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Eyes Right

Fairfax, VA – I had not been to a Woody Allen movie in several years, so I decided to check out his latest offering, Vicki, Cristina, Barcelona, at the Cinema Arts Theater here in Fairfax.  When we arrived for a 9:50 PM showing on a weekend night, there were only 8 other customers in the theater.

I have always found most of Allen’s work to be enjoyable, even if most of his characters are wildly neurotic and totally embedded in the New York City frame of mind in which there is New York, and only New York, and nothing else is of any significance.  Writers tend to explore groups and areas with which they are most familiar, and Allen knows New York.  He was born in Brooklyn [real name, Allen Konigsberg], and has lived and worked there all of his life.  He entered show business in his early teens as a comedy writer.  Soon he branched into stand-up, keeping Allen as a last name and adding Woody, allegedly in honor of the jazz great, Woody Herman. By age 30 made his first film.  Since that time, he has been one of the most prolific movie-makers in the world, averaging nearly one movie a year for the past 35 years.  He has also written several Broadway plays, and has more Academy Award nominations for screen writing than anyone else.  And he has won 4 Academy Awards.  Oh, he is also an accomplished clarinetist who regularly tours the world in various jazz groups.  Clearly, Woody Allen is a very talented individual.
Vicki, Cristina, Barcelona seems to continue the neurotic New Yorker theme, except in this case, the two New Yorkers are recent female college graduates who are spending a summer in Barcelona.   They are apparently wealthy, as are most of Allen’s characters, and seem to be able to afford whatever they desire.  In this case, they are staying at an extremely luxurious home of American ex-patriots while bumming around Barcelona.

The two young women each have issues.  The brunette, played by the tall British actress, Rebecca Hall, is engaged to a very successful New York businessman, who has their lives all planned down to tennis lessons and a wonderful home in the Connecticut suburbs.  She is, of course, feeling anxiety about her life becoming predictable, and this, as in most Allen movies, leads to her having an affair with an older, handsome, charming, eccentric Spanish painter played by Javier Bardem. [In earlier Allen movies, this character would have been played by Allen himself].  The other American, a blonde, played by Scarlett Johannson, is a free spirit who flits from one relationship to another.  The line which defines her is pure Allen, “I don’t know what I want, but I do know what I don’t want.”  She also ends up in a sexual relationship with both the painter and his divorced wife, played by Penelope Cruz, who periodically tries to kill him and herself.  The movie ends with both of the Americans heading home after the summer; the brunette has apparently decided to continue with the rich New Yorker, while the blonde remains adrift.  It is unclear what happens to the Spaniards.
I left the movie with mixed emotions.  The story was “cute” but not particularly satisfying or profound.  The overall impression was that Allen wanted to shoot a movie in Barcelona and that he wanted to involve Johansson who seems to be falling in the footsteps of Diane Keaton and Mia Farrow, previous Allen favorites, who starred in multiple films with him 20 years ago.  Allen had romantic relationships with both of them, and even at age 72, I would not rule out the same for Johansson, some 50 years his junior.   As with most of Allen’s films, each of the characters is in serious need of psychiatric help, possibly due to the fact that Allen himself is reported to be seeing a therapist up to three times a week for the past 40 years.

All of Allen’s recent films have been shot abroad, beginning with Match Point, in 2005, which was filmed in London.  He apparently still lives in New York, but is finding Europe much more to his liking professionally.  Virtually none of Allen’s movies, with the exception of Annie Hall, have been particularly successful commercially in the U.S.  Still, he has no difficulty finding financing for his films, because they all do very well in Europe, and actors and actresses consider an appearance in an Allen movie to be the ultimate validation of their skills.
If you have never tasted a Woody Allen product, Vicki, Cristina, Barcelona may be a good way to begin.  More importantly, the movie highlights what incredible accomplishments a poor kid from Brooklyn, who dropped out of college, can achieve with talent and a solid work ethic.  So many movies, so many awards, so many women!

I thought you might like to know.
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