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"Navalny' director Daniel Roher's narrative debut finds a world of possibility in a niche
profession, showcasing the talents of rising star Woodall and an all-around strong cast.
Dustin Hoffman and Leo Woodall make quite the pair in Tuner. Hoffman’s character,
veteran piano technician Harry Horowitz, is losing his hearing, while his people-shy
apprentice has a condition which obliges Niki to wear earplugs at all times. Even the
slightest sounds bother him, but despite that, this pair are the best piano tuners in town.
“It’s not about hearing. It’s about feeling,” Harry explains, and the same goes for Daniel
Roher’s pitch-perfect indie drama, which cleverly plays our emotions without resorting to
cheap manipulation. You might recognize Roher as the Oscar-winning director of
“Navalny,” although his genre-straddling first narrative feature couldn’t be more different.
Tuner was the ‘discovery’ of the Telluride Film Festival, where it world-premiered without
a distributor in place. It opens with business as usual, as Harry and Niki make the rounds,
calibrating personal pianos for rich New Yorkers. Most of their clients never play, treating
their instruments like high-end furniture. Niki looks up to Harry and his devoted wife,
Marla (Tovah Feldshuh), like they were his own parents. He’s a good kid who discovers
almost by accident that his hearing condition has an upside: His ears are so sensitive, he
manages to open the portable safe to which Harry forgot the combination. On another job
in an extravagant mansion, he’s disturbed by a loud noise upstairs. When Niki snoops
around to investigate, he finds three guys with foreign accents trying to force their way into
a safe. Their leader, Uri claims he handles security for the same client that hired Niki, and
the guileless young man takes them at their word, even though it seems clear to us that
they’re stealing. He puts his ear to the lock and opens it for them. When it comes to new
skills, he’s a ridiculously quick study. Uri leaves Niki a tip and suggests that there’s more
easy money to be had, if he will just lend them his ears — an irresistible financial offer,
considering Harry’s sky-high hospital bills. There’s not much else going on in Niki’s life,
until he discovers Ruthie, a talented music composition student who’s living the dream
Niki once held. As the attraction between Niki and Ruthie blossoms, his involvement with
the so-called security team gets increasingly complicated. Although he’s a sweet guy, Niki
makes some pretty bone-headed decisions, which could prove dangerous if and when he
decides to bow out of raiding rich people’s houses. The challenge for “Tuner,”
commercially at least, is that it’s a little too mainstream for art-house audiences, who might
predict its more satisfying twists. At the same time, it may prove too specialized for the
megaplex set, even if it’s broadly appealing enough to satisfy that crowd. There’s
something about Niki’s profession that — though it lends itself to fun facts and poetic
monologues about the impossibility of perfection — strikes folks as niche. Then again, if
there’s one person who can make it sound great, that would be a tuner.
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