
The Year in Film 2010
By Jim McManus

Whatever Happened to the Musical?

Watching Zac Efron act is torture. Just torture. Try escaping from Charlie St. Cloud without 
gnawing your arm off. I dare you.

Is Zac Efron a terrible actor? No. Zac Efron is a throwback – a reminder of when people loved 
musicals and couldn’t get enough. You wouldn’t dare make Danny Kaye or Dick Van Dyke 
stand there and act, would you?

Now step back a second. I submit that people still love musicals and offer Zac Efron as Exhibit 
A. What if I told you there was this made-for-TV movie, and it was popular so they made a 
sequel. That was more-or-less popular too, so the producers filmed a third and released that 
one in theaters. This second sequel wasn’t well reviewed or liked but still ruled the US box 
office for two full weeks and garnered $100 M. I’ve just described High School Musical 3. 
Strange, huh?

There was a time in which the musical ruled the American art scene. Between 1958 and 1969 
five Best Pictures were musicals (Gigi, West Side Story, My Fair Lady, The Sound of Music, and 
Oliver!). In the 1950s and 1960s, Hollywood would produce about seven musical films a year. 
Right now you get about two to three per and one of them will be animated.

What’s the issue? I think we as a whole decided musicals were for kids, so Hollywood started 
making only two types of musicals: one animated for kids and an adult one for Broadway-
philes. And yet those of us in between have actually been in love with musicals the whole time, 
we just didn’t know it.
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How can I make such a statement? We’ve separated musicals into their three most common 
elements: singing, romance, dancing, and worshipped each facet on its own – pretending all the 
while that it isn’t kid stuff so long as the elements aren’t combined.

Think about it –

Singing: American Idol – ‘nuff said.

Romance: People love romance. Yes they do. Check the receipts. The musical was the ideal 
venue for romance. Almost everybody loves the moments (the meet, the melt, the acceptance); 
outside the moments, however, romance tends to be boring. You gotta figure out how to fill the 
other 90 minutes. I’m clearly not the only one who thinks so – the most notable romance of 
our generation showcases a triangle that includes a vampire and a werewolf. The most notable 
romance of the past generation included 1,500 souls lost at sea. Heck, the most revered 
romantic tale in the English language includes several violent deaths, a blood feud, and ends in 
a teen suicide. Without the music, you try enjoying more than five minutes of Mamma Mia! 
Films like Leap Year and Dear John are dying for music. Without singing, there’s no reason to 
be at The Last Song. We pan all these films, and yet we go all the same.

Dancing: Did you ever notice how the fall of the musical has coincided with the rise of 
martial artistry? Did you ever notice that all movie fighting is choreographed? I submit that 
movie fighting is simply another form of dance. We saw in the 1960s how West Side Story 
blurred the line between violence and ballet. In this century, we have a whole genre of films 
following this lead: You Got Served, Step Up, Stomp the Yard, Street Dance, etc. Over 95% of the 
dancing in these films is aggressive posturing. That’s fighting. That’s martial arts. May as well 
be Jackie Chan or Bruce Lee. You’ll also note there’s almost always a love story to back the 
action on screen. Where did the classic musical go? To the inner-city streets, to the back alleys 
of Shanghai, to shopping carts, ladders or whatever props appear when Jackie Chan is 
entertaining a crowd.

Christopher Nolan highlighted Inception with a zero-gravity fight featuring Joseph Gordon-
Levitt. They’re upside-down; they’re right-side up. Asses are being kicked. It looks cool; it’s one 
of the best scenes in a great film. Anybody with a cursory understanding of movie history 
would see immediately the parallel between this and Fred Astaire’s playful zero-gravity one-
room romp in Royal Wedding sixty years previous. Sneaky, isn’t it? You think you’re watching 
something cool when in reality you’re appreciating a musical. Don’t tell any teenage boy; you’ll 
get an ugly reaction. Just smile to yourself when some homie spouts off about “how rad” that 
scene was. Do they still say “rad”? Is “homeboy” still a term? Doesn’t matter; true language like 
true art knows no time boundary.
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)       Inception (2010)) ) ) ) )     Royal Wedding (1951)

Next year we’ll discuss what happened to the Western.

Now let’s get to it.

Rah, rah, ah, ah, ah
Roma, roma, ma
Caught in a bad romance – 

You’re sitting through Leap Year wondering how this couple gets together. They have nothing in 
common and don’t like each other. Ahhh, then a magical fake kiss happens and we see destiny 
play out. “Fake”, you say? “Complete and utter fabrication of real emotion” you claim? You’re 
not reading this film right. Use it not as entertainment, but as a guide in your personal path to 
bliss.

Here we go: 

The Last Song Dear John Letter to Juliet

Rating

Conquest Setting

To be Romeo, you 

gotta be...

1 star 2 stars 2.5 stars

Beach, in the south Beach, in the south the vineyards of Italy

the total package, sports 
included. Good luck, 
fellas.

Channing Tatum -- hunky, 
noble, loyal, strong, 
handsome, etc. Good 
luck, fellas.

cute ‘n’ English. A 
pedigree won’t hurt.
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The Last Song Dear John Letter to Juliet

To be Juliet, you 

gotta be...

The Meet Cute

Spark…

You know you 
have a chance 
when…

It’s time to make 
your move…

Not a deal 
breaker…

Awwww, ain’t that 
cute…

Unforgivable sin…

Try to avoid…

You know it’s real 
when…

Conclusion…

a girl with teeth white 
enough to blind Eskimos.

pretty. Yeah, that’s it. 
Pretty.

pretty. Yeah, that’s it. 
Pretty.

“Oops, my volleyball has 
strayed. Did you notice 
I’m not wearing a shirt?”

“Here’s the purse you 
dropped…in the ocean”

“Are you messin’ with my 
Grandma?”

the “not wearing a shirt” 
part.

“hey, you’re hunky, noble, 
loyal, strong, handsome 
and et cetera.”

“what you’re doing here … 
I guess it doesn’t suck as 
much as I thought.”

she accidentally reveals a 
softer side dealing with 
either baby turtles or The 
Ramones.

she realizes her current 
boytoy is a douche.

you voluntarily lie under 
stars together.

during her third “you 
suck” tongue lashing.

15 minutes before your 
plane takes off.

when she forgets she’s 
engaged.

her attitude, her 
temperament, her 
hostility and, oh yeah, 
her prison record.

she marries somebody 
else.

she’s engaged.

they share a love of 
Marine Biology.

Channing’s kinda shy. that Taylor Swift Romeo/
Juliet song keeps playing.

having a friend who’s a 
jerk.

The “marrying somebody 
else” thing? That’s ok. But 
don’t you dare stop 
writing.

Snobbery.

ever doing anything 
wrong. Personal faults are 
OK, so long as they’re not 
yours.

your army pals bullying 
you into an unnecessary 
re-up.

opposing her big plan.

he sides with you over 
mom.

the first husband dies. he shows up at Nana’s 
wedding.

In romance, there’s never 
a bad time for a mud 
fight.

If Channing Tatum has 
problems with his love life, 
what chance, really, do you 
have?

If Taylor Swift starts 
playing every time you 
show up, just go with it.
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…still caught in a bad romance …

Leap Year The Back-Up Plan Life As We Know It

Rating

Conquest Setting

To be Romeo, you 
gotta be…

To be Juliet, you 
gotta be…

The Meet Cute

Spark…

You know you 
have a chance 
when…

It’s time to make 
your move…

Not a deal 
breaker…

Awwww, ain’t that 
cute…

Unforgivable sin…

Try to avoid…

You know it’s real 
when…

Conclusion…

1.5 stars 1 star 1.5 stars

Rural Ireland, near water Farmer’s Market in NYC Urban Atlanta

available. 2nd runner-up in the 
“young Bruce Springsteen 
lookalike” competition.

a carefree [read: grubby] 
womanizer.

the kind of control freak 
most single men hate.

the ultimate MILF. bonded to the pole up 
your ass.

the bartender who gave 
you the cabbie’s number 
is also the cabbie. How 
droll!

“Hey, that’s my cab” “No, 
it’s mine”

“this blind date blows … 
What do you mean we’re 
now parents to the same 
child?”

Let’s fake kiss for real “Why, here’s a penny for 
you to find”

“Hey, we both love the 
baby.”

she blows off the 
engagement.

neither of you very pretty 
people has plans on a 
Friday night.

she cares if you leave.

when she shows up single 
and alone in your 
country looking for you.

when you stop reminiscing 
about how you both took 
turns ruining the first 
date.

when she pulls out the 
funky brownies.

she’s engaged. she’s pregnant. she digs Josh Lucas.

they crash a wedding as a 
couple.

they both look great in 
backless outfits.

“the baby-sitter thinks 
we’re a couple.”

Hmmmm, he’s bad with 
money, directionless, 
irresponsible and foreign, 
but it’s all good.

Admitting the baby not 
being yours gives you 
pause.

making the cabbie your 
sitter.

pissing her off. uncomfortable cheese 
metaphors.

moving out of town.

she shows up single and 
alone in your country 
looking for you.

the custom stroller shows 
up.

when you start playing 
airport tag.

Why opt for steady secure 
love when you can throw 
it all away on a life you 
can’t stand?

Are you wishy-washy? 
Flaky, even? You still have 
a chance to land 
somebody hot.

Don’t know; I walked out 
with five minutes left.
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DISHONORABLE MENTION

They weren’t the worst, but it wasn’t for lack of trying.

THE WORLD OF GREEK GODS AND MONSTERS:
I dedicate the following reviews of disappointments Clash of the Titans and Percy Jackson to the 
Greek gods themselves. Well, one deity in particular – the Greek god Pan.

Clash of the Titans
I always knew I’d miss Ray Harryhausen’s monsters. Cheesy though they were, the claymation 
of yore drums up such wonderful memories of youth spent with popcorn and candy in a 
Saturday matineé. We knew the monsters were fake; that wasn’t the point. Check out the 
effect. Look at that skeleton with the sword! Half the fun was seeing exactly where the 
animator got bored and “lost” a fighting monster just to end the scene sooner. Weren’t there 
three giant scorpions just a moment ago? I never thought, however, that I’d miss a Ray 
Harryhausen production. There was just too much downtime between monsters. I was wrong. 
This new 3D CGI remake Clash of the Titans is so replete with “I don’t care” that I actually 
missed the Harryhausen format. This Clash has battles long, confusing and stupid, interrupted 
only by wandering. Thanks to the inclusion of talents Liam Neeson (Zeus) and Ralph Fiennes 
(Hades), parts had to be re-written so now the plot wanders all over the map. I, now, dearly 
miss the days of, “um, we’re going to get the Golden Fleece. Yeah, that’s pretty much it.” Sam 
Worthington has starred in three blockbuster action films (Terminator Salvation, Avatar, Clash 
of the Titans) and has yet to induce a single emotional reaction from me. The minute you want 
to stop casting this guy, be my guest. In fact, if you can watch this film reel-to-reel with a 
reaction of any kind other than “I want to leave”, you are more man than I. 

Percy Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief
Have you ever bet on the NCAA basketball 
tournament? Just laid a few bucks down for the 
office pool? You know how this works; there 
are 65 schools involved as of this writing and 
64 become 16 in the first four days of the main 
gig. It’s structured chaos and darn near 
impossible to handicap. Every team is seeded. 
So when a #1 plays a #16, the #16 probably 
isn’t gonna win. If you have no idea what 
you’re doing, this is probably the way to go – 
picking the favorite based on numerical seeding 
will certainly allow for a top 50%, and likely a top 25% finish in just about every office pool in 
the country. But it never wins. Upsets are just rare enough to be unlikely, but common enough 
to blow everybody’s entry every single year. And somebody gets luckier than law-of-averages 
every single year, too. “Playing it safe” never takes home the big prize. So you gamble, and 
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often finish in the bad half, because not going for it guarantees a lost investment. Anyway, this 
is how Hollywood often approaches adapted screenplays: you could have played it safe, asked 
Rick Riordan to screenplay his own beloved best seller, but you didn’t. The producers of Percy 
Jackson gave the screenplay duties to Craig Titley, who has to his film writing credit Scooby 
Doo, Cheaper by the Dozen, and Cheaper by the Dozen 2: A$ Schlock Must Go! So here’s a guy with a 
track record of turning Grade B material into Grade D material, and you’re going to give him 
the best YA novel since Harry Potter. That is a serious gamble. And everywhere the screenplay 
differed from the book, it suffered.

Is it any surprise the film meandered across the screen? You gambled. You lost. I don’t blame 
you for taking a chance, but what a terrible gamble. Sure Northern Iowa does beat Kansas 
sometimes – but you’re a fool to bet on it. Will any of the Percy Jackson sequels get made now? 
Don’t bet on it. 

The Wolfman
Speaking of “men”, when’s it gonna stop, people? We’ve ruined zombies. We’ve ruined 
vampires. We’ve ruined werewolves. Is there a monster that can remain just plain evil and 
untarnished?

Cop Out
This is a film in unfunny SNL sketch form. You sit and stare and every once in while let out a 
big exhale as a response to a flat routine. I find it amazing that entertaining people like Bruce 
Willis and Tracy Morgan can “Cop” to material this poor. Yes, this buddy cop adventure was 
worse than that lame joke. At one point in the film, we spend minutes at a time watching 
Seann William Scott repeat everything Tracy Morgan is saying. This isn’t a throw away scene; 
it’s in the trailer – it’s the hood ornament for this GMC Pacer of a film. Director Kevin Smith 
– anything you did that wasn’t funny when you were ten years old is especially unfunny now. 
Scrap the script and start over.

Extraordinary Measures
This “Hallmark Presents” offering about curing the incurable represents a tour de force for the 
“remember me?” crowd. Harrison Ford proves you can indeed lose it, employing a personality 
so entrenched in curmudgeonland that you may actually forget you once enjoyed his work. 
Brendan Fraser is the dad on the edge because his two dying children need medical research 
STAT!  Feels exactly like the kind of Lifetime Channel film you’ll watch until the commercial, 
then flip stations and forget what you were watching in the first place. 

The City of Your Final Destination
I have this theory that James Ivory and the late Ismail Merchant had a wager to see what was 
the least interesting premise that could still find the big screen. I think Ivory won. The plot of 
City of Your Final Destination is as follows: A milquetoast NYU grad student can’t get approval 
for his biography of a writer you’re never heard of, so his domineering girlfriend badgers him to 
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fly to Uruguay and, in turn, pester the late writer’s reclusive family into saying “yes”. If there’s 
any part of that which made you say: “Wow! I gotta see that film!” then congratulations, you 
need a life. In fairness, I suppose the word “Uruguay” might have some appeal. It’s not Brazil 
or Argentina, but hey, it could be exotic. Sure isn’t in this film, but it could have been.

As our milquetoast finds love away from his she-beast of a girlfriend, I’m reminded of my 
review from the 2009 bore-fest Bright Star in which I stated for a film romance to work, the 
audience has to want to be in love with the people falling in love on screen. I’ll stick by that, 
but with the caveat as I’ve now seen far too many Merchant-Ivory and costume drama films – 
there are people out there who don’t actually need to find anything endearing about the players 
in a screen partnership. These people can be moved even if our heroes are dull as dirt. I can 
only guess that actors who are excessively attractive, witty, charming, or personable are turn-
offs; this kind of audience would find them intimidating. They want people who you would 
actually marry, you know, by chance, arrangement, or plain bad luck – in other words, reality. 
The romance in these films is taken for granted; man and woman are in love because they are – 
not because either did anything, said anything, or appeared any way of note. Perhaps it’s 
written in the setting for this audience. Put a costume on somebody or stick him in an 
unfamiliar land and – *poof* – romance. If only it happened that way in real life. It’s quite the 
irony, isn’t it? The Merchant-Ivory audience prefers a wholly dull and unremarkable film 
relationship like real people have, but such can only occur in a completely foreign setting, not 
at all the one you’d actually fall in love in.

Personally, I hope I’m never too old to find a Merchant-Ivory film monotonous. And I hope 
I’m dead before I fall in love with any of their heroines. Yes, I said that. 

Survival of the Dead
Does anatomy change when people becomes zombies? Lemme back up. Have you ever tried to 
bite yourself? How hard do you have to go before you get blood? I don’t know the answer 
either; I’ve never bitten myself that hard. Who has? Human skin is tough stuff. I’ve seen guys 
take hockey pucks to the head without the skin breaking. But put us in an undead film and 
suddenly human skin is a zombie fruit roll-up. So what, do teeth get stronger and sharper when 
we die? That doesn’t seem right. What about zombie denture wearers? Are they just SOL? 
“Sorry, undead Nana. We’d share, but... you know.”

Back to the film. I’m intrigued with the idea of “training” zombies – like you can teach them to 
eat other things. Why do they have a craving for human flesh in the first place? Not intrigued 
enough, however, to call this edition anything more than another in a long, growling, and slow 
moving line of bad undead films.

Jonah Hex
I could swear I saw this – hmmm... comic book-ish sci-fi/fantasy, unappealing lead, some stupid 
conquest plot, vixen shows up for no reason, and there’s the evil John Malkovich hamming like 
there’s no tomorrow. Oh yeah, it was Eragon. That sucked, too.
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Grown Ups
I suggest that no attempt at great art has ever included a fart joke. It’s possible for a good 
movie to include a fart joke, but once you’ve written the word “fart” on your screenplay, 
manuscript, prose, score, etc. I don’t believe you were concerned about making a work of 
genius.

Grown Ups is replete with premises that 
might have amused a younger version of 
me: rope-swing catastrophe, farting 
grandmother, breast feeding four-year-
old. It’s a PG-13 version of America’s 
Funniest Home Videos. If you can 
summon the 12-year-old boy inside of 
you, you just might enjoy the ride.

I also suggest that no attempt at great 
art has ever sought the participation of 

David Spade, Rob Schneider, or Colin Quinn – let alone all three. Say, in the Lorne 
Michaels Shakespeare world, who do you suppose plays Hamlet? Adam Sandler? Will Ferrell? 
Dennis Miller? Andy Samburg? Any thoughts?

The Last Airbender
I dare you to care about this film. Dare. It took me 30 seconds to say, “wow, I don’t like either 
of these protagonists or their worthless concerns.” Good luck beating that. 

The Imaginarium of Dr. Parnassus
Had I known this was a 2009 film, I would have panned it then.
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THE WORST FILMS OF 2010

10. Eclipse
There was a lot of hype about this being “the best of the Twilight films” and while that strikes 
me as something along the lines of ”the most pleasant biblical plague”, I was willing to give it a 
chance.  After all, David Slade was the new director of this franchise – if he could add some of 
the intensity he brought to Hard Candy or 30 Days of Night, maybe, just maybe, there might be 
something for people who aren’t just there to see brooding shirtless teenage boys. No such 
luck. An army of werewolves against an army of vampires clash in a battle of ennui. As horror 
goes, there’s a bigger thrill ride awaiting you in Abbott and Coste$o Meet the Mummy.

Along the way, we get the biggest teaser scene of the year. Edward (Robert Pattinson) and Bella 
(Kristen Stewart) are making out and she wants to go further, but he shuts her down 
completely. Now you might ask yourself, “Why is this here?” There aren’t really any good 
reasons to put a scene in your film that hints at how a film could be better unless you’re 
planning to show it later, which doesn’t happen. And then you remember that the Twilight 
series was written by Stephanie Meyers, a Mormon tool. And thus we get another peek at the 
backwards agenda of the religious right. Homosexuality? Abortion? Substance abuse? These 
topics are completely taboo. Heck, it took us two-and-a-half pictures just to talk about 
*shudder* pre-marital sex! But the plot of Eclipse – teens going to war, real war with death and 
stuff, for what reason again? Yeah, we don’t have a problem with that.

I submit that Team Edward and 
Team Jacob fangirls aren’t really 
in love with Edward or Jacob so 
much as they love the idea of 
be ing in lo ve . Rober t 
Pattinson, Taylor Lautner, and 
Kristen Stewart all play these 
lovestruck teens so dour, so 
serious, that dating any one of 
these people is like spending a 
week at the morgue. Do you 
really want to kiss somebody 
who never smiles?  

I’m no fan of teenage sex. When you’re a father of a 
preteen, you might get like that. But what else are these sexy teens doing? They don’t laugh or 
joke or ride skateboards or play sports. They don’t talk about schoolwork or video games or go 
to the movies. Their conversations are never deeper nor longer than “I will protect you.” There 
isn’t an ounce of teenage fun in these films. You may as well be having sex – there isn’t anything 
else on the screen. NO! Taboo! But teens doing battle for – the heck of it? Oh yeah, we have 
that in spades. We don’t even need to discuss the why. Who is the real monster here, 
Stephanie? 
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9. Vampires Suck
What’s worse than Twilight? Parody movies about Twilight. Stick with Rifftrax, guys. Less 
cringing, more funny.

8. Skyline
Dumb aliens. Well of course they’re dumb; that’s why they need human brains to think. How’s 
that work? Anyway, straight from the chalkboard of Glenn Beck, terrorists, I mean Democrats 
er... aliens, invade and take over. The takeover plan is among the worst in conception and fear-
mongering (hence, the Beck reference) – the idea is you hover for days outside a medium-sized 
tenement simply waiting for humans to show themselves. Then you strike. No mass anything; 
this is one-on-one abductions to the finish. You see, those terrorists aren’t interested in killing 
everybody... just YOU. 

And whom do we follow? The leader of the resistance? The Major who figures out how to 
defeat the aliens? A plucky mother who spikes one with a blender to save her child? No. None 
of the above. This movie has chosen to follow the bevy of “we’re not hiding well enough. Let’s 
hide better, and more” crowd. Yeah, there’s a lively bunch. Ideal movie subjects. Awful, awful 
movie.

7. Eat, Pray, Love
Sometimes it’s nothing short of miraculous that men and women ever see eye-to-eye. Last year 
I talked a little about fantasies by gender. Male fantasies end up with movies like The Hangover 
with elements including roofies, big-boobed women, tigers, and hanging out with Mike Tyson 
in Vegas. Female fantasies end up with films like Post Grad, where a terribly bright graduate 
student dangles hunks around her fingers before landing her dream job as a journalist.

You’re not going to believe me when I tell you 
that these two versions of surreality both have an 
equal chance of coming true: zero. For Exhibit B, 
I present Eat, Pray, Love, a film based on a memoir 
(by author Elizabeth Gilbert), no less. I can only 
guess this is the kind of memory chain yielded by 
heavy PCP abuse. Oh, I’m sure the basic facts 
represent truth (the divorce, a woman taking a 
year abroad to find herself), but the details are 
pure fantasy. Take for instance the scene where 

the heroine has to take part in a divorce pre-hearing. Her relationship had ended when he said, 
“I don’t want to go to Aruba” and she responded, “I don’t want to be married.” OK. And then 
she falls for another man, but the infidelity lies outside the scope of the marriage. Does it? OK. 
And then the estranged husband shows up sans legal representation to the divorce procession 
and claims all he wants is Liz back. He whines like a child, carries on, makes the whole scene 
uncomfortable and then, get this, without a lawyer or any proof of wife wrong-doing, he gets 
100% of the collected assets. Right. And I’m George Clooney.
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Dammit. You see, there is no Hot Tub Time Machine. There never will be. This is fantasy. But 
people get divorced all the time. IT DOESN’T HAPPEN LIKE THIS. Is this what women 
truly fantasize about? Leaving a good man for no solid reason and having him beg her to 
return? And then you get to be the magnanimous one in the relationship, forsaking all earthly 
values? Is that what gets you off? Is that your gender’s version of the “two chicks at the same 
time” fantasy? Tell me the man who “just wants you” can be bought off. That’s describes no 
man I know, living or dead. None. Doesn’t describe any woman, either, for what it’s worth.

The quest of self-fulfillment is among the most selfish ever put to screen. The woman leaves 
two (2) decent guys behind and goes to eat, pray, and love in Italy, India, and Bali. “Living on 
what?” you ask. That’s a good question. I don’t know. The husband got everything in the 
divorce. Far as I can tell, praying is free, loving is free (depending on who and how of course), 
but eating isn’t, neither is board nor air fare.

Oh, did I mention that our heroine is played by Julia Roberts? We should all look like Julia 
Roberts in our memoirs. But that’s not the screenwriter’s fault. In Bali, we have a nice moment 
where Julia, sorry “Liz”, helps an income-less battered divorcée get a house. It’s very sweet, 
until the viewer (i.e. me) realizes exactly how intricate the pattern is on this woven tapestry of 
self-delusion. Yeah, you’re Julia Roberts. Yeah, you abandoned everyone who ever loved you to 
go sponge off other cultures and yet you still have a puerile need to see yourself as a heroine. 
What goes on inside your head? You don’t get to be Clint Eastwood and Mother Theresa by 
pure desire; nobody does. Let me put it this way: do you, the makers of Eat, Pray, Love, think 
there is anything heroic about Christopher McCandless? People don’t just let others live and 
feed on good will or “finding yourself ”. There is give to every get; that’s life. And thus we hit 
the crux of this whole boring movie – there is no Hot Tub Time Machine, but any woman with a 
passport can board an international flight. That doesn’t make either of us Mother Theresa.

6. ANTHROPOMORPHISM REVISITED 

Furry Vengeance
There are few films which have ever begged the question, “are poop jokes funnier when 
delivered by animals?” The answer is “no”, by the way. One might marvel at the lengths this 
film goes to in order to find corporate tool and suddenly OMG overweight Brendan Fraser to 
appear in public in ill-fitting pink Yum-Yum sweats. Geez, you were a respectable leading man 
once – now you’re the 21st century Dan Aykroyd.

Do kids find this funny? Would kids find this funny? I don’t know, as I didn’t see it with any – 
but I personally wouldn’t find a port-a-potty tragedy or a skunk attack funny no matter how 
old I were. I could be wrong. I heard many in the wake of Furry Vengeance complaining about 
the lack of CGI quality. To me, that’s like saying the Hindenburg color scheme was poor.

You gotta hand it to a film making a pro-environmental statement (go animals!) that exactly 
coincides with an ecological man-made disaster (the BP Gulf oil pipeline break) and still having 
exactly no effect on behavior whatsoever. If there’s a better way to say “your art sucks” I have 
yet to hear it.
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Yogi Bear
Speaking of Dan Aykroyd, he voiced Yogi Bear, a cartoon that wasn’t particularly amusing to my 
generation. Now it’s a not particularly amusing film for the ages.

Marmaduke
We start and end this classic with dog farting. Do I have to say more here? I guess I’m puzzled 
by the subject matter. Marmaduke isn’t a funny comic; he’s an enormous great dane who 
constantly knocks things over. Hilarious. How droll. Why did we guess it would make a funny 
movie? Because when a great dane farts, he reeeaaaalllly farts? Hilarious. How droll.

Dogs and Cats: The Revenge of Kitty Galore
Well, you have to be there for this, dontcha? And only somebody with a working history of 
1990s film will truly appreciate the following: film opens with a bomb threat. Not the opening 
I’d choose for a kids film, but hey, that’s me. Badass cop requested, the “Dirty Harry” of this 
particular force I assume. “Bad to the Bone” starts playing. By the way, if you’re ever in a 
theater when “Bad to the Bone” starts playing, leave. Nothing good will follow. The Thorogood 
is always there to emphasize the badassery for the badass-impaired. We wait in anticipation as 
the camera pans. The squad car stops. The door opens. Who can it be? Hearts in mouths, 
collective breath held, and out steps:

That’s right, Chris O’Donnell. The enforcer in this world is the kid who wouldn’t rat on the 
douchebags in Scent of a Woman. Where do I go to find the world where Chris O’Donnell is a 
heavy? Because I want to go there and commit crime after crime after crime just for sheer 
entertainment value.

5. Why Did I Get Married Too?
Tyler, Tyler, Tyler – while your work shows little growth or promise, your character writing has 
now progressed to being good enough to graduate high school English. As such, I will start 
speaking to you as an adult.

You have to put something on screen that people want to see.

You understand your market well. Just working Joes of color and faith. I get that. I counted 
four separate scenes of men sitting around drinking beer and talking about nothing. Certainly 
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most audiences can relate. Seems a little one-dimensional that none of them ever seems to 
want to do anything else, but hey, it’s your movie. OK, so you have the characters and settings 
we can identify with. Now, here’s the issue – when your characters aren’t especially developed 
and they have realistic (read: boring) conversations and realistic (read: mundane) actions, their 
reflection on us does not enlighten, but instead highlights our own mediocrity. That’s not what 
people want or need.

And, of course, not all the actions were mundane, were they? You had a man set fire to the sole 
remaining photo album of his dead child just to upset his wife. WOW. This is the most hard-
hitting thing you’ve ever put on screen. By far. And you have to ask yourself: “who wants to see 
that?” The imaginary conversations are maddening, “hey honey, I know we’ve been fighting a 
lot here, but what’s say we get away from it all and catch the new Tyler Perry.” “That sounds 
great babe; I’m sure it won’t have the humorless petty bickering that we have in our own lives.” 
Why exactly would you pay to see men drink beer, women gossip, and couples argue?

I wrote the above before the release of For Colored Girls – I offer that review for the very first 
time in the career of my Tyler Perry analysis outside of the worsts section; you will have to look 
for it elsewhere.

4. Diary of a Wimpy Kid
I play ice hockey. Not well. When you play at my very amateur level of competition, you realize 
that most games can be won with the simple inclusion of a ringer – just one guy who is 
significantly above your level of play. I’d be lying if I said I’d never indulged employing one for 
my particular team. Don’t you like 
winn ing more than los ing? 
Eventually, however, I got to the 
point at which I never wanted to 
have a ringer for a teammate. 
Why? I’d like to pretend it was 
about my sense of nobility or fair 
play, but that’s not it. Bottom line 
is when you cheat and you lose, 
you have nothing. Absolutely 
nothing. And at that rate you may 
as well not be playing. 

Diary of a Wimpy Kid is a nothing film exactly along these lines. Ok, he’s wimpy and unpopular. 
I get that. But he’s smart, right? No. And he makes good decisions that just backfire, right? No. 
But he’s at least good to his friends, right? Hell, no. I haven’t seen a protagonist shamelessly 
and callously manipulate his best friend so badly since Ferris Bue$er’s Day Off. In this kid’s entire 
middle school, only three people will talk to him and he shuns two and abuses the third to the 
tune of a broken arm and police investigation... all for a misguided power grab.

It might make you sick to stomach if you didn’t know there was something even worse on the 
horizon. Get ready for the mother-son Junior High dance! I’m sorry, but what?! Why?! How?! 
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What sick, Oedipal mind came up with this horror? Oh I’m sorry; I guess I just don’t come 
from a place where newly pubescent sons are encouraged to socialize only with their male 
friends and their mothers. Sounds like a good idea, doesn’t it? Hmmmmm, I’m in a place in 
which social status can be lost by mere utterance of a word like “playdate”, “babysitter”, or 
“mommy”. And what do I want to do the most with my ongoing problems of bad skin, 
awkward physicality, and uncontrollable erections? Dance with my mom. Or, hey, it doesn’t 
matter – I’ll dance with your mom, too. That’s cool.

Rarely has leaving a theater felt so good.

3. Little Fockers
Sometimes I indulge in my Hollywood fantasy – I write an award-winning screenplay, I create 
an iconic character people quote forever and ever, I sign autographs on the chests of women I 
don’t know. When you think about it – how hard is it to be Seann William Scott, really? And 
then I remember the true downside of fame: Contractually Obligated Worthless Sequels 
(COWS). Yes, the Fockers are back with uncomfortable and unfunny jokes about a nobody’s 
relationship with his wife’s oppressive dad. You know, folks, the “overreaction to Viagra” joke 
wasn’t funny for Chris Rock in I Think I Love My Wife; why do you think it was funny to repeat 
it here? From the tasteless title to the end credit mix reel I blew off, this is an unending series 
of lame body function jokes. Where’s the payoff? Don’t know.  Jack Byrnes (Robert DeNiro) 
actually quizzes son-in-law Gaylord Focker (Ben Stiller; boy, the “Gay Focker” joke never grows 
old, does it?)  whether the latter still likes having sex with his daughter. OK, fine, let’s pretend a 
human would ask that question. Focker’s response, “it’s all good under the hood” is then met 
with “That’s disgusting.”

Oh, c’mon. That’s where it ends, really? You trot out this terrible dialogue and then cut it off? 
Where’s the follow up? Go, dad, you’re so interested – ask details about pleasurable orgasms, 
why not? Little Fockers hasn’t anything else going for it. Maybe that’s the biggest problem here – 
Fockers managed to corral DeNiro, Barbra Streisand, and Dustin Hoffman... again. These aren’t 
just Oscar winners; these are actors who have carried Oscar winning films across the finish line. 
The best you (Director Paul Weitz and writers John Hamburg and Larry Stuckey) can think to 
do is put them in heat?

I was willing to argue the Twilight films as the worst non-bloodletting franchise of all time, but 
a fourth Focker entry may make me think twice. No COWS!

For what it’s worth, Little Fockers also represented another collaboration of actors DeNiro and 
Harvey Keitel, who are contractually required to work with each other at least once every 
decade.  
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2. Sex and the City 2
OK, follow me here. Suppose I told a story about a group of very selfish men. They did what 
they wanted; they rarely consulted anyone including significant others. They behaved like 
jackasses; they flaunted local customs and authority. They spent money like water as if it were 
an endless commodity. They wore new expensive outfits every single day and they talked about 
sex constantly. But their sex talk wasn’t more than shallow examination of anatomy; the basest 
among the group constantly reduced sex to its most primal form until we were all sick of him. 

We saw this movie last year. It was called I Hope They Serve Beer in He$. And it was very bad, but 
at least it knew that its characters were jerks and deserving of comeuppance. Sex and the City 
treats itself as a monument to feminism. SatC is to feminism what BP is to responsibility. Now, 
I’m not exactly the head of the movement, so correct me if I’m wrong, but my understanding 
is feminism is about strength to attack problems without the need of a man, not whiny, 
narcissistic self indulgence. The self-indulgence really gets to me, too. Carrie (Sarah Jessica 
Parker) keeps a spare apartment downtown. Midtown Manhattan is so cheap, wouldn’t you? 
What’s her profession again? Magazine writer? That must pay awfully well. Makes sense, we all 
know how much Americans treasure the written word.

And what are the controversies here? What are these ladies solving?

Carrie’s husband doesn’t want to go out every night.
Charlotte’s au pair is hot.
Miranda’s boss doesn’t respect her.
Samantha doesn’t think about sex 24/7 anymore.

Awwwwwww. What hardship! This goes beyond self-centered and shallow. Dear readers, if you 
can’t come up with a collection of problems at least as difficult as these by yourselves, you have 
no reason to complain. Ever.

And why debase just feminism? The disgusting overindulgence in the gay wedding scene to 
open the film sets the homosexual movement back by itself. That’s right; all gay people wish to 
have Liza Minnelli sing at their swan-filled, NYC penthouse, high fashion weddings. Way to 
make a statement. And that statement is: everybody in the film craps disposable income. 
There’s a plot point late in the film about the women fretting about a large bill and skipping 
town to avoid it. You mean you’re actually concerned about money? Good gravy, why start 
now? Irresponsibility becomes all of you. I would have said it was jaw-dropping-bad, but I 
reached that point earlier when Samantha (Kim Cattrall) described a hunk in the sand dunes as 
“Lawrence of my labia”. Yup, that’s as good as it gets, folks.
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1. Letters to God
Congratulations. Bravo, brav-o. I had no idea it was possible to make exploration of religious 
faith even shallower than Tyler Perry wading pool depth. But you did it. Seriously, kudos.

Letters to God is about a boy dying of cancer who finds strength in talking to his God through 
paper, pencil, and sometimes crayon, but never blood or tears; this isn’t that kind of movie. 
This is the kind of movie in which bible verse is cited and kids pray, often and in public. This is 
the kind of movie in which our hero worries about how he’ll react when his peers see that the 
chemotherapy has claimed his hair. He comes to the serious and completely-without-irony 
conclusion, “I’ll just do what Jesus would do.”  There are certainly far worse role models, I’ll 
give you that. Not in this film, of course, but there are many worse role models in real life. This 
is the kind of movie in which every single character questions not the existence, divinity, or 
goodness of the Almighty, but only when that goodness will become apparent to all. That’s the 
conflict. The moral compass of this film is crazy-glued so upright to North that alternative 
positions are not even imagined, much less considered.

The question here is – is this 
really a good thing? Do you 
really want your children to pray 
of their own volition before 
they attack the monkey bars 
(which, by the way, clearly did 
not evolve into human bars)? 
Let me put this another way: 
those guys who strap explosive 
devices to their bodies and 
enter crowded market places – 

I think we can all agree they’re 
pretty religiously devout, no?  Do you think they have faith? Do you think they derive strength 
from faith? Do you think they ever doubt the goodness of God, Allah, Yahweh, Ganesh, David 
Hasselhoff? Am I saying the followers of Letters  are likely to become suicide bombers? Of 
course not. But heavily religious people who can only see one point of view bear a strong 
likelihood of becoming either useless or dangerous.

I have no doubt that level-one religious thinkers – the kind of people who stuffed the aisles for 
Passion of the Christ – will find inspiration from this film. People like that aren’t interested in 
art; they’re much more interested in sugar coating their personal bigotry. 
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IS YOUR MOCKUMENTARY REAL?

2009, well 2007 to be accurate, gave us Paranormal Activity, a film in which crappy actors spent 
most of the film (literally) sleeping while a hand–held camera catalogued the little-to-nothing 
going on around them. Inspired of course by The Blair Witch Project, Paranormal was seen as 
groundbreaking in its ability to gross $100 M on a budget of $11,000. Also seen as 
groundbreaking was the film’s ability to get a rise out of the audience without much in the way 
of written dialogue or production value. The deliberately novice feel of Paranormal Activity 
worked as an asset in making it seem “more real”.

Hence, we have a new trend in films that look like they cost 50 cents to make – but were they 
really documentaries? How are these films identified? Simple answer: did you meet the 
cameraman? Once we know who is filming, the illusion of omniscient observer disappears, 
hence, reality *poof* But is this reality actually real?

I explore now, without doing and ounce of research – on purpose – whether your film which 
looks like a documentary is actually a documentary or a set-up.

The Virgin Hit
Plot: The final of four drug smokin’, sexually confident teens is out to lose his virginity in a 
most public manner.
Novice feel: Names of characters apparently not changed to protect the innocent.
Giveaways: The females in this film are very attractive. Kind-of too attractive for these guys. 
The subplot involving a hot coed’s offer to deflower our “hero” on camera had to be written.
1) There’s no way it would happen.
2) If it did happen; there’s no way it would happen like this.
3)Why does a webcam spy have multiple angle shots?
Conclusion: These guys seem pretty secure about their sexuality for even normal high school 
boys, let alone nerds. The odds that all four would get laid on camera before high school 
ended? Possible only in the land where no female has an ounce of self respect. (Insert your own 
joke here _________________.)

Catfish
Plot: A facebook friend becomes a mystery.
Novice feel: A baffling lack of omniscience. The average Joe, or average Nev in this case, falls 
for an internet stranger. In an effort to learn more about her, Nev finds some of the pieces not 
quite adding up. We know nothing here. We are completely in the dark as Nev’s accomplices.
Giveaways: Were this fiction, it would have been a horror film. This has one of the greatest 
first acts for a horror film ever.
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Conclusion: I feel like giving it away because it’s such a letdown. The set-up is so perfect that 
the failure to deliver a knockout blow leads to two conclusions – it’s real and it’s not worth 
watching.

The Last Exorcism
Plot: A specialist in the fake exorcism racket encounters a real-life possession.
Novice feel: In Hollywood horror, there’s always somebody who kinda knows “this is a bad 
idea” to set up suspense. Give Last Exorcism credit for consistently playing the game. 
Giveaways: When our demon “counts to ten”, she takes actions that, quite simply, cannot be 
undone. There is no hint of the consequences in later scenes.
Conclusion: The maddening price of second sight – if this were real, why was the preacher 
summoned in the first place? And who collected the footage to put together the movie? Fake, 
fake, fake.

I’m Still Here
Plot:  Joaquin Phoenix explores his music career.
Novice feel:  (see picture, right)
Giveaways: “Written by Casey Affleck, Joaquin Phoenix”. You might 
convince me that one Hollywood name would toss his star power away 
on a whim. Two or more? No way.
Conclusion: Phoenix is an odd guy, which is the only way this absurd 
risk makes sense to anybody. But this is a joke.

Paranormal Activity 2
Plot: Unseen demon is (still) a big jerk.
Novice feel: Major motion picture shot on security cameras.
Giveaways: That would be the “2” part.
Conclusion: This is a prequel. i.e. the same demon who is up to no good in Paranormal 
Activity was previously up to no good in Paranormal Activity 2. Well, that contradicts pretty 
much the entire concluding paragraph of Paranormal Activity. “Well, gee, actually turned out we 
DID know something about this demon from these security tapes.” Fake, boo.
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A LITTLE BIT OF COLUMN “A”, A LITTLE BIT OF COLUMN “B”

The Chronicles of Narnia: Voyage of the Dawn Treader
“There are no small roles, only small actors”. Brother, you won’t truly believe that until you 
start watching Narnia films. It is baffling to reconcile the fact that you’re watching something 
that will gross half a billion dollars worldwide and yet put not a single acting moment on screen 
that you’ll remember past the closing credits. Narnia films are increasingly like candy bar 
wrappers – colorful and bright and alluring, full of 3D and dragons, they’re almost magical. The 
candy, however, is missing.

Dawn Treader bests #2 in the series, Prince Caspian, in being aware of this fact. It knows it has 
crappy actors and lousy dialogue; it has compensated with magic and whimsy. It doesn’t work, 
of course. There’s only so far you can go on special effects, magic deeds and plot illogic. And – 
look – I know the work of C.S. Lewis is considered sacred, but do we have to follow the least 
appealing of the children and spoiled cousin for this ride? This was the time to, perhaps, 
venture away from the text.

I’m not quite sure the Narnia people are even trying to disguise the fact that Aslan is Jesus (or 
God) – they flat tell us as much in Dawn Treader. This Jesus is also, unfortunately, the film’s 
constant deus ex machina: Lucy screws up, “hey, there’s Aslan”. Eustice in a jam? Aslan again. 
Slippery slope here, fellas. Proof of divinity negates faith. Without faith, the need for religion – 
or specifically Christian parable in this case – disappears altogether. I suppose you could say 
that about most Jesus films, anyway – I doubt these are arguments the Godsquader Narnia 
Unit wants to pursue. I could be wrong.

The Warrior’s Way
Combines key elements from three awful recent films: The Imaginarium of Dr. Parnassus (alliance 
with a gang of circus freaks), Jonah Hex (lone wolf battling in the sci-fi Old West), and The Last 
Airbender (inexplicable fantastical ninja battles). And like the first two films, there’s a moody 
“I’m on a movie set” feel to the cinematography. Given all that, this movie should have been a 
pile of crap, but it wasn’t. Can’t say I’d recommend it, but it wasn’t bad. Perhaps my youth 
raised on Eastwood gunslingers leads me to side naturally with taciturn protagonists.  

Fair Game
Timing is everything. Former CIA Valerie Plame being outed by the VP’s office was big news 
years ago, but means almost nothing right now. This (”historical”)  recreation passionately 
retold with Sean Penn and Naomi Watts as the embattled Joe Wilson/Valerie Plame couple 
would have made a great alternative to Fahrenheit 9/11, mostly because director Doug Liman 
isn’t Michael Moore. Now, well, who are you going to convince one way or another that Bush/
Cheney lied in order to force the Iraq War?  We’ve already decided. And let’s face it; Americans 
tend to ignore circumstances that don’t fit the presidential image in our heads. Let me put it 
this way: when the last time you heard the phrase “Iran-Contra”? Yeah, I thought so.
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It’s Kind of a Funny Story
One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest; K-Pax; Girl, Interrupted – these films just keep getting it wrong. 
You gotta have fun with a mental ward! Play games, have dances, get a hot date. That whole 
“depressing venue for broken people” thing? So passé. Just gloss over that pesky “suicide” thing; 
forget the issues, let’s PAR-TAY! 

For Colored Girls
Well, this is new. I swear one of the joys in life is being wrong. Dead wrong. Give it a try 
sometime. Tyler Perry took a collection of poetry written by intelligent and hurt black women, 
created a dramatic screenplay around it and filmed the result.

And it didn’t suck.

Don’t get me wrong – I’m not going to 
recommend it or lose my highly 
focused biases overnight, but I’ve lost 
most of my urge to do the following: 
be glib – say something like “did you 
make this film to get laid?” Or angry: 
“your films still slant towards a very 
skewed version of morality.” Or mean: 
“did you kill off the kids in the film 
because you were frustrated with the 
continued inability to write dialogue 
for people under the age of 20?”

Sure, it is a Tyler Perry film – you have serious writing and directing problems. The 
poetry slam feature makes this film seem like an exercise at acting class – and, let’s face it, you 
cannot have a character of yours murder his young children in the middle of the film and then 
pretend like anything else in the film matters. Other people don’t have personal problems 
when children are murdered – the film must be about the act and the reaction to it from the 
entire cast, not just the damaged mother. Otherwise it’s like extending Sophie’s Choice fifteen 
minutes longer just to see what Peter MacNicol got up to.

But this is an adult piece of work. This is an adult preaching to us. Do you see, Tyler? Do you 
see how much more effective a statement is when you actually show the images of a back-alley 
abortion (the callousness of the performer, the street people below, the instruments sterilized 
with the contents of the nearest flask) rather than just have a guy stand up and say, “put your 
faith in God”? Do you see the impact you can make when you show rape on screen? I hate the 
statements you’re making, not the way you’re making them. That’s the difference between 
filmmaking and whatever you’ve been doing for the past decade. I see you’ve found hurt; 
you’ve found pain. You figured out how to direct it. A scene in which Thandie Newton and 
Whoopi Goldberg both issue cross-purpose simultaneous monologues turns from confusing to 
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inspiring – this is good work, with better camera angles it could have been great work. This is 
the type of work you need to show in the future.

Perhaps it is a willingness to adapt material from real writers; perhaps a willingness to make an 
“R” rated film for once; perhaps he’s been taking classes; perhaps it was being on the set of 
Precious. This wasn’t luck. Tyler Perry has grown. This is his best film to date. BY FAR. And 
while I’m still on the downside of thumbland on For Colored Girls, I will admit that it is now 
within the realm of possibility that Tyler Perry may one day make a film I will like.

And no, aliens haven’t secured my brain. However, it’s probably not the best time for me to 
make changes to my will.

Jackass 3D
Jackass is a reminder of the cyclical nature of life and entertainment. Think of Johnny 
Knoxville as a modern day Moe Howard, because that’s all this is – Three Stooges for the 21st 
century. It’s degrading physical slapstick humor constantly revolving around the idea of 
humiliating one or more of the brethren. Were Curly Howard alive today, I have no doubt 
you’d find him on camera bungee jumping with a lit firecracker sticking out his rectum.   

Splice
Great Moments in Evolution:

Wow. Check it out. I’m a big blob; there are my creators, that greasy hook nosed guy and that 
babe he works with. Wait, they’re an item. No way? Hmmm, and I guess I’m the only one of 
my kind… no, lookie here, there’s another, and that blob is a boy blob, too – we’re perfect. 
Whatever this life is, it couldn’t be better. Got everything I need here, even a mate. Yup, I’m 
doin’ just fine. Now, wait a minute, you know what I need to do here? I need to become male, 
evolve a weapon and play Highlander with that other jerk blob.

See, this why your species wasn’t meant to be around; such poor adaptation instincts. Silly 
blobs. 

Burlesque
Hmmm. I know this number. It’s that “Diamonds Are A Girl’s Best Friend” thing. Wait a 
minute. You put this in the first 15 minutes? To what, remind us of Moulin Rouge!, a superior 
film in every single way a film can be superior? I wish I were watching Moulin Rouge! Sigh. 

Remember Me
The film opens with a shooting death in a NYC subway in the late summer of 1991. The next 
board says “10 years later” and then gives us a shot of the World Trade Center. If you can’t 
figure out how this film is going to end, well, it’s likely you’ve had no contact with the planet 
Earth in the past decade. One tale down, 2,751 to go. 
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Let Me In
Let me state this up front – there are usually zero worthwhile reasons to remake a good film. 
There was nothing wrong with the 2008 Swedish vampire sleeper Let the Right One In that 
called for a remake, especially one so soon. I will, however, give Let Me In two shout outs:

1)Let Me In grossed $11.9 M domestically as 
compared to its Swedish parent’s $2.1 M. So if 
you draw your Venn Diagram to illustrate the 
overlap between Twilight viewers and Let Me 
In viewers, that intersection is going to be at 
least six times as large and probably much 
larger. This is important because Twilight 
sycophants need to know THIS IS HOW 
YOU MAKE A VAMPIRE FILM. It ought 
to be moody, disturbing and violent. You can 

make vampires look like GQ models, but they still drink blood to exist. 
Pretending this world is lovey-dovey is an insult to horror fans.

2)We needed to see more of Chloe Moretz following her kick ass work in Kick-Ass. Is she for 
real? Oh yes; and there’s nobody I’d rather cast in, say, a Hunger Games adaptation.

Brooklyn’s Finest
One day Antoine Fuqua is going to make a great film. He has such a wonderful feel for physical 
conflict and pissed off people. Brooklyn’s Finest also demonstrated an excellent touch with 
suspense. Here’s the thing: I don’t want to follow the exploits of burnout retiring cop Richard 
Gere; I don’t care about the money problems of detective Don Cheadle.  If you could just find 
a character we can get behind, you’ll have a shot at greatness. 

Nanny McPhee Returns
Amiable cannon-fodder for the tykes. This film mostly serves as a precursor for identifying 
some of the who’s-who in Potterland. Why there’s Nanny Emma Thompson (Professor 
Trelawney) and Maggie Smith (Professor McGonagall) and hey, Rhys Ifans is going to play 
Xenophilius Lovegood and, check it out, Ralph Fiennes, Lord Voldemort himself. Wow, where 
did Voldemort get a nose? And a really bad moustache?

The Year in Film 2010 by Jim McManus! 23



RATING THE MERCENARIES (Worst to best)

The Expendables
Dateline: Somalia. A group of workers is being held hostage by pirates in a Somali warehouse 
(Somalis have warehouses? To store what, exactly?) but a team of thuggish mercenaries is on 
the job. Um, woohoo. The head bad guy doesn’t like the Mexican standoff, so he issues a 
countdown. And before he gets to one, Dolph Lundgren prematurely ejaculates his cannon-
rifle into the head bad guy, leaving just a lower torso. Yay. I guess.

Thirty seconds in and we already know what’s wrong with this film. Thirty seconds. That’s all it 
took. Are we to root for the mercenaries? Do we like the people who attack first? Sure they 
were justified, I guess. After rules of engagement comes style – all that hand-to-hand sweaty 
combat training in one room and the weapon of choice is an AK-47. Then the question of 
realism – the weapon is powerful enough to literally blow a man in half and yet manages not to 
harm any of the civilians five feet behind him. Say, where did the upper torso go, anyway? You’d 
think somebody in the back would be saying, “ewwwww”. Which leads to the final question: 
tone. Stallone, Statham, Li, Rourke, Lundgren, Couture, Austin – never has a scene so 
desperately called for a dose of levity. None of those guys are funny.  The two big names with a 
sense of humor, Bruce Willis and Arnold Schwarzenegger, share one scene and leave, as if their 
roles were afterthoughts, which of course they were.

So at least there’s some great hand-to-hand ass-kicking combat, right? Two fights. That’s all. 
Lundgren v. Li, which is staged in a box so as to minimize Lundgren’s advantage (?!) and 
Stallone v. Austin, which is shot underground in bad light with a shaky camera. This is the kind 
of movie in which an armed soldier – you know, a guy who is trained to kill – stands flat-footed 
waiting for somebody to throw a knife at his chest.

Like The Expendables if you want, but the relatively high IMDb rating (6.7 as of this writing) 
represents wishful thinking, not actuality. This film sucked.

The Losers
Somewhere, you gotta love a film that embraces non-stop cliché with such passion. Evil guy 
makes no bones about his evil; bad guys can’t shoot; heroes mend fast; noble actions always 
triumph over smart ones... nothing was spared in the filming of this comic-book schlock. For 
the most part of The Losers, I wondered if Jeffrey Dean Morgan actually knew how to button a 
shirt. Fitting that he played opposite Zoe Saldana, who seemed unable to don a proper shirt at 
all.

The A-Team
Have you ever asked yourself, “why?” Ever needed an insightful grasp of some kind to help you 
wend your way through life? Consider this: at some point a writer (likely director Joe 
Carnahan) came up with the idea to have a battle featuring several jets against a tank falling 
from the sky. This idea was greenlighted despite the knowledge that it would almost certainly 
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cost several hundred thousand dollars, maybe more, and an extra week of shooting time. A 
plummeting tank battling a jet squadron. In the movie remake of a cheesy 80s TV show. You 
saw the scene in the trailer; it’s equally silly, if not sillier, on the big screen. And it works. 
Totally. Turns a thumbs down into a thumbs up by itself. “Why?” 
you ask. “Why?” Because The A-Team was greenlit and didn’t 
suck. That’s why. 

Machete
Was everything The Expendables, The Losers, and The A-Team 
should have been. You’re not fooling anybody – mercenaries, 
violence, and sex; this was the package y’all should have aimed 
for.

Films that seemed wonderful when I left the theater, but don’t seem so wonderful 
in retrospect:

Green Zone
“The reasons we go to war always matter!” Yes, they do. The reasons we don’t go to films about 
reasons we went to war, however, do not.

Hereafter
Another Matt Damon. Sorry Matt. Herea+er feels a great deal like M. Night Shyamalan’s work 
a decade ago – the slow arc of character development, the joining of disparate types, the hint 
of the supernatural; I loved the style at the time, and I did again in the theater for a few hours. 
Not much afterwards.

Kites
Bollywood without the music. Good idea; good execution. Nice action love story. Check the 
130 minute version. I’m told it’s better than the others. 

Harry Brown
Check out Filch!
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Some movies that will probably entertain you if you try not to think while watching:

Prince of Persia: the Sands of Time

Red

Unstoppable

Micmacs (Micmacs à tire-larigot) 

Valentine’s Day

The Karate Kid
You will never believe this film is worth seeing. Well, it’s hard to believe we liked the original, 
isn’t it? A barely tolerable lead (Ralph Macchio), a cheap Rocky-esque plot, the standard 80s 
villains, and trumped-up power soundtrack. If you told me Pat Morita was going to carry this 
thing I’d have said, “I’m leaving now.”  

So why would a remake be any better? Did we improve the hero? Jaden Smith, no. Did we 
improve Mr. Miyagi? Jackie Chan. Better fighter, worse actor, no. I counted at least two 
separate scenes in which Jaden and Jackie both looked at each other as if to say, “I thought it 
was your turn to act.” Did we improve the villain or the love interest? No. The setting has to 
count for something. But isn’t “Kara-te” a Japanese Martial Art? We’re in China now (hence 
Jackie Chan). Forget it; they’re rolling. Then there’s the unbelievable 140 minute run-time. You 
gotta have a Harry Potter story to get your pre-teen to sit still for that long. Still, it works. 
Don’t ask me how. It shouldn’t. 

Some bests:

• Favorite musical moments:

- “Let’s Get It Started” – Craig Robinson in Hot Tub Time Machine

- “Don’t You Want Me” – The Human League with additional audio by John C. Reilly and 
Marisa Tomei in Cyrus

- “Touch Me, Touch Me (I Want to Feel Your Body)” – Samantha Fox in Restrepo

- “Pimps Don’t Cry” – Will Ferrell and Eva Mendes in The Other Guys

- “Kiss” – Jason Segel, Jack Black, and Prince in Gu$iver’s Travels

- “Chances Are” – Johnny Mathis in I Love You Phi$ip Morris
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• Best cameos:

- Billy Zabka, Hot Tub Time Machine. In the words of Joe Bob Briggs: “Academy Award for 
findin’ work.”

- You Again had no fewer than three (3!) good cameos (The Rock, Patrick Duffy, Cloris 
Leachman) – four if you count Hall & Oates.

• Best 3D moments of the year:

- Amusement Park, Despicable Me

- End Explosion, Jackass 3D

- Cycle Battle, Tron: Legacy

- Anything with a flying dragon: Shrek Forever A+er, How to Train Your Dragon, Alice in 
Wonderland, The Chronicles of Narnia: Voyage of the Dawn Treader. Climb aboard for your 
3D money shot.

Honorable mentions: Thrown building, Megamind and Coming to a halt, Despicable Me (it’s the 
same shot; something large and pointy with momentum stopped by street friction jutting out 
of the screen); Depth competition, end credits of Despicable Me.

How do I feel about the 3D revolution? I swear that all changes in my lifetime have been 
tainted with evil. Some have been slathered and basted in it with a fine honey glaze.

• Best shirtless acting of the year: Mark Wahlberg, The Fighter & Date Night. The latter 
inspired one of my favorite lines of the year, “...And will you, for the love of God, put on a 
fucking shirt?” (Steve Carell, a tad intimidated for some reason)

• Best ten-minute characters: Detective Highsmith (Samuel L. Jackson) and Detective 
Danson (Dwayne Johnson), The Other Guys. Also Maximus, the fry pan wielding horse, 
Tangled.

• Best opening credits: Devil. So simple, yet strangely unnerving. All we see is money shots of 
the NYC skyline, upside-down as if to imply everything is normal and not at the same time. 
Great start to a horror film. Honorable mentions to the model work in Gu$iver’s Travels and 
Dinner for Schmucks.

• Best closing credits: Bitch Slap. On second thought, don’t bother. Unless you have a high 
tolerance for B-movie silliness, getting to the sexist-but-hilarious end credits here will be 
nothing more than torture. Runners-up: Easy A and Despicable Me. 
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• Favorite moments in mediocre film:

-Street artist Banksy plays show and tell with 
bank notes – the subversive street artist talks 
about spreading his mock bills out at a local fair. 
The clever handiwork had replaced Queen 
Elizabeth on British money with depictions of 
Lady Di. When folks started using the artwork 
as legal tender, however, Banksy realized he’d just 
counterfeited to the tune of one million pounds. 
– Exit Through the Gi+ Shop

- Deliberately taking turns staring at the hot daughter of a friend so as not to seem all 
pervy in the round. – Grown Ups

- Storming off the plane. – She’s Out Of My League

- The GAP clothing collection to save face for overnight conquests – How Do You Know

•  Best romantic moments: 

- “You Always Hurt the One You Love” (Ryan Gosling and Michelle Williams), Blue 
Valentine

- Shadow Puppets, Hrithik Roshan and Bárbara Mori, Kites

- Blindfolded in cooking class, Matt Damon and Bryce Dallas Howard, Herea+er

Some worsts:

• Worst use of a burgeoning star: Kristen Bell, You Again and Burlesque. Are you trying to 
make this woman look awful? Was this a bet? You Again took painful viewership to a new 
level: there’s Kristen Bell, attractive and upbeat, behaving very poorly. Her character makes 
more bad decisions than a cocky drunk driver. I love to look at you, but please, please, for 
the love of Mike, stop doing stuff ! And what does she follow it up with? Burlesque, a movie 
where she actually plays a cocky drunk driver, among other things. Attractive as Kristen is, I 
didn’t want to see her any more because I can’t stand the stuff her characters do. If you’re 
Kristen’s agent, do you really want to hear that?

• Most horrible scene to sit through: Tween in the oven, Case 39. (She makes it out relatively 
unscathed, by the way.)

• Worst 3D (tie): Clash of the Titans and My Soul to Take. I'm not sure you guys understood the 
medium.
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• Worst Accessory:  This hat. 

(Hayden Christensen, Takers) I’ve gone over several times in my head the conversation that 
led up to this absurd article of clothing and I think it went something like this:

Producer: “I’m having a problem with some of these secondary characters.”
Writer: “What do you mean?”
Producer: “Well, take this one for instance – this guy who has the scene with the C4 
sharks – is he an enforcer? I don’t get that, and I can’t really tell him apart from any of the 
other ‘Takers’.”
Writer: “Aw, don’t sweat it. I’m sure the actor will draw this role out.”
Producer: “Why? Who’s playing that role?”
Casting Director: “Hayden Christensen.”
– Laughing in the round –
Director: “Yeah, I’m sure ‘Anakin’ will make this role live. Call wardrobe, let’s see if we can 
let him wear some personality.”
– Minutes later –
Wardrobe: “Yeah, I got some rainbow suspenders, clown shoes, a naked lady tie, and a 
cheap fedora that screams, ‘the Rat Pack had my grandpa whacked and all I got was this 
lousy hat’.”
Director: “Are the clown shoes red?”
Wardrobe: “No, orange.”
Director: “OK, gimme the hat.”

• Most loathsome characters of the year (tie): Becca (Savannah Welch), The Virginity Hit and 
CRT Spokesman (Robert Clotworthy), Buried. 
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• Action scenes I slept through:

- Meeting Zeus, Tron

- Final Battle, Alice in Wonderland

- Eustace becomes a dragon, The Chronicles of Narnia: Voyage of the Dawn Treader

- Some shootout at the CIA, Salt

- Everything past the fire, Legend of the Guardians: The Owls of Ga’Hoole

- Jonah Hex 

Some other
• Ah, the fun of our little universe: in Wa$ Street: Money Never Sleeps, Josh Brolin plays Bretton 

James, a multi-billionaire power mogul. There is a rumor late in film that James will be 
called to the White House to meet personally with the President over the financial troubles 
the former has helped create. In Oliver Stone’s world, this fictitious scene would have Josh 
Brolin as Bretton James meeting with Josh Brolin, who is Oliver Stone’s W. 

• It’s all in the ending: Daybreakers v. Repo Men

Future world. Bleak. Stupid. Overly gory. Film #1 begs the question “why did the vampires 
bother taking over?” Film #2 leads one to ask “if organ replication is so advanced, why can’t 
you simply make an organ that shuts down automatically once the user proves deadbeat – 
thus ridding the need of ‘Repo Men’?” I have no problem with trashing either film. For me, 
however, it was all in the ending – Daybreakers had a lame one, Repo Men had a good one. I’ll 
recommend the latter, but just by the slightest of margins.

• UK scheduling genius: Moving up Letters to Juliet, Ki$ers, Street Dance 3D while pushing back 
The A-Team, The Karate Kid, Jonah Hex, Knight and Day, and Grown Ups during the World 
Cup (June 11 - July 11). The result? Sex and the City 2, an awful film, enjoys three straight 
weeks at UK #1 while the men folk watch “footie”.  Everybody wins.

• UK scheduling idiocy:  Toy Story 3 arrives July 23. It remains the only kids-movie option for 
12 full weeks, dying a very slow death. In October, three 3D child-oriented films (Despicable 
Me, Legend of the Guardians, Alpha and Omega) come out in a span of two weeks.

• So cute you want to throw up: Taylor squared (singer Swift and wolfy Lautner) is a couple, 
Valentine’s Day

• The ultimate independent film: Ah, Blue Valentine, everything you love in an indie film: 
great acting, great directing, great writing, small scale, clever editing. Everything you hate in 
an indie film, too: messy camera work, subpar film quality, depressing nudity, and almost 
deliberate audience alienation. Blue Valentine brilliantly maps the arc of a relationship from 
love to apathy. It’s realistic and uncompromising. You could know this couple; you might 
even be this couple. And therein lies the problem: no matter how well you tell the story, 
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newbies won’t get it and veterans of pain will almost certainly feel it hits too close to home. 
Good luck getting people to the theaters.

• Um, I got nothing here – I just wanted to include this shot of Diane Keaton from Morning 
Glory:

• Guilty pleasures
I’m not gonna tell you why I liked them. Isn’t it enough to say I did when I shouldn’t have?

- When in Rome
- Hot Tub Time Machine
- Piranha
- Going the Distance

RATING THE FRANCHISES (WORST TO BEST)

Saw 3D
Unpleasant doesn’t begin to describe this film. By far the worst installment in the Saw series. 
These films, once gory but strangely righteous, have completely lost their moral compass. Not 
entertaining on any level. Even the 3D effects were bad. Would be the worst movie of the year 
if franchise films counted towards such. No stars.

Resident Evil: Afterlife
A careless film cynically brought to life in 3D mode just to sell tickets. Milla’s back, fighting 
Umbrella Corp. or whatever it’s called, and zombies. The non-Milla opponents tend to lose. It’s 
all one big excuse to show some gruesome deaths, have a few things pop out at you, and give 
Milla the right to say “bite me” every half-hour. The plot and continuity holes are painful. I 
stopped counting the latter when I hit ten. You can see the producers wave a dismissive hand, 
“nobody cares. They’re just here for the ass-kicking.” And they are. 1 star.
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A Nightmare on Elm Street
I see we’ve given Freddy some depth here, adding Child Molesting to his corporeal rap sheet. 
Now this film, this franchise, isn’t just hard to watch, it sucks. You’re killing the kids you 
molested because their parents sought revenge (as, pretty much, any parent would do)? You 
aren’t just a monster, you’re an asshole. 1 star.

Predators
You wake up in a jungle. You have no idea how you got there, but you know death surrounds 
you. You see others who also have the same plight; can you trust them or are they in on it? It’s 
actually the best beginning to any Predator story. Then it kinda gets spoiled when these guys 
decide to make Adrien Brody their leader. Still, this is at least as good as any previous Predatory 
installment. 2 stars.

Robin Hood
I’ve been saying it for years – you know what people really want? A Robin Hood who isn’t the 
least bit fun.

Does Russell Crowe remind you of Robin 
Hood? Does he remind anybody of Robin 
Hood? Yeah, that’s what I thought. This 
Robin is much more hand-to-hand combat-
y. He’s also steeped in rhetoric. Yo, Rob – 
the “robbing from the rich” thing is just 
sort of a guideline until the sheriff shows 
up to get the plot moving. Crowe’s Hood is 
part brawler, part Bobby Seale. Then of 
course, we end Hood battling history with 
Philip invading the White Cliffs and 
Marion fully-armored wielding weaponry by Robin’s side. So, in 
essence, it doesn’t look like Robin Hood, act like Robin Hood or have any thing to do with the 
adventures of the real Robin Hood; you just hi-jacked the name to sell it, didn’t you, Ridley 
Scott? All is forgivable if the tale is a good one. This one isn’t. 2 stars.

Shrek Forever After
Oh, Shrek has lost Fiona! And donkey is away and Puss got fat! What is... zzzzzzzzz. Sorry, 
nodded off there. What happened? Forget it; I don’t care. 2 stars.

Alice in Wonderland
Ah, good, Alice in Burtonland is revved and ready in 3D. I feel like writers and directors never 
quite capture the true magic of Lewis Carroll’s vision. This version is no exception; it lacks 
humor and irony and ends in a big war. Still, it is probably the best version of Wonderland to 
date. 2 ½ stars.
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Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: Part I
I get the sinking feeling that the more important these films ought to be, what with rising peril 
and all, the less important they actually are. Think back to Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone.  
Do you remember the hype, the excitement? It took us four hours to get to A Wind Called 
Voldemort, who proved every bit as scary as leftover meatloaf. We loved it all the same. 

Ten years later, Lord Voldemort is very real and very dangerous; the kids are adults and the 
peril is constant. We can tell the latter because the humor present in the past two Potter films 
isn’t there anymore. There could be a death at any moment and yet the excitement has almost 
gone the way of the mirth. Perhaps I’m not giving it a fair shake. I did like Ha$ows Part I (a.k.a. 
the non-Hogwarts Potter), but I’m waiting on 7b to reserve judgment. Tentative 3 stars.

FILMS THAT PISSED ME OFF

Legend of the Guardians: The Owls of Ga’Hoole
Why doesn’t Zack Snyder just start filming historical battles instead of metaphorical ones? Ten 
minutes into this one, I started thinking how much Legends reminded me of another out-of-
place animated film from my youth, Watership Down. Twenty minutes in, Legends could not be 
mistaken for anything other than another WWII retelling from the POV of animated forest 
creatures. So, here’s a comparison:

Watership Down (1978) Legend of the Guardians: The Owls of 
Ga'Hoole (2010)

Metaphor for the 
English

Metaphor for the 
Germans

Metaphor for the 
Sudetenland

Who’s Hitler?

Metaphor for the Soviet 
Union

Credit for Soviet role

Metaphor for the 
United States

Credit for US role

Nice bunnies. Nice owls.

Bad bunnies. Bad owls.

Weird passive-aggressive bunnies. Owlets.

General Woundwort. Metalbeak.

Kehaar, a seagull. The Legends, a group of isolated 
warrior owls.

Some, Kehaar helps the bunnies 
escape.

Well, they battled I guess.

Angry hound dog. The Legends, a group of isolated 
warrior owls.

Treated as useful, if non-intelligent, 
brutes.

Well, they battled I guess.

The Year in Film 2010 by Jim McManus! 33



Watership Down (1978) Legend of the Guardians: The Owls of 
Ga'Hoole (2010)

Metaphor for Atomic 
Bomb

Animation

Humor

Pointless annoying song 
in the middle of the 
movie for no apparent 
reason

Battling animal runtime

Film will be recognized 
as a WWII metaphor by

Effectiveness of WWII 
metaphor

Farmer’s shotgun. A collection of magic metal specks 
taken from dead mice. And employed 
by the German owls. Wha ???

Middling. Top shelf, but hypnotic. 3D effects 
are better in rival films.

Kehaar. Richard Adams and Yakov 
Smirnoff remain the sole discoverers of 
mirth within communism.

A soothsaying echidna... and the 
movie title, of course.

Art Garfunkel’s “Bright Eyes”. Owl City (I’m not making this up) 
“To the Sky”.

Not much, a lot of chasing, but little 
scrapping. Maybe two minutes.

At least a 1/2 hour of endless who-is-
fighting-whom here? hot owl-on-owl 
action.

Any adult with a grace C education in 
20th century Western Culture.

Any adult who remembers Watership 
Down.

8 of 10 3 of 10

So here’s my question: who is this film for? Generally speaking, fans of war film aren’t fans of 
animation. And fans of animation generally appreciate humor. And anybody who goes to the 
movies likes to be able to tell the characters apart. Good luck with that here. Once you get to 
named owl #10 or so, it’s impossible to tell one from the other. And then they battle for-
EVER. So who is this film for? Revisionist historians? Fans of English accents? People who just 
like wearing 3D glasses?  Kids won’t like it; adults won’t like it. Move on.  

Mother and Child 
Three slice of life seemingly independent story lines. Wait. A hidden theme and a mild 
connection. This is exactly like an Alejandro González Iñárritu film, only … not as good. And, 
lo and behold, Iñárritu is Executive Producer for this slanted vision of (protégé?) Rodrigo 
García. The theme here is that no woman’s life is complete, nay successful, without 
reproduction. I suppose this might be a POV worth stating if there were ever one to oppose it. 
Yeah, just try finding the pro-abortion Hollywood film. Good luck. Seven billion people on the 
planet. I’m not even the only “Steel Frog”. Try googling it. At last look, I barely came up on 
Page 1. Resource allocation will be the #1 future concern of every generation beyond ours, but 
hey, you’re only worth something if you can make another you. Yeah, great message. 
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Killers
In 2001, Robert Luketic directed Lega$y Blonde. Apparently, he attributed the success of the 
film not to the sheer force of Reese Witherspoon’s personality, but to some weird notion that 
he knows how to entertain through strong female protagonists. This is a mistaken perception. 
In Blonde, there was a scene of epic cringe – Elle (Reese) mistakenly dresses for a non-costume 
party in a playboy bunny outfit. The scene is horribly out-of-place and disturbing on several 
levels; yeah, a Harvard Law Student is primarily interested in identifying herself as a sex 
symbol. Right. This is the main reason Lega$y Blonde is a “guilty pleasure” and not a “pleasure”. 
Luketic took from the success of Blonde, however, that every heroine needs to spend a fair 
amount of screen time in a shockingly embarrassing situation. In Ki$ers, for instance, Jen 
(Katherine Heigl) spends an inordinate amount of time discussing her wallflower status, then 
proceeds to buy a dress she can’t afford and then cannot remove. She passes out in the front of 
a guy she digs due to alcohol abuse while in the strained process of trying to remove her 
oppressive garment. Why do we need to see her that “exposed” as it were? I honestly have no 
idea. I guarantee, however, that Robert Luketic cannot wait to handily embarrass another 
female lead. Ugh.

Due Date
... and Todd Phillips is back to being the hit-and-miss director of films like Old School, Starsky & 
Hutch, and Road Trip. I’m not exactly sure why The Hangover was a much more enjoyable film, 
but I imagine it was for avoiding scenes like this: Peter (Robert Downey, Jr.) and Ethan (Zach 
Galifianakis) need money and get stonewalled by Lonnie (Danny McBride) at a local Western 
Union. Out of frustration, Peter loses control and insults Lonnie’s Iraq War involvement, 
which came up earlier. The camera pans back and Lonnie emerges from behind safety glass to 
reveal his wheelchair confinement. He then produces a baton and proceeds to beat the tar out 
of Peter.

Now who is this scene for? It isn’t funny. It doesn’t 
move the plot along. It doesn’t make us feel good 
about Peter, who probably deserved a beating, but a 
lesser one, or Ethan who stood by and did nothing, or 
Lonnie, who looks like a bully despite the chair. So 
who’s cheering here? The throng of Iraq vets? Do you 
guys feel slighted by society? I’m as big a critic of our 
Middle East involvement as they come, but I readily 
concede that anybody, and I mean anybody – no 

matter how misguided the reason – who straps on an American flag and takes a 
dip in the Tigris or Euphrates these days has a serious set of brass balls.

Due Date is from the cross-country buddy comedy family. The successful elements of said films 
almost always involve likeable people in unlikeable situations. The situations are there, more-
or-less. The buddies? It’s hard to like either Peter, who does just enough to avoid jerkdom, or 
Ethan, who does just enough to avoid idiocy. 
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Country Strong
“I’m so miserable without you, it’s like having you here.”
“I wouldn’t take her to a dog fight, ‘cause I’m afraid she’d win”
“My head hurts, my feet stink and I don’t love you.”

I wanted to give you a sample of bad country music lyrics to get you in the mood. The plot to 
Country Strong matches the worst lyrics country music has to offer, line for line. The movie 
starts with thirty-something country superstar Kelly Canter (Gwyneth Paltrow) who is in 
rehab for substance abuse. Her team of handlers spring her a month early from rehab. She is 
dogged by two fellas – her lover and her husband – who both vow to protect her, and yet every 
time she hits an emotional crisis (and there are, roughly, about twenty in the film), she is left 
alone with access to alcohol. This is criminal behavior. 

Gwyneth Paltrow would easily rock the country diva persona were the script not so awful. The 
lover, Beau – there’s good writin’ – is played by Garrett Hedlund, fresh off his dead fish 
performance in Tron: Legacy next door. He’s better here; he’s a musical talent and his decision 
to react to every stimuli with a confident smile and a sexual overture strikes me here much 
more as a character flaw than an actor flaw. I’d probably like Tim McGraw and Leighton 
Meester (awful, awful name; doesn’t it sound like a film noir villain saying “Listen, Mister”?) if 
… I’m sorry, what was I saying? I just can’t get over what an awful name that is. 

Nothing makes sense in this movie – there’s an ugly pro-life hate message delivered in response 
to an alcohol induced miscarriage; there’s Beau suddenly deciding that he’d rather entertain ten 
rednecks in a local dive than an actual crowd. Everybody is trying to score with everybody, I 
think, without any real scoring going on. I think this movie is best summed by Beau asking 
Chiles (Meester) for help writing the chorus to his creation “Give in to Me” – a big deal is 
made about how she completed the work and when performed, the chorus is “Oooooh, 
oooooh give in to me, give in to me.” Yes, quite the inspired collaboration there. Shame. Some 
of the music was actually quite nice.

Wall Street: Money Never Sleeps
Of all the subtle takes on bizarre world, one of the most insidious has to be the positive 
message that ends Wa$ Street II. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t have heard that right. ‘Wa$ Street II has a 
happy ending’, you say?”

Yes. In a move that makes a filmgoer want to grab Oliver Stone and yell, “did you not see Wa$ 
Street? The film YOU made?” Oliver has decided to let greedy Gordon get a break. Let’s start 
there. “Gordon Gekko.” See, you named him “Gekko” for a reason, so we’d picture a reptile, a 
cold blooded pursuer of self-enrichment above all else. That’s why he has the slicked back hair; 
the “Gekko” also makes you picture something green, like American money – it’s no mistake 
the gecko is a GEICO mascot. They want you to picture a lizard and think about money. This 
lizard doesn’t get a happy ending. This is the iconic speaker of “greed is good.” He doesn’t save 
you money, he takes it. The cold blooded pursuit ruins any chance of alternative emotional 
status. Wa$ Street: Money Never Sleeps is loathsome on that count alone.  Ah, and then we get the 
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privilege of rooting once again for Shia LeBeouf, this time as a financial wizard. Oh goody. 
Don’t buy him as an action hero? Well here he’s a Trump protégé. Woooo!

Funny thing is there was a good film in here somewhere. Wa$ Street II readily admits the greed 
that symbolized the 80s pales in comparison to the greed that caused our current economic 
situation. There was your theme, boys. Roll with it. What you gave us blew. Greed isn’t good; 
hence, it doesn’t get a happy ending. That’s the point.

PERV CORNER

Best sex scene: Adrien Brody and Delphine Chanéac, Splice – for both right and wrong 
reasons. Close runner-up: Mila Kunis and Natalie Portman, Black Swan. Again for both right 
and wrong reasons.

Best nudity: Naomi Watts, balcony, Mother and 
Child. Honorable mentions: Jake Gyllenhaal, 
“Let’s get the camera”, Love and Other Drugs; 
Anne Hathaway, “Surprise!”, Love and Other 
Drugs, and everything in Machete. And a special 
award to: Christina Ricci in a red camisole for a 
good ½ hour and then out of one for another 20 
minutes, A+er.Life. Yowza! 

Best awful joke: “A child molester and a kid...”, 
as told by Michelle Williams, Blue Valentine.

Funniest sex scene: Will Forte and Kristen Wiig, MacGruber. Runner-up: Justin Long and Drew 
Barrymore (dining room table), Going the Distance.

Favorite disgusting new vocabulary:
“Upper Decker” – MacGruber
“Soup Kitchen” – The Other Guys

Absolutely nothing to see here: Sex and the City 2. Not one single moment of this film will stir 
anything inside of you.
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CLAP CLAP CLAPCLAPCLAP O-VER-RATE-ED

Tron: Legacy
I entered a showing with, I swear, folks still left over from Avatar the previous year. Apparently 
the IMAX 3D technology left a room stunned and amazed, patiently now awaiting a revisited 
cherished childhood memory. Now for all you guys and gals slathered in fond memories, I drew 
up a table where I gathered new information about the films we cherished (so this won’t 
happen again):

Iconic 1980s movie Revisitation thoughts

Tron

The Karate Kid

The Goonies

Caddyshack

Dirty Dancing

Short Circuit

Anything John Hughes

Anything John Cusack

Anything Eddie Murphy

Cool for about 30 minutes, then godawful boring.

Eat it, Daniel-san.

Huh? Wha...? Short Round? Why? What th’? Really? 

Caddies, schmaddies; just put Murray or Chase or Dangerfield back on screen.

Um, why exactly can we not put Baby in a corner? 

Simply one of the worst films ever made.

Enjoyable but silly.

Enjoyable but silly.

People in Eddie Murphy movies are morons.

The second Tron is a great deal like the first: cool for about 30 to 45 minutes, then boring. 
There’s only so much of TronWorld one can take.  The effects are awesome, but the gimmicks, 
game and plot are all the same. Guy gets sucked into Tron, he plays Disc thing and Scooter 
thing, he escapes and tries to find a way out on some sort of line-cruiser while bad guys pursue. 
Yeah. Seen it. I had to look up Garrett Hedlund (”Sam”) just now because nothing on screen 
made me want to remember his name. Geez, I thought Sam Worthington was a lousy young 
actor.  Next time we wax nostalgic, let’s at least drum up a new screenplay, hmmmm? 

Ghost Writer
Or when in Europe, “The Ghost”. Say, did this thriller end? I was still awaiting the thrilling part 
when people started leaving. 

Animal Kingdom
Animal Kingdom is the kind of movie made by people with an axe to grind; and in doing so 
they remind us exactly why we like the other stuff better.

What the Hell am I talking about? Animal Kingdom is an Australian crime story. It’s a crime 
family; the picture might remind you of The Krays or, God forbid, Family Business. The catch 
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here is that Animal Kingdom seems acutely aware of the clichés in crime film and avoids them, 
thus creating a more realistic, but unforgivably dull piece of work.

Take, for instance, our hero Josh (James Fresheville). Orphaned by his ODing mother in the 
opening frame, we immediately feel sympathy for the lad. An American film would exaggerate 
this sense by selecting an actor who looks like a street version of Tom Cruise. Not Animal 
Kingdom. Fresheville will immediately remind you of the 3rd stringer kicked off the football (or 
rugby as the case may be) team for smoking dope. His way of dealing with love, pain, fear, 
angst, or other miscellaneous emotion, is to stare open-mouthed blankly in the distance. Then 
take the police. A double-cross in an American film involving witness protection would 
probably involve a shootout and some bloody but heroic deaths. In Animal Kingdom, the 
heavily armed guards foresee the set-up, lay down their weapons and put their hands up, giving 
away their charge in a most cowardly fashion. Our hero runs out the back to safety. The last 
half of the film is a courtroom battle. Again, a Hollywood film would go to great lengths 
dramatizing the event. Prosecution is a comeback sport in American film. Here, exactly zero 
(0) scenes are spent inside a courtroom despite several scenes discussing courtroom strategy. 
This has the exact effect of not relieving one for avoiding a cliché, but making us wonder why 
we are watching the film in the first place.

Sick of film clichés? All I can say is it could be worse.  

Kick-Ass
I’m gonna take Hell for this one. Hear me out: 

Kick-Ass is really two films. The first does indeed kick ass. It is the story of a loser kid who 
takes to superheroism to find himself. It’s funny and sometimes dark, but never over the edge. 
We care about Dave (Aaron Johnson). We want him to succeed. About 70 minutes in, Kick Ass 

has a joy ride with fellow mock hero Red Mist 
(Christopher Mintz–Plasse). After this scene, 
the film becomes much darker. The violence 
takes a much different tone. The film ceases 
being fun and becomes, in effect, the kind of 
film it had been parodying. Sure it was great 
when it was all tongue-in-cheek, but these guys 
aren’t actually capable of superheroics and no 
reasonable person would say they were. I 
didn’t like this latter film at all. 

Babies
This “point the camera and leave” documentary is one of the great coups in vacuous film-
making. We follow four children from birth to age one in four different parts of the world 
(Namibia, Mongolia, Japan, USA). There is no narration, nor any need for translation, because 
nothing of value is said by anybody. Seen the preview? Multiply by 40 and that’s your movie. 
Nothing more, nothing less. I suppose this was a mock scientific look at how newborns of 
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different cultures are similar, but what struck me most were factors outside the film – in the 
poor communities (rural Namibia and the Mongol farm), the children were boys, they already 
had older brothers, and the men-folk may as well have not existed. In the wealthier 
communities (Japan, USA), the children were only-child girls and their fathers were shown 
often. These are much bigger statements than anything Babies had to say about babies. At a 
listless 79 minutes, I found this film mostly an excuse to put as many bare breasts as possible 
on screen and still find a PG rating. 

Waiting for Superman
Nobody ever won an election with the phrase, “it’s your fault.” And, it would seem, nobody can 
make a decent documentary on that premise either.

Waiting for Superman  attempts to consolidate education issues in our country – and the United 
States does not lack for education issues – the film states clearly the myriad reasons Americans 
underachieve, but inexplicably focuses on one panacea – losing the teachers’ unions. It makes a 
convincing case that teachers unions, with the ability to save and prolong the jobs of 
incompetent fools, are a massive problem. To suggest, however, that doing away with unions 
and starting from scratch would immediately solve the education crisis in this country is a 
laughable pipe dream.

I’m sorry, are you people not parents? And how could you make a scandalous tell-all about sub-
standard education among children without knowing any? Because, and I’m, gonna say this 
slow, so eeeeeeeever’body gets a good earful: Every parent on the planet knows or ought to 
know the single biggest difference between the academic success or failure of your child is 
WHETHER.OR.NOT.YOU.CARE.  That has zippo to do with whether Junior is gonna face a 
tenured hyena in 5th grade after Mr. Rogers taught him in 4th.

Superman shares director Davis Guggenheim with the explosive doomsayer documentary An 
Inconvenient Truth. So why was Truth the far more convincing argument? For one thing, it was a 
different kind of argument – it focused on existence, not cause. Does Global Warming exist – 
hmmmm, here’s a mountain of evidence. It helped that the presidential administration at the 
time politicized the issue and paid off scientists to find that it did not exist. Gives it that 
“insidious” feel. Given how many lies were spread by said administration over other serious 
topics, like going to war, use of torture, and reports of terrorism, it’s easy to see this as another 
thread in the tapestry of conspiratory evil. It makes it easier for opponents to justify hatred if 
they believe the lies were all coordinated, which of course they weren’t – more importantly, it 
made it easy to follow the pro-Global Warming exists argument.

Here the argument is not “does US grade school education suck?” We know the answer. It 
does. There are no deniers. The problem is very, very complex. The focus should have been 
elsewhere. A throwaway graphic in Superman showed how even achieving American children 
ranked dead last among their peers in 25 industrialized countries in math and science. Yet at 
the same time, those children ranked #1 in confidence among these same peers. Is that not 
astonishing? Isn’t that the big problem? It speaks directly to character and the way American 
children are raised with an embarrassing lack of humility and a half-assed work ethic. I’m not 
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imagining or projecting here. It’s all in the statistic. There’s your movie. Superman should have 
started with that graphic and moved forward, examining the American character for the flaw 
rather than the system we all know is flawed.

But nobody wins an election with “it’s your fault.”

Restrepo
You would think that a documentary detailing 14 months of service in Afghanistan’s deadly 
Korangal Valley would be a little more involving. The platoon dedicates an outpost on hard-
fought ground to Private Restrepo, a soldier who dies before we learn anything about him. 
That’s the way this film goes. It’s like The Blair Witch Project in that more happens off screen 
than on, which makes us painfully aware of what isn’t being shown. But in this Blair Witch, 
there’s no reason for mystery. There’s 
intensity from battle, real battle; this is no 
walk in the park and we know it. And at the 
end of the day I haven’t learned a whole 
heckuva lot about the soldiers or their 
mission and I know nothing about what 
they truly feel about the objective and it 
leaves me cold. As does an unseen and 
distant enemy. There are firefights, sure, and 
on rare occasions you even get an idea of 
what’s going on and where the enemy is. 
Nothing in Restrepo deters me from the thesis that while 
the Taliban is a loathsome foe, there is no long term good to be had from Unites States military 
action in Afghanistan. This makes the loss of life and wasted energy all the more painful, but 
from a different perspective than the one the documentarians had envisioned.

In other words, there’s a better documentary to be made from a forest perspective than the 
tree perspective. I care about these men, these soldiers; I want them to come back home, but I 
don’t even know Pvt. Restrepo’s family, his interests or, for that matter, his first name. (It’s 
“Juan”, by the way.) 

The Kids Are All Right
Precocious pre-college daughter (Mia Wasikowska, fresh from being Alice) of lesbian parents 
(Annette Bening and Julianne Moore) decides to find her biological father (Mark Ruffalo). The 
adventures that follow almost deliberately run the emotional gamut. It doesn’t seem forced; it 
doesn’t seem quite natural, either. This is solid 3-star material. It can’t possibly peak higher 
because no issue has adequate resolution. Simply put, this film doesn’t seem finished. It’s like 
taking the final act out of Hamlet and saying “there you go. Enjoy.” Want to pretend that’s 
greatness? Sure, go ahead. It’s not.  
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The Illusionist (L’illusionniste)
Why are foreign films so foreign? I can see you didn’t want to remake Snow White or Finding 
Nemo or even Ye$ow Submarine – but why exactly use the medium of animation if you seek to 
take no advantage of it? There isn’t a single solid laugh in the animated film – nor, in 
retrospect, is there intended to be. No, you didn’t have to draw a cuddly forest animal. I can 
see you meant not to. Is this the artistry that’s gonna get the raves? 

The look is dour. The story is dour. A naïve Scottish maid attaches herself to a third rate 
French magician. They have poor-people adventures while he runs out of money and watches 
his companions become suicidal. I’m not making this up. This is an actual animated film 
suitable for what? Prison camps? The bed-ridden? People who mistake “dull and bleak” for 
“quaint”?

PEOPLE

Why is Matt Damon not THE MAN? 
This was to be the year of Matt Damon. Fresh off fantastic work in 
The Infomant! and Invictus, Matt had a full schedule lined-up for 2010: 
action war thriller Green Zone, action domestic thriller The 
Adjustment Bureau, another Eastwood thought piece in Herea+er, and 
finally starring in the Coen brothers remake of True Grit. Indie film 
Margaret and the narration of Inside Job wouldn’t hurt; neither would 
those “30 Rock” appearances. Matt had shed at last the slander pasted 
by Trey Parker and Matt Stone in Team America. He’s also now one of 
the world’s most versatile actors. So what happened? Why are we not 
talking up Matt 24/7?

In a nutshell, bad luck. Green Zone was good, but got punished going head-to-head with Alice 
in Wonderland. Jeff Bridges upstaged Matt in True Grit. Adjustment Bureau was readjusted to 
2011. So was Margaret. Thereafter, Herea+er never found a following.
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In summary, Matt had a wonderful 2010 – starring in three very good films, narrating a fourth, 
and appearing semi-regularly on a top-10 comedy – and managed to do nothing to sell himself 
all the same. What’s a guy gotta do?

“Crotchety” or “Curmudgeonly”?
It would be interesting to see how movies would be different if Harrison Ford were still The 
Man:

• “It’s a remake of Alice in Wonderland. You’re the Mad Hatter.”
“Alice is really annoying, isn’t she? Constantly asking questions and 
hanging around. Grrrr.”

• “You’re the comic book hero ‘Iron Man’. You’re a multi-million 
dollar action figure loner super genius.”
“It must be infuriating to have so many people want your 
attention. Yes, I know how to play this.”

• “It’s the near future. Dreams can be invaded by others wishing to 
manipulate minds. You’re the leader of a group that get paid very 
well to do this.”
“Hmmm. I can see where that would piss him off, having to be in other people’s dreams all 
the time. Is it OK if I sleep during the filming?”

What do you mean, “Type A people suck”? 
22 years ago, Rob Reiner gave us When Harry Met Sa$y, a delightful 
romantic comedy introducing many to the idea that obsessive, 
unyielding people deserve love, too.

Katherine Heigl has embraced the world of the Type A love interest. 
In 27 Dresses, Ki$ers, Life As We Know It, The Ugly Truth, Katherine 
falls in love while remaining a control freak. Why? Who knows, but I 
suspect nobody ever told the woman that Type A people are loved in 
spite of their obsessive behavior, not because of it.

Katherine, directors of Katherine, Katherine handlers – please stop 
enabling.
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Do you remember my Oscar nomination?
Few do. But Elisabeth Shue deserved the positive attention 
she got for Leaving Las Vegas. She  parlayed that success into 
starring roles in The Saint, Tri,er Effect, and Palmetto. Pretty 
soon, Elisabeth was no longer getting choice roles. Her 
thankless task of 2010 was appearing not topless as the sheriff 
in the exploitation comedy/horror Piranha. Well that’s not 
going to make you any friends, Elisabeth.

There’s still an attractive and qualified actress in there. Feel 
free to give her a break.  

Who is this ‘Jar Jar’? 
I’d ask for confirmation, but I don’t know anybody who would readily 
admit to having seen both Why Did I Get Married and Why Did I Get 
Married, Too? I contend that Tasha Smith, who in these films plays 
Angela, the bombastic, outspoken, nit-picking, foul and domineering 
spouse to Malik Yoba’s Gavin (do forgive if I missed the correct 
pairing; I just don’t care enough to make sure I get it right) is the 
worst recurring non-CGI character in movie history.

If there’s a Why Did I Get Married, Three? please, please, for God’s 
sake woman, have somebody on your side speak to Tyler about 
getting a human part this time around.

Where did I lose ‘em? 
Brendan Fraser is one of the sad stories of Hollywood. Once a small 
step from the A-list – likable, popular, handsome – now you just kind 
of feel sorry for the guy, his expanding waist, and his utterly useless 
presence on the big screen. He’s down to one role – the outwardly-
normal-but-inwardly-mentally-unbalanced father. I suppose this 
would be a boon if his comic timing or screen presence hadn’t an 
exact inverse proportion to the amount of weight he’s gained in the 
past three years. We saw the unbalanced father trip clumsily through 
mediocrities Journey to the Center of the Earth and Inkheart last year. 
We saw utter failures in the misguided projects Furry Vengeance and 
Extraordinary Measures. I don’t look forward to anything his future 
holds. 
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Is it time to say ‘Good Knight’?
Hannibal Lecter redefined evil. AFI raves, “#1 villain in movie 
history”. So, seriously, Sir Tony, what the Hell are you doing 
with your career? Your Wolfman was equally as scary as your 
benevolent gay lover in the ennui-ridden City of Your Final 
Destination. With each succeeding part, you detract from the 
legend you amassed. Please, please, man. Pete Rose’s end days 
were pathetic; we all just pretended he could still play for the 
stupid hits record. Did we really need to see George Foreman 

fight into his 50s? It’s just so sad when the greats don’t know 
when to go. Find something worth doing or please hang it up.

Hi, do you know me? 
I’m the author of the most successful non-Potter YA fiction in the 
world. But I, Rick Riordan, failed to write the screenplay for Percy 
Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief. What happened? Well, 
characters merged that shouldn’t have, events merged that shouldn’t 
have, and what should have been a rollicking time at the theater 
turned out very poorly. With the sequels in jeopardy, I’m in need of a 
better agent.

Who is this ‘Breckin Meyer’ fellow?
Some actors were not meant for Shakespeare. Some actors were not 
meant for drama. Some cannot cry on command. Do we like them any less? Not necessarily. It’s 

good to know your limitations. I’d say the #1 
job of an actor is figuring out what an audience 
wants to see. There is a difference between 
“knowing your limitations” and sabotaging your 
career.

Lee Pace (Marmaduke) is an amiable fellow; 
very likeable in “Pushing Daisies”, he contains 
the ability to appear cordial in any situation. 
This is a skill, although not a highly sought-
after one. Anna Faris (Yogi Bear) appeared to be 

the 21st century Goldie Hawn: bubbly, ditzy, and 
very pretty... what’s not to like? Listen to me, both of you. It may be too late already; let yours 
serve as cautionary tales – work is work, yes. However, when you find yourself on screen 
chasing after an animal, your career is not headed in the right direction. Not even close.
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Alpha of the Year
This was surprisingly close. The winner is:  

Josh Duhamel

2010 cinematic conquests included:   

                Kristen Bell                     Ginnifer Goodwin               Katherine Heigl          Anna Paquin & Katie Holmes
               When in Rome                            Ramona & Beezus               Life As We Know It                    The Romantics

Runners-up in a very heavy field: 

 1) Amanda Seyfried, who toyed with:
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             Channing Tatum                   Henry Thomas                  Christopher Egan                Gael García Bernal
                    Dear John                                        Dear John                                 Letters to Juliet                           Letters to Juliet

2)  Kristen Bell, who might have won were it not for ugly Beta stretches in both You Again and 
Burlesque. She conquered:

  
John Heder, Dax Shepard, Will Arnett, Danny DeVito              Josh Duhamel                             Eric Dane
                                     When in Rome                                                                  When in Rome                                     Burlesque
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3) Jay Baruchel, an unlikely front-runner for most of the year by winning the hearts of:    

        
T      Teresa Palmer                                 Alice Eve                             Astrid (America Ferrera) and Toothless
   The Sorcerer’s Apprentice                  She’s Out of My League                                     How to Train Your Dragon 

Performances of the year:
• John C. Reilly, Cyrus
• Jennifer Lawrence, Winter’s Bone
• Chloe Moretz and Nicolas Cage, Kick-Ass
• Justin Timberlake, The Social Network
• Hailee Steinfeld and Jeff Bridges, True Grit
• Michelle Williams and Ryan Gosling, Blue Valentine
• Nicole Kidman and Aaron Eckhart, Rabbit Hole
• Natalie Portman, Black Swan
• Christian Bale, The Fighter
• Colin Firth, The King’s Speech
• Patricia Clarkson and Stanley Tucci, Easy A
• James Franco1, 127 Hours
• Ryan Reynolds, Buried
• Chris Evans, Scott Pilgrim vs. the World
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ALSO-RANS, THE NEXT BEST FILMS OF 2010

Iron Man 2
Geez, people. What do you want in a film? Iron Man 2 didn’t do it for you, really? Of all 2010 
films, it had the best villain (Mickey Rourke as Ivan Vanko), the best action scene (Monaco 
Speedway), and constantly snappy dialogue. I didn’t even mention gratuitous Scarlett 
Johansson. No, I didn’t like seeing Tony Stark drunk in the Iron Man suit, either, but it was 
necessary. Look at your history of second-in-a-hero-series films – in the first sequel, the 
superhero always has to defeat himself. Think Rocky 2, Superman 2, Spider-Man 2 – we know 
what he can do, that’s what the first film was for. Now we have to know he can handle the 
responsibility that goes with the power. All second films have to answer this questions. Is it 
Iron Man’s fault his demons are more human than others? Screw it; this film rocked. Yeah, I 
could have used a longer climactic battle, too, but I’m not losing any sleep over it.  

B+ ANIMATION

Tangled
“I didn’t want to have to do this, but you leave me no choice. Here comes the smolder.”

It is a new era. The best energy in filmmaking right now is going into animation. How do we 
know this? Disney hasn’t made the best animated film in years. This modern Rapunzel tale, 
Tangled, is a wonderful film and yet barely scratches the animated Top 5 for 2010. This trend is 
hardly surprising when you think about it – the profit margins on a successful animated film are 
huge. You collect admission prices from not a couple, but a family, often repeating admissions 
at that. Animation is also tailor-made for the 3D revolution. Nobody wants to see Robert 
DeNiro’s mole in 3D, but a paddle ball game – sign me up!  That’s more profit. Animation also 
boasts minimums on conflicts of ego, subject matter and on-site location shooting. It probably 
was just a matter of time before animation took over the movies. All things ebb and flow; when 
we discover we like plots more than animation, we’ll shy away from paddle ball. For now, 
however, the best plots are animated. 

Megamind
I feel like I’m privy to a class assignment. Universal and DreamWorks both had the following 
task: Make a 3D animated film about a super villain. Elements must include:

• Cerebral villain, no super physical abilities
• Successful execution of evil plot
• Backstory on evil development
• Change of heart
• Rival
• Gadgetry
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• A possibly disagreeable #2
• Cute minions
• Love discovered
• Redemption

DreamWorks (Megamind) got a B+. Universal got an A.

Winter’s Bone
Every year, there’s a depressing tale better told than the rest. Think The Road or Blindness or 
Requiem for a Dream. This is the 2010 version.

Blue Valentine
One day people are going to know who Ryan Gosling and Michelle Williams are. The day will 
prove a mixed blessing, of course, because it likely will have been preceded by selling out. Tell 
me this right now – how many actors can you name who can effectively play a wide-eyed 
collegian and a burned-out parent in the same film? Twenty, maybe? Fewer than ten? It’s not a 
lot. These two both have it nailed down.

Blue Valentine is the movie Eat, Pray, Love 
should have been. It’s an honest retelling of 
the rise and decline of a couple over a five-
year period, scatter-splice edited so one can 
directly contrast the subtle (and not-so-
subtle) changes in appearance and attitude. 
It doesn’t pretend there’s a greater truth to 
discover or that “finding yourself ” is 
anything other than a selfish cop-out. 
Emotionally, Blue Valentine is all over the 
map. It contains perhaps the most romantic 
scene of the year, the best off-color joke of 
the year, and yet you’ll leave it pained, like 
you’ve been through an ordeal. This is a couple that went from pure love to “I 
can’t do this.” Not only are there no easy answers, sometimes there aren’t even answers. I 
applaud director Derek Cianfrance for this work; I also shudder at the realization of what he 
went through to make such a film.

I Love You Phillip Morris
A better version of 2009’s Steven Soderbergh tale of a compulsive liar, The Informant! Glenn 
Ficarra and John Requa are both listed as directors for Morris. I don’t know the story there. 
Phi$ip Morris has a much better feel for comic timing and plot development than the 
Soderbergh version. 
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JAW-DROPPING CONCLUSIONS

The Book of Eli, Shutter Island
I can’t discuss either of these films without giving away the ending – which in both cases is 
“ooooooooh, neat... hey, wait a minute” stuff. Suffice to say they’re worth seeing if you have a 
tolerance for the bleak. Shutter Island in particular may be the moodiest film I’ve seen in several 
years. It’s like attending the first Goth meeting following the Columbine tragedy. 

City Island
Dad’s a prison cop who wants to be an actor. His daughter’s secretly a stripper and his son is 
into fetish porn! And, oh yeah, he’s invited home his newly-discovered illegitimate son fresh 
from jail. And mom likes the new guy. Now everybody has a secret! Sounds like a sitcom, huh? 
TV shows us ways to make this plot bad every single day. Raymond De Felitta, thankfully, 
handled this material much better. 

GRITTY BOSTON TALES

The Town
I have come to terms with Ben Affleck, Director. I think he’s pretty damn good at showing the 
blue-collar side of a city. (That city being Boston, of course.) I am not yet, however, ready to 
forgive Ben Affleck, Actor. My enjoyment of robbery and redemption in the ‘burbs of 
Beantown was constantly distracted by two questions: 1) Do I have to root for Ben Affleck 
here? and 2) Isn’t Jeremy Renner a larger man?

The Fighter
Boxing remains the most overworked cliché in moviedom, which isn’t to say you can’t make a 
good boxing movie. You can. However, when the ring stuff starts to resemble Rocky XIII, you 
should back off the “Best Picture” talk. It is unwarranted.

Mark Wahlberg has done the impossible here in making me care about Mark Wahlberg. His 
2010 (Fighter, The Other Guys, Date Night) was equal to any other actor around.  The strength of 
this picture is not only in our concern for boxer Mickey Ward or his druggie ex-boxing brother 
Dicky (Christian Bale). The strength here is the entire cast. Mickey Ward’s sibs, half-sibs, and 
assorted relatives are so eerily captured by David O. Russell that anybody who has seen the 
seedy side of the Northeast will recognize them immediately. Personally, it made me fondly 
reminisce of leaving Boston again and again. 
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Inside Job
Holy crap! This is exactly the film Wa$ Street II or Capitalism: A Love Story should have been. 
Charles Ferguson examined the recession, indentified the bad guys, and chastised everybody – 
including the present administration. This is not a “who’s to blame?” documentary so much as 
a “who’s more to blame?” documentary. At the end of the day, the names are just names. What’s 
important to know is: we know exactly how the economy collapsed; we also know who and 
why. The puppet-masters got richer while taking directly from the American public; nobody 
served any jail time and nobody is going to because the same people who created the problem 
still hold massive influence in all levels of government. Nobody likes to admit the US is now a 
plutocracy, but it is. Got it? 

True Grit
Toughest exclusion from the top-10. I liked the Coen brothers remake more than the original 
and more than their last film, A Serious Man. I am puzzled by the Act III need to redeem 
Rooster Cogburn. Do the final ten minutes suggest this character needs redemption? I’m 
pretty sure we’re going to think the same of this fictional tough guy with or without the 
conclusion, so how’s about we re-edit this one, huh? No? Well, it’s still an excellent film.

THE BEST FILMS OF 2010

10. Scott Pilgrim vs. the World
Scott Pilgrim vs. the World was probably my favorite time at the movies in 2010. Midnight 
showing in the setting city, Toronto. Very enthusiastic comic book crowd. I’m quite sure I was 
the oldest person in attendance and I didn’t care. Was the lovely woman accompanying me the 
second-oldest person in attendance? Not by a long shot. Woohoo me! We had intended to 
follow the 9:50 of Salt with the midnight opening of The Expendables but neither of us could 
find the show. We shrugged and picked Pilgrim. Best.choice.ever. 

Scott Pilgrim may not be anywhere close to the best of 2010, but boy is it a lot of fun. This is a 
comic book come to life, almost literally. I don’t know why there’s such a backlash against 
Michael Cera these days – he’s absolutely made for these parts where a hero doesn’t quite know 
what to do, ever. It’s not unlike life. If you always knew how to get what you wanted, the trip 
would never be awkward. If that describes you, well, I envy you. I sympathize with Michael 
Cera. Can he defeat the seven evil exes and thus win the heart of the sometimes pink-haired, 
sometimes blue-haired but always sexy Ramona Flowers (Mary Elizabeth Winstead)? In the 
end, does it matter? The journey is the fun. See if you don’t root for Scott Pilgrim as well.
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9. A- ANIMATION

Toy Story 3
Once again, Pixar has me weeping incessantly. At least in didn’t happen until the end of the 
film this year.

The AMC in Emeryville is quickly becoming 
my theater of choice. The details aren’t 
important but it basically comes down to 
morning time slots and variety. I often have to 
take a shuttle to get to the theater, no biggie. 
The shuttle passes right by Pixar studios. After 
a bad film, I often look out the shuttle window 
as we pass the studio to remind me of a 
company who does it right, always. This is the 
formula: make one (1) film a year. Put all your collective energy into it. Concentrate on 
nothing else. Release it. Collect your awards. Move on.

Sadly, no American business model ever calls for stagnancy. Hence, this model will change. One 
day Pixar will expand. I will be as intrigued as any to see how it changes. I guarantee it won’t 
yield superior results.

I’m actually a bit surprised Toy Story 3 did as well as it did. It is wonderful, but it’s dark. The 
customary plaything contested territorial rights themes have been replaced with toy jail and 
the threat of real life destruction at the hands of hideous machinery. I wouldn’t recommend 
this film to anyone under the age of 8 and that’s the best Pixar audience.

How to Train Your Dragon
Dare I say? Dare I? This movie is 
adorable. A passively bold non-
conformist tames a wild beast who 
will closely resemble your pet cat. 
The dragons are cute, the hero is 
cute, the villains are cute, the peril is 
cute. The blatant critique of the 
shoot-first-ask-questions-later nature 
of our aggressive society will be lost 
on children, and most adults for that 

matter. You’ll take from this picture the idea that 
dragons are wonderful and would make great pet ponies. In a way, that’s kind of what 
Hollywood magic is all about. 

The Year in Film 2010 by Jim McManus! 53



8. The King’s Speech
It must be tough to feign a speech impediment. Tougher than an accent, certainly. This isn’t 
just correct pronunciation. An audience has to believe every single time you open your mouth 
that there is pain in the delivery; if you can’t show it, we won’t believe it.  Does it matter that 
the subject is King George VI? I mean, what separates this performance from that of say, 
Daniel Day Lewis in My Le+ Foot? The king part requires public speaking, of course, but one 
can write around that. What am I getting at? Here it is: even if Colin Firth were not playing a 
king, I would still care about his relationship with speech therapist Lionel Logue (Geoffrey 
Rush). Given the subject matter, I’m not sure I could pay this film a higher compliment. 

7. TRAPPED!

127 Hours
James Franco wedged between boulders for an hour-and-a-half.

Buried
Ryan Reynolds stuck in a box for an hour-and-a-half.

Both of these films are testimonies to the genius of simplicity. Done correctly, you don’t need 
anything to entertain an audience besides one conflict and an actor capable of making you care. 
Neither of these is a happy tale – it looks like these guys are going to die. Do you really need 
more than that? You’re sick. The scene never changed and yet I never once peered at my watch 
for the entirety of either film. These are “get involved” works: you’re stuck in a box with a 
phone, whom do you call? Your dead arm has become your personal anchor, what do you do? 

If I have to select a winning actor here, I pick Reynolds. He never got the benefit of an 
introduction, co-actors, or a flashback scene. Yeah, you can probably do more with a phone 
than a video camera but the movie begins with him in a box, not hot-wheeling his BMX across 
the desert. That’s a serious acting challenge.

6. Easy A
Every year one teen send-up stands above the rest. This year it’s Easy A, a modern reworking of 
The Scarlet Letter pitting one of my new favorites, Emma Stone, against one of my traditional 
favorites, Amanda Bynes. I swear the plot doesn’t sound so special – nerdy boys exchange 
money for pretend sexual favors from the perceived school slut. She gets money, they gain 
status. It’s win-win, right? And, of course, anybody can see the huge flaws in said plan. 
Entertain them long enough and sooner or later Nathaniel Hawthorne himself will wake from 
the dead, collect a class 1A driver’s license and steer a dump truck through the giant holes 
therein. Easy A isn’t about plotholes, it’s about having fun with clichés – from the hipster 
parents lovingly played by Patricia Clarkson and Stanley Tucci, to Godsquaders to the 
insistence of ending the show with a musical John Hughes tribute. Enjoy the clichés, stay for 
Emma Stone – she’s a star.

The Year in Film 2010 by Jim McManus! 54



5. FOREIGN THRILLERS

Mother (Madeo)
Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, The (Män som hatar kvinnor)
The Secret in their Eyes (El secreto de sus ojos)
America has lost touch with the thriller. Problem is all too often American films replace 
psychological thrill with something blowing up. It’s hard to sell traditional thrillers to 
American audiences. We like things blowing up; we’re not big on “thinking”. The result is when 
a traditional thriller happens along, it comes out as State of Play or The Next Three Days. I don’t 
mean to pick on Russell Crowe here, but these films kinda blow.

Hence, I look to foreign film to show us how to keep an 
audience in suspense. Two of these films already got 
attention – Secret won the Oscar last year for Best 
Foreign Language Film and Girl with the Dragon Tattoo 
has been a NYTimes best seller for months now. Mother 
is one of the oddest great films you’ll never see. A semi-
retarded mama’s boy gets involved in a murder. How 
was he involved? Who knows? The kid’s brain is 

seriously addled. By the end, you know the who, the 
how, and the why, and unlike the modern American thriller, it makes sense. Are you sick of 
films like Edge of Darkness and The International? Try one of these.

4. Black Swan
Somewhere down here is a guy who wants to stand up and applaud Darren Aronofsky for 
having the balls? imagination? schizophrenia? temerity? to follow a wrestling pic with a ballet 
pic. Who does that? Who is capable of doing that?

Now, I don’t like ballet. Ballet is Orwellian oppression art. Oh, there’s freedom of expression 
there... so long as the expression is confined to the most restrictive of movements and 
costumes and the performers are chestless anorexic kewpie dolls all dressed to look like Robert 
Palmer’s video background. Ballet is to art as legalese is to creative writing.

Phew. Don’t get me wrong – performing top-level ballet is a skill set as difficult as any in 
athletics.  I hope Natalie Portman gets everything she deserves out of not only the emulation 
of this craft, but for her intoxicating descent into madness along with it. Black Swan  is about 
ballet the way The Wrestler is about wrestling. The activity is there, in fine detail for the purists. 
In a way, however, it’s just an excuse to give us a character portrayal. Natalie Portman is Nina, a 
frightened little ballet princess protectively sequestered by Barbara Hershey in a juicy role as 
my favorite mother figure since Piper Laurie in Carrie.  The true art is the reflection of Nina’s 
real life Swan Lake as it mirrors the production in which she performs in the ballet itself as the 
Swan Queen.
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Does that sound like something you’d go for? I dunno. Clearly, Black Swan ain’t for everybody. 
I hate ballet and there’s wall-to-wall ballet in this film – but the nightmare-like transformation 
of our Swan is as riveting a third act as you’ll find in cinema this year.

3. The Social Network
My, we do like to dig ourselves a hole, don’t we? Were I not the kind of person who sees every 
single film, there’s no way I’d see this one. Let’s start with the trailer: Facebook? Really, a movie 
about Facebook? Are we gonna watch people online for two hours? Exciting stuff. Oh, goody, 
we’re at Harvard. If there’s one thing I just can’t get enough of it’s the ever-present Hollywood 
idea that Cambridge students have more important stories than those of others. And, our hero 
is a jerk. Another plus. Ah, the line “you’re going to get left behind” is edited so the word 
“behind” exactly coincides with the shot of Dakota Johnson’s ass. Wow, that’s cheesy. And then 
there’s the obnoxious stinger “I believe I deserve some recognition from this court.” Is this a 
guy you want to root for? I don’t. And all narrated to the background of one of the worst 
compositions ever set to music, Radiohead’s “Creep” (in creepy chorale fashion, of course). 

I’d tell you about the movie and it won’t get any better. Do you want to care about the asshole 
who created Facebook? How about the guys he stole the idea from? Check these guys (the 
Winklevoss twins) out – tall, handsome, crew Olympians, Harvard educated, spoiled children 
of deep privilege. I’m sorry; it’s very hard to take seriously any plea about injustice from people 
that have never known what it is to be a have-not. Do you hear me, Tea Party jackoffs? It gets 
better – the best character in The Social Network is a smarmy scumbag played by Justin 
Timberlake. 

How do you overcome all that? I kept telling myself, “David Fincher and Aaron Sorkin deserve 
my attention” again and again. And they do. These are people who know how to entertain, 
especially how to entertain with intelligence. It is quite possible you won’t like a single 
character in The Social Network and still love the movie. I could make that statement about 
maybe five to ten films in the history of films. Our hero is a jerk, but he’s an Aspergery jerk; it’s 
easier when you think of him as socially limited. The selfish pricks who latch onto him? Well, 
that’s just human nature. Even if you hate all computing, think the current generation is 
replete with slackers, and that texting is the work of devilry, the story of the Facebook 
nascence is fascinating. It deserves your attention.

2. Despicable Me
I make no apologies for this selection. I also refuse 
to apologize for the box office success. Sometimes 
the masses get it right, and it’s refreshing when 
they do get it right instead of patronizing Adam 
Sandler. I’ve seen Despicable Me five (5) times now 
and I daresay it got better each time.

This is the only 2010 film I’d recommend 
unconditionally to any audience. I’ll go further – if you 
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didn’t like something in this film, it’s possible you just don’t like film. Despicable Me is indeed a 
cartoon, but it’s a classic tale of character redemption and reexamination of priority. Gru is 
despicable. We see that. We know why he’s despicable. And yet he’s surrounded himself with 
lovable minions. Why? He callously adopts three orphans for the sole purpose of abusing the 
relationship. And then we see him bend. Why?

You don’t have to like Gru or care about his transformation to like this film. Love the comedy; 
love the orphan girls; love the animation; love the squid launcher; the 3D effects were the best 
in the biz in 2010. Come for the minions, stay for the story.  

1. Inception
Can a movie be too clever for its own good? I’ll try never to hold that against it. Inception is an 
easy #1, the easiest in years. Even if you hated the damn thing, you had to acknowledge the 
care that went into making it. What is Inception, anyway? Does it really matter? I can’t possibly 
settle all the psychological arguments here; I think that’s what I liked best about Inception – it 
works in many ways: action thriller, drama, tragic love story, sci-fi comic, and intense thought 
piece. Don’t understand what’s going on? You don’t have to, the effects are awesome. Let’s face 
it – you can lose an audience on the premise alone: a company infiltrates dreams to make 
people think things they wouldn’t normally think. When Inception starts layering the dreams 
for specific consequence, oh my, you’re into serious “you lost me” territory. Forget it, just enjoy 
the stop motion, the zero gravity fight, the city folding on itself; it’s all fantastic.

Let’s veer away from the film. I think Christopher Nolan should never do another Batman 
film.  You read that right. Nolan is clearly the best director of Batman. To me, that’s like being 
the world’s greatest athlete and choosing speedskating to prove it. Oh, it will earn you a great 
deal of attention in certain circles – but you’ll never be acknowledged world-wide for the full 
scope of your talent no matter how many Olympic medals you amass. Dark as they are, deep as 
they are, Batman films have to follow rules – Batman is good. Batman saves the day. Batman’s 
enemies are vanquished. Bottom line is no matter how nuanced you make the characters, the 
films still have the same champion/villain arc of all superhero films. Nolan was not meant to be 
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boxed in. Look at his non-Batman work: Memento, The Prestige, Insomnia‚ and now Inception. 
These aren’t formula films. These aren’t confined ideas. These are films in which you’re 
constantly guessing “who is the bad guy?” and “what’s really going on?” Nolan handles these 
questions better than anybody in the biz. Taking away from him the right to redefine the 
protagonist essentially takes away from Nolan’s freedom as a director.

I’d never seek to take away Nolan’s freedom as director. Would you?

GLIB AND GLIBBER

Eclipse: I don’t think you’re supposed to look directly at it.

Remember Me? I’m that sexy vampire. Wait, come back!

The Last Airbender. Dear M. Night – Get airbent. 

The Expendables. Meh. I could take ‘em or leave ‘em. 

Wa$ Street: Money Never Sleeps: Well, it should have attended in my place then. 

Kites flew right on by.  

Due Date; expected to leave theaters immediately following arrival. 

My Soul to Take. That it did. I don’t think I’m getting either the $10.75 or those 90 minutes 
back, either.

Letters to God: Dear Lord Almighty – Why do good people make bad films?

The I$usionist (L’i$usionniste): *POOF* No audience.

Say, do you like crying at movies? You do? Check out: A+ershock (Tangshan Dadizhen). Massive 
heartache and painful tears only pushed aside by occasional bouts of flat-out bawling. 

Robin Hood: Men in Fights.

Eat, Pray, Love, Bleat, Bray, Leave. 

Herea+er, There-a-fter, Everywhere-a-fter-fter
Old Clint Eastwood had a film, E-S-P-Oh-No!

Tron: Yawn

Diary of a Wimpy Kid: Day 1, people come to film. They leave early and angry. Day 2, many 
fewer people come to film. 

A+er.Life.Comes.Death.   By.Pan

Stone: Sank

Mid-August Lunch: A film about a meal in the middle of the day in the middle of a month which 
lies roughly in the middle of the year. Fitting that this felt like half a film when it ended in 74 
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minutes. I would have demanded half my money back, but I simply snuck midway into another 
film – that seemed semi-adequate compensation. 

Step Up 3D/Street Dance 3D: We’re still dancin’ angry.

The Runaways. There’s something to be said for a film in which Kristen Stewart is by far your 
most talented cast member. That something is, “this blows.” 

2010 in a nutshell:

4 stars: 0

3.5 stars: 20

3 stars: 46

2.5 stars: 40

2 stars: 36

1.5 stars: 18

1 star: 18

0.5 stars: 4

0 stars: 1 (Saw 3D)

Average rating: 2.33

Theaters abused:

Jack London: 58 movies

Emeryville AMC: 44

Landmark Shattuck: 24

San Francisco Loews AMC 16: 19

Van Ness AMC: 8

Grand Lake: 8

Walnut Creek Century 14: 6

None other with more than four.

One final note from 2010 film: if you’re going to spelunk in the Utah desert by yourself, for 
God’s sake take a sharper knife. 

Jim
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