September Films Bring Gold and Gray
September, the month pennant races heat up, the sun cools down, and films need better dialogue than explosions to win at the box office. Filled with golden dreams and shiny days was how the disco group Earth, Wind, and Fire commemorated the month in its 1978 hit single, “September.”
And, indeed, this September should inspire singing and dancing from filmgoers and Hollywood moguls alike, albeit for varying reasons. The month kicks off a fall slate of films that match award-season heft with the crossover market appeal of violence. In past decades this potent combination produced war films and westerns that earned gold at the Oscars and the box office. This month revisits the combination with, yes, more war films and westerns, and also revenge films that swap patriotism for irony and good guys for not-so-bad guys.

The season steams into town this weekend with “3:10 to Yuma,” a remake of the 50-year-old classic of the same name that features Russell Crowe and Christian Bale in the roles originally performed by Glenn Ford and Van Heflin, respectively. Crowe is a captured outlaw that a farmer, played by Bale, risks his life to transport to a train bound for a jail in Yuma in exchange for reward money that can save his ranch. The remake’s director is James Mangold, whose last effort brought Johnny Cash back to life in Oscar-nominated, “Walk the Line.” The star power of Crowe and Bale would bring box office success to even a modest remake of the original. Rumor has it, though, that Mangold and his writers have updated a few plot twists that could freshen up the pathos or screw up a sure thing.
In three weeks is the Twin Cities opening of another western, “The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford,” starring Brad Pitt. Pitt as Jesse James alienates Robert Howard, a member of James’ gang played by Casey Affleck, who betrays him with the arrival of a really lean winter on the plains. The original cut was completed by director Andrew Dominik two years ago. But a three-hour running time and a plot top-heavy in dialogue kept Warner Brothers from distributing the film then. Re-shoots, cuts, and re-mixes were made and made again. The length shrank by over a half hour, but the brooding plot remains as a selling point because it conveys artistic substance and crossover appeal. The guess here is that it will have neither.

Interesting, though, is the level of drama accorded to contemporary violence. Not that violence in older films lacked drama, but heroes and a clear sense of right and wrong fared most prominently in their marketing. Now, the issues and characters have become varying shades of gray, both figuratively and literally.
The trend pervades this season’s war films, and the first one, “In the Valley of Elah,” opens September 14. It’s directed and written by that recent provocateur of moral ambiguity, Paul Haggis, the Oscar-winning writer of “Million Dollar Baby” and director of Best Picture winner, “Crash.” He asks viewers to explore the lasting effects of the Iraq War through the grief of Tommy Lee Jones, a theme that will reemerge in other war films throughout the fall. Jones’ character is a career officer who uncovers some disturbing truths during the search for his missing son, who’d just returned from a tour in Iraq. Charlize Theron as a police investigator and Susan Sarandon as the wife of Jones’ character contribute a strong female presence to his descent into chaos.
Possibly less disturbing but bloodier is the long-delayed film, “The Kingdom,” opening two weeks later on September 28. You’ve been seeing the ads for months. A group of FBI agents headed by characters played by Jamie Foxx and Chris Cooper attempt to apprehend terrorists responsible for bombing US workers in Saudi Arabia. The ambiguity in this film relates to the difficulty of determining who the bad guys are as opposed to the morality of what’s good or bad.
The prospect of getting even is no less murky in two revenge films opening on successive weekends this month. On September 14, Jodie Foster returns to the big screen with a killer revenge tale, “The Brave One.” She plays a wife whose sense of safety and sanity erodes after street thugs murder her fiancé. Her recovery transforms her into a street vigilante more morally conflicted than the comic book-style crusaders the transformation might suggest. Oscar nominee, Terence Howard, costars with the two-time Best Actress winner as a police detective who fears she’s involved with a string of revenge attacks against ex-felons. “The Brave One” portrays revenge not as frontier justice that fades into the sunset of an old western but as a gritty, urban angst that grows bigger the more it’s fed. Early reviews cite Foster as a likely front runner for her third Oscar.
The following weekend sees the opening of “Eastern Promises,” a product of the gloomy mind of director and writer, David Cronenberg. His penchant for dark themes rubs off on his actors, particularly Viggo Mortenson. The two teamed up in 2005 for Cronenberg’s last film, “A History of Violence,” by transitioning Mortenson from valiant king Aragorn in “The Lord of the Rings” into a two-faced family man who can’t outrun his brother’s mob ties. “Eastern Promises” strips away the veneer of goodness for a slicked-back hairdo and a Slavic accent as a Russian mobster. The beauty and outrage of Naomi Watts as a hospital midwife looking to redress wrongs committed against a prostitute who dies during childbirth, however, threaten to turn him against his employer. The characters and choices are a trademark Cronenberg shade of gray, embodied even in the rainy overcast London setting and the hopelessness of joy from even a successful exacting of revenge.
Coming on the heels of a record-setting $4 1/3 billion summer, Hollywood’s boldness this September is possibly more aggressive than grim, though. The ambitious pairing of box office shrewdness and artistic angst is as fittingly ironic as Earth, Wind, and Fire’s light and jaunty “September” is to the somber hues of the fall. For KFAI’s Movie Talk, I’m Paul Bachleitner.
