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A Superdad with visiting rights

Superman Returns
12 CERT, 154 MINS

uperman, let’s face it. is never

going 10 be the coolest superhero.

When Warner decided to relaunch

the Superman franchise, it was
never going to have the option of doing a
Batman Begins (last year's very grown-
up Batman movie in which the hero is
revealed in all his flawed humanity). Not
only is Superman not human, but — more
crucially — he wears a Lycra all-in-one
with his pants over his tights.

The much anticipated result, Super-
man Returns, is in many ways quite a
sensible offering. Its overall feel is of the
old Superman we know and love,
brought up to date and retold. The new
uy. Brandon Routh, looks remarkably
like Christopher Reeve: the costume is
the same, the balance of big action
scenes and romantic take-] Lois-flying-
over-Metropolis scenes is about the same
and the staff of the Daily Planet’s inabil-

ity to recognise Superman just because
of a pair of glasses is a as ever.
1t is a little more scary than previ-

ously: Kevin Spacey’s Lex Luther is
demonic. camp and - for one short scene
as he attacks Superman with carefully
sharpened daggers of Kryptonite -
deeply sinister. The special effects are

technical and James Bondy. not quite
enough awe.

In line with other 21st-century super-
heroes (think Spiderman). Supr:rmnn has

also become more soft and sel
Brandon Routh took mn\«rsmenl IE\mn\
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ast month. within the space of
one week, the Barbican played
host 1o three outstanding pumsh
of our age: Mikhail Pletne

Alfred Brendel and Stephen Huugkh

First up was the famously intemperate

ussian, Pletnev. Eccentricity is often

iven of Russians, since we assume it

is part of their genius. When, in the 805,

the Soviet pianist Sviatoslav Richter

demanded to play recitals in almost

complete darkness. he did and the audi-

ence

1t was unclear what Pletnev’s demands
had been for this performance, but clearly

‘The Man Of Steel Is Back’: Clark Kent surveys the headlines

in order to learn how to glide effortlessly
through the air, something he does so
convincingly he looks slightly like
Tinkerbell.

As Superman his hair is immaculately
coiffed. his quizzical smile ever so
slight: he is a curious mixture of humble
and deeply smug.

Through this haze of competent
predictability. like rays of light, are two
new themes that, although they clash.

they had not been heeded. He emerged
onstage 15 minutes late, upset, looking
like a Russian Stan Laurel. He moped.
over Lo his seat, fiddled endlessly with his
stool and dusted down the piano. He
seemed completely uninterested in the
presence of the audience.

The first piece. Tehaikovsky's Seasons,
was smothered in self-indulgent moodi-
ness. Although suiting some of the more
introspective movements, it completely
suffocated the others. Schumann's Kreis-
leriana fared even worse. Jamming his
foot against the pedal, the journey was as
interesting as a motorway cruise; the odd
intriguing detail whizzing past in a blur,

Pletnev treated his audience with utter
contempt, but received a hero’s applause
in return. Then again, so does every big
name. Brendel certainly did, and more
deservingly so.

His recial presented a very different
personality from the one so Wwell-known.
Gone was the headmaster, didactic and
certain. Instead we looked on at 2 wizened
old man spinning stories. The perfor-
mance consisted of staple works from the
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and although they are both controversial,
inject some genuine interest into this
film. The first is Superman’s dysfunc-
tional family. and the second is Super-
man as Jesus Christ.

Superman has been away for five
years on a trip back to Krypton. in a
Tailed search for survivors. Apparently.
before he left, he “spent the night” with
Lois Lane (Kate Bosworth). who was so
hurt by his sudden departure that she

with an unruly musical

elassical repertory — Mozart. Haydn.
Schubert. At 75 Brendel refuses to tackle
anything more technically difficult. In
Schubert’s Sonata in G major, however,
he didn’t appear in complete control. The
fitful muscular character. ever-present in
the music. failed to emerge. while the
frgile,childike voie pervaded ol
s mattered far less in the spare and

.\park» Haydn sonatas. The D major was

uiet and intense. the playing profoundly
delicate. Later we had the C major, which
Tollicked along cheekily.

Brendel slipped in a couple of single
movement Mozart favourites, including
the tricky Fantasia in C minor. In the

wrote a Pulitzer Prize-winning editorial
entitled “Why the world doesn’t need
Superman”, had a baby with a nice chap
called Richard (who looks a bit like
Superman and flies around in a seaplane)
and is living with him and her son. Back
comes S-man who, shocked by the news,
begins a ruthless campaign of flirting
with Lois, even though she was getting
on better without him.

Suddenly it is revealed by a feat of
heroic strength — read no further if you
want to be spared the denouement, but it
is 100 important to leave out — that five-
year-old Jason is not Richard’s son at all,
but baby Superman! Superman ends up
flying into his son’s bedroom and talking
1© him while he sleeps.

The decision to turn our hero into a
single father with visiting rights only
really makes sense in light of the second
new theme, Superman as Jesus Christ.
No longer s he just a benevolent visitor
from another planet: he is sent to earth
by Jor-El spsuhu\ll in order o save the
human race: “They can be a great
people. Ka wish to be. They
only lack the llghl {0 show the way. For
this reason above all, their capacity for
good, I have sent them you... my only
son." As Superman explains to Lois
Lane: “You wrote that the world doesn't
need a saviour, but I hear them crying for
one everyday.”

In light of this, the boy Jason. Super-
boy. is ideally set up — his divine father
absent but also present, his kind foster-
father Richard (Joseph), and his mother
Lois (Mary). So the generations continue
and. as Superman’s father said to him:

“The son becomes the father and the
father becomes the son.” This, more than
Clark and Lois, is the central relationship
of the film.

So, what might have been a rather
anodyne new Superman becomes
modern at last. All superheroes express
the needs of their generation, and this
one — more grand and godly, more sensi-
tive and yet more dysfunctional than
ever - preity much sums up the needs
of his.

mammoth

truly virtwosic performer. Hough's tech-
nique and strength are remarkable, his
dynamic range enormous and, as a result,
there was no shortage of interesting detail
that usually goes unnoticed (for example
the passages for the left hand. and the ttti
moments with the orchestra which usually
seem (0 have no purpose)

The piano’s relationship with the
orchestra was also masterful, one moment
battling against it. the next under its spell.
Whether working together or in tension,
pianist and conductor Yakov Kreuzberg
were compellingly united in purpos:

Above all else, however, here was a
brilliantly coherent and idiosyneratic

wrong hands, it can seem
contrary. But Brendel led us through
adroitly, engrossing at every twist and
turn. A tender Andante encore, again from
Mozart, rounded off a muted though
perfeetly balanced programme.

Stephen Hough, on the other hand, was
there to tackle one of the great noisy
musical mammoths: Beethoven's
Emperor Concerto. Much of the excite-
ment in this recital came from seeing a

Wanting wisdom

now at the service of

moving from
ferocity 1o reflection, the piece’s disparate
characters were convincingly brought
together. In the sinewy rondo Hough burst
through like a drunken uninvited guest,
the movement bounding along to the end,
thrillingly unruly

Out of the three this was eertainly the
most satisfying recital. With a beautifully
animated touch, muscularity, and thought-
fulness. Hough's playing had it all

MEDIAMATTER

JULY 21,2006

THE CATHOLIC HERALD

Arts Editor: Mark Greaves

Tel: 020 7448 3603

Fax: 020 7256 9728
E-mail: mark@ catholicherald.co.uk

The gospel of special
effects and fancy dress

ere’s a mystery
which, for some
reason, has never
before occurred to
me. Radio Time: rinted
weeks in advance, but the
networks presciently
manage to fill their adver-
tised schedules with films,
repeats and unwatchable tat
1o coincide with blazing hot
weather which the BBC
Weather Centre is unable to
predict ata day’s notice.
This is another way of
observing that there was
nothing on television last
week worthy of cril

look forward m dchghl
that will be reacl
sereens in the near future.
refer o The Miracles of
Jesus. which begins on
BBC 1 on July 30, and in
which the more superfi-
cially improbable Gospel
stories will be xub\tclcd o
the usual logical-positivism-
for-morons routine,

dress. But just to spice up
the formula a little. the thing
will be fronted by Rageh
Omaar, who recently
published a book about his
experience as a (very far
from typical) British
Muslim.

There is — arguably — a
case for having the Christ-
ian story examined by an
outsider to the tradition. and
furhlnng a well-known

the viewers: but I wonder if
the Beeb actually thought
torough the tak with Which

Omaar is charged before
commissioning the series
For there are three ways to
approach the miracl
whether one is presenting a
television show or eaching
children

1) These were the mira-
cles performed by Our

or

2) This is how the story
goes. and people have
believed it for 2.000 years.
so we might do well ot to
dismiss it as hogwash.

3) It's hogwash. but i
you don’t know the stori
along with those of Greek
and Roman mythology, a
myriad allusions. analogies
and metaphors in the
of English literature will be
obseure to you.

Alas, we can hardly
expect the modern
BEC to go for option
one, although it
would be controver-
sial enough to make
it much more likely
than option three.

Number twao is where
the series will
undoubtedly fall,
though in 2’ way that
leans rather more heavily

on visual effect than on
coherent verbal content. Oh
well.

Meanwhile, though, we
are told by the Times that
this new venture heralds the
start of a new policy
whereby religious program-
ming will replace vacuous
“real 5

prime-time broadcasting. I
don’t believe it for a
moment, but in any case
noble initiative on the part
of the corporation’s new
head of religion and ethics,
Michael Wakelin, is fatally
undermined by the
stated commitment (o
“present all faiths equally”.
‘Why should the BBC
wish to do such a thing? For
all its woubled religious
history. Britain remains
constitutionally, unequivo-

despite its uvcrwhclmmd
Catholic population, is not),
and the emphasis adopted
by our state broadcaster
should reflect this.
Programmes dealing with
other faiths should be
broadeast less 10 stroke and
pander to their British
adherents than for the inter-
est and enlightenment of
native Christians — for. as it
were, in-house program-
ming for non-Christians can
be broadcast over any
number of cable channels.
without compromising the
cultural identity which the
BBC should be striving to
uphold in its domestic
output (the World Service,
of course, must fulfil this
remit slightly differently).
Still, Mr Wakelin will no
doubt do his best. though
I'm not sure whether to
anticipate keenly or dread
the soap-style dramatic
reconstruction of Holy
Week he has pencilled in for
2008. But at least he
promises (o give us critics
something on television
that’s worth writing about

Nick Thomas

Left: Rageh
Omaar
7

How much do you
treasure your faith?

by little but self-service. Or
ch perceptions
ave been closed to

PERSONAL & SPIRITUAL
DEVELOPMENT COURSE

commercialism, and, in a
month in which we
commemorated the Somme,

Join a simple, home-based course on the

FOR LAY PEOPLE

This course, which aims to
foster the Spiritual life of lay
people, will run at Mount

Street Jesuit Centre on
Tuesday evenings from
19 September 2006 to
3 July 2007.
It will be based on
the Spirituality of
St Ignatius of Loyola.
For application forms
and information,
phone: 020 7495 1673
or email:
tony @mountstreet.info
For information on
all our events
www.mountstreet.info

THEATRE REVIEW
QUENTIN DE LA BEDOYERE

iutle wonder that
Bertold Brecht
worked on The Life
of Galileo for 18
years. Truth, freedom,

are no formulnc m solve the
tensions that exi;
them. Brecht, in this version
by David Hare on at the
National Theatre, London,
until October 31, uses the
story of Galileo, more or
less accurately, as a vehicle
through which to examine
them. It is not an attack on
the institutional Church
(although of course the
Church comes out badly).
since the problems are (00
universal to be locked to
any specific story.

Fans of Simon Russell
Beale will not be disap-
pointed. He dominates the
stage, moving from the
triumphalist, even cocky,
champion of scientific (ruth
to the misery of his ultimate
recantation. In betraying his
ideals he has “fathered a
race of inventive dwarves”.
Science. as he foretells, is

some pursuits which are
very much worse.

This is a rich production,
over three hours in length,
with many fine perfor-
mances., There is humour,
wit, and much subtlety.
pity. then, that the acoustics
of the Olivier are oo poor
to enable us to capture
every word, or that modern
actors, bred to the micro-
phone. are no longer
adequately trained in voice
production. The older
school rang clear, while
their juniors mumbled
Only when theatre critics
insist on the poorer seats
will they be able to speak
for the whole audience
rather than those in the best

seals.
I should note the quality
of the production (by
Howard Davies). the fine
use of an ingenious, revolv-
ing set, and the perfor-
mances of Oliver Ford
Davies as the inquisitor, and
Andrew Woodal a the pope
who. both in history and on
stage, played Pontius Pilate.
And I must deprecate the
retention of the Brechtian
song and dance act which
contributes nothi
good deal of nois
Perhaps the correspon-
dence between Galileo and
his daughter was not avail-
able to Brecht, and so we
were denied the element of
direct, practical and spiritu-
ally based love which
would have added a balanc-
ing dimension to the mix of
human motivations i

This is a play to breed
thought rather than conclu-
sions. In its search for truth
science must proceed by
way of doubt, yel “Can we
build a whole world on
doubt? ... the doubts of
science lead away from

* And its progre:
melmlabl: “No foree on
earth can make a man unsee
what he has seen.” Auton-
omy is a key value, yet,
untethered, the compass
n:‘r:dln swings at random.
R

whmh Galileo was one
precursor, is not an end in
itself, merely an essential
tool through which to
approach truth. Once more
we are faced by the often
forgotten distinction
between the objectivity of
truth and the subjectivity of
our gmsp

in and again,
all lh(m&h the word is not
mentioned, the missing
element is wisdom. The key
to the fulfilment of human
life is wisdom, and to hold
the gods in awe. But then T
am only paraphrasing
Sophocles (Atwyrms) who
knew the answer two and a
half millennia ago. Yet if
the new science and the old
authorities had invoked
wisdom and ultimate values
we should have had no play.
Tt is a mark of the greatness
of Brecht's work that The
Life of Galileo is not an
account of history. but an
account of the present and .
frighteningly, of the future.

CATECHISM OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH

“It is offered to all the faithful who wish to
understand better the inexhaustible riches of
salvation.” John Paul II

Over 3000 people have taken part in this course
since the Catechism was printed in 1994.

Why not join them?

The next module, on Faith & Revelation,
begins in September 2006
Contact The Adult Studies Administrator,
Maryvale Institute, Old Oscott Hill,
Birmingham B44 9AG
Tel: 0121 360 8118 Fax: 0121 366 6786
e-mail: fe.maryvale@dial.pipex.com
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