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  Introduction


  Sad movies rarely make me cry. I pick up all the cues, the story hits its mark, the music underlines the emotion, but most of the time my interest is only technical. For that matter, I don’t cry a whole lot at the movies anyway. But when I do, I notice that it’s almost always because of the goodness of a character. Someone in the film has been sympathetic, generous, or moved to help others because of a good heart.


  Do such films “restore my faith in humanity”? At the time, yes, they nudge me in that direction. Then a picture with wall-to-wall brutality comes along to nudge me back again. I suspect I would be a happier person if I only went to see movies I recommend.


  The selections in this e-book will, in general, warm your heart and make you happy to have seen them. Consider the animated masterpiece Up, which is about an old grouch. (Trolls on the Internet said he looked like me, but never mind.) Up opens in an unexpected and beautiful way. Carl and Ellie grow up, have a courtship, marry, buy a ramshackle house and turn it into their dream home, are happy together and grow old. This process is silent, except for music. It’s shown in a lovely sequence that deals with the life experience in a way that is almost never found in family animation. The lovebirds save their loose change in a gallon jug intended to finance their trip to the legendary Paradise Falls, but real life gets in the way: flat tires, home repairs, medical bills.


  The focus of the film is on Carl’s life after Ellie. But so many people told me this prelude was one of the most touching “films,” in itself, they’d seen. Carl’s later heroism in the jungles of South America are terrific entertainment, but this opening, of two ordinary people who care for one another, is the part that gets you.


  A film like The Band’s Visit could hardly be more different. A military band from Egypt, on an official visit to Israel, finds itself dropped by a bus at an isolated small crossroads that has nothing to do with their mission. In a long evening and a longer night, the local cafe owner and the bandleader, who are technically enemies in a political sense, begin to talk, and share, and sense their common humanity. It all happens in such a low yet realistic way, you hardly realize it’s happening at all.


  Departures, from Japan, won an Academy Award for the year’s best foreign film. It was possibly the most cheered film we’ve ever shown at my Ebertfest film festival at the University of Illinois. I imagine many or most of the readers of this collection will not have seen it. It is about so many things, simultaneously, that it’s impossible to summarize. Maybe beneath everything else it deals with learning to see people as they really are, and accepting them on those terms. This process, we learn, can continue even after death.


  The happiest film on the list must be Say Amen, Somebody. It’s an example of a film that many people assume they wouldn’t be interested in. A documentary about the pioneers of African American gospel music? Sounds like a boring educational film, right? Yet what joy and priceless human nature are on display here, as we meet Mother Willie May Ford Smith and Thomas A. Dorsey. George Nierenberg, the director, is not a particularly religious person, but he respects his subjects, introduces their loved ones, and captures them at important moments in their lives. There is also a great deal of music, and we sense the goodness and charisma in his two stars.


  There’s a reason for every title in this collection. They all have that one thing in common—the goodness of people. They are very different people and good in many different ways, but all of them, whatever the place in life that fate has led them to, try to do the best they can with their opportunities. Yes, that can restore your faith in humanity. We need more of these films and fewer weekend blockbusters entertaining young people with the slaughter and suffering of anonymous victims in action pictures.


  

  ROGER EBERT


  Key to Symbols
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      	A great film

      

    


    
      	

      	G, PG, PG-13, R, NC-17: Ratings of the Motion Picture Association of America

      

    


    
      	G

      	Indicates that the movie is suitable for general audiences

      

    


    
      	PG

      	Suitable for general audiences but parental guidance is suggested

      

    


    
      	PG-13

      	Recommended for viewers 13 years or above; may contain material inappropriate for younger children

      

    


    
      	R

      	Recommended for viewers 17 or older

      

    


    
      	NC-17

      	Intended for adults only

      

    


    
      	141 m.

      	Running time

      

    


    
      	2011

      	Year of theatrical release
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  PG, 135 m., 1995


  
    Tom Hanks (Jim Lovell), Bill Paxton (Fred Haise), Kevin Bacon (Jack Swigert), Gary Sinise (Ken Mattingly), Ed Harris (Gene Kranz), Kathleen Quinlan (Marilyn Lovell), Mary Kate Schellhardt (Barbara Lovell), Emily Ann Lloyd (Susan Lovell). Directed by Ron Howard and produced by Brian Grazer. Screenplay by William Broyles, Jr., and Al Reinert.

  


  

  There is a moment early in Apollo 13 when astronaut Jim Lovell is taking some press on a tour of the Kennedy Space Center, and he brags that they have a computer “that fits in one room and can send out millions of instructions.” And I’m thinking to myself, hell, I’m writing this review on a better computer than the one that got us to the moon.


  Apollo 13 inspires many reflections, and one of them is that America’s space program was achieved with equipment that would look like tin cans today. Like Lindbergh, who crossed the Atlantic in the first plane he could string together that might make it, we went to the moon the moment we could, with the tools that were at hand. Today, with new alloys, engines, fuels, computers, and technology, it would be safer and cheaper—but we have lost the will.


  Apollo 13 never really states its theme, except perhaps in one sentence of narration at the end, but the whole film is suffused with it: The space program was a really extraordinary thing, something to be proud of, and those who went into space were not just “heroes,” which is a cliché, but brave and resourceful.


  Those qualities were never demonstrated more dramatically than in the flight of the thirteenth Apollo mission, in April 1970, when an oxygen tank exploded en route to the moon. The three astronauts on board—Jim Lovell, Fred Haise, and Jack Swigert—were faced with the possibility of becoming marooned in space. Their oxygen could run out, they could be poisoned by CO2 accumulations, or they could freeze to death. If some how they were able to return to the Earth’s atmosphere, they had to enter at precisely the right angle. Too steep an entry, and they would be incinerated; too shallow, and they would skip off the top of the atmosphere like a stone on a pond, and fly off forever into space.


  Ron Howard’s film of this mission is directed with a single-mindedness and attention to detail that make it riveting. He doesn’t make the mistake of adding cornball little subplots to popularize the material; he knows he has a great story, and he tells it in a docudrama that feels like it was filmed on location in outer space.


  So convincing are the details, indeed, that I went back to look at For All Mankind, the great 1989 documentary directed by Al Reinert, who cowrote Apollo 13. It was an uncanny experience, like looking at the origins of the current picture. Countless details were exactly the same: the astronauts boarding the spacecraft, the liftoff, the inside of the cabin, the view from space, the chilling sight of the oxygen venting into space, even the little tape recorder floating in free-fall, playing country music. All these images are from the documentary, all look almost exactly the same in the movie, and that is why Howard has been at pains to emphasize that every shot in Apollo 13 is new. No documentary footage was used. The special effects—models, animation, shots where the actors were made weightless by floating inside a descending airplane—have re-created the experience exactly.


  The astronauts are played by Tom Hanks (Lovell), Bill Paxton (Haise), and Kevin Bacon (Swigert). The pilot originally scheduled for the Apollo 13 mission was Ken Mattingly (Gary Sinise), who was grounded because he had been exposed to the measles. The key figure at Houston Mission Control is Gene Kranz (Ed Harris). Clean-cut, crew-cut, wearing white collars even in space, the astronauts had been built up in the public mind as supermen, but as Tom Wolfe’s book and Phil Kaufman’s movie The Right Stuff revealed, they were more likely to be hotshot test pilots than straight arrows.


  The movie begins with the surprise selection of Lovell’s group to crew Apollo 13. We meet members of their families, particularly Marilyn Lovell (Kathleen Quinlan); we follow some of the training, and then the movie follows the ill-fated mission, in space and on the ground. Kranz, the Harris character, chain-smoking Camels, masterminds the ground effort to figure out how (and if) Apollo 13 can ever return.


  A scheme is dreamed up to shut down power in the space capsule, and move the astronauts into the Lunar Landing Module, as sort of a temporary lifeboat. The lunar lander will be jettisoned at the last minute, and the main capsule’s weakened batteries may have enough power left to allow the crew to return alive.


  Meanwhile, the problem is to keep them from dying in space. A scrubber to clean CO2 from the capsule’s air supply is jerry-built out of materials on board (and you can see a guy holding one just like it in For All Mankind). And you begin to realize, as the astronauts swing around the moon and head for home, that, given the enormity of the task of returning to Earth, their craft and equipment is only a little more adequate than the rocket sled in which Evil Knievel proposed to hurtle across Snake River Canyon at about the same time.


  Ron Howard has become a director who specializes in stories involving large groups of characters: Cocoon, Parenthood, Backdraft, The Paper. Those were all films that paid attention to the individual human stories involved; they were a triumph of construction, indeed, in keeping many stories afloat and interesting. With Apollo 13, he correctly decides that the story is in the mission. There is a useful counterpoint in the scenes involving Lovell’s wife, waiting fearfully on the ground. (She tells their son, “Something broke on your daddy’s spaceship and he’s going to have to turn around before he even gets to the moon.”) But Howard adds no additional side stories, no little parallel dramas, as a lesser director might have.


  This is a powerful story, one of 1995’s best films, told with great clarity and remarkable technical detail, and acted without pumped-up histrionics. It’s about men trained to do a job, and doing a better one than anyone could have imagined. The buried message is: When we dialed down the space program, we lost something crucial to our vision. When I was a kid, they used to predict that by the year 2000, you’d be able to go to the moon. Nobody ever thought to predict that you’d be able to, but nobody would bother.


  The Band’s Visit [image: fourstar]


  PG-13, 86 m., 2008


  
    Sasson Gabai (Tewfig), Ronit Elkabetz (Dina), Saleh Bakri (Haled), Khalifa Natour (Simon), Imad Jabarin (Camal), Tarak Kopty (Iman). Directed by Eran Kolirin and produced by Eilon Ratzkovsky, Ehud Bleiberg, Yossi Uzrad, Koby Gal-Raday, and Guy Jacoel. Screenplay by Kolirin.

  


  

  The eight men wear sky-blue uniforms with gold braid on the shoulders. They look like extras in an opera. They dismount from a bus in the middle of nowhere and stand uncertainly on the sidewalk. They are near a highway interchange, leading, no doubt, to where they’d rather be. Across the street is a small café. Regarding them are two bored layabouts and a sadly, darkly beautiful woman.


  They are the Alexandria Ceremonial Police Orchestra, a band from Egypt. Their leader, a severe man with a perpetually dour expression, crosses the street and asks the woman for directions to the Arab Cultural Center. She looks at him as if he stepped off a flying saucer. “Here there is no Arab culture,” she says. “Also no Israeli culture. Here there is no culture at all.”


  They are in a dorp in the middle of the Israeli desert, having taken the wrong bus to the wrong destination. Another bus will not come until tomorrow. The Band’s Visit begins with this premise, which could supply the makings of a light comedy, and turns it into a quiet, sympathetic film about the loneliness that surrounds us all. Oh, and there is some comedy, after all.


  The town they have arrived at is lacking in interest even for those who live there. It is seemingly without activity. The bandleader, named Tewfig (Sasson Gabai), asks if there is a hotel. The woman, Dina (Ronit Elkabetz), is amused. No hotel. They communicate in careful, correct English—she more fluent, he weighing every word. Tewfig explains their dilemma. They are to play a concert tomorrow at the opening of a new Arab Cultural Center in a place that has almost, but not quite, the same name as the place they are in.


  Tewfig starts out to lead a march down the highway in the correct direction. There is some dissent, especially from the tall young troublemaker Haled (Saleh Bakri). He complains that they have not eaten. After some awkward negotiations (they have little Israeli currency), the Egyptians are served soup and bread in Dina’s café. It is strange how the static, barren, lifeless nature of the town seeps into the picture even though the writer-director, Eran Kolirin, uses no establishing shots or any effort at all to show us anything beyond the café—and later, Dina’s apartment and an almost empty restaurant.


  Dina offers to put up Tewfig and Haled at her apartment, and tells the young layabouts (who seem permanently anchored to their chairs outside her café) that they must take the others home to their families. And then begins a long, quiet night of guarded revelations, shared isolation, and tentative tenderness. Dina is tough but not invulnerable. Life has given her little that she hoped for. Tewfig is a man with an invisible psychic weight on his shoulders. Haled, under everything, is an awkward kid. They go for a snack at the restaurant, its barren tables reaching away under bright lights, and Dina points out a man who comes in with his family. A sometime lover of hers, she tells Tewfig. Even adultery seems weary here.


  When the three end up back at Dina’s apartment, where she offers them wine, the evening settles down into resignation. It is clear that Dina feels tender toward Tewfig, that she can see through his timid reserve to the good soul inside. But there is no movement. Later, when he makes a personal revelation, it is essentially an apology. The movie avoids what we might expect, a meeting of the minds, and gives us instead a sharing of quiet desperation.


  As Dina and Tewfig, Ronit Elkabetz and Sasson Gabai bring great fondness and amusement to their characters. She is pushing middle age; he is being pushed by it. It is impossible for this night to lead to anything in their future lives. But it could lead to a night to remember. Gabai plays the bandleader as so repressed, or shy or wounded, that he seems closed inside himself. As we watch Elkabetz putting on a new dress for the evening and inspecting herself in the mirror, we see not vanity but hope. And throughout the evening we note her assertion, her confidence, her easily assumed air of independence. Yet when she gazes into the man’s eyes, she sighs with regret that as a girl she loved the Omar Sharif movies that played daily on Israeli TV, but play no more.


  There are some amusing interludes. A band member plays the first few notes of a sonata he has not finished (after years). A band mate calls him “Schubert.” A local man keeps solitary vigil by a pay phone, waiting for a call from the girl he loves. He has an insistent way of showing his impatience when another uses the phone. In the morning, the band reassembles and leaves. The Band’s Visit has not provided any of the narrative payoffs we might have expected, but it has provided something more valuable: an interlude involving two “enemies,” Arabs and Israelis, that shows them both as only ordinary people with ordinary hopes, lives, and disappointments. It has also shown us two souls with rare beauty.


  Bang the Drum Slowly [image: fourstar]


  PG, 98 m., 1973


  
    Michael Moriarty (Henry Wiggen), Robert De Niro (Bruce Pearson), Vincent Gardenia (Dutch Schnell), Phil Foster (Joe), Ann Wedgeworth (Katie), Patrick McVey (Mr. Pearson). Directed by John Hancock and produced by Maurice and Lois Rosenfield. Screenplay by Mark Harris.

  


  

  Bang the Drum Slowly is the ultimate baseball movie—and, despite what a plot summary might suggest, I think it’s more about baseball than death. It takes place during the last season on this Earth of one Bruce Pearson, an earnest but dumb catcher from Georgia who learns, in the movie’s first scene, that he is suffering from an incurable disease. The movie is about that season and about his friendship with Henry Wiggen, a pitcher, who undertakes to see that Bruce at least lives his last months with some dignity, some joy, and a few good games.


  On the surface, then, the movie seems a little like Brian’s Song. But it’s not: It’s mostly about baseball and the daily life of a major league club on the road. The fact of Bruce’s approaching death adds a poignancy to the season, but Bang the Drum Slowly doesn’t brood about death and it isn’t morbid. In its mixture of fatalism, roughness, tenderness, and bleak humor, indeed, it seems to know more about the ways we handle death than a movie like Love Story ever guessed. The movie begins at the Mayo Clinic, follows the team through spring training, and then carries it through a season that feels remarkably like a Chicago Cubs year: a strong start, problems during the hot weather, dissension on the team, and then a pennant drive that (in the movie, anyway) is successful. There isn’t a lot of play-by-play action, only enough to establish the games and make the character points. So when the team manager and the pitcher conspire to let Bruce finish his last game, despite his illness, the action footage is relevant and moving.


  Bang the Drum Slowly was adapted for the screen by Mark Harris, from his observant 1955 novel. He seems to understand baseball players, or at least he can create convincing ones; if real baseball players aren’t like the ones in this movie, somehow they should be. The director, John Hancock, is good with his actors and very good at establishing a lot of supporting characters without making a point of it (in this area he reminds me of Robert Altman’s shorthand typecasting in M*A*S*H and McCabe and Mrs. Miller). Some of the best scenes are in the clubhouse, an arena of hope, despair, anger, practical jokes, and impassioned speeches by the manager.


  He’s played by Vincent Gardenia as a crafty, tough tactician with a heart of gold he tries to conceal. (“When I die,” he says during one pregame pep talk, “in the newspapers they’ll write that the sons of bitches of this world have lost their leader.”) He knows Bruce and Henry are concealing something, but he doesn’t know what, and his efforts to find out are hilariously frustrated. At various times, the midwinter visit to the Mayo Clinic is explained as a fishing trip, a hunting trip, a wenching trip, and a secret mission to rid Bruce of the clap.


  Gardenia, as the manager, is the third angle of a triangle that includes very good acting by Michael Moriarty, as Henry, and Robert De Niro, as Bruce. Henry is the All-Star with the $70,000 contract and Bruce is a mediocre catcher who is constantly being ragged by his teammates. Henry’s his only friend, until somehow when the team comes together for the pennant stretch, Bruce starts playing the best ball of his life, and the club (somewhat predictably) accepts him.


  Hancock and Harris avoid any temptation to structure Bang the Drum Slowly as a typical sports movie. Although the team does win the pennant, not much of a point is made of that. There are no telegraphed big moments on the field, when everything depends on a strikeout or a home run or something. Even Bruce’s last big hit in his last time at bat is limited, tactfully, to a triple.


  Instead of going for a lot of high points, the movie paints characters in their everyday personalities. We get some feeling of life on the road as Henry talks with a hotel telephone operator who’s a baseball fanatic, and Bruce moons over the prostitute he’s in love with. Phil Foster has a great cameo role as a first-base coach with a genius for luring suckers into card games with remarkably elastic rules. Occupying the background in a lot of shots is the team’s Cuban third baseman, who has it written into his contract that he be provided with a translator. And then, as the movie’s shape begins to be visible, we realize it’s not so much a sports movie as a movie about those elusive subjects, male bonding and work in America. That the males play baseball and that sport is their work is what makes this the ultimate baseball movie; never before has a movie considered the game from the inside out.


  Breaking Away [image: fourstar]


  PG, 100 m., 1979


  
    Dennis Christopher (Dave), Dennis Quaid (Mike), Daniel Stern (Cyril), Jackie Earle Haley (Moocher), Paul Dooley (Dad), Barbara Barrie (Mom), Robyn Douglass (Katherine). Directed and produced by Peter Yates. Screenplay by Steve Tesich.

  


  

  Here’s a sunny, goofy, intelligent little film about coming of age in Bloomington, Indiana. It’s about four local kids, just out of high school, who mess around for one final summer before facing the inexorable choices of jobs or college or the army. One of the kids, Dave (Dennis Christopher), has it in his head that he wants to be a champion Italian bicycle racer, and he drives his father crazy with opera records and ersatz Italian.


  His friends have more reasonable ambitions: One (Dennis Quaid) was a high school football star who pretends he doesn’t want to play college ball, but he does; another (Jackie Earle Haley) is a short kid who pretends he doesn’t want to be taller, but he does; and another (Daniel Stern) is one of those kids like we all knew, who learned how to talk by crossing Eric Sevareid with Woody Allen.


  There’s the usual town-and-gown tension in Bloomington, between the jocks and the townies (who are known, in Bloomington, as “cutters”—so called after the workers in the area’s limestone quarries). There’s also a poignant kind of tension between local guys and college girls: Will a sorority girl be seen with a cutter? Dave finds out by falling hopelessly in love with a college girl named Kathy (Robyn Douglass), and somehow, insanely, convincing her he’s actually an Italian exchange student.


  The whole business of Dave’s Italomania provides the movie’s funniest running joke: Dave’s father (Paul Dooley) rants and raves that he didn’t raise his boy to be an Eyetalian, and that he’s sick and tired of all the eenees in the house: linguini, fettucini … even Jake, the dog, which Dave has renamed Fellini. The performances by Dooley and Barbara Barrie as Dave’s parents are so loving and funny at the same time that we remember almost with a shock, that every movie doesn’t have to have parents and kids who don’t get along.


  The movie was directed as a work of love by Peter Yates, whose big commercial hits have included Bullitt and The Deep. The Oscar-winning original screenplay was written by Steve Tesich, who was born in Yugoslavia, was moved to Bloomington at the age of thirteen, won the Little 500 bicycle race there in 1962, and uses it for the film’s climax. Yates has gone for the human elements in Breaking Away, but he hasn’t forgotten how to direct action, and there’s a bravura sequence in which Dave, on a racing bicycle, engages in a high-speed highway duel with a semitrailer truck.


  In this scene, and in scenes involving swimming in an abandoned quarry, Yates does a tricky and intriguing thing: He suggests the constant possibility of sudden tragedy. We wait for a terrible accident to happen, and none does, but the hints of one make the characters seem curiously vulnerable, and their lives more precious.


  The whole movie, indeed, is a delicate balancing act of its various tones: This movie could have been impossible to direct, but Yates has us on his side almost immediately. Some scenes edge into fantasy, others are straightforward character development, some (like the high school quarterback’s monologue about his probable future) are heartbreakingly true. But the movie always returns to light comedy, to romance, to a wonderfully evocative instant nostalgia.


  Breaking Away is a movie to embrace. It’s about people who are complicated but decent, who are optimists but see things realistically, who are fundamentally comic characters but have three full dimensions. It’s about a Middle America we rarely see in the movies, yes, but it’s not corny and it doesn’t condescend. Movies like this are hardly ever made at all; when they’re made this well, they’re precious cinematic miracles.


  Bridge on the River Kwai [image: fourstar]


  PG, 161 m., 1957


  
    William Holden (Shears), Alec Guinness (Col. Nicholson), Jack Hawkins (Maj. Warden). Directed by David Lean and produced by Sam Spiegel. Screenplay by Michael Wilson and Carl Foreman, based on the novel Le pont de la rivière Kwai by Pierre Boulle.

  


  

  The last words in David Lean’s The Bridge on the River Kwai are “Madness! Madness . . . madness!” Although the film’s two most important characters are both mad, the hero more than the villain, we’re not quite certain what is intended by that final dialogue. Part of the puzzle is caused by the film’s shifting points of view.


  Seen through the eyes of Col. Nicholson (Alec Guinness), commanding officer of a battalion of British war prisoners, the war narrows to a single task, building a bridge across the Kwai. For Shears (William Holden), an American who escapes from the camp, madness would be returning to the jungle. For Col. Saito (Sessue Hayakawa), the Japanese commandant of the camp, madness and suicide are never far away as the British build a better bridge than his own men could. And to Clipton (James Donald), the army doctor who says the final words, they could simply mean that the final violent confusion led to unnecessary death.


  Most war movies are either for or against their wars. The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957) is one of the few that focuses not on larger rights and wrongs but on individuals. Like Robert Graves’s World War I memoir, Goodbye to All That, it shows men grimly hanging onto military discipline and pride in their units as a way of clinging to sanity. By the end of Kwai we are less interested in who wins than in how individual characters will behave.


  The film is set in 1943, in a POW camp in Burma, along the route of a rail line the Japanese were building between Malaysia and Rangoon. Shears is already in the camp; we’ve seen him steal a cigarette lighter from a corpse to bribe his way into the sick bay. He watches as a column of British prisoners, led by Nicholson, marches into camp whistling “The Colonel Bogey March.”


  Nicholson and Saito, the commandant, are quickly involved in a faceoff. Saito wants all of the British to work on the bridge. Nicholson says the Geneva Convention states officers may not be forced to perform manual labor. He even produces a copy of the document, which Saito uses to whip him across the face, drawing blood. Nicholson is prepared to die rather than bend on principle, and eventually, in one of the film’s best-known sequences, he’s locked inside “the Oven”—a corrugated iron hut that stands in the sun.


  The film’s central relationship is between Saito and Nicholson, a professional soldier approaching his twenty-eighth anniversary of army service (“I don’t suppose I’ve been at home more than ten months in all that time”). The Japanese colonel is not a military pro; he learned English while studying in London, he tells Nicholson, and likes corned beef and Scotch whiskey. But he is a rigidly dutiful officer, and we see him weeping privately with humiliation because Nicholson is a better bridge builder; he prepares for hara-kiri if the bridge is not ready on time.


  The scenes in the jungle are crisply told. We see the bridge being built, and we watch the standoff between the two colonels. Hayakawa and Guinness make a good match as they create two disciplined officers who never bend, but nevertheless quietly share the vision of completing the bridge.


  Hayakawa was Hollywood’s first important Asian star; he became famous with a brilliant silent performance in Cecil B. DeMille’s The Cheat (1915). Although he worked onstage and in films in both Japan and the United States, he was unusual among Japanese actors of his generation in his low-key delivery; in Kwai he doesn’t bluster, but is cool and understated—as clipped as Guinness. (Incredibly, he was sixty-eight when he played the role.)


  Alec Guinness, oddly enough, was not Lean’s first choice for the role that won him an Oscar as best actor. Charles Laughton originally was cast as Col. Nicholson, but “could not face the heat of the Ceylon location, the ants, and being cramped in a cage,” his wife, Elsa Lanchester, wrote in her autobiography. The contrasts between Laughton and Guinness are so extreme that one wonders how Lean could see both men playing the same part. Surely Laughton would have been juicier and more demonstrative. Guinness, who says in his autobiography that Lean “didn’t particularly want me” for the role, played Nicholson as dry, reserved, yet burning with an intense obsession.


  That obsession is with building a better bridge, and finishing it on time. The story’s great irony is that once Nicholson successfully stands up to Saito, he immediately devotes himself to Saito’s project as if it is his own. He suggests a better site for the bridge, he offers blueprints and timetables, and he even enters Clipton’s hospital hut in search of more workers, and marches out at the head of a column of the sick and the lame. On the night before the first train crossing, he hammers into place a plaque boasting that the bridge was “designed and built by soldiers of the British army.”


  It is Clipton who asks him, diffidently, if they might not be accused of aiding the enemy. Not at all, Guinness replies: War prisoners must work when ordered, and besides, they are setting an example of British efficiency. “One day the war will be over, and I hope the people who use this bridge in years to come will remember how it was built, and who built it.” A pleasant sentiment, but in the meantime the bridge will be used to advance the war against the Allies. Nicholson is so proud of the bridge that he essentially forgets about the war.


  The story in the jungle moves ahead neatly, economically, powerfully. There is a parallel story involving Shears that is not as successful. Shears escapes, is taken to a hospital in British-occupied Ceylon, drinks martinis and frolics with a nurse, and then is asked by Maj. Warden (Jack Hawkins) to return as part of a plan to blow up the bridge. “Are you crazy?” Shears cries, but is blackmailed by Warden’s threat to tell the Americans he has been impersonating an officer. Holden’s character, up until the time their guerrilla mission begins, seems fabricated; he’s unconvincing playing a shirker, and his heroism at the end seems more plausible.


  Lean handles the climax with precision and suspense. There’s a nice use of the boots of a sentry on the bridge, sending hollow reverberations down to the men wiring the bridge with plastic explosives. Meanwhile, the British celebrate completion of the bridge with an improbable musical revue that doesn’t reflect what is known about the brutal conditions of the POW camps.


  The next morning brings an elaborate interplay of characters and motives, as the sound of the approaching train creates suspense, while Nicholson, incredibly, seems ready to expose the sabotage rather than see his beloved bridge go down. (The shot of the explosion and the train tumbling into the river uncannily mirrors a similar scene in Buster Keaton’s silent classic The General, in which the train looks more convincing.)


  Although David Lean (1908–1991) won his reputation and perhaps even his knighthood on the basis of the epic films he directed, starting with The Bridge on the River Kwai in 1957, there’s a contrarian argument that his best work was done before the Oscars started to pile up. After Kwai came Lawrence of Arabia, Dr. Zhivago, Ryan’s Daughter, and A Passage to India; all but Ryan were nominated for best picture, and the first two won. Before Kwai he made smaller, more tightly wound films, including Brief Encounter, Oliver Twist, and Great Expectations. There is a majesty in the later films (except for Ryan’s Daughter) that compensates for the loss of human detail, but in Kwai he still has an eye for the personal touch, as in Saito’s private moments and Nicholson’s smug inspection of the finished bridge. There is something almost Lear-like in his final flash of sanity: “What have I done!”


  Casablanca [image: threestar]


  PG, 102 m., 1942


  
    Humphrey Bogart (Rick Blaine), Ingrid Bergman (Ilsa Lund), Paul Henreid (Victor Laszlo), Claude Rains (Captain Louis Renault). Directed by Michael Curtiz and produced by Jack L. Warner and Hal B. Wallis. Screenplay by Julius J. Epstein, Philip G. Epstein, and Howard Koch.

  


  

  If we identify strongly with the characters in some movies, then it is no mystery that Casablanca is one of the most popular films ever made. It is about a man and a woman who are in love, and who sacrifice love for a higher purpose. This is immensely appealing; the viewer is able to imagine not only winning the love of Humphrey Bogart or Ingrid Bergman, but unselfishly renouncing it, as a contribution to the great cause of defeating the Nazis.


  No one making Casablanca thought they were making a great movie. It was simply another Warner Bros. release. It was an “A list” picture, to be sure (Bogart, Bergman, and Paul Henreid were stars, and no better cast of supporting actors could have been assembled on the Warners lot than Peter Lorre, Sidney Greenstreet, Claude Rains, and Dooley Wilson). But it was made on a tight budget and released with small expectations. Everyone involved in the film had been, and would be, in dozens of other films made under similar circumstances, and the greatness of Casablanca was largely the result of happy chance.


  The screenplay was adapted from a play of no great consequence; memoirs tell of scraps of dialogue jotted down and rushed over to the set. What must have helped is that the characters were firmly established in the minds of the writers, and they were characters so close to the screen personas of the actors that it was hard to write dialogue in the wrong tone.


  Humphrey Bogart played strong heroic leads in his career, but he was usually better as the disappointed, wounded, resentful hero. Remember him in The Treasure of the Sierra Madre, convinced the others were plotting to steal his gold. In Casablanca, he plays Rick Blaine, the hard-drinking American running a nightclub in Casablanca when Morocco was a crossroads for spies, traitors, Nazis, and the French Resistance.


  The opening scenes dance with comedy; the dialogue combines the cynical with the weary; wisecracks with epigrams. We see that Rick moves easily in a corrupt world. “What is your nationality?” the German Strasser asks him, and he replies, “I’m a drunkard.” His personal code: “I stick my neck out for nobody.” Then “of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world, she walks into mine.” It is Ilsa Lund (Bergman), the woman Rick loved years earlier in Paris. Under the shadow of the German occupation, he arranged their escape, and believes she abandoned him—left him waiting in the rain at a train station with their tickets to freedom. Now she is with Victor Laszlo (Henreid), a legendary hero of the French Resistance.


  All this is handled with great economy in a handful of shots that still, after many viewings, have the power to move me emotionally as few scenes ever have. The bar’s piano player, Sam (Wilson), a friend of theirs in Paris, is startled to see her. She asks him to play the song that she and Rick made their own, “As Time Goes By.” He is reluctant, but he does, and Rick comes striding angrily out of the back room (“I thought I told you never to play that song!”). Then he sees Ilsa, a dramatic musical chord marks their close-ups, and the scene plays out in resentment, regret, and the memory of a love that was real. (This scene is not as strong on a first viewing as on subsequent viewings, because the first time you see the movie you don’t yet know the story of Rick and Ilsa in Paris; indeed, the more you see it the more the whole film gains resonance.)


  The plot, a trifle to hang the emotions on, involves letters of passage that will allow two people to leave Casablanca for Portugal and freedom. Rick obtained the letters from the wheedling little black-marketeer Ugarte (Peter Lorre). The sudden reappearance of Ilsa reopens all of his old wounds, and breaks his carefully cultivated veneer of neutrality and indifference. When he hears her story, he realizes she has always loved him. But now she is with Laszlo. Rick wants to use the letters to escape with Ilsa, but then, in a sustained sequence that combines suspense, romance, and comedy as they have rarely been brought together on the screen, he contrives a situation in which Ilsa and Laszlo escape together, while he and his friend the police chief (Claude Rains) get away with murder. (“Round up the usual suspects.”)


  What is intriguing is that none of the major characters is bad. Some are cynical, some lie, some kill, but all are redeemed. If you think it was easy for Rick to renounce his love for Ilsa—to place a higher value on Laszlo’s fight against Nazism—remember Forster’s famous comment, “If I were forced to choose between my country and my friend, I hope I would be brave enough to choose my friend.”


  From a modern perspective, the film reveals interesting assumptions. Ilsa Lund’s role is basically that of a lover and helpmate to a great man; the movie’s real question is, which great man should she be sleeping with? There is actually no reason Laszlo cannot get on the plane alone, leaving Ilsa in Casablanca with Rick, and indeed that is one of the endings that was briefly considered. But that would be all wrong; the “happy” ending would be tarnished by self-interest, while the ending we have allows Rick to be larger, to approach nobility (“It doesn’t take much to see that the problems of three little people don’t amount to a hill of beans in this crazy world”). And it allows us, vicariously experiencing all of these things in the theater, to warm in the glow of his heroism.


  In her close-ups during this scene, Bergman’s face reflects confusing emotions. And well she might have been confused, since neither she nor anyone else on the film knew for sure until the final day who would get on the plane. Bergman played the whole movie without knowing how it would end, and this had the subtle effect of making all of her scenes more emotionally convincing; she could not tilt in the direction she knew the wind was blowing.


  Stylistically, the film is not so much brilliant as absolutely sound, rock-solid in its use of Hollywood studio craftsmanship. The director, Michael Curtiz, and the writers (Julius J. Epstein, Philip G. Epstein, and Howard Koch) all won Oscars. One of their key contributions was to show us that Rick, Ilsa, and the others lived in a complex time and place. The richness of the supporting characters (Greenstreet as the corrupt club owner, Lorre as the sniveling cheat, Rains as the subtly homosexual police chief, and minor characters like the young girl who will do anything to help her husband) sets the moral stage for the decisions of the major characters. When this plot was remade in 1990 as Havana, Hollywood practices required all the big scenes to feature the big stars (Robert Redford and Lena Olin) and the film suffered as a result; out of context, they were more lovers than heroes.


  Seeing the film over and over again, year after year, I find it never grows over-familiar. It plays like a favorite musical album; the more I know it, the more I like it. The black-and-white cinematography has not aged as color would. The dialogue is so spare and cynical it has not grown old-fashioned. Much of the emotional effect of Casablanca is achieved by indirection; as we leave the theater, we are absolutely convinced that the only thing keeping the world from going crazy is that the problems of three little people do after all amount to more than a hill of beans.


  Chariots of Fire [image: fourstar]


  PG, 123 m., 1981


  
    Ben Cross (Harold Abrahams), Ian Charleson (Eric Liddell), Nigel Havers (Lord Andrew Lindsay), Ian Holm (Coach Mussabini), Sir John Gielgud (Master of Trinity), Lindsay Anderson (Master of Caius), David Yelland (Prince of Wales), Nicholas Farrell (Aubrey Montague). Directed by Hugh Hudson and produced by David Puttnam. Screenplay by Colin Welland.

  


  

  This is strange. I have no interest in running and am not a partisan in the British class system. Then why should I have been so deeply moved by Chariots of Fire, a British film that has running and class as its subjects? I’ve toyed with that question since I first saw this remarkable film in May 1981 at the Cannes Film Festival, and I believe the answer is rather simple: Like many great films, Chariots of Fire takes its nominal subjects as occasions for much larger statements about human nature.


  This is a movie that has a great many running scenes. It is also a movie about British class distinctions in the years after World War I, years in which the establishment was trying to piece itself back together after the carnage in France. It is about two outsiders—a Scot who is the son of missionaries in China, and a Jew whose father is an immigrant from Lithuania. And it is about how both of them use running as a means of asserting their dignity. But it is about more than them, and a lot of this film’s greatness is hard to put into words. Chariots of Fire creates deep feelings among many members of its audiences, and it does that not so much with its story or even its characters as with particular moments that are very sharply seen and heard.


  Seen, in photography that pays grave attention to the precise look of a human face during stress, pain, defeat, victory, and joy. Heard, in one of the most remarkable sound tracks of any film in a long time, with music by the Greek composer Vangelis Papathanassiou. His compositions for Chariots of Fire are as evocative, and as suited to the material, as the different but also perfectly matched scores of such films as The Third Man and Zorba the Greek. The music establishes the tone for the movie, which is one of nostalgia for a time when two young and naturally gifted British athletes ran fast enough to bring home medals from the 1924 Paris Olympics.


  The nostalgia is an important aspect of the film, which opens with a 1979 memorial service for one of the men, Harold Abrahams, and then flashes back sixty years to his first day at Cambridge University. We are soon introduced to the film’s other central character, the Scotsman Eric Liddell. The film’s underlying point of view is a poignant one: These men were once young and fast and strong, and they won glory on the sports field, but now they are dead and we see them as figures from long ago.


  The film is unabashedly and patriotically British in its regard for these two characters, but it also contains sharp jabs at the British class system, which made the Jewish Abrahams feel like an outsider who could sometimes feel the lack of sincerity in a handshake, and placed the Protestant Liddell in the position of having to explain to the peeved Prince of Wales why he could not, in conscience, run on the Sabbath. Both men are essentially proving themselves, their worth, their beliefs, on the track. But Chariots of Fire takes an unexpected approach to many of its running scenes. It does not, until near the film’s end, stage them as contests to wring cheers from the audience. Instead, it sees them as efforts, as endeavors by individual runners—it tries to capture the exhilaration of running as a celebration of the spirit.


  Two of the best moments in the movie: A moment in which Liddell defeats Abrahams, who agonizingly replays the defeat over and over in his memory. And a moment in which Abrahams’ old Italian-Arabic track coach, banned from the Olympic stadium, learns who won his man’s race. First he bangs his fist through his straw boater, then he sits on his bed and whispers, “My son!”


  All of the contributions to the film are distinguished. Neither Ben Cross, as Abrahams, nor Ian Charleson, as Liddell, are accomplished runners but they are accomplished actors, and they act the running scenes convincingly. Ian Holm, as Abrahams’ coach, quietly dominates every scene he is in. There are perfectly observed cameos by John Gielgud and Lindsay Anderson, as masters of Cambridge colleges, and by David Yelland, as a foppish, foolish young Prince of Wales. These parts and others make up a greater whole.


  Chariots of Fire is one of the best films of recent years, a memory of a time when men still believed you could win a race if only you wanted to badly enough.


  Cinema Paradiso [image: ]½


  PG, 123 m., 1988


  
    Philippe Noiret (Alfredo), Jacques Perrin (Salvatore), Salvatore Cascio (Salvatore [Child]), Marco Leonardi (Salvatore [Adolescent]), Antonella Attili (Maria [Young]), Pupella Maggio (Maria [Old]). Directed by Giuseppe Tornatore and produced by Franco Cristaldi. Screenplay by Tornatore.

  


  

  There is a village priest in Cinema Paradiso who is the local cinema’s most faithful client. He turns up every week like clockwork, to censor the films. As the old projectionist shows the movies to his audience of one, the priest sits with his hand poised over a bell, the kind that altar boys use. At every sign of carnal excess—which to the priest means a kiss—the bell rings, the movie stops and the projectionist snips the offending footage out of the film. Up in the projection booth, tossed in a corner, the lifeless strips of celluloid pile up into an anthology of osculation, an anthology that no one will ever see, not in this village, anyway.


  Giuseppe Tornatore’s Cinema Paradiso, which was nominated for an Oscar for best foreign language film, takes place in Sicily in the final years before television. It has two chief characters: old Alfredo (Philippe Noiret), who rules the projection booth, and young Salvatore (Salvatore Cascio), who makes the booth his home away from an indifferent home. As the patrons line up faithfully, night after night, for their diet of films without kisses, the boy watches in wonder as Alfredo wrestles with the balky machine that throws the dream images on the screen. At first Alfredo tries to chase Salvatore away, but eventually he accepts his presence in the booth and thinks of him almost as his child. Salvatore certainly considers the old man his father, and (this is the whole point) the movies as his mother.


  I wonder if a theater has ever existed that showed such a variety of films as the Cinema Paradiso does in this movie. Tornatore tells us in an autobiographical note that the theater in his hometown, when he was growing up, showed everything from Kurosawa to the Hercules movies, and in Cinema Paradiso we catch glimpses of Charlie Chaplin, John Wayne, and of course countless Hollywood melodramas in which men and women look smolderingly at one another, come closer, seem about to kiss, and then (with the jerk of a jump cut) are standing apart, exchanging a look of deep significance.


  We become familiar with some of the regular customers at the theater. They are a noisy lot—rude critics, who shout suggestions at the screen and are scornful of heroes who do not take their advice.


  Romances are launched in the darkness of the theater, friendships are sealed, wine is drunk, cigarettes smoked, babies nursed, feet stomped, victories cheered, sissies whistled at, and God only knows how this crowd would react if they were ever permitted to see a kiss.


  The story is told as a flashback; it begins with a prominent film director (Jacques Perrin) learning in Rome that old Alfredo is dead and making a sentimental journey back to his hometown. Then we see the story of the director’s childhood (portrayed by Cascio) and his teenage years, where he is played by Marco Leonardi. The earliest parts of the movie are the most magical. Then things grow predictable: There are not many rites of passage for an adolescent male that are not predictable and not many original ways to show the death of a movie theater, either.


  Tornatore’s movie is a reminder of the scenes in Truffaut’s Day for Night, where the young boy steals a poster of Citizen Kane. We understand that the power of the screen can compensate for a deprived life and that young Salvatore is not apprenticing himself to a projectionist, but to the movies. Once that idea has been established, the film begins to reach for its effects, and there is one scene in particular—a fire in the booth—that has the scent of desperation about it, as if Tornatore despaired of his real story and turned to melodrama.


  Yet anyone who loves movies is likely to love Cinema Paradiso, and there is one scene where the projectionist finds that he can reflect the movie out of the window in his booth and out across the town square so that the images can float on a wall, there in the night above the heads of the people. I saw a similar thing happen one night in Venice in 1972 when they showed Chaplin’s City Lights in the Piazza San Marco to more than ten thousand people, and it was then I realized the same thing this movie argues: Yes, it is tragic that the big screen has been replaced by the little one. But the real shame is that the big screens did not grow even bigger, grow so vast they were finally on the same scale as the movies they were reflecting.


  Departures [image: fourstar]


  PG-13, 130 m., 2009


  
    Masahiro Motoki (Daigo Kobayashi), Tsutomu Yamazaki (Ikuei Sasaki), Ryoko Hirosue (Mika Kobayashi). Directed by Yojiro Takita and produced by Yasuhiro Mase, Toshiaki Nakazawa, Ichiro Nobukuni, and Toshihisa Watai. Screenplay by Kundo Koyama.

  


  

  It is a bad time for the young couple. He plays the cello in a small provincial orchestra. Their audiences have been sparse. The owner of the orchestra sadly tells them it must shut down. He comes home and informs his wife. There is more bad news. He recently purchased a new cello, paying far more than they could afford. He didn’t tell her because he knew she would say it was a bad idea. Now she knows.


  The opening scenes of Departures give no hint of what direction the film will take. It begins as a narrative about a couple in financial crisis. We have no way of knowing, and indeed neither do they, that this is the beginning of a journey of profound growth and discovery, brought about through the instrument of death.


  I showed Yojiro Takita’s film at Ebertfest 2010, and it had as great an impact as any film in the festival’s history. At the end the audience rose as one person. Many standing ovations are perfunctory. This one was long, loud, and passionate. That alone doesn’t have anything to do with making a film great, and 2011 may seem too soon to include a 2009 film in this collection of Great Movies. I’m including it because having seen in three times I am convinced that Departures will hold its power and appeal.


  The Japanese cinema reserves a special place for death. In films like Kurosawa’s Ikiru, Ozu’s Tokyo Story, Itami’s Ososhiki (“The Funeral”), and Kore Eda’s Maborosi and After Life, it is handled in terms of ongoing life. There is mourning, but not hopeless grief. The mourning is channeled into ritual that provides comfort. There is no great focus on an afterlife. Attention centers on the survivors and on the meaning of the life that has just ended. Watching Departures again most recently, I was reminded of these words spoken in Errol Morris’s Gates of Heaven: Life is for the living and not for the dead so much.


  The hero of Departures is Daigo (Masahiro Motoki), an impulsive young man, likable, easy to read. His wife, Mika (Ryoko Hirosue), loves him and believes in him. When disaster strikes, she’s quick to agree they must return to the small town where he was born and move into his childhood home, which was left to him after his mother’s death not long ago. He sells the expensive cello and they make the trip. This is defeat for him: unemployed, owning not even an instrument, back where he began.


  Looking into the employment ads, he finds a promising offer at what sounds like a travel agency. Daigo applies at a quiet little office managed by an assistant (Yo Kimiko), and soon the owner, Mr. Sasaki (Tsutomu Yamazaki), appears. The interview is brief. He gets the job and a cash advance. He discovers the agency handles travel, all right—to the next world. It is an “encoffinment,” or undertaking, business.


  Before he has time to absorb this idea, Daigo is taken along by his new boss to observe the process. It strikes me as more humane than the Western practice of out-of-sight embalming and so on. The body of the departed is displayed on a mat in front of the mourners, who kneel together and watch the process of preparation. It is a ceremony of precise ritual and grace. Carefully arranged sheets preserve the dead person’s privacy as the corpse is washed and dressed. Then the face is made up with exquisite attention to detail. Finally the body is placed in a simple wooden coffin. Most family members remain silent, but sometimes there are outbursts of emotion—or truth—and young Daigo starts learning lessons of life.


  He delays telling his wife what the job entails, because it would shock her. Undertaking is an important occupation in Japan, I gather, but not a respectable one. In his childhood house they grow closer than ever before, and play old LP records his father left behind. He reveals his bitterness toward the man, who disappeared and never contacted the family again. Mika is content until the day she discovers what her husband is doing for a living. As much as she loves him, she tells him she must leave him; she doesn’t even want to be touched by a man who prepares the dead.


  The construction of Takita’s screenplay is rock-solid in its fundamentals, and yet such is the film’s flow that we don’t sense the machinery creaking. Subplots are introduced and we hardly notice. Mr. Sasaki misses his late wife. The office assistant has a sad story of her own. We learn something of the several families that employ the Departures firm. We meet the old lady who runs a public bath, and her oldest customer, and later the attendant at a crematorium. We watch the quiet, sweet way in which the assistant informs Daigo he was born for this work. We understand why, when his wife leaves, Daigo knows he must stay. He provides a service that has become meaningful to him.


  Takita’s music and cinematography are part of the film’s success. Cello music, some performed in a beautiful fantasy outdoor scene by Daigo, more at home with the little cello he owned as a child, is right for this material. (A discreet shot shows the marks still on the floorboards from where it rested while he practiced.) The cinematography by Takeshi Hamada can perhaps be called polite. No shots for effect. It has the decorum of a mourner at a funeral. Beauty shots, such as the outdoor cello performance, feel as if the camera has been granted sudden freedom. Close-ups don’t punch up points, but allow us to peer into these faces we have come to value.


  Casting is vital in this movie, in no role more than Mr. Sasaki. The actor Tsutomu Yamazaki has a wise and serene face. He makes the character not demonstrative but understated, as he plays the young man’s personality gently. We understand why his assistant reveres him. He never makes speeches about the importance of his work. All is implied or demonstrated. At the end, when several plot threads come together, it happens so naturally and is so deeply satisfying.


  This film is not a stylistic breakthrough or a bold artistic statement. But it is rare because it is so well made. The universal reason people attend movies is that they hope to be told an absorbing story that will move them. They would rather be touched emotionally, I believe, than thrilled, frightened, or made to laugh. Yet there are few things more deadening than manipulative sentimental melodramas—what Variety likes to call “weepers.”


  Departures plays fair. It brings four main characters onstage (and the sweet old couple from a bath house). We know and understand them. We care about them. They are involved in an enterprise we probably knew nothing about. It touches on death, a subject of general fascination. There is nothing contrived about its problems; they belong naturally to the narrative. It doesn’t drag its feet and bewail fate, but even permits itself some laughter, which is never out of tone. It functions flawlessly.


  Because the audience at Ebertfest doesn’t choose the films and often knows nothing about them, some of the members must have been uneasy to discover they were watching a Japanese film about undertaking. They seemed to become quickly involved. I heard the sounds of emotion in the dark. They cheered at the end because they had seen a film that was excellent at achieving the universal ends of narrative. How often does that happen?


  

  Departures won the 2009 Academy Award for best foreign language film.


  E.T.—The Extra-Terrestrial [image: fourstar]


  PG, 115 m., 1982


  
    Dee Wallace Stone (Mary), Henry Thomas (Elliott), Peter Coyote (Keys), Robert MacNaughton (Michael), Drew Barrymore (Gertie). Directed by Steven Spielberg and produced by Kathleen Kennedy, Spielberg, and Melissa Mathison. Screenplay by Mathison.

  


  

  Dear Raven and Emil:


  

  Sunday we sat on the big green couch and watched E.T.—The Extra-Terrestrial together with your mommy and daddy. It was the first time either of you had seen it, although you knew a little of what to expect because we took the “E.T.” ride together at the Universal tour. I had seen the movie lots of times since it came out in 1982, so I kept one eye on the screen and the other on the two of you. I wanted to see how a boy on his fourth birthday, and a girl who had just turned seven a week ago, would respond to the movie.


  Well, it “worked” for both of you, as we say in Grandpa Roger’s business.


  Raven, you never took your eyes off the screen—not even when it looked like E.T. was dying and you had to scoot over next to me because you were afraid.


  Emil, you had to go sit on your dad’s knee a couple of times, but you never stopped watching, either. No trips to the bathroom or looking for lost toys: You were watching that movie with all of your attention.


  The early scenes show a spaceship landing, and they suggest that a little creature has been left behind. The ship escapes quickly after men in pickup trucks come looking for it. Their headlights and flashlights make visible beams through the foggy night, and you remembered the same effect during the ride at Universal. And the keys hanging from their belts jangle on the soundtrack. It’s how a lost little extraterrestrial would experience it. Then there are shots of a suburban house, sort of like the one you live in, with a wide driveway and a big backyard. A little boy named Elliott (Henry Thomas) is in the yard when he thinks he sees or hears something. We already know that it’s E.T.


  The camera watches Elliott moving around. And Raven, that’s when you asked me, “Is this E.T.’s vision?” And I said yes, we were seeing everything now from E.T.’s point of view. And I thought you’d asked a very good question, because most kids your age wouldn’t have noticed that the camera had a point of view—that we were seeing everything from low to the ground, as a short little creature would view it, and experiencing what he (or she) would see after wandering out of the woods on a strange planet.


  While we were watching, I realized how right you were to ask that question. The whole movie is based on what moviemakers call “point of view.” Almost every single important shot is seen either as E.T. would see it, or as Elliott would see it. And things are understood as they would understand them. There aren’t any crucial moments where the camera pulls back and seems to be a grown-up. We’re usually looking at things through a child’s eye—or an alien’s.


  When Elliott and E.T. see each other for the first time, they both jump back in fright and surprise, and let out yelps. We see each of them from the other’s point of view. When the camera stands back to show a whole scene, it avoids showing it through adult eyes. There’s a moment, for example, when Elliott’s mom (Dee Wallace Stone) is moving around doing some housework, and never realizes that E.T. is scurrying around the room just out of her line of sight. The camera stays back away from her. We don’t see her looking this way and that, because it’s not about which way she’s looking.


  Later, we do get one great shot that shows what she sees: She’s looking in Elliott’s closet at all of his stuffed toys lined up, and doesn’t realize one of the “toys” is actually E.T. We all laughed at that shot, but it was an exception; basically we looked out through little eyes, not big ones. (For example, in the scene where they take E.T. trick-or-treating with a sheet over his head, and we can see out like he can through the holes in the sheet.)


  Later, in the scenes that really worried you, Raven, the men in the trucks come back. They know E.T. is in Elliott’s house, and they’re scientists who want to examine the alien creature. But there isn’t a single moment when they use grown-up talk and explain what they’re doing. We only hear small pieces of their dialogue, as Elliott might overhear it.


  By then we know Elliott and E.T. are linked mentally, so Elliott can sense that E.T. is dying. Elliott cries out to the adults to leave E.T. alone, but the adults don’t take him seriously. A kid knows what that feels like. And then, when Elliott gets his big brother to drive the getaway car, and the brother says, “I’ve never driven in forward before!” you could identify with that. Kids are always watching their parents drive, and never getting to do it themselves.


  We loved the scene where the bicycles fly. We suspected it was coming, because E.T. had taken Elliott on a private bike flight earlier, so we knew he could do it. I was thinking that the chase scene before the bikes fly was a little too long, as if Steven Spielberg (who made the film) was trying to build up too much unnecessary suspense. But when those bikes took off, what a terrific moment! I remember when I saw the movie at Cannes; even the audience there, people who had seen thousands of movies, let out a whoop at that moment.


  Then there’s the scene at the end. E.T. has phoned home, and the spaceship has come to get him. He’s in the woods with Elliott. The gangplank on the ship comes down, and in the doorway we can see another creature like E.T. standing with the light behind.


  Emil, you said, “That’s E.T.’s mommy!” And then you paused a second, and said, “Now how did I know that?”


  We all laughed, because you made it sound funny, as you often do—you’re a natural comedian. But remembering it now, I asked myself—how did Emil know that? It could have been E.T.’s daddy, or sister, or the pilot of the ship. But I agree with you it probably was his mommy, because she sounded just like a mommy as she made the noise of calling E.T.


  And then I thought, the fact that you knew that was a sign of how well Steven Spielberg made his movie. At four, you are a little young to understand “point of view,” but you are old enough to react to one. For the whole movie, you’d been seeing almost everything through the eyes of E.T. or Elliott. By the last moments, you were identifying with E.T. And whom did he miss the most? Whom did he want to see standing in the spaceship door for him? His mommy.


  Of course, maybe Steven Spielberg didn’t see it the same way, and thought E.T. only seemed like a kid and was really five hundred years old. That doesn’t matter, because Spielberg left it open for all of us. That’s the sign of a great filmmaker: He only explains what he has to explain, and with a great movie the longer it runs, the less has to be explained. Some other filmmaker who wasn’t so good might have had subtitles saying, “E.T.? Are you out there? It’s Mommy!” But that would have been dumb.


  And it would have deprived you, Emil, of the joy of knowing it was E.T.’s mommy, and the delight of being able to tell the rest of us.


  Well, that’s it for this letter. We had a great weekend, kids. I was proud of how brave you both were during your first pony rides. And proud of what good movie critics you are, too.


  

  Love, Grandpa Roger


  Everlasting Moments [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, , 131 m., 2009


  
    Maria Heiskanen (Maria Larsson), Mikael Persbrandt (Sigfrid Larsson), Jesper Christensen (Sebastian Pedersen), Callin Ohrvall (Maja Larsson). Directed by Jan Troell and produced by Thomas Stenderup. Screenplay by Niklas Radstrom, based on a story by Agneta Ulfsater Troell.

  


  

  Rarely is there a film that evokes our sympathy more deeply than Everlasting Moments. It is a great story of love and hope, told tenderly and without any great striving for effect. It begins in Sweden in 1911 and involves a woman, her daughter, her husband, a camera, and the kindness of a stranger. It has been made by Jan Troell, a filmmaker whose care for these characters is instinctive.


  The woman is named Maria Larsson. She lives with her husband, Sigfrid, in Malmo, a port city at the southern tip of Sweden. They eventually have seven children. “Sigge” is a laborer on the docks who takes the pledge time and again at the Temperance Society but falls back into alcoholism. He is a loving and jovial man when sober, but violent when he is drunk, and the children await his homecomings with apprehension.


  The movie is not really about Sigge. It is about Maria, who is a strong woman, resilient, complex. She raises the children, works as a house cleaner, copes with the family’s poverty. Once, when newly married, she won a camera in a lottery. Now she finds it and takes it to a photo shop to pawn it and buy food. There she meets Sebastian Pedersen, and he finds an undeveloped plate still in the camera. He develops it, and something about the photograph or Maria causes him to say he will buy the camera, but she must hold it for him and continue to take pictures.


  Maria is not sophisticated and may have little education, but she is a deep and creative woman and an instinctively gifted photographer. She has no theory, but her choices of subjects and compositions are inspired. And perhaps Mr. Pedersen inspires her, too. He is much older and always polite and proper with her, but over a time it becomes clear that they have fallen in love.


  No, the film is not about how she leaves her drunken husband and becomes a famous photographer. It is about how her inner life is transformed by discovering that she has an artistic talent. She continues to be committed to Sigge by a bond deeper than marriage or obligation. But she tentatively takes steps toward personal independence that were rare in that time. When Sigge goes to fight in the war, she supports the family by taking marriage photographs.


  Maria Heiskanen, who plays Maria, makes her a shy woman who is almost frightened to take a larger view of herself. She is strong when she needs to be but unaccustomed to men like Mr. Pedersen, who treat her as something more than she conceives herself. One of the film’s mysteries is how clearly she defines her marriage to Sigge, which endures, even though she fully feels the possibilities that Sebastian never quite offers. Mikael Persbrandt makes Sigge not a bad man but powerless over alcohol. His labor is back-breaking. And look at the tact of Jesper Christensen as Sebastian, who loves Maria from the moment he sees her but wants to protect her from the problems that could bring. The movie is intensely observant about these gradations of love.


  Everlasting Moments reflects the great self-assurance of Jan Troell, whose work includes such masterpieces as The Emigrants, The New Land, and Hamsun. All of his films are about lives striving toward greater fullness. He respects work, values, and feelings. He stands apart from the frantic hunger for fashionable success. After I saw this film, I looked through a few of the early reviews of it and found critics almost startled by its humanism. Here is Todd McCarthy of Variety: “Beholding Troell’s exquisite images is like having your eyes washed, the better to behold moving pictures of uncorrupted purity and clarity.”


  The story comes from the heart. Troell, who showed Everlasting Moments at Telluride 2008, adapted it from a novel by his wife, Agneta, who based it on one of her own family members, Maria Larsson. Maria lived this life and took some of the photographs we see. The film is narrated by her daughter, Maja Larsson (Callin Ohrvall), and in my imagination I hear Maja telling the story to Agneta, for Jan was born in Malmo, and the dates work out that they might both have known her well and always thought hers was a story worth telling.
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  PG, 188 m., 1982


  
    Ben Kingsley (Mahatma Gandhi), Candice Bergen (Margaret Bourke-White), Edward Fox (General Dyer), John Gielgud (Lord Irwin),Trevor Howard (Judge Broomfield), John Mills (The Viceroy), Martin Sheen (Walker), Rohini Hattangady (Kasturba Gandhi), Ian Charleson (Charlie Andrews), Athol Fugard (General Smuts). Directed and produced by Richard Attenborough. Screenplay by John Briley.

  


  

  In the middle of this epic film there is a quiet, small scene that helps explain why Gandhi is such a remarkable experience. Mahatma Gandhi, at the height of his power and his fame, stands by the side of a lake with his wife of many years. Together, for the benefit of a visitor from the West, they reenact their marriage vows. They do it with solemnity, quiet warmth, and perhaps just a touch of shyness; they are simultaneously demonstrating an aspect of Indian culture and touching on something very personal to them both. At the end of the ceremony, Gandhi says, “We were thirteen at the time.” He shrugs. The marriage had been arranged. Gandhi and his wife had not been in love, had not been old enough for love, and yet love had grown between them. But that is not really the point of the scene. The point, I think, comes in the quiet smile with which Gandhi says the words. At that moment we believe that he is fully and truly human, and at that moment, a turning point in the film, Gandhi declares that it is not only a historical record but a breathing, living document.


  This is the sort of rare epic film that spans the decades, that uses the proverbial cast of thousands, and yet follows a human thread from beginning to end: Gandhi is no more overwhelmed by the scope of its production than was Gandhi overwhelmed by all the glory of the British Empire. The movie earns comparison with two classic works by David Lean, Lawrence of Arabia and Dr. Zhivago, in its ability to paint a strong human story on a very large canvas.


  The movie is a labor of love by Sir Richard Attenborough, who struggled for years to get financing for his huge but “noncommercial” project. Various actors were considered over the years for the all-important title role, but the actor who was finally chosen, Ben Kingsley, makes the role so completely his own that there is a genuine feeling that the spirit of Gandhi is on the screen. Kingsley’s performance is powerful without being loud or histrionic; he is almost always quiet, observant, and soft-spoken on the screen, and yet his performance comes across with such might that we realize, afterward, that the sheer moral force of Gandhi must have been behind the words. Apart from all its other qualities, what makes this movie special is that it was obviously made by people who believed in it.


  The movie begins in the early years of the century, in South Africa. Gandhi moved there from India in 1893, when he was twenty- three. He already had a law degree, but, degree or not, he was a target of South Africa’s system of racial segregation, in which Indians (even though they are Caucasian, and thus should “qualify”) are denied full citizenship and manhood. Gandhi’s reaction to the system is, at first, almost naive; an early scene on a train doesn’t quite work only because we can’t believe the adult Gandhi would still be so ill-informed about the racial code of South Africa. But Gandhi’s response sets the tone of the film. He is nonviolent but firm. He is sure where the right lies in every situation, and he will uphold it in total disregard for the possible consequences to himself.


  Before long Gandhi is in India, a nation of hundreds of millions, ruled by a relative handful of British. They rule almost by divine right, shouldering the “white man’s burden” even though they have not quite been requested to do so by the Indians. Gandhi realizes that Indians have been made into second-class citizens in their own country, and he begins a program of civil disobedience that is at first ignored by the British, then scorned, and finally, reluctantly, dealt with, sometimes by subterfuge, sometimes by brutality. Scenes in this central passage of the movie make it clear that nonviolent protests could contain a great deal of violence. There is a shattering scene in which wave after wave of Gandhi’s followers march forward to be beaten to the ground by British clubs. Through it all, Gandhi maintains a certain detachment; he is convinced he is right, convinced that violence is not an answer, convinced that sheer moral example can free his nation—as it did. “You have been guests in our home long enough,” he tells the British, “Now we would like for you to leave.”


  The movie is populated with many familiar faces, surrounding the newcomer Kingsley. Where would the British cinema be without its dependable, sturdy, absolutely authoritative generation of great character actors like Trevor Howard (as a British judge), John Mills (the British viceroy), John Gielgud, and Michael Hordern? There are also such younger actors as Ian Bannen, Edward Fox, Ian Charleson, and, from America, Martin Sheen as a reporter and Can dice Bergen as the photographer Margaret Bourke-White.


  Gandhi stands at the quiet center. And Ben Kingsley’s performance finds the right note and stays with it. There are complexities here; Gandhi is not simply a moral story with a happy ending, and the tragedy of the bloodshed between the Hindu and Muslim populations of liberated India is addressed, as is the partition of India and Pakistan, which we can almost literally feel breaking Gandhi’s heart.


  I imagine that for many Americans, Mahatma Gandhi remains a dimly understood historical figure. I suspect a lot of us know he was a great Indian leader without quite knowing why and—such is our ignorance of Eastern history and culture—we may not fully realize that his movement did indeed liberate India, in one of the greatest political and economic victories of all time, achieved through nonviolent principles. What is important about this film is not that it serves as a history lesson (although it does) but that, at a time when the threat of nuclear holocaust hangs ominously in the air, it reminds us that we are, after all, human, and thus capable of the most extraordinary and wonderful achievements, simply through the use of our imagination, our will, and our sense of right.
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  R, 134 m., 1992


  
    Danny Glover (Simon), Kevin Kline (Mack), Steve Martin (Davis), Mary McDonnell (Claire), Mary-Louise Parker (Dee), Alfre Woodard (Jane). Directed by Lawrence Kasdan and produced by Lawrence Kasdan, Charles Okun, and Michael Grillo. Screenplay by Lawrence Kasdan and Meg Kasdan.

  


  

  Lawrence Kasdan’s Grand Canyon begins in much the same way as The Bonfire of the Vanities, as a white man driving a luxury car strays off his usual route and finds himself threatened by black youths in a deserted urban landscape. But at that point the two stories take different paths, because this is a film about possibilities, not fears. At first, to be sure, the white man (Kevin Kline) believes he is going to be killed by the ominous black muggers, one of whom displays a gun. But then a tow truck arrives, driven by another black man (Danny Glover), who talks to the leader of the would-be thieves and defuses the situation.


  The dialogue in this scene, and throughout the movie, does not simply exist to push along the plot. It is the way we really think and talk in various situations. “Do you respect me, or do you respect my gun?” the gang leader asks Glover, who looks him in the eye and says, “You don’t have that gun, there’s no way we’re having this conversation.” And that honesty somehow satisfies the man with the gun.


  Honesty is all through Grand Canyon, which is about several characters who would never, in the ordinary course of events, meet one another. Kline plays a wealthy immigration attorney attached to the entertainment industry; Glover is a divorced, hardworking tow truck driver. A few days after the street incident, Kline seeks out Glover for a cup of coffee because, he says, he wants to thank the man who saved his life. He doesn’t want it to be just a chance meeting in the night.


  This impulse—to break down the barriers society erects between people—is what Grand Canyon is about. It takes place in a Los Angeles that is painted as ominous and threatening, an alienating landscape where rich people pile up bulwarks of money and distance to protect them from the dangers of poverty and despair. But the Kline character believes that he has been granted a new life, and he wants to lead it a little differently this time. Like the characters in two other Kasdan movies, The Big Chill and The Accidental Tourist, he finds that the nearness of death can be an inspiration to live more thoughtfully.


  His wife (Mary McDonnell) feels the same way. Their son is about to leave for college, and as the empty nest looms, a miracle falls into her life: She hears crying in the bushes along her daily jogging route, and finds an abandoned baby. She brings it home and wants to keep it. Kline is opposed at first to the notion of raising another child, but eventually comes around to the logic of the situation: Just as Glover appeared from nowhere to save Kline, so Kline’s wife appeared to save the baby.


  Grand Canyon is not all about coincidences. Much of it is about daily life in a big American city. Glover tells Kline he’s worried about his sister’s son, who seems to be getting involved with gangs. Kline says he knows a man who owns an apartment building in a better neighborhood. But that neighborhood turns out to have its own sorts of dangers, including policemen who believe that the sight of a jogging young black man is automatically suspicious.


  It is uncanny, the way the movie tunes in to the kinds of fears that are all around us in the cities—even those we’re not always aware of. In a film that vibrates with an impending sense of danger, the single most terrifying scene is a driving lesson. Kline takes his son out for a drive, during which they are going to practice left turns, and as this scene develops, there is something about Owen Roizman’s camera work and James Newton Howard’s music that creates a frightening undercurrent. It’s only a driving lesson, for chrissakes, but by the end of it Kline is explaining to his son that you only have a split second to act, or you’ll get creamed. How many of those split-second choices do we make every day without even thinking about them?


  Various kinds of romance act as counterpoint to the dangers in this film. Kline arranges a blind date between Glover and Alfre Woodard, a single woman who works in his office, and later that evening, the two of them, realizing he hardly really knows either one, surmise they may be the only two black people he knows. McDonnell falls in love with the baby she has found. A regard develops between Kline and Glover. And so on.


  There is another character in Grand Canyon, a producer of violent action pictures, played by Steve Martin. Early in the movie, he’s complaining because an editor has left out the “money shot” (a bus driver getting his brains sprayed on a windshield). Then a mugger shoots Martin in the leg, and he feels real pain, and has a great awakening and vows not to make any more violent movies. We doubt that he will keep his promise. But the symbolism is there: In a time when our cities are wounded, movies like Grand Canyon can help to heal.
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  PG-13, 110 m., 2004


  
    Don Cheadle (Paul Rusesabagina), Sophie Okonedo (Tatiana), Nick Nolte (Colonel Oliver), Joaquin Phoenix (Jack). Directed by Terry George and produced by George and A. Kitman Ho. Screenplay by Keir Pearson and George.

  


  

  You do not believe you can kill them all?


  Why not? Why not? We are halfway there already.


  In 1994 in Rwanda, a million members of the Tutsi tribe were killed by members of the Hutu tribe, in a massacre that took place while the world looked away. Hotel Rwanda is not the story of that massacre. It is the story of a hotel manager who saved the lives of twelve hundred people by being, essentially, a very good hotel manager.


  The man is named Paul Rusesabagina, and he is played by Don Cheadle as a man of quiet, steady competence in a time of chaos. This is not the kind of man the camera silhouettes against mountaintops, but the kind of man who knows how things work in the real world, and uses his skills of bribery, flattery, apology, and deception to save these lives who have come into his care.


  I have known a few hotel managers fairly well, and I think if I were hiring diplomats they would make excellent candidates. They speak several languages. They are discreet. They know how to function appropriately in different cultures. They know when a bottle of Scotch will repay itself six times over. They know how to handle complaints. And they know everything that happens under their roof, from the millionaire in the penthouse to the bellboy who can get you a girl (the wise manager fires such bellboys, except perhaps for one who is prudent and trustworthy and a useful resource on certain occasions).


  Paul is such a hotel manager. He is a Hutu, married to a Tutsi named Tatiana (Sophie Okonedo). He has been trained in Belgium and runs the four-star Hotel Des Milles Collines in the capital city of Kigali. He does his job very well. He understands that when a general’s briefcase is taken for safekeeping, it contains bottles of good Scotch when it is returned. He understands that to get the imported beer he needs, a bribe must take place. He understands that his guests are accustomed to luxury, which must be supplied even here in a tiny central African nation wedged against Burundi, Tanzania, Uganda, and the Congo (formerly Zaire). Do these understandings make him a bad man? Just the opposite. They make him an expert on situational ethics. The result of all the things he knows is that the hotel runs well and everyone is happy.


  Then the genocide begins, suddenly, but after a long history. Rwanda’s troubles began, as so many African troubles began, when European colonial powers established nations that ignored traditional tribal boundaries. Enemy tribes were forced into the same land. For years in Rwanda under the Belgians, the Tutsis ruled, and killed not a few Hutu. Now the Hutus are in control, and armed troops prowl the nation, killing Tutsis.


  There is a United Nations “presence” in Rwanda, represented by Colonel Oliver (Nick Nolte). He sees what is happening, informs his superiors, asks for help and intervention, and is ignored. Paul Rusesabagina informs corporate headquarters in Brussels of the growing tragedy, but the hotel in Kigali is not the chain’s greatest concern. Finally it comes down to these two men acting as freelancers to save more than a thousand lives they have somehow become responsible for.


  When Hotel Rwanda premiered at Toronto in 2004, two or three reviews criticized the film for focusing on Rusesabagina and the colonel, and making little effort to “depict” the genocide as a whole. But director Terry George and writer Keir Pearson have made exactly the correct decision. A film cannot be about a million murders, but it can be about how a few people respond. Paul Rusesabagina, as it happens, is a real person, and Colonel Oliver is based on one, and Hotel Rwanda is about what they really did. The story took shape after Pearson visited Rwanda and heard of a group of people who were saved from massacre.


  Don Cheadle’s performance is always held resolutely at the human level. His character intuitively understands that only by continuing to act as a hotel manager can he achieve anything. His hotel is hardly functioning, the economy has broken down, the country is ruled by anarchy, but he puts on his suit and tie every morning and fakes business as usual—even on a day he is so frightened he cannot tie his tie.


  He deals with a murderous Hutu general, for example, not as an enemy or an outlaw, but as a longtime client who knows that the value of a good cigar cannot be measured in cash. Paul has trained powerful people in Kigali to consider the Hotel Des Milles Collines an oasis of sophistication and decorum, and now he pretends that is still the case. It isn’t, but it works as a strategy because it cues a different kind of behavior; a man who has yesterday directed a mass murder might today want to show that he knows how to behave appropriately in the hotel lobby.


  Nolte’s performance is also in a precise key. He came to Rwanda as a peace-keeper, and now there is no peace to keep. The nations are united in their indifference toward Rwanda. Nolte’s bad-boy headlines distract from his acting gifts; here his character is steady, wise, cynical, and a master of the possible. He makes a considered choice in ignoring his orders and doing what he can do, right now, right here, to save lives.


  How the twelve hundred people come to be “guests” in the hotel is a chance of war. Some turn left, some right, some live, some die. Paul is concerned above all with his own family. As a Hutu he is safe, but his wife is Tutsi, his children are at threat, and in any event he is far beyond thinking in tribal terms. He has spent years storing up goodwill, and now he calls in favors. He moves the bribery up another level. He hides people in his hotel. He lies. He knows how to use a little blackmail: Sooner or later, he tells a powerful general, the world will take a reckoning of what happened in Kigali, and if Paul is not alive to testify for him, who else will be believed?


  This all succeeds as riveting drama. Hotel Rwanda is not about hotel management, but about heroism and survival. Rusesabagina rises to the challenge. The film works not because the screen is filled with meaningless special effects, formless action, and vast digital armies, but because Don Cheadle, Nick Nolte, and the filmmakers are interested in how two men choose to function in an impossible situation. Because we sympathize with these men, we are moved by the film. Deep movie emotions for me usually come not when the characters are sad, but when they are good. You will see what I mean.


  Note: The character of Colonel Oliver is based on Lieutenant General Romeo Dallaire, a Canadian who was the UN force commander in Rwanda. His autobiography, Shake Hands with the Devil, was published in October 2004.
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  NO MPAA RATING, 143 m., 1952


  
    Takashi Shimura (Kanji Watanabe), Shin’ichi Himori (Kimura), Haruo Tanaka (Sakai). Directed by Akira Kurosawa and produced by Sojiro Motoki. Screenplay by Kurosawa, Shinobu Hashimoto, and Hideo Oguni.

  


  

  The old man knows he is dying of cancer. In a bar, he tells a stranger he has money to spend on a “really good time,” but doesn’t know how to spend it.


  The stranger takes him out on the town, to gambling parlors, dance halls, and the red-light district, and finally to a bar where the piano player calls for requests and the old man, still wearing his overcoat and hat, asks for “Life Is Short—Fall in Love, Dear Maiden.”


  “Oh, yeah, one of those old ’20s songs,” the piano man says, but he plays it, and then the old man starts to sing. His voice is soft and he scarcely moves his lips, but the bar falls silent, the party girls and the drunken salary men drawn for a moment into a reverie about the shortness of their own lives.


  This moment comes near the center point of Ikiru, Akira Kurosawa’s 1952 film about a bureaucrat who works for thirty years at Tokyo City Hall and never accomplishes anything. Mr. Watanabe has become the chief of his section, and sits with a pile of papers on either side of his desk, in front of shelves filled with countless more documents. Down a long table on either side of him, his assistants shuffle these papers back and forth. Nothing is ever decided. His job is to deal with citizen complaints, but his real job is to take a small rubber stamp and press it against each one of the documents, to show that he has handled it.


  The opening shot of the film is an X-ray of Watanabe’s chest. “He has gastric cancer but doesn’t yet know it,” says a narrator. “He just drifts through life. In fact, he’s barely alive.”


  The X-ray fades into his face—into the sad, tired, utterly common face of the actor Takashi Shimura, who in eleven films by Kurosawa and many by others played an everyman who embodied his characters by not seeming to embody anything at all.


  There is a frightening scene in his doctor’s office, where another patient chatters mindlessly; he is a messenger of doom, describing Watanabe’s precise symptoms and attributing them to stomach cancer. “If they say you can eat anything you want,” he says, “that means you have less than a year.” When the doctor uses the very words that were predicted, the old bureaucrat turns away from the room, so that only the camera can see him, and he looks utterly forlorn.


  Kurosawa opens his story with a deliberate, low-key pacing, although at the end there is rage against the dying of the light. In a scene that never fails to shake me, Watanabe goes home and cries himself to sleep under his blanket, while the camera pans up to a commendation he was awarded after twenty-five years at his post.


  It is not so bad that he must die. What is worse is that he has never lived. “I just can’t die—I don’t know what I’ve been living for all these years,” he says to the stranger in the bar. He never drinks, but now he is drinking: “This expensive sake is a protest against my life up to now.”


  His leave of absence at the office continues, day after day. Finally a young woman who wants to resign tracks him down to get his stamp on her papers.


  He asks her to spend the day with him, and they go to pachinko parlors and the movies. She tells him her nicknames for everyone in the office. His nickname is “the Mummy.” She is afraid she has offended him, but no: “I became a mummy for the sake of my son, but he doesn’t appreciate me.”


  She encourages him to go see his son. But when he tries to tell him about his illness, the son cuts him off—insists on getting the property due him before the old man squanders it on women. Later, on a final outing with the young woman, he tells her about a time when he was young and thought he was drowning. He says, “My son’s far away somewhere—just as my parents were far away when I was drowning.”


  The word Ikiru has been translated as “To Live,” and at some point on his long descent into despair, Mr. Watanabe determines to accomplish at least one worthwhile thing before he dies. He arrives at this decision in a restaurant, talking to the young woman while in a room behind them there is a celebration going on. As he leaves, girls in the other room sing “Happy Birthday” to a friend—but in a way they sing for Watanabe’s rebirth.


  A group of women have been shuttled from one office to another, protesting against a pool of stagnant water in their neighborhood. Watanabe becomes a madman, personally escorting the case from one bureaucrat to another, determined to see that a children’s park is built on the wasteland before he dies. It all leads up to Watanabe’s final triumph, seen in one of the greatest closing shots in the cinema.


  The scenes of his efforts do not come in chronological order, but as flashbacks from his funeral service. Watanabe’s family and associates gather to remember him, drinking too much and finally talking too much, trying to unravel the mystery of his death and the behavior that led up to it. And here we see the real heart of the movie, in the way one man’s effort to do the right thing can inspire, or confuse, or anger, or frustrate, those who see it only from the outside, through the lens of their own unexamined lives.


  We who have followed Watanabe on his last journey are now brought forcibly back to the land of the living, to cynicism and gossip. Mentally, we urge the survivors to think differently, to arrive at our conclusions. And that is how Kurosawa achieves his final effect: He makes us not witnesses to Watanabe’s decision, but evangelists for it. I think this is one of the few movies that might actually be able to inspire someone to lead their life a little differently.


  Kurosawa made it in 1952, when he was forty-two (and Shimura was only forty-seven). It came right after Rashomon (1951) and The Idiot (1952), which also starred Shimura. Ahead was his popular classic The Seven Samurai (1954) and other samurai films like The Hidden Fortress (1960), the film that inspired the characters R2-D2 and C-3PO in Star Wars. The film was not released internationally until 1960, maybe because it was thought “too Japanese,” but in fact it is universal.


  I saw Ikiru first in 1960 or 1961. I went to the movie because it was playing in a campus film series and only cost a quarter. I sat enveloped in the story of Watanabe for two and a half hours, and wrote about it in a class where the essay topic was Socrates’s statement, “The unexamined life is not worth living.”‘ Over the years I have seen Ikiru every five years or so, and each time it has moved me, and made me think. And the older I get, the less Watanabe seems like a pathetic old man, and the more he seems like every one of us.
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    Colin Firth (Bertie), Geoffrey Rush (Lionel Logue), Helena Bonham Carter (Elizabeth),Guy Pearce (Edward VIII), Jennifer Ehle (Myrtle Logue), Derek Jacobi (Archbishop Cosmo Lang), Michael Gambon (George V), Timothy Spall (Winston Churchill), Anthony Andrews (Stanley Baldwin). Directed by Tom Hooper and produced by Iain Canning, Emile Sherman, and Gareth Unwin. Screenplay by David Seidler.

  


  

  The King’s Speechtells the story of a man compelled to speak to the world with a stammer. It must be painful enough for one who stammers to speak to one other person. To face a radio microphone and know the British Empire is listening must be terrifying. At the time of the speech mentioned in the title, a quarter of the earth’s population was in the empire, and of course much of North America, Europe, Africa, and Asia would be listening—and with particular attention, Germany.


  The king was George VI. The year was 1939. Britain was entering into war with Germany. His listeners required firmness, clarity, and resolve, not stammers punctuated with tortured silences. This was a man who never wanted to be king. After the death of his father, the throne was to pass to his brother Edward. But Edward renounced the throne “in order to marry the woman I love,” and the duty fell to Prince Albert, who had struggled with his speech from an early age.


  In The King’s Speech, director Tom Hooper opens on Albert (Colin Firth) attempting to open the British Empire Exhibition in 1925. Before a crowded arena and a radio audience, he seizes up in agony in efforts to make the words come right. His father, George V (Michael Gambon), has always considered “Bertie” superior to Edward (Guy Pearce), but mourns the introduction of radio and newsreels, which require a monarch to be seen and heard on public occasions.


  At that 1925 speech, we see Albert’s wife, Elizabeth (Helena Bonham Carter), her face filled with sympathy. As it becomes clear that Edward’s obsession with Wallis Simpson (Eve Best) is incurable, she realizes her Bertie may face more public humiliation. He sees various speech therapists, one of whom tries the old marbles-in-the-mouth routine first recommended by Demosthenes. Nothing works, and then she seeks out a failed Australian actor named Lionel Logue (Geoffrey Rush), who has set up a speech therapy practice.


  Logue doesn’t realize at first who is consulting him. And one of the subjects of the film is Logue’s attitude toward royalty, which I suspect is not untypical of Australians; he suggests to Albert that they get on a first-name basis. Albert has been raised within the bell jar of the monarchy and objects to such treatment, not because he has an elevated opinion of himself, but because, well, it just isn’t done. But Logue realizes that if he is to become the king’s therapist, he must first become his friend.


  If the British monarchy is good for nothing else, it’s superb at producing the subjects of films. The King’s Speech, rich in period detail and meticulous class distinctions, largely sidesteps the story that loomed over this whole period: Edward’s startling decision to give up the crown in order to marry a woman who was already divorced three times. Indeed the Duke and Duchess of Windsor (as they became) would occupy an inexplicable volume of attention for years, considering they had no significance after the duke’s abdication. The unsavory thing is that Wallis Simpson considered herself worthy of such a sacrifice from the man she allegedly loved. This film finds a more interesting story about better people; Americans, who aren’t always expert on British royalty, may not necessarily realize that Albert and his wife, Elizabeth, were the parents of Queen Elizabeth II. God knows what Edward might have fathered.


  Hooper makes an interesting decision with his sets and visuals. The movie is largely shot in interiors, and most of those spaces are long and narrow. That’s unusual in historical dramas, which emphasize sweep and majesty and so on. Here we have long corridors, a deep and narrow master control room for the BBC, rooms that seem peculiarly oblong. I suspect he may be evoking the narrow, constricting walls of Albert’s throat as he struggles to get words out.


  The film largely involves the actors Colin Firth, formal and decent, and Geoffrey Rush, large and expansive, in psychological struggle. Helena Bonham Carter, who can be merciless (as in the Potter films), is here filled with mercy, tact, and love for her husband; this is the woman who became the much-loved Queen Mother of our lifetimes, dying in 2002 at 101. As the men have a struggle of wills, she tries to smooth things (and raise her girls, Elizabeth and Margaret). And in the wider sphere, Hitler takes power, war comes closer, Mrs. Simpson wreaks havoc, and the dreaded day approaches when Bertie, as George VI, will have to speak to the world and declare war.


  Hooper’s handling of that fraught scene is masterful. Firth internalizes his tension and keeps the required stiff upper lip, but his staff and household are terrified on his behalf as he marches toward a microphone as if it is a guillotine. It is the one scene in the film that mustwork, and it does, and its emotional impact is surprisingly strong. At the end, what we have here is a superior historical drama and a powerful personal one. And two opposites who remain friends for the rest of their lives.


  

  Note: TheRrating refers to Logue’s use of vulgarity. It is utterly inexplicable. This is an excellent film for teenagers.


  Lawrence of Arabia [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 216 m., 1962


  
    Peter O’Toole (T. E. Lawrence), Alec Guinness (Prince Feisal), Anthony Quinn (Auda Abu Tayi), Omar Sharif (Sherif Ali). Directed by David Lean and produced by Sam Spiegel, Lean, Robert A. Harris, and Jim Painten. Screenplay by Robert Bolt and Michael Wilson, based on writings by T. E. Lawrence.

  


  

  What a bold, mad act of genius it was to make Lawrence of Arabia, or even think that it could be made. In the words years later of one of its stars, Omar Sharif: “If you are the man with the money and somebody comes to you and says he wants to make a film that’s four hours long, with no stars, and no women, and no love story, and not much action either, and he wants to spend a huge amount of money to go film it in the desert—what would you say?”


  The impulse to make this movie was based, above all, on imagination. The story of Lawrence is not founded on violent battle scenes or cheap melodrama, but on David Lean’s ability to imagine what it would look like to see a speck appear on the horizon of the desert, and slowly grow into a human being. He had to know how that would feel before he could convince himself that the project had a chance of being successful.


  There is a moment in the film when the hero, the British eccentric soldier and author T. E. Lawrence, has survived a suicidal trek across the desert and is within reach of shelter and water—and he turns around and goes back, to find a friend who has fallen behind. This sequence builds up to the shot in which the shimmering heat of the desert reluctantly yields the speck that becomes a man—a shot that is held for a long time before we can even begin to see the tiny figure. On television, this shot doesn’t work at all—nothing can be seen. In a movie theater, looking at the stark clarity of a 70mm print, we lean forward and strain to bring a detail out of the waves of heat, and for a moment we experience some of the actual vastness of the desert, and its unforgiving harshness.


  By being able to imagine that sequence, Lean was able to imagine why the movie would work. Lawrence of Arabia is not a simple biography or an adventure movie—although it contains both elements—but a movie that uses the desert as a stage for the flamboyance of a driven, quirky man. Although it is true that Lawrence was instrumental in enlisting the desert tribes on the British side in the 1914–1917 campaign against the Turks, the movie suggests that he acted less out of patriotism than out of a need to reject conventional British society, choosing to identify with the wildness and theatricality of the Arabs. There was also a sexual component, involving his masochism.


  T. E. Lawrence must be the strangest hero ever to stand at the center of an epic. To play him, Lean cast one of the strangest of actors, Peter O’Toole, a lanky, almost clumsy man with a beautiful sculptured face and a speaking manner that hesitates between amusement and insolence. O’Toole’s assignment was a delicate one. Although it was widely believed that Lawrence was a homosexual, a multimillion-dollar epic filmed in 1962 could not be frank about that. And yet Lean and his writer, Robert Bolt, didn’t simply cave in and rewrite Lawrence into a routine action hero. Everything is here for those willing to look for it.


  Using O’Toole’s peculiar speech and manner as their instrument, they created a character who combined charisma and craziness, who was so different from conventional military heroes that he could inspire the Arabs to follow him in a mad march across the desert. There is a moment in the movie when O’Toole, dressed in the flowing white robes of a desert sheik, does a victory dance on top of a captured Turkish train, and he almost seems to be posing for fashion photos. This is a curious scene because it seems to flaunt gay stereotypes, and yet none of the other characters in the movie seem to notice—nor do they take much notice of the two young desert urchins Lawrence takes under his protection.


  What Lean, Bolt, and O’Toole create is a sexually and socially unconventional man who is presented simply as what he is, without labels or comment. Could such a man rally the splintered desert tribes and win a war against the Turks? Lawrence did. But he did it partially with mirrors, the movie suggests; one of the key characters is an American journalist (Arthur Kennedy), obviously inspired by Lowell Thomas, who single-handedly laundered and retailed the Lawrence myth to the English-language press. The journalist admits he is looking for a hero to write about. Lawrence is happy to play the role. And only role-playing would have done the job; an ordinary military hero would have been too small for this canvas.


  For a movie that runs 216 minutes, plus intermission, Lawrence of Arabia is not dense with plot details. It is a spare movie in clean, uncluttered lines, and there is never a moment when we’re in doubt about the logistical details of the various campaigns. Lawrence is able to unite various desert factions, the movie argues, because (1) he is so obviously an outsider that he cannot even understand, let alone take sides with, the various ancient rivalries; and (2) because he is able to show the Arabs that it is in their own self-interest to join the war against the Turks. Along the way he makes allies of such desert leaders as Sherif Ali (Omar Sharif), Prince Feisal (Alec Guinness), and Auda Abu Tayi (Anthony Quinn), both by winning their respect and by appealing to their logic. The dialogue in these scenes is not complex, and sometimes Bolt makes it so spare it sounds like poetry.


  I’ve noticed that when people remember Lawrence of Arabia, they don’t talk about the details of the plot. They get a certain look in their eye, as if they are remembering the whole experience and have never quite been able to put it into words. Although it seems to be a traditional narrative film—like Bridge on the River Kwai, which Lean made just before it, or Doctor Zhivago, which he made just after—it actually has more in common with such essentially visual epics as Kubrick’s 2001 or Eisenstein’s Alexander Nevsky. It is spectacle and experience, and its ideas are about things you can see or feel, not things you can say. Much of its appeal is based on the fact that it does not contain a complex story with a lot of dialogue; we remember the quiet, empty passages, the sun rising across the desert, the intricate lines traced by the wind in the sand.


  Although it won the Academy Award as the year’s best picture in 1962, Lawrence of Arabia might have been lost if it hadn’t been for the film restorers Robert A. Harris and Jim Painten. They discovered the original negative in Columbia’s vaults, inside crushed and rusting film cans, and also about thirty-five minutes of footage that distributors had trimmed from Lean’s final cut. They put it together again, sometimes by one crumbling frame at a time (Harris sent me one of the smashed cans as a demonstration of Hollywood’s carelessness with its heritage).


  To see it in a movie theater is to appreciate the subtlety of F. A. (Freddie) Young’s desert cinematography—achieved despite blinding heat and the blowing sand, which worked its way into every camera. Lawrence of Arabia was one of the last films to actually be photographed in 70mm (as opposed to being blown up to 70 from a 35mm negative). There was a hunger within filmmakers like Lean (and Kubrick, Coppola, Tarkovsky, Kurosawa, and Stone) to break through the boundaries, to dare a big idea and have the effrontery to impose it on timid studio executives. The word “epic” in recent years has become synonymous with “big-budget B picture.” What you realize watching Lawrence of Arabia is that the word “epic” refers not to the cost or the elaborate production, but to the size of the ideas and vision. Werner Herzog’s Aguirre, the Wrath of God didn’t cost as much as the catering in Pearl Harbor, but it is an epic, and Pearl Harbor is not.


  As for Lawrence, after its glorious re-release in 70mm in 1989, it has returned again to video, where it crouches inside its box like a tall man in a low room. You can view it on video and get an idea of its story and a hint of its majesty, but to get the feeling of Lean’s masterpiece you need to somehow, somewhere, see it in 70mm on a big screen. This experience is on the short list of things that must be done during the lifetime of every lover of film.


  Moolaadé [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 124 m., 2007


  
    Fatoumata Coulibaly (Collé Gallo Ardo Sy), Maimouna Hélène Diarra (Hadjatou), Salimata Traoré (Amasatou). Directed by Ousmane Sembene and produced by Sembene and Thierry Lenouvel. Screenplay by Sembene.

  


  

  Moolaadé is the kind of film that can be made only by a director whose heart is in harmony with his mind. It is a film of politics and anger, and also a film of beauty, humor, and a deep affection for human nature. Usually films about controversial issues are tilted too far toward rage or tear-jerking. Ousmane Sembene, who made this film when he was eighty-one, must have lived enough, suffered enough, and laughed enough to find the wisdom of age. I remember him sitting in the little lobby of the Hotel Splendid in Cannes, puffing contentedly on a Sherlock Holmes pipe that was rather a contrast with his bright, flowing Senegalese garb.


  His film is about, and against, the custom of female circumcision, practiced in many Muslim lands (although Islamic law forbids it). Does that make you think you don’t want to see it? Think again. Sembene embodies his subject so deeply with his characters, and especially with his heroine, Collé, that it becomes a story about will, defiance, and ancient custom.


  It is never actually too specific about what would be done to the four girls who flee to Collé for moolaadé, or protection. Sembene trusts us to know. He doesn’t exploit blood-drenched horror scenes, and his approach is actually more effective because he limits himself to off-screen cries, or a brief glimpse of the knife used by the village’s doyenne des exciseuses, the woman in charge of circumcisions. The knife is very small, wickedly hooked, hardly seen, and more frightening than a broadsword. Yet we learn that women support the removal of the clitoris because no man will marry a bride who has not been “cut.” The actress Fatoumata Coulibaly, who plays Collé, has said that she herself was circumcised; the result, as with most victims, was an absence of sexual pleasure, and often pain during sex.


  Why would a man insist on this mutilation? Perhaps out of deep insecurity and a distrust, even fear, of women. But Moolaadé makes no such sweeping charges, and observes how the women themselves enforce and carry out the practice—because, of course, they want their daughters to find husbands. Collé has refused to let her own daughter be cut, but now the girl is engaged to a man returning home from France. Will Europe have freed him of ancient barbarities, or will he demand a bride who has been cut? Since the village hopes for wealth from the returning man, there is social pressure on Collé. And just at that moment, the girls on the brink of adolescence run weeping to Collé and beg for shelter in the compound she shares with her husband and his other wives.


  

  The Women Do Have Power


  

  Collé evokes moolaadé. She ties a string of yarn across the doorstep of her house, and the law says that as long as the girls stay inside, no one can enter after them. Her husband is enraged. He loses status in the village council because he cannot control his woman, but his number-one wife supports number two, and he is stalemated. One of the themes coiling beneath the surface of the film is that the women in this society have great power, if they are bold enough to exercise it.


  Another theme is suspicion of the West, of modernization, of the outside in general. One of the ways groups create their identities is by enforcing costume rules that conceal individuality and impose a monolithic look. Uniforms are a way of saying that those who wear them are interchangeable. One who is obviously an outsider is le mercenaire, the itinerant peddler who visits the village to sell pots and pans, postage stamps, T-shirts, and toys, and to pick up and deliver mail. He has a lively eye for pretty women, suggests secret rendezvous, and in general ignores the code that a woman belongs to a man.


  Among the most important items in his stock are batteries, needed for portable radios and flashlights in this district without electricity. The radio stations are in the cities, and broadcast words and music reflecting dangerous freedoms. When the frustrated all-male village council meets to ponder the challenge of Collé and moolaadé, it doesn’t occur to them, of course, that women might have perfectly good reasons for not wanting to be circumcised. They blame the outside. The radios. They order a sweep of the village to confiscate all the radios, which are deposited in a big pile, some of them still turned on. This pile becomes a central image of the film, and inevitably evokes bonfires of hated books, or videos, or rock ’n’ roll, or people.


  The construction of Sembene’s film is subtle and seductive. He spends little time denouncing female circumcision, and a great deal of time studying the human nature of dissent and conformity. There is humor in the paradoxes that the men debate, and in their impotence against their women, and suspense when the prodigal son returns from Paris. On the most fundamental of levels, this is an entertaining film. Also a beautiful one, as we admire the artistry of the architecture, and appreciate how the people of the village live within the rules and respect them, even when opposing them. These people, despite some of their practices, are deeply decent and civilized, and Sembene loves them for it. The movie contains less outrage than regret.


  

  The Father of African Cinema


  

  Sembene’s death at eighty-four, on June 9, 2007, brought to a close an extraordinary life, one that parallels in some ways Nelson Mandela’s. Neither was born into wealth and privilege, and both achieved greatness. Although he was known for years as “the father of the African cinema” and wrote six novels before he decided films would reach a larger audience, Sembene as a young man (I learn from IMDb.com) was a mechanic, a bricklayer, a soldier for the Free French, a labor leader, an autoworker, and a stevedore. His first novel came in 1956, his first movie (Black Girl) in 1966.


  That film told the story of the ill treatment a young Senegalese woman finds when she goes to work as an au pair in Paris. But Sembene did not devote himself to dramatizing the evils of whites against blacks on his continent. He was more interested in drama, conflicts, and comedy within the vibrant African civilization.


  Consider his wonderful film Guelwaar (1992). In his country, Muslims live side-by-side with Catholics, and his story involves a mix-up that accidentally results in the burial of a Catholic body in a Muslim cemetery. When an attempt to move the body is made, the Muslims are outraged—not because the body is there, but because the removal would desecrate the cemetery. A local policeman, himself a Muslim, tries to defuse the situation and prevent a nasty fight.


  This story could involve stereotypes and fan the flames of prejudice. But not with Sembene. He portrays all the characters as people who are reasonable, by their own lights, and would be content with a solution that did not violate their beliefs. And all religions contain a fuzzy area that allows common sense to sometimes win over dogma. All it takes here is a persuasive policeman, and some wise people on both sides who are weary of the hotheads.


  Sembene’s work so often dealt with his society from the inside, with sympathy, insight, and the sly wit of a Bernard Shaw. He made political films that didn’t seem political, and comedies that were very serious. His regret was that many of his films, including Moolaadé, were not welcome in Africa. He won awards at Venice, Karlovy Vary, and many other important festivals; Moolaadé won first place in the Un Certain Regard section at Cannes. But according to IMDb, the film has played nowhere in Africa except Morocco. The message is not heard where it is needed.


  Ousmane Sembene was born into an Africa where a black man was not expected to write novels or direct films. He dedicated his life to making brave and useful films that his continent needed to see. He did that even knowing they probably would not be seen. They exist. They wait. They honor his memory.


  

  Note: Most of Sembene’s films are available on DVD.


  My Uncle Antoine [image: threestar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 104 m., 1971


  
    Jacques Gagnon (Benoit), Lyne Champagne (Carmen), Jean Duceppe (Uncle Antoine). Directed by Claude Jutra and produced by Marc Beaudet. Screenplay by Clément Perron.

  


  

  The key action in Claude Jutra’s Mon Oncle Antoine (1971) takes place over a period of twenty-four hours in a Quebec mining town. Although the film begins earlier in the year, everything comes to a focus beginning on the morning of Christmas Eve and closing on the dawn of Christmas. During that time, a young boy has had his life forever changed. This beloved Canadian film is rich in characters, glowing with life in the midst of death.


  The town is Black Hawk, surrounded by the slag heaps of asbestos mines. The action is “not so very long ago,” the 1940s. The town is poor, and people still live in old-fashioned ways and travel by horse, carriage, or train. The film opens with an argument between a Quebecois mine worker named Joe Poulin (Lionel Villeneuve) and his English-speaking boss. We soon understand that Joe hates the “English” and hates the mine, and he quits on the spot, says farewell to his family, shoulders his ax, and heads off to a logging camp where nobody will be on his case. We won’t see much of him again until the film’s conclusion.


  The central story opens with a funeral, and we are given to understand that the deceased died of lung disease, contracted in the mines. The funeral is a sad affair; the dead man’s naked body is covered with a rented suit-front, the flowers are all fake, the undertaker takes back the rosary to be used again.


  The undertaker is Antoine (Jean Duceppe) and his assistant is a robust man in his thirties named Fernand (Claude Jutra himself). They return after the ceremony to the general store that Antoine owns with his wife, Cecile (Olivette Thibault). Soon we meet Benoit (Jacques Gagnon), the orphaned fourteen-year-old who lives with them, and also the pretty young Carmen (Lyne Champagne), a clerk who boards with them.


  This store will be the principal location for the movie, and it is a masterful re-creation from the period. Groceries are on the right as you enter, dry goods on the left, hardware upstairs, along with caskets for the undertaking business. The local people all know each other’s business and meet here to gossip. On Christmas Eve, there is a festive air. Benoit and Carmen are up early to decorate the window. Benoit’s Uncle Antoine is up later, disheveled, and repairs behind the windowpanes of the store office to pour himself a little drink.


  Benoit regards him through the panes, silently. Benoit sees everything, is solemn and quiet, except with his pals or Carmen, when he is a playful boy. During this day, there will be great drama attending the unveiling of the nativity scene in the store window. Enormous excitement when Alexandrine, the accountant’s wife, goes upstairs with Cecile to try on a corset. Jollity as Antoine sells an old rummy a pair of pants twice too large for him. Celebration when a young woman shyly asks to see a bridal veil. Discovery when Benoit and Carmen wrestle upstairs, he grabs her breast through her dress, she stays perfectly still, and a wordless communication passes between them.


  Outside on the main street, the sour-faced, hated mine owner trots in his carriage, tossing cheap Christmas stockings at the homes of his employees. Is it an accident they mostly land in the mud? The subtext of the film is that these mine workers are all treated as serfs and are working at a deadly trade. Jutra’s film was made at the height of Quebec separatism, and although it is never specific in its politics, of course they are unmistakable.


  There are small human scenes. A little flirtation between Antoine and Cecile. Another little flirtation between Cecile and Fernand. Benoit’s infatuation with Carmen. Carmen’s sadness when her father appears to collect her wages and doesn’t even wish her a merry Christmas. The ferocity with which Antoine withholds $5 for Carmen herself: “That’s how it is!”


  We have seen scenes at the rural home of the Poulin family and know that the eldest son is ill. The store’s telephone rings, and it is Madame Poulin (Hélène Loiselle), telephoning to say that her son has died. Can Antoine come to take the body? Now begins the great sequence of the film that carries all its meaning and pays off on all its implications. Benoit begs to be allowed to go along with his uncle on the carriage ride through a developing blizzard, and they head out to the Poulin home, Antoine drinking steadily. Not to fear: The horse knows the way.


  This journey certainly looks like the real thing, the windblown snow cutting into their faces as they huddle in their winter fur coats. At the lonely Poulin home, Benoit as usual sees all, says nothing, as Antoine, now thoroughly drunk, uses his fingers to eat the hot meal Madame Poulin has prepared. Benoit’s eyes are drawn to a corner of the room where a dark doorway stands partly open. In there, he knows, is the dead boy, scarcely older than himself.


  On the journey home, the coffin is lost: It falls from the carriage bed. Antoine is too drunk to help Benoit drag it back on board and suddenly unburdens himself of a lifetime of grief: He hates the country, is afraid of corpses, his wife never gave him a child. Benoit sees how it really is, and the lessons will continue during this evening. The emergency is entirely in his hands. What he does is inevitable and responsible and leads to a heartbreaking conclusion, once again witnessed through a window with Benoit’s solemn eyes.


  That Mon Oncle Antoine is such a fine film only underlines the tragedy of the director’s later life. Jutra had started full of promise. He first studied medicine, then became a student at the National Film Board of Canada (which produced this film). He worked in France as an apprentice to Truffaut. He worked with a script by Clément Perron, who was inspired by events in his own life. Jutra made other films before learning he was in the early stages of Alzheimer’s. He disappeared in the winter of 1986, and his body was found in the St. Lawrence River the next spring. He was presumably a suicide. He made an earlier film in which the character leaps into the same river.


  What he left behind is a film to treasure, not least because of the way it uses its locations. The slag heaps of the mines overshadow the town below, and there is a high-angle shot establishing how vast they are and how small the town is—just a few square blocks and muddy streets. It must still have been thus when he filmed. The storefronts and interiors do not look like sets—not even the store, although we know it surely is. There is not an automobile in sight, nor would one have gotten far on these roads in the winter. The faces of many of the extras betray a heavy load of work and disappointment. Social commentary is buried all through the film, as in the contrast between the working women and the haughty wife of the mine accountant.


  In the loneliness and grandeur of the midnight journey of Benoit and Antoine, there is a haunting beauty. I was reminded of the moods of Willa Cather’s Shadows on the Rock, and, indeed, in the Poulin family, Cather’s novels of American pioneers surviving the cold. Jutra and his screenwriter clearly know these people and this land, and tell their stories with confidence and familiarity. There is a tendency to assume a movie titled My Uncle Antoine will be a fond memoir of a lovable old curmudgeon. Not this time. There is that in Antoine that is lovable, and that which is happy, and that which is tragic. So it is. As Benoit learns.


  October Sky [image: ]½


  PG, 108 m., 1999


  
    Jake Gyllenhaal (Homer Hickam), Chris Cooper (John Hickam), Laura Dern (Miss Riley), Chris Owen (Quentin), William Lee Scott (Roy Lee), Chad Lindberg (Odell), Natalie Canerday (Elsie Hickam), Scott Thomas (Jim Hickam), Chris Ellis (Principal). Directed by Joe Johnston and produced by Charles Gordon and Larry Franco. Screenplay by Lewis Colick, based on the book Rocket Boys by Homer H. Hickam Jr.

  


  

  Like the hero of October Sky, I remember the shock that ran through America when the Russians launched Sputnik on October 4, 1957. Like the residents of Coalwood, West Virgina, in the movie, I joined the neighbors out on the lawn, peering into the sky with binoculars at a speck of moving light that was fairly easy to see. Unlike Homer Hickam, I didn’t go on to become a NASA scientist or train astronauts. But I did read Willy Ley’s Rockets, Missiles and Space Travel three or four times, and Arthur Clarke’s The Making of a Moon. I got their autographs, too, just as Homer sends away for a signed photo of Werner von Braun.


  That ﬁrst shabby piece of orbiting hardware now seems like a toy compared to the space station, the shuttle, and the missions to the moon and beyond. But it had an impact that’s hard to describe to anyone who takes satellite TV for granted. For the ﬁrst time in history, man had built something that went up, but did not come down—not for a long time, anyway. Sputnik was a tiny but audacious deﬁance of the universe.


  October Sky tells the story of four boys in a poverty-stricken corner of Appalachia who determine to build their own rocket and help get America back in the “space race.” It’s seen through the eyes of their leader, young Homer Hickham (Jake Gyllenhaal), who sees the speck of light in the sky and starts reading the science ﬁction of Jules Verne. Homer is a good student, but math and science are his weak points. He knows he needs help, and breaks all of the rules in the school lunchroom by approaching the class brain, an outcast named Quentin (Chris Owen).


  They talk about rocket fuel, nozzles, velocity. Two other boys get involved: Roy Lee (William Lee Scott) and Odell (Chad Lindberg). Their ﬁrst rocket blows a hole in the picket fence in front of Homer’s house. The second one narrowly misses some miners at the coal mine, and Homer’s dad, John (Chris Cooper), the mine supervisor, forbids further experimentation and conﬁscates all of the “rocket stuff” from the basement. But the kids labor on in an isolated patch of woods, building a shelter to protect themselves from exploding rockets. They talk a machinist at the mine into building them a rocket casing of stronger steel, and they use alcohol from a moonshiner as an ingredient in the fuel.


  The tension in the movie is not between the boys and their rockets, but between the boys and those who think that miners’ sons belong down in the mines and not up in the sky. Homer’s father is not a bad man; he ﬁghts for the jobs of his men, he rescues several in a near-disaster, he injures his eye in another emergency. He wants Homer to follow in his footsteps. The mine may seem an unhealthy and hateful place to some, but when John takes Homer down for his son’s ﬁrst day on the job, his voice glows with poetry: “I know the mine like I know a man. I was born for this.”


  The high school principal (Chris Ellis) believes the job of the school to is send miners’ sons down to the coal face. But a young teacher (Laura Dern) tells Homer she feels her life will have failed if some of the kids don’t get out and realize their dreams. Then there’s a crisis (did a rocket set a forest ﬁre?), and a scene in which Homer and his friends use trigonometry to argue their innocence.


  There have been a lot of recent movies set in high school: She’s All That, Varsity Blues, Jawbreaker. In those movies, even the better ones, “teenagers” who look like soap stars in their twenties have lives that revolve around sex and popularity. The kids in October Sky look like they’re in their mid-teens, and act that way too. Watching Homer get out the trig book, I was reminded how rarely high school movies have anything to do with school—with how an education is a ticket to freedom.


  Perhaps because October Sky is based on a real memoir, Homer Hickam’s Rocket Boys, it doesn’t simplify the father into a bad guy or a tyrant. He understandably wants his son to follow in his footsteps, and one of the best elements of the movie is when the son tries to explain that in breaking free, he is respecting his father. This movie has deep values.


  Philadelphia [image: ]½


  PG-13, 119 m., 1994


  
    Tom Hanks (Andrew Beckett), Denzel Washington (Joe Miller), Mary Steenburgen (Belinda Conine), Jason Robards (Charles Wheeler), Charles Glenn (Kenneth Killcoyne), Antonio Banderas (Miguel Alvarez), Robert Ridgely (Walter Kenton). Directed by Jonathan Demme and produced by Edward Saxon and Demme. Screenplay by Ron Nyswaner.

  


  

  More than a decade after AIDS was first identified as a disease, Philadelphia marks the first time Hollywood has risked a big-budget film on the subject. No points for timeliness here; made-for-TV docudramas and the independent film Longtime Companion have already explored the subject, and Philadelphia breaks no new dramatic ground. Instead, it relies on the safe formula of the courtroom drama to add suspense and resolution to a story that, by its nature, should have little suspense and only one possible outcome.


  And yet Philadelphia is quite a good film, on its own terms. And for moviegoers with an antipathy to AIDS but an enthusiasm for stars like Tom Hanks and Denzel Washington, it may help to broaden understanding of the disease. It’s a ground-breaker like Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner (1967), the first major film about an interracial romance; it uses the chemistry of popular stars in a reliable genre to sidestep what looks like controversy.


  The story involves Hanks as Andrew Beckett, a skillful lawyer in a big, old-line Philadelphia law firm. We know, although at first the law firm doesn’t, that Beckett has AIDS. Visits to the hospital are part of his routine. Charles Wheeler, the senior partner (Jason Robards), hands Beckett a case involving the firm’s most important client, and then, a few days later, another lawyer notices on Beckett’s forehead the telltale blemishes of the skin cancer associated with AIDS.


  Beckett is yanked off the case and informed he doesn’t have a future with the firm. He suspects he’s being fired for being sick. He’s correct. (Wheeler, feeling somehow contaminated by association, barks to an associate, “He brought AIDS into our offices—into our men’s room!”) Beckett determines to take a stand and sue the law firm. But his old firm is so powerful that no attorney in Philadelphia wants to take it on, until Beckett finally goes in desperation to Joe Miller (Denzel Washington), one of those lawyers who advertises on TV, promising to save your driver’s license.


  Miller doesn’t like homosexuals, but agrees to take the case, mostly for the money and exposure. And then the story falls into the familiar patterns of a courtroom confrontation, with Mary Steenburgen playing the counsel for the old firm. (Her character has no appetite for what is obviously a fraudulent defense, and whispers “I hate this case!” to a member of her team.)


  The screenplay by Ron Nyswaner works subtly to avoid the standard clichés of the courtroom. Even as the case is progressing, the film’s center of gravity switches from the trial to the progress of Beckett’s disease, and we briefly meet his lover (Antonio Banderas) and his family, most especially his mother (Joanne Woodward), whose role is small but supplies two of the most powerful moments in the film. By the time the trial reaches its conclusion, the predictable outcome serves mostly as counterpoint for the movie’s real ending.


  The film was directed by Jonathan Demme, who with Nyswaner finds original ways to deal with some of the inevitable developments of their story. For example, it’s obvious that at some point the scales will fall from the eyes of the Washington character, and he’ll realize that his prejudices against homosexuals are wrong; he’ll be able to see the Hanks character as a fellow human worthy of affection and respect. Such changes of heart are obligatory (see, for example, Spencer Tracy’s acceptance of Sidney Poitier in Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner).


  But Philadelphia doesn’t handle that transitional scene with lame dialogue or soppy extrusions of sincerity. Instead, in a brilliant and original scene, Hanks plays an aria from his favorite opera, one he identifies with in his dying state. Washington isn’t an opera fan, but as the music plays and Hanks talks over it, passionately explaining it, Washington undergoes a conversion of the soul. What he sees, finally, is a man who loves life and does not want to leave it. And then the action cuts to Washington’s home, late at night, as he stares sleeplessly into the darkness, and we understand what he is feeling.


  Scenes like that are not only wonderful, but frustrating, because they suggest what the whole movie could have been like if the filmmakers had taken a leap of faith. But then the film might not have been made at all; the reassuring rhythms of the courtroom drama, I imagine, are what made this material palatable to the executives in charge of signing the checks.


  Philadelphia is a good movie, and sometimes more than that, and the Hanks performance (which, after all, really exists outside the plot) won him the Oscar as best actor. Sooner or later, Hollywood had to address one of the most important subjects of our time, and with Philadelphia the ice was broken.


  The Right Stuff [image: fourstar]


  PG, 193 m., 1983


  
    Sam Shepard (Chuck Yeager), Ed Harris (John Glenn), Fred Ward (Gus Grissom), Dennis Quaid (Gordon Cooper), Scott Glenn (Alan Shepard), Barbara Hershey (Glennis Yeager), Mary Jo Deschanel (Annie Glenn), Pamela Reed (Trudy Cooper). Directed by Philip Kaufman and produced by Irwin Winkler and Robert Chartoff. Screenplay by Kaufman, based on the book by Tom Wolfe.

  


  

  At the beginning of The Right Stuff, a cowboy reins in his horse and regards a strange sight in the middle of the desert: the X-1 rocket plane, built to break the sound barrier. At the end of the film, the seven Mercury astronauts are cheered in the Houston Astrodome at a Texas barbecue thrown by Lyndon B. Johnson. The contrast between those two images contains the message of The Right Stuff, I think, and the message is that Americans still have the right stuff, but we’ve changed our idea of what it is.


  The original American heroes were loners. The cowboy is the perfect example. He was silhouetted against the horizon and he rode into town by himself and if he had a sidekick, the sidekick’s job was to admire him. The new American heroes are team players. No wonder Westerns aren’t made much anymore; cowboys don’t play on teams. The cowboy at the beginning of The Right Stuff is Chuck Yeager, the legendary lone-wolf test pilot who survived the horrifying death rate among early test pilots (more than sixty were killed in a single month) and did fly the X-1 faster than the speed of sound. The movie begins with that victory, and then moves on another ten years to the day when the Russians sent up Sputnik, and the Eisenhower administration hustled to get back into the space race.


  The astronauts who eventually rode the first Mercury capsules into space may not have been that much different from Chuck Yeager. As they’re portrayed in the movie, anyway, Gus Grissom, Scott Carpenter, and Gordon Cooper seem to have some of the same stuff as Yeager. But the astronauts were more than pilots; they were a public-relations image, and the movie shows sincere, smooth-talking John Glenn becoming their unofficial spokesman. The X-1 flew in secrecy, but the Mercury flights were telecast, and we were entering a whole new era, the selling of space. There was a lot going on, and there’s a lot going on in the movie, too. The Right Stuff is an adventure film, a special-effects film, a social commentary, and a satire. That the writer-director, Philip Kaufman, is able to get so much into a little more than three hours is impressive. That he also has organized this material into one of the best recent American movies is astonishing. The Right Stuff gives itself the freedom to move around in moods and styles, from a broadly based lampoon of government functionaries to Yeager’s spare, taciturn manner and Glenn’s wonderment at the sights outside his capsule window.


  The Right Stuff has been a landmark movie in a lot of careers. It announces Kaufman’s arrival in the ranks of major directors. It contains uniformly interesting performances by a whole list of unknown or little-known actors, including Ed Harris (Glenn), Scott Glenn (Alan Shepard), Fred Ward (Grissom), and Dennis Quaid (Cooper). It confirms the strong and sometimes almost mystical screen presence of playwright Sam Shepard, who played Yeager. And it joins a short list of recent American movies that might be called experimental epics: movies that have an ambitious reach through time and subject matter, that spend freely for locations or special effects, but that consider each scene as intently as an art film. The Right Stuff goes on that list with The Godfather, Nashville, Apocalypse Now, and maybe Patton and Close Encounters. It’s a great film.


  Say Amen, Somebody [image: threestar]


  G, 100 m., 1983


  
    Featuring Willie May Ford Smith, Thomas A. Dorsey, Sallie Martin, the Barrett Sisters, Edward and Edgar O’Neal, and Zella Jackson Price. Directed by George Nierenberg and produced by George and Karen Nierenberg.

  


  

  Say Amen, Somebody is one of the most joyful movies I’ve ever seen. It is also one of the best musicals and one of the most interesting documentaries. And it’s a terrific good time. The movie is about gospel music, and it’s filled with gospel music. It’s sung by some of the pioneers of modern gospel, who are now in their seventies and eighties, and it’s sung by some of the rising younger stars, and it’s sung by choirs of kids. It’s sung in churches and around the dining room table; with orchestras and a capella; by an old man named Thomas A. Dorsey in front of thousands of people; and by Dorsey standing all by himself in his own backyard. The music in Say Amen, Somebody is as exciting and uplifting as any music I’ve ever heard on film.


  The people in this movie are something, too. The filmmaker, a young New Yorker named George T. Nierenberg, starts by introducing us to two pioneers of modern gospel: Mother Willie May Ford Smith, who is seventy-nine, and Professor Dorsey, who is eighty-three. She was one of the first gospel soloists; he is known as the Father of Gospel Music. The film opens at tributes to the two of them—Mother Smith in a St. Louis church, Dorsey at a Houston convention—and then Nierenberg cuts back and forth between their memories, their families, their music, and the music sung in tribute to them by younger performers.


  That keeps the movie from seeming too much like the wrong kind of documentary—the kind that feels like an educational film and is filled with boring lists of dates and places. Say Amen, Somebody never stops moving, and even the dates and places are open to controversy (there’s a hilarious sequence in which Dorsey and Mother Smith disagree very pointedly over exactly which of them convened the first gospel convention).


  What’s amazing in all of the musical sequences is the quality of the sound. A lot of documentaries use “available sound,” picked up by microphones more appropriate for the television news. This movie’s concerts are miked by up to eight microphones, and the Dolby system is used to produce full stereo sound that really rocks. Run it through your stereo speakers, and play it loud.


  Willie May Ford Smith comes across in this movie as an extraordinary woman, spiritual, filled with love and power. Dorsey and his longtime business manager, Sallie Martin, come across at first as a little crusty, but then there’s a remarkable scene where they sing along, softly, with one of Dorsey’s old records. By the end of the film, when the ailing Dorsey insists on walking under his own steam to the front of the gospel convention in Houston, and leading the delegates in a hymn, we have come to see his strength and humanity. Just in case Smith and Dorsey seem too noble, the film uses a lot of mighty soul music as a counterpoint, particularly in the scenes shot during a tribute to Mother Smith at a St. Louis Baptist church. We see Delois Barrett Campbell and the Barrett Sisters, a Chicago-based trio who have enormous musical energy; the O’Neal Twins, Edward and Edgar, whose “Jesus Dropped the Charges” is a showstopper; Zella Jackson Price, a younger singer who turns to Mother Smith for advice; the Interfaith Choir; and lots of other singers.


  Say Amen, Somebody is the kind of movie that isn’t made very often, because it takes an unusual combination of skills. The filmmaker has to be able to identify and find his subjects, win their confidence, follow them around, and then also find the technical skill to really capture what makes them special. Nierenberg’s achievement here is a masterpiece of research, diligence, and direction. But his work would be meaningless if the movie didn’t convey the spirit of the people in it, and Say Amen, Somebody does that with great and mighty joy. This is a great experience.


  Schindler’s List [image: fourstar]


  R, 195 m., 1993


  
    Liam Neeson (Oskar Schindler), Ben Kingsley (Itzhak Stern), Ralph Fiennes (Amon Goeth). Directed by Steven Spielberg and produced by Irving Glovin, Kathleen Kennedy, Branko Lustig, Gerald R. Molen, Robert Raymond, Lew Rywin, and Spielberg. Screenplay by Steven Zaillian, based on the book by Thomas Keneally.

  


  

  Schindler’s List is described as a film about the Holocaust, but the Holocaust supplies the field for the story, rather than the subject. The film is really two parallel character studies: one of a con man, the other of a psychopath. Oskar Schindler, who swindles the Third Reich, and Amon Goeth, who represents its pure evil, are men created by the opportunities of war.


  Schindler had no success in business before or after the war, but used its cover to run factories that saved the lives of more than one thousand Jews. (Technically the factories were failures, too, but that was his plan: “If this factory ever produces a shell that can actually be fired, I’ll be very unhappy.”) Goeth was executed after the war, which he used as a cover for his homicidal pathology.


  In telling their stories, Steven Spielberg found a way to approach the Holocaust, which is a subject too vast and tragic to be encompassed in any reasonable way by fiction. In the ruins of the saddest story of the century, he found not a happy ending, but at least one affirming that resistance to evil is possible and can succeed. In the face of the Nazi charnel houses, it is a statement that has to be made, or we sink into despair.


  The film has been an easy target for those who find Spielberg’s approach too upbeat or “commercial,” or condemn him for converting Holocaust sources into a well-told story. But every artist must work in his medium, and the medium of film does not exist unless there is an audience between the projector and the screen. Claude Lanzmann made a more profound film about the Holocaust in Shoah, but few were willing to sit through its nine hours. Spielberg’s unique ability in his serious films has been to join artistry with popularity—to say what he wants to say in a way that millions of people want to hear.


  In Schindler’s List, his brilliant achievement is the character of Oskar Schindler, played by Liam Neeson as a man who never, until almost the end, admits to anyone what he is really doing. Schindler leaves it to “his” Jews, and particularly to his accountant, Itzhak Stern (Ben Kingsley), to understand the unsayable: that Schindler is using his factory as a con game to cheat the Nazis of the lives of his workers. Schindler leaves it to Stern, and Spielberg leaves it to us; the movie is a rare case of a man doing the opposite of what he seems to be doing, and a director letting the audience figure it out itself.


  The measure of Schindler’s audacity is stupendous. His first factory makes pots and pans. His second makes shell casings. Both factories are so inefficient they make hardly any contribution to the Nazi war effort. A more cautious man might have insisted that the factories produced fine pots and usable casings, to make them invaluable to the Nazis. The full measure of Schindler’s obsession is that he wanted to save Jewish lives and produce unusable goods—all the while wearing a Nazi party badge on the lapel of his expensive black-market suit.


  The key to his character is found in his first big scene, in a nightclub frequented by Nazi officers. We gather that his resources consist of the money in his pocket and the clothes he stands up in. He walks into the club, sends the best champagne to a table of high-ranking Nazis, and soon has the Nazis and their girlfriends sitting at his table, which swells with late arrivals. Who is this man? Why, Oskar Schindler, of course. And who is that? The Reich never figures out the answer to that question.


  Schindler’s strategy as a con man is to always seem in charge, to seem well connected, to lavish powerful Nazis with gifts and bribes, and to stride, tall and imperious, through situations that would break a lesser man. He also has the con man’s knack of disguising the real object of the con. The Nazis accept his bribes and assume his purpose is to enrich himself through the war. They do not object, because he enriches them, too. It never occurs to them that he is actually saving Jews. There is that ancient story about how the guards search the thief’s wheelbarrow every day, unable to figure out what he is stealing. He is stealing wheelbarrows. The Jews are Schindler’s wheelbarrows.


  Some of the most dramatic scenes in the movie show Schindler literally snatching his workers from the maw of death. He rescues Stern from a death train. Then he redirects a trainload of his male workers from Auschwitz to his hometown in Czechoslovakia. When the women’s train is misrouted to Auschwitz in error, Schindler boldly strides into the death camp and bribes the commandant to ship them back out again. His insight here is that no one would walk into Auschwitz on such a mission if he were not the real thing. His very boldness is his shield.


  Stern, of course, quickly figures out that Schindler’s real game is not to get rich but to save lives. Yet this is not said aloud until Schindler has Stern make a list of some 1,100 workers who will be transported to Czechoslovakia. “The list is an absolute good,” Stern tells him. “The list is life. All around its margins lies the gulf.”


  Consider now Commandant Amon Goeth (Ralph Fiennes), the Nazi who has power over the Krakow ghetto and later over the camp where the Jews are moved. He stands on the balcony of his ski chalet and shoots Jews as target practice, destroying any shred of hope they may have that the Nazi policies will follow some sane pattern. If they can die arbitrarily at his whim, then both protest and adherence are meaningless, and useless.


  Goeth is clearly mad. War masks his underlying nature as a serial killer. His cruelty twists back on his victims: He spares a life only long enough to give his victim hope, and then shoots him. Seeing Schindler’s List again recently, I wondered if it was a weakness to make Goeth insane. Would it have been better for Spielberg to focus instead on a Nazi functionary—an “ordinary” man who is simply following orders? The terror of the Holocaust comes not because a monster like Goeth could murder people, but because thousands of people snatched from their everyday lives became, in the chilling phrase, Hitler’s willing executioners.


  I don’t know. The film as Spielberg made it is haunting and powerful; perhaps it was necessary to have a one-dimensional villain in a film whose hero has so many hidden dimensions. The ordinary man who was just “following orders” might have disturbed the focus of the film—although he would have been in contrast with Schindler, an ordinary man who did not follow orders.


  Schindler’s List gives us information about how parts of the Holocaust operated but does not explain it, because it is inexplicable that men could practice genocide. Or so we want to believe. In fact, genocide is a commonplace in human history, and is happening right now in Africa, the Middle East, Afghanistan, and elsewhere. The United States was colonized through a policy of genocide against native peoples. Religion and race are markers that we use to hate one another, and unless we can get beyond them, we must concede we are potential executioners. The power of Spielberg’s film is not that it explains evil, but that it insists that men can be good in the face of it, and that good can prevail.


  The film’s ending brings me to tears. At the end of the war, Schindler’s Jews are in a strange land—stranded, but alive. A member of the liberating Russian forces asks them, “Isn’t a town over there?” and they walk off toward the horizon. The next shot fades from black and white into color. At first we think it may be a continuation of the previous action, until we see that the men and women on the crest of the hill are dressed differently now. And then it strikes us, with the force of a blow: Those are Schindler’s Jews. We are looking at the actual survivors and their children as they visit Oskar Schindler’s grave. The movie began with a list of Jews being confined to the ghetto. It ends with a list of some who were saved. The list is an absolute good. The list is life. All around its margins lies the gulf.


  The Shawshank Redemption [image: fourstar]


  R, 142 m., 1994


  
    Tim Robbins (Andy Dufresne), Morgan Freeman (Ellis Boyd “Red” Redding), Bob Gunton (Warden Norton). Directed by Frank Darabont and produced by Liz Glotzer, David V. Lester, and Niki Marvin. Screenplay by Darabont, based on the short story “Rita Hayworth and the Shawshank Redemption” by Stephen King.

  


  

  It is a strange comment to make about a film set inside a prison, but The Shawshank Redemption creates a warm hold on our feelings because it makes us a member of a family. Many movies offer us vicarious experiences and quick, superficial emotions. Shawshank slows down and looks. It uses the narrator’s calm, observant voice to include us in the story of men who have formed a community behind bars. It is deeper than most films; about continuity in a lifetime, based on friendship and hope.


  Interesting that although the hero of the film is the convicted former banker Andy Dufresne (Tim Robbins), the action is never seen from his point of view. The film’s opening scene shows him being given two life sentences for the murder of his wife and her lover, and then we move, permanently, to a point of view representing the prison population and particularly the lifer Ellis “Red” Redding (Morgan Freeman). It is his voice remembering the first time he saw Andy (“looked like a stiff breeze would blow him over”), and predicting, wrongly, that he wouldn’t make it in prison.


  From Andy’s arrival on the prison bus to the film’s end, we see only how others see him—Red, who becomes his best friend, Brooks the old librarian, the corrupt Warden Norton, guards and prisoners. Red is our surrogate. He’s the one we identify with, and the redemption, when it comes, is Red’s. We’ve been shown by Andy’s example that you have to keep true to yourself, not lose hope, bide your time, set a quiet example, and look for your chance. “I guess it comes down to a simple choice, really,” he tells Red. “Get busy livin’ or get busy dyin’.”


  The key to the film’s structure, I think, is that it’s not about its hero, but about our relationship with him—our curiosity, our pity, our admiration. If Andy had been the heroic center, bravely enduring, the film would have been conventional, and less mysterious. But we wonder about this guy. Did he really kill those two people? Why does he keep so much to himself? Why can he amble through the prison yard like a free man on a stroll, when everyone else plods or sidles?


  People like excitement at the movies, and titles that provide it do well. Films about “redemption” are approached with great wariness; a lot of people are not thrilled by the prospect of a great film—it sounds like work. But there’s a hunger for messages of hope, and when a film offers one, it’s likely to have staying power even if it doesn’t grab an immediate audience.


  The Shawshank Redemption premiered at the Toronto Film Festival in September 1994, and opened a few weeks later. It got good reviews but did poor business (its $18 million original gross didn’t cover costs; it took in only an additional $10 million after winning seven Oscar nominations, including best picture).


  There wasn’t much going for it: It had a terrible title, it was a “prison drama” and women don’t like those, it contained almost no action, it starred actors who were respected but not big stars, and it was long at 142 minutes. Clearly this was a movie that needed word-of-mouth to find an audience, and indeed business was slowly but steadily growing when it was yanked from theaters. If it had been left to find its way, it might have continued to build and run for months, but that’s not what happened.


  Instead, in one of the most remarkable stories in home video history, it found its real mass audience on tapes and discs, and through TV screenings. Within five years, Shawshank was a phenomenon, a video best seller and renter that its admirers feel they’ve discovered for themselves. When the Wall Street Journal ran an article about the Shawshank groundswell in April 1999, it was occupying first place in the Internet Movie Database worldwide vote of the 250 best films; it’s usually in the top five.


  Polls and rentals reflect popularity but don’t explain why people value Shawshank so fervently. Maybe it plays more like a spiritual experience than a movie. It does have entertaining payoff moments (as when the guards from another prison, wearing their baseball uniforms, line up to have Andy do their taxes). But much of the movie involves quiet, solitude, and philosophical discussions about life. The moments of violence (as when Andy is sexually assaulted) are seen objectively, not exploited.


  The movie avoids lingering on Andy’s suffering; after beatings, he’s seen in medium and long shot, tactfully. The camera doesn’t focus on Andy’s wounds or bruises but, like his fellow prisoners, gives him his space.


  The Morgan Freeman character is carrier of the film’s spiritual arc. We see him at three parole hearings, after twenty, thirty, and forty years. The first hearing involves storytelling trickery; the film has opened with Andy’s sentencing, and then we see a parole board, and expect it’s about to listen to Andy’s appeal. But, no, that’s when we first see Red. In his first appeal he tries to convince the board he’s been rehabilitated. In the second, he just goes through the motions. In the third, he rejects the whole notion of rehabilitation, and somehow in doing so he sets his spirit free, and the board releases him.


  There’s an underlying problem. Behind bars, Red is king. He’s the prison fixer, able to get you a pack of cigarettes, a little rock pick, or a Rita Hayworth poster. On the outside, he has no status or identity. We’ve already seen what happened to the old librarian (James Whitmore), lonely and adrift in freedom. The last act, in which Andy helps Red accept his freedom, is deeply moving—all the more so because Andy again operates at a distance, with letters and postcards, and is seen through Red’s mind.


  Frank Darabont wrote and directed the film, basing it on a story by Stephen King. His film grants itself a leisure that most films are afraid to risk. The movie is as deliberate, considered, and thoughtful as Freeman’s narration. There’s a feeling in Hollywood that audiences have short attention spans and must be assaulted with fresh novelties. I think such movies are slower to sit through than a film like Shawshank, which absorbs us and takes away the awareness that we are watching a film.


  Deliberate, too, is the dialogue. Tim Robbins makes Andy a man of few words, quietly spoken. He doesn’t get real worked up. He is his own man, capable of keeping his head down for years and then indulging in a grand gesture, as when he plays an aria from Mozart’s The Marriage of Figaro. (The overhead shot of the prisoners in the yard, spellbound by the music, is one of the film’s epiphanies.) Because he does not volunteer himself, reach out to us, or overplay his feelings, he becomes more fascinating: It is often better to wonder what a character is thinking than to know.


  Roger Deakins’s cinematography is tactful, not showy. Two opening shots, one from a helicopter, one of prison walls looming overhead, establish the prison. Shots follow the dialogue instead of anticipating it. Thomas Newman’s music enhances rather than informs, and there is a subtle touch in the way deep bass rumblings during the early murder are reprised when a young prisoner recalls another man’s description of the crime.


  Darabont constructs the film to observe the story, not to punch it up or upstage it. Upstaging, in fact, is unknown in this film; the actors are content to stay within their roles, the story moves in an orderly way, and the film itself reflects the slow passage of the decades. “When they put you in that cell,” Red says, “when those bars slam home, that’s when you know it’s for real. Old life blown away in the blink of an eye. Nothing left but all the time in the world to think about it.” Watching the film again, I admired it even more than the first time I saw it. Affection for good films often grows with familiarity, as it does with music. Some have said life is a prison, we are Red, Andy is our redeemer. All good art is about something deeper than it admits.


  Silkwood [image: fourstar]


  R, 128 m., 1983


  
    Meryl Streep (Karen Silkwood), Kurt Russell (Drew Stephens), Cher (Dolly Pelliker), Craig T. Nelson (Winston). Directed by Mike Nichols and produced by Nichols and Michael Hausman. Screenplay by Nora Ephron and Alice Arlen.

  


  

  When the Karen Silkwood story was first being talked about as a movie project, I pictured it as an angry political exposé, maybe The China Syndrome, Part 2. There’d be the noble, young nuclear worker, the evil conglomerate, and, looming overhead, the death’s-head of a mushroom cloud. That could have been a good movie, but predictable. Mike Nichols’s Silkwood is not predictable. That’s because he’s not telling the story of a conspiracy, he’s telling the story of a human life. There are villains in his story, but none with motives we can’t understand. After Karen is dead and the movie is over, we realize this is a lot more movie than perhaps we were expecting.


  Silkwood is the story of some American workers. They happen to work in a KerrMcGee nuclear plant in Oklahoma, making plutonium fuel rods for nuclear reactors. But they could just as easily be working in a southern textile mill (there are echoes of Norma Rae), or on an assembly line, or for a metropolitan public school district. The movie isn’t about plutonium, it’s about the American working class. Its villains aren’t monsters; they’re organization men, labor union hotshots, and people afraid of losing their jobs. As the movie opens, Karen Silkwood fits naturally into this world, and the movie is the story of how she begins to stand out, how she becomes an individual, thinks for herself, and is punished for her freedom. Silkwood is played by Meryl Streep, in another of her great performances, and there’s a tiny detail in the first moments of the movie that reveals how completely Streep has thought through the role. Silkwood walks into the factory, punches her time card, automatically looks at her own wristwatch, and then shakes her wrist: It’s a self-winding watch, I guess. That little shake of the wrist is an actor’s choice. There are a lot of them in this movie, all almost as invisible as the first one; little by little, Streep and her coactors build characters so convincing that we become witnesses instead of merely viewers.


  The nuclear plant in the film is behind on an important contract. People are working overtime and corners are being cut. A series of small incidents convinces Karen Silkwood that the compromises are dangerous, that the health of the workers is being needlessly risked, and that the company is turning its back on the falsification of safety and workmanship tests. She approaches the union. The union sees some publicity in her complaints. She gets a free trip to Washington—her first airplane ride. She meets with some union officials who are much more concerned with publicity than with working conditions, and she has a little affair with one of them. She’s no angel. At home in Oklahoma, domestic life resembles a revolving door, with her boyfriend (Kurt Russell) packing up and leaving, and her friend (Cher), a lesbian, inviting a beautician to move in. It’s a little amazing that established movie stars like Streep, Russell, and Cher could disappear so completely into the everyday lives of these characters.


  The real Karen Silkwood died in a mysterious automobile accident. She was on her way to deliver some documents to a New York Times reporter when her car left the road. Was the accident caused in some way? Was she murdered? The movie doesn’t say. Nor does it point suspicion only toward the company. At the end there were a lot of people mad at Karen Silkwood. Silkwood is the story of an ordinary woman, hardworking and passionate, funny and screwed-up, who made those people mad simply because she told the truth as she saw it and did what she thought was right.


  The Station Agent [image: ]½


  R, 88 m., 2003


  
    Peter Dinklage (Finbar McBride), Patricia Clarkson (Olivia Harris), Bobby Cannavale (Joe Oramas), Michelle Williams (Emily), Raven Goodwin (Cleo), Paul Benjamin (Henry Styles). Directed by Thomas McCarthy and produced by Robert May, Mary Jane Skalski, and Kathryn Tucker. Screenplay by McCarthy.

  


  

  “It’s really funny how people see me and treat me, since I’m really just a simple, boring person.”


  So says Finbar McBride, the hero of The Station Agent. Nothing in life interests him more than trains. Model trains, real trains, books about trains. He likes trains. Finbar is a dwarf, and nothing about him interests other people more than his height. It’s as if he’s always walking in as the next topic of conversation. His response is to live in solitude. This works splendidly as a defense mechanism, but leaves him deeply lonely, not that he’d ever admit it.


  Finbar is a character of particular distinction, played by Peter Dinklage as a man who is defiantly himself. Rarely have I seen a movie character more present in every scene. He is the immovable object, resisting approaches by strangers, and at first no one can get through his defenses except for a little African-American girl who looks straight at him and is not intimidated and will not be dismissed.


  As the movie opens, Finbar is working in a model train store owned by apparently his only friend in the world, Henry Styles (Paul Benjamin). Henry drops dead, and Finbar inherits from him an abandoned train station near a town with the unlikely but real name of Newfoundland, New Jersey. Nothing prevents Finbar from moving immediately to New Jersey and living in the station, and so he does, exciting enormous curiosity from Joe Oramas (Bobby Cannavale), who runs a roadside coffee wagon on a road where hardly anyone ever seems to stop for coffee. Joe has unlimited time on his hands, is lonely in a gregarious rather than a reclusive way, and forces himself into Finbar’s life with relentless cheerfulness. Cannavale is such an eruption of energy that the two quieter characters almost have to shield themselves from him. There’s humor in Finbar’s persistent attempts to slam the door on a man who totally lacks the ability to be rejected.


  There is a third lonely soul in Newfoundland. She is Olivia Harris (Patricia Clarkson), who is going through a divorce and is in mourning for the death of her child. Olivia is a very bad driver. As Finbar walks to the convenience store one morning, she nearly hits him with her car. At the store, he has to endure posing for a snapshot taken by the clerk. Walking back home, he’s nearly hit by her a second time, and takes a tumble into the ditch.


  That would be a slapstick scene in another kind of movie, but writer-director Thomas McCarthy is aiming a bit more deeply. Yes, this is a comedy, but it’s also sad, and finally it’s simply a story about trying to figure out what you love to do and then trying to figure out how to do it. Joe has that part mastered, since the coffee wagon represents a lifestyle so perfect that the only way to improve it would be if, say, a dwarf moved into the train station. Finbar thinks he has life mastered—he thinks all he wants to do is sit in his train station and think about trains—but perhaps there are possibilities of friendship and sex that he has not considered.


  Finbar is a handsome man, which does not escape the attention of a local librarian named Emily (Michelle Williams). But she wants him not for his mind, or his trains, but for his body, and he is not interested in satisfying that kind of curiosity. Olivia is a more complex case, since perhaps she sees in the little man her lost child, or perhaps that is only the avenue into what she really sees. It is a great relief in any event that The Station Agent is not one of those movies in which the problem is that the characters have not slept with each other and the solution is that they do. It’s more about the enormous unrealized fears and angers that throb beneath the surfaces of their lives; Finbar and Olivia could explode in one way or another at any moment, and the hyperactive Joe is capable of anything.


  The movie’s island of sanity is Cleo (Raven Goodwin), whom you may remember as the young adopted girl in Lovely and Amazing. Goodwin, like Dinklage, has a particular and unshakable presence on the screen, and I hope the movies do not misplace her, as they do so many child actors. As she regards Finbar and asks him if he is a midget (“No. A dwarf”), we realize that Finbar hates such questions, but is happy to answer hers, because he understands that Cleo is simply gathering information.


  There was a documentary on cable about little people, describing their lives in their own words, and its subtext seemed to be: “Yes, I’m short. Get over it.” I remember my face burning with shame early one morning when I was six years old and went with my father to where the circus was setting up. I gawked through a ﬂap in the dining tent at the circus giant, and he scowled and said, “Can’t you find anything else to stare at?” and I learned something that I never had to be taught again.


  The Station Agent makes it clear that too many people make it all the way to adulthood without manners enough to look at a little person without making a comment. It isn’t necessarily a rude comment—it’s that any comment at all is rude. In a way, the whole movie builds up to a scene in a bar. A scene that makes it clear why Finbar does not enjoy going to bars. The bar contains a fair number of people so witless and cruel that they must point and laugh, as if Finbar has somehow chosen his height in order to invite their moronic behavior. Finally he climbs up on a table and shouts, “Here I am! Take a look!” And that is the moment you realize there is no good reason why Peter Dinklage could not play Braveheart.


  The Straight Story [image: fourstar]


  G, 111 m., 1999


  
    Richard Farnsworth (Alvin Straight), Sissy Spacek (Rose), Jane Heitz (Dorothy), James Cada (Danny Riordan), Everett McGill (Tom the Dealer), Jennifer Edwards (Brenda), Barbara E. Robertson (Deer Woman), John Farley (Thorvald), John Lordan (Priest), Harry Dean Stanton (Lyle). Directed by David Lynch and produced by Alain Sarde and Mary Sweeney. Screenplay by Sweeney and John Roach.

  


  

  The first time I saw The Straight Story, I focused on the foreground and liked it. The second time I focused on the background, too, and loved it. The movie isn’t just about Alvin Straight’s odyssey through the small towns and rural districts of the Midwest, but about the people he finds to listen to and care for him. You’d think it was a fantasy, this kindness of strangers, if the movie weren’t based on a true story.


  Straight (Richard Farnsworth) is a seventy-three-year-old man from Laurens, Iowa, who learns that his brother is dying, and wants to see him one last time. His eyes are too bad to allow him to drive. He lives with his daughter Rose (Sissy Spacek), who is somewhat retarded and no good behind the wheel. Nor do they have a car. But they have a tractor-style lawn mower, and the moment Alvin’s eyes light on it, he knows how he can drive the three hundred miles to Zion, Wisconsin. The first mower konks out, but he gets another one, a John Deere, hitches a little wagon to it, and stubbornly sets off down the road.


  Along the way we will learn a lot about Alvin, including a painful secret he has kept ever since the war. He is not a sophisticated man, but when he speaks the words come out like the bricks of a wall built to last. Like Hemingway’s dialogue, the screenplay by John Roach and Mary Sweeney finds poetry and truth in the exact choice of the right everyday words. Richard Farnsworth, who was seventy-nine when he made the film, speaks the lines with perfect repose and conviction.


  Because the film was directed by David Lynch, who usually deals in the bizarre (Wild at Heart, Twin Peaks), we keep waiting for the other shoe to drop—for Alvin’s odyssey to intersect with the Twilight Zone. But it never does. Even when he encounters a potential weirdo, like the distraught woman whose car has killed fourteen deer in one week on the same stretch of highway (“… and I have to take this road!”), she’s not a sideshow exhibit and we think, yeah, you can hit a lot of deer on those country roads.


  Alvin’s journey to his brother is a journey into his past. He remembers when they were young and filled with wonder. He tells a stranger, “I want to sit with him and look up at the stars, like we used to, so long ago.” He remembers his courtship and marriage. His army service as a sniper whose aim, one day, was too good. And about years lost to drinking and nastiness. He has emerged from the forge of his imperfections as a better man, purified, simple, and people along the way seem to sense that.


  My favorite, of all of his stops, comes in a small town where he’s almost killed when he loses a drive belt and speeds out of control down a hill. He comes to rest where some people in lawn chairs are watching the local firemen practicing putting out a fire.


  In the town are twin brothers who squabble all the time, even while charging him by the hour to repair the mower, and a retired John Deere employee named Danny Riordan (James Cada), who lets Alvin camp for a while in his backyard (Alvin won’t enter the house, even to use the phone). Danny is a rare man of instinctive sweetness and tact, who sees what the situation requires, and supplies it without display. He embodies all of our own feelings about this lovable old—yes, fool. He gently offers advice, but Alvin is firm: “You’re a kind man talking to a stubborn man.”


  If Riordan and the deer lady and the dueling twins (and a forlorn young girl) are the background I was talking about, so are the locations themselves. The cinematographer, Freddie Francis, who once made the vastness of Utah a backdrop for The Executioner’s Song, knows how to evoke a landscape without making it too comforting. There are fields of waving corn and grain here, and rivers and woods and little red barns, but on the sound track the wind whispering in the trees plays a sad and lonely song, and we are reminded not of the fields we drive past on our way to picnics, but on our way to funerals, on autumn days when the roads are empty.


  The faces in this movie are among its treasures. Farnsworth himself has a face like an old wrinkled billfold that he paid good money for and expects to see him out. There is another old man who sits next to him on a bar stool near the end of the movie, whose face is like the witness to time. And look and listen to the actor who plays the bartender in that same late scene, the one who serves the Miller Lite. I can’t find his name in the credits, but he finds the right note: He knows how all good bartenders can seem like a friend bringing a present to a sickroom.


  The last notes are also just right. Who will this dying brother be, and what will he say? Will the screenplay say too much or reach for easy sentimentality? Not at all. Just because you have to see someone doesn’t mean you have a lot to gab about. No matter how far you’ve come.


  

  Note: I later discovered the actor who plays the bartender is Russell Reed.


  The Tree of Life [image: fourstar]


  PG-13, 138 m., 2011


  
    Brad Pitt (Mr. O’Brien), Sean Penn (Jack), Jessica Chastain (Mrs. O’Brien), Fiona Shaw (Grandmother), Hunter McCracken (Young Jack). Directed by Terrence Malick and produced by Dede Gardner, Sarah Green, Grant Hill, Brad Pitt, and William Pohlad. Screenplay by Malick.

  


  

  Terrence Malick’s The Tree of Life is a film of vast ambition and deep humility, attempting no less than to encompass all of existence and view it through the prism of a few infinitesimal lives. The only other film I’ve seen with this boldness of vision is Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey, and it lacked Malick’s fierce evocation of human feeling. There were once several directors who yearned to make no less than a masterpiece, but now there are only a few. Malick has stayed true to that hope ever since his first feature in 1973.


  I don’t know when a film has connected more immediately with my own personal experience. In uncanny ways, the central events of The Tree of Life reﬂect a time and place I lived in, and the young boys in it are me. If I set out to make an autobiographical film, and if I had Malick’s gift, it would look so much like this. His scenes portray a childhood in a small town in the American midlands, where life ﬂows in and out through open windows. There is a father who maintains discipline and a mother who exudes forgiveness, and long summer days of play and idleness and urgent, unsaid questions about the meaning of things. The three boys of the O’Brien family are browned by the sun, scuffed by play, disturbed by glimpses of adult secrets, filled with a great urgency to grow up and discover who they are.


  I wrote earlier about the many ways this film evoked my own memories of such a time and place. About wide lawns. About a small town that somehow, in memory, is always seen with a wide-angle lens. About houses that are never locked. About mothers looking out windows to check on you. About the summer heat and ennui of church services, and the unpredictable theater of the dinner table, and the troubling sounds of an argument between your parents, half-heard through an open window.


  Watching the film, I remembered Ray Bradbury’s memory of a boy waking up to the sound of a Green Machine outside his window—a hand-pushed lawnmower. Perhaps you grew up in a big city, with the doors locked and everything air-conditioned. It doesn’t matter. Most of us, unless we are unlucky, have something of the same childhood, because we are protected by innocence and naïveté.


  As I mentioned the O’Brien family, I realized one detail the film has precisely right: The parents are named Mr. O’Brien and Mrs. O’Brien. Yes. Because the parents of other kids were never thought of by their first names, and the first names of your own parents were words used only by others. Your parents were Mother and Father and they defined your reality, and you were open to their emotions, both calming and alarming. And young Jack O’Brien is growing, and someday will become Mr. O’Brien, but will never seem to himself as real as his father did.


  Rarely does a film seem more obviously a collaboration of love between a director and his production designer, Jack Fisk. Fisk is about my age and was born and raised in downstate Illinois, and so, of course, knows that in the 1940s tall aluminum drinking glasses were used for lemonade and iced tea. He has all the other details right, too, but his design fits seamlessly into the lives of his characters. What’s uncanny is that Malick creates the O’Brien parents and their three boys without an obvious plot: The movie captures the unplanned unfolding of summer days and the overheard words of people almost talking to themselves.


  The film’s portrait of everyday life, inspired by Malick’s memories of his hometown of Waco, Texas, is bounded by two immensities, one of space and time and the other of spirituality. The Tree of Life has awe-inspiring visuals, suggesting the birth and expansion of the universe, the appearance of life on a microscopic level, and the evolution of species. This process leads to the present moment, and to all of us. We were created in the Big Bang and over untold millions of years molecules formed themselves into, well, you and me.


  And what comes after? In whispered words near the beginning, “nature” and “grace” are heard. We have seen nature as it gives and takes away; one of the family’s boys dies. We also see how it works with time, as Jack O’Brien (Hunter McCracken) grows into a middle-age man (Sean Penn). And what then? The film’s coda provides a vision of an afterlife, a desolate landscape on which quiet people solemnly recognize and greet one another, and all is understood in the fullness of time.


  Some reviews have said Mr. O’Brien (Brad Pitt, crew-cut, never more of a regular guy) is too strict as a disciplinarian. I don’t think so. He is doing what he thinks is right, as he has been raised. Mrs. O’Brien (the ethereal Jessica Chastain) is gentler and more understanding, but there is no indication she feels her husband is cruel. Of course children resent discipline, and of course a kid might sometimes get whacked at the dinner table circa 1950. But listen to an acute exchange of dialogue between Jack and his father. “I was a little hard on you sometimes,” Mr. O’Brien says, and Jack replies: “It’s your house. You can do what you want to.” Jack is defending his father against himself. That’s how you grow up. And it all happens in this blink of a lifetime, surrounded by the realms of unimaginable time and space.


  12 Angry Men [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 96 m., 1957


  
    Henry Fonda (Juror No. 8), Lee J. Cobb (Juror No. 3), Martin Balsam (Juror No. 1). Directed by Sidney Lumet and produced by Henry Fonda, George Justin, and Reginald Rose. Screenplay by Rose.

  


  

  In form, 12 Angry Men is a courtroom drama. In purpose, it’s a crash course in those passages of the Constitution that promise defendants a fair trial and the presumption of innocence. It has a kind of stark simplicity: Apart from a brief setup and a briefer epilogue, the entire film takes place within a small New York City jury room, on “the hottest day of the year,” as twelve men debate the fate of a young defendant charged with murdering his father.


  The film shows us nothing of the trial itself except for the judge’s perfunctory, almost bored, charge to the jury. His tone of voice indicates the verdict is a foregone conclusion. We hear neither prosecutor nor defense attorney, and learn of the evidence only secondhand, as the jurors debate it. Most courtroom movies feel it necessary to end with a clear-cut verdict. But 12 Angry Men never states whether the defendant is innocent or guilty. It is about whether the jury has a reasonable doubt about his guilt.


  The principle of reasonable doubt, the belief that a defendant is innocent until proven guilty, is one of the most enlightened elements of our Constitution, although many Americans have had difficulty in accepting it. “It’s an open-and-shut case,” snaps Juror No. 3 (Lee J. Cobb) as the jury first gathers in their claustrophobic little room. When the first ballot is taken, ten of his fellow jurors agree, and there is only one holdout—Juror No. 8 (Henry Fonda).


  This is a film where tension comes from personality conflict, dialogue, and body language, not action; where the defendant has been glimpsed only in a single brief shot; where logic, emotion, and prejudice struggle to control the field. It is a masterpiece of stylized realism—the style coming in the way the photography and editing comment on the bare bones of the content. Released in 1957, when Technicolor and lush production values were common, 12 Angry Men was lean and mean. It got ecstatic reviews and a spread in Life magazine, but was a disappointment at the box office. Over the years it has found a constituency, however, and in a 2002 Internet Movie Database poll it was listed twenty-third among the best films of all time.


  The story is based on a television play by Reginald Rose, later made into a movie by Sidney Lumet, with Rose and Henry Fonda acting as coproducers and putting up their own money to finance it. It was Lumet’s first feature, although he was much experienced in TV drama, and the cinematography was by the veteran Boris Kaufman, whose credits (On the Waterfront, Long Day’s Journey into Night) show a skill for tightening the tension in dialogue exchanges.


  The cast included only one bankable star, Fonda, but the other eleven actors were among the best then working in New York, including Martin Balsam, Lee J. Cobb, E. G. Marshall, Jack Klugman, Jack Warden, Ed Begley, and Robert Webber. They smoke, they sweat, they swear, they sprawl, they stalk, they get angry.


  In a length of only ninety-five minutes (it sometimes feels as if the movie is shot in real time), the jurors are all defined in terms of their personalities, backgrounds, occupations, prejudices, and emotional tilts. Evidence is debated so completely that we feel we know as much as the jury does, especially about the old man who says he heard the murder and saw the defendant fleeing, and the lady across the street who says she saw it happen through the windows of a moving L train.


  We see the murder weapon, a switchblade knife, and hear the jurors debate the angle of the knife wound. We watch as Fonda imitates the shuffling step of the old man, a stroke victim, to see if he could have gotten to the door in time to see the murderer fleeing. In its ingenuity, in the way it balances one piece of evidence against another that seems contradictory, 12 Angry Men is as meticulous as the summation of an Agatha Christie thriller.


  But it is not about solving the crime. It is about sending a young man to die. The movie is timely in view of recent revelations that many Death Row convictions are based on contaminated evidence. “We’re talking about somebody’s life here,” the Fonda character says. “We can’t decide in five minutes. Supposing we’re wrong?”


  The defendant, when we glimpse him, looks “ethnic” but of no specific group. He could be Italian, Turkish, Indian, Jewish, Arabic, Mexican. His eyes are ringed with dark circles, and he looks exhausted and frightened. In the jury room, some jurors make veiled references to “these people.” Finally Juror No. 10 (Ed Begley) begins a racist rant (“You know how these people lie. It’s born in them. They don’t know what the truth is. And let me tell you, they don’t need any real big reason to kill someone, either. . . .”) As he continues, one juror after another stands up from the jury table and walks away, turning his back. Even those who think the defendant is guilty can’t sit and listen to Begley’s prejudice. The scene is one of the most powerful in the movie.


  The vote, which begins as 11–1, shifts gradually. Although the movie is clearly in favor of the Fonda position, not all of those voting “guilty” are portrayed negatively. One of the key characters is Juror No. 4 (E. G. Marshall), a stockbroker wearing rimless glasses, who depends on pure logic and tries to avoid emotion altogether. Another Juror No. 7 (Jack Warden), who has tickets to a baseball game, grows impatient and changes his vote just to hurry things along. Juror No. 11 (George Voskovec), an immigrant who speaks with an accent, criticizes him: “Who tells you that you have the right to play like this with a man’s life?” Earlier, No. 11 was attacked as a foreigner: “They come over and in no time at all they’re telling us how to run the show.”


  Making Movies, one of the most intelligent and informative books ever written about the cinema. In planning the movie, he says, a “lens plot” occurred to him: To make the room seem smaller as the story continued, he gradually changed to lenses of longer focal lengths, so that the backgrounds seemed to close in on the characters.


  “In addition,” he writes, “I shot the first third of the movie above eye level, shot the second third at eye level and the last third from below eye level. In that way, toward the end the ceiling began to appear. Not only were the walls closing in, the ceiling was as well. The sense of increasing claustrophobia did a lot to raise the tension of the last part of the movie.” In the film’s last shot, he observes, he used a wide-angle lens “to let us finally breathe.”


  The movie plays like a textbook for directors interested in how lens choices affect mood. By gradually lowering his camera, Lumet illustrates another principle of composition: A higher camera tends to dominate, a lower camera tends to be dominated. As the film begins we look down on the characters, and the angle suggests they can be comprehended and mastered. By the end, they loom over us, and we feel overwhelmed by the force of their passion. Lumet uses close-ups rarely, but effectively: One man in particular—Juror No. 9 (Joseph Sweeney, the oldest man on the jury)—is often seen in full frame, because he has a way of cutting to the crucial point and stating the obvious after it has eluded the others.


  For Sidney Lumet, born in 1924, 12 Angry Men was the beginning of a film career that has often sought controversial issues. Consider these titles from among his forty-three films: The Pawnbroker (the Holocaust), Fail-Safe (accidental nuclear war), Serpico (police corruption), Dog Day Afternoon (homosexuality), Network (the decay of TV news), The Verdict (alcoholism and malpractice), Daniel (a son punished for the sins of his parents), Running on Empty (radical fugitives), and Critical Care (health care). There are also comedies and a musical (The Wiz). If Lumet is not among the most famous of American directors, that is only because he ranges so widely he cannot be categorized. Few filmmakers have been so consistently respectful of the audience’s intelligence.


  2001 [image: fourstar]


  G, 139 m., 1968


  
    Keir Dullea (Dr. Dave Bowman), Gary Lockwood (Dr. Frank Poole), William Sylvester (Dr. Heywood R. Floyd). Directed by Stanley Kubrick and produced by Kubrick and Victor Lyndon. Screenplay by Kubrick and Arthur C. Clarke, based on the story “The Sentinel” by Clarke.

  


  

  The genius is not in how much Stanley Kubrick does in 2001: A Space Odyssey, but in how little. This is the work of an artist so sublimely confident that he doesn’t include a single shot simply to keep our attention. He reduces each scene to its essence, and leaves it on screen long enough for us to contemplate it, to inhabit it in our imaginations. Alone among science-fiction movies, 2001 is not concerned with thrilling us, but with inspiring our awe.


  No little part of his effect comes from the music. Although Kubrick originally commissioned an original score from Alex North, he used classical recordings as a temporary track while editing the film, and they worked so well that he kept them. This was a crucial decision. North’s score, which is available on a recording, is a good job of film composition but would have been wrong for 2001 because, like all scores, it attempts to underline the action—to give us emotional cues. The classical music chosen by Kubrick exists outside the action. It uplifts. It wants to be sublime; it brings a seriousness and transcendence to the visuals.


  Consider two examples. The Johann Strauss waltz “Blue Danube,” which accompanies the docking of the space shuttle and the space station, is deliberately slow, and so is the action. Obviously such a docking process would have to take place with extreme caution (as we now know from experience), but other directors might have found the space ballet too slow, and punched it up with thrilling music, which would have been wrong.


  We are asked in the scene to contemplate the process, to stand in space and watch. We know the music. It proceeds as it must. And so, through a peculiar logic, the space hardware moves slowly because it’s keeping the tempo of the waltz. At the same time, there is an exaltation in the music that helps us feel the majesty of the process.


  Now consider Kubrick’s famous use of Richard Strauss’s “Thus Spake Zarathustra.” Inspired by the words of Nietzsche, its five bold opening notes embody the ascension of man into spheres reserved for the gods. It is cold, frightening, magnificent.


  The music is associated in the film with the first entry of man’s consciousness into the universe—and with the eventual passage of that consciousness onto a new level, symbolized by the Star Child at the end of the film. When classical music is associated with popular entertainment, the result is usually to trivialize it (who can listen to the “William Tell Overture” without thinking of the Lone Ranger?). Kubrick’s film is almost unique in enhancing the music by its association with his images.


  I attended the Los Angeles premiere of the film, in 1968, at the Pantages Theater. It is impossible to describe the anticipation in the audience adequately. Kubrick had been working on the film in secrecy for some years, in collaboration, the audience knew, with author Arthur C. Clarke, special-effects expert Douglas Trumbull, and consultants who advised him on the specific details of his imaginary future—everything from space station design to corporate logos. Fearing to fly and facing a deadline, Kubrick had sailed from England on the Queen Elizabeth, doing the editing while on board, and had continued to edit the film during a cross-country train journey. Now it finally was ready to be seen.


  To describe that first screening as a disaster would be wrong, for many of those who remained until the end knew they had seen one of the greatest films ever made. But not everyone remained. Rock Hudson stalked down the aisle, complaining, “Will someone tell me what the hell this is about?” There were many other walkouts, and some restlessness at the film’s slow pace (Kubrick immediately cut about seventeen minutes, including a pod sequence that essentially repeated another one).


  The film did not provide the clear narrative and easy entertainment cues the audience expected. The closing sequences, with the astronaut inexplicably finding himself in a bedroom somewhere beyond Jupiter, were baffling. The overnight Hollywood judgment was that Kubrick had become derailed, that in his obsession with effects and set pieces, he had failed to make a movie.


  What he had actually done was make a philosophical statement about man’s place in the universe, using images as those before him had used words, music, or prayer. And he had made it in a way that invited us to contemplate it—not to experience it vicariously as entertainment, as we might in a good conventional science-fiction film, but to stand outside it as a philosopher might, and think about it.


  The film falls into several movements. In the first, prehistoric apes, confronted by a mysterious black monolith, teach themselves that bones can be used as weapons, and thus discover their first tools. I have always felt that the smooth artificial surfaces and right angles of the monolith, which was obviously made by intelligent beings, triggered the realization in an ape brain that intelligence could be used to shape the objects of the world.


  The bone is thrown into the air and dissolves into a space shuttle (this has been called the longest flash-forward in the history of the cinema). We meet Dr. Heywood Floyd (William Sylvester), en route to a space station and the moon. This section is willfully anti-narrative; there are no breathless dialogue passages to tell us of his mission. Instead, Kubrick shows us the minutiae of the flight: the design of the cabin, the details of in-flight service, the effects of zero gravity.


  Then comes the docking sequence, with its waltz, and for a time even the restless in the audience are silenced, I imagine, by the sheer wonder of the visuals. On board, we see familiar brand names, we participate in an enigmatic conference among the scientists of several nations, we see such gimmicks as a video phone and a zero-gravity toilet.


  The sequence on the moon (which looks as real as the actual video of the moon landing a year later) is a variation on the film’s opening sequence. Man is confronted with a monolith, just as the apes were, and is drawn to a similar conclusion: This must have been made. And as the first monolith led to the discovery of tools, so the second leads to the employment of man’s most elaborate tool: the spaceship Discovery, employed by man in partnership with the artificial intelligence of the onboard computer, named HAL 9000.


  Life on board the Discovery is presented as a long, eventless routine of exercise, maintenance checks, and chess games with HAL. Only when the astronauts fear that HAL’s programming has failed does a level of suspense emerge; their challenge is somehow to get around HAL, which has been programmed to believe, “This mission is too important for me to allow you to jeopardize it.” Their efforts lead to one of the great shots in the cinema, as the men attempt to have a private conversation in a space pod, and HAL reads their lips. The way Kubrick edits this scene so that we can discover what HAL is doing is masterful in its restraint: He makes it clear but doesn’t insist on it. He trusts our intelligence.


  Later comes the famous “star gate” sequence, a sound and light journey in which astronaut Dave Bowman (Keir Dullea) travels through what we might now call a wormhole into another place, or dimension, that is unexplained. At journey’s end is the comfortable bedroom suite in which he grows old, eating his meals quietly, napping, living the life (I imagine) of a zoo animal who has been placed in a familiar environment. And then the Star Child.


  There is never an explanation of the other race that presumably left the monoliths and provided the star gate and the bedroom. 2001 lore suggests Kubrick and Clarke tried and failed to create plausible aliens. It is just as well. The alien race exists more effectively in negative space: We react to its invisible presence more strongly than we possibly could to any actual representation.


  2001: A Space Odyssey is in many respects a silent film. There are few conversations that could not be handled with title cards. Much of the dialogue exists only to show people talking to one another, without much regard to content (this is true of the conference on the space station). Ironically, the dialogue containing the most feeling comes from HAL, as it pleads for its “life” and sings “Daisy.”


  The film creates its effects essentially out of visuals and music. It is meditative. It does not cater to us, but wants to inspire us, enlarge us. Many years after it was made, it has not dated in any important detail, and although special effects have become more versatile in the computer age, Trumbull’s work remains completely convincing—more convincing, perhaps, than more sophisticated effects in later films, because it looks more plausible, more like documentary footage than like elements in a story.


  Only a few films are transcendent, and work upon our minds and imaginations like music or prayer or a vast, belittling landscape. Most movies are about characters with a goal in mind, who obtain it after difficulties either comic or dramatic. 2001: A Space Odyssey is not about a goal but about a quest, a need. It does not hook its effects on specific plot points, nor does it ask us to identify with Dave Bowman or any other character. It says to us: We became men when we learned to think. Our minds have given us the tools to understand where we live and who we are. Now it is time to move on to the next step, to know that we live not on a planet but among the stars, and that we are not flesh but intelligence.
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  PG, 96 m., 2009


  
    Edward Asner (Carl Fredricksen), Christopher Plummer (Charles Muntz), Jordan Nagai (Russell), John Ratzenberger (Tom), Bob Peterson (Dug). Directed by Pete Docter and produced by Jonas Rivera. Screenplay by Docter and Bob Peterson.

  


  

  Up is a wonderful film, with characters who are as believable as any characters can be who spend much of their time floating above the rain forests of Venezuela. They have tempers, problems, and obsessions. They are cute and goofy, but they aren’t cute in the treacly way of little cartoon animals. They’re cute in the human way of the animation master Hayao Miyazaki. Two of the three central characters are cranky old men, which is a wonder in this youth-obsessed era. Up doesn’t think all heroes must be young or sweet, although the third important character is a nervy kid.


  This is another masterwork from Pixar, which is leading the charge in modern animation. The movie was directed by Pete Docter, who also directed Monsters, Inc., wrote Toy Story, and was the cowriter and first director on WALL-E before leaving to devote himself full time to this project. So he’s one of the leading artists of this renaissance of animation.


  The movie is in 3-D in some theaters, about which I will say nothing except to advise you to save the extra money and see it in 2-D. One of the film’s qualities that is likely to be diminished by 3-D is its subtle and beautiful color palette. Up, like Finding Nemo, Toy Story, Shrek, and The Lion King, uses colors in a way particularly suited to its content.


  Up tells a story as tickling to the imagination as the magical animated films of my childhood, when I naively thought that because their colors were brighter, their character outlines more defined, and their plots simpler, they were actually more realistic than regular films. It begins with a romance as sweet and lovely as any I can recall in feature animation.


  Two children named Carl and Ellie meet and discover they share the same dream of someday being daring explorers. In newsreels, they see the exploits of a daring adventurer named Charles Muntz (Christopher Plummer), who uses his gigantic airship to explore a lost world on a plateau in Venezuela and bring back the bones of fantastic creatures previously unknown to man. When his discoveries are accused of being faked, he flies off enraged to South America again, vowing to bring back living creatures to prove his claims.


  Nothing is heard from him for years. Ellie and Carl (Edward Asner) grow up, have a courtship, marry, buy a ramshackle house and turn it into their dream home, are happy together, and grow old. This process is silent except for music (Ellie doesn’t even have a voice credit). It’s shown by Docter in a lovely sequence, without dialogue, that deals with the life experience in a way that is almost never found in family animation. The lovebirds save their loose change in a gallon jug intended to finance their trip to the legendary Paradise Falls, but real life gets in the way: flat tires, home repairs, medical bills. Then they make a heartbreaking discovery. This interlude is poetic and touching.


  The focus of the film is on Carl’s life after Ellie. He becomes a recluse, holds out against the world, keeps his home as a memorial, talks to the absent Ellie. One day he decides to pack up and fly away—literally. Having worked all his life as a balloon man, he has the equipment on hand to suspend the house from countless helium-filled balloons and fulfill his dream of seeking Paradise Falls. What he wasn’t counting on was an inadvertent stowaway—Russell (Jordan Nagai), a dutiful Wilderness Explorer Scout, who looks Asian-American to me.


  What they find at Paradise Falls and what happens there I will not say. But I will describe Charles Muntz’s gigantic airship that is hovering there. It’s a triumph of design and perhaps owes its inspiration, though not its appearance, to Miyazaki’s Castle in the Sky. The exterior is nothing special: a really big zeppelin. But the interior, now, is one of those movie spaces you have the feeling you’ll remember.


  With vast inside spaces, the airship is outfitted like a great ocean liner from the golden age, with a stately dining room, long corridors, a display space rivaling the Natural History Museum, and attics spacious enough to harbor fighter planes. Muntz, who must be a centenarian by now, is hale, hearty, and mean, his solitary life shared only by dogs.


  The adventures on the jungle plateau are satisfying in a Mummy/Tomb Raider/Indiana Jones sort of way. But they aren’t the whole point of the film. This isn’t a movie like Monsters vs. Aliens that’s mostly just frenetic action. There are stakes here, and personalities involved, and two old men battling for meaning in their lives. And a kid who, for once, isn’t smarter than all the adults. And a loyal dog. And an animal sidekick. And always that house and those balloons.


  Whale Rider [image: fourstar]


  PG-13, 105 m., 2003


  
    Keisha Castle-Hughes (Pai), Rawiri Paratene (Koro Flowers), Vicky Haughton (Nanny Flowers), Cliff Curtis (Porourangi), Grant Roa (Rawiri), Mana Taumaunu (Hemi), Rachel House (Shilo),Taungaroa Emile (Dog). Directed by Niki Caro and produced by John Barnett, Frank Hubner, and Tim Sanders. Screenplay by Caro, based on the book by Witi Ihimaera.

  


  

  Whale Rider arrives in theaters already proven as one of the great audience-grabbers of recent years. It won the audience awards as the most popular film at both the Toronto and Sundance Film Festivals, played to standing ovations, left audiences in tears. I recite these facts right at the top of this review because I fear you might make a hasty judgment that you don’t want to see a movie about a twelve-year-old Maori girl who dreams of becoming the chief of her people. Sounds too ethnic, uplifting, and feminist, right?


  The genius of the movie is the way it sidesteps all of the obvious clichés of the underlying story and makes itself fresh, observant, tough, and genuinely moving. There is a vast difference between movies for twelve-year-old girls, and movies about twelve-year-old girls, and Whale Rider proves it.


  The movie, which takes place in the present day in New Zealand, begins with the birth of twins. The boy and the mother die. The girl, Pai (Keisha Castle-Hughes), survives. Her father, Porourangi (Cliff Curtis), an artist, leaves New Zealand, and the little girl is raised and much loved by her grandparents, Koro and Nanny Flowers.


  Koro is the chief of these people. Porourangi would be next in line, but has no interest in returning home. Pai believes that she could serve as the chief, but her grandfather, despite his love, fiercely opposes this idea. He causes Pai much hurt by doubting her, questioning her achievements, insisting in the face of everything she achieves that she is only a girl.


  The movie, written and directed by Niki Caro, inspired by a novel by Witi Ihimaera, describes these events within the rhythms of daily life. This is not a simplistic fable, but the story of real people living in modern times. There are moments when Pai is lost in discouragement and despair, and when her father comes for a visit she almost leaves with him. But, no, her people need her—whether or not her grandfather realizes it.


  Pai is played by Keisha Castle-Hughes, a newcomer of whom it can only be said: This is a movie star. She glows. She stands up to her grandfather in painful scenes, she finds dignity, and yet the next second she’s running around the village like the kid she is. The other roles are also strongly cast, especially Rawiri Paratene and Vicky Haughton as the grandparents.


  One day Koro summons all of the young teenage boys of the village to a series of compulsory lessons on how to be a Maori, and the leader of Maoris. There’s an amusing sequence where they practice looking ferocious to scare their enemies. Pai, of course, is banned from these classes, but eavesdrops, and enlists a wayward uncle to reveal some of the secrets of the males.


  And then—well, the movie doesn’t end as we expect. It doesn’t march obediently to standard plot requirements, but develops an unexpected crisis, and an unexpected solution. There is a scene set at a school ceremony, where Pai has composed a work in honor of her people, and asked her grandfather to attend. Despite his anger, he will come, won’t he? The movie seems headed for the ancient cliché of the auditorium door that opens at the last moment to reveal the person whom the child onstage desperately hopes to see—but no, that’s not what happens.


  It isn’t that Koro comes or that he doesn’t come, but that something else altogether happens. Something on a larger and more significant scale, that brings together all of the themes of the film into a magnificent final sequence. It’s not just an uplifting ending, but a transcendent one, inspired and inspiring, and we realize how special this movie really is. So many films by and about teenagers are mired in vulgarity and stupidity; this one, like its heroine, dares to dream.
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