
The Big Lebowski  Four Stars    (2010) 

"The Big Lebowski" is about an attitude, not a story. It's easy to miss that, because the story is so urgently pursued. 

It involves kidnapping, ransom money, a porno king, a reclusive millionaire, a runaway girl, the Malibu police, a 

woman who paints while nude and strapped to an overhead harness, and the last act of the disagreement between 

Vietnam veterans and Flower Power. It has more scenes about bowling than anything else. 

This is a plot and dialogue that perhaps only the Coen Brothers could have devised. I'm thinking less of their clarity 

in "Fargo" and "No Country for Old Men" than of the almost hallucinatory logic of "Raising Arizona" and "The 

Hudsucker Proxy." Only a steady hand in the midst of madness allows them to hold it all together--that, and the 

delirious richness of their visual approach. 

Anyone who cares about movies must surely have heard something about the plot. This is a movie that has inspired 

an annual convention and the Church of the Latter-Day Dude. Its star, Jeff Bridges, has become so identified with 

the starring role that when he won the 2010 Oscar for Best Actor, Twitterland mourned that his acceptance speech 

didn't begin with, "The Dude Abides." These words are so emblematic that they inspired a book title, The Dude 

Abides: The Gospel According to the Coen Brothers, by Cathleen Falsani. This is a serious book, though far from a 

dreary theological work. 

The Dude is Jeff Lebowski, an unemployed layabout whose days are spent sipping White Russians and nights are 

spent at the bowling alley. There is always a little pot available. He has a leonine mane of chestnut hair, a shaggy 

goatee, and a wardrobe of Bermuda shorts, rummage sale shirts, bathrobes and flip-flops. He went to Woodstock 

and never left. He lives in what may be the last crummy run-down low-rent structure in Malibu.  Trust the Dude to 

find it. 

It is widely known that the Dude was inspired by a real man named Jeff Dowd, a freelance publicist who was 

instrumental in launching "Blood Simple" (1984), the first film in the Coen canon. I have long known Jeff Dowd. I 

can easily see how he might have inspired the Dude. He is as tall, as shaggy and sometimes as mood-altered as Jeff 

Lebowski, although much more motivated. He remembers names better than a politician, is crafty in his strategies, 

and burns with a fiery zeal on behalf of those films he consents to represent. 

In the film, Jeff Lebowski tells the millionaire's daughter (Julianne Moore) that in his youth he helped draft the Port 

Huron Statement that founded Students for a Democratic Society, and was a member of the Seattle Seven. In real 

life Jeff Dowd was indeed one of the Seattle Seven, and remains so militant that at Sundance 2009 he took a punch 

the jaw for insisting too fervently that a critic see "Dirt," an ecological documentary Dowd believed was essential to 

the survival of the planet. True to his credo of nonviolence, the Dude did not punch back. 

In "The Big Lebowski," our hero has left politics far behind, and exists primarily to keep a buzz on, and bowl. He is 

never actually drunk in the movie, and always far from sober. His bowling partners are Walter Sobchak (John 

Goodman) and Donny Kerabatsos (Steve Buscemi). Walter, even taller than the Dude, is a proud Vietnam veteran 

and the strategist of the three. He and the Dude never mention politics. Donny is their meek sidekick, always a step 

behind the big guys. He says perhaps three complete sentences in the film, all brief, and is often interrupted by 

Walter telling him to shut the f--- up. He is happy to exist on the fringes of their glory. 

Details of the plot need not concern us. It involves a mean-tempered millionaire in a wheelchair who is the Big 

Lebowski (the Dude becomes, by logic, the Little Lebowski). He broods before the fire in a vast paneled library, 

reminding me of no one so much as Major Amberson in "The Magnificent Ambersons." His trophy wife Bunny 

(Tara Reid) appears to have been kidnapped. This leads indirectly to the Dude being savagely beaten by hit men 

who mistake him for the Big Lebowski. Well, how many Jeff Lebowskis can there be in Malibu? One of them 

urinates on The Dude's rug, which he valued highly ("it pulled the room together"), and the whole movie can be 

loosely described as being about the Dude's attempts to get payback for his rug. 
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The inspiration for the supporting characters can perhaps be found in the novels of Raymond Chandler. The 

Southern California setting, the millionaire, the kidnapped wife, the bohemian daughter, the enforcers, the cops 

who know the hero by name, can all be found in Chandler. The Dude is in a sense Philip Marlowe -- not in his 

energy or focus, but in the code he lives by. Down these mean streets walks a man who won't allow his rug to be 

pissed on. "That will not stand," he says, perhaps unconsciously quoting George H.W. Bush about Saddam's 

invasion of Kuwait. The Dude does not lie, steal or cheat. He does swear. He wants what is right. With the earliest 

flags of the republic, he insists, "Don't tread on me." 

The Coens have always had a remarkable visual style, tending toward overwhelming architectural detail -- long 

corridors, odd interior decoration, forced perspectives, lonely vistas, lurid cityscapes. Even in ostensibly realistic 

settings, such as the suburbs of "A Serious Man" (2009), they like to insist beyond the point of realism. Their 

suburb is the distillation of Suburbhood. In "The Big Lebowski," their anchor location is the bowling alley, their 

dominant colors what might be described as Brunswick Orange and turquoise. The alley is strangely 

underpopulated, its lanes vertiginous in length. There is one POV shot from within a rolling bowling ball. When 

Jeff hallucinates or is unconscious, he inhabits bizarre fantasy worlds. 

One of their fellow bowlers is Jesus Quintana (John Turturro), a man who has converted himself into an artwork in 

his own honor. Another trio of supporting characters, the Nihilists, is led by Peter Stormare (who played the man 

feeding the body of Buscemi into the wood chipper in "Fargo"). A considerable role is played by Philip Seymour 

Hoffman, as Brandt, the worshipful assistant to the Big Lebowski. Some of its fans have seen this movie dozens of 

times. I suppose they've already observed that that Hoffman and David Huddleston, who plays the Big Lebowski, 

bear a strong family resemblance. Someone knowing nothing about the film could be excused for suspecting that 

Philip Seymour Hoffman plays both characters, the older man with skillful makeup effects. A coincidence? I would 

not for one moment put it beyond the Coens, Ethan and Joel, to encourage this misapprehension. I suspect they cast 

Huddleston for the physical resemblance. 

The film is all about Jeff Lebowski's equanimity in the face of vicissitudes. He is pounded, water-boarded, lied to 

and insulted. His rug is pissed on and his car set aflame. He is seduced by a woman who wants only his seed. He 

has a fortune dangled before his eyes, only to have it replaced by telephone books and used boxer shorts. To heal 

and keep himself whole he stirs himself another White Russian, has a t--e, sits in a warm bath. Like the Buddha, he 

focuses on the big picture. 

The film is narrated by The Stranger (Sam Elliott, never more gloriously mustached). It is he who observes at the 

end that the Dude Abides, and says he hears there is a little Lebowski on the way. The Dude however is denied 

matrimony, and indeed seems to have no women at all in his life, except by lucky chance. Does this depress him? Is 

he concerned about being chronically unemployed? No. If a man has a roof over his head, fresh half-and-half for 

his White Russians, a little w--d and his bowling buddies, what more, really, does he need? 

 

 

 

The Hunger Games  Three Stars  (2012) 

Like many science-fiction stories, “The Hunger Games” portrays a future that we're invited to read as a parable for 

the present. After the existing nations of North America are destroyed by catastrophe, a civilization named Panem 

rises from the ruins. It's ruled by a vast, wealthy Capitol inspired by the covers of countless sci-fi magazines and 

surrounded by 12 “districts” that are powerless satellites.  As the story opens, the annual ritual of the Hunger 

Games is beginning; each district must supply a “tribute” of a young woman and man, and these 24 finalists must 

fight to the death in a forested “arena” where hidden cameras capture every move. 
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This results in a television production that apparently holds the nation spellbound and keeps the citizens content. 

Mrs. Link, my high school Latin teacher, will be proud that I recall one of her daily phrases, “panem et circenses,” 

which summarized the Roman formula for creating a docile population: Give them bread and circuses. A vision of 

present-day America is summoned up, its citizenry glutted with fast food and distracted by reality TV. How is the 

population expected to accept the violent sacrifice of 24 young lives a year? How many have died in our recent 

wars? 

The story centers on the two tributes from the dirt-poor District 12: Katniss Everdeen (Jennifer Lawrence) and 

Peeta Mellark (Josh Hutcherson). The 16-year-old girl hunts deer with bow and arrow to feed her family; he may be 

hunkier but seems no match in survival skills. They're both clean-cut, All-Panem types, and although one or both 

are eventually required to be dead, romance is a possibility. 

In contrast with these healthy young people, the ruling class in the Capitol are effete decadents. Effie Trinket 

(Elizabeth Banks), bedecked in gaudy costumery and laden with garish cosmetics, emcees the annual drawing for 

tributes, and the nation gets to know the finalists on a talk show hosted by Caesar Flickerman (Stanley Tucci), who 

suggests what Donald Trump might do with his hair if he had enough of it.   

The executive in charge is the gamemaker, Seneca (Wes Bentley), who has a beard so bizarrely designed that Satan 

would be envious. At the top of the society is the president (Donald Sutherland), a sagacious graybeard who 

harbors deep thoughts. In interviews, Sutherland has equated the younger generation with leftists and Occupiers. 

The old folks in the Capitol are no doubt a right-wing oligarchy. My conservative friends, however, equate the 

young with the Tea Party and the old with decadent Elitists. “The Hunger Games,” like many parables, will show 

you exactly what you seek in it. 

The scenes set in the Capitol and dealing with its peculiar characters have a completely different tone than the 

scenes of conflict in the Arena. The ruling class is painted in broad satire and bright colors. Katniss and the other 

tributes are seen in earth-toned realism; this character could be another manifestation, indeed, of Jennifer 

Lawrence's Oscar-nominated character Ree in “Winter's Bone.” The plot even explains why she's adept at bow and 

arrow.  

One thing I missed, however, was more self-awareness on the part of the tributes. As their names are being drawn 

from a fish bowl (!) at the Reaping, the reactions of the chosen seem rather subdued, considering the odds are 23-

to-1 that they'll end up dead. Katniss volunteers to take the place of her 12-year-old kid sister, Prim (Willow 

Shields), but no one explicitly discusses the fairness of deadly combat between girl children and 18-year-old men. 

Apparently the jaded TV audiences of Panem have developed an appetite for barbarity. Nor do Katniss and Peeta 

reveal much thoughtfulness about their own peculiar position. 

“The Hunger Games” is an effective entertainment, and Jennifer Lawrence is strong and convincing in the central 

role. But the film leapfrogs obvious questions in its path, and avoids the opportunities sci-fi provides for social 

criticism; compare its world with the dystopias in “Gattaca” or “The Truman Show.”  Director Gary Ross and his 

writers (including the series' author, Suzanne Collins) obviously think their audience wants to see lots of hunting-

and-survival scenes, and has no interest in people talking about how a cruel class system is using them. Well, 

maybe they're right. But I found the movie too long and deliberate as it negotiated the outskirts of its moral issues. 

 

Flashdance   1 ½ Stars (1983) 

I have a friend who has a simple test for a movie: Is this movie as interesting as the same things would be, 

happening in real life? A lot of movies aren't, and "Flashdance" sure isn't. If this movie had spent just a little more 

effort getting to know the heroine of its story, and a little less time trying to rip off "Saturday Night Fever," it might 

have been a much better film. 
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My friend's simple test applies to this movie in another way: The movie is not as interesting as the real-life story of 

Jennifer Beals, the young Chicago actress who stars in it. Beals graduated a year ago from Francis Parker School. 

She already had launched a career as a model (covers on 'Town & Country' and 'Vogue'), after being discovered by 

Chicago super-photographer Victor Skrebneski. She enrolled in Yale, took some acting classes in New York, went 

to an audition, and won this role.  

The irony is that her story, simply and directly told, might have been a lot more interesting than the story of 

"Flashdance," which is so loaded down with artificial screenplay contrivances and flashy production numbers that 

it's waterlogged. This is one of those movies that goes for a slice of life and ends up with three pies.  

Jennifer Beals plays Alex, an 18-year-old who is a welder by day, and a go-go dancer by night, and dreams of being 

a ballet star, and falls in love with the Porsche-driving boss of the construction company. 

These are a lot of "character details" even if she didn't also have a saintly old woman as a mentor, a big slobbering 

dog as a friend, a bicycle she rides all over Pittsburgh, a loft the size of a sweatshop, a sister who ice skates, a 

grumpy old pop, and the ability to take off her bra without removing her sweatshirt. This poor kid is so busy 

performing the pieces of business supplied to her by the manic screenwriters that she never gets a chance to develop 

a character. 

Meanwhile, the movie has a disconcerting way of getting sidetracked with big dance scenes. The heroine works in 

the most improbable working-class bar ever put on film, a joint named Mawby's that has a clientele out of the 

Miller's TV ads, stage lighting reminiscent of Vegas, go-go dancers who change their expensive costumes every 

night and put on punk rock extravaganzas and never take off all their clothes and never get shouted at by the 

customers for not doing so.  

"Flashdance" is like a movie that won a free 90-minute shopping spree in the Hollywood supermarket. The director 

(Adrian Lynn, of the much better "Foxes") and his collaborators race crazily down the aisles, grabbing a piece of 

"Saturday Night Fever," a slice of "Urban Cowboy," a quart of "Marty" and a 2-pound box of "Archie Bunker's 

Place." The result is great sound and flashdance, signifying nothing. But Jennifer Beals shouldn't feel bad. She is a 

natural talent, she is fresh and engaging here, and only needs to find an agent with a natural talent for turning down 

scripts. 

 

Armageddon  One Star (1998) 

Here it is at last, the first 150-minute trailer. "Armageddon" is cut together like its own highlights. Take almost any 

30 seconds at random, and you'd have a TV ad. The movie is an assault on the eyes, the ears, the brain, common 

sense and the human desire to be entertained. No matter what they're charging to get in, it's worth more to get out. 

The plot covers many of the same bases as the recent "Deep Impact," which, compared with "Armageddon," 

belongs on the American Film Institute list. The movie tells a similar story at fast-forward speed, with Bruce Willis 

as an oil driller who is recruited to lead two teams on an emergency shuttle mission to an asteroid "the size of 

Texas," which is about to crash into Earth and obliterate all life--"even viruses!" Their job: Drill an 800-foot hole 

and stuff a bomb into it, to blow up the asteroid before it kills us. 

OK, say you do succeed in blowing up an asteroid the size of Texas. What if a piece the size of Dallas is left? 

Wouldn't that be big enough to destroy life on Earth? What about a piece the size of Austin? Let's face it: Even an 

object the size of that big Wal-Mart outside Abilene would pretty much clean us out, if you count the parking lot. 

Texas is a big state, but as a celestial object, it wouldn't be able to generate much gravity. Yet when the astronauts 

get to the asteroid, they walk around on it as if the gravity is the same as on Earth. There's no sensation of 

weightlessness--until it's needed, that is, and then a lunar buggy flies across a jagged canyon, Evel Knievel-style. 

http://www.rogerebert.com/cast-and-crew/jennifer-beals
http://www.rogerebert.com/cast-and-crew/adrian-lynn
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/foxes-1980
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/deep-impact-1998
http://www.rogerebert.com/cast-and-crew/bruce-willis


The movie begins with a Charlton Heston narration telling us about the asteroid that wiped out the dinosaurs. Then 

we get the masterful title card, "65 Million Years Later." The next scenes show an amateur astronomer spotting the 

object. We see top-level meetings at the Pentagon and in the White House. We meet Billy Bob Thornton, head of 

Mission Control in Houston, which apparently functions like a sports bar with a big screen for the fans, but no 

booze. Then we see ordinary people whose lives will be Changed Forever by the events to come. This stuff is all off 

the shelf--there's hardly an original idea in the movie. 

"Armageddon" reportedly used the services of nine writers. Why did it need any? The dialogue is either shouted 

one-liners or romantic drivel. "It's gonna blow!" is used so many times, I wonder if every single writer used it once, 

and then sat back from his word processor with a contented smile on his face, another day's work done. 

Disaster movies always have little vignettes of everyday life. The dumbest in "Armageddon" involves two Japanese 

tourists in a New York taxi. After meteors turn an entire street into a flaming wasteland, the woman complains, "I 

want to go shopping!" I hope in Japan that line is redubbed as "Nothing can save us but Gamera!" Meanwhile, we 

wade through a romantic subplot involving Liv Tyler and Ben Affleck. Liv plays Bruce Willis' daughter. Ben is 

Willis' best driller (now, now). Bruce finds Liv in Ben's bunk on an oil platform and chases Ben all over the rig, 

trying to shoot him. (You would think the crew would be preoccupied by the semi-destruction of Manhattan, but it's 

never mentioned after it happens.) Helicopters arrive to take Willis to the mainland so he can head up the mission to 

save mankind, etc., and he insists on using only crews from his own rig--especially Affleck, who is "like a son." 

That means Liv and Ben have a heart-rending parting scene. What is it about cinematographers and Liv Tyler? She 

is a beautiful young woman, but she's always being photographed while flat on her back, with her brassiere riding 

up around her chin and lots of wrinkles in her neck from trying to see what some guy is doing. (In this case, Affleck 

is tickling her navel with animal crackers.) Tyler is obviously a beneficiary of Take Your Daughter to Work Day. 

She's not only on the oil rig, but she attends training sessions with her dad and her boyfriend, hangs out in Mission 

Control and walks onto landing strips right next to guys wearing foil suits. 

Characters in this movie actually say: "I wanted to say ... that I'm sorry," "We're not leaving them behind!," "Guys--

the clock is ticking!" and "This has turned into a surrealistic nightmare!" Steve Buscemi, a crew member who is 

diagnosed with "space dementia," looks at the asteroid's surface and adds "This place is like Dr. Seuss' worst 

nightmare." Quick--which Seuss book is he thinking of? There are several Red Digital Readout scenes, in which 

bombs tick down to zero. Do bomb designers do that for the convenience of interested onlookers who happen to be 

standing next to a bomb? There's even a retread of the classic scene where they're trying to disconnect the timer, 

and they have to decide whether to cut the red wire or the blue wire. The movie has forgotten that *this is not a 

terrorist bomb,* but a standard-issue U.S. military bomb, being defused by a military guy who is on board 

specifically because he knows about this bomb. A guy like that, the first thing he should know is, red or blue?  

"Armageddon" is loud, ugly and fragmented. Action sequences are cut together at bewildering speed out of 

hundreds of short edits, so that we can't see for sure what's happening, or how, or why. Important special-effects 

shots (such as the asteroid) have a murkiness of detail, and the movie cuts away before we get a good look. The few 

"dramatic" scenes consist of the sonorous recitation of ancient cliches. Only near the end, when every second 

counts, does the movie slow down: Life on Earth is about to end, but the hero delays saving the planet in order to 

recite cornball farewell platitudes. 

Staggering into the silence of the theater lobby after the ordeal was over, I found a big poster that was fresh off the 

presses with the quotes of junket blurbsters. "It will obliterate your senses!" reports David Gillin, who obviously 

writes autobiographically. "It will suck the air right out of your lungs!" vows Diane Kaminsky. 

If it does, consider it a mercy killing. 
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North   Zero Stars (1994) 

I have no idea why Rob Reiner, or anyone else, wanted to make this story into a movie, and close examination of 

the film itself is no help. "North" is one of the most unpleasant, contrived, artificial, cloying experiences I've had at 

the movies. To call it manipulative would be inaccurate; it has an ambition to manipulate, but fails. 

The film stars Elijah Wood, who is a wonderful young actor (and if you don't believe me, watch his version of "The 

Adventures of Huck Finn"). Here he is stuck in a story that no actor, however wonderful, however young, should be 

punished with. He plays a kid with inattentive parents, who decides to go into court, free himself of them, and go on 

a worldwide search for nicer parents. 

This idea is deeply flawed. Children do not lightly separate from their parents - and certainly not on the evidence 

provided here, where the great parental sin is not paying attention to their kid at the dinner table. The parents (Julia 

Louis-Dreyfus and Jason Alexander) have provided little North with what looks like a million-dollar house in a 

Frank Capra neighborhood, all on dad's salary as a pants inspector. And, yes, I know that is supposed to be a 

fantasy, but the pants-inspecting jokes are only the first of several truly awful episodes in this film. 

North goes into court, where the judge is Alan Arkin, proving without the slightest shadow of a doubt that he 

should never, ever appear again in public with any material even vaguely inspired by Groucho Marx. North's case 

hits the headlines, and since he is such an all-star overachiever, offers pour in from would-be parents all over the 

world, leading to an odyssey that takes him to Texas, Hawaii, Alaska, and elsewhere. 

What is the point of the scenes with the auditioning parents? (The victimized actors range from Dan Aykroyd as a 

Texan to Kathy Bates as an Eskimo). They are all seen as broad, desperate comic caricatures. They are not funny. 

They are not touching. There is no truth in them. They don't even work as parodies. There is an idiocy here that 

seems almost intentional, as if the filmmakers plotted to leave anything of interest or entertainment value out of 

these episodes. 

North is followed on his travels by a mysterious character who appears in many guises. He is the Easter bunny, a 

cowboy, a beach bum, and a Federal Express driver who works in several product plugs. 

Funny, thinks North; this guy looks familiar. And so he is. All of the manifestations are played by Bruce Willis, 

who is not funny, or helpful, in any of them. 

I hated this movie. Hated hated hated hated hated this movie. Hated it. Hated every simpering stupid vacant 

audience-insulting moment of it. Hated the sensibility that thought anyone would like it. Hated the implied insult to 

the audience by its belief that anyone would be entertained by it. 

I hold it as an item of faith that Rob Reiner is a gifted filmmaker; among his credits are "This Is Spinal Tap," "The 

Sure Thing," "The Princess Bride," "Stand By Me," "When Harry Met Sally...," and "Misery." I list those titles as 

an incantation against this one. 

"North" is a bad film - one of the worst movies ever made. But it is not by a bad filmmaker, and must represent 

some sort of lapse from which Reiner will recover - possibly sooner than I will. 
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