
HEAR:Kronos Quartet andmanymore
serving up classical magic in December,

SEE:South Bay filmmaker sure to warm
hearts (again) with new ‘Dear Santa.’

WATCH:A play about a lovesick tin
soldier is among your Bay Area best bets.
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MUSIC

ByAndrewGilbert >> Correspondent

D
ave Brubeck’s muse kept him company right up until the
end.
And eight years after his death on Dec. 5, 2012 — just one

day shy of his 92nd birthday — the Concord-born pianist and
composer continues to bestow new gifts.

His legacy is so immense, encompassing so many different musical
forms and settings, that he hardly needed to add a parting grace
note. But in a fitting elegy motivated by love of family, he recorded
a final lulling session for his grandchildren. On Nov. 6, in antici-
pation of Brubeck’s 100th birthday, Verve released Brubeck’s

final studio album, “Lullabies,” a dreamy solo piano project
that’s both comforting and quietly enchanting.

Centennial arrives for Concord native Dave Brubeck
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The album opens and
closes with different ver-
sions of “Brahms Lullaby”
and alternates between Br-
ubeck originals like “Lul-
laby for Iola” and “Koto
Song” and standards such
as “Danny Boy” and “A
Dream Is aWish YourHeart
Makes.” It’s a welcome re-
minder that Brubeck, noted
for his percussive touch and
love of time signatures un-
usual in jazz and American
music, also reveled in sump-
tuous melodies, whether by
his own hand or others.
While “Lullabies” was his

final recording, it’s hardly
the last unheard music by
Brubeck that’s going to sur-
face. On Friday, the newly
launched label run by the pi-
anist’s sons to maintain his
legacy, Brubeck Editions, is
releasing “Time OutTakes,”
an album of long-lost tracks
from the 1959 recording ses-
sions for the iconic Colum-
bia album “Time Out.”
FeaturingBrubeck’s great

quartet with alto saxophon-
ist Paul Desmond, bassist
Eugene Wright and drum-
mer Joe Morello, the album
offers a fascinating look at
the making of one of jazz’s
most popular recordings.
As the tape runs, you can
hear several abandoned at-
tempts at Desmond’s “Take
Five,” which proved partic-
ularly daunting for the mu-
sicians as they tried to nav-
igate the hit’s 5/4 time sig-
nature.
Brubeck Editions is

spearheading the celebra-
tion of the patriarch’s cen-
tennial with a series of
events, including the pub-
lic radio broadcast of “Time

Out Suite” by Chris Brubeck
(second-oldest son of Dave
and Iola Brubeck) on Sun-
day and a virtual discus-
sion on Brubeck’s career
streamed on Facebook Live
Dec. 15 featuring pianist
Bill Charlap and drummer
Kenny Washington.
A weeklong seminar

wouldn’t provide enough
time to cover every facet
of Brubeck’s contributions
as an artist and humani-
tarian. From his earliest
years on the Bay Areamusic
scene he was a musical ad-
venturer who sought to find
new approaches for combin-
ing jazz and European clas-
sical forms. He found an
ideal mentor at Mills Col-
lege in Oakland, where the

French Jewish composer
Darius Milhaud had found
refuge after the Nazi inva-
sion of France.
“I had taken one lesson

in 1942 with Milhaud just
before I went into the army
and I knew I wanted to go
back if I survived the war,”
Brubeck told me in a 1995
interview. “As soon as I got
home I went right back
there, then I got some of
my friends. We just kind of
formed our first group right
out of theMilhaud class, the
octet.”
Featuring altoist Des-

mond and future jazz star
Cal Tjader (on drums), Bru-
beck’s octet recordings from
the late 1940s preceded the
Third Stream movement

that sought to blend Euro-
pean classical forms and
jazz. But it was his record-
ings for the newly formed
Fantasy Records with his
quartet that made Brubeck
a star.
One secret to his success

is that he married well. An
epic romance that lasted 70
years, his partnership with
IolaWhitlockwas a creative
undertaking both musical
and entrepreneurial. A fine
lyricist, she provided words
for numerous Brubeck com-
positions, though the full
measure of her contribution
didn’t come into focus un-
til the year after her death
with the release 2015’s “Live
From the Cellar: Celebrat-
ing the Music and Lyrics of

Dave and Iola Brubeck,” a
double album by drummer
and third-oldest son Dan
Brubeck.
A rising radio actress

in Los Angeles, Whitlock
earned a scholarship to at-
tend College of the Pacific
in Stockton, where Bru-
beck was studying music.
The 18-year-old came to his
attention when he asked his
best friend to point out the
smartest girl in the school.
Their first date turned into
an all-night conversation.
By the time the sun came

up “they decided to getmar-
ried,” Dan Brubeck said.
“Even that early I think she
genuinely believed that he
had something really spe-
cial to say. She got behind
him, and used all of that
intelligence to further his
career. They started hav-
ing kids and when she saw
him struggling in jazz she
came up with the whole
idea of jazz goes to college.
She started calling univer-
sities to set up the concerts.
She called the campus ra-
dio station and suggested
they record it, which was
free publicity. They started
going into places that were
classical, like Oberlin.”
Brubeck was also one of

jazz’s leading voices sup-
porting racial justice and
the civil rights movement.
At a time when Black mu-

sicians risked severe career
repercussions for speaking
out against racism and few
White musicians stepped
into the breach, Brubeck
toured internationally with
his integrated quartet, re-
fusing to play for segre-
gated audiences. Refusing
to acquiesce to prejudice, he
walked off a live television
broadcast when he realized
the director was trying to
prevent the quartet’s Afri-
can American bassist Eu-
gene Wright from appear-
ing on screen.
He and Iola collaborated

on a musical that satirized
segregation and celebrated
jazz musicians as exem-
plars of American equality,
“The Real Ambassadors.”
While the production never
made it to Broadway as they
hoped, Brubeck recorded
the work and presented it at
the 1962Monterey Jazz Fes-
tival with Louis Armstrong,
Carmen McRae, and Lam-
bert, Hendricks & Bavan.
A master, a deeply spir-

itual man and a mensch,
Brubeck seems to loom
larger as the years pass.
Whatever music emerges
from the vaults will help
fill in the margins of one of
jazz’s most productive and
rewarding careers.

Contact Andrew Gilbert at
jazzscribe@aol.com.
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Dave Brubeck’s expansive discography
contains dozens of excellent albums. Here
are five worth checking out.
“Jazz at Oberlin,” Fantasy: Recorded

live in the winter of 1953, this album
captures Brubeck’s early quartet with alto
saxophonist Paul Desmond, bassist Ron
Crotty and drummer Lloyd Price stretch-
ing out on standards like “Stardust” and
“How High the Moon.”
“Time Out,” Columbia: Brubeck was

already a star who’d been featured on the
cover of Time magazine when this album
became a monster hit in 1960. Desmond’s
title track is still one of jazz’s most
recognizable numbers, but the album
established Brubeck as composer adept
at setting memorable melodies to unusual
time signatures with “Blue Rondo a la
Turk” and “Three to Get Ready.”
“Dave Brubeck and Jimmy Rush-

ing,” Columbia/Legacy: Brubeck revered
the jazz greats who preceded him and he
welcomed the opportunity to boost the
career of Rushing, the stentorian, blues-
drenched singer who made scores of clas-

sic sides with the Count Basie Orchestra
during the band’s swing era heyday. “Mr.
Five By Five” sounds as authoritative as
ever on a program of standards, includ-
ing “My Melancholy Baby,” “Ain’t Misbe-
havin’ ” and “Am I Blue?”
“Live at the Berlin Philharmonie,”

Columbia/Legacy:When Desmond left
the Brubeck Quartet in the late 1960s,
Brubeck recruited the great baritone
saxophonist Gerry Mulligan. Reissued as
a two-CD set, this album captures that
band in excellent form in 1970, with Mulli-
gan sounding particularly muscular. Bass-
ist Jack Six and the superlative drummer
Alan Dawson make this one of Brubeck’s
finest bands.
“OnceWhen I Was Very Young,”

MusicMasters Jazz: Featuring Brubeck’s
quartet with bassist Jack Six, drummer
Randy Jones and clarinetist Bill Smith
(an original member of Brubeck’s 1940s
octet), this 1991album revisits tunes in
wide circulation during the pianist’s youth.
The mood is elegiac, but Brubeck avoids
treacly sentiment, rendering melodies in
lustrous, pastel hues.FANTASY RECORDS COLUMBIA RECORDS COLUMBIA/LEGACY
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ASSOCIATED PRESS ARCHIVES

Dave Brubeck attended the 2009Kennedy Center Honors with his wife, Iola Brubeck, who had a significant if underappreciated impact on his music.

MONTEREY JAZZ FESTIVAL

Dave Brubeck and Louis Armstrong perform selections from the musical “The Real
Ambassadors” during the 1962Monterey Jazz Festival. The work by Dave and Iola
Brubeck satirized segregation; the musician was outspoken against racism.

BRUBECK EDITIONS VERVE RECORDS
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ByPeter Larsen >> plarsen@scng.com

John Ridley remembers how he felt
as a boy in the late ’70s when Black
Lightning debuted as the first Black
superhero with his own DC Comics
series.

“It was like, ‘Oh, this is something. This
is unique; this is special,’ ” he says. “And
I most definitely was hooked from that
point on.”
Four decades later, Ridley is the Os-

car-winning screenwriter of “12 Years a
Slave,” creator of the TV anthology series
“American Crime” and an author whose
works include both traditional novels and
graphic novels such as the acclaimed se-
ries “The American Way.”
And now, “The Other History of the DC

Universe,” a limited series of five graphic
novels in which Ridley explores the lives
and careers of superheroes of color with
an emphasis on their nonhero identity.
Black Lightning — or Jefferson Pierce, as
he’s known to his high school students
in the Suicide Slum neighborhood of Me-
tropolis — is the star of the first book, re-
leased last week.
Additional heroes in “Other History”

are Guardian and Bumblebee’s Mal Dun-
can and Karen Beecher, Renee Montoya
as the Question, Tatsu Yamashiro as Ka-
tana and Jefferson Pierce’s own daugh-
ter, Anissa Pierce, as Thunder.
“I’ve always loved history, real history,

and I’ve loved comic books,” Ridley says.
“And when I sat down with the higher-
ups at DC and we talked about a series
to work on, to me it was sort of a perfect
combination of being honorific to every-
thing that’s happened in DC’s past — take
iconic characters and either reintroduce
them to longtime fans or introduce them
to new fans.
“I just thought this was a way to take

all of the things that interested me over
the years — storytelling, graphic novels,
heroes, action, hope, uplift, struggle and
identity,” he says about exploring the per-
son behind the mask. “And really look at
these characters. It’s not Black Lightning.
It’s Jefferson Pierce.
“It’s not the Guardian and Bumblebee,

it’s Mal and Karen in that second issue,
just really about the relationship of two
young kids of color, and what it was like
for them growing up, being a couple, be-
ing part of a super team.”
Given that most of these characters

date back to the ’70s and early ’80s, Rid-
ley needed to update them to a degree —
Black Lightning won’t be calling the Jus-
tice League’s members “a jive bunch of
turkeys” as he did back in the day—while
expanding on what made each unique.
(Separately, the Black Lightning char-

acter is also the focus of a TV series that
begins its fourth and final season on the
CW network in February.)

“A lot of it was going back to the
beginning,” he says. “What ele-
ments did I want to keep, what
elements of the story do I

want to excavate?”
It was important, he
felt, to respect the
work of the men
and women who
created and
continued the

stories over the years, so most of the sig-
nificant moments in their stories were re-
tained. Instead, he went deeper into their
lives and stories.
“If Jefferson were really a Black man

of a certain age going through this, how
would he see this?” Ridley says. “What are
his failings? How is he less than perfect?
What are the struggles that all of these
characters have that are not just against
the prevailing culture?”
Pitting Black, Latino and Asian super-

heroes againstWhitemale-dominated so-
ciety would have been too easy, he says.
It’s a part, not the whole, of who they are.
“All of us are more than our struggles

against one thing,” Ridley says. “How do
we see ourselves?”
“The Other History of the DCUniverse”

arrives in a year that has seenmovements
such as Black Lives Matter and the fight
against systemic racism grow stronger.
While that makes this work timely, Rid-
ley says he’d gladly trade any benefit the
series might receive for a world in which
such problems no longer existed.
“If you’re a creator, you always —

whether it’s a romantic comedy, whether
it’s a sci-fi film — you hope that there’s
something going on that helps your work
to bemore current or more urgent or part
of the zeitgeist,” Ridley says. “And the
reckoning that’s going on right now with
race in America — certainly people are
more aware.”
But in recent years his work on projects

such as “12 Years a Slave” or “American
Crime” also arrived against the backdrop
of the deaths of young Black men such as
Trayvon Martin or Freddie Gray, he says.
“As much as I hope that I have material

that meets any particular moment, you
know, this moment has been happening
for a long time,” Ridley says. “I don’t take
joy, where it’s like, ‘Ohmy god, we got this
project and it’s perfect for this right now.’
“Because this right now is just so aw-

ful,” he says. “So I’m not surprised that
the project meets the moment. I’m sad-
dened that the moment still exists.”
For now, Ridley is finished with his

work on “The Other History.” He’s work-
ing on an adaptation of his “The Ameri-
can Way” graphic novels for a film he’s to
write and direct, which will resume in a
coronavirus-altered Hollywood.
“The American Way” features a Black

superhero of Ridley’s own invention, Ja-
son Fisher, who like Jefferson Pierce is “al-
ways itching for a fight,” he says. “They’ve
always had a chip on their shoulder.”
But they’re different people too, Rid-

ley says. While Pierce as Black Lightning
eventually overcomes many of his per-
sonal weaknesses and finds new roles as
a leader of superheroes, a mentor and fa-
ther, Fisher remains an outsider.
“My Jefferson has found some peace,”

Ridley says. “And Jason is still looking
for it.”
Ridley says he doesn’t know whether

“The Other History” might continue or
jump to the screen, but he’d be thrilled
if it did, regardless of whether it includes
him.
“Nothing wouldmakeme happier than

if there was another series — even if I
wasn’t involved,” he says. “If they went
out to other individuals and said, ‘Hey,
what’s your take on characters?’
“I think that would be amazing.”

COMICBOOKS

Superhumanity
unmasked

IMAGES COURTESY OF DC COMICS

“The Other History of the DC Universe” is a new bimonthly limited series
of five graphic novels, written by Academy Award winner John Ridley,
that deepens the stories of DC superheroes of color, including Black
Lightning, Guardian, Bumblebee, the Question, Katana and Thunder.

Acclaimed writer
John Ridley plumbs

the inner lives, feelings
and flaws of heroes of color

This page from the
new graphic novel “The
Other History of the DC
Universe” shows John
Stewart, top, a backup
Green Lantern, with high
school teacher Jefferson
Pierce, bottom, who
is the superhero Black
Lightning.
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Music lovers have re-
signed themselves to a
long wait for in-person
performances this year.
But virtual music needn’t
be second best. Here are
some streamed and re-
corded holiday events
suitable for at-home en-
joyment, gift-giving
and making the season
bright.

Shows to stream
YO-YOMA—“SONGSOFCOMFORT
ANDHOPE” >> Since October, Cal
Performances has been stream-
ing top-quality concerts, recit-
als, theater events and conversa-
tions. The parade of hits contin-
ues with superstar cellist Yo-Yo
Ma, appearing with pianist
Kathryn Stott in “Songs of Com-
fort and Hope.” Drawn from the
duo’s upcoming Sony Classical
release, the program includes
Robert Schumann’s “Five Pieces
in Folk Style” and traditional
songs arranged by Benjamin
Britten and Caroline Shaw. It’s
available through Dec. 12. Also
this month: “Cal Performances
at Home” appearances by Nor-
wegian pianist Leif Ove And-
snes, playing Mozart, Beethoven
and Janacek (today), and the
Dover Quartet, in a program of
Haydn, Ligeti and Dvorak (Dec.
10).
DETAILS>> $5-$110; 510-642-9988,
www.calperformances.org.

SANFRANCISCOOPERA>> You
might want to get out your
gowns and tuxes for “Celebrat-
ing the Voices of San Francisco
Opera,” a 90-minute “gala” fea-
turing star singers in past com-
pany performances of music by
Handel, Mozart, Puccini, Verdi,
Wagner and others. The event,
hosted by general director Mat-
thew Shilvock and music direc-
tor designate Eun Sun Kim, in-
cludes discussion of key works
slated for future seasons. Also
this month: Following the recent
showing of “Lucia di Lammer-
moor” at the Fort Mason Drive-
In, the company returns to the
site for streaming performances
of Puccini’s “Tosca,” with Adri-
anne Pieczonka in the title role.

DETAILS>> “Celebrating”
premieres 7:30 p.m. Fri-
day, available through
Sunday; Drive-In “To-
sca,” 5 and 8 p.m. Dec.
11-12; $49 per vehicle;
www.sfopera.com. (Tick-
ets must be purchased
in advance; it is strongly
advised that you check
the website before going.)

“DECKTHEHALLS” >> The San
Francisco Symphony takes its
annual holiday concert online
this year, with traditional hol-
iday fare including music from
Tchaikovsky’s “Nutcracker
Suite,” holiday songs sung by
the Symphony Chorus and San
Francisco Boys Chorus, and a
reading of “ ’Twas the Night Be-
fore Christmas” by NBC anchor
Raj Mathai.
DETAILS>> 3:30 p.m. Satur-
day and Dec. 19 on NBC Bay
Area; 11:30 a.m. Sunday on Tel-
emundo 48; streaming on the
symphony’s website beginning
3:30 p.m. Saturday; free; www.
sfsymphony.org.

LET“FREEDOM”RING>> Inspired
by chorus director Lynne Mor-
row, the Oakland Symphony has
commissioned composer Mi-
chael T. Roberts to write a new
work titled “Mass for Freedom.”
Morrow and Roberts will discuss
it on Friday, followed by a video
performance of its premiere.
DETAILS>> 3 p.m. Friday; free;
www.oebs.org.

“PERLENOIRE” >> Soprano Julia
Bullock, one of the stars of San
Francisco Symphony’s recent
season-opening “Throughline,”
stars in an oratorio celebrating
the life and music of Josephine
Baker. Composed by Tyshawn
Sorey, with text by Claudia Ran-
kine, “Perle Noire” features Bull-
ock and members of the Inter-
national Contemporary Ensem-
ble in a performance presented
by Da Camera of Houston.
DETAILS>> 8 p.m. Dec. 11,
through Dec. 18; free; www.
dacamera.com.

WHERE’SNIC?>> In past Decem-
bers, Nicholas McGegan would

have been conducting holiday
concerts right here in the Bay
Area. But you can see the be-
loved maestro in action with
the Houston Symphony this
week, conducting “A Baroque
Christmas,” featuring works
by Handel and Corelli, with so-
loists Angela Meade, J’Nai
Bridges, Chad Shelton and Mor-
ris Robinson.
DETAILS>> Friday through
Sunday; $29-$99; www.
houstonsymphony.org.

A “TRIPLETREAT” >> Since Oc-
tober, Livermore Valley Opera
has been keeping audiences en-
gaged with its “Opera Lovers’
Triple Treat” performances; the
final installment of 2020 comes
this weekend, featuring com-

pany artists Shawnette Sulker,
Christopher Bozeka, Eugene
Brancoveanu and Kirk Eichel-
berger.
DETAILS>> 6 p.m. Saturday;
free on YouTube.

“ACHANTICLEERCHRISTMAS” >>

Chanticleer’s annual holiday
concert has always been one of
the season’s can’t-miss events.
This year, the 12-man chorus
teams with Stanford Live for “A
Chanticleer Christmas: From
Darkness to Light,” with music
spanning Renaissance master-
works to contemporary carols.
DETAILS>> Noon Dec. 15-Jan.
1; $25 single, $42 households;
www.chanticleer.org.

LOVEAPIANO>> The Steinway So-

ciety’s Home Concert series con-
tinues with Russian pianist Vy-
acheslav Gryaznov, who made
a memorable West Coast debut
with Steinway in 2016. He re-
turns with a program spanning
Bach, Beethoven, Mahler and
Debussy.
DETAILS>> Dec. 18-21; $20; www.
steinwaysociety.com.

ASANFRANCISCOTREAT>> The
San Francisco Gay Men’s Chorus
takes its holiday concert online
for the first time this month, but
don’t expect the annual event to
lose its sparkle. Celebrating its
30th anniversary, the show fea-
tures special guests, show-stop-
ping numbers and lots of sea-
sonal music.
DETAILS>> 5 p.m. Dec. 24; $25
single, $60 groups; www.sfgmc.
org.

KRONOSSHINESALIGHT>> As
demonstrated in its recent “Tes-
timony” program for Stanford
Live, the Bay Area-based Kronos
Quartet continues to bring mu-
sical brilliance to our troubled
times. Check out the foursome,
joined by the superb vocalist
Meklit Hadero, performing “The
President Sang Amazing Grace.”
Recorded in Stanford’s Bing
Concert Hall, it recalls Barack
Obama singing during the fu-
neral of state senator and pas-
tor Clementa Pinckney in 2015
in Charleston, South Carolina.
DETAILS>> Free on YouTube.

Recordings
GRAMMYNODSFORS.F. SYM-
PHONY>> Adding to the impres-
sive catalog of recordings led
by Michael Tilson Thomas dur-
ing his tenure as San Francisco
Symphony music director, two
2020 releases on the SFS Me-
dia label have been nominated
for Grammy Awards: “Cop-
land: Symphony No. 3,” for best
orchestral performance, and
MTT’s own “Meditations on
Rilke and Diary of Anne Frank,”
in the running for best classical
compendium.
DETAILS>> Go to www.sfsym-
phony.org/Discover-the-Music/
SFS-Media to learn more about

Classical gems await Bay Area music fans all December

Georgia
Rowe
Columnist

STAFF ARCHIVES

Cellist extraordinaire Yo-YoMa presents “Songs of Comfort and Hope,”
with pianist Kathryn Stott, as part of the Cal Performances at Home series.
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ByRandyMyers
Correspondent

This weird cinematic year en-
ters its final month with the re-
lease of one of the best films of
2020. That you’ll probably watch
it on Netflix rather in a theater
seems emblematic given that
streaming was the way most of
us went to “the movies” this year.
Here’s a rundown of new mov-

ies to stream.

“MANK”>> Why is it that one of to-
day’s best filmmakers has never
won an Oscar? From “Fight Club”
to “The Social Network,” David
Fincher has delivered provoca-
tive entertainment with intel-
ligence and style. Here he dips
into the creative genius of “Cit-
izen Kane’s” alcoholic screen-
writer Herman J. Mankiewicz
(Gary Oldman) and his eventful
relationship with director Orson
Welles (TomBurke), newspaper ti-
tan William Randolph Hearst (an
impeccable Charles Dance) and
Hearst’s actress-wife Marion Da-
vies (Amanda Seyfried, in one of
her best performances yet). Shot in
striking black and white and fea-
turing an era-defining score from
Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross,
“Mank” ranks as one of Fincher’s
finest as well as one of Oldman’s
best performances. The screenplay
from Jack Fincher— the filmmak-
er’s late father — deserves awards
consideration. This is masterful
filmmaking about Old Hollywood
that reflects on this year’s tangled
election.
DETAILS>> \*\*\*\* out of 4; in se-
lect theaters, available Friday on
Netflix.

“SOUNDOFMETAL” >> British actor
and rapper Riz Ahmed astonishes
with his electrifying portrayal of
a heavy metal drummer who sud-
denly loses his hearing. Direc-
tor and co-screenwriter Darius
Marder, helming his first fiction
feature film, immerses us into
this compelling drama, giving it
a lived-it feel through the use of
muffled sound design and cre-

ative camerawork. He focuses on
the tentative steps Ahmed’s recov-
ering addict takes to understand
and adapt to his new life. Ahmed
simplymust get anOscar nomina-
tion. It’s a beautiful tale about re-
covery and moving forward.
DETAILS >> \*\*\*/*; in select the-
aters, available Friday on Ama-
zon Prime.

“GODMOTHERED” >> Following in
the footsteps of “Enchanted,” this
new Disney+ charmer is a frac-
tured fable in which a storybook
fairy godmother gets plunked
down into a contemporary setting,
where shemakes amess of things.
It’s hardly an original concept, but
“Godmothered” benefits from Jil-
lian Bell, who gives a champagne
sparkly performance as an upbeat
godmother wannabe deigned to
perk up a cynical single-mom jour-
nalist (Isla Fisher) by forcing a love
connectionwith a potential Prince
Charming. SharonMaguire’s holi-
day heartwarmer subverts conven-
tions, adding a dash of feminism
and a sprinkling of strong sup-
porting performances from Jane
Curtin and June Squibb.
DETAILS>> \*\*\*; available Friday
on Disney+.

“BLACKBEAR”>> LawrenceMichael

Levine’s satire is a discomforting
experience and features bravura
performances from Aubrey Plaza
and Christopher Abbott. Too bad
it’s so smug about its cleverness.
The first 30 minutes make for a
claustrophobic and intense probe
into a three-pronged relationship
that plays out over a night spent in
a cabin in the woods. A narrative
seismic change gives Plaza, Abbott
and Sarah Gadon more dramatic
terrain to explore, but “Bear” trods
too-familiar turf.
DETAILS >> \*\*/*; available Friday
on multiple platforms.

“RED,WHITEANDBLUE”>> “12 Years
a Slave” filmmaker Steve Mc-
Queen hits another home runwith
the third release in his remarkable
Small Axe anthology, which viv-
idly depicts what life was like in
the late-’60s to mid-’80s for Lon-
don’s West Indian community.
Like “Mangrove,” another Small
Axe offering, this film reflects
on police racism with a story in-
spired by real-life events. “Red,
White and Blue” follows the story
of Leroy Logan (John Boyega, of
the “Star Wars” series), who en-
listed in the London Metropoli-
tan Police department with the
intention of addressing its racist
ways. The screenplay by Courttia

Newland andMcQueen shows the
implicit and explicit racism that
Logan encounters. McQueen fo-
cuses on Boyega’s facial reactions
as racist comments spew from the
mouths of his superiors. It’s chill-
ing, heartbreaking and madden-
ing to watch. Boyega is excellent,
and a “Star Wars” reference helps
lighten up the mood.
DETAILS>>\*\*\*/*; available Friday
on Amazon Prime.

“SUPERINTELLIGENCE” >> It’s frus-
trating when a film begins with a
promise and then settles on doing
the same old, same old. That’s the
crime ofMelissaMcCarthy’s latest
bland dud with her husband and
director Ben Falcone, a partner-
ship on film that does neither any
favors. McCarthy is immensely
likable as the “ordinary” Carol,
a do-gooder possessing unex-
pected strengths that might save
the world from a fickle AI (voice of
James Corden). The initial scenes
with Carol going out on lame job
interviews are funny, but then
the screenplay blows a gasket and
drags the film into a crummy rom-
com landscape that’s forced and
forgettable. What a shame since
Carol’s ex is played by Bobby Can-
navale. Even his mega-charisma
can’t breathe life into a stock char-

acter. I’m baffled why someone
didn’t scream “rewrite” at least a
dozen times during the filming.
DETAILS >> \*\*; available on HBO
Max.

“DREAMLAND’ >> It’s rare to com-
plain about a film’s brevity, but
this Dust Bowl-era Bonnie &
Clyde-style piece needed to pack
more meat on its bones. Margot
Robbie is the draw, and she’s quite
good as a bank robber cooped up
in a barn where she fires up the
hormones of a comic-book-lovin’
young man (Finn Cole, a stand-
out). When the kid’s strict sheriff
stepdaddy (Travis Fimmel) gets a
clue on what’s going down, trou-
ble ensues. The stylized direction
alongwith Cole’s andRobbie’s per-
formances make this worthwhile,
but the screenplay needed to flesh
out the attraction between the two
leads.
DETAILS>>\*\*/*; now streaming on
various platforms.

“SURVIVAL SKILLS” >> A po-
lice rookie (ideally cast Vayu
O’Donnell) sees his innocence lost
and sanity tested in writer-direc-
tor Quinn Armstrong’s first fea-
ture. Armstrong cleverly frames
Jim’s disintegration in the form
of a VHS training tape with Stacy
Keach (a scream) warbling on
about the “proper” methods of
police work. “Survival Skills” is a
head trip that shoots off into un-
expected and topical directions.
DETAILS>>\*\*\*/*; available Friday
on various platforms.

“DISRUPTED” >> A rich guy with
secrets, an unsolved murder in
Oakland and a middle-aged man
handcuffed to his past collide in
director-writer Andre Welsh’s
wickedly clever film noir homage,
filmed mostly in Oakland and
near Lake Tahoe. It’s hilarious in
spots, gory in others, and keeps
you on edge throughout.
DETAILS>>\*\*\*; available onmul-
tiple platforms.

Contact Randy Myers at
soitsrandy@gmail.com.

MOVIE PICKS

Fincher’s ‘Mank’ one of 2020’s best films

NETFLIX

Gary Oldman stars as the famed screenwriter Herman J. Mankiewicz and Amanda Seyfried (background)
plays actress Marion Davies in the David Fincher film “Mank.”

REMEMBER TO COVER UP,
STAY SAFE AND SIX FEET APART

20 S. Santa Cruz Ave, Downtown Los Gatos
408-354-5566 • willowstreet.com

1072 Willow Street, Willow Glen-San Jose
408-971-7080 • willowstreet.com

Willow Street adheres to all Santa Clara County health department protocols
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the releases and how you can
stream or buy them.

DANIELHOPE, “HOPEAT
HOME” >> Daniel Hope has been
busy since the start of the pan-
demic. The violinist and mu-
sic director of the New Cen-
tury Chamber Orchestra has
streamed more than 50 perfor-
mances on the ARTE TV net-
work, and this album on the
Deutsche Grammophon label
features 21 of the highlights.
DETAILS>> www.deutsche
grammophon.com/en.

LAWRENCEBROWNLEE, “AMICI
ERIVALI” >> In recent years,
tenor Brownlee has emerged
as a versatile artist in a wide
range of opera works as well
as an eloquent voice for racial
equality in today’s classical
music world; his Bay Area ap-
pearances have included a SF
Performances concert featur-
ing Tyshawn Sorey’s “Cycles
of My Being.” On his latest re-
cording, “Amici e Rivali,” he
joins Michael Spyres in a vi-
brant “dueling tenors” collec-
tion of Rossini duets.
DETAILS>> Available to stream
or purchase on various plat-
forms.

DANIILTRIFONOV, “SILVER
AGE” >> Trifonov made a big
splash with his performance of
Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto
No. 4 at the San Francisco Sym-
phony last year. This disc, from
Deutsche Grammophon, shows
his gifts in music by Prokofiev,
Scriabin and Stravinsky.
DETAILS>> Available to stream
or purchase on multiple plat-
forms.

“PETERGRIMES” >> One of the
significant losses of 2020 was
the death of soprano Erin
Wall, whose appearances at
the San Francisco Symphony
and Opera were unforgetta-
ble. In this new Chandos re-
cording by the Bergen Phil-
harmonic Orchestra, she sings
the role of Ellen Orford as
part of a fine cast in Britten’s
masterful opera, with Stuart
Skelton in the title role.
DETAILS>> www.chandos.net.

Contact Georgia Rowe at
growe@pacbell.net.

Classical
FROMPAGE5

ByRandyMyers
Correspondent

Forget the Rotten Tomatoes
rating.
Los Altos filmmaker Dana

Nachman’s inspirational doc-
umentary “Dear Santa” has al-
ready received the ultimate rec-
ommendation.
“As a courtesy we showed

Santa the film in July,” Nach-
man revealed. “And he loved it.”
Lots of non-North-Pole-dwell-

ing families will likely feel the
same way about the film, which
debuts Friday on various stream-
ing sites and in select theaters.
The documentary finds Nach-

man and crew digging into the
inner workings of the U.S. Postal
Service’s 107-year-old Operation
Santa program, which matches
Dear Santa letters with patrons
eager to help kids realize their
Christmas wishes— fromwheel-
chairs to mattresses to violins.
The program receives hundreds
of thousands of letters and tries
to answer the bulk of them.
Nachman’s interest in mak-

ing the documentary has been
dancing like sugar plums in her
head for at least eight years. The
idea of a family-oriented holiday
story was inspired by her moth-
er’s gift of a children’s picture
book that she then read to her
children every season.
“Every year right around

Christmas, I would think about
(making a documentary) and
then I would think, ‘Oh, I can’t
reach out to the U.S. Postal Ser-
vice right now because they’re
so busy.’ ”
Then in 2018, just as she and

Alameda filmmaker Don Hardy
were plunging into their Dis-
ney+ series “Pick of the Litter,”
the offspring of their 2018 docu-
mentary on the SanRafael-based
Guide Dogs for the Blind, she
said she decided, “I think this is
the time.”
“I had done ‘Batkid’ and the

‘Pick of the Litter’ film and I was
ready,” she recalls.
She might be best known for

“Batkid Begins,” the moving

2015 documentary showcasing
how San Francisco elaborately
transformed itself into Gotham
City on Nov. 15, 2013, so a young
Caped Crusader-loving cancer
survivor could live out his Make-
A-Wish Foundation request.
Before that, Nachmanworked

for NBC Bay Area, covering
harder-hitting topics such as
chemicals in products, the after-
math of 9/11 and the internment
of Japanese Americans during
World War II.
But “Batkid” nudged her into

a new direction.
“What I like to do is sneak in,”

she says, to spotlight a positive
program.
“In essence ‘Batkid’ was about

a sick kid and the Make-A-Wish
Foundation. If that film was
a profile on the Make-A-Wish
Foundation, it would feel very
different from a viewer and an
audience standpoint.”
Instead, the film focus on the

project but also how it inspired
the community at large. “Pick
of the Litter” achieved the same
goal. “The entree into thatmovie
is the cute dogs and we watch

dogs getting born in the first few
seconds. It’s the cutest thing on
the planet, right? But at its heart,
it’s about the disabled commu-
nity and how courageous they
are and how they use these re-
sources to live this full life.”
“Dear Santa” follows that pat-

tern.
“It’s a look into poverty in

America but you don’t have to
harp on that,” she said. “You see
it and it’s very evident. But it’s
also about children and magic
and childhood. I very much like
that way of storytelling.”
Even when it is under the gun.

“Dear Santa” had a brief span of
time to prepare and shoot. Film-
ing started just before Thanks-
giving 2019, and ended roughly
in five weeks, Christmas Day.
“It was very tight, and the let-

ters only come in earnest be-
tween Thanksgiving and Christ-
mas,” she says.
With that limited time, the

“Dear Santa” crew came up
with an efficient system to pin-
point the writers and the volun-
teers, known as elves. The team
dipped their hands into the “spe-

cial request” letterbox andwaited
for the Postal Service to alert the
ones theywanted byExpressMail
to see if they would participate.
Most often the answerwas yes.
One of Nachman’s favorites

didn’t make the film because the
letter writer was in foster care
and there were concerns about
how another young person in
that family might feel. Never-
theless, off-camera, the request
was granted and the Bronx boy
received a violin.
With so many stories like

that one still to be told, produc-
ers hope to to turn “Dear Santa”
into a series, a la “Pick of the Lit-
ter.” For now, the pandemic has
put those plans on hold.
“I think, though, the (Oper-

ation Santa) program this year
will be great,” Nachman said.”
Hopefully because of the film it
will be the best program they’ve
ever had. Sadly, I think there’s
going to be more need than ever
this year. But there’s always so
much need it doesn’t matter.”
For more information on

Operation Santa, go to www.
uspsoperationsanta.com.

MOVIES

Los Altos filmmaker uncovers
Operation Santa in new doc

IFC FILMS

Dana Nachman, left, films a young letter writer for her new documentary “Dear Santa.”

THE CHRISTMAS BALLET
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DECEMBER 11-24
LIVE-STREAMED
NIGHTLY PERFORMANCES

TICKETS ON SALE NOW
SMUINBALLET.ORG

Don’t miss the first-ever virtual
edition of Smuin’s irresistible holiday
tradition. From ballet to tap, jazz,
swing, and festive new surprises, this
warm and witty celebration offers
something for everyone.

“Sheer joy! The finest toast to the season.”
– SF Chronicle

WATCH AT HOME!
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Although the “Call of Duty”
seems like a monolithic fran-
chise, it actually contains differ-

ent eras and sub-
series. The early
games focused
on World War II,
where the series
established itself.
It became a gam-
ing phenomenon
when it moved to
“Modern Warfare”
and starred char-
acters such Capt.

John Price and Soap MacTavish.
“Call of Duty” has has other

iterations in between but ar-
guably the most beloved line is
“Black Ops.” It’s the subseries
in which Treyarch established
itself as the lead developer of
a franchise that Infinity Ward
started. It also set the standard
for the robust multiplayer expe-
rience that fans have come to
expect.
With “Call of Duty: Black Ops

Cold War,” Treyarch and Raven
Software again return to the
world of espionage. Set in the
1980s, it follows a new charac-
ter named Bell, who is part of
a special unit hunting an infa-
mous Russian spy named Per-
seus. The operative has been re-
sponsible for major incidents in
the Cold War and his reemer-
gence alarms the intelligence
community.
Over 17 chapters containing

12 playable missions, players
embark on a global campaign
to stop Perseus’ plans to obtain
a nuclear weapon. Although
Bell is the star, “Black Ops Cold
War” switches perspectives to
fan favorite characters such
as Alex Mason and newer cast
members such as Russian dou-
ble agent Dimitri Belikov.
The shift gives players a mix

of familiar run and gun mis-
sions while also introducing
more stealth-oriented game-
play filled with cloak and dag-
ger tactics. These chapters not
only provide a needed change of
pace from the firefights and ex-
plosions, but they also expand
the diversity of experiences.
“Black Ops Cold War” has a

surprising number of puzzle ele-
ments and exploration involved
as Bell and the team led by Russ

Adler infiltrate Berlin and Mos-
cow in search of clues to Per-
seus. The stealth component
lets them explore a detailed
world that contains diversions
like playable arcade machines
and a group of secret collect-
ibles called “evidence,” which is
used for the two side quests.
These pieces of intel deepen

the story for careful explorers
and they also get the player in-
vested in the campaign. Ty-
ing the evidence to side mis-
sions and worthwhile content is
a much better way of scattering

collectibles in the game. It feels
more organic and rewarding as
the developers weave the sub-
series’ trademark puzzles into
the hub area.
“Black Ops Cold War” bor-

rows a lot of the paranoia and
misdirection from the original
and tries to incorporate it in the
new entry. This obvious inten-
tion makes the plot more pre-
dictable. It’s like knowing the
story beats of an M. Night Shy-
amalan movie because you’ve
watched his other films. Players
can see the big revelations com-

ing from a mile away.
In the campaign, a few

choices matter, and how players
react will have implications on
the ending they’ll get. Although
the stealthier moments, puzzles
and the bigger action set pieces
should be appreciated, the sin-
gle-player mode is held back by
a plot that feels like a retread of
the past games.
On the multiplayer side,

“Black Ops Cold War” is more
successful. It’s packed with
plenty of modes and formats
that will cater to a wide range
of tastes. If players want to stick
with what’s familiar, they can
fire up a playlist with eight com-
petitive rule sets. They’ll com-
pete in everything from the re-
liable Team Deathmatch to the
familiar Kill Confirmed.
One of the bigger updates

to the competitive multiplayer
is the change in scorestreaks.

Now if players die, they keep
the points toward awards. This
opens up the game for players
who may not be as skilled or
who die often. It lets them call
on tide-turning power-ups for
their team and feel like they’re
contributing to a win. It’s a
great move that opens up this
part of the game to more peo-
ple. It also adds an interesting
strategic element, as players can
save the rewards for pivotal mo-
ments in a match or they can
use it almost like a comeback
mechanic when combined with
other teammates.
If the competitive scene isn’t

your thing, “Blacks Ops Cold
War” has a Zombie mode. In
the normal offering, a squad of
four tries to hold out as long as
they can against an unrelenting
horde of undead. Teamwork is
essential as the squad ventures
through the map and uncovers
the secrets behind the rifts that
spawn these monsters. It’s a fun
experience as long as you have
reliable teammates.
“Black Ops Cold War” also

offers a smaller Zombie mode
called Onslaught. This is where
a team of two battles the un-
dead across a map and follows
an orb that grants a safe zone
amid the necrotic miasma.
On the opposite end, Fire-

team is a new mode to the
multiplayer roster. It’s a large
40-player experience that pits
10 teams of four against each
other. It has the open-world feel
of a battle royale game but with
objective-based missions. With
vehicles on hand and a huge
area to explore, Fireteam has a
feel of a “Battlefield” game, but
the experience is too chaotic
and the developers don’t teach
players much about the feature.
The last mode is Warzone,

but it will launch later. The pop-
ular battle royale mode will un-
doubtedly be the biggest draw
in the changing multiplayer
realm. At this point, the mul-
tiplayer mode carries the day.
With so many options for play
though, players will find some-
thing that suits them though
the developers will need to add
more maps and content to keep
this part of the game from go-
ing stale.

VIDEOGAMES

Latest ‘Call of Duty’ has something for everyone

Gieson
Cacho
Game on

The popular Zombie mode returns in “Call of Duty: Black Ops Cold War.”
It’s a multiplayer experience that’s more cooperative than competitive.

PHOTOS: ACTIVISION

Favorite characters such as Frank Woods returns in “Call of Duty: Black Ops Cold War.”

\*\*\* out of 4
Platform: PlayStation 5, PlaySta-
tion 4, Xbox Series X|S, Xbox One,
PC
Rating:Mature

‘CALL OF DUTY:
BLACK OPS COLDWAR’

With Coupon. Expires 12//17/20. Not valid with any other offer or on holidays or party trays to go or family dinner
deals to go or daily specials. Not valid for parties over six (6). Not Valid with Gift Certificates purchased at Costco.

Dublin
11891 Dublin Blvd
925-828-9380

$5

Mountain View
939 W. El Camino Real
650-967-5384

San Jose
1445 Foxworthy Ave
408-264-5781

Milpitas
643 E. Calaveras Blvd
408-942-1292

E8 BAY AREA NEWSGROUP 111 THURSDAY, DECEMBER3, 2020


