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Film Music at TriBeCa Film Festival 2018
Checking in with the old (George Fenton, Mychael Nyman) and the new
(Amelia Warner, Anne Nikitin) at this year’s event.
By Kyle Renick
 

Founded in response to the tragedy of 9/11/2001 by Robert De Niro, Jane
Rosenthal and Craig Hatkoff, New York’s TriBeCa Film Festival offered its 17th
edition from April 18 to 29, 2018. In the program book introduction, Rosenthal
refers to the contemporary cacophony: “Our culture is threatened by ignorant yet
powerful voices chanting ‘fake news,’ while being deaf to the struggles of our most
vulnerable.” A celebration of storytelling in a variety of forms, including film, TV,
VR, digital, music and gaming, TFF press notes specifically mention music as “a co-
star of any film, and of the Festival this year.” Offering unprecedented
opportunities for emerging and independent filmmakers, TFF has become NYC’s
most absorbing and relevant film festival, lacking the jaw-dropping surprise of the
New York Asian Film Festival, but avoiding the exhausting superciliousness of the
New York Film Festival. It is impossible to see all the offerings; of the 99 feature
films, I managed 28 documentaries and 41 narratives, plus one TriBeCa TV event,
and the two extremely popular anniversary screenings of Scarface and Schindler’s
List. It is also out of the question to cover all the worthy scores introduced at TFF,
and many additional pages could be written about the work being done by young
composers. In addition to TFF being noteworthy that almost half the selections
were directed by women, it is also laudable for increasing achievements by women
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film composers.

A documentary about one of the great film composers of our age, a tireless
experimenter, and a source of inspiration to generations of young musicians and
composers, Stephen Nomura Schible’s Ryuichi Sakamoto: Coda is an essential
work on TriBeCa’s roster of works featuring music as a co-star. (I wrote about
Sakamoto and his 2017 album async, which he conceived as a soundtrack, for
FSMO Vol. 23, No. 1, but did not know that he was suffering from throat cancer.)
The film pursues his journey to live life to the fullest, explore new sounds and
compose new works, strikingly wearing a radiation suit at Fukushima and testing
timbres of a piano that had been destroyed in the 2011 Tsunami. He reminds us
that “The world is full of sounds,” and we watch as he makes various environmental
recordings, such as the sound of rain. Noting that Japan has become the most
advanced country technologically, he states: “I’m interested in the erosion of
technology such as errors or noise.” We are treated to various clips from his scores,
including a humorous incident during The Sheltering Sky (1990) wherein he tells
Bernardo Bertolucci he cannot rewrite a sequence because he is about to record a
cue with his 40-member orchestra, and Bertolucci responds: “Ennio Morricone
would do it.” So would Ryuichi Sakamoto.

Documentaries often face an uphill battle for audience enthusiasm, and
opportunities for composers to contribute their energies were plentiful. Liz Garbus’
The Fourth Estate, a story of New York Times journalists coping with the surreal
world of covering Donald Trump, began with a loud, jagged, discordant and totally
brilliant main title cue by Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross, preceding an exemplary
score by H. Scott Salinas, whose low bass growls like the dragon in Wagner’s
Siegfried ensure we do not miss the threat of a president proclaiming the press “the
enemy of the people.” The outstanding main title sequence of the TFF films I saw
was for Dexton Deboree’s Unbanned: The Legend of AJ1, an enthralling
examination of the rise of sneaker culture and “the damn near religious affinity
across genders, race, age, geography and time for these shoes”—all of which can be
felt in the pulsating score by Jason Gleed and The Boom Clack.

http://www.filmscoremonthly.com/fsmonline/story.cfm?maID=6309&issueID=157&page=4
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For sustained high musical energy that made it impossible to sit still and simply
listen, Dyana Winkler and Tina Brown’s United Skates was irresistible, with the
threat of closure to the last operational roller rinks giving way to a vibrant
celebration of African-American roller skating culture. These “Adult Nights”
provided some of the early opportunities for East Coast Hip Hop and West Coast
Rap, and the original music by Jongnic Bontemps and James Winkler, with an
assist from Music Supervisor Roanna Gillespie and a lengthy list of “Skate Music”
classics, is celebratory in the most dynamic sense of the word. The Audience Award
for Documentary to United Skates can be attributed in large measure to its
superlative soundtrack.

Director Kate Novack explained that the hymn “Precious Memories” was “really the
entry point and the vision, and that song now plays a prominent role in the film.”
Her film is The Gospel According to André, and André Leon Talley—writer, pop
cultural pundit, celebrity raconteur, art historian, fashion curator, and influential
tastemaker—is the subject of a mesmerizing journey from the racism and
homophobia of his roots in the Jim Crow South to decades as a self-made fixture in
fashion capitals and haute couture shows in New York, Paris and elsewhere. The
score is the work of Sofia and Ian Hultquist, and I asked them about the statement
made early in the film that “Fashion is fleeting, style remains.” Sofia, who has
composed extensively for fashion shows, said, “I find myself agreeing with André;
that’s one of the signs of a great fashion editor—understanding that style isn’t about
trends, but what can stand the test of time and elegance. I have had the opportunity
to work with fashion quite a bit, which I appreciate as an admirer of designers for
their resilience and creativity.”

“What working within the fashion medium has done for my musical approach is to
create this cumulative understanding of how to compose in order to represent
different textures, color palettes and fabric feels. When it came to scoring this film,
a lot of ideas were things that I’d been learning over time, which made the approach
familiar. That said, there wasn’t anything inherently different from how I
approached this score than what I’m used to. What was somewhat challenging is
that it spans several decades, each with its unique sound, and at its roots André’s
journey through the African-American experience in America. The latter in
particular was something Ian and I were very conscious of.”

“One big thing Ian and I did was make sure that we were very familiar with the
designers, magazines and models that André loves and has worked with. Having a
good understanding of the aesthetics and styles of these individuals and
publications, as well as the time period, really informed the music and
instrumentation. A few examples: ‘My Escape, My World’ which uses a more
romantic musical palette (piano, marimba, clarinet, strings) to recreate the dream
world that André escaped to while immersed in the pages of Vogue; ‘André Had a
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Dream,’ which uses a more contemporary youthful palette (drum machine, synth,
organ à la ‘Talking Heads’) to capture his college years when he was able to express
himself freely for the first time; ‘Americans in Paris,’ with its driving string rhythms
and arps that represent the incredible years of Marc Jacobs and other Americans in
Paris reinventing creativity on the runway.”

Ian Hultquist discussed his experience of living and working in Boston, playing
with the band “Passion Pit,” and working as co-composer with his life partner. “I
think playing in the band for so long instilled a pop sensibility into my writing and
producing that can come in very handy. A lot of the time a filmmaker will be keen
on the idea of a song-like score, something you might come across on the radio and
not immediately think ‘film music.’ André was no exception, where we were asked
to write everything from lush orchestral cues to smoky jazz and blues to ’80s-tinged
pop songs. Having the techniques Sofia and I have learned over the years from
playing and writing with bands made that job a lot easier. Which is also part of the
reason I really enjoy getting to co-score alongside her.”

I mentioned hearing a lament for America in the sequence around Trump’s
election, and asked Ian whether it is entirely about André or if there is a possible
broader interpretation. “That’s definitely a layered scene. I think it works so well
because it shows us a major event that felt deeply personal to almost everyone in
this country, but focuses it through André’s eyes. We have learned so much about
where he came from, how much strife he dealt with, how much of a brave face he
had to put on for so long, and now to be presented with something like this is heart-
breaking. We had just come from having a president who stood as a symbol of hope
for so many people, and seeing André watch him give his final wave good-bye—I’ll
be the first to admit I almost always get a bit teary-eyed, no matter how many times
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I’ve seen it.”

Fellow film score fans will understand the electric jolt I experienced two measures
into the main title cue for Ian Bonhôte and Peter Ettedgui’s McQueen, when I
realized I was hearing a famous work by composer Michael Nyman. The work is
“Memorial”; it was composed for an infamous May 1985 soccer stadium disaster in
which 39 fans were killed and 600 injured, but is best known for its use in the
dazzling Peter Greenaway/Michael Nyman collaboration The Cook, the Thief, His
Wife & Her Lover (1989). The documentary relates the story of the meteoric rags to
riches rise of fashion designer and genius Lee Alexander McQueen, who memorably
stated his goal being to “pull horrors out of my soul and put them on the catwalk.” I
recognized cues from Nyman’s scores for The Draughtsman’s Contract (1982) and
The Piano (1993), but not other music, and the end titles acknowledged only
Nyman’s music and the Michael Nyman Band, basic personnel for which include
string quartet, multiple saxophones, trumpet, horn, bass trombone, bass guitar and
piano.

In addition to being one of the great contemporary composers for various media,
Nyman is also a formidable musical theorist, and I requested the film’s press
contact to inquire if Nyman might address the idea of repurposing some of his
famous scores for McQueen. Here is his response: “There is quite often no need, or
no budget, for me to write new soundtrack material for directors who want to use
my music in their documentaries. And in the case of McQueen, the director-
selection of my pre-existing music was even stronger and more appropriate than in,
for instance, Man on Wire. The choices that Ian Bonhôte and Peter Ettedgui made
from my recorded archive seemed to bring my music very close to the brutal
elegance often expressed in McQueen’s work, while the one piece of music that I did
actually write for Lee, in 2006—entitled ‘Dealing for the Sarabande’—has a
melancholic beauty that now seems highly appropriate in the context of Lee’s life
presented in the documentary.” The melancholic beauty of Nyman’s “Memorial”
can currently be heard at N.Y.’s Metropolitan Museum of Art as the theme music of
its wildly popular exhibit “Heavenly Bodies: Fashion and the Catholic Imagination.”
The work of Alexander McQueen is particularly stunning.

http://www.filmscoremonthly.com/fsmonline/userfiles/image/23.5.TribecaFF4.jpg


5/26/18, 6)05 PM

Page 6 of 16http://www.filmscoremonthly.com/fsmonline/story.cfm?maID=6442&issueID=161&printer=1

 

One of the invigorating aspects of attending so many screenings at TriBeCa is the
possibility to travel from runways in Paris to railroads in Tanzania. Dutch director
Jeroen van Velzen returns to TFF with his second feature documentary—the
beautiful Tanzania Transit (Swahili with English subtitles), which tells a story of
travelers on a train trip across Tanzania. A charismatic if slightly suspicious
preacher spreads blessings and sells books throughout the journey; a single mother
shares tales of scheming men and constant hardships with her friends; a cow is
accidentally killed by the train, cooked and eaten; and most tellingly, a young
Maasai coveting fame and fortune with videos on his cellphone has conflicts with
his grandfather about cherishing land and livestock, reminding us that generational
conflicts are universal and eternal, as are those of race, class, and gender. Dutch
composer Christiaan Verbeek provides a compelling dobro-based score that
provides chapter headings and emotional transitions throughout the story. An
email from composer Verbeek revealed that famed dobro soloist Jeroen Schmohl is
the lead guitarist; other instruments, all played by the versatile composer, are:
acoustic guitar, electric guitar, piano, double bass, cello, trumpet and percussion,
including cymbals, bottles, drums and more, with the deep low drum heartbeat
from the soundboard of an acoustic piano.

A heartening work on climate change came in Nicolas Brown’s The Serengeti Rules.
Five largely unknown heroes of modern ecology headed into international
wildernesses decades ago, driven by curiosity about how nature functions. They
discovered the concept of “keystone species” who hold the natural world together, if
they are allowed freedom to do so: “sea otters help kelp forests flourish, supporting
everything from salmon to eagles; wolves enable rivers to run clear and help forests
thrive; and the humble wildebeest controls the number of trees, butterflies,
elephants, and even giraffes on the savanna.” Tragically these connections can work
in reverse, with ecosystems unraveling and collapsing. The fact that there is cause
for hope in the midst of so much international climate despair provides a reason to
reimagine the world as it could be and should be. Curious about the musical
approach to such a vast canvas, I contacted composer Anne Nikitin immediately. It
was no surprise to learn that she regards conservation as the most important issue
of our time, feeling there is a mystical connection between the power and beauty of
music with the profound beauty and significance of nature. I asked a few questions
about her approach to different environments and characters, especially on the
vividness of her scoring for underwater scenes.

“I aimed for a classic, sophisticated and dignified orchestral score to support the
visual material and highlight the important messages of the film,” she offered. “I
wanted the music to be sensitive, emotional, grand, playful, even destructive in
places, to support the sentiments of the film without being over the top, or too
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‘doom and gloom.’ The first step was to create bespoke themes for the scientists,
which become intertwined when their lives and research cross paths. They all have
touching and compelling stories about what guided them to their areas of expertise,
and their compassion for the planet; I was eager to try and capture these through
music. It’s funny that you mention underwater scenes, as I do feel a connection,
which I realized last year scoring a film called Treasures From the Wreck of the
Unbelievable. Damien Hirst wanted a musical distinction between surface and
underwater scenes, and I found I was drawn to the latter. The sensation of being
underwater and seeing so many amazing things is something I tried to transfer to
music. In The Serengeti Rules, Mary Power’s scene is particularly moving as she
relays her childhood discovery that she is visually impaired but can see perfectly
underwater.”

Regarding her instrumentation and collaboration with the beloved City of Prague
Philharmonic, Nikitin “recorded a string orchestra with woodwinds and horns, and
allowed an extra session for soloists. I enjoy writing for solo strings, especially the
cello, which is such an expressive and versatile instrument. [KR: She composed a
vivid cello cue for a scene with the Bachman’s Warbler, which is now probably
extinct.] In the world of documentary filmmaking, music budgets are very tight, so I
was fortunate to record an orchestra with understanding and support from the
financiers. Documentaries are going through an exciting renaissance, and
production companies are realizing not only how important a good score is, but
also how much recordings actually cost. I worked with the City of Prague
Philharmonic on Treasures and knew they would be perfect for The Serengeti
Rules. They are masters at capturing that lush, swelling orchestral sound, and
nailing each cue virtually immediately. The team is extremely professional and a joy
to work with, and James Fitzpatrick, who runs the ship, is always accommodating.”

Finally, I broached the issue of women film composers in a traditionally male-
dominated business, and whether Nikitin thinks the industry is changing. “I’ve
always seen myself as a composer rather than ‘female composer.’ That’s an
important distinction to me because I think we should ultimately aim to transcend
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gender rather than draw attention to it. However, as far back as my composition
studies, I’ve been acutely aware that as a woman I was in an extreme minority
among composers. I’ve had many discussions with friends and colleagues over the
years as to why this is, and it still baffles me. Why don’t more women want to do
this for a living? Is it the deeply unsociable, painfully long hours? Is it the lack of
role models? Do they feel they will not have the same chances as men? Whatever
the reasons, things are starting to change, and it is all truly exciting. More and more
young female composers are getting in touch with me for advice, which is fantastic.”

 

“My gender has never held me back in the U.K.,” she continued. “But on a visit to
L.A. some years back, I was shocked to feel for the first time that there was a
problem being female in what felt to me like a bit of a Boys’ Club. There were few if
any women on Agency books overflowing with male names. And certainly no
women scoring big studio movies. Women are now scoring more high-end
television and independent features, but they’re completely absent in the top tier of
big budget films. I’m sure many of us are more than capable of handling the
pressure and writing an awesome score! When #MeToo kicked in last year and
highlighted the dearth of women in key creative roles in the film industry, strange
things started happening. For the first time in my life, I was asked to pitch for a
U.K. film, because they needed a ‘female composer’ to satisfy the funding bodies. At
first I was insulted. That was a few months ago, and now that I’ve gotten over the
shock, perhaps the sad reality is that a degree of positive favoritism is necessary to
break down preconceptions. Hopefully women will be propelled higher and higher
until there are female and male composers working throughout the industry across
all budgets.”

Many talented composers devote their efforts to TFF. But just as documentaries
often seem more vivid because the storytelling is more urgent than yet another tale
of humans falling in love with robots, so the music for many narrative features
seemed lackluster, by the numbers. Maine felt like the cinematic equivalent of
watching paint dry and then deciding the color is wrong. 7 Stages to Achieve
Eternal Bliss by Passing Through the Gateway Chosen by the Holy Storsh aspires
to absurd genre humor with soupçons of Charles Manson and L. Ron Hubbard, but
is hoist with its own petard in the title card “Final Chapter—Change Your Story.”
You Shall Not Sleep is distinctive only in its use of Handel’s Rinaldo aria “Lascia
Ch’io Pianga” as climactic applause transitions into theatrical conflagration. And
Sarah Jessica Parker is not convincing as a well-known singer wandering
somnolently through Blue Night, when TFF already offers three zombie movies:
France’s The Night Eats the World (surviving human passes the time by playing
and making music, and by menu planning); Australia’s Cargo (story is driven by
the need to save an infant child from becoming undead); and Austria’s The Dark
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(dubious proposition that empathy can save one from zombification). The result for
me was a lot of blank notebook pages, and less to report on musical scores for
narrative features. Nonetheless there were highlights.

Haifaa al-Mansour, whose acclaimed Wadjda marked her directorial debut,
brought star power to TFF with Mary Shelley: Elle Fanning in the title role,
Stephen Dillane as William Godwin, Douglas Booth as Percy Shelley, and Tom
Sturridge as Lord Byron.

The story of the creation of Frankenstein is well known; the creature is one of the
most famous characters in literary and cinematic history. Mary Godwin lived
during a time and place when careers for young women were severely proscribed,
but the film focuses on the “tale of a teenage girl’s shattered romantic dreams that
brought a monster to life.” The film features a densely detailed score by composer
Amelia Warner, whom I was delighted to be able to interview by email. I first asked
how she became interested in composing for films, especially in a world that has
traditionally been extremely male dominated—much like the world in which Mary
Shelley became a pioneer. “I had been writing music and releasing it through my
label Universal, and I had an opportunity to score a couple of commercials. It was
the first time I had put music to picture, and I really enjoyed it. I then scored a
short film called Mam and was hooked. I used to be an actress,” she added, “so film
has always been a big part of my life, and being able to be involved in that creative
process has been fantastic. I think there has definitely been a shift in supporting
women, and opening up the composing world to their voices. And also realizing the
value of those voices on female-driven stories.”

Warner then spoke about her approach to musicalizing the story of Mary Shelley,
particularly the idea of composing music for poetry, as in her striking cue for Mary
and Percy exchanging looks after his first poetry recitation. “My main focus was
always Mary herself. I wanted the music to be her emotion, and an expression of
where she is emotionally throughout the story. I wanted to incorporate Gothic
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aspects that one would expect with this story—we used a lot of voice and choir, for
example. I also wanted the music to feel incredibly romantic, as the heart of the
film is the love story between Mary and Percy. I wanted to mix those elements with
more contemporary sounds and techniques: I used a lot of synths and electronic
textures, particularly as the film becomes darker and her life and thoughts more
chaotic.”

The cue for Galvanism (reanimation of dead tissue with electric current—Shelley
mentions Galvanism as an influence in her 1831 preface to the novel), and for the
lengthy sequence of the visit to Lord Byron, are score highlights. “I really enjoyed
those cues,” offered Warner, “as there was an opportunity to try and create a new
sound for the score. As Mary starts experimenting, I felt that I could experiment
too. Ultimately I think those cues are about Mary’s creativity being awakened, and
her beginning to feel inspired. I wanted an otherworldly feeling, a sense of
something beyond the realm, another dimension almost. The cue at Lord Byron’s
house had so many simultaneously conflicting emotions that it was really hard to
score; it needed to be a piece constantly moving, and I tried to create waves within
it. I wanted it to feel like a dream, or fragments of time and memory, rather than be
linear.”

 

Also noteworthy is the musical build as Mary starts to write the Frankenstein story.
Addressing the idea of composing for the creation of a literary work, Warner
explains that “the starting point for that cue was the ‘loss theme’ that I had used
early on in a cue about Mary’s mother, and again when she lost her baby Clara. I
liked the idea of taking her loss and it becoming the beginning of her biggest
creation. We then took all of the themes, and had them all weave into this piece of
music. I knew that it had to deliver and feel epic, as this was the pinnacle of the
film: It needed a big orchestral piece.”

Susanna White’s Woman Walks Ahead is a fascinating filmic duet between
Catherine Weldon, played by Jessica Chastain, a Brooklyn artist who travels to
North Dakota to paint a portrait, and Sitting Bull, the subject of her portrait, played
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by Michael Greyeyes. Weldon encounters constant impediments among the
soldiers, gradually awakening to the genocidal injustices inflicted upon the Lakota
people. 

Hearing in the score an elegy for the passing of the old days, as well as a moving
characterization of the relationship between the two main characters, I asked
composer George Fenton to comment on his evocative score, particularly the
outstanding work by his soloists: John Parricelli on guitar, Sonia Slany on violin,
and Caroline Dale on cello. “It is a kind of elegy, I suppose. The film has a lovely
sense of place. I wanted to try and reflect the setting—the timeless wide open space
of it, and also to find a simple musical language to play the relationship between
Catherine and Sitting Bull without overly characterizing them. The score has quite a
lot of atmospherics, and I wanted them to be specific as well, so we generated them
all with a guitar, which means they are actually alive and not possible to exactly
recreate. That seemed right, and it was that and the use of the acoustic guitar tunes
that I began with. Quite a basic concept, and I worked outward from there. I like
the very simple dialogues between those sounds of the guitar, and the cello and
violin, which I hope have a voice too because they’re not overly cluttered by the
orchestra. Sonically it was a nice score to do, and beautifully recorded by Nick
Wollage.” There are still surprisingly few filmic attempts to redress the atrocities of
Hollywood’s “Cowboys and Indians” history. Michael Greyeyes’ moving portrayal of
Sitting Bull is enormously aided by Fenton’s sympathetic score.

What would a film festival be without a teenage sex comedy? This year’s edition of
TriBeCa offered a corker, Sophie Lorain’s Québécois Slut in a Good Way (French
with English subtitles), whose title induced many smiles and comments. Charlotte
is heartbroken to discover her boyfriend is gay, leading her and friends on a journey
of sexual and personal empowerment with various boys at their local toy store jobs.
Naturally the voyage of discovery does not go as planned, for any of the teenagers.
One of many films in this year’s TFF that was in widescreen format, Slut in a Good
Way features luminous black-and-white cinematography. Early on in her
emotional heartbreak, Charlotte discovers a YouTube of Maria Callas singing the
famous “Habanera” from Georges Bizet’s Carmen, and its repetition is a declaration
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of sexual independence for her: “Love is a rebellious bird that nobody can tame,
and you call him quite in vain if it suits him not to come.”

The infectious music for Slut in a Good Way is the work of Montreal-based music
composition, scoring and production group Dazmo. Their responses to my
questions about musical approaches to various cues were energetic and insightful.
Regarding the cue for the girls getting caught drinking in the park and running
away from the police, “When we first sat down with director Sophie Lorain, she told
us that she wanted to make a black-and-white movie as a statement as well as
critique of today’s fast-moving and incessant imagery that is bombarding youth.
She stated her desire for the music to add color to scenes by sometimes being over
the top and induced with a strong personality and message. We started the score in
a more Occidental way (traditional Euro-Murican). However, this movie was
different. There are no adult actors. The movie deals with the subject of teenage
sexuality. We needed something to paint the fire, the colors, the impatience and
novelty of every experience in adolescent years. So we came up with the Punjabi
idea. In this cue, we decided to blend modular synthesizers with Punjabi music. It
was uncharted territory, and we were excited to try this exercise. This specific scene
then dictated the musical direction for the rest of the movie.”

Next up, I addressed the montage of Charlotte sleeping with all the boys at work,
transitioning back and forth into Maria Callas singing the “Habanera”
from Carmen. “Threading on the topic of love,” they responded, “Sophie wanted to
find a universal message that would enable the music and its message to transcend
the story of the three girls. After brainstorming, we added the ‘Habanera’ as a
musical theme, specifically the Maria Callas version, as we felt it was the most
timeless expression of a love song. It became a leitmotif throughout the film.” The
cue for Charlotte hiding from Guillaume at Toy Depot “was an interesting exercise
because we had to create a traditional score with untraditional sounds. We replaced
all pizzicatos and string runs with sitar, and chill wave sounds. It is the only
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moment in the film where the music and image purposely move in a completely
synchronized manner. It was a lot of fun to do.” During the sequence of cheers for
the abstinence campaign back and forth to Aube and Olivier, “We approached the
composition by asking ourselves what would be on Aube’s playlist if she was taking
a walk home with Olivier? We stayed with the character of Aube for the
composition, even if the scene switches between her and the other girls. The song
narrates the overwhelming emotions of the first kiss when you are 15 years old and
introverted.”

 

 

I inquired as to whether any of their musical choices came in response to working
with those specific young actors, all of whom are truly outstanding. “Musical
choices came from working closely with Sophie. We have to give her credit for being
part of the musical choices from beginning to end. We explored multiple styles
before deciding to give the movie this specific color, and Sophie definitely shaped
those decisions.” Finally, regarding the instrumentation and sampling: “We are
synthesizer geeks. So there is a lot of that in our music. We have walls of modular
synthesizers at the studio, and we’ll spend days looking for sounds. On top of that
we sprinkle some guitars. Obviously for this film, there was extensive research with
Punjabi sounds. We collaborated with players, scoured the internet for samples,
and had authentic Punjabi percussion sounds from a trip to Mumbai that Pierre-
Luc (Rioux) did a couple of years ago.” The exceptional score created for Slut in a
Good Way is an example of how creative thinking about new solutions to old
storytelling methods can produce felicitous results.

The 2018 edition of TriBeCa featured two high-visibility, hot-ticket anniversary
screenings at New York’s historic Beacon Theatre: On April 19, the 35th
anniversary celebration of Brian De Palma’s Scarface, and on April 26, the 25th
anniversary screening of Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List. Both evenings were
revelatory if profoundly contrasting, both offering famous scores in brilliant sound,
and both suffering letdowns due to panel discussions moderated by completely
incompetent individuals.

Scarface has been sampled by countless Hip Hop artists, the dialogue quoted and
imitated since its 1983 release, and the iconic poster so ubiquitous in popular
culture that it could be seen as recently as HBO’s Real Time With Bill Maher on
May 4. The restoration looked terrific, and the opening orchestral and choral salvo
of Giorgio Moroder’s score sent chills up and down my spine. The interplay
between “The World Is Yours” theme and the motif associated with Tony Montana’s
sister Gina, sounding like a variation on an “Ave Maria,” suggested a colloquy
between Catholic forces warring over Tony’s soul. The pulsating, pounding music
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for the montage of Montana and Sosa’s business dealings booming has never
sounded so thrilling—nor have the various original songs by Moroder, such as
“Push It to the Limit.” The sequence concluding with Tony’s exhortation to “Say
goodnight to the bad guy!” was greeted with thunderous applause, as were various
murders. In the terrifying scene of Tony killing Manny, the two main themes merge
into a hellish crescendo proclaiming the final loss of Tony’s soul.

The famous climactic battle commences with percussion mixed with wailing
banshee-like voices, contains the movie’s most famous and oft repeated line of
dialogue (“Say hello to my little friend!”), and concludes with one of the most
famous shots of director De Palma’s career—the kitschy statue proclaiming “The
World Is Yours” in a bloody pool filled with Tony’s corpse. The end titles were
allowed to play out completely.

The panel discussion, including Al Pacino, Michelle Pfeiffer, Steven Bauer and
Brian De Palma, was inadvertently sabotaged by moderator Jesse Kornbluth, who
was roundly booed when he asked Pfeiffer how much she weighed during filming,
and appeared embarrassingly unprofessional when he asked Pacino which
character is more evil—Tony Montana in Scarface or John Milton in The Devil’s
Advocate. Under the circumstances, the audience’s one takeaway was Brian De
Palma’s tale of three ratings hearings, all of which ended with an “X”—the last of
which for the clown getting gunned down in the Babylon, after which De Palma said
the hell with this, and reverted to his first cut, with repetitions of “fuck” numbering
well over 200.

Schindler’s List was a much more sedate event, the only sounds heard in the silent
theatre for three and a half hours being sniffing and sobbing, the capacity audience
attentive and respectful. The haunting, keening main theme of John Williams’
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renowned Oscar-winning score has achieved regular performances in concert halls
throughout the world; I have heard it as both an encore and a main program
selection performed by the New York Philharmonic. Early on, the main theme is
heard in the brass, as if a public announcement is being made; when a little girl is
heard screaming to a departing train, “Goodbye, Jews!,” Williams’ score transitions
into a dance of death. Attention should be paid to the way Williams sneaks in music
after Stern is saved, followed by a choral inventory section that induced profound
quiet in the audience. An intimate statement of the main theme on guitar is heard
as Schindler saves two elderly Jews for his factory. Numerous variations of the
theme are played throughout close-ups of typewriter keys churning out lists of
names, and the sequence of people reporting for duty as a list of names is read is
one of Williams’ greatest moments as the musical partner to Spielberg’s storyteller.
Unfortunately, the film’s ending goes mushy, even embarrassingly sentimental, as
Schindler is stricken with the idea that he could have saved more Jews, and Liam
Neeson is left unconvincingly high and dry directorially during the sequence.

 

One might have hoped that a film critic from the New York Times could preside
effectively over a panel discussion that included Steven Spielberg, Liam Neeson,
Ben Kingsley, Embeth Davidtz and Caroline Goodall, but if anything, Janet Maslin
was even worse a moderator than Jesse Kornbluth had been for Scarface. Maslin
took so long to include Liam Neeson in the conversation that he was virtually
forgotten, receiving cacophonous applause when she finally got around to him.

She constantly hemmed and hawed as if she had no idea what to ask or say, and
idiotically suggested that Spielberg might not have been on the set for some of the
really troubling filming. She became the proverbial cinematic “deer in the
headlights” that cast a pall over what could have been a revelatory conversation.
Spielberg did get a chance to say that he added the postscript with actors and actual
living relatives visiting the grave of Schindler because he was convinced audiences
would otherwise not believe it was a true story; and the filming of the event marked
the first time Emilie Schindler had actually visited her husband’s grave. Ben
Kingsley stated that every moment of the film had become an indelible part of the
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audience’s DNA. Spielberg said this was the first time he had seen the movie all the
way through with an audience in 25 years, and that he was very proud of the film,
and of the Shoah Foundation he had started around the same time. But he also told
us to remember that during the filming, swastikas were periodically painted on
walls of buildings.

In conclusion, I pay tribute to the high quality of the 2018 TriBeCa Film Festival by
mentioning some of the many worthy titles I have been unable to discuss here but
highly recommend: Gabrielle Brady’s Island of the Hungry Ghosts, Don Hahn’s
Howard, Neil Gelinas’ Into the Okavango, Nancy Schwartzman’s Roll Red Roll,
Norah Shapiro’s Time for Ilhan, Andrea Nevins’ Tiny Shoulders: Rethinking
Barbie, Assia Boundaoui’s The Feeling of Being Watched, Dava Whisenant’s
Bathtubs Over Broadway, Jeff Kaufman’s Every Act of Life, Cynthia Lowen’s
Netizens, Matt Ogens’ Home + Away, Eva Vives’ All About Nina, John
Maringouin’s Ghostbox Cowboy, Mads Brügger’s The Saint Bernard Syndicate,
Ondi Timoner’s Mapplethorpe, Madeleine Sackler’s O.G., Jamie Jones’ Obey,
Marios Piperides’ Smuggling Hendrix, Laura Bispuri’s Daughter of Mine,
Sebastián Lelio’s Disobedience, Susanna Nicchiarelli’s Nico, 1988, Jeremiah Zagar’s
We the Animals, Faraday Okoro’s Nigerian Prince, and Shawn Snyder’s To Dust.

—FSMO 

 


