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W.
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'W.'


A Lionsgate release of a Lionsgate, Omnilab Media, QED Intl. presentation of a Moritz Borman/Ixtlan production. (International sales: QED Intl., Beverly Hills.) Produced by Bill Block, Borman, Eric Kopeloff, Paul Hanson. Executive producers, Albert Yeung, Thomas Sterchi, Elliot Ferwerda, Johnny Hon, Teresa Cheung, Tom Ortenberg, Christopher Mapp, David Whealy, Matthew Street, Peter Graves. Co-producers, Ethan Smith, Suzie Gilbert. Co-executive producer, Jon Kilik. Directed by Oliver Stone. Screenplay, Stanley Weiser.
 
George W. Bush - Josh Brolin
Laura Bush - Elizabeth Banks
Barbara Bush - Ellen Burstyn
George Sr - James Cromwell
Dick Cheney - Richard Dreyfuss
Donald Rumsfeld - Scott Glenn
Karl Rove - Toby Jones
Earle Hudd - Stacy Keach
George Tenet - Bruce McGill
Condi Rice - Thandie Newton
Colin Powell - Jeffrey Wright
Tony Blair - Ioan Gruffudd
Don Evans - Noah Wyle
Paul Wolfowitz - Dennis Boutsikaris
General Tommy Franks - Michael Gaston
Joe O’Neill - Brent Sexton
Kent Hance - Paul Rae
Ari Fleischer - Rob Corddry
Fran - Marley Shelton
Speechwriter #1 - Colin Hanks
Jeb Bush - Jason Ritter

Oliver Stone’s unusual and inescapably interesting “W.” feels like a rough draft of a film it might behoove him to remake in 10 or 15 years. The director’s third feature to hinge on a modern-era presidency, after “JFK” and “Nixon,” offers a clear and plausible take on the current chief executive’s psychological makeup and, considering Stone’s reputation and Bush’s vast unpopularity, a relatively even-handed, restrained treatment of recent politics. For a film that could have been either a scorching satire or an outright tragedy, “W.” is, if anything, overly conventional, especially stylistically. The picture possesses dramatic and entertainment value, but beyond serious filmgoers curious about how Stone deals with all this president’s men and women, it’s questionable how wide a public will pony up to immerse itself in a story that still lacks an ending. 

Heavily researched but made very quickly — pic went before the cameras in May and is being rushed into release before the November election — “W.” has the benefit of filmmaking energy and good performances where they count, beginning with Josh Brolin’s arresting turn in the leading role. One can’t say Brolin is George W. Bush — the real one is still all too noticeably with us — but the actor offers a more than reasonable physical approximation and an interpretation that’s convincingly boisterous and determined. Aspects of the man unknown to the public are put forward that may or may not be true, but are sufficiently believable to make one go with them in a movie. 

Opening with a post-9/11 cabinet meeting in the Oval Office in which the phrase “axis of evil” was concocted, then jumping back in time to begin a procession of key events in the life of a privileged party boy with something to prove, Stone and his “Wall Street” scenarist Stanley Weiser position the film, above all, as a father-son story. Long uncertain what his role in life is meant to be, the young George W. is severely chastised by his patrician father for his wayward behavior — “What do you think you are, a Kennedy?,” blares George Sr. (James Cromwell) after one of his son’s drunken escapades — but is nonetheless always let off the hook and given another chance by his father, who lacks the cojones to truly leave W. to his own devices and, later, to pursue Saddam Hussein to Baghdad in the 1991 Gulf War. 

As the film continues to bounce back and forth, between the Iraq-dominated presidency and George W.’s unlikely transformation from ne’er-do-well rich kid to born-again Christianity, sobriety, ambition and resolve, it occasionally delivers intimations of looming tragedy, or at least of history that didn’t have to unfold as it did. But the film is unable to achieve any aims higher than as a sort of engaging pop-history pageant and amateur, if not inapt, psychological evaluation, due to the unavoidable lack of perspective and a final act that has yet to be written. When the Texas flashbacks finally catch up with the Washington, D.C., framing device, the film suddenly becomes a half-documentary about the Iraq War, changing the tone as well as the up-close-and-personal feel. 

The younger Bush is portrayed in lively fashion, much as one has always heard him described. First glimpsed in a metal tub being hazed for Yale frathouse membership, Dubya drinks hard, consorts with floozies, can’t hold a job, gets into Harvard Business School only thanks to Dadand loses a run for Congress in Texas, as he’s portrayed by his down-home opponent as “a carpetbagger from Connecticut”; afterward, in a memorable phrase, W. promises, “There’s no way I’ll ever be out-Texased or out-Christianed again.” He’s also fortunate early on to meet the right woman, Laura (Elizabeth Banks), a smart lady who readily recognizes his foibles but supports him step by step. 

After years of aimlessness, the born-again moment arrives in the mid-’80s, when W. trades the bottle for Jesus. A few years later, when he sets his sights on the popular Ann Richards’ job, Ellen Burstyn, playing Barbara Bush, gets perhaps the film’s biggest laugh when, confronted with her son’s plans, she yelps, “Governor of Texas? You must be joking!” Dad tries to talk him into waiting four years, until 1998, so Jeb can lock up the Florida job first, but by now, W. is his own man, unwilling to follow his father’s orders or play second fiddle to his better-liked brother. 

Stone and Weiser make no attempt to cover historical bases; Major episodes, including political campaigns, business alliances and elections, are completely omitted. Most scenes are devoted to illuminating particular aspects of George W. — examined in pithy interludes are his recklessness, people skills, insecurities, reliance upon Laura, impatience, belief that good will prevail and unwillingness to deviate once he’s made up his mind. Stone stands back as if to strenuously avoid the appearance of judging his subject even as he pigeonholes him psychologically. 

In the contemporary White House passages, however, it is not as easy to entirely avoid commentary and caricature. Many individual scenes are engrossing: a lunch with Dick Cheney (Richard Dreyfuss) in which the vice president maneuvers to get his way on the treatment of prisoners but is abruptly told by his boss to “keep your ego in check”; the many attempts by Secretary of State Colin Powell (Jeffrey Wright) to argue for a prudent course on Iraq, all of which are met with clucking disdain from Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld (Scott Glenn); George Sr.’s reluctance to declare himself “born again” to shore up his support among “the base;” the elder Bush’s stunned reaction to losing his re-election bid to Bill Clinton, and Cheney’s chilling answer to the question of what the exit strategy from Iraq will be — “There is no exit. We stay.” 

Docu-like feel of the latter stretch is emphasized by the sudden use of extensive real footage of Iraq, the “Mission Accomplished” aircraft carrier stunt and a Bush speech before the joint Houses of Congress, with the actors blended in with actual politicos. Pic thus enters TV territory, to its detriment, and Stone has no choice but to end on an ambiguously fanciful note that can mean anything you want it to mean. 

For the most part, Stone and his actors meet the basic requirements of pulling off this quick-draw portrait of still-evolving history, but one late sequence — of Georges Sr. and Jr. preparing to duke it out in a bare Oval Office — suggests the sort of stylistic imagination and audacious poetic flight that would have given the film some real heft. No visual correlatives or subjective projections of mood or attitude are offered, as they have been in past Stone films. Dominating are borderline distorted closeups, especially of Brolin, along with shadowy lighting and generally lackluster lensing. Some of the song choices are downright sophomoric in their too-obvious irony. 

Along with Brolin, top performances/impersonations are provided by Banks, whose Laura Bush goes a long way toward clarifying the close marital bond; Cromwell, who may not be a dead ringer for George H.W. Bush but delivers the full intended force of his character in several key scenes; Toby Jones as the ever-present Rove; and, despite hints at editorializing, Dreyfuss, who may only present a caricature of Cheney but seems so physically and attitudinally on the money that he’s instantly recognizable and acceptable. 

Rather more iffy are Glenn as Rumsfeld, Thandie Newton as Condi Rice and Burstyn as Barbara; these roles are brief, so either the actors must register quickly as right or they don’t. Great actor that he is, Wright just doesn’t possess the same physical bearing as Powell himself. Stacy Keach, as the preacher who helps lead W. through his religious conversion, and Bruce McGill, as CIA director George Tenet, do well in some intense scenes. 

Shot mostly in and around Shreveport, La., pic boasts solid, if not elaborate, production values. 

Camera (Deluxe color, Panavision widescreen), Phedon Papamichael; editor, Julie Monroe; music, Paul Cantelon; production designer, Derek Hill; art directors, John Richardson, Alex Hajdu; set designer, Gregory Van Horn; set decorator, Mel Cooper; costume designer, Michael Dennison; sound (Dolby/DTS), John Pritchett; supervising sound editor, Wylie Stateman; re-recording mixers, Gary Summers, Michael Keller; assistant director, Nick Mastandrea; casting, Halley Finn. Reviewed at the Landmark, Los Angeles, Oct. 6, 2008. (In London Film Festival — Galas.) MPAA Rating: PG-13. Running time: 131 MIN.
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Political season hits its peak

Polarizing films play big at box office

By PAMELA MCCLINTOCK, TATIANA SIEGEL
In 2004, the year of the last presidential election, Michael Moore’s Bush administration takedown "Fahrenheit 9/11" went on to become the highest-grossing docu of all time, proving that timing is everything. 

Now here comes "W." 

Whether or not Oliver Stone’s fictionalized pic plays to the masses, it exemplifies the recent trend of polarizing movies that are bubbling to the surface as the nation gets ready to elect a new president amid the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression. If "W" is going to work, it’ll have to perform well in prospective Obama states. 

Over the weekend, the left beat out the right as Bill Maher’s irreverent docu "Religulous" opened to three times the per-screen average that Michael Moore sendup "An American Carol" did ($6,792 vs. $2,231). 

But the B.O. scene isn’t all left-leaning: Christian-themed "Fireproof," starring former "Growing Pains" star turned evangelist Kirk Cameron, has done far better than anyone expected. Values are always a partisan issue during a presidential contest, and "Fireproof" feeds a certain appetite. 

And Billy Graham biopic "Billy: The Early Years," starring Armie Hammer, Martin Landau and Lindsay Wagner, goes out in 300-plus theaters on Friday. Film is being released by Christian distrib Rocky Mountain Pictures. 

Voting at the B.O. 

Lionsgate is hoping that Stone’s "W" will be a galvanizing force when it opens nationwide on Oct. 17. (Lionsgate also released "Religulous" and "Fahrenheit 9/11"). 

Lionsgate decided to release the film now because Americans are stirred up as the election nears. "Because we are in a politically charged season, I think people will view ‘W’ as a chance to vote with their box office dollars three weeks before they vote at the actual ballot box," Lionsgate prexy of theatrical films Tom Ortenberg said. "I don’t think that political films shape public opinion, but I do think they often reflect public opinion. They become a mirror." 

Put another way, the success of a political film, be it from the left or the right, depends upon how well it serves its constituents. 

"Seeing a movie like ‘W’ defines our emotions," said one distrib. "It becomes satire." 

Head to head 

Vivendi’s "American Carol" grossed $3.7 million from 1,639 screens, while "Religulous" bowed to $3.4 million from 503. 

Regional box office breakdowns for the two pics are a lesson in the partisan divide. 

The Maher docu overperformed expectations in the Northeast and slightly overperformed in the West, while it underwhelmed in the Midwest, South and Southeast. 

"Religulous" drew crowds in the very states in which Democratic presidential hopeful Barack Obama is polling well. According to RealClearPolitics.com, an independent political website that culls and publishes a broad sampling of polling data, Obama enjoys a lead over John McCain in California, Oregon, Washington, all of New England, New York, Pennsylvania, Maryland and Delaware. 

It was the polar opposite for "American Carol," which rips left-wing politics. The film overperformed in the Midwest, South and Southeast, home to some of the states where McCain commands a lead, including Texas, Oklahoma, Arkansas, Mississippi, Alabama and the Dakotas. 

But it isn’t just a Red State-Blue State divide. Big cities generally have a liberal population, which plays into the hands of left-leaning pics like "Religulous" and "W." One theater in Salt Lake City saw big results for "Religulous." 

The presidential election has proved fertile ground for studio marketers. 

"American Carol" helmer David Zucker and stars Kelsey Grammer and Jon Voight have been plugging the film, with Voight and Zucker popping up at the recent Republican Convention, and Grammer appearing on right-skewing political talkshows like Fox News’ "The O’Reilly Factor." 

By contrast, Maher has plugged "Religulous" on such liberal-minded shows as "The Daily Show With Jon Stewart" and his own HBO series "Real Time With Bill Maher." 

Last week, Lionsgate bought ad time during the debates for both "W" and "Religulous." 

Vivendi declined comment on its marketing campaign for the film.

