Intro to Walk the Line Film Review

Walk the Line, a biopic of Johnny Cash, strides into Twin Cities cinemas this weekend. But do its strides measure up to those of the musical legend? KFAI’s Paul Bachleitner has the review.

Review of Walk the Line (((½
Walk the Line begins with shots of a guard on a watchtower overlooking a California prison. Deep bass notes and guitar riffs throb through the prison walls and steady rain. It’s 1968 and Johnny Cash is reigniting his career in front of hardened inmates with a live performance. Except he’s not on stage; he’s sweating in a back room. An elliptical narrative arcs back to Cash as a kid on an Arkansas cotton farm in 1944 before returning to the prison near film’s end. What’s remarkable is how deeply the film explores the raw emotion of Cash’s life story.
Credit director James Mangrove and co-screenwriter Gill Dennis for avoiding the easy answers inherent in teary slow-mo beats, dreamy flashback sequences, or other manipulative gimmicks seen in recent biopics. This film’s focus is squarely on the music, the actors, and the chemistry they generate.
Joaquin Phoenix plays Cash with smoldering scowls and open-eyed intensity. Phoenix sings all the vocals himself. His guitar strings and barreling voice channel the yearning of Cash’s music, and at least to the untrained ear its sound, too. It’s omnipresent. The film hums and booms with it from beginning to end. The narrative follows it into the air force in Germany to Memphis to Texarkana through montages of bus tours and the deep south and finally to Las Vegas.

The intensity explodes with the appearance of Reese Witherspoon as June Carter about a third of the way through the film. She’s performing with her husband as the only woman on a tour caravan that includes Jerry Lee Louis, Roy Orbison, and Elvis, as well as Cash. Even in a starring role Witherspoon has the skill to mesh seamlessly into an ensemble and yet command the spotlight. Her characteristic blond hair is dyed dark brown, and she tightens a southern accent until her words curl with a playful lilt. She sings her own vocals, too. The performers can’t keep their eyes off her. Audiences love her, and so does Cash.
She becomes the object of an obsessive love that leads him to chase her for years, through a drug addiction, divorces, several denied marriage proposals, and a long walk through the Tennessee forest to her doorstep. The chemistry between her and Phoenix carries the film beyond the illicit nature of their love—both are married with children. It also sophisticates the simple explanations for Cash’s gloominess offered by his brother’s childhood death or his father’s abuse.

A regrettable tacked-on scene with Cash’s father mars an otherwise perfect ending on a Las Vegas stage. It’s the only regret about an utterly rewarding film experience. I give it three-and-a-half out of four stars. For KFAI, I’m Paul Bachleitner.
