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Kevin Costner in JFK

all Stone

YFK’ Is an In-Your-Face, Three-Hour Spellbinder
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By Andy Klein
With the possible exception of Spike Lee, Oliver Stone is Hollywood’s most in-your-face film
maker. He wants to coex us into his moral universe, but, if coaxing doesn’t work, he is more than
willing to kmock us down and lecture us. You have 1o applaud him for mking on important subjects
that 110 one else with clout wants to handle, and you have to applaud louder on the occasions when
he does it well,
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n the other hand, there is some-
o thing scary ahour his messianic

arrogance. Most arusts want (o
impose their interpeetation of waorld
on the audience; smong them, Him mak-
ers have to be the pushiest merely @
vive professionally in such a }ugh-».
business. It is 4 truism that you would
rather have a director who makes bad
decisions than one who makes no deci-
sions avall

A child of the upper class, Stone may
have converted from the nght to the left,
but he could never be called u liberal. In
some ways, Be is reminiscent of the most
macho elements of the sixties left — 50
convinced of the urgency of his pardeular
vision that he barrels on ahead ar times
when a litle more reflection might be ~
called for.

This is not an entirely negative quality,
The liberal intellect has the dangerous
potential o bleach all shades of momlity
into indistinguishable grays. Stone, in
recent interviews about JFK, has often
Invoked Harnier, Westam culture's lead-
Ing icon of Action vs. Moral Insecurity,
characierizing the boomer generstion as
“children of a slain leadet, unaware of
why he was killed or even that a false
father figure inhabits the thrope.”

JFK is clearly intended ro remind us
that the ghost sull walks the bartlements,
thae cur culture will be forever haunted if
we give up the quest for the wuth about
the central trauma of the postwar era or,
worse yet, i we willingly, greedily opt 1o
delude ourselves by accepung the most
implausible "official™ scenario, Stone is
not always the most subte of artists —
heck, let's face it, more than once he has
been the leasz subtle of artiss — but the
problema of approaching such a masive
and controversial story requirs complex
technique and moral passion more than
art. On thar level, Stone succeeds: JFK is
a wildly compelling piece of agitprop
docudmma.

For the sake of dramaric structure,
Stone hangs his arguments on the story of
Jim Garrison, the New Orleans D.A. who
fronted the oaly assassinution-related
criminal prosecution eves (o go to wial,
He incorporares much additional infor-
mation that has been dug up in the twen-
ty-odd yewrs since Garrison’s original
work. He structures the material as 2 legal
detective story, with the D.A. uncovening
deeper and deeper layers of conspirscy,
coverup, and political meaning.

No critic can neutralize his or ber own
social and political attitudes when
approaching sven the most abstract or
nestheticized work — nor would it be 2
particularly good thing to do so. In the
case of JFK, however, it is particulacly
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tough to ik about the fim ax fim ary
all arguments veer quickdy from the ass-
thetic 1o the political, based on one's
own bamic tike on the Kennedy assassi-
nstion, the U, S. government, and
human psture o general. Which may
well be exactly what Stone most wants.

he director packs a huge

amount of material into & run-

ning time of slightdy more than
thiree hours, Three hours may sound
forbiddingly long — I'm sure it does to
theater owners — bur the fascination
never fisgs. Stone oses u lot of short-
hand devices 1o compeess the mateial
and creste drama — combining char-
acters and auributing other people's
msights and sctions to Garrison. (In
interviews, Srone has been open about
tking such license. Sull, the fim ivself
could have used o scronger disclaimer,
and, impracticil as [t may sound,
Warner probably should have sprung
for foomoted supplemental material in
the theater lobby,)

This necessary translation also is
the basis for the most |egitimate crig-
cismy that have already been leveled
at Stone. Those who object to the
Slm's cencrul ideological thesiy — that
the United States was subjected in
1963 tw a secret coup d'etar, whose

“Delivers lots of laughs ...

defily evolve
Pizza Man

“Pizza man delivers more
wit than some mo

“Fumny and cleve
The

beneficiaries may stll be in power —
can use the details of the film's cholces
o cast doubt an its analysia.

Most Toublesome is the we of Gar-
rson, Who can say whecher he was (or
is) an carnest crussder or 4 wife-beat-
ing, ambitious homophobe with psy-
chotic delugions of grandeur? — the lat-
ter being just § few of the charges lev-
eled against him &t the time by cither
Iegmmmm:ur government gmear

Stone ideslizes Garrison into an
unreal figure — Mr. D.A. Goes (o
Washington, Casting Kevin Cosmer
at this stage of his career — no more
No Way Our for i C,; no Ivan the
Deep Cover Spy — automatically
defines Garrison as the Good Amen-
can. Stone himself says he wanted
Costner becquse the larter has that
Jumes Stewart-Gary Cooper quality
that made them perfect Capra heroes.
Even within the film he deliberately
invokes Caprs, both in @ scene at the
Lincoln Memorial and in Garrison's
long, finsl summation (which was
actually delivered by someone else).

hedmmmlﬂawSmde
allow his hero fs

ens to destroy his funily, Not surpris-
ingly, the domestic scenes aze by far
the fim's worst moments — clichéd,
flaz, unnecessary token baggage. Out-
side of Barn an the Fearth of Fuly,
Stone, whose main shrick is dramatiz-
ing (and thus simpiifying) ideclogical
urgument, has never been strong on

! farnily interaction. The only such rela-

tionship thar rings true in flm after
fim is the alienated son trying to
resolve his conflicrs with veal or sym-
bolic dads. As a result, JFK squanders
an actress of the talent of Sissy Spucek
(as Garrison's wife) in a part that
would have been better off cut out
aliogether,

Stone has an affinity for Good
Father ve. Bad Father conflicts. In Plo-
toon, it was most blatane, Wail Streer
even had tiree father figures — good
Martin Sheen, bad Michas! Douglas,
and Stone's mibute to his own real dad,
Hal Hoibrook. Tt's perhaps a sign that
the director stll ham't sertded his fillal
fe.lmgl that Holbrook |! the worst

Fi—
in any of his films — 1 homily-dispens-
ing Ward Cleaver clone.

In JFK, this schema for presenting
moral questions reaches its purest,
most algebraically abstacr distillas

tinued to be ambiguous — it's 3 shame
that Stone has given his detractors this
sort of detil to focus debate on. It
makey it easier for them to ignore or
dismiss the more imporunt points of
his case.

here the flm succeeds best
Wi:in the debunking of the

Warren Commission
Report. There are numerous ways to
artack this bogus pallistve of an off-
cial report but Stone wisely homes in
on irs sorongest Sews — the blsmandy
impossible mechanics of the official
story — rather than iy infinite number
of improbabilities.

Costner is appropriately flor as Gar-
rison. The cast is studded with too
many celebeity actors: Most of them
perform well but the film almost sinks
into the Greatest Story Ever Told syn-
drame — look, there's John Wayne as
the Centurion swabbing Garrison's
wounds, John Candy does a tesrific
turn as a sleazy hipster but you
can't forget that he is John Candy,

Joe Pesci has the most memorable

role, s the weird, hyperkinetic mformer

David Fercie, and plays it to the max.
Donald Sutheriund is almost as memo-

rable i his fir less cxploitable part.

It is amusing to watch the sarcasm
with which FFK has aiready been dis-
missed in some comers of the main-

iumuhnuampmhhwm-p
secret & plot nvolving dozens of peo-
ple. The only way to hide the truth is
to disseminate so many conflicting
mmmd:plm;mm:hcuunh
is md.lmnguuhlhle smong them:
will sventuaily peter out
through sheer exhaustion.

FK briefly brings same degree of

clarity to this grest, shrouded

mystery, Whethes intendonally or
not, the debate it has already engen-
dered may only serve to muddy things
aguin. The homifying thing about the
Winter Kills scenario is thar it may wuly
‘e impossible to combat.

His pursuit of the truth threat-
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The Good Father is X (Donald
Satherland), the Bad Father ¥ (Dale
Dye). Y is a shadowy figure who
embodies the bad guys in Stons's anal-
yuis; X is the same on the surface but
imbued with moral passion.

There is another way 10 analyze the
White Hars va. the Black Has in JFK,
howwever, one that makes you wish Stone
‘had chosen a story other than Gamsan's
(or that he had recast it with fictional
personas): Garrison, the straight afi-
American suburbanite, vy, Clay Shaw
(Tommy Lz Jones), the effete, decadent
homosexual conspirator. Too much
energy Is likely to be expended denounc-

| ing the porayal of Shaw and the fim's
relendessly evil gaye.

While it would be nice to know
whether Shaw wos guilty oc not — the
film presents flashbacks from Shaw's
point of view that absolutely indict
him, while the real evidence has con-
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By Andy Klein
Pedro Almodévar continues to be the most inventive director ©
arrive on American shores from the thaw of post-Franco Spain. His
biggest commercial successes, the frantically inventive comedy
Women on the Verge of a Nervows Breakdown and the less inspired
Tie Me Up! Tie Me Down/, displayed a weird synthesis of passion

and ironic pop campiness,

H igh Heels opens with Rebecca

{Victoria Abril) waiting 0

greet her mother at the
Madrid sicpore. A series of u.rdumc
finshbacks fll us in on'their
Maom is Becky Del Paramao (M.mu
Paredes), a vastly popular entertainer
whose romantic relationships and
caresr priorities huve made her a
neglectful parent. When Rebecea was
ten or eleven, she more or less mur-
dered her asshole wepiuthes, in hopes of
winning more of her mother's dme.

No ane ever discovers the crime,
but Rebecca's naughtiness was for
naughr: Hee real father mkes over her
upbringing and Becky disappears for
fifteen years of internadonal touring.

Now Becky is retuming to Madnid.
Rebecea is sill obsessed with gaining
her mother’s iove. At the same ume,
she has tried to recreate her mother’s
world within her oum life: Not only
does she hang out with a female
impersonator who mimics Becky's act
but she has also married Manuel, one

Ala

of her mother's former lovers.
About a third of the way in, the story
suddenly shifts gears and the movie
swerves from spparent black comedy
0 weepie melodrama, The rest of the
story is like an ironic condlaton of &
dozen Fannie Hurst novels and Dou-
glas Sirk fGlms, with insane plot rever-
sals and an orgy of noble self-sacrifice.
Abril is at her best here, heartbresk-
ingly sympatheric but u linle scary =5
well. Her transition from stylish pro-
fessional to lest wail toward the end is
srikingly moving.
igh Heels has comic
moments but irs tone
harkens back to Almodé-
var's most i ing film, the cross-
genre Low of Dessre, High Heelt is filled
wu.‘n plmum.thoughd:zymlcts
immediately apparent than in Almod-
ovar's full-on comedics 4nd less com-
plex than in Law of Deswre. St it has
the unfakeable stamp of his singular
woridview.



