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Bleeder or Nicholas Street, who could remember everything
except his own name. Endless stories where the scientists were
really mad, the hordes of hell lurked around every corner, and damsels by the truckload
found themselves in distress and out of their dresses.
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No pulp writer exulted in his own audacity more than Robert E. Howard, the creator of
Conan the Barbarian, King Kull, Bran Mak Morn, and a gaggle of other brawny heroes who
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Which is why Dan Ireland's 1996 film The Whole Wide World comes as a complete, and
pleasant, surprise. Based on the memoir, One Who Walked Alone, by Novalyne Price Ellis,
the movie chronicles the two-year relationship between Novalyne (Renée Zellweger), a
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sheltered but independent-minded schoolteacher, and Howard (Vincent D'Onofrio), a
relationship as rocky and tempestuous as any pulp adventure. The film's initial release was,
to put it kindly, miniscule, an unlikely love story starring two then-relative unknowns.
Since then, between D'Onofrio’s higher profile on Law and Order: Criminal Intent and
Zellweger's in, well, everything, suddenly this low-budget early effort is marketable, which
is good because the film deserves to be seen.

In 1933, Novalyne's friend Clyde (Benjamin Mouton) introduces her to Bob Howard, "the
greatest pulp writer in the world." Novalyne is an aspiring writer herself, a frequent but
unsuccessful submitter to the confession magazines that rivaled the adventure pulps in
popularity at the time. She knows nothing of Howard's work, only that, incredibly, he
seems to be able to make a living with words, and she is desperate for someone with whom
she might talk shop.

In fact, Novalyne is desperate for someone to talk to, period. While hardly a firebrand, she
has little use for Bible-belt conventionalism. She has ideas and ambitions, and the company
of friends who are scandalized when she says "damn" on a Sunday just won't cut it. Unable
to get past Howard's watchdog of a mother (Ann Wedgeworth) on the phone, Novalyne
boldly heads out to the house where the writer lives with his parents and catches Howard at
work, shouting his lurid descriptions of bloodshed and mayhem at the top of his lungs as he
types. Like his prose, Howard is larger-than-life, swaggering and blustering, a performer as
much in need of an audience as Novalyne is for a mentor. At last, Howard has found
someone to whom he can dole out his words face-to-face.

The trouble is, for all his bravado, Howard is virtually nothing but words. A stranger to his
distant doctor father (Harve Presnell) and the primary caretaker of his consumptive and
possessive mother, Howard sorely lacks more than rudimentary social skills. He chafes in
the suit Novalyne insists he wear and manages to turn every conversation they have into
some sort of embarrassing argument.

And then there's Howard's fantasy life. Shadowboxing on a public street as he spins a
prizefight yarn in his head or showing Novalyne the gun with which he will eventually take
his own life but which he carries to fend off the teeming legions of lowlifes and rednecks
just waiting to jump him, Howard appears to be moving constantly from story to story
inside his own head, and the reality of Novalyne refuses to conform to the plot. When he
blithely tells her, "I walk alone -- I can't be tied down to anyone," he is honestly surprised
when his cowboy monologue fails to seduce her. Thus Howard becomes Novalyne's
bugbear, drawing her inexorably to his fiery imagination and lust for life and then repelling
her with his mercurial moods and lack of inner substance.

The Whole Wide World is as unusual as its subjects. Filmed with all the trappings of a
pastoral love story -- truly breathtaking Texas vistas and a lovely score by Hans Zimmer
and Harry Gregson-Williams -- it is, ultimately, anything but. The romantic hero is so
fixated on his heroism that he endangers the romance, while the heroine longing to be
swept off her feet is required to be the levelheaded, grounded one. Their relationship is
both stormy and chaste, and complexities abound. Chick-flick fans, beware. But the film's
defiance of its own conventions is ultimately what makes it satisfying.

Well, almost satisfying. While Zellweger's steel-magnolia character is well suited for her
limited range, D'Onofrio's penchant for overacting is given free rein here. At crucial
moments, such as when the unstable Howard flies into a manic rage because his car won't
start, he can be electrifying, but at other times, D'Onofrio approaches nigh-Dennis-Quaid-
level histrionics -- Texas is an awful large hunk of scenery to try to chew all at once. Still,
one must expect some bluster in a pulp romance, and this one is definitely worth one's
hard-won dime.

— 4 August 2003

http://www.popmatters.com/film/reviews/w/whole-wide-world.shtml

Page 2 of 3

THIS WEEK'S RE\
A Decade Undet
Influence | "Stea
us," Coppola tells t
young directors. It"
than a shame that tt
that's left for anyon«

++ + +
The Cars That Ate
"As a result of their i
acts, the young peog
corrupted, totally. "
grown up with this
violence and we
uncontrollable

++ + +
The Devil and D:
Webster | Featuril
long-lost complete »
of the film, Criter
magnificent DVD ¢
Devil and Daniel W
illustrates contrasts |
Heaven and He

++ + +
The Family Guy, '
(Season 3) | Whil
Family Guy's humo
obliterates the bounc
good taste, it also e
faith in the Amer

Family.

++ + +
Whale Rider | Pai
into her own by ju
expectations and d

++ + +

RECENT FILM RE\
Anything Else
The Battle of Shaker

Bubba Ho-Tej
Cabin Fever
Dickie Roberts: Fc

Child Star

Duplex

The Fighting Tempt
How to Deal
In This Worlc
Intolerable Crue
Jeepers Creeper
Kill Bill Vol. 1
Lost in Translat
Matchstick Me
My Boss's Daugt
Mystic River
Once Upon a Time in

The Order

Out of Time
Party Monstel
Pirates of the Caril
Rana's Weddir
Runaway Jun
The Rundowr

11/9/2003



The Whole Wide World (1996): Vincent D'Onofrio, Renée Zellweger, Ann Wedgeworth, ... Page 3 of 3

about | contributors | submissions
© 1999-2003 PopMatters.com. All rights reserved.
PopMatters.com™ and PopMatters™ are trademarks of
PopMatters Media, Inc. and PopMatters Magazine.

http://www.popmatters.com/film/reviews/w/whole-wide-world.shtml

The School of R
Secondhand Lic
Step Into Liqu
The Texas Chain
Massacre
Thirteen
28 Days Late
Under the Tuscan
Underworld
Uptown Girls
Veronica Guer
Wonderland

RECENT DVD/VI1
REVIEWS
The Bedford Inci
Black Sunday
Charlie's Angels:
Throttle
Cromwell
The Debut
Drole de Dramr
Fargo
The Italian Jo
Il Posto / I Fidan
Lawrence of Ara
The Man Who Lat
Monty Python and tl
Grail
Respiro
Rudy (Deluxe Edi
Soap - The Complet
Season
Storyville
28 Days Late
Versus
Wings of Desir
Wrong Turn

11/9/2003



