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Four Academy Award attention-getters 
Angela Bona voglia 

Added to the fine perfo~mances 
of Diane Keaton in Shoot the 
Moon, Sissy Spacek in Missing, 
and Glenn Close and Mary Beth 
Hurt in The World According to 
Garp, a year-end film bonanza 
rescued us from ET's index 
finger and a spate of mildly ar
tistic <Diner) to truly disgusting 
(Porky's) male buddy films. 
Ranging from the wildly farcical 
to the explosively dramatic and 
sure to capture Academy Award 
attention, these films featured 
women-centered .subjects and 
sterling female directorial as 
well as acting performances. 

fesses to her: "I was a better 
man with you as a woman than I 
ever was with a woman as a 
man." 

SMITHEREENS 
Twenty-nine-year old Susan 
Seidelman was the only American 
and the only woman director in 

. the 1982 Cannes film festival's 
main competition. The entry of 
her film, Smithereens, also 
marked the first time that an in
dependently produced first 
featwe was accepted for the 
main event. As if that were not 
enough, in this era of $12 million 
productions, she made her film • 

TOOTSIE 
' for just $100,000. 

The irony is that 1982's most cele
brate.d woman's role may have 
been played· by a man: Dustin 
Hoffman in drag in Tootsie. Cap
tivating and hilarious, Tootsie 
features a temperamental, 
unemployed actor, Michael 
Dorsey <Dustin Hoffman),. who 
decides to dress like a woman to 
get work. He winds up a female • 
soap opera hero, an outspoken 
hospital administrator who bops 
a lecherous· physician on the 
head; advises an abused woman 
patient to forget about getting 

-counseling at a shelter and to hurl 
a heavy planter at her husband 
instead; and announces to the 
sexist soap director: "My name 
is not Tootsie. Tom is always 
Tom. John is always John. My 
name is Dorothy. Capital D-o-r-o
t-h-y." Her antics on the set are 
always extemporaneous and, in 
this make-believe world, so effec
tive that the director can only opt 
to air them. 

Trouble brews when Dorothy 
falls in love with Julie, a nurse in 
the soap (Jessica Lange), turning 
the film into a touching, even 
poignant love story of sorts. By 
press accounts, this was director 
Sydney Pollack's v1s1on, 
challenged somewhat by Hoff
man who wanted a greater smat
tering of bathroom jokes. Pollack 
also stars in the film, the picture 
of perpetual exasperation as 
Dorsey's agent, though the real 
show stopper among the suppor
ting cast is Bill Murray as the 
deadpan playwright observing 
his roo'mmate Dorsey go mad. 

It is noteworthy, of course, that 
no middle-aged, unglamorous, 
downright aggressive female ac
tress would have been (a) so 
warmly received by audiences as 
Dorothy or, (b) allowed to look 
the way Hoffman looked and land 
a central role in a feature film. 
The main female character in the 
film, Julie, is irritating, though 
Jessica Lange does the best she 
can as the dizzy, saccharine, 
naive, vacuous gorgeous-young-
thing. The confident, likeable, no
nonsense female executive pro
ducer of the soap, however, is 
something of a breakthrough por
trayal. The parallelism between 
the soap director's bad treatment 
of girlfriend Julie and Dorsey's 
bad treatment of girlfriend Sandi 
(Teri Garr) is good, adding depth 
to Dorsey's enlightenment, hav
ing shown hill! to be as much a 
perpetrator of male prerogatives 
in relationships as the next guy. 

In the end, Tootsie represents a 
little revolution. We still live in a 
society where many men cannot 
imagine a worse insult than to be 
accused of being like a woman. 
Yet, at. the close of this film, 
Dorsey recalls the hours he spent 
with Julie as Dorothy and con-

Smithereens is an engrossing, 
funny, rueful I ook at the 
meanderings of a 19-year-old 
former New Jerseyite named 
Wren, played with verve, sass 
and tenderness by Susan Ber
man. Struggling to break into the 
New York City New Wave rock 
scene, she makes her debut in 
giant, plaid-framed dark glasses, 
a checkered, vinyl mini 'skirt, 
silver high heels, and. black 
fishnet stockings with seams. She 
is hanging up her photostated pic
ture all over the subways. 

Looking to become a road 
managir--sans MBA, music -0r 
even job experience-Wren 
becomes involved with Paul 
(Brad Rinn), a gentle vagabond 
from Montana who lives in his 
immobile purple van parked in 
the bombed-out territory along 
the Hudson, and Eric (Richard . 
Hell, an originator of New Wave 
music), a rock star and irres
ponsible opportunis~ who demon
strates what Wren might, if she 
keeps at it, become. 

In the tradition of the small 
movie, Smithereens focuses as 
much on the milieu ·and in
digenous characters as on Wren. 
In one scene, illustrating 
Seidelman's wizardry at juxta
posing disparate elements to 
make her points, a neighborhood 
prostitute approaches Paul's van 
and ask him if ·he wants to have 

SUSAN BERMAN as Wren in 
Smithereens. 

intercourse, which will cost him 
$25. He says no. Slipping into the .. 
passenger side, she suggests oral 
sex for only $20. No again. Set
tling in, she inquires about a 
hand job, which costs a meager 
$15. Another no. Willing now to 

, barter for a reprieve from the 
cold, she rummages around in 
her purse. "How about a chicken 
salad sandwich?" she asks. Her 
mother made it. 

Wren wanders through the 
landscape of Lower Manhattan 
among mangled buildings, over
flowing trash cans, and rubble 
strewn about like broken. limbs. 
She is ~ premature bag lady try
ing to be cool, at home in the 
world in spite of its treachery, a 
victim not of her sex but of 
anomie. ''I have a million and one 
places to spend my time," she 
says to the few people who know 
who she is, until there are no peo
ple left. 

The film closes in a • frozen 
frame of Wren walking along the 
West Side Highway. For what she 
represents of our society and our 
lives, where she is going seems 
far less important to understand 
than where she .has been. 

FRANCES 
# 
A\ 

Fai:_ surpassing the merits of the 
film itself, Jessica Lange's per
·formance is what makes Frances 
extraordinary. Based on the 
tragic life of the 1930s and 40s 
Hollywood golden girl, the film 
follows Frances Farmer from the 
age of 16, when she won a na
tional contest and the ire of her 
Seattle neighbors for her essay on 
the death of God, through her 
soar to fame, starring is such 
widely acclaimed films as Come 
and Get It. 

The production hints at 
Farmer's conflict between her 
lifelong Leftist sympathies and 
her participation in a star system 
she deplored, and at the problem 
of her commitment to Art, which 
is only satisfied when she rejects 
Hollywood to join the Group 
Theater's Broadway productidn 
of Clifford Odets' Golden Boy. • 
But Odets, who became Farmer's 
lover, used her just as Hollywood 
had, finally banishing her from 
the production, a betrayal that 
launched her descent into hell. 

Vigorous and headstrong, her 
frankness disarming if not down
right cathartic, Lange's Farmer 
never behaves. Reh_1rning to 
Seattle for the opening of Come 
and Get It, Farmer is greeted by 
a throng in the theater lobby, in
cluding an uppity socialite who 
had earlier spurned her. "I'm so 
happy to meet you,'' said the 
woman to Farmer. 

"Bull-shit!" said Farmer. 
"You're the woman who damned 
me to hell. You're not happy to 
meet me .. You're not happy at 
all." 

Bearing a startling 
resemblance to Farmer during 
the out years when she was a vic
tim of Hollywood's vindictive
ness, Lange delivers a character 
whose rage mounts until sht con
sumes the screen, a towering im
age of principle and pain. She 
gets into drunken brawls; kicks 
cameras that flash furiously at 
her; and struggles bitterly 
against cops who drag her from 
her home in the middle of the 
night, and matrons who drag her 
to a hearing where she is ~rmit
ted no counsel. Her rebellion is in 
vain, however; soon, Farmer 
begins a series' of psychiatric 
hospitalizations that subject her 
to abuse and perilous treatments, 

JESSICA LANGE as Frances 
Fa_rmer. 

including shock and, in keeping 
with most accounts, a lobotomy. 

Like Elephant Man, another 
Mel Brooks' production, Frances 
becomes a bludgeoning ex
perience, relentless in its depic
tion of the abysmal. Facts elude 
us: What were Farmer's infrac
tions? What role did husband Leif 
Erickson play in her collapse? 
What role did the State play, in its 
anti-Leftist zeal? Furthermore, 
the film presents a tormented, 
physically abused woman who in
explicably persists in looking 
glamorous; capitalizes on her 
naked body, an exercise in 
voyeurism, not art; and di'lutes 
her strength and character by ad
ding a fictional lover-however 
warmly portrayed by Sam 
Shepard-who tries to rescue her 
throughout. 

For Hollywood to acknowledge 
one • of its own fatalities is 
commendable The sad part may 
be that, while the world of 
psychiatry has become 
somewhat more civilized, the 
Hollywood star system-with 
trash barrels full of starlets 
groV,(n mature and irrelevant-
still has a long way to go. 

SOPHIE'S 
CHOICE f 
In a word, Sophie's Choice is ex
quisite. Based on William 
Styron's novel, the film is about 
the life of a Polish Catholic 
Auscbwitz survivor, Sophie 
(Meryl Streep), as it is revealed 
through relationships with her 
volatile, vivacious, indeed mad 
Jewish lover, Nathan <Kevin 
Kline), and her friend Stingo 
<Peter MacNicol), the 22-year
old Southern would-be novelist 
who moves in 1947 into the 
·Brooklyn rooming house where 
Sophie and Nathan live. 

Barring a few lapses into ex
cess, the film is cinematically 
dazzling. Director Alan Pakula 
recreates Sophie's and Nathan's 
habit of dressing out of period, 
picturing them dancing under the 
moonlight as Lord and Lady, and 
later courting Stingo as Southern 
belle and gentleman. The film's 
bold and muted tones reflect the. 
storyline; in one scene, blue 
shadows of a creeping dawn fall 
across Sophie's face as she 
unearths characters from her 
unspeakable past. 

Sophie proceeds through a 
slow, agonizing process of self-
knowledge, peeling off layer after 

layer of her lies and delusions un
til, in her confessions to Stingo, 
she comes face to face with the 
unconscienable nature of her 
ordeals. Streep is as gripping as 
the post-Auschwitz Sophie as she 
is as the Sophie of the past. In 
skillfully intermingled flash
backs, she endures the Nazi oc
cupation in P7land and later, life 
in the camps, a woman driven at 
times to Mephistophelian acts. 
. Streep's Sophie is bigger than 
the Sophie of Styron's imagina
tion, presented to us through 
Stingo's eyes. A • victim of ex
treme physical and verbal abuse 
at Nathan's hands (an aspect of 
the relationship downplayed in 
the film), the literary Sophie is an 
underdeveloped character whose 
masochism is characterized as 
mythologically mysterious and 
who is far more a vehicle for 
Stingo's observations than an 
autonomous being. 

In Streep's hands, the in
evitable force of this character 
emerges. Some scenes as Styron 
conceived them suffer, but so be 
it. As Nathan's idolator, wide
eyed and worshipping, Streep is 
not believable, but comical. 
When the naive Stingo, in love 
with Sophie but centered square
ly in his male ego, asks her to 
become his appendage-to bear 
his children, support his work, 
become his wife, he seems so ar
rogant, dwarfed by the power of 
this woman's experience and 
pain. Another female character 
in the story does not fare so well, 
the young Jewish woman with 
whom Stingo has a date expec
ting a sexual jamboree, only to 
have her renege at the last 
minute. She is a grotesque, 
cartoon-like caricature of a per
son, exactly as Stingo reported 
her; not even the Nazis in this 
story are treated so one-dimen
sionally. 

Sophie's Choice survives 
Styron's failures and bears 

- witness· to his talent and to the 
talents of Pakula and Streep. It is 
a vivid, compelling and terrifying 
reminder of how complex evil is, 
how complex the human soul is, 
how much we can hurt each 
other, and how much we have 
been hurt. 

MERYL STREEP of "Sophie's 
-Choice. 
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