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Reviews of Ghost World

1
THE WORLD IS FULL of idiots. People let you down. Life is not fair. 
Cheats prosper. Nobody understands. The world sucks. 

Enid (Thora Birch) and Rebecca (Scarlett Johansson) know all this. Just 
out of the nightmare of high school, they're a gang of two - too sharp not 
to realise that they're surrounded by "creeps, losers and weirdos", they 

survive by comparing notes on how hilariously awful the people around 
them are.

But cynicism is a lonely business. At what point, when you've rejected 
everything, do you start feeling rejected yourself? That's the question 
asked by Terry Zwigoff's downbeat Ghost World, as intelligent a teen 
comedy as Hollywood has ever produced.

At first, Enid and Rebecca are heroines. Sick of crap-filled consumerism, 
they find refuge in obscurity, holing up in a kitschy diner, mocking 
everything they see ("Hi, my name's Allen and I'll be your waiter this 
afternoon!" - "Can we call you Weird Al?"). Zwigoff and co-writer 
Daniel Clowes, author of the graphic novel the script is based on, 
introduce a parade of gaudy, awful characters, from a hilarious 
nunchucking nutter at the 7-11 to the cluelessly pretentious teacher of 
Enid's summer school art class. 

At the centre is Thora Birch, in a role she took directly after American 
Beauty's Oscar success. It's a shrewd choice - here she plays a brighter, 
deeper version of Jane Burnham, a rare, sexy intelligence staring out 
from behind alabaster skin and Daria glasses.

But Enid's colourful outfits (part of a bold design that retains the comic 
book feel)  and occasional forays into the mainstream (she and Rebecca 
befriend the 7-11 cashier, Josh, albeit in their own sardonic way) betray 
the eternal truth that outsiders never revel in their status. Her romantic 
encounters have been few, if indeed there have been any - she sees the 
potential consequences of her impossibly high standards when she meets 
a man called Seymour.

Seymour's approaching middle age and is desperately lonely. He's kind 
and clever but has realised he will never fit in: "These extroverted, 
obnoxious pseudo-bohemians. I'm not even in the same universe as those 
creatures." Enid airily explains away her attraction to him ("He's such a 
clueless dork, he's almost kinda cool")  but has recognised a kindred 
spirit. They develop an extraordinarily well-observed relationship - 
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they're united by their uncoolness, but can't help wishing they were with 
someone cooler.

As Enid's dream of happy isolation collapses, Zwigoff subtly brings out 
the deep melancholy that was always below the surface of the first reel's 
comedy. With an extremely quotable script, no happy ending and an 
awesome, Oscar-worthy turn from Steve Buscemi as Seymour, this is an 
instant cult classic, even if the world still sucks.

Jack Seale

 2
Teenagers' Sad World in a Comic Dimension

By A. O. SCOTT

I have often complained, aloud and in print, about the sorry state of 
America's youth, at least as they are depicted in movies. A year ago, I 
wrote an article bewailing the decline of two genres dear to my 
reluctantly adult heart: the high school or college campus romantic 
comedy and the coming-of-age melodrama. My despair, happily, was 
premature. This year has brought, along with a flood of worse-than-
average blockbusters, some better-than-average growing-up movies 
(including "Save the Last Dance" and "Crazy/Beautiful")  as well as two 
— Jim McKay's "Our Song" and John Singleton's "Baby Boy" — that 
miraculously transcend the conventions of the subject matter while 
avoiding cheap laughs and exploitative moralizing. 

Terry Zwigoff's "Ghost World," loosely adapted from a novel-length 
comic book by Daniel Clowes, continues this hopeful trend. It's surely 
the best depiction of teenage eccentricity since "Rushmore," and its 
incisive satire of the boredom and conformity that rule our thrill-seeking, 
individualistic land, and also its question-mark ending, reminded me of 
"The Graduate." With all due respect to Mike Nichols, Simon and 
Garfunkel, and Mrs. Robinson, I like "Ghost World" better. 

Over the past 15 or 20 years, comic book artists and writers like Mr. 
Clowes, Harvey Pekar, the Hernandez brothers and R. Crumb (the 
subject of Mr. Zwigoff's wonderful 1995 documentary) have explored the 
tedium and mystery of contemporary American life with more wit and 
insight than most novelists or filmmakers.
The original "Ghost World" captures the slack rhythms and tiny surprises 
of daily experience with a precision that would seem hard to replicate on 
screen. But instead of following the book frame by frame, Mr. Zwigoff 
and Mr. Clowes (who collaborated on the screenplay) have added new, 
sharper story lines and fashioned a tighter narrative framework. Mr. 
Zwigoff's unhurried editing and his subtle sense of composition 
approximates Mr. Clowes's clean, quiet, black-and-white drawings 
without seeming arch or arty. 

The cast, faced with the challenge of making those drawings breathe and 
move, brings Mr. Clowes's sad world of loneliness and disaffection to 
vivid comic life. Thora Birch, whose performance as Lester Burnham's 
alienated daughter was the best thing about "American Beauty," plays a 
similar character here, with even more intelligence and restraint.

Enid is a recent high school graduate who lives with her father (Bob 
Balaban) in a small apartment in Los Angeles and spends her days with 
her best friend, Rebecca (Scarlett Johannson), hanging out in coffee 
shops and record stores. Their main activity, though, is mocking — with 
a callow conviction worthy of Holden Caulfield — the phoniness and 
hypocrisy that surrounds them. Enid's capacity for scorn is unlimited: her 
plucked eyebrows might illustrate a dictionary entry for "supercilious," 
and her quiet voice shoots darts of sarcasm in every direction. 

Nor does she lack targets in a landscape of retro-50's diners, pretentious 
latte mills, a remedial high school art class (taught by Illeana Douglas 
with dead-on manic gooeyness) and an endless stream of obnoxious 
pseudo-bohemian losers. When boys gravitate to the less rigorously 
misanthropic (and conventionally prettier)  Rebecca, Enid scares them 
away with her glowering superiority. One of the film's narrative threads 
charts the growing distance between the two friends, as Rebecca 
gravitates toward a maturity that Enid regards as a fatal compromise.
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In her dogged search for authenticity amid the fakery that surrounds her, 
Enid befriends a middle-aged record collector named Seymour (Steve 
Buscemi). His obsession with obscure popular culture and his grumpy 
disconnection from just about everything else ("I can't relate to 99 
percent of humanity") fascinate her; he seems like a kindred spirit, the 
grown-up version of herself.

But Seymour's own view of himself is colored by a sense of self- 
loathing and failure. While Enid's estrangement from everything and 
everyone is in part a youthful pose, his is rooted in the pain and 
frustration of unfulfilled adulthood. 

Their relationship is the key to the movie's sensibility. Mr. Zwigoff and 
Mr. Clowes never waver in their sympathy for Enid and often share in 
her withering contempt for the world around her. The movie makes fun 
of ignorant video store clerks and highbrow cineastes, educators and 
parents, the politically correct and the politically incorrect.

But the filmmakers, despite their solidarity with Enid, also allow us to 
see the limitations and the dangers of her attitude, which is ultimately 
self-protective, cruel and a little cowardly. As the movie gathers 
momentum, we see that Enid faces a delicate predicament, a crisis much 
more real and familiar than the usual senior-prom agonies. Can she hold 
onto her critical intelligence and her skepticism without succumbing to 
bitterness? Can she find her way in the world without being swallowed 
up in it? 

By the end of "Ghost World," we have some reason for hope. The 
movie's last third gracefully gathers the offhand observations and 
shaggy- dog episodes that have accumulated along the way into a skein 
of comic misunderstanding. But even as the story seems to satisfy the 
generic requirements of comedy — disasters are narrowly averted, 
misunderstandings explained away — the filmmakers never cheat us with 
false promises of everlasting happiness, a prospect that Enid would 
surely find appalling even if she had any reason to believe in it.

We're not sure, as we say our fond goodbye, what will become of her — 
and how could we be? She's 17, with — to revert to guidance counselor 
jargon — her whole life ahead of her. We do know she has a knack for 
drawing and a collector's eye for the precious odds and ends, human and 
material, that our culture is quick to cast aside as junk. So maybe she'll 
grow up to be a highbrow comic book artist like her creator. That would 
be fine, but I'd encourage her (still in guidance counselor mode) to 
consider a different direction. With her impossibly high standards, her 
cranky disposition and her unshakable (and quite justified) belief in the 
superiority of her judgments, she'd make a great film critic.

3
"Ghost World"  By Andrew O'Hehir 

There's something inherently dubious, I guess, about a couple of middle-
aged guys making a movie about the lives of two teenage girls, especially 
when one of the girls ends up sort of kind of having a thing with a 
middle-aged guy. But "Ghost World" is such a bittersweet comic delight, 
with a core of real seriousness and sadness, that such concerns don't 
matter, or almost don't. Based on the cult-fave comic book series by 
Daniel Clowes and directed by Terry Zwigoff (who made the 
unforgettable documentary "Crumb"), "Ghost World" offers an exquisite 
tour of the twilight zone between high school and the so-called real 
world, as well as between bohemian subculture and the even stranger 
culture of America at large. 

Our guide is Enid (Thora Birch), a knowing, demanding and terribly 
lonely 18-year-old who's somewhere between Holden Caulfield, 
Elizabeth Bennet from "Pride and Prejudice" and the narrative voice of 
Dave Eggers' "A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius." Enid is 
anxious, for example, for people to realize that her dyed-green hair, 
leather jacket and short skirt are a cultural quotation and not some 
pathetic attempt to be trendy. "It's obviously an original 1977 punk-rock 
look!" she spits at the obnoxious hipster dude from whom she buys 
1960s Bollywood videos. Like everyone else in Enid's world -- even her 
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best friend, Rebecca (Scarlett Johansson) -- the Hindi video guy hadn't 
quite picked up on the distinction. 

Enid and Rebecca have finally graduated from high school, after sitting 
through a graduation speech by a classmate in a wheelchair that begins, 
"High school is like the training wheels for the bicycle that is life." Or 
rather, they almost have; Enid still has to make it through a summer 
school art class taught by a purple-clad performance artist (Illeana 
Douglas) who urges her students to "externalize the internals" and hopes 
to exhibit their work in a show called "Neighborhood and Community: 
Art and Dialogue." (Clowes, who co-wrote the script with Zwigoff, 
shares with Matt Groening and Mike Judge a keen ear for the bland, 
liberal banalities the adult world tends to offer teenagers.) 

"Ghost World" is set on the west side of Los Angeles sometime right 
around now, but it could be almost any North American city at almost 
any time since the mid-'80s. Enid and the boyish, willowy Rebecca live 
to defy adult expectations, to torment their friend Josh (Brad Renfro), 
who works in a dismal convenience store and on whom they both 
halfway have crushes, to shop at thrift stores and garage sales, to hang 
out in an ersatz '50s diner and make fun of it ("Who could forget that 
great hit from the '50s?" asks Rebecca when a gangsta-rap song comes on 
the jukebox), to follow strangers around for no reason and pursue a 
private catalog of pranks and obsessions. Or at least Enid thinks they do. 
She mostly misses the signs that her friendship with Rebecca, and their 
seventh-grade dream of sharing an apartment after high school, are 
starting to fray. Rebecca wants to live in a suspiciously normal 
neighborhood, wants to spend good money on brand-new plasticware 
from an actual store and confesses that a wholesome-looking blond guy 
who listens to reggae gives her "a total boner." When the victim of one of 
their mean-spirited practical jokes turns out to be a 40ish record-collector 
geek named Seymour (Steve Buscemi), the differences between them 
become even more apparent. 
I watched "Ghost World" in a crowded Manhattan theater where the 
audience started laughing the first time Buscemi shambles into the fake 
'50s diner and didn't stop for 30 seconds or so. It was annoying, in-the-
know New York behavior, but I could kind of understand it: It was 

laughter of recognition, not ridicule. The defeated but not quite hopeless 
Seymour is definitely a role Buscemi was born to play; he inhabits the 
character's baggy, styleless wardrobe, his apartment cluttered with 
vintage crap of all kinds and his hangdog expression with a ruthlessness 
born of understanding. Seymour has given his life to a set of obsessions 
he's no longer sure are noble; he might be willing to trade in his patented 
eccentricities for a normal life if there was anything about a normal life 
he could stand. 

Seymour basically grosses out Rebecca, who has no difficulty attracting 
attention from supposedly normal guys, but Enid immediately recognizes 
him as a kindred soul. "He's the exact opposite of everything I 
completely hate," she says with a kind of wonder. Of course, the things 
Enid completely hates make up an awful lot of the world, from her dad's 
annoying girlfriend (Teri Garr in a cameo role)  to smiley-face retail 
culture to pretentious Euro-art movies (we overhear a hilarious trailer for 
something called "The Flower That Drank the Moon")  to "upbeat, 
extroverted pseudo-bohemians." Certainly the miserable, misanthropic 
Seymour, with his collections of 78 records and early-20th century 
advertising posters, fits none of these categories. 

But Seymour is also stuck in middle age with no girlfriend and a middle-
management job in the corporate office of a fried-chicken chain. Enid 
vows to get him a date, brightly suggesting that all they need to do is find 
somebody who shares his interests. "I don't want to meet somebody who 
shares my interests," Seymour grumbles. "I hate my interests!" Whatever 
label you might want to put on Enid and Seymour's budding quasi-
relationship, it captures marvelously a particular kind of ambiguous real-
life situation you hardly ever find in the movies. The two never talk about 
what is or isn't happening between them, or about the idea that it might 
seem weird for a guy in his 40s and an 18-year-old girl to hang out all the 
time. 

To Enid's surprise, she actually succeeds in setting up Seymour with an 
age-appropriate real estate agent (Stacey Travis), who starts buying him 
antiques and stonewashed jeans. Abruptly, she finds herself cut off from 
both Seymour and Rebecca, as well as pilloried at the art show for her 
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appropriation of one of Seymour's racist advertising cartoons. (This 
subplot, which seems to have dropped by from Spike Lee's 
"Bamboozled," is by far the clumsiest aspect of "Ghost World.")  Enid 
wages a furious and perhaps destructive campaign to win back Seymour 
and to rescue her friendship with Rebecca, but Clowes and Zwigoff, to 
their credit, aren't interested in a romantic comedy whose oddball 
characters finally adapt themselves to bourgeois existence. The magic of 
"Ghost World" doesn't lie in its resolution -- it doesn't offer any. Instead it 
lies in its brittle, hilarious dialogue and the raw places beneath it (I've 
resisted quoting more of the jokes, since you really need to hear them for 
yourself)  and in its lingering images of a girl, lonely and misunderstood 
(not least of all by herself), wandering the boulevards of Los Angeles 
with the lights of Winchell's and Radio Shack behind her. 

No one who saw "American Beauty" will be surprised by Birch's 
measured, commanding performance as a character whose arrogance 
can't hide the fact that she couldn't possibly be less sure of herself. 
Maybe the real surprise here is the sudden emergence of Zwigoff as an 
accomplished narrative filmmaker. Until now he had been known as an 
eccentric perfectionist who had made just two documentaries in 15 years: 
"Louie Bluie" in 1985 and "Crumb" in 1994. Certainly the latter film had 
some of the qualities that make "Ghost World" so memorable: a blend of 
cultural satire and visual poetry, along with a profound fellow feeling for 
obsessives, compulsives and maladjusted searchers for authenticity. 
Zwigoff knows that the Seymours and Enids of the world are capable not 
only of surviving but of thriving. He also knows how long their search is 
likely to be. 

salon.com 
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