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JOHN & YOKO

Monday, June 16, 7:30 pm

Reviewed by Deborah Young | The Film Verdict | Rated R | 100 mins.

The life, politics, music and relationship of cultural idols and
revolutionary artists John Lennon and Yoko Ono are brilliantly
blasted onscreen amid exploding shards of 1970’s Americana in
Kevin Macdonald’s and Sam Rice-Edwards’ irresistibly original and
high-energy documentary, ‘One to One: John & Yoko'.

In case someone, overcome with exhaustion by the absurdity of a
bitterly politically divided America, should forget the absolute
craziness of the 1970’s when Nixon, George Wallace and the
Vietham war were on one side and Jerry Rubin and Allen Ginsberg,
violent student riots and dope-smoking love-ins on the other, One to
One: John & Yoko is here to refresh your memory. It is a smart and
warm-hearted documentary that never tries to separate the superstar
at its center from the political and cultural context, or to split John
from the woman he loved and admired — and never deliberately cast
shade on.

It is also one of the finest portraits of these artists on film, and a
creative leap forward for eclectic documentarist Kevin Macdonald
(Touching the Void, Marley) and co-director and editor Sam Rice-
Edwards. Structured very loosely around the couple’s move to New
York City in late 1971 after the Beatles’ break-up, and their
increasing radicalization as they came into contact with Greenwich
Village revolutionaries and 24-hour American television, the barrage
of images is at first a challenge to absorb. There is a moment when,
swept up in the ripping rhythms of John’s solo pieces on stage, a
kinky musical biography seems in the offing. But as this intimate
profile of Lennon and Ono slowly comes into focus, the blizzard of
Rice-Edwards’ editing goes ever deeper into their ideas, motives and
goals in a unique piece of portraiture.

The story is told through archive material that runs from concerts to
home videos, even black-screen phone calls (many droll and very
funny) that John seems to have taped for himself when he realized
his phone was bugged. Other info is provided on TV talk shows,
where John demonstrates a disarming naturalness discussing how
he was abandoned by his parents (he was raised by an aunt) and his
inner search to leave neurosis behind and find out who he really is.

It was at Yoko’s urging that John decided to leave his English country
house at Ascot and exchange it for a two-room apartment in the
Village, a space dominated by their famous, oft-photographed bed
and a TV set that is never turned off. Channel surfing at high speed
fills the screen with grim ironic humor. Richard Nixon dances with his
wife while Watergate seems to have been forgotten. The Republican
National Convention unfolds amid the threat of violent rioting.

Thousands of politicized students meet to end the war in Vietham
and free political prisoners like John Sinclair, sentenced to ten years
in jail for possession of marijuana.

Poet Allen Ginsberg reads a hilariously scatological poem on TV.
Shirley Chisholm, the first black woman elected to Congress,
addresses racial tensions after the inflammatory former governor of
Alabama, George Wallace, is shot and almost killed. John gets anti-
war leader and social activist Jerry Rubin on national TV to air his
views, much against the host’s wishes. Above all the white noise
and conflicting voices, Lennon’s own clear words can be heard
repeating, “We can do something,” a positive mantra aimed at
shaking young people out of their apathy and raising their voices to
end the war.

After John and Yoko watch a shocking news report on the inhuman
conditions at the Willowbrook Institution, home to 5,300 patients
with severe mental disabilities, the idea of the One to One charity
concert is born. Many of the residents are kids, and Lennon calls
children “symbols of all the pain on earth”. The concert comes off
and provides the film’s most emotional moment, when John sings
“Imagine” on stage. It is a revealing context for a song that could be
heard as sentimental, but here is grounded in a real change for the
better for the young patients.

The final scenes underline Yoko Ono’s personal trajectory with her
speech at the First International Feminist Conference at Harvard in
1973, and her moving revelation of loneliness and self-doubt
singing “Age 39”. Her agonized search for her estranged daughter
Kyoko is ongoing as the film draws to a sinister close, amid growing
violence in America. Macdonald and Rice-Edwards make the wise
choice to keep the ending upbeat, letting their portrait of John and
Yoko as revolutionary artists with a mission speak for itself. The
One to One concert was Lennon’s only full-length concert between
the final Beatles concert in 1966 and his death. Restored and
remastered footage from the event appears with remixed audio
overseen by Sean Ono Lennon.

Join Us for the Pre-Show Organ Concert!

David Rhodes and the Mighty Waurlitzer Organ light up the stage 30
minutes before the screening, so come early and enjoy the music!



Monday, July 21, 7:30 pm

Reviewed Monica Castillo | RoberEbert.com | Rated PG-13 | 99 Mins.

Shula (Susan Chardy) is tired, driving home in a Missy Elliott
costume she wore for a friend’s party, when she sees something
strange on the road ahead. She slows down, reverses and realizes
it's the dead body of her Uncle Fred. She calls other family members
to tell them of her discovery, starting a chain of events that will
dredge up repressed memories and heartbreaking secrets hidden in
her large family in Zambia. As the exhaustive preparations for her
uncle’s funeral commences, Shula and her cousins grow closer as
Shula realizes the pain this uncle caused the girls and women of the
family for generations.

Rungano Nyoni’'s “On Becoming a Guinea Fowl” is a surreal and
emotional journey through one family’s pent-up trauma. The ensuing
funeral is an intense affair, bringing dozens of relatives to cram
together in one house and forcing the younger women to run errands
and cater to the needs of the guests. At the same time, Shula goes
through her own personal emotional rollercoaster, hiding her
disdain—-maybe even disgust—for her uncle before realizing how
many girls in the family he hurt in the past and how he continued to
hurt his young wife. Shula’s family, siding with the abuser, lashes out
at the widow and blames her for his death, unleashing even more
pain at this somber occasion. “On Becoming a Guinea Fowl!” is a
complex film about the silence and repression of survivors and the
grief that remains even after the assailant is gone.

Nyoni, who burst on to the international film scene with her visually
stunning debut “I Am Not a Witch,” continues to develop her unique
style. In “On Becoming a Guinea Fowl,” she incorporates the
significance of the title’s bird to explore the family’s story, explaining
through flashbacks to a kid’s program that the guinea fowl helps keep
the rest of the animals safe by warning them of potential predators.
But this is just one creative use of nonlinear imagery to develop her
story, as Shula’s dreams become stranger and stranger as her

uncle’s death takes a toll on her. At various moments, visions of her
younger self come into view or her younger self steps in for the
grown-up Shula, representing how a given moment makes her feel.
Nyoni channels other filmmakers like Luis Bufiuel’s editing tricks
that make a viewer (and Shula) question if what they're seeing is
real and Andrei Tarkovsky's reflective use of water in “Nostalghia,”
especially in a dream sequence where water seems to be flooding
around her sleeping relatives but no one notices except Shula, who
walks past in awe as the vision ripples and dances across the
screen.

Likewise, Nyoni's screenplay finds some moments of reprieve with
a streak of absurdist humor and the developing relationship
between Shula and her relatives. The tone becomes bittersweet as
Shula bonds with her cousins, Nsansa (Elizabeth Chisela) and
Bupe (Esther Singini), and realizes how much they have in
common. The outgoing Nsansa fights her own demons and
expresses her pain in a vastly different way than Shula, who takes
on more of a poker-faced approach, hiding her emotions from her
family. As Shula, Chardy doesn’t give her story away. Years of
keeping secrets are reflected in her stiff face, steady shoulders, and
detached stare. She will not cry for someone who doesn’t deserve
it. She attempts to talk with her parents about Uncle Fred’s crimes
but finds her mother is too grief-stricken to reckon with the pain of
others and her father is too checked out, choosing instead to enjoy
his life and not worry about others’ needs. Much of “On Becoming
a Guinea Fowl!” centers on the experiences of the women in the
family, swapping gossip, making decisions, or worse, ignoring what
they know of the situation. They either perpetuate the violence or
put a stop to it, and the movie emphasizes that it's a choice every
one of them must make for themselves.

“On Becoming a Guinea Fowl” is an uncomfortable but entrancing
watch, a tribute to shattering silence around family secrets and
bucking tradition for the sake of empathy. Nyoni and
cinematographer David Gallego conjure up dreams and drama with
equal ease and effectiveness. Gallego, who previously shot
breathtaking movies like “Embrace of the Serpent,” “Birds of
Passage,” and “l am Not a Witch,” blurs the line between reality and
perception to immerse the audience in Shula’s experience. If each
woman in the movie is forced to make a decision with the
knowledge they have, the audience must also decide for itself how
“On Becoming a Guinea Fowl” will affect them the next time they
see their family members in the wrong.

In Bemba and English with English subtitles.
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THE BALLA
WALLIS ISLAND

Monday, July 28, 7:30 pm

Reviewed by Tomris Laffly | Variety | Rated PG-13 | 99 Mins.

Tim Key, Tom Basden, and Carey Mulligan are a disarmingly
delightful trio in a quirky and music-filled comedy set on picturesque
Welsh shores.

In James Giriffiths’ delightfully eccentric comedy “The Ballad of Wallis
Island,” Charles (Tim Key) is the kind of sweet human being you
instantly want all the good things for. It might be tough, for instance,
to feel genuinely happy that someone who isn’'t in urgent financial
need had won a big-time lottery twice — unless of course that person
is Charles. The soft-spoken chap is so warm-hearted, open-handed
and full of puns that you won’t actually mind that good fortune has
repeatedly found Charles and allowed him to retire to a gorgeous
(fictional) Welsh island, after he traveled all around the world. (To
paraphrase him, “Kathmandu? More like Kathman-did.”)

A co-writer (along with co-lead and his longtime comedy partner Tom
Basden), Key is the main reason this cozily windswept and
romantically sea-sprayed fable — based on the trio’s 2007 short film
“The One and Only Herb McGwyer Plays Wallis Island” — succeeds
in earning the goodwill of the audience. The winsome result brings to
mind the humanity of John Carney’s music-driven films, as well as the
nostalgic vibe of Jesse Peretz’s “Juliet, Naked.” The natural warmth
Key exudes through Charles instantly halts any preconceived notions
we might have about an indulgent millionaire following his heart’s
desires.

A two-time BAFTA-nominated mainstay of British comedy (best
known as Alan Partridge’s sidekick Simon), Key affably plays Charles
as a good-natured fan who would like nothing more than to bring
together his favorite band, McGwyer-Mortimer. They are a folksy duo
who have long since split up, both as musical and romantic partners.
But Charles would do everything to make his dream come true,
including spending a good chunk of his cash to get them to play him
a concert for exactly one audience member: himself.

Bringing natural charisma to his part, Basden plays the initially gruff
Herb McGwyer as a cool superstar musician. Herb is short on cash to
produce his next album, so he accepts Charles’s offer and arrives on
the Wallis Island shores, stepping knee-deep into the cool waters,
only to fall into the sea, soaking his phone in the process. It's a big
surprise to him that Charles has funded this trip for his personal
satisfaction alone, and that Herb would be staying at his quaint and
handsomely rustic house as a guest. A constantly running tap in his
room (which, to glass-half-full Charles, just works “a little too well”),
bewildered local islanders and being completely cut off from the
mainland soon prove to be least of Herb’s worries.

Enter Nell Mortimer, soulfully played by Carey Mulligan, and her
husband Michael (Akemnji Ndifornyen), arriving on the island to
Herb’s shock. Stuck in a rut both musically and romantically, he
protests their involvement at first, with Nell also ambivalent about all
the old wounds this reunion might open up. There is still some
chemistry there, however, which is palpable when they harmonize and
vocalize together, singing stirring and engaging tunes with gorgeous
lyrics (many written by Basden). It’s a spiritual pleasure to watch them
make music together and something altogether divine to spot the
glimmer in Charles’ eyes when he takes in their art, as if he were

watching Baez and Dylan, who were undoubtedly real-world
inspirations for McGwyer-Mortimer.

Elsewhere, Sian Clifford playfully portrays a witty and hospitable
local grocery shop owner who might become Charles’ romantic
interest, while also offering some help to the out-of-towners. As
feelings swell and tensions rise across the board, Griffiths and
cinematographer G. Magni Agustsson make lyrical use of the
island’s expansive landscapes, sharp cliffs, vast skies and seas,
gifting us one of the most cinematically poetic locations on earth
since Nora Fingscheidt's “The Outrun.” Production designer
Alexandra Toomey and costume designer Gabriela Yiaxis excel at
character-specific work (old-fashioned knick-knacks around
Charles’s house and a geometric-patterned dress Mulligan wears
are especially memorable), making the whole affair lived-in and
authentic in an effortless way.

Because “The Ballad of Wallis Island” wants to give some time alone
to Herb and Nell, Michael feels a little absent from the story at times.
But as writers, Basden and Key avoid toothless syrupy sentiments
all the same, and handle the melancholic resolution of Herb and
Nell's story in a masterful and realistic way that rings true to the heart.
Art can have a knack for turning two deeply feeling and thinking
creative collaborators into lovers. But no matter how great and
fulfilling the art may be, a broken heart remains broken sometimes.
In that, everyone’s individual journey here makes sense.

Alive with plenty of droll British humor and with a music-filled,
picturesque finale that is sincerely earned, “The Ballad of Wallis
Island” is the best kind of crowd-pleaser: disarming, joyful and full of
compassion for its oddball characters. This Sundance charmer
doesn't hit a false note.

s student film festival

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.

Call for Student Animators!

Applications are now available for the 2025 Anim8 Student Film
Festival, the 22nd annual event of its kind. Students of all ages are
invited to submit their animated films of 8 minutes or less and
compete for cash prizes and inclusion of our virtual program. Go to
FilmFreeway (https://filmfreeway.com/Anim8) for details.

Please join us for our thought-provoking
post screening discussions!
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The After Hours Film Society is partially supported by a grant from the lllinois Arts Council.
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