Denzel
Washington as
Malcolm X: More
a conjuration than

mere portrayal

BY STEVE ERICKSON

HAVE A RUNNING DEBATE IN MY HEAD ABOUT

Spike Lee. Sometimes I think his talent ex-

ceeds his intelligence and other times 1

think his intelligence exceeds his talent. Be-

fore Malcolm X this argument may have been

i More pertunent, particular ly in the case of Lee's
most notable and controversiil movie, Do the

Right Thing, whose coda quoting both Malcolm

A and Martin Luther King Jr. rendered the film
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as philosophically muddled as it was brilliant.
. Butit's also possible that, in judging Lee’s work,
I haven’t made allowances for the sort of ambi-
| . guity Iwould automatically credit as artistic com-
|

plexity in a white filmmaker, which may sav
. more about the limits of my own racial under-
. standing. Or it may be I can't imagine a black
| artist being ambiguous about race, which says
| . moreabout the limits of my own Imagination. At

FOR ADDITIONAL any rate, by the time of Jungle Fever the nexus
AN REVIEWS, between Lee's talent and intelligence had al-

SEE THE i l E b 4 k . - . -
CALENDAR FiLm | ' €ady become knottier, especially since the
SRR movie sometimes seemed neither able nor

ON PAGE 75. SImart, a statement about interracial love under-

mined by the fact that the white woman barely
existed as a character, except for some perfunc-
-tory family history and what actress Annabella
Sciorra brought to the role. It also doesn’t help

that, to put it plainly, Spike Lee often talks like

MALCOLM X

Directed by
SPIKE LEE

ﬂﬂﬁﬁ[il}“;gﬂh: ; a fool, calling Thurgood Marshall ‘ignorant” on
dn : :

In any event, Malcolm X renders the talent-

vs.-ntelligence issue moot. If it lacks the shot-for-

shot assurance of Do the Rig

| 0 i ht Thing, it's still an
unfathomably ambitious work that means to

apotheosize the black consciousness of the last
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{ smart and talented enoug

lra lay notin its politics,
- notin 1ts metaphor, not even in its legend, but

IN 1ts capacity for transformation: and the extent
to which that life was a statement of

‘Imetaphor and legend, it was such

America but all America,
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The Last American

- Spike Lee forgives us, sort of

passage and spiritual death.

Malcolm was this transfor-
mation in the extreme, from
racketeer and cocaine addict to
prophet to something verging
on mystic. At every junclure
when the choice was to tran-
scend or die, he transcended.
[.ee, to be sure, has burnished
this metamorphosis to an almost
divine glow. You also get the feel-
ing he maybe watched JFK one
too many times, with hints of
white conspiracy that may or may
not be based on facts. But that
part of the storyisn’t Lee’s main
interest anyway, and if by the
end you also get the idea he stll
Isn't too crazy about white peo-
ple, the literally incendiary
opening moments have given
way to the half-life of Malcolm's
final light, in which race was re-
duced to a puny concern by the
epiphanies of Mecca. That Lee
himself has come to a similar rey-
elation would obviously be an
irony of the first order, since one
suspects he made this film not as
a cosmic contemplation but a
- manifesto of blackness. The evidence of the film
" is that his own teeiings about Malcolm X may
have become deeper in the course of making the
dim, and more complicated than he ever would
have anticipated.

[here are moments he seems overwhelmed
by it all. The movie lurches stylistically from
David Lean bio-pic to Oliver Stone pseudo-doc,
resorting to dramatic ¢lichés one moment and
odd bits of visual business the next, Malcolm's
lace spinning around the screen like the hands
of a clock to the ringing of an ominous tele-
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~ phone. It'sas though Lee had momentary lapses
of confidence in his ability to tell such a big story
or shoulder the responsibility for a story that

| means so much to black Americans. His well-

publicized campaign to take away the rights to
Malcolm’s life from (white) director Norman
Jewison probably only added to the pressure,
especiallyin the subsequent hail of charges from
other African-Americans that Lee himselfwasn't
quite black enough for the job.

While the stylistic shifts may correspond to
the thematic upheavals of Malcolm’s life. they
do so to curious effect. The life of Malcolm the
young stud looks a lot less oppressive than that
of Malcolm the liberated visionary, the rage of
the flames that open the film washing into a

though Lee was apparently so enthralled by the
opportunity to make a period epic that he
couldn’t resist maki ng it look wonderful. As shot

such knockout work on Do the

as other Lee films, Harlem in the '40s looks a
litle too much like fun, with nightclubs and
great music and all the juice of a vivid blac)
culture, albeit laced with the

mands of a white culture that
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golden blaze of friendly Harlem sunlight, as

—==

- - L.‘-F'-'
i A vl

e S L - . 1.-r'-.
’ .*i?";-" -*1: I:
S IIISNVO & wWr

walked from one incarnation to the next. Th
childhood memory of his parents and brothe
and sisters being burm:d_m;_ ;-Fl_‘t';ni;;
the Klan is remarkably lacking in power, intro-
duced before we have any feel

as aman; it also presents in heroic terms a father |
who in fact routinely beat Malcolm’s brothers |
and sisters for being darker than he was.
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in the film, when Malcolm grows ": 5
family 1s burned out of tharhouse, the parallels |

with the past are alittle unnecessary, since we're |
perfectly capable of making the connection our- |
selves. The literalization of Malcolm’s visions, |
such as the appearance of the Nation of Islam’s |
leader Elijah Muhammad in his jail cell, manage B
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the dubious accomplishment of being over- |
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drawn and ordinary at the same time. It would |
be more effective if we could not see what Mal- |
colm sees, even if it meant a momentary depar- |
ture from his viewpoint, but the relationship of
the film to Malcolm’s viewpoint is part of the “Jets
problem. The movie never quite knows whether |
lo getinside Malcolm or stay outside, leavingus |
somewhere between objectivity and subjectivity, |
where Lee finds himself stranded aswell. |
The basic material of Malcolmn’s story, how- |
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cver, and the fervor of Lee's execution over- |
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come these lapses. The film’s errant moments |
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are swept aside by its thunderous scope and |
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the electrifying verisimilitude of Malca‘i" *
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speeches to the Nation of Islam and his assassi- |
nation, as well as images that tap into the most |
primal African-American nightmare: the Klan |
disappearing over the hill before a giant white |
moon, as though swallowed by the livid mouth |
of the night. As usual Lee gets firstrate work |
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from his most populous ensemble of actor S s
yet, in particular Delroy Lindo’s Harlem S B
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West Indian Archie, and Al Freeman Jr’s un- |
canny impersonation of Elijah Muhammad. |
And when the entropy of Lee’s audacity threat- |
ens to send the film flying off in pieces, the grav- |
itatonal force of Denzel Washington's Malcolm
holds it together. .
That Washington seemed an insj iration al-
most from the moment he was cast stll do
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prepare you for the enormity of the perfor- |

mance, which is more a conjuration than 1[%_ ARt
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portrayal. Like Daniel Day-Lewis and Wesley

"

&

sxual
. . - L Ty
charisma, and his mesmerizing Malco

Snipes, Washington is one of the few new young
e SR
I '
. Y g = 9 "',i'*:}‘ =
only conveys a sociopath’s soul — which Ve

actors who naturally melds genius with sext

completely abandoned even whem,h, P .J_:I:'v.-l..- |

ogy takes a radically new form — but the soul of
an innocent. As Marshall Frady noted in his
excellent piece in The New Yorker last month.

that the white man might not be the de 3
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all “hinted at the childlike simplicity. .. that had
: 3,3 ey = .

lurked all along under the ferocities of his
exhortations.” When we see clips of
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only revealed as more monumentz lr i er I ar
real thing. If the film doesn’t provi et he psycho-
logical links in Malcolm’s transformation, if Mal.
colm himself didn’t provi
autobiography on which the film is basec
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way, not only in the steeliness
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Zen and the Art of
Molorcycle Maintenance set an

entire generation on the path.

THAT WAS

Now, 17 years later,

| the extraordinary journey

continues.

LHE NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER

'ROBERT M

Author of ZEN AND THE ART OF
- MOTORCYCILE MAINTENANCE
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whiite man
under the eves ol his new God  it's (14t
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you re sull gomg o remember those
opening minutes, an American flag
burning down to the form of an X as
scenes of Rodney King's vicious beating
blurt throughout. If the fury is colder
!||.1‘ t'lltl, hlll i1l 4 HI'“ CONSCLIoOons ‘HIIHI}.{
white woman — whose guilt is the most
l![l"ﬁl'lllllilll‘n llllltu about her — d P
proaches Malcolm and asks what she can
do as an act ol social and racial contn-
L1071, 1I1'- .l|*-.n HHiolc Hlllll'llllnllulh, ,\1.11*
colm the man extends no absoluton o
tortured whites. Whether Malcoln the
movie does 1s anothe quesuon, and that
It's unsure of its own answer no longe:
strikes me as a matter of either talent o
intelligence, but a wisdom it would be
IHI'NIHI'I}H'IIHII‘\ Itil A1N 'ﬁ]lltl' ”H!‘u“' {li“l
to comment on. It has 1o be ljnllllt'd OLul
that Lee sull has some senous problems
with white women. the fas InALoOn 1N /uu
le Fever disintegratung here to something
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Vialcolm X are {laxen trash, wan bleached
wombs emptving black men of their man-

hood, luring black men into bad

schemes and deserving the retnibution
ol black humilianon for what white men
clid to black female slaves Indeed, the
white blood that flowed 1|‘l]llllgh
Malcolm's veins was that of the man who
raped his grandmother. One of the signs
ol Malcolm's politucal and spiritual evo-
lution 1s how he gIVeS up white women
the way he gives up drugs and pork.

In the end, however, Lee's film 1sn't
quite as angry as it wants to be. In the
end one hears the director not so much
proclaiming Malcolm’s maxim “by any
means necessary as clinging to it, and
while 1t would have been a beuer, edgier
movie without the concluding eulogy,
which insists on turning the previous
three and a quarici hours into a choral
hyvmn, it would not have been a better or
more generous message. Lee’s awe of
Malcolm remains so heartfelt that any
complaints about subtlety must neces-
sarily be cynical. The movie is a glorfica-
tion ol 1ts subject, to be sure. It disregards
a lew of the more unseemly cpisodes of
Malcolm’s biography, like his surreal
mecung with the Klan in 1961 wo lorge a
separatist alhhance; and the anti-Semi-
tism that regarded the Holocaust as just
some kind of overblown gangland mas-
sacre. But Mualcolm X 18 one Sll'P bﬂfk
and three steps forward on Spike Lee's
road to movie mecca, it is also his vindi-
catnon. His sell-promotional instincts
notwithstanding, he's right about its
importance: America should see this
movic. It's unlikely that Malcolm himself
would have thought there was much dif-
lerence between Bill Clinton and
George Bush, but in the hopeful glowof
a Clinton victory rather than the nihilis
tc aftermath of a Bush reclection, we
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