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The Cinematic Life of Boxing

Ali

Chicago 1964. Soul singer Sam Cooke is belting out an ecstatic medley of his
most popular songs to an excited crowd in a nightclub; outside, the young
boxer then known as Cassius Clay is doing roadwork alone on the night
streets. As the film Ali intercuts between these locations, we see a patrol car
check out Clay and then drive off, then more scenes are mixed in: a slo-mo
dream or flashback of two boxers in the ring; Clay as a small boy watching his
father light a candle to an image of a very blonde Christ; the small boy boarding
a segregated bus and looking at a newspaper report of a Chicago lynch mob
murder. The film’s key characters are soon added in one by one: Malcolm X
preaching to a Nation of Islam audience about not turning the other cheek with
the grown-up Clay looking on, white trainer Angelo Dundee taking notice of Al
and Ali's talismanic cut man Bundini Brown tagging along. Finally we cut back
to the club to see the climax of the medley, Cooke’s anthem ‘Bring It on Home
to Me’. These are the opening moments of Michael Mann’s film and they
constitute a bravura cinematic precis. In a few minutes we know this is a movie
about boxing, civil rights and popular culture in America.

In establishing so rapidly the film’s co-ordinates, Mann also tries to deliver the
equivalent of Ali's boxing shuffle, dancing around the ring of preconceptions
and collective memories that surround the myth of the world’s greatest ever
athlete while avoiding sucker-punch cliches and redundant exposition. Many
people know and agree that the boxer who changed his name from Cassius
Clay to Muhammad Ali is arguably the greatest sporting icon of the last
century, winner of a record three World Heavyweight Championships over a
period of 14 years. Many people wil also know something about Ali's Islamic
religious beliefs, that the name Muhammad Ali was given to him by Elijah
Muhammad, the head of the Nation of Islam, and that his life was bound up in
the tumultuous Black civi-rights movement and the anti-Vietnam war protests
of the 60s and 70s in America. The intent of Ali is to bring together the different
strands of this story to present a cohesive portrait that throws into sharp relief
the primarily public and political circumstances that made the boxer so
significant. If this is not clear enough from the film’s opening, it's spelled out by
the marketing strapline ‘Forget what you think you know.’

Boxing was a popular subject from the very early days of cinema, with films of
bouts providing one of the first movie-house staples. Fiction soon followed
(even Hitchcock made a fight drama, The Ring, in the silent era) and boxing
movies became a subgenre within both the sports movie and the noir
melodrama. It’'s the latter that provides probably the most enjoyable and
successiul films, especially during the 40s and 50s when a terrific run of iconic
boxing movies included Robert Rossen’s Body and Soul (1947), Robert Wise’s
The Set-Up (1949), Mark Robson's The Harder They Fall (1956) and Wise’s
second bite, Somebody Up There Likes Me (1956). Some of these had factual
origins, but for the most part they stuck to straightforward fictional plot themes
such as the transformation from chump to champ, the fruitless struggle against
gangster pressure (usually incorporating the ‘wil he take a dive?’ theme) and
the need to choose between the fight game and the love of a good woman.

Since the 50s the popularity of boxing movies has waxed and waned, but the
themes haven't really changed. The measure of a good modern boxing movie
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is often simply how successfully a director breathes new life into his or her new
challenger. Of course the standard over the last 20 years has been set by
Martin Scorsese’s Raging Bull (1980}, which fuses the factually correct biopic
(the life of middleweight champ Jake La Motta) and the boxing film noir into
something operatic and magnificent.

Ali would have to work very hard to stand the comparison with Raging Bul, but
in fact it doesn’t fit in the same category at al. Mann and his scriptwriters focus
on politics and social history rather than on organised crime and boxing’s
tawdry image. Without particularly evading the issues, Ali simply excises the
reference points, dropping both the noir and the melo out of the drama. For
instance, the film clearly isn't interested in the controversy over Ali's second
championship fight with Mob-enmeshed challenger Sonny Liston but goes
instead for the sporting and political events that made Ali great in
contemporary culture terms.

This is where the re-presentation of Ali comes in: the film wants you to know
both more and less about him in order to reinforce his cultural significance. It
wants you to experience at first hand his sense of exclusion when the US
government tried to force him to enlist for Vietnam and his World
Championship title was stripped from him when he refused. Considering
Mann’s career immersion in crime thrilers such as Heat (1995), this avoidance
of plot conventions is both impressive and surprising. In thriller terms Mann
restricts himself to a couple of brief scenes showing the FBI surveillance of Ali
and Malcolm X which recall his whistle-blowing film The Insider (1999).
Otherwise, he underplays scenes of violence: the assassination of Malcolm X is
shown from Malcolm’s very interior point of view as a distant and blurry
intrusion on his speechifying and the shooting of Martin Luther King is
registered as an oblique genuflection to tragedy. Mann has also proved his
capacity to inject new levels of naturalism and contemporary energy into
historical subjects, as in his Nazis-encounter-the-supernatural movie The Keep
(1983) and most notably his adaptation of James Fenimore Cooper’s classic
American novel, The Last of the Mohicans (1992), which set new technical
standards for re-imagining the violent past on screen. Aliis in this sense very
much a Michael Mann movie, one that’s simultaneously modern and
mythological.

Adrian Wootton, Sight and Sound, March 2002
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