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In “Toni Erdmann,” a very
good and peculiar comedy
fromGermany’s Maren Ade, a
father subjects his high-strung
adult daughter to a kind of
unexpected— and clearly un-
wanted— shock therapy, using
joke-shop fake teeth, a fright
wig and a freakish sense of
humor as tools of enlighten-
ment. The aim is to raise her
consciousness about the per-
sonal cost of her immersion in
the corporate world.

While the film gets lots of
mileage from the comedy of
embarrassment, it’s much
more—more complex, affect-
ing, absurd, surprising and
funny than a bare plotline
suggests. The movie isn’t just
about the getting of wisdom; it
has a lot of interesting and
uncomfortable things to say
about the relationship of chil-
dren and parents, especially as
the latter are getting into the
three-score-and-ten range.

That’s roughly the age of
Winfried (Peter Simonischek),
a rumpled, suburbanmusic
teacher and lifelong prankster,
who, in short order, has lost his
last student and his beloved
dog. His bizarre humor can get
old quickly, to both friends and
strangers. His daughter Ines
(Sandra Hüller) could hardly
be more different — amanage-
ment consultant who’s helping
a Romanian oil company trans-
act a heartless bit of business.

She’s a capable player of the
game, while chafing at the
slights suffered by women in
the high-end corporate world.
She’s not amused when Dad
pays an unannounced visit, in
all his buck-toothed glory, to
her workplace in Bucharest.
He calls himself Toni Erd-
mann, and puts his daughter
on the spot. It might almost be
interpreted as an act of hostil-
ity.

Director Ade (2009’s “Every-
one Else”) is aware thatWin-
fried may have mixedmotives,
not all of them positive. By
embarrassing Ines in front of
her colleagues, he may well be
trying to re-establish the con-
trol that older parents see slip-
ping away. It could be that he’s
simply trying to cling to the
past — it seems likely he played

pranks on her when she was a
child — and it could be that he
is deteriorating mentally.

All this helps move the film
—which is Germany’s submis-
sion for best foreign language
movie — beyond a simple com-
edy, as does the director’s re-
fusal to objectify Ines’ suf-
ferings. In the end there’s much
that’s seriously unfunny about

her work life. And despite her
growing annoyance at her
dad’s provocations, she has a
genuine affection for him. It
works both ways, as his own
frustrations with her never
result in a permanent wedge.

Dad and daughter both work
themselves into a major erup-
tion. In the meantime, there are
numerous enjoyable and
touching set pieces, including
an off-the-wall nude party
scene that perfectly demon-
strates why the film is about
more than an extended— very
extended— prank. The scene
goes on too long— in fact, so
does the film, with a 162-min-

ute running time. If “Toni Erd-
mann” had less to offer, that
would be a much bigger issue.

That the movie works so
well is also due to the excep-
tional talents of leads Simo-
nischek andHüller, who hold
nothing back— especially the
former, whoseWinfried is one
of the oddest ducks in recent
movies. Perhaps part of their
devotion to their roles is that
both characters, in their own
way, are actors.

Walter Addiego is a San
Francisco Chronicle staff writer.
Email: waddiego@sfchronicle.
com

Aging father’s prank has a serious soul
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Daughter Sandra Hüller and father Peter Simonischek have a comic but complicated interaction in “Toni Erdmann.”

Toni Erdmann

M
Comedy-drama. With Sandra Hüller, Peter Simonischek.
Directed by Maren Ade. In German, English and Romanian
with English subtitles. (R. 162 minutes.)

v To see a trailer: http://bit.ly/2fuSnNJ.

By Walter Addiego

Early in the lively docu-
mentary “Saving Banksy,”
we are shown a street-art
image, stenciled on a high
wall, of a boy with a paint-
brush and pail. Scrawled
beside it, in red, a simple
legend reads, “This will look
nice when it’s framed.”

The metamorphosis in the
public mind of graffiti, a
gang-related eyesore to
many, into much-admired
mural art is well along. A
2011 exhibition, “Art in the
Streets” at the Museum of
Contemporary Art in Los
Angeles, brought interna-
tional artists of the form
under the institutional roof
and into the art world can-
on. This season’s San Fran-
cisco Opera production of
“Aida” was designed by one
of that show’s participants,
Marquis Duriel Lewis, bet-
ter known as Retna.

So it falls a bit flat when,
halfway through the film,

the French artist Blek le Rat
laments, “When will we be
recognized by the people in
power?”

And yet, the question of
value when it comes to
works left unguarded in
streets and alleyways —
specifically, their worth in
dollars and cents — has yet
to be resolved. Does a rene-
gade art mural become
something else when re-
moved, remounted and pre-
sented on a gallery wall?
Does something that was
offered freely to a communi-
ty, made for a specific set-
ting, become worthless out
of context? Or, shielded from
the vicissitudes of weather
and vandalism, is it trans-

formed into a collectible com-
modity?

These may be questions
only an art wonk would ask,
but they underlie this enter-
taining depiction of a San
Francisco man who sets out
to “save” a work by British
street artist Banksy by cut-
ting an entire wall from the
side of a Haight Street Victo-
rian. Through the course of
the story, primarily told by
Ben (“I was a graffiti artist
and now I’m a street artist”)
Eine, we also get a brisk in-
troduction to the controver-
sial, often dangerous art me-
dium.

Characters ranging from
the benighted to the unsavory
to the perfectly slimy pop-
ulate the film, alongside the
only figures who really have
anything of substance to say:
the artists themselves.

Charles Desmarais is The San
Francisco Chronicle’s art critic.
Email: cdesmarais@sfchronicle.
com Twitter: @Artguy1
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“Saving Banksy” is built around an effort to preserve a mural by the famed street artist.

Street art and its uncertain
road to commodity status
By Charles Desmarais Saving Banksy

M
Documentary. Directed
by Colin Day. (Unrated,
80 minutes.)

v To see a trailer: https://
youtu.be/C1QcjQlT6U0

“SmileAgain, JennyLee,” a
cringe-inducing, bloated story
about a bratty tennis star in
searchof her long-lost father, is
painful towatch, because it feels
like apassionproject inwhich
everyone is trying to serve aces,
yet allwe get are double faults.

The story, set in SanFrancis-
co, begins as tennis hot shot
Jenny (MoniqueHafen), one of
themost uninteresting and
unappealing characters youwill
evermeet, getsmysteriously
attacked,whichputs an end to
her lucrative career. Jenny lobs
one obnoxious remarkafter the
other, for no apparent reason,
andwe fantasize about lobbing
a tennis ball intohermouth to
keepher quiet.

Thanks toher agentmaking
offwith all her earnings, Jenny
inexplicablydecides to track
downhermissing-in-action,
deadbeat father to securemon-
ey for her tennis comeback.
Along for the ride is an amnesi-
ac gentlemanwhomJenny
meets, and their boring search
for the father anchors the film,
or perhapsmoreprecisely, puts
an anchor around themovie’s
neck.

Rarelywill you seemovie
musicmake the actors look so
foolish. There is a constant
piano cue that ismore appropri-
ate for a romantic drama (there

is no romancehere), but the
music showsupwhether Jenny
is doingdetectivework, arguing
with someone orhavingbanal
conversations, ofwhich there
aremany.

DirectorCarloCaldana,who
based thedimscript onhis
novel, employs an impressive
array of SanFrancisco loca-
tions, but the characters and
story feel as if they are froma
distant place. The overly exposi-
torydialogue is flat as aWim-
bledon court, and the editing is
particularly sloppy. (OnlySafi-
yaFredericks,whoappears in
one scene as a grouchypolice
inspector, infuses some life into
theproceedings.)

It’s clear thatCaldana is com-
ing fromanearnest place, so
whilewatching,wehope that
“SmileAgain” somehow
springs to life. But unfortunate-
ly, Caldana is too close tohis
ownwork, andhis filmendsup
on the losing end.Game, set,
match.

DavidLewis is aBayArea
freelancewriter.
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Ex-tennis star Jenny (Monique Hafen) talks with her mother
(Linda DeMetrick) in the S.F.-set “Smile Again, Jenny Lee.”

Faults pile up in tale
of bratty tennis star
By David Lewis Smile Again,

Jenny Lee

K
Mystery drama. Starring
Monique Hafen, Johnny
Moreno, Safiya Fredericks.

Directed by Carlo Caldana. (Not
rated. 105 minutes.)
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