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APOCALYPTO
(US, 2006, d. Mel Gibson)

With a name like Apocalpto and a director like Mel Gibson, this film could be about anything. As it is, it is
an immersion of the audience in the last, dying days of the Mayan civilisation.

The film itself offers no background explanation as to the Mayans and their history. Obviously, much of
the history is speculation, information coming from archaeology and conclusions drawn from what remains
of a civilisation which, except for its buildings and ruins, is lost.

The film opens with a quotation from scholar Will Durant stating that dying civilisations decay from within
before they are destroyed from outside. Apocalypto presents a society of hunters who are menaced by
lethal warriors who plunder, rape and kill (with quite some visual impact) and who enslave their victims so
that they can be sold in markets to an effete nobility or can be slaughtered as human sacrifices (quartered
and their hearts cut out — memories of Braveheart — and then beheaded at the top of the high temple
staircase so that their heads can roll and bounce down to the bloodthirsty crowds and then be impaled).
Gibson evokes the bread and circus atmosphere of the Roman arenas as well as the lance and arrow
gladiatorial pursuits of victims by the temple guards.

Gibson has decided to tell the story of a hero, a hero who is a victim, a hero who has to endure almost
unendurable torture and suffering. This means that Apocalypto is definitely a Mel Gibson films in terms of
subject and treatment and the visual, visceral presentation of pain. William Wallace and his execution,
Jesus and his passion and death, were not exceptions to Gibson’s concerns.

We can see now how Mel Gibson’s sensibilities are strong, male, suffering-oriented, focused on heroic
endurance with some kind of hope that the heritage is redemption and freedom.

The language of the film is Yucatec. Gibson’s films contribute to a mainstream’s acceptance of sub-titles.
The first part of Apocalypto shows the peaceful and happy hunting villagers. It opens with a chase and a

division of the meats — interrupted by an ominous appearance of some displaced tribes people. However,
there is camaraderie, respect for elders, strong leadership and earthy jokes about sex and families.



Then comes the attack in all its brutality, massacre and the enslavement of the warriors, their trek through
forest, river and cliffs to the centre of ‘civilisation’ with its temples, priests, sacrifices and atmosphere of
superstition and appeasement of the Gods.

In the tradition of Run of the Arrow, The Naked Prey or A Man Called Horse, the Mayan leader, Jaguar
Paws (Rudy Youngblood) endures extraordinary pain and danger to outrun his pursuers and rescue his
pregnant wife and child.

And, there coming to the shore, are the ships of the conquistadors and their friar chaplains. The era of the
Mayans is over.

This is not a particularly appealing film. Rather, it is one that can be admired on a storytelling and
technical bravura level — an example of cinematic ethnography.

BLACK CHRISTMAS
(US, 2006, d. Glen Morgan)

Black Christmas was originally a horror thriller of 1974, directed by Bob Clark who made a range of films
from the Porky series to serious films like Tribute and Murder by Decree. He acts as an executive producer
of this remake, more than thirty years on.

It is a routine adaptation of the rather sensationalist original. But, there has been a proliferation of this kind
of film since those days and this one is fairly routine. A group of sorority students are in peril on Christmas
Eve and are gradually dispatched. Audiences learn early in the piece who is responsible so there is no
mystery. In fact, there are a series of flashbacks visualising the crisis in the home that has later become the
sorority house. A bizarre and cruel mother has been responsible for the repression of her son who killed
her and eventually escapes from a mental institution.

Glen Morgan directed the remake of another 70s thriller, Willard, and was a writer of such films as Final
Destination 3. His wife, Kristen Cloke, appears as the sister of one of the victims and the male lead, a
rather unsympathetic ladies’ man, is played by Goldie Hawn’s son, Oliver Hudson.

BLOOD DIAMOND
(US, 2006, d. Edward Zwick)
The title is quite evocative. It sounds like a violent story as well as a story of greed. And it is.

The film is principally set in Sierra Leone in the recent past. It is 1999. The country is in the turmoil of
civil war. International diamond companies are interested in exploiting the diamond fields and rebels want
to exploit the diamond trade so that they can buy arms. The jewels at the centre of this struggle are called
‘conflict diamonds’. There was a movement to ban or curtail this trade for weapons — which, the film tells
us at the end, was signed by forty countries in 2003.

Blood Diamond is an action thriller with a message — or several messages.

The principal message is that customers in search of diamonds, even for an engagement ring, need to check
whether the stones are the product of social injustice and exploitation. The second message is the obvious
one that there are greedy smugglers as well as industrialists and corporations ready to bypass laws and
conventions.

The third and underlying message is about the status of Africa and the results of the colonial era that has
left in its wake, civil wars and tribal conflicts, massacres, oppression and the dismaying phenomenon of the



abduction of children and brainwashing them into becoming fanatical soldiers. This is quite an agenda for
an action film starring Leonardo di Caprio.

Di Caprio appears as a bitter thirty year old mercenary, born in Rhodesia where his parents were brutally
murdered, and who has seen action in Angola and South Africa. With the end of apartheid and limited
fields of action, he has become involved in diamonds for arms smuggling between Sierra Leone and
Liberia. Arrested, he overhears information from a rebel confronting a fisherman (Djimon Hounsou) who
had been forced into mining and who had hidden a blood diamond. This could be his answer for a new life.

When he encounters a strong-minded American journalist (Jennifer Connolly), he travels with her and the
fisherman to find the diamond. Along the way, they encounter ambushes, the child soldiers, a kind teacher
trying to rehabilitate the young abductees, and the mercenary colonel who wants the diamond.

The action sequences are staged with power and flair.

The journey becomes a journey of conscience for the young man. He is challenged by the journalist who
wants to write to change attitudes. He is especially challenged by the fisherman whose son has been taken
by the rebels and has become a bitter boy, despising and confronting his father.

Films appeal to the emotions and heart more than to the mind and the head. Some tough American
commentators have dismissed Blood Diamond as a ‘Liberal Lefty’s dream’. They say that hard-headed
policies are needed for development in Africa and the facing of economic necessities. The film, on the
other hand, wants to focus on the human cost, enslavement, brutality and murder and exploitation by
power-hungry authorities in both the developed and developing worlds. It wants audiences to be moved by
people in desperate plight, the powerless, and the bringing down of the exploiters, the powerful.

Djimon Hounsou has a strong reputation in a variety of roles (Amistad, Gladiator, In America ,
Constantine) and he is impressive here. Leonardo di Caprio proves again that he is a fine actor who can
immerse himself in all kinds of roles, from romantic heartthrob in Romeo and Juliet and Titanic to comedy
in Catch Me if You Can, to gangster and police roles for Martin Scorsese. Here he shows how he can be an
action star and, more deeply, portray a man on a conscience journey from ruthless to compassionate to self-
sacrificing.

DEJA VU
(US, 2006, d. Tony Scott)

If one was asked to describe the genre for Déja Vu in a few words, one might say that it is a crime thriller
masquerading as futuristic science fiction or, on the other hand, science fiction masquerading as a crime
thriller — with a romance (in reverse) thrown in. It is produced by Jerry Bruckheimer and directed by Tony
Scott, so it is quite big, loud and booming.

The setting is New Orleans, the first film to be made there after Hurricane Katrina and the film pays tribute
to the city. Denzel Washington is his genial and honourable self once again as an investigator of the brutal
explosion on a river ferry with many deaths. So far, so straightforward. He is approached by FBI agent,
Val Kilmer, who seconds him to a specialist team to track down the terrorist.

And then it changes. We move into the realm of time travel. In Minority Report, Tom Cruise was
preventing crimes before they happened. Denzel wants to rectify a crime that has already happened.

There is a great deal of scientific jargon offered to explain how the space time continuum can fold on itself
— and how people can meet their former selves, take an alternate path in time and a whole lot of other
hypotheses that seem to be physically and metaphysically impossible. Now, if you are patient and tolerant
of all these theories, you may well have a wonderful time as the events are relived, how the screenplay
takes us back to literal déja vu of the opening, of events in the life of the terrorist’s hostage which we have
seen from the other side and now understand what happened — or might have happened.



If you have a low frustration tolerance of the seeming logic covering the lack of logic in time travel, then
your patience might not hold.

As a crime investigation, there is plenty to interest us. As time travel, maybe. And as a romance where the
hero first comes across the woman as dead, then, as they say, it is romance in reverse, from death to life, it
is pleasingly emotional.

Paula Patton is attractive as the hostage and Jim Caviezel has the chance to be diabolical rather than
Christlike as the terrorist.

EMPLOYEE OF THE MONTH
(US, 2006, d. Greg Coolidge)

A take it or leave it easygoing comedy. It’s shenanigans at a supermarket warehouse. Some of it is funny
in the broadest way although it generally leaves out the usual crass stuff (and, therefore, so much more
palatable than the previous film of its star, Dane Cook, the execrable Waiting).

The trouble is that the hero is far less interesting (even though he does his best to move from failed IT
programmer and loser to employee of the month) than the larger than life “villain’, Dax Shephard who has a
real flair for scene-stealing even as he acts in mean and nasty ways. Jessica Simpson is there for romance
and decoration.

There are a number of eccentrics, especially in the warehouse staff, more particularly, Tim Bagley as the
harassed manager.

Somebody suggested, ‘Carry on Supermarket’.
ERAGON
(US, 2006, d. Stefen Fengmeier)

Christopher Paolini began writing his Eragon novels at the age of fifteen and he was published before he
was twenty. These stories are well researched by a young writer who knows his mythologies and the
literary tradition. He cites Tolkein, Pullman and the principal writers as influences.

So, here we have a sword and sorcery saga that has a seventeen year old as its hero and is aimed at that age
audience. Jeremy Irons solemnly intones the origins of the legends as the film opens. The wonderful days
of Riders and their dragons have died out with feuds and deaths. Only the evil king (John Malkovich) has
survived and he uses sorcerers called Shades to do his bidding to stamp out rebels and uprisings.

This does not sound too original. But, as with all mythic battles between good and evil, the dark and the
light, a young hero is chosen by destiny to lead the oppressed to victory. And the hero is a farm boy hunter,
Eragon (Ed Speleers) who discovers a magic egg which hatches to produce a dragon, a friendly dragon.
Eragon, with the mentorship of Jeremy Irons, becomes a Rider.

As with all these stories, there are journeys, magic swords, ambushes and fights, a maiden in distress
(Sienna Guillory), a potential traitor (Garrett Hedlund) and a dignified group of hidden rebels.

Special effects and computergraphics enable the arch Shade, the evil sorcerer Durza (Robert Carlyle) to
cast spells and, ultimately, to have a mid-air dragon battle that is more spectacular and faster than
Quidditch.

These days of mythology offer much more equal opportunity because Eragon’s dragon is female and
voiced by Rachel Weisz.



Eragon is colourful, fast-paced, with all the familiar ingredients for a more modest post-Tolkein
entertainment.

FLAGS OF OUR FATHERS
(US, 2006, d. Clint Eastwood)

While Flags of our Fathers can stand alone, it was made back-to-back and is a companion piece to Letters
from Iwo Jima. Each film focuses on the battle for Iwo Jima in early 1945, Flags as a re-creation of the
fighting and a memoir about the soldiers as well as a reflection on the famous photograph of the raising of
the US flag. Letters is in Japanese and is a Japanese perspective on the events.

When each film was released, Clint Eastwood was 76. He has become not only one of the screen icons of
American cinema but one of its most prolific and celebrated directors, winning Oscars for Unforgiven and
Million Dollar Baby. Since 2000, his four films (including Mystic River) have shown a maturity of
storytelling and reflection that has been appreciated worldwide.

Both storytelling and reflection are important elements in Flags of Our Fathers. In fact, the storytelling is
not presented chronologically so that we do not know when we will be on Iwo Jima, when we will be
accompanying the three young men who were sent on tour of America as heroes and to raise bonds for the
war effort, when we will be flashing back to incidents on the island and when we will be listening to
interviews and reminiscences fifty years later. This complex way of narration keeps us attentive while
continually challenging us to test our feelings and to gauge what we are thinking about war, about maiming
and death, about the reasons for war, about heroism and heroic behaviour.

This is one of the main themes of the film, heroism. The men who raised the flag originally on Iwo Jima
simply acted spontaneously in a deadly situation. They were photographed. However, the photo was
damaged and an opportunity arose for six men who had gone to the top for other reasons (laying a phone
cable) were asked to re-enact the former raising. Something small became something enormous, especially
for American morale and propaganda. This is the nature of symbolic actions. They are not symbolic until
they are imbued with meaning. The photo of Iwo Jima became a rallying cry for the American forces and
people. They had a felt need for a symbol and this was it. And it was managed with US showbiz pizzazz.

The three young men, inexperienced even in war, were feted by President Truman, politicians and ordinary
people. They were celebrities for a time. Rene Gagnon (Jess Bradford) loved it, a dapper man who had
simply been a runner; ‘Doc’ Bradley (Ryan Philippe) who observed people and did his medical duties
quietly and with courage; Ira Hayes, the native American Indian who experienced racism, who felt guilty
that he was feted and who drank and died tragically (Adam Beach in a very fine performance). (Ira Hayes
was the subject of the 1961 film, The Outsider, with Tony Curtis.)

Steven Spielberg co-produced this film with Clint Eastwood and the reconstructing of the landing on the
island and the battle sequences will remind war movie aficionados of the graphic depictions of D-Day in
Saving Private Ryan. The audience is not spared the bloodshed and death. However, since it is constantly
intercut with the bonds tour and the interviews, the audience is not mired in it as the soldiers themselves
were.

There is a very strong cast of character actors. The colour is desaturated, made to look like photos of the
period (and the final credits should be watched for actual photos and a final panorama of Iwo Jima). Clint
Eastwood composed the score and included contemporary songs like I’ll Walk Alone.

The screenplay by William Broyles Jr and Paul Haggis (writer of Million Dollar Baby and Crash) keeps
reminding the audience of the ambiguities of war, of young inexperienced fighters, of officers and decision-
making, of the financial debt incurred by the US and the need for bonds, heroism, duty, the exploitation of
heroism and the distinction between heroes (in the grandiose sense) and ordinary men and women behaving
heroically when required.



FROSTBITEN (FROSTBITE)
(Sweden, 2006, d. Anders Banke)

Vampires in Sweden, in the winter dark of Lapland (‘dawn is a month away’, chuckles one of the living
dead)! Well, if they can be at home in Transylvania and in Whitby, why not in the Arctic circle?

This is a tongue in both cheeks blend of the serious and the comic. The dark prologue is a World War 11
battle in Ukraine where German soldiers encounter the vampires — suggesting as a symbol the
consequences of Nazi eugenic experimentation. The main action is set in a contemporary small town
where there is an institution with an expert on genetics. A doctor decides she wants to work there and drags
her unwilling daughter along. The daughter finds the town boring — as do most of the teenagers who take
to drugs for enjoyment. The drug addiction also has some symbolic suggestions for the director — an
analogy for the insatiable blood addiction of the vampires.

Well, the town has some dire secrets — which do have a connection with the wartime opening — and the
teenagers become the living dead. The poor police don’t know how to cope. The doctor undergoes some
distress and more. The genetics expert is not what everyone thinks — and there is a twist at the end.

For those who follow the vampire genre this is a must with its Arctic variations — and vampires who owe
more in their makeup and effects to Nosferatu than to Christopher Lee (whom the director acknowledges as
an inspiration when he watched Hammer horror films on TV in his youth).

THE HOLIDAY
(US, 2006, d. Nancy Meyers)

Writer-director Nancy Meyers cuts off potential attacks by having Kate Winslett say half way through this
romantic comedy concoction, ‘I like corny’. This is rather lush corny - and romantic with two parallel
stories and two picture book settings.

We are introduced to Amanda, a bit of a control freak who runs her own company making trailers in
Hollywood. She is breaking up with her fickle boyfriend. On the other side of the Atlantic, Iris, a
journalist at London’s Daily Telegraph is dumbfounded when her fickle boyfriend publicly announces his
engagement to someone else. What to do when a woman is disappointed, bewildered and feeling alone?
Well, Iris suddenly puts her charming country house on the net for an exchange holiday. Amanda thinks it
would be just the secluded place for her. So, Iris goes off to LA dream luxury and Amanda gets some rude
surprises in wintry England. And men?

With Cameron Diaz as Amanda and Kate Winslett as Iris, we are assured of two strong performances that
grab our attention and don’t let go. And the men? Iris’s brother calls in unexpectedly on Amanda and the
relationship rushes ahead. Iris, on the other hand, befriends her 90 year old neighbour, a veteran
screenwriter, helping him, ultimately, to go to a tribute ceremony. She also encounters a composer for the
movies who has been betrayed in love as well. She has to go beneath the surface to appreciate him because
he is played, of all people, by Jack Black. He is not the romantic comedy star that immediately comes to
mind, but he handles it nicely and does get in a chance in a video store to do his schtick of music and face-
pulling as he comments on different movie scores. No problem about the surface of Iris’s brother, Graham,
since he is played by Jude Law at his really nicest.

It takes a bit to get into the feel of the piece, which is certainly contrived. However, there is quite an
unexpected plot twist concerning Jude Law which changes the mood of the proceedings, making them even
more sweet and emotional.



It is a great joy to see Eli Wallach (at 90) playing the role of the screenwriter. He has some good and wise
lines, some nice sentiment and some comedy, a persuasive reminder of the old days of Hollywood and the
durability of its best actors.

IT’S A BOY/GIRL THING
(UK/Canada, 2006, d. Nick Hurran)

This is a light comedy aimed squarely at the age group presented in the film, senior teenagers, Americans
in high school thinking about going to college. Their parents and other adults might find the film a bit
slight with a sense of déja vu.

It is full of stereotypes, which is perhaps the point. It’s a mild comedy but it is also a moral fable about
being oneself and not living up to other’s expectations.

Nell (Samaire Armstrong) is a born student with a love for poetry, expected to go to Yale by her snobbish
mother. She is perpetually irritated by her next door neighbour, Woody (Kevin Zegers), the school jock
and football star. They go through all the motions of the ladylike versus the boor.

And then, hocus pocus, their souls change bodies. Each of them has to learn what it is like, not only to
walk in someone else’s shoes, but to manage in a body of the opposite sex. Woody then becomes quite
prim. Nell slouches and slobs around. Friends are shocked. Parents bewildered. Woody-body has to play
in the football final and become Homecoming king. Nell-body has to go for an interview for Yale and
discuss poetry. Needless to say...

KABUL EXPRESS
(India, 2006, d. Kabir Khan)

Interesting to see this adventure set in Afghanistan with an Indian audience who chuckled a lot at the
dialogue and the references. They really enjoyed it, especially with Indian model and star, John Abraham,
hero of several big Bollywood movies, at the centre.

This is India cinema being more serious than usual, though it is interesting to compare how several Iranian
directors (especially the Makhmalbaf family films, Kandahar and At Five in the Afternoon) have made
films about recent events in Afghanistan. The Iranians, neighbours to Afghanistan, are very serious with a
tradition of documentary and exploring issues in depth

The Indians are also serious but there is a certain light-hearted treatment even in perilous situations. John
Abraham and Arshad Warsi are two ingenuous TV journalists who turn up hoping for a story and get more
than they bargained for. Encountering the Taliban (it is November 2001), they are dismayed at the
violence, bloodshed and repression. When they are abducted by a Taliban Pakistani who wants to go
home, they begin a road journey that gives them a more realistic picture of life in the mountains and the
desert. They are joined by an American photographer which gives the opportunity for comments about
American attitudes, foreign policy and the bombings.

In fact, the politics of the area are explored, the Taliban, the Mujahadin, the war lords, the Pakistanis, the
aftermath of the Russians and the Americans.

The location photography is magnificent. Audiences will feel that they have travelled through the country.

The film is ultimately on the side of humanity, reconciliation and peace. The journalists get to know their
captor and find that he has a story, that he is not simply a fanatic or an ideologist.

Not as fine-tuned as glossily-crafted as bigger budget films but it offers audiences familiar with the
countries and the wars from the media a chance to give more thought to the issues.



NIGHT AT THE MUSEUM
(US, 2006, d. Shawn Levy)

One of the nicest surprises for the end of 2006 and a film to recommend is Night at the Museum. Children
of all ages will find something to amuse and entertain — and so will parents.

The museum is the Museum of Natural Sciences in New York. Only the night security guards (Dick Van
Dyke, Bill Cobbs and a fiercely feisty tiny 85 year old Mickey Rooney) know that every night all the
exhibits come alive. They are being retired and are not too happy about it. They have a devious plan. Their
replacement is a desperately out of work father, Larry (Ben Stiller), who wants to relate to his young son
who is being brought up by his mother and her new husband.

One of the other difficulties at the museum is that it is managed by Ricky Gervais. He gives a very funny
performance as a pompous ass, censorious but who can never find the right word, or any word, to finish his
reprimands. On the other hand Carla Gugino is a charming museum guide who is doing her thesis on
Sacagawea, the Indian scout who helped the Lewis and Clark expedition.

When you know that the exhibits which come to life include a dinosaur who likes to play catch, a range of
African animals, a western panorama alongside one of the Roman Empire, Teddy Roosevelt (played
entertainingly by Robin Williams), Attila the Hun and friends as well as some cavemen trying to invent
fire, you will know that there is trouble in store.

There is a great deal of humour and gleeful fun to be had, not only in way that the exhibits deal with Larry
but with his trying to cope with all the situations, complicated by Jedadiah from the west (Owen Wilson
doing his usual performance most entertainingly) and Octavius from Rome (Steve Coogan) perpetually
clashing.The special effects are wonderful as are the adventures.

Ben Stiller, who can be quite manic (Dodgeball) as well as the straight man for comedy (Meet the Parents),
has to be a bit of both and is very good as the guard and father — we are on his side as he tries to deal with
the growing chaos every night. Shawn Levy has directed some broad comedies (The Pink Panther,
Cheaper by the Dozen) but with this one he has excelled himself. Recommended light entertainment.

PERFUME: THE STORY OF A MURDERER
(Germany, 2006. d. Tom Tykwer)

Perfume is a skilful adaptation of a celebrated novel by Patrick Suskind who is said to have resisted the
idea of making a film of his book — which many considered to be unfilmable. Now director Tom Tykwer
(Run, Lola, Run, Princess and the Warrior, Heaven) in collaboration with British writer-director, Andrew
Birkin, and German producer Bernd Eichenger have filmed the unfilmable.

One of the reasons for declaring that the novel could not be filmed was that it is about a sense that does not
lend itself to cinema (except by means of a gimmick): the sense of smell. However, Tykwer rightly stated
that a printed book is not a medium for smell either. The communication is in the writing and its
evocations. So, for a film, the evocation is in the images.

Perfume is primarily about smell and touch, much less so about sight and hearing, though they are not, of
course, irrelevant to the film. Rather, the evocation of audience imagination is by suggestion through sight
and hearing. Film lecturers talk about the camera and ‘point of view’. In Perfume, the audience is offered
the central character’s ‘point of scent’.

Before considering how Tykwer communicates this experience of scent and smell on the part of Jean
Baptiste, it is necessary to focus on who that character is. It is Paris in the 18" century, the most populated
city in Europe, a city which, so the elegant narration (from the prose of the novel) by John Hurt reminds us,



stank. Personal hygiene, urban garbage and pollution, the welcome as well as noisome odours from places
like the fish market meant a distinctive and sometimes overwhelming aroma. (The word choice available
to suggest this already has its limitations: smell, odour, scent, aroma and, of course, perfume.)

Perfume is what motivates Jean Baptiste, an unwanted baby born under a counter amongst the fish waste as
his mother took some minutes off from her work. Growing up in an orphanage, he became more and more
aware of his giftedness, his ability to detect and relish a vast variety of odours. After working in a tannery
for years during his adolescence, he has the opportunity to come across some tantalising and beautiful
odours amongst the rich and Parisian society: perfumes. Perfume becomes the be-all and end-all (literally)
of his life.

It can be said, without spoiling the plot, that we know from the opening of the film (where Tykwer
immediately limits our vision with darkness and silhouette but focuses on an inhaling nose) that Jean
Baptiste has been accused of murder and is to be tortured and executed, to the delight of a crowd baying for
blood and vengeance.

Then the flashback to his birth and the narration. The first half of the film then shows how Jean Baptiste
impressed an ageing and out-of-date perfume creator and becomes an expert in recipes for perfumes that
become the talk of Paris. The old man is played with some relish (and some peculiar variations of broken
Italian and American accents) by Dustin Hoffman.

It is in this context that Jean Baptiste, fascinated by a young serving woman wearing a perfume, kills his
first victim. He does not want to murder her but to keep her quiet. He strangles her. But, Jean Baptiste has
very little moral sense and is not much bothered by what he has done.

The second half of the film has him go to Grasse, a perfume-making town in Provence where fields of
lavender and other plants are cultivated. After demonstrating his skills, he is employed there but he has
become obsessed with creating the perfect perfume - which are made from the personal odours of beautiful
women. Thus, he begins a hidden and solitary career as a serial killer. The culminating victim is to be the
beautiful daughter of the lord of the local manor (Alan Rickman).

While he pursues his goals, the audience focuses on a version of an 18" century panic, hysteria, the attempt
to cope with a serial killer in a village and the investigation. Finally, there is an execution scene which
takes us from reality and goes into the mind and imagination of Jean Baptiste: everybody understands what
he has done, asks his pardon and are so influenced by his perfect perfume that they love everyone near
them, throw off inhibitions and clothes and indulge in a love-in (which might have made Ken Russell in his
heyday rather jealous).

The running time of the film is quite long, almost two and a half hours. For those not drawn into the
themes and the pace of the film, it will seem very long indeed and give them time to disapprove and even
think the film and its style pretentious. For those attracted and intrigued by theme and treatment, the length
will not matter too much as they have entered into another world, into the 18" century settings, into the
mind and morbid imagination of Jean Baptiste as well as the fears of the society he has intimidated.

But, most of all, this audience will have been seduced, sometimes subtly, sometimes obviously, by the
visual evocation of so many smell experiences, a range of odours from the vile to the exquisite, that are the
idiosyncratic experiences of Jean Baptiste. That is the skill of the screenplay, of Tykwer’s directing style
and the editing and the performance of Ben Wishaw who, with his skinny build and air of being perpetually
put upon, has chosen to make his character something of a ‘tabula rasa’, someone who passively absorbs
rather than being proactive (except for his grotesque series of murders and his bizarre methods of using
animal fats to absorb the essence of his victims).

Tom Tykwer has every reason to be pleased with and proud of Perfume: the Story of a Murderer.

THE PURSUIT OF HAPPYNESS



(US, 2006, d. Gabriele Muccino)

The title is one of the key phrases in American consciousness. This verbal icon from the Bill of Rights is
considered a birthright by all Americans. Life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.

The spelling in the title here comes from a graffiti statement on the wall of a childcare centre where Chris
Gardiner (Will Smith) takes his son (Jaden Smith, Will Smith and Jada Pinkett’s son) while he goes out to
try to sell the stock of bone density machines he has imprudently bought. The wrong spelling irritates him
because he admires Jefferson but wonders whether the intention was to emphasise the pursuit while
acknowledging that achieving this happiness might be impossible.

For most of the film’s running time, the achievement does seem impossible and the pursuit is so physically,
mentally and morally demanding that the temptation to give up seems entirely reasonable.

Chris Gardener, without benefit of college education, has set his sights on becoming a stock broker. He
sees himself as good at figures and good with people. And, despite everything, he has a deep-seated
confidence in his dream and in himself. And he has an overwhelming love for his son.

The person he is not good with is his wife, Linda (Thandie Newton). Or, he is good, but she can’t take the
uncertainties, the financial pressures, the hard life. She leaves. Chris then has to pursue his unpaid
internship as a broker, trying to sell the bone machines at weekends (with his son tagging along), working
less time than his fellow interns because he has to go across town to collect his son and bring him home and
feed him.

And then things really start to go wrong! A genial man, Chris is imposed on by the supervisor and by
friends. Tax troubles, an overnight stint in gaol for parking ticket non-payments, traffic jams delaying
appointments, eviction from home, queuing and struggling to get into night shelters, a night in a railway
station men’s toilet for father and son.

Audiences feel the pain of father and son, the bewildered five year old who is supportive but who really
does not understand, the father who wants only the best for his son and cannot provide the basics.

Yet, the film seems positive at the worst of hazards, primarily because Will Smith is such an engaging
screen presence and communicates a positive outlook on life no matter what. Working with his own son,
there is a wonderful chemistry between the two that makes what goes on credible and palatable.

The events are based on a true story, set in San Francisco in 1981. Interestingly, it was the year of the
popularity of the Rubik Cube — which becomes a symbol of focus and perseverance as well as intelligence
as Chris demonstrates he can solve the puzzle, to the amazement of a top broker, who gives Chris a chance
to learn the trade.

So, it is, as they say, an inspirational story. With the pursuit of happiness and happyness, the tone is
particularly American. It tends to presume that one can pull oneself up by one’s bootstraps no matter what.
It urges the audience never to lose sight of their dreams and believe in them. It is more than a touch
capitalist in its philosophy while focusing on real and heartfelt social difficulties.

The director is an Italian, Gabriele Muccino, who directed L’ Ultimo Baccio, which was turned into an
American vehicle for Zach Braff with the title, The Last Kiss. Muccino brings a warmth to the difficult
events that makes us want to share them with father and son.

ROCKY BALBOA

(US, 2006, d. Sylvester Stallone)



A surprise. After Rocky first ascended those steps in Philadelphia to Bill Conti’s now classic fanfare and theme
back in 1976, he now returns to prove that he is still alive, that life is worth living and to exorcise his inner
‘beast’, his demons, and move to the next, more peaceful, stage of his life journey.

Sylvester Stallone has not been able to let go of Rocky Balboa and, on the evidence of his new screenplay,
Rocky has not been able to let go of Stallone. Their lives parallel each other. And one can only wish for great
success for this film, released at a time when Sylvester Stallone has reached sixty.

In interviews, Stallone has been very candid about his life and career. He acknowledges the effect of his early
successes, especially the Rocky and Rambo series: a man who grew up poor then achieved all that could be
desired in terms of career, reputation, marriage, wealth and comfort. But, he admits, it went to his head and he
experienced some chaos in his personal life as well as a deterioration of his career. He had to go back to his
roots, his Christian roots and rediscover values and authentic meaning for his life.

This is what happens to Rocky Balboa — although his character seems to have made a better fist (and fists) of
his life than his creator. Rocky is now grieving the death of Adrian (and Stallone has written quite tenderly of
this marriage love and commitment). He runs a successful restaurant, well patronised, where he recounts his
tales of the ring to eager customers who also want a photo opportunity. He loves his son who feels that he has
been overwhelmed by his father’s reputation and lives in his shadow. Paulie is still his close friend.

In his late 50s, Rocky still has the urge to fight another day. TV pundits speculate how he would have fared
had he fought a bout with the current world heavyweight champion — and they provide a computer game to
illustrate this. A challenge for an exhibition fight is offered. It is a redemptive challenge for Rocky. Is it
wishful thinking? Is it his ego? Has he the physical stamina to endure? And so, with great feelings of
nostalgia for the Rocky movie fans, the training (adapted to his age and condition) begin again.

After this, the training and bout are very much for boxing fans. Others will look at the punishing fight more as
the will of a warrior striving for victory with his talent.

The screenplay, as with the other Rocky movies, is by Stallone himself. This is quite a literate screenplay
considering that Rocky himself, unlike the real life Stallone, is rather inarticulate: ‘Yo, Paulie!’. And it is not
without some humour and pleasant self-mockery. Needless to say, Stallone does justice to the performance.

Burt Young is back as an older and scruffier Paulie. Talia Shire appears in photos and flashbacks to the earlier
films as Adrian. The supporting characters this time are Robert Balboa — with some effective scenes between
father and son, frankness in resentment and reconciliation. ‘Living in my shadow is not an excuse for blaming
someone else for underachieving.’

A local woman and her teenage son provide an outlet for Rocky’s kindness and warmth and friendship in
return.

There are some specific Christian references and images indicating Stallone’s own spiritual journey.

RUNNING WITH SCISSORS

(US, 2006, d. Ryan Murphy)

What image does a title like Running with Scissors evoke? Something a bit mad, to say the least.

Which means that it probably is a very good title for this piece of cinema of the absurd.

There has been something of a fringe tradition of eccentric American films which not only highlight the
absurdities of the human condition (especially the American variety) but also a tradition of films that take
on the absurd in their style and ways of communicating characters and themes. To go back only over the

last forty years, one might think of Dr Strangelove, Catch 22 and some of the oddities of the 1970s. In
more recent times, Wes Anderson has created a niche for himself in this tradition with Rushmore, The



Royal Tennenbaums (which seems something like a cousin to Running with Scissors) and The Life Aquatic
with Steve Zissou.

This is a memoir by Augusten Burroughs — who himself appears during the end credits with the actor who
portrays him, Joseph Cross. The film begins preciously with his voiceover about his mother leaving him
and his leaving his mother. There follows an introduction to his increasingly strange mother, Deidre
(Annette Bening), a would-be poet who lives in her dreams of fame and success but whose appreciative
audience is her little boy, Augusten, and whose unappreciative audience is her continually frustrated and
now alcoholic husband (Alec Baldwin).

Annette Bening gives a tour-de-force performance as the mad and maddening mother, something like an
amalgam of some of her impressive roles in American Beauty and Being Julia.

Running with Scissors has touches of the surreal, the oddball, the queer, the satirical, the frustrating — it is
like being lost in bonkers.

Where mother and son are lost is in the mad hatter’s kind of pink house of Dr Finch, Deidre’s psychiatrist —
who qualifies as the most likely to be deregistered. The household is somewhat controlled by his haggard
wife, Agnes. Dr Finch has a tendency towards incorporating or adopting clients into his household. He has
two daughters, the standoffish and almost normal Natalie and the older, repressed disciple, Hope. The
audience also spends a lot of time incorporated into this mad household.

What makes the stay so persuasive, even while we feel alienated from what is going on, are the
performances. Brian Cox can turn his hand to most roles. He really makes us believe that such a character
as Dr Finch could exist. Jill Clayburgh, in a rare screen role, opts out of glamour as Agnes. Evan Rachel
Wood is the frequently deadpan Natalie. The surprise is that the supporting role of Hope is well played by
Gwyneth Paltrow.

The cast is really very strong, especially with the addition of Joseph Fiennes as another adoptee, a gay
schizophrenic who has a relationship with the young Augusten and who is the character who gets the
opportunity almost to run with scissors, literally.

The screenplay is an accumulation of memories rather than plot-driven, so one could opt in and out much
as Deirdre does and as Augusten does. The effect of the film depends on whether you get caught up with
Deirdre or with Augusten — and Joseph Cross tries his best to be independent of them all while really
dependent. But he survived to remember and invent this tale from the madhouse.

UNACCOMPANIED MINORS (GROUNDED)
(US, 2006, d. Paul Feig)

The title indicates the target audience (around 12 years of age or so). It also indicates how it should be
seen. Parents and grandparents may want to flee the cinema and leave the shenanigans to the
unaccompanied minors.

It’s a Christmas story — or, rather, like Christmas with the Kranks, Deck the Halls and others — it is, rather,
a Christmas tree, decorations, Frosty the snowman, Santa Claus and Christmas presents story. Christmas
Eve brings on a blizzard that grounds all planes. In the mayhem of rounding up the children and
supervising them, five of them get out and cause problems all over the airport. A lot of the behaviour and
humour is brattish, some crass touches and poking its tongue out at adults.

Of course, by Christmas morning they will be little angels, doing nice things for others and discovering
friendship and bonds with each other (they all come from divorce homes).

The minors will enjoy it — and the seniors will hope they grow out of it!



Z0OOM
(US, 2006, d. Peter Hewitt)

Another comic book hero. This film is for younger audiences, a kind of blend of Spy Kids with the powers
of the X Men and their heroes. It is played for some laughs and for some action.

It is also a Tim Allen film. This time he is having a rest from playing Santa Claus. He is Jack Shephard
who thirty years earlier had been trained to be a hero, Zoom. However, his brother Connor had gone over
to the dark side, so to speak, and was lost in another dimension. Now he is coming back. A martinet
general (Rip Torn) and the head scientist (Chevy Chase) are devising way to capture him. What else to do
but to re-recruit Jack/Zoom and get him to train some young heroes for combat?

So, that’s what happens. A group of children with super powers are auditioned and four chosen and trained
with some tongue-in-cheek action and with the help of the resident accident prone psychologist (Courtney
Cox).

This is a short-running and cheerful film, undemanding and following in the footsteps of this very popular
genre of adventure and special effects shows.

SIGNIS FILM REVIEWS
FEBRUARY 2007

3 NEEDLES

BLACK BOOK, The (ZWARTBOEK)
BOBBY

BOYTOWN

CHARLOTTE’S WEB
DOUBLURE (LA) (THE VALET)
DREAMGIRLS

FLICKA

FLYBOYS

FOUNTAIN, The

FOR YOUR CONSIDERATION
FREEDOM WRITERS

GHOSTS

GRIDIRON GANG

ILS (THEM)

IRRESISTIBLE

ILLUSIONIST, The

KENNY

LAST KING OF SCOTLAND, The
LAST TRAIN TO FREO
LETTERS FROM IWO JIMA
LITTLE RED FLOWERS

MISS POTTER

NOTES ON A SCANDAL
RETURN, The

SCOOP

SMOKIN’ ACES

VENUS

WELCOME TO DONGMAKGOL



3 NEEDLES
(Canada, 2005, d. Thom Fitzgerald)

A film about the spread of AIDS and the social, medical and religious challenges it offers. It is made up of
three separate stories (though with a unifying voiceover by Olympia Dukakis) from three quite diverse
parts of the world, reminding us of the global culture that cuts across boundaries. The film was written by
Thom Fitzgerald, a Canadian director who made The Hanging Garden, Beefcake and The Event.

Fitzgerald has a Catholic background which is evident in two of the stories. He also has focused on
homosexuality themes and AIDS in other films (especially The Event and the issue of assisted dying). In 3
Needles, the nature of the illness is never named directly as AIDS but is referred to as the virus.

Fitzgerald has given titles to each of the three stories, each with religious implications: The Patience of the
Buddha, The Passion of the Christ, The Innocence of the Pagans. Fitzgerald wants to communicate his
message via narrative and immerses the audience in the three worlds.

However, the film starts with a prologue in South Africa with an episode that will be background to the
third story. A group of young men experience initiation rites in the bush, especially circumcision, before
they return to their communities as men (in the context of the AIDS epidemic in Africa).

Lucy Liu is the star of The Patience of the Buddha. In southern China, Jin Ping (Liu) operates a blood
donor racket, giving simple villagers $5.00 which can change their lives, help them buy seed and oxen.
However, when a whole village is infected with the virus, the authorities have to step in. It is a sad story of
poverty and death. Jin Ping is herself pregnant, with a sick husband. Sam, one of the local farmers, has a
successful crop — but at what cost.

After the beautiful Asian settings, we are taken to suburbia in Montreal, rather dark, rather drab, for The
Passion of the Christ. A young porn star argues about condom use or not and the film-makers consider the
dangers of infection. The young man’s father is on life-support and his son takes his father’s blood as
substitute for his own tests. His mother does not know what he does for a living. When circumstances
change, the loving mother wants to do the best for her son, taking out a huge life insurance policy and
wanting to be infected by the virus so that she can die and help her son. Stockard Channing is the mother,
Shawn Ashmore the young man. Mel Gibson’s Jesus-film was about blood and giving one’s life for others,
so Fitzgerald has chosen this title for his contemporary Montreal passion.

The third story is more specifically religious, focusing on the situation of the virus in Africa and its effect
on old and young, men and women. Three North American nuns arrive to work with the people. The older
nun, Sister Hilde (Olympia Dukakis) is in the tradition of the saving of souls and a less ecumenical
approach to religion. Sister Mary John (Sandra Oh) is committed and is comfortable with people. The
third is a dedicated novice, Sister Clara (Chloe Sevigny), who wants to save the living.

This story is more complex than the other two. It highlights the work of sisters (in a post Dead Man
Walking era) and contemporary mission work of working with local people. It takes on what one might
call a Graham Greene approach to storytelling, introducing moral dilemmas that haunt Greene characters:
doing something immoral for a greater good. This is the issue for the novice and is disturbing according to
one’s own moral stances.

The film ends with Sister Hilde’s voiceover. She is talking about holiness, saints, ordinary people doing
ordinary things well without hope of canonisation or a feast day — which means many of us may really be
saints.

BOBBY

(US, 2006, d. Emilio Estevez)



Bobby was presented at the Venice film festival, 20006, as a work in progress. It was very well received by
critics and public alike. This led to some editing and a commercial release of the film — and nominations
for awards.

The film is a work of devotion from Emilio Estevez. Estevez was a star in the Brat Pack of the 1980s in
such films as The Breakfast Club and St EImo’s Fire. He moved into direction with films like Wisdom,
Men at Work, Rated X. For some years he researched the life of Bobby Kennedy and focused on the day
of his death. He was inspired by his political campaigner father, Martin Sheen.

The film is structured as one day at a hotel in Los Angeles, the Ambassador Hotel. This was the place
where, in the kitchen, on that night, Bobby Kennedy was assassinated. There are references to the film
Grand Hotel in the screenplay and the film is a version of a Grand Hotel of the 1960s.

The history of the hotel is explained, the focus on a doorman who had received visitors for forty years
(Anthony Hopkins) and other members of the staff (Harry Belafonte). The film has quite a number of
subplots interwoven giving an impression of American society in the 1960s. Lindsay Lohan portrays a
woman who has promised to marry a young man who has been called up to go to Vietnam so that he will
not have to go (Elijah Wood). Two young men (Shia Laboeuf and Brian Gerraty) help as volunteers in the
Democrats’ campaign but are more interested in scoring some drugs than going out knocking on doors.
They encounter a rather way-out, spaced-out, drug dealer (Ashton Kutcher).

In the meantime, Estevez himself portrays the husband and agent of the star singer at the hotel, Demi
Moore, and is clashing with her. She spends some time at the hairdresser’s. She is played by Sharon Stone
in a very strong performance, especially in the scene where she confronts Demi Moore. The beautician is
married to the manager of the hotel, played by William H. Macy, who is trying to arrange for the Hispanic
members of the staff to vote, against the wishes of his staff manager, Christian Slater. He is also carrying
on a hidden affair with a telephonist, Heather Graham. A wealthy couple from New York visit the hotel,
Martin Sheen and Helen Hunt.

Laurence Fishburne is the chef at the hotel — and has the opportunity to make a lot of comments about
racial attitudes in 1968, the assassination of Martin Luther King, the interactions between black Americans
and Hispanics. In the kitchen are Freddie Rodriguez as an ambitious young man who wants to be very
much an American in contrast with Jacob Vargas who is critical of the attitudes of whites and blacks.
Joshua Jackson is in charge of the campaign.

The film works well in the interactions of the characters as well as the intercutting of the stories.

As regards Bobby Kennedy himself, the prologue indicates the political climate of the 1960s, the role of the
Kennedys, the death of Martin Luther King. During the film there are various excerpts from Kennedy’s
speeches playing on television sets which are watched by the various characters.

The film eventually shows the arrival of Kennedy, the formal dinner in his honour, his speech, his leaving
by the kitchen — and his assassination. In the work in progress, a long speech by Kennedy played over the
visuals of the characters reacting to the assassination, the confusion, those who were hurt by bullets.

Emilio Estevez has achieved a considerable work in his focus on America, the 60s, and the speculation of
how American society would have been different had Bobby Kennedy survived, won the 1968 election
instead of Richard Nixon.

BOYTOWN
Australia, 2006, 90 minutes, Coloour.

Glenn Robbins, Mick Molloy, Lachy Hulme, Sally Phillips.
Directed by Kevin Carlin)



Here’s a how d’ye do. What is this film trying to do? On the one hand, it is a piece of Aussie nostalgia for
the Boy Bands of the late 1980s and the 1990s. On the other, it is sending up the bands, the singers, the
agents, the public, the songs and their lyrics (in the vein of the corniest country and western songs). This
makes it sound like an either/or situation when the answer is probably a both/and.

The screenplay was written by brothers Richard and Mick Malloy and serves as a star vehicle for Mick
(after several TV shows and the lawn bowls comedy, Crackerjack). It is also a star vehicle for that most
durable of comedians (Fast Forward, Kath and Kim), Glenn Robbins. In fact, Robbins holds the film
together.

Now happily married (to UK’s Sally Phillips), he has a yearning to reunite the band and re-live the glory
days, even hoping for records and tours. He rounds up the motley group, one of whom is a lecturer on
literature, another works on a building site, another stays at home with his mother and the last is a DJ
beyond Woop Woop.

The plot goes according to formula — so we can enjoy following the steps we anticipate. Reluctance
follows agreement, visits to the most obnoxious agent (Lachy Hulme) who has perfected the arts of two-
timing and exploitation, tours, records, concerts, failure, an appeal to a middle-aged women (with songs
like, It’s That Time of the Month, or Picking up the Kids from School), mix-ups in the past with strange
consequences, feelings of betrayal so that the leader can go solo, truth finally outing and a feeling of
achievement and contentment to finish up with.

But, it is still puzzling as to when one should feel nice and nostalgic and when one should be laughing at
these silly shenanigans.

CHARLOTTE’S WEB
(US, 2006, d. Gary Winick)

Essayist and grammar expert E.B.White wrote Stuart Little in his mid-40s and Charlotte’s Web in his early
50s. They were published in 1945 and 1952 respectively. It does seem strange for a learned writer like
White to have written two of the favourite American children’s classics of the 20" century but it reveals an
imagination of charm and humorous fantasy: a talking mouse, a talking pig and a wise, talking spider.

There was an animated version of Charlotte’s Web in the early 1970s with Debbie Reynolds voicing
Charlotte. And there have been two very entertaining Stuart Little films.

This version of Charlotte’s Web, like the Stuart Little films, has opted for live action with animatronic
creatures for the animals and their speech and a range of special effects. This offers a sense of realism —
Wilbur really could speak, Charlotte really could get some words from Templeton the rat and weave them
into her web.

The voices for the animals are very successful. Julia Roberts may seem a surprise choice for Charlotte but
she does very nicely. Dominic Scott Kay makes Wilbur very sympathetic. Steve Buscemi has a right old
time enjoying himself as Templeton. The line up for the supporting animals is quite a list, including Robert
Redford, Oprah Winfrey, Kathy Bates, Reba Mclntyre, Cedric the Entertainer and John Cleese. Andre
Benjamin and Thomas Haden Church are funny as two belligerent crows trying to work out who the
scarecrow is.

On the human side, Kevin Anderson and Essie Davis are the parents. But the drama depends on the
character of Fern, the young daughter who befriends Wilbur. She is played by that most self-assured of
child stars, Dakota Fanning. The characters she plays are always determined and confident that they are
always right. Which means that she charms some audiences and alienates others (including this reviewer!).

Fans of Babe will note how similar the plot outline is, though E.B. White got in first with his nice farm,
cuddly pig — but his star is the wise and web-literate, Charlotte A. Cavatica.



Charlotte’s Web works quite well as a family entertainment.
LA DOUBLURE (THE VALET)
(France, 2006, d. Francis Veber)

Francis Veber has been writing comedies for over thirty years. Many of them have become classics (La
Cage aux Folles, The Tall Blond Man with the One Black Shoe, Le Placard, Tais Toi). Many of them have
been remade in the US (Buddy, Buddy, The Birdcage, Three Fugitives). Veber has himself made several
films in the US (Partners, Out on a Limb)

La Doublure, which might have had a better English title with The Stand-in, is firmly in the tradition of the
comedies he has long been making. There is an odd couple, some farcical situations, some comic lines,
some mistaken identities and an underlying critique of hypocrisy.

La Doublure is more than a bit on the light side. What if a very successful businessman who has been
deceiving his wealthy wife of twenty years during an affair with a top model for over two years? What if
the model was sick of the deception and wanted the businessman to get a divorce? What if the smart
corporate lawyer advised the model to move in with a valet nonentity, the Stand-in, to make the wife
jealous and ask for the divorce? What if it did not work out at all as planned? There you have it.

Moroccan born comedian and mime, Gad Elmaleh is the slightly forlorn valet, desperately in love with his
childhood sweetheart (Virginie Ledoyen) who happens to walk past the secretive couple as a photo is taken
for a magazine and finds himself embroiled in the deception. Elmaleh looks fairly nondescript but invests
his character with warmth and decency. Alice Taglioni (a Gallic Elle MacPherson lookalike) is also quite
charming and genial as the model who goes along with the plot and shows she has a very nice side to her
character.

On the other hand, Daniel Auteuil, one of the great French actors who can turn his hand to any role, makes
the businessman a monster of selfish rage and manipulation. Kristin Scott Thomas has no trouble in
playing his icy and shrewd wife. Richard Berry is the conniving and smooth lawyer.

Many of Veber’s comedies are laugh out loud farces. This is, rather, a smiling comedy with a touch of the
bitters. Imagining who might star in the US remake highlights how the film works. Suggestions: Michael
Douglas knows how to do the Wall St hypocrite and Glenn Close can do icy wives. Why not Elle
MacPherson herself with Adrien Brody doing the lovelorn hero, pining after Jennifer Love Hewitt? That
should work.

DREAMGIRLS
(US, 2006, d. Bill Condon)

There are not very many movie musicals these days. Chicago was a big hit four years ago. Then there was
the screen version of The Producers but not much else. Now there is Dreamgirls.

Dreamgirls has been an unexpected hit with the American public. The music takes us back to the 1960s
and 1970s and to an era of political unrest and change, especially for civil rights and African Americans.
All this is present in Dreamgirls.

There is the usual disclaimer at the end of the film that characters and events do not refer to any actual
person or happenings, that any similarity is coincidental. Well, this time that warning must be taken with a
grain of salt. Even the press notes offer some background to the establishment of the Motown company by
Berry Gordy and the career of Diana Ross and the Supremes. Of course, it is fictionalised but, at times,
only just.



The musical was first staged on Broadway in 1981, in the aftermath of A Chorus Line. So, this is a musical
about the theatre, about hopefuls who audition for a career, about dreams and nightmares as personalities
clash and rivalries take their toll. This familiar scenario always makes for interesting and involving drama.

The setting is Detroit during the Kennedy era. Vietnam is in the offing. Martin Luther King is dreaming
his dream. Racial prejudice is rife, but African American musicians and entertainers are making their
mark and entering the mainstream. Three young girls sing at a talent quest and an enterprising car
salesman invites them to be backup to a popular singer. Stars are born.

The story of the three girls resembles that of the Supremes. One of the demure backup singers, Deena, is
eventually chosen to be lead when Effie, the temperamental but forceful front, is fired. Deena (not much of
a leap to Diana!) becomes a glamorous star and marries Curtis, the entrepreneur, and lives a life of fame
and luxury under the severe control of her husband. Effie has a daughter but years later makes a comeback
as a soloist in the Aretha Franklin vein.

The theatre book has been adapted for the screen by Bill Condon (who adapted Chicago and directed the
striking films, Gods and Monsters and Kinsey). While it has been opened out, it is still recognisably an
adaptation. Like Chicago, the songs are the means for establishing characters and motivations. In the way
that opera does, the characters speak, communicate in recitatif that moves into music and song, much of
which is dialogue singing. It works.

The score reflects the black community’s musical heritage, Gospel, thythm and blues, jazz.

While the focus is on show business, there are enough reminders, especially in the destructive race riots in
Detroit where most of the action takes place, of the turmoil of the times. The racism is especially forceful
when the star singer, Jimmy Early, is booked in a Miami club and alienates the white audience with his
gyrations and perceived provocativeness.

Which leads to a comment on the excellent cast. The standout is newcomer Jennifer Hudson as Effie (who
is reported to have lost on TV’s American Idol — it would be fascinating to see the winner perform). She
has a four octave range, a large presence (literally) and can make potent drama with her singing. Popular
singer Beyonce Knowles makes the transition from quiet back up singer to Diana Ross star quite credible.
Jamie Foxx is the callow Curtis who has no appreciation of art or entertainment. Everything is business,
even his wife’s career. Surprise casting is Eddie Murphy as Jimmy Early. He is always good for comedy
but is persuasive here in the serious situations and does his own singing. He and Jennifer Hudson won
most of the awards for Best Supporting Actor and Actress for 2006, though Eddie Murphy missed out on
the Oscar.

FLICKA
(US, 2006, d. Michael Mayer)

A favourite book of the early 1940s was Mary O’Hara’s My Friend Flicka. It soon became a star vehicle
for a child refugee from England, Roddy McDowall. More than sixty years on, and updated to a
technological age, it is also transformed into a girl-loves-horse drama.

It is set in modern Wyoming (where forty years ago cowboys worked on Brokeback Mountain). Here the
location photography is attractive, creating an atmosphere for life on a ranch as well as the small town
which celebrates with a fair and a rodeo.

Flicka is a mustang, a wild breed of horses that the ranchers resent since they roam freely and devour the
grasses for the better breeds. When Katy McLaughlin encounters a clash between Flicka and a mountain
lion (seeing Flicka as an image of her untamed self), she knows she has a strong and personal bond with the
horse. Her father, a stolid disciplinarian (played by singer Tim McGraw) is steadfastly opposed. Her



vivacious mother (Maria Bello) is more understanding. She is helped by her brother who wants to leave the
ranch for college (Australian Ryan Kwanten).

The teenage Katy is played with intensity and verve by Alison Lohman (Flicka was filmed when she was
twenty five). Lohman has played children much younger than her age (in White Oleander) as well as
seductive reporters (Where the Truth Lies) and gives her character some bite.

While we are asked to admire her independent spirit and intuitive sense of how to manage Flicka (even
riding in the rodeo’s wild horse race), common sense warns us as do the characters that she is too
headstrong and stubborn. However, in that indomitable American way, she proves that the determined
individual who knows what is best always wins. The trouble is that most of us cannot tell whether a person
is gifted or plain foolhardy.

The film is geared to an audience of girls who can identify with Katy. However, the film moves along and
has some wonderful vistas of galloping horses every so often to perk us up.

FLYBOYS
(US, 2006, d. Tony Bill)

The World War I flying squad, based in France, and joined by over thirty young Americans before America
entered the war, Lafayette Escadrille, has been a popular focus for aerial combat films. Here is a 21%
century version, complete with top of the range special effects for the battles. It is probably a plane
enthusiasts’ dream film.

However, dramatically, it is not the greatest war story ever made. A pity that the very conventional
background stories are so ordinary that they detract from the hoped for powerful impact of the film.

A group of young Americans are shown, their background, their reasons for joining up, their arrival in
France, their bonding and the difficulties of relating well to the previous veterans. In so many ways, they
are the usual suspects. There is the large wealthy young man (with his 100 year old bottle of brandy) who
has to prove himself to his father and finds that he is really a racist prig. There is the conventional young
man who leaves parents and girlfriend behind and experiences nerves. There is the black boxer who has
experienced success in the ring in racially tolerant France. There is the farm boy from Texas who resents
the bank’s foreclosure on his farm who becomes the leader. He is played by James Franco with his familiar
pouty style (which he showed to great advantage when he played James Dean but which needs some
variation).

Jean Reno is at hand as the group’s instructor. Martin Henderson is the senior flyer who makes life harder
for the new recruits.

The screenplay seems to be based on a great deal of accurate detail (including the local lion as mascot).

Inserted is a rather Hemingwayesque doomed romance for Franco which does give some humanity and
variation to the action.

Meanwhile, in the air, the battles are deadly in the newly-developed, fragile and flimsy flying machines,
with German superiority (and the gentlemanly ace Wolfert) giving a life expectancy of pilots of only three
weeks.

A memoir of a war which took place almost a hundred years ago.

THE FOUNTAIN

(US, 2006, d. Darren Aronofsky)



The Fountain is a somewhat esoteric piece of science fiction and imagination. It was written and directed
by Darren Aronofsky who also made the tantalising film Pi and the stark drama, Requiem for a Dream.

The Fountain is very ambitious in its scope, covering the past, present and future. The past is focused on an
expedition to Mexico in the 16th century and the search for a fountain of life, the battles of the
Conquistadors. The present focuses on a scientist, his work with chimpanzees, an attempt to find an elixir,
a potion that will ensure eternal youth. In the meantime, his wife, a novelist, is dying of cancer. The future
focuses on the same man, in a bubble, floating in space, with a tree and the means of eternal life — but
wishing to die and be reunited with his wife.

The main protagonists are played by Hugh Jackman and Rachel Weisz (Aronofsky’s wife). Jackman
appears as a Conquistador in the past as well the scientist in the present and future. Rachel Weisz portrays
the queen in the past and the scientist’s wife in the present and the future. Ellen Burstyn (who appeared in
Aronofsky’s Requiem for a Dream) is a fellow scientist.

The film is particularly intellectual — appealing to the mind rather than to the heart and to the emotions.
While emotions are shown, the audience is invited to respond in a somewhat cerebral manner.

Perhaps this is what led to divided critical opinion. While some championed the film as imaginative and
adventurous, it was booed and hissed at its screenings at the Venice film festival.

FOR YOUR CONSIDERATION
(US, 2006, d. Christopher Guest)

Fans of Christopher Guest have looked forward to each of his films over the last ten years. Every three
years or so, he comes up with an idiosyncratic and satiric take on some aspect of show and show business.
There was his very funny Waiting for Guffman in 1996, a spoof on putting on a musical in a small town
(with all the rivalries, egos and complications of Broadway). He followed it with his best, the dog-show
comedy, Best in Show (2000). Then it was the music industry in A Mighty Wind (2003). These were all
mockumentaries, a genre Guest had worked on originally for This is Spinal Tap (1984), a style that spoofed
films, interviews and the lifestyle and workstyle of the targets.

For Your Consideration (that phrase so beloved of the movie industry with its ads for the Academy
members to watch possible nominees) has traces of the mock documentary, especially in Fred Willard and
Jane Lynch’s hilarious send up of the Entertainment Tonight style of interviewers. There is also some good
fun in the spoof of the TV film reviewers disagreeing (and, better, agreeing) on air. The sequences of the
film within a film, Home for Purim, with its old-fashioned sentiment and idiotic dialogue and poses, are
amusing as is the director’s (Guest himself) odd attempts to rally his cast.

In fact, there is a whole lot of detail and many lines that are quite funny: Ricky Gervais and Larry Miller as
the producing ‘suits’ who turn the film into Home for Thanksgiving, Michael McKean and Bob Balaban as
the beleaguered writers who take themselves terribly seriously, Jennifer Coolidge (always excellent) as the
really dumb producer, Eugene Levy (also always excellent) as an agent with adaptable spiels and John
Michael Higgins as an over-earnest PR man.

However, For Your Consideration has more of a narrative plotline than usual, a story about the cast of
Home for Purim and the effect of an on-line rumour about Oscar possibilities, especially for the ageing star
played by Catherine O’Hara. It begins to devour her — and her facelift look in anticipation of the
nomination is truly alarming. Harry Shearer has a big role as the lead and Parker Posey and Christopher
Moynihan are the young leads — all of whom get caught up in Oscar fever (and also have their time in mock
interviews).

But, overall, this is a smiling movie rather than loud laughter (except for Fred Willard and Jane Lynch). It
seems somewhat patchy, its zaniness not so inspired as the previous films.



Having said that, it is an amusing film from a director who has set his own bar particularly high. (And
Catherine O’Hara’s fine comic performance did win her the Best Supporting Actress award from the
National Board of Review!)

FREEDOM WRITERS
(US, 2006, d. Richard La Gravenese)
This is a must for educators.

Over the decades, a standard Hollywood interest has been the ups and downs of American education
systems. Fifty years ago or more, the challenge of unruly gangs in school and in the classroom were
introduced in Blackboard Jungle (which, incidentally, used Bill Haley and the Comets’ epoch changing
song, Rock Around the Clock). Forty years ago, Sidney Poitier on this side of the Atlantic, won over his
students in To Sir With Love. The same year Sandy Dennis had to cope with students in Up the Down
Staircase.

The film that made a great impact in the 1980s was Dead Poets Society. At the same time, Morgan
Freeman was a tough school principal in Lean on Me and Edward James Olmos taught calculus to Hispanic
students in Stand and Deliver. In the 1990s there was Michelle Pfeiffer trying to work with Dangerous
Minds. In recent years there have been Kevin Kline in The Emperor’s Club and Julia Roberts in Mona Lisa
Smile. These two were set in the past and looked at elite schools.

It is still worth seeing at these films to appreciate how education has been considered on the big screen.

This is background to Freedom Writers, a very welcome addition to the genre. It is based on actual
characters and events. (The group appears in a photo in the final credits.)

Erin Gruwell came from affluent Newport Beach, California, and, all smiles, was ready to take on the
world and transform the students. While, ultimately, she did, it did not look like that at the start. She asked
to teach at the recently integrated Woodrow Wilson High in Long Beach. The students came from all kinds
of ethnic backgrounds (with some token white students), all hostile, all experienced in gang and street
warfare, all with their angers, bitterness and practical apartheid.

A breakthrough came for Erin Gruwell when a caricature sketch of an African American was passed
around the class and, emotionally, she took the opportunity to raise the issue of anti-Semitic prejudice in
Hitler’s Germany. The class had not heard of the Holocaust.

She then found books that they might read, a story of a gang member and, then, a book that they identified
with, The Diary of Anne Frank. It was a revelation to them. They visited the Simon Wiesenthal Centre
and had dinner with and listened to survivors. They even raised money to bring Miep Gies, the woman
who had sheltered the Frank family, to visit and speak with them.

The other thing that Erin Gruwell did was to buy them exercise books and get them to write their diaries
(memories, poems, anything) — and they gave her permission to read them. Education led to an awareness
of potential, to affirmation and a group cohesion.

Clearly, this is an ‘inspirational’ film. There are the expected clashes with the traditional teachers, some of
whom dislike and despise the students. There are the moments of triumph. But, her work meant sacrifices
for Erin Gruwell and the loss of support from her husband who felt that he could not measure up to her
energy and achievement.

Now a winner of two Oscars, Hilary Swank has become a strong presence on screen. She really enters into
the role of Erin Gruell making her early mistakes credible yet showing that the transition in herself and in
the students was possible.



Imelda Staunton (quite unlike Vera Drake) is the teacher who feels threatened, cannot understand these
methods and opposes her. Patrick Dempsey is sympathetic as the husband and Scott Glenn is her
conservative father who joins in Erin’s activities with the students.

The title is a play on words on the Freedom Riders of the 1960s who stood up for civil rights.
GHOSTS
(UK, 2006, d. Nick Broomfield)

Nick Broomfield has been making hard-hitting, insightful and controversial documentaries since the 1970s.
They include a range of topics, although they tend to focus on significant personalities. He is probably best
known for his films on the serial killer Aileen Wuornos’s, but also made documentaries on musicians, Kurt
Cobain and Courtney Love, Biggie Smalls and Tupak Shakur. But, he has always been interested in the
social dimensions of the cultures in which his subjects lived and has explored South African apartheid
twice with Eugene Terre’Blanche.

In the late 1980s he tried his hand at a fiction film, Diamond Skulls, about the upper classes in Britain. It
was not particularly successful. Now he tries again with Ghosts. This time he has been very successful.

Ghosts is what the Chinese illegal immigrants into Britain call the locals, a generic term for the white
inhabitants of the British isles, but becoming more derogatory as the migrants experience the harshness of
the people and the work, that Britain is not the fulfilment of their dreams.

The starting point of the film is the death of 23 Chinese workers, gathering cockles in Morecombe Bay and
caught by the rising tide in February 2004. The prologue shows the beginning of this disaster and comes
back to it at the end, highlighting the local hostility to the Chinese which resulted in fights and bashings
and led to the Chinese deciding to work at night — and being caught by the tides.

The central character is a young Chinese mother who is persuaded by the plausible spiel of rogue agents
that within a few years she will be able to earn enough money to return home. The device of a map for the
migrant journey from China shows a group going via some of the old Soviet republics to Russia and then
south through eastern Europe across to Calais, hiding by night, walking, crushed in a container crossing the
English channel.

While the narrative is always interesting, Broomfield capitalises on his documentary abilities to film in
such a way that we feel that we are right there, a naturalistic approach of frame design, camerawork and
clear colour photography that looks completely real. The crowded flats, the agency offices, the meatworks,
the vegetable gardens, the supermarkets. This makes the story completely authentic.

But, we also see everything from the young woman’s point of view, listen to the bully Chinese boss in
England through her ears, especially as he proposes alternate work in the sex industry. At times, she prays

in despair. At other times she has the consolation of ringing her mother.

Broomfield offers a final challenge to governments. He has no solutions but wants to offer a real picture of
the plight of the illegals and their exploitation.

Ghosts can be seen along with a number of recent films about migration, illegals and crime: Dirty Pretty
Things, In This World, Promised Land, And My Name is Justine, Separate Parts.

GRIDIRON GANG
(US, 2006, d. Phil Jouanou)

The title is pretty straightforward. Yes, it is an American football movie. And, yes, it is a film about
gangs. And, as with this kind of film, it is based on a true story.



Actually, it is one of those strong motivational films, this time aimed at members of US city gangs
(especially African Americans), offering them the possibility of another way of life, some kind of personal
affirmation and an experience of achievement. To that extent, interested parties in the audience will be
moved by it; uninterested parties will remain uninterested.

The violence inherent in inner city neighbourhoods is highlighted and deplored. Young men with potential
succumb to peer pressure, pick up their guns and shoot or are shot. In between is prison. Statistics are
given at the opening of the film about how more than 70% of young criminals re-offend.

However, this is the story of a man who works in a prison, is dissatisfied with the punishment meted out
and the failures in rehabilitation. He himself has a history of clashing with his father who continually put
him down. Now, he is a father-figure to many of the young men with a blend of the strong arm and the
encouraging gesture.

He is a football coach. He thinks that if the young men can be trained, recognise their skills, work as a
team and play competitively, it cannot be (at least) any worse than the usual styles of imprisonment.

Needless to say, he makes his points, selects a number of recalcitrant types who discover that they are
worth something. There are also a number of matches where they show their skills — as well as provide
some suspense as to whether they will win the match or not.

The father-figure is played with some authority and with some warmth by Dwayne Johnson, who used to
the known by his nickname, The Rock. Johnson can do action (Scorpion King, Doom) as well as comedy
(Be Cool, Southland Tales) and is a strong foundation for this inspirational story.

THE ILLUSIONIST
(US, 2006, d. Neal Burger)
Not infrequently, film-makers hook on to an idea for a film — and two get made simultaneously.

This happened recently with the story of Truman Capote and the writing of In Cold Blood. Philip Seymour
Hoffman won an Oscar for his portrayal of the author in Capote. Soon after came Toby Jones with a very
strong performance (along with Daniel Craig) in Infamous. Now we have two stories about magicians
close together (plus Woody Allen as a contemporary magician in Scoop). First we saw The Prestige with
Hugh Jackman and Christian Bale. Now we have The Illusionist with Edward Norton.

The Prestige reminded us that there were three parts to the performance of magic. First is The Pledge, the
setting up of the situation. Then comes The Turn, the performance. Finally, there is the illusion itself, The
Prestige. The Illusionist works in exactly that same way.

However, while the former film focused on the rivalry between two magicians in turn of the century
England, The Illusionist focuses on a rivalry between a renowned magician and the Crown Prince Leopold
of the Hapsburg empire in Vienna. This means that the film offers a lavish and beautiful re-creation of the
city, its ordinary life, the theatre as well as the imperial palaces.

It also offers a more sinister glimpse into the last years of the Hapsburg dynasty and its increasing paranoia
which contributed to the outbreak of World War I. Emperor Franz Joseph lived a long life and had ill
fortune with his sons. The story of Mayerling and the suicide of his son Rudolph for love’s sake has been a
staple of the more romantic tales of Vienna. Wariness of uprisings and coups meant that the police were
ever vigilant and agents stalked suspects and reported their findings. No one was exempt. In the film,
Sophie, the intended wife of the Crown Prince, is spied on.



The first part of the film suggests three aspects of the pledge for the ultimate illusion: Eisenheim entertains
the throngs of Vienna but is under suspicion by the police; flashbacks to his childhood indicate how he
became interested in magic as well as his friendship with the aristocratic Sophie; the Crown Prince attends
a performance and tells Sophie to go on stage to participate in the act (where Eisenheim and Sophie declare
they do not know each other).

The second part is The Turn. Eisenheim performs, encounters the police chief (Paul Giamatti), does an
audience for the Crown Prince who feels humiliated and commands the police to close Eisenheim down. In
the meantime, Sophie and Eisenheim have begun a liaison and Sophie tells the Prince she will not marry
him.

Then comes The Prestige which should not be revealed, of course, in a review. Suffice to say that most
audiences will believe what they see before them and not recognise it as an illusion and so be amazed at the
outcome.

The Ilusionist is the second film written and directed by Neal Burger (the first being a mock documentary
about a dying witness to the Kennedy assassination: Interview with the Assassin). He has made a decorous,
even stately film which action audiences might find too slow for their taste. But, it is a fine and elegant
piece of film-making.

Edward Norton is effective as the calm and seemingly emotionless Eisenheim but also a commanding
presence. Paul Giamatti is fine as the police chief who faces challenges of career and conscience. Jessica
Biehl is Sophie. A real surprise is Rufus Sewell’s excellent playing of the Crown Prince, an embodiment
of selfishness, ruthlessness and sadism.

This is a satisfying adult drama.
ILS (THEM)
(France/Romania, 2006, d. David Moreau and Xavier Patud)

A small terror film in the vein of storytelling like Wolf Creek where unsuspecting people, feeling safe in a
different environment, are hounded, hunted and killed. Ils is not exactly designed to encourage tourism to
Romania!

However, IIs does very effectively what it sets out to do: create an uneasy atmosphere, build up suspense
and a mood of fear and heighten it to terror. And all without special effects or gore, which, along with the
brief running time, is a big plus in its favour.

There is a typical alarming prologue with a mother and her sullen daughter driving at night, mysteriously
crashing — and experiencing even more mysterious ends. Transition to the French school in Bucharest and
introduction to a very nice teacher, Clementine (Olivia Bonamy) who drives home to her boyfriend, Lucas
(Michael Cohen) and what should be a pleasantly ordinary evening of domestic doings, meals, TV,
assignment corrections. ..

But, after three in the morning, they wake and quite a lot of things go bump and beyond bump in the night.
The last third of the film takes place in those late dark hours, the terrorising of the couple in the house by
unexplained intruders (or ghosts or what?) with their finally escaping the house and ending up chased
through the stormwater drains under the city.

It’s certainly eerie and those unused to this kind of terror will find they can identify with the characters and
find the film really scary. Those of a more blasé temperament who have seen it all before may still be
impressed by how the film-makers have put it all together.

The film announces at the beginning that it is inspired by actual events and a rational, alarmingly rational,
explanation is given at the end — which does not diminish the horror of it all.



IRRESISTIBLE
(Australia, 2006, d. Ann Turner)

There are three central characters in this domestic drama (which has a kind of terror film edge as it
develops). There is the wife and mother of two, an illustrator, who is married to her husband, a successful
architect, who is the object of fascination by one of his secretaries who is also intrigued by the wife. But, it
is not easy to say which of these characters is irresistible let alone to whom.

That description is meant to be intriguing. Who are these characters and what are the connections?

First of all, the married couple seem perfectly normal, married for ten years with two nice daughters. Both
are more than competent in their jobs. However, the wife has just lost her mother and her grief sends her
into depressive moods in which she seems to be imagining things. The husband meanwhile deals
honourably with the advances of his secretary. She, however, does not seem to be too worried about
feeling guilty.

In fact, there are several secrets which come to light gradually, especially in the explanations of the weird
experiences of the wife. The hauntings have a more than very natural explanation.

The setting is Melbourne. The stars are Susan Sarandon as the wife (with an explanation for her American
accent), Sam Neill as the husband and Emily Blunt (My Summer of Love, The Devil Wears Prada) as the
enigmatic secretary.

Direction is by Ann Turner who has made only a few feature films during the last 18 years: Celia,
Hammers over the Anvil (which starred Charlotte Rampling and Russell Crowe) and Dallas Doll.

As the film veers towards the madness and violence ending, secrets are revealed — especially with one final
unexpected twist that has shock emotional impact.

KENNY
(Australia, 2006, d. Clayton Jacobson)

Kenny is an ordinary, decent Ocker (that’s a popular Australian term for an Aussie for those not in the
know).

One of the pleasant pastimes of the last twenty years has been speculating on the ‘typical’ Australian, at
least the typical Australian male. One of the main icons of this typical type was Crocodile Dundee.
Because in those days Paul Hogan was the smiling television entertainer who used to work on Sydney
Harbour Bridge and who could confidentially advise his admiring audience, ‘Anyhow..., have a Winfield’,
people liked him. And when he surprised them in creating Mick Dundee, the genial man of the Outback,
who could spin a yarn locally let alone in New York where he could say to would-be muggers, ‘Now that’s
a knife...”, he seemed to fit the bill.

The admiration for the late Steve Irwin — and the many eulogies at his untimely death — highlighted how we
rather take to people with Crocodile in their name or title. Crikey, he was a national hero.

But how many of us have ever seen a crocodile in real life, in the Northern Territory or Queensland —
which question gives this reviewer the possibility of a minor boast and declaring, yes, he has seen a number
of crocodiles while being rowed along the Daly River (thank goodness they were small and mostly on the
banks!).

This afternoon I was switching channels and lo and behold there was The Castle as the Sunday matinee
movie. Now Michael Caton’s Dad seems to be a fine candidate for the typical Australian male. He was
genial, kind and worldly-wise in a nice kind of way, very affirming of people. I watched the bit where Dad



goes to court and the judge asks him for his argument as to why he should be moved out of his house.
Righteously upset but ruffled, he urges that they just can’t. ‘That’s my argument.’

So what now?

As Kenny might well ask, how many of us go to the toilet every day — even, how often do we go during the
day? Kenny reminds us that he will never be out of a job and every major public event needs its porta-loos
and plenty of them, so as one of the regular employed because of our regularity, Kenny is a solid

nomination for a male icon of the ‘typical’ Australian male. We can identify with him one way or another.

These meagre attempts at a little toilet innuendo are quite mild when we listen, with ever broadening
smiles, to Kenny’s down-to-earth comments and jokes. Kenny offers toilet humour which is really quite
sanitary.

His film, a self-subsidised venture of the Jacobson family, with Shane Jacobson as Kenny and co-writer,
with his actor-director brother, Clayton, directing and with Ron Jacobson as Dad. And they ended up with
all kinds of nominations for the Australian Film Institute awards, the Australian Film Critics’ awards and
they went on to win best actor and best original screenplay.

One journalist summing up the films of 2006 referred to him as ‘our beloved Kenny’!

Speaking of screenplay, some of the humour seemed so funny I jotted some of it down. Maybe that will
provide a clue for the typical Australian male and his type.

Samples — best to start with the often quoted one: there’s a smell in there that will outlast religion.

Some more:

Dad’s emotional account had two cents in it.

I’1l give 150% to God when introduces himself but now I’m pretty busy.

On the plane toilet flushing: Suck yer guts out through yer bum.

On the plane: I wonder what the fine is for not wearing yer seatbelt. It’s $150.00 for a car so it must be
thousands.

There’s lots of money in crap. To be honest, there’s a shitload. [The computer spelling and grammar check
has just told me that it does not recognise this last word and suggests, ‘shipload’. No, stet!]

The US: Land of bloody flags and anthems.

Commenting on the size of American meals: They must give their toilets here a flogging.

No, he’s as serious as a heart attack.

Makes about as much sense as a nun at a rock concert.

For our family, it’s Christmas cards at twenty paces.

The format of Kenny is mockumentary (in The Spinal Tap and Christopher Guest vein of Best in Show) as
we follow Kenny around on the job — and, in close-up, he really confides in us. We feel he is really our
friend. We are irritated with his obtuse co-workers with him, puzzled by his cantankerous father and
disdainful brother, worried about his rather harridan-like ex-wife and hopeful for his son. We are charmed
as is the flight attendant and supportive of Kenny with the Japanese businessman — and delighted when he
gets a sale. It is a pleasure going on his conducted tour of the toilet industry expo in Nashville (his words
of admiration are in the tradition of The Castle’s Dad). Camping with his ailing father and contemplating
the sunset, we like Kenny.

So, here is the average, hard-working, long-suffering but humorous, ordinary, decent (very decent in fact),
respectful bloke who has found a place in life, appreciates it and is satisfied, not envious and not wanting to
put anyone down.

Actually, that makes him sound like a bit of a saint. And why not? We need secular saints.

And what type is he?



Kenny is quite outgoing socially and at work but not extravert off the page.

Kenny is down to earth and detailed with humour, right here and now.

Kenny can look reality straight in the eye with a homespun logic and solid principles, but agreeably so.
Kenny gets the job done but can let people be.

There’s a great theoretical yearning at times for the typical Australian male to be a bit of a ‘She’ll be right,
mate’. But, when all’s said and done, Australian’s do like to get things done. That too is, she’ll be right,
mate.

It is difficult to gauge how well Kenny will travel. It will depend on senses of humour and familiarity with
the Australian language (and how to translate that for sub-titles). But, for a toilet movie, it is delightful.

THE LAST KING OF SCOTLAND
(UK, 2006, d. Kevin Macdonald)

So far, Forest Whitaker has won all the Best Actor awards for his performance as Idi Amin. It is quite an
impressive feat of impersonation and acting.

How much Idi Amin is in the consciousness of those who were not alive during his brutal leadership of
Uganda is an interesting question. He is one of the tyrants of the 1970s who did not die until the 1990s, in
exile in Saudi Arabia. He came up through the army, serving in Kenya during the Mau Mau era and then
succeeded President Obote who was ousted for corruption in the early 1970s in a military coup. Amin was
popular for a time but became almost a caricature of those local generals who get into power which goes to
their head and they assume a luxury lifestyle (usually American) while brutalising the population and
eliminating their enemies. Amin’s toll was hundreds of thousands.

And the Scottish thing? Amin admired the Scots and their attitudes towards the English — and had two sons
to whom he gave Scottish names. He also liked to wear a kilt.

The Last King of Scotland was written by Jeremy Brock (Mrs Brown, Charlotte Gray) and the award-
winning Peter Morgan (The Deal, The Queen, Longford, Frost Nixon) and directed by Kevin Macdonald,
better known as a documentary maker with One Day in September (Oscar, Best Documentary, 2000) and
Touching the Void. Filming in Uganda and re-creating the 70s, he uses his documentarist’s eye to capture
the mood of the era.

One of the objections made to a number of films made by western directors on Africa (Hotel Rwanda,
Shooting Dogs, Cry Freedom) is that they focus on a white character which they feel gives something of an
unbalanced view of events. Maybe. This is a bit like Alain Delon’s outburst at Sophia Coppola, that only
the French could make a film on Marie Antoinette. Obviously, an inside view brings its own heritage,
history and insights. But an outsider, especially one who is trying to communicate to the outsider audience,
will bring different insights worth considering.

The screenwriters here have invented a Scots character with whom the audience enters Uganda and
encounters Amin. He is a young Scottish doctor recently graduated who escapes his dominating father by
going to Africa. He has some good intentions but is basically out for a good time and some adventure, not
the most noble of medicos to go to Africa. While working on a medical mission (with Gillian Armstrong
as the wife of a doctor), he is caught up in the enthusiasm for Amin, accidentally has to treat him as a
doctor, makes an impression and is summoned to Kampala, along with enticements for a very comfortable
like plus perks and a position of influence with Amin.

He is played by the up-and-coming James McAvoy (Narnia, Starter for Ten),

Interestingly, we don’t see a lot of Amin’s abuses on screen, though enough to horrify and disgust — a bit
like the doctor who tends to avoid seeing and knowing about what is unpleasant. He does not have a strong



moral sense and has an affair with one of Amin’s wives. Gradually, he becomes suspicious, then
disillusioned, feeling some blood guilt for reporting gossip to Amin which leads to executions. Finally, he
is offered a chance to redeem himself on the occasion of the hijacking of the plane landing at Entebbe in
1976. But, it is emotionally and morally disconcerting to be asked to side, even partially, with a lopsided
hero.

Familiar outline in many ways. The power of the film is in the audience identifying with the weak Scot,
discovering more and more of the truth about Amin as well as experiencing the commanding presence of
Whitaker. There are glimpses of the real Amin in the final credits.

LAST TRAIN TO FREO
(Australia, 2006, d. Jeremy Sims)

Last Train to Freo is a surprisingly impressive film. However, potential audiences need to be warned that it
is quite tough going. Playwright Reg Cribb has adapted his theatre work for the screen. However, he has
retained the single set and much of the dialogue. While the film does indicate its stage origins, the editing
and pace make it much more cinematic than might be expected.

Freo is the Aussie abbreviation for the coastal city of Fremantle, out from Perth. The last train goes
through the suburbs of Perth, through central Perth to the coast. This particular night, the guards are on
strike and there are very few passengers. The set is the single train carriage — which can feel a bit
claustrophobic but director and editor have made sure there is such a variety of shots, close-ups and
medium shots so it is as if the camera is doing our focus for us as we change our glance from one character
to another.

The principal characters are two former prisoners, one middle-aged with a loud mouth and tough attitude.
The other is a young drug addict, emotionally dependent on the older man. They horse around, interact
with banter (which is sometimes vicious) and wait for whoever comes into the carriage. Steve Le
Marquand (listed as The Tall Thug) received a well-deserved nomination for Australian Film Institute Best
Actor for 2006. Tom Budge is effective as the young Trevor.

The first passenger is a young woman, Lisa (Gigi Edgely) who gets the expected treatment, the taunts, the
sexist remarks, the flirting, the menace. Next comes a quiet man who sits at the back and seems to be
taking notes. Then an older woman arrives with suitcases. She has left her drunken husband. She stands up
for Lisa, gets told off and sits and waits.

At first this is not entirely gripping and one wonders what the film is about and (besides Freo) where it is
going.

Then tables turn, surprising revelations emerge and all the characters are powerfully involved in emotional,
verbal and physical interactions.

The acting is exemplary. The dialogue, very salty (to use a euphemism). The revelation of character well
worth the experience. Actor Jeremy Sims has done fine work in transferring this play to the screen.

LETTERS FROM IWO JIMA

(US, 2006, d. Clint Eastwood)

Letters from Iwo Jima has been nominated for the Best Picture Oscar and Clint Eastwood has been
nominated for Best Director. It is an extraordinary film both in conception and execution. Itis, as a

website commentator remarked, a film that the Japanese should have made.

Steven Spielberg had bought the rights to the American story of the raising of the American flag on the
peak at Iwo Jima in February 1945, Flags of our Fathers. Clint Eastwood showed interest in the project and



made a compelling film that was also a strong competitor for Best Film of 2006. Not only did it portray the
battle for Iwo Jima, it re-created the two episodes of the flag-raising and the celebrated photograph and
spent a great deal of its running time telling the story of the three young soldiers who travelled the US in a
showbiz like morale boosting tour, especially for bond raising because of the near bankruptcy the war effort
cost.

Interesting to note that the flag atop Iwo Jima is glimpsed only momentarily in the second film and only at
a great distance.

Letters from Iwo Jima was written by Iris Yamashita using a book of actual letters by General Kuribayashi,
Picture Letters from Commander in Chief, to underpin the narrative which shows the Japanese troops
preparing for the American invasion, their practical abandonment by the Japanese high command after the
destruction of the Japanese fleet off the Marianas, the incessant pounding of the bombardment, the
mounting defeat and final attack. Apart from a prologue and epilogue set in 2004 when excavators find a
chest of documents in the caves on the island, as well as some brief flashbacks to the lives of several of the
central characters, the main action of the film is straight narrative of the attack and counterattack.

For western audiences, this is an invitation to look below the surface of battle and beyond the ideology of
the governments responsible for sending thousands of men to fight for them. Each side speaks of the
nobility of fighting for country. Each side prays to its God. The Americans are seen as quite pragmatic.
The Japanese seem to have a fierce sense of duty — and believe strongly in honourable suicide in defeat.

In fact, Clint Eastwood, with his two films, is offering an inspiration for mutual understanding and for
reconciliation.

Towards the end of the battle, the Japanese capture an American. The commanding officer, who had been
a member of the equestrian team at the Los Angeles Olympics, talks with him and reads a quotation from
the boy’s mother’s letter: ‘Do what is right because it is right’. One of the Japanese soldiers acknowledges
that he had never met an American, had been taught that they were all savages but that the mother’s advice
to her son is exactly the same as his mother had given him. And the officer, before he kills himself, repeats
‘doing the right thing because it is right’.

The commander on Iwo Jima is presented as a civilised man, abhorring some of his men’s cruel behaviour,
remembering the happy times he had experienced when in the United States. The screenplay enables us to
follow his strategies and tactics even as overwhelming defeat is looming.

There are moments of equal brutality by each side, the Japanese angrily bayoneting a soldier who had
wielded a flamethrower at them, an American left in charge of two surrendering soldiers simply shooting
them because he can’t be bothered staying to guard them.

It is over sixty years since these events. In those days, the war issues were fairly clear cut compared with
current wars. Clint Eastwood has done us a great service in portraying the past to help us think more
deeply about the present.

LITTLE RED FLOWERS

(China, 2006, d. Zhang Yuan)

This is a strange experience. Introduced to a small boy who is being left at a child-care centre by a father
who travels extensively, we enter an institution with him and find ourselves, like him, interned in a strict
and regimented daily routine — with a rather large group of little boys and girls, all of whom, it seems, have

been abandoned to this centre.

We spend an hour and a half learning more about this kind of Chinese education system than we ever
needed to know, about eating, about games, lots about toilet training and what seems to western eyes a



great deal of intrusive attitudes towards the children and their hygiene. So, if that is what the director
wanted, he has succeeded too well.

The children seem very real indeed, especially the little boy who starts by crying incessantly, who
gradually adapts to the regime, then becomes rather mischievous, especially in creating and spreading a
fantasy that the lady-in-charge, wants to eat them and is a monster. It is easy to see how five year olds in
this situation, with a severe principal but with kindly assistants, could get these misapprehensions into their
heads.

The film is in the detail, so meticulously presented that we really feel we have been there. The film is also
demanding emotionally as we might imagine ourselves in such situations, or our children, and wonder what
long-term effects this kind of training and living might produce for good or for ill.

The little red flowers of the title refer to what used to be a star system whereby the child could win stars,
now little red flowers, by behaving well — though here they can be taken away for bad behaviour — which
makes us realise that a child could become dependent on them.

Best seen with a child welfare worker or teacher so that we can test out our reactions to the children, their
plight and their behaviour.

MISS POTTER
(UK, 2006, d. Chris Noonan)

This really is a film of sweetness and light — which only an ingrained grump (and it seems there are many)
could dislike.

Beatrix Potter first published her tales of Peter Rabbit, Jemima Puddleduck, Jeremy Fisher and other
animal friends in 1902. Despite the publishing company’s reservations, they proved enormously popular
and have taken their place as the most successful children’s books. Not only were the stories hers but also
the illustrations.

Australian director, Chris Noonan (who directed Babe) has a gentle sensibility which enables him to
interpret Richard Maltby Jr’s screenplay in a style that resembles the illustrations of Beatrix Potter as well
as the old-world gentility of Edwardian England and its manners while indicating that beneath the elegant
surfaces there were angers and tensions. This was a period of expected gentility in the upper and middle
classes. It was also an era of unbearable snobbery, especially in the nouveau riche families who had
forgotten their more down-to-earth origins and the sources of their wealth. Miss Potter does not shirk these
realities while still portraying the elegantly restrained and sometimes repressive surfaces.

Beatrix was a vivacious and precocious child in her imagination, her storytelling and her drawings. She
grew up hemmed in by society expectations for an unmarried woman, being required to live at home with
her parents who were on the lookout for a suitor, any suitor. Her father was affirming of his daughter
though generally able to avoid too much responsibility in the house. This was left to his corseted and
coiffed gorgon of a wife who was the embodiment of class arrogance.

This comes to a head when Beatrix publishes and mixes with ‘trade’ (the book company managers and the
printers). It gets worse when she wants to marry ‘trade’ — and even her father lets her down.

‘Trade’ is in the form of the youngest brother of the Warne publishing company owners, Norman, an
earnest fellow whose first book assignment is the potential failure, Beatrix’s tales. Beatrix is delighted with
the book and also with Norman. And, observing the utmost propriety (Beatrix is accompanied everywhere
by an unsmiling chaperone), they fall in love.

If you don’t know what happened to them, you need to see the film.



Renee Zellwegger returns to the UK where she made a great hit in the two Bridget Jones’s Diary films.
Hers is a somewhat mannered performance but she makes the mannerisms those of Beatrix. She is more
than a little fey as she talks to the animals (and some restrained animation throughout lets them gesture in
return — the came alive in the ballet film of 1971, The Tales of Beatrix Potter, with choreography by
Frederick Ashton). The animals have always been her friends, and are more reliable than adults. But,
through the performance, we feel we have got to know and understand Betatrex.

Ewan McGregor couldn’t be nicer as Norman Warne. He is polite, admires the drawings and the stories,
delights in meeting Beatrix and falls in love with her. Emily Watson is charmingly eccentric as Millie
Warne who becomes Beatrix’s good friend.

Something should be said about Barbara Flynn’s unnerving performance as Helen Potter. She really is
monstrously insensitive to her daughter on the ordinary human level as well as not appreciating her work.
Bill Paterson is good as her father.

Obviously, Miss Potter is not going to set the world on fire. But the film prettily recreates a period from
which both Wonderland and Neverland emerged as well as the gentle woods where Peter Rabbit dwelt with
his nicely pastel-coloured friends.

NOTES ON A SCANDAL
(UK, 2006, d. Richard Eyre)

The twenty words or less review is quite easy. Fine performances. Incisive script. Emotional and moral
insights into serious issues. Sometimes obtrusive score. Effective photography and direction.

Some necessary expansion. We are used to a rather regal Judi Dench, whether it be Queens Elizabeth or
Victoria, whether it be M or Mrs Henderson. Here she plays superbly against type (which was getting a
touch harridan-pompous as Lady Catherine de Burgh and Lady Bracknell). She is Barbara Covet, an
ageing, unmarried teacher at a run-down London school who describes herself as a battleaxe. She writes a
diary (the ‘notes’ of the title). Living alone, though devoted to her cat, she is isolated but in need of
affection. She talks to herself in her notes.

We are used to Cate Blanchett being different in every film. The same here. She is Sheba Hart, a hopeful
art teacher, married to an older husband (a wonderfully sympathetic performance from Bill Nighy with no
characteristic tics), with two children, the younger a jovial boy with Downes’ Syndrome.

Barbara is always acerbic, often acidic, observes Sheba with disdain but then decides that Sheba will be her
friend. Information about the film probably ensures that audiences know beforehand that Sheba begins a
relationship with a fifteen year old student. This has a powerful effect on Barbara with potential for good
and power for devastating evil.

The two fine actresses work so well together, especially as Barbara controls Sheba and Sheba, not realising
she is being controlled, confides in Barbara as a friend and then confesses to her as a wise and
understanding guide.

As might be expected, the film builds up to a highly emotional climax, admirably shown in what seems a
straightforward scene where Barbara’s cat is to be put down and she wants Sheba to accompany here while
Sheba must go to her son’s school play. The tension is palpable.

Both actresses were Oscar-nominated.

Playwrig