
The Year in Film 2003
By Jim McManus

Crap.  We've all seen it.  We all recognize it, but we never really talk about it.  I know folks who can 

cite 27 reasons why they'll see When Harry Met Sa!y over and over again, but when asked for an opinion 
of Waterworld, will simply offer: "It sucked".  That won't stand.

Look, how do you know a film is good if you can't identify the elements of a bad one?  It's more than just 
practical application.  Bad film, like fingerprints, is as unique as good film.  It's a bell curve.  It shouldn't 
be, of course.  It's much easier to make a bad film (as any who has ever operated a camcorder can attest), 
just as it's far easier to miss a train, flunk a test or throw an incomplete pass than the opposite.  Theater 
film releases, however, are different.  Some people waste dozens to hundreds of dollars on crap daily.  
Some people waste their time like it was water.  But to make a movie, even a "small budget" one, 
requires thousands of dollars and hundreds of man-hours.  Most anything that gets released in a theater 
will require millions of dollars and thousands of man-hours.

Nobody wastes millions of dollars on purpose.  Well, almost nobody.

Hence, the bell curve.  Because of the money involved, filmmakers rarely take chances.  A terrible film 
making it to release is not altogether as common as we think.  And still, we can't seem to discuss exactly 
why Swept Away should never have been made.  Consider: your best friend (who is secretly a closeted 
Adam Sandler fan) gives you good word of mouth on Anger Management.  You say, "Gee, critics didn't like 
it much, but why would my friend lie?  It does have Sandler and Jack Nicholson and that lovely Marisa 
Tomei.  Critics are probably wrong.  How bad could it be?"  You decide to go with your spouse.  If you're 
like me, that requires a baby-sitter and at least a $25 investment in tickets, parking and refreshments to 
boot  (not to mention the time involved, if you're somebody who values his time) And then Management 
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happens and you end up trying to convince yourself for two weeks that the film was good to justify your 
expense.  Pathetic.

It's time to get a discussion flowing.  

Now, I'm no expert.  I will never claim to be.  But I have developed a series of questions for discussion 
purposes about bad film.  This list is not comprehensive, nor is it meant to be.  It's just a starting point.

Definitions of a bad movie:

1. Would you rather have stared at a blank screen for the movie's running time?  (Classic criterion)

2. If you're the kind of person who walks out on movies, did you walk out/turn off the one in question?

3. If you're not the kind who walks out, how often did you look at your watch/consider walking out 
anyway?

4. Was there any scene in the film that made you want to see more of the film?

5. Could the movie have been aided by any random element or distraction?  (i.e. was it perfectly bad?  
So bad that use of a cell phone or penlight could have improved the picture?)

6. What kind of bad was it?  Boring bad, offensive bad, repulsive-bad, insulting-to-your-intelligence-
bad, failed-to-deliver bad, or simply what-the-Hell-is-this-bad… or something else?

7. Could you, who presumably do not get paid to write movies, have written something better?  

This next list is more about shades of awful.  None of these questions, answered affirmatively, necessarily 
equates to a bad film, but rarely describes a good one:

1. Did this film mark a low-point in a star actor's/director's career?

2. Was the film a vanity piece?  (i.e. was there a scene or scenes, often ill-placed or irrelevant, put in 
solely to satisfy the ego of one of the performers?)

3. Was the film ill cast?

4. Were there obvious (and relevant) inaccuracies within the context of what's on screen?

5. Has the film become iconic for something negative?  

6. Did the film look cheap?

7. Has the film ever been criticized, either directly or indirectly, by another film?
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8. Was the film a critical disaster?

9. Was the film a box office disaster?

10. Do you ever see this film in shrink wrap hanging out in one of those K-Mart $3.99 bins?

11. Would you consider this film the worst film you've ever seen?

Again, none of these past ten necessarily describes a bad film, but they ain't gonna' apply to Schindler's 
List, either.  Please keep in mind the questions above if you read the following sections.

Now, why did I lead with an essay on bad movies?  Well, bad movies were worse than good movies were 
good this year.  But don't give me any "landmark year for bad film" talk.  While there were two notorious 
bombs this year (Gigli and The Cat in the Hat), the entire field lacked completion.  Think of all the 
missing elements:  Madonna didn't make a film in 2003, neither did Shaq, nor Paulie Shore.  Reliable 
Eddie Murphy failed on two attempts to make a disaster.  Kevin Costner made, believe it or not, a good 
Western.  And Lorne Michaels, good old Lorne… the SNL guru… a staple to the Turkey Award 
community… the genius behind Superstar, The Ladies Man and A Night at the Roxbury… gold ole' Lorne 
failed to do anything but TV in 2003.  Where was TV Funhouse, the movie?  Where was Horatio Sanz and 
the Temple of Doom?  Nothing, absolutely nothing.  Damn you.  Perfection was on the line, here.

THE WORST FILMS OF 2003

Oh, everybody loves an upset, and in a year full of heavies, I think I got one.

The Matrix Revolutions
There are darn good reasons most sequels take years to develop.  The Wachowski brothers clearly ran 
out of steam here.

Let me summarize the Matrix series:  the original The Matrix was a New Testament parable.  It 
introduced us to several levels of reality and special effects.  But it centered on a very Old Testament 
philosophical query: "which is better: blissful ignorance or painful knowledge?"  It was cool.  The Matrix 
Reloaded introduced us to better, funkier special effects and delved more in the philosophical than 
religious realm (although it, like the first, did both).  Reloaded questioned the nature of choice, 
suggesting we make choices long before we actually know what we've chosen and in so implying a level 
of predestination.  Instead of harping on that, however, the film tells us that why we make a choice is 
much more important than the actual choice we make.  Whoa.  You can think about that one for days.  
And it, too, for the most part, was cool.  Then Revolutions came.  Revolutions contrasted the ideological 
framework of the first two with the fiendishly quixotic tagline "everything that has a beginning has an 
end."  Yeah, tell that to anybody who has tried watching The Unbearable Lightness of Being.  The best parts 
of the third Matrix film seemed to imply that there is precious little difference between the world of 
reality and that of cyberspace, a point highly contradicted by the first two films.  Oh yeah, and it sucked.
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Do you know what the difference between philosophy and gobbledygook is?  It's really not much.  Let 
me show you.  Here is a philosophical statement: "Man's being, independent of thought, is the sum of 
his actions."  It's a little deep, but mostly shallow; it's just an example.  Now try this one: "Man's actions, 
independent of thought, are the sum of his being."  It sounds like philosophy, but it's actually bulls***.  
I've switched two words and conjugated a verb, and turned a reasonable thought into inanity.  This is 
where Revolutions has gone.  I wish I had a damn script in front of me to show you exactly where.  By the 
third Matrix film, the philosophy has boiled down to semantic double-speak.  And, dammit, where were 
the cool stunts?  One lousy fight scene and it's one-on-one in the rain.  What a letdown, especially after 
Reloaded.

9. Hulk
Several years ago another chapter was written on the, for my money, worst film franchise of them all, 
Godzi!a.  This version starred Matthew Broderick and Jean Reno among others who – despite 
overwhelming magnetism, appeal, and talent – managed not to save an awful film.  What seemed lost on 
these or any other Godzi!a producers is that Godzi!a is not an actor.  Godzilla doesn't sing or dance or tell 
jokes, and his range is even less than pre-In the Cut Meg Ryan.  (But strangely, I would rather see 
Godzilla as Hamlet than Steven Seagal).  So in order to make a compelling Godzi!a film, you have to 
make the film into something more than just a natural disaster picture.  Hard to believe Reno and 
Broderick were not up to the task.

You can see how forward I was looking to see Hulk.

What in the world possessed Ang Lee (Crouching 
Tiger, Sense and Sensibilty, etc.) to make this film?  
You spend ages getting to see the big green guy and 
then realize "gee, there's not much of a payoff here."  
I find Hulk a fairly poor metaphor, too.  Hulk is the 
alter ego of a normal man, right?  And this man 
turns into this giant green barbarian when he gets 
angry, right?  It would stand to reason that Hulk is 
the embodiment of rage, no?  Personally, I find 
wrath the least fascinating of the seven deadly sins, 
but, hey, that's just me.  Hulk is a story about the 

metaphorical indulgence in this sin, no?  So what are we saying about this sin?  Wrath makes you huge?  
Fast?  Able to lift tanks?  That would seem good, no?  But wrath is a bad thing, right?  It is, after all, a 
"deadly" sin.  That's why all the army guys come out whenever Hulk appears.  But our mild-mannered 
Bruce can only save himself from predicaments as the Hulk.  You guys need to work on your message. 

Hulk is the second Stan Lee superhero to be created by a lab accident in two years.  C'Mon guys, grow 
some originality, huh?

Eric Bana is our hero; I would very happily never see him in anything again.  Jennifer Connelly and Sam 
Elliott also take up space.  Nick Nolte is good as (conflicted and oddly motivated) Bruce's father.  This, 
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to me, epitomizes the dreadfulness of Hulk:  Nick Nolte has become the Nolan Ryan of movies – you 
can talk all you want about accomplishment and talent, but if Nolan Ryan is the best player on your 
baseball team, you've got a lousy team.  Look it up. 

8. Bringing Down the House
If you ask me "what perpetuates racism in this country?" I will point to films like this.  Perhaps I 
exaggerate.  Or, perhaps, there was such lazy writing going on here that one needs Jim Crow sentiment 
in order to throttle a cheap laugh out of the audience.  

Steve Martin plays a (somewhat wealthy) tax lawyer who has alienated everyone in his life including his 
estranged wife and growing distant children.  Queen Latifah plays, what else? A jailbird.  They meet 
online, develop a friendship, and decide to meet.  They have both fibbed about their appearance.  Upon 
meeting, Peter (Steve) decides her deception merits the "get out of my life forever" treatment.  And this 
gives Charlene (Queen)  free reign to counter with the "I'm going to trash your house with the standard 
arrangement of movie ghetto party friends".  Thus we've fallen prey to the classic modern comic movie 
trap: 15 minutes in and we hate both characters.  This leads to an arrangement in which Peter works on 
Charlene's case while she, of course, helps him get his old life back together.  So we have, once again, a 
film in which the black figure imparts wisdom upon the white figure who counters with… pro bono work 
on her court case.  Does it disgust anyone else that movie black people always help out movie white 
people with relationship stuff, while movie white people offer nothing but money or white collar service 
in return?

You just have to be here for the rest, in which the movie creates a world that doesn't exist anymore for 
cheap laughs:  Charlene shows up at Peter's work, but – God forbid she's a fellow attorney or a client –
no, Peter has to hide her under the guise of menial labor.  Somehow, this firm can afford to ignore all 
minority employees and clientele (in L.A., no less!?!).  Charlene shows up at Peter's club.  Clearly, she 
must be a waitress.  Even Peter's neighbors practically stage a Klan rally at the sight of a black woman 
on his lawn.  What part of L.A. is this?  Last I checked O.J. got away with murder in freakin' Brentwood.  
That was a decade ago.  By the time we get to Queen's maid routine and Steve's most embarrassing 
stereotype for comic effect (a homeboy) since My Blown Chunks (that's My Blue Heaven to you), one 
realizes this is among the worst films of the year.

Now I've given this a great deal of thought… Steve Martin used to be one of my favorite actors.  ‘Course 
that was back when Parenthood roamed the Earth.  Personally, I think Queen Latifah has passed Pauly 
Shore on the list of "actors whose movies will make more money than they deserve", but there might 
have been something here with some decent writing.  For Jason Filardi (writer), Alan Shankman 
(director), and the host of producers including Queen herself, let me bounce a few ideas off you:

1. These two met on-line.  People who do this share something that transcends physical appearance.  
Why not develop this angle?  These two have corresponded for weeks and yet seem to not know 
each other.  Why not introduce romance into this closed world for comic effect?
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2. Different story: Steve and Queen fall in love.  He loses his job, and they move to the only place they 
can afford: Watts.  She gets a conservative job while he stays at home.  Years pass, and we discover 
that Steve has adjusted quite well to his predominantly black world, while she the same to her 
relatively white one… but neither is comfortable outside their current bubble.  Hmmm.  Hmmm.  
Irony.

3. Steve, despite a conservative look, has committed a blue-collar crime; Queen is his lawyer.  Queen 
can't stand the sight of this racist scumbag, but defends him anyway.  The climax can happen in a 
courtroom in which the audience is shown just how deep our racist instincts lie – do we believe Steve 
is innocent of some ugly battery just because he's conservative and white?  Isn't that just as bad as 
assuming every black man accused of the same is guilty?

4. Same script, same everything, but replace everyone white with someone black and everyone black 
with someone white.  In the very least, this film would be equally as funny (in this case not at all), but 
it would also be ironically funny and maybe have something to say about human nature or racial 
attitudes as well.

So, Jason, Alan, Steve, Queen, whomever – I'm not in the book, but you're welcome.

Piglet's Big Movie
To begin with, I'm no fan of A.A. Milne's milieu.  It's 
hard to find conflict when everybody is a friend.  And, 
true to form, this Big Movie opens with Winnie the 
Pooh once again exorcising his personal demons, the 
bees.  In a masterful stroke of not-at-all-repetitive 
scheming, Pooh Bear has devised a plan to steal honey 
with the use of a cardboard tree, a papier-mâché hive 
and Rabbit's first-grade violin skills.  (The bees are 
going to be more attracted to the new hive, see. 
Foolproof!)  Pooh has cleverly given all of his moronic 
friends a role in his personal thievery, all that is except poor Piglet, who is "too little" to be part of this 
Brinks Job.  (Piglet follows and saves the day, anyway, of course.)

And then as if straight from an afterschool special, Pooh, Tigger, Rabbit and Eeyore (the cool kids) 
congratulate themselves on their mediocre achievement while, in turn, almost aggressively ignoring the 
runt (literally in this case).  A disconsolate Piglet wanders off.  When the bees escape the new hive, Pooh 
and Company flee to the safety of Piglet's house where Tigger exclaims, "Where the Hell is Piglet?" (I 
paraphrase)  Thus, the movie's subtle plot unfolds: the friends seek out "helpless" Piglet through the use 
of Piglet's scrapbook, a sorry excuse to turn this fabricated movie into a second rate sit-com clip show.  

My favorite episode involved the introduction of Kanga to the 100 Acre (sorry, "Aker") Wood.  Rabbit's 
McCarthyistic xenophobia alarm hits full tilt upon the arrival of a kangaroo.  And so – and I'm not 
making this up – Rabbit gets his lackeys to go along with a plan to rid themselves of unwed mother 
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Kanga by kidnapping her own joey, Roo.  (Damn inventive names, huh?  When do we introduce the 
characters of "Hippo" and "Potamus"? or "Rhino" and "Ceros"? or "Shi" and "Tzu", oh never mind.)  And 
Kanga plays along?!?  Upon discovering Piglet instead of her own child, she inflicts a series of mild 
porcine tortures before reminding us that she's really dear.  Awwww.  Now contrast these two scenes 
with one later in the film in which Roo asks to go with these shallow idiots on the hunt for Piglet and 
Kanga agrees.  What is a parent to think?

The film goes on like this, poking and prodding us to remember what a valuable asset Piglet is, which 
shouldn't be too far a leap as he has the only brain among the group.  At 70 minutes, it felt very, very 
long.   But this is irrelevant, of course, as Disney didn't write this film for me.  Would kids like this crap?  
My four-year-old seemed more-or-less engaged, but then she saddled herself with the giganto-size Junior 
Mints (10% more box, 400% more price, what a bargain!) during the production.  In a room full of kids, 
only four or five seemed so bored that they started making up their own movie.  Such contrasts ten fold 
beneath my personal nadir, Babe: Pig in the City.  Most children seemed unable to comprehend they were 
watching a bad boring movie.  Ah, to be young again.

As if the movie weren't awful enough, the end credits introduced a new level of distaste.  Spliced in 
between a balloon-toting Piglet are live-action shots of Carly Simon singing a song with no artistic merit 
of any kind.  The camera follows Simon, doing her own musical stuntwork here, and alternates between 
too-close close-ups and Simon's vaguely sexual gyration.  I recommend this movie only if you can 
guarantee heroin abuse in your local ball pit.

6. The Core
I love "Save the Earth" people.  Never has there been a more misleading cause.  Man has discovered 
tremendous ways of obliterating himself and his environment, but has done precious little to prove he 
can actually hurt the Earth itself.  The Earth will no doubt live and create more life long after man has 
wiped his species off the planet.  "Save the Earth" people must know this – their cause is really about 
saving the current environment for man's survival – but have deliberately chosen to frame it in language 
that suggests that man can actually do something like stop the core of the Earth from spinning.  The 
Earth's core is about five times as big as the moon and has been rotating since the Earth was born, which 
– even to a Christian Scientist – is still a heckuva long period of time.  And for the purposes of this film, 
oops, man figured out a way to stop it, my bad.  

This ridiculous premise, however, is not the reason this film sucks.  No, as science fiction goes, this 
seems no more way out there than Independence Day or The Breakfast Club.  Here's what irritates me about 
this particular sci-fi indulgence: writers Cooper Layne and John Rogers have decided to solve their little 
problem by assembling the 300 greatest scientists on the planet.  And somehow these "writers" whose 
combined credits include American Outlaws and "Jackie Chan Adventures" (TV) can anticipate what the 
world's greatest scientists will do.  This is a level of hubris that cannot fully be appreciated by a single 
human mind.

Ever hear that saying "great minds think alike"?  Nothing could be further from the truth.  Pick any 
great mind in any field of study – art, social communication, whatever – and you will find somebody 
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who, quite obviously, did not think like anybody else around him or her.  Common minds think alike.  
Common minds think you can anticipate what will happen when scientists need to save the Earth.  And 
do you know what common minds came up with?  Let's put Hilary Swank and Aaron Eckhart in a 
mechanical mole deathtrap to set off nuclear explosions hundreds of miles below the Earth's surface.  
Good one.

Let me backtrack.  Do you know what the problem with independent film is?  Occasionally, an 
extremely good one will emerge that yields an actor or actors who were fabulous in context but really 
pretty bad at their profession outside of that context… and they're suddenly employable forever.  Hilary 
Swank was great in Boys Don't Cry, but she has neither fire, nor appeal.  She is a victim.  Aaron Eckhart 
was an unconscionable first-class jerk in In the Company of Men, but he'll never be a leader or a braniac.  
Don't try to sell me on these guys as technical geniuses and saviors.  Here is a list of professions in which 
I think Hilary Swank could plausibly play a "World's Best" something: transvestite, jilted-then-depressed 
girl, b-ball small forward (you can sell her athleticism, but not her physicality).  Similarly, a list of 
believable Aaron Eckhart "World's Best" professions: back-stabbing office jerk, pro bowler, sanitation 
worker, rodeo clown.  Don't sell me on this guy as a rocket scientist.  

Aside from those small things, I'm not sure how you can make a boring adventure film about the 
potential annihilation of the Earth's living matrix, but they did.  Good job.

5. The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen
Some folks can take one superhuman man or woman and span several films giving him or her interesting 
things to say and do.  League presented us with no fewer than eight (8) superhuman characters and 

managed not to give any of them a single interesting thing to 
say or do in just one film.  That's some talented writing, 
boys.

But don't let that not grab you, League has several other 
issues.  This film has serious "Point A to Point B" problems, 
the worst since The Avengers, another Sean Connery disaster.  
It is as if the editor (Paul Rubell) examined carefully about 
whether or not a scene answered a "why?" question and if it 
did, he left it on the cutting room floor.  Of course, after 

seeing what was left, I thanked Paul for leaving anything on the cutting room floor… and don't get me 
started on the football-field-sized submarine negotiating the canals of Venice or the "powers" of Dorian 
Gray or Edward Hyde or several other literary misadaptations or the inane plot or aw, forget it.  Just 
don't see this film.  

4. Anger Management
In his brief career, Adam Sandler has presented us with several characters who have trouble controlling 
their tempers: Barry Egan (Punch-Drunk Love), Happy Gilmore, Bobby Boucher (The Waterboy) to name 
just a few.  It would surprise me not if Adam has a severe problem controlling his own temper in real life.  
Now that I no longer find him funny, the temper thing is Adam's greatest asset as an actor. See: Singer, 
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Wedding.  Similarly, Jack Nicholson has made an entire career out of keeping man's base desires just 
below the surface.  Hence, presenting a film entitled Anger Management starring these two men as 
characters who both don't actually need anger management, is just cheating.

Ok, so they missed a potential bonanza.  Was it 
funny anyway?  No.  I'm not even sure where 
the laughs were supposed to come from.  
Nicholson moves in with Sandler and sleeps in 
the same bed naked?  Ho, ho, ho!  Adam is 
asked to "keep it down" in the therapy 
sessions, when he's not at all loud or out-of-
control?  Hilarious!  Nicholson throws his eggs 
on the wall to make a point?  Comic genius!  
Nicholson dupes Sandler with a romantic tryst 
that is set up to deliberately embarrass him?  The laughs just don't stop!  Most of this film actually 
seemed like kind of cruel ways to torture a nice guy (and will feel even more appalling upon resolution).  
I reluctantly concede the "I feel pretty" car ride kept this movie from being a complete disaster, but as 
far as I can tell this film's greatest benefit was introducing a super May-November link in the "Kevin 
Bacon" game.

An aside to Adam: maybe you don't quite realize this, but cameos in comedies only work when you 
exploit the celebrity's own image, like Oliver Stone in Dave or Brett Favre in There's Something About 
Mary.  Putting Rudy Giuliani in a film just to have him as a character works on exactly one level: "hey, 
that's Rudy Giuliani!"  So what?  Gee, why not Matthew Broderick or Sarah Jessica Parker or Paul 
McCartney or Derek Jeter's dad?  I've seen them at Yankees games, too.  

Let me rewrite the denouement for you.  I think we're far enough removed to reduce the shock value of 
the following:  Adam Sandler runs out onto the field at Yankee Stadium looking for Marisa Tomei in the 
stands.  Meanwhile, a replica World Trade Center trophy is being presented to some of the heroes of 
9/11.  In his haste, Adam runs into the presenter, causing the trophy to fall and break.  NOW, you pan to 
Rudy in the crowd and he says something like "well, it's time for me again", with a sigh.  You could even 
pan a little further to show current mayor Mike Bloomberg then stand and say something like, "sorry, 
Rudy, it's my turn, now."  The ensuing squabble would make better film than anything else I saw.  Do you 
see how that cashes in on Rudy's image?  It doesn't have to be 9/11 related (in case of sensitivity to a 
potentially painful issue), just something the country can recognize.  Eliminate this ridiculous "Giuliani 
arbitrating the Sandler/Tomei romance".  As written, the scene was effective for the 5% of people who 
never have seen the ending of a bad romance film.  That's not gonna change, but you could at least get a 
payoff somewhere.

Adam, you might try seeing a movie or two in between making them; there's better stuff out there.
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3. Gigli
Oh, what a disappointment.  Based on hype, I'd been hoping for one of the worst of all time.  Turned 
out not even to be worst of the year.  Awwww. 

Don't get me wrong, this film blew big-time, but it was boring-bad, not repulsive-bad, offensive-bad or 
what-the-Hell-is-this-bad, which makes it slightly more palatable than other stenches.  

Most of you didn't see it; so let me describe the premise for the "I can't believe anybody thought this 
was a good idea" movie of the year:  Ben Affleck plays a hit man with a heart of gold.  He's crude, 
uneducated, unprofessional, misogynistic and a bully (not to mention that he's employable only as a 
destroyer of human life), but he's lovable, Ok?  Ben's boss's boss is being indicted, so Ben is charged with 
kidnapping and babysitting the retarded son of the D.A. to sway the case in the 'right' direction.  Ben's 
superiors know he's a f***-up, so well-read lesbian hit-woman Jennifer Lopez is brought in to assist full-
time.  Hijinks ensue.  Well, not really.  Mostly, they choose to talk about why they're not having sex.  Al 
Pacino and Christopher Walken make cameos for no apparent reason.  It's a character study.  

Now, what part of that sounded appealing?  Who bought this idea?  Why?  

Anyway, it's much more of a bore-fest than appalling.  Had J-Lo and Ben spent their screen time doing 
something distinctive and disgusting like torturing small animals, Gigli could have been an historically 
bad film.  And the film does get all the little moments wrong: you can't cross a mob boss and live; 
"Gobble, gobble" makes lousy foreplay; you can't sever a thumb with a plastic knife; you can't intimidate 
young toughs with some ridiculous "historical literature of eye-gouging" lecture… and this one really 
galled me – apparently, when a male aggressively stalks J-Lo in a bad film, she's allowed to beat him to a 
bloody pulp before killing him (Enough), but when a female aggressively stalks J-Lo, we have to "talk 
about her feelings"; we don't even get the pleasure of watching Ben throw her out of his apartment.  
Look, people, a restraining order knows no gender.

Justin Bartha has the thankless task of playing the retarded kidnapee.  He's neither believable, nor 
lovable.  He is, however, likable, and I actually did care mildly about his resolution.  That's why Gigli is 
only #3.

2. The Cat in the Hat
There isn't a single smile in this film.  Not one.

Hmmmm.  Great production design, but not one iota of mirth to complement it; I've seen this film – 
it's called Toys.  

Gee, The Grinch doesn't look so bad anymore, huh?

Several years ago, our Cat, Mike Myers, made Wayne's World, a rare SNL sketch turned successful film.  
After that, a studio – not sure which one – approached him promising millions to develop "Sprockets", 
another Myers SNL sketch.  Months and a couple drafts later, Myers turned down the project citing a 
desire not to make a film that wasn't funny.  The studio was furious, but everybody else lauded his 
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integrity:  "Imagine that!  Turning down millions just because 
you couldn't put together a script you liked."  You know, it's a 
darn good bet that Myers read the Cat script before signing on.  
Where is that integrity now?

It's easy to say in retrospect, but The Cat in the Hat is a truly 
lousy idea for a film.  The book has only one notable character, 
and this magical man-like fedora-ed feline has a personality 
dominated almost entirely by an impish appreciation of 
mischief.  The book's theme is "life sucks?  It could be worse."  
While that is a valuable lesson for children to learn, it hardly 
merits filmable material outside of Europe.  

This is going to come up again, hence, as a courtesy, here I present a list of Dr. Suess books suitable for 
film adaptations:  The Lorax will make a mediocre environmental flick one day.  There's a good race-
relations film to be made of The Star-Bellied Sneetches.  Big Dog, Little Dog might make a good buddy 
picture.  It's arguable that Go, Dog, Go has already been made into films like Rat Race and It's a Mad, 
Mad, Mad, Mad World.  Quite honestly, I think Grinch was about as good as it could have been; our 
generation has been so inundated by "true meaning of Christmas" messages, however, that Grinch 
couldn't come off being anything more than cliché.

And, for the record, the following children's books were never meant to be adapted to film (and doing so 
is to invite critique far and wide):  Hop On Pop; Green Eggs and Ham; Curious George – it looks like 
filmable material, please resist – Goodnight Moon; anything by Rosemary Wells; One Fish, Two Fish, 
Red Fish, Blue Fish; Berenstain Bears; Clifford the Big Red Dog, If I Ran the Circus, Zoo, Mortuary, 
whatever.  Some of these are TV cartoon shows; leave it at that thank you.

To critique, in verse:

The Cat is perverse

The film can't be worse
If you're going, reverse

1. House of 1,000 Corpses
So the guy who looks like a day-after version of Jason Lee is holding the cop at gunpoint.  The cop is on 
his knees, execution style, and anybody who has bothered reading the title of this film knows what's 
gonna happen next.  But we have to wait for it.  The camera holds and then pulls back ever so slowly 
until we're maybe thirty feet away.  In the amount of time it takes day-after-Jason to pull the trigger, you 
can count to 15 Mississippi.  I know, because I started counting.  Each of the other six people in the 
theater all incorrectly anticipated "Blam" aloud within this very pregnant pause.  

Much as I found this stranded-in-the-backwoods horror film revolting, I had to admire the sensitive 
care taken here:  consider the effort that went into creating the mangled boyfriend, now-merman, piece 
of art, or the deliberately second-rate clown makeup on our growly host, or the almost motherly 
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attention to detail in an effort to show us every single one of the 1,000 corpses lining the underground 
death cave.  This was a labor of love.

It is about this time that one realizes writer/director Rob Zombie (former profession: Wrestling 
Choreographer; that's a jump, huh?) has made exactly the film he wanted to make.  And it sucks.  There 
hasn't been a love letter this bad since Two Moon Junction.  You could have given this guy ten billion 
dollars and twenty years time to complete this project and he still would have come up with the same 
film… it just probably would have had Kate Hudson instead of a no-name.  But she still would have 
bought it by the end.

DISHONORABLE MENTIONS

Gods and Generals

Bruce Almighty

Alex & Emma / Le Divorce / How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days (bad year, Kate)

Camp

Wonderland

Brother Bear

THE BEST FILMS OF 2003

10. The Matrix Reloaded
After a 45-minute borefest, Neo finally makes his exodus from Zion, the Woodstock of ennui.  What 
follows could have been a four star film, on its own.  I consider Neo's first Oracle meeting to the fight 
with the several dozen Smiths the best ten-minutes of moviedom in 2003.

9. Spellbound
I've always held two biases against spelling bees:

1. They are dominated by the children of over-involved parents.

2. Spelling is simply rote learning; it is wisdomless (and practically useless) knowledge.  It's funny how 
this documentary following eight entrants into the 1999 National Spelling Bee Championship dispels 
neither notion.  And yet, it's very entertaining.  
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Director Jeffrey Blitz has a sharp eye for highbrow humor.  Take, for example, the California son of 
India-born parents who has tutors in both French and German to make him familiar with foreign word 
roots, but almost exits the competition on the word "Darjeeling".  Or, please note the Florida girl who 
has been honored by the local Hooters.  As if it's not bad enough to be a girl honored by Hooters for 
using her brain, the marquee outside the particular local restaurant in questions reads 
"Congradulations".   Good stuff.

8. The Last Samurai
Is there any actor you can stand to watch for more than two hours of screen time in one sitting?  Tom 
Cruise comes the closest, unless of course you hate the smarmy jerk.  I can see that.

7. A Mighty Wind
As mockumentaries go, it's more Best in Show-ish or Waiting for Guffman-ish than Spinal Tap-ish.  But I 
liked it better than the other two Christopher Guest efforts.  With all due respect to School of Rock, Wind 
had the best soundtrack in 2003.

Hollywood is infamous for trend setting, and musical genre is no exception.  Mambo Kings and The Big 
Chi!, for example, reintroduced previously deceased styles of music temporarily back into mainstream.  
Funny how there's been absolutely no folk revival…

6. Love Actually
Nobody, but nobody on this planet is writing better 
screen romance right now than Richard Curtis.

5. Identity
The Usual Suspects, it ain't.  But it is the best psychological 
thiller of the year.  

4. Seabiscuit
Best sports film of the year.  Overcomes its potential Godzi!a problem with ease.  Tobey Maguire has, 
right now, one of the best resumes in Hollywood, no?

3. Mystic River
I haven't liked a Sean Penn movie since Reagan's first term.  I'm not kidding.  And that includes Dead 
Man Walking.

Three childhood friends in a Boston suburb are ripped apart by an unspeakable event.  Thirty years or so 
later, they are "reunited" by another one.  Is this a mystery? A revenge film? A buddy picture? A local 
slice-of-life look? A mob picture even?  It's all of these things, and every time you see the average or 
predictable story emerging here, the film heads in a different direction.  It couldn't do this without the 
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exceptionally strong direction (Clint Eastwood) or fabulous acting, especially by the two female leads, 
Laura Linney and Marcia Gay Harden.  

Don't look for happiness here; some films were meant to be uneasy.  This is a classic example.

2. Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King
"The ending was too long."  That's all you've got?!?  That's it?  Man, you people are spoiled.  People are 
going to describe this as the Rings generation.  Classic "forest for the trees" stuff.  All I can say is you 
should have read the books, there's still hundreds of pages left after the climax at Mt. Doom.

There's no question that I loved this stuff.  I've been waiting to see this film since I first read The Lord 
of the Rings two decades ago.  And the movies didn't disappoint.  Take from that what you will, but I 
believe – in general – fans of "the book" will look to criticize rather than accept, especially when the 
moviemakers have made several text-altering decisions.

Pages and pages ago, I wrote about films that criticize other films.  
King is not only a grand sweeping epic (and both funnier and 
superior to either of the first two, by the way), but I believe it was 
a critique of the new Star Wars films.  Of many fantastic battle 
scenes, the best at the Pellenor Fields includes Oliphaunts 
(basically giant elephants).  It's an obvious homage to The Empire 
Strikes Back where AT-ATs fought foot soldiers on ice-planet 
Hoth.  In reminding us of good Lucas stuff, Peter Jackson has also 
subtly reminded us of how horrible Phantom Menace and Clones 
were, and perhaps how good they could have been.  Oliphaunts 
are barely mentioned in the Rings books.  Jackson directed not 
just a great battle, but a critique as well.

Two other very good epic war sagas came out this December.  
The Last Samurai was the story of one veteran warrior's struggle to 
find honor in his profession, and, in turn, find where he belonged.  
Cold Mountain was the story of one lowly foot soldier's quest to 

deliver some good in a land fraught with evil.  You see where I'm going here, no?  Is it not amazing that 
the Rings trilogy told both these stories from a more compelling vantage?

The Lord of the Rings now rivals the Godfather trilogy in critical acclaim and the Star Wars trilogy in appeal.  
We have not yet seen even half of the impact of these films.  It isn't hyperbole to suggest that this set of 
films is without rival for "aggressiveness of artistic project", that you might have to go into the world of 
architecture (Eiffel Tower?) to find a similar investment in money and time.  And there's an immediate 
payoff here.  Over 95% of major film critics have given Return of the King a thumbs-up.  Now, you still 
want to see American Splendor?  Ok, I can live with that.
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1. Lost in Translation
Let me start by saying that I was not a fan of Sofia Coppola's 1999 rave The Virgin Suicides.  I found the 
thing indulgent and delusional (high school geeks are obsessed with prom queens, not shut-ins).  Early 
on, a Translation elevator scene shows Bill Murray is clearly taken by Scarlett Johansson while she 
doesn't even notice him.  Uh oh, here we go again.  

Translation, however, grows up, where Suicides did not.  Writer/director Coppola finds a sympathetic 
pairing here for her two Americans adrift in Japan.  There's a real eye here for the things that draw 
people together (insomnia, for example) and the small things that lead to cultural alienation (like hotel 
drapes opening automatically at 7 a.m.)  There's a lot to admire in this film: Murray and Johansson are 
both marvelous at displaying how uncomfortable they are with their current surroundings, but how 
comfortable they are with each other. Are they having an affair?  There's no sex, but maybe that doesn't 
matter.  The film is alternatively as deep and as shallow as most any viewer needs it to be; it's a true gem.

HONORABLE MENTIONS

Finding Nemo

Big Fish

Master and Commander: The Far Side of the World

Holes

Cold Mountain
It's hard to know how to rank this film.  There's an excellent love story here.  There are colorful 
characters and big names in relatively small roles.  There's a well-handled epic battle.  Yet upon 
reflection, one takes away the disproportionate moments of shocking violence.  That can't be what 
Anthony Minghella wanted, can it?  You can't tell me this man wanted the wartime Southerners to come 
off worse than his Nazis in The English Patient.  The hardly subtle foreshadowing let all of us know 
exactly where this picture was going as well.  I think it overcomes these faults, but not enough to call it 
one of the year's best.

In America
It's like a storybook of the American Dream in which the American Dream is not about prosperity and 
happiness, but instead has been reduced to a junkie-infested rathole, a dead-end job and overpriced 
health care.  

I read a review that said, "only the hardest hearts will be immune" to the feeling of this picture.  And 
that is true.  This Irish foursome in Hell's Kitchen struggles with money and heat and their own 

The Year in Film 2003 by Jim McManus 15



emotional breaking point over the loss of a younger brother (introduced as the picture begins).  The 
emotions weren't cheap or overwritten, either.  The pain and joy of this film both felt honest.  And if 
that did it for me, I'd be a better man.

Several questions pestered me about this flick, like what year is this supposed to be? And did they have 
camcorders with little windows then? And, if so, how did this bunch who can't afford a $1.99 plug get 
one? And is it common for NYC hospitals to take blood transfusions from 10-year-old donors? And why 
did they all leave Ireland in the first place?  This isn't nit-picking like "the clock's showing the wrong 
time"; the suspension of disbelief to the answers to each of those questions above is integral to the 
emotional development of these characters.  One shouldn't have to "suspend disbelief" when dealing 
with material based on fact.

21 Grams
This was the best-edited film of the year, splicing this sad movie of death and pain and sin and 
redemption almost entirely by character development and tone instead of plot or chronology.  Such 
yields three positive side-effects:

1. Your brain is constantly trying to configure the chronological sequence of events so as not to notice 
that the plot is fairly thin.

2. You are much more receptive and attuned to the moods of the players. 

3. It is much easier to reconcile the redemptive nature of the conclusion.

The film begins with the consequences of the tragedy, hence we accept the tragedy rather than stating, 
"hey, if Benicio del Toro just hadn't driven recklessly (which seemed, in retrospect, out of character 
anyway), there would be no need for redemption anywhere."

American Splendor
My entry in the "How Pretentious Are You?" Hall of Fame.  
Don't get me wrong, this is a good film; but it's the biopic of 
a curmudgeon, and a fairly unappealing one at that (the 
phrase "acquired taste" sure comes to mind).  

Harvey Pekar works in a windowless corner in the back of a 
Cleveland hospital file room.  He befriends a young Robert 
Crumb (whose biopic Crumb is also overrated, by the way) 
who inspires Harvey to write a comic based on his very 
mundane adventures.  Harvey entitles the work, ironically, 
American Splendor. The comic book brings Harvey his notoriety, but his personality repels all potential 
fame, fortune and friends except for the most socially maladjusted.  Harvey marries the book's only fan, 
but never gets out of that windowless corner.
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Among those Harvey repels is NBC.  Harvey's terse, abrasive and candid manner made him a regular on 
"Late Night with David Letterman".  Dave and Dave's audience found him a delightful change of pace 
from Hollywood types.  One evening, Harvey makes the mistake of denouncing NBC on the Letterman 
show and gets kicked off TV forever after a good run.  No reflection on the fine performance by Paul 
Giamatti, but I remember Pekar quite vividly from his Letterman interviews in the 1980s; and, I think, 
quite honestly, you could get the exact same feel for this guy, his pain and his story, in 1/3rd of the time 
by simply stringing together those interviews… and thanks to Dave, it would have been funnier.  

I appreciate those who want to promote pictures like this, but if American Splendor is your personal Best 
Picture, you should really get out more.

Monster
There's a world of deference between "great performance" and "great film".  See: Ba!, Monster’s.

RANDOM THOUGHTS

Major studio release that will make you keep going to major releases:  The Lord of the Rings: The 
Return of the King – the answer to the question "why do people go to films?"

Independent release that will keep pushing you to indie films: 21 Grams – smartest film of the 
year.

Independent release that will push you to major studio films: Camp.  This is what happens when 
a script gets turned down by somebody big, but the film gets made anyway.  This snapshot of 
overindulged teens at drama camp plays like outtakes from "American Idol".  For a film that prides itself 
on humor and honesty, it has neither.  And don't get me started on the idea of asking an entire cast of 
unpolished teen egocentrics to carry your film.  Bleah.  May as well see an explosion or something.

Major studio release that will push you to indie film: (Tie) The Cat in the Hat, The League of 
Extraordinary Gentlemen.  Tens of millions of dollars in production design/special effects; two nickels 
invested in screen writing.

Best line of the year:  "That still only counts as one" – John Rhys-Davies, The Return of the King

Best line in a bad film: "Shut it, Frenchie!" – Rowan Atkinson, Johnny English

Website of the year: www.filmwise.com

Actors who had good years, whether you know who they are or not: Scarlett Johansson (Girl 
with a Pearl Earring, Lost in Translation), Patricia Clarkson (The Station Agent, Pieces of April), Hope Davis 
(American Splendor, The Secret Lives of Dentists), Sam Rockwell (Matchstick Men, Confessions of a Dangerous 
Mind).
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Actors I'd happily never see again: Probably not worth mention to start with either Seann William 
Scott or Ben Affleck, so… Queen Latifah, Angelina Jolie (hate the lips, hate the fake accents, hate the 
smarm, and – quite frankly – I think the animated Lara Croft is sexier.  Don't much care for Jon Voigt, 
either, or the Sheens for that matter… but I digress).  Ron Eldard; he has all the look and range of Colin 
Quinn without even being funny once every two hours.  Does anybody realize just how similar "ER" and 
"St. Elsewhere" are?  Both prime-time soap opera medical dramas; both set in poor inner-city hospitals; 
both dealing with similar "MASH" derivative issues – the humanity of doctors, patient care v. 
bureaucracy, saving lives with limited resources, etc.; both initially paced by a legitimate veteran star 
(William H. Macy, William Daniels); both gave rise to exactly one superstar (George Clooney, Denzel 
Washington); both yielded, however, hours and hours of big-screen time to actors who will never be 
stars (Noah Wyle, Julianna Margulies, Eriq LaSalle, Eldard, Howie Mandel, Ed Begley, Mark Harmon, 
etc.); course, "ER" was a hit…

Speaking of comparisons, did you know that Return of the King is a remake?  The original was an 
animated Bass/Rankin TV musical from 1980.  For fun, I decided to compare the two:

Similarities:

1. Frodo claims the One Ring, even though it's not his, the big jerk.

2. Head Nazgûl guy buys it after trash talking.

3. Samwise Gamgee played by guy better known for his role as a lower primate.  Roddy McDowell 
(Planet of the Apes), Sean Astin (Rudy).

4. Bilbo asks for the One Ring back, even though it's not his, either.  What is it with these damn 
hobbits?

Superiorities of the 2003 King:  Better animation, not told in flashback, big scary-ass spider.

Superiorities of the 1980 King:  Singing orcs, no Liv Tyler, excessive focus on Frodo's current number of 
fingers.  Check it out if you get a chance. 

Was not a good year for: Foreign Film, Black Film.  Strongest black role: Djimon Hounsou, In 
America.  Strongest "foreign" role: Ben Kingsley, House of Sand and Fog.  If you can draw a different 
conclusion, draw it.

Sooner or later, you're going to have to host a double-digit audience to be considered a great 
film: Fog of War, Winged Migration, The Statement, Capturing the Friedmans, Monster, The Triplets of 
Be!evi!e.
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Guilty Pleasures: Charlie's Angels: Fu! Throttle, Bu!etproof 
Monk.  Did you know that Seann William Scott films have 
collectively grossed over $1 billion?  I'd guess that fewer than 
10% of Oscar winners could claim such.  Not bad for a 27-year 
old frat guy who is a worse actor than – I'd say – roughly fifty 
million people, among them every single Oscar Nominee in 
history, including writers, editors and techno-geeks.

It's not just a title, it's a self-review:  Camp, Intolerable Cruelty, Dirty Pretty Things.

SHORT ANSWER SECTION

Overrated Performance of the year (choose one):

__ Charlize Theron, Monster

__ Diane Keaton, Something's Gotta Give

__ Alec Baldwin, The Cooler

__ Renee Zellweger, Cold Mountain

__ Russell Crowe, Master and Commander: The Far Side of the World
__ Sean Penn, Mystic River

__ Sean Penn, 21 Grams

(Actually, these performances were fine; I just hate Sean Penn.  Geez, Sean, from U-Turn to I Am Sam, 
you're lucky to be employed.  One good year and now, what? You commute from Iraq?  From Barbra 
Streisand and Tim Robbins to Charlton Heston and Arnold Schwarzenegger, I live to hear the phrase 
"what are you asking me for, I'm just an actor.")

Underrated performance of the year (choose one):

__ Sarah Bolger, In America (the lady next to me openly wept every time this girl was on camera)

__ Sean Astin, The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King
__ Will Ferrell, Elf

__ Colin Farrell, Phone Booth

__ Laura Linney, Mystic River

__ Emma Thompson, Love Actua!y

__ Nicolas Cage, Matchstick Men
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If Katie Holmes were in your movie, would you make her look like this?

In 60 seconds, please list as many films as you can that Gothika blatantly stole from (hint: there are 
more than ten): 

VOTING

The Piano, The Pianist, whatever Award (film that seems important now, but will have all 
that impact and staying power of curdled milk):

__ Lost in Translation

__ Cold Mountain

__ In America

__ Big Fish
__ Bend it Like Beckham

Grisham Award (least memorable film of the year):

__ Runaway Jury

__ Ho!ywood Homicide

__ The Hunted
__ Love Don't Cost a Thing
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There's Something About Mary Award (funniest film by default):

__ Bad Santa

__ Stuck on You

__ School of Rock

__ Freaky Friday
__ Elf

Karate Kid II Award (most mediocre film of the year):

__ Down with Love

__ Bruce Almighty
__ Swimming Pool

__ The Secret Lives of Dentists

__ The Italian Job

Maybe next year I'll add, "far fetched premise" and "miscastings" of the year.  In the meantime, feel free 
to vote for films not on the list.

TRENDS OF 2003

Americans finding themselves in Japan:  The Last Samurai, Lost in Translation

Little Actors, Big Roles: Peter Dinklage, The Station Agent; Tony Cox, Bad Santa

The MacBeth influence: The Return of the King, Mystic River

Sea battles: Sinbad: Legend of the Seven Seas, Master and Commander: The Far Side of the World, Pirates of the 
Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl

Sex scenes involving people who aren't, well, young: The Cooler, Something's Gotta Give

The Memento Effect: Paycheck, 50 First Dates, Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind
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REVIEWS IN BRIEF

Cold Mountain: Elevation, two stars

Ki! Bi!: Vol. 1:  Apparently, blood-spurting-from-severed-limb technology has improved greatly since the 
"Monty Python" era.  Go figure.

House of Sand and Fog and ennui

The Order: Two stars to go.  No, I don't want fries with that.

In America:  Sorry, the copyright to this joke's premise is owned by Yakov Smirnoff.

Whale Rider: Congratulations.  You've made the 4th best movie filmed in New Zealand in the past three 
years.

Something's Gotta Give it two stars.  (And that 'something' is me.)

Once Upon a Time in Mexico there was this film that grew more and more tedious as it went along.  Then 
we left the theater.  The End.  

Pirates of the Caribbean: Curse of the Black Pearl.  Oh, I get it; this is a haiku, right?  Here let me try:

Pirates of the C'

The Curse of the Black Pearl

Title is too long

Master and Commander: The Far Side of The World.  Oh, you've got to be kidding.

X2.  Looks like Algebra.  Hmmm, maybe I can solve 
for the number of stars –

X2 = X-Men + 2 (years)
X2 = X + 2

X2 - X - 2 = 0
(X-2)*(X+1) = 0

X = -1, 2
Therefore:  X2 = 1 or 4.

That sounds about right.  X2 probably rates 4 stars for fans and 1 star for non-fans.  What's that?  X2 
came out three years after X-Men?  Shit.

The Core: Rotten To

PlotHoles

House of 1,000 Corpses: A picture worth 500 words, most of them above.
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Out of Time: Out of stars.

Swimming Pool: Shallow.

21 Grams: the weight of two stars.

Paycheck: $

What a Girl Wants is a good review.  She's not going to get it.

Finding Nemo: Losing audience.

And, finally, the George Clooney Section

Inspired by the following review from 2002: 

Solaris: ♪Whoa-o-o-o ♪No-star-s, whoa-o-o-o

I decided to review the film career of George Clooney.  Here goes: 

The Thin Plot Line

Welcome to Co!inwood: Admission two stars.  Plenty of seats still available.

Batman and Robin, meet the "Box Office Bomber"

Three Kings beats a pair of stars.

One Fine Day ♪you're gonna walk out of this film.  ♪ (Yeah, you're gonna walk out of this film)

Out of Sight, Out of mind  (I swear, sometimes, these things write themselves)

The Peacemaker: The ____maker (here, you try.  Just insert a noun with negative connotation)

From Dusk Ti! Dawn, this movie's gonna suck.

Ocean's Eleven – Stars two

You could probably say I'm not a fan.  That was fun; whom should I do next year?  Travolta?  

Alliances, 

Jim, Critic and Editor: The Far Side of this Desk

The Year in Film 2003 by Jim McManus 23


