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" NIXON.ON THE BIG SCREEN

The writer Is editor of
opinion pages of The
Courler~Journal.

LIVER -
Stone's

“Nixon™ is
a powerful

cinematic experience,

ing to the eye, at
?.ﬂ moving,

" Yet there is some-
thing wvery - different
about the kind of liberty
that Stone takes with his

mﬁ_ai_ by Anthony

bly
Hopkins) was in regular

Texas fascist  whose

and always, always in- . wink may have dis-
teresting. VI | KEITH L. patched John F. Kenne-
At times, it invites |RUNYON dy in 1963. These se-
comparisons to truly - eomororTHe |  quences, in which “Dal-
great films of the OPINION PAGES |  as™ star Larry Hagman
— even Orson Welles' ———————. nw_.___um@moadﬁ “Jack
“Citizen Kane." Jones,” a fictional Texan
At times it is also good history. wo_. was ha condensed?), are des.

_ But only at times, and there tnei! to be morphed into the Nix-

’ mﬂ ﬁ.n..n blem. Like Stone's on story; just as much as the real-

JFK, film blithely. blurs the
See=
nu:uom or Gnu_mw_.ﬂhm.n:_ unaware

Mm aﬂ_.u.z really happened and what
_ The prologue includes the fol-
ae_:m warning:

This film is an t to un-
derstand the truth of Richard Nix-
on, 37th Presi-
dent of the
United States.

It is based on
numerous pub-
lic sources and
on an incom-
plete historical
record. In con-
sideration  of

densed and some scenes among
protagonists have been conjec-

Understanding the truth!

Well, so what, you may ask
Didn't Shakespeare do as much
when he wrote his historical dra-
mas? In more recent times, films
like "Eleanor and Franklin" and
“Sunriee at Carapobello” took gen-
tle liberties with the story of Frank-
lin Roosevelt, and Gore Vidal's
“Lincoln" did the same for the
Great Emancipator. Teddy Roose-
velt, John Adams and Thomas Jef-
ferson have been the subjects of
Broadway musicals. -

ﬁ” ruﬂmmonmﬁ including the
eckers the “last press
Ba?_.osﬁmmwu.m..ﬁsﬂmmﬁ

§>- its best, ..z.n%_“.»ﬂn recreates
those events in a way.
Flashbacks to the President’s vow
hood and youth offer reasons why
he grew up to be so ambitious, so
%ﬂﬂﬂ_ and ultimately so conflict-

the portrayals of their parents,
and yet both Richard and Pat Nix-
on emerge as - thetic hu-
mans who, in spite of their weak-
nesses, remained true to one an-
other. Pat Nixon, unforgettably
played by actress Joan Allen, is
three-dimensional — at times lov-
ing, at times crue!, almost always
sympathetic. Although 1 watched

Mrs. Nixon on the public stage

for 40 years, I never cared for her
in the way that I do now, thanks
to this performance.

Both Allen and Hopkins de-
serve Academy Award nomina-
tions for the dining room scene —

communication with a.

Enaca «%Enmcsoag. o:.u
kind since Orson Welles and Ruth
Warrick dined in “Citizen Kane."

1 suspect that many will come

g e o

Hopkins' remarkable perform-
ance. Any actor who can convinc-
ingly play Hannibal Lecter, theo-
Eﬂ.wu C. 5. Lewis, a perfect Eng-
lish butler and Richard Nixon de-

president, yet some of his accom-_
m_wwaaﬁ were  remarkable.
tone's film successfully reminds
us of some of these: the to
China, detente with the Russians,
an end to the Vietnam War, cre- |
ation of the m_m%momwﬂﬂni Protec-
tion Agen etc.
The side of Nixon st achieved
t things may resul
expectations of his
er mother, Han-
; the scenes fea-
turing her in this film are riveting.-
“Strength
; this life,"” she

T

.| two of her four
sons die young
| (events that
tone  says
' -haunted Rich-
ard Nixon all
his life). Her
husband, Frank, was a mean, nar-
e et teks s cubiren
parenting was to take
to the woodshed. Shame was a by-
word in the Nixon household, and
as an adult, some would suggest
President Nixon courted it.
The scenes from young Rich-
ard's life are filmed in black-and-
white, giving the California days a
grim feeling like the Kansas por-
tions of *The Wizard of Oz." And,
in fact, the colorful years tiat fol-
low take Nixon on a journey of
sorts that was not unlike . Dor-
othy's. In the end, however, the
nightmare was of Nixon's own cre-
ation, and sadly enough, he was
unable to return to his roots in time
to save himself from destruction.

Anthony Hepkins and Joan Allen as Richard and Pat Nixon.

Like “JFK," "Nixon" is the kind
of film that will inspire arguments
and debate for a long time to come.
Oliver Stone has a knack for mak-
ing us reconsider our history.

The imagined dialogue can be
marvelous — and it doesn't neces-
sarily detract from what history
proves to be truth. Consider this
scene, an eerie nocturnal exchange
on a Washington bridge between
White House Counse! John Dean
and Watergate conspirator E. How-
ard Hunt: i .

“John,” says Hunt: “sooner or
later — sooner | think — you are

ing to learn the lesson that has

n learned by eveiyonc who hau
ever gotten close to Richard Nixon.
That he's the darkness reachin
out for the darkness. And eventual-
_ﬂ. it's either you or him. Look at
the landscape of his life and you'll
see a boneyard.... And he's al-
ready digging your grave, John.”
“Many of the best lines in “Nix-

on"” come straight out of the rec-
ord: portions from Nixon's 1960 de-
bates with Kennedy, the 1968 ac-
ceptance remarks, the resignation
speech and the maudlin farewell to
his staff in August 1974. And snip-
pets of Oval Office conversation
from those infamous tapes.

Then there is one more unforget-
table moment near the film's end. A
broken J.Eop mnn.._m. ok wﬂ_qﬂm
ignation letter, cripp m phlebi-
ﬁ__m shuffles »ﬂﬂ:m__ the White
House ngn stops in front of

' a portrait of his former adversary,

Jack Kennedy. He speals to it:

“When they look at you," he
lamsents, “they see whui they
wanl to be. When they look at me,
they see what they are.”

in two sentences, Stone's film
explains the difference between
the two men — and why both of
them have remained presences in
our hearts, minds and politics fer
nearly a half century.

© 1995, HOLLYWOOD PICTURES
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‘ND(ON’: NO PROFILE IN COURAGE

BY RICHARD REEVES

The wriler, a former New York Times
reporter, Is the author of President
Kennedy: Profile of Power. He cov-
ered the White House during the Nix-
on_administration and is writing a
book about Nixon's presidency.

0S ANGELES — A month or

so after the assassination of

President John F. Kennedy

in the third year of his presi-
dency, a young White House assis-
tant named Richard Goodwin tried to
console Robert Kennedy by saying:
“Julius Caesar is an immortal, and he
was only em
more than years.

"Yhis." g;;hby said, “but it helps if
you have Shakespeare to write t
you." That's certainly true, but taking
no chances on the future, Caesar

wrote about himself first.
* John Kennedy intended to do the’

same after his presidency, emulatin
his hero, Winston Churchill. The 35!
resident never got the chance, but
memory- memories of him
were well served by two talented as-
sistants: Arthur M. Schiesinger Jr.
and Theodore Sorensen did their best
to immortalize their fallen leader.
But it was not the historian, Schle-
singer, or the alter ego, Sorensen,
who cast the image of Kennedy that
still thrills the world, It was his wid-
ow, Jacqueline, - telling a friendly
writer, Theodore H. te: “At night
before we'd go to sleep, Jack liked to
play some records, The lines he loved
to hear were: ‘Don't let it be forgot,
that there once was a spot, for one
brief shining moment that was
known as Camelot,’ There'll be great
residents again, but therell never
another elot again.”
Kennedy's co tor, the 37th
president, Richard M. Nixon, did get

. the chance to make the Churchillian

effort to define himself and his deeds
in six books written after his resigna-
tion in 1974. -

Both ' presidents tape-recorded
White House days as material for their
memoirs, know- . :
ing that one day
they :ivuoulg &
competing in
man:rplm of
history with both

Historians,
and

out there build-
ing statues of -
words and ima or tearing them
down. Even & maker — quite an
ex_tr:grdtlinmy one; tlgliver Stt]lnedjs—
oined the competition, gross -
'lurti the deathp:gd life of Kngn
in “JFK" and now offering “Nixon,
his version of the rise and agony of
that strange man.

Even after four years, a very long

‘time in the movie business, the con-

troversy continues over, the intent
and accuracy of “JFI" Chances are
that the film, right or wrong or silly,
will play in the minds of a generation
or two because the commercial and
emotional reach of popular movies is
so great. More than 50 million people
around the world have seen that ﬂrm.
and many of them seem to have be-

of ngne for a little |

lieved every frame,

Only last April, Stone and 1 appeared
together before the American Society of
Newspaper Editors to discuss that mov-
ie — or debate its merits and faults —
under the program title “When Journal-
ism, History and Art Collide, Where Is
Truth?”* The most dramatic touch that
day came when John Sei T, an
assistant to Robert Kel who went
an to become the editor and publisher of
The Nashville Tennessean, stood to ad-
dress Stone,

“I appeared before a class of high
school students who asked me about
what I thought about the assassina-
tion,” Seigenthaler belfan then went
on: *I would say hal of them had

. seen your movie and were convinced

that Lyndon Johnson was guilty of

' conspiracy to murder the president of
themﬁnh .

States. Is there nndy regret
on Your art for what [ consider to be
a blood libel on Lyndon Johnson for
that accusation of murder? Whatever

u admit and whatever doubt you
ve, there are no doubts in the

" minds of those children.”

Stone responded with a * ey, it's
only a movie" defense, saying: "l am
not responsible for the interpretation
that the audience takes away. Some-
times it is misinterpreted.” -

My contribution, at that point, was
to say to Stone that if this is all enter-
talnment, just another movie, why did
Warner Brothers send out cartons of
the JFK' Classroom Study Guide,
based on the film, to 13,000 school dis-
tricts around the country. Walt Disney,
the studio behind “Nixon," is doing
something similar for the new film.

The marketing is the message.
Stone's obvious brilliance as a director
is that he knows better than most ex-
actly what audiences are likely to think
and feel when they see his work.

“To govern is to choose,” said the
real President Kennedy. And that is the
critiral power, too, of the director — or
the journalist or historian. We all cre-
ate our own truth; it's just that journal:
ists ond historians
use the wonderful and malleable tools
of entartainment. We don't make it up.
1f we do and we are caught, we

get a second chance. The movie busi-
ness is more flexible than that, at least
if the grosses are good.

Stone would te this up and'
down the line. In debate, he argued: "I
thilnk the wnri: of f"ilr:agl“nt:lli.l:n iné
volves t gulps o n an
speculagtféux;. the resurrection of dia-
logues that frequently were never re-
corded. | am not t 'ngbto denigrate the
work of the historian but rather to sa
that the good historian must know well
how elusive this thing is, referred to all
too cavalierl l‘:g journalists as the
truth, the tru e truth.”

Some choosers, truth tellers in their

" own minds, are more elusive than oth-

ers. In “JFK,"” Stone wanted to make a

. case based on the credibility of an as-
sassination investigation by Jim Garri-
son, the New Orleans attorney.

He chose not to mention that the jury

. in the monthlong case against alleged

conspirators returned  with ?‘E:at
guilty” verdicts after only 50 minutes

 of deliberatio:

n.

In the script of that film, the sum-
mation of the fictional Garrison
(Bluyed by Kevin Costner) covered
108 lines. Those lines included only
six phrases from the real summation,
and there was only one complete sen-
tence among them. That one true
sentence from the real Garrison was
a quote from Kenned!: “Ask not
what your country can do for you but
what you can do for your country.”

To “hoost the credibility of “Nix-
on,” Stone has supenrl.uﬁ the publi-
cation of an annotated screenplay,
with 168 research footnotes. (He did
the same for “JFK" but only after the
claimed accuracy of his work was
widely challenged.) It's p shabby
stuff. One footnote reads, e ver-
sicn contained in this seript is not in-
te'ndedh to reflect the actual contents
of that program.” - 4

Move often than not, the notes re-
fer to marginal books and tracts.
There are no notes ﬁ;::ll pat% :uiraﬂor
seven at a ; y
when Mmthis wife are talking.

In several key scenes, notes refer
to biographies that in fact retell sto-
ries from Nixon's own writings. The
best example of this — and of how
the film was put together — is
Stone's version of the president’s
post-midnight visit to the In Me-
morial on 9, 1970, as students
fram around the country gathered in
Washington for a large anti-war rally.

In 1978, Nixon published his notes
of an encounter with protesters who
were camping out on the memorial's
steps, and his words become the
film’s dialogue — up to a point.

The end of the scene — in the
script, which is condensed a bit here,
with one expletive deleted — is set up
by Nixon insisﬂn\ﬁ that he is Tﬂg
end the war in Vietnam, that he
withdrawn more than half the troops
there, Then, the dialogue switches to
the fictional:

YOUNG WOMAN: You don’t want
the war. We don’t want the war. The
Vietnamese don't want the war. S0
why does it go on? y

(Nixon hesitates, out of answers.)

YOUNG WOMAN: Someone
wants it. ... (a realization) You can't
stop it, can You. Even if {ou wanted
to. Because it's not you. It’s the sys-
tem. And the system won't let you



In severnl key scenes, notes refer
to biographlies that in fact retell sto-
ries from Nixon's own writings. The
best example of this — and of how
the film was put together — is
Stone’s version of the president’s
post-midnight visit to the Lincoln Me-
morial on g 9, 1970, as students
from around the country gathered in
Washington for a large anti-war rally.

In 1978, Nixon published his notes
of an encounter with protesters who
were camping out on the memorial's
steps, and his words become the
film's dialogue — up to a point.

The end of the scene — in the
script, which is condensed a bit here,
with one expletive deleted — is set up
by Nixon insisting that he Is n-nin o
end the war in Vietnam, that e%as
withdrawn more than half the troops
there. Then, the dialogue switches.to
the fictional:

YOUNG WOMAN: You don't want
the war. We don't want the war, The

Vietnamese don't want the war, So

why does it go on?
(Nixon hesitates, out of answers.)
YOUNG WOMAN: Someone
wants it. ... (a realization) You can't
stop it, can {uu. Even if you wanted
to. Because it's not you. It's the sys-
tem. i.o’\.nt:i the system won't let you
stop it. ...
e girl transfixes him with heér

eyes. ...)

NIXON (Stumbling): No, no. I'm
not powerless. Because . ., because [
understand the system. [ believe I can
control it. Maybe not control it totally.
But ... tame it enough to do some

good.

YOUNG WOMAN: It sounds like
you're talking about a wild animal.

NIXON: Maybe I am. ...

(As Nixon is led down the stairs to
the Igmouslne by H. R. (Bob) Halde-
man:,

Ao

A final salute, following his resignation In August 1974,

NIXON: She got it, Bob. A 19-year-
old college kid.... She understood
something it's taken me 25 years in
Kgmics to understand. The CIA, the

afia, the Wall Street bastards...."

The System. The Conspiracy. That
is Oliver Stone speaking.

The Richard Nixon created by
Stone and played by Hopkins is not a
totally unsympathetic character — at
least to Stone, who sometimes seems
downright sentimental about his pro-
tagonist,

Stone's Nixon — a gifted and pro-
ductive man, almost consumed by an-

 ger, self-pity and paranoia — sounds
a

deal like an older Oliver
Stone ranting on about the cruel sav-
agery of “the system.” .
Nixon, real and cinematic, ima
his life as a struggle against “the East-

em elite," the Ivy ers who run
Mf.'ﬂhlﬂ% Wall Street
?:T:.I:S Io Washin, branch, the
ntelligence 2 ¢
OuvarStonelnbewngnmnwho

went broke on Wall Street (Louis.
Stone, to whom the film is dedicated).
When the money was gone, the son
had to leave prep school, a leaving he
now celebrates because it allowed him,
as he once put it in an [nterview, to
“break out of the mold" that was shap-
ing him as an “East Coast socioeco-
nomic product.”
The road away from Wall Street (the
subject of er of his films, also
cated to his father) took him to
combat in Vietnam and then back
home, in his words, *‘very mixed up,
very alienated, very paranoid.” Mak-
ing films, he said in the interview, was
the way he learned “to channel my

i

g;tona and his Nixon (and the real
Nixon, loo) seem to be intent on get-
ting even with America — for what, |
don't know. They forget little and seem
to forgive nothing, particularly when it
comes to the news media.

When we debated before the news-
paper editors, Stone himself
this way: “I am one of those who was

sent to that war
in Vietnam based

on,” this artist’

presti

tation has adopt-

ed one of the worst impulses of jour-
nalism. It is a line most editors have
heard (or used): “What does it matter.

whﬁther it's true or I'lmmi?s Hebﬂd it.” i
owever angry he is a report-

ers kicking him around, Stone owes a
lot to two of them, Bob Woodward and
Carl Bernstein of The Washington
Post. The Nixon played by Hopkins
and constructed by Stone is the one
Woodward and Bernstein left for dead
in the final pages of their 1974 book
dn;:nk.ﬂnd ll>)auy=!: a kneeling-down
Whatever Richard Nixon was before
and after those last days in the White
House becomes, in this film, prologue
and epilogue to this clumsy and bab-
bling lush confined to dark rooms. The
man who made the movie seems to
i el s, e

at the end or the of
one, which early on gives a view of the
Wt?ite House as Dracula’s castle.

Perhaps we should get used to this
new- umous Nixon because it

. seems to be the one that works best on

film and television. In_the television
movie * and Nixon,” which
broadcast on TNT this month, the awk-
ward drunk in the Oval Office is played



by Beau Bridges.

In both entertainments, Nixon
seems to have a glass glued to his
hand. But there are creative differ-
ences. On the big screen, Nixon drinks
Scotch, Johnnie Walker Black; on tele-
vision, his line is: “Let’s.have a drink.
Bourbon all around?” '

It may be that no presidents are
heroes to their many valets, but the
stumblebum Nixon seems ludicrous
to me. He was certainly not:a grace-
ful or comfortable man — he once
walked me into a stationery closet as
he showed me out of his New York
office in the late 1970s — but no one
in his right mind ever took him to be
the demented clown being portrayed

ASSOCIATED PRESS

The REAL President Nixon
ﬂcclng the grounds of the White
ouse in 1973,

now,

Beyond letting us watch a great ac-
tor portraying someone we Knew (oo
long and perhaps too well, “Nixon"
does not make much sense on its
own. You almost have to have been
there to understand resonant con-
ceits like Maureen Dean's hairdo, or
a flashed photograph of J. Robert Op-
penheimer, or Nixon secluded in a
room in front of a blazing [lireplace
with the air-conditioning on full
blast,

With numerous teases hinting at a
great Nixon secret, Stone promises
us a Rosebud, something having to
do with the assassination of some-
body. Fidel Castro? John Kennedy?
Robert Kennedy? We never know for
sure, That story line erodes, and Nix-
on has anather Scotch.

Sii through' a preview screen-
ing of “Nixon" made me think that
too much of a fuss may have been
made of Stone's dangerous cinematic
brilliance in “JFK" In “Nixon,” the
use of grainy film, quick cutting and
deliberately misleading pseudo-docu-
mentary techniques seems [latter and
flatter because the film has more
point of view than point.

What started a national shouting
match four years ago was separate
from Oliver Stone's mastery of the
mysterious powers of cinema, It was
not how Stone said it in “JFK" but
what he said. He said and marketed
the idea that there was a conspiracy
at the highest levels of American gov-
ernment to murder a president.

This time, with "“Nixon," it is clear
that all the Shakespearean preten-
sions and cinematic pyrotechnics in
the world have very little impact if
you kave nothing much to say.

o “a New York Times News Service
”



