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Pedro Almodovar's films are a struggle between real and fake heartbreak-between tragedy and soap opera. They're usually funny, too, which increases the
tension. You don't know where to position yourself while you're watching a film like "All
About My Mother," and that's part of the appeal: Do you take it seriously, like the
characters do, or do you notice the bright colors and flashy art decoration, the cheerful
homages to Tennessee Williams and "All About Eve" (1950) and see it as a parody?
Even Almodovar's camera sometimes doesn't know where to stand: When the heroine's
son writes in his journal, the camera looks at his pen from the point of view of the
paper.
"All About My Mother" is one of the best films of the Spanish director, whose films
present a Tennessee Williams sensibility in the visual style of a 1950s UniversalInternational tearjerker. Rock Hudson and Dorothy Malone never seem very far
offscreen. Bette Davis isn't offscreen at all: Almodovar's heroines seem to be playing
her. Self-parody is part of Almodovar's approach, but "All About My Mother" is also
sincere and heartfelt; though two of its characters are transvestite hookers, one is a
pregnant nun and two more are battling lesbians, this is a film that paradoxically
expresses family values.
The movie opens in Madrid with a medical worker named Manuela (Cecilia Roth) and
her teenage son Esteban (Eloy Azorin). They've gone to see a performance of "A
Streetcar Named Desire" (1993) and now wait across the street from the stage door so
Esteban can get an autograph from the famous actress Huma Rojo (Marisa Paredes).
She jumps into a taxi (intercut with shots from "All About Eve" of Bette Davis eluding
an autograph hound), and Esteban runs after her and is struck dead in the street. That
sets up the story, as Manuela journeys to Barcelona to inform Esteban's father of the
son's death.
There is irony as the film folds back on itself, because its opening scenes show
Manuela, now a transplant coordinator but once an actress, performing in a video
intended to promote organ transplants. In the film, grieving relatives are asked to allow

the organs of their loved ones to be used; later Manuela plays the same scene for real,
as she's asked to donate her own son's heart.
The Barcelona scenes reflect Almodovar's long-standing interest in characters who cross
the gender divide. Esteban's father is now a transvestite prostitute. In a scene worthy of
Fellini, we visit a field in Barcelona where cars circle a lineup of flamboyant hookers of all
sexes, and where Manuela, seeking her former lover, finds an old friend named Agrado
(Antonia San Juan). The name means "agreeable," we're told, and Agrado is a person
with endless troubles of her own who nevertheless enters every scene looking for the
laugh. In one scene, she dresses in a Chanel knockoff and is asked if it is real. As a street
hooker, she couldn't afford Chanel, but her answer is unexpected: "How could I buy a
real Chanel with all the hunger in the world?" There are unexpected connections between
the characters, even between Esteban's father and Sister Rosa (Penelope Cruz), a nun
who works in a shelter for battered prostitutes. And new connections are forged. We
meet the actress Huma Rojo once again, and her girlfriend and co-star Nina (Candela
Pena): "She's hooked on junk and I'm hooked on her." When Nina flakes out, Manuela is
actually able to understudy her role, having played it years ago. And Agrado finds a job
as Huma's personal assistant. Meanwhile, the search goes on for the missing lover.
Manuela is the heroine of the film and its center, but Agrado is the source of life. There's
an extraordinary scene in which she takes an empty stage against a hostile audience and
tries to improvise a one-woman show around the story of her life. Finally she starts an
inventory of the plastic surgeries that assisted her in the journey from male to female,
describing the pain, procedure and cost of each, as if saying, "I've paid my dues to be
who I am today. Have you?" Almodovar's earlier films sometimes seemed to be
manipulating the characters as an exercise. Here the plot does handstands in its
eagerness to use coincidence, surprise and melodrama. But the characters have a weight
and reality, as if Almodovar has finally taken pity on them and has seen that although
their plights may seem ludicrous, they're real enough to hurt. These are people who
stand outside conventional life and its rules, and yet affirm them. Families are where you
find them and how you make them, and home, it's said, is the place where, if you have
to go there, they have to take you in.
Roger Ebert rogerebert.com

WHEN Pedro Almodóvar gleefully established himself as "Spain's most reputable
disreputable young filmmaker" (in Vincent Canby's words), it was the dizzy hilarity of
"Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown" that marked him as an avatar of outrageous,
sexy humor. Eleven years later he is back at the New York Film Festival in a ravishingly
different mode. The antic fizz and bold, theatrical exaggeration of his earlier work have
blossomed (as was clear in the haunting 1997 "Live Flesh") into a newly sophisticated style
that is far more passionate, wise and deeply felt.
This year's New York Film Festival opens tonight with the marvelous "All About My Mother," a
whole new order of Almodóvar extravaganza. It depends, as so many things do, upon the
kindness of strangers. Starting at that place in Almodóvar's great big heart where
womanhood, artifice, Tennessee Williams, Truman Capote and "All About Eve" collide, it
weaves life and art into a rich tapestry of love, loss and compassion. This film's assorted
females -- real, theatrical or would-be -- move past the nervous breakdown stage and on to
something much more forgiving.
A Streetcar Named Desire" plays a crucial role in the life of the film's heroine, a nurse named
Manuela (Cecilia Roth). It is central to the film, too. Stellas and Stanleys abound throughout
the story, beginning on the evening when Manuela celebrates the 17th birthday of her son,
Esteban (Eloy Azarin), by accompanying him to a performance of the play in Madrid, Esteban
is so captivated by the evening's Blanche Dubois, the diva Huma Rojo (Marisa Paredes), that

he waits for her in the street in hopes of an autograph. In a devastating sequence, filmed
by Almodóvar with the sweeping visual assurance that binds this film together so firmly,
Manuela's beloved son is mowed down in the street.
The camera stays wrenchingly with an Esteban's-eye view of the scene until Esteban is
gone.
Because "All About My Mother" is about splendidly resilient women rather than wounded
ones, it has already begun to entwine Manuela's shocking experience with a sense of
drama. Manuela oversees donor organ transplants, and before the accident she has played
the role of a widow in a hospital simulation. Now the moment is real, and the same two
doctors who staged it with Manuela are really helping her to decide the fate of her son's
heart. On the stage Blanche Dubois searches pitifully for her red heart-shaped jewelry box;
in life Manuela leaves Esteban's heart beating in another man's body and goes on to fulfill
her son's last wishes.
And Almodóvar, being to the weepie born, presents this womanly melodrama with an
empathy to recall George Cukor's and an eye-dampening intensity to out-Sirk Douglas
Sirk.But when Manuela travels to Barcelona for her son's sake, the film enters a buoyant
and generous new world. It was here, 20 years ago, that she and a senior Esteban first
met, when they starred in "Streetcar." And even though her husband has since become a
larcenous femme fatale named Lola, Manuela wants to find him and tell him of her son's
life and death.
She goes looking in a nefarious outdoor hangout called the Field, where prostitutes and
their clients move in circles as if this were a merry-go-round, or a Fellini vision. What
passes for vice in other contexts remains a source of wit and sweetness in Almodóvar's
work.
New York Times
Mothers definitely get their due here: Birth mothers, adoptive mothers and mothers-tobe - with the only men in sight (save for one young fatality and one old eccentric) being
those who wear flashy makeup and sport breasts
Mike Clark USA Today
Even though the film is full of laughs, the jokes hover on the edge of the abyss: This is
a world in which lurid colors and extravagant gestures are means of filling the void.
David Edelstein Slant

