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. MOVIES

‘Life is Beautiful”: A fine work of cinematic poetry

BY VICTUIIA Diaz
SPECIAL WRITER

Is it possible to make u movie
about fascism, set much of it
inside n death camp and fill it
with laughs, charm and utter
magic?

Yes, it most definitely is possi-
ble. Look for the proof in Italian
filmmaker Roberte Benigni's
“Life Ta Beautiful® ("Ln Vitn E
Bella™).

Awarded the Grand Jury Prize
at this year's Cannes Film Feati-
val, the movie, in tickling the
funny bone, sometimes brenks
the heart, but it just may be one
of the most memorable films
you'll ever see.

It certainly resists classifica-

tion. It's romance. It's drama. It's
outright farce, at times
(although movicgoers certainly
shouldn’t expect “Schindler’s
List” with protfalls). It is
remarkable, in fact, just how
many dilferent emotions this
film can evoko at once. In that
respect, I have never seen anoth-
er movie like it.

The story, which occasionally
feels like n fairy tale, begins on a
sunny dny in 1939, in pre-war
Tuscany where, aside from some
stony monuments praising Mus-
solini and “Fascista Perfetto,”
everything looks about au pretty
s a storybook confection.

Guido (portrayed flawlessly by
Benigni himself) and his friend,
Ferruccio (Giustino Durano) hur-

tle down through the sun-dap-
pled hills, headed for a date with
destiny, sinco the brakes have
failed on their car, and who
knows where they will end up?
At the end of their wild ride,
Guido, an apolitical Italinn Jew,
encounters the benutiful Dora (a
beautiful Nicoletta Braschil
Even through Dora is a
schooltencher, the playful, imagi-
native Guido sees her as a
princesy. Even though she has
merely fallen from a barn loft
and !anded on top of the hnpless
Guido, he insists that she has
plunged from the sky. Later, as
their paths cross again and yet
again, and the eventually ride
away together {on a green-and-
white horse), we gladly suspend

our dishetief in n large sct of
highly unlikely circumstances,
and “see” through
enchanting imagination. {It's
important to remember that this
story is told through Guido's
son's eyes and through memories
of what his father has related.)

But, while this story may have
nbout the aura of a fairy tale
now and then, it is not a fairy
tale. When the clown prince and
his princess ride away together
on their curiously colored horse,
the story does not end. In a
sense, it is just beginning.

A bit jurringly (one of the
film's few rough spots), we jump
ahead several years and find
Guido and Dora married and the
parents of a small son, Giesue
(the cifin, rubbery faced Giorgio

Guido's

his dreamas of owning o tiny
bookshop, but fascism und war
have thoroughly infected the
Iand now and, onc doy, with hor-
rific suddenness, he and his wife
and son are hauled away, via o
monetrous, nightmare train, to a
nomeless concentration camp. (
“We'll tnke the bus back,” he
assures Giosue.)

Guido, being Guido, strives
then to turn the unspeakable
into the inventive, to “free” Gio-

nn unsuspecting German guard
to Giosue ond the other Italinn-
speaking prisoncrs. Among the
rules: No asking for lollipops! No
crying far mommy!}

To realize his film, Benigni
(wha co-wrote the script with
Vineenzo Cerami) worked with
famed cinematographer, Tonino
Delli Colli (“Once Upen a Time
in America,” “The Name of the
Rose”), and designer/costurer
Danito Donati. Both manage
somehow to bring a kind of
magic | cven to the more

sue through bis i He
insists to the boy that the camp
it part of a never-ending game,
“We're all players,” he says. “It's
well-organized.” (In one of the
film’s moat powerful scenes, he
purpescly mistranslates the
rules of the so-called “game™ us

shadowy scenes of “Life Is Beau-
tiful.”

The sometimes playful, some-
times haunting music by Nicola
Piovani interweaves imagery
and tints mood, finely punctuat-
ing this glorious cinematic poem.

campulsive, obsessed child
molester who stakes out his son
Billy's friends as victims, going
s0 fur as to drug their food.

A devastating scene near the
end has attracted the most
attention and is one of the most
uncomfortable scenes you're like-
Iy to sec in a major film release.
Bill explains in bitter and blunt
language his obsession to his
troubled 11-ycar-old son, who is
struggling with his own sexuali-
ty. Baker and young Rufus Rend
bring depth and sorrow to this
scene, but it is almost too painful
to watch.

The strange thing about
Solondz films is that they are so
hilariously funny. Ie has an ear
far inanity, an’ eye for tackiness
and a sense that our worst
nightmares and hangups are
funny to everyone but us, His
portrayal of New Jerscy as an
outpost of bad taste Hell should
help keep down the population of
the misnomered “Garden State.”

‘The sexun! scenes are distaste-
ful more than pornographic but
they take up too much of the
film's focus. Though sexual
hangups are certainly a core
part of our existence.

Still, Solondz is an interesting
director who scems to have a
wtrong cthical point of view
under all the dark humor and
perverse behavior. His films
seem to say, “Hey, look at us,
we're human, toa!”

Nobody in Hollywood is tmak-
ing; movices like that.

Annette Bening. Bruce Willls.

“VELVET GOLDMINE"

Set in London (n the carly ‘705 during
the emergence of the glamvrock scene.
the story follows the nse of o mythical
rock Icon wha finds himself at the epl-
center of the pleasures and decadence
of the day.’

“THE WIZARD OF 0Z°

Special cdition retelesse of the beloved
classic on the eve of the ilm's 60th
anniversary.

Scheduted to open Wednesday, Nov. 25
“HOME FRIES®

An offbent comedy about two brothers
obsessea with the same woman, 00
wants to marsy herthe other kit her.

scary!!!

brain-rotting comic books. The
band conaists of “Billy Bones”
Bowen on drums, “Crypt-Rocker
Chris” Flanagan on bass guitar
and backing vocals and song-
writer “Creepy Rick” Mills on
guitar and lead vocal. These
guys will all be rockin' tonight on
Backstage Pass,

The Elmwood Cemetery is one
of Detroit’s oldest and most
famous cemeterys. Backstage
Pass's Gerry Craig takes us all
on a tour with caretaker Chance
Miller. When I asked Gerry what
she thought of Elmwood, she
quickly commented, “Elmwood
hns some of the finest examples
of monument atatuary. The
coemetery itself is incredible, it
contnins wonderful pieces of his-
tory. It becomes very easy to sce
the different periods of art by the
way familics decided to memori-
alize their loved ones. This ceme-
tery in not creepy as most people
expect n place such as this to be.
Elmwood ia actually a very beau-
tiful, tranquil setting with won-
derful pieces of art.”

All this and moro on Back-
stage Pnss, niring tonight at 7:30
and ngnin tomorrow at midnight
on Detroit Public Television.
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