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BB CANNES
THE[FOG OF WAR

(DOCU)

A Sony Pietures Claszics releaze of a Senart Films & @Radical Media production
in association with Globe Department Store. Produced by Errol Morris, Michael
Williams, Julie Ahlberg. Executive producers, Jack Lechner, Jon Kamen, Frank

Scherma, Robert Fernandez, Robert May, John =

Sloss,

Directed by Errol Morris. Camera (eolor), Peter Donahue, Robert Chanpdl edi-
tors, Karen Schmeer, Doug Abel, Chyld King; musie, Philip G’ta&.&' additional music,

John Kusiak; produetion designers, Ted Bafaloukos, Steve Hardy; sound,

Steve Dores;

supervising sound editor, Coll Anderson; sound designer, Tom Paul; visual effects su-
pervizor, Robin Hobart; 3-I) animator, Zachary Morong; animation and visual effects,
Evan Olson; associate producers, Ann Petrone, Adam Kosherg. Reviewed at Cannes
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_1&11‘1 Robert S. MeNamara.

‘Fog’ sheds light on war

By TODD McCARTHY

,Mf'-- r Tt 2% 20053 .
ng away from o dball

subject matter to tackle
major issues from a thick
shce of history, Errol Morris de-
livers a compelling, thoughtful
and entirely involving documen-
tary in “The Fog of War.” Many
will come to the film
with their minds long
since made up about
its central figure,
former secretary of
defense Robert S.
McNamara. But pic
quickly encourages
the viewer to open up to its brac-
ing but nonconfrontational atti-
tude and share Morris’ complex
exploration of moral issues,
human foibles, chance and fresh-
lv spotlighted historical evidence
that may not change people’s
opinions, but could modify and
enrich them. Destined to be a sig-
nificant specialized attraction,
sony Pictures release has lots to
say and will provoke consider-
able comment not only among
critics but also among colum-

a

nists and historians on the ever-
relevant subject of war.

Widely admired for his ereatively
askew approach to unusual materi-
al, which sometimes has sociopoliti-
cal currency, Morris was originally
promised only an hour of interview
time by MeNamara, and intended to
do just a short television piece on
the 8b-year-old statesman/busi-
nessman, who has been
interviewed countless
times. But McNamara,
often considered the
architect of the Viet-
nam War, ended up giv-
ing Morris 20 hours,
enough for the film-
maker not only to cover Vietnam,
but the entirety of MeNamara's life,
which began during World War I.

Morris structures the film in the
form of “11 lessons from the life of
Robert S. McNamara,” lessons he
extrapolates from formulations
posited by the subject himself. But
those familiar with Morris' unortho-
dox methods will know they won't
be getting a lecture or standard his-
tory lesson. Enabled by McNama-
ra's lifespan to cover some of the
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major conflicts of the 20th century,
notably World War II, in which he
participated, and the Cuban Misgile
Crisis and Vietnam, in which he was
a crucial player, Morris uses specific
incidents to broaden the discussion
from who did what and why to larg-
er philosophical conundrums.

Fhotographed in an attractive mod-
ernistic setting, McNamara belies his
age by coming across as fit, alert,
feisty and entirely on top of memories
as well as statisties. At the same time,
he's not defensive. A proud and smart
man, he can acknowledge the tragedy
iInwhat's he's beeninvolved in, and has
thought about it deeply, but hasn't
been crushed by it.

Employing an amazing array of
archival footage — some of it familiar
but much of it fresh and of exeeptional
visual quality, especially some color
Vietnam material that practically
looks like it was shot for a feature —
Morris jumps quickly to MeNamara's
seven-year tenure as secretary of de-
fense, 1961-68, during which time the
former official claims the U.S. three
times came to “within a hair's
breadth” of nuclear war with the
U.S.S.R. Among the fascinating facts
MeNamaramentionsisthat, while the
CIA was convinced that Cuba had the
missiles but not the warheads in Octo-
ber 1962, Fidel Castro personally told

McNamara at a.conference 30 years |

later that, not only were there many
nuclear warheads on the island at the
time, but that he urged Khruschev to
uge them, knowing full well Cuba
would be wiped out as aresult.

McNamara reasons the U.S. was
able to come out on top in that erisis,
not because he or JF'K or anyone
else was such a geniusg, but because
Washington was able to empathize
with its enemy; America under-
stood its adversaries sufficiently to
know what it would take to allow
them to save face in defeat.

Such was not the case in Vietnam,
he admits. The big mistake there
was the legaey that earried over
from the '50s, to think of Vietnam
strictly in geopolitical Cold War
terms; as a former North Viet-
namese leader much later pointed
out to him, what the Americans did-
n’t understand was that, for Ho Chi
Minh, the war with the U.S. was
just the final phase of a war for inde-
pendence that had been going on for
nearly 100 years, one that they
knew they had to win.

After backtracking to move
through some biographical details
leading up to McNamara's service
as an Air Force officer during
World War II, Morris and his sub-
ject dwell on the little-discussed
subject of the firebombing of Tokyo

in 1945, in which some 100,000 ¢ivil-
ians were killed in one night. Quot-
ing his commander, the notoriously
brutal Gen, Curtis LeMay, to the ef-
fect that, had the U.S. lost the war,
they all could have been called up
on war crimes charges, MeNamara
deepens the discussion by asking
what 1s more moral: wiping out all

' those innocent Japanese, or not

bombing and going ahead with a
land invasion, which would certain-
ly have cost that many or more
American casualties? Such are the
awful and unknowable gquestions
raised by war.

Other remarkable moments that
bring history to life and bring
greater nuance to it stem from
White House tape recordings from
both the JFK and LBJ years. One
explicitly  asserts  President
Kennedy's sentiment, in 1963, that
the U.S. had to find a way to get out
of Vietham — a view MeNamara be-
lieves Kennedy would have acted
upon had he lived — while another
reveals Johnson warning McNama-
ra about ereating the impression
Washington was interested in with-
drawing. Later tapes underscore
LBJs damned-if-you-do, damned-if-
yvou-con’t dilemma, particularly one
in which he says to his defense secre-
tary, regarding sending the Marines
into Vietnam in 1965: “My answer is
yes, but my judgment is no.”

" Reason, McNamara concludes, is

not enough to create order in the
world; emotions and human nature
often supercede good sense. What will
play well to non-fans of today’s U.S.
acdministration is one lesson McNa-
mara learned from Vietham — that
Ameriea should refrain from unilater-
al action around the world, and make
sure to gather support from allies.

In the end, McNamara acknowl-
edges having made monumental er-
rors but is also proud of his many ac-
complishments. Although pic sets
up an opportunity for hindsight, the
one chance Morris misses is getting
MeNamara to speculate what might
have happened if the U.S. had sim-
ply pulled out of Vietnam in the mid-
'60s, as JFK seems to have wished.

F'ilm 1s superbly outfitted techni-
cally, although print screened in
Cannes had a temp track of Philip
(Glass music rather than the new one
he has yet to record for the picture.
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