By Thomas Doherty
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or X (Patrick Stewart)
cquence wurlmg wull
double helixes and ge
As things later evolve, hi

the wit. wonder. and uu.lgv of the
page-tuming original. X-MEN not
the new environment
a fit species of bio-
tech-flavi nd, doubtless,
the virile progenitor of a race of
profitable sequels.

gene splicing and genome mapping
were not even fantasies, X-MEN
seemed all wo credible and topical
in summer 2000: two rival bands of
ally altered
evolution or med-
ical intervention, do battle for su-
premacy at the top of the food
chain, spicing up the human gene
pool with supernatural appendages
and mind over matter abilities.

About time, too. It is remark-

able that the wondrous universe
spun by the prolific Stan Lee at
19605

Marvel Comics in the mid-
has never before come o
ic life with the galvanizing exc
ment engendered by the
comic books. For a generation of
youngsters on the cusp of puberty.
Lee’s off-kilter sensibility and sc-
ductive off-world mythos offered a
magical deliverance from the pal-
lid panels of Disney and DC. Back
before Lee and _
illustrators reinvigorated the morik
Superman, Batman, and the Justic
America—whitebread stiffs all
through plotlines as bland as the pe:
lustrations (hat chronicled their
member this was after the Com
thurity had put the quictus on the juve
quency-inducing gore of EC Comics and befarc
Frank Miller had given Batman a facelift in The
Dark Knight—and well before the term “graph-
was coined.)
ing that he really wasn’t going to
write the great American novel, that comics
were hack work only if hacks worked on them,
Lee decided to bring some of the pleasurcs of
art and literature to the lowbrow genre: intro-
spe omplex characters, intricate (some-
times ludicrously intricate) plotting, and lush,
phantasmagorical artwork, u-.ually from the
i Kirby or Steve Ditko. For
Lee's heroes, the supernatural prowe
stowed by a radioactive spider or lab expe
ment gone bad were as much psychic burdens
as physical gifts. A talent for web-crawling did-
n't make getting a prom date any casier. Soon,
the Marvel and DC rivalry was as overmatched
as the Beatles and the Dave Clark F
Yet in the decades that followed, even as Su-
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the wit, wonder and
energy of the original.
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that cven a Marvel Comics virgin
will be able to keep up. Not that the
characters exactly blend into the
furniture (well, one of them can).
The alpha male among the X-MEN
is the hunky Wolverine (Hugo Jack-
man, in ar-making perfor-
mance), defined by his stainless
steel claws, recuperalive powers,
and surly manner. A reluctant re-
cruit to the ranks of X-dom, we
know within his lupine h
sentimental puppy be
hig brotherly bond with the trou-
bled teen mutant Rogue (Anna Pac-
quin).
Lending the film
riousness, of pre
Xenophobic raving of the Mc-
Senator Kelly (Bruce

ing the chromosomically chal-
lenged. The political allegory is

somewhat dreary and
wrought; the film noticeably p
up steam when the senator is l:lrm-
dated from the proceedings. As
Rogue knows, the X-men subtext
is less about political oppressi
than sexual awakening: the muta-
tions, Dr. Jane Gray explains
meaningfully, first manifest them-
sclves at pube

X-MEN kee tact the wicked
witticisms and howling hyperbole
of the comic books: the knowing
irony (the Hitchcockian finale
atop the Statue of Liberty), the
outlandish a
out in this thin;

over-

Batman spawned lucrative motion
hises, Marvel Comics’ efforts at

5 a Synergy were more miss than hit:
the likeable TV series THE INCREDIBLE
HULK, the rather dull BLADE (1998), and a
limp cartoon version of SPIDER. MAN

X-MEN, however, is exquisite. Under the
expert helming of Bryan Singer. director of the
overrated USUAL SUSPECTS and the under-
rated APT PUPIL, the film retains that seduc-
tive mesh of loopy fantasy and faux realism that
defines the comic book milieu—where the
earth as we know it looks familiar enough but
in people just happen to defy the laws of
s and biology.
“For X-MEN experts, the backstory is famil-
iar enough, but the striking opening will surprise
even the cogroscenti. Set in Poland in 1944, the
sequence evokes the mise en scene of
SCHINDLERS LIST more than the panels of
Marvel Comics: a tormented parade of yellow-
starred Jews and tattooed camp workers is
forced-marched into @ Nazi death camp. A
young Jewish boy wilnesses his family pass
through the gates, a trauma that leaves him, a
protean mutant, with an abiding hatred of all
mankind

The X-MEN linc-up is so vibrantly sketched

perman
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in¢ when he \pu.\ lhg ‘afficial X-
men uniform), and the cornball comic balloon
dialogue (“you homo sapiens and your guns!™
sneers Magneto), For the boys, the Marvel-ous
propartions of the X-babes
showeased, especially Stamo:
into an spangled blue outfit, a Tack
up come to life.
Of course. X-M
problem with com : they never
die. But such quibbles are extrancous. A summer
movie that is fun but not mum!m fantastic in vi-
sion but grounded in real emotions, vivid charac-
ters, and timely issues, the comic book-derived
X-MEN is smarter than MI-2 and more believ-
able than GONE IN 60 SECONDS. It is true (o
its comic book mentality, which in the case of
Stan Lee and Marvel Comics is high praise.




