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As we see in Michelangelo’s fresco “The Last Judgement,” begun 25 years after the completion of the Sistine Chapel ceiling, the faithful will receive lasting rewards. Circa 1536-1541.
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Michelangelo’s

HIDDEN ROOM

Reveals His Pious Heart

JOHANNA SCHWAIGER

t must have been an exhilarating mo-
ment in 1975 when museum director
Paolo Dal Poggetto discovered a trap-

door hidden under a cabinetin the New
Sacristy of the Basilica of San Lorenzo

in Florence, Italy. Under the trapdoor, stone
steps led down to a tiny chamber that had
gone unnoticed for 500 years. At first, it ap-
peared to be just a storage room for coal, but
Dal Poggetto suspected more beneath the
plaster of the walls, given the room’slocation.
Experts spent weeks removing the plas-

Why did
Michelangelo,
fearing for his
life, hide from
the very family
that once ook
him under its
wing?

ter with scalpels searching for clues to art
remains, uncovering dozens of drawings,
many of which were with almost certainty
attributed to Michelangelo Buonarroti.

It was the art historical find of the cen-
tury, and with this “unearthed” treasure,
a story full of faith, power, and the tireless
mission of an artist was brought to life.

Itisnow believed that this was the cham-
ber where Michelangelo hid in 1530 for two
months from the revenge of the Medici
family in Florence, the most powerful
bankers of the time.

“Thid in a tiny cell,” Michelangelo wrote,

“entombed like the dead Medici above,
though hiding from a live one. To forget
my fears, I fill the walls with drawings.”

The remains of these drawings raise the
question of why Michelangelo, fearing for
his life, hid from the very family that once
took him under its wing.

At 14, Michelangelo was taken into the
Medici palace by Lorenzo de Medici, who
tooknotice of the youngtalent; helivedamong
them like a son. There, Michelangelo enjoyed
the privilege of a humanistic education.

Continued on Page 4
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This is the only newspaper

I know that reports accurately.
It’s a jungle out there, you have to
be careful what you read.

I love this paper. Besides current
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section, recipes and more.
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His Deeds and His

JEFF MINICK

et me begin by making my
prejudice perfectly clear.

In the late summer of 1963,
shortly before I entered
Staunton Military Academy

(SMA) as a 7th grader 200 miles from my
home, my mother took me from Boon-
ville, North Carolina, into Winston-
Salem to watch the recently released
movie “Lawrence of Arabia.” My five
younger siblings remained at home,
and spending this time alone with Mom
marks this event as a special moment
from my childhood.

Director David Lean’s film blew me
away and remains one of the touch-
stones of my childhood. Scenes from
that movie, which starred Peter O'Toole
as Lawrence, somehow implanted
themselves into my brain and be-
ing. When I reached SMA, I checked
out Lawrence’s “Revolt in the Desert”
from thelibrary and read it twice. I even
wrote to Mom and asked her to send me
abox of dates, such as Lawrence might
have eaten. How she found this exotic
fruitin rural North Carolina at that time
I have no idea, but Ireceived a package
of dates in the mail.

Not only have I since seen that movie
multiple times, but I've also read Law-
rence’s “Seven Pillars of Wisdom,”
“The Mint,” and his anthology of short
poems, “Minorities,” the latter two
published long after his death. I've de-
voured as well several biographies writ-
ten about this man.

So be warned: I consider Lawrence
one of the most remarkable figures of
the 20th century. Here’s why:.

Preliminary Preparation

Thomas Edward Lawrence (1888-1935)
was, like his four brothers, illegitimate.
His father, Sir Thomas Chapman, left

his wife and family to live with =

Sarah Junner, a governess
whom Chapman had got-
ten pregnant. Adopting the
name Lawrence in an at-
tempt to conceal thisscan-
dal, the family left Ireland
for Oxford, England, where
Lawrence later entered high
school and eventually studied
history at Jesus College. From
1910 to 1914, he worked as an
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T.E. Lawrence at Rabigh, north of Jeddah,
Saudi Arabia, in 1917.

The War Years

Once war had erupted in Europe in 1914,
Lawrence joined the army, was commis-
sioned a lieutenant, and was posted in
December of that year to Cairo. There he
worked for two years, chiefly as amap of-
ficer. In 1915, two of Lawrence’s younger
brothers died in the fighting in Europe.
Feelingincreasingly guilty for sitting out
the war in an office, he jumped at the
chance to travel to Arabia and appraise
the newborn Arab revolt against the
Turks, allies of the Germans. Eventually,
Lawrence became a permanent adviser
to Sherif Feisal, a leader of this uprising.
From this partnership came the mili-
tary exploits that destroyed or pinned
down thousands of Turkish troops and
that gave Lawrence his fame from the
postwar years right up to the present day.
With no previous military experience in
the field, he proved himself a master of
tactics and guerrilla warfare, blowing
up scores of bridges and railways, and
striking hard and fast with small
bands of men at Turkish en-
campments and outposts
and then retreating again

into the desert.
In one brilliant maneu-
ver—he started with a
handful of men and picked
up others as he advanced—
he marched on the port city
of Akaba on the Red Sea, de-
stroyed a Turkish command

archaeologist for the British T-E-Lawrencein1918. near that city, and captured

Museum in the Middle East.

During adolescence and
youth, Lawrence underwent self-im-
posed training and discipline which,
unbeknownst to him, would later serve
him well during World War I. He prac-
ticed a sort of asceticism, going long
periods without food and toughening
his body. He took extended bicycle trips,
venturing into France and then into the
Middle East. He studied military histo-
ry—his thesis for Oxford University was
on crusader castles in Syria. His archeol-
ogy work at Carchemish (on the border
between Syria and Turkey today) made
him conversant in Arabic, and because
he asked so many questions of the work-
men on the site, he also gained a solid
understanding of Arab culture and its
tribal structures.

Asaresult, when World War I erupted,
Lawrence had inadvertently created in
himself a special set of skills that would
prove invaluable to the British war effort
and to the Arabs’ desire to shake off the
Turkish yoke.

PUBLIC DOMAIN

Akaba.OnOct. 1, 1918, heand
the Arabs under his command
entered Damascus along with British
Gen. Edmund Allenby.

Fame and Anonymity

After the war’s end, Lawrence fought to
secure for the Arabs the freedom he had
promised them during the revolt, prom-
iseshe knew at the time might be impos-
sible to keep. In the Sykes-Picot Treaty of
1916, Britain and France had divvied up
large parts of the Middle East, leaving no
room for postwar Arab independence.
After this diplomatic failure, Lawrence
would go on to write “Seven Pillars of
Wisdom,” and then join the Royal Air
Force (RAF) and the Tank Corps using
pseudonyms.

He chose to hide his identity, not very
successfully, because of the tremendous
fame and acclaim that descended on
him after the war. American journal-
ist and photographer Lowell Thomas
had met Lawrence in Jerusalem in 1918,
conducted interviews, taken many pic-

PUBLIC DOMAIN

T.E. Lawrence on his Brough Superiorin 1925 or 1926.
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Detail of “Colonel T.E. Lawrence,” 1919, by
Augustus John.

tures, and promoted his reputation first
in America and then in Britain with his
lantern slide shows and speeches. Thus
was born “Lawrence of Arabia.”

All his life, Lawrence had a love for
speed and for machines that could de-
liver thatspeed. On May 19, 1935, soon af-
ter hisretirement from the RAF, he died of
head injuries incurred while riding one of
his motorcycles, a Brough Superior S5100.
Interestingly, his death helped inspire
one ofhis attending physicians, Dr. Hugh
Cairns, toresearch and develop helmets
for motorcycle riders.

A 20th-Century Icon

Following his death, Lawrence re-
mained a figure of fame and romance.
As Scott Anderson of Smithsonian
Magazine wrote: “Today, T.E. Lawrence
remains one of the most iconic figures
of the early 20th century. His life has
been the subject of at least three mov-
ies—including one considered a mas-
terpiece—over 70 biographies, several
plays and innumerable articles, mono-
graphs and dissertations. His wartime
memoir, ‘Seven Pillars of Wisdom,’
translated into more than a dozen lan-

Revisiting '1.Ek. Lawrence

guages, remains in print nearly a full
century after its first publication.”

Lawrence was an imperfect man. For
the rest of his life, for example, he bore
the physical and mental scars of the war,
including a beating and possible rape by
Turks who didn’t recognize their cap-
tive. Doubtless other ghosts, like his il-
legitimacy and his dissatisfaction with
the treatment of the Arabs following the
war, plagued him as well.

lollowing his death,
Lawrence remained
a figure of fame and
romance.

Yet as John E. Mack tells us in his book
“A Prince of Our Disorder: The Life of T.E.
Lawrence,” Lawrence was also a man of
many talents. For example, he writes that
Lawrence “enabled others to make use of
abilities they had always possessed but,
until their acquaintance with him, had
failed to realize.” Mack later adds that
“his fundamental importance for human
history, and his lasting ability to influ-
ence the lives of others, derives as much
from the example of whathe was as from
what he did.”

Perhaps these same qualities inspired
Winston Churchill to offer this eulogy
for his friend Lawrence: “I deem him
one of the greatest beings alive in our
time. I do not see his like elsewhere. 1
fear whatever our need we shall never
see his like again.”

Jeff Minick has four children and a
growing platoon of grandchildren. For
20 years, he taught history, literature,
and Latin to seminars of homeschooling
students in Asheville, N.C. He is the au-
thor of two novels, “Amanda Bell” and
“Dust on Their Wings,” and two works
of non-fiction, “Learning as 1 Go and
“Movies Make the Man.” Today, he lives
and writes in Front Royal, Va.

See JeffMinick.com to follow his blog.

After five years ..the first motion picture from the creators of "The Bridge On The River Kwai.”

X f Columbia Pictures presents The SAM SPIEGEL - DAVID LEAN Production of
~4

[
N

ALEC GUINNESS - ANTHONY QUINN
JACK HAWKINS - JOSE FERRER
ANTHONY QUAYLE - CLAUDE RAINS - ARTHUR KENNEDY
OMAR SHARIF .- PETER O'TOOLE o tawreNce:

ROBERT BOLT - SAM SPIEGEL - DAVID LEAN
SUPER PANAVISION 707 - TECHNICOLOR®

COLUMBIAPICTURES

Theatrical poster for “Lawrence of Arabia.”

You’ve come to rely on The Epoch Times for
news you can trust, stories censored else,
presented without fear or favor.

0 $500 O $1,000 J Others:

The Epoch Times Needs Your Help
Because Everyone Deserves to Hear the Truth

One Book (published by The Epoch Times) + One Movement =

389,220,833 and counting!

As of December 2021, more than 389,000,000 people have realized

the truth about the CCP and have taken a stand for freedom.

Because everyone deserves to hear the truth.
And because we’re a nonprofit:

* We rely on you, our readers—not only for
subscriptions, but also for donations.

* Donations to The Epoch Times are tax
deductible to the fullest extent allowed by law.

Yes, I’d like to donate!

0 $50 [ $100 I $300

FIRST NAME

With your generous, tax-deductible contribution,
we can reach even more people in 2022.

YOUR BILLING INFORMATION (PLEASE PRINT LEGIBLY)

must do about it before it’s too late.

This blockbuster book is yours free with your
gift of $100 or more.

SupportEpoch.com

or Please use this form

As our way of saying thank you for any gift of
$100 or more, we’ll send you a free copy of
the bestselling book, Nine Commentaries on
the Communist Party, which reveals Communist

LASTNAME PHONE

ADDRESS

China’s secret strategy and what the free world

UNIT #

Payment Method

OCREDITCARD / O DEBITCARD:
O VISA OMC OAMEX ODISC

0 CHECK $ #

CITY

STATE ZIP

EMAIL

MAIL CHECKTO

THE EPOCH TIMES

CHECKPAYABLETO The Epoch Times Association Inc.

Attn: Accounting Department
229 W. 28th St., FI. 7,New York, NY 10001

ORDONATE ONLINE SupportEpoch.com

@oaross |

N | O

EXPIRATION ‘ ‘

o ewl L el

NAME ON CARD

SIGNATURE

*We use your credit card solely, and securely, for your donation. We do not share it with any third parties.




4 | ARTS & CULTURE

Week 12,2022 THE EPOCH TIMES

\ o T, "=

SACRED ART

L,
-

“Savonarola Preaching Against Prodigality,” circa 1879, by Ludwig von Langemantel. St. Bonaventure University, Bonaventure, N.Y.

Michelangelo’s

HIDDEN ROO

Reveals His Pious Heart

Continued from Page 1

During this time, he produced his first pagan
motif, the “Battle of the Centaurs,” commis-
sioned by Lorenzo in 1492.

Why did the artist fall out of favor with the
Medici some 40 years later?

To answer this question, however, we must
consider a turbulent period when the people
of Florence revolted against Medici rule, and
the family was expelled from the city in 1494.

The heated events surrounding the conflict
between Michelangelo and the Medici family
reveal much about the artist’s spiritual beliefs.
In Michelangelo’s later volumes of poetry, his
devotion to his faith in God is increasingly
expressed.

Revealing his attitude toward the beauty of
thehuman bodyin hisart, he wrote: “God, the
Supreme Artist, reveals himselfin the mortal
veil of man. God, in His grace, also reveals
Himselfto me in no other aspectmore clearly
than in a beautiful human veil.”

A Heated Conflict

Buthowdid this disagreement with the Medici
family come about, which forced Michelan-
gelo into hiding in 1530?

The Medici family had grown from wealthy
merchants to the most influential banking
family in Europe in the late 13th century,
even taking over the rule of what was then
the Republic of Florence in 1434. Responsible
for the rapid rise in its power acquisition was,
among other things, the family’s mostimpor-
tant customer, the Vatican in Rome under
Pope John XXIII (considered an anti-pope),
aformer pirate named Baldassare Cossa. He
was one among three popes contesting for
power at the time, but ultimately ended the
Schism and retained power.

This economic connection between the
Medicis and Rome occurred at a time when
the Vatican was losing moral authority and

was increasingly accused of corruption by
clerics. Most notably, the Dominican monk
Girolamo Savonarola in Florence spoke out
publicly about his skeptical attitude toward
the head of the church.

Savonarola: A Prophet for Righteousness
Savonarolawasno ordinary preacher; he won
the people’s trust through clear theological
understanding and a way of preaching that
spoke directly to the hearts of the masses.
As his popularity grew, so did his criticism
of the church.

He once accused the pope:

“You have builta house of deceit. You have
put a prostitute on the throne of Solomon.
The Church hasinvited allwho can payto en-
terand do asthey please. Those who do God’s
will are thrown out. O prostitute Church, you
spread your lewdness everywhere fromland
to the sea.”

In addition, Savonarola saw the Medicirul-
ers as the cause of the moral decline and the
abandonment of the Christian faith in Flor-
ence, as they had reinforced pagan rituals.
With Savonarola’s influence, the Florentine
population began torevolt against the Medici
rule. When Savonarola decided to side with
French occupants in Florence in 1494, the
Medicis were forced to abandon their rule
and the city.

On Jan. 13, 1495, Savonarola delivered his

CLAUDIO GIOVANNINI/AFP/GETTY IMAGES
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It is believed
that
Savonarola’s
(caching
never left
Michelangelo’s
mind.

(Left) A drawing by the
Renaissance master
Michelangelo, found in
the secret room under
the new sacristy of the
Medici Chapel in the
Basilica of San Lorenzo in
Florence, Italy.

(Right) The Basilica of
San Lorenzo in Florence,
Italy, where Michelangelo
hid from the Medici family
for two monthsin 1530.

powerful Renovation Sermon to a large au-
dience in the cathedral, Cattedrale di Santa
Maria del Fiore.

“She [Florence] is more glorious, powerful,
andrich than ever before, spreading her wings
farther than anyone can imagine. In the new
Jerusalem that is Florence, peace and unity
will reign.”

With the Medicis’ exile, Savonarola led Flor-
ence back to an independent republic, with
the idea that Christ’s laws should be the basis
ofits political and social life.

Savonarola’s leadership did not last long as
he began to preach ever more fiercely against
the corruption of the church. For this, Pope
Alexander VI excommunicated him in 1497.
Despite his excommunication, Savonarola
keptpreachingin Florence, therefore the pope
needed him punished and threatened the Flo-
rentines with an interdict, which would deny
them most sacraments and Christian burials
if they persisted in harboring him. On Palm
Sunday in 1498, Savonarola’s monastery, St.
Mark’s, was attacked by a screaming mob, and
Savonarolawas arrested and finally executed
by hanging and burning in the center of the
city thatyear.

All of Savonarola’s writings—90 in number,
from letters to huge volumes—were widely
distributed across Europe by his followers. It
is believed that Savonarola’s teaching never
left Michelangelo’s mind.

CPIFBG13/SHUTTERSTOCK
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In 1504, Michelangelo’s “David” (detail) was
placed at the center of Florence so that it gazed
directly toward the Goliath: Rome. It is now in
the Accademia Gallery of Florence.

Michelangelo’s ‘David’

a Symbol for Independence

Savonarola saw sacred art as a tool for pro-
moting this worldview and, at the same time,
opposed secular art as being damaging. His
viewon artshaped those of the artistsand the
Florentine people.

Michelangelo’s biblical figure of David, for
example, played a significant role in symboliz-
ingthe defeat of the Medicifamily. The sculp-
ture was commissioned mainly by members
ofthe Florentine wool guild called Arte Della
Lana a few years after the Medicis’ exile.

The statue was initially supposed to be set
atop the Florence cathedral. However, instead
of placing the 17-foot sculpture at the cathe-
dral, in 1504 itwas erected in the center of Flor-
ence, metaphorically facing the giant Goliath.
Transcripts reveal a discussion around the
provocative placement of the sculpture. With
the town hall behind him, the herolooked as
though he was preparing for battle. His gaze,
deliberate, was fixed in the direction of Rome,
the place to which Florence’s recently deposed
Medicirulers had fled.

According to University of Virginia history
professor Paul Barolsky, in his journal arti-
cle “Machiavelli, Michelangelo, and David”
(2004), Italy had a longstanding tradition of
portraying the biblical figure of David as a pro-
tector of both society and culture. Aiming to
depicthim as a guardian, Michelangelo ren-
dered David taller, more handsome, and more
muscular than Bible passages suggested.

After Savonarola’s death, the Medici family
regained influence by having Giovanni de
Medici elected as the first Medici pope, Leo X.
AsaMedici descendantin his new position, he
had the Medici family resume control of the
government of Florence in 1512 and ended
the republic.

But he did not win over the hearts of
many of Savonarola’s supporters and
Florentines who supported democracy,

PUBLIC DOMAIN

including Michelangelo.

This period in Michelangelo’s life as ayoung
man was formative both spiritually and ar-
tistically. He created his most iconic works,
such as the “David” and the Sistine Chapel
ceiling painting. Much like Savonarola, he saw
himself as a servant of God, yet not through
preaching but art.

In 1527, when a group of Florentines again
resisted the authority of the Medici, Michel-
angelo was actively among them, stand-
ing up for independence. He even became
director of fortifications for the republic.
The Medici family again was driven into
exile, and the revolt of the people restored
the republic.

But the reestablishment did not last long.
After bloody battles, the Mediciresumed rule
in 1531 through Pope Clement, also a Medici
descendant. He reinstated Alessandro de
Medici as the Duke of Florence.

With the “Medici Pope” and his family back
in power, republican sympathizers were pun-
ished without fail. This would have included
Michelangelo had he not retreated to his un-
derground hideaway.

Atthis point, while Michelangelo feared for
his life and hid from the wrath of the Medici
family, scholars believe he kept himself busy
with theworks of art found in the room. These
seem inspired by a collection of works that he
had already produced as well as those thathe
had yet to complete.

Fortunately for Michelangelo, his fame and
renown as well as his value to the pope as a
commissioned artist, outweighed his trans-
gressions. The pope agreed to spare Michelan-
gelo’slife on the condition thathe would com-
plete the Medici tomb in the Medici Chapel.

Michelangelo received this message; he
agreed, returned from hiding, and completed
the work. After fulfilling the commission, he
left his hometown of Florence for Rome in
1532 as the Florentine republic had ended,
and therefore he never returned.

In Rome, he worked on another magnifi-
cent masterpiece, “The Last Judgment” in
the Sistine Chapel. At this point in his life,
Michelangelo had witnessed how a preacher
gave his life in an attempt to follow the voice
of God over the voice of the pope.

We can see in this powerful fresco how Mi-
chelangelo processed his experiences he had
in Florence. It seems as if his sense of justice
informs this painting with a fierce interpreta-
tion of God’s judgment, vividly depicting the
consequences of sin and the redemption for
those who stand up for faith.

Johanna Schwaiger is a sculptor and pro-
gram director of the New Masters Academy.

FINE ARTS

The Return
of Spring and
2 Versailles
Masterpieces

LORRAINE FERRIER

Springis here. “Springitis that clothes the
glades and forests with leaves ... and the
meadows ungirdle to Zephyrus'’s (the West
Wind’s) balmy breeze; the tender moisture
avails for all,” wrote Virgil in his “Georgics.”

The Palace of Versailles couldn’t have
picked a more apt time to exhibit one of
the last masterpieces that the Sun King,
Louis XIV, commissioned, which is now
back at Versailles, for

Carved in marble, the handsome winged
youth Zephyrus, god of the west winds,
gracefully descends from the heavens to
greet his wife, Flora. Both are in the pres-
ence of “Love,” who appears at the bottom
of the sculptural group as a youngboy per-
haps showing the purity of love.

Ovid described how Zephyrus first saw the
nymph Flora in Elysium and named her his
bride. Ovid wrote as if he were Flora: “I have
no complaints about my marriage. I enjoy
perpetual spring: the year always shines, trees
are leafing, the soild always fodders. I have a
fruitful garden in my dowered fields, fanned
by breezes, fed by limpid fountains. My hus-
band filled it with well-bred flowers, saying:
‘Have jurisdiction of the flower, goddess.”

Not since the 18th century has “Zephyr,
Flora, and Love,” by Philippe Bertrand,
René Frémin, and Jacques Bousseau
been displayed at Versailles. The sculp-
ture, along with another marble piece
titled “Abundance,” by Lambert-Sigisbert
Adam, had been in private hands and their
whereabouts were only confirmed in 2018.
Both were in the Embassy of the Republic
of Angola in Paris. The African country
donated both works to Versailles so they
can be enjoyed at the National Museum
of the Palace of Versailles and the Trianon
once again.

The sculptures can be seen in “The Re-
covered Masterpieces” exhibition at The
Palace of Versailles until June 5. To find
out more, visit ChateauVersailles.fr

ALLPHOTOS COURTESY OF CHRISTOPHE FOUIN/PALACE OF VERSAILLES

“Zephyr, Flora, and Love,” 1769, by Philippe
Bertrand, René Frémin, and Jacques Bousseau.
Marble; 83 7/8 inches by 59 inches.

Palace of Versailles.

L C

. R J J
Detail of “Zephyr, Flora, and Love,” 1769, by
Philippe Bertrand, René Frémin, and Jacques
Bousseau. Marble; 83 7/8 inches by 59 inches.
Palace of Versailles.
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What Is the Meaning of My Lite?

Reviewing 2021, part 3

ALLPHOTOS IN THE PUBLIC DOMAIN

JAMES SALE

hy does existence exist?

This is the first spiritual

question we asked (in

Part 2 of this series). The

answer: because cre-

ation—the cosmos—is good, very good,

and the correct response to it is joy. But

there are two other spiritual questions we

now need to consider. The first of these, to

be discussed here in part 3, is extremely

well known to anyone who has ever done

a serious personal development course.

Namely, what is the meaning (or some-

times the word “purpose” is used) of my

life? There is the question, in its naked
intensity!

There is an apocryphal story about the

Mark Jackson grew up in Spring Val-
ley, N.Y., where he attended a Waldorf
school. At Williams College, 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.

FILM INSIGHT:
WITH MAR
JACKSON

Edward de Vere, the 17th Earl of Oxford (Rhys Ifans, R), eavesdropping on conversations concerning political
machinations in “Anonymous,” a political thriller with comedic overtones that advances the theory Shakespeare’s
plays were written by de Vere. “Anonymous” is set against the backdrop of the Essex Rebellion against Queen

world-famous English philosopher Bertrand
Russell, who had been appearing on televi-
sion as an all-purpose-wisdom pundit and
so was recognized by a London taxi driver
whom Russell had hailed for a lift. In get-
ting into the taxi, the driver simply asked,
“What’s it all about, Bert?”

The story is very funny, not least in the
overly familiar way the driver addressed
Russell, but the important thing is that the
question—what is the meaning of mylife?—
is not something reserved for academics
and philosophers. All thoughtful people
consider it at some time or other; in fact,
it's usually when the chips are down and
life isn't making sense.

Indeed, long ago, but post-World War
I1, Austrian neurologist, psychiatrist, and
Holocaust survivor Victor Frankl observed,
“More and more patients are crowding our
clinics and consulting rooms complaining
of an inner emptiness, a sense of total and
ultimate meaninglessness of their lives,” as
Colin Wilson cites in his book “The Essential
Colin Wilson.”

Wilson goes on to say, “I coined the term
‘nothingness neurosis’ to describe this state.”

“Man evolves through a sense of external
meaning. When his sense of meaning is
strong, he maintains a high level of will-drive
and of general health. Without this sense of
external meaning, he becomes the victim
of subjective emotions, a kind of dream that
tends to degenerate into a nightmare. His
uncontrolled fantasies and worries turn into
an octopus that strangles him.”

The Greatest Illness of All
But what does this strangulation look like?
It looks like increased incidences of de-
pression, anomie, and suicide, say Nathan
Mascaro and David H. Rosen in their article
“Existential Meaning’s Role in the Enhance-
ment of Hope and Prevention of Depres-
sive Symptoms.” Their research from the
University of Texas gives the general flavor:
“A phenomenon that may parallel in-
creased rates of depression and hopeless-
ness is the loss of existential meaning, or
existential neurosis, which could be con-
sidered the disorder of our age: Consider the
demise of the idealism typically provided
by religion, metaphysical philosophy, and
other such activities that engage humansin
vertical or transcendent cogitation, [the] dy-
ing out of the old-world activities of planting
and harvesting that gave people concrete
purpose as well as a deeper communion
with nature, and the concurrentrise of ma-
terialism, reductionism, and nihilism.”
Virtually all the statistics that one could
drum up in the United States and the UK—
over the last 20 years or more—point to big

What is my purpose in life? Detail of “The
Wanderer in the Sea of Fog,” circa 1817, by
Caspar David Friedrich. Oil on canvas; 38.5
inches by 29.1 inches. Hamburger Kunsthalle,
Hamburg.

If we seek our purpose in life, we will find it. “Dream of Solomon,” circa 1694-1695, by Luca Giordano. Oil on canvas; 8 feet by 11 feet, 9 1 /4 inches.

The National Museum of Prado, Madrid.

It is, I think, absolutely
impossible (o conceive of
meaning without order.

Anthropologist, Claude Levi-Strauss

increases in depression, suicide, and ano-
mie. Anomie, according to the dictionary,
refers to the “lack of the usual social or ethi-
cal standards in an individual or group.”

And what might one expect from those
suffering from anomie? Right! An increase
in selfish and/or criminal behaviors—all
too evident, and all too around us.

American psychoanalyst James Hollis
expressed it so well: “When we live with-
out meaning, we suffer the greatest illness
of all.”

In Seeking, We Find

And the truth is, there is no real reason for
people to believe that life is meaningless,
since there is so much evidence to the con-
trary; of course, keeping in mind, as Eng-
lish philosopher Aldous Huxley noted, that
“Those who detect no meaning in the world
generally do so because, for one reason or
another, it suits their books that the world
should be meaningless.”

Leaving aside those, then, those with vest-
ed interests in promoting meaninglessness
and nihilism, the genuine human searcher
will find that “The universe does not inher-
ently lack meaning. If it seems to do so, it
is because we were created to provide this
sense of meaning and are failing to do our
job.” This is the belief of American philoso-
pher Richard Smoley, who wrote thatin his
book “Inner Christianity.”

In other words, we need to try harder. We
need tolook, to seek, because as the old par-
able said, then we will find.

That we will find if we honestly seek, Brit-
ish scholar and novelist C.S. Lewis assures
us: “If the whole universe has no meaning,
we should never have found out that it has
no meaning: just as, if there were no light
in the universe and therefore no creatures
with eyes, we should never know itwas dark.
Dark would be without meaning.”

This surelyis amostbrilliant observation.
We can onlysay there is no meaning from a
vantage point of meaning; meaninglessness
cannot provide a structure or basis from
which we can interrogate meaning.

Meaning Is Primary
Again, it is the great spiritual traditions

that continually uphold this pivotal role of
meaning. Even the pagans saw this. The
whole point of Zeus’s fight with the Titans
and afterward the Giants was to sustain
the order—the meaning—of the cosmos.
If Typhon had prevailed against Zeus, the
universe would have slid into chaos, which
is to say, meaninglessness.

Similarly, and more spectacularly, the
opening of John’s Gospel testifies to the
Word: “In the beginning was the Word,
and the Word was with God, and the Word
was God.” The word for “Word” here is
“Logos,” which means “word” but also
“meaning.” A paraphrase then might be:
In the beginning was the meaning, and
this meaning was with God, and this
meaning was God!

Finally, the further equation between
word and meaning is made when George
Steiner, the distinguished Franco-Amer-
ican critic, often described as a polyglot
and polymath, commented in his book
“Real Presences” that “Any coherent un-
derstanding of whatlanguage is and how
language performs, that any coherent ac-
count of the capacity ofhuman speech to
communicate meaning and feeling is, in
the final analysis, underwritten by the
assumption of God’s presence.”

Ifwe don'tlike the word, God, then we can
say Transcendental Reality—something
bigger than we are, something or someone
on whom all reality, the cosmos itself, de-
pends. This, clearly, is the very opposite of
meaninglessness and nihilism.

Therefore, it is no good shrugging one’s
shoulders as ifignoring the question were
the most sensible approach, as many peo-
ple do—their justification being: We can’t
know the meaning of our lives, so there’s
no pointin trying.

This can onlylead, ultimately, to the prob-
lemswe have outlined above, that “greatest
illness of all.” No, we have to seek so that
we might find; it’s the odyssey of our lives,
in other words.

Why hasthe “Odyssey” by Homer become
the archetypal text for Western humanity
(and also relevant to the East as well)? The
journey of Odysseus is all our journeys.

On the one hand, it’s the journey of the
hero home—at long last after 20 years
away, finding one’s home after all the dis-
tracting detours, monsters, and enchant-
ments. And on the other, mythically, it is
the reuniting of the male with the female,
which can be read literally but also read as
the body and mind atlastin reunification
with the soul, for Penelope is the anima
to Odysseus’s animus.

The Beauty Behind Meaningfulness

We have to be heroes or heroines, we have
to go on ajourney, as staying where we are
is a prescription for death and decay. In
an article like this, which is necessarily
brief, we have to understand (Imean really
understand) one simple thing that holds
true at all times. The famous anthropolo-
gist Claude Levi-Strauss put it this way

in his book “Myth and Meaning” “It s, I
think, absolutely impossible to conceive
of meaning without order.”

Order is all around us, order is behind
all languages, and order is the organizing
principle of the cosmos. Human beings may
disrupt this order through their own evil ata
personal, local, regional, national, and even
international level, but always the universe
comes backinto balance. This “order” is the
same thing as the Logos that John’s Gospel
mentions. But by framing it with the word
“order,” thereis animportant and extraim-
plication. Namely, order always produces
beauty; indeed, it is beauty.

Scientists grow rapturous about the
beauty of certain equations; artists wax
lyrical about the beauty of sculpture,
canvas, and much else besides; and the
“heavens declare the handiwork of God,”
as Psalm 19.1 proclaims.

Heck, the British are famous for their abil-
ity to form and endure long lines for ser-
vices, any services! It may not be great art,
but people functioningin an orderly way has
its own beauty. Actively looking for beauty;,
and to increase the beautyin one’s own life,
is a starting point for finding meaning.

Perhaps more obviously, clinical psy-
chologistJordan B. Peterson’s words from
his book “12 Rules for Life” might ring very
true here: “In the West, we have been with-
drawing from our tradition-, religion- and
even nation-centered cultures, partly to
decrease the danger of group conflict. But
we are increasingly falling prey to the des-
peration of meaninglessness, and that is
no improvement at all.”

We have to go back to these three areas
(tradition, religion, nation), rather than try-
ingtobe modern and progressive, regarding
them as some form of obsolescence. Our
mental health, not to mention our souls,
actually depends onit.

Inourfourth and final articlein this series,
we will tackle the lastkey spiritual question
thatall people who wish to lead a full, fulfill-
ingand joyfullife (which of course will never
be conflict-free) must address.

Part 1, “Reviewing 2021 in the Month of
Janus: Abandoning Purpose in Life for

Our Feelings,” looked at how we tend to
look at our physical and emotional states
rather than our spiritual one. Part 2, “The
Importance of the Question: Why Do We
Exist?” discusses that if we truly ponder this
question, we realize that creation itselfis
self-evidently good.

James Sale has had over 50 books pub-
lished, most recently, “Mapping Motivation
for Top Performing Teams” (Routledge,
2021). He has been nominated for the 2022
poetry Pushcart Prize, won first prize in
The Society of Classical Poets 2017 annual
competition, performing in New York in
2019. His most recent poetry collection is
“HellWard.” For more information about
the author, and about his Dante project,
visit EnglishCantos.home.blog

REWIND, REVIEW, AND RE-RATE

Elizabeth | and her succession.

A Political Thriller About Shakespeare?

MARK JACKSON

“So far as anybody actually knows and can
prove, Shakespeare of Stratford-on-Avon
never wrote a play in his life.”—Mark Twain

Just like the everlasting debate between
Darwinists and creationists, and the warring
climate-change factions, there’s an ongoing
debate between the “Stratfordians” and the
“anti-Stratfordians” about whether William
Shakespeare actually wrote the plays that
bear his name. Roland Emmerich’s 2011
speculative and historically “supplement-
ed” cinematic musing, “Anonymous,” while
not coming close to being convincing that
“Willy the Shake” was a fake, gives one pause
regarding the subject matter, in addition to
being quite a fun movie.

Critics, Audiences Agree

I thought “Anonymous” was lots of fun in
2011, and upon rewinding and review-
ing, I'm not sure why it got slammed so
vociferously by both critics and audiences
alike. I suppose I could go study Rotten
Tomatoes and find out exactly why, but
my guess is that critics probably hated
that Emmerich, known primarily for his
special-effects-heavy blockbusters like
“Independence Day,” “Godzilla,” and
“2012,” dared to try and jump out of his
pigeonhole and handle more artistic fare.

Audiences were mostlikely expecting Will
Smith battling aliens instead of Will Shake-
speare portrayed as a vacuous low-classlout
devoid ofintegrity and authenticity. And they
reacted much like the audiences shown in
the movie: by demonstrating how today’s
premiere movie review website, Rotten To-
matoes, gotitsname. Actually, as depicted in
the movie, there tended to be more cabbage
thrown than rotten tomatoes at Renaissance
theatrical venues.

Regardless, Emmerich seems justas much
at home with this smarter, more complex,
lower-energy subject matter. “Anonymous”
is, if nothing else, a beautifully shot, visual,
historical feast. It never threatens to bore or
become overly scholarly.

Pseudohistory of Willy the Fake
“Anonymous” is basically a cross between
“Elizabeth” and “Shakespeare in Love,”
with similar vicious political power plays for
the throne, and lusty, forbidden romantic
trysts in the Royal Court—a veritable mud
pit of dirty deeds rivaling the reeking muck
smearing the streets of London. Ultimately,
the movie is as concerned about the end of
Elizabeth I of England’s (Vanessa Redgrave)
reign, and her succession, as it is about how
William Shakespeare became famous by
publishing an anonymous man'’s plays.

It’s historical fiction, tweaked for maxi-
mum entertainment effect as only a bona
fide blockbuster director is able to. “Anony-
mous” has probably given more than a few
history professors heart infarctions.

Among roiling, multiple plot lines—some
true, most probably not—the movie names
Edward de Vere, the 17th Earl of Oxford (a
very fine Rhys Ifans), as the real, behind-the-
scenes author of the glorious canon normally
attributed to William Shakespeare. He can't
publish plays under his own name because
in Renaissance times, actors were considered
“rogues and vagabonds” (basically prosti-
tutes) and secular theater the dwelling place
of Lucifer, and so such an avocation was natu-
rally unworthy of an earl.

An aside: There’s truth to this—the origin of
European theater (the Greeks notwithstand-

ing) was church services, meantto uplift the
human soul to God and Christ. Eventually it
evolved that the proceedings moved out of
the cathedrals and onto the church steps.
And then down offthe church steps and into
the hearts of the cities, town, and villages,
where secular theater was born. We think
now of Shakespeare’s work as high art, and
indeed it is, and yet it can’t be compared
to theater’s original divine content; some
Shakespearean content is as dark as the hu-
man condition is capable of descending.

Edward de Vere chooses Ben Jonson (Se-
bastian Armesto)—the young, well-known,
up-and-coming poet and playwright—for
the job of being his public face and name;
it’s a sort of reverse ghostwriting situation.
However, when Jonson hesitates, one of his
more opportunistic actors (also his friend),
one Will Shakespeare (Rafe Spall), a bum-
bling braggart of a classically self-involved
thespian, grabs the spotlight and snatches
away the prize. The earl then uses this artifice
to expose the political intrigues of the day
onstage, in plays, which is another reason
he can’t sign his name on his work.

In one of the film’s flashbacks, Edward’s
father, the 16th Earl of Oxford, entertains the
young Queen Elizabeth (Joely Richardson,
Vanessa Redgrave’s daughter), who is smitten
by the precocious pre-pubescent Edward’s
performance as “Puck” in one of his person-
ally penned plays titled ... “A Midsummer
Night’s Dream.”

When Edward’s father dies, the teenage
Edward (Jamie Campbell Bower) becomes
award of Elizabeth and is placed under the
care of Sir William Cecil (David Thewlis),
where he is exhaustively tutored to become
aprodigiously talented, classic Renaissance
man—one whose abiding love of poetry is
given wings to fly. And voila—the (possibly)
real Shakespeare stands up.

Licentious Young Queen

What may have enraged films critics is
the fact that two important characters in
“Anonymous” are represented so thorough-
ly counter to their popular images. Shake-
speare, normally perceived as scholarly
and erudite, is, as mentioned, portrayed as
aloutish, illiterate schemer who manages to
be lucky enough to be in the right place at
the right time, but who also has the acting
chops to sell the charade.

Queen Elizabeth, normally thought of as
chaste and virginal, is here hot-blooded and
lascivious, giving birth to atleast three illegit-
imate sons, with an incestuous relationship
with one of them thrown into the bargain.
That's a fairly nasty historical twist, differ-
ing powerfully from the ones in “Elizabeth”

Vanessa Redgrave and Rhys Ifans in “Anonymous.”

L 3
‘Anonymous’
is basically a
cross between
‘Elizabeth’ and
‘Shakespeare
in Love!

The young Edward
de Vere, 17th Earl of
Oxford (Jamie Campbell
Bower), dances with
his secret lover, Queen
Elizabeth | of England
(Joely Richardson), in
“Anonymous.”

‘Anonymous’

Director:
Roland Emmerich

Starring:

Rhys Ifans, Vanessa
Redgrave, Joely Richardson,
David Thewlis, Rafe Spall,
Derek Jacobi, Sebastian
Armesto, Edward Hogg,
Jamie Campbell Bower

Running time:
2 hours, 10 minutes

MPAA Rating:
PG-13

Release Date:
Oct. 28,2011
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and “Shakespeare in Love” (although one
imagines that Cate Blanchett’s portrayal of
theyoung Elizabeth was probably also more
lusty than the historical truth).

We'd never seen Elizabethan England on
screen quite like this before, in all its byzan-
tine squalor and glowing, chiaroscuro am-
biance, although “Elizabeth” came close.
(British comedy troupe Monty Python was
actually responsible for originally depicting
just how much mud actually existed in me-
dieval and Renaissance Europe.) The CGl is
outstanding, and being that it's Roland Em-
merich, that’s hardly surprising.

Delightful are the bits and pieces of Shake-
spearean plays shown in performance atthe
Globe Theatre. Most medleys trivialize and
diminish, but this particular “greatest hits”
approach serves only to further underline
The Bard’s brilliance and gets one musing
about theater subscriptions. The smidgen of
“A Midsummer Night's Dream” is particu-
larly effective.

Also enlightening are scenes of audience
captivation, participation, and near out-of-
the-body transportation, not to mention the
mosh-pitting, hissing, booing, and the afore-
mentioned stage-ward launching of rotten
vegetation to express displeasure.

Highlights

An all-star British cast presides, with Derek
Jacobi reprising a version of the prologue
role he had in Kenneth Branagh'’s ground-
breaking “Henry V.” The mother-daughter
team of Redgrave and Richardson switch-
hitting for the roles of the older and young-
er Elizabeth is perfect casting. Edward
Hogg as the reptilian-like, calculating heir
of courtadviser Sir William Cecil—Robert
Cecil, upon whom Shakespeare’s “Richard
I11” is supposedly based—is quietly men-
acing but also quite funny.

In the movie’s most touching scene, the
long-forbearing Edward, who’s seen his
rightful glory wallowed in for decades by
the shameless, Oscar-speech-giving, self-
aggrandizing Shakespeare—finally asks Ben
Jonson what he thinks of his work. Jonson’s
tearful tribute, with Edward hanging on his
every word and deeply grateful for Jonson’s
compliment, is moving.

In a sense, “Anonymous” was to director
Roland Emmerich what “Schindler’s List”
was to Steven Spielberg—although in an ob-
viouslyvastly diminished sense. It's similarin
thatitreveals Emmerich, heretofore regarded
onlyasanaction filmmaker and entertainer
(in the same way pre-“Schindler’s List” Spiel-
berg was known only for those things), as a
filmmaker of more depth than one had for-
merly given him credit for.

Will Shakespeare (Rafe Spall) crowd-surfing in the Globe
Theatre, in “Anonymous.” It’s doubtful that crowd-surfing in
mosh pits was a thing in the late 1500s, but who knows?



Week 12,2022 THE EPOCH TIMES

8 | ARTS & CULTURE

ALLPHOTOS IN PUBLIC DOMAIN

Section

of Sistine
Chapel
ceiling,
1508-
1512, by
Michelangelo
Buonarroti.
Fresco; 118
feetby 46
feet. Sistine

THE EPOCH TIMES ~ Week 12,2022

ARTS & CULTURE | 9

AMERICAN TREASURES

Preston Sturges: Master of Comical Mayhem

ALLPHOTOS IN THE PUBLIC DOMAIN UNLESS OTHERWISENOTED

STEPHEN OLES

Critic James Agee called him “the most

Libyan Sibyl, 1508-1512, by Michelangelo
Buonarroti. Fresco; 155 5/8 inches by 149
5/8 inches. Sistine Chapel, Rome.

SACRED ART

Chapel,
Rome.

Sistine Ceiling’s Prophets
and Sibyls Ponder Heaven’s Message

YVONNE MARCOTTE Apollo Oracle at Cumae, near Naples, Italy. P chalk sketch shows how the artist depicted

The Delphic Sibyl made divinations at the | the body’s muscular structure. “Her com-

he musty smell of lime plaster famous oracle of Delphi, Greece. Michel- i\l(lllg the plex pose in the fresco, evidently requiring

fills the air justunder the chapel’s  angelo included the sibyls of the classical ])Cl’illlClCl’ study in numerous drawings, plays on the

ceiling. The artist works quickly  world to say that the prophetic message is . arrested motion of her stepping down from

on each section of the frescoashe  meant not only for religious believers but of the hlgh the throne, while holding an enormous open

stands on a scaffold platform 68  also for all of mankind. book of prophecywhich sheis aboutto close,”

feet above the floor. P barrel vault as statetli) inle)l Mezlropolitan Museum analysis.

Alongthe perimeter of the highbarrelvault ~ Balanced Composition of the Sistine We can see how the body maintains its bal-

ofthe Sistine Chapel, RenaissanceartistMi-  Itwassaid that Michelangelo would not allow ance in the beautifully extended big toe as
chelangelo Buonarroti paints 12 prophetic  assistants to work on the ceiling with him Chach the figure twists around.

figures—seven male and five female. The  because they did not have sufficient skill, so Renaissance The figures respond to voices, as shown

artist depicts the figures asdeep in thought,  he did all the work. It took fouryears and was in the image of Ezekiel. As if aware of God

or reading, writing, and listening to God  completed in 1512. Each powerful figure is artist speaking to him, he lifts his head and looks

speaking to them. shown within a painted marble enclosure. ichel I out. An invisible breeze ruffles his cloak as

Visitors today who stretch their necks as  Aware of the height a figure was to be seen Miche angelo he sits up, alert.

they bend their heads back to look at the  from, he used the technique of “disottoin su” Buonarroti The main figuresin each enclosure are not

figures may wonder if the prophets have a  (“seen frombelow”), which changes the way . alone. The artist placed two putti, or young

message for our time. the figures are seen from a distance. paints 12 boys, to serve each prophet; some light can-

The artist planned the placement of each ronhetic dles and others hold manuscripts. Around

Ancient Seers figure with care. He placed Jeremiah, who prop each marble enclosure are male nudes,

Michelangelo selected certain male prophesiedJesus’ssuffering, atthe frontofthe ﬁgul'cs seven which Michelangelo called “ignudi,” but their

prophets from the Old Testament: Jonah, composition and Jonah, whose life foretold . purpose is unclear.
Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Joel, Zechariah, Isaiah,  Jesus’s resurrection, at the other end. Along male and ﬁve The projectexhausted the artistwho at that
and Daniel. We are familiar with theirsto-  thelongends, each prophetis setacross from female. time was atthe peak ofhis career and in great

ries from the Bible. Jonah feared giving
people bad news and tried to run away
but was swallowed by a big fish. Jeremiah
was said to have cried when he foretold
of Jerusalem’s destruction. Ezekiel also
prophesied about Jerusalem’s destruction
but said Israel would be restored. Joel ad-
monished people to repent. Zechariah
prophesied thatJesus would enter Jerusa-
lem. Isaiah told of Jesus’s suffering. Daniel
was known to interpret dreams and sur-
vived when thrown in a lion’s den.

Not as well-known are the female seers,
known as sibyls: Persian, Erythraean,
Delphic, Cumaean, and Libyan. The Ery-
thraean Sibyl gave prophecies at the Apollo
Oracle at Erythrae in Ionia on the western
coast of Turkey. The Persian Sibyl in north-
ern Africa foretold the exploits of Alexan-
der the Great. The Libyan Sibyl prophesied
atthe Oracle of Zeus-Ammon in the Libyan
Desert. The Cumaean Sibyl presided at the

Daniel, 1508-1512, by Michelangelo
Buonarroti. Fresco; 155 5/8 inches by 149
5/8 inches. Sistine Chapel, Rome.

asibyl. The figures are seated on monumen-
tal thrones as they read manuscripts, books,
orscrolls. Each figure has his orhernamein
Latin, below on a painted plaque.

Some are portrayed as young and vigorous;
others have white hair and wrinkles yet are
strongly built. Males and females alike have
well-muscled bodies. Their robes and gowns
arefulland colorful and shown in depth. The
artist’s strong realistic painting technique
shows shadows as the robes whip, swirl, and
fold around the figures.

The figures appear alert and anxious as
they absorb the message, yet what they
read animates them. Perhaps they are con-
cerned about mankind because they have
been told what will happen. They ponder,
consider, and mull over what they must
tell mankind. They twist and turn while
pondering God’s messages.

The Libyan Sibyl highlights Michelangelo’s
mastery of the human body. A preliminary
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-

Ezekiel, 1508-1512, by Michelangelo
Buonarroti. Fresco; 155 5/8 inches by 149
5/8 inches. Sistine Chapel, Rome.

demand. He isreputed to have said: “Ifeltas
old and as weary as Jeremiah. I was only 37,
yet friends did not recognize the old man I
had become.”

Message of Hope

At the darkest hour when evil infects all as-
pects of life, prophets urge people to adjust
their moral compass, embrace virtue, and
repent of their sins. When prophets give dire
warnings for people to change their ways,
theydoindeed make people very uncomfort-
able. Eugene H. Peterson said, “The task of
the prophet is not to smooth things over but
to make things right.”

For millennia, people have awaited the
Chosen One who will free mankind from
the forces of evil. Those who turn to good-
ness can rest easy when looking up at the
majestic figures on the ceiling of the Sistine
Chapel. Their message gives hope that the
bestis yetto come.

Delphic Sibyl, 1508-1512, by Michelangelo
Buonarroti. Fresco; 155 5/8 inches by 149

5/8 inches. Sistine Chapel, Rome.

gifted American workingin film.” A 1940s
Vogue article claimed that his name was
more familiar to moviegoers than Lu-
bitsch or Hitchcock. Yet today, everyone
knows Hitchcock but far fewer remember
the man who, in only four years, wrote
and directed seven of Hollywood’s most
sparkling and original comedies: Preston
Sturges. His genius lit up Hollywood like a
shooting star in the night sky and burned
out almost as quickly.

He was born Edmund Preston Biden in
1898, becoming Sturges after his stepfa-
ther, a Chicago stockbroker, adopted him.
His mother, Mary, took little Preston with
her to Europe where she knew many art-
ists and celebrities, or dropped him off at
aseries of fancyboarding schools—an up-
bringing that, along with his 1930 marriage
to General Foods heiress Eleanor Hutton,
familiarized him with the millionaires,
foreigners, and eccentrics who would later
populate his films. (Eleanor grew up in her
family’s 126-room Palm Beach mansion,
Mar-a-Lago, which would eventually be
purchased by Donald Trump.)

After a stint in the Army, Sturges tried
a number of jobs before settling on play-
writing. He had one hit play on Broadway,
but the ones that followed flopped. He was
discouraged and going broke.

When a Hollywood offer came in 1932,
Sturges was ready to leave New York.

Hollywood Calls

The stars of “The Palm Beach Story” (1942), (L-R) Joel McCrea, Mary Astor, Claudette Colbert, and Rudy Vallée.

The movie business lured him—as itdid F. V——
Scott Fitzgerald, Nathanael West, Dorothy Between
Parker, and many other East Coast writ-
ers—with the promise of a steady, Depres- 1940 and
sion-proof paycheck.

Producer Jesse Lasky called Sturges’s 1944, Preston
first screenplay “the most perfect scriptI'd Stul‘ges
ever seen” and shot it without changing
aword. “The Power and the Glory” (1933) created seven
tells the life story of a powerful tycoon O
(Spencer Tracy) with voice-over narration startlmgly
and nonchronological flashbacks. Sound inventive
familiar? In the 1970s, critic Pauline Kael o o
popularized the idea that “Citizen Kane” comedies in
owed much to the earlier film, but Orson A TOW.

Welles said in a late interview that he
never even saw it. However “Kane” co-
writer Herman Mankiewicz was a friend
of Sturges, so it may have been an influ-
ence after all.

“The Power and the Glory” wasn'’t a hit,
but its storytelling was so novel that the
studio publicity department made up a
word for it: “narratage.” Sturges, always
the inventor, would throw audiences cin-
ematic curveballs for the rest of his career.
He cooked up other inventions in Holly-
wood, too, including a new kind of diesel
engine and cup holders that kept drinks
upright on rocking boats.

During the 1930s, 10 of Sturges’s scripts
were filmed and he worked on many oth-
ers. His favorite themes emerged: success,
luck, high society, and fascinating women
with minds of their own. Politically, Sturges
leaned conservative, but he kept political
preaching out of his scripts, except when
he made fun of it.

Irked at what directors did with his
screenplays, Sturges became the first Hol-
lywood writer to become a director him-
self, paving the way for John Huston, Billy
Wilder, and Joseph Mankiewicz to make
the same leap. He did it by selling a script
to Paramount for $10 on the condition that
he would direct it. “The Great McGinty,”
a satire about a nobody who becomes a
mayor, then a governor by accident, was
a hit and won an Oscar. Its cast was the
beginning of what became known as the
Sturges stock company—actors like the
pugnacious William Demarest, whom he
would use in film after film.

Golden Movies

So began Sturges’s golden years. Between
1940 and 1944, he created seven startlingly
inventive comedies in a row. In the superb
“The Lady Eve” (1941) a card sharp (Bar-
bara Stanwyck) cons the naive heir to a
brewery fortune (Henry Fonda). Falling in
love with him, she resolves to go straight.
But when Fonda’s character learns about
her past and breaks off the romance, she
takes revenge by posing as a British aris-
tocrat, marrying him, and raking him over
the coals on their honeymoon. The ploy
works but she soon regrets it, drops the
deception, and all ends happily.

Sturges always claimed that he hated
high culture since his mother had dragged
him through every museum and concert
hall in Europe. But his early years and
lifelong reading gave him a knowledge
of history, literature, and music that dis-
tinguishes his dialog as much as his love

For more
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Veronica Lake and Joel McCrea in “Sullivan’s Travels” (1941).
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A publicity shot of Spencer Tracy and Colleen
Moore for “The Power and the Glory,” Preston
Sturges’s first screenplay.

of American idioms and slang. He wore
his literacy lightly and would follow the
most sophisticated repartee with ridicu-
lous pratfalls. This way, he pleased viewers
who enjoyed witty dialog as well as those
who preferred slapstick.

Then came “Sullivan’s Travels” (1941). A
rich Hollywood director of silly comedies
(Joel McCrea) poses as ahobo to learn about
poverty so he can make a serious, socially
conscious film. A young actress (Veronica
Lake) accompanies him as he gets into more
trouble than he anticipated, realizing finally
that comedy may have more value than pre-
tentious, preachy films thatwin Oscars. The
movie daringly mixes genres: satire, melo-
drama, gritty realism, and farce.

In “The Palm Beach Story” (1942), my
favorite Sturges film, a beautiful young
woman (Claudette Colbert) races to Florida
to find a millionaire who will underwrite
her inventor husband’s latest brainchild.
When her husband (McCrea again) follows
her, she passes him off as her brother and
both become mixed up with a wealthy odd-
ball (Rudy Vallée) and his man-hungry sis-
ter (Mary Astor). In between a mystifying
prologue and epilogue involving identical

Film director Preston Sturges, looking serious
despite his being known for outlandish
comedies.

twins, the film has more laughs per square
inch than any screwball comedy this side
of “Bringing Up Baby.”

The miracle of “The Miracle of Morgan'’s
Creek” (1944) is that Sturges got his crazy
story past the censors. A girl (Betty Hut-
ton) passes out at a wild party, marries a
departing serviceman in her stupor, and
the next morning can’t remember his
name. Farcical complications mount un-
til she gives birth to sextuplets, becomes
a national heroine, and ends up with a
pure-hearted nebbish who’s loved her
since childhood. The premise is cheeky
but, as The New York Times noted, the
film is “so innocently amusing, so full of
candor, that no one could take offense.”

Sturges directed six more movies of de-
clining quality and died in 1959, work-
ing on his autobiography. McCrea’s final
speechin “Sullivan’s Travels” tells us what
the director learned, and what we con-
tinue to learn from his marvelous films:

“There’s alot to be said for making people
laugh. Did you know that that’s all some
people have? It isn’t much, but it’s better
than nothing in this cockeyed caravan.”

! . lld' —

Barbara Stanwyck and Henry Fonda in “The Lady Eve” (1941).
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Samuel Jackson Shows His Range

JOE BENDEL

ike Charlie Gordon in “Flowers
for Algernon,” Ptolemy Grey’s
experimental mind-enhancing
treatment will only be tempo-
rary. However, he fully under-
stands that. Greyis willing to be a guinea
pig, to buy himself time to finish some
unfinished business. With the inevitable
return of his dementialooming, the elderly
man strives to find his grandnephew’s mur-
derer in creator-screenwriter Walter Mos-
ley’s six-episode “The Last Days of Ptolemy
Grey,” adapted from his own novel.
Physically, Grey remains surprisingly
healthy for his 93 years, but his mind is
nearly entirely shrouded in fog. He still
sort of recognizes his grandnephew Reg-
gie Lloyd, who does his best to care for
Grey. The rest of his family is repulsed by
his unstable state of mind and his slovenly
living conditions, so nobody even bothers
to inform him of Reggie’s untimely death.
They just have him collected for the wake.

Grandnephew and Grandniece
Before Reggie was shot down in an alley-
way, he did one last service for his great-
uncle. On the advice of Grey’s regular GP,
Reggie booked him an appointment with
Dr. Rubin, who has developed a revolution-
ary treatment for dementia. He would have
missed it were it not for Robyn, his new
caretaker. During the course of the series,
she will be reminded over and over that
she is not truly family—but not by Grey.
The orphaned teenager had been stay-
ing with Grey’s grandniece Niecie, a good
friend of Robyn’s mother, who recently died
from a drug overdose. Unfortunately, the
unwelcome overtures from Niecie’s thug-
gish son force her to seek accommodations
elsewhere. As it happens, Grey has space
and the need for a care-giver, atleast until
Dr. Rubin’s treatments take effect.
Ignorance was never bliss for Grey. He
was constantly tormented by fragmentary
memories of his “Uncle” Coydog, hounding
him over his questionable custodianship
of a great unnamed treasure that he was
apparently entrusted with as a young boy
in the Jim Crow South. Eventually, Grey’s

memories will return, but he must also in-
vestigate Reggie’s shooting quickly, while
his enhanced faculties hold up.

Flashbacks

If you enjoy flashbacks, this series will be
more fun for you than an army of Baby Yo-
das. Yet, in this case, they are all warranted
and integral to Mosley’s conception. “Last
Days” is not truly a mystery, even though
Grey has an investigation of sorts to pur-
sue (and that is the genre Mosley is most
often associated with). Mosley’s book and
series could almost be considered science
fiction in the way Daniel Keyes'’s “Flowers
for Algernon” was when it was originally
published. Regardless, there is no question
that most of the mysteries and conflicts are
set entirely within Grey’s mind.

That all puts many demands on the
star, Samuel L. Jackson, but he rises to
the challenge of playing Grey at multiple
ages. His fans will be happy to see his
familiar swagger and hear him deliver
plenty of highly, attitudinally, charged
lines, in keeping with his established
screen persona. Yet, he also convincingly
portrays Grey at his lowest, frailest, and
most vulnerable moments.

Nevertheless, Jackson’s best scenes in-
volve Grey verbally sparring with Walton
Goggins (of “Justified”) as Dr. Rubin, whom
Grey dubs “Satan” due to the Faustian na-
ture of his treatment. Unlike the main
character of Keyes’s novel (and “Charly,”
the 1968 film adaptation), Grey fully un-
derstands the temporary nature of Rubin’s
treatment and he is willing to acceptit, but
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Dominique Fishback and Samuel L. Jackson in
“The Last Days of Ptolemy Grey.”
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the resulting dynamic between Grey and
Rubin is ambiguously wary. Still, it is a
treat to watch the two men face-off, given
their commanding but distinctly different
screen presences.

Actor and symphony conductor Damon
Gupton is also quite powerful as Coydog,
who constantly rebukes the guilt-ridden,
dementia-addled Grey, but his work even-
tually assumes grandly tragic dimensions
aswe learn his full backstory through flash-
backs. Dominique Fishback is also quite
impressive as Robyn, who is forced to con-
front so many tribulations at a distressingly
young age. (Frankly, she looks about half
her reported age.)

The battery of directors, including Deb-
bie Allen, Guillermo Navarro (Guillermo
del Toro’s former cinematographer), and
Ramin Bahrani (“The White Tiger”), always
take a sensitive approach to issues of aging
and abuse.

This is not a flashy series, but it packs an
emotional punch. Highly recommended
for fans of Jackson and Mosley, “The Last
Days of Ptolemy Grey” started streaming
on March 11 on Apple TV+.

Joe Bendel writes about independent film
and lives in New York. To read his most
recent articles, visit JBSpins.blogspot.com
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