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LITERATURE

Where the Wild Things Are

JEFF MINICK

ark Twain ends the “Ad-
ventures of Huckleberry
Finn” with these words:

“And sothereain’'tnoth-
ing more to write about, and I am rot-
ten glad of it, because if I'd a knowed
what a trouble that was to make a book
Iwouldn'tatackled itand ain'tagoingto
no more. ButIreckonIgotto light out for
the Territory ahead of the rest, because
Aunt Sally she’s going to adopt me and
sivilize me and I can’t stand it. I been
there before.”

Literature, boys, and manhood

—— Until relatively recently, it was com-
mon for boys even of Huck’s age—he

Read b’i was 12 or 13—to “light out for the Ter-
gcncrall()ns ritory,” though not in the sense Huck
— meant. Just a century ago, teenage

ofboys is “The males often graduated eighth grade
S in school and then metaphorically lit
Adventures in school and th phorically
out for the territory by joining the work

of Tom force, laboring on farms to help out the

family, seeking adventure in travel, or
if they were slightly older, enlisting in
the military.

Meanwhile, even just 60 years ago,
many adolescent boys found adven-
ture close to home. They took long ca-
noe trips without adult supervision,

Sawyer.

camped in the woods with friends,
shot at targets with their .22s, played
rough games of war and sport, and
came home only at supper after leav-
ing the house after breakfast. I know
these things because I was one of
those boys.

And like many boys then and now,
I was inspired in my adventures by
stories I read in books, tales of boys
out and about in the world, indulging
in stunts and escapades, and com-
ing of age as they faced challenges,
obstacles, and enemies.

Continued on Page 4

Few boys had as
many adventures
as Mark Twain’s
Tom Sawyer. First
edition frontispiece,
1876, from “The
Adventures of Tom
Sawyer.” Library
of Congress Prints
and Photographs
Division.
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SUMMERTIME STYLE
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FILMS

GOSSIp,

Convention,
and Barbara
Stanwyck

‘My Reputation’ from 1946

TIFFANY BRANNAN

“Who steals my purse steals trash. Buthe
that filches from me my good name robs
me of that which not enriches him and
makes me poor indeed.” This quote from
“Othello” begins “My Reputation,” and it
is a strong reminder of how our conduct,
evenifwell-intentioned, can affect others.

Jessica Drummond (Barbara Stanwyck)
has just lost her husband. They had two
sons together, who are now 12 and 14.
Family lawyer Frank Everett(Warner An-
derson) is a good friend and real comfort
during this difficult time, but Jessica’s
mother, Mrs. Kimball (Lucile Watson), on
the other hand, justwants to tell herwhat
to do. Kimball seems more concerned
about following conventions than about
her daughter’s happiness.

When Jess's sons go to boarding school,
she becomes terribly lonely. Her friend
Ginna (Eve Arden) invites her to spend
the winter at a cabin with her and her
husband (John Ridgely).

While out skiing one day, Jess meets
Maj. Scott Landis (George Brent). They
take an immediate liking to each other,
but after she resists his romantic atten-
tions, he abruptlyleaves. Backhome, she
eventually hears that Maj. Landis has
been stationed nearby. She arranges to
“coincidentally” see him at a nightclub,
where they resume their acquaintance-
ship, and then begin seeing each other
regularly.

Although their relationship is entirely
wholesome, local gossips quickly begin
rumors about them. Jessica’s mother cau-
tions her against defying the convention
for widows, but the mounting gossip just
makes Jess want to ignore her so-called
friends’ criticism of her behavior. Eventu-
ally, she must decide whether to follow a
shortcut to happiness or traditional vir-
tues of femininity and selflessness that
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bring a more harmonious outcome.

A Different Reputation

Barbara Stanwyck is often remembered
for her controversial roles in Pre-Code
films, early talking pictures released be-
tween 1930 and 1934. Although the Mo-
tion Picture Production Code (commonly
called the Hays Code) was officially ad-
opted by the Motion Picture Producers
and Distributors of America (MPPDA) in
1930, it wasn't effectively enforced until
1934, when JosephI. Breen headed anew
branch of the MPPDA: the Production
Code Administration (PCA).

The earlier, unregulated time was Hol-
lywood’s Old West, when filmmakers shot
it out for Depression Era audiences’ tick-
ets, using shock value as ammunition.
Although the chiefmotivation behind this
marketingimpropriety was selling tickets,
many modern film buffs tout Pre-Code
films as daring trailblazers in Ameri-
can entertainment. In contrast to Code
films’ restraint and emphasis on decency,
some find Pre-Code standards (or lack
thereof) appealing. Some celebrate the
female characters in these movies, who
defy moral rules and societal conventions
to get ahead. Barbara Stanwyck brought
some of these most infamous characters
to life, including Lily Powers in “Baby
Face” (1933).

“Baby Face” based its promotional cam-
paign on advertisingits heroine’sbad rep-
utation, using tag lines like “She stopped
at nothing and made IT’ pay” and “She
climbed the ladder of success—wrong by
wrong!” Barbara Stanwyck’s suitability for
the part was emphasized by the tagline,
“Played to perfection by the only girl on
the screen who isn’t afraid to let herself
go, BARBARA STANWYCK.”

Filmed only 11 yearslater with the same
actress and same leading man (George
Brent) at the same studio, “My Reputa-
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“A woman isn't meant to be lonely,
she's meant to be Joved.

.. Fromnowonlmgoing
g to live my life
e my way!”

R ARBARASTANWYCK.

WILL NEVER BE FORGOTTEN AS "JESS" IN

MY REP ATION
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Screen play by CATHERINE TURNEY from the novel “Instruct My Sarrews” by Clara Jaynes » Music by MAX STEINER

Barbara Stanwyck’s character learns that taking a shortcut to happiness can sometimes
cause a world of pain. The poster for “My Reputation.
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tion” presents a very different
story. Becauseitisa Code film,
this film shows that flouting
conventions is notliberating;
moral rules exist for areason.

A Woman’s Reputation
Pre-Code women like Lily
Powers are now praised as
strong, empowering female
characters. Ignoring tradi-
tions and conventions, these
women used their bod-
ies, wiles, and cunning to
get anything they wanted,
including money, posses-
sions, and other women'’s
husbands. They defied
moral conventions of pre-
vious generations, with the
implication that promiscu-
ity was the modern way.
Although not all Pre-Code
bad girls lived happily ever
after, they rarely faced the
consequences that would
undoubtedly have befallen
women who behaved thus
in the 1930s.

In contrast, “My Reputation”
shows the consequences of
innocent yet indiscreet be-
havior. For example, Jess ignores her better
judgmentbyvisiting Scott’s apartment. They
quickly decide to go to a restaurant, but not
before being seen by one of her mother’s
friends. Beforelong, everyonein townis talk-
ing about the romance between the young
widow and the handsome soldier.

The gossip does not merely stayin whispers,
however. It quickly escalates to the point of
making her a social outcast. Society’s “ho-
lier than thou” attitude grows increasingly
hypocritical to Jess, who feels spurred toward
rebellion by her judgmental friends’ suppo-
sitions. However, when her sons hear and
believe the rumors, sherealizes thata sullied
reputation also has consequences.

At the center of this conundrum is Jess'’s
mother. From her first appearance, we be-
lieve that she is adomineeringwoman who
treats her grown daughter like a little girl.
Her adherence to convention goes beyond
logic and consideration for others, especial-
ly concerning Jessica. Her actions seem to
demonstrate thather bereaved daughter has
norightto tryto create a new life for herselfif
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thatmight defy proper behavior for widows.

Are Happiness and Convention at Odds?
Following one’s heartis a common themein
entertainment. In Golden Era movies, as in
more modern pictures, happiness and love
are depicted as more rewarding pursuits
than fame, fortune, and other worldlier forms
ofsuccess. However, in Code films, happiness
could only be enjoyed if achieved by honest
means, and love thatis pure alone is glorious.
“My Reputation” follows these standards
of traditional morality, putting motherly re-
sponsibility above the romantic notion of
doing what makes one feel good. When Jess
learns that Scott is being deployed to New
Yorkand then overseas to fightin World War
11, she decides to accompany him to New York
so that they can be together as long as pos-
sible. Although Jess and Scott would never
have an immoral relationship, their going
together would give the appearance of one.
When Jess has finished packing, she real-
izes that her sons, who heard gossip about
their mother at a party that night, have run

Theatrical release
poster for the 1933
film “Baby Face.”
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“My
Reputation”
presents an
inspiringly
feminine and
traditional
heroine.

PUBLIC DOMAIN

r i l |
George Brentina1939
publicity shot.

PUBLIC DOMAIN

A 1939 publicity photo of Barbara Stanwyck.

away. She follows them to her mother’s house,
where she explains to them that her love for
Maj. Landis doesn't lessen her love for their
father. Meanwhile, they make herrealize that
her impending trip is wrong: It confirms all
thevicious rumors they've heard, and would
do so for everyone else as well.

Atthis point, we realize thatJessica’s moth-
erhashad good intentions all along. She sym-
pathetically congratulates her daughter for
doing theright thing, saying, “It's hard to do
whatisrightsometimes.” Mrs. Kimball wisely
sums up why convention and traditions are
soimportant, even iffollowing themis pain-
ful: “Young people resent conventions, but
asyou grow older, you'll realize that conven-
tions were established because there was
need for them.”

This movie shows that the Motion Pic-
ture Production Code was very much
like conventions. Its rules were similarly
established because there was need for
them. As aresult, it presents an inspiringly
feminine and traditional heroine, who is
decent, considerate, and generous, put-
ting her motherly duty first. She is a female
character I find truly empowering.

Tiffany Brannan is a 19-year-old opera sing-
er, Hollywood history/vintage beauty copy-
writer, film reviewer, fashion historian,
travel writer, and ballet writer. In 2016, she
and her sister founded the Pure Entertain-
ment Preservation Society, an organization
dedicated to reforming the arts by reinstat-
ing the Motion Picture Production Code.

“When things are chaotic to the extreme,
order must be restored.”
- "The four books” by Zhu Xi

The original calligraphy is now available for purchase at
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Where the
Wild Things Are

Literature, boys, and manhood
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Continued from Page 1

One of those books, read by genera-
tions of boys, is “The Adventures of
Tom Sawyer.”

Some Classics

In this prequel to “Huckleberry Finn,”
Tom Sawyer undergoes a series of tri-
als and troubles. He falls in love with
anew girl in town, Becky Thatcher,
who spurns him after learning that
he has previously kissed another

girl. Tom and Huck witness Indian
Joe murder a doctor in a graveyard.
Bored with school, Tom slips off with
Huck and another friend, Joe Harper,
to live like pirates on an island in the
Mississippi River and soon show up
at their own funerals.

Later, Tom becomes a hero when,
having been lost for several days in
a cave along with Becky, he finds
his way out and saves the girl’s life.
Indian Joe dies locked up in the
cave, which leads Tom and Huck to
return there and find the murderer’s
chest of gold. As for Huck, his half of
the wealth, lands him as a ragged,
free-spirited into the care of the
Widow Douglas, whose “servants
kept him clean and neat, combed
and brushed, and they bedded him
nightly in unsympathetic sheets that
had not one little spot or stain with
which he could press to his heart and
know for a friend.”

Huck runs away. But at the end of
the novel, the wily Tom persuades
Huck to return home by telling him
that he’s starting a gang of high-class
robbers, and to join that gang Huck
will have to be “respectable.”

In his “Conclusion” to “Tom Saw-
yer,” Twain writes: “So endeth this
chronicle. It being strictly a history
of a boy, it must stop here; the story
could not go much further without
becoming the history of a man.”

The bumps, bruises, and dangers
of Tom'’s adolescence have paved the
way to adulthood.

Stories have helped Tom along this
path. He is a boy with a fertile imagi-

A drawing of
Huckleberry Finn, by
E.W. Kemble, from the
original 1884 edition
of “Huckleberry Finn.” *
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Lven just 60
years ago, many
adolescent boys
found adventure
close (o home.
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nation—he leads his friends in playing
elaborate games like pirates and Robin
Hood—and that engine of the mind is
fueled by the books he’s read. In Tom,
we see the enormous influence of ad-
venturous tales on the male spirit.

Making Men of Iron

G.A. Henty and Howard Pyle were
contemporaries of Mark Twain who
also made their mark writing about
boys seeking adventure and fac-

ing danger. Henty, an English war
correspondent as well as a novel-

ist, wrote a bookcase of historical
adventures aimed mostly at boys.
Though his protagonists are gener-
ally English, two of his titles—“In The
Heart of the Rockies” and “With Lee
in Virginia”—are set in the United
States. Both stories feature teenagers
transformed into adults by the chal-
lenges they face.

In his day, Henty’s books were
wildly popular and remain so even
now with some readers, especially
homeschooling students.

Howard Pyle’s “Men of Iron” tells
the story of Myles Falworth, a young
squire training to become a knight
and hoping to restore the good name
of his dead father, who was falsely
accused of treason. Again, we have a
teenage protagonist who by his cour-
age and his sense of honor battles his
way into adulthood. This novel made
such an impression on me thatI can
remember returning it to my school
library with a mingled sense of joy at
the dreams it inspired in me and sad-
ness that the story had ended.

The Great Outdoors

Robert Ruark’s “The Old Man and the
Boy” and “The Old Man’s Boy Grows
Older” are little read by teenagers
today, which is unfortunate. Ruark,
who came of age in Eastern North
Carolina and who later won a reputa-
tion as a novelist and outdoor sports
writer, recounts in these two auto-

biographies the boyhood he spent
hunting and fishing with the Old
Man, his grandfather, and the stories
and wisdom he gained from this
friendship. Like his grandfather, Ru-
ark also possessed a romantic streak,
as can be seen from this passage of
the boy walking along a beach:

“There’s something pretty wonderful
about a beach in the nighttime, with
nobody around to make alot of noises,
and the gulls crying quiet, and the
waves lapping soft and contented on
the shore. I walked along looking for
turtle tracks, and I got to thinking sort
of like the Old Man. When God made
water and mountains, I thought, He
sure knew what He was doing.”

Ruark’s tales of the days spent with
his grandfather might well inspire
younger readers to connect with
nature and to seek outdoor pleasures.
Certainly, these young readers would
gain from the wisdom the Old Man
passed on to the young Ruark.

Gone West

Like Ruark, Ralph Moody describes a
childhood of living in the Great Out-
doors, only this time in Colorado rather
than in North Carolina. In the first
volume of his “Little Britches” series,
which some have proclaimed the “Little
House on the Prairie” books for boys,
it’s 1906, and we follow the 8-year-old
Ralph from New Hampshire to Colo-
rado, where he works from dawn to
dusk for several weeks helping his sickly
father repair a cabin for his family, faces
bullies at school, and eventually learns
to become a “cow poke.”

Ralph’s father, a man admired by
his neighbors and beloved by his
family, dies three years later. The last
paragraph of this much-read autobi-
ography reads this way:

“Father had always said grace before
meals; always the same twenty-five
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Boys need
adventures and
good books is one
way to satisfy
that appetite.

Father and | Were Ranchers

Ralph in a time of family trouble.

words, and the ritual was always the
same. Mother would look around
the table to see that everything was
in readiness; then she would nod to
father. That night she nodded to me,
and I became a man.”

The Yarns Continue
Boys today still yearn for adventures
in the books they read. This longing,
for example, can be found in Gary
Paulsen’s bestselling novel “Hatchet,”
where we meet Brian Robeson, who
survives an airplane crash in the
Canadian wilderness and who then
manages to survive his ordeal with
the help of a hatchet given to him by
his mother, and later by means of
the survival pack he discovers on the
downed aircraft.

“Hatchet” offers a portrait of a boy

Samuel Clemens (1835-1910), better known by his
pen name, Mark Twain. Library of Congress Prints and
Photographs Division.

who overcomes his fears and uses
his wits and courage to survive in
desperate circumstances. Brian
realizes “the most important rule of
survival, which was that feeling sorry
for yourself didn’t work. It wasn't just
that it was wrong to do, or that it was
considered incorrect. It was more
than that—it didn’t work.”

In “The Rembrandt Conspiracy”
by Deron Hicks, young readers learn
some art history while following
12-year-old Art Hamilton, son of a
well-known art conservation scien-
tist, as he attempts to thwart a mas-
sive heist of artworks in Washington,
D.C. He is assisted by his best friend,
Camille. Art’s intelligence, his tech-
nology skills, and his bravery make
him a version of the Hardy Boys, but
for contemporary readers.

PUBLIC DOMAIN

American illustrator Howard Pyle (1853-1911).
University of Pittsburgh Digital Library. & Fry.

GARY PAULSEN

Mustrated by
DREW WILLIS

Gary Paulsen’s “Hatchet” tells

wilderness.

Let’s Go Exploring!
Many readers are familiar with Bill
Watterson’s “Calvin and Hobbes”
cartoons. Here, the mischievous Cal-
vin—that adjective is an understate-
ment—often finds himself in trouble
in large part because of his overactive
imagination. In the blink of an eye,
he can transform himselfinto a Ty-
rannosaurus rex, Spaceman Spiff, the
hardboiled detective Tracer Bullet, or
the superhero Stupendous Man.

Like so many adolescents, Cal-
vin lives in his imagination and is
always up for an adventure. We can
safely guess that reading books about
superheroes and dinosaurs are the
sparks that fire up Calvin’s passions
and imagination, just as reading
coming-of-age books can help our
own adolescent males navigate the

PUBLIC DOMAIN

The “Little Britches” series by Ralph
Moody follows the life of 8-year-old

G.A. Henty set two of his boy adven-
tures in the United States. “In the
Heart of the Rockies” is one of them.
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the story of a boy stranded in the
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Complete.and unébridged

The children’s classic “Men of
Iron” was writtenin 1891.

“Hay well be read as long as there are men.” —¢hicage Iribane

Roberi Ruark

More than 150,000 copies sold

Robert Ruark wrote two
autobiographies that describe his
youth spent hunting and fishing.

SPIRACY
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The hero in “The Rembrandt
Conspiracy” can be considered a
modern-day Hardy boy.

joys and dangers of life.

In the final “Calvin and Hobbes”
strip published by Watterson (avail-
able in “The Complete Calvin and
Hobbes”), Calvin and his tiger buddy
Hobbes prepare to plummet down
a snowy hill on a sled. “It’s a magi-
cal world, Hobbes, ol’ buddy,” Calvin
cries. “Let’s go exploring!”

Jeff Minick has four children and a
growing platoon of grandchildren. For
20years, he taught history, literature,
and Latin to seminars of homeschool-
ing students in Asheville, N.C. He is the
author of two novels, “Amanda Bell”
and “Dust On Their Wings,” and two
works of non-fiction, “Learning As I Go”
and “Movies Make The Man.” Today,
he lives and writes in Front Royal, Va.
See JeffMinick.com to follow his blog.
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A photo portrait of G.A. Henty (1832-1902) by Elliott
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NOTRE DAME DE PARIS/MAURICE DE SULLY ASSOCIATION

PATRICK G. RYAN/CATHOLIC UNIVERSITY OF AMERICA

(Above left) Smoke and flames rise during a fire at the landmark Notre Dame Cathedral in central Paris on April 15, 2019. (Top right) Before the
fire: The Notre Dame Cathedral roof, known as “La Forét” (“the Forest”), was constructed with 1,300 oak trees, some 300 to 400 years old. (Above
right) Raising the Notre Dame Cathedral roof truss replica in front of the Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception in Washington,
D.C.,on Aug. 3, 2021.. (1-4) Woodworkers make the replica roof truss by hand, using traditional techniques. (L-R) A pit saw is used to cut timber;
notches are cut in a process called "joggling,” then the timber is squared with an ax, called "hewing”; and the wood is split by "cleaving” it, whereby a
groove is carved into the wood and then a wooden wedge is hit with an ax or hammer until the wood splits.

2. HANDSHOUSE STUDIO

3. HANDSHOUSE STUDIO

American Carpenters’
‘Gift’ to Notre Dame Cathedral

Traditional woodworking skills may preserve a French Gothic masterpiece

LORRAINE FERRIER

n April 15, 2019, the world

was aghast. People gazed in

horror at their screens, and

Parisians took to the streets

to see for themselves as Notre
Dame Cathedral burned out of control. As
the fire raged on, French President Em-
manuel Macron told AFP, “We will rebuild
this cathedral.”

More than two years later, the world
watches in anticipation of the rebuilding
and restoration of France’s great Gothic
monument. In the years since the fire, there
were suggestions that the 19th-century
spire, which was completely destroyed,
would be rebuilt with a new design using
modern materials such as glass and steel.
But that idea was scrapped. Instead, the
spire will be rebuilt to the exact design as
conceived by 19th-century French archi-
tect Eugene Viollet-le-Duc.

Accordingto the American-based Friends
of Notre Dame de Paris website, the resto-
ration of Notre Dame will be to return the
Gothic masterpiece to its “complete, co-
herent, and known” state prior to the fire.

Victor Hugo’s Notre Dame
Interestingly, in the 19th century, Notre
Dame Cathedral was in a state of disre-
pair. When Victor Hugo wrote his master-
piece “The Hunchback of Notre Dame,” he
questioned Notre Dame Cathedral’s mod-
ern restoration efforts. He too wanted to
preserve the Gothic beauty of the sacred
monument.

“The church of Notre Dame de Paris is
still no doubt, a majestic and sublime edi-
fice. But, beautiful as it has been preserved
in growing old, itis difficult not to sigh, not
to wax indignant, before the numberless
degradations and mutilations which time
and men have both caused the venerable
monument to suffer, without respect for
Charlemagne, who laid its first stone, or for
Philip Augustus, who laid the last,” Hugo
wrote in the third book of “The Hunchback
of Notre Dame.”

“He was against the movement of the
time that advocated leaving behind the
classical constructions and opting for more
modern elements,” Sylvie Robin, head heri-
tage curator in the department of archeol-
ogy at the Carnavalet Museum in Paris,
told Euronews.

Just as Hugo did centuries ago, heritage
building experts and enthusiasts today
have stepped forward to help Notre Dame
Cathedral’s restoration—this time from
the ashes. It seems that people want Notre
Dame to be returned to how they remem-
ber it. And traditional carpenters—both
in France and America—have been help-
ing the effort to stay true to Notre Dame’s
medieval heritage.

As Hugo wrote in “The Hunchback of
Notre Dame,” “The greatest products of
architecture are less the works of individu-
als than of society; rather the offspring of
anation’s effort, than the inspired flash of
aman of genius. ...”

Carpenters Without Borders
Asmostofthe cathedral roof was destroyed
in the 2019 fire, the French organization
Carpenters Without Borders, along with
members of the British organization The
Carpenters Fellowship, took a weekin July
2020 tore-create one of the roof trusses that
once supported the roof of Notre Dame
Cathedral. A truss is a structure formed
by a series of triangles.

The carpenters chose to replicate roof
truss No. 7, which was once located be-
tween the cathedral spire and the belfries.

The replica roof truss was successfully
made and raised by hand on the grounds of
the park at the historic monument Chateau
de Mesnil Geoffroy, in northern France. For
each partofthe process, the woodworkers
used only hand tools and stayed true to the
techniques used by their medieval forefa-
thers. For instance, the woodworkers hand-
felled the 20 trees needed for the truss—
using historic documents that detailed
the optimum conditions to cut the trees.

As part of the European Heritage Days
celebrations, on Sept. 20 and 21, Carpen-

ters Without Borders erected truss No. 7
in front of Notre Dame Cathedral. One
of the carpenters on site, Florian, said in
an interview with the forestry organiza-
tion France Bois Forét, that they wanted
to reconstruct the truss to prove that the
materials and expertise still existed, and
to rebuild the structure using traditional
woodworking methods as per the original
design. The woodworkers hoped that the
architects charged with restoring the ca-
thedral would utilize their efforts.

Since then, Carpenters Without Borders
hasre-created truss No. 7 multiple times. A
recent replica is now on display at the Cha-
teau Crevecceur in northwest France.

L

Heritage building
experts and enthusiasts
have stepped forward
to help Notre Dame
Cathedral’s restoration.

Re-creating Roof Truss No. 6
Just over a year after Carpenters Without
Borders replicated truss No. 7, a group of
passionate American woodworkers re-
created roof truss No. 6, that once stood
over the cathedral’s choir. The project was
led by the nonprofit educational organiza-
tion Handshouse Studio with the support
of Carpenters Without Borders. The Hands-
house Studio woodworking team that made
the truss included faculty and students
from The Catholic University of America’s
Architecture and Planning School and
members of the the Timber Framers Guild,
National Park Service, Preservation Mary-
land, and North Bennet Street School.

French lead architects Rémi Fromont
and Cédric Trentesaux lent Handshouse
Studio the official drawings to reconstruct
the truss.

Besides the building team, many hands

4, HANDSHOUSE STUDIO

were involved in creating truss No. 6. Land-
owners in Lexington, Virginia, donated
white oak trees. Rare Suffolk Punch draft
horses from the Healing Harvest Forest
Foundation hauled the hand-felled trees.
Blacksmiths at La Maison Luquet, in Mun-
ster, eastern France, created and donated
custom-made traditional French tools nec-
essary for the woodworkers to authenti-
cally create the truss according to medieval
protocols.

The truss was built over 10 days at The
Catholic University of America in Wash-
ington, D.C., using only hand tools and me-
dieval woodworking techniques. First, the
barkwas removed from the lumber, which
was then measured and marked for cut-
ting into beams. Woodworkers then stood
on the logs, and aided by gravity, they cut
notchesinto the timber using their axesin
aprocess called “joggling.” Alog was then
shaped into a beam via a process called
“hewing,” whereby woodworkers used an
axto flatten and remove the rounded sides
of the log.

Woodworkers then used two traditional
methods to split the timber. In “cleaving,”
they carved a groove where the timber was
to be split. Then they used axes and ham-
mers to hita small wedge of wood that was
inserted along the natural woodgrain, until
the timber split.

The other method they used to split the
wood was with a pit saw. Traditionally, a
woodworking trestle would be set up in a
pit, and the person who worked above the
log controlled the pit saw while the other
woodworker in the pit below guided the
saw. No pits were dug for this project, but
the log was set on a trestle above ground
for the pit saw to be put into action.

Once theroof truss was assembled, it was
raised on Aug. 3 in front of the Basilica of
the National Shrine of the Immaculate
Conception and then on Aug. 5 at the Na-
tional Mall, before beinginstalled on Aug.
6in the National Building Museum, where
itis now on display.

Carpenters Without Borders and Hand-
shouse Studio both hope that their tradi-
tionally made replica trusses—and the
knowledge and expertise they gained
from making them—will be useful to Notre
Dame’s restoration efforts. That s their gift
as traditional craftsmen.

“We wish to share our Truss #6 recon-
struction as a ‘gift’ to France and the collec-
tive effort to rebuild Notre Dame de Paris,”
said Handshouse Studio in a press release.

The Handshouse Studio replica of Notre
Dame Cathedral’s truss No. 6 is on display
at the National Building Museum through
Sept. 16. To find out more, visit NBM.org
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JACKSON

Mark Jackson grew up in Spring Val-
L. ley, N.Y., where he attended a Waldorf

school. At Williams Collegeg, his pro-
fessors all suggested he write pro-

) fessionally. He acted professionally

for 20 years instead. Now he
writes professionally about
acting. In the movies.

‘Searching for Bobby Fischer’

Director
Steven Zaillian

Starring

Max Pomeranc, Joe Mantegna,
Ben Kingsley, Laurence Fishburne,
Joan Allen, William H. Macy,
Laura Linney, Michael Nirenberg

POPCORN AND INSPIRATION

MPAA Rating
PG

Running Time
1 hour, 49 minutes

Release Date
Aug.11,1993

Rated

* %k ok k

Dads, Don’t Use Your Kids to Show Off!

ALLPHOTOS BY PARAMOUNT PICTURES

MARK JACKSON

“Searching for Bobby Fischer” (1993) is
based on the true story of 7-year-old chess
prodigy Josh Waitzkin, who's played by
8-year-old Max Pomeranc—a prodigy in
his ownright. Waitzkin won the U.S. Junior
Chess Championship in 1993 and 1994.

Written and directed by Steven Zaillian
(who also scripted “Schindler’s List”),
this is the semi-fictionalized adaptation
of Fred Waitzkin’s book about his son, but
the casting of chess-savvy Pomeranc was
key. Ithelps having an actual chess genius
playing a chess genius. This movie features
top-notch child-actor movie performances.

Interwoven throughout is black-and-
white footage of Bobby Fischer, the Brook-
lyn, New York-bred (Chicago-born) chess
master and recluse who disappeared from
public life after beating Soviet rival Boris
Spassky in a 1972 USSR-USA Cold War
chess showdown. Fischer’s savant-like
weirdness is good reason that parents
should ask whether prodigies should be
encouraged to immerse themselves com-
pletely in the world of their talent to the
exclusion of all else.

“Searching for Bobby Fischer” is, in part,
a cautionary tale warning parents—espe-
cially dads—about trying to touch fame
and gloryvicariously through their talent-
ed offspring, a misplaced ambition that
canruin lives.

The final game is lots of
fun, with Josh thoroughly
enjoying himself and
utilizing (actics advocated
by both teachers.

Street Smarts

At the film’s outset, Josh’s mom, Bonnie
(Joan Allen), is constantly supervising
Josh-requested visits to Greenwich Village’s
Washington Square Park in Manhattan.
Josh has become enthralled with watching
the speed-chess games.

At one point, she pays an old codger to
humor her boy and play him. Josh loses,
but not before the eagle-eyed chess hus-
tler Vinnie (Laurence Fishburne) picks up
on the fact that the boy is using advanced
techniques, straight out of the starting gate,
with no clue about how rare thatis.

Later that evening, Bonnie tells husband
Fred (Joe Mantegna), a sportswriter, about
what happened at the park. Fred wants to
see for himself and asks Josh to play, say-
ing, “Go easy on me, it’s been a while.”
Dad wins, but mom, with her classically
more-dialed-in mom superpowers, points
outthatJosh lethim win because he didn’t
want to embarrass his dad.

Fred at first can’t believe that his son has
such a staggering talent. “He’s better at this
thanI've ever been at anythingin mylife,”

Jonathan Poe (Michael Nirenberg, L) and Josh Waitzkin
(Max Pomeranc) go head-to-head in the final competition

showdown.

he heatedly explains to Josh'’s class teacher
who’s made the grave mistake of referring
to Josh’suncanny gift as “this chess thing.”
Fred immediately pulls Josh from public
school and puts him in a posh, Upper East
Side private school: Dalton.

Fred begins nurturing and promoting his
son’s gift, for Josh’s sake, but then develops
a taste for how having sired a megatalent
makes him feel. When his 7-year-old starts
bringing home numerous trophies, Fred is
quick to display them on the living room
mantle for all to see.

Teacher Upgrade

Although Vinnie had started cluing Josh
in on his brand of streetwise hustle-chess,
Fred eventually hires Bruce Pandolfini
(Ben Kingsley), who is an almost-monastic
chess scholar with a purist, scientific ap-
proach. Pandolfini also promotes a win-
ner mindset—a tournament-dominating,
killer-instinct-utilizing approach.

Bruce Pandolfini (Ben Kingsley) is a
chess coach who'’s come out of retirement
to teach a possible new Bobby Fischer, in
“Searching for Bobby Fischer.” (Paramount
Pictures)

In an attempt to warn Fred about what
he’s getting his kid (and himself) into, Bruce
takes him to see his first professional chess
tournament: a dingyroom filled with most-
ly silent men, bent over their boards in ap-
parent supplication, with one particularly
frazzled, haunted inhabitant (Austin Pend-
leton) remaining when all have departed,
still agonizing in the throes of a virulent
chess addiction. Does Fred want this dark,
obsessive-compulsive world for Josh?

Given the go-ahead, Bruce tries to in-
still that killer instinct in Josh, which is,
he admits, an approach that mustbe born
of hate. He maintains that this is the key
component of the ability to win.

Butwhen Josh tells his mom that he sus-
pects Vinnie might be homeless and asks
whether they could maybe lethim sleep on
Josh’s top bunk—Bonnie perceives Josh’s
good heart. She is adamant about guard-
ingthe purity of thatkindness and will not
tolerate any attempt to dim its light.

Where’s the Fun?

Is chess so important that it should hoard
every waking moment of a young prodigy’s
fleeting youth? What about well-round-
edness and development across a wide
spectrum of life experience? What about
being a normal little boy? What about go-
ing fishing?

The key question of the film is whether
young talent should be allowed to devel-
op in an unfettered manner, or whether it
should be brought under the sway of dis-
cipline and honed. The film’s unwavering
opinion is that in one so young, if the ele-
ment of fun goes missing, that’s a tragedy
and a crime against childhood.

The difference in strategy between the
two teachers, Vinnie and Bruce, boils down,
essence-wise, to whether you should bring
your queen out early in the game. Vinnie

(Top) Fred Waitzkin
(Joe Mantegna, L) and
Josh Waitzkin (Max
Pomeranc), father and
son, in “Searching for
Bobby Fischer.”
(Above) Josh Waitzkin
(Max Pomeranc, middle
L) and Vinnie, achess
hustler (Laurence Fish-
burne), play in the park.

(Left) Bruce Pandolfini
(Ben Kingsley, L) and
Josh Waitzkin (Max
Pomeranc) are chess
coach and pupil.
(Right) Fred Waitzkin
(Joe Mantegna, L) and
his son’s public school
class teacher (Laura
Linney) debate what’s
important for kids.

Morgan (Hal Scardino) and Josh Waitzkin (Max Pomeranc)
play two small boys carrying the heavy burden of their fathers’
expectations.

thinks it’s a bold scare tactic that'll psyche
your opponent out; Bruce thinks it’s the
epitome of amateur hour. Vinnie stresses
the psychological approach—“playing the
man”—whereas Bruceislike Icemanin “Top
Gun”:Be methodical and perfect until your
opponentmakes amistake and then pounce
and eviscerate ruthlessly. Bruce insists
that Josh stop taking lessons from Vinnie.

Thisisreminiscent of “Platoon.” And one
wonders whether the real Josh Waitzkin
relates strongly to Charlie Sheen’s line
therein, referring to the influences of two
diametrically opposed sergeants: “There
are times since, I've felt like the child born
of those two fathers.”

Finding Himself

After losing a critical match, Josh hits a
slump for the first time. He knows he doesn'’t
have that much-vaunted killer instinct, and
realizes that chess is simply not as high
on his list of priorities as it is on his dad’s.
Showing a preternatural self-possessed-
ness and the ability to stick up for what he
knows to be true, in the end Josh refuses
to subjugate his natural compassion; he
refuses to hate his opponents.

By the time he hits the national chess
championship in Chicago, he has found
his true North. He goes into battle with
the support of both teachers (who bicker
hilariously on the sidelines) and a father
who’s finally seen the light and moved all
the trophies off the mantelpiece and into
Josh’s bedroom.

The final game is lots of fun, with Josh
thoroughly enjoying himself and utilizing
tactics advocated by both teachers, causing
them both to have conniptions in the peanut
gallery. At one point, Josh calls on a tech-
nique taught by Bruce, where he challenged
Josh to look away from the board, uncloud
his mind, allow his talent the space to look
15 to 20 moves into the future via pure vi-
sualization, and not to move until he sees
the outcome. The scene serves to underline
the jaw-dropping level of such a talent.

By the end of “Searching for Bobby Fisch-
er,” we've learned something about tour-
nament chess, a lot about human nature,
and the fact that child prodigies (who tend
to populate specifically the fields of chess,
math, and music) should be guided with the
utmost of care to nurture both the genius
and the precious, short span of childhood.

The fourth category that produces prodi-
giesis acting, and luckily for us, the young
Max Pomeranc (pronounced “Pomerantz”)
can checktwo boxes. “Searching for Bobby
Fischer” ends on a delightful note, with a
7-year-old consoling a 6-year-old by saying,
“You're a much stronger player than I was
atyour age.”

Highly recommended for all, but espe-
cially for parents with wee, budding chess
champs.
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DANCE

Through Classical Chinese Dance,

TRUTH TELLERS

Tchaikovsky and His Reaching Toward Sublimity

PD-US

RAYMOND BEEGLE L =
P PS A young student, having just met the lllS])ll’ ation 18

elder Pyotr Ilyi.ch Tchaikovsky, made a one of the gl‘eat
remark suggesting that composers wrote .
initially by inspiration. Tchaikovsky, he | Inysteries. The
recalled, “made an impatient gesture with .
his hand and said with annoyance: ‘Ah, word derives

O e O I young man, don’tbe trite! Youcan’tawait | from both
inspiration,’” according to musicology

For the competition, he’s
preparing a storytelling dance
about one of the greatest

professor David Brown in “Tchaikovsky
Remembered.”
“Whatis needed is work, work, and work.

Greek and
Latin, and

Inspiration is born only of work, and dur- | ImMeaANs ]i[el‘ally
ing work. Every morning I sit down to .
work. If from this nothing comes today, the bl’Cilllllllg
I'll sit down tomorrow at the very same in of either air
work. Thus, I'write for one day, for two, for . .

ten days, not despairing if nothing comes, or S])ll‘lt.

for on the eleventh day, you will see, some-
thing will come.”

Inspiration is one of the great mysteries.
The word derives from both Greek and
Latin, and means literally the breathing
in of either air or spirit. Certainly, Tchai-
kovsky was not talking about air when
he was talking about inspiration. It was
the entrance of the spirit—sometimes
called God's Spirit, sometimes called the
Holy Spirit—into his mind and his heart.
It usually came, as Tchaikovsky told the
student, after much labor, but it some-
times appeared unbidden, an uninvited
guest, driving him to the point of madness
just as it drove Handel when he wrote the
“Messiah,” and Beethoven when he wrote
“Missa Solemnis.”

Itfirst approached Tchaikovsky when he
was very young. Brown writes that Tchai-
kovsky’s governess, Fanny Diirbach, re-
called discovering him in the nursery one
night, his eyes glistening. “When asked
whatwas the matter, he replied: ‘O, the mu-
sic!’ But there was no music to be heard at
that moment. ‘Get rid of it for me! It’s here,
here, said the boy, weeping and pointing

. . s An 1893
warriors of China but not to his head. ‘It won’t give me any peace!”” p. :3 = prr:oto of
" . . e It never gave Tchaikovsky any peace, but \ P R Pyotr llyich
during a moment of (riumph. his struggles with it produced a wealth of e Tchaikovsky.

Michael Hu was captivated by the gravity-defying leaps and depth of storytelling at a Shen Yun Performing Arts performance. It initially sparked his dream of becoming a dancer.

CATHERINE YANG

he first time Michael Hu saw
Shen Yun Performing Arts, he
was filled with excitement and
struck with the idea that he
was going to be a dancer. Ifa
picture told a thousand words, then Shen
Yun was a series of pictures that added
up to a performance capable of con-
veying 5,000 years of divinely inspired
culture, he said. It was exciting, grand,
and profound—Hu said he wanted to tell
stories with that sort of depth too.
Supportive of Hu's newfound
dream, his parents sent him to
aweek-long summer camp to
learn classical Chinese dance,
the ancient art form that New
York-based Shen Yun has popu-
larized worldwide.
Reality didn't match his dream.

Hu has been preparing
to go on stage solo at
the NTD International
Classical Chinese Dance
competition.

v

on stage solo—the NTD International
Classical Chinese Dance competition
preliminaries have been taking place
all summer, and the semifinals will be
on Sept. 4, and the finals and awards
ceremony on Sept. 5.

“I'want to gain more stage experience,”
Hu said. For him, it’s not about compet-
ing with others, but a chance to take to
the stage alone and see if he can really
shine.

For the competition, he’s preparing a
storytelling dance about one of the great-
est warriors of China—but not during
amoment of triumph. Near the end of
the war, Xiang Yu is surrounded during
the Battle of Gaixia and has a moment
of near-defeat. The story turns intro-
spective as he thinks about the series of
events that led him to the present, and
regrets not killing the opposing general
back when he had the

was virtually unknown in the West until
Shen Yun put it on the map. The New
York-based arts company has not only
brought the dance to the world’s stage,
but taken it to new heights.

In classical Chinese dance, there’s a
method of using the body to lead the
arms and the waist to lead the legs; many
dance schools and dance companies
talk about it, but Shen Yun and its feeder
school Fei Tian Academy of the Arts are
the only ones that teach it.

It's a method in which the force of every
movement begins at the body’s center,
leading to a grander effect on stage with
bigger gestures and higher jumps; it’s
simple, but not easy:.

“It’s basically using your heart to

” .
dance,” Hu said. Dancer Michael

Hu portrays
Xiang Yu, a
great Chinese

The competition finals can be streamed
on NTD.com on Sept. 5 from 1 p.m. to

inspired music, music of the spirit. Itis in-
fectious. Itis an assurance far greater than
reason can provide: That what is beautiful,
what is good, what is truthful are the final
realities, the rock for us to stand on. Itis the
message of the ages told by prophets and
poets, painters and composers, of every
time and every culture.

A few of his pieces seem to me especial-
ly inspired. Oddly enough, they are not
among the most celebrated compositions,
but they have filled this listener with won-
der and sustained him in difficult times
for more than half a century. Setting aca-
demics aside, I share them with the reader
adding a few personal observations.

Russian Laborers
When Tchaikovskywas 31, he heard a peas-
antsinging athis work. He sang a plaintive
folksong, born of the soil, reflecting the an-
cientbrooding soul of the Russian people.
It can be heard in the slow movement of
Tchaikovsky's first string quartet. A violin
plays the melancholy phrases, simply har-
monized and modestly developed. Itis the
song of Russia’s common laborers, whose
spiritual depth, kindness, and piety the
composer knew well. It tells us what the
psalmist tells us: “They that sow in tears

PD-US

Tchaikovsky was inspired

by Jules Massenet’s ora-
torio “Marie-Magdeleine.”
The photois from “Musical
Memories” by Camille Saint-
Saéns, published in 1919.

PUBLIC DOMAIN

At Midlife

When Tchaikovsky was 40 years old, reli-
gion had begun to play a more profound,
more significant role in his thoughts. He
was deeply moved by Massenet’s oratorio
“Marie-Magdeleine.”

“I'was so impressed by the way Massenet
knew how to express the eternal purity of
Christ, thatIshed floods of tears. Wonderful
tears! Hail the Frenchman who knew how
tomake them flow,” he wrote to his younger
brother Modest Ilyich Tchaikovsky, a dra-
matist. “Under its influence I have com-
posed a song to the words of Alexei Tolstoy.
The tune is inspired by Massenet.”

Tchaikovsky’s “tune,” the entire work; is
indeed inspired. “I Bless You Forest” shows
rapture entering the heart of a humble pil-
grim. Forest, valleys, rivers, the great blue
heavens—all God’s own handiwork—gal-
vanizes his spirit and his love for human-
kind. “Oh, if only I could hold, you, broth-
ers, friends, enemies, all of nature, in my
embrace!”

Just as Tchaikovsky was inspired by Mas-
senet, the great baritone Dmitri Hvoros-
tovsky was inspired by Tchaikovsky.

When the composer was 41, he wrote to
Modest about an awakening love of Rus-

eries when the choir begins to sing—oh!I
love it all tremendously.”

The opening movement of his Vesper Ser-
vice, Op. 52 begins with Psalm 104: “Bless
the Lord, oh my soul.” Tchaikovsky, in
his setting of the text, uses the traditional
Greek chant known to him from child-
hood, removing, however, its Byzantine
austerity by gently smoothing the melodic
contours, and harmonizing it in a warm,
characteristically Russian manner. “It is
in accord with the style of Russian church
architecture and icon painting,” he wrote,
again, to Modest.

The result is sublime. When the psalm
has ended, the choir sings “Glory to the
Father to the Son and to the Holy Spirit.”
Surely, it is the same spirit that entered
Tchaikovsky as a child and gave him no
peace. Itis passed on to us; itis impossible
to describe, or explain, or prove. We each
must find it for ourselves.

Raymond Beegle has performed as a
collaborative pianist in the major con-
cert halls of the United States, Europe,
and South America, has written for
The Opera Quarterly, Classical Voice,
Fanfare Magazine, Classic Record Col-

“It was mostly stretching,” Hu chance. 5:30 p.m. (Eastern time), and the awards  warrior, in this shall reap in joy.” sian liturgical music. “I was deeply im-  lector (UK), and the New York Observer,
said. “I didn’t really like it.” . “Here, he ceremony will begin at 7 p.m. performance. At a concert of his music, Tchaikovsky, pressed, indeed shaken by the beauty of and has served on the faculty of The
The gravity-defying leaps, flips, (,"""’ makes his last who was sitting next to the venerable Leo the service which cannot be compared  State University of New York-Stony
and tumbling techniques of classi- ) stand,” Hu said. Tolstoy, saw that Russia’s greatest writer with anything else.” Brook, the Music Academy of the
cal Chinese dance require a limber The great warrior wept during this passage. “It was the high- He wrote to his friend and patron, Na-  West, and the American Insti- For more

and flexible dancer, and it takes a
natural affinity or great amount of
work to achieve that foundation. So
Hu’s dream was put to bed.

“Then in 2016, that’s when it all
changed,” Hu said. He was about to
attend an arts academy to study the
trumpet, but at the last minute, his par-
ents asked, why not try classical Chinese
dance? He could study it for a year, or a
few months, and if he still didn’t like it,
he could switch back to music.

It turned out the first year was full
of stretching, and sometimes painful
stretching at that. But once he had the
fundamentals, the dancing began, and
from then on, Hu was committed. Every
painful moment he endured, every
repetitive exercise he stuck with, was
all worth it, as his dream of becoming a
dancer became ever clearer—until it was
right in front of his eyes and he achieved
that dream of touring with Shen Yun Per-
forming Arts, the world’s premier clas-
sical Chinese dance company. Hu said
that every time he sees the audience’s
faces during curtain call, he’s filled with
gratitude and fulfillment.

Recently, Hu has been preparing to go

comes to the realization that no matter
his brilliance, skill, or prowess on the
battlefield, if the heavens don’t will that
he claims the throne for the emperor,
such fate is out of his control.

“There’s always something higher above
you that plays a role in your life,” Hu said.
Stories like this in the first Shen Yun
performance he saw were what drew him
in, he said—there isn't just good and evil
facing off, but higher powers that speak to
the meaning and purpose of humanity.

“Because I was raised in America ...
don’t get to understand all of the Chinese
culture, all the 5,000 years of it,” he said.
Yet Shen Yun was able to clearly convey
the essence of the culture to him, as well
as to audience members from different
cultural backgrounds and walks of life.

“It’s beautiful in a way where people
can simultaneously understand it,” he
said. “And they realize it’s much more
beautiful than what they imagine.”

This is Hu's first time entering a dance
competition, and this particular one
has Shen Yun artists and alumni on the
judge’s panel. Though classical Chi-
nese dance is an art form that has been
passed down for thousands of years, it

esthonor of mylife,” he wrote in his diary.
And what a marvel it must have been for
the composer to see the power of his music
realized in the tears of the man he most
admired.

Others were moved as well. The Moscow
Gazette wrote that “after the music had
ended the listeners sat silent, afraid to dis-
turb its spell.”

Looking for Peace

When Tchaikovsky was 38, he suffered
much inner turmoil because of a failed
marriage, difficulties in business, and
difficulties of conscience. He abdicated
Moscow for the country, its beauty and its
simple ways.

The opening scene in his opera “Eugene
Onegin,” written at this troubled time,
seems to have been born of a desire to de-
scribe a happy, peaceful way ofliving, close
tothe healinginfluences of nature and the
kindness of simple people. Harvesting has
come to an end at a small estate, and fol-
lowing tradition, peasants bring a deco-
rated sheaf of wheat to their mistress. A
feasthas been prepared for them, and they
sing their harvest songs, radiant with sheer
joy over the abundant fruits of their labor.

Tchaikovsky greatly
admired the great Russian
writer Leo Tolstoy. An
1873 portrait of Tolstoy
by Ivan Kramskoi.

dezhda von Meck, as translated by Galina
von Meckin “To My Best Friend™: “I dearly
love the vesper service. To stand in the half-
darkness searching for an answer to the
eternal questions.... to be roused from rev-

PD-US

tute of Musical Studies in Graz,
Austria. He has taught in the
chamber music division of The
Manhattan School of Music for
the past 28 years.

When Tchaikovsky was

40 years old, religion had
begun (o play a more
profound, more significant
role in his thoughts.

He was deeply moved by
Massenet’s oratorio

‘Marie -Magdeleine!

An illustration by Samokish-Sudakovskaya
from the 1908 edition of Russian author
Alexander Pushkin’s novel “Eugene Onegin.”
Tchaikovsky’s opera based on the novel reveals
adesire to return to alife close to nature.

arts and culture
articles, visit

TheEpochTimes.
com
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REWIND, REVIEW, AND RE-RATE

Was ‘Simone’ a
Harbinger tor the
Movie Industry?

MICHAEL CLARK

During one of the “making of” segments on
the DVDrelease of “Simone” (frequently styl-
ized as “S1lmOne”), a few of the performersin
the 2002 movie comment on the possibility of
its premise becomingreality and they appear
somewhat troubled. Could computer pro-
gramsreplace actual flesh-and-blood actors?

In his 1997 filmmaking debut “Gattaca”
and his 1998 screenplay for director Peter
Weir’s “The Truman Show,” Andrew Niccol
demonstrated a keen knack for presenting
artifice asrealitywith equal measures of sat-
ire, fascination, suspicion, and dread. Just
because we have the ability to conjure fake
existences doesn’t mean that we should,
and the fallout resulting from such om-
nipotent delusions could and would likely
backfire. Both films were lauded by critics,
and although “Gattica” was a commercial
flop, “The Truman Show” crushed itat the
box office, essentially giving Niccol carte
blanche for his next project.

With “Simone,” Niccol upped the ante on
theillusion and delusion scale while simulta-
neously calling out Hollywood forits laziness
and tendency to reward commerce over art.
Itwasabold, creative gamble, and in the end
Niccollost the bet. The movie tookin only $19
million, and two of his superb later features
(“Lord of War” and “Good Kill”) fared even
worse. His most recent effort (“Anon” from
2018) was panned by the press and died a
beyond-quick death at the box office. Niccol
is now a once-promising has-been.

Pacino’s Viktor Becomes a Victim of
Simone’s Success

The casting of Al Pacino as struggling film
director Viktor Taransky was Niccol’s coup
de maitre. Taranskyis, in effect, Francis Ford
Coppolatryingto convince Paramount that
Pacino was the only guy he would consider
toplay Michael Corleone in “The Godfather.”
Here, Taransky has to succumb to the out-

Niccol isn’t the
first filmmaker
to offer

commentary
on celebrity
obsession.

A

Rachel Roberts plays
the simulated actressin
“Simone.”

‘Simone’

Director
Andrew Niccol

Starring

Al Pacino, Catherine
Keener, Rachel Roberts,
Evan Rachel Wood, Jay
Mohr, Winona Ryder

Running Time
One hour, 57 minutes

MPAA Rating
PG-13

Release Date
Aug. 23,2002
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landish whims of the studio-backed Nicola
Anders (Winona Ryder), a peevish and de-
manding actress he doesn'’t like or respect,
who is more concerned with her off-screen
perks than the complexities of her character
inanartsy and tragicromance. Although he
doesn’t know it yet, Viktor will get the final
word on the matter.

Anders’s abrupt departure from the shoot
raises the already simmering ire of studio
chief (and Taransky’s ex-wife), Elaine (Cath-
erine Keener). She cancels the production
and sends Viktor packing. On his way off
the studio lot, Viktor is approached by Hank
(Elias Koteas), a terminally ill hanger-on of
sorts who wills Viktor a software program.
Hankguarantees the program will cure all of
Viktor’s creative woes. Initiallywriting Hank
off, Viktor checks out hisingenious invention
and sees a way to resuscitate his down-in-
flames career.

A quicklearner, Viktor creates the virtual
Simone (Niccol’s off-screen wife, Rachel
Roberts), an impossibly beautiful “actress”
with the ability to convey any emotion and
nuance with hints of Greta Garbo and Meryl
Streep. He then digitally removes Anders
from the film and replaces her with Simone.

The movie is an overwhelming critical and
commercial success. This leaves Viktor
with the challenge of creating an equally
successful follow-up—which he does, fre-
quently at his own peril.
What Viktor didn’t count on—and this
is the main point of “Simone”—was his
creation overwhelming and dwarfing his
artistic vision. He made Simone, but he is
now avictim ofher success. Unless you're in
front of a camera—no matter what your level
oftalent—you don’t matter in the big picture.
In this film, the days of the director as the
auteur are over. Adding to Viktor'swoes are
two tabloid reporters (Pruitt Taylor Vince
and Jason Schwartzman) who relentlessly
hound him and continually pressure him
to produce Simone in the flesh. Viktor faces
his biggest hurdles in the third act, where
he “summons” Simone in public and finds
his way out of the creative hole he’s dug for
himself.

No Longer Far-Fetched

When COVID-19 struck in March of 2020,
fewindustries were hitharder than the mov-
ies and brick and mortar theaters. Not only
did production onlive-action projects cease,
but the majority of A-list and tent-pole films
were postponed (some for years) or indefi-
nitely shelved. In the time since productions
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rebooted, Tom Cruisewentonarantonthe  Movie
set of “Mission: Impossible 7” where mask-  director
ingand social distancingrequirementswere ~ Viktor
not being met, and recently, Sharon Stone ~ Taransky
stated that she wouldn’t work on any film (Al Pacino)
unless every member of the cast and crew fiddling with

. ey . .« » hissimulated
was fully vaccinated. Considering “Casino “actress” in
(released over 25 years ago) was thelastlive-  «gjone”

action feature Stone starred in that made
serious money, her demand seems espe-
cially out-of-touch.

All the evidence one needs to prove that
audiences care far more for characters than
those portraying said characters can be
found in the Batman franchise. Since the
first Batman feature film in 1943, a dozen
actors have portrayed Bruce Wayne/Batman,
and it hasn’t had any negative effect on the
bottom line.

Niccolisn'tthe first filmmaker to offer com-
mentary on celebrity obsession, and he likely
won'tbe thelast. Twentyyears ago, the prem-
ise of “Simone” seemed far-fetched; but with
the meteoric advancements in computer
technology, it could prove to be the harbin-
ger of things to come. The patience of studios
and filmmakers (and paying audiences) has
limitsregarding the whims and demands of
performers. It mightbe time for the on-cam-
eratalenttorealize that everyone canindeed
be replaced, and never more so than now.

Originally from Washington, D.C., Michael
Clark has written for over 30 local and
national film industry media outlets and

is ranked in the top 10 of the Atlanta media
marketplace. He co-founded the Atlanta
Film Ciritics Circle in 2017 and is a regular
contributor to the Shannon Burke Show

on FloridaManRadio.com. Since 1995, Mr.
Clark has written over 4,000 movie reviews
and film-related articles.
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