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Review of Grandma (2015) 

Directed by Paul Weitz 

 

“Aging,” as Sally Chivers puts it, “has long been Hollywood‟s nightmare.”
i
   In the first half of 

the 20
th

 century, older characters were virtually absent on the silver screen.  When they were 

featured, older characters were marginal, stereotyped, and often pathologized, reflecting the 

ageism of American culture as a whole.  At mid-century, a few exceptional classic films—

Kurosawa‟s Ikiru(1952) and Bergman‟s Wild Strawberries (1957), Friedkin‟s12 Angry Men 

(1957)—explored older male protagonists and challenged the negative stereotypical older 

characters (at least male characters) earlier in the century.  By the 1970‟s and especially 

the1980‟s, male and female characters in their sixties or older appeared more frequently (often 

because they were themselves aging Hollywood stars), and standard themes of intergeneration, 

regeneration, and caregiving became common.
ii
 

In the 21
st
 century, films such as Iris (2001), The Iron Lady (2011) and Amour(2012) contained 

an existential realism and complexity often missing in earlier films featuring aging 

characters.Beginners (2011), initiated a serious exploration of late-life sexuality and 

homosexuality.
iii

Grandma (2015), the film under review, extends this bolder look into sexuality 

and intergenerational relations, exploring lesbian relationships in a context shaped by the recent 

history of feminism and gender identity.  One would never know this however, by looking at the 

advertising trailers, which portray the protagonist Elle (played by Lily Tomlin) as a stereotypical 

cranky, funny, and eccentric old woman.The trailers‟ stereotypes are  unfortunate, for Elle is a 

highly complex, funny, and at times tragic representation of an aging generation of second wave 

feminists coming to terms with the perils and possibilities of old age. 

 

Grandma opens with the epigram “Time Passes, that‟s for sure.”  

The film takes place in a single day and takes the form of a mini-road trip on which Elle (Lilly 

Tomlin)—a grandmother in her 70s who has just cut up her credit cards and is broke--sets out 

with her pregnant grand-daughter Sage (Julia Garner) to find $630 for an abortion and make it to 

her late afternoon appointmentat a women‟s health clinic. Elleis loosely modeled after Eileen 

Myles, the lesbian, bohemian, feminist poet who authored the opening epigramand has recently 

released a new volume of poetry,I Must Be Living Twice (2015).   

Grandma explodes every possible cultural stereotype about grandmothers: Elle is neither sweet 

nor docile, and shedoesn‟t bake cookies.
iv

She is grieving the death of Violet, her partner of 

almost four decades, with whom she raised Sage‟s mother Judy (Marcia Gray Harden).  She has 

had a checkered career as a poet, academic and activist.  The opening scene finds her nastily 
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breaking up with the much younger Olivia (Judy Greer), her partner of four months. Elle is lost, 

broke, and disoriented.  And in walks her grand-daughter Sage asking for money. 

In good feminist form, Elle responds to Sage„s accidental pregnancy with no judgement, except 

bafflement that abortions cost so much these days.  When it turns out that the free clinic where 

Elle used to volunteer is now a swanky coffee shop, the two set out in earnest to find the money 

Sage needs. 

Their first stop is the house of Cam (Nat Wolff), the hapless and irresponsible teen-age father 

who has promised Sage the money and now says he has none.     Cam, wearing a pot leaf hockey 

jersey and brandishing a hockey stick, engages Elle in some threatening and humorous banter 

which turns nasty.  “I will fuck you up,” he yells at Elle.  Whereupon Elle grabs the hockey stick 

and whacks him (appropriately) in his crotch.  Lying on the ground in agony, Cam hands over 

the $50 dollars he does have and Elle and Sage move along.  

The next stop on their journey is a tattoo parlor owned by Deathy (Lavern Cox), a transgendered 

friend who owes Elle $400 butcan only come up with $65.  Sage turns down 

Deathy‟sconciliatory offer of a free tattoo, but Elle takes her up and receives an “O” on her upper 

arm, which contrasts with the “Violet” tattoo we have previously seen on her wrist. Denying 

(unconvincingly) that it has anything to do with Olivia, Elle instead offers a litany of “O” words 

meaningful for women: orgasms, ovaries, orifice, et cetera.   

Their next stop is a feminist bookshop where Olivia happens to work and is owned by Carla 

(Elizabesth Pena) another friend of Elle.  Elle has gathered up her collection of first edition 

feminist classics (including Simone de Beauvoir‟s The Second Sex and Betty Friedan‟s The 

Feminine Mystique) which she thinks she can sell to Carla for a few hundred dollars.  Elle is 

stunned and disappointed when Carla will only offer $60 for the entire collection.  Worse, her 

grand-daughter can only think of Mystique as a character in X-Men.  The bookshop scene is a 

commentary on the aging of second wave feminists—on historical amnesia and on the lack of 

solidarity and understanding between generations of women. 

In a section of the film entitled “The Ogre,” Elle, still in search of money for Sage‟s abortion, 

has a moving and intense exchange with Karl (Sam Elliot), with whom she had a short-lived 

marriage thirty years ago, and who has since had a string of marriages resulting in many 

grandchildren.  With Sage waiting in the car, Elle and Karl catch up a bit, in a conversation eased 

by smoking some marijuana that Elle previously took from the hapless Cam.  Karl agrees to spot 

Elle the full $500 needed on the condition that she share a “real” kiss with him.  When Karl ups 

the ante to having sex, Elle tells him “go fuck yourself.” Karl relents and agrees to hand over the 

money, but when he finds out that it is for an abortion, he tearfully reneges: “not for that.”  It is 

then we learn that thirty years ago Elle illegally aborted a child of Karl‟s without his knowledge, 

was impregnated by “another man” in a one-night stand, and then began her lesbian relationship 

with Violet. 
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When the journey picks up again, Sage is rightfully confused.  “You used to like men?” she asks.  

“No, I always liked women,” Elle answers, “I just didn‟t like myself.” And elsewhere: “I wanted 

a baby, I just didn‟t want a husband.”    

 

Finally, Elle and Sage are left with no other option than going to see Sage‟s mother Judy, the 

highly successful and domineering lawyer who intimidates them both.  In a visual cue to Judy‟s 

cold and vicious temperament, the camera cuts to a large framed photograph of a howling white 

polar bear.  After haranguing Sage, Judy agrees to give her the money. But she indicates that her 

next business meeting takes precedence over accompanying them to the clinic.   

When Elle‟s car breaks down, the two hitch a ride with a family in a mini-van and arrive just in 

time.  While Sage is having the abortion Judy suddenly arrives in a softer mood, and Judy talks 

about being raised by two women and how much they both miss Vi.  When Sage emerges from 

the operation, Judy comforts her and drives the shaken teenager home in her shiny grey Audi.   

The final chapter, “Dragonflies,” happens as Elle catches a cab home but stops on the way at 

Olivia‟s house. In a gesture of reconciliation, Elle drops off her bag of feminist classics that she 

was unable to sell at the bookstore, and is awkwardly met by Olivia‟s parents who are having 

dinner at her house. Elle excuses herself but is followed outside by Olivia. After a final tender 

kiss, Elle lets her much younger lover go:  “I loved being in love with you. . . . You have a 

wonderful life ahead of you.  And that‟s what I want for you.”   

The film ends as we learn that the cabbie, despite having taken Elle‟s full fare, has already left.  

With a wry kind of humor, Elle walks home in the dark by herself.  She is alone but carries a 

smile on her face.  It is the humor of an older woman who accepts the consequences of the 

choices she made in a time when lesbian couples were barely tolerated in mainstream culture, let 

alone accepted as viable parents. 

 

The journey motif is not uncommon in Hollywood films about aging.  Trip to Bountiful and Wild 

Strawberries are both classics where intergenerational reconciliation takes place in the context of 

heterosexual families.  They contain a kind of closure, a sense that the old characters are 

satisfied, somehow complete.  In Grandma, we have reason to believe that Elle has grown 

but,not yet complete, is ready for yet another leg of her journey.  She has been reconciled with 

her daughter and is still grieving the death of her partner.  But like Lily Tomlin herself, we feel 

that Elle will embrace whatever comes next.  She has fought for freedom all her life, and she will 

remain open to the uncertainty of being in a world where, to be sure, time passes.  

 

Thomas R. Cole 
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