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ACTION HERO: Actor Keanu Reeves attends the Australian premiere of Street Kings in Sydney last month. PICTURE: Reuters

There’s more than a passing resemblance to Lethal Weapon
in Keanu Reeves’ new film, Street Kings. Phillip McCarthy

reports.

Reeves is
walking in
big Mel’s
footsteps

W
HO BETTER to follow in the
footsteps of Mel Gibson as a
rogue Los Angeles cop with
decidedly homicidal

tendencies than that action hero for a
more laid-back generation, Keanu Reeves?

After 20 years, it certainly qualifies as a
generational shift.

In Lethal Weapon (1987), Gibson’s
slightly unhinged Martin Riggs,
distraught after the untimely (and off-
camera) death of his wife, efficiently turns
pesky departmental rules on due process
into shrapnel in his quest to make Los
Angeles a criminal-free zone. His more by-
the-book partner, Danny Glover, got
dragged along for the ride in four very
profitable instalments between 1987 and
1998.

In Street Kings, Reeves plays loner Tom
Ludlow, a loose cannon fighting crime
with crime. He also has a tacit exemption,
courtesy of his vice squad boss Wander
(Forest Whitaker), to ignore all the
constricting legalese about due process
and the unfairness of on-the-spot
executions.

Ludlow arrives on screen from the same
despairing departure point as Riggs. We
learn his dream marriage to his
sweetheart has just come to a tragic,
violent end (also off-camera).

The procession of damaged, psychotic
widowers makes you wonder about post-
traumatic stress counselling in the Los
Angeles police department.

‘‘I liked Lethal Weapon a lot,’’ says
Reeves, far too laid-back in real life to
bother faking his way through an
interview. ‘‘But I hadn’t thought about
that kind of similar plot point that’s there.
In our’s, though, it sort of happens off-
screen.

‘‘The focus of the picture is more in the
situation, the bind this guy finds himself
in now. He’s caught up both because of
what’s happened to him and the role that’s
been carved out for him as a cop over the
years.’’

With his spacey facial set and halting
speaking style, Reeves can still pull off his
most recurring screen personality: the
earnest, slightly clueless new kid in town
who is probably way out of his depth.

Over two decades, in comedies as well as
action flicks, they’ve become his signature
parts. There’s Neo, unknowingly hooked

up to The Matrix’s grid. There’s Jack, the
cop suddenly forced to help Sandra
Bullock drive Speed’s out-of-control bus.
There’s Johnny Utah, the surfer-as-
undercover-agent barely keeping it
together in Point Break.

And then there were his two Bill & Ted
slacker comedies. Reeves was Ted, a well-
meaning buffoon whose brain function
seemed badly affected by a haze of reefer
smoke. The effect of Ted’s broad-brush
persona elicits a rare personal admission:
‘‘I worried for a while that they would put
‘He played Ted’ in my obituary.’’

But the first Bill & Ted comedy was in
1989. Since then, Reeves has earned more
at the box office than action stars such as
Kevin Costner and Pierce Brosnan. He
was paid more than $US150 million ($162
million) for his work on the Matrix trilogy
(his pay included a cut of the box-office
earnings) and got his star on Hollywood’s
Walk Of Fame.

Street Kings’ Ludlow adds a new type to
Reeves’s repertoire. The cop may be
innocent of the corruption that surrounds
him but has no problem with killing.

‘‘But do I like the guy I play?’’ Reeves
asks. ‘‘I don’t know. He is sort of a good
guy, his heart is in the right place – [just]
don’t get on the wrong side of him.’’

For Ludlow, collateral damage is not so
much an excuse to cover mistakes as a
mantra to live by. We first meet him in his
car in a seedy part of town. He tools
around the city swilling little bottles of
vodka. Minutes later, the enforcer is
blowing away operatives in what turns out
to be an Asian sex-slave cartel.

‘‘I wanted him to have some density to
him and I didn’t want to look like he came
from the gym,’’ Reeves says. ‘‘I wanted him
to look like a guy who drinks but who
obviously trains for his job. I wanted him
to be this mixture of broken but ready, to
look like a guy who you wouldn’t want to
mess with.

‘‘Playing Tom Ludlow was something
very different for me. On the set the
director [David Ayer] would call me this
hippie and ask me how a hippie would feel
killing eight people. So that’s a good role to
play; obviously quite a stretch for a
hippie.’’

Whitaker says of his character: ‘‘Wan-
der’s view is that a muscular police
response not only makes him look good on

the police food chain, where he aims to be
police commissioner sooner rather than
later. It also makes it easier to fix the
evidence, get rid of the witnesses who
could undermine things, collect the pay-
offs and generally take care of the business
side of policing.’’

It’s a pretty unflattering portrait of Los
Angeles police culture by a bunch of people
who mostly live in and drive around the
city.

Aren’t they worried about payback from
the police the movie paints as

institutionally corrupt and readily on the
take?

‘‘Not really,’’ Whitaker says. ‘‘Have you
looked at the screenwriting credit on the
movie? It’s for James Ellroy, the novelist
and the brain behind LA Confidential and
White Jazz. I had hoped to meet him when
I signed on for this. Unfortunately I kept
missing him.

‘‘But the police in this town love Ellroy.
Even when he is pillorying corruption he’s
saying the individual cop is basically
good.’’

Perhaps a little unhinged, too, but
basically an okay sort of guy. It might
help, though, if Hollywood got its head
around some statistics. The vast majority
of marriages among officers of the LAPD
aged 20 to 55 end in divorce. Marriages in
that demographic ending as a result of the
death of a partner total just 12 per cent.

But, after all, this is popcorn-fuelled
Hollywood fare. Just don’t expect Ludlow
to be any more balanced in Street Kings 2.

❏ Street Kings is now screening
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