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            Enter the dream-house, brothers and sisters, leaving

            Your debts asleep, your history at the door:

            This is the home for heroes, and this loving

            Darkness a fur you can afford.

            
                

            

            C. Day Lewis, ‘Newsreel’

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction

         

         After Philip French’s funeral in November 2015, the mourners came back for drinks at his house. A couple of younger film critics asked, a little nervously, if they might visit his ‘cinema’ which they’d heard talk about. It was worth seeing. There’s a large screen, which descends with a buzz at the touch of a button in front of the windows, cutting out the daylight. The walls and the ceiling are painted a matt dark blue, the ceiling lights create a starlight effect, and there are old-fashioned lamps on either side of the screen. The walls are lined with shelves of videos, DVDs and Blurays. The videos are relics of a near-defunct technology, but Philip was reluctant to dispose of them. Many were otherwise unobtainable rarities taped at strange times of the night from obscure broadcasts.

         Of course, most of Philip’s movie-watching took place in Soho viewing theatres. He tended to use his home cinema for checking details or to revisit old movies he had first seen as a child at matinees in Liverpool, as a schoolboy in Bristol, in troop screenings in the Canal Zone, at Oxford, or in long-closed or long-demolished cinemas like the Academy on Oxford Street, the Tolmer in Camden, or the Astoria in Finsbury Park.

         He wrote his reviews in a back room of his house crammed with movie reference books and also, oddly enough, a large collection of poetry. In the 1960s his working desk accommodated a portable Olivetti typewriter, an ashtray, a packet of cigarettes, and, as often as not, a gin and tonic. For the French family the early articles in this book will always be seen through a blue haze of smoke accompanied by the clacking of two-finger typing. By the early seventies, the gin and tonic had gone. By the mid-seventies the cigarettes had gone as well. And by the late-ish 1980s the Olivetti had, finally, joined them. But Philip was never entirely comfortable in the world of the Amstrad 8256, the MacBook and the Internet Movie Database. For him, journalism should be something in the style of Cary Grant and Rosalind Russell in His Girl Friday. And what need of the IMDb when you have Philip French’s brain?

         He wrote his first film reviews as an Oxford undergraduate in 1953. He filed his final one – a DVD re-issue of The Ladykillers – on the evening of Monday 26 October 2015, the day before he died. From 1959, his day job was producing radio programmes at the BBC, but during the 1960s and 1970s he regularly reviewed films, mostly for the Times and the Observer. He was more than once offered the job of Observer film critic, but the BBC management frowned on extra-curricular employment. Finally, in 1978, they relented, and he wrote for the Observer regularly until his eightieth birthday in summer 2013.

         As Observer film critic, Philip reviewed the weekly releases as well as screenings of films on TV and, in later years, video and then DVD re-issues. He also wrote obituaries, thematic articles, book reviews and interviews. His writings for the Observer during this period amounted to well over three million words. His reviews from the previous couple of decades come to another few hundred thousand. So the selection in this book – about 120,000 words – represents a small fraction of his output.

         What to include? What to leave out? We could easily have compiled an anthology entirely of his essays on westerns to accompany his 1974 book on the genre. ‘There is no such thing as an uninteresting western,’ was one of his dicta, and there was certainly never a Philip French review of a western that wasn’t engaged, and few that were not combative. He felt a particular pleasure (one might almost say duty) in defending maligned, commercially challenged westerns like Heaven’s Gate or, more recently, the Gore Verbinski-Johnny Depp version of The Lone Ranger. His reviews of the movies of Woody Allen, Clint Eastwood, the Coen brothers, Walter Hill, John Boorman, Ken Loach, Mike Leigh and many others are like extended works of reflection, dialogues with both his own past views and the filmmakers’ developing careers. Only some of this can be suggested in an anthology of this scope.

         Could there be room for some of his exchanges with his readers, not always amicable? He began his review of Richard Lester’s 1979 movie Butch and Sundance: The Early Days, by lamenting the term ‘prequel’ that was used to describe it, concluding, ‘Hopefully only those not disinterested in language will be offended.’ A schoolteacher wrote to point out that while correcting someone else’s poor English, Philip had made two mistakes himself, and the teacher was using this in his class as an example of illiteracy. Philip wrote back: ‘Not to worry. You can use it in your class – but as an example of misunderstood irony.’

         Philip had made a tentative start at preparing an anthology of his reviews and had thought of organising the material thematically. Reluctantly we decided against this. It is our view that this book shows Philip developing as a critic. The thirty-something writer of the earlier articles was very different, we feel – more polemical perhaps) – from the Philip French of the 2000s, with a thirty-year relationship with his readers and almost a lifetime of films, not to mention the decades of voracious reading and theatre-going and absorption in the visual arts.

         This is not a potted history of the cinema. It is not an anthology of masterpieces. There are masterpieces reviewed here, but also minor films. We tried to choose films that covered the range of Philip’s interests and the scope of his life. Faced with the choice between two equally good reviews, we chose the more important film. But each review we picked struck us as in some way revealing, enticing, entertaining in itself.

         This is not a systematic account of the cinema. But even so we hope that a particular idea of the movies emerges from these pages, and also the idea of a man. Robert Warshow, an American critic Philip much admired, once wrote: ‘A man watches a movie, and the critic must acknowledge that he is that man.’ The reader of these reviews will come to know and recognise a man who grew up in provincial England, served in the army, studied at Oxford and in the United States, married a Swedish woman, had three sons, and spent his working life mainly at the BBC and the Observer. He was an old-fashioned liberal, a Labour supporter in the Clement Attlee/Nye Bevan tradition, a critical friend of America and an opponent of totalitarianism in all its forms. Among many other things – and, we hope, many other pleasures – this collection may serve as the memoir Philip French never quite got around to writing.

         
             

         

         Kersti, Karl, Patrick and Sean French

         

      

   


   
      
         

            1963

         

         
The Damned (Joseph Losey)

         
The Times, 19 May 1963

         ‘WARNING – don’t go alone, take a brave, nerve-less friend with you’, the advertisements advise would-be patrons of a new Hammer double bill. The main feature is Maniac, accompanied however by Joseph Losey’s The Damned, to which ‘In the Picture’ drew attention last week.

         Losey, an American who has worked in this country since the early fifties, has directed a film that would have been a credit to Britain if shown at Cannes – as it is, it hasn’t even been shown to the British press.

         The Damned is set on the Dorset coast between Weymouth and Portland and involves five main characters – Bernard (Alexander Knox), the Scots head of a top secret Government research establishment, Freya Nilsson (Viveca Lindfors), a Swedish sculptress who rents a cottage from him, King (Oliver Reed), the leader of a teenage motorcycle gang, his sister (Shirley Anne Field) and an American visitor (Macdonald Carey).

         In the first five minutes Losey links their fate. The American is led into the gang’s trap by the girl, robbed by them, then assisted back to his hotel by two of Bernard’s military aides, where he meets Bernard and the sculptress. Every movement of the camera, every frame, each line of dialogue plays its part in establishing Losey’s picture of the town, his characters and their troubled world.

         ‘I never expected something like this to happen to me in England,’ says the American. ‘The age of senseless violence has caught up with us too,’ Bernard tells him. We are gradually introduced to Bernard’s answer to this age – his elaborate sterile establishment, where nine children are incarcerated in an underground classroom. He addresses them only via TV, and their every move is watched on monitor screens. (Images of spying and surveillance recur throughout the film.)

         These children are being trained by Bernard to inherit a contaminated earth. Discovering Bernard’s secret costs the other four their lives.

         The Damned belongs with Franju’s The Keepers and Rivette’s Paris nous appartient, to the cinema of Angst; it captures and projects the anxiety of a world trying to live with the threat of a nuclear holocaust. It is necessarily schematic, depending less on the direct representation of everyday life than on the reorganisation of reality to present a coherent personal vision. It is a highly complex film, the best sequences have a peculiar density, the images a rare impact and memorability – a ton-up around a quiet harbour, a rubber-gloved hand turning a globe, a helicopter pursuing a speeding sports car.

         One example of the careful overall conception is the use made of Elizabeth Frink’s sculptures of menacing birds and liberating bird-like men. Their ambiguous symbolism – suggesting freedom and activity, anxiety and peace – is used to define the protagonists’ attitudes to society both verbally and pictorially. (At the end this motif is ironically extended in the grim inhuman harbingers of death, the helicopters which fly at Bernard’s will.) The sculptures are a major unifying element and ultimately give an indefinable poetic quality to this superbly photographed and designed film.

         It is not without flaws. Macdonald Carey is stolid and negative, Shirley Anne Field indifferent, several sequences are plainly inadequate. Nevertheless it is one of the most significant recent British movies, a disturbing work of real importance.

         
            After the publication of the above review, Philip received the following letter. Having been blacklisted by House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), Losey had been forced to move his filmmaking across the Atlantic. The response from this iconic figure to one of his very earliest reviews touched Philip deeply.

            London, 6 June 1963

            Dear Mr French,

            I don’t normally write to critics, but since it was made so difficult for the press to see ‘The Damned’, and since your thoughtful review was so very helpful both to the picture and to myself, I should like to make this exception, and thank you for your trouble, and your perceptiveness in praising it and not over-praising it.

            The review meant a great deal to the situation of the film, and to my own practical working situation at the moment, and I much appreciate your interest and effort.

            Sincerely,

            Joseph Losey 

            In ‘my own working situation at the moment’ Losey was referring to the easing of the pressure on him during the production of The Servant, which remained one of Philip’s favourite films, a work that he regarded as one of the towering achievements of British film-making.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1966

         

         
Cul-de-sac (Roman Polanski)

         
The Times, 5 June 1966

         By temperament and lately by necessity many Central European artists have been drawn to allegorical forms, and it was in this vein that Roman Polanski made his name with Two Men and a Wardrobe in 1958 while still a student at the Polish film school. He followed it up with another allegorical short, Le Gros et le maigre, made in France in 1960.

         His three feature films, the Polish Knife in the Water, the British Repulsion and now his second British movie, Cul-de-sac (Cameo-Poly), are also allegories of sorts, but so fully realised in terms of character and situations as to defy any one simple explanation. Underpinned with a mythic force, they work on a surface level, both realistically and within their particular dramatic conventions – respectively, psychological drama, psychiatric horror story and black comedy.

         Cul-de-sac, I’d say, owes a little to Harold Pinter (it has something in common with Albee and a few others as well). The wounded gangsters, who first appear pushing a stolen taxi along the causeway leading to an island off the Northumberland coast, are somewhat reminiscent of Goldberg and McCann in The Birthday Party; equally, however, they recall Polanski’s men with a wardrobe. These two thugs have come to menace the already disturbed existence of a middle-aged businessman, George (a shaven-headed Donald Pleasence), who has retired to an eleventh-century castle to nurse his ulcers, his illusions and his sluttish young French wife, Teresa (Françoise Dorléac). After the rapid demise of his Irish partner (Jack McGowran), the American thug, Richard (gravel-voiced Lionel Stander), stays on to terrorise George and Teresa, becoming the confessor of one and the butt of the other. When guests arrive unexpectedly, he is forced into the role of butler. 

         As in the earlier pictures, Polanski’s characters play games, the deadly kind described by Eric Berne in his book Games People Play, and exploit one another with a cruelty ranging from the childlike to the calculatedly sadistic. Each one is alone but can define himself only in relation to other people. George actually obtains a kind of release through Richard’s persecution and humiliation – from his inhibitions (he can insult his so-called friends), from his wife and eventually from his mind. At the end he slays his intruder as the girl did in Repulsion and the husband thought he did in Knife in the Water.

         Like the Polish lakes in Knife in the Water and the South Kensington of Repulsion, the setting of Cul-de-sac is integral to the overall conception, as is the capturing of the precise mood induced by the time of day and the weather. In this Polanski has been helped by one of the finest black-and-white cameramen around, Gilbert Taylor, who also photographed Repulsion (as well as Dr Strangelove and A Hard Day’s Night).

         Polanski directs with the sort of unobtrusive skill and economy we associate with Renoir and Hitchcock. The latter, after his experiments in the forties with the ten-minute take, would be particularly impressed with the brilliance of a virtuoso single-take sequence in Cul-de-sac. It is a complicated scene that starts with the wife running down to bathe in the distant sea and concludes with her returning to Richard and George and the three of them disappearing over the sand dunes back to the castle. In the middle of the sequence a low-flying coastal patrol plane passes over, and throughout the camera moves back and forth between close-up and long-shot, following the subtly changing relationship of the two men in the brooding pre-dawn light. It’s a remarkable seven or eight minutes of filmmaking, yet handled in so reserved a way that only on a second viewing did I become aware of it being done without a single cut.

         It is not a pleasant world Polanski creates, the images are intense and disturbing, but it is compellingly presented, with a personal, obsessive undercurrent. For all that, the film is frequently very funny and it is beautifully acted. The pathetic trio are viewed objectively but not heartlessly. 

         
The Round-Up (Miklos Jancso)

         
The Observer, 6 November 1966

         It is rarely advisable to describe a film as a masterpiece on the strength of a single viewing, especially if one has emerged from it physically and mentally limp. But this is what I consider Miklos Jancso’s The Round-Up to be.

         The setting is a prison camp on the Hungarian plains in the 1860s, where the sorry remnants of Kossuth’s revolutionary forces have been interned in a general round-up of outlaws. Operating like chessmasters, the police play off the prisoners against one another, manipulating them by complicated manoeuvres into revealing themselves and betraying their comrades. From our very first sight, at the beginning, of a man being silently selected from the anonymous crowd of abject captives, we are drawn into this terrible one-sided game in which every move turns out to be part of an overall scheme. Our minds are simultaneously fascinated and horrified by the skill of the exploiters; our emotions alternate between pity and contempt for their victims.

         The whole film, informed by a ferocious intelligence and a rigorous economy, is directed towards the creation of a single image. It is austerely shot in hard black on bleached white. The prison is bare and clean like a model farm, standing in the middle of a flat, seemingly unending plain that continually invites escape while denying all possibility of its success. There is little physical violence apart from a harrowing sequence of a girl being beaten to death – and this, to the persecutors, is only part of a larger psychological pattern. There is no comment on the events or their implications; everyone is too intent upon his business of pursuit or evasion.

         Until the last twenty seconds, when a few bars of ‘Deutschland über Alles’ accompany the final turn of the screw, there is no music, only a background of natural sounds: the chirping of unseen birds, the wind, the crunch of boots on gravel, the creaking of doors. Totally realised within its time and place, completely self-contained artistically by its own ruthless logic, The Round-Up can be both accepted for what it is and, like the best work in the tradition of Kafka, interpreted in ways limited and universal.

      

   


   
      
         

            1967

         

         
The Gospel According to St Matthew (Pier Paolo Pasolini)

         
The Times, 4 June 1967

         When the subject of religion and the cinema is raised it’s usually the unforgettably bad films that come first to mind rather than the memorably good ones. But though there have been a number of outstanding movies on religious themes, only one film of distinction, D.W. Griffith’s Intolerance, has dealt with the life of Christ and that only in the least developed of its episodes. At least until Pier Paolo Pasolini’s The Gospel According to St Matthew.

         There have been in the sixties two major American treatments of the same subject by directors of some standing: Nicholas Ray’s King of Kings and George Stevens’s The Greatest Story Ever Told. Both of them were rightly accorded short shrift by critics, whatever merit they may have had in the eyes of ‘the Divine Projectionist’, to use the phrase of His lifelong servant Cecil B. DeMille. These films have been forgotten but their malodorous publicity lingers on to be cherished by connoisseurs of that Hollywood rhetoric from which the pictures are inseparable.

         Jeffrey Hunter was chosen to play the King of Kings ‘because of his rugged strength, sincerity and personal integrity’, and ‘the dedicated dream of Samuel Bronston’ was realised by a director ‘whose envisionment of the herculean task reflected a deeply reverent, personal dedication.’ The Greatest Story Ever Told, as befits the humility of its title, was ‘envisioned as the American motion-picture industry’s first definitive answer to the almost universal quest for peace of mind and hope, in a troubled and confused world’, and so ‘religious leaders of every leading faith – Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, Islamic, Hindu and Buddhist’ were consulted before Stevens could set about ‘the exhausting, man-killing job of beginning the actual production’.

         It is easy and necessary to make fun of these pictures, and no one has done so better than Pasolini himself in his savage contribution to the four-part film Rogopag in which he satirises the shooting of a biblical extravaganza. But having done this he then proceeds to demonstrate exactly how such a picture should be made. He does not, like Stevens, examine ‘thirty different editions of the Bible’, nor ‘study the most up-to-date opinions’ of theologians. What he does is something so simple that at this stage in the evolution of the cinema it has about it the mark of genius. He takes St Matthew’s Gospel as the sole basis of his screenplay, casts his film from non-professionals who seem to him to have the right kind of faces (his Christ was a Spanish architectural student) and makes the picture entirely in Southern Italy.

         Where Stevens’s rationalising liberalism (altogether too flabby to be called demythologisation) drove him to conceal the miracles and bring on Satan as ‘the dark hermit’, the rigorous Italian Marxist Pasolini dodges nothing; the angels, the miracles, the temptation, the walking on the water, St Matthew described them and they are there. We see the loaves and the fishes suddenly appear, but the instant they do a swarm of flies descends to cover them.

         The brisk, choppy style of the picture reflects the style of the Gospel, and the stern, rapidly striding Christ matches the urgent figure who is its hero. No scene is given more or less weight than in the original, and the barren impoverished regions in which the film was shot frame the events with total conviction. Pasolini’s John the Baptist is a scrawny fellow, balding and undernourished, with a mouthful of bad teeth and the radiance of a true believer. The disciples look like men who do the jobs from which they are called, and one can believe that they dropped their nets instantly to follow this man of unwavering conviction. Their clothes, like their master’s, are threadbare and torn. When Christ is put on the cross we see that he is a man of unimpressive physique. His power resides in his will and is expressed in his face, gesture and words. We also sense the crucifixion as occurring on the fringe of Roman imperial history, of immediate significance only to a handful of devoted followers.

         Apart from the eclectic score, which works admirably as an unobtrusive modern commentary on the film’s simplicity, Pasolini never forces any attitude upon the audience. What he does is to present a society and a man who arose in it as contemporaries recorded it. In the case of the Sermon on the Mount he avoids a built-in impact by shooting it in a series of terse close-ups against different backgrounds of sky and scenery, thus eliminating any distraction from the uncompromising word.

         The Gospel According to St Matthew is a noble film of which one can say nothing higher in praise than that Pasolini has fully earned the right to dedicate it to the memory of Pope John XXIII. 

         My Children’s Taste in Films

         
The Times, 16 July 1967

         I know a lot about my children, but I’m not really sure what they like. So I can’t predict just how they (or anyone else’s children) will respond to the three films this week that seem to be directed principally at them: the comedy western Texas Across the River, the cod science fiction Jules Verne’s Rocket to the Moon and the Hollywood fairy tale Jack the Giant Killer.

         My eight-year-old will happily sit through any kind of rubbish, though his favourite movies are Easy Street, The Red Badge of Courage and The War Lord, which he liked for the battles and the whiff of historical authenticity without worrying too much about the intricacies of droit du seigneur. My six-year-old can take them or leave them; told that The Sound of Music was going to be a long film, he stood up, a relieved expression on his face, at the end of the pre-credit sequence, only to be clamped down in his seat for a further three hours. (Neither of them is much impressed, incidentally, by Julie Andrews. They belong, I think, to a generation that will prefer the au pair across the street to the girl next door.) My three-year-old hasn’t been initiated yet, and there’s no knowing how a child brought up to believe that there are Daleks at the bottom of the garden is going to react.

      

   


   
      
         
            1969

         

         
Point Blank (John Boorman)

         
Sight & Sound, Spring 1968

         During the last couple of years the character of Hollywood movies has been affected by the popularity of free-style films from Europe and the altered attitude at home of the industry’s own censorship requirements and those of the National Catholic Office for Motion Pictures, which is now giving awards to pictures that once would have received its ‘Condemned’ rating. Both the ‘C’ change and the sea-change are to be seen at their most extreme in Point Blank, a film that is interesting for a variety of reasons, quite apart from the reflection that it would make the late Louis Mayer spin in his tomb – a thought that occurred to me during the picture when the central character visits his wife’s grave in a Los Angeles cemetery and passes a yellow mechanical digger coolly excavating a hole for another anonymous corpse.

         It is interesting as a first-class thick-ear thriller that grips from beginning to end; as a dazzling American debut by John Boorman; as an even more remarkable case than Bonnie and Clyde of the imaginative feedback into Hollywood of New Wave borrowings; and as the latest film starring Lee Marvin, whose place alongside Julie Andrews as the biggest box-office draw of the moment is both a tribute to his impressive screen presence and some sort of comment on our times.

         Without Marvin the film would probably never have been made, or, having been made, achieved its popular success; for to a large extent the aggressive, forward-thrusting, impassive Marvin contains the meaning of the picture. At only one point does he smile, and that is when his wife, just before her suicide, recalls an unregainable past happiness: in a dreamy silent flashback he registers this brief show of emotion. Marvin’s current position deserves an essay in itself, inasmuch as he has shifted to the centre of movies without substantially changing the nature or depth of his roles. Briefly one might say that Julie Andrews is the hawks’ favourite dove and Marvin the doves’ favourite hawk.

         The movement of Point Blank is circular. The film begins at the deserted Alcatraz federal prison in San Francisco Bay, where a middle-aged thug called Walker (Marvin) has been left for dead by his wife and partner, who have cheated him out of his share of a hi-jacking operation. It ends after Walker has gone, rung by murderous rung, up a criminal syndicate’s chain of command to regain his $93,000, only to find himself back at Alcatraz facing the syndicate’s boss Fairfax, who under an alias has been offering advice and assistance throughout the pursuit. The baffled Walker withdraws impotently into an abandoned cell, and the film closes with a desolating long shot of a mist-shrouded Alcatraz.

         The outline of this plot comes from Richard Stark’s novel The Hunter, as does the idea of the freelance crook up against the faceless syndicate which his treacherous ex-partner has joined. But whereas Godard used Stark’s Série noire novel The Jugger merely as a springboard for Made in U.S.A., Boorman and his scriptwriters (Alexander Jacobs, David Newhouse and Rafe Newhouse) use The Hunter as a trampoline. They transform the story by leaving out all but the barest suggestion of motivation, by introducing Fairfax as a mysteriously ubiquitous figure like Arkadin in Confidential Report, and by the movie’s style, which owes a good deal to Welles, Truffaut, Godard and above all Resnais. They have also changed the setting from New York to California, and mostly Los Angeles, where the syndicate becomes as much a part of what Alison Lurie called The Nowhere City as the characters of Muriel are of Resnais’s ‘Nowhere City’, Boulogne. And for all the occasional artiness of Point Blank, its self-consciousness is less an inclination of self-indulgence than of a director and writers supremely confident of what they are doing.

         Like Lang and Hitchcock before him, Boorman has found in California a resonant reality to be manipulated instead of one to be created, as in his first film Catch Us If You Can. In his first feature, where he was gravely handicapped by the obligatory presence of the Dave Clark Five, Boorman was forcing his material, imposing a burden upon his London and West Country locations that they could scarcely bear, though the underlying theme of a disillusioning quest where nothing turns out to be as it seems – and even the conclusion on a deserted island with an ambiguous meeting between pursuer and pursued – is much the same.

         But the quest in Point Blank is quite unlike that in say Moving Target, or Tony Rome and the other attempts to revive the private-eye genre of the forties. Walker is no knight errant; the complexity of Point Blank lies in the style, in the omission of motivation and explanation, the flashbacks, flash-forwards and repetition, not in a tortuous story; and it does not provide an excuse for a galaxy of stars to give cameo performances with a perverse eccentricity that the new permissiveness allows. There are no false trails, few intrusions by outsiders whether ordinary citizens or police, and the syndicate is run by colourless figures with respectable names like Carter, Brewster and Fairfax who inhabit smart offices atop elegant concrete slabs or live in suburban houses redolent of gracious living.

         When Walker confronts Carter the scene is an upper-class charity drive meeting; when Brewster returns home to find a vengeful Walker waiting, his first remark is that no one has watered the plants in his absence. They view Walker’s vulgar demand for cash with contempt: Brewster carries a mere eleven dollars and the dead Carter’s wallet unfolds into a string of credit cards. Against their tenuous order, Walker’s weapons are the forces of disruption at his disposal – his own controlled, unpredictable psychopathic violence, and sex. His breakthrough into the syndicate hierarchy is achieved by using his wife’s sister (Angie Dickinson), who has become his ex-partner’s mistress.

         Ultimately this superficially amoral little fable has many of the qualities of a dream – there are in fact close resemblances between Point Blank and Norman Mailer’s fantasy of sex and violence An American Dream. Herein I think lies much of its power and the key to its form as a bleak, deadly and often grimly funny allegory of contemporary American life, which while falling some way short of Bonnie and Clyde is incomparably superior to The Happening. With or without irony, the picture is genuinely Made in U.S.A.

         
Tell Them Willie Boy Is Here (Abraham Polonsky)

         
The Financial Times, 12 April 1969

         In 1948 the screenwriter Abraham Polonsky made an auspicious directorial debut with Force of Evil, a gangster film suffused with bitter social criticism and a sort of tragic poetry. It still ranks among the most penetrating studies that Hollywood has given us of the underworld’s relationship to the larger American society. Shortly after making this picture Polonsky fell victim to the House Un-American Activities Committee investigations and found himself on the blacklist where he remained, writing pseudonymous screenplays, for twenty years. He has now emerged from oblivion to write and direct Tell Them Willie Boy Is Here, a western that uses its chosen genre as powerfully as did Force of Evil the crime picture.

         Like most of the more interesting recent westerns, Willie Boy is concerned not with the heroic struggles of the early pioneers but with the social and psychological problems posed at the turn of the century during the difficult transition from rough frontier life to an apparently more settled existence. The film asks questions about the legacy of the frontier experience and the Western myth to modern America; it is also, and pretty obviously, an allegory of universal and local application that can be interpreted in several mutually supporting ways. The plot is based fairly closely on a true incident that occurred in southern California in 1909. A young Paiute Indian called Willie Boy accidentally shot his prospective father-in-law and took off across the Mojave Desert with his girl. According to tribal custom he had committed no offence, and the initial pursuit by a local posse was half-hearted. The demise of an Indian was a relatively unimportant matter and the deputy-sheriff in charge of the case had more important things to do that week, for he had been appointed as personal bodyguard to President Taft, who was to stop over in a local town during a cross-country tour. Unfortunately the news-hungry press contingent accompanying the President seized on various rumours surrounding Willie’s pathetic flight to whip up a scare story about a possible Indian uprising and a threatened Presidential assassination. The chase thus turned into a full-scale manhunt that culminated in the deaths of the two fugitives.

         Polonsky doesn’t build up Willie into a simple, sympathetic, noble savage. In the end perhaps he takes on a tragic stature, but the film has no obvious heroes or villains and has few touches of sentimentality. As played by Robert Blake, Willie’s a tough, glowering, intransigent figure, aware of the helplessness of himself and his people, and incapable of either adjusting to this situation or doing anything to change it. ‘You walk around as if you still own this country,’ a bar-room lout unjustly tells him, and he himself remarks that, ‘nobody gives a damn what Indians do.’ On the other side of the racial fence from Willie and his girl are the young deputy sheriff Cooper (Robert Redford) and his mistress, Dr Elizabeth Arnold (Susan Clark), a Boston-educated Reservation Superintendent. Cooper, the coarse, ill-educated son of an Indian fighter (‘Your daddy was lucky, he died when it was still good to live,’ a nostalgic old-timer remarks), is conscious of deeper affinities with Willie than the burgeoning, self-important twentieth-century community that sends him out to capture the young Indian. Dr Arnold is a well-meaning, rather neurotic liberal who wishes to integrate the Indians by converting them into model American citizens; she wants Willie’s girl brought back to continue her training as a teacher. But she blinds herself both to the implications of destroying the autonomous Indian culture and to the obvious reluctance of her fellow citizens to accept Indians on equal terms. These relationships are not quite as schematic as this description implies.

         Except for a few intrusive lines of rhetoric, Polonsky tells his story modestly and economically, without rancour or resort to caricature. And he is well served by his admirable cast and his photographer Conrad Hall, whose bleached colour images of the autumn journey through the scorching desert and the parched mountain trails provide at every stage an exact pictorial equivalent of the film’s dramatic movement. Particularly telling is the cross-cutting between Willie’s desperate flight and the flag-bedecked hotel where local dignitaries are gathering to greet the President for whom a special outsize chair has been made. Remarkable too is the gunfight in which Willie shoots not at his pursuers but at their horses; the result is a confused, painful spectacle, drained of the usual audience-pleasing excitement.

         Yet for all the closely observed detail, what remains in the mind is the total firm-boned structure of the narrative development that takes Willie inexorably from the opening scene as a primitive car rattles past him on a dusty road to the final shot of the funeral pyre in the mountains. That Polonsky, nearly sixty, should have been able to return to Hollywood and make such a personal, deeply felt movie is indeed extraordinary. While nothing can make up for those lost years when he was denied the means of practising his art, it is to be hoped that he will now have the opportunity of creating that significant body of work that not so long ago seemed out of the question.

      

   


   
      
         
            1973

         

         
Last Tango in Paris (Bernardo Bertolucci)

         
The Times, 16 March 1973

         Two things need to be said straight away about Bernardo Bertolucci’s Last Tango in Paris. First, it is almost totally unerotic, and the sex scenes are briefer, less explicit than in many commercial movies nowadays. I found it a good deal less shocking than Bergman’s The Silence ten years ago, a film which in many ways it resembles. Second, the film falls some way short of greatness, though this is due more to the limitations of its vision than to any technical or aesthetic imperfections. Except perhaps for some rather heavy-handed cinéaste’s homages (particularly one to Vigo’s L’Atalante which is maybe intentionally clumsy) and a few crudely observed sequences involving a television film unit, the picture is masterly, as one might expect from the director of Before the Revolution and The Conformist.

         Bertolucci establishes the mood and theme by placing beside the credit titles two Francis Bacon portraits of a man and a woman, each isolated and hideously distorted by some unnameable agony. His film might be seen as a commentary on these paintings made through the central character, Paul (Marlon Brando), a desperate, middle-aged figure at the end of his tether whose unfaithful wife has just committed suicide in the cheap hotel they ran together.

         Paul meets a twenty-year-old girl, Jeanne (Maria Schneider), while inspecting an apartment in Passy, where the film opens with a stunningly photographed sequence on the double-level Bir-Hakeim bridge. Their initial encounter culminates in a violent sexual act, semi-rape, semi-mutual seduction, ending with them stretched out on the floor in tormented Baconian postures. Thereafter they meet daily in the half-furnished flat on a no-name basis to engage in what is supposed to be an exclusively carnal relationship, during which they indulge in reminiscence and cruel and playful banter. She makes gestures of tenderness, and he subjects her to gross humiliation and degradation.

         Meanwhile they go about their lives. She lives with her mother, a colonel’s widow, and is the subject of a smart, self-indulgent cinema-vérité film being made by her boyfriend, a TV director played by Jean-Pierre Léaud, a presence invoking the Paris of Godard and Truffaut. Paul slouches around his sordid hotel, arranging his wife’s funeral, coping with his distraught mother-in-law (‘You’re not alone, I’m here,’ she says with unconscious irony), talking to his wife’s lover (Massimo Girotti) who lives at the hotel.

         At the very moment that Paul comes to terms with his wife’s death and seeks to re-enter the so-called real world, Jeanne has prepared herself to marry her fiancé. He pursues her through the streets, and there is a brilliantly staged and bitterly comic interlude when they intrude upon a highly symbolic tango contest. Then they reach her home where, in a melodramatic anti-climax to which Bertolucci has been building in a variety of subtle ways, she kills him with her father’s service revolver.

         As Paul, Brando gives a performance of shattering intensity that draws the whole film together, lifting it above the schematic intellectualised level it might have remained on with a lesser actor (or an actor giving less of himself) in the role. He transforms Last Tango into an emotional experience that leaves one both totally exhausted and yet eager to see it again as soon as possible. Several interpretations of the picture will be obvious from the foregoing account, but this is a work from which everyone will extract his own personal meaning. What we see on the screen is a truthful image of life today, the ways in which we try to make contact with each other and the world around us. It is not the total truth, or everybody’s truth, but like a Beckett play or a Bacon painting it is a sufficiently large and resonant segment of the whole to give us a new perspective on ourselves.

         
Two-Lane Blacktop (Monte Hellman)

         
The Times, 23 March 1973

         During the sixties an informal school of young filmmakers sprang up in Hollywood around that prolific producer-director of low-budget movies, Roger Corman. His generous encouragement and assistance initiated the careers of some and re-directed those of others, among them actors Jack Nicholson, Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper, the cameraman Laszlo Kovacs and the directors Peter Bogdanovich, Francis Ford Coppola and Monte Hellman. The least known of this important group is Hellman, whose remarkable western, The Shooting, Corman financed back in 1965, though it wasn’t shown here until the end of 1971 at the Screen on Islington Green. The same cinema is to be congratulated on exhibiting his latest picture, Two-Lane Blacktop (1971), one of the best movies to come out of America in the past few years.

         The film’s structure is simple and linear, its varied resonances complex, even mystical. Two long-haired young car freaks head east from California, going nowhere in particular in the souped-up 1955 Chevrolet they race for small bets. In Arizona they take aboard a hippie girl, as laconic, disaffiliated and cool as themselves. From time to time they are overtaken by the grinning middle-aged driver of a gleaming orange Pontiac GTO, and half-way across New Mexico this random rivalry becomes a race to Washington DC, the winner to take the loser’s car. Known simply as GTO (the other characters are similarly identified on the cast list as ‘The Driver’, ‘The Mechanic’ and ‘The Girl’), the Pontiac driver changes his identity with every situation, turns a new face to each hitchhiker he picks up. He becomes among other things a test pilot, a TV producer with a broken family, a man with sinister ‘connections’ in Chicago. To a bereaved mother and granddaughter he is on his way to Florida to fix a house for his old mum. At the end, when the race has been casually abandoned, he tells his latest passengers that he has just won the Pontiac in a contest with the ‘55 Chevy he had built up from scratch to confound Detroit; ‘those satisfactions are permanent’, he says with the same conviction he brings to every role he assumes.

         GTO is a familiar figure in American life and literature, from the nineteenth-century novel up to Barth, Pynchon and Nabokov. The relationship between the boys and him is similar to that described by Tony Tanner in City of Words: ‘In many recent American novels we will find the hero in quest of identity confronting a Protean figure whose quick metamorphoses seem to make him enviably well adapted to reality; but the hero seldom takes him for a model, no matter how much he will learn from him, for that way lies chaos, the nightmare jelly, the ultimate dissolution of self.’

         With unobtrusive precision Hellman captures the feeling of the vastness of American space, its variety and monotony, and the eternal restlessness of its nomadic people. ‘The thing is you’ve got to keep moving…. You can never go too fast,’ say the boys, and a Kris Kristofferson song (heard from a car radio, as is the rest of the film’s music) comments on their situation: ‘Freedom’s just another word for nothing left to lose.’ Any tug towards easy romanticism is undercut by Hellman’s consistent detachment. He refuses to take sides, or present a situation through the main character’s eyes, or to view the often bizarre and hostile scenes maliciously or satirically. In this the film differs significantly from the much inferior Easy Rider with its postcard scenery and paranoid vision.

         The performances all round are excellent, especially Warren Oates as GTO, who has now joined that rank of semi-ugly stars led by Lee Marvin. If the rise of the powerful, menacing Marvin, the doves’ favourite hawk, parallelled interestingly the build-up of the Vietnam War, then Oates, the tough, vulnerable, optimistic loser, might be considered the Lee Marvin of de-escalation. 

         
Day for Night (François Truffaut)

         
The Times, 16 November 1973

         Back in 1920, D.W. Griffith laughed when Scott Fitzgerald suggested that one of the best subjects for a movie was the filmmaking business itself, and twenty years later the novelist died halfway through proving that it was also a fitting subject for a major novel. David O. Selznick took the same view. ‘I believed,’ he said, ‘that the whole world was interested in Hollywood, and that the trouble with most films about Hollywood was that they gave a false picture, that they burlesqued it, or they over-sentimentalised it.’ Selznick made one of the best examples of what has now become almost a genre (A Star Is Born in 1937), and was himself the model for another (Minnelli’s The Bad and the Beautiful, 1952).

         The movie about the movies offers rich opportunities for comedy (exploited by Chaplin in Behind the Screen as early as 1915), for tragedy, for exercises in illusion, disillusion and instant Pirandello, for the confrontation of commerce and culture, for observing a microcosm of contemporary society, for looking at the real tinsel behind the false tinsel and so on. And Selznick’s strictures still apply to the majority of them.

         Perhaps the finest examples of the genre are Singin’ in the Rain, 8½, and Godard’s Contempt. They are now joined by François Truffaut’s Day for Night, which is the technical term for shooting night scenes in daylight using a filter, what is known among French filmmakers as ‘la nuit américaine’, the film’s resonant original title. Day for Night is a celebration of Truffaut’s love of moviegoing and moviemaking and expresses his warm Renoiresque feeling for mankind; it might also be seen as a belated answer to his friend’s bitter Contempt of ten years ago that so angrily assaulted the movie industry and which the new film closely parallels.

         The picture-within-the-picture is called Meet Pamela, an unpromising international drama being shot at the Victorine Studio in Nice, though the setting is Paris, starring a nerve-shattered English actress (Jacqueline Bisset), a callow juvenile lead (Jean-Pierre Léaud), an ageing near-alcoholic Italian star (Valentina Cortese) and a homosexual matinée idol (Jean-Pierre Aumont, once known in Hollywood as ‘the Continental lover’). At the centre of the hurricane is Truffaut himself as a director coping hour by hour for seven weeks with what must be his own lifetime of experiences (and several other people’s) of what can go wrong while making a picture. ‘Shooting a movie,’ he muses, ‘is like taking a stagecoach journey through the Wild West – first you hope for a good trip and then you finish up just thinking about reaching the destination.’

         There are running jokes, reversals of roles, rapid changes of mood, a tangling and unravelling of life and art, layers and layers of allusion and implication. We are shown how the magician prepares his tricks and are then lured into applauding them when they are next performed. For instance, early on we are instructed in how a fake candle is illuminated from within and hear the theme music from a key fancy dress scene played over the telephone; later we watch a most affecting sequence featuring the candle and the music – but what we are responding to is the ‘real-life’ situation of the actors who are performing it in Meet Pamela. Again, a complicatedly set up scene, in which a cat is supposed to lap up some milk, goes comically wrong several times and a new cat has to be found – and we appreciate that for the ‘real’ Truffaut it must have been more difficult to get this scene ‘wrong’ than ‘right’.

         Each night during shooting the director has a recurrent dream, which is shot expressionistically like a dream from a forties film noir. As he tosses and turns, the echoing voices of people who have troubled him on the set during the day give way to a black-and-white sequence of a boy (who must be the young Truffaut) progressing down an empty night street carrying a hooked walking stick. Each time we see it he gets farther towards his objective – which turns out to be not something sinister, not a nightmare at all, but the deserted cinema showing Citizen Kane, from the foyer of which, with the aid of the stick, he steals a batch of cherished stills from Welles’s film.

         Day for Night is a beautifully acted, funny, thoughtful, oddly elegiac film. It may be a trifle self-indulgent, but never slips over into sentimentality or caricature. There’s also the added bonus of spotting Graham Greene in a walk-on part as the studio’s British insurance adviser. Altogether it is the most enjoyable picture I’ve seen this year and one of the few recent occasions when I’ve emerged from the cinema feeling better than when I went in.

      

   


   
      
         

            1974

         

         
Aguirre, Wrath of God (Werner Herzog)

         
The Times, 15 November 1974

         There are few good historical films and even fewer intelligent epics, so for this reason Werner Herzog’s Aguirre, Wrath of God is doubly welcome. This West German film is based on a little-known event during the Spanish conquest of Peru, an incident so relatively minor that John Hemming accords it a brief footnote, and Prescott doesn’t mention it at all. In late 1560, Gonzalo Pizarro (Francisco’s brother) led an 11,000-strong expedition across the Andes in search of the golden city of El Dorado. Bogged down in the swamps of the Upper Amazon, he sent a small advance party down the river under Don Pedro de Ursúa with the ambitious Don Lope de Aguirre as second in command. Rather than turn back and give up all that wealth and all those souls beckoning from the illusory city of gold, Aguirre with clerical support led a successful revolt and pressed on with Ursúa and his beautiful wife as prisoners. Fever, hunger, exposure, execution and the poisoned arrows of an unseen enemy did for the party one by one, and only the diary of the monk Brother de Carvajal was left to record what had happened.

         From this story Herzog has forged a film of great beauty and considerable power that has all the ingredients of a colourful movie epic together with the attributes of an austere Brechtian epic. Aguirre is played with great presence by Klaus Kinski (an actor known to me hitherto only for his heavies in German gangster pictures and spaghetti westerns), but Herzog is interested neither in his protagonist’s individual psychology nor in Aguirre’s relationship with the fifteen-year-old daughter who accompanies the expedition. He intends us to be engaged with Aguirre and his comrades only in so far as they embody their rapacious society. Unlike The Royal Hunt of the Sun, which in several obvious ways it resembles, Herzog’s picture is not concerned with the clash of cultures, though we do see the horrible treatment of the manacled native bearers. Rather, it is about the self-destructive character of a society as it faces a wilderness, tearing itself apart with its lust for wealth, power, glory and possessions – whether it be the acquisition of souls or of unusable land.

         The picture concludes with a devastating metaphor for a civilisation gone mad or for a colonial impulse gone wildly astray. The demented Aguirre roams over his drifting, water-logged raft, his dead followers slumped around a decaying sedan chair and a useless cannon, and he rants away about his grandiose plans to possess the world, with no one to listen but the hundreds of little monkeys that swarm about him. This is the key image, but it is only the finest of many, for which considerable credit must go to the director of photography Thomas Mauch, whose task the film’s remote Latin-American locations must have made very difficult. The opening five minutes, for example, are breathtaking: we see the vast expedition in the far distance winding down an almost vertical mountainside like a knotted ribbon in the mist; then suddenly the camera draws back to reveal that the head of the column is climbing out of a precipitous valley to pass immediately across the foreground in close-up.

      

   


   
      
         
            1975

         

         
Dog Day Afternoon (Sidney Lumet)

         
The Observer, 21 December 1975

         In his 20 years behind the camera, the prolific Sidney Lumet has turned his hand to almost everything from Eugene O’Neill to Agatha Christie, but he’s at his most effective when putting his cast through their paces on the streets of New York as in The Anderson Tapes, Serpico and his latest picture, Dog Day Afternoon. Appropriately enough, Lumet began his stage career forty years ago as a child actor in a Broadway production of Dead End.

         Closely based on a true incident of 1972, his new film recounts the fantastic events that ensue when three incompetent young criminals hold up a Brooklyn bank one hot summer afternoon. The first thing that happens is that the leader, Sonny (Al Pacino), an unemployed Vietnam vet with a wife and two children, has trouble removing his rifle from the fancy package it’s concealed in; the second is that the youngest crook backs out and is allowed to slip away from the scene of the crime, provided he doesn’t take the getaway car. Soon 250 cops are on the spot with helicopters circling overhead, the street is sealed off, partisan crowds are seething behind barriers. Everyone – the law, the seven female hostages, sundry members of the public, and the likeable, feckless Sonny himself – seems to be onstage in some absurd tragi-comedy, performing for the others and to the television cameras.

         The robbery has opened a fissure in the city’s thin surface and strange ugly things come bubbling through. Lives converge and vague hatreds, resentments and fears find points of focus. Yet in the midst of the hysteria, odd sympathies and a weird camaraderie develop too. And when it transpires that Sonny has recently ‘married’ a homosexual in a full-dress gay wedding and that one aim of the robbery is to raise money for his boyfriend’s sex change operation, the revelation seems no more bizarre than much of what has gone before.

         Dog Day Afternoon is funny, moving and sad, often at the same time, and it’s beautifully acted by everyone concerned, especially Pacino and John Cazale as his loyal, dim-witted born loser of an accomplice. It is also a modest film that tells us a lot about the ineluctable despair of modern city life, while refusing to compose itself into a pretentious metaphor.

          

      

   


   
      
         
            1977

         

         
A Bridge Too Far (Richard Attenborough)

         
The Times, 24 June 1977

         For many of us, our vicarious experience of warfare over the past thirty-odd years has been closely associated with the career of Richard Attenborough as he has climbed from the boiler room of HMS Torrin to the sergeants’ mess, the ward room, a general’s staff car and finally the director’s chair on big budget films. A Bridge Too Far, which he and scriptwriter William Goldman have carved from Cornelius Ryan’s painstakingly researched account of the Arnhem affair, is like an anthology of his life’s work, with a bit of everything from Cockney good humour under gunfire to Whitehall insensitivity.

         What we in Britain call ‘Arnhem’ was ‘Operation Market Garden’, the September 1944 airborne assault behind the German lines in Holland that might have ended the war before Christmas had not intelligence and logistical failures conspired with fate, hubris and military politics to bring about one of the costliest disasters of World War II. The full extent of the debacle of Market Garden and the American participation in the operation were not generally appreciated before Ryan’s book appeared (not even, let it be said, by those like myself who served with Airborne Forces in the postwar years). Given the immense complexity of the subject and the necessity of cutting from headquarters to front line and between dishevelled allied invaders and immaculate German defenders, Attenborough has produced a coherent if necessarily somewhat simplified movie that only occasionally puzzles. The chief and least justified simplification resides in making General Browning bear the brunt of the responsibility for the operation’s failure, a decision reinforced by a twitchily neurotic performance by Dirk Bogarde at his most uningratiating.

         All war movies nowadays are professedly anti-war, and their makers routinely inject the message that war is absurd, brutal and hellish. Attenborough wisely avoids any explicit statements, but apart from laying on the gore, his feelings are made pretty apparent – including having the informational prologue delivered by our current elected voice of civilised feminine reason, Liv Ullmann (who later appears as a Dutch housewife comforting dying paratroopers in her living room) and closing with a silhouette of an uprooted Arnhem family trudging Mother Courage-like along the horizon, a young boy at the rear falling into a military arms-bearing stride.

         Audiences, however, do not flock to big-budget combat pictures to be revaccinated against the virus of Mars; they go to exult in scenes of battle, to identify with acts of courage and vicariously share in military glory, and A Bridge Too Far is scarcely designed to send them home dissatisfied. If one accepts that the martial blockbuster is a movie genre with its own conventions like the western and the gangster film, then this is a superior example of it, better written, acted and directed than The Longest Day and The Battle of the Bulge, less pretentious than the bogus Bridge on the River Kwai, and matched only by Patton, which is psychologically more interesting but has far inferior battle sequences.

         Although the film has been financed and scripted by Americans, they come less well out of it than the British. Americans participate in the scenes of greatest beauty – the mass parachute drop, the erection of a Bailey bridge at night – but the episodes of derring-do starring James Caan, Elliott Gould and Robert Redford, for all their verified factual basis, ring embarrassingly false, and other American actors seem equally ill-at-ease. Perhaps it is because they cannot take quite the same pride that we do in defeat and failure. The Americans had to wait after all for an Irish journalist to inform them of their involvement in this story. The finest, and bloodiest, action sequences involve the British, most notably the fighting around Arnhem Bridge, which is among the best re-created movie combat footage I have ever seen and far more authentically ferocious than anything in Peckinpah’s Cross of Iron. The British stars also get the better acting opportunities, and two are particularly splendid, Anthony Hopkins as Colonel John Frost, one of the Parachute Regiment’s most characteristically colourful figures, and Edward Fox, whose uncannily accurate impersonation of General Brian Horrocks catches precisely his histrionic quality and that distinctive mixture of concerned bonhomie and steely detachment.

         
Welcome to LA (Alan Rudolph)

         
The Times, 11 November 1977

         Welcome to LA is doubly welcome to London, first because it inaugurates a new cinema that has risen Phoenix-like on the site of the old Haverstock Hill Odeon (opposite Belsize Park Station). This attractive small cinema with its elegant foyer and austere auditorium is to be run by Romaine Hart, who over the past eight years has made such a good job of managing Islington’s Screen-on-the-Green. Second, because it is a remarkable movie, but like much recent work from America (Monte Hellman’s pictures, for instance, which Ms Hart has so noticeably championed) it isn’t immediately commercial here at a time when British audiences have become astonishingly insular.

         Three extraordinary films this year carry Robert Altman’s name – Three Women, which he wrote and directed, and a pair of pictures about Los Angeles that he produced, Robert Benton’s splendid but formally pretty orthodox private-eye movie The Late Show and Alan Rudolph’s bold directorial debut Welcome to LA. Rudolph was assistant director on The Long Goodbye, Nashville, and (what is possibly Altman’s masterwork) California Split, and co-scripted Buffalo Bill and the Indians. Welcome to LA is strung along songs composed by Nashville’s musical director Richard Baskin, and virtually the whole cast are members of that informal Altman repertory company that has been growing since M*A*S*H*, but while it owes a lot to Altman (including its budget), the picture is very much Rudolph’s own, both its virtues and its flaws.

         Like Nashville, it is about a town and a group of people, whose elaborately patterned associations constitute the film’s plot and morality. The central thread here is the folk rock composer Carroll Barber (Keith Carradine) returning home from a three-year absence in London to hear a daemonic singer record an album featuring his songs. The time is Christmas in LA, a city without seasons or significant changes in weather, and Carroll floats as if in a dream, testing his identity against six women, his middle-aged agent (Viveca Lindfors), his realtor (Sally Kellerman), his father’s black secretary (Diahnne Abbott), his topless housekeeper (Sissy Spacek), the wife (Geraldine Chaplin) of his father’s lieutenant, and finally his father’s photographer mistress (Lauren Hutton). All these people and their various husbands and lovers (most memorably Harvey Keitel’s brilliant, self-abnegating performance as Chaplin’s husband) drift into one another’s lives like bumper cars in slow motion. The effect is like a curious cross between the wild contrivance of a Feydeau farce and that stately Continental ebb-and-flow that unites and separates characters in Dr Zhivago.

         Eventually it is revealed that Carroll’s father, a multimillionaire dairyman, had rigged the recording session to lure his son home, partly just to meet him, partly to try to get him to take over the business. Some very obvious mythological connexions about musicians and fathers lurk here, and it is scarcely fortuitous that the son finds his own voice only after the conquest of his father’s mistress.

         Welcome to LA, witty and perceptive as it is (and the constantly reiterated title, suggesting that everyone there has just arrived, is a controlling irony), lacks the energy of Nashville. But the ebullience, the vivacity that Altman manages to project at his very bleakest, is often bought at the expense of his characters. Unlike Nashville, Welcome to LA does not invite one to feel superior to its characters or to the town they live in. Rudolph’s film is in fact much more tightly structured than Altman’s and indeed a closer comparison stylistically and thematically would be with Antonioni’s La Notte and its equivocal welcome to Milan. 

         Quite deliberately Rudolph denies us any grandly objective longshots of his people or tours of their city, that compel us to judge it harshly, as, say, Woody Allen does in Annie Hall. Mostly we see them in interiors, and when alone always examining themselves in mirrors, forever seeking confirmation of their identity and justification for the exercise of their unimpeded will. Their most relaxed form of intercourse is the telephone. Panoramic views invariably involve some occluded, out-of-focus foreground, as when shots across Los Angeles include leaves or eaves, and subjective shots from cars are distorted by tinted glass. There are two exceptions to this. The first is the overhead views of the LA freeway which present the central and perhaps commonplace image of people isolated in their vehicles, liberated captives of modern society. At one point Sally Kellerman challenges this by asserting that she retains her personal autonomy by keeping off the freeways in the city of ‘daydreams and traffic’.

         At another point, and more ambivalently, Geraldine Chaplin appears beside the road in Beverly Hills, waif-like and importuning the passing composer. She drifts around Los Angeles in taxi cabs, jotting down her sentimental aperçus, dropping into empty cinemas showing Garbo in Camille, the role she identifies with. But if she reminds us of the heroine of Joan Didion’s Play It As It Lays, she also brings to mind another, earlier British exile in California, her father.
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