
Junebug

Junebug is the sort of film that raises serious problems for me as a reviewer. It’s 
won all sorts of awards at both Sundance and Cannes and continues to gain critical 
attention as it moves through the festival circuit. The problem is that, excepting the praise 
due Amy Adams for her wonderful performance, I just can’t agree with my fellow critics. 
In fact, not only can I not agree, I must stubbornly oppose. 

While much verbiage is being given to the film’s depiction of contrasts: urban vs. 
rural, family vs. career, educated vs. non-, insider vs. outsider, most reviewers overlook 
the fact that this movie is poorly written and lacks characters of true depth (except 
Adams’ Ashley and Madeleine, the charming Embeth Davidtz), and as such ends up 
being tremendously and painfully boring.

The plot follows Madeleine, a British-born, Chicago-based art dealer, who meets 
and quickly marries George (Alessandro Nivola). Upon discovering a strange local artist 
in North Carolina, Madeleine and George travel there with the hopes of signing him to 
Madeleine’s gallery, as well as visiting George’s family who live nearby. There are of 
course clashes, as it’s obvious that the mother, Peg (Celia Weston) doesn’t like 
Madeleine, and the father, Eugene (Scott Wilson), is too taciturn to say much of value 
either way. George’s brother Johnny (Benjamin McKenzie) is a frustrated factory worker 
married to soon-to-be-mom Ashley (Amy Adams), the only one in the family not only 
garrulous but who takes a liking to Madeleine. What follows are a series of confused and 
bizarre interactions as cultures clash. 

My major problem with this film is that there are few characters to care about, 
and, if you don’t care about characters, it’s hard to care about the actions that involve 
them, which of course is a difficult way to make a plot function. Critics are raving about 
Adams’ performance - and rightly so because she’s wonderful - but I can’t help feeling 
that she stands out in greater contrast because there are so few others with depth enough 
to care about. 

Sadly, writer Angus MacLachlan provides us with too many stereotypes: the 
disapproving mother, the reserved father, the angry son. While stereotypes exist because 
they’re accurate representations, they’re not sufficient to carry a film, and leave us with 
characters of little human interest. 

Director Phil Morrison shoots the film so it screens slowly, presumably to 
emphasize the “southern” way of life, and the film abounds with many still, soundless 
shots. Not only are the shots drawn out and sluggish, but they lack the beauty of other 
stills (Gus Van Sant’s Gerry comes to mind).  The acting too is inert, and I couldn’t help 
but wonder if the film received backing from a pharmaceutical company that was 
handing out tranquilizers on the set.  I realize this style is for effect, and it plays on a 
common stereotype of southern folks as  s  l  o  w.  But questions of accuracy aside, this 
device only alienated me further from the film.  This was especially so as it became 
increasingly clear that there were going to be minimal characters I could become attached 
to, and thus care about their happenings.
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I wish I could find the same value and excitement in this film that many of my 
fellow critics see. Unfortunately, all I found was a slow, desultory film with uninteresting 
characters that cannot be redeemed, even with Adams’ stellar performance.
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