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NURAY (Merve Dizdar, lefi) and Samet (Deniz Celiloglu) are fellow teachers in a rural area who develop a personal relationship,

MOVIE REVIEW

A bitter Turkish drama lingers on

Set in a sSnOWY town
of secrets, ‘About Dry
Grasses’ is a complex
study of self-delusion.

By TiM GRIERSON

When we first encounter
Samet, the solitary protago-
nist of Turkish director Nuri
Bilge Ceylan's superb drama
“About Dry Grasses,” he's
miserable, Beingdropped off
in what appears to be the
middle of nowhere, he
trudges through deep snow,
the wind howling, not a soul
in sight. Samet is heading
back to work aller winter
holiday — back to the job he
dislikes in a small village he
loathes, Over the course of
the film’'s next three hours,
he will rarely be less misera-
ble. The only question is how
many others he will drag
down with him.

Ceylan, the celebrated
auteur whose 2014 film “Win-
ter Sleep” won Lhe Palme
d’Or at Cannes, specializes
in disenchanted individuals
struggling against despair,
their bleak circumstance set
against Turkey's gorgeous
landscapes, the surrounding
beauty mocking their an-
guish. But even by Ceylan's
stringent standards, “About
Dry Grasses” is a dour and

enveloping affair, featuring
one of his most complicated
and, ultimately, despicable
protagonists. That isn't ini-
tially apparent, but it's brac-
ingly clear by the end.
Played by Deniz
Celiloglu, Samet resides in
Incesu, a sleepy, impover-
ished community in East An-
atolia, where he's an art
teacher at the local school,
alongside his  easveoing
housemate Kenan (Musab
Ekici). Samet has one se-
mester left, before complet-
ing his mandatory four-year
stint, and he longs to be
transferred to the far-more
cosmopolitan Istanbul and
be free of a place he unchari-
Lably relers to as a dump.
There are small consola-
tions. Samet is charmed by
Sevim (Ece Bagei), a clever,
vivacious student with
whom he shares a conspira-
torial hond. Quickly, though,
we notice their flirtatious
rapport, theirbodies close as
Lhey walk down the hallway,
Samet, later giving her a gift
ofacompact. Ceylan doesn’l
comment on these moments
— instead, he moves on, let-
ting them lingerin our mem-
ory, ghawing away like a se-
cret we wish we didn't know.
But secrets have conse-
quences, and in “About Dry
Grasses,” the repercussions
of Bamet and Sevim's chum-
miness will soon have a chill-

ingripple effect.

This is only one of the
film's two major plot
strands. The other gets
underway once Samef
meets Nuray (Merve Diz-
dar), a fellow teacher with
whom he’s set up on a blind
date. Friendly but guarded,
Nuray lost her right legina
terrorist attack — just one
example of the fears thread-
ing through Turkey's sub-
eonscious at a time of brutal
authoritarian rule and Eurd-
ish bids for independence,
Samet and Nuray hit it off,
but he later suggests to his
roommate Kenan that he
should court her — after all,
they're both part of the mi-
nority religious seet the
Alawites, As for Samet, he
seems to believe in nothing
except himself,

S0 begingatense pseudo-
romantic triangle in which
the three of them start
spending time together,
Samet silently envious ofthe
atltention Nuray shows Ke-
nan, Meanwhile, Samet, en-
courages young Sevim's
crush, while ingisting that
he’s uninterested in the
smart, independent (and
age-appropriate) Nuray. Is
hisreticence an indication of
his desire to be in situations
he can control?

“T still haver't figured
people oul,” Samed laments
at one point, but it's likely his

‘About Dry
Grasses’

Mot rated

In Turkish with English
subtitles

Running time: 3 hours,

17 minutes

Playing: Laemmle’s Royal
Theatre, West Los Angeles

concern is less one of empa-
thy than it is emotional
domination. Known for his
slow-burn dramas, Ceylan
lights a long fuse that com-
mences with a seandal at
Samel’s school but will even-
tually involve his friendship
with Kenan and Nuray.
Samet is a man who has so
little in his life — the hope
that he'll eventually return
to Istanbul, Sevim’s pure af-
fection — that when those
kernels are threatened, he
reacts in unexpeclted, ma-
licious ways.

Ceylan's [ilms enraplure
onthe hig screen, where the
vastness of Anatolia’s bar-
ren, majestic exteriors dwarf
hisdowntrodden characters’
personal dramas. Immer-
sively shot in widescreen by
cinematographers Cevahir
Sahin and Kursat Uresin,
with an emphasis on stalic
camera setups that allow the

characters to engage in
lengthy conversations that
often end up as debates,
“About Dry Grasses” traps
Samet both at school and
the world, a sullen man ag-
grieved that he must endure
the indignities of his small-
town existence. But actor
Celiloglu keeps challenging
our attitude toward Samet,
his sad smile and vulnerable
eyes occasionally hintingat a
buried soulfulness,

Adding to that senseis a
series of striking photos Cey-
lan infrequently inserts into
the film — images that
Samet. an amateur photog-
rapher, takes of locals, which
convey a poetry that belies
his stoic exterior. Is he a mis-
anthrope? Or merely misun-
derstood?

Like a rich novel, “About
Dry Grasses” takes its time
fleshing out, its central play-
ers, who are each grappling
with their own metaphorical
purgatories. Ceylan, who co-
wrote the seript, has a Che-
khovian fascination with
prolagonists weighed down
by fate, The effortlessly or-
chestrated dialogue scenes
are riveting, but what's re-
markable is that, no matter
how talkative Samet and his
cohorts are, they often don't
say what they mean. The
characters argue politics,
worldviews or how to handle
the disturbing accusations

leveled against Samet and
Kenan at school, but their
rhetorical jousting masks
unspoken resentments and
disappointments,

“I'm not overly fond of
anything,” Samet admits, a
rare moment of candor in a
movie about people who
have learned fto muddle
through, the relentless snow
outside their window seem-
ingly smothering the spark
within them. When “About
Dry Grasses” premiered at
Cannes, Dizdar took home
Best Actress, atestament to
a muted performance that
nonetheless burrows into
your psyche, just as Nuray
guietly gets her hooks into
Samet. Because of Nuray's
disability, audiences might
assume she will be the filnr's
sympathetic saint and moral
compass, but nothing in
Ceylan’s construction is so
simplistic, (If vou need proof,
lookno furtherthan a shock-
ing narrative flourish near
the end of “About Dry Gras-
ses,” which finds Ceylan ac-
tively interrogating his own
meticulously rendered char-
acterstudy.)

Onee Samet develops
feelings for Nuray — or. at
least, appears to develop
them — their relationship
becomes one of seductive
verbal combat. But Nuray is
not so easily wooed, and Diz-
dar brings a grounded intel-
ligence, the character per-
haps recognizing Samet's
darker agenda while not en-
tirely caring.

As Samet navigates his fi-
nal semester, winter giving
way to summer, he holds his
true intentions close to the
vest, his outward signs of
cordiality undercut by ugly
outbursts when he feels be-
trayed. Celiloglu lets those
contradictions be a mystery,
but only those foolish
enough Lo seek oul Lhe best
in people will be unable to
solve Lhe riddle. With an oll-
hand deftness, Cevlan lays
bare the sort of master op-
erator who hides in plain
sight, skilled at ensharing
unwitting victims,

The film ends with a
plaintive voice-over lrom
Samet thats so double-
edged it's practically a cri-
tique of the cinematic de-
vice's emotional manipula-
tion, This pathetic wretch
lohgs to escape to Istanbul,
where he can he around the
worldly types he prefers.
Anyone unlucky enough to
cross his path in “About Dry
Grasses” will no doubl be
happy to see him go.

[conic theater
in new hands

| Village Theater, from Ei)]
the country continue to face
[inanecial headwinds,
brought together a diverse
array of Oscar-winning film-
makers,

The new owners of the
theater include such diree-
tors as Christopher Nolan,
J.J. Abrams, Guillermo del
Toro, Christopher MeQuar-
tie, Judd Apatow, Damien
Chazelle, Steven Spielberg,
Chris Columbus, Bradley
Cooper, Alfonso Cuardn,
Hannah Fidell, Alejandro
Gonzdlez Indrritu, James
Gunn, Sian Heder, Rian
Johnson, Gil Kenan, Earyn
Kusama, Justin Lin, Phil
Lord, David Lowery, Chris
Miller, Todd Phillips, Gina
Prince-Bythewood, Reit-
man, Jay Roach, Seth Ro-
gen, Emma Seligman,
Emma Thomas, Denis Ville-
neuve, Lulu Wang and Chloé
Zhao.

The theater — which
boasts a large auditorium
seating more than 1,300 peo-
ple, with a T0mm-capable
sereen and upgraded sound
system — will showease a
mixture of first-run films
and repertory programming
selected by the theater's
OWIETS.

Several of the flmmak-
ers, including Lin, Prince-
Bythewood, Jonathan Day-
ton, Valerie Faris, Brad Sil-
berling and Alexander
Payne, are alumni of UCLA,
which sits just a block away
from the theater.

Inside the house, the di-
rectors plan to showease ar-
tifacts from their personal
collections, including props,
wardrobe items and film
prints. In time, there are
plans to add a restaurant,
barand gallety, bul the thea-
ter will remain open
throughaout,

Reitman spoke to The
Times by phone Wednesday
ahout the inspiration be-
hind the deal, the state of
moviegoing and what the fu-
ture holds for the Village
Westwood.

Long hefore you were a
director, you grew up going
tothe Village Theater.

EVAN AGOSTINI Invislon via AT

JASON REITMAN,
director of 2007's “Juno.”

What are your early memo-
ries of being there?

I genuinely remember
lining up around that corner
{or aslong as my ather was
taking me to movies. That
was my introduction Lo the
moviegoing experience:
getting there early, lining up
around the corner and
feeling like T was part ofa
community of people who
loved movies, who could not
wait to see a {ilm on opening
night and who knew that
the conversation belore and
after the movie was almost
asimportant as watching
the movie itself.

Alot of filmmakers clearly
have a special place in their
heart for this theater given
how many stepped up to be
part of this, When did the
conversation start about
taking the Village over?

What's incredible to me
is how gquickly this all came
together.

ILheard that the theater
was up for sale last summer,
and I remembered what
happened to the National
Theatre just a few blocks
away [which closed in 2007
and was demolished ). Talso
heard that one ofthe bid-
ders was interested in turn-
ing it into a live musical
theater venue and another
bidder wasinterested in
turning the interiorinto
retail,

Iimmediately putina
hid, and I started reaching
out to directors I knew, And
the response was swift —
and it was positive, Ithink

the first couple directorsT
spoke to were Rian Johnson
and Guillermo del Toro,
who bolh immediately said
theywere in, Andthe more
directors I asked, the more
positive feedback I got and
themore I kept hearing the
same thing, which was that
weunknowingly had acom-
mon vision to collectively
own a movie theaterthat
could serve as a community
huh for everybody who loves
movies, a place where you
could grab coffee ora bite
before or a drink after and
love movies in every way.

This has obviously been a
tough time for many movie
theaters particularly in
L.A, and some, like the
ArcLight and the Land-
mark, have not survived,
At the same time, we're
also seeing new signs of life
in the local moviegoing
seene with theaters like the
Egyptlan, Vidiots and
Quentin Tarantino’s Vista
Theater and the announce-
ment of a new film festival.
How do you see your pur-
chase of the Village in the
context of allthat?

You know, we spent the
last few years ingide and
we're allrelearning why we
want to go out, why we want
towatch sports, why we
want to go out and dance.
Live-streaming has made it
elfortless to wateh Lhings at
home. But in doing so, we've
lost something really impor-
tant, which is the habitual
experience of goingtothe
movies and watching them
together.

There's a reason why
Christmas is the biggest
moviegoing day of the year.
It's that day that you're with
your amily and you need Lo
find an activity that you can
do together no matter what.
Movies truly bring us to-
gether, and Ithink thisisa
great moment to shine the
light on how fun it is to go to
the movies and how impor-
tant films are for communi-
Ly building.

That community building
ispartienlarly hardin a
citylike L.A. but the Village
has been an integral part of
downtown Westwood fora
longtime.

You know, there's some-
thing in the name: West-
wood is a village and this
theateris called the Village.
Ithink that’s what we all
yearn for, No matter how

technologically advanced
we get, no matter how much
we crave the city center,
there's a part of usthat
alwaysyearns foravillage.
This is a village lor movies.

With so many filmmakers
involved and such a diverse
group, how do you envision
the theater’s repertory
programming evolving?

I think the programming
isgoingto be areflection of
the directors, and I'm really
proud of the fact that there's
avery cross-generational
group that represents every
genre of filmmaking, This is
amovie theater that is
co-owned by Christopher
Nolan and Emma Seligman,
Steven Spielbergand Lulu
Wang.

We want thistobea
showease for first-run mov-
ies on one of the biggest
screens inthe country with
the best picture and best
sound. And simultaneously,
aplace where you can see
indie film, international
lilm, rep-house [1lm,
programmed by one of your
{avorite directors.

Sowhat happens in the
months to come? Obvi-
ously the theater will re-
main open but it sounds
like there are pretty ambi-
tious plans to remake it
with arestaurant and bar.

[Drifly] Well, as you
know, renovations in Los
Angeles are easy. Construe-
tionisasnap.

The theateris going to
remain open for the foresee-
able future, as we finish
putting together plans, but
things are already inthe
works.

We have an exciting
visionthat includes dining,
drinking, moviegoing, gal-
lery viewing, and program-
ming of new and old films,
and we cannot wait to share
that with everybody.

Do those plans involve
acquiring other property
adjacent to the theater or
nearby?

[Laughs | Do you know
how hard it was to pull
together a group of 30 peo-
ple to buy this one building?
Right now I honestly just I
feellike I'mliving ina
dream, It was literally a
malter of months ago that I
was standing in front of this
theater, wondering if T can
help save it. And just a week
ago, Iwas in the lobby with

heroes of mine, directors
who were among the rea-
sons I became a director
mysell, and we stood Lo-
getherlike a group of giddy
kids in disbeliel that we now
ownthistheater. And that
thrillis cartyving me every
day right now.

Will the repertory pro-
gramming start soon? Any
hint of what we can expect?
It’s a great question, and
we can'l wail Lo share more.

Ithink we're going to have to
lind a balance.

Hereiswhat I'd say T
love whal’s happeningin
Los Angeles right now and
I'dlove to see it eventually
happen across the country.
And withthe Village, we
think there’s an opportunity
tonot only have a great
community home for cine-
main Los Angeles but forus
tocreate the kind of theater
that we hopewill one day
exist across the country.
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