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Sunset Boulevard


William Holden and Gloria Swanson, 1950
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Notting Hill


Julia Roberts and Hugh Grant, 1999














INTRODUCTION

In the Beginning, There Was the Picture


This book began as a collection of fifty profiles, first published in January 2007 in the pages of Variety. Our goal then was to ask famous people the question, “What is the movie that changed your life?” We editors purposefully did not include celebrities working in the entertainment business in our project. This collection would be devoted exclusively to “nonpros” (as Variety refers to those outside show business). For a young person to see Citizen Kane or Clerks and be inspired to become a film actor or director is one thing, but what happens when one sees, say, Rocky or Beyond Rangoon or Breakfast at Tiffany’s, and is so inspired that he or she decides to become an athlete or an environmentalist or a fashion editor? Since that first collection of profiles, Variety’s editors have put the question to other celebrities both in and outside Hollywood. At first glance, the question seems overloaded, even preposterous. But Variety, the Showbiz Bible, is the kind of place that takes movies very seriously. We depend on them for our livelihood. Surprisingly, as it turns out, so do many others.
 

Several of the 120 people profiled here answered the question without pause. Some needed a little prodding: “OK, so what is the movie that changed your life a little?” Others hesitated, then offered a disclaimer to the effect, “Well, no movie has that kind of power.” They invariably went on to describe a movie that had deeply influenced, if not their career, then a personal cause, sociopolitical outlook, or romantic sensibility that would appear to be central to their life. Those examples are as far-flung as Ralph Nader’s use of The China Syndrome to spark awareness of his �anti-nuke crusade and Peggy Noonan’s intense identification with the Irish-American characters in Yankee Doodle Dandy.


Sometimes the movie’s effect on a life’s work is even more direct: Candace Bushnell’s appreciation of Annie Hall led her to cleverly refashion Woody Allen’s comedy into Sex and the City.  Journalists as far-ranging as Tom Brokaw and Lawrence Wright found inspiration in movies as different but apposite as All the President’s  Men and His Gal Friday. And among some actors, the link from movie to career is barely a stretch at all: a teenage Jack Nicholson left his New Jersey home and headed to Los Angeles to be an actor after seeing Marlon Brando in On the Waterfront. Sarah Jessica Parker saw Woody Allen in Sleeper and was hooked for life.


Most of the 120 individuals profiled here see the movies as a powerful medium, one that gets under the skin and goes straight to the soul to shape dreams, aspirations, and attitudes in a way that does change who we are. Certainly the movies change how we see ourselves.


The movies validate. When we don’t find characters who immediately reflect our ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, or cultural upbringing, our instinct might be to reject a movie outright. But often choices proved that idols can transcend these boundaries: Dr. Sanjay Gupta idolized Rocky’s very Italian Stallion Sylvester Stallone, while the young African-American model-to-be Tyson Beckford fashioned himself after James Dean in Rebel  Without a Cause. Elsewhere, the transference carries the viewer across the sexual divide: At age sixteen Ellen Page identified intensely with Jean-Pierre Leaud in 400 Blows; for Harvey Fierstein, it wasn’t a male star he wanted to be but rather Bette Davis, Rosalind Russell, and Barbara Stanwyck in nearly everything those actresses ever made.


We all watch the same movie. None of us sees the same movie. Take 2001: A Space Odyssey, the movie most cited in this book of interviews. Authorities and personalities as diverse as EsaPekka Salonen, Frank Rich, Dr. Neil deGrasse Tyson, and Larry King all hail Stanley Kubrick’s sci-fi masterpiece as one of the most influential movies ever made, and yet each cites a radically different reason why it affected him. Seeing Gone With the Wind could hardly have been more different for Civil War historian Doris Kearns Goodwin and right-wing commentator Phyllis Schlafly. Watching Imitation of Life, the Rev. Jesse Jackson saw a film about racial identity, while Isaac Mizrahi beheld nothing but “dresses, dresses, dresses.”


Liberals in the vein of Howard Dean, Gloria Allred, and Robert F. Kennedy Jr. mention To Kill a Mockingbird as a seminal film, citing the character of attorney Atticus Finch as a major influence. Conservatives, in contrast, tend to enjoy heavy doses of celluloid war. Both Sen. John McCain and former speaker of the House Newt Gingrich mention Sands of Iwo Jima along with a very long list of other combat fare. Then again, such political opponents as the pro-life McCain and NOW’s Kim Gandy both speak of being traumatized as children in the same way by the same film, Disney’s animated classic Bambi.


Although Disney’s fawn feature is deservedly regarded as a classic, many of the movies that have the potential to change lives are truly mediocre, if not downright awful. Trader Horn, The Wiz,  McLintock!, The Mummy, and Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein  are just a few titles that continue to hold special significance for some of Variety’s notables, including such heavy hitters as Gore Vidal and Dr. Leonard Susskind.


Herewith are not the greatest films ever unspooled but rather the most influential, depending on your point of view.






















1

THE ROMANTICS




“E.T. is about a commitment of taking care of the person you love. You feel like a better person after watching that film.”


—Javier Bardem



Reese Witherspoon Actress



She fell in love with Johnny Cash in Walk the Line and won her Oscar. But at the movies, Reese Witherspoon only has eyes for another actress.


“I love Natalie Wood! Splendor in the Grass is my favorite movie,” Witherspoon says of the 1961 romance that has Wood falling madly, passionately in love with Warren Beatty both on camera and off. “The end of that movie gets me every time,” she admits, “the way Natalie Wood comes wearing that white dress and the white gloves and the white hat to the farmhouse at the end of the movie.”


Witherspoon is impressed, and frankly, so was the film’s director, Elia Kazan, who called the last reel of Splendor in the Grass “absolutely perfect,” if he said so himself.


Here’s the scene that psyched both Kazan and Witherspoon: Natalie Wood’s Deanie Loomis, decked out in that aforementioned all-white outfit, comes back to her Kansas hometown after a few months in a loony bin to see her first love, Bud Stamper— played by Warren Beauty—who is now married to Zohra Lam-pert,who is pregnant with their second child. For a moment, Natalie holds the couple’s mud-stained little son in her all-white arms and realizes that what might have been will never be, because you can’t go back, and we hear her trembling but steadfast voice intone the Wordsworth poetry, “Though nothing can bring back the hour / Of splendour in the grass, of glory in the flower / We will grieve not, rather find / Strength in what remains behind.”
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Splendor in the Grass
 Natalie Wood and Warren Beatty, 1961






“Deanie Loomis. Tragic Deanie,” whispers Witherspoon, as if she’s channeling Wood, who died in a boating mishap off Catalina Island in 1981. Witherspoon then launches into an amazing reenactment of the scene where Deanie’s mom, played by Audrey Christie, asks her daughter if she has “gone too far,” and Natalie Wood plunges her entire naked body under the water of the bathtub and reemerges to scream like a crazy tween, “No, Momma, I’ve been a good little girl, Momma! I’m a good little, good little, good little girl!”


Witherspoon shakes her head at the memory of Natalie Wood. “Oh, she was so great!”


And then a moment later, Witherspoon jumps to that absolutely perfect final reel, and adds poignantly, “And that moment where the wife [Lampert] is in the housecoat and she’s pregnant and she looks at the front of her dress, like, ‘I’m in a housecoat,’ and she’s embarrassed. And Bud’s out there with Deanie. And they just know they’ll never be together, but . . . I don’t know. There’s something so personal and real about it. Movies don’t always have happy endings, and maybe that is a happy ending? It’s reality. It’s just touching.”



Hugh Hefner Founder-Publisher, Playboy



He’s the man who calls the Hollywood sign “our Eiffel Tower,” and spearheaded the drive to save it, and for good reason: Playboy’s Hugh Hefner credits a repressive Depression-era childhood with pushing him into the much better world of the “drama and fantasies” of the movies.


“It was the musicals of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers and Alice Faye and Betty Grable and Busby Berkeley that fueled my romantic dreams,” says Hefner. And for good reason, he believes. “You could say things in a song that you couldn’t say in straight dialogue,” he explains. “There was an escapist wonder to them.”
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Casablanca
Humphrey Bogart and Ingrid Bergman, 1942






But his favorite music is not from a tuner. It comes when Ingrid Bergman asks Dooley Wilson to sing “As Time Goes By,” much to the dismay of Humphrey Bogart, in Casablanca. “The film has everything: unrequited love, alienation, patriotism, humor, friendships, and one of the best scripts and scores. It’s a real movie movie,” says Hefner.


Michael Curtiz’s 1942 Oscar winner rates so high with Hefner that he calls every Friday and Saturday night at the Playboy mansion “Casablanca Night,” and unspools classics from the 1930s and 1940s. “The America that the rest of the world cares about comes from the movies,” Hefner believes. “It certainly doesn’t come from Washington, D.C. It is an immigrant dream about a quest for personal and political freedom.”


On that score, the politically liberal Hefner may not have seen eye to eye with the politically conservative Jimmy Stewart, but he certainly likes Stewart’s movies. Hefner lists Mr. Smith Goes to  Washington from 1939 as a political favorite; and in case any of his friends missed it over the Christmas holiday on TV, Frank Capra’s 1946 follow-up, It’s a Wonderful Life, also plays often at the Beverly Hills manse.


Despite all his praise of vintage movie fare, the founder of Playboy has no time for the censorship that restricted filmmakers during the golden age of Hollywood. Although a wee lad at the time, Hefner vividly recalls the beginning of the dreaded Production Code. “I was coming of age with its arrival in 1934, and saw all the sudden that Tarzan and Jane were dressed more sedately, that Nick and Nora had to sleep in twin beds. I was aware of the censorship and related it to my childhood, because I wasn’t getting hugged a lot by my parents. That’s the other part of what Playboy is about.”


If not for the movies, American men may never have experienced airbrushed centerfolds or Vargas illustrations of pretty girls in panties and lace. There’s no doubt about it, says Hefner, “There’s a direct connection between Busby Berkeley, films like 42nd Street and Footlight Parade, and World War II movie pinups and Playboy.”


Marilyn Monroe, the magazine’s first cover girl, looms large in this universe. “Some Like It Hot is her best, she’s also very good in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes and Bus Stop,” opines this M. M. expert.


Fortunately, it’s not all old movies all the time at the mansion. In addition to Casablanca Nights, Hefner hosts recent fare as well. “The Departed is a movie movie. It moves right along,” he says of Martin Scorsese’s 2006 Oscar winner starring good cop Leonardo DiCaprio and bad cop Matt Damon. Neil Burger’s The Illusionist,  with Edward Norton’s love-struck magician, brought back some old romance to the screen, in Hef’s opinion. And the man who launched a hundred Bond girls was very happy to see 007 in shooting form again with Casino Royale’s David Craig.


“I like the new Bond,” says Hefner. “Ian Fleming used to be a contributor to the magazine, so it’s nice to see they’re getting back to their roots. Good job.”
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E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial 
E.T. and Steven Spielberg, 1982







Javier Bardem Actor



Watching the movies had nothing to do with Javier Bardem’s current job as an actor or even his Academy Award for playing a killing machine in the Coen brothers’ 2007 Oscar winner, No  Country for Old Men. “My whole family comes from acting. It is not something I wanted to be,” he says. “I studied painting. Acting is something that found me rather than I found it.”


Actually, the actor was born to it. His mother, whom he memorably spoke to in Spanish from the stage of the Kodak Theater during his Oscar acceptance speech, is actress Pilar Bardem, his grandfather is actor Rafael Bardem, and Javier got his first acting gig at age six in El Picaro (The Scoundrel).


An indelible childhood experience at the movies apparently did not include either that early film or any of the other 100 movies his close relatives have made. Instead, the big one is the all-American E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial. Bardem has seen Steven Spielberg’s 1982 sci-fi movie more than any other film. “I was eleven and I saw it twenty times. In a row. Like, I saw it at 2 P.M., 4, 6, and 8 P.M. in one day. I felt overwhelmed by the beauty. Even when I see it today, it hits deep in me and always makes me cry,” he reveals.


Why?


“Love,” says Bardem. “It is such a beautiful love story between this kid and this totally, theoretically dangerous alien. It has to do with trust, with a strong sense of following our instincts and trusting in your love rather than what the other people are trying to tell you to do. E.T. is about a commitment of taking care of the person you love. You feel like a better person after watching that film.”



Danielle Steel Novelist



Despite having sold over half a billion copies of her romance novels, Danielle Fernande Dominique Schuelein-Steel eschews any expertise on the subject of love. “I haven’t had a date in so long, I wouldn’t know what it is like,” says this currently single mother of nine kids. Not that the author of such novels as To Love Again,  Loving, No Greater Love, and Toxic Bachelors doesn’t love movies.


Of the classic romances, Steel picks George Cukor’s 1940 screen adaptation of Philip Barry’s The Philadelphia Story for obvious reasons: “I like happy endings. I love Katharine Hepburn. She was the epitome of chic, glamorous and aristocratic; and when they had an auction of her clothes recently, I bought two of her hats.” She promptly nailed them onto the wall of her Pacific Heights house, the largest private dwelling in all of San Francisco.


The other Hepburn, Audrey, also strikes a chord with Steel. “I like her looks and her wardrobe, but I didn’t like her movies as much,” notes the novelist, who grew up in 1950s France and saw few American movies. “I do remember seeing Lilie with Leslie Caron and Mel Ferrer, and I had a big crush on Mel Ferrer, but I don’t even remember the story.”


Elephant Walk seems to have made a slightly bigger impression. In the 1954 film, Elizabeth Taylor and Peter Finch grow tea and try not to get squashed by the rampaging beasts in British Ceylon. “I was so scared of the elephants, it marked me for life,” says Steel.


More recently, the ultra-prolific novelist found special meaning in the Julia Roberts/Hugh Grant 1999 headliner, Notting Hill. “I identify with it; she is famous, I am famous,” Steel says, referring to Roberts’s movie-star character, Anna Scott. “Fame imposes certain burdens on your love life. You have no privacy. Everybody wants to read about the break-up and the divorce. It doesn’t afford you any privacy, and people enjoy your disappointment.” The following line from Richard Curtis’s Notting Hill script is especially meaningful for Steel: “Ah, and every time I get my heart broken, the newspapers splash it about as though it’s entertainment.” Roberts delivers the line with real conviction, and so does Steel.


What the novelist doesn’t like are Big Family movies. “No one shows it like it is,” opines this expert. An exception is the original Yours, Mine, and Ours, released in 1968 and starring Lucille Ball and Henry Fonda. “I didn’t enjoy the remake so much,” she says of the Rene Russo/Dennis Quaid starrer, which came out in 2005. “I don’t like movies that hold big families up to ridicule and make it look like chaos. Steve Martin in Cheaper by the Dozen, it infuriated me. There is something wonderful about a big family; it is astonishingly orderly. It is easier to have nine children than two. They don’t fight, they help each other. There is an amazing solidarity. They are responsible, and it makes me so angry to see big families so badly portrayed in the movies. It’s like a joke tool in the movie, as opposed to portraying what a cool thing large families are.”


Nowadays, Steel goes to the movie with her kids or she doesn’t go at all. “I won’t go alone,” she reveals. Not that her in-house movie critics can always be trusted: “My children told me I wouldn’t like Borat, and I laughed my ass off.”



Millie Martini Bratten Editor in Chief, Brides



In addition to her Brides magazine gig, Millie Martini Bratten serves as editorial director of a dozen other Condé Nast wedding publications that drive this $160 billion a year business. As the foremost arbiter of all that is good and right with weddings, she also has a keen eye for cinematic nuptials.


“I loved Four Weddings and a Funeral for its emotional highs and the emotional angst of weddings,” says Martini Bratten. “It shows everything that goes on in a wedding. It’s all about the catalyst of love.”


Mike Newell’s 1994 comedy was Hugh Grant’s follow-up to The Remains of the Day and made the British actor an international star who came to specialize in comedies. The romantic movies that have most influenced Martini Bratten’s career at Brides, however, are two headlining Grant’s erstwhile costar Julia Roberts.


“She was one of the prettiest bridesmaids I’d ever seen, in My  Best Friend’s Wedding,” says the editor. “That gorgeous purple dress she wore. That was before bridesmaids’ dresses became fashionable [with that] evening-type look. Julia made them look so good. We saw the styles of bridesmaid dresses change shortly after that film came out in 1997. We got many calls on that dress. It was an example of someone making the dress look very, very good.”


Two years later, there was Garry Marshall’s Runaway Bride,  which, in some ways, took a page from Roberts’s own off-camera scenario when she canceled her wedding with Kiefer Sutherland, in 1991, to run off with Jason Patric. The actress’s couture in that 1999 romantic comedy also rocked the fashion world, says Martini Bratten. “In Runaway Bride, Roberts wore some very romantic dresses, such as the off-the-shoulder, fitted bodice, tulle skirt, which she wears in the iconic picture of her on the horse. We still get calls for that dress.”


Martini Bratten sees a correlation between Roberts’s real-life wedding dress, when she married her second husband, Daniel Moder, and her movie-wedding duds: “When she married Moder, the style was also romantic—the halter dress with an embroidered bodice and a shawl over her shoulders. Her hair was swept up with lilies of the valley tucked into her hair. As natural as she is off-screen,Julia’s a real glamour girl when she turns it on.”
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Runaway Bride
Joan Cusack and Julia Roberts, 1999






Regarding her own life and career, Martini Bratten is a little less romantic, and she takes special inspiration from a Rosalind Russell classic about a most unique female. From 1958, “Auntie  Mame is zany and stylish and rule-breaking, and it is great inspiration for going after what you want and grabbing hold of life with gusto,” she says. Of course, even the wildly independent Mame Dennis makes it to the altar in the final reel. “What I like so much about weddings is beautiful clothing, wonderful music, and a lot of emotion and romance and style. It’s all about a stylish life.”
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Annie Hall
Woody Allen and Diane Keaton, 1977







Candace Bushnell Novelist



The author of Sex and the City and Lipstick Jungle grew up in a “small town without a movie theater.” It was the 1960s, and in an era before DVDs and cable, Candace Bushnell chilled in front of the tube to catch the occasional Three Stooges or Jerry Lewis movie.


“My all-time favorite: It’s a Mad Mad Mad Mad World,” she says of Stanley Kramer’s 1963 romp that starred nearly every comic known to vaudeville: Sid Caesar, Milton Berle, Buddy Hackett, you name it. “I still rent [it] occasionally and always laugh out loud at its sheer, unadulterated silliness,” says the writer.


Bushnell’s own prose straddles the fence between comedy and romance. Merging the two is tough business, she insists. “Picking a romantic comedy is trickier,” she adds. But here’s her list: “Bringing  Up Baby and The Philadelphia Story are the gold standards. There’s also The Graduate, When Harry Met Sally, Pretty Woman, Four Weddings  and a Funeral, and Goodbye, Columbus, all of which capture the zeitgeist of the uneasy relationship between the sexes in a time when traditional rules may or may not apply. . . . Goodbye, Columbus  [is] admittedly not considered a great movie, but I love Ali Mac-Graw’s imperfect performance and the end with the lovers united.”


Then there’s Woody Allen’s 1977 Oscar winner, Annie Hall. Bushnell puts it in its own separate pantheon off in some Eros netherworld: “This is a movie where the lover is not a person but a place, New York City, in which the relationship is not with another, but with the self. Annie Hall does beautifully what so many romantic comedies can’t: It captures love as it really is, as opposed to how we wish it would be. And makes it OK.”


Strange. Did Bushnell just write a review of Sex and the City?


She distances herself from giving Woody too much credit for her own success. “In all honesty, I can’t think of one particular movie that has changed my life,” says Bushnell. “I see movies as accents, points of view, and perspectives that can enrich one’s own view of the world. I tend to watch movies for inspiration in storytelling techniques.”






















2

THE ACTIVISTS




“My entire career in politics was sparked by a double feature on a warm August day in Harrisburg.” 




—Newt Gingrich



Robert F. Kennedy Jr. President, Waterkeeper Alliance



A noted environmentalist lawyer, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has nothing but praise for Stephen Gaghan’s 2005 CIA thriller, Syriana,  which brought George Clooney an Oscar for supporting actor.


“It’s a good environmental movie, even though it doesn’t talk much about the environment,” says Kennedy. “Instead, it shows how democracy and the environment and energy policy are corrupted by power and money. It’s a great illustration of how our values are being corrupted by our dependence on oil.”


Not so surprisingly, Kennedy also recommends a couple of hard-hitting documentaries: “Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth  [2006] is the most influential film on the environment that has ever been created. It pushed the issue of global warming past the tipping point. And there’s Who Killed the Electric Car?” he says, pointing to Chris Paine’s 2006 exposé of Detroit. “It shows how the auto industry and other powerhouses conspired to destroy much cheaper and cleaner sources of transportation. The film makes the worst kind of conspiracy buffs look rational.”
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Syriana
George Clooney, 2005






Speaking of big conspiracies, Kennedy takes no prisoners. In 2006, Rolling Stone magazine published his article “Was the 2004 Election Stolen?” to which the author effectively delivered a resounding “yes.”


If, in fact, any film influenced Kennedy’s decision to become an activist lawyer, it was the 1962 screen adaptation of Harper Lee’s novel To Kill a Mockingbird. In the Robert Mulligan-directed movie, Gregory Peck plays Hollywood’s most dedicated attorney ever, and holding the pocket watch of Lee’s father in his hand on Oscar night, the actor received an Academy Award for his efforts.


“I was ten or twelve when I saw To Kill a Mockingbird. My parents took me,” Kennedy recalls. “It was about justice and one person being hard-headed and courageous enough to make America’s democracy work.”



Howard Dean Former Chair, Democratic National Committee



The physician-turned-politician grew up in East Hampton, New York, where his first movie memory was Disney’s 1940 animated film Fantasia, a box office failure that in its initial release did nothing for the House of Mouse’s bottom line. If the movie spooked out Uncle Walt financially, it also had a sobering effect on the future U.S. representative from Vermont. “It’s the first movie I ever saw that I remember. While it was entertaining, I remember being frightened by the march of the brooms,” Howard Dean says, referring to the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” segment in which Mickey Mouse experiences a housekeeping nightmare.


Better than Mickey was Humphrey Bogart, says Dean. He especially reveres such 1940s classics as The Treasure of the Sierra  Madre and Casablanca, “the one I’ve seen the most.”


Life-altering movies, however, fall strongly in the social-injustice category. “In 1962, I was thirteen years old and I saw To Kill a  Mockingbird,” Dean recalls. “It was the first movie I had seen about racial injustice. Gregory Peck was extraordinary; so was Mary Badham. The book is very good, but this is one of the few cases where the movie is better than the book. That movie had a great deal to do with my lifelong commitment to social justice.”


More recent films touch on Dean’s interest in politics, which hasn’t abated despite his unsuccessful bid to be the Democrats’ 2004 presidential nominee. “I liked Good Night, and Good Luck,” he says of George Clooney’s McCarthy-era biopic of Edward R. Murrow. “It was like looking at the political process from the point of a view of a news figure.”


Dean also appreciates Roger Donaldson’s 2000 thriller, Thirteen  Days, a little-seen Kevin Costner movie about the Cuban Missile Crisis. “I have no inside knowledge about whether it was accurate,” says Dean, “but the most interesting part was how it portrays Kennedy backing down the generals who wanted to go to war.”
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To Kill a Mockingbird
 Gregory Peck and Mary Badham, 1962







Gloria Allred Civil Rights Lawyer



Gloria Allred grew up going to movies that starred “strong, sassy women” like Joan Crawford, Rosalind Russell, Bette Davis, and Katharine Hepburn. Only later, after going to college and seeing To Kill a Mockingbird, did she consider becoming a feminist and a civil rights lawyer.


“I was still in an intellectual cocoon. I was married with a baby; I had my hands full. But that film made its mark on me,” she recalls. “I had never known about that kind of racism, and here was this wonderful lawyer, Atticus Finch, who at great risk to himself and against popular opinion defended this unjustly accused black man.”


Over the years, Allred has led discrimination suits against the Boy Scouts of America, the Friars Club, and K-Mart, and she represented the Nicole Brown Simpson family during the O. J. Simpson murder trial.


A proud liberal, this lawyer makes it clear: “The impact of motion pictures on young people cannot be underestimated.”


With that M.O., she took her grandchildren to see Deepa Mehta’s 2005 film, Water, “which inspired me,” Allred says. “Set in 1938, it’s about child brides in India and what happened to them after they became widows. The problem still exists today. Their choices are to kill themselves, marry the younger brother, or live a life of celibacy. It’s a moving film and highlights something I never even knew existed.”



Richard Gere Actor



Richard Gere has been a champion of the Dalai Lama for over two decades, and his espousal of that exiled Tibetan leader’s pacifism runs deep. The actor’s belief in the positive power of nonviolence took root at the movies.


“I saw The Longest Day with my father and I remember it being a wonderful Saturday afternoon,” says the star of Pretty Woman  and Chicago. “It was one of those warm experiences that were very special, probably because my dad was there in World War II. I felt some kind of emotional closeness to him that day.”


The Darryl F. Zanuck-produced film can be interpreted as a fairly gung-ho World War II movie, but Gere saw nothing but the horrors of combat in its depiction of D-Day on the beaches of Normandy. He credits that perspective to the company he kept back in 1962.


“My dad had a huge influence on me. He’s quite an extraordinary, genuinely generous soul,” Gere says. “A couple of years ago he gave me this thing I’d written when I was in high school. It was on nonviolence and I’d forgotten it. I read it, and I haven’t really changed much at all.” To prove it, he points to his chest. “I marched on the Pentagon, and was very proud of a rib that was broken by a U.S. marshal’s baton,” Gere says, recalling a Vietnam War protest from his youth.


Although the actor’s antiwar activism has never dissipated, one film specifically brought it all back in vivid detail: Witness to War,  Deborah Shaffer’s Oscar-winning 1985 documentary about Dr. Charlie Clements, a Vietnam War pilot-turned-doctor. “Clements started treating campesinos [farmworkers] in the Salinas Valley,” Gere says. “A lot of his patients there had fingers missing or breasts missing and it turned out most of them were from El Salvador and they had been beaten, tortured, and ravaged by the guards in El Salvador, which were totally supplied and funded by the U.S. I became quite good friends with Charlie, and we traveled all over Central America together. There was certainly a reawakening in me of a sense of responsibility.”


Gere received the Hollywood Award for his performance as author Clifford Irving in The Hoax, in fall 2007. That same season he watched as his friend the Dalai Lama received the Congressional Gold Medal, which, in the actor’s opinion, was the much, much bigger deal. “It’s a huge thing,” he says. “I’ve seen a huge difference over the past twenty years of talking about this. Everybody knows who the Dalai Lama is now.”


Although Gere says he has no particular interest in making a film about politics, he doesn’t rule out playing George W. Bush himself: “If it painted him with all the irony and madness there. Sure.”


According to the activist actor, there’s politics in almost any film. Take Lasse Hallström’s The Hoax. “It’s the story of how small lies connect to very large lies,” Gere says of Irving, who tried to pass off a phony autobiography of Howard Hughes as the real thing. “It connects to presidents who lie and wars that start from lies and obviously how that resonates today.” Tellingly, The Hoax  takes place in the early 1970s, and as Gere says, it “resonates with Nixon, the Vietnam War, and Watergate.”


Which brings him to a favorite “political” film.


“I just saw All the President’s Men again recently,” he recalls. “What a terrific film. It really is wonderful. It’s so well-played in terms of character, and the storytelling is impeccable. You don’t see [many] films like that.”



Newt Gingrich Former Speaker of the House



“My entire career in politics was sparked by a double feature on a warm August day in Harrisburg,” says Newt Gingrich. Indeed, as a kid, this future politician found himself so psyched by one of those movies, Trader Horn, set in Africa, that he immediately went to the Harrisburg City Hall to demand that the town build a public zoo. His petition eventually made the front page of the local newspaper, which prompted his army dad, then stationed in Korea, to write back to Mrs. Gingrich to say, “Keep the kid at home!”


Dad’s military career greatly influenced his son’s choice of movies—“In the beginning, I wanted to be a movie director,” says Gingrich—and it helped that the young Newt befriended the local theater owner. “I saw many movies for free. Most memorable was a John Ford trio: Fort Apache, She Wore a Yellow Ribbon, and Rio  Grande”—all cavalry movies, he points out.


“I was an army brat, and the sense of the culture of the army that is captured in those films was stunningly powerful to me,” he says. “They instilled a sense of duty and an identity that transcends just taking orders. The army was something you became, not what you did.”


While his keen interest in the military never inspired him to enlist or actually serve his country in the army, Gingrich has committed himself to writing (in collaboration with William R. Forstchen) a few novels on the subject, including Grant Goes East: A Novel of  the Civil War. On that subject, the politician-turned-author counts Edward Zwick’s Glory (1989) and Ronald F. Maxwell’s Gettysburg  (1993) as two very influential movies.


“There are two strains of intellectual thought that collide,” he says of filming or writing about the Civil War. “The Red Badge of  Courage has to do with thinking of war as horrible, hunting for the cowards and people breaking under the weight of it.” And then there’s the romantic version, says Gingrich. “There are moments when you have to be willing to die to achieve your goals, and a courageous band of people make the decision that they can make a difference. Glory and Gettysburg are in that second tradition, which had to do with the emancipation for the African Americans in the Civil War and the nobility of this band of Boston elites who were willing to die for their cause.”


Gingrich counts the Gettysburg speech that Col. Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain (Jeff Daniels) gives to his Union soldiers as “exemplary of American patriotism at its best. It is an extraordinary example of the spirit that held together the Union Army despite the level of bloodshed.”


Of course, the granddaddy of Civil War films exerted its own power on Gingrich, but only in a convoluted sort of way, he believes. Repeated viewings of David O. Selznick’s Gone With the  Wind led him to read Rudy Behlmer’s book Memo from David O.  Selznick, about the autocratic producer’s voluminous correspondence with his stars and directors, among them Alfred Hitchcock. As Gingrich tells it, an interviewer once asked the director of Rebecca  and Spellbound what he thought of all those D.O.S. memos. “I have always wondered what was in them,” replied Hitch.


The lesson learned? “I can send out memos, but I need to follow them up,” says Gingrich.


Religion is often the flip side of war in a political conservative’s makeup—or, as Gingrich explains it, “It’s the spirit of being willing to die for your beliefs.” The Christian martyrs in Mervyn LeRoy’s Quo Vadis impress Gingrich as much now as when he first saw the movie as a boy in 1951. “The saints, many of them died joyfully,” he says of Deborah Kerr and company.
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Gone With the Wind
 Vivien Leigh and Clark Gable, 1939








Gingrich’s blessing also goes to William Wyler’s 1959 Oscar winner: “Ben-Hur is stunningly faithful to the spirit of Lew Wallace, who started out writing a book to disprove Christ and ended up writing a book proving Christ. The end of Ben-Hur is as powerful a commitment of faith as anything that has ever been filmed. And Charlton Heston was able to carry it off. ”


Another Hollywood conservative also performed admirable Christian service, says Gingrich. “Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the  Christ communicates the human side of Christ, and the level of pain involved in the process of the crucifixion was powerfully rendered. It communicated the degree to which God had sacrificed to expiate our sins.”
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Norma Rae
 Sally Field and Gail Strickland, 1979







Ralph Nader Founder, Public Citizen



America’s Crusader makes two fairly expected picks for his all-time favorite films, as well as one big surprise.


“The China Syndrome was the first film on the risk of nuclear-power plants,” says Ralph Nader, singling out the 1979 film starring Jane Fonda, Jack Lemmon, and Michael Douglas. James Bridges’s film almost replicated reality when Pennsylvania’s Three Mile Island nuclear-power plant nearly underwent a meltdown. Lemmon and Douglas stopped during publicity on the movie for fear of exploiting the incident. Nader and Fonda, in contrast, used the crisis to get out the message. “We were in the middle of the antinuclear fight when it came out. It helped us to reach another audience,” he notes.


“The same with Norma Rae and labor issues,” Nader says of the Martin Ritt drama that won Sally Field her first Oscar, in the same year that The China Syndrome was released. “Movies extend the message.”


That said, Nader doesn’t believe that movies influence his own opinions about the big issues of the day. And regarding their impact on his various causes, “There’s no way to measure that,” he offers. “Everything’s a hunch, but the only thing you can say is that it certainly doesn’t pull the movement back. Maybe it raises those people’s morale who are organizing in an area. Maybe it is a talking point for an organizer with people who aren’t very close to the topic. It helps in the sense that you can say to people, ‘Have you seen The China Syndrome?’ when you’re trying to explain nuclear power—in that sense it does. It’s like an extension of the information flow. But whether you can say a movie changes your life . . .”


According to Nader, message movies come in all varieties, including those that don’t wear an issue on their sleeve. Which brings him to his third big choice.


“Citizen Kane is just the power of a media mogul,” he says. “It’s fairly well done.”



Kim Gandy President, National Organization for Women



“I’m not a big movie person,” says Kim Gandy, who heads up NOW.


Considering her memorable childhood moments at the movies, it’s easy to see why.


“My earliest recollection of the movies was Bambi’s mother being killed,” Gandy says of Disney’s 1942 animated classic. “I don’t know if Bambi had any formative effect, but it has stuck with me for forty-five years. I was shocked and sad.”


Unfortunately, an even more traumatic movie outing followed her Bambi experience, at age nine. Gandy’s mother, a true John Wayne fan, dragged her daughter to see McLintock! costarring Maureen O’Hara, in their hometown of Bossier, Louisiana.


“John Wayne spanks her in public!” Gandy recalls of seeing the 1963 Western. The Duke plays a cattle baron who must fight off domestication not only from O’Hara but also from farmers. Even as a young girl from the Deep South, Gandy objected to the film’s Taming of the Shrew overtones. “I was completely horrified, and I didn’t understand why my mother wasn’t horrified too,” she says. “No one wants to be spanked in front of their friends. That’s wrong!”


Back in 1963, only a few feminist groups protested the movie’s light handling of domestic violence. “I don’t think any of that protest reached Louisiana,” says Gandy. “I didn’t know of the women’s movement until I went to college.”


But McLintock! undoubtedly planted the seed. “I identified with Maureen O’Hara,” says the feminist. “In the old days she’s what you’d call ‘feisty,’ women who had their own identity. Maybe it was my identification with her that made me so upset.” Even at age nine Gandy remembers thinking, “I would never have gone back to John Wayne. What’s wrong with her?”



Phyllis Schlafly Founder, Eagle Forum



The words “rugged individualism” may have gone out of favor with Barry Goldwater’s 1964 presidential defeat. No matter. One of his staunchest supporters still finds the term viable, even if, as Phyllis Schlafly puts it, “Modern semantics has tried to diminish it.” 


The future right-wing author of A Choice, Not an Echo saw Gone With the Wind in its first run, and calls the 1939 Oscar winner a message movie. “It’s the tale of survival,” Schlafly claims. “Margaret Mitchell’s novel and the movie had an amazing impact on this country. We were just coming out of the Great Depression, and survival was the thing.”


Schlafly, who led the fight to defeat the Equal Rights Amendment, also relates strongly to The Spirit of St. Louis, the 1957 James Stewart biopic about Charles Lindbergh, which she calls “an incredible story of one man’s achievement. It is so different today. The pilots and astronauts have everything done for them. They are riding something that is prepared by a tremendous team. But Lindbergh’s was a solo flight.”


Schlafly is especially happy that The Spirit of St. Louis doesn’t muck up Lindbergh’s heroic image with any references to his reported pro-Hitler comments delivered on the eve of World War II.


In 2006, Schlafly published the book The Supremacists: The  Tyranny of Judges and How to Stop It, but finds no inspiration on that front at the Cineplex. “I can’t think of any judges in movies I’ve liked,” she notes.



Marion Cotillard Actress



Regarding her newfound Hollywood fame, Oscar winner Marion Cotillard recalls a most favorable introduction to the city—or at least its environs. “The last day of shooting La Vie en rose was in Malibu on the beach, and we saw a whale and its baby in the ocean. So my first impression of Los Angeles was one of joy,” says the staunch Greenpeace activist, who is known to hold meetings in her Paris apartment.


It’s doubtful this actress will ever make the big move to Hollywood. “When I first came here, I was a little bit afraid, because I don’t drive much. It’s an ecological thing,” says Cotillard, careful not to pollute except when absolutely necessary. Beyond that, “I love movies. Charlie Chaplin is an inspiration, and this is a city that is almost dedicated to the movies. Why, the streets are even named Constellation and Avenue of the Stars.”


When told that Century City’s street monikers are, in fact, inspired by the era of the first astronauts, Cotillard laughs off her minor mistake with seasoned French insouciance: “Hey, I just learned something!”


She is, however, dead serious about her work with Green-peace;it’s an activism that runs in the family: “I was born into the movement. My parents are environmentalists, and my grandparents were gardeners.”


The movies also played a crucial role in Cotillard’s activism. First there is the obvious choice of An Inconvenient Truth. “It is interesting and easy to watch and very clear. Cheers to Al Gore!” she applauds.


For Cotillard, however, the pivotal film comes from director John Boorman. “Beyond Rangoon is the one that opened my eyes. I was so touched by it that I told myself, I will never be blind to what’s happening in the world, and it was the beginning of my activism,” she says. Although the 1995 film about the Burmanese dictatorship doesn’t deal directly with the environment, its story of a repressive political regime and its effect on the country “shocked” Cotillard into awareness:
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