That’s the
Same Thing

H W' THE THING
Starring Kurt Russell and Richard
Dysart
Directed by John Carpenter

By Larry MacDonald

Do you have memories of a movie
that you saw as a kid and that scared you
to death? Well, I have one, and it's
Howard Hawks’ ““The Thing,’’ which I
saw in 1950, when I was nine. For weeks
thereafter I lay in bed at night, fearful of
an almost human form that I stared at
across the room, created by the dark
space surrounding a pair of bedroom
windows. | was the youngest insomniac
on my block.

In approaching a remake of ‘‘The
Thing"” 1 had one idea in mind: that it
should scare the hell out of me. If John
Carpenter’s film did not quite do it for
me, I guess part of the blame has to be
on the increasingly realistic nature of
cinematic horror. After you've seen a
few of the recent new wave of suspense
and horror films, you become immune
to most of the visual shock effects. And
so it is with this film. Actually, thereis a
lot of impressive visual horror in **The
Thing’’, thanks to the incredible work of
Rob Bottin, who is destined to become
one of the cinema’s truly outstanding
visual effects artists. Bottin’s creation,
much closer to the original concept of
author John Campbell’s 1938 short
story ‘“‘Who Goes There?’’ than the

human-like form of the 1950 version,
continually changes shape, since this
alien intruder has the capability of com-
pletely imitating any life form that it
comes into contact with. First it's a dog,
then it's one of the members of the
scientific team at the South Pole. And, it
can increase its mass, thereby being able,
in time, to take over the entire world
population.

As with the 1979 ““Alien,”” you never
quite know where the monster is going
to pop up next, or what it's going to
look like. Suffice it to say that some of
the appearances are incredibly gory, and
not for the squeamish. It's a very ef-
ficiently done film, as are all of Carpen-
ter’s films. The cast is quite good, even

Big Screen a Big Mistake

B & ANNIE
Starring Carol Burnett, Albert Finney
and Aileen Quinn
Directed by John Huston

By Larry MacDonald

As inevitably as the spawning of
sequels, Hollywood producers have tend-
ed to go overboard in their efforts to
transplant Broadway musicals to the
silver screen. The overbloated filming of
“*West Side Story,”” for instance, almost
destroyed the intimacy of the stage ver-
sion. If others like **My Fair Lady”’ and
“*Oliver’’ survived the translation
without much damage, give credit to the
sturdiness of the original material. It
was simply too good to destroy. In the
current instance, nothing about the
musical “*Annie’’ is of such durability,
A good film might have been made by
turning away from the artificiality of the
stage wversion and producing a more
realistic human interest story with
authentic depression era atmosphere.

What producer Ray Stark has accom-
plished is to blow everything up to
mammoth proportions, exposing the
mediocrity of the music and, in one
glaring casting fault, revealing a charac-
ter whose sordidness works against the
rest of the picture.

I am referring, of course, to Carol

Burnett’s drunken portrayal of Miss
Hannigan, proprietress of the Hudson
St. School for Girls. Her boozing, sexual-
ly promiscuous behavior is simply not
believable on the screen, as Burnett's all-
too-familiar TV mannerisms show
through her performance, cancelling out
any attempt on her part to convincingly
portray this comic villainess.

Despite my reservations about Bur-
nett’s performance, I must say thar all of
the other principals are fine. These per-
formances by Tim Curry, Albert Finney
and Ann Reinking make ‘‘Annie”” worth-
while, but it is the central presence of
little Aileen Quinn that is the movie's
principal charm. There is not a false note
in her performance, either musically or
otherwise. From start to finish, she con-
veys the spunk and spirit of an or-
phanage-raised’ street urchin who
outfights the boys of her age group and
wins the hearts of (almost) all the adults
in the film.

“‘Annie’’ is certainly not a complete
triumph for producer Ray Stark. And,
despite the efficient direction by veteran
John Huston, it is not likely to be
remembered as one of his classics (like
‘*Asphalt Jungle'’ and ‘‘*African
Queen."") But because of shrewd casting
in its pivotal title role, and deft playing
by most of the others in the cast, ‘*An-
nie”’ succeeds in being engaging, even
heart-warming entertainment.
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though characterization is secondary to
plot. The main reason for seeing ‘‘The
Thing’’ is to appreciate state-of-the-art

visual trickery, which is getting in-
credibly sophisticated. Personally, I
didn’t find the film very suspenseful,
even though it is made clear early on that
any one of the scientific team could, in
fact, be an imitation. It remains for the
audience to wait out the variety of tests
that the crew goes through in order to
detect the present of the alien. And then
there’s the eventual outburst (literal) of
the best as it comes out from hiding
within the human form that it has taken
over.

““The Thing" is impressive in many
ways. It just didn’t scare me to death.

Ratings

HEEEE A masterpiece
EEEE Very good

BB W Good, especially if you paid bargain
matinee prices.

BB Doesn't quite make it; good at points
but it never makes the point.

B Should have stayed home

* Just when you thought you had seen your
worst film ever; warn everyone to stay away.

Boring!
Boring!

B AUTHOR! AUTHOR!
Starring Al Pacino, Dyan Cannon
and Tuesday Weld
Directed by Arthur Hiller

By Larry MacDonald

For the last decade Al Pacino has been
steadily gaining recognition as one of
America’s finest young actors. After
playing Michael Corleone in the **God-
father’ saga, he continued to give per-
suasive portrayals in such diverse films
as ‘*‘Serpico’” and *“‘Dog Day After-
"’ Even in the wildly misguided
““...And Justice For All,”’ Pacino has
excelled, perhaps because he has an un-
canny way of revealing the comic edge
around each of his characters.

Having admitted this, let me now
declare that ‘‘Author! Author!™ is a
distinct waste of talent, especially
Pacino’s. As a successful New York
playwright named Ivan Travalian,
Pacino is given very little material to
work with by screenwriter Israel
Horowitz. Perhaps to cash in on the
‘*Kramer vs. Kramer'” brand of pathos,
‘“‘Author, etc.”” has Pacino trying to
make a go of things with, not one, but
five offspring of his (and his wife’s
previous marriages).

If the film had stuck to the domestic
trials and tribulations of five kids and
one befuddled adult the movie might
have at least been enjoyable. But
throughout the film Ivan is in the throes
of a writer’s block, trying to rework the
second act of his new play, which is in
rehearsals. Then, he has such a hang-up
over his recently departed wife, and over
the female lead in his new play (Dyan
Cannon, with the incredible name of
““Alice Detroit’’), that the film wallows
in his self-pitying attempts to keep one
or the other of these ladies at his side
(and in his bed).

Credit director Arthur Hiller (of
““Love Story' and *‘‘Making Love’)
with taking another shallow script and
performing a very perfunctory job of
putting it on the screen. For a more ac-
curate description of this movie the title
card should be changed to ‘‘Tired!
Tired!"’
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