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I Found It at the Movies


Philip French has for many years been our finest writer of regular film criticism: perceptive, well-informed, alert to the visual as well as the literary, concerned about film as industry and as art, unpretentious and particularly good at communicating the immediate experience. Witty, too, with his celebrated titles and puns. This personal selection from among his essays, book reviews and lectures – dating from 1964 to 2009 – contains some of the best of his longer pieces, a cellarful of vintage French: on movie cities and movie people; on books in films and films in books; on assorted occupations – including journalism, boxing and racketeering – according to cinema; plus impassioned and embattled essays on the ups and downs of British film and the cultural importance of film criticism. French with tears and French without tears. And a classic April Fool involving Orson Welles, Leonard Bernstein and the National Film Theatre. I Found It at the Movies is the first of three collections. I can’t wait for volumes two and three…


SIR CHRISTOPHER FRAYLING




 





Philip French has been there as long as anyone, maintaining a tough, adoring attitude to the movies… No one at the Observer or the various other places he writes has said so much so regularly about the important, odd, difficult, daring films that occasionally come along.


DAVID THOMSON




 





Philip French knows the canon, and he loves it. He can place new work in a tradition, but he’s also the first to recognise when it’s genuinely new.


DAVID HARE




 





It’s very rare that you find someone who manages to find a way of writing that expresses the essence of the emotional experience of watching a film and Philip manages to do that beautifully and succinctly.


NEIL JORDAN




 





Philip is one of the monuments of our culture.
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Foreword





Over the past nearly 50 years, in addition to writing and editing a number of books, I’ve churned out millions of words on films, theatre, fiction, non-fiction and related cultural matters for newspapers and magazines, or to be delivered on the air or as lectures and in symposiums. This is the first of three collections of these occasional writings, which have all been produced with as much care and thought as I’ve put into anything intended for publication between hard covers, though usually with deadlines hanging over my head. The third volume will contain portraits of literary figures written during my time working in BBC radio, alongside material pertaining to the cinema, but the others are entirely concerned with the movies. The second will feature film reviews and obituaries, while this first one is devoted to essays and articles on broader, more general themes, some relatively long and discursive.


The subjects of these articles were either suggested to me by editors, were based on ideas of my own or arose out of discussions. None was undertaken as a chore. The essential criteria for their selection have been that they throw light on the times during which they were written, appear to have some enduring interest and continue to surprise and amuse me.


I have been a regular moviegoer since the age of four, though not until I left home for the army in 1952 was I able to go as often as I wished. A 1950 letter in Picturegoer attacking political bias in newsreels was the first piece of mine to get into print. The next was a 1955 review of Hugo Fregonese’s The Raid in the Oxford undergraduate weekly magazine, the Isis, which I edited the following year. My output since then has been moderately substantial if not – by Fleet Street standards – exactly prolific.


For only part of my life, however, have I been a full-time writer. The first occasion was the six months I spent in 1958–59 as a reporter with the Bristol Evening Post, during which time I contributed a staggeringly unfunny humorous column and a covertly satirical weekly piece on male fashions under the pseudonym Philippe Sartor. The second occasion I lived solely by my pen (an antiquated phrase suggestive of frantically dipping a quill into an inkwell) was the 12 months in 1967–68 when I was the New Statesman’s theatre critic, a job I combined with being joint chief book critic for The Financial Times, film critic of the London Magazine, reviewing TV films for the Observer and contributing regularly to Sight & Sound and other magazines. The third has been these past 20 years, when my principal job has been film critic of the Observer.


Otherwise, between the age of 25 and 57 my day job was as a producer for BBC radio where the only absolutely mandatory writing was letters, memoranda, Radio Times billings and on-air announcements to be read by the presentation staff. The job itself largely involved putting ideas to potential broadcasters, considering subjects they proposed for my consideration, convening suitably interesting collections of folk for live or recorded discussions, producing talks and conversations in the studio or elsewhere, and editing texts or transcripts. An additional task, and the occasion of much anxiety, amusement and embarrassment was the constant consultations with colleagues, senior figures in the BBC hierarchy and the legal department about good taste, libel and obscenity.


Of course, from quite early on and like a good many BBC colleagues (the place was full of novelists, playwrights, poets, biographers, historian and humorists), I wrote in my spare time. If you intended publishing anything while a BBC employee you had to seek permission, always adding in the memo that ‘the work will be done in my spare time, will not mention my employment by the BBC without permission, and will not deal with topical political issues or touch on matters of Corporation policy unless submitted for prior scrutiny’. I recall a particular note from one of my superiors rejecting my application to write a column on television, as this time he broke into verse:






Alas and alack,


You’d get the sack.


You can do Roger Vadim


But not Kenneth Adam.








Kenneth Adam was then the head of BBC television.


From the early 1960s onwards I published something somewhere most weeks, and in 1978 I received permission to review films weekly for the Observer for a year, an arrangement that continued without further explicit discussion for 12 years until my early retirement from the BBC in 1990. Much therefore of what appears in this book is the product of moonlighting, a happy hobby, pieces written out of joy, a compulsion to assuage my puritanical conscience by turning what might be simple pleasure into some sort of work.


The pieces appear for the most part in chronological order, the earliest written in 1963, the latest in 2009. Each is dated and its source given. Nothing has been changed other than to remove obvious errors or particularly egregious grammatical formulations. Occasionally I have added a note of clarification and commentary at the end of a piece. There are, I am aware, some repetitions of phrases, references and stories but this is not surprising in essays written over such a long period. To have removed them would have weakened the pieces in which they appear and only someone reading the book cover to cover in an ungenerous spirit is likely to be offended. So I’ve left them in.


It has been my pleasure to work with a number of sympathetic and encouraging editors over the years, the earliest as far as this book is concerned being the late Richard Findlater at Twentieth Century and Penelope Houston at Sight & Sound, the most recent Jane Ferguson on The Observer. My greatest thanks, as always, go to my wife Kersti, whose careful and critical reading of everything I’ve written over the past 50 years has helped improve not only my books, essays and reviews, but also my notes to the milkman.


I am grateful to the various journals in which these pieces first appeared over the past 45 years, and with whose permission they are reprinted here, and to their editors. The journals’ names and the dates of first publication are given at the foot of the first page of each article. The book begins with a tribute to a writer and critic who had a special influence on me at a crucial point in my career.



















My Mentor (2001) An Obituary





David Sylvester, the British critic who died last week at the age of 76, was a large, imposing presence. Clean-shaven when I first knew him 40 years ago, subsequently heavily bearded, he resembled a cross between Luciano Pavarotti and Zero Mostel. He wrote mainly about the visual arts (which included carpets and postage stamps as well as painting and sculpture) and was one of the great curators of exhibitions. But he also wrote about films in Encounter, cricket and football for the Observer and both classical music and jazz. One of the last cards I had from him thanked me for describing him in this paper as ‘our best critic of the arts’ rather than as an art critic. I’ve always thought of him as one of the most original minds in post-war British writing.


We first met when I was a young producer of the BBC Home Service programme The Critics, which attracted a couple of million listeners every Sunday lunchtime, and he was one of its most illustrious contributors. He took me under his wing, and meeting artists with him and accompanying him to exhibitions, films, plays and jazz clubs provided me with some of the education he had given himself (he’d left school at 16 and subsequently turned down a scholarship at Cambridge), and which I had never really received. He showed me how to look at pictures, individually and together, to relate one art form to another, to question other people and myself, to see art in a context yet not to be affected by sentimentality or consciously influenced by ideology, class or political conviction, to formulate ideas, to question the idea of art itself. When I began reviewing films for the Observer, he insisted I read drafts of my pieces to him over the phone.


Hearing in 1963 that I was preparing an essay on westerns, he phoned to say that Anthony Mann’s The Last Frontier was showing at a back street cinema in South London (the long defunct Grand, Camberwell) and suggested in his characteristically commanding manner that we see the film together. It was showing in a continuous double bill, and I arrived just before the film started. When the lights came up there was David sitting a few rows away, and in another part of the large, dilapidated auditorium was the painter and critic Andrew Forge, who’d also been summoned to attend. We repaired to a nearby pub, took our drinks to a corner table and prepared for David to conduct a discussion. I had anticipated that it would start with Mann’s compositions and his use of the crane shot, something David had once remarked on with great enthusiasm. Instead he asked Andrew and me very seriously how different the film would have been had Marlon Brando played the central role of the trapper rather than Victor Mature. Would this, he proposed, have turned The Last Frontier from a merely excellent film into a masterpiece?


He was never so certain about his positions that he couldn’t bring himself to revalue aspects of artists he extolled such as Moore, Bacon and Giacometti. But he never backed away from championing the new. In 1962 he saw Bridget Riley’s first exhibition of smallish black-and-white kinetic abstracts at the now defunct Gallery One, when it had only the last week of its short run left. ‘Tell Victor Musgrave [the gallery’s owner] that we’ll discuss the show on The Critics if he’ll keep it on for another week,’ David said to me. Musgrave extended the run for a fortnight, and his gallery received an unprecedented number of visitors. The following year, weeks before William Mann wrote his famous ‘What Songs the Beatles Sang’ for The Times, David proclaimed on The Critics that the Beatles were the most original musical phenomenon of the Sixties, and attracted much undeserved abuse by comparing them with Monteverdi. The same year we spent an evening discussing voyeurism in From Russia With Love prior to his writing the first major study of Bond pictures for Encounter. Earlier he had become a friend of Stanley Kubrick (another eccentric, middle-class, self-educated Jew with a passion for originality) and a guest on the set of Lolita as a result of his early piece on The Killing and Paths of Glory for Encounter.


David was an intensely serious (but only occasionally solemn) man, and highly comic. He could hold his own in the company of philosophers and keep his end up on the terraces of Highbury and White Hart Lane. He loved taxonomy, forever thinking up new categories for art and artists, and was a playful, ludic man who liked watching games, and creating them. He once proposed the idea that everyone, irrespective of his origins, was either Roman, Greek or Jewish. (C.P. Snow was a Roman pretending to be a Greek.) David, in debate with John Berger, invented the term ‘kitchen sink school’, which he first used in a 1954 article in Encounter.


He had a marvellous hearty laugh. But he also had a ferocious temper, though rarely would that beautifully modulated voice change while expressing his white-hot anger. I remember him once turning his vast back on a fellow speaker on The Critics (no mean feat at a round table) and telling the other participants: ‘I’d like to continue this conversation with people seriously interested in the arts.’ The subject under discussion was Francis Bacon’s 1962 retrospective at the Tate. But he had a conspicuous fault known among producers as ‘the Sylvester Pause’. He sustained pregnant silences in discussion until he’d made up his mind, and eventually this went beyond a rhetorical device to become something that excluded him from conventional broadcasting involving participation with others. Eventually, after trying to explain the situation, I could no longer employ him in regular programmes and this led to an unhappy hiatus in our relationship.


David disliked fashion and affectation and always wanted to know just why you liked something. He admired S.J. Perelman, who, I think, represented something especially Jewish to him in his fastidiousness, mixture of styles and idioms, wry humour, and singular ability to look the world right in the eye. His single-minded perfectionism once got the better of him one evening hours into overtime on the eve of an exhibition of Persian rugs he was organising at the Hayward Gallery. Characteristically he turned to one of the workmen and asked if he thought the layout right. ‘Well, perhaps a couple of inches more to the left, Dave,’ the man said sarcastically. David paused for a few moments, and said, ‘Yes, you’re right.’ So everybody was at work for another hour or so until well after midnight.


Some years ago David was diagnosed with cancer and expected to die. Then after a period of remission his condition was declared terminal. He cancelled a succession of major projects and in a cheerful spirit undertook just one small, final show. This was a modest exhibition at the Serpentine Gallery in Hyde Park of the working drawings of Ken Adam, the production designer on the Bond movies and Dr Strangelove, who had been a pre-war school friend. David asked me to write the main catalogue article, and for months we spoke almost every day. He was one of the greatest of telephone talkers and had a long flex that allowed him to walk around the house and sit on the loo. When I turned in my piece to the gallery’s director he insisted upon negotiating the fee on my behalf and obtained the largest sum I’d ever received for such an essay.


At this same time I co-authored a book with my son Karl on cult movies, but thinking David might consider it somewhat frivolous, I didn’t have a complimentary copy sent to him. When he heard of this omission he was very annoyed, so I dispatched one with my apologies and an explanation. He wrote back claiming that D.W. Griffith’s Intolerance could not be regarded as a cult film, and pointed out that in Farewell My Lovely Moose Malloy describes his lost lover Velma as being ‘cute as lace pants’, not ‘lace panties’. I acknowledged my error, but claimed that all silent films except for a few comedies were now cult movies. He then sent me a list headed ‘David Sylvester’s Twenty Cult Movies’, a carefully annotated document, and what was fascinating was that virtually all his choices were works in some way unfinished or mutilated, among them Eisenstein’s Que Viva Mexico, Jean Renoir’s Une Partie de campagne, Josef von Sternberg’s I Claudius and Orson Welles’s The Magnificent Ambersons.


David will live on in different ways: in his writings and the transcriptions of his seminal interviews, in portraits of him by Bacon and Giacometti, as characters in novels by David Storey and Shena Mackay, in his brother-in-law Frank Marcus’s play The Formation Dancers, and as the flamboyant, egocentric art critic in Barry Humphries’s Barry Mackenzie strip cartoon in Private Eye, which David didn’t much like. I’ll never forget him as a mentor and as a friend. He was the best teacher I ever had, the worst timekeeper I ever encountered. ‘No wonder they hate us – critics, I mean,’ he once said apropos of his colleagues’ patronising reception of Arnold Wesker’s Chips With Everything on The Critics in 1962. His remark produced a shocked silence around the table, and after a pause he gave a brief, cogent analysis of the play’s meaning, establishing immediately the indispensability of good criticism.






‘My Mentor’ first appeared in the Observer, 23 June 2001. I have added comments from my tribute at a Tate Modern memorial event in February 2002.

























The Right Kind of Englishman (1964)





It has always seemed to me that the archetypal screen Englishmen are Naunton Wayne and Basil Radford, And nowhere did they appear more so than in their first joint appearance as supporting actors in roles created by the screenwriters Frank Launder and Sidney Gilliatt in Alfred Hitchcock’s 1938 movie The Lady Vanishes, a film that is as popular today as when it was first shown.


Radford (tall, plumpish, straight-faced, moustached) and Wayne (slight, quick-tongued, nervously smiling) together constituted a formidable team proffering a solidly middle-class, invulnerably insular front to the challenges of social change and foreign intrigue. There they were as Charters (Radford) and Caldicott (Wayne) in Hitchcock’s political thriller set at the time of Munich on the fringe of an international explosion, worrying only about the score of the Test match at Manchester. Told that they’d have to share a room with an attractive Middle European maid, their embarrassment is acute. One of them complains to the hotel manager that they should have been given two, and immediately assures the other that he means rooms, not maids; their concern is mainly over whether they’ll have to dress for dinner out in the corridor. Yet when the chips are down they are ready to meet the challenge. Wayne can handle a gun with coolness and accuracy; Radford dismisses a wound as a mere nothing. They are buffoonish, of course, and audiences laugh at them, then as now, but indulgently, as if to say: ‘Yes, we British are funny, but at the same time sound and sensible, if diffident and slightly eccentric; no wonder that foreigners don’t quite understand us and invariably underrate our capacity to rise to the occasion.’


Radford and Wayne went on to make a series of films as leading players. But their main role was always as points of reference for the filmmaker and the audience. When Thorold Dickinson wanted to end his wartime propaganda movie The Next of Kin with a brief scene bringing home to the general public the central message of the picture (the necessity for security), they were called into service as Charters and Caldicott to enact the roles of national symbols. In Launder and Gilliatt’s celebration of life on the home front during World War Two, Milllions Like Us, they appear from time to time as a pair of chorus figures commenting on a changing Britain. Sometimes a slightly different context would call for a variation on their roles, in for instance the two key 1949 Ealing movies of national discontent, Whisky Galore and Passport to Pimlico. In the former, Radford appears alone as the establishment figure protesting against the islanders hijacking the wrecked ship’s potent cargo. (He also appeared alone the following year as the factory owner in Bernard Miles’s well-meaning but muddled study of labour relations, Chance of a Lifetime.) In Passport they both turn up as civil servants baffled by the outrageous conduct of the would-be Burgundian separatists. But the key line in Passport to Pimlico is spoken by the old lady who shouts from the window, correcting a tendency towards genuine insurrection: ‘Of course we’re British – it’s because we’re British that we’re standing up for our right to be Burgundians.’ It is evident that this is licensed anarchy; Radford and Wayne are our better selves to whom we shall return, just as surely as Peter Pan will come back for his shadow.


Not only did Radford and Wayne over a period of 20 years play an important part in representing all that was best in the English character, but the values they embodied form the central core of the majority of serious and comic films concerned directly or obliquely with the British. They are, for example, the humorous counterparts of the serious war hero. Thus in The Way to the Stars (1945), while Michael Redgrave goes off to die and John Mills and Trevor Howard keep ’em flying, there is Basil Radford with the ground crew teaching the transatlantic visitors the mysteries of cricket and in turn learning to master the technicalities of baseball. And much later the qualities of Radford-Wayne, slightly soured, form the basic assumptions about the young man in Joseph Losey’s The Servant, just as Ian Carmichael in the Boulting Brothers’ comedies is Radford-Wayne robbed of social confidence.


The Radford-Wayne character in fact represents the perennial middle-class Briton, frequently embattled, normally complacent, but always capable of facing up to the vicissitudes of life and seeing it through. He is a modest man, respecting the established order but anti-authoritarian, little troubled by problems of sex or politics or religion. If his life is incomplete, it is not that he is waiting for Samuel Beckett’s Godot or Clifford Odets’ Lefty, but merely for Lassie to come home. Or for the Thunderbolt to take him to Titfield.


Leslie Howard embodied these qualities in a highly serious form in a number of roles, and most obviously in The Scarlet Pimpernel and Pimpernel Smith, which he wrote himself. In both of these movies, the French revolutionaries and the Nazis having been put in their place (quietly and with stylish diffidence), Howard makes his way back to England quoting patriotic verse – in the first proclaiming John of Gaunt’s speech from Shakespeare’s Richard II and in the second reciting selected passages from Rupert Brooke’s ‘Grantchester’. It is not surprising that Howard should be Shaw’s essential Henry Higgins and his debonair, more flamboyant counterpart Rex Harrison the Lerner and Loewe version. Howard as Mitchell, the inventor of the Spitfire, in The First of the Few is to his straight Higgins in Pygmalion what Harrison as Vivian Kenway in The Rake’s Progress is to the singing Higgins of My Fair Lady. They are both fellow clubmen of Basil Radford and Naunton Wayne.


That this should be the view of British cinema is hardly surprising. Though the majority of those who pay the piper may not be middle class, the piper himself is. And he plays his own tunes, albeit that on occasion he may dedicate them to his betters or invite the lower orders to dance to them.


In recent years there has been in Britain an attempt to break out of this tight, middle-class web in which the bourgeois mythology had been spun. I doubt if Roger Manvell would write so confidently now as he did in 1955 (The Film and Society):




The best actors and actresses are the embodiment of the characteristics of their own people. Who are more American than Spencer Tracy or Henry Fonda or Marlon Brando? Who more Italian than Anna Magnani? … Who more British than Michael Redgrave, John Mills or Laurence Olivier? Yet these and many other actors and actresses have revealed on the international screen of the world’s cinemas the finer qualities of temperament and feeling and thought and spirit proper to the nations to which they belong.





The cinematic expression of ‘these finer qualities of temperament’ began to fall into general disrepute in the later 1950s, though it would be seriously underrating their strength to suppose that they have been more than temporarily displaced.


The principal impetus for this change has come through the stage (or more precisely the English Stage Company at the Royal Court), television, the working-class novel, and the Free Cinema documentary movement of the late 1950s. The result has been such feature films as Room at the Top, Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, A Kind of Loving, Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner, The L-Shaped Room, This Sporting Life, Nothing But the Best. Some of these pictures evidenced a visual imagination rare in the British cinema, but all involved a conscious revolution against Radford-Wayne. The central character of these films came to be known as ‘the Albert Finney part’ after Finney had played Arthur Seaton in Saturday Night and Sunday Morning. ‘Who is going to play the Finney part?’ became the casting question. Finney’s services were actually sought for many of these pictures, and such was the detachment from the essential subject matter that producers became conscious of their similarity. Consequently Stan Barstow’s Yorkshire novel A Kind of Loving was switched to a Lancashire setting for the screen in order not to be confused with Room at the Top; David Storey’s Arthur Machin became Frank Machin in the film of This Sporting Life to prevent identification with Sillitoe’s Arthur Seaton.


This new character, the working-class rebel, was trapped by the inadequacies of working-class life, reacting with varying success to the age of affluence with its apparent, but not real, opportunities. It is odd that he should have become briefly the dominant image of contemporary Britain at this time. But he was soon replaced or at least accompanied by the carefully tailored film version of Ian Fleming’s James Bond. (Strangely enough, Sean Connery who plays Bond was, I believe, one of the actors considered for the lead in This Sporting Life.) This screen Bond emerged as a semi-classless figure – equipped with a Scots or mid-Atlantic accent, the consumer tastes of the A-B group of newspaper readers and routine sex fantasies. He came at the end of a line of avenging, displaced-bourgeois thriller heroes that had run through our cinema since the end of World War Two, from the former commandos fighting the spivs in Noose (1948) to the seedy ex-officers robbing the state in League of Gentlemen (1960) and the commercial traveller tracking down the racketeers who stole his car in Never Let Go (1960). Bond was back attacking an external enemy rather than the forces that had been eating away at the middle class. He was at peace with his own society.


Still, whatever the shortcomings of this group of working-class films, and they are considerable, they were a genuine attempt to reflect the life of a section of the community hitherto largely ignored or patronisingly kept where they belonged – on the actual or figurative lower deck. An interesting example of the earlier attitude is expressed by one of the makers of the 1947 Ealing working-class picture It Always Rains on Sunday, when he wrote in a book about the production of the film that the changes made in the adaptation were ‘an attempt not to glamorise the story or the people, but to make them more typical. The novel is somewhat brutal.’


Some makers of the later films became highly conscious of the drift towards the ‘typical’ – the idea that the films contained a joint hero for our times. And Lindsay Anderson wrote of his first feature film:




Throughout This Sporting Life we were aware that we were not making a film about anything representative. We were making a film about something unique. We were not making a film about a ‘worker’ but about an extraordinary (and therefore more significant) man, and about an extraordinary relationship. We were not, in a word, making sociology.





But so possessed did Anderson apparently become with the idea that he was not making a mere film about the working class, that David Storey’s highly individual but credible football player became a lumbering giant in the movie, whose appearance and motivation was as convincing as a Hammer Film monster, a central weakness in an otherwise impressive picture.


While I would agree with Lindsay Anderson that good films are about unique people, individuals, there does not seem to be any reason why they shouldn’t at the same time present valid representatives of something or other. (I doubt if Anderson would disagree that the characters in, say, La Règle du jeu, The Tokyo Story or The Leopard, are both unique and representative.) Indeed there are good reasons why they should be, whether the director seeks to have the audience identify with his characters or not. But the majority of films appeal to comforting stereotype notions of behaviour, for good commercial reasons or bad artistic ones. This goes for the working-class films as well, though most filmmakers must be aware that the middle-class image presented is less true than the working-class one, for the latter is generally based on a remote acquaintance with the world of Donald McGill postcards or the sincere though misguidedly sentimental notions of middle-class intellectuals, who have read their Opie, Hoggart, Orwell, etc. The working class is somehow seen as more ‘real’. I cannot but recall a favourite New Yorker cartoon that depicts a demure middle-aged spinster sitting in a publisher’s office. The publisher, fingering a thick manuscript on the desk, is saying to her blandly, ‘Generally speaking, your novel is quite good, but everyone here feels that the New Orleans bordello scenes lack authenticity.’


Nevertheless in recent years the range of experience reflected in British films has been greatly extended, and permanently, though it remains doubtful whether this extension represents a real increase in self-criticism. One thing, however, is certain: that the old Hollywood view of the British will never be able to reassert itself with the strength it had in the past, despite the huge popularity this reassuring picture of Britain once enjoyed. These films made with largely British casts (C. Aubrey Smith and Dame May Whitty smiling benignly in the background, with professional Englishmen or honorary citizens like Douglas Fairbanks Jr in the foreground), often based on ‘authentic’ British sources like Cavalcade or James Hilton novels, glorifying immortal institutions like Lloyds and the Grand National, served for many years to present the national image of this country at a time when the British film industry was at a low ebb. A number of the most memorable ‘British’ films of the 1930s were made by American directors in this country: MGM’s famous pre-war trio for instance, Jack Conway’s A Yank at Oxford, King Vidor’s The Citadel and Sam Wood’s Goodbye Mr Chips.


A Yank at Oxford was a great success because, although it allowed Robert Taylor of Cardinal College to triumph in the athletics meeting with Cambridge and stroke his crew to victory in the Boat Race, the initially brash American was won over to the traditional understated decencies of British life. The flattering American vision of Britain corresponded for a long time to our own, and due to its essential purity and the superiority of its expression the films embodying it easily pushed ours aside. Siegfried Kracauer has pointed out that except for a few period pieces, Hollywood laid off this country in the immediate post-war years as a consequence, he suggests, of the American difficulties over a socialist Britain. But the American vision of Britain is by no means dead nor, let it be said, is our capacity to respond to it – Mr Jack Le Vien’s television tribute to Sir Winston Churchill and his compatriots, The Finest Hour, sees it flourishing still, and almost as popular as ever.


On the other hand when René Clément came over here in 1953 and let a French Don Juan (Gérard Philipe) loose on London in Knave of Hearts, his film got a very cold reception. Now this was a quite remarkable movie for its time. It made striking use of London locations, and in a series of seductions of a variety of British girls it demonstrated a maliciously precise knowledge of English character. ‘A story about a French wolf who comes over to prey on our girls’ … ‘so shabby’ … ‘vulgar morals and no point’ … ‘a tedious young roué and his colourless victims’ … ‘an expendable and nasty piece’: these were a few of the British critics’ outraged comments. The film won Clément the best director prize at the Cannes festival! It’s not that easy to take criticism from outside, and the more accurate it is the more likely it is to provoke a defensive reaction.


That is ten years ago, and I fancy Clément’s film would now be received with less hostility. Nevertheless it was only a couple of years back that Bachelor of Hearts, with a German at Cambridge to replace a Yank at Oxford, showed that old ideas die hard, though a little more sex and a little less rowing indicated a move in the right direction. We do after all like our foreigners to be less knowing than M. Philipe’s Don Juan, to move – like the Russian engineer in Anthony Asquith’s The Demi-Paradise (1943) or the American factory worker in Val Guest’s Miss Pilgrim’s Progress (1949) – from bafflement and impatience to acceptance and admiration in a few easy reels.


There is a telling scene in Billy Wilder’s Sunset Boulevard in which a girl tries to cheer up an out of work screenwriter by informing him that one of his rejected scripts seems to her true and moving. ‘Who wants true? Who wants moving?’, he asks bitterly. Certainly Wardour Street would agree with T.S. Eliot that ‘human kind cannot bear very much reality’. But the question of reality is one of the most difficult and widely discussed aspects of the cinema, both as it relates to films themselves and to the audience’s response to them. Which, if either, was the more ‘real’, The Miniver Story, with Mr and Mrs M. in 1950 contemplating emigration after soaking the garden of their Thames-side villa ten years before with their blood, sweat and tears, or Passport to Pimlico, which allowed a symbolic outlet for middle-class revolt? Certainly critics and audiences alike rejected The Miniver Story very decisively.


Then again, which films are more ‘true’, those made on location or those largely produced in studios? If it were the former kind, then surely the real insight into the British character would be found in the documentary film, especially in the pioneer school of the 1930s. But today those pictures, with the exception of Robert Flaherty’s study of primitive life, Man of Aran, have less to say about the people with whom they deal and much more about the educational and propaganda interests of their makers. As Roy Boulting said in a recent radio programme:




I think all filmmakers owe a tremendous debt to the documentary movement; at a time when our feature films were concerned principally with a romantic fantasy world that had nothing to do with reality, the documentary movement really brought us face to face with the excitement of reality, but it was a reality that dealt with things rather than people, by and large.





Now anyone who came to this country for the first time would recognise familiar landmarks that he has seen in a succession of films. Since British producers started making extensive use of location shooting, there can be few areas of the country that have not figured in feature films. But the visitor would be ill advised to expect to meet any of the characters, colourful or colourless, that he has seen in most of these films. This is of course true of practically any national cinema. As I have indicated, what he sees in the films are the notions that people have of themselves.


It is instructive here to compare two very different pictures, both of which set out to engage in social criticism and both made in this country by foreigners. Sidney J. Furie, a Canadian, recently directed The Leather Boys, a picture about young married life in the working class. I myself found the film unconvincing in almost every aspect, and I suspect that those who did find it convincing did so because it was shot largely on location, and the cafés, the Butlin’s camp and the workplaces in which the action took place were undeniably the genuine article. The film’s failure to touch off much of a response despite the plausibility of its story line was because it neither corresponded to accepted ideas about people, nor substituted a consistent vision of reality for these stereotypes.


On the other hand, Joseph Losey’s picture The Servant, stylised in its treatment and made largely in a film studio, contained for many of us a basically truthful and convincing image of contemporary British life. The story of a young upper-class man gradually corrupted by his servant and eventually turned into a slave seemed not only ‘real’ – despite or because of the rejection of naturalism by Losey and his screenwriter Harold Pinter – but also to offer a critical comment upon, for instance, class relations and the sterility of British tradition, and to relate the small event it depicted to wider issues such as the nature of power. Because The Servant was real, it could also be symbolic; the apparent uniqueness of the situation did not rob it of its possibilities of being representative. The same is true of Losey’s immediately preceding British films, The Criminal (1960), a thriller set in the underworld and jail, and The Damned (1961), a piece of political science fiction. Both represent a re-ordering of reality to produce a personal image of society. You don’t have to agree with Losey’s view of the contemporary scene to acknowledge the validity and consistency of the world he creates.


There is an important distinction to be drawn between films that present a personal vision of society and those basically conceived in terms of what a society thinks about itself. And this extends to criticisms of society as well. While it is usual to flatter the audience’s self-esteem, there are also the stereotyped faults in a society that filmmakers feel free to criticise. Thus the Boulting Brothers’ series of tilts at various institutions are never really concerned with what any serious critic elsewhere sees as the real problems. Though a popular audience has accepted the pictures as powerful satires, they are in fact no more relevant than Carry On Sergeant or Carry On Teacher, which were obviously and deliberately conceived as farces based on stock responses.


So what appear to be rebellious films are often directed not against experienced reality itself but against the enduring clichés. At a serious level, for instance, the Borstal governor (played by Michael Redgrave) in The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner, is a projection of the stereotype of such a person. This may well have been the intention of course, though the general level of sophistication in the film hardly sustains this view, and even if this were so it would hardly change the situation. At another level there is French Dressing, the first feature film of Ken Russell, a TV director. The theme of the picture, I take it, is the revolt of young people against the stifling, ‘anti-life’ society of provincial, bourgeois England. A deckchair attendant, supported by his American girlfriend and the local council’s entertainment manager, sets about bringing a Cannes-style film festival to an English seaside resort. It rains every day; not surprisingly the beaches are empty; when a crowd does turn up it behaves in the sheep-like manner of an adman’s dream; the mayor and alderman are shown as moronic, inhibited, sex-mad automata ready to do anything that will attract people to their town or starlets to themselves; the atmosphere is totally joyless save for the joie de vivre of the young lovers. True, the film is intended to be a farcical comedy, though presumably one based upon the observation of character, and we are expected to have some feeling for the lovers’ plight. But this staggering picture of British life is a mixture of Donald McGill and the most ancient of hoary French jokes about the English. Ironically enough, when we reach the point of final rejection, Mr Russell and his colleagues have it both ways. The mayor and corporation, together with the group of naked bathers they’re ogling, are struck by lightning, while the hero, heroine and friend (in a scene that like many others seems to strive after the lyricism of Jules et Jim) prance down the promenade, the men liberated from the shackles of bureaucracy, the girl saved from the dread fate of deputising for a French starlet and bathing in the nude – though the opening of the nudist beach had been seen as quite natural for the starlet. So where does this leave us? – the young people feeling free, though in fact trapped by their insularity, and the townsfolk struck down for either being themselves or trying to be different. Perhaps I dwell too long on French Dressing, but it does seem to me that for all its apparent attempts at freshness, it is as much informed by complacent, inhibited middle-class notions as any earlier British films of the kind that its makers would surely despise.


In this it is quite unlike Tom Jones (1963), the great commercial success of which surprised many people. Albert Finney’s performance and John Osborne’s script, I suggest, offered a fresh and valid national image of life and behaviour quite unlike that of previous costume pictures, and this brought an unusual response from the British public. (The popular ‘black’ costume movies of the mid-1940s, such as The Man in Grey and The Wicked Lady, were deliberately escapist, though the brutal, sensual leading men as played by Stewart Granger and James Mason were a reaction against the traditionally effete, reserved hero, and perhaps prefigured the more realistic, virile protagonists of the late 1950s who preceded Tom Jones.) Osborne seemed to have found in Fielding’s novel, and in eighteenth-century England, the positive side of national qualities that, earlier on, he could reflect only negatively. Jones as played by Finney embodies certain traits of charity and generosity, an ebullience and vigour that one can identify as essentially English but which seem to have gone partially underground in our national life since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution and never made their appearance in British films.


Indeed the characteristics of Jones and of his England, despite its frequent brutality and its basically hierarchical nature, are those that have previously been associated in films with the French, the Italians and to a lesser extent the Americans. More so than any other films, I fancy, Tom Jones has aroused a deep response to a new and acceptable national image of character and conduct.


It is, however, part of the commercial nature of the cinema that whatever other merits films may have, even good ones will tend to reflect a rather dated image: what their makers think the audience wants to see or is prepared to see. If I have mentioned very few pictures of real distinction in terms of their assumptions about the British, then this is because they are unique experiences, reflecting the personal views of their creators; their excellence is unconnected with ‘the British way of life’, whatever that is. But for commercial reasons, and technical reasons too, the British cinema in general is likely to lag behind the theatre, the novel and even television in its response to changing ideas about society. Still, if one of Wardour Street’s doomed Dakotas (now, of course, a jet) were to crash in the Shepperton jungle or the Elstree Alps, its passenger list would need to range more widely and sympathetically over the social spectrum than it has done in former years. Phyllis Calvert, or her heir, would still be needed as air hostess, and Michael Redgrave or James Donald would still be at the controls. Margaret Rutherford and Wilfrid Hyde White and David Tomlinson or Ian Carmichael (as natural successors to Radford and Wayne) would still be aboard. The role of the hysterical foreigner would now probably go to a cool Jean-Paul Belmondo or Alain Delon. But seats, and no longer back ones, would have to be found for Albert Finney, Sean Connery and, most likely, Rita Tushingham – and maybe for a pop singer as well (though come to think of it, Marty Wilde did get on to one such flight a few years ago). It should also be less easy to guess in the first reel who would rise to the occasion and rally the survivors.


Two recent international co-productions – the Anglo-German Station Six – Sahara and the Anglo-American Dr Strangelove – indicate the way things are going at the moment. They are both excellent films, skilfully directed and intelligently scripted, but quite different from each other in character. In Seth Holt’s Station Six – Sahara, two Britons, a middle-class Englishman and a working-class Scot, are running an oil pipeline station in the Sahara with two German engineers. Into their midst is flung a young American blonde. The spineless Englishman continues living in his fantasy world with his pathetic memories of the war and his dreams of future upper-middle-class acceptance. The coarse Scot with a social chip on his shoulder blunders in his advances to the blonde intruder. The girl goes from one cool, laconic German to the other, before being knifed by her husband. The film ends with life at the station returning to normal, the Scot dragging to his hut a girl from a mobile brothel and the Englishman retiring with his new batch of mail from home. The movie in effect deals pretty ruthlessly with both principal types of current screen Brit.


In Stanley Kubrick’s Dr Strangelove there is only one British character, Group Captain Lionel Mandrake. He is played by Peter Sellers as a version of Radford-Wayne, and of course Mandrake is here a national representative. In a film where virtually all the characters are mad, he is merely eccentric. He tries desperately to make the paranoid General Jack D. Ripper recall the wing of H-bombers unleashed against Russia; then, when Ripper has committed suicide, the Group Captain has another fight to persuade a second deranged American, Colonel ‘Bat’ Guano, to let him call the US president and pass on the recall code. Once again apparently the Englishman has come through, late but still triumphing against the odds. Yet the names in Dr Strangelove carry a built-in comment on the characters – Strangelove himself, President Merkin Muffley, General ‘Buck’ Turgidson, Major ‘King’ Kong, Ambassador de Sadesky etc. – and Mandrake is part of this pattern. So we recall the traditional superstition about the mandrake, whose forked root ‘was thought to resemble the human form, and was fabled to shriek when plucked up from the ground’.




The above piece for Twentieth Century (which in some way anticipates what I was to say a couple of years later in The Alphaville of Admass) was the first of numerous articles I wrote over the next 30-odd years in which my contribution to symposiums was the theme’s title with the addition of ‘and the cinema’, whether it be Raymond Chandler or Marriage. The one that follows was also for Twentieth Century, an outstanding quarterly edited by Richard Findlater. It paid small fees while letting you write at length, which in retrospect seems preferable to magazines that pay well, screw up your copy and leave you feeling frustrated.









‘The Right Kind of Englishman’ first appeared in Twentieth Century, Autumn 1964.

























Violence in the Cinema (1965)





The cinema is a peculiarly violent form of entertainment, developed in and catering for what we have come to think of as an age of violence. Undoubtedly one of the reasons that we think of our time as a violent age is because of our vivid vicarious experience of destruction and brutality in newsreels and feature films. One can have lived the quietest of lives and yet feel that through the cinema one has looked upon the face of war and civil disruption, participated in bank robberies, committed murder and witnessed a hundred gunfights and brutal assaults. Of all aspects of the cinema, the treatment of violence is perhaps the most complex, controversial and in many ways central. It is only equalled as a controversial issue by the often closely related question of sex. The extreme views of its effects are on the one hand those of certain social observers, who see it as one of the principal causes of crime and delinquency, and on the other those of psychologists who believe that it plays an almost essential cathartic role in diminishing aggression.


A not untypical reaction is that of an ex-secretary of the British Board of Film Censors, who has been quoted as saying that ‘anyone who prolongs scenes of violence is only doing so to titillate a small unhealthy section of the audience’. This generalisation might find wide acceptance, but it does not stand up for a minute to close scrutiny. To begin with, a mass medium does not persistently set out to please small sections of its audience, so if an interest in violence is unhealthy then it is one that is pretty widely shared. Furthermore the most obviously prolonged scene of violence ever made is the appalling carnage on the Odessa Steps in Battleship Potemkin, the most celebrated single sequence in the history of the movies. Although it is deliberately prolonged beyond the actual time the real event would have taken, few would accuse Eisenstein of titillation. The view of the popular audience, which is too rarely heard in these matters (it votes with its feet at the box office), is no doubt expressed for them by Sammy Davis in the gangland comedy Robin and the Seven Hoods (1964). As he dances around a gambling den he’s wrecking with a submachine gun, he celebrates the outrage with a mischievous song:






I like the fun


Of reaching for a gun


And going, Bang! Bang!








This is the true spirit of the unselfconscious groundlings breaking through the rational carapace of our nervous times.


Cinematic violence can be approached in terms of two closely linked questions: Why is there so much of it? How much of it is justified and on what grounds? Naturally some of the answers take one straight into the field of sociology and psychology, and where it seems better for these matters to be expanded by sociologists and psychologists I shall break off and leave it to them. There are already far too many film critics sitting in the stalls and treating the screen as if it were society on the couch. But those questions can only be posed against a historical background. There never has been a time when the movies have not been preoccupied with violence. (One of the earliest films of the Edison Company in 1893 was a one-and-a-half-minute film for Kinetoscope viewing called The Execution of Mary Queen of Scots – the doomed lady walks to the block, an axe swings, a head rolls in the dust.) Before the end of the century it became apparent that the movies would take over the theatre’s role of providing violence and spectacle, although the theatre’s immediate response to the challenge was a vain indulgence in greater realism, more elaborate spectacle. But of one such attempt, the chariot race in a 1898 dramatisation of Ben Hur, a contemporary critic observed: ‘The only way to secure the exact sense of action for this incident in a theatre is to represent it by Mr Edison’s invention.’


If one is looking for the origin of the public opprobrium that is attached to movie violence, this too can be found in the 1890s. Terry Ramsaye, who lived through the period and was the American cinema’s first serious historian, places it around 1897, two years after the invention of the movie projector. Faced with the limitless possibilities of the new medium, the American pioneers could think of nothing better to do than record prize fights round by round. Of the consequences of this obsession with the ring, Ramsaye observed in his book A Million and One Nights (1926):




One marked effect of the Corbett-Fitzsimmons picture as the outstanding screen production of its day was to bring the odium of pugilism upon the screen all across Puritan America. Until that picture appeared the social status of the screen had been uncertain. It now became definitely low-brow, an entertainment of the great unwashed commonalty. This likewise made it a mark for uplifters, moralists, reformers and legislators in a degree which would never have obtained if the screen had by specialization reached higher social strata.





The history of the cinema has since had running through it a continuous battle between the ‘uplifters, moralists, reformers and legislators’ and the practitioners in the medium, its greatest artists as well as its most blatant commercial exploiters, and the battleground has usually been the treatment of sex and violence.


The cinema was not exactly slow to realise its power, though at first a trifle vague about its dramatic uses. When Edwin S. Porter filmed the first important dramatic close-up, it was of a menacing bandit firing his pistol directly into the camera. But he stuck it onto the end of The Great Train Robbery (1903) almost as an afterthought, and the Edison catalogue of the following year, while recognising that ‘the resultant excitement is great’, suggested to exhibitors that ‘this scene can be used to begin or end the picture’.


Subsequent filmmakers became more knowing in every way as they came to understand the new medium and as the society in which they lived grew increasingly sophisticated in its appreciation of the nature of violence. Since the turn of the century violence has been a constant factor, and I fancy that such evidence as there is for periodic increases has been exaggerated. It is the form and intensity of violence that has changed rather than its quantity. This is a minority view, and a more generally accepted one is that the German cinema was particularly violent in the 1920s, the American cinema in the early 1930s and the French cinema in the 1950s. Socio-political reasons – the atmosphere of the Weimar Republic in Germany, the post-Prohibition early-Depression era in America, the national confusion and colonial unrest in France – are usually suggested. What these backgrounds may have done is to give a unifying character to the bodies of films (i.e. German Expressionist pictures tend to look alike, American gangster films share similar characteristics), and the violence may have had a more jarring effect through its repetitive, contemporary character. (Whereas paradoxically the repetitive, formalised violence in an established genre, the horror film, say, or the western, has the opposite result, making it almost cosy.) Yet if we look closely at the work of someone like Fritz Lang, we see in the style and the treatment of violence a continuing personal development that links his German movies of the 1920s with his American ones in the following three decades.


As it happens there has never been a time when some critic hasn’t been spotting a new upsurge of violence (and sex). There are at least four major instances in the case of the American cinema. First there was the outcry in the 1920s that brought into existence the infamous Production Code. (This followed an alleged cycle of violent movies that included DeMille’s popular success of 1919, The Cheat, where Sessue Hayakawa branded his adulterous wife with a red hot iron, a sequence considered barbarous at the time but recently regarded as sufficiently innocuous to be presented during a sycophantic tribute to DeMille on peak hour television.) A second outcry came in the 1930s with the gangster films, which contravened – directly or obliquely – almost every section of the Production Code, and yet a third in the mid-1940s, immediately after World War Two. At this point an anonymous ‘Film Critic’ contributed an article to Penguin New Writing (No. 30, 1947) called ‘Parade of Violence’, which contained the following lament:




Gone completely the sophisticated and adult attitude of American film melodramas such as Laura, The Maltese Falcon, Mask of Dimitrios etc.; instead we have the purposeless parade of violence for its own sake: physical violence unrelated to any known form of life and apparently catering for a supposed audience of sadistic schoolchildren.





Several of these pictures too are considered fairly innocent fare now that they have eventually reached the television screen, and a handful of them are thought minor classics – including two by Fritz Lang, which ‘Film Critic’ compares unfavourably with those German pictures of the 1920s that had been accepted as so dangerously prophetic by the adherents of the heady thesis advanced in Siegfried Kracauer’s From Caligari to Hitler.


It is easy enough now to see these post-war pictures as expressing the black mood of the time and reflecting Hollywood’s belated discovery of abnormal psychology. The psychopathic villain had arrived, soon to be joined by the psychopathic hero, and both remain with us. Still, ‘Film Critic’ was in good company and was talking about what G. Legman described as ‘Hollywood’s New Violence’ (in his 1949 book Love and Death), quoting ‘a working abridgment’ of the Production Code coined by an American Jesuit: ‘No tits – blood’. Legman’s well-known theory about the suppression of sex leading to an increase of violence in all media, although taken much too far, has a certain validity. Clearly the Catholic orientation of American censorship leads to a toleration of violence and an intolerance of sexual frankness which, coupled with the inescapable violence of American life, makes pictures from the United States the most violent in the world.


Still, within less than ten years of Legman’s and ‘Film Critic’’s assumption that the situation could hardly get worse, there was an article on censorship in Sight & Sound asserting as a fact scarcely in need of support that ‘The ferocity of American films has undeniably increased’. And in the same issue (Spring, 1956) the magazine’s associate editor devoted a long essay to the ‘instinctive rebellion that finds its expression in meaningless acts of violence’, that seemed to her to characterise the most significant of recent US social protest pictures. Again one must observe that there wasn’t a real increase in violence but merely that it was more disturbing on account of its confusion with insoluble social problems – Rebel Without a Cause (1955) is a case in point. At its best it could even be the result of a desperate honesty.


Now, eight years later, we seem to be involved in a similar debate, and it concerns movies from all over the world, including – since the success of the James Bond pictures – our own film industry. From this we can draw some obvious conclusions. The most apparent is that yesterday’s excess is today’s restraint. When the searing brutality of Barabbas struck London, there were those who looked back to the good taste of Quo Vadis, forgetting that it was from this earlier film that many people, including a leading Labour MP, had walked out in protest against its sadistic arena scenes. A 1955 reviewer of Les Diaboliques, the film which started a cycle of sick thrillers, recoiled with the observation that ‘rarely if ever has such a wallow in the sickeningly macabre been passed for distribution in this country’; five years later Hitchcock’s Psycho made Clouzot’s picture look almost like a production of the Children’s Film Foundation. Psycho caused several critics to quit the press show in disgust. Though it is still going the rounds and scaring the pants off appreciative audiences, many now regard it as a black comedy.


Another obvious conclusion is that just as screen violence needs to keep getting more intense to compete with preceding shocks – especially where it is only the impact that matters – so there is a lag between national tastes. Where, say, Sweden is some years ahead of us in the tolerance of sexual frankness, so America is ahead in the tolerance of violence. Thus our censor cuts sex scenes from most Swedish pictures and can spot Eva Dahlbeck’s nipples behind a screen better than Ingmar Bergman (who had to run this sequence from Smiles of a Summer Night through several times before glimpsing them). While the censor is rarely troubled in this way by imports from the United States, around two out of three American films leave on his floor a few hundred feet of violence of a kind that would scarcely disturb a sensitive youth in Dubuque, Iowa.


Violence on the screen tends, I have said, to take its character and form (if often obliquely) from the mood of the time and place in which it originates. This operates in two ways. On one level is the creative artist responsive to the undercurrent of the society in which he works and reflecting it in his personal vision. On another level is the skilful producer of films intended to meet what he divines to be in contemporary taste. Naturally there is a good deal of middle ground here. Some directors, Hitchcock for instance, have ideas that usually and happily (in commercial terms) match the public mood, while others, such as Luis Buñuel, rarely do. Thus Joseph Losey, although he has worked in this country for over ten years, still has the personal approach to violence evident in his American pictures, though these at the time (late 1940s, early 1950s) seemed very much of their period and place. The three James Bond films, however, are deliberately thought out in terms of exploiting current tastes, and as they get more certain in touch they become more decadent in treatment. If, then, you wish to see how violence is dealt with in a personal way, you might go to a Losey film, but if you want to see the way in which the industry thinks the public want it serving up, Goldfinger is the better guide.


It might be interesting, therefore, to look at the opening sequences of a recent Losey picture, The Damned, and of the third Bond movie, Goldfinger. Both pictures contain a great deal of violence but represent quite different approaches to it, and a comparison between the two will bring us on to the further consideration of the questions posed earlier about the amount of violence in the movies and its justification.


The Damned opens with the credit titles presented against the background of pieces of sculpture outside an artist’s studio on a deserted cliff. The scene quickly shifts to the promenade of a quiet south coast resort where a motorcycle gang are swinging on a statue of George III and singing a rock song. An American visitor is then lured down a side street by the gang leader’s sister to be beaten up and robbed. A few minutes later, battered and bleeding, he is carried into a nearby hotel and meets a civil servant (head of a secret atomic research establishment situated beneath the nearby cliffs). ‘I never expected something like this to happen to me in England,’ the American says and receives the reply: ‘The age of senseless violence has caught up with us too.’


The opening sequence in Goldfinger goes something like this. The setting is apparently a Caribbean republic – we see a seagull swimming on the water, which turns out to be the head of James Bond as he surfaces in a frogman’s outfit. With the aid of a rope fired from a dinky little gun he climbs a wall, kicks a Latin American guard in the teeth and plants a time bomb in a huge gas tank. He then peels off the rubber suit to reveal a white tuxedo, in the buttonhole of which he places a carnation, and arrives at a nightclub just in time to be relaxing at the bar when the bomb goes off. (A semi-audible line is muttered which suggests that the factory had been, I think, the HQ of drug traffickers.) Mission accomplished, Bond adjourns to the room of a dancing girl. While kissing her he sees the reflection of an assassin in her eye and uses her to receive the blow intended for him. During the ensuing fight the would-be assassin falls into a bath and, while attempting to reach for Bond’s gun which is hanging over the tub, is electrocuted by an electric fire (equipped with a conveniently long flex) that 007 hurls across the room. After the obligatory wry crack from Bond we at last get the credit titles – some fancy design of a gunman firing through an eye-socket against the background of a golden body.


The chief difference between these two sequences is that in The Damned every shot is related to themes and incidents that occur later in the picture, while the introductory episode in Goldfinger is wholly gratuitous – it exists as a film in its own right, and its only function is to excite and amuse, to establish a mood. Both pictures work in terms of what its audience knows and understands, but the aim of The Damned is to explore violence, that of Goldfinger to exploit it. (But I don’t wish to condemn violent entertainment ipso facto, and Goldfinger is nothing if not entertaining.)


Take the characters in the two films. In The Damned, the American visitor is immediately recognisable as the two-fisted adventurer (the part is played, incidentally, by an actor associated with private eye and western roles), a suggestion of the perennial movie hero who usually carries a gun or a sword and seems not merely prepared for violent encounters but positively to will them, though in this case deliberately thrown into a situation he cannot comprehend. There is the teddy boy gang – traditional figures of group menace, creations of social and psychological unrest, but here set against the atomic scientist and his uniformed team, men associated with a new destructive force too hideous to contemplate. In Goldfinger, Bond is played as a fantasy figure, totally in control of his world, surrounded by stock figures – the loyal American, the sinister Oriental, the treacherous Latin American, the brilliant but deadly German – and when atomic science comes in, it does so as part of an action plot, a contemporary gimmick.


Then compare the treatment. In The Damned, a sudden outburst of violence in a peaceful setting; the attack shown in brutal close-up, sado-masochistically presented from the point of view of both attackers and victim, disturbing and difficult to enjoy; and in the pick-up which precedes the assault there is the suggestion of an underlying erotic implication. From the very first frame of Goldfinger, on the other hand, we are disarmed – it is all a huge joke. The violence is rapid and perfunctory (rarely lingered over as in the Fleming books), the association with sex is not implied but hammered home in knowing collusion with a pseudo-sophisticated audience, which is never genuinely involved in it. The Damned may be deliberately manipulating conventional material in its schematic way and operating at a symbolic level, but it is set in a real world where people get hurt, contaminated; Goldfinger is set in a fantasy world, with elaborately dazzling sets, and even the actual locations are made to seem unreal. The tradition in which it works is that of the violence of slapstick farce and of those sadistic cartoons where animals get squashed flat or have their fur blasted off, only to reappear instantly, ready for further humorous punishment.


Finally, note the verbal exchange quoted above between the American and the scientist in The Damned; it’s a trifle portentous, certainly, yet indicative of a serious awareness of the problem of violence on the part of the filmmaker and assumed by him in his audience. Goldfinger, of course, is equally self-conscious and assumes in its audience a shallow knowledge of psychology, but this self-consciousness takes the form of deliberately sending itself up, of protecting itself against any serious charge by ensuring that no one likely to make such an accusation could take the film seriously.


These films represent the two poles of contemporary screen violence. Superficially they have a great deal in common. They also share another quality that is not so superficial: no other medium could have presented what is contained in these initial scenes so rapidly or with such impact – before, in fact, we had any knowledge of the characters or the story other than that which we bring from other films.


I have dealt at such length with these two pictures because they highlight many of the ways in which violence is handled in the contemporary cinema, and because they help explain why there is and has been so much violence in the movies. The first reason is squarely faced by Goldfinger – there is a vast international public for such exercises in brutality, and the cinema is dependent upon the support of a mass audience. Indeed, the cinema (with the recent low-powered assistance of television) now bears the main burden of satisfying this legitimate and enduring need. Secondly, as The Damned illustrates, serious artists are attracted by violent themes, perhaps today more than ever before, because of the urgent social issues involved, the extreme experiences it entails, and (it must be acknowledged) the ‘terrible beauty’ violence has in itself.


There is a sense in which the cinema by its very nature is drawn towards violence. In writing on ‘Film Aesthetic’ many years ago, Sir Herbert Read spoke of the camera as ‘a chisel of light, cutting into the reality of objects’, and it can be maintained that the flickering passage of 24 frames per second through the projector, the vertiginous movement of the camera, the continuous shifting of viewpoint, the rapid change of image in both size and character, the very idea of montage, make films – irrespective of their subjects – a violent experience for the audience. Undoubtedly the technique of film is employed in this way. An obvious and conscious example is Alain Resnais’s Muriel, where banal, undramatic material is deliberately presented in a violent and shocking manner primarily through its style of editing. In a far more obvious sense, however, the cinema – as the best description of it, ‘motion pictures’, suggests – tends towards violence. It is concerned with movement, with the telling of stories, the conveying of sensations, the sharing of experiences, the expression of ideas, primarily in terms of the changing relationships of people and objects. True, sound effects, words and music have since come to play an important part in a medium that was developed without them, but their role is essentially ancillary; when the word dominates, as it too often does, the result is usually disastrous as either art or entertainment. The movies are predominantly about things happening, and the extreme form of things happening is violence. As everyone knows, the final word before shooting a scene is symbolically the director’s call for ‘Action’. Not surprisingly, to the moviemaker and the moviegoer the words ‘action’ and ‘violence’ as relating to the content of a film are virtually synonymous.


This natural violent bent of the movies as art and entertainment has been compounded by the scenes of violence in the actual world that it has been the lot of the newsreel to record. And when one comes down to it, the task of distinguishing between the nature of newsreel material and that of the feature film is no easy one. We usually rely upon the context to do it for us, yet such is the basic similarity that the images of the two blend easily in our minds and are frequently mixed in films. Occasionally there is an outcry when illegitimate use is thought to be made of documentary footage. For one thing it can be used to propagate falsehood – the Italian ‘documentary’ Mondo Cane (where the individual scenes of violence and degradation were undeniably ‘real’ and ‘true’ in themselves) is an obvious and rather complicated example. And a few years back there were strong objections to actual combat shots of dying marines being inserted into an ‘entertainment’ film, Sands of Iwo Jima, despite (or perhaps because of) the fact that few people could have told which were the real deaths and which the simulated ones.


The Oxford Dictionary defines the primary meaning of violence as ‘the exercise of physical force so as to inflict injury on or damage to persons or property’, and this, the generally understood meaning in everyday life, is the sense in which I have been using it here. It shows how close the cinema is to violence in real life, that one can discuss the widest possible range of films in these terms. In most other media, however, it is necessary to extend this meaning. In the series of discussions on Violence in Society and the Arts staged in 1964 at the Institute of Contemporary Arts in London, categories were devised to give as much (or more) prominence to violence in analytical cubism and the work of Fontana, Appel and Mondrian as to a painting like Guernica, which is after all about violence, if not an act of violence in itself. (It is significant that the short movie The Reality of Karel Appel, which shows the artist at work, is truly violent in a way that one of his completed canvases isn’t. As Mary McCarthy said of Harold Rosenberg’s theory of action painting: ‘You cannot hang an event on the wall, only a picture.’)


In Martin Esslin’s ICA lecture on violence in the theatre (reprinted in Encore, May–June 1964) only one of the five categories he created – his first, ‘violence that occurs between characters in the play’ – fits the dictionary definition and actually relates to the dramatic action itself. And even here Mr Esslin was concerned primarily with psychological violence. Physical violence within the play he considers to be ‘relatively unimportant’, and it’s almost with a sigh of relief that he records that ‘this most primitive aspect of the theatre has devolved almost entirely on to the other media’. But the uses to which violence is put in the cinema are far wider than they ever were in the theatre, and of course Mr Esslin’s other categories (violence of the author towards his characters, a rallying call for violence from the stage, violence directed against the audience, violence developed by the audience towards the characters on the stage) are also found in the cinema. They all apply to Battleship Potemkin, for instance.


One must admit, however, that most violence in the movies, notwithstanding the calculation and the frequent skill in presentation, must be deemed primitive in its ultimate provenance. For every sequence like the one in which the architect in Antonioni’s L’Avventura expresses all his self-disgust and professional disappointment through the simple act of spilling a bottle of ink over a young student’s drawing board, there are a thousand meaningless gunfights, knifings and bar-room brawls. The distinction here is primarily a moral one. Gunfights, knifings and bar-room brawls are among the things we go to the cinema for. As both art and entertainment they can be justified in themselves and of themselves, whereas the scene I’ve mentioned from L’Avventura has its moral and artistic significance only in terms of the film as a whole. I stress this because it leads on to the justification of violence in the movies. And part of the case must be concerned with what we seek in them. Certainly no one goes to the theatre for physical violence any longer, and the Grand Guignol has at last sadly had to shut its doors in the face of the overwhelming competition from two generations of horror picture producers. Unless handled in a stylised way or with a considerable build-up (and even then its use must be sparing), violence no longer works in the contemporary theatre and can never be the raison d’être or principal ingredient of a dramatic work.
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