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Crash

Germany/USA/Australia 2004
Director: Paul Haggis

With Sandra Bullock,
Don Cheadle, Matt Dillon,
Jennifer Esposito

Certificate 15 112m 22s

est known as a writer and co

producer on Clint Eastwood’s

Oscar-winning Million Dollar

Baby, Paul Haggis now directs
his own screenplay Crash. While he 15
no stranger to multi-character drama
thanks to his work on such TV shows as
thirtysomething and L.A. Law, the film’s
narrative structure — weaving almost a
dozen threads into a 36-hour timeframe
- remains an ambitious undertaking for
a first-time director. What's more,
Haggis tackles head-on the subject of
racial tension, whose exploration in
mainstream US cinerna rarely stretches
beyond the lighthearted parameters of
the buddy movie.

[t's disappointing, then, that this LA
story is more Grand Canyon than Short
Cuts, tending towards the melodramatic
worthiness of the former rather than the
freewheeling tragicomic subtleties of
the latter. Haggis has set out to paint an
unflinchingly ‘true’ portrait of modern
metropolitan life, but his approach is
too programmatic and contrived to
convince. We are so aware of his
authorial presence pulling the strings
that it's a struggle to engage fully with
the characters. And while the film
touches on a range of concerns,
including gun violence, healthcare and
familial discord, the i1ssue of race
dominates the agenda to such a degree
that the drama ends up looking
somewhat monochromatic. That no
scene seems able to pass without some
racially motivated clash puts a heavy
strain on credibility.

At its best, the film — with its dense
plotting, polished production values
and talented ensemble cast — has the
mildly addictive quahity of an expensive
soap opera, and there are a number of

arresting moments. Despite her
predictably sentimental redemption at
the end of the movie, it's initially
startling to see the typically congenial
Sandra Bullock (the film’s biggest star,
though her screen time is minor) play
the kind of hateful, angry figure she
does here; her casting against type is
perhaps emblematic of Haggis' quest to
challenge audiences’ assumptions.
There’s also a notable insight into the
racial politics of mass entertainment
when a TV producer complains that one
of his show’s actors has started talking
“less black”. But then there are the self-
consciously ‘big’ moments that find
Haggis at his most manipulative. With
its title hinting at the characters’ most
common mode of interaction, Crash
swerves into a grisly pile-up of ironies
and coincidences in its second half. Two
pay-offs stand out for their heavy-
handedness. First, there's a scene where
Matt Dillon's racist cop saves froma
burning car the black woman he had
earlier molested; then there's the
confrontation between Persian
shopkeeper Farhad and Mexican
locksmith Daniel, which sees the latter’s
five-year-old daughter accidentally shot
by what turns out to be a blank round.
The histrionic use of music and slow
motion in both these scenes only
amplifies the sense of overkill.

The most involving strand centres on
black detective Graham (Don Cheadle),
who juggles a murder investigation
overshadowed by institutional politics
with family problems concerning his
junkie mother and criminal brother.
While his opening voiceover designates
him as Crash's pivotal character,
Cheadle’s quietly dignified performance
never seeks to steal the spotlight. He
gets one of the script’s few funny lines -
“Ican’t talk right now, I'm having sex
with a white woman”" — as well as its
most affecting moment, when he allows
his reproachful mother to believe it was
his dead brother rather than him who
brought her groceries. Unfortunately,
it's this kind of understated poignancy
that Haggis' well-intentioned but

overbearing movie traffics in far too
rarely. ®& Matthew Leyland

M SYNOPSIS Present-day Los Angeles, December. Arriving at the scene of a road-
side death, LAPD detective Graham and his partner/lover Ria are involved in a
traffic accident. The film flashes back to the previous day and follows several

intersecting plotlines.

District attorney Rick and his wife Jean (both white) are car-jacked at gunpoint
by two young black men, Anthony and Peter, who later knock down a Korean
man (who runs an illegal trade in Asian sweatshop workers). Back home, Jean
directs her racial prejudices at Mexican locksmith Daniel. Racist police officer
Ryan and his rookie partner Thomas pull over black TV director Cameron and his
wife Christine, whom Ryan sexually assaults. Persian shopkeeper Farhad angrily
refuses to take Daniel's advice that he should buy a new door. Graham
investigates a black officer’s death and visits his own drug-addicted mother, who
asks him to find his criminal brother. A car accident leaves Christine trapped in
her burning vehicle, but she is saved by Ryan.

Graham agrees to frame a crooked white cop for the black officer's murder
when a member of the DA’s office threatens to put his brother away for life.
Anthony and Peter try to car-jack Cameron, who fights back; a police chase ensues
but Thomas defuses the situation. After his shop is robbed, an enraged Farhad
confronts Daniel at gunpoint; he accidentally shoots Daniel's young daughter, but
the gun is carrying blanks (loaded by Farhad's daughter Dorri). Jean has a fall at
home but is rescued by her maid (whom she earlier snapped at). Separated from
Anthony, Peter is picked up by Thomas, who shoots him dead when he reaches for
what turns out to be a statuette, Thomas dumps the body and flees the scene; it
transpires that Peter is Graham's missing brother. Anthony allows a van-load of

the Korean man’s workers to go free.
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