, Cage has never surpassed his Ronny Cammareri. Who else could bring such desperation to his speech when he declares his love? “Love don’t make things nice. It ruins everything. It breaks your heart. It makes things a mess. We aren’t here to make things perfect. The snowflakes are perfect. The stars are perfect. Not us. Not us! We are here to ruin ourselves and to break our hearts and love the wrong people and die.” And then, she having gone through the motions of resistance: “Now I want you to come upstairs with me and get in my bed!”

The performance is worthy of an Oscar. Cher won the Academy Award as Loretta. Oscars went also to Olympia Dukakis as Rose, and to the screenplay by John Patrick Shanley. There were nominations for best picture, best director, and Vincent Gardenia for his performance as Cosmo. Jewison assembled a large cast, flawlessly chosen from character actors who are all given important scenes and speeches, so that at the end, the big emotional climax involves so many people it has to be held around the kitchen table.

Ronny and Loretta are the thirty-something couple who represent this film’s version of young love, but there is love, too, between two older couples. Loretta’s aunt Rita (Julie Bovasso) and her husband, Raymond (Louis Guss), have a moment of heartbreaking tenderness, when he stands at the window to look in wonder at the full moon, and she says, “You know, in that light, with that expression on your face, you look about twenty-five years old.”

And Rose and Cosmo are in love, too, despite everything—even despite Cosmo’s secret girlfriend, Mona (Anita Gillette), to whom he recounts his sales pitch to a plumbing client: “There’s copper, which is the only pipe I use. It costs money. It costs money because it saves money.” She listens adoringly. “What did they say then?” she asks.

Jewison, working from Shanley’s original and inspired screenplay, is a master at telling the parallel stories of his large cast. One of his best sequences takes place on the night when Ronny and Loretta go to the opera—and Cosmo and Mona are also there, which is another story. On that night, Rose dines alone at the corner Italian restaurant and watches as a middle-age man gets a glass of water thrown in his face by a young girl who walks out. She asks the man to join her for dinner. He is a professor named Perry, played by John Mahoney in a pitch-perfect performance as a man who knows it is futile to chase his young students, but doesn’t know what else to do.

As they talk about life, as he walks her home under the moon, there is the clear possibility that love could bloom between them, if not in this universe then in another one. But: “I can’t go home with you,” she says, “because I know who I am.” And we know what she means. She has a home and a husband and a family and an identity, and isn’t needy the way he is.

Part of Jewison’s success comes through the control of tone. The movie is never slapstick, even when it threatens to be, even when Cage’s character is in full display. There is a muted bittersweet quality, and a surprising amount of dialogue about death, which for the older characters gives a poignant quality to their lives and desires. The emotional center of the film is in the two older couples (four, if you count Rose and Perry and Cosmo and Mona), who in the right light, or even out of it, still feel the passions they felt at twenty-five.

The cinematography by David Watkin often bathes the characters in the cold light of the full moon, when they are for a second seized with sublimity; otherwise he uses warm domestic colors, and creates an unusual sense of place. The Castorini home, with its massive, dark bedroom furniture and piles of comforters, its family portraits on the wall, its dining room unused, its kitchen the family stage, becomes so familiar to us that there is surprising impact in the final shot, which simply backs out through the rooms.

Jewison, a Canadian born in 1926, is a master craftsman equally at home in genres like musicals (Fiddler on the Roof and Jesus Christ Superstar), comedies, and social-problem pictures. Three of his best-received films have African-American themes: In the Heat of the Night, the Oscar winner as best picture of 1967; A Soldier’s Story (1984), nominated for best picture; and The Hurricane (1999), which won Denzel Washington a nomination for his performance as the unjustly imprisoned boxer Rubin “Hurricane” Carter. He began with romantic comedies, working early with Doris Day (Send Me No Flowers, 1964) and his Only You (1994) is an overlooked treasure of the genre.

Jewison’s work is solidly in the Hollywood mainstream; he likes to work with stars, has flawless production values, and yet rarely seems inspired merely by box-office considerations. His quality control is unusually high. Such titles as Agnes of God (1985), Other People’s Money (1991), and In Country (1989), with Bruce Willis as a troubled Vietnam vet, are quirky personal projects, daring for a high-profile director, and so were The Hurricane and, for that matter, Moonstruck.

Seeing it again this week, I was struck by how subtle and gentle it is, despite all the noise and emotion. How it loves its characters and refuses to limit their personalities to a few comic traits. What goes on between Rose and Perry is nuanced and insightful, and doesn’t limit them to “dirty old man” and “lonely housewife,” but shows them open to the beauty and mystery of life. The movie makes you laugh, which is very difficult, but it also makes you feel more open to your better impulses, and that is harder still. 



An Officer and a Gentleman [image: fourstar]

R, 126 m., 1982


Richard Gere (Zack Mayo), Debra Winger (Paula Pokrifki), Lou Gossett, Jr. (Sergeant Foley), David Keith (Sid Worley), Robert Loggia (Byron Mayo), Lisa Blount (Lynette), Lisa Eilbacher (Casey Seeger). Directed by Taylor Hackford and produced by Martin Elfand. Screenplay by Douglas Day Stewart.




An Officer and a Gentleman is the best movie about love that I’ve seen in a long time. Maybe that’s because it’s not about “love” as a Hollywood concept, but about love as growth, as learning to accept other people for who and what they are. There’s romance in this movie, all right, and some unusually erotic sex, but what makes the film so special is that the sex and everything else is presented within the context of its characters finding out who they are, what they stand for—and what they will not stand for.

The movie takes place in and around a Naval Aviation Officer Candidate School in Washington state. Every thirteen weeks, a new group of young men and women come here to see if they can survive a grueling session of physical and academic training. If they pass, they graduate to flight school. About half fail. Across Puget Sound, the local young women hope for a chance to meet an eligible future officer. They dream of becoming officers’ wives, and in some of their families, we learn, this dream has persisted for two generations.

After the first month of training, there is a Regimental Ball. The women turn out with hope in their hearts and are sized up by the candidates. A man and a woman (Richard Gere and Debra Winger) pair off. We know more about them than they know about one another. He is a loner and a loser, whose mother died when he was young and whose father is a drunk. She is the daughter of an officer candidate who loved and left her mother twenty years before. They dance, they talk, they begin to date, they fall in love. She would like to marry him, but she refuses to do what the other local girls are willing to do—get pregnant or fake pregnancy to trap a future officer. For his part, the man is afraid of commitment, afraid of love, incapable of admitting that he cares for someone. All he wants is a nice, simple affair, and a clean break at the end of OCS.

This love story is told in counterpoint with others. There’s the parallel affair between another candidate and another local girl. She is willing to trap her man. His problem is, he really loves her. He’s under the thumb of his family, but he’s willing to do the right thing, if she’ll give him the chance.

All of the off-base romances are backdrops for the main event, which is the training program. The candidates are under the supervision of a tough drill sergeant (Lou Gossett, Jr.) who has seen them come and seen them go and is absolutely uncompromising in his standards. There’s a love-hate relationship between the sergeant and his trainees, especially the rebellious, resentful Gere. And Gossett does such a fine job of fine-tuning the line between his professional standards and his personal emotions that the performance deserves its Academy Award.

The movie’s method is essentially to follow its characters through the thirteen weeks, watching them as they change and grow. That does wonders for the love stories, because by the end of the film we know these people well enough to care about their decisions and to have an opinion about what they should do. In the case of Gere and Winger, the romance is absolutely absorbing because it’s so true to life, right down to the pride that causes these two to pretend they don’t care for each other as much as they really do. When it looks as if Gere is going to throw it all away—is going to turn his back on a good woman who loves him, just because he’s too insecure to deal with her love—the movie isn’t just playing with emotions, it’s being very perceptive about human behavior.

But maybe I’m being too analytical about why An Officer and a Gentleman is so good. This is a wonderful movie precisely because it’s so willing to deal with matters of the heart. Love stories are among the rarest of movies these days (and when we finally get one, it’s likely to involve an extraterrestrial). Maybe they’re rare because writers and filmmakers no longer believe they understand what goes on between modern men and women. An Officer and a Gentleman takes chances, takes the time to know and develop its characters, and by the time this movie’s wonderful last scene comes along, we know exactly what’s happening, and why, and it makes us very happy.


Once [image: fourstar]

R, 85 m., 2007


Glen Hansard (Guy), Marketa Irglova (Girl), Hugh Walsh (Drummer), Gerry Hendrick (Guitarist), Alastair Foley (Bassist), Geoff Minogue (Eamon). Directed by John Carney and produced by Martina Niland. Screenplay by Carney.




I’m not at all surprised that my esteemed colleague Michael Phillips of the Chicago Tribune selected John Carney’s Once as the best film of 2007. I gave it my Special Jury Prize, which is sort of an equal first; no movie was going to budge Juno off the top of my list. Once was shot for next to nothing in seventeen days, doesn’t even give names to its characters, is mostly music with not a lot of dialogue, and is magical from beginning to end. It’s one of those films where you hold your breath, hoping it knows how good it is and doesn’t take a wrong turn. It doesn’t. Even the ending is the right ending, the more you think about it.

The film is set in Dublin, where we see a street musician singing for donations. This is the Guy (Glen Hansard). He attracts an audience of the Girl (Marketa Irglova). She loves his music. She’s a pianist herself. He wants to hear her play. She doesn’t have a piano. He takes her to a music store where he knows the owner, and they use a display piano. She plays some Mendelssohn. We are in love with this movie. He is falling in love with her. He just sits there and listens. She is falling in love with him. She just sits there and plays. There is an unusual delay before we get the obligatory reaction shot of the store owner, because all the movie wants to do is sit there and listen, too.

This is working partly because of the deeply good natures we sense these two people have. They aren’t “picking each other up.” They aren’t flirting—or, well, technically they are, but in that way that means “I’m not interested unless you’re too good to be true.” They love music, and they’re not faking it. We sense to a rare degree the real feelings of the two of them; there’s no overlay of technique, effect, or style. They are just purely and simply themselves.

Hansard is a professional musician, well known in Ireland as leader of a band named the Frames. Irglova is an immigrant from the Czech Republic, only seventeen years old, who had not acted before. She has the kind of smile that makes a man want to be a better person so he can deserve being smiled at.

The film develops their story largely in terms of song. In between, they confide their stories. His heart was broken because his girlfriend left him and moved to London. She takes him home to meet her mother, who speaks hardly any English, and to join three neighbors who file in every night to watch their TV. And he meets her child, which comes as a surprise. Then he finds out she’s married. Another surprise, and we sense that in his mind he had already dumped the girl in London and was making romantic plans. He’s wounded, but brave. He takes her home to meet his dad, a vacuum cleaner repairman. She has a Hoover that needs fixing. It’s kismet.

He wants to record a demo record, take it to London, and play it for music promoters. She helps him, and not just by playing piano. When it comes down to it, she turns out to be levelheaded, decisive, take-charge. An ideal producer. They recruit other street musicians for a session band, and she negotiates a rock-bottom price for a recording studio. And so on. All with music. And all with their love, and our love for their love, only growing. At one point he asks if she loves him, and she answers in Czech, and the movie doesn’t subtitle her answer because if she’d wanted subtitles, she would have answered in English, which she speaks perfectly well.

Once is the kind of film I’ve been pestered about ever since I started reviewing again. People couldn’t quite describe it, but they said I had to see it. I had to. Well, I did. They were right.


Out of Africa [image: fourstar]

PG, 153 m., 1985


Meryl Streep (Karen), Robert Redford (Denys), Klaus Maria Brandauer (Bror), Michael Kitchen (Berkeley), Malick Bowens (Farah), Joseph Thiaka (Kamante), Stephen Kinyanjui (Kinyanjui), Michael Gough (Delamere), Suzanna Hamilton (Felicity). Directed and produced by Sydney Pollack. Screenplay by Kurt Luedtke, based on the book by Isak Dinesen (Karen Blixen).




Earlier, there was a moment when a lioness seemed about to attack, but did not. The baroness had been riding her horse on the veld, had dismounted, had lost her rifle when the horse bolted. Now the lioness seemed about to charge, when behind her a calm voice advised the baroness not to move one inch. “She’ll go away,” the voice said, and indeed the lioness did skulk away after satisfying its curiosity.

That scene sets up the central moment in Sydney Pollack’s Out of Africa, which comes somewhat later in the film. The baroness is on safari with the man who owned the cool voice, a big-game hunter named Denys. They happen upon a pride of lions. Once again, the man assumes charge. He will protect them. But then a lion unexpectedly charges from another direction, and it is up to the baroness to fell it, with one shot that must not miss, and does not. After the man and woman are safe, the man sees that the woman has bitten her lip in anxiety. He reaches out and touches the blood. Then they hold each other tightly.

If you can sense the passion in that scene, then you may share my enjoyment of Out of Africa, which is one of the great recent epic romances. The baroness is played by Meryl Streep. The hunter is Robert Redford. These are high-voltage stars, and when their chemistry is wrong for romances (as Streep’s was for Falling in Love, and Redford’s for The Natural), it is very wrong. This time, it is right.

The movie is based on the life and writings of Baroness Karen Blixen, a Danish woman who, despairing that she would be single forever, married her lover’s brother, moved to Kenya in East Africa, ran a coffee plantation on the slopes of Kilimanjaro, and later, when the plantation was bankrupt and the dream was finished, wrote books about her experiences under the name Isak Dinesen.

Her books are glories—especially Out of Africa and Seven Gothic Tales—but they are not the entire inspiration for this movie. What we have here is an old-fashioned, intelligent, thoughtful love story, told with enough care and attention that we really get involved in the passions between the characters.

In addition to the people Streep and Redford play, there is a third major character, Bror, the man she marries, played by Klaus Maria Brandauer. He is a smiling, smooth-faced, enigmatic man, who likes her well enough, after his fashion, but never seems quite equal to her spirit. After he gives her syphilis and she returns to Denmark for treatment, she is just barely able to tolerate his behavior—after all, he did not ask to marry her—until a New Year’s Eve when he flaunts his infidelity, and she asks him to move out.

He turns up once more, asking for money, after Redford has moved his things into the baroness’s farmhouse. The two men have a classic exchange. Brandauer: “You should have asked permission.” Redford: “I did. She said yes.”

The movie takes place during that strange blip in history when the countries of East Africa—Kenya, Uganda, the Rhodesias—were attracting waves of European settlers discontented with life at home in the years around World War I. The best land available to them was in the so-called white highlands of Kenya, so high up the air was cooler and there were fewer insects, and some luck could be had with cattle and certain crops.

The settlers who lived there soon settled into a hard-drinking, high-living regime that has been documented in many books and novels; they were sort of Dallas crossed with Mandingo. The movie steers relatively clear of the social life, except for a scene where Streep is snubbed at the local club, a few other scenes in town, and an extraordinary moment when she goes down on her knees before the British governor to plead for land for the Africans who live on her bankrupt farm.

Before that moment, she has not seemed particularly interested in Africans, except for an old overseer who becomes a close friend (and this is not true to the spirit of her book, where Africans are of great importance to her). Instead, she is much more involved in the waves of passion that sweep over the veld, as Redford passes through her life like a comet on a trajectory of its own.

He wants to move “his things” in, but does not want to move himself in. He wants commitment, but personal freedom. His ambiguity toward her is something like his ambiguity toward the land, which he penetrates with truck and airplane, leading tours while all the time bemoaning the loss of the virgin veld. Because Out of Africa is intelligently written, directed, and acted, however, we do not see his behavior as simply willful and spoiled, but as part of the contradictions he needs to stay an individual in a land where white society is strictly regimented.

The Baroness Blixen needs no such shields; she embodies sufficient contradictions on her own. In a land where whites are foreigners, she is a foreign white. She writes and thinks instead of gossiping and drinking. She runs her own farm. She scorns local gossip. In this hunter, she finds a spirit equal to her own, which is eventually the undoing of their relationship.

Out of Africa is a great movie to look at, breathtakingly filmed on location. It is a movie with the courage to be about complex, sweeping emotions, and to use the star power of its actors without apology. Sydney Pollack has worked with Redford before—notably in another big-sky epic, Jeremiah Johnson. He understands the special, somewhat fragile mystique of his star, who has a tendency to seem overprotective of his own image. In the wrong hands, Redford can look narcissistic. This time, he seems to have much to be narcissistic about.


Possession [image: ]½

PG-13, 102 m., 2002


Gwyneth Paltrow (Maud Bailey), Aaron Eckhart (Roland Michell), Jeremy Northam (Randolph Henry Ash), Jennifer Ehle (Christabel Lamotte), Lena Headey (Blanche Glover). Directed by Neil Labute. Written by David Henry Hwang, Laura Jones, and Labute. Based on the novel by A.S. Byatt.




A visiting American scholar is paging through an old volume at the British Museum when he comes upon a letter stuffed between the pages—a love letter, it would appear, from Queen Victoria’s poet laureate, addressed to a woman not his wife. The poet has been held up for more than a century as a model of marital fidelity. The letter is dynamite. The scholar slips the letter out of the book and into his portfolio, and is soon displaying it, with all the pride and uncertainly of a new father, to a British woman who knows (or thought she knew) everything about the poet.


The American, named Roland Michell (Aaron Eckhart), is professionally ambitious but has a block against personal intimacy. The British expert, named Maud Bailey (Gwyneth Paltrow), is suspicious of love, suspicious of men, suspicious of theories that overturn a century of knowledge about her speciality. Together, warily, edgily, they begin to track down the possibility that the happily married Randolph Henry Ash did indeed have an affair with the nineteenth-century feminist and lesbian Christabel LaMotte. Two modern people with high walls of privacy are therefore investigating two Victorians who in theory never even met.


This setup from A.S. Byatt’s 1990 Booker Prize–winning novel would seem like the last premise in the world to attract director Neil LaBute, whose In the Company of Men and Your Friends and Neighbors were about hard-edged modern sexual warfare. But look again at the romantic fantasies in his overlooked Nurse Betty (2000), about a housewife in love with a soap opera character and a killer in love with a photograph of the housewife, and you will see the same premise: Love, fueled by imagination, tries to leap impossible divides.


The film, written by David Henry Hwang, Laura Jones and LaBute, uses a flashback structure to move between the current investigation and the long-ago relationship. Jeremy Northam plays Ash, an upright public figure, and Jennifer Ehle is Christabel, a pre-Raphaelite beauty who lives with the darkly sensuous Blanche Glover (Lena Headey). The nature of their relationship is one of the incidental fascinations of the movie: At a time before lesbianism was widely acknowledged, female couples were commonly accepted and the possibility of a sexual connection didn’t necessarily occur. Blanche is the dominant and possessive one, and Christabel is perhaps not even essentially lesbian, but simply besotted with friendship. When she and Ash make contact, it is Blanche, not Ash’s unbending wife, who is the angered spouse.


In the way it moves between two couples in two periods, Possession is like Karel Reisz’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman (1981). That film, with a screenplay by Harold Pinter, added a modern couple that didn’t exist in the John Fowles novel, and had both couples played by Meryl Streep and Jeremy Irons. The notion of two romances on parallel trajectories is common to both films, and intriguing because there seem to be insurmountable barriers in both periods.


Ash and Christabel are separated by Victorian morality, his marriage and her relationship. The moderns, Maud and Roland, seem opposed to any idea of romance; she has her own agenda, and he is reticent to a fault. “You have nothing to fear from me,” he tells her early on, because he avoids relationships. Later, when they find themselves tentatively in each other’s arms, he pulls back: “We shouldn’t be doing this; it’s dangerous.” This might be convincing if Roland and Maud looked like our conventional idea of literary scholars: Mike White, perhaps, paired with Lili Taylor. That they are both so exceptionally attractive is distracting; Paltrow is able to project a certain ethereal bookishness, but a contemporary man with Eckhart’s pumped-up physique and adamant indifference to Paltrow would be read by many observers as gay. That he is not—that his reticence is a quirk rather than a choice—is a screenplay glitch we have to forgive.


We do, because the movie is not a serious examination of scholarship or poetry, but a brainy romance. In a world where most movie romances consist of hormonal triggers and plumbing procedures, it’s sexy to observe two couples who think and debate their connections, who quote poetry to each other, who consciously try to enhance their relationships by seeking metaphors and symbols they can attach to. Romance defined by the body will decay with the flesh, but romance conceived as a grand idea—ah, now that can still fascinate people a century later.


LaBute is a director who loves the spoken word. No surprise that between movies he writes and directs plays. I suspect he would be incapable of making a movie about people who had nothing interesting to say to one another. What he finds sexy is not the simple physical fact of two people, but the scenario they write around themselves; look at the way the deaf woman in In the Company of Men so completely defeats both men by discovering their ideas of themselves and turning those ideas against them. By the end of the movie, with the egos of both men in shards at her feet, the woman seems more desirable than we could have imagined possible.


What happens in Possession is not the same, but it is similar enough to explain LaBute’s interest in the story. He likes people who think themselves into and out of love, and finds the truly passionate (like Blanche) to be the most dangerous. He likes romances that exist out of sight, denied, speculated about, suspected, fought against. Any two people can fall into each other’s arms and find that they enjoy the feeling. But to fall into someone else’s mind—now that can be dangerous.


Pride and Prejudice [image: ]

PG, 127 m., 2005


Keira Knightley (Elizabeth Bennet), Matthew Macfayden (Darcy), Brenda Blethyn (Mrs. Bennet), Donald Sutherland (Mr. Bennet), Simon Woods (Charles Bingley), Rupert Friend (Lieutenant Wickham), Tom Hollander (William Collins), Rosamund Pike (Jane Bennet), Jena Malone (Lydia Bennet), Judi Dench (Lady Catherine), Carey Mulligan (Kitty Bennet), Talulah Riley (Mary Bennet). Directed by Joe Wright and produced by Tim Bevan, Eric Fellner, and Paul Webster. Screenplay by Deborah Moggach, based on the book by Jane Austen. 




It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.



Everybody knows the first sentence of Jane Austen’s Pride & Prejudice. But the chapter ends with a truth equally acknowledged about Mrs. Bennet, who has five daughters in want of husbands: “The business of her life was to get her daughters married.” Romance seems so urgent and delightful in Austen because marriage is a business, and her characters cannot help treating it as a pleasure. Pride & Prejudice is the best of her novels because its romance involves two people who were born to be in love, and who care not about business, pleasure, or each other. It is frustrating enough when one person refuses to fall in love, but when both refuse, we cannot rest until they kiss.

Of course all depends on who the people are. When Dorothea marries the Reverend Casaubon in Eliot’s Middlemarch, it is a tragedy. She marries out of consideration and respect, which is all wrong; she should have married for money, always remembering that where money is, love often follows, since there is so much time for it. The crucial information about Mr. Bingley, the new neighbor of the Bennet family, is that he “has” an income of four or five thousand pounds a year. One never earns an income in these stories, one has it, and Mrs. Bennet (Brenda Blethyn) has her sights on it.

Her candidate for Mr. Bingley’s hand is her eldest daughter, Jane; it is orderly to marry the girls off in sequence, avoiding the impression that an older one has been passed over. There is a dance, to which Bingley brings his friend Darcy. Jane and Bingley immediately fall in love, to get them out of the way of Darcy and Elizabeth, who is the second Bennet daughter. These two immediately dislike each other. Darcy is overheard telling his friend Bingley that Elizabeth is “tolerable, but not handsome enough to tempt me.” The person who overhears him is Elizabeth, who decides she will “loathe him for all eternity.” She is advised within the family circle to count her blessings: “If he liked you, you’d have to talk to him.”

These are the opening moves in Joe Wright’s new film Pride & Prejudice, one of the most delightful and heartwarming adaptations made from Austen or anybody else. Much of the delight and most of the heart comes from Keira Knightley, who plays Elizabeth as a girl glowing in the first light of perfection. She is beautiful, she has opinions, she is kind but can be unforgiving. “They are all silly and ignorant like other girls,” says her father in the novel, “but Lizzie has something more of quickness than her sisters.”

Knightley’s performance is so light and yet fierce that she makes the story almost realistic; this is not a well-mannered Masterpiece Theatre but a film where strong-willed young people enter life with their minds at war with their hearts. The movie is more robust than most period romances. It is set earlier than most versions of the story, in the late 1700s, when Austen wrote the first draft; that was a period more down to earth than 1813, when she revised and published it. The young ladies don’t look quite so much like illustrations for Vanity Fair, and there is mud around their hems when they come back from a walk. It is a time of rural realties: When Mrs. Bennet sends a daughter to visit Netherfield Park, the country residence of Mr. Bingley, she sends her on horseback, knowing it will rain and she will have to spend the night.

The plot by this point has grown complicated. It is a truth universally acknowledged by novelists that before two people can fall in love with each other, they must first seem determined to make the wrong marriage with someone else. It goes without saying that Lizzie fell in love with young Darcy (Matthew Macfadyen) the moment she saw him, but her pride has been wounded. She tells Jane: “I might more easily forgive his vanity had he not wounded mine.”

The stakes grow higher. She is told by the dashing officer Wickham (Rupert Friend) that Darcy, his childhood friend, cheated him of a living that he deserved. And she believes that Darcy is responsible for having spirited Bingley off to London to keep him out of the hands of her sister Jane. Lizzie even begins to think she may be in love with Wickham. Certainly she is not in love with the Reverend Collins (Tom Hollander), who has a handsome living and would be Mrs. Bennet’s choice for a match. When Collins proposes, the mother is in ecstasy, but Lizzie declines and is supported by her father (Donald Sutherland), a man whose love for his girls outweighs his wife’s financial planning.

All of these characters meet and circle one another at a ball in the village Assembly Hall, and the camera circles them. The sequence involves one unbroken shot and has the same elegance as Visconti’s long single take as he follows the count through the ballrooms in The Leopard. We see the characters interacting, we see Lizzie avoiding Collins and enticing Darcy, we understand the politics of these romances, and we are swept up in the intoxication of the dance. In a later scene, as Lizzie and Darcy dance together, everyone else somehow vanishes (in their eyes, certainly) and they are left alone within the love they feel.

But a lot must happen before the happy ending, and I particularly admired a scene in the rain where Darcy and Lizzie have an angry argument. This argument serves two purposes: It clears up misunderstandings, and it allows both characters to see each other as the true and brave people they really are. It is not enough for them to love each other; they must also love the goodness in each other, and that is where the story’s true emotion lies.

The movie is well cast from top to bottom; like many British films, it benefits from the genius of its supporting players. Judi Dench brings merciless truth-telling to her role as a society arbiter; Sutherland is deeply amusing as a man who lives surrounded by women and considers it a blessing and a fate; and as his wife, Blethyn finds a balance between her character’s mercenary and loving sides. She may seem unforgivably obsessed with money, but better be obsessed with money now than with poverty hereafter.

When Lizzie and Darcy finally accept each other in Pride & Prejudice, I felt an almost unreasonable happiness. Why was that? I am impervious to romance in most films, seeing it as a manifestation of box office requirements. Here it is different, because Darcy and Elizabeth are good and decent people who would rather do the right thing than convenience themselves. Anyone who will sacrifice their own happiness for higher considerations deserves to be happy. When they realize that about each other their hearts leap and, reader, so did mine.


Say Anything [image: fourstar]

PG-13, 100 m., 1989


John Cusack (Lloyd Dobler), Ione Skye (Diane Court), John Mahony (James Court). Directed by Cameron Crowe and produced by James L. Brooks and Polly Platt. Screenplay by Crowe.




Then first time Lloyd Dobler calls Diane Court to ask her out on a date, he dials all but one digit of her phone number, then looks in the mirror and brushes his hair with his hand before dialing the final digit. He wants to look his best. He gets her father on the phone. Her father has received a lot of phone calls from guys wanting to talk to his daughter. Lloyd stumbles through his message, carefully repeats his number twice, and then says, “She’s pretty great, isn’t she?” “What?” asks the father. “I said, she’s pretty great.” “Yes,” says her dad, “she is.”

This scene, early in Cameron Crowe’s Say Anything, reflects many of the virtues of the movie. In a lesser film Lloyd would have gotten Diane on the phone with the first try. But it is important to establish her father, James (John Mahoney), as a major player, a man whose daughter chose to live with him after a divorce, and who tells her she can say anything to him. The movie is about honesty, which is why Mr. Court has to grin at Lloyd’s earnest closing line, and it is also about dishonesty.

Lloyd (John Cusack) is tall, loyal, and true, tells the truth, and seems especially frank about the fact that he seems to have absolutely no future. His career plans do not include college. He talks vaguely about a future as a professional kickboxer, but the only time we see him engaged in the sport professionally is when he’s teaching a class of preschoolers. Diane (Ione Skye), on the other hand, is a golden girl, the class valedictorian, winner of a scholarship to England.

She is also beautiful, which Lloyd appreciates with every atom of his being, but she doesn’t date much, because she intimidates the other students. When Lloyd confides his love to his best friend, Corey (Lili Taylor), she says simply, “She’s too smart for you.”’ When Lloyd takes Diane to the all-night party on high school graduation night, someone asks her, “Why’d you come with Lloyd Dobler?” and she says, “He made me laugh.”

Diane perceives that she does not laugh enough. She tells her dad how much she enjoyed the party, and says she missed that kind of fun in high school: “It’s like I held everyone away from me.” Lloyd and Diane begin to date, tentatively, and she notices that he is instinctively a gentleman. The moment he wins her heart is when he warns her not to step near some glass in a parking lot.

Lloyd’s biggest problem, in the eyes of Mr. Court, is his complete lack of a reasonable career plan. Even Lloyd hardly seems to think kickboxing is a workable profession. But he’s clear about what he doesn’t want to do: “I don’t want to buy anything, sell anything, or process anything as a career.”

Most people go to love stories to identify, in one way or another, with the lovers. Usually they are unworthy of our trust, especially in the modern breed of teenage movies that celebrate cynicism, vulgarity, and ignorance. Say Anything is kind of ennobling. I would like to show it to the makers of a film like Slackers and ask them if they do not feel shamed. Say Anything exists entirely in a real world, is not a fantasy or a pious parable, has characters whom we sort of recognize, and is directed with care for the human feelings involved. When Entertainment Weekly recently chose it as the best modern movie romance, I was not surprised.

Cameron Crowe, who also wrote this, his directorial debut, seems able to tap directly into his feelings and memories as a teenager. His autobiographical Almost Famous (2000) was set backstage at rock concerts, a much different world than the Seattle of Say Anything, but the characters played by Patrick Fugit and John Cusack could be twins in the way they earnestly try to be true to themselves. Both characters have career ambitions that are not respectable (to become a rock critic is not much better than becoming a kickboxer, in the eyes of parents). Both are so consumed by their dreams that they ignore conventional ambitions. Both fall in love with apparently inaccessible girls, although Lloyd Dobler has the good luck that Diane loves him, too.

The film follows them gently and tactfully through the stages of romance at eighteen. When it finally finds them in the backseat of a car and perhaps about to have sex, it doesn’t descend into the sweaty, snickering dirty-mindedness of many modern teen movies, but listens carefully. “Are you shaking?” she asks him. “No,” he says. “You’re shaking,” she says. “I don’t think so,” he says. When she comes in late the next morning—the first time she has not called home to let her father know where she was—he is angry, but loves her enough to cool down and listen to what she has to say. The way she describes what happened is one of the movie’s flawless moments.

The two lovers both have confidants. For Diane, it is her father, played by John Mahoney as a reminder that this actor can be as convincingly nice as anyone in the movies. He exudes decency. That quality is right for this role, in which we learn that there is a great deal Diane doesn’t know about her father. When the IRS looks into the financial records at the nursing home he runs, Diane goes to a local agent to argue her father’s case. And the agent (Philip Baker Hall), in a small but indispensable role, tells her flatly but not unkindly, “But he’s guilty.”

Lloyd’s confidant is Corey. This was Lili Taylor’s first film after the landmark Mystic Pizza (1988), which also introduced Julia Roberts and Annabeth Gish. Here she plays a husky-voiced folk singer who has been dumped by the one love of her life, Joe. “I have written sixty-three songs this year, all about Joe,” she tells Lloyd at the party. She sings some of them (“Joe lies when he cries . . .”). She provides advice, but because her specialty is unrequited love, she can’t quite understand Lloyd and Diane, who share true love. Then Diane devastates Lloyd with the opinion that they should stop seeing each other. She won’t say why. (“This girl is different,” Lloyd says during his period of mourning. “When we go out, we don’t even have to go out, you know?”)

Lloyd’s exile in the wilderness away from Diane works because Cusack makes us feel the pain. He turns to his other confidant, the sister he lives with (played by his own sister Joan). He plays with his nephew, a little would-be kickboxer. He stands across the street from Diane’s house, playing love laments on his boom box. He doesn’t understand this sudden rejection, and because we do, we feel all the more for him. When they finally get back together, Crowe’s dialogue reflects his need. She tells him she needs him. “Because you need someone, or because you need me?” Lloyd asks. And immediately answers his own question: “Forget it. I don’t care.”

Say Anything depends above all on the human qualities of its actors. Cusack and Skye must have been cast for their clear-eyed frankness, for their ability to embody the burning intensity of young idealism. A movie like this is possible because its maker believes in the young characters, and in doing the right thing, and in staying true to oneself. The sad teenage comedies of recent years apparently are made by filmmakers who have little respect for themselves or their characters, and sneer because they dare not dream. 



Scent of Green Papaya [image: fourstar]

NO MPAA RATING, 103 m., 1994


Tran Nu Yen-Khe (Mui at Twenty), Lu Man San (Mui at Ten), Truong Thi Loc (The Mother), Nguyen Anh Hoa (Thi, the Old Servant Woman), Vuong Hoa Hoi (Khuyen), Tran Ngoc Trung (The Father), Talisman Vantha (Thu). Directed by Tran Anh Hung and produced by Christophe Rossignon. Screenplay by Hung.




Here is a film so placid and filled with sweetness that watching it is like listening to soothing music. The Scent of Green Papaya takes place in Vietnam between the late 1940s and early 1960s, and is seen through the eyes of a poor young woman who is taken as a servant into the household of a merchant family. She observes everything around her in minute detail, and gradually, as she flowers into a beautiful woman, her simple goodness impresses her more hurried and cynical employers.

The woman, named Mui, is an orphan—a child, when she first comes to work for the family. She learns her tasks quickly and well, and performs them so unobtrusively that sometimes she seems almost like a spirit. But she is a very real person, uncomplaining, all-seeing, and the film watches her world through her eyes. For her, there is beauty in the smallest details: a drop of water trembling on a leaf, a line of busy ants, a selfimportant frog in a puddle left by the rain, the sunlight through the green leaves outside the window, the scent of green papaya.

We understand the workings of the household only through her eyes. We see that the father drinks and is unfaithful, and that the mother runs the business and the family. We see unhappiness, and we also see that the mother comes to think of Mui with a special love—she is like a daughter. As Mui grows and the family’s fortunes fade, the routine in the household nevertheless continues unchanged, until a day when the father is dead and the business in disarray. Then Mui is sent to work as the servant of a young man who is a friend of the family.

She has known this young man for a long time, ever since they both were children. He was the playmate of her employer’s son. Now he has grown into a sleek and sophisticated man about town, a classical pianist, French-speaking, with an expensive mistress. Mui serves him as she served her first family, quietly and perfectly. And we see through small signs that she loves him. These signs are at first not visible to the man.

The Scent of Green Papaya, which was one of 1994’s Oscar nominees in the Foreign Language category, is first of all a film of great visual beauty; watching it is like seeing a poem for the eyes. All of the action, indoors and out, is set in Saigon in the period before the Vietnam War, but what is astonishing is that this entire film was made in Paris, on a sound stage. Everything we see is a set. There is a tradition in Asian films of sets that are obviously artificial (see Kwaidan, with its artificial snowfalls and forests). But the sets for Green Papaya are so convincing that at first we think we are occupying a small, secluded corner of a real city.

The director, Tran Anh Hung, undoubtedly found it impossible to make a film of this type in today’s Vietnam, which is hardly nostalgic for the colonial era. That is one reason he recreated his period piece on a sound stage. Another reason may be that he wanted to achieve a kind of visual perfection that real life seldom approaches; every small detail of his frame is idealized in an understated but affecting way, so that Mui’s physical world seduces us as much as her beauty.

Some will prefer the first two-thirds of the film to the conclusion: There is a purity to the observation of Mui’s daily world that has a power of its own. Toward the end of the film, plot begins to enter, and we begin to wonder when the young pianist will notice the beautiful woman who lives under his roof and loves him so. There is an old, old movie tradition of the scene where a man suddenly sees a woman through fresh eyes, and realizes that the love he has been looking everywhere for is standing right there in front of him. These scenes can be laughable, but they can also sometimes be moving, and when that moment arrives in The Scent of Green Papaya, it has been so carefully prepared that there is a true joy to it.

There is another scene of great gladness, when the man begins to teach the young woman to read. So deep is the romanticism of the film that we almost question whether this is an advancement for her: Her simplicity, her unity of self and world, is so deep that perhaps literacy will only be a distraction. It is one of the film’s gifts to inspire questions like that.

I have seen The Scent of Green Papaya three times now—the first time in May 1994 at Cannes, where it was named the best film by a first-time director. It is a placid, interior, contemplative film—not plot-driven, but centered on the growth of the young woman. As such, you might think it would seem “slower” on later viewings, but I found that the opposite was true: As I understood better what the movie was, I appreciated it more because, like a piece of music, it was made of subtleties that only grew deeper through familiarity. This is a film to cherish.


Shakespeare in Love [image: ]

R, 120 m., 1998


Gwyneth Paltrow (Viola De Lesseps), Joseph Fiennes (Will Shakespeare), Geoffrey Rush (Philip Henslowe), Colin Firth (Lord Wessex), Ben Affleck (Ned Alleyn), Judi Dench (Queen Elizabeth I), Simon Callow (Tilney, Master of the Revels), Rupert Everett (Christopher Marlowe), Martin Clunes (Richard Burbage), Tom Wilkinson (Fennyman), Imelda Staunton (Nurse), Anthony Sher (Dr. Moth). Directed by John Madden and produced by David Parfitt, Donna Gigliotti, Harvey Weinstein, Edward Zwick, and Marc Norman. Screenplay by Norman and Tom Stoppard.




There is a boatman in Shakespeare in Love who ferries Shakespeare across the Thames while bragging, “I had Christopher Marlowe in my boat once.” As Shakespeare steps ashore, the boatman tries to give him a script to read. The contemporary feel of the humor (like Shakespeare’s coffee mug, inscribed “Souvenir of Stratford-upon-Avon”) makes the movie play like a contest between Masterpiece Theatre and Mel Brooks. Then the movie stirs in a sweet love story, juicy court intrigue, backstage politics, and some lovely moments from Romeo and Juliet (Shakespeare’s working title: Romeo and Ethel, the Pirate’s Daughter).

Is this a movie or an anthology? I didn’t care. I was carried along by the wit, the energy, and a surprising sweetness. The movie serves as a reminder that Will Shakespeare was once a young playwright on the make, that theater in all times is as much business as show, and that Romeo and Juliet must have been written by a man in intimate communication with his libido. The screenplay is by Marc Norman and Tom Stoppard, whose play Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead approached Hamlet from the points of view of two minor characters.

Shakespeare in Love is set in late Elizabethan England (the queen, played as a young woman by Cate Blanchett in Elizabeth, is played as an old one here by Judi Dench). Theater in London is booming—when the theaters aren’t closed, that is, by plague warnings or bad debts. Shakespeare (Joseph Fiennes) is not as successful as the popular Marlowe (Rupert Everett), but he’s a rising star, in demand by the impecunious impresario Henslowe (Geoffrey Rush), whose Rose Theater is in hock to a money lender, and Richard Burbage (Martin Clunes), whose Curtain Theater has Marlowe and would like to sign Shakespeare.

The film’s opening scenes provide a cheerful survey of the business of theater—the buildings, the budgets, the script deadlines, the casting process. Shakespeare meanwhile struggles against deadlines and complains in therapy that his quill has broken (his therapist raises a Freudian eyebrow). What does it take to renew his energy? A sight of the beautiful Viola De Lesseps (Gwyneth Paltrow), a rich man’s daughter with the taste to prefer Shakespeare to Marlowe, and the daring to put on men’s clothes and audition for a role in Will’s new play.

Players in drag were, of course, standard on the Elizabethan stage (“Stage love will never be true love,” the dialogue complains, “while the law of the land has our beauties played by pip-squeak boys”). It was conventional not to notice the gender disguises, and Shakespeare in Love asks us to grant the same leeway as Viola first plays a woman auditioning to play a man, and later plays a man playing a woman. As the young man auditioning to play Romeo, Viola wears a mustache and trousers, and yet somehow inspires stirrings in Will’s breeches; later, at a dance, he sees her as a woman and falls instantly in love.

Alas, Viola is to be married in two weeks to the odious Lord Wessex (Colin Firth), who will trade his title for her father’s cash. Shakespeare nevertheless presses his case, in what turns out to be a real-life rehearsal for Romeo and Juliet’s balcony scene, and when it is discovered that he violated Viola’s bedchamber, he thinks fast and identifies himself as Marlowe. (This suggests an explanation for Marlowe’s mysterious stabbing death at Deptford.) The threads of the story come together nicely on Viola’s wedding day, which ends with her stepping into a role she could not possibly have foreseen.

The film has been directed by John Madden, who made Mrs. Brown (1997), about the affection between Queen Victoria and her horse trainer. Here again he finds a romance that leaps across barriers of wealth, titles, and class. The story is ingeniously Shakespearean in its dimensions, including high and low comedy, coincidences, masquerades, jokes about itself, topical references, and entrances with screwball timing. At the same time we get a good sense of how the audience was deployed in the theaters, where they stood or sat, and what their view was like—and also information about costuming, props, and stagecraft.

But all of that is handled lightly, as background, while intrigues fill the foreground, and the love story between Shakespeare and Viola slyly takes form. By the closing scene, where Viola breaks the law against women on the stage, we’re surprised how much of Shakespeare’s original power still resides in lines that now have two or even three additional meanings. There’s a quiet realism in the development of the romance, which grows in the shadow of Viola’s approaching nuptials: “This is not life, Will,” she tells him. “It is a stolen season.” And Judi Dench has a wicked scene as Elizabeth, informing Wessex of his bride-to-be, “You’re a lordly fool; she’s been plucked since I saw her last, and not by you. It takes a woman to know it.”

Fiennes and Paltrow make a fine romantic couple, high-spirited and fine-featured, and Ben Affleck prances through the center of the film as Ned Alleyn, the cocky actor. I also enjoyed the seasoned Shakespeareans who swelled the progress of a scene or two: Simon Callow as the Master of the Revels; Tom Wilkinson as Fennyman, the usurer; Imelda Staunton as Viola’s nurse; Anthony Sher as Dr. Moth, the therapist.

A movie like this is a reminder of the long thread that connects Shakespeare to the kids opening tonight in a storefront on Lincoln Avenue: You get a theater, you learn the lines, you strut your stuff, you hope there’s an audience, you fall in love with another member of the cast, and if sooner or later your revels must be ended, well, at least you reveled.


Some Like It Hot [image: fourstar]

NO MPAA RATING, 120 m., 1959


Marilyn Monroe (Sugar Kane Kowalczyk), Tony Curtis (Joe), Jack Lemmon (Jerry), George Raft (Spats Colombo), Pat O'Brien (Det. Mulligan), Joe E. Brown (Osgood Fielding III). Directed by Billy Wilder. Produced by I.A.L. Diamond, Doane Harrison, and Wilder. Screenplay by Diamond and Wilder.
 




What a work of art and nature is Marilyn Monroe. She hasn’t aged into an icon, some citizen of the past, but still seems to be inventing herself as we watch her. She has the gift of appearing to hit on her lines of dialogue by happy inspiration, and there are passages in Billy Wilder’s Some Like It Hot where she and Tony Curtis exchange one-liners like hot potatoes.


Poured into a dress that offers her breasts like jolly treats for needy boys, she seems totally oblivious to sex while at the same time melting men into helpless desire. “Look at that!” Jack Lemmon tells Curtis as he watches her adoringly. “Look how she moves. Like Jell-O on springs. She must have some sort of built-in motor. I tell you, it’s a whole different sex.”


Wilder’s 1959 comedy is one of the enduring treasures of the movies, a film of inspiration and meticulous craft, a movie that’s about nothing but sex and yet pretends it’s about crime and greed. It is underwired with Wilder’s cheerful cynicism, so that no time is lost to soppiness and everyone behaves according to basic Darwinian drives. When sincere emotion strikes these characters, it blindsides them: Curtis thinks he wants only sex, Monroe thinks she wants only money, and they are as astonished as delighted to find they want only each other.


The plot is classic screwball. Curtis and Lemmon play Chicago musicians who disguise themselves as women to avoid being rubbed out after they witness the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre. They join an all-girl orchestra on its way to Florida. Monroe is the singer, who dreams of marrying a millionaire but despairs, “I always get the fuzzy end of the lollipop.” Curtis lusts for Monroe and disguises himself as a millionaire to win her. Monroe lusts after money and gives him lessons in love. Their relationship is flipped and mirrored in low comedy as Lemmon gets engaged to a real millionaire, played by Joe E. Brown. “You’re not a girl!” Curtis protests to Lemmon. “You’re a guy! Why would a guy want to marry a guy?” Lemmon: “Security!”


The movie has been compared to Marx Brothers classics, especially in the slapstick chases as gangsters pursue the heroes through hotel corridors. The weak points in many Marx Brothers films are the musical interludes—not Harpo’s solos, but the romantic duets involving insipid supporting characters. Some Like It Hot has no problems with its musical numbers because the singer is Monroe, who didn’t have a great singing voice but was as good as Frank Sinatra at selling the lyrics.


Consider her solo of “I Wanna Be Loved by You.” The situation is as basic as it can be: a pretty girl standing in front of an orchestra and singing a song. Monroe and Wilder turn it into one of the most mesmerizing and blatantly sexual scenes in the movies. She wears that clinging, see-through dress, gauze covering the upper slopes of her breasts, the neckline scooping to a censor’s eyebrow north of trouble. Wilder places her in the center of a round spotlight that does not simply illuminate her from the waist up, as an ordinary spotlight would, but toys with her like a surrogate neckline, dipping and clinging as Monroe moves her body higher and lower in the light with teasing precision. It is a striptease in which nudity would have been superfluous. All the time she seems unaware of the effect, singing the song innocently, as if she thinks it’s the literal truth. To experience that scene is to understand why no other actor, male or female, has more sexual chemistry with the camera than Monroe.


Capturing the chemistry was not all that simple. Legends surround Some Like It Hot. Kissing Marilyn, Curtis famously said, was like kissing Hitler. Monroe had so much trouble saying one line (“Where’s the bourbon?”) while looking in a dresser drawer that Wilder had the line pasted inside the drawer. Then she opened the wrong drawer. So he had it pasted inside every drawer.


Monroe’s eccentricities and neuroses on sets became notorious, but studios put up with her long after any other actress would have been blackballed because what they got back on the screen was magical. Watch the final take of “Where’s the bourbon?” and Monroe seems utterly spontaneous. And watch the famous scene aboard the yacht, where Curtis complains that no woman can arouse him, and Marilyn does her best. She kisses him not erotically but tenderly, sweetly, as if offering a gift and healing a wound. You remember what Curtis said but when you watch that scene, all you can think is that Hitler must have been a terrific kisser.


The movie is really the story of the Lemmon and Curtis characters, and it’s got a top-shelf supporting cast (Joe E. Brown, George Raft, Pat O’Brien), but Monroe steals it, as she walked away with every movie she was in. It is an act of the will to watch anyone else while she is on the screen. Tony Curtis’ performance is all the more admirable because we know how many takes she needed—Curtis must have felt at times like he was in a pro-am tournament. Yet he stays fresh and alive in sparkling dialogue scenes like their first meeting on the beach, where he introduces himself as the Shell Oil heir and wickedly parodies Cary Grant. Watch his timing in the yacht seduction scene, and the way his character plays with her naivete. “Water polo? Isn’t that terribly dangerous?” asks Monroe. Curtis: “I’ll say! I had two ponies drown under me.”


Watch, too, for Wilder’s knack of hiding bold sexual symbolism in plain view. When Monroe first kisses Curtis while they’re both horizontal on the couch, notice how his patent-leather shoe rises phallically in the mid-distance behind her. Does Wilder intend this effect? Undoubtedly, because a little later, after the frigid millionaire confesses he has been cured, he says, “I’ve got a funny sensation in my toes—like someone was barbecuing them over a slow flame.” Monroe’s reply: “Let’s throw another log on the fire.”



Jack Lemmon gets the fuzzy end of the lollipop in the parallel relationship. The screenplay by Wilder and I.A.L. Diamond is Shakespearean in the way it cuts between high and low comedy, between the heroes and the clowns. The Curtis character is able to complete his round trip through gender, but Lemmon gets stuck halfway, so that Curtis connects with Monroe in the upstairs love story while Lemmon is downstairs in the screwball department with Joe E. Brown. Their romance is frankly cynical: Brown’s character gets married and divorced the way other men date, and Lemmon plans to marry him for the alimony.


But they both have so much fun in their courtship! While Curtis and Monroe are on Brown’s yacht, Lemmon and Brown are dancing with such perfect timing that a rose in Lemmon’s teeth ends up in Brown’s. Lemmon has a hilarious scene the morning after his big date, laying on his bed, still in drag, playing with castanets as he announces his engagement. (Curtis: “What are you going to do on your honeymoon?” Lemmon: “He wants to go to the Riviera, but I kinda lean toward Niagara Falls.”) Both Curtis and Lemmon are practicing cruel deceptions—Curtis has Monroe thinking she’s met a millionaire, and Brown thinks Lemmon is a woman—but the film dances free before anyone gets hurt. Both Monroe and Brown learn the truth and don’t care, and after Lemmon reveals he’s a man, Brown delivers the best curtain line in the movies. If you’ve seen the movie, you know what it is, and if you haven’t, you deserve to hear it for the first time from him. 


The Truth About Cats and Dogs [image: ]½

PG-13, 97 m., 1996


Uma Thurman (Noelle), Janeane Garofalo (Abby), Ben Chaplin (Brian), Jamie Foxx (Ed). Directed by Michael Lehmann and produced by Richard Hashimoto, Audrey Wells, and Cari-Esta Albert. Screenplay by Wells.




The Truth About Cats and Dogs is one of those warmhearted, quick-footed comedies that’s light as a feather, fueled by coincidence, and depends above all on the luminosity of its performers. Janeane Garofalo in this movie, like Sandra Bullock in While You Were Sleeping, is so likable, so sympathetic, so revealing of her character’s doubts and desires, that she carries us headlong into the story.


Garofalo plays Abby, a veterinarian who gives advice to pet owners over a talk radio station in Santa Monica, California. Her callers have the sorts of problems I suspect all pet owners secretly have. One is concerned about a cat that won’t stop licking its owner’s face. Another has depressed fish. A third is trying to deal with a Great Dane on roller skates. The dog is a pretty good skater, but it has understandably grown disturbed and won’t let anyone near it.


This last caller is Brian (Ben Chaplin), and as he talks we see his Great Dane whizzing past on skates. It’s the kind of surrealistic image that blindsides you; beyond language, beyond logic, it’s intrinsically funny. As Abby dispenses advice about roller-skating dogs, Brian finds himself strangely attracted to her voice—to its intelligence and tone, and to a quality that calls out to some need within him.


He asks Abby to meet him. “Why,” she asks, “would I meet a listener I know nothing about except that he puts roller skates on his dog?” But there is something in his voice, maybe in his British accent, that appeals to a need in her, and God knows she’s needy, since her social life is in disrepair. She agrees to meet him. He asks how he will recognize her. Abby is struck with an attack of insecurity; she doesn’t think of herself as attractive, and so she describes a person who is her opposite: “I’m tall, and blond . . .”


She knows such a person: Noelle (Uma Thurman), her neighbor, whose romantic life is crumbling (Noelle has a bully for a boyfriend, who thinks nothing of breaking the bow of Abby’s violin over his knee). When Brian calls for her at the radio station, Abby in desperation begs Noelle to go out with him—to pretend to be her. But poor Noelle is not very bright. At least not when she is with Brian, and pretending to be Abby. When Brian goes home and calls Abby on the phone, however, a miraculous transformation seems to take place; Abby becomes a delightful, seductive, witty conversationalist, and one night she and Brian talk for hours, until dawn, gradually drawing a web of seduction and passion around themselves.


This story is yet another retooling of the legend of Cyrano de Bergerac, the pudding-faced dreamer who loved the great beauty Roxanne, and wrote her inspired love letters while stage-managing a courtship by his handsome but doltish friend Christian. The story of Cyrano was first told in the seventeenth century and was made into an enduring play by Edmond Rostand in 1897. It has been remade countless times; Jose Ferrer won an Oscar as Cyrano in 1950, Steve Martin updated the story in Roxanne (1987), and Gerard Depardieu got an Oscar nomination for best actor for his version in 1990. Now here is Janeane Garofalo in a gender switch for the story, which plays just as well, because who cannot identify with it? Who does not like to believe that true love exists between two hearts and minds, not between two faces, and that love can overleap such trifles as physical appearance?


The Truth About Cats and Dogs is not simply another version of the old story, however. It includes a lot of humor that is generated by its specific situation. Much of it does indeed have to do with cats and dogs (and with a convincing demonstration of how to get a tortoise to stick its head out of its shell). And then there is the matter of Noelle, the best friend. In Uma Thurman’s hands, she does not simply become a pawn, a false front for Abby. There is a poignancy in her situation, because she loves Brian, too, in her way, and handles a difficult situation with unexpected sweetness. 


Of course all movies like this toy a little with the odds. The movie is based upon the presumption that Garofalo is not pretty, and of course she is. She has never been allowed to appear particularly appealing onscreen, however; after an apprenticeship on Saturday Night Live she broke onto the movies as the Date from Hell in Bye Bye Love and Winona Ryder’s best friend in Reality Bites. In both roles she was blunt and abrasive, and took no hostages—although she was more likable in the second. Here we see an entire other side to her personality; a smartness, a penetrating wit, that takes this old story and adds a wry spin to its combination of romance, sweetness, and hope. 
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