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Entertainment

Films with small budgets, bi

MY BODYGUARD
Directed by Tony Bill
Starring Chris Makepeace,
M_ul_]_._ Ru}h _Go_rd(m

Martin

THE GREAT SANTINI
Directed by Lewis John Carlino
Starring Robert DuVall and
Blythe Danner

FAME
Directed by Allan Parker
Starring Irene Cara, Paul
Montgomery, Maureen Teefy

By Larry McDonald

AMID A GLUT of big, expensive
Hollywood films that have been playing
recently it is refreshing to note the
arrival of three modest-budget little
films that, for my money, are practically
the only films released in the past few
months that 1 can wholeheartedly
recommend.

**My Bodyguard'' is a charming first
directorial effort for actor-producer
Tony Bill (co-producer of **The Sting™
and *‘Going in Style’’). Based on an
original script by Alan Ormsby (who
wrote it as part of a class at Sherwood
Oaks Experimental College where Bill
sometimes teaches screenwriting), **My
Bodyguard’’ centers around high school
sophomore Clifford Peache (Chris
Makepeace), who lives with his father
and grandmother in a plush Chicago
hotel that his father manages. Transfer-
ring out of private academy into a public
school, Clifford is confronted by a gang
of toughs headed by Moody (Matt
Dillon), a Danny Zuko-type punk, but
without the Travolta charm. They
practice a dollar-a-day  protection
racket at the expense of the smaller-
sized students, which definitely in-
cludes Clifford. Undaunted, Clifford
ingeniously devises a plan to hire an
incredible hulk of a classmate named
Ricky Linderman (Alan Baldwin) to
protect him and others against the
gang. Ricky goes along at first, but
shuns Clifford's attempts at friendship
until they together finish rebuilding
Ricky's motorcycle. In gratitude for
Clifford’s help Ricky drops his guard
and the two become friends. Only
gradually does Clifford learn that Ricky
blames himself for the death of his
younger brother who died when the two
were playing with their father’s gun.

While Makepeace performs capably
enough as Clifford, it is Baldwin who
gives the most interesting performance,
as the sullen giant whose self-hatred
blocks him off from his teachers and
fellow students, and presumably even
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his family.

The film's basic sincerity makes one
want to like it. In all fairness, however,
the adults come off considerably less
well than the young actors. The role of
Clifford’s father is sketchy at best, and
comedian Martin Mull injects little
beyond his usual TV persona into this
part. Worse yet is the grandmother,
played in her habitual manneristic style
by Ruth Gordon. Why, twelve years
after ‘‘Rosemary’s Baby,'' is this octo-
genarian actress allowed to repeat the
same part in every film she appears in?
It's getting pretty embarrassing. One of
her scenes, at least, is salvaged when
she cavorts with the hotel chain owner,
played (all too briefly) by John House-
man.

On the plus side are the cinemato-
graphy of Michael Margulies and the
score by Dave Grusin, who has written
an unexpectedly gentle background for
so youth-oriented a film. He has happily
avoided the cliche of inserting a trendy
rock song onto the soundtrack. What we
get here is akin to chamber music, with
a few strings and woodwinds.

““My Bodyguard'' is basically a
well-made, honest attempt by a group of
young filmmakers to tell yet another
story about the pain of growing up. 20th
Century Fox has gambled again, as it
did last year with ‘‘Breaking Away.”
Perhaps the surprise success of that
ingratiating film has paved the way for
other little films like '*‘My Bodyguard”
to find an audience.

BUT APPARENTLY not all little films
are allowed to find their box-office
potential. When *‘The Great Santini’
was first shown almost a year ago, it
worried the studio execs at Warners so
much that they decided to withhold the
film. After several name changes and
HBO and in-flight bookings (as “*The
Ace’"), the film's producers have taken
the release of the film completely upon
themselves, without any hype. The
results are not completely in yet, but
the enthusiastic New York critical
reaction may yet encourage Warners to
take a chance on a nationwide release.

I do hope so, since **Santini’’ is one of

those rare films that succeeds in
touching the heart. Its title character,
played by Robert Duvall, is really

Marine Corps Colonel Bull Meechum,
who at the film's beginning is reassign-
ed to a Marine base in South Carolina,
and thus must once again uproot his
family as he apparently has done
numerous times before. From our first
sight of his family (including his wife, a
devout Catholic, played by Blythe
Danner, and his four children, the
oldest of whom, Ben, a high school

senior, is played by Michael O'Keefe),
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we can see that there is a wide gulf
separating him from his kids.

The film’s focus is largely on the
uneasy relationship between father and
oldest son. The major source of conflict
arises over Bull's determination that his
son will follow in his footsteps into the
Marine Corps. We know from early on
that Ben is in no way prepared to accept
this fate. Another side to the conflict
emerges when, during a family game of
basketball, Ben succeeds in beating
Bull, and the macho part of Bull cannot
accept any kind of defeat, even within
his own family.

In a central episode of the film that
involves Ben and his black friend, the
son of their housekeeper, Ben defies his
father's orders about going out to the
boy’s trailer, after hearing that some
redneck troublemakers are lurking
about. Ben arrives too late, and finds his
friend mortally wounded as a result of a
gunshot wound.

The level of acting throughout the
film is of a very high order. Duvall here
plays a peacetime version of Colonel
Kilgore, the role he played in last year’s
“*Apocalypse Now."" He does well in a
part that calls for much of the same
bravura he showed in Coppola’s film.
Blythe Danner, on the other hand,
deftly controls a role that could have
become a rehash of the June Allyson-
type ‘‘adoring wife'’ roles that were so
common in films of the 50's. Michael
0’Keefe makes a stunning film debut as
Ben, conveying well the sense of
frustration and anger that beset a boy
who cannot understand how his gentle
mother can love such a military fanatic
as his father.

In technical terms the film is well-
made. The writer-director Lewis John
Carlino, whose only previous directorial
effort is **“The Sailor Who Fell From
Grace With The Sea,”” has done an
excellent job adapting the autobio-
graphical novel by Pat Conroy (who,
incidentally, earlier wrote about his
experiences as a school teacher in a

black village on a little southern
offshore island in “‘The Water is
Wide,”' which was filmed as ‘‘Con-

rack,”" with Jon Voight). In the current
book, Conroy has turned back to his
earlier life by fictionalizing his youth
(the part of Ben is based on Conroy
himself).

It may not be a film that will leave you
smiling, due to the turns of plot taken
near the end, but it is a film that will
enlighten viewers to the many
mysterious ways in which people learn
to live and survive together. It is a film
that teaches as well as entertains, and
that is all too rare a commaodity in these
shallow cinematic times.

as

“FAME," the Alan Parker-directed
musical drama concerning the progress
of several students enrolled at the New
York City High School for the Perform-
ing Arts, is for me, one of the year's
most exhilarating films, as well as one
of the most intelligent. With dazzling
editing the film cross-cuts among
several teenagers, both male and
female, black and white, who are first
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seen at the general auditions, and then
periodically throughout the four-year
curriculum, which culminates in a final
senior-year performance that combines
the three areas of dance, music and
drama into one of the most joyous
production numbers 1 have seen in all
my years of film-going.

“Fame’ is not a musical in the
traditional sense. Superficially it might
be compared to last year's “‘All That
Jazz'' in that both films begin with a
lengthy musical audition sequence, and
then afterwards the emphasis in both
turns towards drama, with musical
scenes used only incidentally. However,
unlike the Bob Fosse film, which I feel is

deeply flawed by its relentless obses-
sion with death, “‘Fame’ is a celebra-
tion with life, with the combined
energies of its players continually
leaping out from the screen.

Major superlatives should be directed
at these young actors who capture our
attention and, occasionally, our hearts.
First, there is Lee Curreri, who plays
Bruno, a synthesizer-genius who con-
stantly nettles his professors over his
idea that orchestras are passe, and
easily replaceable by electronic gad-
getry. Then there is Maurcen Teefy as
Doris, an aspiring actress whose dom-
incering mother almost stifles her
talent. The others are equally impres-
sive: Paul McCrane as Montgomery, an
acting student who befriends Doris and
learns to accept his homosexuality.
Barry Miller as Ralph, a Puerto Rican
whose only talent at first seems to be
directed at concocting phony stories
about his family background; Gene Ray
as Leroy, an almost illiterate dancer who
constantly hassles with his English
teacher (played by Anne Meara); Irene
Cara as Coco, who seems to be the most
well-adjusted student of the lot; Antonia
Franceschi as a snobbish but talented
blonde ballerina whose dreams of ballet
stardom are jeopardized by her physical
attraction for Leroy; and Laura Dean as
Lisa, the one dance student who has to
be confronted with the truth that she
doesn‘t have what it takes to be a really
good dancer. Whether observed indiv-
idually or together, these talented
youngsters project a myriad of dreams
and frustrations in their attempts to find
themselves and the real talent contained
within each of them.

If one must look for flaws, they are
there. I found the musical number in the
school cafeteria pretty far-fetched in its
calculated spontaneity, as also was the
outdoor number in which Bruno's father
blocks the street with his cab, turns a
dashboard tape deck on full blast
(containing one of Bruno's songs) and
seemingly the entire student population
of the school immediately rushes out to
dance all over the place, including on
top of cars.

But, even when the film loses its
realistic edge, *‘Fame’’ is almost always
entertaining. Its musical score, by

Michael Gore, is of high quality, despite
its trendy emphasis on a heavy rock
beat, and the choreography of Louis
Falco is simply stunning. In short, I find
"Fame’’ one of the year’s truly distin-
guished films.






