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ARTS & ENTERTAINMENT
BY DON STEINBERG

Updating A
Contender

“CREED,” WHICH OPENS Nov. 25, is the seventh “Rocky” movie and the first that the
franchise’s creator and star Sylvester Stallone didn’t write. Mr. Stallone, 69 years old,
has written twenty-plus movies including
every installment of “Rambo” and “The Expendables” (with occasional co-writers). For
the original “Rocky” in 1976, Mr. Stallone
became the third person—after Charlie
Chaplin and Orson Welles—to earn both
screenwriter and actor Oscar nominations in
the same year. (“Rocky” won Best Picture.)
“Creed” was written and directed by 29year-old Ryan Coogler, whose first film was
“Fruitvale Station,” about a young AfricanAmerican man fatally
shot by a transit officer. The 2013 independent movie won the
audience award and
the grand jury prize at
the Sundance Film
Festival. Mr. Coogler
approached Mr. Stallone with the idea. Costars Michael B. Jordan (“Fruitvale,”
“Fantastic Four”) and
Tessa Thompson
(“Dear White People”)
bring a contemporary
vibe to the story, shifting the focus from
Philly’s working-class
white neighborhoods to African-American
millennials. But, spoiler alert: It’s still a
Rocky movie.
Mr. Jordan plays Adonis Creed, angry son
of Apollo Creed, the father he never knew.
Apollo had been Rocky’s first rival and then
his pal, before being killed in “Rocky IV” by
Russian heavyweight Ivan Drago. Adonis is a
born fighter but boxes under a nom de
guerre (“I’m afraid of taking the name and
losing. They’ll call me a fraud, a fake
Creed.”) He persuades a reclusive, ailing
Rocky to prepare him for the light-heavyweight title—and it wouldn’t be a ‘Rocky’
movie without a training montage.
Last week Mr. Stallone returned to
Rocky’s old workout grounds, the steps of
the Philadelphia Museum of Art, where
Mayor Michael Nutter declared it “Creed
Day.” Joining them was football player Vince
Papale, subject of a different Philly underdog movie, “Invincible,” who told fans the
museum was “made famous by Rocky.” Mr.
Stallone spoke with the Journal about the
new film and his other work. Edited from an
interview.
Fans of Rocky and Rambo might not appreciate
something. You’re a prolific writer. An accomplished painter. A voracious reader. Are you a
closet intellectual?
I mean, the writing was a matter of survival,
because I wasn’t making it as an actor. It
ended up being the lever that propelled me
forward. (Producers loved the “Rocky”
script but he would sell it only if he could
play the lead.) I don’t think I ever passed an
English course in my life. My construction
and being able to diagram a sentence and so
forth was not very accomplished. But I realized I could tell a story.
As for painting—because I’m somewhat
dyslexic, I started painting at a very early
age. A lot of people didn’t realize I was dyslexic. Back then you were just considered
stupid or slow. That’s when they had the
dunce caps available. I would draw or paint
characters. As for being a voracious reader,
it’s true. It takes me a while to get through
a book, but yeah.
Your characters tend to play down the smarts.
Yeah. I realized early on that because of
my speech pattern and the tone of my
voice and the shape of my mouth, that I
was always going to be playing kind of a
dubious, underworld character. (A doctor’s

Stallone says
the world is
‘less naive’
now than
when he first
wrote ’Rocky.’

accident damaged a nerve in his cheek during childbirth.)

Top” and other movies you made.
It’s repetitive, but that’s what I believe.

Is writing easy for you?
Writing is torture. It can glaringly display
all your defects. It can mess with your confidence. When I did the screenplay for
“Paradise Alley,” I spent months and
months, and it didn’t work. I remember I
was directing “Rocky II,” trying to follow
an Oscar-winning movie, and “Paradise Alley” comes out. I go to the afternoon show
in Philadelphia, and it’s four people in the
theater. Then I need to walk onto the
“Rocky II” set and say, “Okay, guys, let’s
charge!” I tell people, you need to come to
terms with the gods of rejection, and don’t
take it as a permanent situation. Take it as
a learning moment. Everyone fails. Ninety
percent of my life I failed.

Does the agony of writing explain why you let
someone else do “Creed?”
No, I think to be true to Ryan’s vision, this
has to be seen through a younger man’s
eyes. Because the world is so radically different and less naive than when I wrote
“Rocky.” What I did is put a certain spin
on Rocky’s dialogue, because Rocky has a
very convoluted way with a sentence: “Hey,
you know, I’m dumb, and you’re shy. We
make a couple of nice coconuts, you
know?” So when Adonis is looking in the
mirror, I say, “I think the toughest guy
you’re gonna fight, you’re looking at him.”

That’s the philosophy of “Rocky” and “Over the

Rocky had his own mirror scene in the first
movie.
I used to call it mirror therapy. When I was
broke, I would look in the mirror and have

these ongoing conversations. I couldn’t afford a psychiatrist. I don’t know if it worked,
but I started to use that in the Rocky movies.
There’s a rumor you have another Rambo movie
coming. People tend to think Rocky and Rambo
are similar—the strong, silent type who fights.
But in some ways, it’s the eternal optimist versus the eternal pessimist.
You can’t get more diametrically opposed.
John Rambo is the abandoned individual
who grew up in an institutionalized type of
setting. He’s so scarred that it comes out in
unregulated violence. That’s his voice. The
last one was just pure fury and what I
thought this guy would have become. He
walks away again, discarded until the next
horrible situation. I don’t know if I can do
another Rambo, between you and me. Actually Rocky’s very talkative. He wears his
heart on his sleeve. He just says “I wanna
tell you something” and he lays it right out.

FILM: ‘CAROL’

WEINSTEIN CO.

TOUGH LOVE Cate
Blanchett and
Rooney Mara star
in a story about a
lesbian affair in
the 1950s.

A Confined Romance
BY CARYN JAMES
AS THE TITLE CHARACTER in
“Carol,” Cate Blanchett grapples with
forbidden passion in the 1950s. She
plays a coolly elegant upper-middleclass wife and mother who falls for
Therese (Rooney Mara), a young department store clerk in Manhattan.
Although the story involves a lesbian
love affair, Ms. Blanchett says the
film is primarily about timeless,
swoony emotions.
“There are many impediments, not
the least of which is their gender,” says
Ms. Blanchett, who has become an
early best-actress Oscar contender for
the role.
The other impediments: “It’s also
the gap between their classes and
ages, a gap of innocence and experience,” Ms. Blanchett says. “Therese is
colt-like, falling headlong into it, and
Carol is thinking, ‘Can I do this again?’”
Among her problems, Carol’s belligerent, estranged husband (Kyle Chandler)
threatens to take custody of their
daughter.
The film plays off the tension between Carol’s sexual longings and the
social restraint this button-down era
places on the relationship. The dance
of attraction in the first flush of romance is central to director Todd
Haynes’s stylized approach, in which
the gliding camera moves from Carol

to Therese, capturing their sometimes
veiled advances toward each other.
They observe each other through windows and in reflections.
Even the restrictive wardrobe became part of the actress’ performances, Mr. Haynes says: “The stockings and the heels and the nails, all
those things imposed limits on what’s
possible in terms of gesture.”
He describes the plot as a series of
questions: “How are they going to get
closer, and who’s going to make the
first move, and when are they ever going to be able to make love? It’s a suspense film about when they’re going to
get in the sack, basically.”
When they do get there, after escaping on a cross-country road trip, the
scene is discreet and true to the film’s
graceful manner. “If you compare this
to ‘Blue is the Warmest Color,’ they’re
very different investigations,” Ms.
Blanchett says, referring to the graphic
lesbian love story from 2013. She sees
the range of new films about gay and
transgender characters, including the
coming “The Danish Girl,” as an advantage for “Carol.” “No longer does a film
like this have to stand for all gay relationships,” she says.
“Carol” is based on Patricia Highsmith’s 1953 novel, “The Price of Salt,”
and Ms. Blanchett drew on other Highsmith books as well. She discovered
the author when she played a small
part in “The Talented Mr. Ripley,” and

finds a common sensibility running
through her work.
“There’s a layer of rage, of cruelty,
of lusting after things that one knows
one shouldn’t lust for, often within very
polite society,” she says. Carol is an imperfect heroine, who can be cold and
changeable toward Therese, but who is
also dealing with enormous family
pressures.
“Another beautiful thing Highsmith
wrote is that Carol, at surprising moments, would lapse into a deep melancholic silence,” Ms. Blanchett says.
Mr. Haynes’ films include “Far from
Heaven,” (2002), in which Julianne
Moore played a 1950s housewife who
learns she is married to a closeted gay
man. In his audacious “I’m Not There”
(2007), Ms. Blanchett played one of
several embodiments of Bob Dylan.
She was the mid-1960’s, spiky-haired
version, named Jude.
“What I’ve noticed in the two times
that I’ve worked with Cate, is how
much it all starts with the body,” Mr.
Haynes says. “She dropped weight before ‘I’m Not There,’ and came as bony
and hipless and neutered of figure as
she could be physically.” When he saw
her again not long before they started
shooting “Carol,” he was startled and
impressed that her figure suited the
movie.
“I had thought of her as that beanstalk, and I said, ‘There’s voluptuousness here!’“
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