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Being There

Before the Rain % % % %
NO MPAA RATING, 114 m., 1995

Rade Serbedzija (Aleksandar), Katrin
Cartlidge (Anne), Gregoire Colin (Kiril), Labina
Mitevska (Zamira). Directed by Milcho
Manchevski and produced by Judy Counihan,
Cedomir Kolar, Sam Taylor, and Cat Villiers.
Screenplay by Manchevski.

If you are the average consumer of news in
North America, you have been hearing about
the Bosnians, the Serbians, and the Croats
for years now, and you are not sure quite
where they all are, or why they are fighting,
or which are the people and which are the
places. They are basically all a lot of people
with mustaches who hate each other, and
the UN can’t do anything about it.

It’s not entirely your fault. The news re-
ports concentrate on today’s violent devel-
opments; we get stories we can’t understand
unless we already know so much that we
don’t need them to begin with. Yet if I were
to tell you that Before the Rain provides a
context for those stories, you would still
probably be indifferent, because it’s simply
not your war.

There is another reason to see Before the
Rain. This is one of 1995’ best films, a bril-
liant directorial debut for a young man named
Milcho Manchevski, born in Macedonia, ed-
ucated at Southern Illinois University, now a
New Yorker who made award-winning MTV
videos before returning home to make this
extraordinary film. Work like this is what
keeps me going, month after month and film
after film: After the junk, this is a reminder
of the nobility that film can attain.

The movie is made in three parts, two in
Macedonia, one in London. The story cir-
cles back on itself, something like Pulp Fic-
tion, and there is a paradox, a character who
seems to be dead at a time he is still alive.
Manchevski was not influenced by Taran-
tino; they were making their films simul-
taneously, and in Before the Rain the circular
structure has a deeper purpose: It shows that
the cycle of hate and bloodshed will go on year
after year, generation after generation, unless
somehow men find the will to break with it.

The London sequence is the most chilling
for North American armchair news viewers
who think Bosnia is not their concern. I can-
not describe it without giving away its shat-
tering surprise. It involves a photographer
named Aleksandar (Rade Serbedzija), born
in Macedonia but now a citizen of the world,

who leaves the war in Bosnia in disgust and
returns to London, where a married British
woman, Anne (Katrin Cartlidge), has long
been his lover. We think this segment will
deal with their story, and so it does, but in an
unexpected way which shows that no war is
really very far away, and no man is an island.

The first and third parts of the film take
place in Macedonia, which, like Bosnia and
Serbia, was part of Yugoslavia. The fighting
has not reached there, but there is great ten-
sion between Muslims and Orthodox Chris-
tians, and the atmosphere, Manchevski
feels, is heavy with anticipation and fore-
boding, as before a heavy rain. In the first
part, an Albanian Muslim girl is suspected of
having killed a Christian, and takes refuge in
the cell of a beardless youth who, as a monk,
has taken a vow of silence. In the third seg-
ment, Aleksandar returns to his homeland to
see the Muslim woman he once loved, and
almost has his throat slit by her grandson.

Manchevski tells his story in a clear, ironic,
elliptic style: This is like an art film about
war, in which passions replace ideas. The
character of Aleksandar is the most compel-
ling one in the film; played by Serbedzija, the
best-known movie star in Yugoslavia, he has
a worldly, weary attractiveness, something
like Bruno Ganz in Wings of Desire. The first
and second parts of the film, while working
on their own, also function as a setup for the
extraordinary payoff, in which he goes home
to find that home as he recalls it no longer
exists, that childhood playmates are now bit-
ter enemies, rehashing the details of crimes
s0 old they are merely hearsay.

Aleksandar’s return is fueled by guilt. “I
killed—my camera killed—a man,” he ex-
plains. While shooting in a war zone, “I
complained I wasn’t getting anything excit-
ing, so a guard pulled his gun and shot his
prisoner for me.” He finally decides to re-
move himself from this circle of hatred, and
Manchevski has said in interviews that the
seeming “time paradoxes” in his film—the
moments when things happen that shouldn’t
be able to happen—are his way of showing
that we are perhaps not trapped by time, that
sometimes there is an opening, an escape.

The construction of Manchevski’s story is
intended, then, to demonstrate the futility
of its ancient hatreds. There are two or three
moments in the film—I will not reveal
them—where hatred of others is greater
than love of one’s own. Imagine a culture
where a man would rather kill his daughter
than allow her to love a man from another

culture, and you will have an idea of the
depth of bitterness in this film, the insane
lengths to which men can be driven by belief
and prejudice.

Being There % % % %
PG, 130 m., 1980

Peter Sellers (Chance), Shirley MacLaine (Eve
Rand), Melvyn Douglas (Ben Rand), Jack
Warden (President), Richard Dysart (Dr.
Allenby), Richard Basehart (Skrapinov).
Directed by Hal Ashby and produced by
Andrew Braunsberg. Screenplay by Jerzy
Kosinski.

There’s an exhilaration in seeing artists at
the very top of their form: It almost doesn’t
matter what the form is, if they’re pushing
their limits and going for broke and it’s work-
ing. We can sense their joy of achievement—
and even more so if the project in question is
a risky, off-the-wall idea that could just as
easily have ended disastrously.

Hal Ashby’s Being There is a movie that in-
spires those feelings. It begins with a cocka-
mamie notion, it’s basically one joke told for
two hours, and it requires Peter Sellers to
maintain an excruciatingly narrow tone of
behavior in a role that has him onscreen al-
most constantly. It’s a movie based on an
idea, and all the conventional wisdom agrees
that emotions, not ideas, are the best to
make movies from. But Being There pulls off
its long shot and is a confoundingly provoca-
tive movie.

Sellers plays a mentally retarded gardener
who has lived and worked all of his life inside
the walls of an elegant Washington town
house. The house and its garden are in a de-
caying inner-city neighborhood, but what
goes on outside is of no concern to Sellers:
He tends his garden, he watches television,
he is fed on schedule by the domestic staff,
he is content.

Then one day the master of the house
dies. The household is disbanded. Sellers,
impeccably dressed in his employer’s pri-
vately tailored wardrobe, wanders out into
the city. He takes along the one possession
he’ll probably need: His remote-control TV
channel switcher. He uses it almost imme-
diately; surrounded by hostile street kids, he
imperturbably tries to switch channels to
make them go away. He hasn’t figured out
that, outside his garden, life isn’t television.

And that is the movie’s basic premise,
lifted intact from a Jerzy Kosinski novel. The
Sellers character knows almost nothing about



