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Licorice Pizza

To call Paul Thomas Anderson’s latest film, Licorice Pizza, meandering could
be considered an understatement. On one hand, it feels like a river running
lazy and low beneath the golden light of the California sun, but on the other, it
has a hustler’s energy, and there’s a sense that anything could drift into view
around the next bend. It's a yarn spun to occupy a space somewhere in the
vicinity of the shaggy dog story or the picaresque, though neither descriptor
quite hits the mark nor conveys the film’s underlying intricacy. Foregoing any
specific narrative thrust, it luxuriates in the drawing of vivid characters and a
nostalgic, illusory, and multifaceted portrait of a recurring Anderson locale, the
San Fernando Valley in California.

This is an almost folkloric evocation of the Valley in 1973, cobbled together
from Anderson’s own experiences, local legends, tall tales, and the
reminiscences of producer Gary Goetzman, upon whom one of the central
characters is partly based. It is a place where post-war prosperity is surging,
bona fide movie stars rub shoulders with misty-eyed dreamers, and where a
15-year-old child actor, Gary Valentine (Cooper Hoffman) has the gumption to
chat up the 25-year-old Alana Kane (Alana Haim) who works for the company
taking his school photos. She’s initially dismissive but is eventually disarmed
by his cocksure insistence and performed maturity and ends up accepting his
invitation for a drink, apparently despite herself. There is an inherent tension
that comes with their age difference and while Alana won’t countenance a
romantic liaison with Gary, even with his vocal interest, they have an
immediate connection that develops into a deeper affection.

While Licorice Pizza couldn’t feel more distinct from Anderson’s previous
feature, The Phantom Thread, the two share a similar structure in that their
drama is driven less by external plot and more by the constantly shifting
dynamics of the central, oft-prickly relationship. The younger Gary’s
precocious business acumen and the older Alana’s arrested development
create persistent friction regarding who is the senior party in this partnership.
Despite Gary’s entrepreneurial endeavour — at 15 he somehow owns a PR
firm, starts a waterbed company, and later a pinball emporium — he’s also a
goofy kid who can only order a coke when he takes Alana out for a drink.
She, meanwhile, may begin the film feeling directionless but increasingly
strains against her situation, desiring a seriousness of purpose.

In an essay about Anderson’s The Master, Geoffrey O’Brien reflected on the
director’s preoccupation with a particular American disconnectedness that
manifests as hyperactivity, ‘as if keeping frantically busy could stave off a
lurking sense of emptiness.” While Licorice Pizza could quite rightly be
described as the director’s sweetest and most upbeat film, this notion of
staving off the emptiness seems to remain just as pertinent. An early scene
with a casting agency suggests Gary’s days of minor stardom are over, giving
his otherwise delightful wheeling and dealing an added layer of poignancy.
Equally, Alana’s own forays into the professional world — through an acting gig
and then as a volunteer for a political campaign — leave her just as lonely,
bereft, or unsure, in a way Gary, even at his most exasperating, doesn’t seem
to.



The wider adult world often serves to ramp up the freewheeling energy of the
film as it introduces its minor perilous elements. Sean Penn and Bradley
Cooper excel in brief roles in bizarre, brilliant interludes that nod towards the
glamour and danger of the looming Tinseltown. There’s always a risk with
such attention-grabbing cameos — Cooper and Penn are joined by the likes of
Maya Rudolph, Harriet Sansom Harris, Benny Safdie, Tom Waits, and John
Michael Higgins — that the audience will leave wishing they’d spent more time
with the peripheral characters, but in this instance, they complement the leads
perfectly. At points, they trigger protective responses in Alana and Gary,
bringing them closer together, sometimes literally via a recurring running maotif.

This elevates, rather than distracts from, the central pair, and it helps that
newcomers Haim and Hoffman both revel in the limelight. Able to range from
gawky to sexy, confident to confused, worldly-wise to wide-eyed in a
heartbeat, they’'re charismatic and each maintains their own idiosyncratic
authenticity. While Anderson deftly balances pace, tone, and style, it’s the
charm of the central pair that makes the film so easy and joyous. It’s perhaps
a rare thing to say nowadays, but Licorice Pizza could stand to meander even
more Iif it meant spending a little longer in its company.

Ben Nicholson, Sight and Sound, bfi.org.uk/sight-and-sound, 6 January 2022

Paul Thomas Anderson’s ninth film — tenth if you count his exhilarating 2015
music documentary Junun — is the fantastical story of Gary, a guileless and
endlessly confident young teenager played by Cooper Hoffman (the son of
Paul’s late friend and collaborator Philip Seymour Hoffman), and Alana, an
older, edgier but not necessarily wiser woman played by Alana Haim of the
band Haim (Anderson has directed nine of their videos). The character of Gary
and many of the events in Licorice Pizza are either based on or embellished
out of episodes from the wild life of one-time child actor and adolescent
entrepreneur, now music/TV/film producer Gary Goetzman. Paul’s film is like
a series of Arabian Nights tales transposed to the San Fernando Valley and
Hollywood in the early 70s, unspooling at the loose, breathable rhythm of Eric
Clapton’s ‘Promises’ or J.J. Cale’s 1974 album Okie.

‘| got to know Gary in my twenties, through Jonathan Demme,’ said Paul. ‘|
loved Jonathan’s movies, so | knew Gary’s name as production manager and
then as producer. More importantly, | knew his face from those movies, where
he almost always had a bit part, usually as “Guido Paonessa”, which is his
cousin’s name.” Goetzman was all of 16 when he met the 25-year-old
Demme backstage at The Ed Sullivan Show, where he and the rest of the kid
cast of the 1968 ‘“family classic’ Yours, Mine and Ours had come to perform a
jaw-dropping promotional production number, lovingly recreated in Licorice
Pizza. Goetzman can actually be credited with getting his decade-older
‘orotégé’ started as a director, on a TV spot for LA politician Joel Wachs
(played in the film by Benny Safdie) when he was trying to get construction
halted on a Hollywood real estate development.

‘Gary was essentially from where | was from, and we had people in common.
My dad was friends with Bob Ridgely, great character actor, voiceover guy,
and he was always in Jonathan’s stuff. And if you shared Bob Ridgely in
common it cemented your relationship. All the same, it took years before Gary
started telling me the details of his life.” Did Goetzman really make a killing as
the waterbed king”? Did he and his girlfriend actually drop off a unit at the
sumptuous home of a coke-fuelled Jon Peters (the Hollywood hairdresser-
turned-producer/studio head, played by Bradley Cooper) and then coast their



truck down the hills in reverse because the tank was empty? Did his girlfriend
really witness the spectacle of an ageing movie idol (Sean Penn) being egged
on by a drinking buddy (Tom Waits) to do a motorcycle jump over a flaming
pit on a golf course? Everything in the film has the ring of lived experience

refracted through the fabulous prism of the tall, embellished Hollywood tale.

The sense of shared lived adventure and elemental simplicity is an animating
force in all good movies, | think, taking one form or another. In Paul’s best

work it’s fully felt in every frame, and what doubles the wonder is the fact that
the majority of his films have been period pieces.

At its core, Licorice Pizza is a romance of a particular kind, set to the stop-go-
stop-go rhythm of a couple who keep postponing their coupling thanks to a
string of misunderstandings, mistimings, and temperamental and emotional
delusions — think the Astaire/Rogers fiims, The Philadelphia Story (1940) or
Sabrina (1954). In this case, the couple is played by two charming, ingenious
but untrained first-time actors who bring a lightning-in-a-bottle magic to every
stand-off and narrow miss. ‘Somebody said it reminded them of this thing
that happens on television. Sometimes, there’s this first season that’s just
fantastic because there’s fresh new talent and they’re all stumbling around,
not knowing what the hell is going on. Then the second season returns and
everybody has a makeover and they’re rich and self-conscious... and all the
fun has been sucked out of it. | would do Cooper and Alana a disservice to
say that they didn’t know what they were doing. But sometimes | wish there
were some alternative reality where you could take them, not even let them
see this film emerge, and then get them right back on the floor to do what

they do so well.’

Paul Thomas Anderson interviewed by Kent Jones, Sight and Sound, Winter 2021-2022
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