
American Film Institute celebrated 25 years of international films with a gem of a festival 
November 3-10, with a nod from the Hollywood Reporter as the best film school in the 
country. As usual, AFI, the most theatre-going friendly film festival experience out there, 
manages to fill their screens with winners from festivals across Europe and Asia, as well as 
burgeoning films from the indie fest circuits like Sundance, Toronto and Telluride. 
Thematically, this year’s films have a grim and despairing tone, but there are a number of 
whimsical delights to whet the cinematic palette:

J Edgar – Directed by Clint Eastwood, this was AFI’s opening night gala after an ominous 
blackout at its premiere in Carmel. While DiCaprio’s performance as the monstrous FBI 
director is determined, driven and mostly moving, it is also uneven, using a studied 
Hooverian accent for speeches, then dropping it in his day-to-day encounters. Generally, 
DiCaprio’s striving to bring to life this character is forgivable, and he gives a laudable, 
makeup-worthy go of it. No, the film’s lack of impression is not his doing. Dustin Lance 
Black’s script is simplistic and shallow in the telling of a man who had as much power as he 
had demons. Isolated scenes where DiCaprio dons the dress of his deceased mother are 
wonderful, but there is little carry through. Eastwood wants to tell the behind-the-scenes 
story of a tortured man, but it’s a difficult feat – few want to be sympathetic to this man. 
Eastwood’s sensitive approach to what drove Hoover is too kid-glove, though told with 
wonderful lighting and shadows. But to tell a story about a man in the closet, his out of the 
closet life needs to be illuminated as well. Historical moments whizz by, while the film is 
entrenched in apocryphal relationship hearsay. Better would have been to see Hoover torn in 
a contrasting and forced heterosexual relationship, as between his love affair with Dorothy 
Lamour, and his private longings. Instead, the film is very lopsided and sentimentalized. 
Unfortunately, Armie Hammer’s performance and Black’s dialogue for Hoover’s longtime 
companion Clyde Tolson are histrionic and laughable, and Black doesn’t do much to delve 
into the torture of the Hoover, a man who ruined so many people’s lives with his self-hating, 
repressed, and miserable character. 

The Invader, Belgium. Nicolas Provost’s first feature is the stark tale of isolation of an 
African immigrant as he pursues a desperate love affair with a wealthy, white Belgian 
woman. The grey tones of the sky paint the perfect backdrop for this searching man who 
lacks nuance in a foreign land, driving him to extreme and painful choices. A fantastic and 
shocking sex scene is the most connective and fleeting visual, one that haunts both character 
and viewer.

Headhunters, Norway. This comedy thriller is a definite favorite -- a lift in spirits and a true 
delight. Based on the Norwegian best-selling novel by Jo Nesbo, Roger Brown (Aksel 
Hennie) is a short man headhunter by day and art thief by night. His games and secrets are all 
in the name of love, and he will do anything to keep his gorgeous wife in the comforts he 
thinks she desires. He misconstrues her motives, though, and pays the price by being 
headhunted himself by an ex-military operative schooled in nanotechnology and owner of 
an original Peter Paul Rubens’ painting worth $100 million. Headhunters shies away at 
nothing, pushing the stakes to an evenly paced, ever-playful level of danger. It’s a riskier 
The Fugitive; the physical endurances Roger Brown is subjected to and manages to escape 
within a hairsbreadth of his life are visually unexpected and hilarious. The stunts are so 
inventive, and our hero’s humanity and love so honest, even when he’s lying to himself and 
others, I would not be surprised if it becomes a series and (sadly) scooped up as the newest 
remake for an American studio.



Into the Abyss, USA – As a German filmmaker delving into the heart of backwoods Texas, 
Werner Herzog gets away with murder. As an outsider, Herzog is able to look at the 
controversies of the death penalty through the lens of all those involved in one crime, from 
the perpetrators and the victims, to the pregnant girlfriend of an inmate to the haunted 
administer of lethal injection. Herzog’s interviewing and storytelling technique is at once 
simple and eviscerating. Riveting.

Pina, Germany/France – Masterful Wim Wenders (Wings of Desire) is an auteur who brings 
grace to the screen, and in Pina it is no different. Gorgeous in 3D, the dancer/choreographer 
Pina Bausch’s works are brought to life here with stunning vibrancy. The themes of 
loneliness and love are highlighted through dance, where even the movement of an eye, or 
the placement of meat in a toe shoe, evoke the most sensual of movie going experience.

Coriolanus, UK – In Shakespeare’s second-rate Julius Caesar, Ralph Fiennes has done a 
splendid job of bringing this play of absolute power corrupting absolutely to its most 
poignant adaptation yet. Vanessa Redgrave is riveting as Coriolanus’ duplicitous and power-
greedy mother. Fiennes uses 24-hour cable news networks to barrage the characters at war 
with their own power and pride. Brian Cox and Gerard Butler reveal timely and cadenced 
performances.

Melancholia, Denmark, Sweden, France, Germany – Considering the darkness he can wage 
as in Breaking the Waves and Dancer in the Dark, Lars Von Trier in his first sci-fi drama 
manages to conjure up his lightest film yet. As Justine, the reluctant bride, Kirsten Dunst is 
captivating, once you surrender to hers and the film’s apocalyptic doom and revel in the 
anxious and calming cool-down of civilization. Alexander Skarsgard as groom is enamored 
with his bride, but unable to pierce through the peat bog of her depression. Keifer Sutherland 
and Charlotte Rampling take joyous pokes at each other, but as the film goes on the script 
misses much-needed opportunities of lightness and devil-may-care turning points that would 
have added to the chaos of the end of the world, particularly the young lover Dunst takes on 
her wedding night. The film’s script unravels in Part II, centering on Justine’s sister, Claire 
(Charlotte Gainsbourg) who cares for Justine in the darkest of hours, and as the effects of a 
planet, Melancholia, threaten to collide with Earth.  Melancholia leads the nominations for 
the European Film Awards, joined by a much more profound and emotionally satisfying 
film, the Dardenne brothers, The Kid with a Bike. 

The Kid with a Bike, Belgium/France/Italy – Two-time winners of the Palme d’Or at Cannes, 
director/writers Jean-Pierre Dardenne and Luc Dardenne are brothers from Belgium with 37 
years of filmmaking under their belts, best known for their coming-of-age films such as The 
Child and The Son. Their process involves mapping out each scene on-location for a year 
before shooting even begins, and their craft is evident in this film. Heart-wrenching foster 
child Cyril is only 11 when he looks to a neighborhood hairdresser Samantha for love and 
acceptance after his father cruelly abandons him. While virtually a stranger, Samantha stands 
up, and her care and sacrifices make all the difference to assuage this boy’s grief as he 
searches for a place in the world. Awarded the Grand Prix at this year’s Cannes Film Festival, 
this gentle story of redemptive love is an exquisite example of the Dardennes’ tender 
signature style. Deservedly, it is short-listed for Belgium’s submission for this year’s Oscar 
for Best Foreign Film.

I Melt with You, Canada/USA – Director Mark Pellington and cinematographer Eric Schmidt 
have used the Big Sur setting to create a cinematic feast for the eyes, but Glenn Porter’s script 
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derails all the artistry in this film. The bold acting by Rob Lowe, Jeremy Piven, Thomas Jane 
(Hung) and Christian McKay is sensational, but they are all undermined by a failed and 
cliché foundation. A modern Hurly Burly it attempts to be, but lacks the virtuosity, creativity, 
power or the language. The themes of male failure and mid-life crises are laudable and have 
epic potential, but when the plot turns to adhering to a suicide pact when they were kids, this 
drivel is brought to a schoolgirl level of ridiculousness. Lines like “You don’t have to do 
this” are answered by the audience, “no, you don’t.” With Liza Richardson’s (NPR) punk 
and kinetic score, this film marks the most exciting opening of a movie I’ve ever seen. As an 
ensemble cast, these men have incredible chemistry. It’s a shame they didn’t have more to 
work with.

Shame, UK – Michael Fassbender (Brandon) has a furious need to connect. He interprets his 
needs in physical desires, sex and exercise, and does everything to avoid emotional bonds. 
Porn gluts up his hard-drive at work. Only when his sister Sissy (Carey Mulligan) comes to 
town, is he steered to push his compulsive sexual needs as far as they can go in order to 
avoid facing any emotional pain that might do him in completely. Both Sissy and Brandon, 
for some staggeringly disappointingly vague reason, are riddled with demons and driven 
through life with searing sensitivity. Fantastic acting and brave choices abound in this film 
directed by British artist Steve McQueen, but Sean Bobbitt’s camera work, while intimate, too 
often chooses the long and plodding camera shot over a story point that could have 
deepened the characters. We never learn beyond a hint about the past of the siblings, and the 
script tends to miss plot opportunities that could have pushed the story a lot further (i.e. 
losing his job, his apartment, his mind). Unfortunately, though the subject matter is at times 
shocking, and Carey Mulligan’s “missing” merkin haunts, there is always a safety zone that 
keeps Brandon from completely losing control. It’s too bad, because Michael Fassbender and 
Carey Mulligan are both brilliant and up to the task – and could be more so, if allowed.

Jiro Dreams of Sushi, Japan – Tied for the Audience Award in World Cinema, this simple 
and breathtaking documentary about sushi and Jiro, an 85-year-old sushi master, is really a 
tale of one man’s work ethic and the wonders that creates in the world around him. David 
Gelb has captured Jiro’s world and his restaurant, deserving of its three-star Michelin rating. 
Jiro has been working and honing his craft since he was nine years old. Now, as he 
gracefully ages, he’s grooming his two sons for the future of fine sushi. The movie captures 
Jiro’s passion for perfectionism, and the respect he’s garnered from his relationships with rice 
dealers, fish mongers, clients, sushi apprentices – all who look up to him in raw awe. To dine 
in Jiro’s hands is to revel in a mouth-watering symphony.

We Need to Talk About Kevin – Director/Co-Screenwriter Lynne Ramsay handles well this 
fractured story of a mother’s vilification when a child of good upbringing goes bad. Tilda 
Swinton is subtle and evocative as Eva, the mother of a controlling, sociopath, played eerily 
in his teenage years by Ezra Miller (I also enjoyed his performance with Ellen Barkin as his 
mother in the new movie by Sam Levinson, Another Happy Day). The primary color scheme 
of the film is on target on so many levels: red is Eva’s life of freedom before Kevin, then her 
life after Kevin splattered on her house and car when it’s vandalized and which she painfully 
attempts to scrape away; yellow, the happy daughter’s room who is victimized by her 
brother’s brutality, as well as the last outfit Eva wears before hell breaks loose; and finally 
blue, the steely, cold prison of Kevin’s room that later Eva adopts as her own after he’s gone. 
As an audience member, you need these color cues (as well as Tilda’s haircuts) to know what 
time frame is happening, and it’s skillfully done. I was still left with some questions of the 
details of the story and was distracted by several gaping holes in logic, but overall, disbelief 



could be suspended because of the moving acting choices of Ms. Swinton and the careful 
and painstaking work of the filmmaker. So overwhelmed and numb from grief, Swinton 
delivers a convincing and powerful performance, embodying a mother side-swiped by her 
demonic son. Swinton’s deer-in-headlights’ look was always haunting and hollow, and her 
gallows humor would emerge at just the right moments.  

Audience Award Winner With Every Heartbeat, Sweden by Alexandra-Therese Keining is a 
luscious coming-out, character-driven story of a woman so ensconced in tradition, she almost 
manages to miss out on true love. Human and sensitive, sensual and realistic, Mia and Frida 
find each other, in spite of Mia’s attempts to marry her fiancé and the couple’s obstacle that 
they are about to be step-sisters.

World Cinema Section tie Kinyarwanda by Alrick Brown won the Sundance 2011 Audience 
Award and weaves aching tales from Rwanda. New Auteurs section Bullhead by Michaël R. 
Roskam garnered Audience Award and an Acting Award Prize for Matthias Schoenaerts in 
the world of cattle farmers and masculinity.

Also, Festival Buzz: The Lady, Wuss, Roman Polanski’s Carnage, Israeli film Footnote, 
Attenberg (Special Jury Prize), Rampart, Butter, Jeff, Who Lives at Home, The Artist, Target, 
Miss Bala, Faust, and Oslo, August 31.


