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THE GOOD

Frank (2014). Never before has a film 
opened the floodgates of emotion for 
me quite like Lenny Abrahamson’s 
astounding dramedy about creativity, 
mental illness, and indie rock in the 
Internet age. Both warmly intuitive and 
exhaustively researched, Frank is the 
rare film about music that’s created by 
and for musicians. (Most of the key 
people involved in the production are 
former musicians, including 
screenwriters Jon Ronson and Peter 
Straughan). As a musician immersed in 
the subculture depicted, I can attest to 
the fact that the the filmmakers get all 
the details - both large and small - 
right. That includes the way bands 
interact with social media, the 
rehearsal and recording process, the 
reality of touring, the SXSW 
experience, the ever-present precarity, 
the pursuit and retreat of notoriety, and 
the way mental illness both animates 
and destroys creative people. Perhaps 
most critically, Frank gets the music 
right, and the soundtrack by Stephen 
Rennicks illustrates the movie’s themes 
about the creative process and art vs. 
commerce through original songs that 
credibly explore the meaning of pop 
music, experimental music, and the 
songwriting craft in general. The film as 
a whole, not unlike Saturday Night 
Fever, is a vibrant aesthetic snapshot 
of a contemporary subculture, and I 
predict it will be viewed by future 
generations for its raw, terrifying 
honesty into this time period. A 
byproduct of that honesty is that the 
film debunks so many advertising-
driven myths and hoary cliches about 
‘the creative class.’ That is, Frank 
neither glamorizes nor ridicules indie 
musicians, and it decisively obviates 
retro tropes about rock stardom. 
Ultimately, it’s the decision to tell such 
a sad, funny, peculiar story about 
artists consigned to the historical 
dustbin - at a time when art is 
increasingly devalued - that makes 
Frank such a spiritually nourishing 
achievement. Michael Fassbender, 
Maggie Gyllenhaal, Domnhall Gleason, 
and the cast as a whole are as 
instrumental to fulfilling the film’s vision 
as its director and writers, and they 
ought to count as co-auteurs.

Bitter Moon (1992). Unlike his 
contemporary in on and offscreen 
perversion, Woody Allen, Roman 
Polanski doesn't launder sadism as 
lovable neuroses: he surgically 
dissects it, holding the specimen of his 
depravity up to the light of day like a 
triumphant scientist bettering 
humanity’s understanding of 
psychopathology. A transfixing fever 
dream of a movie, Bitter Moon posits 
evil as the unmooring of behavior from 
social constraints: a confluence of 
sexual entitlement, intellectual 
arrogance, substance abuse, and 
financial decadence. Peter Coyote 
plays the trust-fund baby ex-Pat 
sybarite who fancies himself a neo-
Henry Miller, and the plot follows the 
gradual, violent explosion of his 
egotistical albeit hyper-literate and 
engrossing delusions. Not only is Bitter 
Moon spellbinding cinema by every 
formal metric, it provides useful insight 
into human psychology. Lest we 
question whether a film about the 
psychodynamics of violence proffered 
by a perpetrator is worthwhile, I quote 
Maya Angelou: “I am capable of what 
every other human is capable of. This 
is one of the great lessons of war and 
life.” 

The Invitation (2015). Karyn Kusama 
gives a master class in scripting for and 
blocking an ensemble cast as well as 
charting the geography of interior 
space. Much more than just a formal 
exercise, the film explores the 
psychological pain and spiritual void 
that spurs Americans’ suicidal attraction 
to destructive social movements. The 
relevance of this theme in the Trump 
era is self-evident, though Kusama 
creates universality through specificity 
by targeting the simultaneous 
attractiveness and repulsiveness of a 
particular strand of bourgeois 
California-borne New Age philosophy. 
In a cast comprised of consummate 
New York stage actors, Tammy 
Blanchard manages to stand out, 
giving an imperious, terrifying, 
vulnerable performance that ought to 
enter the canon of horror queens. As 
genre thriller, as interrogation of grief, 
as social commentary, The Invitation is 
an underrated, unassuming gem.  

My Cousin Rachel (2017). There is a 
strong case to be made that Rachel 
Weisz is the greatest actress of her 

generation. For decades, she has been 
creating three-dimensional characters 
with wit, verve, and rigor in a diverse 
array of offbeat, challenging movies. 
This Daphne Du Maurier adaptation is 
a worthy addition to the Weisz 
filmography: an acrid, post-modern 
feminist skewering of boilerplate 
Victorian romantic conventions, a la 
French Lieutenant’s Woman. Weisz is 
the heart, soul, and brains of the 
operation, and it's hard to think of 
another actress who could calibrate her 
performance so exquisitely to its meta 
construction, creating a plausible, 
charismatic character both within and 
apart from the unreliable text. 

The Beguiled (1971). Don Siegel’s 
sick joke of a thriller tells the story of a 
wounded Union soldier (Clint 
Eastwood) waylaid at a Confederate 
territory girls’ school populated by 
sexually voracious Southern belles. 
The Civil War is a fitting setting for the 
battle of the sexes that ensues, but 
what’s most striking is the movie’s 
equal-opportunity misanthropy, which 
incorporates key feminist assumptions 
as a given. For example, Siegel takes 
deadly serious male sexual violence 
against women and valorizes, in his 
own terse, matter-of-fact way, how 
women survive and ward off rape (e.g. 
the slave character’s traumatic 
flashback and applause-worthy retort to 
Eastwood towards the climax; the 
extraordinary scene featuring 
Geraldine Page defending the school 
from the marauding Confederate 
troops). In addition, the film’s 
exploration of shifting power dynamics 
between men and women takes the 
essential normality of the female sexual 
appetite for granted, which is reinforced 
by how the movie fixes its objectifying 
gaze more on Clint Eastwood than it 
does on the female cast. Lean, mean, 
and gory, The Beguiled raises untidy 
questions about gender and sexual 
politics that have aged surprisingly well 
and continue to vex. (After all, who 
really wears the pants? Or, in the 
pungent, central metaphor of this film, 
who really wields the bone saw?)

Get Me Roger Stone (2017) This 
Netflix documentary cogently, 
entertainingly makes the case that 
Republican political operative Roger 
Stone is the main antagonist in the key 
narrative of American politics over the 



past 40 years: the rise of radical 
conservatism and the consequent fall 
of core democratic institutions. Indeed 
every major toxic political development 
over the past 40 years was advanced if 
not directly pioneered by Stone: from 
Watergate to negative campaign 
television advertising to lobbyism to 
shadowy PACS to Too Big to Jail to 
campaign ratfucking of any and all 
varieties. In support of this case, the 
movie marshals a robust quantity of 
archival footage, scenes on the 2016 
presidential campaign trail, interviews 
with esteemed commentators like Jane 
Mayer, and extraordinary matter-of-fact 
interviews with the self-aware, 
satanically charming Stone himself. 
The culmination of Stone’s war and the 
film’s unbearably painful climax - 
Trump’s election - reinforces how the 
politico’s influence extends beyond the 
nuts-and-bolts outcomes of his 
Machiavellian tactics and strategies; 
that he’s also managed to defile our 
body politic with the uniquely absurd, 
nihilistic malevolence of his personality 
as well. With Trump as President and 
the I-did-it-for-the-lulz alt-right 
ascending, Stone has succeeded in 
remaking America in his own tanned, 
tacky, toxic self-image.  

I Am Not Your Negro (2017). As art, I 
Am Not Your Negro is a disjointed 
video polemic channeling the ideas of a 
brilliant, prophetic thinker. As politics, 
it's as apocalyptic as the latest field 
report by a glaciologist studying Arctic 
ice shelves. The grimness of James 
Baldwin’s view is made all the more 
alarming by his erudition and sangfroid, 
and Raoul Peck’s film sets Baldwin’s 
admonitions to a huge breadth of 
historical and contemporary footage 
that reinforce their timelessness. The 
effect is to watch the bending of time 
and space, the mixing up America's 
past, present, and future, and the 
revelation that it's all uniformly racist 
and terrible. To this point, the film's 
most striking imagery is the footage of 
racist mobs during key moments in the 
desegregation battles of the 1950’s. 
The images - some of them in vivid 
color - of young, white, clean-cut, 
smirking racists waving Confederate 
flags are so real and so of the moment 
in Trump's America in 2017 that they 
achieve a breathtaking kind of temporal 
collapse. It's not that the thugs in this 
footage are analogous to the alt-right 
punks in 2017; it's that they are the alt-
right punks in 2017. Much like how 

Jack Torrance had always been the 
caretaker at the Overlook in The 
Shining's coda, the footage reinforces 
how evil transcends time itself, is born 
again, is renewed - generation after 
generation.

THE BAD

Pontypool (2008). Usually, low-budget 
cheeky horror-comedies that achieve a 
cult following lack decent production 
values but have a spirit of scrappy 
ingenuity. Not this one. In fact, the 
cinematography and production values 
are surprisingly handsome. It’s the stuff 
that can’t be bought that this zombie 
flick fails at: like half-way decent 
characters and a coherent central 
conceit (such as what triggers the 
zombies and how they can be 
stopped). The characters and dialog 
are Tommy Wiseau-level obnoxious, 
erratic, sexist, and implausible. And the 
script spends all its time explaining its 
central conceit, then changing the 
rules, and re-explaining the new rules. 
How fun! A movie that helped convince 
me that Netflix is the Internet era’s 
version of the multimedia store bargain 
bin or the gas station DVD rack. 

The Rite (2011). Despite a promising 
first act, The Rite goes way, way off the 
rails once it gets to the exorcism 
scenes. Anthony Hopkins debases his 
iconic role as Hannibal Lector, 
revealing all the mechanics of that 
performance (the mannerisms - vocal 
and physical) with none of the 
coherence or context, and the 
performance comes across like a 
cheap party trick. Exorcism movies are 
possibly the dumbest of all horror sub-
genres, and this falls short of even 
those low expectations, as it is 
unwatchable.

Newtown (2016). An idyllic town’s 
peace was shattered…and that’s about 
all the director has to say about Sandy 
Hook. A formless venting of grief, 
Newtown is bereft of a basic 
perspective on its subject, failing to 
offer insight into the nature of grief, 
create a viable portrait of a town, or 
contextualize Sandy Hook into the 
larger political debates over gun control 
and mental health crisis. The 
interviewees, most of whom are 
grieving parents, seem in an 
understandable daze from shell shock. 
As such, they’re completely ill-prepared 
to analyze their tragedy as 

dispassionate talking heads, and the 
director isn’t about to fill in the gaps. 
The film isn’t actively exploitative (that 
would require a point of view) but it 
fecklessly documents and exhibits what 
it doesn't have the curiosity or fortitude 
to explore.

The Accidental Tourist (1988). I could 
not finish this film, as it mostly 
consisted of William Hurt overacting 
stuffy patrician respectability to such 
histrionics that, scene after scene, his 
scrunched up, bug-eyed facial 
expressions sincerely suggest a man 
with problems evacuating his bowels. 
Hurt plays straight man to Geena 
Davis’ eccentric dog groomer/rube. The 
beats punctuating their mirthless, 
halting repartee are edited to suggest 
screwball comedy; all the while the 
yawning chasm between how the film 
conceives of itself and what is actually 
happening onscreen expands to 
untenable gulfs. The film has all the 
charm of an airplane bathroom: airless, 
contrived, claustrophobic, and sickly.

THE UGLY 

It Comes at Night (2017) A humorless, 
arty take on The Walking Dead and 28 
Days Later, Trey Edwards Shults 
attempts to use the trappings of horror 
movies to advance a social message 
without getting his hands dirty or (God 
forbid) allowing the audience any 
semblance of genre-related thrills. As 
such, compositional fussiness takes 
precedence over rudimentary visual 
storytelling, heavy-handed symbolism 
over characterization. Contrary to its 
preening self-regard, the movie’s one 
and only point - that the monster within 
the human soul poses more danger 
than the monster outside - is the 
subject of every zombie apocalyptic 
movie since the inception of the genre 
including the low-brow entertainments 
Shults condescends to. In sum, this is 
a movie that bores you with ceaseless, 
self-indulgent preamble and then states 
the utterly fucking obvious as if it’s a 
new idea.  

Beauty and the Beast (2017). Wall-to-
wall CGI ugliness that supplants any 
coherent mise-en-scéne, horrific auto-
tuned vocals and lifeless 
arrangements, and the simultaneously 
haughty and robotic presence of Emma 
Watson as Belle make this film an 
appalling affront to the eyes, ears, and 
heart. Not even the genuinely fetching 



twosome of Luke Evans and Josh Gad 
as Gaston and La Foule stand a 
chance at escaping The Matrix, so 
pervasive is the film’s mechanized 
contempt for humanity - right down to 
the logic of its conception: the 
commodification of fan fiction as 
multiplex cinema. Neither art nor 
entertainment. 

Below Her Mouth (2017). In the post-
Weinstein era, it’s high time to call out 
rape culture and toxic masculinity in all 
its manifestations, including in LGBT 
and homosocial relations. So let’s see if 
this Canadian lesbian erotic film 
(trumpeted as having an all-female 
crew) passes the ‘don’t promote 
hideous rape culture’ smell test. Well, 
it’s a film that posits as a butch sexual 
ideal who engages in the following 
courtship rituals: negging, verbal 
abuse, catcalls; stalking, forcibly 
kissing, and groping; and coldly, cruelly 
freezing out partners from 
communication. I’d say, fail. And 
besides, this is supposed to be sexy? 
In 2017? Behavior that were it 
perpetrated by a man against a woman 
in a film would be transparently awful? 
I’m not calling this movie out to virtue-
signal either. As cinema, its hopeless; 
as erotica, it does not function as 
intended. In addition to being 
Problematic with a capital P, Below Her 
Mouth is a bona fide boner killer.

Wonder Woman (2017). How does 
one isolate the most noisome 
component of something so repellant 
through and through? Wonder Woman 
is sexist, jingoistic, a visual 
abomination, and it was produced by 
Bret Ratner, Steven Mnuchin, and the 
Koch brothers. Barely a film, Wonder 
Woman is a pseudo-femninist 
marketing slogan devoid of an actual 
product.The faux-feminism starts with 
the inherent sexism of casting Gal 
Gadot, an asexual, robotic model who 
can’t act, as the protagonist. The 
plotting also follows the sexist fish-out-
of-water structure of The Little 
Mermaid, with our totally dependent 
heroine being escorted, coddled, and 
instructed by the Chris Pine/Prince Eric 
character. Throughout the film, Wonder 
Woman exhibits no leadership ability, 
no capacity to persuade or inspire, and 
no heroic acumen apart from the 
superpowers she was born with. 
Clothingwise, she’s slapped with 
glasses to make her look 'less 
distracting' (the ‘She’s All That’/sexy 

librarian trope), while on the battlefield, 
she needs to take her hair out of the 
bun, tear off her jacket, and don heeled 
sandals to fight despite it being the cold 
European winter. 

Set during WWI, Wonder Woman also 
undercuts its supposed theme of the 
futility of war through scenes of Wonder 
Woman flouncing through the air above 
the trenches to kill nameless, faceless 
boys/young men who one can assume 
are innocent teenagers scared shitless 
conscripted to fight in a war with 
absolutely no point. 

Meanwhile, the movie’s heinous visuals 
bring to mind a desktop screensaver or 
a Powerpoint presentation. Green-
screened to within an inch of their lives, 
the actors do not interact with each 
other, to their scenery, to the 
'environment'. In addition, there isn't a 
single notable set piece. It goes without 
saying that the action scenes aren't 
choreographed or blocked. 

Though ostensibly directed by a human 
being - a person named Patty Jenkins 
(who directed an aggressively dumb 
and distasteful movie called Monster 
from 2003), Wonder Woman doesn't 
seem directed at all; it seems 
automated, algorithmic. There is no 
directorial imprint, no visual signature, 
unifying style, or sense of time or 
place. Wonder Woman is not only a 
faux-feminist fraud on par with Ivanka 
Trump’s book about female 
empowerment; it’s a drone strike of a 
movie: an ugly, cynical computerized 
simulation that reveals only the 
callousness and cowardice of the 
people who designed it.


