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'Lawrence': On Wings of an Ego

MARK CHALON SMITH | Los Angeles Times
"Lawrence of Arabia," a movie known for its great entrances, starts with a great exit.

Peter O'Toole, in his first major role as the enigmatic T. E. Lawrence, crashes his motorcycle on a country road. Cut to his funeral where the important men of England recall the British soldier who led the Arab world against the Turks during the first World War.

Their praise registered, a cynical American reporter (Arthur Kennedy) is then asked his opinion. He muses that Lawrence was indeed an extraordinary man, a poet and a philosopher, but also "the most shameless exhibitionist since P. T. Barnum."

That wry accent marks the end of Lawrence's eulogy, and the film's real beginning. Director David Lean takes the challenge set out in the opening scenes to sharpen the blurred image of legend into something more specific. The result is unabashed hero-worship, but of a kind so sweeping and elegant that the idolatry is as appealing as mythology.

This affecting movie (based on T. E. Lawrence's own book, "Seven Pillars of Wisdom") was first released in 1962 and then emerged again in the late '80s in a restored "director's cut," a 216-minute epic that improved on the original. The restored version can be seen again tonight as Saddleback College and Edward Cinemas start their joint "classics" film series (see accompanying list) in Mission Viejo.

A favorite of many, "Lawrence of Arabia" might be even more appealing to men than to women. It fulfills a common male fantasy of realizing oneself through an ordeal and then turning the hardship into glorious advantage. Certainly not a day-dream reserved for men, but in the context of the setting and period, "Lawrence of Arabia" resounds in very masculine ways.

It's not a coincidence that Lean and screenwriter Robert Bolt eschew female characters; you can't find one here, not even on the periphery. Lawrence's world is like a secret society with no distracting influences--whether in the confines of the military or in the endless expanse of desert, the bonds he creates are based on the challenges generated by the male ego, a powerful touchstone in this film.

Lawrence's ego is the movie's magnet. At the outset, he seems little more than an eccentric nobody (a cartographer working in Arabia) waiting for the chance event that will set his destiny in motion. Lawrence is full of himself, and in these early scenes, spouting quotes from ancient philosophers or impressing his pals with tricks of bravery, we see a wanly charismatic man searching for distinction.

When he's given a military assignment to study the Arabs' fight with the Turks, a fight the Arabs are losing miserably, Lawrence instinctively knows his time has arrived. He secures leadership by embracing his submerged megalomania, and by not condescending to the men he leads--Lawrence becomes an Arab, dressing in their traditional garb and assimilating their culture, including their fanaticism. He's a messiah armed to the teeth.

Lean also raises other heroes in his idealization of the rival Arab sheiks that come to follow Lawrence. In the movie's greatest entrance, cinematographer Freddie A. Young locates a distant speck in the desert that grows as Lawrence and his Bedouin guide watch. Sherif Ali (Omar Sharif), dressed in black and on a black horse, finally appears and then murders the guide because he drank from the well of Ali's tribe.

The scene is so beautifully composed that its gracefulness infuses the flash of violence and charged connection between Lawrence and Ali with a visual lyricism.

The second great entrance comes when Auda abu Tayi (Anthony Quinn), another powerful Arab ruler, arrives and observes Lawrence dancing blithely after ceremoniously receiving the robes of a sheik. Anne Coates' seamless editing and Young's camera work add a veneer of irony to Lawrence by emphasizing both his displacement and joy in an unfamiliar society, and the threat of danger in the imposing form of Tayi.

Even when Lean lets the momentum stall, as with a homoerotic encounter between Lawrence and a sadistic Turkish commander (Jose Ferrer), we see that he's raising questions about the nature of Lawrence's obsessions and his intimate relationship with Sherif Ali.

Later, Lean shows how Lawrence's weakness resides with his strength. His power manifests in savage ways, and the unflinching sequences of Lawrence exhorting his men to butcher a fleeing Turkish brigade are most revealing. What makes men great is also what can destroy them.

Although now considered one of the best films of the past 30 years, "Lawrence of Arabia" was not unanimously cheered when it first appeared. The production values have been criticized as elephantine by some, and the handsome O'Toole was considered miscast as Lawrence, who was actually a small, ordinary-looking man.

Nonsense. Lean's approach is deliberate but encompassing; his control makes this a personal vision, and a visionary spectacle. As for O'Toole, he's brilliantly cast: with his air of aloneness and vaguely effeminate aura, he's a pristine metaphor for the contradictions that define our heroes.
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'Citizen Kane' Still a Monolith on American Movie Screen

MARK CHALON SMITH | Los Angeles Times
"Citizen Kane," usually trumpeted as the greatest American movie ever made, didn't even win the Oscar for Best Picture.

That distinction fell to "How Green Was My Valley," John Ford's sentimental crowd-pleaser about a Welsh coal mining family. The Academy reflected the opinion of the day, that "Citizen Kane" was special, but somehow too different, too provocative.

Orson Welles' debut film eventually found a pedestal as cooler, braver heads determinedly raised it up. Looking back, that 1941 Oscar snub was just another of the controversies that have marked this movie's history.

"Citizen Kane," which begins the Saddleback College/Edwards Cinemas classics series tonight, has always shouldered both greatness and controversy.

The story about Charles Foster Kane, a hugely powerful newspaper publisher, was seen as a barely disguised attack on William Randolph Hearst, creating both political and professional problems for Welles throughout the early part of his career.

Years later, even Welles' impact on the film was questioned. In two separate essays, critic Pauline Kael argued that screenwriter Herman J. Mankiewicz and cinematographer Gregg Toland were at least as responsible as the 25-year-old Welles for the brilliance of "Citizen Kane."

That's the kind of analytical dance that intrigues and amuses but, in the end, does nothing to diminish the film's influence. It really is a monolith on the American movie scene.

Other pictures may be more popular ("Casablanca" and "Gone With the Wind" can bring a bigger smile to some fans), but "Citizen Kane" is unsurpassed.

What turns critics on is its cinematic promise. What Welles and his collaborators did was expand the possibilities of film while maintaining a distinctly American appeal.

It takes a tale of the American dream ruined by folly and avarice for a canvas, then uses bold technique to turn that canvas into something unique.

The opening sequence is fascinating: The phantasmic setting of Kane's shrouded retreat, Xanadu, looking like a haunted house on an alien landscape, creates a fatalistic tone that stirs just below the movie's surface.

But the picture, even with its portent, is never oppressive. "Citizen Kane" is, as Kael pointed out, perhaps the most fun of the great movies to watch.

In part, the film's pleasure comes from mystery. Kane's dying word, "rosebud," sets a reporter on an odyssey to find out who or what rosebud was. As the reporter tries to grasp the slippery truth, we find glimpses into what formed Kane's life. The revelation that something as mundane as a beloved sled played such a big role in that life rings with a poignancy in the movie's summation.

The fun also comes from Welles' infectious joy at exploiting the medium; his creativity has such a cocky glee that it's as if he's winking at the audience in every important scene.

It's hard to pick just one example, but the craftiness of the revolving montage that describes Kane's deteriorating first marriage is prime.

The utility and assurance of Welles' ability to characterize how they've changed toward each other is seamless and terrifically ironic. We see them evolve from blushing lovers to wary domestic partners--a transformation that takes several years--in just a handful of seconds, all marked out by Toland's whizzing camera, catching the actors in sardonic, sharply defining ways.

That passage, like so many others in "Citizen Kane," provides insight.

It also provides the rush that comes from realizing how well art can mingle with entertainment, and that the movies may be the ideal place for such a union.

