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American Beauty: A Film to Live By


American Beauty is simply the best movie ever made.  It is a touching and funny look into the lie that is American suburbia.  It is the tale of Lester Burnham, a forty-two year old everyman who has forgotten who he is and what makes him happy.  For me to consider a film to be spectacular, the movie must possess these three qualities: an important message, a humorous tone, and a strong cast.  American Beauty not only offers these elements, it presents them with style.


Without a message, a film has no purpose.  Sam Mendes, the director of American Beauty, created a movie in which the message is clearly stated: Take control of our lives and enjoy ourselves as much as we can, because eventually, our time will be over.  This advice is important because we Americans tend to live in the numbing grayness of society’s expectations instead of following the brightness of our own lamps.  This tendency has produced an American society that is dead and cold.  American Beauty makes clear that it is not only possible to follow our own hearts, but also that by doing so, we can attain true happiness.


Humor is also an important factor for consideration when evaluating films.  In American Beauty, humor is used liberally.  As Lester learns to stand up to his icy, controlling wife, Carolyn, laughter becomes his weapon of choice.  When Carolyn catches Lester smoking pot, she loudly rants at him, and screeches that he is setting a bad example for Jane, their daughter.  In stark contrast, Lester, the ghost of a man who has never uttered a word against anyone, sleekly deadpans, “You’re one to talk, you bloodless, money-grubbing freak.”


The most important element to consider when judging films is the power of the cast.  Kevin Spacey, who had already won an Oscar for his work in The Usual Suspects, deftly leads this cast.  He actually won the Academy Award for Best Actor in a Leading Role for his masterful performance as Lester Burnham in American Beauty.  Annette Benning, a powerhouse of an actress, was nominated for Best Lead Actress for her portrayal of Carolyn Burnham in American Beauty. 


American Beauty is one of those truly amazing films that occur, if we are lucky, once in a decade.  It entertains, teaches, and enlightens.  With all of the laughter American Beauty gives us, as well as the lessons, it is truly a movie to live by.

