NOT NORMAL, BUT NICE

The Notorious Bettie Page

review by M. Faust

You might not be able to buy thigh-
high, lace-up stiletto boots and leather
garters at . C. Penney’s (or maybe you
can: I haven’t checked recently), but
they’re hardly uncommon. I wouldn’t
be surprised to find that the upstand-
ing, civiccminded publication you are
now holding contains an advertisement
or two for local boutiques that sell such
garb.

But there was a day when such items
were as unseen, as unimaginable, as
unthinkably lurid as...hmm, wrote
myself into a corner there: Is anything
“unthinkably lurid” in this new millen-
nium?

And that’s the problem with The Noto-
rious Bettie Page, Mary Harron’s biopic
of the 1950s pin-up model whose bond-
age and domination photos became the
subject of a Senate subcommittee inves-
tigation. It delves into this once-taboo
area with the innocence of hindsight,
seldom touching on the aura of deprav-
ity with which it was once regarded.

Though this is ostensibly a biography,
Harron seems less interested in her sub-
ject than in the era for which she stands,
just as in her previous films 7 Shot Andy
Warholand American Psycho, Valerie Sola-
nas and Patrick Bateman gave witness to
the unmoored 1960s and the voracious
1980s. She recreates 1950s Manhattan
in a flat black-and-white, switching to
oversaturated color for some scenes set
in Miami (imitating the style of Bunny
Yager, who photographed Page’s sunny
nudes there).

Respectably and respectfully imperson-
ated here by Gretchen Mol, Page was a
properly bred Southern girl who moved
to New York City hoping for a career in
show business. Though no amount of
Stanislavsky training was ever going to
turn her into an actress, her natural
beauty and unabashed manner made
her an ideal camera subject. She had an
unforced smile that seemed to say to the
viewer, “If you’re happy, I'm happy,” in-
vesting even the seamiest material with
an air of wholesome playfulness.

The script, by Harron and Guinevere
Turner, never addresses why Page failed

Gretchen Mol in The Notorious Bettie Page

to move into a more mainstream mod-
eling career, other than to imply that
she regarded posing for pictures as a
way to make a good living while taking
acting classes. It depicts her sessions
with photographers Irving and Paula
Klaw (played by Chris Bauer and Lili
Taylor as if they were the owners of a
neighborhood deli), a brother and
sister who sold movie photos from a
Manhattan storefront under the studio
where they took “specialty photos,” as
the equivalent of girls playing dress-up
at a pajama party. Baffled at the sight of
the weird outfits she is given to wear the
first time she poses for these higher-pay-
ing sessions, she is told by the matronly
Paula that they are favored by certain
respectable customers who seek relax-
ation from their stressful jobs.

Or, as fellow model Maxie (Cara Sey-
mour) says of a patron who wants spank-
ing photos, “He’s not normal, but he’s
nice.” Like another movie about a post
hoc icon of the 1950s, Tim Burton’s Ed
Wood, this is most endearing for the af-
fection with which it treats its oddball
characters.

Of course, a film isn’t required to be a
sociosexual dissection. That just seems
to be the mostlogical reason for making
a film like this. (Especially one funded
by HBO, which has produced so many
late-night series about the sexual predi-
lections of Americans that it could de-
vote a separate channel to them.)

Taken simply as biography, The Notorious
Bettie Page (the title is meant ironically)
offers a character who is likeable but
not terribly interesting. Bettie’s child-
hood traumas seem to have so little to
do with her adult personality that one
wonders why the script bothered in-
cluding them. And the film ends with
Page’s religious revival (treated respect-
fully) and retirement from modeling in
the late 1950s, with no hint of the dif-
ficult times to come (although, unlike
Ed Wood, she survived to appreciate
and profit from her public rediscov-
ery). Avoiding either scurrilous satire
or under-the-rock sensationalism, it’s a
pleasant but rather pointless movie. av
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An ancient sanctuary awash in the amber
light of candle flames and filled with live
music that holds and carries aloft your
meditations and prayers... sounds peace-
ful doesn’t it? Trinity @ 7 welcomes people
of all faiths and of no faith to enter a sacred
space each Sunday evening to hear and
reflect on the poetry and ancient wisdom
of Buddhism, Islam, Christianity, Judaism
and Hinduism.

come as IJOU are

Trinity @ 7 each Sunday

371 Delaware Avenue
at the heart of downtown
TRINITYBUFFALO.ORG

This announcement sponsored
by Steve’s Wonderful World of
Pets in Williamsville
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TANGO attheparklane

TUESDAY MAY 23r0

JOIN US FOR AN EVENING OF TANGO
IN GRILLE 33 AT 7PM.

33 GATES CIRCLE
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Our Community and Our World

Where?

UB North (Amherst) Campus*

UBThsSummer

*201 Natural Sciences Building (except June 1: Slee Hall)

When?

Thursdays @ 4 p.m. from June 1 —August 17 (excluding July 6)

Why?
Tantalizing Topics. . .from. .

.urban education and metropolitan

governance to economic development and health & wellness; from
history and the arts to UB's international mission, and MORE!

How?
Register for one or all!

e On the Web: http://ubthissummer.buffalo.edu

e By phone: 716-829-6019

How Much? Free! Light Refreshments will be provided!

SPECIAL LECTURE MINI-SERIES

at the NYS Center of Excellence in Bioinformatics and

Life Sciences (Virginia Street, Downtown Buffalo), at 4:00 pm
on June 19, 20 and 21st (Mon., Tues., & Wed.)
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