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4 Stars

Costing less than $10 million and shot in black and white, George Clooney's "Good Night, and Good Luck," which opens the 43rd New York Film Festival tonight, is the biggest little movie of the year - and one of the best ever about the news media.

Clooney co-wrote and directed this canny dramatization of the head-on collision between red-baiting Wisconsin Sen. Joseph McCarthy and CBS-TV newsman Edward R. Murrow in 1954. The actor also co-stars as network news producer Fred Friendly, Murrow's comrade in arms.

Comrade is a useful word in this event. It accurately defines the Murrow/Friendly relationship as one between intimate friends and associates, even fellow soldiers. It's also the word often used by McCarthy to smear political enemies he accused of being Communists.

In a career performance, David Strathairn conveys such gravity, principle and conscience portraying Murrow, you'll believe he's the newsman whether you're familiar with him or not. But for the record, Strathairn's on-air demeanor and speech are dead-on.

Although Clooney's frequent real-life sparring partner, Bill O'Reilly, might have made a perfect McCarthy (he looks like Mad Joe and could play him with conviction), Clooney chose to use archival footage of McCarthy bullying witnesses in Senate hearings and delivering his disastrous rebuttal to a tough Murrow essay on the news show "See It Now."

The McCarthy clips and others from the period are seamlessly blended into the acted drama, which takes place mostly in CBS' Manhattan facilities.

"Good Night," which opens commercially Oct. 7, is framed by a 1958 media tribute to Murrow, at which he gives a withering speech about the growing timidity of network news. We're then transported back to the '50s and Murrow's decision, with the blessing of Friendly and the extreme reluctance of CBS Chairman William Paley, to go after McCarthy.

Murrow invites McCarthy's scorn by doing a feature and commentary about a Navy pilot who has been discharged as a security risk, though the Navy won't disclose its evidence against him. The incident is so clearly un-American, Murrow assumes McCarthy is behind it.

Though the senator is not mentioned in the piece, he takes the bait, setting his staff to work scouring not only Murrow's past but that of fellow CBS newscaster Don Hollenbeck (Ray Wise), whose on-air endorsement of Murrow's comments make him a marked man, too.

Conservatives won't want to hear this, and the politically active Clooney's detractors will claim he went out of his way to make the point, but comparisons of McCarthy's strategy of labeling any critic a Commie sympathizer to current right-wing charges that people opposed to the Iraq war aid the terrorists is too neat a parallel not to draw.

"Good Night" is the second film in Clooney's promising directing career. His 2002 "Confessions of a Dangerous Mind," a comedy-thriller about "Gong Show" host Chuck Barris' secret life as a CIA assassin, was a lark, but it was filmed with great imagination and dramatic flair.

His new film is as tightly focused as the first one was free and easy. A subplot about a couple (Robert Downey Jr. and Patricia Clarkson) on Murrow's staff who are keeping their marriage secret because of a CBS ban on such employee unions is unnecessary, but there's not a wasted second anywhere else in this taut and ultimately exhilarating 90-minute gem.

