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Notes From
Underground

(Comedy-drama— Color)

A Walkow-Gruber Pictures/Renegade
Films production. Produced by Frank
Gruber, Alicia Dollard, Chris Beckman.
Executive producer, Gary Alan Walkow.

Directed, written by Gary Alan
Walkow, based on Fyodor Dostoevsky’s
novella. Camera (Foto-Kem color), Dan
Gillham; editor, Peter B. Ellis; music,
Mark Governor; production design,
Michael Rizzo; art direction, Mark Ben-
son, Cindy Vance; set decoration, Fred
Cisterna; costume design, Alina Panova;
sound (Ultra-Stereo), Yehuda Maayan;
associate producers, Randall Fukunaga,
Steven Siegel; assistant director, Richard
Lederer; casting, Bonita Pietila. Re-
viewed at Toronto Film Festival, Sept.
13,1995. Running time: 88 min.
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ized audiences in telepic
‘“Thé Boys of St. Vincent,”’
gives such an astonishing per-
formance in ‘““Notes From Un-
derground”’that he manages to
make a film that’s basically one
long monologue a provocative
as well as entertaining experi-
ence. Despite format’s limita-
tions, there may be a small the-
atrical public for this modern
adaptation of Dostoevsky’s fa-
mous novella; it’s a wry, ironic
and insightful portrait of the
complex, often deranged work-
ings of the human psyche.
Though Dostoevsky continues
to inspire the modern conscious-
ness, writers attempting to trans-
late his novels to the screen face

H enry Czerny, who mesmer-

the considerable challenge of how
to record an internal world of
thoughts and feelings through
physical reality.

Scripter-director Gary Alan
Walkow should be commended
for finding a reasonably effective
way to visualize the introspective
workings of a feverish mind, un-
derlined by contradictory mo-
ments of rationality and madness,
humaneness and misanthropy.

Czerny plays an antihero par ex-
cellence, a lonely, alienated, name-
less civil servant engaged in a
meaningless, demeaning job as an
inspector in the Building Dept.

A typical bureaucrat, he takes
pleasure in tormenting architects
and contractors who seek his of-
fice’s approval for their plans.

Shunned and despised by his
friends, he’s determined to set
things right by imposing himself
on them, but the harder he tries
the more embarrassing and hu-
miliating the results are.

The underground man is a bun-
dle of contradictions: He resents
his social inferiority, yet when-
ever possible flaunts his sense of
intellectual superiority.

His two cherished qualities are
pride and spite and, to protect
them, he puts himself through sit-
uations that always backfire.

He pursues a delicate, prob-
lematic relationship with Liza
(Sheryl Lee), a young prostitute
he meets in a brothel.

While directing his vengeful
anger at the innocent woman, and
sadistically toying with her emo-
tions, he’s also genuinely inter-
ested inrescuing her.

No plot synopsis can do justice
to the nuanced richness of the ma-
terial, drolly adapted by Walkow.
The director uses the narrative de-
vice of having Czerny face a
homevideo camera and record a
series of intimate monologues,
which are intercut with flashbacks
and flash-forwards of the events as
reconstructed from his p.o.v.

It’s the kind of picture that de-
pends entirely on brilliant acting;
miraculously, Czerny confronts the
challenge with gusto and passion.

In what is essentially a one-man
show, he commands the screen
with his intense, high-strung pres-
ence and remarkably modulated
voice, which moves from irony to
pathos often within a sentence.

““Notes From Underground”’
doesn’t belong in the same league
as the truly notable screen adapta-
tions of Dostoevsky, such as Vis-
conti’s ‘“White Nights,”’ but it’s
certainly more insightful and
faithful to the source than ‘other
Hollywood renditions of the Rus-
sian master, including the 1935
and 1959 versions of *‘Crime and
Punishment.”” —Emanuel Levy

E—

TUESDAY, MAY 14, 1996

LOS ANGELES TIMES

Angeles wnter»;iirector Gar,y ;

: ,Walkaw bu; out more than 350 other entrants to win the 1%3




