WOMAN WITH A MOVIE CAMERA

To Die For

+ intro by Hannah Strong
SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away some of the plot.

Nicole Kidman plays Suzanne not merely as a bimbo, but as a woman who
has concentrated down to one obsessively narrow focus, leaving herself
brain-and-heart-dead outside it. At one point, as Larry talks to her about
having kids, her subjective angle shot of him shrinks to a tight circle around
his head — expressive both of the gun she plans to have aimed at him, and of
her tunnel-vision.

Kidman’s exactly gauged — and very funny — performance is matched by
those of her co-actors, none of whom is allowed to go over the top. Matt
Dillon works a sympathetic variation on his preening grunge-rocker from
Singles, genuinely touching in his starry-eyed inability to recognise the
monster he is married to. There’s a fine display of caustic disbelief from llleana
Douglas as his sister Janice, and an unbilled George Segal puts in a creepily
avuncular appearance as a predatory television executive. As Lydia, the
student least likely to, Alison Folland makes an impressive screen debut:
graceless, lumpy, her mouth permanently adroop, she trots round after
Suzanne in doggy devotion, seeing everything and understanding nothing.

Much of To Die For's mordant wit derives from its fluent editing, deftly
juxtaposing the various displaced narratives — voice-over, screen interview,
reported speech — with the deglamorised reality. ‘It was the most exciting time
of my life,” Lydia’s voice over tells us, as we see her drearily minding
Suzanne’s lapdog while Suzanne and Jimmy are exercising the bedsprings.
As Larry begs abjectly for his life before being blown away, the scene is
intercut with Suzanne on television, concluding her usual weather report with
a fulsome ‘special greeting to my husband’, having chosen their first wedding
anniversary for his death date.

These gags, glittering black comedy in themselves, are also intrinsic to the
film’s theme — that television, far from offering access to some inner truth, as
Suzanne believes, distorts and devalues, sacrificing insight to facile celebrity.
Even the most unpromising material can be turned to account. At the end of
the film, with Suzanne dead, Lydia of all people is groomed for telestardom.
As we watch, her image quadruples and finally fills the screen in multiple
postage-stamp reproduction. Meanwhile Suzanne gazes sightlessly out
through the ice — preserved, as she always wished, in frozen perfection
behind a transparent screen.

Philip Kemp, Sight and Sound, November 1995
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