Denzel Washington is an “American Gangster” God
“American Gangster” begs the question: Is there a more captivating actor in Hollywood than Denzel Washington? His sharp gaze was fiery enough to spark a mutiny in “Crimson Tide.” Yet his poised diction can channel the stature of Malcolm X or the self-effacing confidence of Steven Biko.

In “American Gangster” his charisma transforms Frank Lucas, a heroin kingpin with a $250-million empire, into an iconoclast who transcends society’s notions of right and wrong. For decades Italian mobsters played by the likes of Al Pacino and Robert De Niro have loomed as American cinema gods preaching their own takes on morality. The status and ethics of black gangsters have usually been narrower and seedier, wayward pimps who want to be rappers and dealers running street-corner clockers. Just ask Terrence Howard or Delroy Lindo.
Washington’s Frank Lucas carves an altogether different niche for the black gangster as harbinger of change. He’s progressive not for becoming the biggest heroin supplier in all of New York, but that he does it by outmaneuvering all of the city’s major crime syndicates during the early 70s, including the Mafia. Racial equality isn’t just for law-abiding citizens. Black gangsters can be cinema gods, too.
However, “American Gangster” avoids the tired us-versus-them clichés common to films with a racial justice focus by focusing instead on the more poignant theme of social progress. Credit director Ridley Scott and screenwriter Steve Zaillan. They successfully balance Washington’s heft by crafting two parallel plots and casting fellow A-list star, Russell Crowe, as Richie Roberts, the cop who finally busts Lucas. The film’s basis in a true story lends it even more balance.
“American Gangster” begins in Harlem in 1968 with Lucas as the driver and right-hand man for legendary black mobster, Bumpy Johnson (played with fatherly moxie by Clarence Williams III). Bumpy drops dead of a heart attack not long after brutally murdering a rival and spouting some dubious advice about the effect of Chinese workers on America’s economy. Lucas fills the power vacuum by wisely adhering to Bumpy’s actions and not his advice. Lucas dresses in conservative suits, eats breakfast at five in the morning, spurns most nightclubs, and otherwise keeps a low profile like Bumpy, except when he needs to kill someone.

The lovely irony of “American Gangster” is that it so readily admires Lucas despite his murderous, drug-dealing ways and without becoming a comedy or horror film. Lucas is an ingenious businessman. He overcomes Bumpy’s distaste for Asia and modern economics by trading for heroin directly from Thai and Vietnamese suppliers to cut out the middleman. The savings allows him to peddle heroin twice as pure and half the price of that sold by any other dealer in New York. He packages it in blue plastic wrappings stenciled with a suave catchy brand name, Blue Magic, comparable to Pepsi.

Lucas is also a great family man and innovator of the social order. He gives his brothers and cousins jobs as his henchmen and buys a huge mansion in the countryside to house his family, to the chagrin of two peeping-Tom white neighbors. He turns the tables on the Mafia by outperforming its drug trade and then hiring it for protection. He compares Bumpy, and implicitly the work inspired by him, to Martin Luther King.
Lucas would be the film’s hero, if not for the parallel plot involving Crowe. Crowe’s Richie Roberts is a Jewish cop studying to become a lawyer who is essentially the inverse of Lucas. Just as Lucas has an illegitimate career but a squeaky clean personal life, Roberts is a squeaky clean cop who won’t skim any money from a million-dollar drug bust, but cheats and lies as a husband.
Pitting the two men’s ambitious egos against each other drives the film’s momentum, although Roberts doesn’t even realize he’s hunting Lucas until the film’s last act. As Blue Magic hits the streets and addicts overdose from its purity, Roberts is appointed to head up a special narc squad task force in nearby New Jersey. He and his team pound the pavement and plaster the walls with reams of recon photos they shuffle to reflect their latest guesses about the mastermind behind Blue Magic. Their critical mistake, of course, is that they fail to consider a black man could be running the operation, even after Lucas’ photo becomes part of their new wallpaper.
Crowe’s performance is remarkable because of its restraint. Roberts is not a leader on a large scale or very powerful, like some of Crowe’s recent characters, such as the captain in “Master and Commander.” Roberts is just a headstrong detective struggling against corruption. At one point he has to grovel to regain $20,000 of bait money pocketed during a shakedown by a crooked New York City detective, played by a diabolically swaggering Josh Brolin.
A third parallel plot follows the Vietnam War and its deleterious effects on American society. The plot exists as little more than a series of occasional clips from speeches by Nixon, radio announcers noting one in three soldiers is hooked on heroin, and strung-out druggies tapping overused veins. But the plot unobtrusively draws out the broader theme: the 70s was an era of painful progress for America, even its underbelly. Enforcement against corruption was improving, and eventually protests and big losses brought an end to a decades-long war.
However, the film’s iconic figure of this progress is Washington’s Lucas. The final shot depicts Lucas leaving jail in 1991, looking small framed against the prison’s huge street front and the modern cars whizzing by, an icon whose era has passed. But what remains as the dust settles is Washington’s uncanny ability as a salesman. He sells us so much on the relative progress represented by Lucas’ ascension we find ourselves half hoping he would’ve evaded Roberts’ investigation, despite the untold number of lives the drug dealing ruined and that it’s a true story.
Whether or not this feeling is desirable or morally agreeable, the adroitness of its delivery is undeniable. The film merits three-and-a-half out of four stars. For Movie Talk, I’m Paul Bachleitner.
