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Reviewed by Matt Zoller Seitz | RogerEbert.com | Rated R | 106 mins.

If you read the synopsis of “Sing Sing,” you might mistake it for a
movie you've seen before. It's a drama starring Colman Domingo as
one of a group men in serving time in prison whose participation in a
theater arts program gives them something to look forward to and
improves them as human beings. It ends on what a studio boss might
call an “up note.” But it doesn’t move or feel like any other prison
movie, or movie about theater students, that I've seen, and its
commitment to the truth of its characters — and of life itself — is rare
and precious.

Writer-director Greg Kwedar and his script partner Clint Bentley
developed the project after buying the rights to the 2005 Esquire
article “The Sing Sing Follies,” by John H. Richardson. But they didn’t
just shrink-wrap a true story in Hollywood cliches. They did what
good journalists would do and re-reported the entire thing by
interviewing people from the story as well as various participants in
the Sing Sing correctional facility’s theater program. Then they cast
some key roles with people who went through that same program.

And then—the crowning touch—they kept the movie loose and airy
(but never slow) and allowed scenes to play out in a way that feels
real, especially in the drama club meetings. Participants are shown
rehearsing scenes, talking about their meaning and construction,
giving each other notes on how to perform the material, and talking
about how the art informs their lives (or the reverse). The result is
probably closer in feeling to work by an English “realist” director like
Mike Leigh or Ken Loach, letting the form of a scene or an entire
sequence change according to whatever's happening onscreen
that’s most interesting and shooting it in a way that makes it feel like
it's all spontaneously happening. The film crew strives to get as nice
a shot as they can without sacrificing that feeling of immediacy.

Domingo plays Divine G, one of many real people who went through
the program. He was an actor and aspiring playwright in high school
before his life went off the rails. He’s a devotee of theater, loves to
act and read plays, and approaches it all with the quiet fervor of
somebody who found religion behind bars. Some of the most
memorable images in “Sing Sing’ focus on Domingo’s face in closeup
as Divine G performs, thinks, or silently observes others.

The prison is a cold, cruel place full of violent men whose dalily life
revolves around trying not to antagonize the alpha dogs within the
prison population or the guards looming over them.
Discipline/punishment seems arbitrary. Cells get “tossed’ by guards
in a heedless manner that seems meant more to humiliate and
terrorize than find forbidden things.

The theater program is an oasis from all of that. “We’re here to be
human again,” one participant says. It's also a place where the
effectiveness of art as a tool of enlightenment can be demonstrated
just by showing a bunch of actors doing their thing.

Paul Raci, who was so memorable as the hero’s mentor in “The
Sound of Metal,” is a measured and understated but strong
presence as the group leader who has to wrangle all of the egos
assembled in front of him every week. He has an ego himself: the
movie doesn’t get into the details, but it's inferred that he writes all
of the original plays performed by the group, that while he takes
suggestions for what types of material to combine, it’s ultimately his
show, and he has to go off and struggle with the blank page just like
any other author.

There’s a bit of tension courtesy of a dynamic but edgy and
sometimes combative new troupe member, Divine Eye. He's played
by Clarence “Divine Eye” Maclin, who went to Sing Sing for armed
robbery in real life and is playing a fictionalized version of himself
here. At first, it seems as if the movie is setting up a rivalry between
the two Divines, possibly an “All About Eve” scenario about jealousy
and treachery in a theater group.

But here, as elsewhere, “Sing Sing” doesn’t choose a well-trod path.
Divine G is a fundamentally decent person who has insecurities like
anybody (the suppressed terror in the character’'s eyes when he
fears he’s about to be eclipsed by a newcomer is beautifully
expressed). But he also has enough self-control and confidence to
see beyond the immediate moment and transform a potentially
ruinous situation into something beautiful just by being his best self.
The burgeoning relationship between these two actors is the secret
backbone of the movie, and its conclusion has the kind of
understated sincerity that old movies by directors like Howard
Hawks and Billy Wilder used to do so well.

“Sing Sing” is a small enough movie that it won’t be playing in every
multiplex. But you should still try to see it with an audience if
possible because it's the kind of film that reaffirms what the
experience is about. You can feel the collective mental hum of an
audience recognizing what the movie is up to — usually a few beats
after it has started down a specific path, because it’s pretty sly about
what it's doing. Sometimes the movie seems to be going off on a
tangent, only to reveal itself as an element that would diminish the
whole if removed.

| learned, and rediscovered, a lot about film, theater, and the arts
while watching “Sing Sing.” The more you sit with it, the more you
admire everything it does and is.

Join Us for the Pre-Show Organs

David Rhodes and the Mighty Wurlitzer Organ light up the stage 30
minutes before the screening, so come early and enjoy the music!
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Reviewed Johnny Oleksinski | New York Post | Rated R | 139 Mins.

It's easy to fall hard for Mikey Madison in “Anora,” director Sean
Baker’s exceptional film about a Brooklyn exotic dancer.

N

The 25-year-old actress has been working for about a decade, with
roles in the “Scream” reboot and the Pamela Adlon series “Better
Things,” among many others.

But Madison’s unforgettable performance as Anora, who prefers the
Americanized nickname Annie, is, to anyone with eyes and ears, her
star-is-born moment.

An elixir of charm, hilarity, rudeness, guts and grace, she’s a modern-
day Liza in “Arthur,” Marisa Tomei in “My Cousin Vinny.”

Only there’s an important difference. In the end, when Annie wearily
exhales after a whirlwind week of romance, fear and crushing
disappointment, she crumbles — and the viewer goes right along
with her.

Miraculous Madison is part of a trove of standing-ovation elements
in the latest movie from the director of “The Florida Project.”
Endlessly entertaining and frequently hysterical, “Anora” is one of the
year’s best films and a formidable Oscar contender.

Like caviar, it's not for everybody. This unsentimental, less-
straightforward “Pretty Woman” starts with a panning shot of topless
lap dancers and includes plenty of sex (the funny kind) and choice
language that's the opposite of politically correct.

Like caviar, give it a go.

Annie’s G-strings-to-riches journey begins late one night at a strip
club, where a 21-year-old high roller requests a girl who can speak
Russian.

The guy’s lvan (Mark Eydelshteyn), an oligarch’s spoiled son who'’s
on vacation — and on a bender — in New York before he begins
working for the family business.

Annie grew up in NYC, and had a Russian grandmother. So, it's
love at first nyet.

Boyish, eccentric and fun, lvan pays handsomely for his dance and
then asks to see Annie again the next day. All about the Benjamins,
she obliges.

In the morning, Annie arrives, awestruck, at his sleek mansion with
God knows how many rooms and its own elevator. When Ivan
boldly asks if she can be his girlfriend for a week — to the tune of
$15,000 — the ritzy incentives are irresistible. Heck, they hop on a
private jet to Vegas. He proposes.

Baker has billed his movie as a “love story,” and about now we start
to wonder: Is she in love with lvan? His money? A previously
unimaginable life? And is Ivan really in love with Annie? Or the sex?
Or his last gasps of carefree youth? Maybe the relationship is the
real deal.

Because of Eydelshteyn’s charisma and innocence — not to
mention the duo’s chemistry — we’re as whipped up in the fantasy
as Annie is. And then, like summer to winter, “Anora” sharp-turns
into an altogether different movie.

The cortisol flows in the stressful second act, which ropes in lvan’s
father Nikolai’s aggressive hired thugs: Toros (Karren Karagulian),
Igor (Yura Borisov) and Garnick (Vache Tovmasyan). With an irate
Annie in tow, they embark on a frantic search for lvan throughout
the city.

The gruff trio’s arc is the most surprising of the film.

At first we downright hate them; they’re mean security guards who
upset the heroine and shatter our starry-eyed illusion. Soon, we
start to find their quirks funny. And then we movingly realize they
might be the only decent-ish men Annie’s encountered all week.
Like Anora, they’re just normal people trying to scrape by.

Karagulian, as the bumbling boss, and mysterious Borisov do
especially fine work. Baker's writing and direction, gorgeously
chaotic, is top-notch throughout.

But in the end it's Madison’s movie. And no matter what the future
holds for Anora and Ivan, this actress’ love story with Hollywood has
only just begun.

In English, Russian, and Armenian, with English subtitles.
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Reviewed by Warren Cantrell | The Playlist | Rated PG | 85 Mins.

A wondrous journey, through realms natural and mystical, Flow follows a
courageous cat after his home is devastated by a great flood. Teaming up with
a capybara, a lemur, a bird, and a dog to navigate a boat in search of dry land,
they must rely on trust, courage, and wits to survive the perils of a newly
aquatic planet.

An animated triumph of visual storytelling that is as tender as it is
bracing, “Flow” deploys animals to unspool an achingly human tale.
An adventure yarn about a world in crisis as seen through the eyes of
a handful of creatures struggling to survive it, the movie trusts in its
non-verbal characters and the emotional currency they earn
throughout the tight 86-minute runtime. Emotional and moving, the
CG rendering brings every blink, shudder, and shriek to life, breathing
life into small moments that consistently land with the heaviest of
impacts.

The audience is introduced to the world of “Flow” via an adolescent
grey cat doing regular feline stuff in a forest. Frolicking in the tall grass
of the woods in between scouting missions to track food and a nearby
pack of dogs, the cat seems to have a handle on its existence until a
flood crashes through its home valley. Rising water levels transform
even the highest peaks into puddles, leaving the cat no option but to
take refuge in a small sailboat whose only occupant is a capybara.

The pair are eventually joined by others, including a dog, lemur, and
bird, each of whom reacts differently to the situation. They all want to
survive, but the cat wants to do so in isolation, while the dog yearns
for the community (the bird wants something halfway between each).
The lemur’s base materialism (it is hoarding a basket of shiny trinkets)
and the capybara’s indifference to pretty much all of them round out
the group, and their growth into a genuine community serves as the
backbone of “Flow.”

Director Gints Zilbalodis explored a similar non-verbal flight away from
primal forces in his previous feature, “Away.” While that laid more
focus on the struggle of the individual, “Flow” concerns itself with
society. The cat's journey is one of not just discovery but self-
realization about the importance of a found family after its initial
struggle to survive merely; conversely, the dog understands life only
in terms of its pack, yet comes to learn about the danger of the wrong

kind of company. Zilbalodis is once again exploring the primeval
scramble away from an inescapable pursuer, yet with “Flow,” he is
tapping into how this crisis fosters community and earned kinship.

Although “Flow” doesn’t explain this world or the ‘why’ of what's
happening, there are enough clues scattered throughout to color in
the essentials. Before the flood washes away the cat's home, man-
made sketches and statues pepper the area (along with the boat
itself), pointing at some collapsed civilization preceding these events.
While the animation does a magnificent job creating this tactile, lived-
in world, the animal design and rendering baits the emotional hooks
in this one.

The movements of all the creatures feel natural, yet so do the
expressions during the crucial moments of the narrative: threading
the needle between the genuine and the anthropomorphic. A worried
look that the dog gives when he realizes his old pack is more trouble
than they are worth speaks volumes but is entirely familiar to anyone
with a labrador or retriever and doesn'’t stretch the imagination all
that much. Each creature has similar moments and is a credit to the
work Zilbalodis, and his animation team has done to bring all of this
to life without a single word of dialogue.

There is much to commend on the back end of “Flow” as well,
including the sound design of the animals and the world around
them. The movie’s world is textured with the trilling of insects and the
rustle of trees, which add more than depth to the story but a true
sense of place for all of this. The score by Zilbalodis and Rihards
Zalupe is a crucial component of the narrative as well and manages
to inform the story without taking it over at any point.

A chronicle of a group of animals, sure, but “Flow” is really about the
best aspects of humanity as seen through the lens of these
creatures. How living things learn to trust, share, and protect the
weakest among them represents the best ideas of life on this planet,
and it is what Zilbalodis is interested in here. Even if humanity
sometimes forgets or outright disregards this, “Flow” supposes that
the gentler species populating the fringes still remember. It’s a timely
story, too, because looking around these days, they may soon be all
that’s left to carry on that example.

student film festival

N

Watch Now!
2024 Anim8 Virtual Student Film Festival

Anim8, the After Hours Film Society's 21st Annual Student Film
Festival, is available online for viewing! Culled from 71 entries from
11 countries around the world, this special program showcases the
top-rated films from students of all ages. Watch from the comfort of
your home and celebrate this new wave of cinema! Go to
afterhoursfilmsociety.com/student-film-fest and enjoy.

Please join us for our thought-provoking
post screening discussions!
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“An animated triumph of visual storytelling that's
deeply human.”

—RogerEbert.com
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