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Sideways (Alexander Payne, 2004), and Closer (Mike Nichols, 2005) 

 

 
 

It’s not until Thomas Haden Church says to Paul Giamatti in Sideways “I know I did a bad 

thing,” and we hear Henry Fonda on their motel television doing his “I’ll be there …” speech 

from The Grapes of Wrath, that we realise we’re watching a George-and-Lenny movie. 

We’ve been wondering which man is the stronger, and now … we know, and don’t know. 

Haden Church (George) is the stud – he’s just been caught by a very large man, giving it to 

his wife up the butt – and Giamatti (Lenny) hasn’t given it to anyone in years. 

 But is this stud-George really the stronger? Can he make the decisions? The original 

George couldn’t. All he could make was mistakes, and mistakes are bad things. 

 He isn’t the stronger. Haden Church is, we see by now, a baby, a loser, an obsessive 

fornicator who can’t stop and can’t stay. Giamatti has seemed to be a loser – especially when 

he takes refuge in Barely Legal (“No, not that one – that one, the latest one”); but he now 

takes control, and saves the day for Haden Church in a sequence too tense and amusing to 

describe. 
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If Sideways boasts Of Mice and Men as its subtext, Closer gives us Cosi fan Tutte – a fact 

which it advertises by playing numbers from the opera, passim. Two men and two women 

swap partners – like people do; but whereas in Mozart there’s a happy ending of sorts, and the 

men know what’s happening because they’re causing it to happen, in Closer no-one can 

explain what’s happening because it’s all too deep and horrible. At least in Sideways, there’s 

wine (see below); in Closer there’s only lust and power and revenge. There are no laughs in 

Closer, the movie, which is a severe disadvantage. When I saw it on stage, the Internet Chat 

Room sequence was so funny we, the audience, were falling out of our seats. On a movie, or 

worse still, in a DVD, it comes over as tacky. In the theatre, you’re participating: on a screen, 

you’re voyeurs, and that’s no fun unless you really are that way inclined. 

 

Inverted snobbery tells us that a low-budget movie with skilled small-part players in the leads 

is bound to be better than an expensive, polished one with four superstars, and we react 

against such a cliché … only to admit afterwards that it was right. Not that Sideways lacks 

polish. Every man in the audience (well, ninety percent … eighty-five percent …?) will 

identify with either Giamatti or Haden Church. I’d be surprised if anyone identified with 

either Jude Law or Clive Owen in Closer, even when Owen’s staring up Natalie Portman’s 

crutch (did anyone ever want to do that?). But take the professions – Haden Church is a bit-

part, commercial voice-over actor who was nearly big in soaps once, Giamatti is … well, he’s 

an English teacher who can’t get his only novel published. Losers both. Their professions 

mean something in relation to their characters. But a dermatologist and an obituary-writer 

(Owen and Law)? The words might have been plucked out of a hat. Julia Roberts as a 

photographer means a bit more – what she sees so clinically as a professional she’s herself too 

deep into to get out of (though the photographs we see are ordinary). And Portman as stripper 

and hands-off whore works well too. But we never get to know either woman. 

 “It’s a lie,” says Portman of Roberts’ photo-exhibition (her large and under-populated 

photo-exhibition): “it’s a bunch of sad strangers photographed beautifully, and all the glaring 

arseholes who ‘appreciate art’ say it’s beautiful”. 

 Self-referential. Sums up the movie. 

 

Both women in Sideways are into wine – and it’s the wine theme which has of course made 

Sideways famous and very popular indeed in the winefields of California. Sandra Oh is an 

expert who works in the trade, Virginia Madsen is an expert who wants to work in the trade 

and probably will. Giamatti knows all about the trade … Haden Church is a tyro, a beginner 

who, to start with, throws it all down in one gulp. Do the other three have something that’s 

redeemable, and he not – to start off with? Will he learn morals, and wine at the same time? 

We don’t know, because we never see or hear his fiancée except in long-shot and behind her 

veil at their (Armenian!) wedding, so we can’t guess what the future holds. 

 Then take the interior designs – the rooms in Sideways look lived in: see Giamatti’s 

mother’s house, or the interior of Oh’s place – you’ve been there for hours, except that it’s 

only a few minutes. But in Closer, Roberts’ London flat (where she and Owen did it that 

evening) is from a Sunday supplement, and so is Portman’s security-surveyed strip-palace 

room. 

 Sideways draws you in: Closer repels you. 
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