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By Gary Arnold

I the falsifying techmiques used in
~the new melodroma “Exceutive Ac-

“ tion,” opening today at half-a-dozen

area theaters, had been practiced by
slightly more tulented filmmakers,
the result might have been an clfoe-
tive and even dangerous piece of cine-
matic agitprop. :

The idea is 1o Juxtapose images of
President Kennedy during the tust
five months of his life with fictional
stenes of a group of rich, righ{-wing
eonspirators, learful of c¢jvil rights-
and detente, who plot and carry out
the assassination in Dallas on Nov, 22,
1963.

In this confext the documentary

footage shills for the fictional footage.

We're invited to confuse the two, re- .

calling so many fond memories and
regrets during the documentary stuff
that we neglect to view the fictional
stulf with the skepticism it deserves,

Fihn

Obviously, the device is also sus-
penseful, or at least potentially sus-
penseful. We appear to he following
the movements of {he documentary
Kemnedy and his movie assassing
.more or less simultaneously. until
their movements fatefully coincide in
Dallas. 1t's a bif like the buildup used
in “The Day of the Jackal.”

The concept might have proved
spellbinding and emotionally devasiat-
ing in the hands of g director like
Costa-Gavras. The saving grace of
“Execcutive Action”—derived from a
polemical suspense novel by Donald
Freed and Mark Tane—is that i(’s the
wark of fecble, butterfingered old
Hollywood manipulators., While they
obviously want to manipulate us, {heir
devices have grown so transparent and
their craltsmanship so perfuncloyy
that “Exeeutive Action” js likely to
fool only those people who helieve
everything they sce on a movie screen
or those who still can't look at images
of President Kennedy without, having
their eritical faculties numbed by
grief.

Producer Fdward Lewis, director
David Miller and sereenvriler Dalton
Trumbo, the trio principally respon-
sible for “Executive Action,” esliaho-
rated 11 years ago on the Kirk Dou:-
Jlas picture “Lonely Are the Brave,”
an exciting chase melodrama inter-
rupted now and then for Trumhba's in-
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mental effusions about the demise of
the nonconforming American., -

Lewis and Trumho were previously -
associated on “Spartucus.” Lewis and
surl Lancaster, one of tha eo-stars of

“xzentive Action” wore
previously associated on
John Frankenheimers movie
version of “Seven Days in
May.” David Miller, now 64,
began in the movie busiiness
back in 1930, and “Lonely
Are the Brave” is no doubt
the bizh point of his carcer.

In the credil sequence we
sce the names of the leading
actors — Lancaster, Rohert
Ryan and Will Geer——super-
imposced over images of, re-
spectively, an oil refinery, »
stock exchange and a bank
vault. I'f one approaches this
movie in a slightly cynical
spirit, iU's amusins Lo ask
yourself i these symihols are
supposed to represent Ken-
nedy or the conspirato;s, par-
ticularly when the movie
fails {o follow tHroush ade-
guately on {he subliminal
suggestions. Ryan and Geer
are plutocrats of some sort,
but Lancaster appears to be
in the employ of an unspe-
cified government agen ¢ A\
presumably the CLA.

Of course, one doesn’t
need crib notes ta eateh
onto the suggestion (he film-
makers want — the credits
clearly imply that Kennedyv
was killed beeause he was a
threat to wealth and privi-
lege. But it's tvpical of these
filmmalers that they can't
even pul over their own lii-
tle deeeits in a subtle. ered-
ible or consistent fashion.

The fictional scene opens
al a country estate some-
where or other where Lan-
caster and Ryan attempt to
persuade a veluctant Geoer
that Nenneds must be ussas-
~inated. The dialocue in {his
and subsequent Seenes
makes one wonder if Dalton
Trumbo Tabored without
eredit on “Taora! Tora! Tora!”
He repeats the same ponder-
aus cadences and drv-as-dust’
expository dialosue, read hy
actors evidently told they
were  playing  mechanical
men,

in addition, Trumbo
writes i the rosperses. Af-

ter onc actor Jinishes con-
veyineg a piece of informa-
tion, another mamcdicd ety

articulates  the

Trumbo xvants from the ay-

reaction

= val, uinconvineing  style of

<influence

dramatic writing” P've ever

listened 10— like an oratorin’

with the musie omitted.—
and it's o giant elue (o \vlmL"
ails the elder left-winge tigl-
Ivwood  crowd as eithor
wauld-be
would-he ariists,

Trumbo gives his conspirs

ators what I consider a pe-
culiarly unconvineing set of

- motives for the killing, He

asserls that they aet because
Kennedy is about to “lead

the black revolution, initinte .

a test-ban {reaty wilh the
tussians aned pull out of Vi-
etnam.” These fears are go-
ing to be met with consider-
able cynicism in a lot of cal-
lege (and noncollege) towns
around the country, but for
the moment let’s isnore a
‘point that canny filmmakers
shouldn’t ignore--namely,
that history kas played some
dirty, diserediting tricks on
Kennedy's liberal image.
The point is that these
motives would make sense
only in exireme. desperate
right-wing  circles, among
en so divorced from nor-
mal political commerce and
that they could
willfully misconstrue Ken-
nedy's statements and poli-

cies. The slip-up in
“Execulive Action” is that
the conspirators are por-

trayed as insiders o the ex-
tent that they’re charactor-
ized at all. These are vich,
powerful men who scem 1o
have impecrable sources in
the highest councils of gov-
crnment. Indeed, their in-
formation is so good that
they pull oif the assassina-
tion without a hitch,

It theyv're s
formed and well-connected {o
bedgin with, why aren't theyv
hip 10 Kennedy’s cssentinl
conservatusm and why can't
they get his ear?

Trumbo rics to have his
cake and cavit, 1le can’t 1
sist makine the chnsoiraters
sleek, sophisticated, worldly
Types — power fizures e
seems to ey and admice.
At the
thoemn

same time he cives

rightaving fanatics who he-

persuaders or -

well-in-,
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liecve the Reds and the
blacks will overwheln
White Civilization any min-
ute now,

However 1 think the real
giveawoy in “Exccutive Ae-
ton™ is 1ne fget {hat these
filmmakers  can’t - envision
an - assassination  plol  in
which T.ee Harvey Oswald
was involved. Despite ap-
pearances, it is not such g
big deal to make a fim
questioning the vordiel of
the Wurren Commission. 1f
the Gallup 1oll is correct,
two-thirds of the American
public ¢uestion that veordiet,
at least to the extent of
doubting that Qswald opers
ated alone. .

In “Executive Action” Os-
wald is a poor, unfortunate
fall guy, sclected precisely
for that role by a com puter,
s a  difficult heory 1o
swallow, particularly when
one looks and listens to Os-
wald auain in hig brief ap-
pearances nelore  history’s
cameras  and mierophones.
One gets the inpression of a
devious hov  and mayhe a
schizophronic boy but not of
an innocent hoy, HTowever,
he could nat be anyihing
but innocent to thig areup
of sentimental melodrama-
lists. e is the Litide Man
who gets vietimized by the
Big Men, One cliche iy un-
thinkable without ihe other,

There’s no cseaping the
fact that the release Jate of
“lixecutive Action” js tasto-
less in the extreme.

If the men responsible for
making and distvibuting thiy
picture were truly imterestedd
in the truth and nothing but,
the truth., why couldn’t {thew
have resisted the tenptauon
to release it on ihe eve of
the 10th anniversary ol Ken-
nedy’s assascination?

It's not asif the reliabilits
of the Warren Commission
Is an issue that needs 1o be
setted this month. 1i's an
onzoing controversy, and if
this movie has a pertinent
theorvy, that {hcory won't he
less pertinent next month or
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next vear, Its difficult {o re-
sist the conclusion that the
filmmakers were more con-
cornoed with it main
chanee and timed (he  ro-
lense i accord with {he
maximum feasihic potential
for commereial hatlvhoo and
exploitation,
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