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THE GOOD

Manchester by the Sea (2016). 
No less than a profound testament to the 
indomitability of the human spirit, Manchester by 
the Sea is about forgiving the unforgivable 
through the sheer act of survival. Whereas our 
culture incentivizes suicide as a publicity stunt to 
prove one’s nobility, Manchester by the Sea 
promotes survival, heroizing prosaic, 
anonymous acts that create connection between 
human beings. The act of watching Casey 
Affleck’s traumatized man, Lee continue to exist 
as best as he knows how is to bear witness to a 
human performing a herculean challenge on par 
with summiting Everest. Meanwhile, an 
extraordinary scene featuring Gretchen Mol and 
Matthew Broderick renders the perversity of 
people in concise and humane yet clear-eyed 
fashion. None of the story’s earth-shattering 
spirituality and insight into the human condition 
would resonate, however, had Manchester by 
the Sea been not exhibited beautiful, sturdy 
filmmaking craft. Although obviously a playwright 
first and a director second, Lonergan 
nonetheless excels at montage, music cues, and 
mise-en-scene. It is a shame that Casey Affleck 
remains a horrible turd, and this towering 
achievement in no way exonerates the abusive 
behavior for which he - unlike his guilt-ridden, 
outcast character - has never been held suitably 
accountable.

Heaven Knows What (2014). If this film didn’t 
exist, somebody would have had to have made 
it - if for no reason other than to journalistically 
report what is happening in America. Its subject -  
homelessness among opioid addicted youth - is 
as observable and pervasive of a phenomenon 
as it is baffling and mysterious. Luckily, the 
Safdye brothers are more than mere reporters 
but are indeed wonderful filmmakers with an 
ability to get good performances out of actors 
and non-actors alike, an entertainer’s storytelling 
ability to locate conflict and drama even within 
the mundane, and an astute sociological 
perspective on the reality of 21st century New 
York City. Having lived in NYC at the time of this 
film’s making (I remember reading a rave review 
of it in the Village Voice, RIP), there was 
something heartening about seeing midtown 
Manhattan as it actually looked being 
represented in a piece of cinema - as opposed 
to typical movie versions of New York which 
either sanitize it or uglify it in a way that 
paradoxically sanitizes its very real (and deeply 
ugly in its own right) corporate sheen. Heaven 
Knows What captures what NYC actually feels 
like at its worst, which is ineffably alienating: the 
cold, sterile ATM kiosks of the TBTF banks, the 
soulless sidewalks bereft of cultural life, the 
public libraries functioning as de facto homeless 
shelters, and the drug-addicted, hollow-eyed 
vagabonds with their pitbulls and cardboard 
signs calling B.S. on the farcical pretense of 
prosperity and modernity in a city of harrowing 
inequality. 

Go Fish (1994). A fun, frisky black and white no-
budget movie from the 90’s, Go Fish 
encapsulates everything cool about amateur, 
outsider art. It’s a film by and for a marginalized 
subculture (ie: lesbians) and therefore would not 
exist had it not been made outside the system. 
It’s deeply autobiographical and thus specific 
and knowledgeable about its subject matter. 
Finally, it has the warmth, intimacy, and relaxed 
tone of a movie that’s intended to be watched by 
friends. Because it’s so smart and funny and 
accessible, you can’t help but feel like you’re 
hanging out with the characters as you watch 
them. Director Rose Troche and co-writer/star, 
Guinevere Turner, as their later success 
demonstrates, are whip-smart, hyper-literate, 
creative people who made an anthropological 
movie about a hyperspecific demographic of 
academic, elite, twenty-something lesbians in 
Chicago. Eschewing the pitfall of minority 
filmmakers pandering to the masses through 
bland generalizations or defensively 
‘respectable’ depictions of the marginalized, Go 
Fish barely acknowledges heternormativity 
much less kowtows to it. There are too many fun 
dinner parties to go to, intellectual bullshit 
sessions to have over coffee, feminist term 
papers to write, and good lesbian sex to be had 
to get weighed down by that shit! Go Fish is a 
damn good time.
 
Allure (2017). It is not an exaggeration to say 
that Evan Rachel Wood is magnificent in this 
film. Like a brilliant jazz musician, Wood’s 
technical virtuosity is invisible because the notes 
she’s chosen to play are so pure, deeply felt, 
holistic, and inevitable. She is so good as Laura, 
a broken human and sexual predator, that it may 
be easy to overlook the brilliance of her co-star, 
Julia Sarah Stone as her victim, Eva. Yet it’s the 
interplay between Wood and Stone that sells the 
central relationship and unambiguously rejects 
the eroticization of abuse (the movie’s marketing 
with the soft-porn cover image is obviously a 
different story…). Like the great Australian 
horror film Snowtown Murders, Allure depicts 
sadistic, disturbed psychopathology with an eye 
for the quotidian and a flat, objective tone that 
makes the grotesque behavior immediately 
recognizable and all that much more upsetting. 
Anchored in the core insight that “hurt people 
hurt people,” Allure is a profound contribution to 
the cultural conversation around abuse, and its 
social, generational, and psychological context.

Half the Picture (2015). Its title a bit of a 
misnomer, this documentary actually shows that 
the American public has been getting a mere 
fraction of the richness of the human experience 
through the storytelling medium of cinema due 
to the overwhelming hegemony of white, 
heterosexual males in the movie business. Half 
the Picture presents the evidence without 
stridency or anger. Through the voices of a 
handful of female directors who, against all 
odds, obtained film projects only to have their 

careers undermined at every opportunity or 
altogether shattered by sexism in its ambient, 
personal, and direct manifestations. Although I 
do not profess to be ‘woke,’ this film raised my 
consciousness in a reality-altering way. 

Third Part of the Night (1974).
An apocalyptic nightmare, this Polish horror flick 
explores the surreal free-fall of persecution 
under state terror. Although often inarticulate 
and elliptical, the movie’s punk rock rage and 
breathless formal virtuosity (the chase scenes in 
the film are among the best photographed and 
staged I’ve ever seen) summon the requisite 
energy for convincingly tackling the topic of the 
Holocaust.

The Lion King (1994). Although I had caught 
parts of The Lion King as a kid and an inebriated 
adult, I had never seen the whole thing from 
beginning to end. It is a strange, beautifully 
made hodgepodge of wicked humor (Whoopi 
Goldberg’s hyena is a wholly original comic 
creation), moving testaments to ecological 
interdependence, and alternately nuanced and 
sadistic depictions of child trauma. I say that the 
film not only depicts sadism through the villain, 
Scar’s expert gaslighting and cruelty towards his 
nephew, Simba but actually may itself be 
sadistic because of the scene in which Simba’s 
father dies, trampled to death and murdered by 
Scar. As opposed to a tactful introduction of a 
disturbing life event into the realm of a children’s 
story, the scene is dragged out torturously with 
Simba actually curling up under his dead father’s 
lifeless body. The gratuitous cruelty evident in 
such a storytelling decision is nonetheless 
mitigated by the movie’s sincere and deft 
exploration of the mechanisms of gaslighting 
and manipulation through the Scar/Simba 
relationship. Meanwhile, its endlessly creative 
character designs, intoxicating vistas, and 
tuneful songs (although paling in comparison to 
Menken/Ashman) create a suitably majestic 
edifice upon which its Shakespearean allusions 
stand.

THE BAD 

I, Tonya (2017). Has anyone else pointed out 
that this movie’s gimmicky style (and conceit!) is 
cribbed blatantly from other, better movies from 
30 years ago? The parallels to Positively True 
Adventures of the Alleged Texas Cheerleader 
Murdering Mom in particular are galling, from the 
TV-tabloid-interview framing device of true crime 
story to the mockery of bad 90’s lower-middle-
class style (ugly perms and bad mustaches 
galore) to the glib juxtaposition of violent, 
antisocial behavior with an aw-shucks all-
American facade. Derivative, ugly, pat, cheap, 
and obvious I, Tonya plucks a nostalgic artifact 
ripe for mockery and proceeds to mock it. 
Margot Robbie gives a technically assured if 
vapid performance. The scenes of her abusive 
husband beating her while she breaks the fourth 
wall are meant to be darkly funny - but at whose 
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expense? The script pays lip service to caring 
about the plight of poor white trash but its 
‘humor’ - if you'll pardon the pun - punches 
down. Sort of the inverse of Ezra Edelman’s 
magisterial documentary, OJ: Made in America 
which recast the ur-tabloid-tv-celebrity murder 
event in a sweeping historical and political 
context.

47 Meters Below (2017). Did I really think a 
shark movie starring Mandy Moore would be any 
good? No. However, as a shark film enthusiast, I 
expected it to be fun. (The Shallows with Blake 
Lively, for example, was a good time). In 47 
Meters Below, the role of instigator-of-dumb-
decisions (nearly every horror movie has such a 
character) prods our hero into danger so 
perniciously, who submits to her stupid goading 
so compliantly, I immediately wanted everyone 
to get killed by the sharks as savagely as 
possible. Unfortunately, in lieu of people to root 
for, the film also does not provide a fetching 
shark to absorb our sympathies. All visually 
incomprehensible underwater shots with 
intermittent flashes of bad CGI, the action 
scenes lack suspense and coherence. Although 
at least earnest - which is better than self-aware, 
campy straight-to-TV shark movies like 
Sharknado, 47 Meters Below is still dismal and 
further degrades the genre. Like sharks, the 
shark movie as an institution may be going 
extinct. We must save the sharks. But we also 
must save the shark movie.  

RBG (2018). Canonizing and fetishizing the 
cadaverous Ginsburg, filmmakers Betsy West 
and Julie Cohen have made a feel-good movie 
about the Supreme Court in 2018: that is, a 
movie that's appallingly ignorant about the 
mechanics of political power, the status of the 
Court, and the insidious role that 'civility' plays in 
expediting our country's descent into fascism. 
While the biographical facts they chronicle of 
Ginsburg's rise from rags to robes speak to her 
adroit legal mind, preternatural work ethic, and 
reliably liberal voting record, it's also clear by 
film's end that their subject is frail, out-of-touch, 
and more than a tad narcissistic. Regardless of 
how you feel about Ginsburg as an individual, 
RBG - through its chirpy tone, cutesy aesthetics, 
and juvenile fixation on Internet meme culture is 
a blithe, trivial film for a deathly serious time. 

Hereditary (2018) is the latest entry in a rapidly 
expanding genre of humorless, faux-austere art-
house horror movies indebted to The Shining in 
which nothing fucking happens. Along with It 
Comes At Night and It Follows, it substitutes a 
portentous airlessness for suspense. For all their 
archness and trappings of formal rigor, they're 
actually as goofy, lazy, and formally careless as 
the B-movie schlock whose pleasures they 
ostensibly eschew. For example, Hereditary's 
CGI flies are every bit as stupid as Neil LaBute's 
The Wicker Man's CGI bees, but the latter film, 
as terrible as it is, at least tries to be 
entertaining. In Hereditary, scenes go absolutely 

nowhere and the long, unbroken take is abused. 
Its one dramatic device is baiting the audience 
with 'it was all a dream' hallucinations. So 
anything remotely scary that happens is 
immediately negated by being a manifestation of 
the characters' psychosis/sleep.
Toni Collette gives an embarrassing, apeshit 
turn as a psycho parent a la The Shining's Jack 
Torrance. But really, how can any performance 
succeed given that all dialog, delivered through 
interminable pregnant pauses, is expository and 
on-the-nose? The climax occurs when her 
character suddenly, randomly discovers a photo 
album she knew was there the whole time. Yep: 
the photo-book-as-explanation-for-the-entire-
premise device. It's laughable. Hereditary is 
bullshit hipster masturbation that lacks 
characters, story, plot, and ideas.

THE UGLY 

The Danish Girl (2011). 
To engage with this movie’s ideas about gender 
identity would require first parsing out its 
abhorrent aesthetic, dramatic, and narrative 
choices. I can’t tell if the movie is genuinely 
reactionary in its simpering, spastic, 
dehumanizing characterization of a transwoman 
experiencing dysphoria and transition or if it’s 
well-intentioned in its incompetence. And 
besides, functionally, is there a difference? At 
the very least, this is a deeply negligent movie. 
I’ll leave it to people in the trans community to 
offer their specific critiques on what the movie 
gets wrong about the transgender experience. 
Although an unmitigated disaster for everyone 
involved, there’s really no one to blame here 
except director Tom Hooper, his authorial and 
visual incompetence imbuing every scene with a 
feeling that’s at once dislocating (in a haughty, 
fussy way) and yet so profoundly stupid it 
baffles, shocks, and repels.

Princess Cyd (2017). Amusingly poorly made in 
every regard, this movie could have been the 
Troll 2 of lesbian indies, except Stephen Cone’s 
creepy gaze and seemingly pathological inability 
to comprehend human emotion/behavior 
foreclose any chance of goofy fun. Alas, it’s 
more The Room, as it’s a similarly nasty, 
alienating, WTF piece of work. Among its many 
offenses: mining Nabakov’s brilliantly written but 
pedophiliac Lolita for erotic imagery; exploiting a 
minority character’s sexual abuse to forge a 
reunion between its two main white characters; 
and in several excruciating party scenes, 
puppeteering black people in outrageous 
expressions of deference and yes-masa-
gratitude to support its asinine version of 
interracial harmony. Princess Cyd herself is a 
banal sociopath: half-Terminator, half-Eichmann. 
If the movie were aware of its strangeness, it’d 
be a worthy if outré addition to the lesbian 
coming-of-age genre. 

Call Me By Your Name (2017). Insulting this 
movie as a glorified Lacoste commercial would 

give it too much credit. There’s no way any ad 
exec worth a damn would make its fashion 
models as charmless, daft, and devoid of 
mystique as the decadent dolts in this movie. 
Giving one of the worst performances in 
cinematic history as a gay Jewish academic 
seducing his professor’s son, Armie Hammer 
comes across as neither gay, Jewish, or 
academic. (Sidebar: he’s also supposed to be 
virile and Adonis-like, and while not exactly out 
of shape, he’s not really in shape either; 
regardless — his mediocre physique does not 
merit the camera’s relentless ogling). He might 
as well crack open a beer in a coozie, blast a 
country song, and let out a fart for how much his 
presence punctures the intended tone of 
simmering, sensual, European, homoerotic 
languor. Hammer, a scion who rose to fame in 
the ultimate Harvard movie - The Social 
Network, is a good distillation of what’s awry 
here. Like intergenerational wealth, he never 
justifies himself and nor does this film justify 
itself. Call Me By Your Name is an embodiment 
of our epoch, for, like our decadent ruling class, 
it asserts qualities it does not bother to 
demonstrate and launders its privilege through 
clever marketing schemes (in this case, a 
sensitive Sufjan Stevens score and some choice 
80’s nostalgia trappings). 

Hostiles (2015). In a kinder, gentler era of the 
movie business, this film would have been 
shelved or released straight-to-DVD (declared a 
silly, stupid misfire). Alas, Hostiles has the same 
stature in this ersatz, anything-goes streaming 
economy of ours as a legitimate cinematic 
product. It’s not. Although costumed and set-
dressed with impeccable period detail, this 
movie about a murderous Civil War general who 
learns to make common cause with Native 
Americans draws no distinction between 
oppressor and oppressed. It heroizes 
psychopathy and most damagingly, it generates 
drama and romance from a paternalistic damsel-
in-distress scenario based in Rosamund Pike’s 
one-dimensional evocation of trauma-induced 
psychosis. Unkind to Native Americans, 
arguably worse to its actors, Hostiles is like what 
would happen if Last of the Mohicans were 
made by a racist, sexist historical re-enactment 
dork. 


