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CJ Johnson’s Top 10 Films of 2007    

The Diving Bell and the Butterfly -- Julian Schnabel’s adaptation of the extraordinary memoir by Jean Dominique Beauby whom, at the age of 43, suffered a massive stroke leaving him completely paralyzed without any control over any part of his body except for his left eye. This is perhaps the most tremendously affecting film I've seen in years. Not only is the cinematography genuinely innovative, but the performances render one speechless. Harrowing, heartening and life affirming, Diving Bell and the Butterfly is the most essential film of the year.

No Country For Old Men -- Beautiful poetry from the brothers Coen. No Country For Old Men is a disquieting cat-and-mouse chase between the law and cold blooded hit men, the hunter and the hunted, painted with extraordinary poetic images to reflect the ugliness of a society that (for all intents and purposes) is without hope of redemption: ours. Neither an action movie nor a suspense-thriller in the usual sense of the phrase, it does feel like one due to the volatile and searing intensity of the performances, namely Tommy Lee Jones and Javier Bardem.

There Will Be Blood -- Daniel Plainview (Daniel Day Lewis) is the ruthless oilman who is the consummate manifestation of the evils of capitalism in Paul Thomas Anderson’s There Will Be Blood. An exploration on the themes of Upton Sinclair’s novel Oil, There Will Be Blood is a magnificent historical epic, with enough grit and guts to make Geroge Stevens’ Giant look like a happily-ever-after fairytale. Lewis’ performance much lauded performance is entirely merited, and he is solely responsible for turning Anderson’s film, which is not without its faults, into something of a masterpiece.

La Vie en Rose -- This fascinating film about the life of legendary French chanteuse Edith Piaf is more than a biopic. Its a richly textured portrait; an explosive medley of color and passion; of pain and frustration; painted with a vivacious musical palette. Dahan has certainly not created the formulaic biopic, which itself is commendable, and his casting of fearless Marion Cotillard as Piaf was sheer genius: she ignites the screen in one of the strongest performances of the year. Period. Cotillard’s strength and Dahan’s driving vision result in a film that is (although imperfect) visually enrapturing, thoughtful, impressionistic and painfully sad.

This is England -- The film’s cut-the-crap sensibility and rebellious social humor, make it the sort of film that only a straightforward midlands lad like director Shane Meadows could pull off. Meadows’ story follows 12-year-old Shaun (Thomas Turgoose) whose desperate need for acceptance and some sense of identity prompts him into joining a skinhead gang in depressed Nottingham in Thatcher’s early 80s England. We see Shaun slide from what is initially harmless hooliganism into a violent militancy that is relentlessly uncomfortable to watch. Defying genre, This is England is political, historical and, most importantly, acutely personal.

Control -- Movies about rock and roll tragedies either get it right (Sid and Nancy) or get it horribly wrong (The Doors). So a massive hurrah is in order to first-time director Anton Corbijn because Control’s account of the life of Joy Division singer Ian Curtis (played by the ferociously good Sam Riley) is an unexpectedly visceral and refreshingly human experience. Curtis is an often-explosive character with complex emotional and physical issues, but Corbijn’s film remains pointedly reticent and his shrewd use of dingy black-and-white photography, so appropriate to its setting of late ‘70s Manchester, gives the film a necessary sobriety too keep it from falling into the tortured artist sentimentalism that would have certainly befallen a lesser film — and lesser filmmaker.

Paris, Je T’aime --  If you’ve ever kept a travel journal, been in love, been divorced, or really, if you have any kind of pulse at all then there is something for you in Paris, Je T’aime. This collection of twenty short films comes from an impressive array of filmmakers (everyone from the Coens to Craven to Cuarón) who use the city of lights as the backdrop (or as the main character) for vignettes that range from the unabashedly saccharine to challenging little curiosities. Some work, some don’t, but they all have the darn-dest way of staying with you long after the film has ended. It’s a wonderfully original all around experience, and one of the most beautiful declarations of love to a city you’ll ever see.

Zodiac -- Frustrating and frantic and fabulous. Demanding absolute attention to detail, Zodiac wanders and twists, confounds and infuriates, curdles your blood and, after almost three hours, leaves you utterly worn out. This isn’t so much about the actual nefarious zodiac killer of 1960s San Francisco fame as it is about the various lives that are affected by it: in particularly, Jake Gyllenhaal’s obsession of it and Robert Downey Jr’s capitalization of it. A thriller that is truly thrilling in the most unexpected of ways.

The King of Kong: A Fistful of Quarters – It’s George Bailey meets Mr. Potter gaming style. Billy Mitchell is a 25-year-old Donkey Kong champ with a fanatical drive to maintain his title and an ego big enough to make Prada’s Miranda look like Mother Theresa. Standing in his way is the virtuous “Wiebe,” a hard working, upright kid from Middle America with no delusions of grandeur, only the dream to dethrone the villainous Mitchell. Director Seth Gordon’s King of Kong is the most unexpectedly moving underdog film of the year, and the best part? It’s a documentary.

Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street: -- Tim Burton and Johnny Depp’s sixth collaboration, delivers exactly what it promises: blood, guts and Victorian grunge. This adaptation of Steven Sondheim’s 1979 marvellously morbid musical has Depp stepping up to the plate to reveal himself to be a surprisingly strong musical lead, and Bonham Carter is balefully beautiful in a frighteningly mad way (making up for her less than impressive singing chops). It’s a gory, psychological thriller, intense and intelligent, but the best thing about Todd is its surprising wallop of emotional depth—this may not be the best Burton-Depp film (that title rightly rests with Ed Wood) but it is the most affecting … and effective.
