Reviews Fims

Rampage

Australia 2006
Director: George Gittoes
Certificate 15 108m 15s

wo of America’s most
forbidden zones are explored
in Rampage: first, the shocking,
pointless violence of the Iraqi
war; and second, the shocking, pointless
violence of American inner-city drug
wars. Not only is the US losing both
struggles, but they share precisely
the same American casualties:
underprivileged, unprotected outcasts
of ‘the systen, particularly poor
black males. Australian film-maker
George Gittoes’ racial/political
accusation is overt right from
the opening sequence, which contrasts
landscapes of ravaged Baghdad against
glossy Miami. The latter harbours at
its core its own bullet-ridden war zone,
the desperately dangerous ghetto
Brown Sub. The film makes no bones of
its damning view of Bush-era American
politics, giving voice to contemporary
America’s ignored, silent underclass
(think Hurricane Katrina) in a hip-hop-
soundtracked political exposé.
The idea for Rampage came to Gittoes
when he met young black soldier
Elliott Lovett in Iraq while filming his
2004 documentary Soundtrack to War.
“We get shot at more in Miami than
Baghdad,” Elliott had explained, so
Gittoes followed him home to Miami
to film this complex family portrait. By
the film’s end, with bulletholes scarring
almost every black body on screen and
one of Elliott’s brothers, Marcus, actually
murdered, it is easy to understand
the young man’s sense of relief in
returning to Baghdad, where at least no
one will shoot him just to steal his shoes.
Gittoes’ devices to structure the film
—dividing it into large chapters (eg,
‘The Haters’) or inserting talking-head
mini-screens around a main character as
if to ‘build a portrait’ — tend to feel forced
and artificial against the handheld,
energetic pace of the film, which builds
enough narrative drive without having
to resort to such heavy-handed tropes.
Dramatic highs include a very real,
potentially violent argument between
Marcus and gangster Willy T, which is
conducted in rapped rhyming couplets
worthy of Tybalt and Mercutio in
Romeo and Juliet. (Marcus is compared to

Shakespeare early in the film.) The sense
that we are watching a fictionalised
drama is soon dispelled however with

a breakdown of neighbourhood life: by
their late twenties, out of some 30 Brown
Sub black males, roughly 15 to 20 are
dead, another eight or so are in jail, two
to three have made their way into the
music business, and one has landed

a low-paying job. One effective recurring
image in Rampageis of an immense
billboard of four successful rappers
towering over the ghetto, virtually the
only advertisement in this impoverished
neighbourhood - and featuring the only
sympathetic eyes observing this desolate
and abandoned place.

Exposing its viewers to these rarely
visited, distant places makes Rampage
akind of modern-day exotic musical —
virtually what South Pacific represented
to clean-cut moviegoers in the 1950s.
This exoticism is reinforced by the
subtitles used to spell out the rappers’
words (“mama raised a hell-raisa!”),
which supports the impression that
the boys are speaking in tongues
inspired by the god of hip-hop.
Redemption courtesy of the music
industry is elusive, however. When
enthusiastic record producers encourage
the youngest Lovett brother, Denzell,
to rap about “age-appropriate” material,
instead of drug deaths and homicides,
his uncomprehending, disappointed
eyes (“I'm surrounded by smoke,”
Denzell says with his usual poetic

B SYNOPSIS Miami, the present. Drawing parallels between the violence in
urban America and that in war-torn Iraq, this documentary chronicles a year in
the life of the Lovett brothers, three young black Americans aged between 14
and 23 living in Miami’s hellish Brown Sub neighbourhood. While detailing
an environment dominated by gangland shootings, drugs, hip-hop music and
the local gospel church, Rampage features interviews with the brothers —
Elliott, ‘the soldier’, Marcus, ‘the poet’, and 14-year-old Denzell, ‘the rising star’,
as well as commentary by family, friends, neighbourhood characters, police,

‘experts’ and music impresarios.

The film shifts gear halfway through, when Marcus, seemingly the brother with
the most promising prospects, is murdered by a 16-year-old hitman — partially, it
appears, because of jealousy over the attention he was receiving in the making of
this very documentary. With Marcus dead and Elliott returning to military duty in
Iraq, the family pins all its hopes on the talented (but potentially suicidal) Denzell,
who travels to Manhattan and beyond in pursuit of a recording contract. Although
the many music producers whom Denzell auditions for are impressed by his
virtuoso rapping, they are wary of its deeply “age-inappropriate” violent content,
and Denzell returns home empty-handed - for now.

74/1  SighteSound

Boys in the hood: Marcus Lovett, Denzell Lovett

flourish) reveal that he has no idea how
to begin. Despite the boy’s desperation
for a recording contract, he is utterly
unable to replace the real, living content
of his poetry for some other, culturally
foreign, safe reality: the American ‘land
of the free’ which is nowhere to be seen
in this biting film. ®¢ Gilda Williams
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n the outtakes played over the
credits of this film, the movie’
mock-offended star, Tim Aller
addresses his laughing colleag
thus: “Is my acting somehow hum
to you?” Millions would say yes; si1
the success of 1990s sitcom Home
Improvement, audiences have had g
affection for Allen’s act, a vying mi:
of the paternal, the macho and the
From a one-letter pun which links:
folkloric symbol of midwinter gent
with the American spirit of litigiou
Disney has now spun a third instal
of the efforts of divorced father Sco
Calvin to balance family commitm
with the job of being Santa Claus.
The original Santa Clause (1994)
dealt largely with Calvin’s incredul
at his unsolicited new identity, whi
the sequel (2002) saw him dating by
of a contractual obligation to find
a Mrs Claus. The third film progres
to finding Santa nervous at the pro;
of fatherhood —a responsibility he:
he’s already messed up once. As dir
(with greater focus than he brough
to The Santa Clause 2) by former act
Michael Lembeck, this chapter gatl
Santa’s extended family at the Nort
Pole as Santa plays host not only to
his in-laws, but to his son, ex-wife, ]
husband and their daughter. The st
message that family comes first, an
it’s OK for families to be imperfect*
long as we're together”, is undercut
the paradoxical implication, in San
loving relationship with his ex-wift
family, that sometimes a family’s bt
interests may involve splitting up.
As with Clause 2, much energy is
on getting the rather complicated p
across. There is charm and wit on d
though, as when Santa makes his
laws believe they are simply in Can
instead of at the North Pole. “Our
grandchild is being born in the bro
cupboard of a Canadian toy factory
Alan Arkin’s Bud, horrified on visiti
the local “elfirmary”. Also effective
Jack Frost’s attempt, like Jack Skelli
in The Nightmare before Christmas, t¢
hijack Christmas. The chaos wroug
Frost’s sabotage may pall, but he hii
proves quite the villain. An icicle-
haired Martin Short belies his comi
appearance to present some real me
with his greedy eyes, icy breath and
like conversational subversiveness.
The film climaxes like It’sa Won
Life, with Calvin seeing how grim li
would be in his town had he never
become Santa. AsTootage from the|
Santa Clause film mingles with new
material, the hero is shown huddlir
behind a snowman and watchingh
younger self taking unwitting steps
a future of being Santa. One can imi
that Allen himself, an edgy 1980s



