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One Popcorn, Poor  — Two Popcorns, Fair — Three Popcorns, Good — Four Popcorns, Excellent

The Comedian
Requiem for a Funnyman

3 popcorns

By MICHAEL S. GOLDBERGER
film critic

It’s too bad I can’t give you the
Goldberger Guarantee for director Tay-
lor Hackford’s The Comedian, an as-
surance of positive viewership I occa-
sionally offer to close friends when I’m
fairly confident they’ll enjoy a particu-
lar movie. The warranty promises re-
fund of the ticket price if any of those
pals doesn’t find the movie in question
entertaining. I hate to be a piker, but,
without releasing my tax records, rest
assured that I couldn’t afford to institute
said guarantee en masse. If proved
wrong, it would mean Hamburger
Helper instead of steak tartare.

Actually, I’m more of a White Castle
kind of guy. But the thought is, what if
I’m losing it? Maybe my judgement is
off. I am getting older and it’s not
entirely out of the realm of possibility
that, like a U.S. president offering gen-
erous pardons as he (and tragically not
she) concludes his term in office, I’ve
become magnanimous. All of which is
my diplomatic, if not entirely apolo-
getic way of touting a film that many of
my so-called colleagues have
marginalized if not downright deni-
grated. Well, they’re all wrong. FAKE
NEWS. Sad!

Besides….who’s to say that aliens
from outer space didn’t hack into the
bodies of the nation’s otherwise august
film critics, causing them to file nega-
tive reviews of this amusing, insightful
treatise on the life and times of an aging
comedian? Truth is, Robert De Niro is
aces as the title character, and that’s the
honestly intended, George Washing-
ton, “I cannot tell a lie” truth as opposed
to the gaslighting and spin-doctoring
that’s been posing as governance of
late. Reaching to the core of a comic
who has seen better days, he grabs his
spine and shakes him to life.

Filmmaker Hackford (An Officer and
A Gentleman [1982], Dolores
Claiborne [1995] ), seizing the occa-
sion of this thespic national treasure
proving he’s still got it, establishes a
fine milieu for his comedian to emote,
erupt, entertain and howl at conven-
tion. Bring all your stand-up comic
preconceptions to the party, and give an
extra mulling to the Pagliacci thing
about laughing on the outside and cry-
ing on the inside. Except, this funnyman
scowls on the outside while hinting that
his inner sadness may be a bit more
complicated and worthy of our curios-
ity.

Jackie Burke, nee Jacob Berkowitz,
son of an iconic Manhattan deli man
whose little brother, portrayed by Danny
DeVito, still runs the eatery in Rego
Park, Queens, is the only thing sadder
than an angry young man…and that’s a
bitter old man. Pushing 67, he once
killed ‘em bigtime as Eddie the cop on
a TV sitcom…the resultant typecasting
a constant source of irritation. When a
heckler at a comedy club with finan-
cially ulterior motives demands that
Jackie only do Eddie, the ensuing don-
nybrook sends our comic to court and
beyond. Thus our tale is set in motion.

Supplying a little bit of fantasy for
gentlemen of a certain age, the commu-
nity service Jackie must perform at a
soup kitchen as a result of totally bomb-
ing in court has him meeting and be-
coming infatuated with the much
younger Leslie Mann’s Harmony
Schiltz. A kindred spirit in that she
punched out someone, too, her rela-
tionship with Jackie forms the twists
and turns that serve as the plot. While
it’s a sad commentary that the May-
September interaction wouldn’t be so
farfetched if Jackie were a filthy rich,
successful comedian, Miss Mann, by
virtue of the Devil-may-care individu-
alism she imbues her nonconformist
firebrand with, makes it work.

None of this ebullience is to at all
suggest that Mr. De Niro’s character-
ization of the problematic showman is
artistically equivalent to something like
Ralph Richardson’s James Tyrone in
O’Neill’s tragic Long Day’s Journey
Into Night. But you very well know
Bobby has always been capable of such
hifalutin stuff, and following his spate
of coffer-filling, analyze this-and-that
portrayals to offset charitable expenses,
his Jackie Burke puts us on notice. He
hasn’t lost his fastball and, with Hoffman
and Pacino, shares status as the male
counterpart to Meryl Streep.

Mind you, we don’t necessarily like
Jackie. He is irascible, and a little scan-
dalous. More importantly, appreciating
in him an inherent frustration that comes
with being human, we hope that the
ideas of grace and redemption are at
least still available to him on a personal
level, even if currently out of vogue in
our society at large. Ethical values,
whether told in tug-of-war terms or
through pie-in-the-sky idealism, have
more or less always survived through-
out our movie history, and are there for
the referencing just in case we dare
decide to be good instead of great.

Hence, even when those we pick to
serve the commonweal are outright
laughable, I must think that, like The
Comedian, deep down our fallible spe-
cies longs to do the right thing.

***
The Comedian, rated R, is a Sony

Pictures Classics release directed by
Taylor Hackford and stars Robert De
Niro, Leslie Mann and Danny De Vito.
Running time: 120 minutes.

PetroGrass to Perform at
Temple Beth O’r-Beth Torah

 CLARK – The public is invited to
come out and enjoy the lively music
of PetroGrass on Saturday, March 4
at 7:30 p.m. at Temple Beth O’r-Beth
Torah.

The band will perform a collection
of bluegrass, country, folk and Celtic
music. Coffee and cake will be served.
The cost for the evening is $5 per
person.

Band members include: Ed

Majeski of Garwood on banjo and
vocals; Russ Kelner of Cranford on
the fiddle; Nancy Kelner of Cranford
on the flute; Chaz Harris of
Westfield on mandolin; and guest
artist Chris Turner of Clark on gui-
tar and vocals.

For more information or to register
for the event call the temple office by
Wednesday, March 1 at (732) 381-
8403 ext. no. 11.

Arthouse Film Festival
Returns in March

SHOWING THEIR CHOPINS...Fourth and fifth grade students at The Wardlaw-
Hartridge School in Edison entertained the audience with 10 acts ranging from
vocal, instrumental and dance to comedy performances during the annual Lower
School Cabaret on February 8. Performers included: Samina Aziz of Mountainside,
N Zia Riaz of Fanwood,  Hannah Yin of Scotch Plains (pictured) and Anushka
Dalal of Scotch Plains.

Majestic Winds to Perform
Winter Concert at St. Helen’s

JCC to Present Film
Life, Animated Feb. 21

READY TO PLAY...Majestic Winds will perform on Thursday, March 2 at 7:30
p.m. at St. Helen’s Church in Westfield.

WESTFIELD – Majestic Winds,
the professional wind band of the
New Jersey Workshop for the Arts
(NJWA), will present a winter con-
cert at St. Helen’s Church, 1600
Rahway Avenue, Westfield, on Thurs-
day, March 2 at 7:30 p.m.

The ensemble will be directed by
Howard Toplansky, an NJWA staff
instrumental instructor.  “Our musi-
cal offerings are geared to please a
variety of musical tastes and range
from Renaissance to Ragtime favor-
ites,” stated Mr. Toplansky.

“Tally-Ho” Overture by John Philip
Sousa, Selections from Man of  La
Mancha by Mitch Leigh and “Waltzes
from Sari” by Emmerich Kalman will
be the main selections on the first half

of the concert.  “Ballet Parisien” by
Jacques Offenbach, Hungarian Dance
#5 by Johannes Brahms and Water-
melon Club Rag will also be featured
on this program.  Several fine marches
will also be performed which include
“Sunburst” by Eric Osterling, World’s
Fair March by Alfredo Antonini and
“Slavic Woman’s Farewell by Vasili
Agapkin. Additional numbers in-
cluded in this concert are: “Toward
the Summit” by Frank Erickson and
“Kurt Weill Highlights”

This event is open to the public.
Admission is free and contributions
will be gratefully accepted. For addi-
tional information about NJWA or
Majestic Winds, call (908) 789-9696
or email njwaband@att.net.

SCOTCH PLAINS – The JCC of
Central NJ in Scotch Plains is host-
ing a free screening of the Academy
Award nominated documentary Life,
Animated on Tuesday, February 21
at 7 p.m.  Doors open at 6:45 p.m.

Life, Animated, produced in 2016,
is a documentary film chronicling
the coming-of-age story of a man
with autism. It's based on the best-
selling book Life, Animated: A Story
of Sidekicks, Heroes, and Autism by
Pulitzer Prize-winner Ron Suskind
about his son, Owen, who is on the
spectrum. Owen Suskind stopped
speaking at age 3, but learned to
communicate again through his love
of Disney animated films. Using
video of Owen, animation based on
his drawings and scenes from Disney
classics, the film tells the story of
Owen’s path to adulthood.

There will be an optional moder-
ated discussion after the film with
Josh Bornstein and Sharon Artz, both
members of the JCC’s Special Needs
Task Force.

The JCC of Central NJ is commit-
ted to the inclusion of people of all
abilities, backgrounds, denomina-
tions, gender identity and religious
affiliations and is screening this
movie in February to coincide with
Jewish Disability Inclusion and
Awareness Month, a worldwide ef-
fort to raise awareness and cham-

pion the civil rights of all Jewish
people to have access and be mean-
ingfully included in every aspect of
Jewish life.

This is a free event open to the
community. Seating is limited. RSVP
is required to mzipkin@jccnj.org.

The JCC of Central New Jersey is
located at 1391 Martine Avenue in
Scotch Plains. The JCC of Central
New Jersey is a constituent agency
of the Jewish Federation of Greater
Metro West NJ, United Way of
Greater Union County and the
Westfield United Fund. Financial
assistance is available for member-
ship and various programs.

MOUNTAINSIDE – On Monday,
March 6, Arthouse Film Festival will
return for ten weeks at two New Jer-
sey theatres: AMC Mountainside and
AMC Monmouth Mall.

This is an opportunity for the pub-
lic to see a festival-winning gem be-
fore release to the public, then the
lights come up, and there in front of
the audience are the creators of the
film, ready to answer questions and
discuss their work.

Oscar winners and nominees Danny
Aiello, Alan Arkin, Frank Darabont,
Jesse Eisenberg, Ethan Hawke, Jean-
Pierre Jeunet, Melissa Leo, Viggo
Mortensen, Chazz Palminteri, John
Sayles, Aaron Sorkin, Fisher Stevens
and David Strathairn have joined
Dylan Baker, Jim Breuer, Famke
Janssen, Danai Gurira, Joseph Gor-
don-Levitt, Derek Luke, Mary Stuart
Masterson, David Morse, Connie
Nielsen, Joe Pantoliano and Kevin
Smith as guest speakers who have
come to share their insights with fes-
tival participants.

The festival has hosted 1,774 movie
premieres with 1,110 live guest ap-
pearances over the past 26 years.

“The program will always be flex-
ible in order to take advantage of
opportunities as they arise,” said fes-
tival director Chuck Rose.  “Wonder-
ful surprises and fantastic celebrities
can pop up out of nowhere, so we try
to keep the schedule as fluid as pos-
sible.

For information, to see which films
were screened in the past or which
ones may be screened this year, or to
register, visit:
www.ArthouseFilmFestival.com or
call (732) 870-6012.

The festival is open to anyone, but
seating is limited, so early enrollment
is advised.  Subscription is $139 for
five weeks or $245 for all ten weeks.
After Wednesday, March 1, rates will
go up. Also being offered is a spe-
cially priced flex ticket so users may
choose any eight out of ten nights for
their convenience.

Starts in march Starts in March

www.arthousefilmfestival.com
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UW-Madison Announces
Fall 2016 Dean’s List

UA Announces Fall
2016 Dean's and
President's Lists

TUSCALOOSA, A.L. – A total of
11,758 students enrolled during the
2016 fall semester at The University
of Alabama were named to the Dean's
List with an academic record of 3.5
(or above) or the President's List with
an academic record of 4.0 (all A's).
The UA Dean's and President's lists
recognize full-time undergraduate stu-
dents. The lists do not apply to gradu-
ate students or undergraduate stu-
dents who take less than a full course
load. The following local students
have earned such distinction:

Ashley Oliveira, Mountainside -
President's List.

Stephen Michael Sottosanti,
Mountainside - Dean's List.

Sara E. Hughes, Westfield - Dean's
List.

Madison Elaine Mueller, Westfield
- Dean's List.

Danielle L Sawyer, Westfield -
Dean's List.

GRANDPARENTS DAY...Lincoln School in Westfield held a Grandparents and
Special Persons Day on January 27 to honor and entertain those with a special
place in the hearts of the kindergarten children.  Led by music teacher Christina
Toulios, the kindergarteners performed several songs including Bushel and a
Peck, I'm Gonna Mail Myself to You, Hot Chocolate, and A Song for Grandpar-
ents Day, which were accompanied by spirited well-rehearsed movements. The
guests at both the morning and afternoon events were welcomed by Lincoln School
Principal Audrey Zavetz, who shared poems about grandparents as well as
original thoughts expressed by the children themselves in The ABC’s of Grandma
and Grandpa Lincoln School Kindergartners. Following the performance in the
auditorium the grandparents and special guests joined the kindergarten students
in their classrooms.

MADISON, W.I. – The University
of Wisconsin-Madison has recog-
nized students named to the Dean's
List for the fall semester of the 2016-
2017 academic year.

Students include:
Max Liben, of Mountainside, Col-

lege of Engineering, Dean's Honor
List.

Bryan Jackler, of Westfield, School
of Education, Dean's List.

 Benjamin Meltzer, of Westfield,
College of Letters and Science,

Dean's List.
 Scott Pass, of Westfield, College

of Agricultural and Life Sciences,
Dean's List.

 Henry Resnikoff, of Westfield,
College of Letters and Science, Dean's
List.

 Fiona Rosenthal, of Westfield,
College of Engineering, Dean's Honor
List.

 Natalie Tupper, of Westfield, Col-
lege of Agricultural and Life Sci-
ences, Dean's List.
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