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Kevin Costner in JFK

Gall Stone

JEK’ 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 coax us into his moral universe, bur, if coaxing doesn't work, he is more than
willing to knock us down and lecture us. You have to applaud him for taking on important subjects
that no one else with clour wants 1o handle, and you have to applaud louder on the occasions when
he does it well.

n the other hand, there iz some-

thing scary about his messianic

arrogance. Most artists want to
imposs their interpretation of the world
on the audiencs; among them, fim mak-
ers have to be the pushiest merely to sur-
vive professionally in such & high-stkes
business. It is & wuism that you would
rather have & director who makes bad
decisions than one who makes no deci-
sions arall

A child of the upper class, Sone may
have converted from the right m the left,
but he could never be called a liberal. In
some wiys, he is reminiscent of the most
macho clements of the sixties left — so
convinced of the urgency of his particular
vision that he berrels on ahead a1 times
when a lictle more reflection might be
called for.

This is not an endrely naganve quality.
The lberal intellect has the dangerous
potential to bleach ail shades of morlity
into indistinguishable grays. Stone, in
recest interviews sbout FFK, has often
invoked Hamlet, Western culnire's lead-
ing icon of Action ve. Mora) Insecurity,
cheracterizing the boomer genemation 25
“children of g slain leader, unaware of
why he was killed or even that a fulse
father figure inhabirs the throne.”

JPK is clearly Intended to remind us
that the ghost still walks the bardements,
chat our culrure will be forever haunted if
we give up the quest for the truth about
the central mauma of the postwar 3 or,
warse yet, if we willingly, greedily opt w
delude ourselves by accepring the most
implausible “official” scenario. Stane i3
not always the most subde of artists —
heck, let's fice it, more than once he has
been the least subdle of ardsts — bur the
problems of spprosching such 3 massive
and controversial story require complex
tzchnigue and moral passion more than
art. On that level, Stone succeeds: 7FK is
a wildly compelling piece of sgitprop
docucdrarma.

For the sake of dramatic structure;
Stone hangs his arguments on the story of
Jim Garrisan, the New Orleans D A, who
fronted the only assassination-related
criminal prosecutinn ever to go to trial
He incorporates much additional infor-
mation that has been dug up in the twen-
ty-odd years since Garrison's original
work. He structures the mmrenal as 2 legal
detective story, with the D.A. uncovering
deeper and deeper layers of conspiracy,
coverup, and political meaning.

No critc can neurralize his ar her own
social and political attitudes when
approaching even the most abstract or
aestheticized work — nor would it be a
particularly good thing to do so. In the
case of JFK, however, it is particularly
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ough 10 telk about the fim as fim arg
dnmmmquuxuy&mndzem-
thetic to the palitical, bused on ane’s
own basic ke on the Kennedy nssassi-
nation, the U. §. government, and
human nature in general Which may
well be sxactly what Stone most wants,

he director packs & huge
amount of maserial into 2 run-
ning time of siightly more than
three hours. Three hotirs may sound
forbiddingly long — I'm sure it does 10
thester owners — but the fascination
never flags, Stone uses a lot of shore-
hand devices o the material

beneficiaries may still be in power —
can use the details of the Sim's choices
to cas doubt on its analysis.

Most rroublesome is the use of Gar-
rison. Who can say whether he was (ot
is) an earnest crusader or & wife-beat-
ing, ambitous homophobe with psy-
chotic dehusions of grandeur? — the lat-
ter being just 2 few of the charges lev-
eled against him 3t the time by either
legitimate critics or government smear
specialists, depending, once again, on
v.tu:hsid:yunnemdhdmb:ﬁu:

Stone idealizes Gurrison into an
umul figure — Mr. D.A. Goes to

and crete drama — combining cher-
acters ind arributing other people's
insighms and actions to Garrison, (In
interviews, Stone has been open about
taking such license. Sll, the film isell
could have used 2 sroager disclaimer,
and, impractical as it may sound,
Wamer probubly should have sprung
for foomoted supplementl matesial in
the theater lobby.)

This necessary wranslation also is
the basis for the most legitimate criti-
cisms that have already been leveled
1t Stone. Those who object to the
film's central ideclogical thesis — that
the United Stutes was subjected in
1963 to & secret coup d'etar, whose

“Deliv
defily

lots of Taughs

Casting Kevin Costner
at this smge of his career —no more
Na Way Out for K. C., no Ivan the
Deep Cover Spy — auromatically
defines Garrison as the Good Amen-
cun. Stone himself says he wanted
Coster because the lutcer hus that
James Stewart-Gary Cooper quality
that made them perfect Capra heroes.
Even within the fitm he deliberately
invokes Capra, both in & scene at the
Lincoln Memonal and in Garrison's
long, final summation (which was
sctually deliversd by someone else).

he clokest o o faw Scone will
allow his hero is obsewsivensss.
His pursuit of the cruth threaz-
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ens to deswoy his family. Not surpris-
ingly, the domestic scenés ure by far
the film's worst moments — clich#d,
flat, unnecessary twken baggage. Our-
side of Barn on the Foarth of July,
Stone, whose main shock is dramatz-
ing (and thus simplifying) ideological
wrgument, has never besn strong on
family mteraction. The only such rela-
tionship that rings true in flm sfter
film is the alienated son wying o
resolve his conflicss with real or sym-
bolic dads, As a result, 7FK squanders
an actress of the talent of Sissy Spacek
(2= Garrison's wife) in & part that
would have been berter off cur out
altogether.

Stone has an affinity for Good
Father va, Bad Father conflicts. In M-
toon, it was most blatant, Wall Street
even had three father fignres — good
Martin Sheen, bad Michael Douglas,
and Stone's mibute to his own real dad,
Hal Halbrook. Ir's perhups 2 sign that
the director stll hass't seaied his flial
feelings that Holbrook is the worst
delineated, most cardboard character
in any of his fims — 2 homily-dispens-
ing Ward Cleaver clone.

In JFK, this schema for presenting
moral questions reaches its pasest,

tinued to be ambiguous — it's a shame
that Stane has given his derractors this
sort of demil to focus debate on. Tt
makes it casier for them to ignore or
dismiss the more important points of
his case,

here the Hlm succeeds best
w"in the debunking of the

Warren Commission
Report, There are numerous ways to
arack this bogus palliative of an offi-
cial report but Stone wisely homes in
on its strongest flaws — the blatndy
impossible mechanics of the official
story — rather than ity infinite mumber
aof improbahilities,

Cosmer is appropriately far as Gar-
rison, The cast is studded with too
many celebrity actors: Most of them
perform well but the flm almost sinks
into the Greatenr Stary Ever Told syn-
drome — look, there's john Wayne as
the Centurion swabbing Garrison's
wounds, John Candy does a temific
furn &5 & sleazy hipster lawyer but you
can't forget that he is John Candy.

Joe Pesci has the most memorable
rale, us the weird, hyperidnetic informer
David Ferrie, and plays it to the max.
Donuald Suzherdand s almost 2s memo-

missed in some comers of the main-
stream press — are these criticems valid
skepticism or more disinformation? The
public debate is already dizzying, which
opens up the possibility that FFK will
mlycndwﬂlumwﬂk “Winer
Kills syndrome” and serving the very vil-
lains it mies to expose.
In Richard Condm’lnnv:l Winter

atoes know that it is impossible to keep
secret 4 plot involving dozens of peo-
mmmmmmmm;
to d 50 many

rumors and explanations that the uth
is indistinguishable among them:
Investigations will evenmually peter out
through sheer exhaustion.

FK briefly brings some degree of

clarity to this great, shrouded

mystery. Whether intentionally or
not, the debate it has already engen-
dered may only serve 1o muddy things
again. The hoerifying thing sbout the
Winter Kiils scenario is that it may traly
be impossible 10 combat.

maost algebraically absoact disullat
“The Good Father is X (Donald
Sutherland), the Bad Father Y (Dale
Dye). Y is a shadowy figure who
embodies the bad guys in Stone's anal-
ysis; X is the same on the surface but
imbued with moral passion.

There is another way (o analyze the
White Hars va. the Black Hats in JFK,
liowever, one thar makes you wish Stonz
‘hadchosen a story other than Gurrison's
{or that he had recest it with fictional
personay): Garrison, the straight all-
American suburbanite, vs. Clay Shaw
(Tommy Lee Jonss), the efete, decadent
homosexual conspirator. Too much
energy is lely 10 be expended denounc-
ing the portrayal of Skaw and the ftm's
relenticssly evil gave,

While it would be nice 10 know
whether Shaw was guilty or not — the
film presenrs fsshbacks from Shaw's
point of view that sbsolutely indict
him, while the real evidence has coo-
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By Andy Klein
Pedro Almodéver continues to be the most inventive director ©
arrive on American shores from the thaw of past—Fra.n;n Spain. His
biggest commercial successes; the frantically inventive comedy
Women on the Va-gvaf.szmBrmMaummdm:lmsmsputd
Tie Me Up! Tie Me Down, displayed a seird synthesis of passion

and ironic pop campiness,

ight Heels opens with Rebecca

(Victaria Abril) waiting 1o

greet her mother ac the
Madrid sirport. A series of sardonic
flashbacks fll us in oo’ their relatonship.
Mom is Becky Del Paramo (Marisa
Paredes), 1 vastly popular enterminer
whose romantic relationships and
career priorities have made her 3
reglectful parent. When Rebeces wes
ten or eleven, she maore or less mur-
dered her asshole stepfather, in hapes of
winning more of her mother’s fme,

No one ever discovers the crime,
bur Rebecca's naughtiness was for
naught: Her real father tmkes over ber
upbrirging and Becky dissppears for
fiftesn years of intematonal wuning.

Now Becky it rerurning to Madrid.
Rebecea is still obsessed with gaining
her mather’s love, At the same tme,
she has mied to recreate her mother's
world within her own life: Not only
does she hang out with a [emale
impersonator who mimics Becky's act
Wur she has also married Manuel, one

af her mother's former Jovers.

About 1 third of the way in, the story
suddenly shifts gears and the movie
swerves from apparent black comedy
10 weepie melodrama. The rest of the
story is like 2o fronic conflation of 1

dogen Fannie Hurst novels and Dou-
ﬂuSnkﬁ}ms,vmhmme plot rever-
sals and an orgy of noble self-sacxifice.

Abril is-at her best here, heartbreak-
ingly sympathetic but a little scary 18
well. Her mansition from stylish pro-
fessional to lost waif toward the end is
strikingly moving.

igh Heels has gomic
H moments bur its tone
harkens back to Almodé-

var's most interesting fim, the cross-
getire Low of Destre. High Heels ta filled
with plessures, though they are less
{mmediately sppareat than in Almod-
gwar's full-on comedies and less com-
plex than in Law of Denre, Still, it has
the unfakeable stamp of his singular
wocldview.




