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INTRODUCTION

And now for something completely different.

Like you, I love movies. And the movies that I love most are the ones that offer something unexpected, something a few feet (or maybe a mile or two) off the beaten track. Movies that weren’t created when an agent rounded up three stars and a director and sold a high-concept package to a Hollywood studio, which then went out and spent millions and millions to produce the film and millions more to market, advertise, and promote it.

Some good movies have come out of that process (I’ll think of one in a minute), but so have many bad ones (no names, please; we know who they are). So let us now praise less-than-famous men and women filmmakers whose work slipped quietly into movie theaters and now sits on video store shelves begging to be discovered by you.

Off-Hollywood films are what you’ll find in this guide—more than 650 of the best foreign and independently produced films of all time. A foreign film is any production principally financed (and usually filmed) outside the United States, including English-language films from Great Britain, Ireland, Canada, New Zealand, and Australia. Defining “independent” is a bit trickier. Any film produced outside the Hollywood studio system is, in effect, an independent movie. Broadly speaking, independent filmmaking has a history as long as that of the movies. Even after the studios rose to power and prominence in the years between the world wars, independent filmmakers managed to find a niche, though a very small one, since the studios also controlled the theater chains.

This guide concentrates on the independent filmmaking movement that began in the 1960s, when talented filmmakers like John Cassavetes (Shadows, Faces), Dennis Hopper (Easy Rider), and Martin Scorsese (Who’s That Knocking at My Door) showed the way for dozens of directors to come. Some—Scorsese, Spike Lee, the Coen Brothers, for example—started out as indies but have moved into studio-backed productions, returning to their roots occasionally for special projects. Entries for those who work both sides of the street reflect that split.

I allowed two award-giving organizations—the Sundance Film Festival and the Independent Spirit Awards—to define what was an independent film simply by which films they choose to nominate for their awards. In general, I tried to be inclusive without being exhaustive.

As I mentioned, this is a guide to the best foreign and independent films. If you’re looking for an “A list” of titles, consult Essential Movies on page xvii.

All of the films reviewed in this book are available on home video, and many are on DVD. If you’re very lucky, your video store carries many of them. But video retailing relies on the latest Hollywood hits to make a profit, and you may have to do some work to find some of these films. Our Resource Directory offers tips on alternative sources for renting and buying.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

All of the films are listed in alphabetical order. Titles beginning with foreign articles such as Le and Los are listed under the first letter of the article, and they are cross-referenced from the next word. Individual entries contain the following information about each film:




•         Title

•         Country of origin

•         Year of release

•         Color (C), black and white (B&W), or both (C/B&W)

•         Running time

•         MPAA rating (G, PG, PG-13, R, X, or NC-17). Unrated films are designated NR.

•         Genre

•         Director

•         Principal cast

•         DVD availability (indicated by the icon [image: image]
DVD)

•         DVD special features, if any

•         Subgenre categories

•         Double-feature suggestion




Films I consider essential are indicated as such; a complete list is on page xvii. Country of origin indicates the countries with a producing interest in the film. The primary country is usually listed first. Year of release is the year a film was released to theaters in its primary country of origin. The cast list offers a generous selection of performers in each film. DVD availability is accurate as of this writing; for more up-to-date information on DVD availability, visit the websites listed in the Resource Directory. DVD special features are those that go beyond the standard add-ons (theatrical trailer, biographies of the cast and crew).

Subgenre categories are my way of cross-referencing every film, to give you a way of connecting to others like it. The genres and their codes are:




Action-Adventure/Westerns (AC)

Comedy (CO)

Documentary (DO)

Drama (DR)

Fantasy/Horror/Science Fiction (FA)

Thriller (TH)

Video Extra (XT)




Each genre contains its own set of numbered categories; you can find them all in the Key to Subgenres on page 444. Every film has a reference to at least one of these lists. For example, Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon is referenced on five lists: AC3 (Martial Arts), AC7 (Revenge, Getting), AC8 (Swords and Sorcery), DR16 (Life Lessons), and DR18 (Love Stories). Those lists will cross-reference other films in this book that deal with the same subject matter or themes. “Video Extra” offers categories that aren’t genre-specific, such as Wide-Screen Delights.

The double-feature suggestion, indicated by “Goes well with,” offers another film in this book that is a match for the entry. My matchmaking criteria vary—the two films may have some of the same actors or the same director, they may be companion films in the same series, and/or they may deal with similar material.

Each review contains information on awards the film may have received from the Motion Picture Academy of Arts and Sciences, the New York Film Critics Circle, the Sundance Film Festival (known until the mid-1980s as the U.S. Festival), and the Independent Spirit Awards.

The second part of the book is a series of reference lists. The Subgenre Lists offer you a chance to find films with similar themes and subject matter. The Directors Index lists all of the directors in the book. The Actors Index is a selection of performers of interest; since there are over 2,600 actors referenced in this book, many of them appearing in only one film, listing all of them here isn’t practical. The Countries Index breaks down all of the films by the primary producing country. The DVD Index details all films currently available in that format.

If you’re using the electronic version of this book, you can search for any title or name or, for that matter, phrase with your Search function keys.


RESOURCE DIRECTORY

ONLINE

Looking for more information or a second opinion on the films in this book? The Internet can help.

The Internet Movie Database (imdb.com) is the first place many film lovers turn for basic information on the movies. It offers thorough credits for any film you can think of, and complete filmographies for anyone listed in their credits. VHS and DVD availability are indexed, with a link to amazon.com for purchases. You can register and enter your own critical rating (on a scale of 1 to 10) for any film, and also see how the ratings break down by age and gender. There are brief reviews, but the site does not offer plot synopses.

All Movie Guide (allmovie.com) does. It’s not as strong on the technical credits as imdb.com, but every film in its database is synopsized, reviewed, and cross-referenced with AMG’s own subgenres. Plus, it offers a handy daily guide to what’s playing on cable and satellite channels. (Full disclosure: I have contributed reviews to this site.)

Movie Review Query Engine (mrqe.com) indexes over twenty-five thousand film titles, offering reviews from a variety of sources. The site is stronger on more recent releases, with reviews from sources like Roger Ebert, Rolling Stone, and The Washington Post. Dig back farther, and you’ll discover lots of critics (and publications) you’ve never heard of.

Critics.com (critics.com) is oriented to current and recent releases. It compiles reviews from major publications, assigns star ratings (if they’re not already given), then averages them out for a critical consensus. You can read the most positive and negative reviews to get an idea of what’s right or wrong with any film indexed.

DVD Planet (dvdplanet.com) is a terrific site for locating information on DVDs. You can find out what’s available, what’s coming out in the next few months, and what special features are offered for each title. They also offer excellent discounts on all of their inventory, allow you to preorder a disc before it’s released, and indicate if stock on an item is running low.

Two other sites, DVD File (dvdfile.com) and DVD Review (dvdreview.com), offer an enormous amount of information on DVDs: reviews, news, feature stories and interviews, ordering links, downloads, clips, guides to those hidden features (insiders call them Easter Eggs), and more. The reviews may provide more information about picture and sound quality than the casual renter needs, but if you’re building a collection of discs, they can offer a caveat before you buy.




RENTAL SERVICES

The sad fact is that many video stores concentrate their holdings on the current releases and Hollywood product that reap the biggest profits. If you’re lucky enough to find a store that carries a strong selection of what’s known in the video retailing business as “catalog” product (i.e., any film released more than five years ago), cherish that store and give it your business, especially if it carries foreign films and independent releases as well.

Renting by mail is an alternative, and in some ways it can be easier than making those two trips to the video store. I’ve tried the first two services listed below, and I have friends who sing the praises of the third.

Movie Library operates out of Philadelphia, and they specialize in just the kind of films this book carries. They will send free catalogs of their holdings. As of this writing, their stock is mostly VHS, but they are expanding into DVD. Their web address is vlibrary.com; their phone number is 1-800-669-7157.

Facets is a Chicago-based company with an immense catalog that runs the gamut from mainstream fare to the truly obscure. If they don’t have it, it has likely never been on video or is long out of print. They can be found at facets.org or 1-800-532-2387.

Netflix (netflix.com) specializes in DVDs for rent and sale. They claim that if a title is available, they will carry it for rent.

As of this writing, Movie Library does not require a membership fee; Facets and Netflix do. Movie Library and Netflix provide cartons with postage already affixed to mail back your rentals; Facets does not.




ADDITIONAL REFERENCES

In compiling the basic information for this book, I used several printed guides: Leonard Maltin’s Movie & Video Guide, the Time Out Film Guide, and three volumes from the VideoHound kennel of movie references: The VideoHound Movie Retriever, VideoHound’s World Cinema by Elliot Wilhelm, and VideoHound’s DVD Guide.


ESSENTIAL MOVIES

After Hours

Aguirre: The Wrath of God

Alexander Nevsky

Amarcord

Amelie

American Dream

American Heart

Antonia’s Line

Aparajito

The Apostle

Ashes and Diamonds




Babette’s Feast

Badlands

The Battle of Algiers

Battleship Potemkin

Beauty and the Beast (1946)

Belle de Jour

The Bicycle Thief

Big Night

Blood Simple

Blowup

The Blue Angel (1930)

Blue Velvet

Boogie Nights

Boys Don’t Cry

The Boys of St. Vincent

“Breaker” Morant

Breaking the Waves

Breathless (1959)

The Bridge on the River Kwai

Brother’s Keeper

The Brothers McMullen

The Buena Vista Social Club

Burnt by the Sun




The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari

The Celebration

Character

Children of Paradise

Cinema Paradiso

Citizen Ruth

Clerks

Come and See

The Conformist

Contempt

The Cook, the Thief, His Wife and Her Lover

Cries and Whispers

Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon

Croupier

Crumb

The Crying Game

Cutter’s Way




Darling

Das Boot

Day for Night

Dead Man Walking

Diabolique (1955)

Diary of a Country Priest

The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie

Diva

Divided We Fall

Divorce—Italian Style

Dont Look Back

Drugstore Cowboy




The Earrings of Madame de . . .

Easy Rider

Eat Drink Man Woman

81⁄2

Eight Men Out

El Norte

The Emigrants

The English Patient

Eraserhead

Eve’s Bayou




Faces

Fanny and Alexander

Farewell, My Concubine

Flirting with Disaster

Forbidden Games

42 Up

The Four Hundred Blows

Four Weddings and a Funeral




The Garden of the Finzi-Continis

Ghost World

Gimme Shelter

Go

Gods and Monsters

The Good, the Bad and the Ugly

Gosford Park

Grand Illusion




Hairspray

Halloween

Hamlet (1948)

Happiness

A Hard Day’s Night

Harlan County, U.S.A.

Heathers

Heavenly Creatures

Henry V (1945)

Henry V (1989)

Henry: Portrait of a Serial Killer

High and Low

Hiroshima, Mon Amour

Hoop Dreams

Hope and Glory

The House of Mirth

Howards End




I Am Cuba

Ikiru

In the Company of Men

Ivan the Terrible, Part One

Ivan the Terrible, Part Two




Jean de Florette

Jules and Jim




Kanal

The Killer

Knife in the Water




L’Atalante

L’Avventura

La Belle Noiseuse

La Dolce Vita

La Ronde

La Strada

The Lady Vanishes

The Ladykillers

Lantana

The Last Days

The Last Emperor

The Last Laugh

Last Tango in Paris

Last Year at Marienbad

Lawrence of Arabia

Leaving Las Vegas

Les Vampires

Life Is Beautiful

Like Water for Chocolate

Local Hero

Lola Montès

Lone Star

The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner

The Long Good Friday

Look Back in Anger

Los Olvidados

The Louisiana Story




M

Man of Aran

Man of Iron

Man of Marble

Manon of the Spring

The Marriage of Maria Braun

Medium Cool

Metropolis

Metropolitan

Mr. Hulot’s Holiday

Monterey Pop

Mulholland Drive

My Beautiful Laundrette

My Night at Maud’s

My Own Private Idaho




Naked

Nanook of the North

Napoléon

The New Land

Night of the Living Dead

Nosferatu

Nothing but a Man




Olympia

Once Upon a Time in the West

One Day in September

Open City

Ordet

Orpheus




Paisan

Pandora’s Box

The Passion of Joan of Arc

Pather Panchali

Performance

Persona

The Piano

Pixote

Platoon

The Player

Point of Order!

Pulp Fiction




Raise the Red Lantern

Ran

Rashomon

The Red Shoes

The Remains of the Day

Repulsion

Reservoir Dogs

Return of the Secaucus 7

Rififi

The Road Warrior

Roger & Me

Rules of the Game




Safe

Salesman

Salvador

Secrets & Lies

Seven Beauties

The Seven Samurai

The Seventh Seal

sex, lies, and videotape

Shadows

Shakespeare in Love

Shame

She’s Gotta Have It

Sherman’s March

Shoot the Piano Player

Short Cuts

Slacker

Sling Blade

The Sorrow and the Pity

Stanley Kubrick: A Life in Pictures

Stranger Than Paradise

Streetwise

The Sweet Hereafter




The Texas Chainsaw Massacre

The Thin Blue Line

The Third Man

35 Up

The 39 Steps

This Sporting Life

Throne of Blood

The Times of Harvey Milk

The Tin Drum

Tokyo Olympiad

Tokyo Story

Tom Jones

Topsy-Turvy

Trainspotting

Triumph of the Will

Trouble in Mind

Two English Girls




Ulee’s Gold

The Unbelievable Truth

The Usual Suspects




Viridiana

Visions of Light: The Art of Cinematography




The Wages of Fear

Waiting for Guffman

The War Room

Weekend

When We Were Kings

Wild Reeds

Wild Strawberries

Wings of Desire

Women in Love

Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown

The World of Apu




Yi Yi (A One and a Two)

Yojimbo

You Can Count on Me




Z

Zero for Conduct


W

THE WAGES OF FEAR

ESSENTIAL

France/Italy   1952   B&W   148 min.   NR   Action-Adventure

Dir: Henri-Georges Clouzot

C: Yves Montand, Charles Vanel, Peter Van Eyck, Vera Clouzot, Folco Lulli, William Tubbs

Four European men, adrift and nearly penniless in a squalid Latin American village, are lured by the promise of a big payday for a dangerous job: An oil company needs a load of nitroglycerin to be delivered to a remote well fire burning out of control. The route is through jungle and over mountains, and these men are just desperate enough to take the chance. That’s the setup for one of the greatest adventure films of them all, though some viewers may not appreciate its dim view of humanity. None of these men (Yves Montand, Folco Lulli, Peter Van Eyck, Charles Vanel) is particularly heroic or generous; they’re in it for the money. But, as he did in Diabolique, Henri-Georges Clouzot finds a way to make you care about less-than-honorable people, if only because their survival is at stake every minute. Beware of versions of this film running as short as 105 minutes; a 156-minute version exists, but no sources consulted indicate it is available on video. The DVD on Criterion runs 148 min.

[image: image]
DVD

AC2, AC4

Goes well with: Mountains of the Moon

WAITING FOR GUFFMAN

ESSENTIAL

U.S.   1997   C   84 min.   R   Comedy

Dir: Christopher Guest

C: Christopher Guest, Eugene Levy, Fred Willard, Catherine O’Hara, Parker Posey, Lewis Arquette, Matt Keeslar, Bob Balaban, Paul Dooley, Paul Benedict, Larry Miller, Brian Doyle-Murray

Christopher Guest and cowriter Eugene Levy have created a premise, the attempts by residents of Blaine, a small Missouri town, to put on a special stage show commemorating the town’s sesquicentennial, that is both promising comic material and a minefield of condescending potshots at those pathetic folks out there in the flyover states. The genius of Guffman’s comedy is in its two directors—Guest, who tiptoes past the land mines to get the honest laughs, and the character he plays, Corky St. Clair. Corky is a New York “artiste of the theatre” who has agreed to helm Red, White and Blaine, and his self-delusions of grandeur infect everyone involved, save the town council, which won’t grant him $100,000 for his budget. (For a moment Corky considers packing it in and heading back east, but fortunately for us, he sticks it out.) Corky’s cast, including a married pair of travel agents (Fred Willard and Catherine O’Hara), a Dairy Queen server (Parker Posey), and a dentist (Levy), are all as talented as he, which is to say, not at all.

[image: image]
DVD: Special Edition contains audio commentaries by Christopher Guest and Eugene Levy, and deleted scenes with commentary.

CO10, CO11, CO12

Goes well with: Who Am I This Time?

WALKABOUT

Australia   1971   C   100 min.   NR   Action-Adventure

Dir: Nicolas Roeg

C: Jenny Agutter, Lucien John, David Gulpilil, John Meillon

Cinematographer-turned-director Nicolas Roeg made his first solo effort a ravishing adventure set in the Australian outback, where a teenage girl (Jenny Agutter) and her little brother (Lucien John) are stranded after their father goes mad. Edward Bond’s script, an adaptation of a novel by James Vance Marshall, explores the cross-cultural problems that crop up when the pair meet an aborgine (David Gulpilil) who is alone but not without resources of his own. He has been deserted, too, but deliberately, to do his “walkabout,” or rite of passage into manhood. The sexual tension between the two adolescents is palpable, and Roeg’s imagery of nature (water, smooth tree limbs) reinforces the mood. But the girl can’t (and won’t) understand her savior, though her brother has no qualms about a black man leading them to safety. It’s a great adventure and coming-of-age story that takes full advantage of the striking Australian landscape. The running time and rating reflect the 1996 reissue; tapes running 95 minutes and rated PG may still be in circulation.

[image: image]
DVD: Unrated director’s cut; includes audio commentary by Nicolas Roeg and Jenny Agutter; liner notes by Roger Ebert.

AC2, DR7, DR41

Goes well with: Burke and Wills

THE WAR ROOM

U.S.   1993   C   96 min.   PG   Documentary

Dir: D. A. Pennebaker and Chris Hegedus

Striking while the iron was still red-hot, D. A. Pennebaker and Chris Hegedus anticipated the Clinton victory in 1992 and got permission to hang out with some of his key campaign staffers in the titular location, command central for the Man from Hope’s bid for the White House. The stars of this film, and a lovely mismatched pair they are, are James Carville and George Stephanopoulos. Carville is reptilian in both appearance and manner, a man who eats, breathes, and sleeps politics, relishing every battle, no matter how small. Stephanopoulos is idealistic, well-meaning, boyishly charming, and clearly a foil for Carville’s aggressive machismo. If Billy Wilder were making a film about them, he would cast Walter Matthau and Jack Lemmon in the roles.

[image: image]
DVD

DO9

Goes well with: Feed

THE WATERDANCE

U.S.   1992   C   106 min.   R   Drama

Dir: Neal Jimenez and Michael Steinberg

C: Eric Stoltz, Wesley Snipes, William Forsyth, Helen Hunt, Elizabeth Peña, Grace Zabriskie

In 1985, Neal Jimenez was left paralyzed from the waist down by a fall, and he went on to write and codirect a good movie about his rehabilitation experiences. Joel Garcia is his screen name, and Eric Stoltz plays him with a ferocity he’s not always allowed to show in his other film roles. Most of the action takes place in a rehab hospital, where you might get a sense of déjà vu if you recall Marlon Brando’s screen debut, The Men, about World War II vets in the same setting. Garcia’s two best buddies (played with great relish by Wesley Snipes and William Forsyth) aren’t a perfect fit for him or each other, and his love life (with his married girlfriend, played by Helen Hunt) is hardly the model of domestic tranquility. To the film’s great credit, none of these loose ends is neatly tied up in the end. Jimenez’s screenplay won an Independent Spirit Award (which also honored the film as Best First Feature) and an Audience Award at Sundance.

[image: image]
DVD

DR3, DR15, DR16

Goes well with: My Left Foot

THE WEAVERS: WASN’T THAT A TIME!

U.S.   1982   C   78 min.   PG   Documentary

Dir: Jim Brown

Lee Hays, Fred Hillerman, Ronnie Gilbert, and Pete Seeger—“two low baritones, one brilliant alto, and a split tenor,” in Seeger’s words—comprised America’s seminal folk-song group. They topped the charts for thirteen weeks in 1950 with their recording of “Goodnight Irene,” only to wind up on the blacklist a few years later for their fidelity to union and leftist activities. This documentary tribute, including archival footage and current-day interviews (Hays is definitely the comedian of the group), is such a joyful experience that you almost forget its reason for being. Hays was ill when the film was shot, and he died before its release. (At his request, friends put his ashes on his compost heap.) The group had disbanded and re-formed with different members a number of times over the years, and filming was the occasion for two last shows at Carnegie Hall, which are only briefly excerpted here. This is a film that begs for a DVD release with additional footage of those shows and, really, everything the filmmakers gathered.

DO5

Goes well with: The Buena Vista Social Club

THE WEDDING BANQUET

U.S./Taiwan   1993   C   111 min.   R   Comedy

Dir: Ang Lee

C: Winston Chao, May Chin, Mitchell Lichtenstein, Sihung Lung

The marriage of convenience, a staple of screwball comedies of the 1930s and 1940s, gets a witty update in Taiwanese director Ang Lee’s first English-language film. Wai-Tung (Winston Chao) is a successful Taiwanese-American living with his gay lover (Mitchell Lichtenstein) in New York. Back home, his parents still can’t understand why their attractive son hasn’t married, and their trip to Manhattan prompts swift action: Wai-Tung proposes to his tenant Wei-Wei (May Chin), a native of mainland China in need of a green card, that they marry—strictly for show. Lee and cowriters Neil Feng and James Schamus wring expected laughs out of all the possible situations, and the film goes deeper than a Hollywood hack job would to suggest the sad desperation of a man who has it all, except a pact of mutual trust with his parents.

CO3, CO9, DR7, DR11, DR19

Goes well with: Eat Drink Man Woman

WEEKEND

ESSENTIAL

France/Italy   1967   C   103 min.   NR   Comedy-Drama

Dir: Jean-Luc Godard

C: Mireille Darc, Jean Yanne, Jean-Pierre Kalfon, Valérie Lagrange, Jean-Pierre Léaud

Jean-Luc Godard’s social comedy is an unusually ingratiating mix of satire and polemics. The wafer-thin story is of a bourgeois couple’s weekend outing to the countryside, where they encounter the longest traffic jam in the history of the movies, detailed in one long breathtaking shot by cinematographer Raoul Coutard. Their off-road adventures prove to be even more harrowing, as they stumble onto a cell of Maoist revolutionaries living off the land, hoping to foment their own apocalypse now rather than later. Characters speak directly to the camera, and those viewers of a certain age and political stripe may suffer from flashbacks to their more politicized youth of this era. Godard is serious enough to include this material in his film, but you don’t have to take it seriously. The message that the couple, with their pathetic addiction to name-brand material goods, sends is powerful enough on its own.

CO8, DR20, XT5

Goes well with: Pierrot le Fou

WELCOME TO SARAJEVO

U.K./U.S.   1997   C   101 min.   R   Drama

Dir: Michael Winterbottom

C: Stephen Dillane, Woody Harrelson, Emira Nusevic, Marisa Tomei, Kerry Fox, Goran Visnjic, Emily Lloyd

The story of journalists under fire in a modern war of attrition is given a new spin in this affecting drama from Michael Winterbottom and writer Frank Cottrell-Boyce. They’ve based their film on the real experiences of British TV journalist Michael Nicholson (here named Michael Henderson and played by Stephen Dillane), who crossed the line from objective observer to involved activist in his reporting on the plight of children orphaned during the 1992–93 siege of Sarajevo. Henderson pledges to a little girl named Emira (Emira Nusevic) that he will get her to a safe place, and then makes good on that promise by taking her back with him to England. All this happens in the first seventy minutes of the film, so you know there will be complications. The film skillfully blends dramatic footage and news images, condemning the inaction of the international community on humanitarian matters. The most wrenching moment: A bus of children escaping the country is stopped by a force of Serbs.

DR38

Goes well with: Salvador

WELCOME TO THE DOLLHOUSE

U.S.   1995   C   87 min.   R   Comedy

Dir: Todd Solondz

C: Heather Matarazzo, Brendan Sexton III, Daria Kalinina, Matthew Faber, Angela Pietropinto, Eric Mabius

Junior high is one of the great neglected subjects of filmmaking, and this film demonstrates why. It’s one thing to relive your carefree grade-school days or fast times at high school, but those limbo years of confusing hormonal shifts and sadistic social cruelty as an art form are best left undisturbed. Todd Solondz remembers, and he insists we watch poor Dawn Wiener (imagine the taunting such a name would produce—I can) stumble through the gauntlet of a school cafeteria packed with would-be comics. At home, Dawn (the affectingly homely Heather Matarazzo) is hammocked between an older brother whose rock band practices in their garage, and an insufferable little sister who gets whatever attention their parents don’t lavish on their son. The hell of adolescence was never funnier or more painful. Matarazzo won the Debut Performance Award from the Independent Spirit Awards, while the film picked up the Grand Jury Prize at Sundance.

[image: image]
DVD

DR11, DR21, DR31, DR41

Goes well with: Slums of Beverly Hills

WHEN WE WERE KINGS

ESSENTIAL

U.S.   1996   C   92 min.   PG   Documentary

Dir: Leon Gast

The 1974 Muhammad Ali–George Foreman heavyweight fight, the so-called “Rumble in the Jungle,” was preceded by so many astonishing events that the fight itself seemed almost anticlimactic. This was the first title bout fought in Africa, and the first appearance on the world stage of promoter Don King. An accompanying music festival (featuring James Brown and B. B. King) added to the hype, which hardly needed anything more than the presence of Ali, itching to get back the crown he’d lost when he refused induction into the military eight years before. Foreman was big and bad (not the cuddly pitchman he is today), and Ali played on that image, just as he’d taunted Sonny Liston and Joe Frazier earlier in his career. A Foreman injury only delayed the anticipation of Ali getting slaughtered. Director Leon Gast spent many years assembling the footage he needed to make this comprehensive record, and his use of writers Norman Mailer and George Plimpton, both of whom were ringside at the fight, for their recollections gives the film class and perspective. The film won best documentary awards from the Academy, the New York Film Critics Circle, and the Independent Spirits; it also was given a Special Recognition award at Sundance.

[image: image]
DVD

DO4, DO10

Goes well with: Fallen Champ: The Untold Story of Mike Tyson

WHERE ANGELS FEAR TO TREAD

U.K.   1991   C   112 min.   PG   Drama

Dir: Charles Sturridge

C: Helena Bonham Carter, Judy Davis, Rupert Graves, Giovanni Guidelli, Barbara Jefford, Helen Mirren, Thomas Wheatley

The miniboom in the late 1980s and early 1990s of E. M. Forster adaptations (A Room with a View, Howards End) ended not with a thud but a hearty and unexpected chuckle with this adaptation of his first novel. Lilia Heriton (Helen Mirren), a widow approaching middle age, upsets her uptight in-laws by marrying a younger man, an Italian she met on a tour of the continent. Her brother-in-law (Rupert Graves) is dispatched to put an end to this madness, and when he can’t, he and his prissy sister (Judy Davis) are forced to return to try to retrieve Lilia’s orphaned baby. It’s a drama embroidered with many amusing moments, and the always marvelous Mirren and equally splendid Davis carry the film as a kind of relay team, since they share few scenes together. And the Tuscany locations are a soothing background to the social madness in the forefront.

DR7, DR11, DR29

Goes well with: A Room with a View

WHITE OF THE EYE

U.K.   1987   C   110 min.   R   Thriller

Dir: Donald Cammell

C: David Keith, Cathy Moriarty, Art Evans, Alan Rosenberg, Alberta Watson

If it were only for its story—happily married woman discovers that her husband is a serial killer who targets females—White of the Eye would be nothing more than your ordinary woman-in-jeopardy time-waster. The key name here is writer-director Donald Cammell. His blighted career, which ended in suicide, produced only a handful of films; this one is his best solo work (he also codirected the similarly disturbing Performance with cinematographer Nicolas Roeg). Cammell can’t tell a story straight—he’s always digressing to offer up bizarre imagery—and that works well for freshening up well-worn material like this. Set in an Arizona mining town, White of the Eye offers desert vistas, Indian mysticism, and a killer (played by David Keith) who has come unhinged so quietly that even the woman he sleeps with (Cathy Moriarty) has no clue what he’s up to. In a way, Cammell’s technique is a reflection of the killer’s own mind, racing at warp speed to justify his twisted view of the world.

TH15, TH16

Goes well with: Peeping Tom

WHO AM I THIS TIME?

U.S.   1982   C   60 min.   PG   Comedy

Dir: Jonathan Demme

C: Susan Sarandon, Christopher Walken, Robert Ridgley, Dorothy Paterson

A whimsical take on the world of amateur theater, Who Am I This Time? is an adaptation of a Kurt Vonnegut story about a timid hardware clerk (Christopher Walken) who inhabits the stage characters he’s asked to play in convincing fashion. Susan Sarandon is the new thespian in town who doesn’t get this fact at first, and she’s instantly attracted to her costar’s brawling turn as Stanley Kowalski. Back in the plumbling aisle, this would-be Brando has, to her dismay, turned into Wally Cox. Jonathan Demme took a break from his budding career in films to direct this totally charming comedy for public television.

CO9, CO10, CO11

Goes well with: Waiting for Guffman

THE WHOLE WIDE WORLD

U.S.   1996   C   111 min.   PG   Drama

Dir: Dan Ireland

C: Vincent D’Onofrio, Renée Zellweger, Ann Wedgeworth, Harve Presnell

The tiny world of writer Robert E. Howard was a small town in Texas, where he lived with his parents and cranked out pulp fiction starring Conan the Barbarian and other less enduring heroes. This quietly observed drama details his brief relationship with Novalyne Price Ellis, a local schoolteacher and aspiring writer who asked for an introduction to the reclusive Howard. Vincent D’Onofrio, brooding but tender, makes Howard a believably arrested adolescent struggling to walk and talk like a man. Renée Zellweger is the impressionable but hardly retiring Novalyne. Her interest in Howard is both professional and personal, but the two never became lovers. Howard committed suicide in 1936 at the age of thirty. The script, cowritten by Ellis and Michael Scott Myers, is based on her memoir.

DR2, DR17, DR18, DR21

Goes well with: Surviving Picasso

WHO’S THAT KNOCKING AT MY DOOR

U.S.   1968   B&W   90 min.   R   Drama

Dir: Martin Scorsese

C: Zina Bethune, Harvey Keitel, Anne Collette, Lennard Kuras, Michael Scala, Harry Northup

Martin Scorsese’s first feature was a warm-up for his breakthrough third film, Mean Streets. Harvey Keitel appeared in both as a young Italian American living what might be termed a 1960s slacker lifestyle, which consists of a lot of hanging out at a Little Italy “social club” with his pals. The presence of the Mob is only obliquely referenced here; the story concentrates on J.R.’s attraction to a young woman (Zina Bethune) and his dismay at learning about a tragedy in her past. Scorsese packs his soundtrack with rock and roll—the title tune and “I’ve Had It” are standouts—from the prepsychedelic and British Invasion era, when songs on the radio sounded just like the music those goombahs down on the street corner were making every night. Scorsese could only get a distributor after he agreed to shoot J.R.’s sexual fantasy, which meant a minute or two of female nudity.

DR18, DR36, XT7

Goes well with: Household Saints

THE WILD CHILD

France   1969   B&W   85 min.   G   Drama

Dir: François Truffaut

C: François Truffaut, Jean-Pierre Cargol, Jean Dasté, Paul Villé

Among François Truffaut’s most elegant and underrated films, The Wild Child tells the true story of a young boy found living in the forest outside a village in late-eighteenth-century France. It was a time when Rousseau’s theory of the noble savage would butt heads with rational scientific thinking, here represented by Itard (Truffaut), a physician who takes the boy in and tries to teach him the ways of civilization. Truffaut narrates the story in an almost passionless voice that contrasts with Itard’s growing emotional involvement with Victor (as he comes to call the boy, who is played by Jean-Pierre Cargol). It’s a provocative and moving story of the power and limitations of education, with splendid use of Vivaldi on the soundtrack. Néstor Almendros’s black-and-white camerawork, and the artful employment of irises as transitions between scenes, give the film the feel of a drama from the silent era.

[image: image]
DVD

DR16, DR17, DR21, DR24, DR41

Goes well with: Every Man for Himself and God Against All

WILD MAN BLUES

U.S.   1998   C   105 min.   PG   Documentary

Dir: Barbara Kopple

Woody Allen’s post–Mia Farrow career resuscitation took a big leap sideways with the release of Barbara Kopple’s documentary. This is not about the Wood-man as film auteur; this is about his moonlighting job as a jazz clarinetist, and how he took his act on the road to Europe with a band of Dixieland jazz veterans. Of course, the real interest here is the dynamic between Woody and his wife and former stepdaughter, Soon-Yi Previn, and the film makes it clear that she’s no submissive Mrs. in this domestic arrangement. If you feel like Kopple is spending too much time on the live performances, that may be an indication you don’t care for Dixieland, or that you care too much to listen to Woody go at it. Ah well, neither Artie Shaw nor Benny Goodman ever made a movie as good as Annie Hall. Tom Hurwitz’s cinematography won a prize at Sundance.

DO4

Goes well with: Stanley Kubrick: A Life in Pictures

WILD REEDS

ESSENTIAL

France   1994   C   110 min.   NR   Drama

Dir: André Téchiné

C: Elodie Bouchez, Gaël Morel, Stéphane Rideau, Frédéric Gorny, Michèle Moretti

The teenagers in André Téchiné’s drama have the usual assortment of problems that adolescents of any era deal with, so it’s the time and setting—the south of France in 1962—that gives this film an extra dimension. Henri (Frédéric Gorny) is an Algerian immigrant who is opposed to his home country’s then-current fight for independence from its colonial master. François (Gaël Morel) is dealing with his budding homosexuality in a repressive era, while the object of his affection is in turn attracted to his best gal pal, Maite (Elodie Bouchez). The daily shifts in these high school crushes, romances, and friendships are charted with delicacy and just the right helping of humor. Winner of the Best Foreign Language Film prize from the New York Film Critics Circle.

[image: image]
DVD

DR19, DR31, DR41

Goes well with: Flirting

WILD STRAWBERRIES

ESSENTIAL

Sweden   1957   B&W   90 min.   NR   Drama

Dir: Ingmar Bergman

C: Victor Sjöstrom, Ingrid Thulin, Bibi Andersson, Gunnar Björnstrand, Folke Sundquist, Gertrud Fridh, Max von Sydow

Ingmar Bergman’s study of a man looking back on a life of disappointments is remarkably light on its feet. Isak Borg (the great silent-film director Victor Sjöstrom) is a seventy-eight-year-old widowed physician about to return to his hometown to receive an honor. On the car journey there, accompanied by his daughter-in-law, Marianne (Ingrid Thulin), he reminisces (both consciously and in dreams) about his life, most of it involving disappointments in love. His fiancée (Bibi Andersson) married his brother, and his wife (Gertrud Fridh) betrayed him with another man. When Marianne lowers the boom with a revelation about her marriage to his cold-hearted son, Evald, the elder Borg begins to understand how his own chilly demeanor has not served him well. The film is no dreary trudge, thanks to Gunnar Fischer’s sparkling cinematography and Bergman’s nimble mixing of the conscious and unconscious, the past and present. And there’s some amusing interplay between Borg and his longtime housekeeper, who are in essence married and in fact may enjoy a more loving relationship than he had with his wife.

[image: image]
DVD Special Edition on Criterion includes audio commentary by film historian Peter Cowie and a feature-length documentary on Ingmar Bergman.

DR14, DR16, XT4

Goes well with: Providence

WINGS OF DESIRE

ESSENTIAL

West Germany/France   1988   C/B&W   130 min.   PG-13   Drama

Dir: Wim Wenders

C: Bruno Ganz, Solveig Dommartin, Otto Sander, Curt Bois, Peter Falk

Arguably Wim Wenders’s greatest film, Wings of Desire achieves a kind of ethereal quality appropriate to its protagonists. Bruno Ganz and Otto Sander play two angels who hover over Berlin, listening to the thoughts of its citizens, attempting to guide them gently through the shoals of contemporary life. Thanks to amazingly evocative black-and-white cinematography by Henri Alekan, the film never seems to touch the ground, sometimes soaring hundreds of feet above the city that would soon be united (a development Wenders clearly anticipated), sometimes dropping to ground level but never feeling grounded in the mundane. Eventually, Ganz’s angel falls in love with a lovely trapeze artist (Solveig Dommartin), and he has to admit that he longs to be mortal and experience the true joys (and risk the pain) of love. Peter Falk plays himself in the film’s most amusing sequences. It’s a brilliant and daringly conceived meditation that offers great rewards on repeat viewings. The Independent Spirit Awards named it Best Foreign Film, and the New York Film Critics Circle bestowed a prize on Alekan’s camerawork.

DR8, DR36, XT7

Goes well with: Truly Madly Deeply

THE WINGS OF THE DOVE

U.K./U.S.   1997   C   101 min.   R   Drama

Dir: Iain Softley

C: Helena Bonham Carter, Linus Roache, Alison Elliott, Charlotte Rampling, Elizabeth McGovern, Michael Gambon

Henry James’s novel of opportunism, set in England and Venice, could easily be the blueprint for a film noir. Kate (Helena Bonham Carter) loves Merton (Linus Roache), but he puts his principles as a crusading journalist above making money. Kate’s aunt (Charlotte Rampling), on whom she depends, is opposed to any marriage that won’t mean financial independence for her niece. Enter American heiress Molly (Alison Elliott), a woman of great fortune but poor health, and Kate is soon arranging for Merton to court her, figuring that the dying woman’s fortune will eventually fall to him. The setup is well played out, and when the scene shifts to Venice, that city’s damp mystery seems to infect the characters with a severe case of dread and foreboding. Bonham Carter’s hard-edged beauty has never been better used. The final confrontation between Kate and Merton is one of the saddest scenes of lovemaking ever filmed.

[image: image]
DVD

DR5, DR18, DR29, XT7

Goes well with: A Room with a View

THE WINSLOW BOY

U.S.   1999   C   104 min.   G   Drama

Dir: David Mamet

C: Nigel Hawthorne, Rebecca Pidgeon, Jeremy Northam, Gemma Jones, Guy Edwards, Matthew Pidgeon, Colin Stinton

Terrence Rattigan’s 1946 play, based on a true court case in Edwardian England, has found an unlikely adaptor in American playwright David Mamet, whose other films, set in present-day America, have been derived from his stage work or from original screenplays. Mamet proves adept at entering Rattigan’s world, in which a thirteen-year-old boy, Ronnie Winslow, is accused of a small theft and expelled from a prestigious naval academy. His father (Nigel Hawthorne) and older sister (Rebecca Pidgeon) mount a crusade to restore the boy’s (and their family’s) good name, and Mamet skillfully portrays the effect their singlemindedness has on everyone inside the family and associated with it, including a suave barrister, Sir Robert Morton (Jeremy Northam), who agrees to take the case to court. Mamet confounds our expectations by not showing any scenes inside the courtroom, keeping our focus on the characters rather than the trial. Hawthorne and Northam are superb in portraying two men of great determination.

[image: image]
DVD: Special Edition contains audio commentaries by David Mamet and cast, and “making of” featurette.

DR11, DR24, DR32

Goes well with: Howards End

WITH A FRIEND LIKE HARRY

France   2000   C   117 min.   R   Thriller

Dir: Dominik Moll

C: Laurent Lucas, Sergi López, Mathilde Seigner, Sophie Guillemin

A chance meeting with a casual acquaintance, the guest who overstays his welcome, the old friend who can’t let go of the past—these seemingly ordinary elements are the foundation for an ingeniously constructed psychological thriller. Michel (Laurent Lucas), a married man with two daughters, is on his way to a country house he has been fixing up when he runs into Harry (Sergi López), a high school classmate he barely remembers. Ah, but Harry remembers Michel very, very well, and he slowly ingratiates himself into Michel’s life. As in a good Hitchcock thriller, we are one step ahead of Michel in learning the method to Harry’s madness; director Dominik Moll and cowriter Gilles Marchand are very clever about giving away information. By the time the first corpse appears, you may find yourself screaming at Michel to gather up his family and flee for his life, but the filmmakers won’t let us off that easy. López’s performance is right up there with Robert Walker’s great turn in Hitchcock’s Strangers on a Train.

[image: image]
DVD

DR12, DR27

Goes well with: La Cérémonie

WITHNAIL AND I

U.K.   1987   C   105 min.   R   Comedy

Dir: Bruce Robinson

C: Richard E. Grant, Paul McGann, Richard Griffiths, Ralph Brown

In the last days of the 1960s, a pair of unemployed, underfed, and overboozed actors, Withnail (Richard E. Grant) and “I” (Paul McGann), are just barely getting by in their London flat, which they share with a small army of cockroaches. Then Withnail’s uncle offers them the use of a country cottage, and the boys feel a sojourn to the rural districts would improve their outlook on life. Then the uncle (Richard Griffiths), roly-poly and full of affection for his nephew’s pal, shows up. Actor turned writer-director Bruce Robinson based his screenplay on his own autobiographical novel; it is clear that McGann is Robinson, but Withnail’s real-life counterpart is unknown, not that it matters much. Grant is sensationally funny as a man who will never admit how desperate he really is, all the while shifting the blame for his misfortunes onto anyone else available. The film captures the helter-skelter mood of the era in quick glimpses and astutely chosen tunes on the soundtrack.

[image: image]
DVD: Includes limited edition Ralph Steadman poster of original film art; “Withnail & Us” documentary on the film.

CO2, DR12

Goes well with: Cold Comfort Farm

WOMAN IN THE DUNES

Japan   1964   B&W   123 min.   NR   Drama

Dir: Hiroshi Teshigahara

C: Eiji Okada, Kyoko Kishida, Koji Mitsui, Hiroko Ito

A young entomologist, engrossed in study at a beach, misses his bus back home, and the people of a nearby village offer him accommodation in the home of a widow who lives in a nearby sand pit. The catch is that they won’t let him escape the pit, where the woman labors to extract sand that threatens to engulf the village. As the fates of the two captives become intertwined, the film takes on an otherworldly quality, thanks to the black-and-white images of cinematographer Hiroshi Segawa and the masterful direction of Hiroshi Teshigahara, who was nominated for an Oscar, as was the film.

[image: image]
DVD

DR26, DR27

Goes well with: The Music of Chance

THE WOMAN NEXT DOOR

France   1981   C   106 min.   R   Drama

Dir: François Truffaut

C: Gérard Depardieu, Fanny Ardant, Henri Garcin, Michele Baumgartner, Veronique Silver

François Truffaut’s penultimate film continues his investigation of the power of love to enrich and sometimes destroy, begun with his third feature, Jules and Jim. The premise is simple: Bernard (Gérard Depardieu), a happily married man with a young son living in the postcard-pretty village of Grenoble, discovers that the wife of the childless couple who has just moved in next door, Mathilde (Fanny Ardant), is a former lover. As the two begin an affair, the details of their former romance are carefully revealed, and it soon becomes clear that this is no light look at the dilemmas of love. Giving this story an added dimension is the narrator, Madame Jouve (Veronique Silver), who manages a tennis club and has her own history of thwarted romance. Depardieu and Ardant (appearing in her first Truffaut film—she became his last love offscreen) are sensational, both as a romantic team and as actors who portray with heartbreaking conviction a pair of characters unwilling to let go of their unresolved past.

[image: image]
DVD

DR19

Goes well with: The Last Metro

A WOMAN UNDER THE INFLUENCE

U.S.   1974   C   155 min.   R   Drama

Dir: John Cassavetes

C: Peter Falk, Gena Rowlands, Katherine Cassavetes, Lady Rowlands, Fred Draper

Mabel Longhetti, the title character of John Cassavetes’s best film, is clearly not doing well. Her husband, Nick, has been up all night working on a sewer repair job and has brought his crew home for a big breakfast. And Mabel, who starts the meal in full Martha Stewart mode, soon begins talking like English is a second language to her. Gena Rowlands, working under the direction of her husband and frequent collaborator, creates in Mabel a character of rich ambiguity. She is ill, but how much do her loving husband (Peter Falk) and both sets of parents contribute to her feelings of helplessness? They’re all trying to help her, but the script suggests they’ve been hurting her for so long that they can’t tell the difference. In some of his films, Cassavetes can be too generous with his actors, allowing scenes to play beyond the point of audience exhaustion, but here that technique works superbly to explore the nuances of Mabel’s behavior. Both Cassavetes and Rowlands were nominated for Oscars. That’s Rowlands’s mother playing Mabel’s mom and Cassavetes’s mother as Nick’s.

[image: image]
DVD

DR11, DR27, DR39

Goes well with: Faces

A WOMAN’S TALE

Australia   1991   C   93 min.   PG-13   Drama

Dir: Paul Cox

C: Sheila Florance, Gosia Dobrowolska, Norman Kaye, Chris Haywood

Australian actress Sheila Florance was literally dying to play the lead in Paul Cox’s moving film about an elderly woman’s last days. Florance did die shortly after the film was completed, but you’d never know that she (or Martha) was suffering from cancer. Yes, this is a positive film about living one’s life to the fullest, but it skips blithely past the mushy sentiments. Defying her son, who wants to move her to a nursing home, Martha intends to die in her own cozy apartment, attended by a young nurse (Gosia Dobrowolska), while she makes the rounds of her neighbors and friends until she’s immobilized by her illness. Director Paul Cox, who scripted with Barry Dickins, refuses, like Martha, to give in to false piety, so it’s impossible to be depressed by the certain ending.

DR8, DR14, DR16, DR39

Goes well with: Ikiru

WOMEN IN LOVE

ESSENTIAL

U.K.   1969   C   129 min.   R   Drama

Dir: Ken Russell

C: Alan Bates, Oliver Reed, Glenda Jackson, Eleanor Bron, Jennie Linden, Alan Webb

After a tempestuous career in British TV, where he turned out a series of flamboyantly stylized “biographies” of artists ranging from Isadora Duncan to Richard Strauss, director Ken Russell broke through to film audiences with his third feature, an adaptation of D. H. Lawrence’s novel. Two sisters, Gudrun (Glenda Jackson) and Ursula (Jennie Linden), are attracted to two male friends, Gerald (Oliver Reed) and Birkin (Alan Bates). It’s an honest depiction of Lawrence’s struggle to understand the nature of the two genders and how they play off one another. Gudrun and Gerald are the “smart” couple who are inevitably involved in wrestling matches that are more mental than physical (like the famous nude one between the two male leads). Russell is relatively restrained here, as though working with Lawrence brought out his contemplative side; further proof of that lies in The Rainbow, a prequel to this story, which he made twenty years later. Jackson won an Oscar for her performance.

DR12, DR18, DR29, DR39

Goes well with: The Rainbow

WOMEN ON THE VERGE OF A NERVOUS BREAKDOWN

ESSENTIAL

Spain   1988   C   88 min.   R   Comedy

Dir: Pedro Almodóvar

C: Carmen Maura, Antonio Banderas, Julieta Serrano, María Barranco, Rossy De Palma

The film that made Spanish director Pedro Almodóvar an international star is still his funniest comedy. It’s as if Almodóvar saw the comic possibilities in John Cassavetes’s A Woman Under the Influence; Pepa (Carmen Maura) is slowly coming unraveled, thanks to her faithless boyfriend, his new girlfriend, his son, his son’s girlfriend. . . . Almodóvar keeps piling on subplots and introducing new characters (she’s a friend of a friend of his brother’s wife) until we start to feel like we’re the ones having a breakdown, only all the comings and goings and explosions and fires and screaming fits and hysterical collapses are played for hard laughs. The comic-book-colored décors are a visual clue that we’re in for a campy good time, and Almodóvar and his finely tuned cast don’t disappoint. The New York Film Critics Circle bestowed Best Foreign Language Film honors on Women.

[image: image]
DVD

CO9

Goes well with: All About My Mother

A WORLD APART

U.S./Zimbabwe   1988   C   112 min.   PG   Drama

Dir: Chris Menges

C: Barbara Hershey, David Suchet, Jeroen Krabbé, Jodhi May, Rosalie Crutchley, Tim Roth, Adrian Dunbar

The fact that it takes on a rarely explored subject—a child’s-eye view of having parents whose political activities put them in grave physical danger—might be enough to recommend this film. Fortunately, A World Apart doesn’t try to cheapen the true story of Shawn Slovo’s childhood in South Africa, where her white parents’ antiapartheid stance fractured their family life. Molly (Jodhi May) is a thirteen-year-old who just wants some sense of stability at home, but she can’t have it with Dad (Jeroen Krabbé) on the run because of his Communist affiliation and Mom (Barbara Hershey) writing scathing columns about the government’s racist policies. Mom’s arrest during the ninety-day crackdown of 1963 turns Molly into the kid everyone avoids at school, and things get worse. Cinematographer Chris Menges (The
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THE YEAR MY VOICE BROKE

Australia   1987   C   103 min.   PG-13   Drama

Dir: John Duigan

C: Noah Taylor, Loene Carmen, Ben Mendelsohn, Graeme Blundell, Lynette Curran, Bruce Spence

Danny (Noah Taylor) is a young teen living in a small isolated town in Australia’s New South Wales in 1962. His interest in mental telepathy and hypnosis is augmented by an ongoing fascination with Freya (Loene Carmen), a slightly older girl who was Danny’s childhood friend; she still thinks of them as pals, but his hormones are sending his brain a different message. Writer-director John Duigan fills in this familiar coming-of-age story with nice flourishes, including the characters of Trevor (Ben Mendelsohn), a charismatic jock whom Freya is attracted to, and Jonah (Bruce Spence), a railroad worker and frustrated writer whom Danny sees as a mentor. There’s also a good feel for the frustrations of life in a small town, where conformity exacts a terrible price on some citizens. Duigan continued Danny’s story in Flirting.
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DVD

DR31, DR34, DR41

Goes well with: Flirting

THE YEAR OF LIVING DANGEROUSLY

Australia   1983   C   115 min.   PG   Drama

Dir: Peter Weir

C: Mel Gibson, Sigourney Weaver, Linda Hunt, Michael Murphy, Bill Kerr

The political thriller laced with romance runs the risk of satisfying fans of neither. Peter Weir directed and cowrote (with three credited scripters) this fairly satisfying hybrid, set during the 1965 coup of President Sukarno’s government. It was a time of homegrown political movements that rejected any foreigners, like Mel Gibson’s Aussie journalist, and diplomatic personnel, like Sigourney Weaver’s assistant to the British military attaché. But the show belongs to Linda Hunt’s gender-bending turn as a Chinese-Australian cameraman. It’s not just a remarkable physical feat but a superb character study of a jaded onlooker who figures that one form of corruption is about to replace another. Hunt won best supporting actress prizes from both the Academy and the New York Film Critics Circle.
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DVD

DR18, DR25, DR38

Goes well with: Welcome to Sarajevo

YI YI (A ONE AND A TWO)

ESSENTIAL

Taiwan/Japan   2000   C   173 min.   NR   Drama

Dir: Edward Yang

C: Nien-Jen Wu, Elaine Jin, Issey Ogata, Kelly Lee, Jonathan Chang, Hsi-Sheng Chen

Edward Yang’s chronicle of a Taiwanese family is the kind of film that restores your faith in the ability of film to tell stories simply and most affectingly. The film begins with a wedding and ends with a funeral, and it spans only a few months in the lives of N.J. (Nien-Jen Wu), his wife, Min-Min (Elaine Jin), their teenage daughter, Ting-Ting (Kelly Lee), and their young son, Yang-Yang (Jonathan Chang). Yang effortlessly moves among the four characters and their concerns: N.J. sees his high-tech company in real peril and on a business trip hooks up with an old flame, while Min-Min succumbs to the strain of her job and her live-in mother’s poor health and goes off on a religious retreat, Ting-Ting goes through the usual adolescent awakenings of love, and Yang-Yang discovers the joys of taking photographs. Yang pulls no stylistic tricks here, but he is wonderfully discreet, shooting many conversations through windows or glass partitions. Named Best Foreign Language Film by the New York Film Critics Circle.
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DVD

DR8, DR11

Goes well with: Eat Drink Man Woman

YOJIMBO

ESSENTIAL

Japan   1961   B&W   110 min.   NR   Action-Adventure

Dir: Akira Kurosawa

C: Toshiro Mifune, Eijiro Tono, Seizaburo Kawazu, Isuzu Yamada, Hiroshi Tachikawa

On its own, Yojimbo is yet another exciting collaboration between Akira Kurosawa and Toshiro Mifune, the story of a samurai with his own code of ethics, which amount to Me First. He enters a village wracked by a violent feud; both clans make him offers, and he accepts both, then watches the two sides destroy each other. If this sounds familiar, you’ve probably seen its Western reincarnation, A Fistful of Dollars, the first of three collaborations between another great filmmaker and star, Sergio Leone and Clint Eastwood. Kurosawa’s film plays the situation more for laughs than Leone’s, though it can be argued that all of the spaghetti westerns had a certain tongue-in-cheek quality. The story continues in Sanjuro.
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DVD

AC5, AC8, XT3

Goes well with: A Fistful of Dollars

YOU CAN COUNT ON ME

ESSENTIAL

U.S.   2000   C   111 min.   R   Drama

Dir: Kenneth Lonergan

C: Laura Linney, Mark Ruffalo, Matthew Broderick, Rory Culkin, Jon Tenney, Gaby Hoffmann, Kenneth Lonergan

In the impoverished movie year 2000, Kenneth Lonergan’s modestly mounted and immensely rewarding drama was a sparkling gem. Laura Linney plays a small-town bank manager and single mom whose life is shaken up by the appearance of her wayward brother, played with a peculiar intensity by Mark Ruffalo. Lonergan packs their restaurant reunion scene with an immense amount of information that is subtly imparted, a sign of faith that the viewer doesn’t need everything spelled out. Both leads are terrific, as is Matthew Broderick as Linney’s married boss and lover, in a variant of the character he played in Election. Lonergan even gives himself a choice part as a priest who advises Linney on her love life. Lonergan’s screenplay won Independent Spirit, New York Film Critics Circle, and Sundance Film Festival awards; the film was also judged Best First Feature by the Independent Spirit Awards and won the Grand Jury Prize at Sundance. Linney’s performance was honored by the New York critics.

[image: image]
DVD: Special Edition contains audio commentary by Kenneth Lonergan and cast and crew interviews.

DR11, DR34

Goes well with: Ma Saison Préférée

THE YOUNG POISONER’S HANDBOOK

U.K./France/Germany   1995   C   99 min.   NR   Comedy

Dir: Benjamin Ross

C: Hugh O’Conor, Antony Sher, Ruth Sheen, Roger Lloyd-Pack, Charlotte Coleman

Every young man should have a hobby, and Graham Young’s is mixing chemicals. Every young man should have a goal in life, and Mr. Young’s is to become the greatest poisoner in history, with his family as his first victims. Benjamin Ross and cowriter Jeff Rawle based their screenplay on a true case, and they’ve given the facts a macabre spin. Graham (Hugh O’Conor) is a wide-eyed kid, isolated from his snobbish classmates and ignored at home, who has substituted ambition for morality. You have to laugh at his focus, even if that chuckle occasionally catches in your throat.

CO1, CO2, CO5

Goes well with: The Butcher Boy


Z

Z

ESSENTIAL

France/Algeria   1969   C   127 min.   PG   Thriller

Dir: Costa-Gavras

C: Yves Montand, Irene Papas, Jean-Louis Trintignant, Charles Denner, Georges Géret, Jacques Perrin, François Périer, Marcel Bozzufi

Costa-Gavras’s exciting political thriller suggests how an immense conspiracy of government agents, hired thugs, and corrupt politicians can attempt to disguise a murder as an accident. Amazingly, even six years after John F. Kennedy’s assassination and the attendant speculation over its perpetrators, few films had suggested this possibility. The film is based on the 1965 murder of a Greek physician and activist, though it was shot in Algeria, since Greece was still under the thumb of a military dictatorship in 1969. Yves Montand plays the victim; Jean-Louis Trintignant plays the magistrate hired by the government to take a cursory look into the affair—and winds up playing hardball with his bosses. This is a kinetic film; characters always seem to be running down a street or arriving breathlessly at a meeting. Costa-Gavras plays the murder scene over and over from different angles, anticipating the TV sports obsession with instant replay. Z was a huge hit in the U.S., breaking box-office records for foreign-language films and reaping several Oscar nominations, including Best Picture. It did win Oscars for Best Foreign Language Film and for Film Editing; the New York Film Critics Circle gave it their Best Film and Best Director prizes.

[image: image]
DVD

DR25, TH4, XT4

Goes well with: State of Siege

ZERO FOR CONDUCT

ESSENTIAL

France   1933   B&W   44 min.   NR   Drama

Dir: Jean Vigo

C: Jean Dasté, Robert le Flon, Louis Lefebvre, Constantin Kelber

After nearly seventy years, it’s still the king of boarding-school movies. This minimovie is a dreamlike exploration of the world of repressive rules, nighttime pillow fights, and finally a full-scale revolt in which a group of visiting VIPs are greeted with a fusillade of garbage. Jean Vigo completed only two features, a documentary, and a short film before his untimely death in 1934 at the age of twenty-nine. Vigo was clearly influenced by the Surrealists (the headmaster is a bearded dwarf whose imperious strut is hilariously pompous), though his film is firmly grounded in the realities that he experienced as an unhappy child whose father died when Jean was twelve. The film was greeted on its release in France with dismay and official condemnation and was banned from exhibition for eleven years, a tribute to its effective lampooning of authority. Its echoes would find their way into many films, most notably The Four Hundred Blows and if . . .

DR3, DR7, DR31, DR41

Goes well with: if . . .
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