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Louisiana, 1937. Four little girls — Vivi,
Teensy, Necie and Caro —enter into a
lifelong blood pact of friendship, the
Ya-Ya Sisterhood.

New York, the present. Vivi’s daughter,
successful playwright Sidda Lee, is
misrepresented in an article about her
life. Vivi, who comes off very badly in
the article, is infuriated, and refuses to
speak to her. Sidda Lee announces that
she is going to marry her longtime
boyfriend Connor.

In an effort to help her come to terms
with her mother, the Ya-Ya Sisterhood
kidnap Sidda Lee, drag her South and,
with the help of a scrapbook, slowly
reveal the story of Vivi’s unhappy life. In
flashbacks we learn that Vivi, unloved by
her jealous mother and having lost her
one true love, resigns herself to marrying
modest cotton farmer Shep (Sidda Lee’s
father). She relinquishes her dreams of
becoming a reporter and is miserable
raising their four children. Pushed by
alcohol and heavy doses of tranquilisers,
Vivi runs away, then violently breaks
down altogether.

Back in the present, Sidda Lee fears
she will repeat her mother’s errors and
cancels the wedding. Connor rushes
south to win her back, and befriends
his future in-laws. Inspired by Connor’s
love for her daughter, Vivi unexpectedly
discovers her own love for her husband,
the ever-patient Shep. Sidda Lee and
Connor get back together. At a final
birthday bash for Vivi, mother and
daughter are reconciled; Vivi understands
that Siddalee has in fact fulfilled all
her thwarted dreams. In a repeat of
the opening ceremony, Sidda Lee is
initiated as the fifth member of the
Ya-Ya Sisterhood.

S

There’s a generation of white middle-
class women born in the 1930s to
whom history has dealt a relatively
unfair hand. Primed almost exclusively
for motherhood and marriage, in later
life they were left by the husbands
they’d helped get rich, ignored by the
job market and unflatteringly judged
by their liberated daughters. They never
benefitted from the sexual revolution,
the Pill or disposable nappies, and had
alot less fun than the generation either
just before or just after them. What could
these unlucky women do, if not band
together and take solace in each other
(and alcohol)?

At its best, Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya
Sisterhood— a film directed by Callie
Khouri (who wrote Thelma & Louise)
based on Rebecca Wells’ best-selling
novel — gives voice to this invisible
generation of females, proving them
tougher, funnier and less prudish
than most people assumed. The
movie lacks the book’s psychological
layerings, but that’s not to say it fails
altogether. For a mainstream Hollywood
movie — the only terms on which it
can be assessed — it is occasionally
daring, for instance in presenting
prescribed-drug use among the
middle classes.

Vivi, the frustrated and stormy
central character, is neither a ‘good’ or
a ‘bad’ mother. She is more realistically
amass of conflict: at times violent and
spiteful towards her children, at others
heroically loving. The only contradiction
in Vivi is the split between her youthful
portrayal as a young woman by Ashley
Judd, who plays her as a smouldering
blank at whom life lashes out, and
Ellen Burstyn’s elderly version, who
radiates energy and even a sense of
humour which seems to surface out
of nowhere. As always a flashback
structure leaves the viewer preferring
one period to the other. Here the
scenes from the past are more eventful,
leaving you to languish in the tiresome
present until another flashback
returns you to the unravelling of
Vivi’s life and the more interesting
parts of the story.

Another good thing about the
flashbacks is that they exclude Sandra
Bullock, who marches through her role
as Vivi’s grown-up daughter Sidda Lee
without any sensitivity to the unresolved
damage her character feels. The 11-year-
old Sidda Lee, played by the unknown
Allison Bertolino, who gives the most
touching performance in the film,
evokes far more empathy. At least
Bullock resists a fake Southern accent;
as in Steel Magnolias and so many other
films set in the American South, most
of the actors (even the veteran Maggie
Smith) waste a lot of energy tripping
over their Southern drawls, at times
so thick as to sound foreign, then
casually dropped altogether. Still,
Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood
almost works as a sprawling yarn
about the American South - like
Tennessee Williams, only without
the pathos, the atmosphere or the
suspense. Just the melodrama.

Gilda Williams
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