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 Introduction

“A book unwritten is a
delightful universe of unlimited possibilities.” Robert
Harris, The Ghost Writer

What you’re holding in
your hands is no ordinary collection of film reviews. The Moviegoer
is unique, in that the reviews are not written by someone who
watches movies solely for enjoyment. Pundits must be careful not to
slander actors. They also have to include a nearly 100% accurate
plot synopsis.

I value the opportunity to
critically analyze every scene, looking for either signs of
brilliance, or for horrible transgressions. Writing movie reviews
is hard work, but it is my passion. Developing the skill set
necessary to grade and evaluate films takes time, and if possible a
background in teaching.

Part of being a member of
the media involves exercising responsibility. Although there are
some films deserving of a spanking, it is important to point out
the reason for the critical drubbing. Credibility is everything
when tearing down the foundations of someone else’s work. It is
also vital to add an element of humor to punditry, especially when
writing a diatribe.

The Moviegoer is a
successful hybrid of humor, criticism and praise! For criticism,
one has to look no further than Sex and the City 2, Carrie Bradshaw
(Sarah Jessica Parker) questions if Abu Dhabi is indeed “the ‘new’
Middle East”. One could parenthetically write (“Does she really
mean lower Manhattan? Or the Upper East side?”).

Similarly, the “epic
movie” Bitch Slap appeared in video stores across America in 2010.
It turns out the title is correct. Everyone that rented the DVD
received a metaphorical bitch slap for falling for the old sexy
cover ruse.

Lest we forget Macgruber,
where the title character is at first presented as a clumsy hero,
only for us to discover, in a classic twist of comedy, that
Macgruber is a bigger scoundrel than his nemesis.

Conversely, there are
several brilliant films that I have had the pleasure of reviewing
tin 2010. The acting in The Joneses is off-the-chart outstanding!
Just because David Duchovny is a sex addict doesn’t mean his steamy
scenes with Demi Moore taint the character’s desire.

Kevin Kline resurrected
his career in The Extra Man alongside Paul Dano and John C. Reilly.
Playing an ambiguous, aloof eccentric, suits Kline as well as the
Stafford Collection at J.C. Penney fits my budget. It does not hurt
that Kline’s role is that of a master flirt. He flatters older
ladies and offers them the pleasure of his companionship for the
low-low price of dinner parties and an evening at the theater. We
should all be so fortunate!

Perhaps the greatest
challenge in 2010 has been sifting through a maelstrom of ambiguous
films. Is Black Swan really deserving of an Oscar award? When
Natalie Portman’s character Nina stabs herself with a mirror shard,
is it supposed to remind me of Sharon Stone in Basic Instinct? Of
course not. Stone appeared naked in her salacious scene. Is the
prospect of lesbian sex between Mila Kunis and Natalie Portman
enough to sell male audiences on paying to watch Black Swan? Isn’t
that a rhetorical question?

Contrast those erotic
images with James Franco’s portrayal of Aron Ralston in 127 Hours.
Franco takes us through a whirlwind of emotions (fear, despair,
jubilation, misery, regret) that Ralston felt and documented during
his famous rock slide accident.

Both films have been
nominated for major awards. Who deserves an Oscar more? Franco, for
playing a trapped climber condemned to live a life without an arm,
or Portman for convincing us she is a misguided ballerina with
suicidal tendencies? This sort of ambiguity is what makes being a
movie reviewer such a pleasure. There is no perfect answer to the
question of which is a better film. All I can offer is an opinion
based on the material provided. P.S. - Did I mention I believe
Franco is the clear winner? Thought I would posit that opinion
bringing on the slew of reviews for your reading
pleasure.

In order to add sizzle to
the spicy menu of film categories, As an additional bonus, there
are several fictional reviews sprinkled throughout The Moviegoer
for your enjoyment. If a reader sends a self-addressed, stamped
envelope to the publisher and guesses which reviews are fictional,
I will attend their or their children’s bar mitzvahs (as long as I
can lead the hora!)

Remember ladies and
gentlemen, The Moviegoer is for your entertainment. My goal has
always been to offer readers a satisfying experience, and it is my
sincere hope that this book achieves that result. Now sit back, and
enjoy the show!

Back to Top







Action and Adventure

“Same thing happened to me
with wife number two, 'member? I have no idea nothing's going on,
right?I Come home one day and the house is empty, and I mean
completely empty. She even took the ice cube trays out of the
freezer. What kind of a sick bitch takes the ICE CUBE trays out of
the FREEZER?” Tom Arnold in True
Lies

From Paris With
Love

Director:

Pierre Morel

Writers:
Luc Besson,
Adi Hasak

Stars: 
John Travolta,

Jonathan Rhys Meyers,

Kasia Smutniak

Release Date: February 5,
2010 Wide

Production Co: Lionsgate
Films

Rating:


From Paris With Love is a
movie that proves that no matter what you expect to happen, the
exact opposite will come true (a variation of Murphy’s Law).
Viewers will notices that John Travolta’s newest look is shocking.
Sporting a thick goatee, and some of the most hideous outfits worn
since Hairspray, I was inclined (at first) to dismiss his macho act
as a complete fiasco. Ten minutes into the movie, I could not
possibly have been more engaged, and more wrong. How did this quick
reversal occur?

Jonathan Rhys Meyers (The
Tudors, Match Point) plays James Reece, a wannabe spy working as a
gopher in the U.S. ambassador’s office in London, England. Reece is
excited by the prospect of seeing real action; something which he
knows nothing about. He is engaged to the beautiful and endearing
Caroline (pronounced Caroleene and played by Kasia Smutniak).
Shortly after Caroline proposed to our academic vanilla spy, Reece
is promoted by the Ambassador and given the assignment of working
with Charlie Wax (John Travolta). At first, I am sure most fans
will roll their eyes, as within one minute of meeting Reece, Wax
goes off on a profanity-ridden tirade that we have heard one
hundred times before, and are still waiting to enjoy. That being
said, the moment their adventure begins, we are made to feel not
only comfortable with Wax, but uncomfortable with Reece. Wax is so
badass that he makes James Bond look like a pansy. Meanwhile, Reece
might as well have a million frequent flyer miles, because he is a
total chicken. Working with Wax is part of the promotion. Reece
clearly requires heavy-duty training and to disassociate himself
from a carefree, love-infested lifestyle. Secret agents are not
bookworms, or romantics who crave daily affection.

Our new secret agent is
alarmed when Wax informs him that nobody will be going home until
their mission is complete (he dares not keep Caroline waiting for
too long!). Although Wax is unclear about the endgame, he is more
than upfront about what each stage entails. Normally, movies such
as Shoot ‘Em Up make killing hundreds of professional hitmen look
egregiously silly. Somehow, whether from expert choreographers or
from Travolta’s brilliant skill set, murdering dozens of criminals
seems straightforward. At first, Reece witnesses Wax obliterate an
entire Chinese restaurant’s staff as though they were rank
amateurs. Afterward, in a fascinating scene, Wax shoots holes in
the ceiling, and voila, cocaine falls from the skies. Their prayers
are answered! Reece is instructed to collect as much Bolivian
marching powder as possible in an antique vase that is decorating
the now defunct restaurant. The adventures continue, as Agent Reece
learns a new lesson, almost by the hour, and painfully grows into
being a deadly assassin.

Gradually, we are made
aware of the reason behind Wax’s pairing with Reece (Please read no
further if you are not interested in a major spoiler). Apparently,
Agent Reece’s exotic fiancé is a suicide bomber who has been using
him for years as a way to get inside the Ambassador’s office.
Caroline’s goal is to one day gain access to an international
conference to wreak havoc on the West. She is not only a murderer,
but a finely-trained deadly weapon. As aforementioned, moments
before receiving the promotion to espionage agent, Caroline
proposes to Reece. Caroline gives Reece a rather large and gaudy
ring, allegedly from her grandfather. As it turns out, the ring is
a transmitter alerting the Middle Eastern terror cell of Reece’s
and Wax’s location at all times. After destroying several terror
cells, pimps, and assassins, Wax and Reece accept Caroline’s
insistent dinner invitation. While ostensibly sitting down and
enjoying dessert, Wax shoots a gaping hole into Caroline’s best
friend’s head. Wax insists that Reece’s fiancé is a terrorist, but
of course, our love smitten fool refuses to believe the assertion.
For his troubles, Reece’s fiancé shoots Reece in the shoulder (a
near miss from his heart). After chasing Caroline’s terror
director, Wax climbs to a bridge and fires a bazooka (seriously,
this is incredible footage) to prevent the bomber from hitting the
Ambassador’s delegation on the highway. One crisis averted, one to
go. Once inside the conference, Reece has to locate Caroline in a
Muslim outfit that disguises her to helping her blend into the
Middle Eastern group in attendance. Finally, Reece finds Caroline
with C4 strapped to her entire body, ready to detonate and blow the
whole building to smithereens. After trying to appeal to Caroline’s
love and compassion, Reece sees she will not be swayed, and he
shoots her in the skull. One tragedy averted, another made
worse.

John Travolta has outdone
himself in From Paris With Love. Despite looking like a total
sleaze ball, he is so unpredictable, wild and electrifying that one
cannot take their eyes off him. Jonathan Rhys Meyers is charming
and nonchalant in his own way, and serves as a nice balance to his
partner. Even so, Travolta has stolen the show, and left Meyers
looking amateurish. Teacher and student, mentor and learner, they
become close friends. Somehow, in the middle of being on the verge
of dying, and with no showers or sleep for days, Meyers manages to
provide Travolta with a Royale with Cheese (a Pulp Fiction
reference not lost on most viewers). Finally, I would suggest to
Travolta that he trim the goatee just a fraction, and that Meyers
should learn to speak with an American accent if he intends to
portray one. Maybe ask Hugh Laurie for help? A tour de force; good
show boys!

~*~*~*~

Bitch Slap

Director:

Rick Jacobson

Writers:

Rick Jacobson,

Eric Gruendemann

Stars: Julia Voth,

Erin Cummings,

America Olivo

Release Date: January 8,
2010 Wide

Production Co: Freestyle
Releasing

Rating:


Bitch Slapped? More like
a** raped. Two of the primary characters’ names are "Dicksplash"
and "Boom Boom". As the feast/smorgasbord of breast meat begins,
one of our harlots enters a trailer, downs a few magic pills, and
has an Exorcist moment. She then proceeds to tell her trailer trash
friends that there were no pharmaceuticals of any kind inside
(because she already ate all of them).

This is followed by the
best moment of the film, which, coincidentally, is the exact moment
I stopped viewing. The three ladies appear in a triptych-ally split
screen while they open the trunk to their ancient, yet "classic”
automobile. Out pops a revolting man in a G-string, flailing his
arms. He is quickly beaten down, but not before the dialogue heats
up. The man calls them tarts, whores, and sluts. Their response is
as follows: "stop being so sublime, Dicksplash". Why is this
hilarious beyond all reason? Allow me to define the word “sublime”
for you, according to the free online reference website
dictionary.com; "elevated or lofty in thought, language, etc."
Considering Bitch Slap begins with a Joseph Conrad (Heart of
Darkness) quotation, and it is about hooligans insulting and
competing against other wannabe mobsters, I am upset not to be able
to continue. Who says big-breasted women cannot act?

P.S. I am very sorry to my
readers for having to endure this sort of a distasteful review, but
the picture is real and it is on display prominently at
Blockbuster. Vulgarity is not my strong suit, so I hope I have done
this show at least some justice. Imagine my responsibilities as an
editor. I have to think of keywords for readers to search in order
to find information on a given film. Imagine the fun I have had
with Bitch Slap.

~*~*~*~

Brooklyn’s
Finest

Director:

Antoine Fuqua

Writers:

Michael C. Martin,
Brad Kane

Stars: 
Richard Gere,
Don Cheadle,
Ethan Hawke

Release Date: March 5,
2010 Wide

Production Co: Overture
Films

Rating:


Brooklyn’s Finest is like
a gourmet recipe with all of the right ingredients on full display.
They are fresh, available in the perfect quantities, and they come
together tastefully at the end. There are three prominent
storylines that intersect at the close of this film. It is anyone’s
guess how the intense action will unfold. One thing is for sure’
whether you react harshly or favorably toward this picture, it is
thoroughly unpredictable.

Richard Gere plays Eddie
Dugan, a conflicted police officer nearing the end of his career.
Closure is a mere seven days away. In Eddie’s first scene, he is
playing Russian roulette. We later find out that Eddie normally
keeps his gun unloaded, as he is uninterested in violence or
conflict. Suicide is a symbol for his inner anguish. As part of a
new training program, Eddie is assigned the role of mentoring a
newly minted officer (Logan Marshall-Green as Melvin Panton) in one
of the worst districts of Brooklyn. Unfortunately for the rookie
(an optimistic marine dedicated to law enforcement), Eddie is both
a horrible mentor and completely selfish at this stage of his
career. This leads to the young man transferring to the tutelage of
a different officer. Tragically, Melvin, is gunned down on day two
of his dream job. Consequently, Eddie is given the responsibility
of protecting yet another rookie. This recruit seems more his
mentor’s style; however, he is inexperienced and reckless. This
leads to a grand mistake when the recruit deafens a teenager in a
minor dispute inside of a convenient store.

Eddie’s other addiction
(aside from apathy and Russian roulette) is Chantel (Shannon Kane),
a demur prostitute with a smooth mien and an ego stroking talent.
Despite her insatiable sexual appetites, Eddie is passionately in
love with her. Their scenes together are both horrid and hilarious.
Chantel is a sexual machine, and rather unclean, but this does not
phase our unclearly intentioned officer. At one point, he watches
her satisfy a member of the police force with the GFE (girlfriend
experience), thus performing her civic duty. While wiping her
vagina clean, Eddie approaches Chantel for further relations. The
unnerving end of their unsavory relationship leads the now retired
Eddie to become a hero, in a scenario he was never comfortable with
as a commissioned officer.

Ethan Hawke plays
Detective Sal Procida, a man in the unique position of having five
children of various ages, with a set of twins on the way.
Unfortunately, our deeply religious public servant cannot afford a
larger or more sanitary house to accommodate his gargantuan family.
Apparently, a police officer’s salary, which includes a pension,
free health care, and a guaranteed government salary, does not
allow him to move into an apartment or a neighborhood which does
not contaminate his wife’s lungs with wood asbestos. Perhaps Sal
needs to seek the counsel of a real estate agent, rather than a
priest? Instead, he has resigned himself to being a murderer of
criminals (does that not make him a cold-blooded killer?) insofar
as they have spare cash around. Karma is a factor, as their "blood
money" is tainted, a concept not lost on the director, who follows
a recent trend in cinematography of having blood spots flash
briefly on screen before an act of bloodletting occurs.

In Sal’s opening scene, he
is in the middle of chatting with the slow and dim-witted Bobby
Powers (Vincent D’Onofrio; seriously, this guy needs to learn how
to speak more than ten words a minute) when he flat out executes
Bobby. Now that is one cold act of murder! After killing Bobby, Sal
is faced with additional opportunities to steal money. However, he
is subsequently caught in the act, and thus defers until a later
date. Unfortunately, Sal is illegally doing a favor for the real
estate agent handling the sale of his dream house; she is holding
the house for him, but he still lacks the necessary down payment.
Against the wishes of his best friend, Detective Ronny Rosario
(Brian F. O’Byrne), Sal is planning a major heist/murdering spree
of Brooklyn’s most corrupt, to secure a down payment for his
family’s new home.

Don Cheadle plays Tango,
an undercover officer looking to make Detective First Grade at any
price. His best friend, Casanova Phillips, is played by the
recently tax undermined Wesley Snipes. Given that this is Snipes’
first major foray back into feature films since his legal battles,
I will assign him a “B” for a mediocre but fluid performance. I
prefer Snipes as the lead actor, not as a follower. Tango is
involved with a street gang in the sale and exchange of narcotics.
Feeling slighted by the PD and their new grim reaper, Agent Smith
(Ellen Barkin), Tango is inclined to help his best friend Casanova
with one final deal, in order to earn enough money to disappear.
Unfortunately, he has enemies, and Tango is not prescient to the
death that is about to occur. His ultimate demise will be shocking
to the entire audience.

In the last third of
Brooklyn’s Finest, the lives of Eddie, Casanova, Tango, Ronny and
Sal become connected by proximity and by a twist of fate. Audiences
will feel vindicated more than abused, and excited more than
apathetic, after witnessing the dramatic ending. There is no magic
sentence that can define what this movie means, what it hopes to
represent and what lasting impression it may or may not leave
etched in your mind. It is well-executed, the music and the volume
are pumped up, the acting is first class, and the amount of blood
spilled is simply phenomenal. This picture is a real gusher.
Somebody mop the floor, damn it, this one gets really down and
dirty. Brooklyn’s Finest proves that cop dramas may be in high
supply, but they are in high demand as well, and for good reason.
The concept is always appealing, if presented with a new twist, a
new location and talented actors. Cheadle, Gere and Hawke deserve
an awful lot of applause; three cheers, Gents.

~*~*~*~

Ninja Assassin

Director:

James Mc Teigue

Writers:

Matthew Sand,

J. Michael Straczynski

Stars: 
Rain, 
Naomie Harris,
Ben Miles

Release Date: November 25,
2009 Wide

Production Co: Warner
Bros. Pictures/Dark Castle Ent.

Rating:


Ninja Assassin is all
action and no plot. If it were a cemetery, there would be no
resting place. The action is fast and furious, and will make every
American viewer pray that we never go to war with an
Asian nation! On the bright side, we may now have irrefutable proof
that the pen is mightier than the sword; of course, it all depends
on the wielder.

Ninja Assassin is a
vicious romance tale. Young orphans are collected to
join a secret organization, where they are trained and then
sold to governments willing to pay millions of dollars for their
services. The focus is on Raizo (Rain), the newest and most
talented orphan to arrive at headquarters. There is no feat that
Raizo cannot accomplish. Raizo performs death-defying stunts that
dazzle the eye and challenge the imagination. Raizo is being
groomed by sensei Ozunu (Sho Kosugi) to be the new leader of the
orphanage’s trainees. This makes Raizo’s competitors jealous, and
causes the only female ninja at the compound, Kiriko (Linh Dam
Pham), to fall in love with him. Kiriko watches Raizo from a
distance for years. Finally, in a moment of weakness, Kiriko
confesses her feelings of love to Raizo. Kiriko pleads with Raizo
that can no longer tolerate being a prisoner, knowing that her
future will be full of death. In an ill-fated attempt to escape,
our hero’s arch nemesis, Takeshi (Rick Yune), catches Kiriko, and
murders her for disobedience. Emotionally obliterated and full of
remorse, our assassin escapes. For years, Raizo has been hunted by
the organization and their sensei.

With the transition to
many years in the future, the plot becomes too frivolous for a
rational spectator to handle. Thousands of expert assassins are
charged with killing our hero, who is only one man. Despite the
insurmountable odds, Raizo slices and dices his way through all of
the would be assassins. Meanwhile, he is protecting a female police
officer named Mika Coretti (Naomie Harris). Mika possesses the
linguistic skills of a "Sesame Street" character (no disrespect to
Sesame Street). No matter how bruised and battered (or chopped and
bleeding to death!) our hero becomes, he utilizes mind over matter,
and his ninja essence seals the most vicious wounds, a trick taught
to him during his initial training by Ozunu.

This brings us to the end
game. The ninjas are attacked at their secret location by an
international law enforcement coalition led by Raizo, who sneaks in
and slays his nemesis. Following his revenge, we are treated to a
horrible CGI sequence, in which Raizo defeats the master of the
entire organization while his entrails are pouring out. While
gushing blood, he symbolically follows the escape route of his
former true love, concluding the movie. I have no idea what to
think. Ninja Assassin offers some of the most intense martial arts
choreography in modern memory. Unfortunately, the acting is subpar,
and at times, embarrassingly simplistic. Two chops up, and a dragon
leg sweep down.

~*~*~*~

Armored

Director:
Nimród Antal

Writers:

James V. Simpson,

Chris Parker

Stars: Matt Dillon,
Jean Reno,

Laurence Fishburne

Release Date: December 4,
2009 Wide

Production Co: Sony/Screen
Gems

Rating:


Armored features
well-known action stars Matt Dillion (Mike), Lawrence Fishburne
(Baines) and Jean Reno (Quinn). On account of the feebleness of the
story, it will be fun to concentrate more on the individual actors
and their roles. At all times, Reno looks like he is about to
masturbate; observe his facial expressions and tell me I am
mistaken. As usual, Fishburne is smooth, but his character does
nothing meaningful. For his part, Dillon insults our intelligence.
Here we are, in a dark and unpleasant theater, about to watch his
latest semi-passable film about a bank robbery of sorts, and a
preview comes on for another heist, starring…guess who…Matt
Dillion. This reminds me of watching a snuff film, only to find out
it is a fake! Imagine my disappointment.

This caper is about as
unoriginal as one can imagine. Two armored security divisions are
charged with delivering millions of dollars of bank funds on a
daily basis. In light of their monetary needs, they decide to rob
their company and pretend the “real” criminals have escaped. Mike,
Quinn and Baines have studied past cases in order to determine a
suitable course of action. Without any serious consideration of the
consequences they will face if caught, the teams move forward with
an ill-conceived plan that is non-specific and makes no sense
whatsoever. It is never revealed how the robbers will spend the
money, or where they will hide it.

Being shorthanded, Mike’s
crew needs the help of the newest officer in the armored car
organization. This is where we are treated to more liberalism. The
officer is a returning war veteran about to lose his house for no
explicable reason. We are told that banks are evil and capitalism
is wrong. So, if a person cannot pay their bills, capitalism is at
fault? He has a job; why is he behind on his mortgage payments?
Reluctantly, he decides to join Dillon’s gang in their robbery
plans. While unloading the money in an abandoned warehouse on the
outskirts of town (is there any other kind?), a homeless person
witness the team’s nefariousness. Dillon’s crew kills the witness
(who is a bum with no family, and no job, living in an abandoned
craphole). This somehow bothers the new kid on the block, who
decides he is a good person (while robbing 44 million from his own
company) and locks himself in the armored car. This leads to 45
minutes of banging on the bolts, which will cause me to go deaf a
little sooner than I had desired. Slowly, the characters are killed
or commit suicide.

Armored is truly amazing.
A group of criminals try to rob millions of dollars from their own
company, and some commit suicide from guilt? Others turn on
their friends and kill them. Others believe it is wrong to steal
after they are already stealing. Eventually, everyone dies, except
for our goody-two-shoes, who is just as guilty as everyone else;
perhaps even more so. Then, goody two-shoes is rewarded with a
commendation and praise from the commander of the armored car
organization. Please shoot me, or let me jump off of a building…if
I ever have to watch this movie again.

~*~*~*~

Big Man Japan

Director:

Hitoshi MatsumotoWriters: 
Hitoshi Matsumoto,

Mitsuyoshi Takasu

Stars: 
Hitoshi Matsumoto,

Riki Takeuchi,

Ryunosuke Kamiki

Release Date: May 15, 2009
Wide

Production Co: Magnet
Releasing

Rating:


Big Man Japan is a
startling film. The hero of Japan is Daisato, defender of the
nation, and a member of the “Department of Monster Prevention” (why
do I get the feeling this is a “secret” department?). The
organization unsurprisingly has only one member, and should really
be called the “Ministry of Morons”. The only monstrosity here is
the movie itself. I made it through two monsters. One is the
Japanese Michelin man. He has rubbery arms, is hundreds of feet
tall, and gives German suplexes to buildings (bring back Chris
Benoit!). He suplexed Big Man Japan onto his neck, yet somehow, our
super-tall protagonist managed to retaliate. His revenge is no
ordinary feat. Daisato attacks the Michelin man with a stick that
somehow tore him apart. Did I mention this unbeatable villain has a
receding hairline? The second villain is an enormous leg with a
head on top who rides Ferris wheels. It is fascinating that no
matter how many millions of people live in Japan, none of them
showed up as extras for this picture.

Big Man Japan is a
misunderstood eight story tall freak of nature. Despite the
public’s disapproval of Daisato, he manages to tattoo sponsors onto
his chest, arms and legs. It is part of the Japanese Prime
Minister’s ingenious “No Tattoo Left Behind Act”. I would love to
offer this movie an F, but in all fairness, is it more of a D-.
Perhaps this movie went over well in Japan? The leaflet suggests
the movie is "hilarious". Hilarious or not, Big Man Japan is
figuratively out of this world.

~*~*~*~

Bad Lieutenant: Port of
Call New Orleans

Director:

Werner Herzog

Writers:

William M. Finkelstein

Stars: 
Nicolas Cage,
Eva Mendes,
Val Kilmer

Release Date: November 20,
2009 Wide

Production Co: First Look
Pictures

Rating:


Is criminality forgivable
if the offender is an authentic mastermind? If the endpoint of
nefariousness is the death of a thieving mafia gang and the
apprehension of a crew of previously uncatchable drug dealing
murderers, would that justify the extreme means that led to the
outcome? On the scales of justice, how is one to weigh the actions
of the police versus the crimes committed by gangsters? Director
Werner Herzog gives us his best shot at explicating this Crime and
Punishment, Jedi vs. Sith, right vs. wrong, good vs. evil
philosophical query in the most bizarre film made in a dozen years,
Bad Lieutenant: Port of Call New Orleans.

Eva Mendes stars as a
"lovable" prostitute (Frankie Donnenfeld) with a heart of gold and
a sweetness that is endearing. Personally, I do not see her charm
or appeal. Mendes utters a few barely coherent lines, and mostly
serves as eye candy to satisfy the male demographic. Nicolas Cage
plays Terence McDonagh, a detective promoted to Lieutenant on
account of bravery and heroism. Val Kilmer lends a hand as
Detective Stevie Pruit. Although the perennial "Iceman" cometh
again in another career resuscitation attempt, Kilmer never truly
delivers on his initial promise. In a nutshell, this is emblematic
of Kilmer’s career; a star slowly fading away after such brilliant
luminosity.

The story begins where it
ends, with McDonagh choosing to interact with prisoner Evaristo
Chavez (Nick Gomez). Detective McDonagh, in the immediate aftermath
of Hurricane Katrina, is subsequently faced with a moral dilemma;
he is forced to decide between allowing a trapped prisoner (Chavez)
to drown, or to jump into murky water, fully clothed, in order to
save the random stranger who committed God knows what crime. After
some understandably initial reluctance, the do-gooding officer
jumps in to save the criminal. We are privy (some time later) to
x-rays of McDonagh’s spinal cord, which has been severely
damaged in the rescue attempt. McDonagh will be able to continue
walking and working at full capacity, but the pain will be chronic
and nearly unendurable. This begins a period of years of
pharmaceutical and drug abuse. At first, only the big three entered
his previously untainted bloodstream, Oxycodone, Vicodin, and
Percocet.

For his act of heroism,
Detective McDonagh becomes Lieutenant McDonagh of the Port of New
Orleans precinct. It seems that since sustaining a severe spinal
injury, our "Bad Lieutenant" has become a pharmaceutical drug
abuser. When standard medications are not potent enough, McDonagh’s
drugs of choice are marijuana, cocaine, heroin and crack (he even
wields a lucky crack pipe, just for fun). On a side note, it is
rather inexplicable how McDonagh’s colleagues overlook his flagrant
drug abuse, and seemingly dismiss it altogether as a minor vice.
Adding fuel to the already obstreperous blaze, the Lieutenant has a
severe gambling problem that lands him in trouble. McDonagh
foolishly bets on college football games by picking longshots to
win. These scenes make for great comedy.

The story of Bad
Lieutenant is incredibly complicated, so stay with me and I will
make it as short and concise as possible. Lieutenant McDonagh has
to interrogate Big Fate (rapper Xzibit) and his associates, Midget
(Lucius Baston), and G (Tim Bellow). The gang refuses to offer any
information on the massacre they allegedly committed. Fortunately
for the NOPD, a young man named Daryl (Denzel Whitaker) witnessed
the crime. Unfortunately, the young man is taken into protective
custody, under the care of Lt. McDonagh. On the same day,
McDonagh’s best friend, Frankie (Mendes), has been beaten by a
client, and calls for McDonagh’s immediate help. Never one to shy
away from a distress call, McDonagh goes to Frankie’s rescue,
and then steals her client’s money, because the S&M
lover mercilessly beat her, and then refused to pay. This
brings the mafia into the equation, and the Lt. becomes a target,
owing recompense plus interest, in the amount of $50,000. Normally,
officer addict would steal drugs from young people in exchange for
their freedom and silence, but he has to devise a plan of action
for earning enough money so as to avoid sure death and
dismemberment. In the middle of all this, the young and only
witness to Big Fate’s murdering spree escapes and flees to
London.

McDonagh is forced to
interrogate Daryl’s guardian and her elderly client at gunpoint; he
heinously threatens to suffocate the old woman if she refuses
to reveal the boy’s whereabouts. This leads to nowhere but
trouble, and the loss of the prime witness. The Lt. now has
gambling debts, needs to pay back 50K to the mafia to keep his
prostitute girlfriend safe, and he must tend to his alcoholic
father and mother’s rehab arrangements. McDonagh devises a plan to
infiltrate Big Fate’s gang in order to kill two birds with one
enormous boulder. Revealing more would not only ruin the movie; it
would cause you never to watch it.

First of all, any movie
with an actor named Xzibit in it is automatically lowered in value.
Second, Mendes offers absolutely nothing for viewers, other than
toothy smiles and grins. Kilmer is barely noticeable, beyond a
terrible dye job done by amateur makeup artists. Other critics have
heralded Bad Lieutenant as "masterful" and "thrilling". It is
boring throughout, and it feels like it lasts five grueling hours.
It is the longest 122 minute film in the history of 122 minute
films (I am not sure I had ever watched a 122 minute film before
today!). Admittedly, I am biased; I do not like watching people get
high on pot, smoke crack, snort heroine, or abuse prescription
medications…call me old fashioned. Nicolas Cage is one of my all
time favorite actors, and I am not sure how to react to this.
Cage’s character rapes girls in front of their boyfriends after
stealing their drugs, threatens football players to influence
gambling spreads, and associates with criminals while acting worse
than them, in order to arraign them. While I expected to be
thoroughly entertained, and even wished I had been able to catch
this picture at the theater, I am now thankful I failed, because
Port Call failed along with me.

~*~*~*~

Clash of the
Titans

Director:

Louis Leterrier

Writers:
Phil Hay,

Matt Manfredi

Stars: 
Sam Worthington,
Liam Neeson,

Ralph Fiennes

Release Date: April 2,
2010 Wide

Production Co: Warner
Bros

Rating:


Clash of the Titans is the
first summer blockbuster. The entire film reminds of a fourth of
July fireworks display; at the beginning, everything seems new and
awe-striking. Toward the middle, the explosives are in a holding
pattern, and temporarily lose our interest; they become like
anything else from repetition. The grand finale that takes us out
with a bang. This is the perfect metaphor for describing Clash of
the Titans, a remake of the 1981 original starring Sir
Lawrence Olivier.

Fresh off a record
breaking box office performance in Avatar, Sam Worthington is at it
again as the legendary Greek hero, Perseus. In my opinion,
Worthington is no Russell Crowe, and he ranks in the bush leagues
compared to Hugh Jackman. As Perseus, he looks scrawny, has a
vexatious Australian accent (last I checked, Perseus is part of
Greek mythology, not Australian lore), and seems too arrogant for
this role (perhaps Worthington is a demigod in his own mind?). Liam
Neeson plays the almighty Zeus, who expresses too much compassion
for humans. Zeus does not show enough potency, and he offers very
little in the way of commanding dialogue (one would expect Zeus to
have a reverberating voice). Gemma Arterton is Io (another
demigod that is as lovely as she is talented, albeit
unseemly pale). Ralph Fiennes (Lord Voldemort) steals the show as
Hades, god of the underworld. The storyline of Clash does not
entirely follow the "real" mythology of Perseus, but it does
incorporate two of the major achievements of Zeus’ son. Both
achievements make up the wildest scenes in the movie; the
subjugation of Medusa and the rescue of Andromeda.

Historical accuracy aside
(I taught the Dawning of Western Civilization at the college
level), Clash is a fascinating film. It will undoubtedly increase
book sales of mythological tales, particularly Edith Hamilton's
Mythology. The story in Clash is presented in such a way as to
attract new followers of history, whether correct or not. Hollywood
directors (Hi Oliver Stone, how are you?) have a way of distorting
historical events to suit their ideological templates. I partially
accept this, as long as it provokes people to take an interest in
the history of the Western world. Great movies are supposed to
encourage critical thinking (not that this is a great
movie).

As aforesaid, the two most
eye-popping scenes are Perseus’ encounter with the poly-cephalous
slithering Medusa, and his slaying of the sea monster Kraken. The
fight with Medusa is simply riveting! It is suspenseful, meshes
well graphically, and it might be frightening to younger audiences.
Hades’ son, Kraken, the mythical sea monster, is humongous. He
towers over everyone and everything. He is only susceptible to one
stimulus, the stoning head of Medusa. Even the mightiest of
creatures has a weakness; it simply takes an intelligent hero to
exploit their vulnerability.

Perhaps the most
intriguing storyline development is the actual clash of the titans:
Zeus of Olympus and his brother Hades of the underworld. One
admires and pities man, while the other thrives on man’s fear. Zeus
prospers as man prays to the gods and worships their creators.
Hades’ strength increases as man bears misfortune and grows fearful
of the gods.

Unfortunately for
filmgoers, Olympus is rather sparkly and cheaply manufactured; it
lacks the appearance of the lair of towering, immortal Gods. The
appearance of the underworld is barely touched on, despite its
central involvement to the plot. The monsters and beasts unleashed
in their titanic struggle are very creative, and are a sight to
behold (although, I must point out that several of the mythical
"animals" look like scorpions and blue tree limbs; they look neat,
but in reality, their likenesses have been shown in several
other films). 

Clash of the Titans is
presented in no ordinary 3D; this is the most balanced exposition
of the quality that 3D can produce. If 3D can enhance an IMAX film
so much as to make it worth the price of admission, just imagine
what it has done to this major production. Normally, 3D makes a
picture that much better by offering something extra. In this case,
3D perfectly complements the action scenes and looks like it
belongs there. For this reason, Clash of the Titans is a must see
at the movie theater. To save it for home viewing on DVD, without
three dimensionality, would be a colossal shame (pun intended).
Even so, one cannot deny that Blu-ray DVD technology is at the
forefront of the cinematographic revolution.

Laudatory remarks for the
3D aspect aside, this picture literally does nothing for me. Had I
gone to a late showing instead of an early evening screening, I
would have fallen asleep. Oh sure, the film has its exciting
moments, and it is not boring by any stretch of the imagination,
but I have seen this sort of song and dance before. Not this
particular storyline, nor these same actors, but the epic
blockbuster has been done many times before and with greater
accuracy and enjoyability. I prefer Lord of the Rings, Harry
Potter, and Gladiator more than I do Clash. It certainly deserves
credit for being a unique epic picture, but so much feels borrowed
and very little seems new. Clash has made a place for itself on the
Mount Rushmore of epics, but it is near the bottom of the mountain,
even if Zeus desires otherwise. Zeus can get as angry as he wants,
this picture will be loved by many moviegoers, but I am not one of
them.

~*~*~*~

Kick Ass

Director:

Matthew Vaughn

Writers: Jane Goldman,
Matthew Vaughn

Stars: 
Aaron Johnson,

Nicolas Cage,

Christopher Mintz-Plasse

Release Date: April 16,
2010 Wide

Production Co:
Lionsgate

Rating:


There is something very
special about comic books; they attract a unique crowd of devoted
followers (hence, the global success of Comic-Con) and
occasionally, a few inquisitive stragglers. Comic books can
sometimes portray real life, but their special purpose is to
illustrate the imaginations of their creators. To contrast movies
and comic books is really like comparing night and day; it would
require doctoral dissertations, and there is no clear-cut way to
condense the differentiation in a short review. Most movies are
adaptations of television shows, novels, short stories or comic
books. This does not mean that every comic book deserves to be
adapted for the big screen. Too often, movie studios take advantage
of a way to garner an easy pay day, even if it means sacrificing
the value of a classic medium (such as the comics). Though adored
by critics and many moviegoers, I must distance myself from the
majority and state unequivocally that the movie Kick Ass, based on
the comic book of the same name, is a disaster in every way, shape
and form.

Please do not think of me
as an elitist or as a snob. Before leaving for the screening of
Kick Ass, I was engrossed in reading three novels; The Girl Who
Played With Fire, Darth Bane: Path of Destruction, and Darth Maul:
Shadowhunter. I am as much a lover of science fiction, superheroes,
murder and mystery as anyone else, if not more. All it takes to
amuse me is a clever script, skillful acting and some really
well-orchestrated special effects. Well folks, Kick Ass offers none
of those three prerequisites, and in fact, I feel cheated for
having watched it. An analogy is in order. Many of you will agree
the Twilight books are great reads, as they are fast moving
intriguing stories. The only drawback is they are written for
teenagers and are not intended to appeal to scholarly readers.
Meanwhile, Kick Ass is intended for seven-year-olds who are seeing
an R-Rated movie for the first time. It has all of the hallmarks of
pre-teen adult overreach. Twenty-five percent of the words are
"shit", "fuck", and "damn it". Hearing sixteen-year-olds with
haircuts that only Supercuts could produce utter the words fuck and
shit twenty times each is not hip, edgy or cool; it is not even
surprising…it is plain offensive and dumb.

There is nothing
interesting about the main characters. Nicolas Cage plays Damon
Macready, a middle aged man that fights crime while dressed as an
unarmored version of Batman. His daughter Mindy (Chloe Moretz) is
trained as a weapons master; part of her training includes being
shot at point blank range in the chest by her father, so she can
learn to absorb the impact of bullets and continue fighting. Way to
earn that Dad of the Year award! Normally it is the kids who want
to kill their parents. Watching pre-menstrual girls fight mobsters
is purported to be dazzling. Am I supposed to find this cute?
Should I marvel (pun intended) at the novelty of a girl kicking the
asses of professional hitmen? What is the probability of this
happening in real life? Infinitesimal is my colorful word for
never, ever, never, ever.

David Lizewski (Aaron
Johnson) is "Kick Ass", a "superhero" impervious to pain. Wanting
to be greater than just a smart teenager with two really cool
friends, he decides to buy a custom made outfit and fight crime. On
his first attempt to thwart a misdemeanor, Kick Ass is stabbed and
nearly beaten to death…and then accidently run over; oops. Through
the miracle of modern surgery, Kick Ass is able to walk again, as
several broken bones are fixed, and screws are inserted into his
legs and back. This encourages Kick Ass to go on a mini-rampage; he
attacks four heavily armed gang members with two plastic sticks
(which must hurt worse than whiffle ball bats, right?). Despite
absorbing fifty or so punches and kicks, and losing the majority of
the fight, the superhero (still waiting for Superman folks) is
caught on tape and becomes an anonymous internet sensation.
Apparently, 30 million people watched the video of a teen dressed
as a superhero in a 7-11 parking lot? According to Dwight K.
Schrute from “The Office”, watching Youtube at work is time
theft!

Our favorite nerdy nerd,
Christopher Mintz-Plasse, is Red Mist, son of a dangerous mobster,
who once again follows the recent trend of family and friends
betraying their parents or bosses or best friends for seemingly no
reason whatsoever. Despite not having any muscle or martial arts
skills of any kind, Red Mist becomes a mobster. I had better dust
off the latex. Regrettably, Clark Duke is in this picture; he must
be convinced his career will be over soon, so he better earn as
much money as possible now, just in case.

I am more outraged than
speechless. There is nothing original in this entire film; it is a
profanity laden tirade! The nicest comment I can contrive about
Kick Ass is that it is unnecessary. Even Samuel L. Jackson would
wonder why they said fuck so many times motherfucka! Maybe they had
had it with all those motherfuckin’ costumes in that motherfuckin’
city? Please tell me why a sixteen-year-old wimp would jump off of
a building, which is 20 stories high, without a parachute or armor?
Nicolas Cage must have still been high from all the drugs he took
in Bad Lieutenant to have accepted this role. Honest to God,
people, have we really sunk this far that comic books which are
terrible have become movies that we are supposed to enjoy and laugh
throughout? I make 100 jokes a day, and I laughed zero times during
Kick Ass. I will laugh at anything, except wasting two hours of my
life watching morons act (you guessed it) moronic. I know you will
be tempted to see Kick Ass, and in some way. I am weary you might
like it, but please do not bother. If I made you curious, shame on
me.

~*~*~*~

New York, I Love
You

Director:
Fatih Akin,
Yvan Attal

Writers: Hu Hong, Yao
Meng

Stars: 
Hayden Christensen,
Andy Garcia,

Rachel Bilson

Release Date: October 16,
2009 Wide

Production Co: Vivendi
Entertainment

Rating:


New York, I Love You
presents a series of vignettes about various people living in New
York. This includes Hassidic Jews (Natalie Portman among them),
lecherous adventurers (Drea de Matteo, Chris Cooper and Ethan
Hawke), true lovers (Bradley Cooper (in love with himself, no
doubt), Shia LaBeouf (as a horny teenager in desperate need of a
prom date) and more. Hayden Christensen plays a pickpocket who
falls in love with Andy Garcia’s freshman fling (Garcia is a
philandering married NYU professor). Orlando Bloom and Christina
Ricci share a peculiar segment in which they fall madly in love.
All stages of love, from its inchoate phase to its happy or unhappy
conclusion are presented.

Marriages are on the
rocks, love is burgeoning, sexual lusting is everywhere, and
devotion is taken to the extreme. The list of stars is a mile long
and includes a virtual “who’s who” of Hollywood. The film aspires
to be formulaic, like Crash or Valentine’s Day, but it falls short
of its goal. Half of New York, I Love You is intriguing because of
the presence of the actors, but not because of anything resembling
a compelling script. It is a film that may bring a romantic tear or
notion to your heart, but will undoubtedly leave you asking in the
proverbial, the vernacular, the colloquial, and the
pop-culturesque, "WTF is this?"

~*~*~*~

Iron Man 2

Director:
Jon Favreau

Writers:

Justin Theroux,
Stan Lee



Stars: 
Robert Downey Jr.,

Gwyneth Paltrow,
Don Cheadle

Release Date: May 7, 2010
Wide

Production Co: Paramount
Studios

Rating:


Actor/Director Jon Favreau
has effectively destroyed the Iron Man character by caricaturizing
Iron Man, and turned him into a self-centered, self-loathing,
self-pitying imbecilic fool. Iron Man 2 is a cacophony of crap, and
by all means, you may quote me on that. What qualifies Favreau to
direct super hero films? Favreau is, by any standard, a lame actor;
he is not an aesthetically handsome lady-killer, and he has almost
no directorial aptitude that would lead a movie executive to
believe that he could properly conduct a hundred million dollar
Marvel super hero comic franchise like "the Maestro" from
"Seinfeld" conducts Elaine’s vital organs.

Last we heard from Tony
Stark (the billionaire, industrialist, inventor, genius, and
physical specimen played by Downey, Jr.) he admitted to being Iron
Man, savior of the planet, democracy and a few dozen other small
things. Now, he is suffering from a nearly debilitating disease
caused by the reactor that sustains his heart/body/life force.
Stark’s reactor corrodes if he does, and disempowers him if he
doesn’t; oh, what a dilemma! While suffering from physical agony,
Tony is also waging a war with his alleged best friend (Lt. Colonel
Rhodes), with business competitor Justin Hammer, and with mentally
insane Russian physicist Ivan Vanko (Mickey Rourke). Rhodes used to
be played by the ever-talented and insanely compelling Terrence
Howard; he has been replaced by Don Cheadle, the most boring man in
the universe (other than Favreau, of course). Cheadle
single-handedly destroys the essence of the character by making the
"Rhodey" character appear to be despicable. Toward the middle of
our story, Rhodey decides Tony is uncooperative with Congress and
is not the rightful protector or wearer of the Iron Man suit.
Having never flown it before and not having any prior experience
operating it, Rhodey steals a suit, annihilates Stark, collapses
his mansion and retrieves the Iron Man technology for the
U.S. military against his best friend’s wishes. With friends like
that, who the hell needs friends?

Aspiring industrialist
Hammer is played by Sam Rockwell, an actor chosen for his ability
(and he does this quite successfully) to appear smarmy, shady, and
sadistic in the most unsatisfactory way possible. Rockwell
completely and utterly sucks! Listening to his sotto-voce ramblings
and pussified verses is enough to send moviegoers home, and as
quickly as though somebody had yelled fire in a crowded theater
(kids, this is illegal, so only try this at home).

As for the meat and
potatoes of why Iron Man 2 is a contender for biggest blunder in
the history of super hero movies (of course people, we could never
forget Hellboy 2!), we must put the microscope on Mickey Rourke.
While impressive in The Wrestler, Rourke’s steroids have
subsequently worn off; his body has become old, and his shtick is
unwelcome. Rourke is dressed to look like an Asiatic barbarian, or
a Mongol of the Genghis Khan variety. Rourke plays the role of Ivan
Vanko. His father dies, and Ivan blames Howard and Tony Stark for
stealing his dad’s reactor technology. On account of this, Rourke
smuggles himself into a French grand prix race, where Stark is a
contestant, and obliterates the entire field of racers. Rourke
slices Stark’s car in half with electrified whips powered by a
primitive version of Iron Man’s reactor. After being captured, he
is not killed or harmed in any way. Instead, Rourke is easily
broken out of prison by the Hammer. What does Hammer want? To put
Stark out of business by building millions or Iron Man suits. What
does Ivan ask for in return for his technological know-how? The
safe return of his bird that is still theoretically alive in
Russia, despite being unfed for weeks. Seriously, this is his
asking price. Rourke’s motivation is virtually non-existent, his
worldview is indeed primitive and small-minded, and his character
is a ginormous waste of my (forgive my Al Pacino pilfering)
motherfucking time.

So, to recap, Favreau has
brought us the utter ruin of the Iron Man persona, the destruction
of the Rhodey character, two villains who are like gangrenous legs
(lame and useless, to be more exact), and a plot that is more
reminiscent of the latest attempt at G.I. Joe than it is like
Batman or Superman. Did I mention Gwyneth Paltrow, a.k.a. "Pepper"
is now C.E.O. of Stark Industries?

Eventually, Scarlett
Johansson and personal favorite Samuel L. Jackson come to the
rescue (for a few brief moments) and add some real sizzle and spice
to the movie. Unfortunately, even their best shot is not enough to
counteract the blandness brought on by the biggest idiot in
Hollywood history, Jon Favreau. I recommend that if you have not
already wasted your money, please wait for the reviews to come out,
and for the DVD release (hell, the HBO release) before giving up
over two hours of your time. I regret losing a minute of my time
and a nickel of my money on this bloated monstrosity.
Oops.

~*~*~*~

Robin Hood

Director:

Director Ridley Scott

Writers:
Ethan Reiff,
Cyrus Voris

Stars: 
Russell Crowe,

Max von Sydow,

Cate Blanchett

Release Date: May 14, 2010
Wide

Production Co:
Universal

Rating:


"Robin Hood" is a tale
that has been told and retold ad infinitum, ad nauseum, and ad my
review. Each iteration is different, and the new version crafted by
director Ridley Scott, starring his favorite five time foot soldier
Russell Crowe, is no exception. Many pictures today are just like
new pop music, all glitz and glamour, but devoid of substance.
Songs today rely on repetition, monosyllabic high pitches and inane
nonsensical psycho-babble. Scott and Crowe’s Robin Hood, unlike its
weekend competition, matches a different description: it is quite
simply FUN!

This new Robin Hood is
less of a thief and more of a journeyman warrior. Rightfully so, as
there is nothing Ridley Scott knows how to do better than direct
battle scenes (Scott must have been born during a game of Battle
Chess or Stratego). The four featured actors are Russell Crowe (as
Robin Longstride of the Hood), Max Von Sydow (as Sir Walter Loxley,
former devotee of Robin’s father), Cate Blanchett (as Maid Marion
Loxley), and Marc Strong (as Philip Godfrey). As his journey
begins, Robin is a soldier in the army of England’s King Richard
Coeur de Lion (the "Lionhearted"). Robin is punished when he
publicly disagrees with the King’s decision to slaughter unarmed
civilians during their peaceful crusade. Soon thereafter, while the
King is busy fighting, the King is brought down by a fatal arrow
that is shot into his jugular vein. The ensuing confusion allows
our hero-in-the-making an opportunity to escape, unseen, with his
friends.

This brings us to a
coincidental happenstance; Maid Marion is the widow of a husband
slain by Philip Godfrey. I have always wondered if a woman has
outlived two husbands, does she then become a good housekeeper? As
Philip is about to issue a second killing stroke, Robin and his
friends (including "Little John;" not the rap artist, yeah!) ambush
them. Philip is dispatched, and Robin is asked to return the dying
man’s sword to his disappointed father, Sir Walter
Loxley.

Meanwhile, several
adventures are underway and will eventually coalesce for
the climax/denouement. Richard’s only surviving son, Prince
John, and his femme fatale, Eleanor of Aquitaine, are conspiring to
take the throne. This is made incredibly easy by the fortuitous and
untimely death of Prince John’s father in battle on his way home to
reclaim the crown. Robin and company deliver the crown, and then
set off to return the dead knight’s sword. This brings him to Maid
Marion, a grieving and faithful widow, and her father, a former
follower of Robin’s philosophizing dad, Sir Walter Loxley. Slowly,
Robin and Marion’s affection for one another builds, as Robin
proves himself to be a decent man and a warrior. Meanwhile, in
London, Prince John is crowned and becomes fooled by Philip whose
ambition is to divide England by instigating civil war. Philip
plans to unleash a massive French fleet invasion on English soil,
for his own usurpation. Philip is a traitorous villain who nearly
dooms the entire nation, and easily coerces a young and irascible
King John.

However, King John
eventually listens to reason, because his father’s longtime devotee
and advisor of state, William Marshall (played by the talented
William Hurt), convinces the Queen of her husband’s closest
friend’s (Godfrey’s) double-cross. Once the King has his sights set
on quelling a rebellion and preventing an invasion in its infancy,
all of England becomes united. This includes the nobles and lords,
as well as "Sir" Robin, who is impersonating Sir Robert
Loxley.

The battle for England is
fierce and exciting! The combat scene where the precision of
archers is unveiled is fascinating. The actions of the characters
make sense from a storyline perspective, and the King (played by
Guatemalan Oscar Isaac) fools nearly everybody with promises of a
redrafting of England’s laws. There is so much trickery and
chicanery, that the real villain is not revealed to be the new
boy-king until the end. Divine right monarchy, more often than not,
ruled the day throughout Europe. In a sense (and please, former
professors and mentors, do not shoot the counter-factualistic
conservative here), if monarchs and Queens had been more steadfast
in maintaining their power, Europe might still be ascendant and
powerful, rather than bankrupt and decaying. Go Western Union, I
mean, European Union!

The new Robin Hood is only
the beginning of a franchise that will, in all likelihood, extend
itself to a trilogy. Crowe desperately needs a movie series to call
his own. Too often, Crowe is remembered for Gladiator and A
Beautiful Mind, and for nothing else but boring stinkers. Robin
Hood is the feel good movie of late spring, and possibly the entire
summer, depending on how movies such as The Karate Kid turn out.
Let’s hope that Jackie Chan goes all Bruce Lee on us if this is to
be a successful summer of films. Jon Favreau’s Iron Man 2 would
have done well to come out after Robin Hood, as it would have
learned that less is more. Simplicity and the basics will always
work better than lame parlor tricks and eye-pleasing stunts; been
there, done that, and would rather have a storyline attached. Robin
Hood offers viewers a great deal. It is not spectacular and it is
not grand, but it is charming, and is a fun ride, if you decide to
drive.

~*~*~*~

Alice in
Wonderland

Director:
Tim Burton

Writers:

Linda Wolverton

Stars: 
Mia Wasikowska,
Johnny Depp,

Anne Hathaway

Release Date: March 5,
2010 Wide

Production Co: Walt Disney
Pictures

Rating:


I have read two classics
that have been transformed into animated films, and the results
could not be more opposite. The first is Carlo Collodi’s
"Pinocchio". It is entirely entertaining, enjoyable and it reads
like an "Aesop’s Fable" turned into a much larger story. The
written work is a classic, whereas all of the Pinocchio film and
cartoon adaptations have been failures. Meanwhile, Lewis Carroll’s
"Alice in Wonderland" is so difficult to read and understand that I
felt bitter and disappointed every time I gave it a try. I only
reluctantly agreed to watch the movie Alice in Wonderland because
it is in Disney Digital 3D and in glorious Blu-ray 1080HD. Unlike
the written work, the movie is dazzling, and full of life and
adventure.

Perhaps someday we will
uncover the hidden motivation behind Johnny Depp’s decision to play
lunatic fringe characters. Would the answer satiate our craving for
an insider’s secret? Rather than forever wondering if Depp is
somewhat estranged from reality, or just a man who loves an unusual
challenge, we need only to evaluate his results. As the Mad Hatter,
Depp is not really noticeably Depp; instead, he is simply the
character through and through. This goes beyond full immersion, and
reaches the level of pure expertise. Depp’s gilded eyes and
peculiar rainbow hair are stunning in high definition. However, the
real star is not Helena Bonham Carter (the Red Queen), or Anne
Hathaway (the White Queen), or even the droll Alan Rickman (the
Blue Caterpillar), it is Mia Wasikowska. As Alice, Mia is nothing
short of genius; she gives us a reason to care, and takes away all
hints of childishness or craziness that are present in the written
story. Mia mixes together youthful indecision with a taste for
exotic adventure.

As Alice, Mia is in a
logjam, before and after the excursion. Mia is asked to marry an
affluent Lord, simply to provide for her widowed mother. Rather
than face the proverbial music, Mia is guided by a rabbit to a
nearby tree, where she falls thousands of feet into "Wonderland".
One could argue from the movie adaptation that Wonderland is a
metaphor for entering adulthood, but despite the parlor tricks, and
the imaginative scenery, this feels like as real a place as
anywhere else. Director Tim Burton is known for his overactive
imagination, and is known to have a taste for all things strange.
This turns some people off, and makes others glued to their seats
with crazy glue. In Wonderland, Alice is faced with choices that
closely mimic her real life predicaments. It is Alice’s courage and
lust for saving everyone and everything that makes her character so
rich and compelling.

The storyline is what it
is, and although the film has enhancements and twists that the
novel does not, it is still basically unchanged. Having said that,
this is a critical analysis, not a plot summary. The actors and
actresses all perform admirably, and leave no hint of their real
life personas on screen; they are simply real characters,
completely convinced of themselves, despite being in a fictional
never-before-seen world. In 3D, Wonderland comes alive as a real
place that we can wrap our hands around. It is not as frivolous as
Narnia, nor as simple as Metro City. Wonderland is its own entity.
Tim Burton and his star (Mia) have given audiences exactly what
they pay for and so rarely receive; an escape into a world that is
not terrifying or unpredictable; it is a world full of unique
characters and dreams. The world is a vision come alive, and a
glorious one, at that. All of my expectations have been dashed to
the wall, and I am left to clean up the mess (a wonderful chaos, to
be sure). Alice finds her "muchness," as we find the "richness" and
"coolness" of this twice told tale. The DVD extras will knock you
down a rabbit hole (maybe!).

~*~*~*~

The Karate Kid

Director:

Harald Zwart

Writers:

Christopher Murphey

Stars: 
Jaden Smith,
Jackie Chan,

Taraji P. Henson

Release Date: June 11,
2010 Wide

Production Co: Sony
Pictures

Rating:


Indisputably, Chinese
choreographed martial arts films are transcendent. The Karate Kid
2010 (or regorge, as I call it) is worlds better than the original.
Whereas the teachings of mentor to student have transformed, and
the players have most certainly changed, this new version is
everything fans could hope for, and more.

This review is being
co-written between myself and Screen Spotlight editor Charmaine
Saratan, who is a martial arts expert and a former sensei with a
background in both Tae Kwon Do, and Aikido. Charmaine has advised
me on several important aspects of the film we will go over during
the course of this review. Haijime!

In the beginning, Jaden
Smith (Dre Parker, our new "Karate Kid") has been forced to move to
China with his mother, on account of an economic downturn in
Detroit, Michigan. For some uncanny reason, Mrs. Parker has decided
to accept a job relocation in Beijing, China. Our bratty and
frightened twelve-year-old (Dre) is inexperienced in any form of
fighting or Asiatic social convention. Dre relies on quickness and
instinct, but has no technique to speak of, and very little
defense. Dre’s first communal act in China is to play basketball
and ping pong with ragtag locals; he subsequently flirts with
co-star Wenwen Han (Meiying). After seeing a foreigner flirt with a
classmate, several of the teens take exception, and challenge Dre
to a fight. Dre brashly and foolishly accepts, without
understanding that he is vastly outclassed. Zhiheng Wang (Cheng)
and his friends obliterate Dre, making him look like a complete
fool.

The dilapidated apartment
where Dre and his mother (Taraji Henson) live has a handyman, Mr.
Han (Jackie Chan), who handles all of the maintenance issues that
arise. Mr. Han notices Dre’s predicament, and decides, against his
better judgment, to teach Dre "the real kung fu" as a means of
self-defense. This is where I will heavily rely on Charmaine’s
expertise to diagnose the quality of the choreography.

First of all, kung fu is a
Chinese martial art. This begs the question, “how is it Jaden Smith
is the ‘Karate Kid’ when karate originated in Japan?” We need to
overlook this, even though Pat Morita (Mr. Miagi) is Japanese and
taught Daniel-san karate. Smith is the Karate Kid in namesake; only
for brand recognition. Jackie Chan is a world class expert in both
Kung Fu and Wushu, and he is Chinese. Naturally, Chan teaches Smith
kung fu.

Judging by the timeline of
the film, Dre trains everyday for a month or two, after school,
with Mr. Han. Dre is subsequently entered into a serious tournament
where he competes with local teens that are lifelong martial
artists; his opponents have been studying since the age of three
and have mastered various martial arts. Dre has never faced an
opponent in combat and has practiced for a mere fraction of the
time put in by his challengers. In real life, Dre’s chances of
victory would be 0.0%. Vegas, those are not good odds. Nonetheless,
give Smith credit, he clearly trained for a long time and manages
to look competent. For those unaware of Asian martial arts, Smith
will look great. Those who know better will disagree and question
the validity of Smith’s victories against far better opponents.
Obviously, similar lessons were taught to Smith as had been taught
to the golden boy, Ralph Macchio. These teachings include
honorability, patience, responsibility, perseverance, and most
importantly, respect. Many of the destructive lines uttered by
Daniel-san’s rival sensei’s are uttered near the end to Dre’s
opponents. The parallels clearly show the level of respect Director
Harald Zwart has for the original film, and that is always a
welcome gesture.

The cinematography is
wonderful for those who are unfamiliar with Chinese monuments and
culture. We are given a tour of the Forbidden City, the Olympic
village (where the 2008 Summer Olympics were held), and the Great
Wall of China. It is refreshing to have a movie shot on set with
the utmost care and dedication to the culture of the nation
represented.

There are some hilarious
scenes that will keep audiences laughing and cheering. The first
lessons Dre learns is actually the same lesson, over and over
again, “jacket on and jacket off!” This is, of course, a mimic of
the “wax on and wax off!” line from the original. Dre’s girlfriend,
Meiying, shows him much of China, and involves him (albeit
accidentally), in a kiss during a puppet show that is
heart-warming. Nothing about their relationship is probable or
culturally acceptable in China, but this is the movie business, and
I am not a fact checker for works of fiction. Meiying is an expert
at playing the violin, and that is very romantic. It is an
instrument I relate to on many levels.

During the final
tournament, victory blows are replayed on the big screen at the
auditorium. and points are added up. It is like the mini-YouTube,
with free cameos and funny expressions. I could not help but relate
the final tournament to Bloodsport, with Jean Claude Van Damn's
character fighting against Kung Li. Viewers will be absorbed by the
quality and intensity of the combat scenes.

Without recounting the
entire story and emotional melodrama brought to this picture by
Chan’s mentoring/fatherly character, the real question is what do I
think about this new rendition of The Karate Kid (this is what
readers and the studios want to know)? To be honest, I anticipated
this remake would be distasteful and disastrous. The sound track is
a mess, including artists such as Lady Gaga and John Mayer. Just
what the hell their music is doing in a movie about the art of kung
fu, set in China, is a mystery to me. The scenery is perfect; I
really love being taken on an adventure to a nation I have yet to
really discover. The acting will grow on you. Smith starts out
weakly and diffidently, but grows into the role as time passes. The
dialogue is too generic, except for the additive of Jackie Chan’s
humor and charisma. Chan is the perfect choice for a revival of the
karate kid concept; he is charming, funny, and most of all,
dangerous! Chan steals the show from everyone else, leaving them
behind in the dust storm. It must be tough being the son of a
celebrity, but Jaden Smith looks like his father and tries to act
like him too…he is just not quite there yet. Jaden may be another
Shia LaBeouf, but will fans like him as much? The Karate Kid is as
good a start to a career as any.

~*~*~*~

Jonah Hex

Director:

Jimmy Hayward

Writers:

Mark Neveldine,

Brian Taylor

Stars: Josh Brolin,

John Malkovich,
Megan Fox

Release Date: June 18,
2010 Wide

Production Co: Warner
Bros. Pictures

Rating:


Jonah Hex is the most fun
throw-away movie of the year. John Malkovich (General Quentin
Turnbull) plays a superb dickhead superbly. Granted, this is
reprehensible language, but one cannot deny its exactness. Josh
Brolin (Jonah Hex) acts as a supernatural bounty hunter and foil
for General Turnbull. As arch nemeses, they are humorous and
compelling. Splash on some toxic perfume, a la Megan Fox (the
delicious prostitute), and we have enough fuel to feed the flames
of this late night blazing fire.

Catching this movie from
the beginning is crucial. To recapitulate, Jonah Hex is tied to a
cross while General Turnbull burns his family alive. “An eye for an
eye” quote the bible. As further punishment, the general and his
henchman (Michael Fassbender) brand Hex’s face, a hideous act that
leaves an everlasting deformation on the bounty hunter’s cheek.
From the inchoate scenes, we find out everything there is to
know about Hex. Jonah is a man of his word, and is talented with
virtually any weapon. Hex always gets his man, and refuses to walk
away without payment. Hex killed his best friend (the general’s
son) and has a soft spot for only one human being, Lilah (Fox), who
is as blistering hot a prostitute as has ever been seen (naked or
otherwise). Sure, Fox cannot act in any way shape or form but who
cares? People thought Jessica Alba tickled their fancy a few years
back, and there is no doubt Fox has the same impact. Her role is
strictly to be eye candy, and nothing more. At that challenge, she
succeeds beautifully.

Hex is tormented by the
intuition/suspicion that the general is still alive; nobody
believes him. Meanwhile, Turnbull amasses an army of followers that
are ready to commit acts of terrorism to bring the United States’
government to its knees. One of Jonah’s many unnatural talents is
the ability to raise the dead; he tries to awaken newly deceased
bodies to find out if they have heard of Turnbull’s arrival in
hell. Hex is never given a definitive response, and this further
catalyzes his obsession. The only catch is that once Hex’s mystical
grip is released, the bodies of the dead fall lifelessly to the
ground and resume their inanimate state.

It seems that General
Turnbull has uncovered a secret weapon capable of causing mass
panic. The device is a series of canon ball bombs that mimic
airplane bomber assaults before an impending invention. This makes
Turnbull a dangerous man, and the target of the U.S. military by
order of the President. Hex is conscripted once more by Lieutenant
Grass (Will Arnett) to capture Turnbull and turn him over to the
authorities. Not being one to follow authority of any kind, Hex
swiftly escapes the army camp and seeks out the general at any
cost. Arnett should look to take more serious roles; he is really
not that bad.

To the nitty-gritty we go.
Malkovich is an actor with limitless oratorical skills; he plays a
sympathetic character as well as he does a despicable one. As
General Turnbull, Malkovich succeeds precisely as well as we
expected him to do so. Much like Timothy Olyphant has done,
Malkovich joyfully plays a villain we love to hate, and one that
makes any picture compelling. Meanwhile, Brolin is a cowboy; he
looks like a cowboy, sounds like a cowboy, and guess what, he ACTS
like a cowboy. Jonah Hex is a terrific role for Brolin. Lots of men
between the ages of 13-45 will appreciate his antics enough to jump
on the Brolin wagon. Some have criticized Fox for her role as
Lilah. OK, so she is not Julia Roberts or Cate Blanchett. Being a
shitty actress does not diminish Fox’s beauty or her seductive
voice. It does not take much to play a prostitute ladies and
gentlemen. Being fired from Transformers 3 will prove to be a major
detriment to Fox’s career, but the blemish will eventually be
forgotten. Where will she go from here? Hopefully not to the cast
of a serious film. Fox is just so damned fun as an idiotic floozy.
Overall, Jonah Hex is a fun movie for certain audiences. This is
not a date movie or a film for women. It is a movie for guys who
like movies. Sorry TNT, I stole your catchphrase, but all in good
fun.

~*~*~*~

Knight and Day

Director:

James Mangold

Writers:

James Mangold

Stars: Tom Cruise,

Cameron Diaz,

Peter Sarsgaard

Release Date: June 23,
2010 Wide

Production Co: 20th
Century Fox

Rating:


There are two actors worth
paying attention to in Knight and Day and they are Tom Cruise and
Cameron Diaz. Everybody else is extraneous at best, and a nuisance
at worst. Yes, I am looking at you, Peter Sarsgaard. Is there any
actor who is as grotesquely inadequate as Sarsgaard, that has
received so much praise from off-the-wall critics? This is a
rhetorical question, people! Despite the announcement that Knight
and Day is off to a slow start at the box office, the studio (New
Regency Pictures) has no reason to be alarmed. The film is intense
and the acting is superb. The cost of production is merely a small
investment that will pay infinite dividends.

Tom Cruise plays former
FBI agent Roy Miller, who has gone rogue on account of what
he perceives to be corruption within the agency. Roy
fears that his old partner (Sarsgaard) is interested in stealing
the technology commandeered by the FBI from their physicist in
protection, Paul Feck (Paul Dano). Meanwhile, Cameron Diaz’s role
is that of the all-American blond sweetheart, June Havens, who
has a sweet tooth for 1960s Pontiacs. Essentially, Diaz is once
again America’s darling; who plays this role better than her? An
ostensible happenstance brings the two together at the airport when
our movie commences.

Roy twice bumps into June.
Later, we discover that Roy used June to smuggle in a battery that
is the center of attention throughout the movie. This battery is
the size of a AA battery, and has been engineered by the physicist
in custody. The battery is capable of powering a small city
indefinitely, a sort of power source in perpetuity, if you will.
For obvious reasons, this interests arms dealers and black market
thugs of all varieties. Roy rescues and protects Feck, and has
been harboring him for weeks against the express wishes of the FBI
and internal security.

Now that the premise has
been established, let’s return to the action, because there is
plenty of it. Roy warns June not to board the airplane, but the FBI
calls in a favor, and she is brought onboard (to his chagrin).
Roy and June strike up a conversation and it seems they have a
great deal in common; both are brave and impulsive, and most
important, incredibly sexy. For a 38-year-old woman, Diaz has a
ravishing body and her eyes are penetrating. I hate to sound
curious, but being a lifelong Tom Cruise fan, can anyone deny his
hotness? The guy looks half his age, has a six pack at 47-years
old, and by all appearances, will never act in a movie without at
least one trademark running sequence. June excuses herself to the
restroom to freshen up and to decide how to pursue Roy. While she
is beautifying, Roy is busy assassinating about eight passengers
and both pilots; his fighting skills are badass.

When June is finished, Roy
is waiting for her with two cocktails that they enjoy. Roy gently
breaks the news to June that the pilots are dead, as well
as all of the passengers (who were also assassins).
Talk about turbulence in the airways! The entire sequence of events
is hilarious, and the chemistry between our two megastars is
palpable. Meanwhile, Roy decides to land the plane in what can only
be described as the set to the movie Signs. Just kidding; it is a
regular crop acreage with a few scarecrows; wow, they frightened
me! You directors, you! This is the first time when Roy begins
protecting June, which is a recurrent theme throughout the movie.
All of Roy’s actions are selfless and courageous, but June
continues to harbor doubts about his authenticity. Roy is a trained
killer; therefore, June’s suspicions are
understandable.

The other action sequences
include several exhilarating car chases, an attempted murder
onboard a high speed train, a motorcycle chase with bulls
attacking, rooftop jumping, machine gun shootouts, bombings, co-ed
half naked swimming, and a diner shooting that caused only a flesh
wound (so it’s all good)! Roy never intends to hurt anyone unless
absolutely necessary. He is a phenomenal secret agent, with special
skills that make him, for the most part, invulnerable. Roy’s only
weakness is his willingness to be a sacrificial lamb to protect his
friends.

As the film progresses,
Roy and June are in and out of love and trust. June causes Roy’s
island to be firebombed, due to her distrust. Roy superficially is
in collusion with an arms dealer to sell the battery he has sworn
to protect. Appearances in this movie are always deceiving. All the
while, Roy is a romantic who loves his parents, and he falls madly
in love with June. Their romantic connection is really
sweet.

Not for a moment does
Knight and Day pretend to be a James Bond film; it is simply an
action film with the greatest actor of his generation (Tom Cruise)
and one of the best leading ladies in Hollywood (Cameron Diaz). For
all of the flak this picture has taken from smug critics, it is a
wonder if the studio will be able to turn a profit. People, I love
Adam Sandler movies, but for my money, I want to watch hot stars in
a blazing action movie that truly belongs as a summer release
(double entendre). Go see Knight and Day without any reservations,
no really, do not call ahead, just go to the theater!

~*~*~*~

Twilight:
Eclipse

Director:
David Slade

Writers:

Melissa Rosenberg

Stars: 
Kristen Stewart,

Robert Pattinson,

Taylor Lautner

Release Date: June 30,
2010 Wide

Production Co: Summit
Entertainment

Rating:


Twilight will be a five
part series. I ranked the first Twilight among the worst teenage
angst stories ever told. The second episode, New Moon, impressed me
as a well-directed, excellently told story. The characters came to
life and developed into likeable people worth following. Somehow,
the first half of Twilight: Eclipse nearly succeeded in washing
away all of the progress that had been made. In one hour, I rolled
my eyes and teetered on the brink of exiting the theater
innumerable times. I felt as though somebody turned on the Soap
Opera Network instead of the feature presentation, and then locked
the exits to prevent me from leaving. If you like "Melrose Place"
(the new iteration on the CW), "Gossip Girls", "The Young and the
Restless", "Beverly Hills 90210" (the college years) and "Charmed",
you will love Eclipse.

The storyline begins
precisely where the last movie ended, in a flowered meadow on a
nearly brilliant, radiant day. Edward Cullen (Robert Pattinson,
better known as RPatz) is, as always, a relic from times long since
past. Edward loves tradition, honor and poetry (yawn). Edward’s
competition is Jacob Black, a dashing, young, twelve-packed
werewolf with the brain of Simple Jack (see Tropic Thunder for
details, "you m-m-m-m-make me happy!"). They are polar opposites in
every way, except that both are creatures of the night. We find out
that Bella loves both man-children. Only her covetousness for
becoming a vampire helps Edward gain an edge in the game of
love.

Adding fuel to a moribund
fire is the imminent attack of Victoria (Bryce Dallas Howard), and
the threat of the appearance of the vampire demi-gods, the Volturi,
at any time. In New Moon, in order to stave off death, Edward
promised the vampire elites he would turn Bella in short order.
Edward’s sublime stalling, despite Bella’s vociferous
protestations, causes the entire Cullen coven to come under
surveillance. Victoria has never forgiven the Cullens for killing
her lover. The entire premise is flimsier than a house of cards
near an air conditioning vent.

To exact her revenge,
Victoria raises an army of innocent young children and teenagers in
Seattle to go on a rampage in Forks. Victoria manipulates a new
lover, who is easily expendable. Meanwhile, the Volturi are
watching, and as punishment for the Cullens’ inability to prevent
news stories breaking out about the killings caused by these
nascent vampires, they decide to authorize the newborn army to
attack. Essentially, the younglings should do the Volturi’s dirty
work for them. Worst of all, the younglings are led by Jane (Dakota
Fanning) who gives off three vibes that are most unpleasant:
bitchiness, constipation, and stupidity. Fanning could be the worst
vampire actress of all time. Fanning makes the movie Fright Night
look edgy, and makes Leslie Nielsen look like a stud as a comedic
creature of the night.

Realizing that they must
either work together or they will be eradicated, the Blacks and the
Cullens band together and prepare for a massive fight. Before the
battle begins, the vampires and werewolves laid a trap to lure the
attackers to the scent of Bella’s blood. Meanwhile, less than a day
after she accepted Edward’s marriage proposal, Jacob and Bella kiss
not ten feet away from Edward. For his part, Edward accepts that
she kissed his mortal enemy because Edward believes that Bella
loves him more.

When Bella kissed Jacob
and when Edward allowed Jacob to sleep on top of a freezing Bella,
I could not believe my eyes. Although this is in the book I wonder
how many men forced to watch this senseless film uttered the word
"slut" in response. When the love triangle collapses because the
fighting begins, Jacob’s bones are crushed, and he is in severe
pain. This causes Jacob to reverse his previous oath not to date
Bella if she becomes a bloodsucker. I am not making this
up.     

Eclipse is like
Thanksgiving turkey without gravy or cranberry sauce or stuffing;
it’s like going to The Outback, ordering the Prime Rib, and finding
out that it is dry and tough because there is no au jus. In other
words, Eclipse is tepid, predictable and absurd. I must confess the
novel turned me off before I watched the film. I understand the
director’s and the actors’ were constrained from the start; they
were given a terrible script that needed amendments and tweaking so
it would not be a mimic of the novel. Stephanie Meyer writes at a
sixth grade level, but much of her audience is older and smarter
than she gives them credit for. The primary characters (Edward,
Bella, and Jacob) never mature. They never develop a sense of
morality or devotion. They are like cardboard cutouts of soap opera
stars, except less talented and fed inferior one-liners. Eclipse
left me with a horrible flavor in my mouth that I would love to
wash out with soap. Poor M. Night Shyamalan has been saddle-backed
with The Last Airbender debuting this 4th of July weekend alongside
this blockbuster monstrosity. To steal the words of Jacob Black and
rearrange them, “dude, bummer.”

~*~*~*~

The Tourist

Director:
Florian
Henckel von Donnersmarck

Writers:
Florian
Henckel von Donnersmarck, Christopher
McQuarrie

Stars: Johnny
Depp, Angelina
Jolie, Paul
Bettany

Release Date: Dec 10, 2010
Wide

Production Co: Columbia
Picture

Rating:


~*~*~*~

The Tourist is a world
class film. Angelina Jolie (Elise Clifton-Ward) and Johnny Depp
(Frank Tupelo) go above and beyond to make this nearly perfect
movie an experience to remember. As the cameras roll, Elise is
under surveillance by Scotland Yard, who are monitoring her every
move no matter how insignificant. With Inspector John Acheson (Paul
Bettany) as the commander of the investigation, it is no wonder
there are so many mishaps and complications. From the first instant
we lay eyes on Elise, it is obvious that nothing is as ordinary as
it appears to be.

Elise is lovely in nearly
every conceivable way; she dresses like an English princess and has
a large measure of both grace and poise. Sitting at a French café
it is obvious that Elise stands out as something rare. As Elise is
being watched, a letter arrives from the notorious Alexander
Pierce. I am reluctant to identify which actor stars as Pierce,
because it would invariably ruin the surprise and rob viewers of
the satisfaction of discovery. It seems Inspector Acheson is
invested in uncovering the identity of Pierce; he is practically
obsessed with the case, despite Chief Inspector Jones’ (Dalton,
Timothy Dalton) disapproval and order to disengage. Acheson orders
his underlings to retrieve the letter from Pierce at any cost.
Unfortunately, the letter instructed Elise to burn it after
reading. It takes some time, and even more money (8 million pounds
have already been wasted on this operation), but the Inspector’s
team is able to decipher the letter’s contents.

This leads to the famous
train scene, where we are introduced to Frank Tupelo, our leading
man. Frank is no ordinary man; he is a tourist from America, who
has an innocent and endearing nature. Elise chooses Frank,
according to the instructions provided by Alexander (who clearly
asked Elise to find someone of a similar build, height and stature,
and to feign it is Alexander). This is all part of Alexander’s
master scheme to throw Scotland Yard off his scent, via
misdirection. Sitting across from Frank, Elise seduces him with her
thick luscious lips and her smoldering eyes. Frank is immediately
embarrassed and taken with Elise. We find out that Frank is a
mathematics professor at a community college, and that he is a
naive American tourist. Seconds before embarrassing himself yet
again, Inspector Acheson radios Italy’s Interpol to stand down and
not to intercept the tourist while disembarking. It would seem
Pierce’s plan is falling apart.

Once in Italy, Elise
invites Frank onto her chartered boat, and subsequently, into her
luxury hotel room. Frank seems out of his element, but his feelings
of amorousness betray his better judgment. Frank follows Elise like
a love sick puppy dog. Meanwhile, both lovebirds in the making are
being followed by members of the Russian mafia, led by Reginald
Shaw (Steven Berkoff), Pierce’s old business partner. Reginald is a
cutthroat businessman and he harbors a grudge worth over $2.2
billion in stolen money. Reginald’s henchmen watch as Elise
delivers one of the most sensuous kisses in the history of cinema
to the dumbfounded American tourist. This automatically causes
Acheson’s and Reginald’s associates to conclude that Frank is
really Pierce. It would seem Elise has deliberately placed Frank in
harm’s way. When Frank awakens in the morning, Elise is gone, and
he is under attack from mobsters with machine guns.

This leads to one of the
most charming escapes I can remember. Frank climbs the rooftops of
several Italian buildings and crashes into an Italian inspector,
causing the inspector to fall into murky water in front of a
stunned crowd. Frank is subsequently arrested. After some
giggle-inducing banter with a local police inspector, Frank is
locked up with an enormous man, who is smashing his own head into
the wall. Good times. The inspector returns, and sells Frank to the
Russian mobsters! I can understand; newly minted bills are a
precious commodity in today’s stumbling economy.

Throughout the remainder
of the film, Elise rescues Frank in a daring boat chase, and Frank
continually returns to save Elise in every way possible. Frank is
clearly in love with Elise, and who can blame him. Angelina Jolie
dolled up in arm sleeves, magical dresses, and push up wonder bras
is a sight to behold. In so many instances, they seem on the verge
of love, but part of Elise’s heart still belongs to Pierce, no
matter how many riddles and goose-chases Pierce makes her undergo
to be reunited.

Throughout all of the
chases, the misdirection, the confusion and the classical Italian
scenery, we are treated to old-fashioned lover’s music conducted by
James Newton Howard. His compositions are music to my ears.
Newton’s sounds penetrate the heart. They would have fit in
perfectly with Superman 2, Casablanca, or any other vintage romance
film deserving of a heartwarming score.

The exciting and
hysterical conclusion of The Tourist will surely brighten your day,
week, month and maybe, even your year. The Tourist is such a simple
film in so many ways, but it will strike a chord with your heart.
Jolie and Depp are wonderful together. On paper, they seem like
such strange bedfellows, but on camera, they look like star-crossed
lovers. It is a joy to watch Depp return to acting without neon
green contacts or a purple suit. Jolie’s English accent, though
obviously practiced, is elegant and delightful. From Director
Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck on down to the actors and
actresses, The Tourist is a special production.

~*~*~*~

The Last Airbender
3D

Director:

M. Night Shyamalan

Writers:

M. Night Shyamalan

Stars: Noah Ringer,

Nicola Peltz,
Dev Patel

Release Date: July 1, 2010
Wide

Production Co: Paramount
Pictures

Rating:


M. Night Shyamalan is a
distinguished writer/director for his concept films. In The
Happening, botanical life and Mother Nature decide that humans
neglect and tamper with the natural cycle of the environment;
consequently, they must be eradicated. Humans are infected with
toxins and commit suicide en masse. In Signs, with Mel Gibson,
alien invaders signal their attack with crop symbols in the middle
of nowhere. Ironically, the film went to the same place
at the box office; nowhere. If critics are to be believed (and they
almost never are), Shyamalan's latest incarnation The Last
Airbender 3D should be his last. From my point of view, movie
fans that have watched The Last Airbender, for better or for worse,
are invested, and should see the series through to the end.
Sometimes films deserve a second chance/viewing and Airbender is
one of those films.

Unfortunately, this
picture has more sieves and loopholes than a World Cup soccer
referee. The protagonist is the “Avatar” (a deity that has
descended to earth in the embodiment of a human), Aang (Noah
Ringer), a young boy facing a myriad of challenges. For nearly a
century, Aang suffered imprisonment in a block of ice as a sort of
escape plan activated by cryogenic freezing. Aang never aged a day,
and upon awakening, does not realize that he has been missing from
the world. The Avatar is unlocked from his imprisonment by two
young water “benders: (people capable of shaping and manipulating
elements in a variety of ways) Katara (Nicola Peltz) and Sokka
(Jackson Rathbone). Both Katara and Sokka are compassionate benders
whose village is teetering on the brink of destruction. Since the
disappearance of the line of the avatar(s), the balance of power in
the mythical world has drastically shifted away from the forces of
good. The fire benders are now in control, and their element is
acknowledged as being the most powerful. How it survives against
being extinguished by its natural antithesis, water, or being
blocked/suffocated by earth, or cast aside by air, is never fully
reasoned. For the purposes of the ineffectual storyline, and
presumably making this a trilogy, we must put aside our movie-going
incredulousness and accept the story for what it is, however much
we may idealistically disagree.

Immediately upon
awakening, the Avatar’s magical adventure begins; his character is
what simultaneously makes the movie both compelling and awfully
simplistic. This is primarily because Aang refuses to deliberately
harm anyone. This does not mean that Aang cannot interfere in
battles or fight an opponent by temporarily deterring him, but he
is, for the most part, unwilling to kill. Faced with dire
circumstances and the near death of his companions, Aang’s refusal
to take a life is both counterintuitive and counterproductive. Aang
is an expert in several Shaolin and Tai Chi forms, but he mostly
serves humanity by air bending. Having avoided his destiny as the
next Avatar, Aang never received training in the other three forms
of bending, normally a prerequisite for becoming the chosen one.
This film is mostly about Aang learning to bend water; his journey
climaxes when he creates thousand foot high tidal waves.

Along the voyage, Katara,
Sokka and Aang liberate villages from the captivity imposed by the
tyrannical fire benders. The fire benders’ strategy, in the absence
of the Avatar, had been to imprison and contain all
other benders, so as to leave their people defenseless. Our
heroes’ enemies are ubiquitous. Prince Zuko (Dev Patel) and his
uncle Iroh (Shaun Toub) have charged themselves with capturing the
last air bender to redeem themselves in the eyes of the Fire Lord,
Ozai (Cliff Curtis). During their sojourn to capture Aang, the
Prince and the former General/Uncle realize that their battle is
not only an uphill one, it is a foolhardy errand. The Fire Lord is
corrupt and savage, and is willing (through his chief
soldier/liaison, Commander Zhao (Aasif Mandvi)) to disrupt the
natural balance of the world’s elements to expand his
power.

Near the finale, Sokka is
forced to watch the life force seemingly extinguish from his
puppy-love mate, the attractive Princess Yue (Seychelle Gabriel).
Somehow, after helping save the order of the water benders in the
frigid glacier region, her goodness is stripped away, and she
becomes an agent of evil for the Fire Lord. Although there is
significant character growth throughout the film, this
transformation seems frighteningly silly. The identities of each
cog are revealed, as they pertain to the overall mechanism, as
imagined by Shyamalan.

What are we to make of
such a hodgepodge of actors and storylines comingled together? For
starters, the 109 minute film feels like a three hour voyage, but
not in a tedious way. Shyamalan may have invented something that
will last. The special effects in 3D make me crave for the second
generation of the series. I am curious to find out what happens in
chapter 2, when our young hero learns to control the earth as a
level three bender. Much of the movie is poorly acted and is
cheesy, but the scenery and the effects are more than enough to
overcome those obvious deficits. The Last Airbender is neither
terrible nor extraordinary, but it is a start. Let’s reserve full
judgment until Shyamalan has had the chance to finish what he has
begun.

~*~*~*~
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Writer/Director
Christopher Nolan’s Inception is a state of the art
techno-thriller, as well as his magnum opus. The CGI and special
effects are worth every million spent to enhance them. The concept
behind the processes of extraction and inception are clever,
philosophically inspiring, and semi-original. Unfortunately, the
cinematography and the effects are the whole show. The acting is
more of a distraction that prevents the viewer from completely
submersing himself in the plot and the glorious background images.
When imagining Nolan’s special effects, think of Dante’s
Purgatorio, except with no conclusive definition of what is
supposed to be a dreamscape and what is supposed to be a
nightmare.

To perform an extraction
is to retrieve a subject’s innermost secrets. This could involve
purloining, intellectual theft or industrial sabotage; the
possibilities are endless. Leonardo DiCaprio and Joseph
Gordon-Levitt are masters of extraction. When they are commissioned
to deliver on an inception, the game becomes far more interesting.
An inception is the implantation of an idea that germinates in the
subconscious, and eventually consumes a person as though it is
their original thought. This is supposed to be impossible.
Impossible is more like improbable, with DiCaprio and his
architects of dreams. Master manipulators strike when a victim is
unsuspecting, vulnerable, and unaware to distinguish an intrusion
from an overactive dream.

Cobb (DiCaprio) and Arthur
(Joseph Gordon-Levitt) are hired by Saito (Ken Watanabe) to perform
inception on Robert Fischer, Jr. (Cillian Murphy). Mr. Fischer has
just inherited a multi-billion dollar enterprise from his father.
Having spent his entire life attempting to placate his father by
following in his footsteps, Fischer receives an odious brush-off in
his dad’s final hour. Fischer senior calls junior a disappointment.
Tadashi’s chooses Fischer Jr. as the chosen subject for an
experimental inception. The idea that is expected to proliferate
like a cancer, and consume Fischer Jr.’s mind, is that he should
fragment his father’s vast empire, and choose his own path in
life.

The reason why inception
is so difficult, if not nearly impossible, is that in order to
truly consume a person/subject, the idea must seem like their own.
There needs to be an entire dream world created to consume the
person when they are unconscious. This is where the architect,
Ariadne (Ellen Page), is needed. Ariadne’s ability to create
inescapable mazes and death-defying scenery is what will convince
Fischer his dream is not a forgery. Any inkling of suspicion, and
the whole plan will go up in smoke.

While assembling a team,
and making preparations for sequestering Fischer long enough to
enter and control his mind, it is discovered that Cobb is having
inimical visits from his deceased wife (Marion Cotillard), who is
haunting his dreams, so to speak. Cobb has recreated his dead wife
in his dreams in a desperate attempt to preserve her forever.
Cobb’s sense of guilt (that will be explained during the latter
half of the film) interferes with his ability to influence
extraction and inception subjects. This endangers the entire team,
and causes even more mayhem. Cobb and his deceased wife’s
relationship is intended to be supremely romantic; to transcend
both time and space.

To many, Inception will
seem like a mind-blowing film that will forever change cinema.
Christopher Nolan has proven many times that he is a luminary in
the special effects business; nobody frames a storyline
cinematographically better than he does. However, one cannot help
but notice that the actors are more of a distraction from the
fantastic images than they are contributors. It seems as though
DiCaprio may have been the most brilliant young actor in film
history, but his adult career has been pock-marked with boring
films and rigid performances. The chemistry between husband
(DiCaprio) and deceased wife (Cotillard) is borderline uninspired;
it’s really not there. DiCaprio and Cotillard are not a good match
in their level of talent or commitment. I love watching Leo
onscreen, as he will forever be a favorite of mine. Yet, I feel as
though a Keanu Reeves, or a Pierce Brosnan could have stolen the
show and made the picture more intimate. All criticisms aside, I
have no doubt Inception will be lauded and received by the public
as a tour de force, perhaps even as the best film of the year.
Inception has ever ingredient necessary to be great. There is
nothing left to the imagination, as everything has been included.
Even the ending offers a teasing philosophical cliffhanger. I
believe Inception is a visionary film, but I never really enjoyed
it.

~*~*~*~
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The upside of Step Up
3D is that it will dominate in the 18-30 demographic; it is
the perfect film for younger crowds. The downside is that for
those of us who are thirty and above, Step Up 3D is
something like a bizarro Superman; it is a freakish twilight zone
reality that we cannot escape until the lights are re-illuminated.
Because of this enormous demographic disparity, I have decided to
write two separate movie reviews. The first review is for the
younger generations. The second (I saved the best for last) is for
the older generations. I offer readers two open-minded perspectives
to choose from.

If you enjoy dancing
movies, then Step Up 3D will rock your world. It is
like Bring It On injected with 500ML dosage of HGH.
Previous high school dance movies missed the boat by coming out
before 3D became a viable option. The dance moves choreographed by
Director Jon Chu are cutting edge, and they are mind-blowing in 3D.
The 3D effects created by Touchstone’s graphic artists are some of
the best produced in history. The real attractiveness of this
picture for youngsters comes in three forms. There is: (1) a
struggle between the underdogs and the spoiled trust fund kids; (2)
a dance warehouse packed with everything dancers could dream of in
their wildest fantasies, and (3) two separate romances occurring
among the main characters. Step Up 3D is action packed
and compelling. This paragraph is the review for the younger age
bracket.

For the older audience let
me state that I have never understood the new-age tribalesque
dancing style. It is spasmodic, epileptic and kerfufflaic. The
dancers look mentally challenged, and it makes me wonder why anyone
with half of a functional brain would choose to move that way. If I
tried even one of the moves, I would fall on my back, hear a
cracking noise, and then mendicantly ask a physician for Oxycodone.
There is something mighty strange about the generation below me,
and I mean that haughtily.

The two main characters
are a college freshman, nicknamed Moose (Adam Sevani), that manages
to attend half of one class on one day, and a dance studio owner,
Luke (Rick Malambri), who is five months behind on his rent. Not to
worry, Obama has your back, dude! You will never have to pay as
long as you are down for the class struggle. Moose does not seem to
mind that his parents are paying forty thousand dollars for his
tuition to the prestigious New York University; his primary
interest is dancing and not engineering. Engineering is boring and
it is for geeks. Who needs a pesky education? Follow your dreams,
learn to do handstands and the rest will sort itself out. It would
be so cool to make $15 a week on the mean streets. Yeah, rock
on!

The President tells
graduating classes that they should volunteer and stay away from
business. I have decided to volunteer to tell fans of the storyline
that you should get an expletive job and do something with your
lives, rather than expletive around with nonsensical hobbies that
will never provide you with a house, or clothing, or the chance to
have a wife kids. Learning is such a petty distraction
right?

Moose is the worst dresser
I have ever seen. He manages to make Woodstock grunge look
tailored. Weighing in at seventeen and a half pounds, Moose is
softer spoken than Michael Cera, and less appealing as a leading
man than Steve Urkel (Jaleel White). I think I would have rather
watched Bob Saget pretend to be a college student than Adam Sevani.
I still wonder what is Hollywood’s newfound fascination with
pinheads? Meanwhile, Luke is actually talented; had he been given
better dialogue, Malambri would have shined like a new penny, or a
nickel (accounting for inflation). Luke is everything Channing
Tatum is not; interesting, charismatic and charming. I look forward
to watching him in other roles.

Overall, Step Up
3D offers extraordinary three-dimensional effects and state of
the art dance moves, brought to us by the celebrated John Chu. I
personally hate everything about the movie, particularly the
dancing, but from a less critical perspective, I can understand why
a certain crowd might fall in love with it. Step Up 3D is a
multicultural, multiethnic, dance blitzkrieg of epic proportions.
If you are college educated and over thirty, do not go and get
dirty. If you are neither of the above, strap on your 3D glasses
and go have an uproarious good time.

~*~*~*~
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The Expendables reminds me
of an old saying that I have modernized on account of political
correctness: “too many executives and not enough employees.” Since
my imaginative childhood days, I have long-wished that the best
actors in the industry would unite to give the fans the best
possible viewing experience. Here, in the year 2010, at the age of
thirty, I realize that wish should never have been granted. Most
lead actors are the stars for a reason; if they were a better
second or a third, they likely would have remained role players or
character actors. Instead, when sundry action heroes were put
together into a mixing bowl, the ingredients failed to blend
together properly. On the other hand, casting many of the best
action stars of the 80’s, 90’s and 2000’s was worth a shot, and who
better to make it happen than the emblematic 80’s icon, Sylvester
Stallone?

The Expendables stars Jet
Li, Jason Statham, Randy Couture, “Stone Cold” Steve Austin, Bruce
Willis, Sylvester Stallone, Eric Roberts, Dolph Lundgren, Terry
Crews and the indomitable Mr. America, Arnold Schwarzenegger. This
is quite possibly the “Dream Team” of action stars. Every actor is
noted for their fighting skills, be it weapons, martial arts,
explosives, or hand-to-hand combat. Each has starred in their fair
share of films (giving too much credit to ER, Couture and
Crews, but they are fan favorites) and has cashed in at the box
office. How Stallone managed to pull together so many actors, check
their egos at the door, and still afford such blazing pyrotechnics
after handing out paychecks, I will never know.

This picture has been
criticized for its retrospective 80’s overtone. I say, so what!
Stallone has proven for a third time (Rocky Balboa and Rambo) that
he is more than capable of mastering the feel, look and sentiment
of that bygone decade. Many of us hate modern hip hop and pop
music, and listen to 80’s songs instead. Retro night is still quite
popular on college campuses, and old fashion styles have made a
comeback. On that note, I wonder what my father has done with his
1,000 tie collection in the cedar closet. Perhaps he is proving the
Windsor knot is the true men’s classic. Moreover, if Lundgren,
Schwarzenegger, Stallone and Willis earned their comeuppance in the
80’s, why not hearken back to their glory days? If modeling a
script based on their successes in the 80’s works (bulging muscles,
masculinity and cheesy heroism), than it is the director’s job to
make each star look their best and to adhere to the proven formula.
Since Stallone co-wrote, directed and starred in The Expendables,
kudos to him for playing to the strengths of his
performers.

A note about the plot: Do
not expect a murder mystery, a la Anthony Hopkins or Mel Gibson;
instead, anticipate more action sequences crammed into one movie
than you have ever seen before. The explosions and the gory heaps
of detonated flesh are every man’s psychotic “blow some shit up”
dream. With a CIA operative gone rogue, and a team of sentimental
aging men sent in to neutralize them, it is easy to see parallels
to Rambo and Chuck Norris movies. Nonetheless, the dialogue is
rather pathetic, with the exception of Terry Crews’ ballistic
one-liners. Normally, I cannot understand a word out of Stallone’s
mouth, and I enjoy listening to Statham. Somehow, through
role-reversal therapy, Statham’s accent is incomprehensible and
Stallone’s lines are spoken as clearly as only he can deliver
them.

The only real criticism I
have is Stallone’s festering inability to understand women. In the
film, he chooses to devote all of his resources to aiding a
beautiful, courageous woman, no matter what the cost. Stallone does
not want to date her, kiss her, or show her his Fleshlight 3000.
Instead, Stallone’s goal is to save her like a knight in a dream
(only with knives, bombs and machine guns). There are not enough
scenes in this movie to attract the female audience, which is why
Eat Pray Love will likely dominate at the box office this weekend.
Ultimately, this is a forgettable film, but it is a daring attempt
to restore the glory of many former megastars that deserve another
chance to shine. Thanks, Sly, for being man enough to extinguish
everyone’s egos, for long enough to showcase their greatness, one
last time.

~*~*~*~
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