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Reviewed by Robert Abele | Los Angels Times | Not Rated | 106 mins.

Gone too soon, an unsettled life finds focus
in ‘It’s Never Over, Jeff Buckley’

Short, pained lives marked by achievement and promise and then
abruptly gone leave a restless afterglow. Youth is supposed to fade
away, not become one’s permanent state. And regarding the late
musician Jeff Buckley — a roiling romantic with piercing good looks
whose singing could rattle bones and raise hairs — that loss in 1997,
at the age of 30 from drowning, burns anew with every revisiting of his
sparse legacy of recorded material.

Lives are more complicated than what your busted heart may want to
read from a voice that conjured heaven and the abyss. So one of the
appealing takeaways from the biodoc “It's Never Over, Jeff Buckley” is
a repudiating of the typical narrative of inescapable fate, instead
pursuing the richness of a gifted artist’'s ups and downs. Director Amy
Berg would rather us see Buckley as he was in the world instead of
some conveniently doom-laden figure.

The result is loving, spirited and honest: an opportunity for us to get to
know the talented, turbulent Buckley through the people who genuinely
knew him and cared about him. But also, in clips, copious writings and
snatches of voice recordings, we meet someone empathetic yet
evasive, ambitious yet self-critical, a son and his own man, especially
when sudden stardom proved to be the wrong prism through which to
find answers.

With archival material often superimposed over a faint, scratchy-film
background, we feel the sensitivity and chaos of Buckley’s single-mom

upbringing in Anaheim, the devastating distance of his absentee dad,
folk-poet icon Tim Buckley (you’ll never forget the matchbook Jeff
saved), and the creative blossoming that happened in New York’s
East Village. There, his long-standing influences, from Nina Simone
and Edith Piaf to Led Zeppelin and Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan, coalesced
into a post-grunge emotionalism anchored by those unbelievable
pipes.

Even after Buckley’s record-label discovery leads to the usual music-
doc trappings — tour montages, media coverage, performance
morsels — Berg wisely keeps the contours of his interior life in the
foreground, intimately related by key figures, most prominently
Buckley’s mother, Mary Guibert, romantic confidants such as artist
Rebecca Moore and musician Joan Wasser, and bandmates like
Michael Tighe. Berg keeps these interviewees close to her camera,
too, so we can appreciate their memories as personal gifts, still raw
after so many years.

Fans might yearn for more granular unpacking of the music, but it
somehow doesn’t feel like an oversight when so much ink on it already
exists and so little else has been colored in. The same goes for the
blessed absence of hoilerplate A-list praise. The global acclaim for his
sole album, 1994’s “Grace,” which includes his all-timer rendition of
Leonard Cohen’s “Hallelujah,” certainly put admiring superstars
(Dylan, Bowie, McCartney) in Buckley’s path, including one of his
idols, Robert Plant. But Berg stays true to a viewpoint rooted in
Buckley’s conflicting feelings about the pressures and absurdities of
fame, and why it ultimately drove him to Memphis to seek the solace
to start a second album that was never completed.

The last chapter is thoughtfully handled. Berg makes sure that we
understand that his loved ones view his death as an accident, not a
suicide, and the movie’s details are convincing. That doesn’t make the
circumstances any less heartbreaking, of course. As warmer
spotlights go, “It's Never Over, Jeff Buckley” may never fully expunge
what maddens and mystifies about the untimely end of troubled souls.
But it candidly dimensionalizes a one-album wonder, virtually ensuring
the kind of relistening likely to deepen those echoes.

Join Us for the Pre-Show Organ Concert!

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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A Victor Kossakovsky Film

Monday, October 6, 7:30 pm

Reviewed by Jordan Mintzer | The Hollywood Reporter | Rated G | 98 Mins.

At a time when movies are made to be watched on smaller and
smaller screens, one director whose work still demands to be seen
on the biggest screen possible is Victor Kossakovsky.

The Russian auteur has been roving the planet for two decades now,
employing state-of-the-art equipment and the best cameramen
around to capture life on Earth — though not in the way David
Attenborough once envisioned it. His documentaries are pure visual
tone poems or essays, using litle commentary and tons of
breathtaking imagery to capture the world we live in, whether it's the
water we drink (Aquarela), the animals we breed and consume
(Gunda) or the far-flung locations we sometimes inhabit (Vivan las
Antipodas!). You don’t watch a Kossakovsky movie as much as you
take it in with eyes wide open, immersing yourself in images and
associations that present everyday phenomena in a whole new way.

The director’s latest work, Architecton, is more about death than life,
capturing the natural and manmade structures formed out of the
planet’s bedrock and manipulated over time, destroyed quickly or
gradually and then built anew. It's a cycle — or a circle, to take one
of the film’s visual metaphors — that begins somewhere in the dusty
mountains of the Middle East, then ends in the catastrophic remains
of Ukrainian cities torn apart by the ongoing war with Russia. At the
heart of all of our structures lies the Earth itself, cut up into pieces
mined from vast quarries, broken down into smaller pieces,
transported, assembled and eventually, demolished. Ashes to
ashes, dust to dust — in the end we’re all just a pile of rocks.

These are a few of the ideas that come to mind when sitting through
Kossakovsky’s latest, whose title, per the press notes, is taken from
a term that early 20th century avant-gardist Kazimir Malevitch

employed in his theories about art. It was also a word that Tolstoy
used toward the end of War and Peace, meant to describe the
powerful will of God.

Indeed, there’s something very godlike about a movie that presents
our world on such a daunting scale, revealing the magnitude of what
we’ve been able to build since ancient times, and what we are now
wrecking in ours. The opening sequence soars above the ruins of a
shattered city — there are no titles, so it's unclear whether we’re in
Ukraine or parts of Turkey destroyed by last year's earthquake —
and continues to soar for a long time, backed by film composer
Evgueni Galperine’s transfixing score.

If there were ever an Oscar handed out for drone photography,
Architecton would win it hands down this year. Working with regular
DP Ben Bernhard (who also shot the excellent All That Breathes),
Kossakovsky captures structures in ways never before seen. In one
jaw-dropping sequence, he hovers close when the wall of a quarry
suddenly explodes in slow-motion, the granite transforming into
thousands of organic-like mutations, until the camera retreats far
away for a bird’s eye view that puts it all into perspective.

Beyond the visual through-line, consisting of minerals of all shapes
and sizes, that traverses the movie, a character of sorts appears in
the persona of ltalian architect Michele de Lucchi. We see him
visiting a colossal ancient stone monolith in Lebanon, and, when
back at home, employing a pair of workers to piece together a
simple circular rock formation in his own backyard. De Lucchi never
narrates events, but he does serve as a sort of guide to what we’re
witnessing. Only at the end of the film does he speak with the
director in some length, lamenting about the sorry state of
contemporary architecture, especially the use of concrete, and
claiming that “we have to find a new idea of beauty.”

If beauty is still a quandary for modern architects, when it comes to
filmmakers, Kossakovsky has managed to create his own unique
form of it. At a time when most documentaries, especially those
made for streaming services, consist of little to no visual invention,
the director has invented and finessed a cinematic language that
says more about the world we live in than all the talking heads in all
the Netflix docs combined.

We don’t always know what, exactly, we’re watching in Architecton,
but that doesn’t really matter. What matters is how the movie offers
us a new way of seeing — not only seeing our planet of stone and
cement, of rocks and ruins, but seeing movies in general. In Italian
and English with English subtitles.
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Monday, October 27, 7:30 pm

Reviewed by David Fear | Roling Stone | Rated R | 114 Mins.

Long before she transitioned, Harper Steele was a writer at Saturday
Night Live. She was hired in 1995, the same week that a performer
named Will Ferrell joined the cast. Unlike his fellow Groundlings Chris
Kattan and Cheri Oteri, who’d also been recruited from the L.A.-based
improv group to join SNL that season, Ferrell had a hard time finding
his groove right away. No one quite knew how to use this tall
comedian with the deadpan stare and an ability to go from 1 to 1,000
on the rage scale in seconds flat. But Steele recognized something in
Ferrell, and the two soon became creative soulmates on the show.
They kept collaborating on projects after the actor left SNL in 2001,
the weirder and more unusual — a Lifetime TV movie, a comedy made
entirely in Spanish — the better. “If you've ever scratched your head
and said, ‘Why did Will Ferrell make that?" the star says, “there’s a
good chance that [she] was involved.”

The two lost touch a bit during the pandemic. Then Steele sent Ferrell
an email: After decades of feeling like she was trapped in the wrong
body, she was finally going to live her truth. He sent back a note
offering love, support, and a joke or three. Ferrell also proposed an
idea to his longtime friend. Steele loved to take road trips across the
country. Now that she had transitioned, it would change the way she
navigated such endeavors. But what if they took one together, hitting
up as many of her favorite dive bars and diners and old haunts as
possible, and see what happens?

The duo also had the foresight to bring some cameras along for the
ride, and Will & Harper chronicles their trek across America — just two
old pals, one of whom has moved closer to her real self, and the other,
who wants to understand how, or if, things have changed for the two
of them. (The documentary hits Netflix on September 27th.) The fact
that half of this pair is, per Ferrell’s introduction of himself, “one of the
greatest actors in the world,” changes the dynamic of their encounters
along the way. Fame has a way of bringing both welcome and
unwanted attention. So, for that matter, does the ever-changing scale
of tolerance toward trans rights in the U.S. at this moment, which runs
the gamut from progressive to highly politicized hate. Steele is
extremely aware that having her old SNL buddy with her may smooth
out potentially volatile situations. She’s also cognizant of the fact that
she may not be welcome in certain spots anymore. “I love this
country,” Steele says. “l just don’t know if it loves me back.”

Once Ferrell and Steele hit the road, they find pockets of sympathy
and courtesy in unlikely places, like a “bikers welcome!” bar and a
stock-car race in rural Oklahoma. (“I'm not really afraid of these
people,” she admits after the race’s crowd prove to be surprisingly
neighborly. “I'm afraid of hating myself.”) An evening in a Texas
steakhouse becomes palpably uncomfortable, even with Ferrell
dressed up as Sherlock Holmes; a montage of social media posts
confirm that the two weren’t exactly welcomed with open arms there.
Steele is misgendered several times and politely corrects each
offender, yet you can see it wearing on her a hit. A stop at a Pacers
game accidentally ends up with the two being lured into a photo op
with Indiana Gov. Eric Holcomb, i.e. this anti-trans douchebag. There
are also vignettes involving unicycles (Steele rode one as a kid),
fireworks, Will Forte in a hot-air balloon, and a night out in Vegas with
Steele dolled up to the nines and Ferrell sporting a ridiculous fake

mustache. You never forget that these two make their living by
making comedy.

But the real meat of the film lies in the conversations these two have
driving down freeways and back roads, hitting tourist spots and
drinking Steele’s beloved cheap beer while lounging in lawn chairs.
You're essentially eavesdropping on the two discussing things both
big and small, with Ferrell sincerely “asking the questions you’re not
supposed to ask trans people” (per Harper), Steele admitting to a lot
of self-loathing over the years and some unhealthy thoughts, and the
two both breaking down in tears at various points. It's genuinely
moving, even if director Josh Greenbaum (Barb and Star Go to Vista
Del Mar) can’t resist gilding the emotional lily by adding an overbaked
score and a K-Tel compilation’s worth of recognizable needle-drops
that distract more than they complement scenes. Just because you
can afford to license “The Weight” or “Shelter From the Storm” or
“Fade Into You” doesn’t mean you have to do so. Especially when
you’ve got something so compelling on its own happening right in
front of you.

There are some who will think that Will & Harper is something like a
vanity project, a sort of overly earnest version of Famous Person
Learns About Trans Rights and Has Laughs & Tears Along the Way.
Others will view it as a Trans Life 101 primer that not only answers
questions they may have, but also takes away the “other” element
that leads to so much misunderstanding and pushback. People seem
mystified by what they don’t know, and after watching this doc, you
can’t say you don’t know a trans person. You’ve just spent two hours
in the company of one. And still others may feel the spoonful-of-sugar
approach is insufficient when basic human rights are being denied
and political forces are actively trying to deny that trans people exist
at all.

This doc doesn’t claim to represent an experience as a whole.
Whether the discussions you listen in on during those long hours on
the road are similar to a hundred other discussions between cis and
trans people or not is unknown. What Will & Harper is, at its heart, is
a portrait of a friendship and how the fundamentals of a deep and
lasting bond doesn’t change even when the people within it do. That
alone makes it worth the trip. Yet to hear Steele open up and see her
feel accepted by one of her oldest confidants is a joy. The doc is
flawed. The chance to ride shotgun in the less-outrageous, more
painfully personal moments is priceless.

This screening is brought to you in partnership with Equality
Downers Grove, You Belong Campaign, and Not In Our Town -
Downers Grove in celebration of United Against Hate Week, a call
for civic action to address the hate and bias that can tear at the fabric
of community life. It's a time when city leaders, diverse community
organizations, residents, schools, and local businesses come
together to raise awareness about the harm of hate, build community
relationships, and affirm shared values of belonging and safety for
everyone.

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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A Victor Kossakovsky Film

“Darkly funny and enormously tender.”
—Indiewire
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