December Movie Talk Piece

It’s our favorite time of year at Movie Talk: the holiday season. While you’re dodging minivans and lines for Santa at the mall, we’ll be down the street at the multiplex loving some of that big studio joy. Buying presents can wait ‘til Christmas Eve.
Yes, it’s a genuine love affair, and what is love without the man we’ve loved in 21 films and six incarnations, James Bond? Daniel Craig paints a striking form as the latest Bond, no matter the blond hair and blue eyes.

Craig speaks so few words you almost wonder if he’s the Queen’s press agent. Instead he uses the fury of his fists and the heat of battle, smiling only to charm the ladies, like the lovely Eva Green as his love interest. It's quite a departure from the Bonds of Pierce Brosnan and Roger Moore, whose wits were as debonair as their suits and flew just as freely as the vodka martinis.

Craig's Bond is, actually, about one step removed from a serial killer, which is exactly how he ought to be, I think, for a man who kills for his profession. His face has the chiseled angles and creases of a bruiser. His big watery eyes glitter on the few occasions when he smiles, but more often they just seem like ice. If he weren't working for MI6, he'd no doubt earn his millions in the employ of his celebrated enemies. He and Scarmanga (aka The Man with the Golden Gun) would've made a great team!
The true superstar this holiday season ought to be Cate Blanchett. She’s the best actor in Hollywood, male or female, and could draw Oscar nominations from any of three films released through year’s end. Her role as Brad Pitt’s wife in “Babel” in November was just a teaser for juicier roles in a pair of films to come out during Christmas week.

The first, all but literally, transports her back to the beginning of the Cold War in East Berlin. It’s 1946, and Blanchett is an Eastern Bloc femme fatale in the title role of “The Good German.” The adjective “good” may refer more to her acting than the character’s disposition. Blanchett’s accent is communist and Nazi at the same time—however, she does it—and every high-heeled step crackles with noir atmosphere. It helps that Steven Soderbergh is directing and decided, in the spirit of the noirs he loved as a kid, to reproduce everything from the era. Even the filming techniques, including black-and-white film stock and limiting himself to the lenses and lighting available in the 40s. It should be quite a picture, and a guy by the name of Clooney also co-stars, not to mention Tobey “Spider-Man” Maguire.
The second, “Notes on a Scandal,” more obviously rolls the red carpet for Blanchett’s Oscar. She plays a teacher accused of having an affair with an underage student. Sounds steamy and scandalous, and even more so because of the lesbian attraction of co-star Judi Dench and the love triangle implications. Fellow critics are predicting Oscars for both leading ladies and possibly another for the screenwriter, Patrick Marber, who adapted “Closer” a couple years ago.
Heading towards the opposite end of the spectrum is the most obnoxious film of the year—yes, even including “Beerfest” and “Van Wilder 2: The Rise of Taj.” It’s the return of a 60+year-old boxing champion in “Rocky 6.” The truly obnoxious part of it is that it’s the most-played holiday film trailer on imdb. I’m praying people are playing it for comic relief and not because of any true interest.
But, if women are still finding Stallone sexy, what about Peter O’Toole? He’s 74 but looks like he’s 90 in his new film “Venus.” It opens in NY and LA in time for award consideration but not here until January. You might imagine his character, Morris, as a septuagenarian Don Juan meets Humbert Humbert. Morris’ Venus is not a nymphet, like Lolita, but a friend’s teenage niece, who may or may not be of legal age. O'Toole's grace flourishes through his line readings—at once elegant, sad, and flattering—even as his saggy eyes and wrinkles might attest otherwise. (He jokes once that he's been typecast as a corpse.) It begs the question, how much is sexiness a product of personality, age, the flesh, or something much darker?
It is a masculine holiday season, excepting Cate Blanchett and this weekend’s “The Holiday” with Kate Winslet and Cameron Diaz. In addition to Craig, Stallone, and O’Toole, Will Smith, Leo DiCaprio, Clive Owen, Michael Caine, Jude Law, Jack Black, and even Borat have gotten into the act. But the man who’s seen the most action is Hugh Jackman, with six films this year. He starred in Woody Allen’s "Scoop" this summer followed this fall by "The Prestige" and now "The Fountain." He hedged his bets and voiced two animated films, "Happy Feet" and "Flushed Away," for Thanksgiving. And of course he was Wolverine in the third X-Men film this spring.
Rounding out the Hollywood holiday is the film that seems the most promising, Robert DeNiro’s “The Good Shepherd.” Yes, down to its title it seems like a color version of “The Good German.” But “Shepherd” offers a complex narrative and the epic scope the Academy cherishes. The plot investigates the history of the CIA by following newbie spy, Matt Damon, through a series of intrigues both personal and professional. It’s like last year’s Spielberg film, “Munich,” except with American black ops defending the western world instead of Israel. Better yet, toss in Alec Baldwin, Joe Pesci, and DeNiro (in front of the camera as well as behind it), and “Shepherd” could almost be the g-man version of “Goodfellas” or “Godfather.” Angelina Jolie also co-stars, but let’s face it. This one’s about men doing what men do best, conspire and kill.
All of these films are the polar opposite of holiday cheer, which makes for great conflict, which makes for great movies. Enjoy the holiday film season, from me, Paul Bachleitner, and all the Movie Talk staff.
