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Best and Worse Films

Your humble reviewer (moi) picks the top ten best and worst movies ever made (in 
no particular order).

BEST

Animal House (1978) We really were like that in 1964.

In the Heat of the Night (1968) Bold film making still in the era of civil rights violence.

M*A*S*H (1970) Written by a doctor. Korea morphed to Vietnam. Suicide is painless.

Brokeback Mountain (2005) That an undying passion for "the one" can be gender 
neutral.

Dr. Strangelove (1964) "Mein Fuhrer…….I can walk!!"

One Eyed-Jacks (1961) Best Western ever filmed, in range of "Unforgiven."

Lawrence of Arabia (1962) Cinematographic masterpiece. Defines visual overload.

The Deer Hunter (1978) I have not been able to bring myself to watch it again since 
1978.

Airplane (1980) The most consistently hysterical farce ever made. Still funny today.

American Graffiti (1973) First movie to use rock and roll music through the entire 
soundtrack and it defines the genre.

The Godfather I and II.
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WORST (not counting Plan 9 from Outer Space)

Mars Attacks (1996) Stunningly stupid and unwatchable. Only movie in my life I 
actually walked out of…….into the blessed relief of a rainstorm.

What Dreams May Come (1998) A film so profoundly depressing half the patrons went 
straight home to stick their heads in an oven. Should have finished Robin Williams’ 
career.

Stayin’ Alive (1977) Do the math. The fourth-rate sequel of a third-rate film featuring 
a second-rate male lead, fifth-rate director and a score by a sixth-rate musical act. Said 
by critics to be a vision of the end of film as an art form.

Catwoman (2004) Halle Berry in a leather S&M outfit that would embarrass Grace 
Jones. Not to be catty about it, but the stench of the litter pan was all over this big-
screen $90 million disaster.

Patch Adams (1998) Did for doctors what Theodoric of York did for the Renaissance.
Showed the public that medicine could descend to the pits of insipid inanity and still 
not be funny. Ate seven of Robin Williams’ nine career lives.

Howard the Duck (1986): Heckled, maligned and insulted, more people made fun of 
the movie than actually saw it. Howard was run out of theaters in a flash. Howard in 
the sack with a shapely babe? Don’t dwell on it.

Battlefield Earth (2000) The most universally shellacked movie of the last ten year. 
Vividly shows they don’t make bad movies like they used to. The next actor that wants 
to blow thirty one million on a showcase for his quasi-religion will be lined up against 
the wall and summarily shot.

Heaven’s Gate (1980): Box office disaster single handedly collapsed United Artists, 
ended Director driven film productions. Vincent Canby comparing it to "a forced four-
hour walking tour of one’s own living room. Destroyed the director’s career.

Glitter (2001): Likened by critics to a cinematic Sir Edmund Hillary on a frenzied 
quest for the highest peak of Mount Bad. Mariah’s idea of acting consists of opening 
her eyes as wide as she can and delivering her lines with an emotion and depth usually 
only heard during dinnertime telemarketing calls. Not even the obligatory
Mariah overhang could save this one. Beyond the cringe.
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Gigli (2003) The New York Times gave the movie the rating below their lowest possible 
score of 0 stars, the only movie in their history to receive this score. Proved a dud 
movie will end any relationship anywhere.

Ishtar (1987) It’s so synonymous with expensive flops that when Waterworld proved 
disastrous, people called it Fishtar. Roger Ebert gave it half a star. Never released on 
DVD.
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A closer look at 
two incredibly bad movies. 

What Dreams May Come  (1998)

Based on the novel by Richard Matheson (A Stir of Echoes and I Am Legend), 
What Dreams May Come has to be one of the worst films ever made. It is yet another 
Hollywood, sentimental, tooth ache of a film. 

While visually memorable (the visuals are straight out of Blakes and Bosch's 
paintings and at times are quite impressive) with it's wishy-washy CGI, curiously, the 
movie never intends for its audience to be close-minded enough to think that this is, 
with certainty, what happens after you die. It is more of a suggestion inspired by those 
paintings of 'Enlightenment' you may have studied at University, than  an analogy of 
how precious life can be, and how strong the bond of love is between some people, 
no matter what happens. The film therefore doesn't tend to deal with 'the afterlife,’ 
instead it just ambles along with its predictable characters and dreadful script. It 
tries to deal with how we view ourselves attempting to show the  difference between 
the world outside of us and the world inside but comes across as a very depressing 
and badly produced film. Drama does not exist, just run of the mill visual effects and 
fantasy which if given to the right person could have come across even better.

In short the story revolves around Annabella Sciorra and Robin Williams - a 
husband and wife with two children. As they travel to school one day the children 
are killed in a car accident. One year later, Robin Williams is killed. Shortly after this 
Sciorra commits suicide. That's basically the entire film as Williams searches for his 
wife traveling between Heaven and Hell. The ending is a mess and is unconcluded 
from several characters’ points of view, almost as if they quit before production was 
complete. I began watching this movie with an open mind and was prepared to find 
something worthwhile about it - maybe the influence of the artistic depictions of 
Heaven and Hell, but that was not enough. The emotion in the film was completely 
forced and artificial and made my cheek twitch uncontrollably. False emotion and 
special effects, something Hollywood seems to be good at. 

The script gives the characters no development with its unrealistic lines and the 
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production took years as they spent a huge amount, but hardly made any back - I don't 
feel sorry for them one bit. 

Full of cliches, and lines which were embarrassing to listen to - the acting, writing 
and directing were all poor and if I could have taken a ten second glance at the special 
effects and missed the rest of the film, I'd have been a much happier person. What 
Dreams May Come is dull despite its colour and would surely deserve to be rated as 
one of the worst films ever made - anybody who says they enjoyed this film is either 
mentally unstable or lying. I've seen some bad films in my day, but this ranks up there 
with Titanic. The emotional scenes will cause you to enter a state of uncontrollable 
twitching, and everything else will want you to happily press stop on the video and 
throw it on the fire. If you'd like an accurate simulation of What Dreams May Come, 
take some cyanide, maggots, sewage, cheese past it's sell-by-date, petrol, aftershave, 
crap, rotting meat, throw in a blender with pond water (and the dead fish) and press 
the button. Then knock it back. You'll find it a better taste. There is only one purpose 
this film was made for - torture.

Patch Adams (1998)

From the book Gesundheit: Good Health Is a Laughing Matter by Hunter 
Doherty Adams. At her request, I took my ten year old daughter to see the new movie 
Patch Adams for her birthday. The movie opens with an earlier iteration of Patch 
in a mental institution, finding that the doctors don’t offer much treatment but the 
other patients do, a maxim most mental patients would subscribe to. He decides to 
become a doctor to help people and finds that medicine is a cold, self-serving and 
impersonal business. Patch personifies the nonconformist, humanist, rebel who defies 
the impersonal system to bring the warm hearted message "Don’t worry….be happy" 
to patients starving for the personal touch. Certainly nothing new there. The attitudes 
of the movie are certainly very politically correct for the HMO era. If only everyone 
would stop worrying and be happy, all disease would be eradicated or at least more 
effectively palliated. His ideology can be summed up, "You treat a disease, you win you 
lose…you treat a patient and I guarantee you’ll win." But Patches answer to beating the 
establishment is bunny ears and bedpan flippers. My kid and the rest of the theater 
laughed right on cue.

But the real thrust of the story went right over all their heads. As they followed the 
hard line……laughing at the best medicine, they didn’t notice is a very effective but 
hidden sub-plot that suggests that unrestrained acceptance of all the good in people 
is bad for your health and can kill people. Unlimited acceptance of the verity that 
laughter is therapeutic medicine quickly leads down the slippery slope to the next 
logical associated maxim, that if you just find out what people want and give it to 
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them, they will respond better to any kind of therapy. Global acceptance of this dictum 
resulted in death and destruction right in the middle of the laugh lines.

Cynicism and skepticism are not born of good press but of reality and experience. 
The bedside manner of both the real Patch Adams and Robin Williams amount 

to nothing more than a buffoonish, scarily maniacal clown act, more likely to trigger 
relapses and lawsuits than augment a treatment plan. Making children in a cancer 
ward feel better by a clown act does not necessarily extrapolate to other populations of 
patients. The stark reality is that people sometimes do worse when given their desires 
rather than their needs. If simply finding out what patients want and giving it to them 
was the best medicine, Jerry Lewis could do more in a yearly telethon and all the 
medical centers in the country.

The film portrays a current and vapid vision of health care as might be dreamed 
up by a monster bearing the heads of Hillary Clinton and Edward Kennedy. Health 
care too expensive, impersonal and bureaucratic? Make it free! On a dude ranch 
in the Appalachians, with a clown act in every room. Although it plays well in the 
media, Patches real free clinic that treated 15,000 patients and a forty bed hospital 
(In Pennsylvania) that will offer full services all for free is an illusion. The stark reality 
is that such services utilize scarce resources and they are not free and never will be. 
Someone, somewhere pays for them at market prices. St. Jude’s also provides effective 
free medical care, without the clown act.

Patch Adams should have been released in 1992 where it could have served as 
effective advertising for the Clinton medical plan. I give it one out of five red bulb 
noses. Had a great sound track.
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Boss  (Starz Friday night 10 p.m.)

In the last decade or so, network television has degenerated dramatically to "reality 
shows." It’s a producers dream. Low budget TV entertainment so impeccably lame and 
insipid they’ve risen to the top of the heap of brain damaged viewers happy to purchase 
the sponsors product.  The classic examples are, of course, anyone named Kardashian, 
Nancy Grace warbling tabloid nonsense, House solving the impossible disease of the 
week and the undisputed end- the creature formerly named Chastity Bono dancing the 
cha-cha. Any creativity in television sank like a rock on eh networks.

But there was an available niche. It all moved to cable. The forerunner was the 
venerable Deadwood (2004-2006). Deadwood galvanized the channel surfing viewers 
looking for anything that didn’t numb their senses or provoke violent nausea and 
vertigo. Director David Milch went on camera to relate the freedom that HBO gave 
for him to make the best film he was capable of with no restrictions. The result was 
phenomenal beyond anyone’s wildest dreams. Using a cast no one ever heard of, Milch 
produced simply the best TV drama anyone had seen in recent memory, then cut it off 
after three years before it got stale.

This raging success spawned multiple Emmy winner Justified on another cable 
channel, then other quality efforts including Weeds, The Sopranos, The Wire, Mad 
Men and Breaking Bad. Cable is now the place to go for creative writing, directing and 
producing of quality entertainment.

This year, the latest iteration has come on Starz.  With an impeccably flawless cast 
including Kelsey Grammer, Boss is easily the most flawlessly produced TV drama today. 
With an unblinking eye, this series portrays politics as it probably really is including all 
the personal ramifications among all involved. It is absolutely riveting and must see.

Starz is a cable channel available in this area free with cable subscription. The 
episodes are frequently re-broadcast. Kelsey Grammer is OWNS this series. You can’t 
take your eyes off him. You also can’t take your eyes off that blond female aid who likes 
to get some action with the would-be governor at least once per episode, on camera of 
course. But that’s another story.

It’s simply the best thing I have seen this year. I cannot recommend it too highly.
Easily five of five pensive respites.
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Boss  (Starz). A second look 12/3/11
I rarely look back at previous reviews.  The new Starz show Boss starring Kelsey 

Grammar has rated a second look and some more detail.
I am now, as of episode seven (of eight) last night, on record as opining that Boss is 

the best show I have ever seen on television, reluctantly forcing my previous favorite 
Deadwood into a back seat. This show has just blown me away. I have never seen 
anything approaching it. If you have any appreciation of the fine art of human drama, 
you MUST see this show.

That said, I will also go on record as urging you NOT to see the series finale unless 
you have followed the entire series, in which case you know where you’ll be at 10 p.m. 
next Friday night.  The final episode will be the cliffhanger to end all cliffhangers and 
you simply will not be able to comprehend it unless you’ve followed the entire series.

Accordingly, I will pull the entire season off the torrents next week and put all 
eight episodes on Dropbox with a masked access route. You can also probably pull the 
entire series off Xfinity, Hulu or Netflix in time. It has been enthusiastically renewed 
for another 10 episodes in 2012. I think Grammar has a lock on the Emmy for Best 
Dramatic Actor.

Some history:  Looking back at the history of cable channels and the series that 
made them players. For HBO, it was The Sopranos; for Showtime, Dexter; for FX, 
The Shield; for AMC, Mad Men.  These were game-changers. And now Starz has its 
defining series in Boss, a monumental effort that puts Starz on the map.

Boss was developed by a relatively unknown writer, Farhad Safinia   in late 2010, 
with creative input from Kelsey Grammer.  Safinia was born in Tehran, Iran, in 1975. 
He left Iran with his family at the age of four to live in Paris, then London. He attended 
King’s College, Cambridge, where he studied Economics; he directed and acted in a 
number of stage productions for the Cambridge University Amateur Dramatic Club 
and other theatre companies. After graduating, he moved to New York City where he 
studied film at New York University's Tisch School of the Arts.

Safinia co-wrote Apocalypto  (2006) with Mel Gibson.
Boss is a spectacle surrounding Chicago Mayor Tom Kane, a man who understands 

that his constituents need to be led, but Chicago is a city with many social, economic 
and ethnic special interests that can’t be controlled with an iron fist. It requires a time-
honored mixture of compromise and balance to maintain a functional equilibrium, 
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frequently of a barbarous nature. And a lot of players with their own self interest, 
including those closest to Kane.

Each episode of Boss opens (appropriately) with Robert Plant’s eerie Satan,Your 
Kingdom Must Come Down.  Kelsey Grammer is persuasive as a cunning old-school 
political bully.  The mayor’s henchmen normally enforce his decrees with methods 
that would make even stone cold Russian Apparatchiks giggle. But the mayor has a 
devastating secret: a degenerative neurological disease that he hides with the same 
ruthless guile he uses to cover up all the barbarous manipulations that get things 
done. Suddenly a man with absolutely power is put in a position where he intermittently 
cannot tell the difference between real and Memorex.

The result is an absolutely uncompromising, brutal view of an amorphous world 
held in and out of check by a ruthless leader absolutely without scruples, even dealing 
with his own family. No one is exempt from his blessings, and no one is safe from his 
wrath as his personal aide finds out when Kane quietly cuts a chunk out of her soul 
with a couple of lines so chilling that I hid behind a couch pillow (see blurb below).

It’s a riveting drama, textured, and relentless. Kelsey Grammer brings to life an 
unflinching character lingers in your headspace for days. It’s a beast of a show, the best 
new drama of the fall season.

It gets an enthusiastic five of five Starz (with a bullet).

Reply to Mike Darwin (12/4/2011)

Darwin winges that I’m being hyperbolic when I way Boss is the best I’ve ever 
seen, that there are many genres of film and each can have a top of the line, that it is 
impossible to choose just one.

To that I say "Pooh-Bah.
Kane is the most incredibly multi-dimensional character I have ever seen in film. 

Bar none. And Kelsey Grammer LIVES that character.  He knows his exact course and 
he knows how to implement it. Unpredictable but only to those around him.

Caution: there be spoilers ahead

In dressing down the candidate for Governor, he spews he (Kane) is a bad man 
and has done bad things, but he always knew what he was doing.  The object of his 
venom is an equally bad man but can’t do it well.  Kane always does it extremely well. 
In dressing down Kitty, he rails that amateurs have no idea what they’re getting into 
when they deal with him and every episode yields more texture to the man.

But in all his callous manipulation, he calls his daughter and breaks down in 
genuine tears knowing what it about to happen. It honestly breaks his heart and he 
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weeps openly but it must be done for his higher order of reasoning the viewer may or 
may not agree with. Like him or not, he has an emotional range that has not shown any 
evidence of boundaries. He doesn’t require the affection of viewers to hold their rapt 
attention. He is impossible to categorize or pigeonhole.

This series is genius. I stand behind my review.
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Reviews of some new 
Cable TV features.

Network television is famous for programming constructs appealing to the 
dumb and dumber. Irritating canned laugh tracks. Insipid plots guaranteed to 
offend no potential sponsors. Dumbed down dialog. Getting marginally better 
with Alcatraz (Fox- cancelled after one season). Person of Interest and Blue 
Bloods (both CBS).

But the most talented writers and directors flock to more liberal cable channels 
in droves, closely followed by discerning viewers. The experiment succeeded beyond 
the wildest expectations. What followed were amazing classics such as  Deadwood, 
Justified, Mad Men, Breaking Bad, Flashpoint, The Closer, The Wire, The Daily 
Show, Hatfields & McCoys and others. Well written, well performed, frequently with 
actors no one ever saw before.

Having tasted blood, Cable TV is maneuvering to focus their viewing audience 
according to age and specialty interest. Accordingly four new cable dramas worthy of 
review have emerged.

The Newsroom 
(HBO) Sundays 10 p.m. 

Newsroom accurately portrays a real cable newsroom, with real newsroom. Well 
reviewed by none other than Dan Rather. To a degree I have not seen on any visual 
medium before, they portray the craft and passion of TV journalism as well as the 
realities of TV business. Albeit with a very  liberal  bent, they lay it all bare. Episodes deal 
with how far a commentator must be willing to go to correct an on-screen gaffe (lie), 
how to beat out the competition to out a domestic disaster (Gabby Gifford’s shooting) 
and nuts and bolts of handling the bin Laden killing. Jeff Daniels is magnificent as the 
cable news talking head, ably assisted by Sam Waterston and Jane Fonda.

It’s VERY interesting, and got a good review from none other than Dan Rather:
dan-rather–the-newsrooms-third-episode-is-even-better-than-the-first-two-

episodes-i-enjoyed-so-much.
Highly recommended by me.
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Longmire (A & E Channel)
An adult Western along the lines of a very interesting Jesse Stone (Tom 

Selleck),which CBS cancelled. The viewers for both these series are all over fifty and 
mystery buffs looking for intelligent plots and production. Over fifty viewers viewed as 
worthless by the advertisers who pay the freight at CBS. The math is a little different 
when you get to cable, though. A similar draw, Hatfields & McCoys on The History 
Channel earned huge ratings and fourteen million viewers. Longmire is based on Craig 
Johnson’s series of mystery novels about small-town Wyoming sheriff Walt Longmire, 
played by Australian actor Robert Taylor (faking a credible American accent). Like 
Jesse Stone, Longmire is a man out of sync with the 21st century — No cell phone, 
spends a lot of time brooding alone. Following the death of his wife, Longmire’s 
personal and professional attention to detail falls apart. But over the course of several 
investigations, Walt starts to find his way back into the world, even if it’s a world that 
doesn’t always seem to understand an old cowboy like him.

Longmire is a VERY strong series, maintains viewer interest, interesting plots, 
outstanding supporting cast, great on-location scenery. The progress of each episode 
can be a little slow and require some getting used to. The title character has texture 
and grain, he relates to the viewer. Second season renewed for next Winter.

Highly recommended by me.

Boss (Starz)
I have reviewed this series TWICE this year, which gives you hint of how much I like 

it. I think Boss is simply the most incredible series since the gold standard of incredible 
cable dramas Deadwood, which stands alone in the archives. From the opening scenes 
of Chicago evolving before your eyes accompanied by Satan, Your Kingdom Must Come 
Down by Robert Plant (see me if you don’t know who Robert Plant is).

Boss  is a spectacle surrounding Chicago Mayor Tom Kane, a man who understands 
that his constituents need to be led, but Chicago is a city with many social, economic 
and ethnic special interests that can’t be controlled with an iron fist. It requires a time-
honored mixture of compromise and balance to maintain a functional equilibrium, 
frequently of a barbarous nature. And a lot of players with their own self interest, 
including those closest to Kane.

Kelsey Grammer is persuasive as a cunning old-school political bully. The mayor’s 
henchmen normally enforce his decrees with methods that would make even stone cold 
Russian Apparatchiks giggle. But the mayor has a devastating secret: a degenerative 
neurological disease that he hides with the same ruthless guile he uses to cover up all the 
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barbarous manipulations that get things done. Suddenly a man with absolutely power 
is put in a position where he intermittently cannot tell the difference between real and 
Memorex.

The result is an absolutely uncompromising, brutal view of an amorphous world 
held in and out of check by a ruthless leader absolutely without scruples, even dealing 
with his own family. No one is exempt from his blessings, and no one is safe from his 
wrath. It’s a riveting drama, textured, and relentless. Kelsey Grammer brings to life an 
unflinching character lingers in your headspace for days. It’s a beast of a show, the best 
new drama of this year. 

HIGHLY recommended by me. 

Strike Back  (Cinemax)
Started out as a six episode series on the BBC patterned after 24  (Fox). Highly 

trained British Special Forces special-op soldiers cavorting around creating mayhem 
behind various enemy lines in the near east. Offers serviceable action scenes, casual 
depictions of torture and death, and a comic-book conspiracy intrigue combined by the 
lead character getting lucky on-camera at least once per episode.

Did better than expected and was picked up by Cinemax who decided to join the 
prime-time drama game played so successfully by its parent, HBO, as well as other pay-
cable networks like Showtime and Starz. Cinemax’s decision to pick up this series is a 
bid to appeal to a young-male audience, taking what it works best (sex) and adding the 
traditional component, gratuitous violence.

Strike Back won’t make anyone forget  24  but it has its pleasures for the aficionado 
of guns and flesh in exotic locales. There’s something viscerally satisfying about crisp 
British 007 detachment and cinematic licentiousness.  The production is fast moving 
and consistently interesting. The characters come alive and their interactions feed the 
plot. The production and on-location scenery is captivating. The plot is aggressive and 
not afraid to kill of primary leading men, to replace them in the same episode. It's a 
strong production. 

Recommended by me.
All the previous episodes are available on Netflix, all the premium cable channel 

repositories and the Torrents (The Pirate Bay).
DISCLAIMER: There’s no guarantee that future seasons or episodes.
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Deadwood and Justified 
(HBO and FX Channel)

The benchmark for excellence in television is the writing followed closely by 
its interpretation by the actors. There have been very few really creative television 
programs, and most have dragged out a good thing far too long. House, MD started 
out interesting and now is a caricature of its previous life and refuses to die. 24 was 
brilliant for the first few years, than simply ran out of ideas, becoming a predictable 
clone of itself.

Pound for pound, the all time greatest TV show of the last 20 years or so is 
Deadwood (HBO). Head writer David Milch remarked in an interview that it was just 
an accident of nature. They got a blank check to create anything and take it anywhere 
they wanted. They found actors no one ever heard of, they wrote incredibly creative 
scripts and the actors lived the roles to perfection. Deadwood was simply incredible. 
The true believers simply stopped their lives an hour a week to watch it.

One of the revelations learned was the fact that they could make it burn bright but 
they couldn’t keep it up indefinitely. They vowed to make Deadwood flash across the 
sky in a brilliant display, then quietly disappear before it got stale. Deadwood was 
stopped after three seasons, despite heavy demand for its continuance. The principal 
actors moved on, some more successful than others.

One of those actors is Timothy Oliphant, who is now playing Raylan Givens in 
Justified (FX, Wednesday night 10 p.m.), a TV drama that I will eventually rate as 
"almost as good as Deadwood." I don’t believe anything will ever match the Deadwood 
in my lifetime, but I’m willing to be surprised.

Justified is not for the usual couch potato remote clicker. The story line is complex, 
involuted and takes its time getting where it wants to go. Initial reviewers yawned. 
Another dime a dozen laconic cowboy getting crosswise with the system. But the true 
believer knew the stage was being intricately set, and it took a year to do so. Then it 
started getting interesting, and now due to an amazing array of little known actors 
including Walton Groggins as Boyd Crowder and MArgo  Martindale as Mags Bennett.

The key in Justified as it was perfected in Deadwood is a slowly accumulating story 
line that slowly draws in the audience then traps them. The principal protagonist acts 
to bring together the talent of those around him. In Deadwood the incomparable Ian 
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McShane acted as a conductor for the symphonic interpretation. Oliphant learned his 
lessons well, and Justified succeeds in the same mode.

Both Deadwood and Justified are rare events that find form from void, coming 
together like random molecules creating an element, or they don’t. Sometimes they 
form a lethal mutation. Milch’s subsequent effort on HBO John from Cincinnati 
flopped immediately. Similarly, Michael Cimino created the brilliant Deer Hunter in 
1978, then in 1980 directed Heaven’s Gate, a box office disaster that single handedly 
collapsed United Artists and destroyed the director’s career. Vincent Canby comparing 
it to "a forced four-hour walking tour of one’s own living room.

I think Justified started out good, got better and is now in its second season 
approaching brilliant. We are lucky to have Justified and we probably won’t have it 
for long.

That said, don’t think you can tune in tomorrow without knowing the extensive 
backdrop. It won’t make any sense. If you have an interest, you will need to go back 
to the beginning and fill yourself with the ambience. Sorry, price to pay to absorb the 
best. Not willing to put that into it? Seek out Celebrity Apprentice. Makes no sense no 
matter when you find it.

Justified got a whopping 8.9/10 review from IMDB and a recent Peabody Award. I 
give it an " almost as good as Deadwood,"  with a bullet.
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Flashpoint  
(Canadian TV, Ion Channel)

Flashpoint, (Ion cable Channel), is about a fictional elite tactical unit, called the 
Strategic Response Unit (SRU), within a Canadian metropolitan police force (styled 
on the Toronto Police Emergency Task Force. The SRU are tasked to resolve extreme 
situations that regular officers are not trained to handle including hostage-taking, 
bomb threats and heavily armed criminals. Equipped with high-tech tools and a cache 
of weapons and explosives, members use negotiation tactics and intuition to try to 
avoid the use of force.

The plots are involuted and the characters are extremely well written and convincing. 
For each scenario, there is a sequestered officer referred to as Spike who has at his 
disposal an omniscient computer access to virtually any facet of the investigation at 
hand. The leader of the team, Enrico Colantoni (previously seen as Elliot DiMauro, 
the photographer in Just Shoot Me), is always called Boss, an expert in psychological 
profiling as well as strategy. The steely-eyed tactical leader is Kevin Dillon, (previously 
the lead singer for the Kingston hard rock band The Headstones from 1987 until 2003).

The team deals with frightening situations where lives can be threatened during 
escalations of emotional issues affecting the participants.  Every effort is made to 
intervene using psychological manipulation as the options of the participants are 
progressively ratcheted down. But at some point, the option of killing a subject to 
avoid further carnage is available to the team.

It’s chilling. When a sniper gets access to a subject, he reports he  has the solution.  
If it appears all other options to divert disaster evaporate, the Boss articulates the 
word  Scorpio , following which the subject is instantly eliminated. The timing in these 
situations is incredibly scary and I assure you I would not want to be the one making 
that decision. (see enclosed clip-my wife was in tears). 

This is a VERY well written and well-interpreted series and I highly recommend it.
I give it five of five steely-eyed sightings down a gun barrel.
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Homicide: Life on the Street (1996)

One of the  most intelligent, best written, best acted program on TV.
A medical moral dilemma.
Angel is found dead sitting in a parked car; no evidence of foul play. During the 

course of the investigation, the homicide cops get lots of information that Angel is a 
VERY bad actor; he beats up his girlfriend, he robs, steals, breaks and enters, assaults, 
and he dials information for numbers he could easily look up in the directory.  They 
take great care to paint a picture of an individual that should be separated from 
society; a career criminal with no hope or rehabilitation.  They also see sutures in a 
groin wound that appear fresh and it appears that Angel has visited an Emergency 
Department recently. They soon find the place and witness an impromptu display of 
fine trauma doctoring from the Emergency Physician. They are suitably impressed and 
a discussion of doctoring ensues that puts the physician in a good frame of reference. 
It turns out that this physician was the one that treated Angel for a bullet wound to the 
groin, suturing a large vessel in his groin (presumably the artery). OK, it's unlikely that 
an Emergency Physician would be suturing a femoral artery in the ED, but be that as 
it may, she explains that he was treated appropriately and should not have died from 
anything done at the hospital.

The autopsy shows that Angel died of massive internal hemorrhage.  The cops start 
to get suspicious and return to talk again to the ED personnel. They come in peripheral 
contact with a VERY angry and hostile nurse who, as it turns out, had a scuffle with 
Angel.  It comes out that Angel was not the most popular customer the ED had seen, 
and also that he was a regular customer, having had lots of trauma related to social 
misbehavior.  They take in the nurse for questioning and during the course he makes 
the statement that (relating to the Emergency Physician) it was not the best work I 
have seen her do.

They make a trek to the Emergency Physician's home to ask a few questions and it 
turns out that her husband had been assaulted at a Bank Machine recently and suffered 
broken bones and an eye injury from facial trauma that threatened his eyesight.  They 
go to some length to describe the family as the American Ideal. The ED Doc is a wife, 
mother and the family are hardworking taxpayers.  It also comes out that there is a real 
possibility that Angel is the person who assaulted the husband.

During the conversation the physician, not knowing she is at this point under 
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suspicion, and surely not knowing how to talk to cops, casually drifts into a conversation 
where she states she has grown to hate the dirt balls she has to treat every day. She 
simply gives them the wherewithal to go back and commit more crimes. Her husband 
was viciously attacked by the type of person she makes well and regularly throws back 
into the cesspool again.  The cops can do nothing about it.

ED Doc:  All right, so sometimes I maybe doesn't give them my 100% effort. I think 
of it as sort of leaving it up to God.  If they survive, or if they don't, it's more up to God 
than me. 

Det. Bayliss:   Doctor....do you realize that you have just confessed to murder? 
Det. Pembleton flashes cuffs. ED Doc clutches frightened small child......look of 

horror as realization sets in. Det. Bayliss prevents Pembleton from cuffing the suspect. 
He tells her that they will think about this and for her not to leave town.  The detectives 
return to their car visible shaken. Pembleton, normally tough as nails, is close to tears 
and can barely speak.  Bayliss tries to make sense of it.

What does society gay putting  this woman in prison?  What has society lost by 
Angel's death?  They are the only ones that know and it is highly unlikely that anyone 
will ever put it together.  They sit in the car and look at the house in stunned silence.
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Sons of Anarchy 
(AMC Channel 2008–2012)

Five season, Golden Globe award winning drama about the workings of a motorcycle 
gang in California. Working class stiffs with incredibly tight bonds with each other as 
members of the club  and as an ancillary issue, with their women. In the words of 
Gemma Teller-Morrow:  "You love the man, you learn to love the club. Motorcycles 
serve not so much as the transportation but as the vehicle that explores the limits of 
fealty and loyalty." 

Their roots are much like the original Hells Angels MC whose earliest members came 
back from Korea bored with civilian life and found a common bond in motorcycling. 
Looking for adventure eventually taking the form of illegal activities bringing tension 
relieved as intense group bonding. The Sons of Anarchy are similar, wearing colors 
(identifying leather jackets) loudly advertising their bond, scruffiness and attitude. 
The ultimate expression of male bonding.

They all work in an auto repair shop which hides their money making enterprise; 
running guns to anyone who’ll purchase them, including those they know will use them 
for mayhem. However, they draw moral line at drugs and prostitution, endeavors they 
consider anathema for their town. They work with the town lawmen to keep these 
entities at bay, and the police look the other way as it pertains to guns.

These guys then get into incredibly complex adventures with various levels of 
the law and each other. They emerge as classic anti-heroes in the Marlon Brando-
Lee Marvin mold from  The Wild One  (1953). Alternately mean and self-serving 
then loving and caring for others in various capacities. Sonny Barger, the original 
Hell’s Angel President and Maximum Leader is a perfect role model for Clay 
Morrow.

Hunter Thompson described the Angels to perfection in his 1966 book Hell’s 
Angels: A Strange and Terrible Saga.

"They were a bunch of overgrown adolescents, stuck in their religious mind-set 
as a way of life.  They defined themselves by their opposition toany and everything.  
The strength of their antagonism was the source oftheir faith, and like all holy wars, 
their greatest enemies and their greatest source of bloodshed was from within, battles 
against rival factions competing for bottom of the barrel status." 
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Murder and mayhem come easy for them if it’s in the best interest of the Club.
Revenge and retribution are their stock in trade. The viewer finds him or herself liking 
and even grudgingly respecting them despite their shortcomings if for no other reason 
than they’re such an interesting side of an alternative life.

The characters come alive in a hierarchy of texture and subtlety. Reviews have been 
positive and Katey Segal has won awards for her role just about yearly. The plot line is 
consistently coherent and interesting. Ally Walker as June Stahl is perfectly smarmy, 
nasty and vulnerable. The rest of the boys have their characters nailed.

Not for everyone. I give it four brotherly bear hugs.
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Weeds  (Showtime)

TV cable entertainment has buried most shows put forth on establishment 
networks.  Most of the network shows are still laboring under the 50s assumption that 
the only way to attract viewers was to insult the intelligence and/or maturity of anyone 
over eight years of age. Laugh tracks prompting viewers to guffaw on cue. Insipid and 
inane plot lines.  Endless advertisements hawking products that aren’t what they’re 
hyped to be.

Cable producers figured out quickly that they could portray the real drama or 
comedy of the world and in so doing, attracted the biggest talents in filmdom.  Shawn 
Ryan, Vince Gilligan, David Milch among many others. The Shield won multiple 
awards for writing, acting and direction.  Breaking bad collected a long list of multi-
faceted awards. Men of a certain age is emerging quickly.  Deadwood accumulated a 
cadre of fanatical followers whose lives stopped on Sunday nights. Tim Oliphant went 
on to create the character of Raylan Givens in Justified, one of the highest rated shows 
on cable.

One low key cable comedy that missed much notice is  Weeds  (Showtime), now 
gearing up for it’s seventh season, starring the delightfully quirky Mary-Louise Parker 
and the wackily Machiavellian Elizabeth Perkins (nominated for three Emmys and 
two Golden Globes).

In its essence,  Weeds  is a story about women. Real women, not airhead bimbos 
masquerading as urban professionals (Sex in the City).  Nancy Botwin (Parker) is 
a newly widowed mother of two precocious adolescents struggling to maintain her 
suburban lifestyle after her husband drops dead with no appreciable insurance. She has 
no particularly marketable talents and quickly drifts into the path of least resistance, 
selling marijuana to the high end users in her neighborhood. Perkins as Celia Hodse is 
Nancy’s ditzy foil.  Between them, they stabilize the plot while enhancing all the other 
talents that interact through them.

Distilled to its essence, this is a view of real women struggling to survive in middle 
age after dead husbands, dorky live ones, strange kids and manipulative relatives.

The show portrays a likely accurate vision of the California marijuana trade as the 
motley collection of characters bumble through it. Unfortunately, it’s suffering from 
the House Syndrome (House, MD, Fox Channel). An interesting concept that gets stale 
in time but the producers drag it out interminably as long as it makes money. Season 
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six is a bit of a stretch now, indulging too many variations on the same theme.  Perhaps 
they should have ended it when Elizabeth Perkins left before Season five.

At any rate, seasons one through five are creative, interesting and even thought 
provoking. The episodes are easily pulled off the torrents on Pirate Bay and others.

I give it four of five Jagged leaves.
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2030: A novel by Albert Brooks 
(2012)

Easily one of the most interesting satires on social order of the USA I have seen.  
From the pen of Albert Brooks, American actor, writer, comedian and director. He 
received an Academy Award nomination in 1987 for his role in Broadcast News (Of 
note - Brooks attended Carnegie Mellon in Pittsburgh for a year).

There are a multiplicity of characters and interlocking plots, but of most interest to 
us is his conception of health care in 2031. I will summarize and paraphrase the way I 
understand them his most interesting vision below.

**WARNING:  THERE BE SPOILERS AHEAD**

At some point in the year 2030 the big one, Richter 9.1, hits Los Angeles and 
completely destroys it. There are no government funds to rebuild, or even care for the 
50,000 citizens out in the cold. The national debt, such as it is, in 2030 has reached 
the point where all the revenue collected by the government only pays off the interest 
on the payments to the Chinese. So there is little else in the way of government services 
that haven’t been privatized.  So citizens pay taxes and fees for services.

So the President approaches China for a 20 trillion dollar loan to rebuild the city 
and deal with the expenses of its citizens. The Chinese politely but firmly say no. The 
USA has outstripped its ability to even pay the interest in current loans, much less 
absorb another one. However, always desiring to be helpful, the Chinese premier floats 
another proposition.

The Chinese will come to Southern California and totally rebuild the city on their 
dime, using the amazing technology they created. For that service, they will be equal 
partners in the resulting Los Angeles economy, splitting the profits thereof 50-50% 
indefinitely. They will own 50% of Los Angeles in perpetuity. And Chinese immigrants 
moving to that city will get automatic American citizenship.

At some point during these negotiations a sub plot emerges.  A working takes a 
second job as a security guard to maintain his meager lifestyle, which has become 
unaffordable. One night he gets shot in the chest by armed punks and is taken to an 
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emergency room followed by a trip to an operating room and a convalescence in an 
ICU for a while.

Unfortunately, he had not been able to afford his government health insurance 
premiums for over a year.  Wasn’t much use to him anyway as it only allowed one 
doctor visit a year and one ED visit every four.  So after he is discharged, he receives a 
bill for $350,000 and notices of dire collections techniques to get it if not paid quickly.  
His adult daughter arrives to pick him up and she’s told their only option is to take out 
another loan to pay the bill at the usual exorbitant interest rates, which the daughter 
will be responsible for.

She consults a "never a fee unless we get money for you" lawyer who tells them they 
are out of luck. The Health Insurance game is bullet proof. No Tickee-No laundry. The 
lawyer then presented them with a bill for $1000 consultation fee. (The "no fee" only 
counts if they take the case).

Several days later, the man unexpectedly drops dead in his kitchen and the daughter 
phones for an ambulance. She is requested to hold the phone over her father’s head and 
chest for five seconds, following which a scan is performed that shows no heartbeat. 
She’s then advised to cover the body and someone would be around in time to pick up 
the body.

By 2030, end-of life-care has been directly affected by the religious right wing of 
a conservative political party perpetually in office. They have successfully lobbied to 
define "life" at end-of-life as the presence of any form of electrical brain wave. They 
successfully convinced the Supreme Court that any such brain wave might constitute 
a "dream," and no one had the right to disturb it. (The Court disagreed with the 
opposition who said such a wave might be a nightmare).

So, in 2030, any attempt by any means to terminate a brain wave is defined as 
murder. Indolent patients pile up in specifically designed warehouses where they are 
stored until relatives come to visit, whereupon makeup is applied and canned homilies 
are rendered to families "we think he smiled yesterday," and "he’s doing a little better 
today." Then the rise of Kevorkian clones quietly sneaking in and terminating these 
hominids at the behest of their longsuffering families much in the likeness of Archibald 
"Harry" Tuttle (Robert DeNiro) in Terry Gilliam’s Brazil. "I came into this game for 
the action, the excitement. Go anywhere, travel light, get in, get out, wherever there’s 
trouble, a man alone."That should be enough to pique your interest if you have any. 
The book is fascinating, as is the incredibly multi-talented Albert Brooks.

Highly recommended by me.  I give it four and a half of five Borscht.
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Confessions of a Groupie: 
Miss Pamela De Barres

"The only true currency in this bankrupt world…
is what you share with someone else when you’re uncool."

Lester Bangs (1967)

Within the broad metropolis of the 60s, there were suburban ecosystems, each 
contributing some unique facet to the whole. Music was the glue that made substance 
from abstract socio-political form. Musicians were allowed much artistic freedom to 
explore their world, painting pyrotechnic visions from a multicolor palate, interpreted 
with virtually total abandon.

For a variety of reasons, musical artists were protected from the longstanding rules 
of societal propriety that had percolated through the ages. As long as these artists 
continued to ply their art, enriching those attached to them in the process, they were 
allowed any endeavor they dreamt of, protected from any consequence thereof.

We understand the progress of the play by watching the players. An alternate 
universe of unconventional social and political mores passing through much optimistic 
iteration ultimately to end in a fatal mutation. In turn, we are allowed to view the 
aftermath of this progression as astronomers view dying galaxies from a safe distance. 
The consequences of "no limits."

So emerges an interesting anthropologic question. In the absence of any constraining 
socialization, what would Homo Sapiens evolve to? It’s said that following long periods 
of isolation, Antarctic explorers stopped shaving or bathing, ate with their fingers 
and ignored waist high refuse in their living area. Lifers in prison with no hope of 
parole turn into monsters; survival of the most gratuitously brutal. What then might 
be the social evolution of otherwise spoiled, unremitting adolescents in the presence 
of bottomless candy jars. If man is left to his preternatural inclinations, what are those 
desires and how do they proceed in real life?

A perusal of the genre of 60’s Rock artists clearly turns up four primal desires: sex, 
drugs, rock & roll and cheap thrills. (Somewhere Janis is laughing). Given that a primal 
need for these artists (and everyone else) is sex, we now introduce Miss Pamela Des 
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Barres, groupie par excellence and high priestess of sexual gratification on demand for 
rock artists. Now a matronly (but still very attractive) sixty-two years of age, Pam was 
there for all of it in the 60s. The Doors, Frank Zappa, Hendrix, Rolling Stones, Byrds, 
Iggy Pop and the heaviest of the heavy metal bands Led Zeppelin, from which came 
her relationship with Jimmy Page extensively chronicled in her first book: I’m with the 
Band: Confessions of a Groupie (1987).

Miss Pamela is an absolutely fascinating, personable woman, an excellent writer 
and a spellbinding witness to another era. I devoured her book and I am quite interested 
in putting it in some kind of perspective for you. If you really want to understand the 
world of sex, drugs, rock & roll and cheap thrills, Miss Pamela is an authoritative, 
lyrical and entertaining tour guide.

The groupie scene in the 60s pitched the limitless libido of young males stoked on a 
limitless supply of mind-altering substances, a limitless incentive for self-gratification 
and a virtually limitless supply of nubile young females right in the middle of their 
"girls just want to have fun" phase. Pamela surmises that the combination of the two 
equals the perfect rock & roll nirvana. A meeting of the irresistible force and fathomless 
respondent.

Miss Pamela says in one of her books that being a groupie was much more than 
servicing the whims of rock stars:

"Being a real groupie is a talent on its own, and not one that can be performed by 
just anyone. Sex, while an important part of the groupie experience, is only one facet 
of the whole picture. A true groupie has a deep connection both to the music and the 
dimension in which musicians exist when they are performing. Rock & roll is a ritual 
and groupies are the high priestesses."

"We inspired the guys as much as we were inspired by them. It was very equal. They 
loved us because we dared to have a blast. We looked after them, picked their clothes 
and showed them the best restaurants to go to. I made cowboy shirts for Jimmy Page."

"It was empowering. Any woman who gets out there, looks on stage and goes after 
someone who inspires her – that is the ultimate feminist act, surely? Some women like 
doctors, politicians, football stars – I like musicians, and I was always very focused 
about who I wanted to be with. I consider myself a sexual pioneer. To me great sex is 
like touching God, and I was lucky enough to have experienced it to the hilt and wrote 
about it freely, openly and joyously, when not many other women had."

As pleasing to the ear as it might seem, I think Miss Pamela’s view is logically 
lopsided.

I think the recent film Almost Famous written and previously experienced by writer/ 
producer Cameron Crowe brought a much more realistic perspective to the issue of 
groupies. Rock stars are accurately portrayed as absorbed by whatever gives them 
the most bang for their self-indulgent buck at the moment. Groupies are accurately 
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depicted as currency in that transaction, but a currency traded on a capriciously 
alternative exchange.

In her most recent book: Let’s Spend the Night Together: Backstage Secrets of Rock 
Muses and Super-Groupies [2008], Miss Pamela interviews a multiplicity of former 
60’s groupies as to their job satisfaction. Without exception they had no regrets. But I 
perceive a logical disconnect.

In the real world we live in, the value of a female’s favors increases in proportion 
to its scarcity. In the world of Groupies, that value system is inverted. The former 
Groupies Miss Pamela interviewed related their experiences increased in value with 
the number of men they could service per unit time. Musicians, side-men, money-
men, roadies, anyone, everyone. It was an established fact that the more they eroded 
into the organization, the higher in the pecking order they rose. Riding in limos, a 
berth in airplanes and busses, a reserved spot on the stage during concerts. These girls 
assumed that these actions traded with some currency invulnerable to devaluation.

Crowe’s film more accurately depicts the value of sexual favor as a commodity 
that trades in an alternate universe of vaporous values. A commodity that rapidly and 
dramatically varies in value with time-in-grade, the potential for accelerated boredom 
and the presence of emerging younger, more nubile stock. In Almost Famous, a very 
attractive, personable and otherwise desirable Groupie was swapped in a poker game 
for fifty bucks and a case of beer.

The fundamental disconnect is the nature of the beasts. Women use sex to get 
love and males use love to get sex. There is virtually nothing a female in the throes of 
estrogen storm is incapable of. There is nothing in the universe more capable of sexual 
self-interest than a young male on a roll. Diamond Dave Lee Roth (Van Halen) was 
not known for staring into limpid female eyes over intimate dinners. Gene Simmons 
(KISS) is said to have had over a thousand women, most a couple of minutes at a time. 
Women were there for the moment and when that moment was over, they simply 
became irrelevant and were replaced by the next in line.

Females, by genetic imperative, tend to believe there is a difference between "love" 
and "in-love," an amazing facility to perceive some variety of endearment from the 
shallowest of evidence. Miss Pamela suggests that the melding of these factions was an 
"equal terms" situation but that reality is highly unlikely. The benefit was mostly male, 
and it was at the expense of the female who fantasized whatever they desired. Not one 
of the former Groupies Miss Pamela interviewed ended up in a long-term relationship 
with any of their former rock star paramours.

The next reality is that these artists never found much personal satisfaction in their 
explorative freedom.

The undisputed ultimate in human de-evolution, the upper ionosphere of malevolent 
mischievousness: John Bonham (Led Zeppelin) and Keith Moon (The Who). Both of 
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these guys embody the pure essence of unfettered adolescence empowered to explore 
the limitless reaches of human desire. Comprehensive books have been written about 
their exploits in the glory days. Both died in bed incapacitated by drugs and alcohol, 
not even in the throes of having fun.

Jim Morrison very publicly searched for his soul by bolting through the Doors of 
Perception, immersing his persona in cathartic rock music masquerading as social 
profundity. A quest for fulfillment in the face of insanity. In the end, Jim could not, 
himself, find the values of freedom and self-expression his performance stood for and 
it shows in his life (and death).

Janis Joplin made love to thousands of adoring zealots at the Fillmore, then went 
home alone and ultimately died alone. Insomniac Jimi Hendrix died in a mixed 
alcoholic and sleeping pill haze having misjudged the potency of each. Said to have 
creatively died sometime in the late 60s, the hoary, morbidly obese doppelganger of 
Elvis belatedly succumbed to a poly-drug overdose in 1977.

In the end, the 60s remains a vision of the consequences of a world with no limits. 
My friend Shoshana, who was there in the middle of all of it, starkly clarifies the issue 
very accurately in a letter to me a while back (marginally edited by me):

"The Summer of Love was a lie. The real story isn’t about the ones with money 
and homes and a steady supply of dope and food and clothing. It’s an ugly, filthy story 
about middle American kids, living lives of privilege and quiet desperation, who heard 
the siren of a modern pied piper, and followed him to the streets of San Francisco."

"I am a victim of the Summer of Love, one of the damaged, nearly destroyed. I 
bought into the tune in, turn on, drop out lie in a big way. I was ripe for the plucking: 
emotionally starved, lonely, damaged in spirit, searching for meaning and utterly 
abandoned. The icons of transcendence in the Summer of Love were so disconnected 
from those they affected. They took no responsibility for the havoc they wreaked. I 
never saw them on the streets of the Haight, bandaging the feet of the children, feeding 
the drug-soaked pregnant teenagers. They may have affected the hair and the speech 
of Jesus, but they never washed a sole or healed a bruise. Their hands were clean; their 
souls unaffected."

"I was and am a victim of all the lies of the Summer of Love. I still struggle with 
the nightmares of lost children, near rapes, nights spent searching without knowing 
for what because the drugs had robbed my mind of all sanity. I had dreams. I was 
supposed to finish grad school, teach college, marry and have children, and spend 
a quiet and illuminated old age reading, writing, and teaching until my voice grew 
silent. Instead, I wrestle with demons and nightmares and illness. I have always feared 
growing old, alone and impoverished."

One of the fundamental myths that the sixties articulated was that some benefit 
could come from testing these bounds of reality. A large number of very talented people 
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found out those consequences the hard way in the late 60s. Perhaps prior lessons 
learned from the existential philosophers, most of whom went mad or suffered violent 
deaths, should have been heeded. In the end, Jim Morrison, Janis Joplin and Jimi 
Hendrix remain examples of the fate that awaits those who reach too far for answers 
unobtainable.

It hurts to set you free
But you’ll never follow meThe end of laughter and soft lies

The end of nights we tried to die 
This is the end

Jim Morrison (1969)
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Gonzo: The Life and Work 
of Dr. Hunter S. Thompson (2008)

Thompson is credited with introducing the concept of participatory journalism in 
the late 60s & early 70s. Fueled by copious amounts of Wild Turkey and superhuman 
doses of LSD, Thompson was a true "free lance reporter," describing the world with a 
vocabulary never dreamed of by anyone else. Most of his work was done in one sitting 
and it’s said he didn’t get on a roll until forty-eight hours and several bottles of Wild 
Turkey had passed.

Thompson was a counterculture icon at the height of the Watergate era, carrying 
an encyclopedic loathing of Richard M. Nixon, the horse he rode in on and the ground 
the horse trod.  Arguably his most important work was Fear & Loathing on the 
Campaign Trail, 1972. Frank Mankiewicz, George McGovern’s campaign manager, 
would often say in later years that the book represented the "the least factual, most 
accurate account" of the election.

Many burned out 60s hippies remember HST as the National Affairs Desk of 
Rolling Stone, where he sent in stories from a prototype fax he dubbed the "mojo 
wire." In his prime he was brilliant, insightful, quirky and unpredictable. At his worst, 
he was a wretched miscreant. All the things that make a great writer. In his prime he 
absorbed, then described the world he perceived effortlessly and spontaneously. As he 
aged and the effects of a lifetime of drugs and alcohol took its toll, he simply ran out 
of capacity. Spontaneity was replaced by expectations he didn’t know how to fulfill, 
replacing insight and lyricism with pyrotechnics on demand.

Thompson was found dead of a self inflicted gunshot wound at the age of sixty-
seven in 2005 after a long history of poorly resolved medical issues. HST didn’t 
consider suicide to be a dishonorable act. He considered his life to be a perfection that 
simply ran its course, inevitably degenerating into an unacceptable charade much like 
Papa Hemmingway. In his prime, he viewed history and he made history. As he and 
the world matured, life just wasn’t fun anymore.

Failure and mediocrity were unacceptable and his basic nature would not allow 
evolution to emeritus status.  He chose to exit before he reached the bottom. It was the 
self-fulfilling prophesy of his life.

Some collected quotes that give insight to his writing process:
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From Hell’s Angels: "They were a bunch of overgrown adolescents, stuck in their 
religious mind-set as a way of life. They defined themselves by their opposition to any 
and everything. The strength of their antagonism was the source of their faith, and like 
all holy wars, their greatest enemies and their greatest source of bloodshed was from 
within, battles against rival factions competing for bottom of the barrel status."

From Fear & Loathing in Las Vegas: "We will not be that lucky.  The end will not 
come quickly, like it says in Revelation 22:7.  First will come the shit-rain, then the 
sheep dip, and after that the terrible night of the whore-hopper, which might last for 
1000 years."

From Fear & Loathing on the Campaign Trail, 1972: (On Nixon):  "He was a foul 
caricature of himself, a man with no soul, no inner convictions, the integrity of a hyena 
and the style of a poison toad. The Nixon I remembered was absolutely humorless; I 
couldn’t imagine him laughing at anything except maybe a paraplegic who wanted to 
vote Democratic but couldn’t quite reach the lever on the voting machine."

You cannot understand the early 70s without reading HST.  Must read volumes 
written at his peak are:

Hell’s Angels: The Strange and Terrible Saga of the Outlaw Motorcycle Gangs 
(1966). A first hand account of riding with the Hells Angels for a year, capturing 
insights no one else was equipped to do.

Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas: A Savage Journey to the Heart of the American 
Dream is an autobiographical novel illustrated by Ralph Steadman. A vivid commentary 
of a soul-less city Thompson considered the end of the American Dream.

Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail 1972.  A collection of articles covering 
the 1972 presidential campaign, illustrated by Ralph Steadman. The articles were first 
serialized in Rolling Stone magazine throughout 1972 and later released as a book in 
early 1973.

Gonzo Papers, Vol. 1: The Great Shark Hunt: Strange Tales from a Strange Time, 
a collection of HST’s essays from 1956 to the end of the 1970s.

 I give the film four fedoras out of five, and a plastic cigarette holder.
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Frozen By Larry Johnson 
(Ghostwriter Scott Baldyga) 

Vanguard Press 2009 

This is a "tell-all" book about the alleged practices of ALCOR (see http://www.
alcor.org), one of several cryopreservation organizations dedicated to preserving 
personhood awaiting a time when technology is available to reverse an obligatory 
dying process.  It is written by a former employee of ALCOR who allegedly became 
disillusioned with the organization’s policies and procedures, ultimately implementing 
a plan to expose them to the media. He then surreptitiously collected data, photos and 
taped conversations toward that end.

I think the interesting part of this book and all that goes with it has little to do with 
the veracity of the author’s claims. I make no comment as to the truth or plausibility 
of the material presented. I will say that some of the allegations concerning a personal 
friend (not a member of ALCOR at the time Mr. Johnson was there and never having 
had any contact with him) are based on hearsay and speculation. Some of these 
accusations are contrary to my personal assessment of several persons involved. So I 
will leave it to anyone desiring to read the book to form his or her own opinions in this 
regard.

Although published by an otherwise reputable company, this book encompasses 
many classic features of the tabloid press. It contains little if anything other than vivid 
representations of alleged ghastly deeds, described to engender the most prurient 
interest. Most if not all of the representations cannot be proven definitively.  Some of 
the accusations have already been investigated by the police and others and dismissed 
or found wanting for evidence. Many of the allegations involve "celebrities" that may 
have been placed in a position of abuse (the public loves it).  

The author has a built in tabloid credibility hook all tabloid aficionados love.  He 
endangered his life to get the story.  From an article in the New York Daily News: 
"He told the Daily News then he had received death threats and was moving from 
safe house to safe house. Johnson plans to come out of the shadows Tuesday, with 
his book and an appearance on ABC's Nightline.  The day the book hit the streets; the 
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author and his publicist started working the TV news magazine circuit.  The NYDN 
also wrote:  "He drew criticism at the time for an aborted attempt to sell photos online 
purportedly showing Williams' corpse."

I read this book from the vantage of someone that knows a little more about 
the  subject matter than the average Joe on the street and so I have a little more 
information base to criticize it than the average guy. But that said, had I been someone 
only interested in looking further into the hook (weird scenes inside the gold mine - 
Jim Morrison), I will tell you that it comes off as fairly credible. The story they spin 
proceeds in a fashion that begs believe-ability. Very expertly so, and that brings up the 
second issue that makes it interesting.

This book is chock full of libel.  Most if not all of the accusations involve fulfill the 
letter of libel law: "a false (to the person libeled) and malicious publication printed for 
the purpose of defaming a living person." Some of the accusations also involve criminal 
activities, all based by the author’s own admission on hearsay evidence. Therefore, 
lawsuits against the authors and publisher were a self-fulfilling prophecy and came to 
fruit almost immediately.

Given that the author and the publisher knew with certainty they would spend 
years in court defending themselves against libel, one wonders what it was about the 
book that gave that inevitability some juice. Surely they planned for it.  Did they plan 
to use it to enhance book sales by keeping them in the eye of the media? Court-TV 
loves stuff like that and they work it to the max.

And THAT brings up the interesting issue what anyone can say about anyone else, 
when they can say it and what it takes to get away with it. Tabloids are famous for 
getting away with blatant libel. The National Enquirer headlines on your supermarket 
shelf scream: "Britney Spears caught in three-way love tryst with Al Gore and an 
octopus." When Britney goes to sue she finds out that doing so is like rolling a heavy 
ball uphill. Eventually you get tired and the ball inevitably rolls back down. 

The National Enquirer doesn’t have to prove the three-way. They heard it from 
reliable sources they don’t have to name. Britney must prove it didn’t happen, virtually 
impossible. And Britney gets to finance her own legal arrangements against the legal 
strategy of Enquirer, which is simply to delay forever while the clock ticks, costing 
Brit a bundle and costing the Enquirer nothing. In the words of some actor in a Paul 
Newman movie, "As long as we’re absent malice. We can say anything we want to 
about Mr. X."

The inability to prove anything will withers lawsuits on the vine and the protagonists 
get tired of throwing good money after bad. I am told that one of the accused principals 
is writing a book detailing all the factual errors, a maneuver much like an erratum of 
page 22 of the newspaper. The big splash has been made. It made Nightline and a few 
other minor league TV newsmagazines and is now run its course. Mr. Johnson has 
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had his fifteen minutes of fame and is about to join Heather Mills McCartney, Jessica 
Hahn and William Hung in blissful obscurity.

What will be the long-term outcome of this brief ripple in history?  I think it has 
the potency to destroy ALCOR. Anything they ever did before will be remembered now 
under this light. They will never fully shake this and the more they try, the more the 
public remembers "something about ALCOR and weirdness." Some of the individuals 
involved will continue to run from the media until it finally dies completely. Books 
detailing factual errors will be written and quickly forgotten. Tomorrow, the National 
Enquirer headlines will scream: "Britney Spears pregnant by Paris Hilton’s Chiwawa."  

Could Brit really be prego by Tinkerbelle?  Prove it ain’t so.
Such is the nature of news in these United States.
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Lean-In (Sheryl Sandberg)

Facebook COO Sheryl Sandburg: Corporate boardroom stilt meets the feminine 
mystique.

Interesting book detailing the evolution of (for want of a better word) "Feminism" 
to its current level of social visibility. In order to understand this transition, it’s helpful 
to review how life was for females in the 60s and 70s.

Horses sweat,
Men perspire,

Ladies feel the heat
"Debbie," Alpha Chi Omega house, Athens, Ga, 1965

In the mid-60s at the University of Georgia, females were told they would be 
"Southern Ladies" in every respect, whether they liked it much or not. Girls were 
not allowed to be seen on campus unless they wore a dress. No shorts and no slacks. 
Raincoats to hide physical education apparel encumbered trips to gym.

My then girlfriend was a straight up Dean’s List student with a double major in 
history and political science. (I was on a rather different Dean’s List). She applied to 
the UGa School of Law with great qualifications including strong letters from lawyers 
she had worked for. At her interview, she was said to be highly qualified. Too bad she 
was a girl.

That culture collapsed in the later 60s and early 70s as the Hippies redefined 
femininity as an encumbrance identifying them as chattel to be used and abused for 
the pleasure of males. This revelation prompted rejection of any modes or manners 
rendering them "attractive" (to males). The only way for a female to break free of these 
bonds was to do so on terms that set them apart in every way from the enemy. No 
fashionable clothing, makeup or feminine manners, and of course, no other "comfort 
measures" males had become comfortable with. The rise of the "natural" woman, 
complete with hairy legs and birds nest coifs.

Although this ambiance was made much of in the media, trust me, it didn’t last all 
that long and was limited to mostly die-hards with lots of other axes to grind. If for 
no other reason, "burn your bra" feminism flew against the genomic imperative for 
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the sexes to "get together" in a manner that insures procreation of the species. Sorry, 
that’s just the way it works.

Well, I met a girl at the Rainbow bar
She asked me if I’d beat her

She took me back to the Hyatt House…"
(pause)…  " I don’t want to talk about it" 

Warren Zevon, Poor, Poor Pitiful Me (1976)

Regardless of whether you’re a creationist or evolutionist, you will probably 
agree that the genome for human function was designed a very long time ago. In the 
beginning there was only the slim potential for live births to survive and adaptation 
to a harsh and unforgiving environment. In the beginning, there were no Ivy League 
universities, no board rooms and no rules of law. The genome didn’t understand how 
to adapt to the inevitability of change any more than the Second Amendment of the 
Constitution knew how to adapt to shoulder mounted weapons capable of firing over 
one hundred rounds per minute in a civilian environment.

Accordingly, the genotypic male brain facilitated the fighting of wolves from the 
door and the clearing of a few acres before lunch. The female brain was designed for 
enhanced non-verbal communication to facilitate the understanding of infants (and 
ferreting out deceptions from males). Arguably, the ability to effectively fight wolves 
from the door is more useful in a boardroom than second guessing the occult emotional 
expression of business or political adversaries. This is not to say that the female brain 
cannot and would not adapt to this environment, it is only to say that it’s a bit of a 
bigger stretch.

The genome also carves out "attraction" criteria for getting people together who 
would otherwise kill each other on sight. Those criteria are locked and loaded by 
acculturation. Hosiery, four and a half inch heels, "little black dresses" and cleve-bras 
were not designed to impress other women. Guys plinking at loud electric guitars till 
their fingers bleed do not set a stage to mimic Clapton. It all gets males and females 
together, sometimes for only a few seconds at a time like Diamond Dave Lee Roth, all 
with their eyes rolled up into the backs of their heads like Mr. Spock at his wedding.

"Survival kit contents…. check. One forty-five caliber automatic; two boxes of 
ammunition; four days’ concentrated emergency rations………. 

one issue proph-lactics; three lipsticks; three pair nylon stockin’s……. 
Shoot, a fella’ could have a pretty good weekend in Vegas with all that stuff."

Major T. J. "King" Kong: Dr. Strangelove (1960)
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Unfortunately, the genome is designed only to get the players together long enough 
to whelp a few kids. It then fades and cares little what happens next- reliably divorce 
attorneys and forensic accountants. But I digress.

"Well, she really worked me over good
Just like Jesse James

She really worked me over good
She was a credit to her gender

Poor, poor pitiful meThese young girls won’t let me be
Lord of mercy on me"

Warren Zevon, ibid

Ms. Sandberg nurtures the innate capability of women to excel at anything they 
choose, which is of course true, but goes further to subjectively suggest women have 
an innate ability in the upper reaches of business and politics not necessarily shared 
by others (men). Not so fast. Looking back to the 70s, the reason The Feminine 
Mystique (Betty Friedan) caught fire so fast and to such revolutionary effect was that 
the American housewife saw herself in the vision.

Conversely, Sandberg’s vision is anything but translational on populace terms. 
They reek of Harvard, Goldman Sachs, Google, Facebook and the Upper East Side. 
They inhabit a tiny floating raft out of reach of the middle class, which itself is slowly 
vanishing Ms. Sandberg had a self-fulfilling shot at that brass ring because of her 
bankrolled upbringing. She was guaranteed open-ended support for any endeavor she 
chose, and she happened to have the random access grey matter to achieve it. The 
choices of other women, or anyone else for that matter, are shaped by factors that 
cannot be controlled.

Women don’t choose where they enter the world, what resources are available to 
them and they don’t (usually) choose rich mates as a priority. They raise families under 
whatever circumstances they find themselves in, one of the toughest jobs in existence, 
and their ambitions are necessarily constrained within that sphere. Sandberg’s call to 
press forward has an equal potential to make women born with plastic spoons in their 
mouths to feel inadequate for not following her footsteps more when they are already 
trying as hard as they can to keep their heads above water.

Ms. Sandberg, implies, but does not actually verbalize, the proposition that XX 
chromosomes are inherently more effective in big league corporate and political 
leadership positions, possibly because they are more attuned to function rather than 
glitz and hype (afflictions afflicting males). This is very shaky logic.

There’s no reason why women should not have the same ability as men for high 
end CEO jobs and upper crust politics, but there’s also no phylogenetic reason why 
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they are better equipped for it either. Carly Fiorina very nearly ran Hewlett-Packard 
into the toilet and was, in the immortal words of Apocalypse Now, "terminated with 
extreme prejudice." As CEO of EBay, Meg Whitman bought Skype high and sold it (to 
Microsoft) low. It’s supposed to be the other way around.

There is also little prospective guarantee that women in positions of authority 
will have any more concern for the welfare of other women than male CEOs. 
MadelineAlbright once famously remarked that if you want to see how a world run 
with women  works, watch how they treat each other in high school.

There is some conjecture that Ms. Sandburg came out strongly for Hillary Clinton 
for President in 2008 because Ms. Clinton’s chromosomal makeup put her into a 
winner’s class. Never mind Ms. Clinton’s extensive history of ruthless male-like 
political manipulation and riding her husband’s coat tails.

Aggressive female executives may run more effective companies than male 
executives, but they’re no more likely to advocate day care as the law of the land. CEO 
Marissa Mayer of Yahoo recently made it clear that she did not see her job as helping 
women live in Sandberg’s fair and equitable female world by halting any work done 
out of the office. Yahoo employees quickly discovered that, when market forces collide 
with gender equality, market policies win. It doesn’t matter who runs the company.

Despite a few errant mutations of feral female free spiriting (Sarah Palin and 
anyone named Kardashian), Ms. Sandburg envisions women of all stripes as media fed 
ambition for achieving to the strains of We are the champions! Realistically, exhorting 
women to visualize success by how much leeway they have to bring their own their 
own choices to fruit would be more interesting.

Ms. Sandberg would be more credible if she came out strongly in favor of women 
getting the same deal in life and love and business as anyone else without having 
to negotiate any more or less for it. Addressing the continuing problem women 
traditionally face: less pay for the same work as men and violence perpetrated on them 
because of their inherent vulnerability, but it’s quite arguable whether the COO of 
Facebook understand Children of Lesser Gods’ visions.
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Untouchable: The strange life 
and tragic death of Michael Jackson 

(Randall Sullivan 2012)

I never had the slightest past interest in Michael Jackson. I always thought he was 
made out of hype and glitz until I perused the latest crop of mediocre and non-talents 
whose lives are manufactured by marketing specialists and COMPLETELY made out 
of hype and glitz. Yes, that includes (but not limited to) Justin, Nikki, Rhianna, Pink, 
Gaga and anything remotely resembling hip-hop or rap.

I noticed this book on Kindle and it sounded interesting. After I waded through all 
of 2688 pages of meticulous compulsive detail about the life and death of what now 
appears to be an absolutely fascinating creature. The data and conjecture is totally 
objective and beholds to no one involved. Meticulously referenced (600 pages). This 
volume is a masterpiece of investigative journalism and I will proceed to summarize 
it for your perusal, maybe to generate some interest in reading it for your general 
education.

As he emerges in this volume, a great deal becomes clearer about Jackson. Clearly 
he was the only talent in the entire family, part of a curse that essentially destroyed 
any possibility of having a normal life. The other curse was having too much money 
(mainly from acquiring the Beatle’s catalog), which draws his family into it as well.

Early on, his father figured he could make a buck or two and retire from his assembly 
line job in working class Gary, Indiana. As the Jackson 5 emerged, it became apparent 
that the focal point was Michael and his father worked it to the max, but ultimately, 
like all centerpieces of otherwise good bands, Michael went out on his own and put 
his non-talent siblings and manipulative father behind. They failed as performers 
immediately and started working the only source of income available, Michael.

Michael then became a major star with all the trimmings, but because of his 
abominable upbringing, his emotional and even intellectual level stalled at about 
ten years old and remained that way through the remainder of his life. Accordingly, 
he reacted like a kid with unlimited cash in a candy store (Neverland Ranch). His 
spending habits made Elvis look like Scrooge, and in his glory days, his fund of cash had 
no bottom. The glory days were impressive. thirteen Grammies, thirty-one Guinness 
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World Records, Elected to the R & R Hall of fame, and to this day, the biggest selling 
album of all time (Thriller, 1984).

The combination of his child-like naiveté and his certifiable weirdness made him 
a lead pipe cinch for leeches of all varieties, including family, friends and especially 
lawyers and “financial advisors,” all of whom sucked his blood for years with no 
seeming limit. The author makes the supposition that the turning point was Jackson’s 
acquisition of the entire Beatle’s music catalog, a collection of inestimable value, 
destined to increase yearly with no limit. Paul McCartney felt scammed and never 
spoke to Jackson again.

In terms of tangible assets this made Jackson arguably one of the richest men on 
the planet. The author then elucidates in excruciating detail how the rest of his no-
talent family schemed to max out their meal ticket, with a special excoriation of his 
otherwise talentless sister LaToya who earned a special place in one of the seven circles 
of Hell for her activities and her ability to manipulate the media.

Michael loved children and related to them if for no other reason than he was one 
himself in his thirties. He much preferred the company of children to adults and made 
the mistake of very publicly adoring them. This, of course, set him up beautifully for a 
very specialized fauna of bloodsucker and it came to pass in 1993 when a meticulously 
orchestrated action by experts for child abuse and child endangerment surfaced. 
Even his own family joined the fray. La Toya Jackson offered proof her brother was 
a pedophile and she would disclose for a fee of $500,000 (never paid). The evidence 
was thin, but his attorneys told Jackson that his best course was to settle without 
assuming guilt to avoid the endless media circus and go on with his life. Following 
this settlement, however, Jackson’s career went into decline and he began to sell off 
assets to pay for his vast spending habits, his family’s upkeep and the endless supply 
of lawyers.

But the success of the 1993 lawsuit invariably bred more attempts. In 2003, another 
similar suit was filed on behalf of another young boy of Jackson’s acquaintance. 
Ultimately, after more millions spent for a media circus trial and celebrity lawyers, 
Jackson was found innocent, but the downward momentum continued. Ultimately 
the bottom of the financial barrel appeared, forcing Jackson to sign up for arduous 
personal appearance tours to maintain his lifestyle. By this time Jackson was nearing 
fifty years of age and was not in the same physical shape as when a youth. The amount 
of emotional and physical stress from his family, friends and lawyers was oppressive 
and he found himself consistently worried about everything possible to be worried 
about. He became an insomniac and took the Elvis route of doctor shopping for a huge 
pharmacopeia of relaxants, sedatives, uppers, downers and sleep aids.

Enter Dr. Conrad Murray, a cardiologist of somewhat dubious repute who had 
established a low-grade celebrity practice in two cities. The search for a “personal 
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physician” ended with Murray who originally demanded five million dollars a year 
to be at Jackson’s beck and call but settled for US$150,000 per month. As with most 
celebrities, their personal physicians earned that fee my giving them whatever they 
wanted, which in Jackson’s case was anti-anxiety and sleep medication of all varieties.

Somehow Jackson got a taste of propofol, an extremely potent and titratable 
anesthetic ONLY used in highly monitored operating rooms and ICUs by trained 
and experienced personnel. Jackson demanded this drug as it was the only one that 
would facilitate sleep (after a fashion). Records showed that Dr. Murray ordered hedge 
quantities of propofol (four gallons at a time!) and used it frequently in Jackson’s 
bedroom with no monitoring other than the bedside judgment of the physician.

Accordingly, in the early morning of June 25, 2009, Jackson was under general 
anesthesia in his bed with Murray at the switch. The events that followed varied 
depending on who was relating them. What is known for sure is that Murray departed 
for the bedside for an undetermined period of time, and on his return, found Jackson 
apneic with a questionable pulse. There is much evidence presented thereafter, but 
apparently when the paramedics arrived they pronounced Jackson dead, but Murray 
insisted they continue CPR. Jackson was pronounced dead on arrival following transfer 
to a hospital. Also in evidence was the fact hat Murray attempted to collect all the 
bottles of propofol in the house, unsuccessfully. A search of the house later revealed a 
treasure trove of multiple drugs.

A no nonsense forensic autopsy was performed on June 26, 2009. It showed 
Jackson to be otherwise in reasonably good condition, but with interesting asides. 
He had close-cropped white hair (at age fifty-one) and normally wore a black wig. His 
nose had collapsed down to cartilage and he wore prosthesis. There was evidence of 
multiple plastic surgical procedures and bleaching of his skin, with tattoos of black 
eyeliner and red lips. Direct cause of death was listed as respiratory failure secondary 
to acute propofol toxicity, and other sedatives (lorazepam) were also found in the 
blood work. Naturally, photos of Jackson dead in the autopsy suite made their way to 
the British tabloids.

Subsequently, Murray was tried and convicted of manslaughter. Of great interest 
is that the defense found a reputable physician willing to opine that Jackson may have 
himself turned up the propofol resulting in his death, a revelation met by a round 
of guffaws by the jury and a stern frown by the judge who sentenced Murray to the 
maximum jail term of four years. If the price is right, any expert can be found to opine 
anything in deadpan. Ever the showman, Murray continues to work the media today 
and is eagerly awaiting his release to find another state to obtain another medical 
license. The Jackson family rode the media circus till it finally dropped from exhaustion.

The author made some very convincing and exceptionally well-documented points 
in this extensive volume.
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1) Jackson was an exceptionally talented performer who resonated with many fans 
throughout the world. He was severely damaged emotionally and intellectually in his 
formative years.

2) In business and in the performance arts, stragglers and the debilitated will be 
selectively killed and eaten by a wide variety of predators.

3) A love of children is a dangerous thing if you are a child yourself in a man’s body.
4) Absolute dominion breeds incapacity for control.
The author makes a very convincing case that Jackson was not a molester of children, 

and the events of the late 90s set the stage for his emotional debilitation, following 
which he was simply bled to death by predators. It was a self-fulfilling prophecy.

The author makes very special reference to and singles out the upper echelon of 
vicious, manipulative predators here, led by his sister LaToya a masterful manipulator 
of self interest, followed by his father and several (not all) of his brothers and a special 
mention to the lawyers in his life who presented bills for millions of dollars with little 
or no evidence they did anything other than shuffle papers no one understood but 
them. His mother Katherine escapes criticism and remains the best deal Michael’s 
children have for a role model.

Even if you have no interest in MJ, this is a totally engrossing book of meticulous 
investigative journalism, top of the heap. It will give you a new understanding of the 
art of investigation.

Best part: The mode and manner of Jackson’s death.
Not so best part: Too long at 2688 pages, but 600 pages of that are notes and 

references. Some parts can easily be skimmed.
I give it 4.5 of five moonwalks. Truly fascinating and easy.
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Chapter  4

Pre-2002 Film
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The Deer Hunter (1980)

It had been ten years since Vietnam and I had very much forgotten much of it over 
time. I wandered into the theater in early 1979 not knowing any better. Just sounded 
interesting, the criteria most folks use to decide which films they choose to see on a 
Saturday night. In four hours it all came back in a vicious rush that left me stunned 
and silent in my seat for a very long time after the credits. I shuffled out of the theater 
in a daze and was non functional for a fairly long time.  I could never bring myself to 
see it again. 

At some point in the 80s, I actually purchased the video tape and it sat in a bookcase 
until the era of DVD, and I threw the tape away unwatched and got the DVD and never 
watched it.  It just sat there collecting dust in mute testimony to things of the past 
left undisturbed.  Tonight there was no one home but me and while channel surfing 
I happened upon it again on a cable channel. Uncut and no commercials. I guessed it 
was time to see it again after almost 30 years.  I will probably regret it.

The purpose of film as an art form is to draw the viewer into the story as a virtual 
participant rather than an observer.  Most stories allow some voluntary contact and 
easy emergence. The Deer Hunter draws you in and doesn’t let you go, and when it 
gets done with you you’re changed. For those that were steeped in Vietnam, it is an 
unwelcome change. It dredges up things best left alone.  But once the process starts, it 
fixes you and you can’t escape. There is nowhere to hide. 

The film itself has little to do with narrative war, but the horrendous atrocities and 
nightmare images are some of the most brutal and graphic depictions of war in film 
history. It is more about the impact of war on human relations. The Deer Hunter views 
Vietnam from a common-man perspective. The film relentlessly catapults the viewer 
straight into the lives of the people involved, and you become part of their complexity. 
The emotional weight is staggering

The Deer Hunter is arguably one of the most emotionally wrenching film ever 
made and should be avoided as entertainment fodder.  This kind of intensity skirts 
the ability of rational man to survive it. In detailing how war destroys individuals, 
relationships and communities, the story is overwhelmingly moving, and frighteningly 
disturbing. The carnage to humanity is too much to bear. The ironic rendition of God 
Bless America at the film's tragic end is perhaps as close to a verdict as will ever be 
found in film.
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Five Academy awards including Best Picture

Robert De Niro
John Cazale
John Savage
Christopher Walken
Meryl Streep
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The Thin Red Line (1998)

Terrence Malick’s return to the director’s chair after a twenty year absence was 
greeted as the cinematic equivalent of J. D. Salinger popping open his Smith-Corona to 
give it another go. Mallick’s only two previous films — Badlands and Days of Heaven 
— are considered authentic genius and a number of the actors in this film took low 
billing, even cameo status just to work with him.

As I recall, The Thin Red Line was written in 1962 and I remember it well, having 
absorbed it in high school.

It tells the tale of the 1942-43 World War II Guadalcanal campaign through the eyes 
of several members of a U.S. Army rifle company Charlie. Malick weaves his way through 
the minds and eyes of several characters as C-for-Charlie prepares for its first action.

The result is colorful and full of texture but somewhat overwrought and gratingly 
philosophical. Malick is no slouch in the action sequences, as the grunts venture inland 
and are ordered to make a suicidal charge on an impregnable Japanese position, forcing 
analysis of the question of who should take responsibility for lives lost in pursuit of a 
larger goal. But then, we are faced with an entire generation of young people who have 
never seen a shooting war up close, and so any screen substitute must necessarily be 
surreal and contrived.

A natural comparison for Malick’s picture is Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now. 
In both films the setting is not just a location but an underpinning metaphor. From the 
opening shot of a crocodile slipping into primordial ooze, Malick uses the jungles,swamps 
and grasslands that await the infantrymen in Charlie Company on Guadalcanal as an 
artist’s canvas rather than a mere backdrop to slaughter. Every line in The Thin Red Line 
is carefully drawn – and gorgeously filmed by cinematographer John Toll.

All the characters worked well in their roles, but the single standout performance 
was turned in by Nick Nolte. The best scene is when Nick Nolte’s character, is forced 
to deal with the direct refusal by an underling to execute an order. Nolte’s reaction and 
transformation may have been said to be the best work of his career. He will own the 
Best Supporting Actor Oscar.

It’s probably accurate to call The Thin Red Line a thinking person’s war movie – 
with all the advantages and drawbacks that description suggests.

I give it three of five full metal jacket rounds………. with a bullet.
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Brokeback Mountain (2005)

Crippen: Just returned from seeing (rather late in the game) Brokeback Mountain. 
I am deeply touched and moved by this film. I have always thought that humans are 
deeply hardwired for the passion of love, and not necessarily along traditional male-
female lines although that subject has rarely been explored dispassionately in film. I 
am also coming to believe that there is such a thing as a "soul mate" that fully rounds 
out a person’s existence, and without that person you get what happens in Brokeback 
Mountain.

The photography is unbelievable, the sound track perfect, the characters come 
alive. Old couples in the back row were weeping unabashedly. This film will deservedly 
walk away with all the major film awards. It rates as in the top five films I have ever 
seen.

More review by Mike Darwin:
I saw the film in a virtually deserted theater so there was little audience reaction. 

I think it is a good film, a very good film, but not a great one, at least not in the iconic 
sense we associate with films like Casablanca or 2001.

This film is being billed as a love story, but it falls short of that in my estimation. 
Like all great stories (Annie Proux’s original) with an "obvious" message, Brokeback 
Mountain tells us an old story in a different context. When Jonathan Swift wanted 
to lob a volley about the politics of his time, he wrote about Gulliver, and his strange 
travels. Voltaire gave us the story of Candide. If you want people to take a common 
problem seriously you often have to tell them about it from an alien perspective. The 
other strong theme in the movie is the ancient Greek concept of high tragedy. In Greek 
tragedy the undoing is in the nature of the characters themselves. Their own character 
flaws doom them from the start. Brokeback Mountain owes much to the tradition of 
Greek tragedy.

To me, Brokeback Mountain deals with several big issues nowhere mentioned in the 
promotions or reviews for this film. Perhaps one of the biggest issues is that of adultery; 
deep, deceitful, intimate betrayal of those you love and who love you. Both cowboys, 
Jack Twist and Annis Del Ray, are homosexual, but they are very different from each 
other. I’ve known countless Annis Del Rays, straight or gay. These are men who feel 
profoundly, but are almost completely inarticulate. Something in their past, their 
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character, or their genome, causes them to bottle up their feelings and their thoughts 
behind clipped, almost mumbled "conversation." Something I’ve noticed about a lot of 
men like this is their habit of putting their hands up to their mouths when they speak — 
or when they seem to want to — and don’t. They are closed up inside.

When we meet Annis he is already on the trajectory to marriage and a very 
conventional life. It’s a fair bet he knows something is troublingly different about 
himself, but an equally fair bet that he hasn’t fully identified it, let alone admitted it to 
himself and started to deal with it. Jack Twist is a different matter. Jack "Nasty" has 
been around the block, and Jack knows who and what he is. He moves first on Annis 
because he knows a lot; he knows enough to trust his instincts that this emotional 
powder keg of a man will not kill him on this isolated mountain if he makes a sexual 
advance towards him. That’s more than Annis knows about himself. He knows not 
only the mechanics of gay sex in its roughest iterations, but also how to gauge a still, 
deep man like Annis, whose homosexuality seems seamlessly hidden and perhaps not 
consciously realized. That is knowing a great deal!

This creates two somewhat different moral planes. It is easier to understand why 
Annis marries and has a family; it is much harder to understand why Jack does this. 
Jack knows fully, and without reserve, who he is, and much more importantly, what 
he wants and how he might get it. And yet, he marries. This is a great betrayal not only 
of himself, but of his wife and eventually his son. Annis has had one earth shattering 
experience, and while he knows, as we see when he is pounding his fist into the 
building wall when Jack leaves that first time, he has no base of experience or wider 
world to look to gain understanding. It is easy, oh so easy, to deceive yourself in such a 
situation. Jack has no such excuse. We see him move on to other men, and do so with 
confidence, and at considerable risk.

The infidelity that rips these characters’ lives apart is ostensibly homosexual, 
but in reality it could be about any relationship, sexual or otherwise, that results in 
abandonment of emotional presence in a marriage. I’ve known both men and women, 
who left their marriages just as surely for a job, a golf course, a church, or an all 
consuming hobby. Infidelity comes in many forms and that is a recurring theme in 
this movie.

Is it a great love story? I don’t think we can know that. Love comes in two waves. 
The first is a fantastic surge of passion, bonding, and well-being. It is the acute stage 
of romance, but it is comparatively short lived: six months to two years at most. The 
second wave is, to me, the real thing. This is the time when trust, profound easiness 
with your partner, and mutual security built on real, hard life experience coalesce to 
form a bond that is so deep you would give your life for your partner — and do so even 
after long and careful reflection in the face of death. We can read into Jack’s and Annis’ 
affair whatever we like, but we can’t know how it would have worked out, because they 
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never take that chance. There are plenty of people who are good at "being in love" but 
are lousy at loving. The acute is very different from the chronic.

So, that is the other great tragedy in this movie. These two men probably are soul 
mates (and I believe in such things too), but they will never really know and neither 
will we. Here the fates challenge character. As Jack Twist points out again and again, 
there is a possible future for them together as they were meant to be. But that future 
comes at a high price and at terrible risk. Ennis is haunted not only by the specter 
of social ostracism, but of violence and an unspeakable death imprinted onto him in 
his childhood. His almost autistic lack of social and emotional faculties makes it very 
hard to take the step off the cliff and leave every point of reference he has ever learned 
behind. Ang Lee makes us understand this — but he also lets us know that this a choice 
— a choice that will be paid for dearly — as is always the case in Greek tragedy.

In most films about homosexual men we are given the message that to whatever 
extent the identity is acted on, the characters are doomed to death or lifelong 
unhappiness. Here, Ang Lee tells us a great truth. If we deny the heart and soul of who 
we are, to the extent we are successful, we are just as surely doomed to death, or a life 
of sterile longing that is its equivalent.

Brokeback Mountain is a wretchedly sad and painful film at its core. It is a cautionary 
tale that has been told countless time before and will be told countless time again: Told 
at least as long humans are humans. A lot of gay men don’t like this film. I think one 
reason for that is that they do not experience the "remove" that heterosexuals do when 
watching it. Like Swift, Ang Lee has informed his audience of many great truths. But it 
has, perhaps, yet to dawn on them that Jack and Ennis are really just any two people 
with the same problems, straight, gay, or otherwise. We are all up there on the screen 
to the extent that we share these characters’ fates and flaws.
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Yuma (2007)

Synopsis: A rancher (Christian Bale) struggles to support his ranch and family 
during a long drought. Desperately needing money to build a well, he takes an 
assignment to transport a notorious felon (Russell Crowe), in the hands of authorities, 
to Yuma for imprisonment. But, once the two meet, the interactions between the two 
men and those surrounding them reveal surprising facets of each. 

The "Western" genre in film has pretty much always been about morality in the 
setting of armed participants.  Free agents exploring what's possible or likely when will 
is authenticated by firepower. This modern re-make of the original 1957 film explores 
the interaction of evil and good, peeling back the layers of each to expose complex 
shades. The film has been criticized as " boring"  but that superficial observation 
misses the subtlety.  The principal actors, Christian Bale, Russell Crowe and especially 
Ben Foster as Crowe's faithful henchman, literally burn with understated intensity for 
which one must develop a taste. I think Christian Bale is the most remarkable actor 
working today. Consummate pro Russell Crowe never disappoints. You can't take your 
eyes off Ben Foster.

The point of film is to move the observer to a different world and make them an 
active participant.  You feel what the actors feel and you live in their world for a time. 
This goal isn't limited to "good" film. It is equally intense in incredibly bad film like 
Patch Adams or What Dreams May Come, films so bad they threaten the concept of 
film. This is "good" film because you become part of a texture of intensity that leaves 
you emotionally exhausted but optimistic as to the basic nature of man. A very subtle 
but powerful exploration, performed by masters. Possibly the second best Western 
ever made, after One-Eyed Jacks (Brando - 1961)

I give it four and a half out of five steely eyed glances.
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Sicko  (Michael Moore 2007)

I came, I saw bootlegged copy, I have observations.
Michael Moore makes very entertaining but one must never lose sight of some 

realities about him.  Moore knows the end point of what he wants to say before he 
begins the film, and the film is constructed specifically to get there. He only interviews 
people that support his position. He insures that any alternative views are from shaky 
prospects. And Moore is very, very much a wild-eyed liberal.  Michael always looks 
through a lens that makes his ideal look far different than objective reality. In Roger and 
Me, he would have General Motors spend billions to stay in Flint and risk insolvency 
just to support the hapless population of workers. In  Bowling for Columbine, he pins 
the blame on poor befuddled Charlton Heston, already showing signs of dementia.  In 
Fahrenheit 451 he simplifies very complex issues by blaming one individual, GW Bush, 
(admittedly a doofus, but only a small part of the whole).  Having said that, I think this 
film stands on very firm ground and should be seen by everyone. It effectively explores 
issues that will figure greatly into the 2008 presidential election. 

Moore goes into it dismissing the egregious fact that over forty-six million Americans 
are without health care indemnification. He then goes into great detail to show that 
many Americans who think they are insured get caught in the disallowed  trap. Their 
insurance companies refuse to pay for needed services using one ruse or another. His 
recurring theme is that insurance companies cut costs be denying reimbursement, 
especially if it’s pricey and, of course, CEOs and executives pocket the savings. But this 
is old history. The date for one of his subjects was 1996, and most of this disallowment 
gambit is way over ten years old. Because of the efficiency of the Information Age, 
denying care has become much more unfashionable as the light of day shines on it and 
has been superceded by new evolutions of greed and gluttony.  The thrust has changed 
from conserving wealth to building wealth. Instead of pocketing money diverted from 
health care provision, CEOs and executives now use entrepreneurial principles to 
build business empires from health care centers in which they profit by the bonus 
system. They use money to make more money and as the empire grows, their bonuses  
for creating wealth exceed their salaries many fold.

They are isolated from actual health care delivery, but their decisions always 
involve money. 

Moore’s thesis is that all that money that CEOs, executives and Big Pharma are 
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taking out of the system should be used to help expand a true universal health care 
delivery system that’s overdue.  As a country, we support obscene salaries of  non-profit  
health CEOs and executives by taking money directly out of health care, a zero sum 
game. The pieces of the pie must always add up to 100% at the end of the slicing. When 
one piece of the pie gets bigger, the rest get smaller. This thesis simply isn’t contestable. 
It’s in all the resource management textbooks. So, we, the most affluent country in the 
world culls out almost 20% or our population from health care indemnification and 
under-supports the rest so that individuals prosper. 

Having digested this film for a while, I truly think Michael Moore’s heart is in the 
right place. I don’t think he’s one of those Star Trek villains that glows when it’s around 
discord. I think he truly believes what he portrays in his films, especially this one. But 
he is a creature of his biases, and a big bias is populism.  For example, he is very kind 
to Hillary Clinton’s attempt to revamp the health care system in 1993, insinuating she 
failed because organized medicine and especially Big Pharma ganged up on her. The 
reality is her plan failed because it was a conceptual disaster in every way, not even 
thought out by Hillary, who has never had an original thought in her head. It was her 
guru de jour Ira Magaziner, and he quickly faded into well-deserved obscurity. Even 
Moore admits that now Hillary is running second in receiving campaign money from 
health care corporations and Big Pharma. 

Considering all the above, it’s obviously insufficient to open-endedly complain about 
a bad system. A better alternative has to eventually be put forth.  Accordingly, Moore 
then goes on to extol the virtues of other countries’ health care provision systems. 
Ever the populist, Moore uses selective interviews to portray them as God’s gift to 
the citizenry, free, freely available and matchless in every respect. Idyllic Europeans 
describing getting paid to take three months off after surgery just to get back in a good 
frame of mind.  Ever get a bill?. Smiles all around.  Only in America. Very convincing, 
at least as far as the interviews go. But all are very vague as to how long they actually 
wait for services. 

Of course there are such systems in the world, but there’s a Catch-22 that Moore 
doesn’t understand because he’s an interested bystander hung up by his populist 
biases. The stark reality is that getting access into the system is not the same as actually 
obtaining services.  As access increases at a constant provision level, waiting time waiting 
for services goes up exponentially. That fact is incontrovertible. It’s in all the resource 
management textbooks.  The National Health Care service in the UK does indeed offer 
100% access for citizenry, as do most of the other European Union countries. But access 
does not necessarily equal efficiency and it isn’t cheap for those funding it. The income 
tax in most of these countries is considerably higher than ours, many over 50% of gross 
income, and most have a substantial  value added  tax for everything purchased that 
dwarfs our  sales tax  17.5 % in the UK in addition to income taxes. And the UK is a VERY 
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expensive place to live. But they have unlimited free access to health care. Moore doesn’t 
seem to see the connection, but Americans soon will.   

Better than what we have now?  Michael Moore thinks so. Here’s are his final 
comments at the end of the film verbatim:

You know, when we see a good idea from another country, We grab it. If they build 
a better car, we drive it. If they make  A better wine, we drink it. So if they’ve come up 
with a better way to treat the sick…………then what’s our problem. Why can’t we do 
that? They live in a world of  we, not  me . We’ll never fix anything until we get that 
one basic thing right. And powerful forces hope we never do (Shows photo of Aetna 
Insurance building) and that we remain the only country in the Western world without 
free, universal health care. 

There is little doubt that America will have universal health care coverage probably 
as part of the next presidential term. They have all promised it, and although none 
show any convincing evidence of ability to deliver, they’ll all try. One thing is clear. 
We have gotten away with what we have far too long and it’s going to end because 
it can no longer be sustained.  And universal health care will be a very bitter pill for 
every layer of Americans for a lot of reasons. As terrifying as it seems, Hillary Clinton 
has a shot at being the next president, and her plan is 1993 HillaryCare revisited. An 
updated version  managed care  for the new millennium. Few if any of the rest of them 
have much better plans. The only one of the batch that actually came out and stated 
that it will be tax based and taxes will rise to whatever level supports it is Edwards. 
Something the public doesn’t want to hear up front, but will find out after the fact.

Health care delivery will tread the path of the Great Golden Mean. Resource access 
will be managed by those with an incentive to maintain status quo. A stable normal 
distribution of care where the majority will eventually get what they need, and those 
on either end of the curve will get siphoned off……. and all will wait. The price of access 
and economy will be delay, and Americans aren’t used to waiting. Those wailing to 
Michael that they cannot obtain access will then be wailing that they have access but 
no service.  Reports of deaths and disability while waiting for services will replace 
instances of death and disability from inability to pay.  Instead of a portion of the 
population being very satisfied with their service and others unhappy, virtually all will 
be unhappy with the Great Golden Mean. 

CEOs and executives’ bonus millions will dry up, as there will be no utility in building 
empires for government services. They’ll unfurl their golden parachutes and move on 
to other areas of more fruitful business endeavor leaving administration to those with 
an incentive to insure their job security. High priced surgeons delivering superspecialty 
care for a salary of millions will move onto something else. The same government 
employees that oversee social welfare programs will administer health care services, 
and complaining will similarly be met with stone faces. Angry malpractice lawsuits 
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for malpractice will beat themselves to death against the pure essence of attrition. Big 
Pharma will move to other areas in the world, if they haven’t already. 

I heartily recommend everyone see this film when it comes out 6/29. Here’s the 
URL for a pirated version maybe you can watch standing in line for your iPhone.  
(Don’t turn me into the Motion Picture of America Association Federales). 

http://ccm-l.org/Sicko.htm (http://ccm-l.org/Sicko.htm) 

We live in interesting times.
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There Will Be Blood (2007)

I wondered why this film had not been released in wide distribution until after the 
Academy of Motion Picture Arts & Sciences nominated it for eight awards.  I see why 
tonight.

I am seeing a trend away from classic film structure in which there is a beginning, 
a trail to a dilemma, a consideration of the dilemma, a resolution and an ending where 
the principals go on happier or sadder. The films that are getting critical acclaim are 
structured to give the stars opportunity to show their depth, breadth and range not 
how they fit into a plot. But in so doing, they tend to bore many moviegoers expecting 
(and adapted to) tradition. I suspect that had this film been opened in wide distribution 
initially, it would have died at the box office. But after it got a big Academy Award 
splash, the pent up demand will push it further along. Savvy marketing.

That isn’t to say that it isn’t worth a look, it is, even at two hours and forty minutes. 
But like similarly acclaimed Michael Clayton, and to some degree 3:10 to Yuma, it 
has no flashing lights and bells.  What it does have is showcase the incredible talent 
of Daniel Day-Lewis, an actor whose range appears to be limitless. Day-Lewis is 
given the opportunity to do what he does, not interpret his role but to become it. His 
performance simply cannot be over-rated.

The Rolling Stone review transcends mine so I will reiterate it verbatim: " Gargantuan 
is a puny word to describe (Day-Lewis’s) landmark performance. Try electrifying or 
volcanic or anything else that sounds dangerous if you get too close. His triumph is 
in making us see ourselves in Plainview, no matter how much we want to turn away. 
Day-Lewis and Anderson — a huge talent with an uncompromising gift for language 
and composition — are out to batter every cliché Hollywood holds dear. There Will Be 
Blood hits with hurricane force. Lovers of formula and sugarcoating will hate it. Screw 
them. In terms of excitement, imagination and rule-busting experimentation, it's a 
gusher ." 

All factors considered, I give it four and a half of five oil soaked Western hats.
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Wild Hogs (2007)

A paradox. Silly sight gags, tiresome slapstick, lame gay jokes. Scathing reviews 
from the critics, but packed theaters and number one for the week at the box office.

By history, the critics and film going public rarely see eye to eye. The most notable 
example being Used Cars directed in 1980 by a young Robert Zemeckis, starring Kurt 
Russell. Released to theaters, it flopped instantly and lasted about a week. One of the 
first films sold (cheap) to HBO and released without fanfare as a new experiment in 
TV movies. It then proceeded to break every known record and ran for five years, 
making HBO a bundle and setting the stage for the now monster TV movie industry. 
It’s hysterical. TV audiences howled. Possibly one of the funniest films in history, 
depending on your taste. What did TV viewers see that critics didn’t? I think critics see 
art, and the public sees entertainment, and the reason Used Cars flew was it found an 
audience that the critics didn’t get to first.

In 2007, the critics are still right, but the audience still rules. Wild Hogs is an 
entertaining film with an interesting core that only an authentic Walter Mitty can 
fully appreciate. Bored work-a-day guys, caught up in a mundane existence finding 
adventure on the open road. A commonly recurring scene popularized in the 50s by 
Jack Kerouac and extended in 60s flower power counterculture. The lure of the open 
road. It’s unclear if the Director intended the actual vision in real life but it emerges. 
A collection of slovenly, mean spirited and hostile antagonists looking to find blame 
for their miserable lot. What better blame than "posers," comfortable, conformist 
pretenders role playing for a time, then returning to their alternate universe in time 
for supper.

Pivotal joker in the deck is cameo role by the original highway nomad of the 60s, 
Peter Fonda, who incidentally hasn’t aged very well. Fonda reminds the outlaws, 
not very convincingly, that the "real" ethos of the open road are those willing to take 
chances by moving out of a safe niche into the unknown, to stand or fall by their wits. 
The outlaws didn’t look too impressed by this revelation, but the whole point of an 
elder statesman is to interpret nuances in standing law.

The reality is that the real open road has been heavily romanticized and mythicized. 
History shows that the open road leads mainly to isolation and insanity as befell most 
of the 50’s Beat Generation. The caption on the Easy Rider poster in my den reads: "A 
Man went looking for America……and couldn’t find it." Hunter Thompson captured 
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denizens of the open road immaculately in Hell’s Angels: "They were a bunch of 
overgrown adolescents, stuck in their religious mind-set as a way of life. They defined 
themselves by their opposition to any and everything. The strength of their antagonism 
was the source of their faith, and like all holy wars, their greatest enemies and their 
greatest source of bloodshed was from within, battles against rival factions competing 
for bottom of the barrel status."

The higher reality is never revealed. That a Harley-Davidson is not a magic carpet 
and the open road has effectively been pasteurized, homogenized, standardized and the 
loose ends connected. The highest rate of death and disability in motorcycle accidents 
is in middle-aged men who have never ridden a two-wheel vehicle since they were ten 
years old. Real Wild Hogs of our day travel intricately planned routes from Hilton to 
Hilton with the accompaniment of Blackberries and cell phones. Perhaps lessons of 
the past have been heeded.

Otherwise, it’s an entertaining film with a lot of laughs.
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The Dark Knight (2008)

The new Batman film is now the biggest debut ever in U.S. box office history.  The 
Dark Knight took in $155.34 million Fri-Sun. I have some reservations as to whether 
it’s worth all this.

In essence, The Dark Knight is a tired morality play rerun, too convoluted, too 
dense and too long. The plot has done before, frequently better. The nihilistic moral 
dilemmas are created by a clever sociopath for no apparent reason than to generate 
as much confusion and violence possible. After a while the viewer wonders what the 
point is. 

There doesn’t seem to be one. The villain has no history, doesn’t want anything 
and doesn’t care about the outcome of his actions. Christian Bale consistently plays a 
straight man to the Joker. Aaron Eckhart overacts. Talented veterans Michael Caine 
and Morgan Freeman toss away peripheral roles. Gary Oldman delivers a soggy 
melodramatic performance. All have done much better in the past.

The film is carried stem to stern by the late Heath Ledger. It is a pretty safe bet 
that the film was built around Ledger, who appears in virtually every scene. Ledgers 
performance is very good, but not awe inspiring. The character is very original and 
Ledger plays him creatively, intensely and believably. Ledger works hard to create an 
original interpretation of the character, and occasionally goes a little over the top in 
scenes that would do better by more subtlety. 

In essence I think this is yet another film that showcases the talents of one actor 
in an otherwise mediocre setting, much like There Will Be Blood did for Daniel-Day 
Lewis and No Country for Old Men did for Javier Bardem. Ledger’s performance was 
very watchable and consistently interesting. The rest of the cast fell on their swords to 
highlight Ledger. Will this get the very talented actor Heath Ledger an Oscar?

Sadly, I don’t think so. This performance, although very good, is not Oscar material.  
Ledger’s performance in Brokeback Mountain was Oscar material and it remains one 
of the great theatrical bonehead mistakes to give Best Actor award to overblown

Philip Seymour Hoffman in 2005. I think history will remember Ledger for the 
Joker and Lionize him for Brokeback.

I give it three and a half of five smeared red scowls. 
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Iron Man (2008)

Started out with lots of promise. Robert Downey is just the right measure of 
insouciance, narcissism and quick witted humor to make him the perfect not-quite 
super-not-quite-hero. Bumbling through life with equal parts dumb luck and aimless 
purpose works for Downey. His performance in front of the Senate Committee on 
something-or-other was perfect. Mickey Roark pulls it off as the villain for the first 30 
minutes or so. 

OK, two AC/DC songs work well, the action scenes are OK but start to get pretty 
busy near the end. Then about the time the plot should start taking off, things fall 
apart and the film never recoups.  Still playing The Wrestler, Mickey Roark turns into a 
mumbling dumbwaiter. Gwyneth Paltrow fusses and fumes and never shows anything 
put pretty nice legs. Scarlett Johansson doesn't pull off the Emma Peel routine. Sam 
Rockwell is too smarmy for too long. The rest of the actors are entirely forgettable and 
most of their participation detracts from the plot.

I think it showed promise for about 45 minutes, then started bogging down, the 
characters lost their attraction and it went up in a big fireball.  Robert Downey is as 
good as it gets for portraying iterations of his probable basic personality. I would like 
to see him with better direction and screenplay. Mickey Roark is a very strange duck 
in real life as well, and this comes across on the screen. It's time to move on to new 
characters.

I think this film is "just OK," and would be a good candidate to wait till it comes 
out on DVD.

I give it two and a half of five palladium crystals, wearing out at about the same rate 
this film does after the first forty-five minutes.
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In Bruges (2008)

Recall I remarked about a change in the thrust of film, predicted in my last 
two reviews (There Will Be Blood,  No Country for Old Men). I think the days of 
extravaganza and spectacle are numbered, and we are coming around to film In 
which the actors are allowed to roam free through a day in the life  rather than a 
structured plot. You’ll also recall that I noted these films to be rather poorly attended 
by filmgoers steeped in the tradition of sensory saturation.

In Bruges, written by potty-mouthed Irish playwright Martin McDonagh, starring 
Irish/English actors Colin Farrell, Ralph Fiennes and a host of others you probably 
won’t recognize is representative of this trend. It is a very, VERY dark comedy. 
Contract killing a priest in a confessional is about as dark as it gets. In many respects 
it deserves this designation, and film promoters have not been enthusiastic about 
wide distribution. Although this film got rave reviews from most if not all the critics, 
it is only playing at a total of ONE rather small, seedy theater in urban Pittsburgh. 
All the big mall theaters are playing high profile, formulaic musicals and comedy 
starring retreads from Saturday Night Live (was never funny, still isn’t).

In Bruges takes some getting used to.  Like most gritty, textured films it grows 
on you slowly. There are no big, expansive blockbuster scenes. The viewer simply 
absorbs a day in the life of the characters who plum the depths of their reality.  The 
musicality of the language transcends the scarcity of the plot.  Colin Farrell has 
always been an underrated actor and in this film he truly shines (first time using 
his natural brogue). Ralph Fiennes is a jewel, a masterpiece of the acting trade. The 
rest of the characters are perfectly cast. The scenery will inspire a desperate need 
to visit Bruges. The plot, such as it is, explores many of the ethical choices we will 
never experience but are fascinated to watch others make, and to vicariously feel the 
emotions of professional killers.

Of particular note is the outstanding performance of Ralph Fiennes, most 
assuredly one of the top ten greatest actors of our generation. Fiennes musters a 
look during:  THE BALCONY IS CLOSED (finger jabs to forehead) MISTER..... 
ENGLISH..... MAN..... expressing texture in a minimalist expression much like 
B.B. King expresses a generation of pain and suffering in one note. You don’t know 
whether to laugh or gasp at what you intuitively know is coming next. 

This film is getting the best reviews of the season. It might take you a while to 
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actually find where it’s playing, but this is the future of film as art and rates taking 
notice.  Beware much graphic violence and verbiage. 

I give it five of five eggshell fractured skulls. 
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Star Trek (2008)
It's difficult to really savor this film unless you were a true Trekkie before it was 

fashionable to be a Trekkie.  Back in the mid-60s, this was a TV series that died a 
miserable death in prime time, much like Kings (NBC) is doing now. The network 
perceived that no one was watching it and it was summarily dumped. Shortly 
thereafter, a deluge of letters arrived from outraged viewers demanding it back. It was 
canceled after three seasons and then lived on in syndication for another thirty years, 
generating multiple spin-offs and massive numbers of rabid enthusiasts as it went. 
Star Trek conventions continue to be the standard for weirdness today. Best original 
episode BTW is City on the Edge of Forever, written by Harlan Ellison, winner of the 
1968 Hugo Award for Best Dramatic Presentation. Should not be missed.

The film starts with the youthful versions of the original stars in random motion as 
they enter their careers. The fascination is appreciating the raw material for each as it's 
wrought into the prophesy of their destiny.  You see their destiny develop before your 
eyes, before they understand it. James T. Kirk is perfection as he massacres political 
correctness on his way into the Captain's chair. The principal actors bear an uncanny 
resemblance to the originals in form and substance.  The style of the film is visual 
and pyrotechnic. Director J.J. Abrams pushed the envelope with the visual effects 
and in the end delivered a Star Trek that is fresh and vibrant, while maintaining a 
commitment to character and story, The film is true to the ethos of the original but 
evolutionary.  When the characters finally take their final form, they fall into places 
reserved for them, the essence of self fulfilling prophesies. 

Former Mr. Spock (Leonard Nimoy) was invited back for a featured role but former 
Captain Kirk (William Shatner) was not. This seeming slight is borne out as the film 
progresses. There was a place in the story for Spock but it quickly becomes apparent 
that to put Shatner back into a cameo role would have been a distraction and would 
not have worked. 

The film is not Academy Award material and there are a few weak points. But all 
things considered, it is a superb must-see for a new generation of fans. 

I give it four and a half of five impertinent smirks. 
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Chapter  8

2009 Film
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Avatar (2009)

Historically, there have only been three quantum leaps in film: sound, color and 
Avatar.  The latter of this triad is Infinitely bigger than the tepid reviews of those that 
don't understand exactly what's happening. It's the first time 3D perspective works. 
It's a very, very big deal. An absolutely pivotal leap.

The golden age of 3D was the late 50s. The most memorable film produced as such 
was House of Wax, starring Vincent Price (1953). Only a relatively small portion of the 
film was in 3D and the audience had to take their glasses on and off. The wax spilled 
out into the audience, sort of. It didn't work very well and generally made audiences 
dizzy more than anything else. It fizzled quickly as did the next big thing in the early 
60s, Cinerama.

Then there was the " feelies."  The theater wired a few seats with vibrators and 
turned them on during scary parts to generate screams from the few that quickly 
recruited the rest of the audience. It flopped after one film The Tingler (1959).

3D is back with new technology and a massive impact. Ignore the tepid reviews 
are from those that try to see academic logic of the story line. Why would an advanced 
race of people use bow and arrows? Why would humanoid creatures have only a few 
characteristics that make them alien? This is nonsense. People don't go to films to get a 
Masters Degree in anthropology. They go like kids to marvel at the story and fantasize 
about the action. This film puts the viewer closer than ever to both.

Writer, Director, Producer James Cameron is indeed the king of the world in 2010.  
The story line is adequate, not inspired but we can forgive Cameron because of the 
incredible effects that really must be seen (preferably on IMAX) to be believed. It's a 
little long but it goes quickly. Mauro Fiore's cinematography is beyond amazing. You 
believe in Pandora and you become part of it.

This is a MUST SEE (IMAX). It is a view of things to come.
I give it four and a half of five ten-foot tall blue people with yellow eyes.
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Bruno (2009)

Sacha Baron Cohen, master of " Performance Art,"  the new Millennium update 
of Andy Kaufman. With Kaufman, the audience never knew when or if the hook was 
coming, and that was the genius. With Baron Cohen, you know the hook is coming and 
you know there will not be any limit to where it might go.

Baron Cohen masterfully works a not-in-on-the joke audience to the point of 
cringing and beyond. The more outrageous it gets, the more he pushes it in unrelenting 
deadpan. If there is any limit to Baron Cohen, there certainly isn't any in Bruno, so 
beware crude and tasteless visual jokes the roots of which extend to the center of the 
earth. Baron Cohen is lucky to be alive.

The theater audience vacillated between horrified gasps and hysterical laughter 
and that was the problem. Like the late Benny Hill, Baron Cohen will do ANYTHING 
to get ANY kind of laugh, and the result is too uneven to be consistent.  Baron Cohen 
doesn't seem to know where his sweet spot is and so he throws it all against the wall, 
accepting what sticks.

This film was not as good as Borat, I don't think, simply because of the long tedious 
waits between truly funny material.  Baron Cohen is best working victims that aren't 
in on the joke, but it's unclear what was staged and what was spontaneous. Some 
parts were very funny. Others would embarrass the Whore of Babylon. Brief parts 
are brilliant, but overall I don't think consistent enough to give other than a mediocre 
rating.

Beware - VERY vulgar and offensive (by any standard) visual media 
and language.

It gets two and a half pink speedos.
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Crazy Heart (2009)

Crazy Heart is remarkable for what it might teach regarding aging in a world 
that categorically values youth, and the resulting anger and frustration engendered. 
The film riffs on others that came before with the same theme, most notably Tender 
Mercies (Robert Duvall-Oscar Best Actor 1983). Jeff Bridges as weary, self-destructive 
country singer Bad Blake is at once heartbreaking and the stuff of legend. I see a lot of 
Kris Kristofferson in Bridges.

At age fifty-seven, Bad has been relegated to singing in bowling alleys while his 
mentored acolyte Tommy Sweet breaks into the big time with a song Bad wrote. 
Maggie Gyllenhaal is excellent as a small town journalist looking for his story. Pony 
tailed Colin Farrell is magnificent. The musical performances are great, especially the 
big concert in Phoenix. Both men perform their own songs (with some help from a 
voice coach).

Bad doesn’t quite understand the circumstances that that put him on the road to 
destruction, but he certainly lives them in excruciating real time. It’s difficult to know if 
continuous booze and cigarettes were the harbinger of Bad’s deterioration or the other 
way around. One of the first lyrics is " I used to be somebody. Now I am somebody 
else."  Who is there left to blame? 

This is probably the film that will win The Dude his first Oscar after four previous 
nominations. I think Bridges deserves it. The key in this particular film isn’t so much 
the story line; it’s the little things that Bridges does to make Bad Blake come alive on 
the screen. You feel what he feels and you don’t know if there was ever any out of this 
self fulfilling prophesy. 

I give it four Gretsch Country Gentlemen out of five. 
But wait……………

**SPOILER AHEAD**

I read the book Crazy Heart by Thomas Cobb on the way back from a trip. The film 
was faithful to the book right up till the ending, where it significantly deviated. For 
those that do not plan to read the book, here is the alternate ending.  

READ NO FURTHER IF YOU CONSIDER THIS A SPOILER.
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After Bad loses Jean, he falls off the wagon and starts drinking again. One night on 
his way to somewhere out of the way, drunk, in a driving rain, he loses control of his 
truck and slides into a deep gully, where he’s stuck.  He decides to start walking back 
toward the nearest town.  It’s raining hard. His smooth leather sole cowboy boots slip 
and slide on the slippery asphalt and he slips into a deep gully, injuring himself in the 
process. He can’t climb out. It isn’t stated but strongly implied that no one will find 
him there. He’s left to consider his life and the likely conclusion. 
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District 9 (2009)

In a fog of chick flicks, zombie epics and insipid action epics, this little jewel of a 
film is welcome and incredibly powerful.

Aliens have landed on Earth before, but never so anticlimactically in Johannesburg, 
South Africa. A dead in the water space vehicle hangs silently for months before 
curious technicians break in to find a million sick and dying aliens, who, once 
discovered must be cared for. Deposited in what amounts to a huge resettlement 
camp outside Johannesburg, the forces of social nature quickly apply.

Civility, propriety and legality within the overcrowded, miserable and filthy camp 
are suspended. Corporate weasels looking to make some kind of profit cover up the 
specter of unauthorized medical experiments on unwilling aliens. Ultimately they 
become undesirables the local citizens want moved anywhere else.

Finally a smarmy corporate bureaucrat (Sharlto Copley) is picked to lead the 
expedition that will resettle them in a worse site 200 km away, far from the city. Out 
of sight, out of mind. Incredibly silly, even for dense bureaucrats, the letter of the 
law needs to be fulfilled by getting each alien to sign off on an eviction notice, with 
predictable results.

During an eviction, Copley becomes contaminated with a substance meant to 
provide an escape attempt, and slowly begins to morph into an alien. This changes 
everything. The same corporate geeks that chose him for the assignment now want 
to dissect him, the Army is tired of chasing him and wants to kill him, and by a 
fortuitous turn of events, he discovers alignment and allegiances to survive he never 
dreamed of.

That's all you get.
You will see some similarities to the 1986 film Aliens as it pertains to the interest 

of corporate entities looking to find a profit in dangerous endeavors. There's an 
especially touching scene with the Alien frozen in shock after seeing what's been 
done to his kind. It's a very touching human moment.

Filmed in Blair Witch style, seemingly with hand held cameras, the production is 
stunning. Deftly directed by newcomer Neill Blomkamp and produced by the Stanley 
Kubrick of our generation, Peter Jackson.

Without compromising the end, I will tell you to keep an eye out for the last 
talking head news analyst asking a very interesting question about what comes next.
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This is the best film of the summer and will probably be the best film of the year.
I give it four and a half of five squirming tentacles.
Must see.
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Get Low (2009)

Only in limited release, and with mixed notices, this gem of a film reminds you 
not to look too closely at reviews (except mine). Lately reviewers cater to the need for 
constant stimulation from CGI and endless action, most of it gratuitous. This film is 
crafted with subtlety and texture that draws the viewer in slowly but relentlessly and 
ultimately with great satisfaction.

It's a simple tale, eloquently told and superbly interpreted by masters of their art. 
Set in the rural South, an aging curmudgeon plots a funeral in which he's there to hear 
the stories about him.  The old guy has been a mystery to the area for forty years and 
he wants some dark secret to come out before he dies. The plot starts slowly and builds 
progressively to a moving climax that today would not have rated a fifteen second 
aside on any local news.  All of these actors, Duvall, Bill Murray and Sissy Spacek are 
maturing wonderfully in their crafts.

A deathly silent theater audience greets the climax as Robert Duvall proves his 
worth as one of the greatest actors of our time. The cinematography makes the 
period landscape leap out. The sound track is incredible, culminating in a song you'll 
remember by Allison Krause.

Seasoned actors now have the clout to make films they want, and their maturity 
shows. These films are usually in limited release and need to be sought out, as they 
aren't heavily marketed, especially if they don't star Sly Stallone and 3D.  Get Low (a 
term uttered only once) is a must-see if you appreciate the pinnacle of actors at their 
finest. Don't expect pyrotechnics. Just quietly observe the best of the best at work.

It gets FIVE (yes FIVE) of five Model A hearses.
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Pirate Radio (2009)

Pirate Radio (The Ship That Rocked) starring Phillip Seymour Hoffman, as a DJ 
on the famous Pirate Radio ship transmitting off the coast of England in the mid-
60s, when official UK stations did not play rock and roll. Loosely based on Radio 
Caroline and Radio London broadcast to the UK from offshore ships or disused sea 
ports. Not technically illegal at the time because they broadcast from international 
waters.  Naturally, the British government, unable to control the competition to the 
BBC, established Marine Broadcasting Offences Act of 1967, making them illegal. Of 
course, this made them more popular. By 1968 twenty-one Pirate Radio stations were 
broadcasting to an estimated daily audience of ten to fifteen million. Today there are 
currently an estimated one hundred fifty active, unlicensed Pirate Radio stations in 
the UK.

Most of the actors in the film are rather obscure but all are well cast.  The plot is 
silly and rambles but it has its moments, particularly watching flashes of the good UK 
citizens enjoying the music. The sound track is pure 60's all the way and weaves its 
way into the proceedings. There is some truly funny but typically British dry humor 
and because of the accents you have to be quick to catch it. It was entertaining and 
enjoyable although not stellar acting. A bit of enjoyable fluff and more than a few good 
laughs.

Which brings me to how history tends to repeat itself.  The exact same scenario 
is happening today, right now with bootleg peer-to-peer movement of movies and 
songs over the Internet. The Pirate Bay (www.piratebay.com) is the world's largest 
repository grey area downloading, and the most visible promoter of a burgeoning 
international anti-copyright movement, said to have over twenty-five million unique 
peers and almost four million registered users. Although mired in multiple lawsuits, 
they continue to swashbuckle at this moment.

Rock and Roll is the perfect substrate for piracy. Were there no piracy, there 
would probably be no rock and roll. Rock and Roll is by its nature rude, irreverent, 
disrespectful and contemptuous of authority. The Count (Philip Seymour Hoffman) 
encapsulates as the ship begins to sink:

 "To all our listeners, - God bless you all. And as for you bastards in charge, don't 
dream it's over. Years will come, years will go, and  politicians will do all to make the 
world a better place. But all over the world, young men and young women will always 
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dream dreams  and put those dreams into song. Nothing important dies tonight,  just 
a few ugly guys on a crappy ship. The only sadness tonight is that, in future years, 
there'll be so many fantastic songs that it will not be our privilege to play. But, believe 
you me, they will still be written, they will still be sung and they will be the wonder of 
the world."

Post Script:  Meat Loaf Bat out of Hell II -Back into Hell (2002)

"So, I took my guitar and I smashed it against the wall,
I smashed it against the body of a varsity cheerleader,

I smashed it against a 1981 Harley Davidson.
The Harley howled in pain.
The guitar howled in heat.

And I ran up the stairs to my parents' bedroom
I raised the guitar high above my head,

  and just as I was about to bring the guitar crashing
  down upon the centre of the bed,

My father woke up screaming: " Stop! Stop it boy! What
  do you think you're doing?

That's no way to treat an expensive musical instrument!" 
And I said " Dammit Dad! You know I love you,

but you've got a hell of a lot to learn about rock and roll!" 

I give it three of five power chords strangling a Shure PGX14-85-J6 microphone.
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Taking Chance (2009)

If you haven't seen Taking Chance, it isn't surprising. It was never released to 
theaters, tubed straight to HBO, a fate usually reserved for losers. But this is a remarkable 
exception. Said to have been officially discouraged by the Marine Corps, they did, in 
fact, render very accurate detail about the content, behind-the-scenes details of the 
trip home for a fallen soldier in Iraq. It is a drama presented as a documentary, and it 
works only too well. It is a film in the spirit of Saving Private Ryan, updated to 2009.

It is at once a very inspiring and disquieting film. Very few know the rituals involving 
bringing a body back from overseas, preparing it for the funeral and accompanying if 
to the funeral (every step of the way by a Marine escort). The details of this ritual are 
interspaced during the trip and are spellbinding. Remarkable care is shown by those 
who come in contact with the remains at each stage of the journey. It is truly haunting. 
I had no idea.

This is a film that transcends politics and governance. It is simply a view of the 
respect and dignity offered by his country to a young person who died under honorable 
circumstances. A powerful reminder that their deaths did take place, and that their 
lives mattered. The story is simple and honest. The dialog is brief. Kevin Bacon shines 
like a beacon, absolutely his best ever heartfelt performance ever.

Unrated by me out of respect for the content.
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Up In the Air (2009)

What makes a truly great film? Identification with the characters, believability 
of the plot? Insinuating yourself to be a part of the scenario? Perhaps becoming 
uncomfortable when it gets close.  All these things apply to Up In the Air, possibly the 
best film of the year if you don’t get too close to it. 

Escape to The Road has been a theme since Hope and Crosby in the 40s, Jack 
Keroac in the 50s, Peter Fonda (Easy Rider) in the 60s, Jack Nicholson (Five Easy 
Pieces) in the 70s, The Road Warrior in the 80s, Thelma & Louise in the 90s, and 
now finally the saga of The Road sterilized to an air path and sanitized to a credit card 
swipe. An inverted world where airlines honor the loyalty of anonymous customers 
and employers jettison the contributions of long-term employees.

The emotional desolation of the prime character (George Clooney) fits the isolation 
of the road nicely since his job is to spread his own isolation to others as professional 
"Downsizer" (firing people for a living). The inverted life style of less is more and dipping 
his barren tentacles into the stark terror of those losing their jobs eventually drives 
his female associate (masterfully played by Anna Kendrick) to suicidal depression. 
Clooney thrives on it. 

Clooney develops a literally "on the fly" relationship with fellow compulsive traveler 
Vera Farmiga, a female version of himself. Clooney reluctantly finds himself drawn 
to probably the first "meaningful" relationship in his life and is shocked to find his 
previous crutch of cynicism pulled out from under him. (no spoilers intended).

Those "let go" employees were actually filmed as they were told the bad news; their 
reactions are real (they signed waivers). Possibly some of the most uncomfortable 
scenes ever filmed.  Writer / Director Jason Reitman, (Juno and Thank You For 
Smoking) masterfully weaves the characters together finding the lure, and then apart 
as they ultimately react to the reality of the road as panacea for the alone and lonely. 

Read the reviews. The film really is that good.
It gets five of five carbon fiber loyalty award cards. 
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2010 Film
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Black Swan (2010)

It started out with an interesting premise. Evolution from temporal to cosmic. 
What it took to be a "white swan" was technical perfection. Practiced experience in 
playing the stereotype of political or social perfection. Not so much as a feather out 
of place. But the only way for a "white swan" to morph into the "black swan" alter ego 
is to abandon all the commodities the "white swan" and leap into the existential void 
while maintaining the same habitus.

Is it possible to put enough pressure on the "white swan" to accomplish the 
transition by simply an authority figure demanding it? Was it possible for perpetually 
angst ridden Natalie Portman to morph from virginal purity to otherworldly "no limits" 
expansionist. Maybe somewhere in the universe, but not in this film.

Portman is an otherwise excellent actress and she tried hard to pull the transition 
off. but was ultimately unsuccessful. She started out on the brink of sanity anyway 
digging at her skin under the thumb of an overbearing mother having given up a ballet 
career to raise a daughter. Interminable pressure from the ballet director pushing her 
on both a performance and personal level. The stage was set………

But ultimately, Portman’s transition only ends in cosmic psychosis and she carries 
the unwilling audience with her. Neither perceives what’s real and what’s Memorex, 
ultimately confusing everyone. Gratuitous female-female sex scenes succeed only 
in making the audience squirm uncomfortably. In the end, the question of how a 
white-black swan meld might be answered remains mired in a hallucination that goes 
nowhere.

On exiting the theater, a patron was overheard to say: "God, I’m going to need 
therapy."

One of five pink tutus. Not recommended by me.
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The Conspirator (2010)
 

"In times of war…..the law is silent."
The Conspirator got mixed reviews for meddling with history, the most interesting 

by Ann Hornaday in the Washington Post.  But in the end a film less about history 
than an exploration of the rule of law, which it performs with great passion. In order 
to fully explore this theme, it’s necessary to forgive Redford for slanting a historical 
backdrop a bit to provide that obligatory backdrop.

The story line revolves around Mary Surratt, who ran a boarding house in 
Washington, DC said to have harbored The Conspirators that shot Lincoln and 
assaulted the Vice President and Secretary of State in 1865. "If she did know, she’s 
guilty. If she didn’t know, she should have." The outcome was a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
Any lawyer that attempted a defense was damned to be a public pariah no matter what 
the outcome.

The film distills quickly to courtroom drama exploring whether an association 
with guilt should be as equally punished as authentic guilt for the purpose of healing 
the country’s wound. And whether the quickest and most effective way to deter 
future attacks from enemy stragglers is to suspend the rule of law, the presumption 
of innocence, burdens of proof and jury by peers. There are obvious implications to 
the rounding up of potential and otherwise conspirators after 9/11, denying them the 
same due process.

This film is infinitely better than Redford’s last dud (Lions for Lambs) that stunk 
up theaters for about a week in 2007. He gets his point across expertly and prompts 
the audience to think about the issue. The film is immaculately produced, consummate 
period costuming, excellent cinematography and impeccable interpretation by the 
actors including James McAvoy, Robin Wright and Kevin Kline. The courtroom scenes 
are a little stagey and the end a bit melodramatic. IMDB gives is a respectable 7/10.  
Rotten Tomatoes isn’t as generous with a 55% rating.

I think it’s interesting and deserves a solid 4/5 smoky courtrooms for the production 
and performances. 3/5 cackling laugh-machines for the history.
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Fair Game (2010)

This will be an attenuated review because I cannot give it justice without resorting 
to discussing politics, and I am prohibited from doing that on CCM-L by that evil 
taskmaster………..me.

Briefly, it relates the story of Valerie Plame’s status as a CIA agent revealed by 
White House officials allegedly out to discredit her husband after he wrote a 2003 
New York Times op-ed piece saying that the Bush administration had manipulated 
intelligence about weapons of mass destruction to justify the invasion of Iraq.

You now have exactly what results when you portray a political situation. A historical 
docu-drama in which critics will line up precisely according to their personal political 
biases, and that’s exactly what happens. Go look at the reviews. Where is the middle 
ground? No one knows. The story is told from Plame’s viewpoint which is very clear. 
None of the other factions involved were empowered to offer variant opinions. So it’s 
best left there for what its worth.

That said, if you consider the film on the merits of skillful portrayal of the 
personalities, it’s a winner. Naomi Watts is just about a dead ringer for the real Valerie 
Plame and masterfully exhibits the breaking point when her personal life and career 
collapse. Sean Penn is marginally a little too indignant (his trademark) but meshes 
perfectly with Ms. Watts. Karl Rove and "Scooter"  Libbby (and by proxy Cheney) are 
portrayed as so spectacularly evil they glow in the dark. You’ll remember Bruce McGill 
(D-Day in Animal House) as a CIA wonk.

I think this film is a very interesting and probably reasonably accurate drama that 
examines a lot of tough questions about what’s "fair game" in power politics. However, 
whatever impression you get will be influenced by your personal politics because one 
way or another, the movie will look like it’s taking sides.

I give it four of five dead pan, straight faced lies. 
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Get Him to the Greek (2010)

At several points in the progression of the film, the sickly embodiment of the British 
rock scene explains his behavior as "That's Rock & Roll!!" a concept amenable to some 
exploration.

The medium of Rock has always been one of rebellion against conformity and 
conventionality.  The musicality selects strains and chords evolved to selectively pull 
resonant strings of the human brain, abandoning order. Those drawn in march to their 
own desultory beat. Normally composed hominids become temporarily irrational and 
start ripping out seats at a Jerry Lee Lewis concert. Jerry Lee lights a piano on fire and 
is carried out with it by firemen, still playing. A surging crowd trying to get prime seats 
at a Who concert trample and kill eleven people. Concert-goers assault the Rolling 
Stones on stage at Altamont resulting in one death at the hands of the Hell's Angels. 
Dimebag Darrel of Pantera is assassinated on stage. 

The medium selects for those who actively live the dream. Rock is a high-risk high 
gain proposition. Those selected as the cast had no safety net and were drawn in at 
their jeopardy. Duane Allman thought he was immune to laws of traffic. Bonzo and 
Moonie thought they were immune to the toxicity of ethanol. Janis Joplin made love to 
10,000 fans at the Fillmore and then went home alone. Hendrix couldn't sleep without 
escalating soporifics that ultimately put him to sleep forever. Cobain chose the brief 
pain of a shotgun blast to end the constant pain of his life. Jim Morrison died alone in 
a bathtub. 

Ray Manzrek has always said it was Jim Morrison's karma to explore the outer 
reaches of human perception for vicarious onlookers from a safe vantage.  Jim remains 
a stolid personification of Rock ideals; release from reason, self-validating expression 
and the quest for fulfillment in alternative consciousnesses. Watching him is a 
fascinating experience. He embodies total absorption with the unexplored universe of 
the mind. He doesn't understand it either but he most definitely feels it. He takes us 
there, but we are ultimately as perplexed as he. We are a captive audience as we pass 
through the Doors of Perception. I still get that feeling all these years later.

Rock is the stuff of existential anti-heroism, inviting those seeking salvation by 
immersing their souls in cathartic rock media masquerading as social profundity. 

But in the cold glare of reality, Jim doesn't wash well as a role model for self-
enlightenment.  He considered himself a serious poet, but ultimately found himself a 
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" rock star,"  shouting verse lost in the aura of performance. In the end, Jim could not, 
himself, find the values of freedom and self-expression his performance stood for and 
it shows in his life. 

Ultimately it was found that there were consequences to the message of Rock.  A 
number of very talented people found out those consequences the hard way in the 
early 70s. Perhaps prior lessons learned from the existential philosophers, most of 
whom went mad or suffered violent deaths, should have been heeded. Forty years 
later, Jim, Janis and Jimi remain examples of the fate awaiting those who reach too 
far for answers unobtainable.

Russell Brand as Aldous Snow does a fascinating job of channeling the archetypical 
Rock star of the 60s, warts and all. He has a very surprising range that I didn't expect 
from this film, given the hype on TV variety shows. He has unusual presence and you 
really can't take your eyes off him. He's worth seeing the otherwise predictable and 
clichéd film in the groove of Hangover. 

It gets three of five well-worn leather trousers. 
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Film - 2010

Inception (2010)
  

Vanilla Sky meets The Matrix. Computer Generated Interface meets imagination. 
And now in this amazing film, imagination strains the ability of the viewer to 
comprehend it. The Matrix is three standard deviations behind.

Briefly, dreams are subject to exploitation and information mining. Ultimately, 
the possibility of depositing information exists but the ramifications are unknown. 
The protagonist team plots to delve three layers into the subject’s subconscious (a 
dream within a dream within a dream) to plant the bare seed of an idea that would 
then bloom into fruition into his conscious world, producing a quantum change in a 
mega-billion dollar business deal. Along the way, the unpredictable random chaosof 
perception muddy the water.

The players and the audience immerse in the involutions and convolutions of 
the reality/dream interface, and dreams have scary rules. Drawing on memories to 
construct dreams can be dangerous. Intruding in the dreams of others can cause 
the dreamer’s projections (human representations created by the dreamer) to attack 
the intruders. Depending on the level accessed, dying in a dream possibly forces the 
dreamer into a very long limbo as ten minutes at level one can mean ten years when 
three layers into a dream. A unique keepsake called a  totem  is required in order 
to inform a character as to whether or not he or she is still dreaming, a situation 
reminiscent of Chris Reeves’ coin in  Somewhere in Time  (with an unfortunate 
outcome for him).

These brief descriptions are only a fraction of the rules, exceptions, and details 
for creating the thorny world of Inception. The moviegoer will not have the luxury 
of simply enjoying the painless plot and tons of visual pyrotechnics as in Avatar. 
It’s highly unlikely the viewer will manage to keep up with the complexity but will 
continue to be swept along filling in the holes as best they can. This film will require 
multiple viewings, stopping to understand each layer before escalating to the next 
one.

This film intelligently mixes CGI with thoughtful text. Chris Nolan is the new 
wave of outstanding Directors. Leo DiCaprio channels much of a previous character 
in Shutter Island but otherwise makes the role come alive. Ken Watanabe is always 
great. Newcomer Ellen Page (Juno) is surprisingly mature. The final scene leaves 
much to the viewer’s imagination.
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It’s the best film of the year, a must see, probably several times.
It’s a little long and some of the action scenes don’t augment the plot so it gets 4.5 

of 5 freight trains roaring down 5th Avenue.
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Film - 2010

The King’s Speech (2010)

A film about a stammering Royal in the King’s Court seemed like an anti-Pygmalion 
makeover and I passed it over the first time around. Then the reviews started arriving 
and I noted a whopping, first ever 97% approval from the top critics of Rotten Tomatoes 
(excellent reviews despite the name). I’m very glad I made the effort to see it.

There is lots entertainment variety in the pyrotechnic world of film.  Avatar engages 
the audience interactively.  Inception  teases the brain, The audience goes down with 
the ship in  Titanic, explores the brain in A Beautiful Mind, weeps copious tears in The 
Bridges of Madison County, gets blown up in The Hurt Locker, gets quits in  Gran 
Torino, taken for a ride in  Quantum of Solace, time warped in  Groundhog Day  and 
mind boggled in  2001- A space Odyssey.

But for the true believer, the real joy of film is divine simplicity. Simple plot, 
uncomplicated progression of events and actors empowered to take the audience where 
they are capable relying on a minimalist platform of expression. Such films are No 
Country for Old Men  and Get Low. In TV medium, the one series that accumulated the 
most hoards of rabid fans was Deadwood (HBO), a simple film about daily life in an old 
Western town.  Deadwood only ran two astonishing seasons and blew away the entire 
concept of TV drama. Nothing has approached it to this day.

The King’s Speech is such a film. The story line expands to the circumstances of 
Edward VIII abdicating the throne of England for his love of an American divorcee (who 
comes off quite shabbily in the film). To be replaced by his brother, the quite capable 
George V but for his stammer, rendering him incapable of the communication necessary 
for the office. The stuttering king forges an unlikely friendship with an unconventional 
speech therapist in the midst of the gathering cloud of Nazi Germany.

Colin Firth is simply incredible in his portrayal of the subtleties involved. His range 
is immeasurable. This is the first time I have seen Helena Carter Bonham really get 
into a part and own it. But the real kudos go to Geoffrey Rush who effortlessly upstaged 
every scene. The cinematography and costuming is world class. Even the sound editing 
enhances every movement.

Simply put- The King’s Speech is a masterpiece. Oscars will litter the stage when it’s 
called upon in February 12. I predict Best Picture, Best Actor, Best Supporting Actor, best 
Supporting actress, Best Direction, Best Cinematography at the least. Probably more.

I give it 5 (YES FIVE) of 5  M-m-m-my Generation’s. Must see.
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The American (2010)

Father Benedetto: [speaking to Jack] "You cannot deny the existence of hell. You 
live in it. It is a place without love."  And so the viewer gets a front row view of this 
place for 106 minutes. The self-fulfilling prophesy of a soul-less slow burn, devoid of 
human emotion. What the scenario looks like at the end of the line.

Jack is approaching the end of his career in an unspecified malevolent endeavor 
and the sum total of his life experience is vociferous paranoia and survival as a full 
time endeavor. The ultimate terminus of his life is distilled into the skill of detection 
and avoidance of danger. George Clooney meticulously plays Jack as cold and aloof 
but between the sparse lines uses his talent to convey Jack’s complex emotions. 

Jack is a creature of the environment he has created, and finds himself running 
through the maze with the same laconic expectations of doom he has lived. An existential 
crisis as he feels death closing but is unable to identify the threat. In the end Jack there 
arises an unexpected potential redemption, fleetingly brief, and both the viewer and 
the subject know under the façade it isn’t to be. There can be no redemption for those 
without a soul. 

Beautifully filmed in Italy, the characters are magnificent, Clooney is always 
outstanding but ultimately this film doesn’t satisfy. Although interesting, Jack repels 
the viewer who wants nothing to do with him. The plot is predictable. The character 
is too distant and leaves the audience with too little pathos. Ultimately the audience 
refuses to be drawn into it, observing from a safe distance that obviates identification 
with the character. 

Wait till it hits HBO and watch it for Clooney’s talent, only if there are no guns or 
knives in the house.

It gets only two of five stern frowns.
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Film - 2010

The Social Network (2010)

The human mind is said to have many computer-like qualities. The ability to reason 
inductively, to compare finite bits of data and draw objective conclusions from them. 
To store massive amounts of data and rapidly retrieve selections by Boolean logic.  But 
they operate entirely on instructions prepared by someone who has done the pre-
thinking and reduced  the problem to a point where logical decisions can deliver the 
correct answer.

Computers fail quickly when human socialization muddies the water. Digital 
processing cannot quantitate what the science of psychiatry doesn’t understand all that 
well either. So as the human brain more closely approximates digital processing, it more 
excludes the rules of socialization that only the right side of the brain comprehends. 
Enter Harvard computer science student Mark Zuckerberg.

He’s fascinating to watch from the first scene of The Social Network. He instantly 
exhibits a "steel trap mind." He processes concepts and formulates almost instantaneous 
responses that cut to the chase of the issue at hand. And in so doing, diverts the social 
consequences that then pile up as he goes along.

The prime directive is making his creation work, never mind that he built it on the 
ideas of others who eventually become irrelevant. The prime logic is to nurture the 
growth of the creation as an end in itself, discarding those without whom it would have 
never grown. They aren’t needed and so are discarded like booster rockets for a space 
vehicle, coldly and efficiently.

Zuckerberg is a new millennium monster that created a social network the nature of 
which he had no conception of other than as a picture on a laptop screen, reducing life 
to a database. A paradox that a man with pathologically bad people skills created the 
world’s most popular human networking location.  A terribly scary human information 
processor that functions with the efficiency of an IBM mainframe and wonders what 
the problem is when his discards start getting in the way of progress.

Impeccably acted, immaculately directed.  Newcomer Jesse Eisenberg chills to the
bone.  Maybe a vision of a product of the ever-persuasive Internet, the full nature 

of which we really don’t understand yet.
A must see for Jesse Eisenberg, who will not win the Oscar but delivered a stellar 

performance.
I give it Four of five uncomprehending scowls.
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Chapter  10

2011 Film
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Film - 2011

50/50 (2011)

Otherwise stock story in an ethos of Terms of Endearment.  The innocent kid 
informed that he has cancer by the callous doctor and tries to hold up under the 
ministrations of his friends and relatives. Been done a hundred times before. But got 
very good reviews from Rotten Tomatoes (Score of 92, which always means worth a 
look).

The actors are excellent. Joseph Gordon-Levitt pulls off the role of the stricken 
twenty-seven year old nicely without being maudlin. Seth Rogan is, as always, Seth 
Rogan. The female protagonist played by Anna Kendrick (Up In the Air) was the 
big surprise of the film, brilliantly pulling off the therapist/friend trying to maintain 
the professional/personal separation. The film is worth seeing for her outstanding 
performance alone.

Otherwise it is what it is.
Until the end when an absolutely incredible song rolls that I had not heard before.  

I stuck around for the credits to find out who it was. Lo and behold:  the song is Yellow 
Ledbetter by (Eddie Vetter) Pearl Jam, with Mike McCready on intricate lead guitar.

An extremely interesting song: Check it out here:  http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=sLRZzcf3O3k

It’s based on an unusual I-V-IV chord progression in the key of E major. McCready 
masterfully plays a Stratocaster incorporating string hammer-ons and pull-offs into 
the subtle chord work very much like Hendrix. He makes expressive use of the guitar’s 
whammy bar during the solo, bending notes to create an ethereal tone.  Nothing 
sounds like this but a Strat. The words are Unintelligible. All you hear is the emotion, 
for which Eddie Vetter is a past master.

(Some portions consulted from Wikipedia). The song is said to be written during 
the first gulf war, when Bush 41 was President. The story is about a young Grunger 
kid, all dressed up in his flannels with the long greasy hair. His brother goes off to 
fight in the war and gets killed. He gets a letter that comes in one of those yellow army 
envelopes and learns of his brother’s death. So, all upset, he decides to go out and walk 
it off. On his walk he passes by a neat, middle-aged or elderly couple sitting on their 
front porch having some tea, and he sees that they have an American flag out.

He gives a wave, because he feels like he relates:  The flag, my brother, you know…  
But they don’t know, of course. They don’t know what’s underneath the grunge and 
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the long hair. All they see are the outward appearances, and they don’t wave back. The 
song has changed its meaning over time and Eddie changes the words to suit whatever 
is on his mind.  Pearl Jam often uses this to close their concerts. The houselights come 
on and the audience sings along.

It’s brilliant.
Five of five road worn Strats for the song.
Three of five bald pates for the film.
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Film - 2011

Contagion (2011)

There have been several "microbes take over the world" films in the past, but 
this one is a little unique as it examines a much wider spectrum of potential events 
surrounding such an event. The route of infection is spread is probably technically 
correct.  In the age of unrestricted air travel, virtually any kind of contagious infection 
can literally hop on a plane and be out of control before anyone knows about it.

Previously, Outbreak (1995), was typical of the genre, basically "how it happened," 
"how we figured it out" and ‘how we managed it."  Contagion departs from that formula 
in that it goes further down the road, portraying rather visually the histrionic reactions 
of the population to a disease with a 20% mortality progressing exponentially. Much 
of it not very pleasant but probably predictable. The scary part is that it could happen, 
probably will in the future and when it does, much of the disturbing social and political 
aspects of this film probably will too.

The film is well directed, well cinemagraphed, moves at a steady pace, maintains 
the viewer’s interest and the actors did a good job. Two particularly interesting scenes 
were Matt Damon hearing bad news from an emergency physician and not absorbing 
any of it. Then the final scene where it’s explained how the infection started explains 
the entire film, not revealed until the end.

That said, I have some criticisms.
The two roles that worked in this film were Lawrence Fishburne and Kate Winslet, 

but some really big names were wasted. Anyone could have played Gwyneth Paltrow’s 
role. Matt Damon cruised through his role anyone could have played. The entire 
concept of Jude Law’s role just didn’t jive with the plot.

This film could have been made better not so much be changing the cinematic 
progression but by using actors no one ever heard of.  Watching A-list actors sleepwalk 
through roles did nothing for the film and I think took something away from it

I think the film is definitely worth seeing if you aren’t doing anything else on an idle 
weekend, but it isn’t going to be something you’ll rave about. Waiting for it to come on 
Netflix is a perfectly acceptable option.

I give it two and a half Encephalopathic seizures.
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The Debt (2011)

A genuine jewel of a film examining the consequences of decisions made in youth 
that require persistent lying to sustain, then come to an inevitably sad culmination 
many years later. Very reminiscent of John LeCarré’s work.

Based on the 2007 Israeli film Ha-Hov (Polish language with English sub-titles).  It 
is the story of former Mossad agent Rachel Singer (Helen Mirren), involved in a botched 
plot to capture a notorious Nazi war criminal in 1965. The path of least resistance is 
taken by Rachel and her colleagues to save face for their country and themselves. The 
truth as a malleable component of "the right thing to do for the most concerned."

The story is initially told from the vantage of a lie. Inevitably, the lie starts to unravel 
as all lies do. Now, many years later, Rachel must go back thirty years to find how to fit 
the truth into current reality. The dilemma is whether to liberate the truth, or further 
and more effectively conceal it. The truth as catharsis.

The segments filmed in austere, Cold War East Berlin are filled with unrelenting 
tension.  The characters are superbly portrayed by young, ascending actors including 
Jessica Chastain (The Help) and Sam Worthington (Avatar).  Their "future selves" – 
Tom Wilkinson, Irish actor Ciaran Hinds and the incomparable Helen Mirren bring 
the vicissitudes of youth into contemporary perspective.

The Debt moves along plausibly, maintains the viewer’s attention and at times is 
a real nail biter without trivializing the moral dilemmas that set it in motion. It’s an 
excellent film; a must see for the fall season.

I give it four and a half of five blood stained scissors.
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Film - 2011

The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo 
(2011 version)

The mention of that name instantly divides my readership into two discrete 
groups. Those who know who "Lisbeth" is and those that don’t.  If you know who 
Lisbeth is, you are eagerly awaiting The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo in theaters this 
weekend. If you don’t, we’ll talk.

The original film (2009) was Swedish with English subs. A faithful rendition 
of Stieg Larsson’s sordid first (and best) novel from the trilogy that has become a 
worldwide phenomenon. Originally portrayed by Swedish actress Noomi Rapace 
who for my money defined the role of the lost and abused child-woman Lisbeth who 
can hack any computer and deal out merciless retribution when abused. A sinister 
creature formed from abuse and injury; how you would expect a young woman to 
evolve under those circumstances in the new millennium. She’s an updated, punked 
out version of La Femme Nikita (1990).  Original Lisbeth Noomi Rapace is a tough 
act to follow and I entered the 2011 version armed for ruthless criticism.

Updated film version this week is directed by David Fincher and stars Daniel Craig 
and Rooney Mara (shirt-tail relative of the Pittsburgh Steelers Rooney family).  The 
film is basically a straight up Agatha Christie potboiler put to snow and ice. Daniel 
Craig is good. Christopher Plummer is outstanding. You’ll remember Stellan 
Skarsgård as Robin Williams’ former Harvard mathematician professor roommate 
in Good Will Hunting (1997).  The story line is interesting, well photographed and 
expertly directed. The problem is Rooney Mara.

I don’t think Rooney Mara quite fills the bill.  She doesn’t reinvent Lisbeth. She 
puts a viscerally unique spin on the incredibly involuted character.  But in the end, 
she’s a good copy, but a copy nonetheless. Despite harsh makeup and black hair dye, 
she’s a little too soft and pliable for the character as I envisioned her. She just didn’t 
work.

There’s another significant problem. There’s no inherent reason why violence 
shouldn’t be explored in films where it’s a natural consequence of the plot. However,

The very explicit and graphically sexually violent scenes have nothing to do with 
the plot and develop a life of their own detracting from the thrust of the film. It’s 
almost as if they were thrown in to attract the bloodthirsty American audience’s 
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interest.  None of it enhances or defines he character. There doesn’t seem to be any 
point to it.

Therefore, I have a two-pronged review depending on which group you find 
yourself in:

Group 1: If the name "Lisbeth" means nothing to you and you have no intention of 
reading the book, you should see this 2011 version as a stand-alone, then go down the 
road having been exposed to the encapsulated author’s vision. It’s the best you can do 
with minimal time and energy expenditure. Toward that end, I give it a three out of 
five lip rings.

Group 2:  If you know who Lisbeth is, you are probably a Stieg Larsson nut case 
and a film interpretation of the book film is mandatory if for no other reason than to 
visualize the author’s vision. However, I cannot recommend the 2011 film out this 
week. I think it’s an OK but not spectacular re-build of the 2009 film. I recommend 
you go to the source and get the 2009 film on DVD, torrent or Netflix. I think it will 
serve you better in terms of understanding Stieg Larsson’s original vision. I give the 
2009 version four of five nose piercings.

(FWIW, Roger Ebert prefers the 2009 version).
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Film - 2011

The Driver (2011)

The Driver is a one trick pony. He drives for whatever the demand of the moment 
is. Racing stock cars, Hollywood stunts, getaway cars for robbery.  One gig to the next. 
His expertise and commitment to the task at hand is singular, and he’s a master of his 
trade. Otherwise, his life is empty.  Enter an accidental love interest, and a first time 
extension of his trade to help others with a predictable expansion of the complications 
thereof.

An interesting study.  Some criticisms:
The Driver is just a little too laconic to justify his unpredicted foray into gratuitous 

violence. His inner disquiet comes off more like disinterest.  One would think that his 
quiet reservation would point toward commitment to either good or evil, not ambiguity. 
He doesn’t seem to know what his commitment is and searches for it throughout the 
film. But even in the climax, it’s unclear what it all meant.

Ryan Gosling does the laconic loner reasonably well but not as good as Clint 
Eastwood in the Spaghetti Westerns, George Clooney in The American or especially 
Steve McQueen, exponentially more convincing in Bullitt. Carey Mulligan’s role could 
have been played with equal facility by Paris Hilton. But wow….Albert Brooks is so 
impeccably and convincingly evil he glows in the dark. The viewer truly fears this man 
and with good reason. Director Nicolas Winding Refn has done a better job I think 
than his previous efforts but he has a lot to learn.

Best scene: The Driver calmly finessing cops searching for his getaway car 
following an armed robbery.

Worst scene: Very graphically kicking a villain to death in an elevator.
The film has episodic extreme violence and bad vibes that don’t necessarily enhance 

the story. Not for any variety of children, even teens.
I stretch to give it three of five taciturn glares.
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Ides of March (2011)

In the past there have been some pretty good films exploring political intrigue.  
The Manchurian Candidate (the original), The Parallax View, The Candidate, Seven 
Days in May, Fail Safe and, of course, All the President’s Men. But all are more or 
less dated. The Ides of March, co-written, produced and directed by George Clooney 
brings the genre into the new millennium and pulls some world-class actors into the 
fold.

The story is pretty stock, especially as it obviously relates to politics of the last 
four or so years. The "good" candidate, the pragmatic campaign brains trust, the evil 
opposition, and hard lessons about the reality of bottomless pit American politics. 
Hope only springs from inexperience. The experienced are hopelessly jaded and their 
only expertise is winning. There are no limits to the art of winning.

However, the plot quickly degenerates to a moderately hokey tale involving dubious 
and implausible machinations. Ryan Gosling, Philip Seymour Hoffman, Marisa Tomei 
and Paul Giamatti all shine and that’s part of the problem with this interesting but 
anemically written film.  Virtuoso actors left to ply their trade in an isolated fashion, 
not bringing together any thread that the audience believes.

Best scene:  A hulking black van backed into an alley. Inside, and unheard by us, 
the candidate talks to his head campaign strategist who then climbs out and lights a 
cigarette. Sometimes what you don’t hear is most powerful.

Worst scene:  The ever-present seduction scene, unchanged from hundreds of 
other renditions elsewhere. Yawn.

It’s an interesting film if you aren’t too much of a stickler for convincing plot. 
Excellent acting, most in a vacuum. Philip Seymour Hoffman and Paul Giamatti are 
worth the price of admission.

I give it four of five laconic Ryan Gosling stares.
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Film - 2011

Margin Call (2011)

No gunfights, no car chases, no exploding buildings, no screaming females.  Margin 
Call is the most uncomfortable, tense and suspenseful film I has seen in recent memory. 
Unlike Wall Street and especially Wall Street II, Margin Call builds mercilessly and 
consistently, drawing the viewer to a riveting crisis that holds them spellbound.  A 
cold-blooded cast right out of the headlines exploring the depths of impeccably evil 
behavior, rendered totally deadpan.

A big financial firm full of Wall Street bankers and traders all stand by analytically 
while 70% of their employees are unmercifully purged after the fashion  of Up In the 
Air.  Shortly thereafter, they suddenly find out they unexpectedly stand on the brink 
of financial disaster.  Their  reaction is to do whatever it takes to cut their loss and 
survive, with the potential of precipitating a massive market collapse in the process.

The film makes no effort to humanize the players. The plot is a quick and dirty 
portrait of survival mechanisms at the table of the Gods. Observing the process of 
robotic hominids dispassionately dissecting complex financial algorithms that can 
destroy the world is galvanizing. "Number crunching at the Apocalypse."

The cast including Ocsar winners Kevin Spacey, Jeremy Irons are mesmerizing. 
Paul Bettany, Zachary Quinto (Spock in the re-make of Star Trek), Simon Baker, Demi 
Moore and Stanley Tucci. They ALL galvanize the viewer.

Best scenes:  Stanly Tucci’s reaction at being let go after nineteen years of service.  
Jeremy Irons’ explanation of the aftermath, between mouthfuls of pasta.

Worse scenes:  Demi Moore’s talent is wasted. Anyone could have performed her 
minimalist role.

It is film perfection. It is Oscar worthy and must-see.
I give it five of five greenback dollars.
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My Week with Marilyn (2011)

I remember Marilyn well. I was in high school during her career peak. My mother 
held her up as the lowest form of pseudo-feminine media manipulator. My father 
always said she had no talent and got by on her willingness to work the false promise 
of forbidden sex. But wherever she went, throngs of crowds followed and dozens of 
books have been written about her.

Whatever she had, it worked and is still working. When she was on her game, no 
one could take their eyes off her. Marilyn didn’t need talent. She was fascinating for 
being Marilyn, a fragile, helpless apparition in distress, begging for salvation from a 
progressive self-annihilation of which viewers could perceive but not interact.

All this of course forces the comparison to new millennium versions of the Marilyn 
mercurial diva brand, most notably Kim Kardashian, who definitely has no talent 
but makes millions enticing people to watch her every move. Kardashian’s image is 
steeped in a Plutographic fascination with callous, calculating, moneyed trailer trash 
brats. Quite a difference fifty years makes.

But sure enough, here we are fifty years later watching Marilyn channeled by 
the outstanding actress Michelle Williams (Brokeback Mountain) and a cast of 
outstanding actors (Kenneth Branagh, Judi Dench, among others). The film is based 
on the (questionably authentic) memoirs of Colin Clark, who toiled as a gofer on the 
movie set and is said to have became friends with Marilyn. A telling quip summarizes 
the plot well: "Marilyn was a film star trying to be an actress and Olivier was an actor 
trying to be a film star. It wasn’t working for either of them." 

Williams carries Marilyn consistently and accurately even though sans makeup 
there isn’t a striking physical resemblance. The film production is near perfection. 
Michelle Williams glows. The supporting actors carry every scene masterfully. The 
pace is well timed and there are few boring interludes. The soundtrack is great and fits 
the action (Remember Nat King Cole?). I will be very surprised if she isn’t nominated 
for an Oscar.

Best feature:  Marilyn, Marilyn and Marilyn.
Worst feature:  Colin’s dalliance with Lucy the property girl is extraneous and 

goes nowhere.
I give it four and a half of five pouts.
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Film - 2011

Mission Impossible: Ghost Protocol 
(2011)

The history of the Mission Impossible series goes way back to 1966.  Steven Hill 
played the original IMF leader.  As an Orthodox Jew, Hill had to leave on Fridays 
at 4 p.m. to be home before sundown and was not available until sundown the next 
day, which ultimately got him replaced without explanation in favor of the more 
available Peter Graves (James Arness’ brother) who created the role of Jim Phelps 
from 1967 to 1973. The second lineup included Academy Award winner (Ed Wood) 
Martin Landau and his wife Barbara Bain, who went on to do Space 1999 in 1975 
(the moon breaks off it’s orbit and wanders around space looking for adventure).

The plots were of a cold war theme, popular in that era. The TV series did not 
have a huge budget.  The plots were more along the lines of John Le Carré, clever and 
imaginative but low tech. A similar genre was Secret Agent (or in Europe, Danger 
Man) in 64-’68, starring the late, highly under-rated Patrick McGoohan. The IM 
regulars were the James Bonds of their day but without a License to Kill. Only a 
license to creatively manipulate.

Episodes always began with the leader of the IMF getting the assignment via a 
tape recorder and an envelope of photos and information. The tape always begins 
with "Good morning/afternoon/evening, Mr. (then) Phelps." Then it explains the 
situation and ends with "Your mission, Jim, should you decide to accept it."  The 
listener is then reminded, "As always, should you or any of your I.M. Force be caught 
or killed, the Secretary will disavow any knowledge of your actions." An enduring 
shtick that has held up for over forty years.

Then in 1996 came high tech cinematography and Tom Cruise.  The writers and 
directors combined flashy action shots with pretty good writing for three consecutive 
MI feature films (1996, 2000 and 2006).  They were all entertaining and worth the 
watch. The latest in the series MI: Ghost Protocol is a stunningly energetic new 
iteration, clearly made for big screen IMAX.

Filmed in Prague, Moscow, Mumbai and Dubai, Tom Cruise is in top form, 
bolstered by good writing and fantastic cinematography. The story is coherent, the 
action is world class, and the photography is breathtaking.  Director Brad Bird’s best 
film was the imaginative Ratatouille (2007), an excellent film if you haven’t seen 
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it, you should.  Any director that can make a rat cooking your supper look good is 
serious talent.

Best feature:  Cruise doing his own action shots dangling off the Burj Khalifa 
hotel, the world’s tallest building. Bet his insurance premiums are about as high.

Worst feature:  The film starts big then slows down toward the end, with 
increasingly silly and impossible action sequences almost as if the writers ran out of 
ideas.

I recommend you choose to accept this mission.  I give it four of five big toothy 
Tom Cruise grins.

A word about IMAX.  I think IMAX is overrated. The screen is really too big, 
requiring the viewer to sit in the nosebleed seats to avoid straining your neck turning 
from side to side following the action. The surround digital sound track is too loud. And 
today for the matinee show Usually six bucks for an afternoon show, it cost US$11.00 
apiece and I don’t think it was worth it.
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The Rum Diary (2011)

Dr. Hunter S. Thompson’s first novel.  This surrogate film is a pretty good indicator 
of why no one read it in 1962.  The film is a series of well-produced and expertly 
photographed vignettes that don’t go anywhere. Johnny Depp usually turns in a 
yeoman performance but he seems lost in this role, having little more understanding 
of it than the audience.

Depp, as the protagonist (thinly veiled HST in his first reporting job) builds on all 
these experiences to find his true ability as a writer, but the experiences themselves 
are pretty murky.  The socio-political situation in Puerto Rico at the time adds little 
if anything to the plot. The "Moberg" character has form but no particular substance 
and never gets interpreted or builds credibility.  The "greedy bastards" plot fizzles over 
a drunk female at a Carnival debauchery that leads nowhere.  The real story of Dr. 
Thompson is has much more substance.

The origin of Dr. Thompson’s degree in Letters is obscure; some say purchased 
from a diploma mill in LA. But its veracity was never in doubt. Thompson is credited 
with pioneering New Journalism — or, as he dubbed it, "gonzo journalism" — in which 
the writer makes himself an essential component of the story. Much of his earliest 
work appeared in Rolling Stone magazine when it was literally a tabloid.

Thompson was a counterculture icon at the height of the Watergate era, and Richard 
Nixon once said he represented "that dark, venal, and incurably violent side of the 
American character."  Arguably his most important work was Fear & Loathing on the 
Campaign Trail, 1972. Other books include The Great Shark Hunt, Hell’s Angels and 
The Proud Highway.

Most burned out 60s hippies remember him at the National Affairs Desk of Rolling 
Stone, where he sent in stories from a prototype FAX he dubbed his "mojo wire." He 
rarely warmed up for a story for at least seventy-two hours of continuous drinking and 
God knows what else.  In his prime he was brilliant and quirky and unpredictable. At 
his worst, he was a serious reprobate. All the things that make a great writer.  At the 
end, he simply didn’t want to fade away.

But fade he did. Thompson was found dead of a self inflicted gunshot wound after 
a long history of medical issues, many poorly resolved.  Hunter was a lot like Papa 
Hemmingway. Couldn’t take the vicissitudes of old age and a career winding down. 
Life just wasn’t fun anymore.
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Many quotes attributed to HST.  The best is: "I’m loath to advocate drugs, alcohol, 
violence or insanity to anyone, but these things have always worked for me."  And of 
course in the immortal words of Neil Young….."It’s better to burn out than fade away."  
There has never been anyone like him and there probably never will be again. He was 
a unique American Icon.

But the film is pretty mediocre.
High points:  The classic red Austin-Healy 3000 and ’60 Corvette.
Low points:  The rest of the film.
Rotten Tomatoes (reliably accurate ratings) gave it 51% which is low for them. I 

don’t give it that much.  The film is disjointed and pointlessly meandering.  It gets two 
of five smarmy real estate developers polluting the beach.
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Sherlock Holmes: A Game 
of Shadows (2011)

Robert Downey Jr. was interesting in Iron Man. Jude Law is normally good in 
everything he does. Rachel McAdams is your basic all purpose starlet. All of them are 
probably hiding out somewhere in South America hoping this turkey isn’t a career 
ender like The Mothman Prophesies (2002) was for Richard Geer and Mars Attacks! 
(1996) Should have been for Pierce Brosnan.

Guy Ritchie proved that casting your wife in a truly bad film (Swept Away 2002) 
was a guarantee of instant divorce. He didn’t learn any lessons from that mistake. 
Professor Moriarty comes off about as sinister as Pee Wee Herman with a moustache. 
Downey does a convincing Hedley Lamarr. "My mind is a raging torrent, flooded 
with rivulets of thought cascading into a waterfall of creative alternatives." All false 
bravado- like bullfighting on a handball court.

This film holds about as much interest as a forced two hour tour of your living 
room.  The plot is all over the place, lacking any continuity.  All the energy vaporizes 
into the ether and goes nowhere. It’s a Victorian remake of The Wild, Wild West (1999) 
a boneheaded film that nearly ended Will Smith’s career. Of course, as the film winds 
down, it shamelessly sets up a sequel if this one makes any money.

I give it ONE of five hyperactive detectives, and that’s a gift.
Hint:  Be suspicious of glib, facile high budget films aimed at the mass market. 

They're not all bad, but a high percentage are.  Read reviews from critics with a track 
record of honesty (Roger Ebert) and check out the tomatometer on <rottentomatoes.
com>. Look for films that win out-of-the way awards for excellence, and that includes 
many foreign films that are overlooked by Hollywood.

That said, I saw two extremely good films last week that never made it to American 
theaters.  Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to track them down, a chore 
that will require some resourcefulness.

The Interview (1998 Australian), starring Hugo Weaving (Agent Smith in all the 
Matrix films, and "V" in V for Vengence). An extremely interesting and engrossing 
film reminiscent of The Usual Suspects (1995). 1998 American Film Institute winner 
for Best Film, for Best Original Screenplay and for Best Performance by an Actor in a 
Leading Role.
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http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0120714/

Incendies  (Canadian 2010 - spoken French, English subtitles). A highly emotionally 
charged drama reminiscent of The Bridges of Madison County (1995). Extremely 
intense. Nominated for an Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film. Won 
eight awards at the 31st Genie Awards, including Best Motion Picture, Best Actress 
(Lubna Azabal), Best Director, Best Adapted Screenplay, Cinematography, Editing, 
Overall Sound and Sound Editing.

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1255953/
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Source Code (2011)

It’s been said that time travel is impossible, otherwise people would be suddenly 
popping into the present and life scenarios would suddenly change as the future was 
previously altered. However, that’s only true if all the occupants of a time line are 
participants, not observers. If the future is abstract and begins only as the participant 
enters it, then there are an infinite number of universe possibilities and the participant 
literally makes it up as he goes along. The future could change an infinite number of 
times and the participant would not observe it in real time.

Our hero in Source Code has the ability to be both an observer and participant in 
eight minutes of a recurring future the rest of the participants cannot be aware of. The 
physics of this phenomenon involve programming neurotransmission. In the words 
of its creator Dr. Rutherford, "It’s not time travel, it’s time re-assignment." He is sent 
back enabled with "overlapping consciousness" to find the key to a mystery time after 
time, just like Groundhog Day, each time arriving forearmed with more observations 
from pervious iterations that will lead him to solving the mystery.

However, once the mystery is solved, the resulting conclusion takes a very 
radical turn into physics that was previously not defined or predicted, which strains 
credibility somewhat. That said, it’s not out of the question that the entire concept was 
poorly understood from the outset, they were flying blind and had no idea what this 
experiment was capable of in it’s logical extreme. Alternate realities not only capable 
of self-sustaining but capable also of interacting.

At this point I will refrain from further spoilers.
Other than a few minor non-sequiturs and some pretty hokey biophysics (all of 

which work at least for the plot), this film is a worthy successor to two others working 
the same theme, Inception and The Adjustment Bureau. Jake Gyllenhaal was well 
cast. His chemistry with recurring and long suffering female acquaintance gorgeous 
Michelle Monaghan seemed genuine. Vera Farmiga (Up In the Air) was also notable 
as was Frederick De Grandpre as the intense Dr. Rutherford. The dialogue was fresh, 
the plot was appropriately complex, interesting and intelligent. Appropriate for kids.

I give it four of five flash fires.

Ummmm, my understanding is that time travel FORWARD is a theoretical 
possibility as it wouldn’t create a paradox, but backwards is out.



Rumination on Critiquing Film as an Art Form

110

I found your movie description very tough to follow, but gather from the end of 
your critique that you liked the movie.

Ummmm, my understanding is that time travel FORWARD is a theoretical 
possibility as it wouldn’t create a paradox, but backwards is out.

OK, lets try it again.
It has always been thought that if time travel was possible, then anyone going back 

to the past could alter something and the future would change. Like the old chestnut 
goes, if someone went back and killed my father, I would never be born and I would 
vanish in front of everyone I know. The butterfly effect; a butterfly flaps its wings in 
Peking and it rains in New York City.

We don’t perceive any of that happening. Therefore, reverse time travel, even 
though technically possible (wormholes) requires some stretch of the imagination to 
conceive of the practical reality. Just because we don’t perceive people that weren’t 
there before popping in and out and the landscape doesn’t necessarily mean it isn’t 
happening. We simply might not be aware it’s happening.

The popping in and out phenomenon would only be observable if the future was 
preformed but alterable as I sailed through on a rail, and I could compare differences. 
One instant, the future was what I recognized and in the next instant it was something 
else because I can compare the differences. In my present, my wife is here, in the next 
frame she isn’t and never existed. I would be a participant in my history without the 
potential to observe alternate realities.

However, if the future is custom made specifically to accommodate my entry into 
it, then I would not necessarily notice any changes at all. The future is a void until the 
instant I enter it, then it accommodates to the thrust of my perception of reality. There 
are an infinite number of futures that could accommodate a change fomented by a 
past action and integrate that change into my current reality seamlessly. If my wife 
vanished, that future could be made compatible with my past in an infinite number of 
ways. My future could  be an infinite variety that would appear seamless to me because 
I have no other frame of reference. I would be both a a participant and an observer 
with the potential to choose (or have chosen for me) alternate realities.

The protagonist in The Source Code has been given the ability to both participate 
in a progression from the past to the future, and also observe it/supervise it with 
foreknowledge. Each time he enters the eight minute clip of history, he does so with 
knowledge of what happened in each previous iteration, and his actions can change 
the progression of events……….at least within the eight minute clip. Whether the sum 
total of the eight minutes is capable of integrating into the stream of the rest of history 
is another matter.

And therein hangs a spoiler you don’t get. See the flick for the rest.
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Chapter  11

2012 Film
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Argo  (2012)

History as film art. The story line allegedly really happened in 1980.  Immaculately 
told by multi-talented Ben Affleck who directed and performed in this gem of a film.

A thoroughly hokey, thoroughly American-style plot to rescue six American 
bureaucrats trapped in the Canadian ambassador’s home, overlooked by the Iranian 
captors of the rest from the American embassy. The stealthy investigations of the 
Iranians using legions of children to reconstitute shredded documents are fascinating. 
I didn’t know it could be done. They simply reconstructed it all and used it to track 
down the missing embassy personnel, one step behind the rescuers. It was a nail biter 
followed by an edge-of-seat panic right to the end, very masterfully done.

Affleck used old 35MM film stock, enlarging it to create grain, washed out color 
and a 70′s feel. Period perfect properties. The characters are interesting and lively. 
The film is a joy on many levels, including a chilling portrayal of mob mentality and 
violence, a mob that has the moral authority to do pretty much anything it desires, and 
then proceeds to do just that in violent detail. Tense, suspenseful, thrilling and darkly 
comic. Rotten Tomatoes give is a deserved 94%/95% from both critics and audience 
on the tomato meter, a reliably stellar endorsement.

Best parts: Absolutely Alan Arkin and John Goodman.
Not so best parts:  None
Extra notes:  Watch for an aging Michael Parks (who every motorcyclist knows as 

Then Came Bronson (1969) http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0063955/
BTW, the original two hour series opener of Then Came Bronson featured then 

young actress Bonnie Bedalia in a brief topless scene that was cut for the TV opening. 
Naturally, I have a copy of the original.

The actor that portrays Jimmy Carter Chief of Staff Hamilton Jordan (Pronounced 
"Jerdan" by old-line Georgians) is Kyle Chandler, a dead ringer for Jordan in 1979.

Near the end, as John Goodman takes a poster down off his wall, a dead ringer for 
Jack Nicholson walks by the window and asks what happened to the movie. Some say 
it’s the real Nicholson in an uncredited cameo role, which is quite possible. Others 
have said it’s the "real" Tony Mendez in a cameo role.

Hint:  Don’t leave before the credits at the end.
I give Argo  a whopping five of five pissed off Iranians on the warpath. See it now, 

don’t wait for HBO.
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The Borne Legacy (2012)

Aptly titled, The Borne Legacy, is a diluted adaptation of Robert Ludlow’s novel 
series that has essentially nothing to do with Jason Borne. Turns out there were more 
than one Borne, and the new franchise introduces one of them, Jeremy Renner (The 
Hurt Locker 2008) as Aaron Cross.

In the original series, Matt Damon spends a lot of time, energy and three movies 
trying to find out his true identity. In the Legacy, new guy Aaron Cross knows who 
he is and spends one hundred thirty-five minutes trying to find out why his former 
handlers are trying to kill him and virtually everyone associated with him.

Rachel Weisz is a skittish scientist who escapes being assassinated and tags along 
with Cross to avoid the all-seeing eye of very effective villain Ed Norton. Interesting 
concepts are the probably true fact that virtually anyone can be tracked anywhere by 
the millions of ubiquitous cameras in the world. Shades of Person of Interest (CBS 
TV).

Impeccably relentless villain Ed Norton uses some interesting technology to track 
both protagonists, and he does it well. Norton is the last guy you want to see tracking 
you. Shades of: Who are those guys? - (from Butch Cassidy & the Sundance Kid 1969).

Best part: The car/motorcycle chase at the end. However, it must, like all 
such events, be compared to the two gold standards: Bullitt (1968) and The French 
Connection (1971). In comparison, It’s serviceable, watchable and updated, although 
a bit long.

Worst part: The persistent techno-hit man tracking Cross doesn’t quite fit.
It’s been long enough now since the Borne Trilogy that a separate updated story 

line can be created much like Total Recall (2012). Jeremy Renner does a serviceable 
job as Cross, but the film doesn’t quite contain the writing kudos to make Cross as 
complex or interesting a character as Jason Bourne. It will take me a while to get used 
to Renner. That said, I initially felt the same about Daniel Craig as 007, but I quickly 
acclimatized as Craig is now said my many to define the role in the new millennium.

All factors considered, I liked the film. It was consistently interesting and 
suspenseful.

I give it 3.75 of 5 little blue pills.
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Dark Shadows (2012)

Anything Tim Burton does is worth a watch, especially since he always includes 
quirky and talented Johnny Depp (and for seven out of his last nine films, underrated 
Helena Bonham Carter). Burton channels late-60s soap opera of the same name starring 
Jonathan Fried (brief cameo as a party guest). The cinematography, production and 
texture are pure Tim Burton, genius.

Dark Shadows works two film modes: comic dislocation and period satire.  
Barnabas Collins (Johnny Depp) is turned into a vampire by an unrequited witchy 
lover (Eva Green).  Barnabas is released from his coffin centuries later to live with his 
cousin Elizabeth (Michelle Pfeiffer) and her family. Unlike the original TV drama, the 
updated version is campy to a fault, and although entertaining with a great 70’s sound 
track (and Alice Cooper) but after the production cleverness wanes, is not completely 
satisfying.

Burton’s genius interpretation created a movie that’s funny for 15 minutes then 
fades quickly. Barnabas’ fish-out-of-water persona gets old quickly. The next hour 
and a half winds it’s way through sight gags, oblique dead ends and characters that 
don’t develop or when they do so, go out in ridiculous tangents that seem oblivious to 
whatever plot there might have been.

Definitely set up for a sequel.
An aside - Soundtrack during rolling of the credits is Go All the Way, originally 

performed by awesome Cleveland group "The Raspberries" (1972).  Covered by "The 
Killers" for this film. The Killers version is VERY mediocre. Check out the great original 
written by the amazing Eric Carmen:

Best clip:  Barnabas confronting a television performance of Karen Carpenter rips 
the back off the set and exclaims: "Reveal yourself, tiny songstress!"

Worst feature:  Not terribly believable frenetic sex fight sequence, actors wore 
harnesses that spun them through the air.

All things considered, it’s entertaining if you don’t have anything else going for a 
weekend afternoon. If you waited for it to come on HBO, you wouldn’t miss much.

I give it 3.5 pasty complexions.
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Django (2012)
Director Quinton Tarantino’s paean to the spaghetti westerns of the late 60s, 

including a musical scores my Ennio Morricone. The credits mention Franco Nero, 
the original Django in the 1966 film of the same name. Franco has a small role in the 
2012 version.

Tarantino‘s films are noted for at least three themes.  Meticulous detail, at least 
one humorous, out-of-context group discussion signifying nothing and an intense, 
prolonged moral dilemma scene inevitably followed by cataclysmic violence. In the 
case of number two, a prolonged discussion amongst hooded vigilantes as to the size 
of eyeholes is a howl.

Otherwise, Django is a fairly stock retread of For a Few Dollars More (1965) with 
a bit more involved plot and a lot more gratuitous carnage, including very vivid bullet 
wound impacts. In interviews, Tarantino says his intent was to show the "true nature" 
of slave trading in 1859, not the sanitized versions frequently seen in other films. He 
succeeds in this a little too intensely. The brutality of slave trading is quite well known 
and adequately chronicled by a five year war between the States resulting in the death 
of 620,000 young men. One wonders if there is a need to gratuitously portray it again 
in 2012.

Jamie Foxx as Django is appropriately laconic and committed to the tasks at hand. 
As the slave master, Leonardo DiCaprio is a bit too heavy handed in his portrayal of 
pure evil. Samuel L. Jackson is wickedly sycophantic and shrewd. The real eye-catcher 
is Christolph Waltz (of Inglorious Bastards 2009).  He’s an amazing actor. You can’t 
take your eyes off him. He single handedly rescues this otherwise mediocre film, more 
or less.

Best part:  Django’s steely-eyed reply to a bar side conversant (Franco Nero) who 
asks him how his name is spelled. "D.J.A..N..G..O..  The D is silent."  Franco replies:  
"I know."

Not so best part:  Overwrought, very visually provoking mass death. Detracts 
from the film.

Cameos:  Look for a brief appearance of Michael Parks from  (1969), a biker 
adventure epic in the vein of Route 66 (1960-64). In the pilot, beautiful Bonnie Bedelia 
was briefly filmed topless in a beach scene, later cut by censors, but the original clip 
remains on the Internet (naturally, I have it).

Wait till it comes out on cable and watch it only for the amazing Christoph Waltz.
I give it two of five blood spurting bullet wounds.
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Extremely Loud and 
Incredibly Close (2012)

The reviews have been extremely loud and incredibly negative. It’s a bit too much 
of a tearjerker with little convincing plot substance to support the emotional upheaval. 

The progression of events was kind of interesting, but too interspersed with 
maudlin fillers. I think it borders on 9/11 exploitation. Films of people falling from 
open windows are a little much. I think too soon to be accepted as a semi-documentary 
of how people would react to losing their loved ones in this manner.

The worst reviewed film ever to be nominated for an Academy Award. One wonders 
why Drive with an incredible 93% favorability on Rotten Tomatoes didn’t fare better.  
Throwaway roles for otherwise talented Tom Hanks and Sandra Bullock who usually 
choose good projects. The kid does a good job of juggling very adult emotions. Max 
von Sydow is of course, exceptional, as he has always been. Watch for Viola Davis in a 
pre-Help role.

I was uncomfortable watching it.  I reluctantly give it 2 1/2 of five sad voice mail 
messages, mainly for Max von Sydow and the extra half for underrated actor Jeffry 
Wright as William Black.
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Flight (2012)
 

Flight is a film working 2009’s Miracle on the Hudson with some moralistic quirks 
showcasing Denzel Washington’s dramatic flair. It melds two diverse story lines 
together, one more interesting than the other.

The first explores the proposition that genius resists impairment. Pilot Whip 
Whitaker is so good that even impaired by drugs and alcohol, he can creatively control 
the most unhinged situations better than the next sober guy. A proposition that has 
been debunked by meticulous practical performance studies.  Musicians and artists 
similarly opine that drugs augment their creativity, a notion that many such creative 
persons paid with their lives to debunk in the 60s and 70s.

The second story line is a simple a morality play about the evils of strong drink 
and drugs, done better many times in film. Days of Wine & Roses (Jack Lemmon, 
1962), Lost Weekend  (Ray Milland, 1945), among many others.

However, the combination of these two plots cancel each other out like matter and 
anti-matter yielding a tale of self-destruction and eventual redemption that descends 
into preachy melodrama and a thinly veiled promotion for a 12-step-program. A 
superman that can come to life from a big league hangover to save the day under 
incredibly complex conditions but subsequently descends into the rehab resistant 
dregs of substance abuse? A bit of a stretch.

Serviceably directed by Robert Zemeckis, the action shots of the aircraft maneuvers 
are well done. Thereafter, Denzel Washington is good, but not that good. I’ve seen him 
better (Inside Man, 2006).  Don Cheadle applies an understated performance. The 
love interest angle is implausible and goes nowhere.

Best scenes:  The in-flight disaster avoidance maneuvers. James Badge Dale (The 
Grey, 2011) cameos as a rambling, out-of-context cancer patient. He steals the show 
in three minutes.

Not so best scene: Gassed to the eyeballs Whip Whitaker countering a hangover 
with stimulant drugs.

Biggest scene stealer:  John Goodman.
Mediocre film punctuated with some isolated interesting scenes. My 

recommendation:  Wait till it comes out on Cable.
I give it three of five upside down passenger jets.
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Jack Reacher (2012)

My wife has been a concerted fan of British writer Lee Child (real name Jim Grant) 
for a number of years and has read his entire works. She was very leery of Tom Cruise 
playing Jack Reacher as virtually none of the specifics match. The real Reacher is said 
to be 6’ 5" tall and weighs over 220 pounds. He rarely says much in the novels.  Cruise 
is about 5’ 7", considerably lighter and more loquacious.

So critics who know the character weren’t happy with the choice, but it’s always 
risky counting Cruise out in any role. Back in ’94, critics howled at Cruise’s selection 
to play Lestat in Interview with the Vampire. Author Anne Rice threatened to pull 
her name off the project. But Cruise pulled it off with great reviews. Similarly, in Jack 
Reacher, Cruise re-crafts the character admirably such that if you didn’t know the real 
Reacher, Cruise would be a pretty good fit for the otherwise interesting plot.

Progression of events for Jack Reacher was well written and maintained interest 
throughout. There are some relatively minor shortcomings that can easily be forgiven. 
The evidence issue is a bit of a stretch. The end was dragged out a little too long. There 
was some gratuitous violence that wasn’t really necessary.

The female lead Rosamund Pike is a beautiful British actress that captured every 
scene. What does a frightened assistant district attorney do when tied to a chair, guns 
on her and bullets flying everywhere?  Why, cross her shapely legs in a short dress and 
heels, of course.

Best part:  Great scenes of Pittsburgh.
Not so best part:  Tom Cruise as a penniless drifter that just happens on the scene 

with no visible means of support is a bit of a stretch.
I liked it in spite of some shortcomings. Interesting plot, held my attention.
I give it two and a half toothy Tom Cruise grins.
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Lawless (2012)

A period piece riding the tails of The McCoys and Hatfields on the (cable) History 
Channel. A similar blood feud tale set in the prohibition era involving moonshiners in 
Virginia (probably more West Virginia).

The film was ho-hum, slow, onerous, made poor use of some of the talent (Gary 
Oldman), didn’t develop many of the characters well and let Guy Pierce overact. I was 
thinking I should have waited till it came out on HBO.

I was also looking at the location scenery.  The longer I watched, the less the location 
looked like anywhere in (West) Virginia.  It looked like North Georgia, a place I am 
very familiar with. So I stuck around for the credits, and sure enough it was filmed in 
Georgia and the Northeastern city of Clayton, Georgia is mentioned. The film Lawless 
was mediocre but the subject of moonshine in North Georgia is much more interesting.

In the mid-60s, I lived in Toccoa, Georgia, about an hour’s drive from Clayton.  
Much of the state was "Dry" (no ethanol containing beverages sold).  This was an 
advantageous collusion between the conservative arm of the Baptist Church that 
considered ethanol to be a tool of the devil, and moonshiners, who made a tidy 
profit supplying ethanol-containing  beverages to the population, including many of 
the Baptists. They both combined to insure no referendum was ever brought forth 
legalizing booze.

The moonshiners maintained stills deep in the dense North Georgia woods, 
serviced by isolated dirt roads no one else had any business on and would be well 
advised not to find any. Many of the stills were Rube Goldberg inspired. Some used car 
radiators seeping lead into the brew, and responsible for some strange musculoskeletal 
twitching amongst some of the old timers. They were also known to dash a little Red 
Devil Lye to the mix for some additional curing.

As it happened, my colorful past history includes moonshine issues (but you 
already knew that). In 1964 and 1965 I was dodging the draft at a small college in 
Habersham County, North Georgia, one of the several small colleges that collected 
guys that busted out of normal schools and needed protection from the draft. The 
other infamous school that comes to mind was Parsons College in Iowa.

The boy’s dorm at Piedmont College was right next to a large expanse of deep piney 
North Georgia woods. At night I could hear the moonshiners making their rounds, and 
occasionally them getting chased by "revenooers." They dove fast and they drove hard 
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through the dirt roads at night with no headlights. They knew every foot of the woods. 
Some previous moonshiners became successful NASCAR drivers in the 50s (Junior 
Johnson).

Naturally, it was necessary for shiners to have vehicles faster than the revenooers, 
who were pretty much stuck with stock rides. In the late 50s, the shiners vehicle of 
choice was the Ford sedan with an 85 horsepower flathead V-8 engine easily amenable 
to souping up with three Stromberg 97 carburetors and a ¾ cam. They then put huge 
springs and shocks in the rear end to support full trunks of liquid cargo  a la Thunder 
Road (1958). 

In the 60s, they ran later model OHV Ford V-8s with huge four-barrel carbs and 
other modifications. Sewer pipes for exhaust pipes. These beasts would easily outrun 
any stock police car.

We college kids purchased quart jars of shine anytime. This stuff was extremely 
potent. I suspect it was at least 95% straight up ethanol and 5% God only knows what 
else. It was the only brew available to most of the poorer portions of the population. 
As I recall, a quart jar of typical shine went for about US$00.50, a lot more money 
then than now. Mixed with orange juice it wasn’t too bad, all other factors considered. 
I didn’t keep any of it for posterity.

Interestingly, there are still dry counties in Georgia, maintained that way by the 
same factions in 1964, and you don’t want to go tromping around in those woods 
either, especially at night. Clayton Georgia is the home of a lot of other strange things 
including the kid in the tree playing the banjo in Deliverance (1972).  He still lives 
there.

I give Lawless two laconic anti-heros out of five. Wait for it to come to cable and see 
for the accurate location filming.

Rent Thunder Road (1958) for an accurate view of moonshining in the old days.
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Lincoln (2012)

There are several immutable ground rules for moviegoers that mandate 
unquestioned attendance. One is any film directed by Steven Spielberg and another is 
any film Daniel Day-Lewis appears in. Someday I’ll list the rest.

Daniel Day-Lewis doesn’t do too many films. Anything he’s in is a lead pipe cinch 
to be good. That said, I resisted Lincoln because I thought there’d be a real chance of 
having to sit through a good actor struggle through a dry, period historical drama like 
Anna Karenina.  However, Rolling Stone gave Lincoln rave reviews and it rated 90% 
on the Tomatometer, so I gave it a chance.

The portrayal of Lincoln’s domestic life is passed over briefly to dwell on the politics 
of passing the 13th Amendment repealing slavery.  Lincoln is willing to the amendment 
passed by any means possible and his opponents are set on insuring its defeat. Lincoln 
brilliantly portrays the callous Barbary well as the subtlety of politics, what advocates 
and opponents are willing to do to pass or stop laws. It’s a vivid lesson in history and 
politics reminiscent of what’s going on in Washington right now.

Lincoln is a film treasure. It comes alive on every level. Spielberg’s cinematographer, 
Janusz Kaminski, captures the style and texture of the film masterfully. Day-Lewis 
absolutely nails the characterization, but he relinquishes the center of attention to 
connect many other fabulous actors with incredibly strong performances. Sally Field 
yields an unusually interesting portrayal as Mary Todd Lincoln. The list then widens, 
including magnificent performances by James Spader, Tommy Lee Jones, David 
Strathairn and many more. The whole manifests much more than the sum of its parts.

Best scenes: The political antagonists and protagonists describing each other in 
colorful terms on the floor of the House of Representatives.

Not so best scenes:  The issue of Lincoln’s assassination was treated as an 
extraneous aside.

Some of the real history is probably revised by Spielberg and doesn’t quite jive with 
that in the film, but the actors do a magnificent job of bringing history to life. Well 
directed and photographed.

I give it four and a half of five Derogatory shouts from the speaker's box.  Must see.
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Looking for Sugar Man (2012) 

Released in 2012, Looking for Sugar Man was rarely seen by the average viewer 
despite a stellar rating of 96% on Rotten Tomatoes and an Oscar for best documentary 
at the 85th Academy Awards. Never released for wide distribution, many viewers 
saw it on airplane entertainment consoles.

The film details the story of a talented singer/songwriter in the genre of Bob 
Dylan that arrived in the early 70s, essentially a social injustice protester without the 
marketing money that Dylan enjoyed. He make two well received albums that never 
sold, and then vanished into the mist like many others of his ilk and time.

But talent is rarely completely vanquished even though it may not be 
marketable. The Artist’s eloquent musical attacks on social injustice emerged 
halfway across the world in South Africa where it became bigger a seller than the 
Rolling Stones or Elvis. One of his albums sold 500,000 copies 30 years after it was 
pressed, outselling Abbey Road.

Following the film’s release, Mr. Rodriguez has enjoyed some modest reemergence 
in his American popularity. Thirty years is a long time to find the kind of fame Mr. 
Rodriguez discovers at age seventy, but like the old Nashville adage goes: "Anyone 
with talent will make it big in country music…….eventually."

The film documentary does much more than detail the search for a personality. It 
effectively explores the caprice of the rock scene, the nature of celebrity and appends 
the history of popular music.  Most of all, it’s a revealing saga of how a significant 
talent could vanish without trace in the world of show business where everything is 
publicized on Entertainment Tonight, Twitter and the Internet.

The nature of "talent" has always been ephemeral at best and, of course, varies 
with the eye or ear of the beholder. The popular on-line review site "rottentomatoes.
com" shows two ratings for film, viewers and critics. The opinions thereof can be 
widely variable, the critic portion there to standardize objective benchmarks away 
from capricious personal opinion.

Accordingly, critical acclaim goes to Mr. Rodriguez for standing in place without 
extraneous hype or glitz, singing original material accompanying himself serviceably 
on a single musical instrument. Visions of Paul Simon, Don McLean, James Taylor, 
Cat Stevens, Doc Watson and Kris Kristofferson in the early years.

One rarely if ever sees this kind of talent in the year this film was released. The 
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entire concept of talent has evolved to how much visual and auditory impact an 
audience can absorb in lieu of simply singing a song with a clear voice and interesting 
lyrics.

One now sees female vocalists warbling within vividly embellished stages dressed 
as a ham sandwich, others with pink hair and outfits that can be covered with a 
thumb. Retina shattering blasts of light and sound accompanied by Cleopatra-like 
stage effects. Vocalists that make the evening edition of Entertainment Tonight when 
they change their hairstyle.

Tom Wolfe describes it as Plutography- the photography of the rich and famous 
for being famous.

Looking for Sugar Man is a very interesting chronicle of our time and a sad 
vision of the end of music as an art form as we knew it in the 70s.

Highly recommended by me.
I give it four and a half of five flopped albums.
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Looper

The theme of going back into time to change the future has been a staple in film 
and novel. Especially the potential for an individual to suddenly vanish in real time 
after going back to kill his father. This issue is heavily worked over in Looper, a film 
that is getting a whopping 93% rating on the Rotten Tomatoes Tomatometer.

In this futuristic thriller, time travel is possible in the future but is rigorously 
controlled by powerful factions that send their enemies back 30 years in time to 
be disposed of by specially designated hit men (Loopers).  Occasionally the future 
iteration of the Looper gets sent back for disposal, and if that person happens to 
escape, a multiplicity of complications occur involving generations of players.

The older and younger versions of the same man can exist on the same time plane, 
but it’s complicated. What one feels, the other feels as well. They can communicate 
with each other by raising print welts on their respective forearms. The mission of 
the older version from the future directly affects the life of the younger version and 
everyone around him. The shock ending is definitely not anticipated. Each tries to 
negate the influence of the other.

The action is fast, elegant, weird and smart, but in places is difficult to keep who’s 
doing what and to whom in perspective. This is the third time Bruce Willis’ character 
time travels and encounters his younger self. The first was Twelve Monkeys and the 
second was The Kid. Newcomer Joe Gordon-Levitt (from 50/50 and The Dark Knight 
Rises) does a good job of holding the circles of personality together.

Best part:  The implications of the surprise ending.
Least best part:  Trying to figure out a fast moving convoluted plot on the fly.
Quirky notice:  A futuristic motorcycle (called a "Bike") crashes and just for a 

second as the camera surveys the damage, the "bike’s" speedometer is shown. It is a 
"Smith" brand- standard equipment on most vintage British bikes of the 60s and 70s 
such as Triumph, BSA and Norton.

I give it four and a half blasts from a Blunderbuss.
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Men in Black 3 (2012)

The first MIB (1997) was fresh, innovative, well scripted and well acted. Successive 
iterations of any good film are rarely good, the notable exceptions being Aliens 2 and The 
Godfather II. Accordingly, MIB 3 is not as good as MIB 1, but in the end, it delivers for 
some rather innovative reasons.

One of the reasons is 3D.  This film doesn’t leap out at the viewer all that much, but 
the scenes are definitely realistic and satisfying to the viewer. Having seen a few 3D films 
now, I am of the opinion that this mode is here to stay, and in five years virtually film 
will be in this medium. The viewer appreciates the action in a medium more like what 
he or she would see in real life. I do not think this is a flash in the pan. It will spread to 
TV rapidly.

IMAX is another matter. IMAX is very expensive; the screen is too big for comfortable 
viewing no matter what the seating and I don’t think its worth the extra cost. I think 
IMAX will probably be reserved for major extravaganzas and non-stop action flicks 
where the whole point of the film is pyrotechnics specifically made for the huge screen 
(Battleship and The Avengers).

The second reason MIB delivers is the script, which is marginally thought provoking 
as to the possibilities of time travel.  Yes, a theme worked to the bone elsewhere, but MIB 
3 adds an interesting "wrinkle," a variation of the theme of the Heisenberg Principle 
(the more is known about where a particle is, the less can be known about its speed 
and direction). That would be the "observer effect," that observing a physical system 
necessarily effects it. There are an infinite number of possibilities in any scenario in time 
but only one will happen when it’s actually observed.

In MIB 3, the delightful protagonist of this issue is "Griffin" (Michael Stuhlbarg) who 
steals every scene by prosaically describing some of the infinite dimensions that exist in 
the void before an observer solidifies one. Then of course, they end with the "a butterfly 
flaps its wings in Peking and it rains in New York City", which works reasonably well.

Best quips:  (J. observing K’s sandwich): "That stuff should be in a coffin, not a pita."  
(O. Interpreting some data on the monitor):  "That’s someone named Mick Jagger…..we 
think he was sent here to breed earth women."

Worst feature:  Josh Brolin. An excellent dramatic actor; doesn’t do silly comedy 
or sight gags well.

I give it four of five exploding alien heads.


