Murrow vs. McCarthy produces masterpiece - Clooney's saga bares dark side of '50s politics 
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REVIEW Good Night, and Good Luck (PG) Warner Independent (90 min.) Directed by George Clooney. With David Strathairn, Clooney. Opens Friday at theaters in New York. ****

It is said that for evil to triumph, all that is necessary is for good men to do nothing. But it's the reverse that's really true. For evil to be vanquished, all that is necessary is for good men - even one good man - to do something.

In 1954, Edward R. Murrow did.

The founding father and guiding conscience of CBS News, he looked around his country in the '50s and saw a nation that was changing. Words like "un-American" were in the air, like acrid smoke. "Disloyalty" had become a synonym for "dissent." People didn't know what to think. People were afraid to think.

And so Murrow focused on the man in the middle of this maelstrom, a junior senator from Wisconsin with a fondness for publicity. And Murrow decided to give Senator Joe McCarthy all the publicity he could stand, and then give him some more by doing a news special about his methods.

George Clooney's sober, impassioned new film, "Good Night, and Good Luck" shows just how important, and difficult, a decision that was.

McCarthy was a nasty fighter, whose "facts" on just how many Communists had infiltrated the government changed with every speech. But few people dared call him on it, because then he'd suddenly turn on them. So how many Communists would they be willing to see in the State Department? Why didn't they want him to hunt out traitors? And, by the way, were they now, or had they ever been . . . .

Few people had the stomach for that. Instead the gentlemen of the Senate tried to ignore McCarthy, hoping that - like some sloppy drunk at a country-club party - he would eventually shut up and go home. Pay no attention to him, they said. Turn off the spotlight and he'll finally slink away.

But Murrow knew nothing good grows in the dark.

Clooney's film - which he co-wrote, with Grant Heslov - captures the tension of that time. One of Murrow's young assistants worries about losing his news job, because his ex-wife had been a radical. Other employees are forced to sign loyalty oaths. Suddenly, people worry about the books on their shelves.

The movie also captures the texture of that time. Much of that comes from the crisp black-and-white photography - not so much a decision as a necessity, given the copious real-life footage of McCarthy that the film draws on. (And which, in a strangely sad joke, test audiences assumed was being performed by some ham actor.)

Yet there are also many other little details. The morning meetings, with everyone in a suit and a tie. The live broadcasts themselves, with producer Fred Friendly - played quietly by Clooney - literally crouching out of sight at Murrow's feet, to give him his cues. The after parties, with the jazz and the scotch and the too, too many cigarettes.

Mostly, though, Clooney's movie captures Murrow.

We've already seen one great impersonation of a writer this year, as Philip Seymour Hoffman took on the fey "Capote;" David Strathairn here provides both its bookend and its mirror image. Where Capote was in-motion, Murrow was still, when Capote was emotional, Murrow was contained. Capote was an eccentric and a fabulist; Murrow was an educator and an observer.

Strathairn captures all of that, brilliantly boiling it down to the single trait of sober watchfulness - the heart of the man, and the soul of his reporting. It's a job remarkable because of its very economy - a narrowing of the eyes signaling worry, a slight twitch broadcasting the discomfort he feels at his regular, celebrity-journalism assignments.

The movie is just as economical, cutting back the excesses of Clooney's directorial debut in "Confessions of a Dangerous Mind" to just one arty touch - singer Dianne Reeves, appearing sporadically as a sort of jazzy Greek chorus. If the movie itself sometimes feels overreported (Jeff Daniels, Robert Downey Jr. and Patricia Clarkson all play real-life characters whose lives add very little to the story), well, that's not a flaw any real reporter would find fatal.

The "scoundrel time" of the '50s is a forgotten one for many Americans, and an endlessly debated one for others. There are still those, on the far right, who see Joe McCarthy as a victim of the liberal press; there are still those, on the far left, who view the Rosenbergs and Alger Hiss as martyrs of a fascist government. This movie won't speak to them, and why should it? They stopped listening years ago.

But "Good Night, and Good Luck" says two things, at least, and they are worth repeating: There is always the chance for one good man to make a difference. And in 1954, Edward R. Murrow did. Rating note: The film contains some adult themes.

1. George Clooney, as Fred Friendly, Glenn Morshower, playing Col. Anderson, and Don Creech in the role of Col. Jenkins, confer in "Good Night, and Good Luck." 2. David Strathairn captures the onscreen sober reliablity of CBS giant, Edward R. Murrow in George Clooney's "Good Night, and Good Luck," named after Murrows sign-off. Murrow vs. McCarthy

