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Director Cameron Crowe is also a writer.  He wrote many scripts which were liked by critics but deemed too unusual and too hard to market.  He started writing at a very early age.  When he was fifteen, as a high school student, Crowe wrote articles on music and sent them to Rolling Stone magazine.  Soon after, he received his first script for Fast Times at Ridgemont High.  Not only did this movie further his career, he met his future wife who played a small role in the film.  Crowe is also known for the successful movie Jerry Maguire.  Music remains as an important factor in his life.  He was nominated for a Golden Satellite Award for Best Original Song for the song “I Fall Apart” from the movie Vanilla Sky.

Vanilla Sky was a remake of the Spanish film Abre Los Ojos (Open Your Eyes).  Both films starred actress Penelope Cruz.  The protagonist was played by Tom Cruise.  In the movie he plays a man named David Aames who is womanizer that inherits his father’s company.  He goes to a party and meets his friend’s girlfriend, Sofia played by Penelope Cruz, whom he instantly falls in love with.  The next day, David is in a car with his ex-lover Julie, played by Cameron Diaz.  Julie saw how interested David was with Sofia at the party and became insanely jealous.  Julie commits suicide by driving the car off a bridge.  Amazingly, David survives but now his face is hideously disfigured.  A stroke of luck comes when Sofia declares her love for him and doctors are able to somewhat restore his face.  But, just when David thinks things are starting to look better for him, a series of terrible things start to happen and he soon realizes that his life is spinning out of control.  David finds himself in a world where nothing is as it seems which continuously throws viewers into shock and confusion.  All this spawning from the day his ex-lover tried to kill the both of them.  He is now on an emotional journey to find the meaning of true love.  This is not a tragic romance film.  It’s an analytical film that explores the intellectual psyche of the narcissistic protagonist David Aames as he reminisces about the events which ultimately lead to his arrest and imprisonment for murder.

Cameron Crowe used many techniques to shock, confuse, and gain interest of the viewers.  This is apparent in the opening scene.  Times Square, in New York, is known to be one of the busiest and crowded places in the world.  The viewers are left in awe when they see David running around in an empty Times Square.  This scene “…sets the tone for the most mind-bending, headache inducing, multifaceted frustrating film to hit theatres in quite a long time.”  (De Lisi, http://www.imdb.com/)  Crowe also uses flashback sequences, fast paced music, and mind-bending storytelling to throw surprise after surprise at the viewers.  These directorial techniques used by Crowe help to dramatize the truth between what is real and what is fake, at the same time leaving the viewers hooked and wanting answers.

 Tom Cruise was perfect for the role as David Aames.  He is in practically every scene.  Cruise’s portrayal of David is thoughtless, egocentric, and inconsiderate as he deals with the people closest to him.  But, on the other hand, he’s so charismatic that most of his friends and the viewers overlook his flaws and tend to forgive him.  Cruise's demanding performance was exceptional and wasn’t given any awards for his lead in this movie.

Cameron Diaz, in a departure from previous roles in comedies, is intriguingly scary as Julie, David's obsessive ex-lover.  On the outside, she's seen as a sexy vixen, all laughs and smiles, who tries everything to get David to love her.  But, underneath the surface lies enough rage and pain toward David that she takes a course of action that drastically changes the life of everyone in the movie.  Diaz earned a Boston Society of Film Critics Award and a Chicago Film Critics Association Award for best supporting actress for her portrayal of the daunting Julie.

Penelope Cruz’s portrayal of Sofia mirrored that of her role from the original Spanish film.  She is somewhat like a dream. She is supportive, loving, and sexy as David's true love.  She alone is able to look through David’s many flaws, both his physical and emotional, to see the beauty inside of him.  Cruz’s performance was not taken kindly by many critics.  She was even nominated by the Razzie Awards for worst actress.
This film calls for many hours of interesting conversations because each scene can be individually analyzed and broken down to somehow make sense of the twisted and shocking ending.  Crowe showers the film with references from popular culture. Crowe continually perplexes the viewer with his extensive use of flashback storytelling.  The movie is ultimately just a life lesson about the consequences of being self-absorbed.  Watching the movie just once isn’t enough.  Viewers are forced to revisit the film time after time to clear up the many thoughts of confusion between what is reality and what is part of David’s nightmare that they still may have.  That is why imdb.com summarizes it as “An Intellectual, Frustrating and Alternative piece of film...”
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David Aames: Tom Cruise
Sofia Serrano: Penelope Cruz
McCabe: Kurt Russell
Julie Gianni: Cameron Diaz
Brian Shelby: Jason Lee
Edmund Ventura: Noah Taylor
Paramount Pictures presents a film directed by Cameron Crowe. Written by Crowe, based on the film "Abre Los Ojos" by Alejandro Amenabar and Mateo Gil. Running time: 135 minutes. Rated R (for sexuality and strong language). 

BY ROGER EBERT 

Think it all the way through, and Cameron Crowe's "Vanilla Sky" is a scrupulously moral picture. It tells the story of a man who has just about everything, thinks he can have it all, is given a means to have whatever he wants, and loses it because--well, maybe because he has a conscience. Or maybe not. Maybe just because life sucks. Or maybe he only thinks it does. This is the kind of movie you don't want to analyze until you've seen it two times. 

I've seen it two times. I went to a second screening because after the first screening I thought I knew what had happened, but was nagged by the idea that certain things might not have happened the way I thought they had. Now that I've seen it twice, I think I understand it, or maybe not. Certainly it's entertaining as it rolls along, and there is wonderful chemistry of two quite different kinds between Tom Cruise and Cameron Diaz on the one hand, and Cruise and Penelope Cruz on the other. 

"Vanilla Sky," like the 2001 pictures "Memento" and "Mulholland Drive" before it, requires the audience to do some heavy lifting. It has one of those plots that doubles back on itself like an Escher staircase. You get along splendidly one step at a time, but when you get to the top floor you find yourself on the bottom landing. If it's any consolation, its hero is as baffled as we are; it's not that he has memory loss, like the hero of "Memento," but that in a certain sense he may have no real memory at all. 

Cruise stars as David Aames, a 33-year-old tycoon who inherited a publishing empire when his parents were killed in a car crash. His condo is like the Sharper Image catalog died and went to heaven. He has a sex buddy named Julie (Cameron Diaz) and thinks they can sleep together and remain just friends, but as she eventually has to explain, "When you sleep with someone, your body makes a promise whether you do or not." At a party, he locks eyes with Sofia Serrano (Penelope Cruz), who arrives as the date of his friend Brian (Jason Lee) but ends up spending the night with him. Even though they don't have sex, it looks to me like their bodies are making promises to each other. 

At this point the movie starts unveiling surprises which I should not reveal. A lot of surprises. Surprises on top of surprises. The movie is about these surprises, however, and so I must either end this review right now, or reveal some of them. 

THE END. 

OK, for those of us still in the room, and without revealing too much: Julie drives up just as David is leaving after his night with Sofia, offers him a lift, drives off a bridge in Central Park, kills herself, and lands him in front of "the best plastic surgeon in New York" with a horribly scarred face. This time thread is intercut with another one in which a psychiatrist (Kurt Russell) is interrogating him about a murder. He insists there was no murder. Maybe there was and maybe there wasn't, and maybe the victim was who we think it is, and maybe not. 

"Vanilla Sky" has started as if it is about David's life and loves. It reveals an entirely different orientation (which I will not reveal even here in the room), and, to be fair, there is a full explanation. The only problem with the explanation is that it explains the mechanism of our confusion, rather than telling us for sure what actually happened. 

That's why I went to see it a second time. In general, my second viewing was greatly helped by my first, and I was able to understand events more clearly. But there was one puzzling detail. At the second viewing, I noticed that the first words in the movie ("open your eyes") are unmistakably said in the voice of Sofia, the Penelope Cruz character. If the movie's explanation of this voice is correct, at that point in the movie David has not met Sofia, or heard her voice. 

How can we account for her voice appearing before she does? There is a character in the movie who refers to a "splice." We are told where the splice takes place. But consider the source of this information--not the person supplying it, but the underlying source. Is the information reliable? Or does the splice take place, so to speak, before the movie begins? And in that case ... but see the movie and ask the question for yourself. 

Note: Early in the film, there's an astonishing shot of Tom Cruise absolutely alone in Times Square. You might assume, as I did, that computers were involved. Cameron Crowe told me the scene is not faked; the film got city permission to block off Times Square for three hours early on a Sunday morning. Just outside of camera range there are cops and barricades to hold back the traffic. 
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