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Introduction


Cult movies were once considered to be only those obscure pictures that were admired by a small, sad coterie of film “experts” and other social outcasts. But I choose to define “cult movies” quite broadly. I consider them those special films that elicit a fiery passion in moviegoers long after their initial releases; that have been taken to heart as if they were abandoned orphans in a hostile world, cherished, protected, and enthusiastically championed by segments of the movie audience; that are integral parts of people’s lives. Cultists don’t merely enjoy their favorite films; they worship them, seek them out wherever they are playing, see them repeatedly, and are intent on persuading anyone who will listen that they should be appreciated regardless of what reviewers thought. They will brave blizzards, skip their weddings, ignore their most solemn religious holidays, and even date their least-appealing cousins to see a film for what may be their tenth, twentieth, or one hundredth time.


When you speak of cult movies, you speak in extremes. Hardcore cultists, ranging from polite to lunatic, insist that their favorite films are the most intriguing, unusual, outrageous, mysterious, absurd, daring, entertaining, erotic, exotic, and/or best films of all time. Also they point out that cult films differ radically from standard Hollywood films in that they characteristically feature atypical heroes and heroines; offbeat dialogue; surprising plot resolutions; highly original storylines; brave themes, often of a sexual or political nature; “definitive” performances by stars who have cult status; the novel handling of popular but stale genres. Outstanding special effects, spectacular camerawork, and a willingness by the filmmakers to experiment distinguish many cult films, but adoration for some, like The Great Texas Dynamite Chase, has absolutely nothing to do with admiration for the filmmakers’ skills—it’s often to the contrary.


The typical Hollywood product has little potential for becoming a cult favorite because it is perceived by everyone in basically the same way. Almost everyone agrees on the quality of these films, on what the directors are trying to say, and on the correct way to interpret the films’ messages. On the other hand, the great majority of cult films are born and live in controversy, in arguments over quality, themes, talent, and other matters. Cultists believe they are among the blessed few who have discovered something in particular films that the average moviegoer and critic have missed—the something that makes the pictures extraordinary. They grasp the elusive points of their favorite films, the filmmakers’ most personal visions, the cult stars’ real selves coming through; and they find glory in the belief that they are among the few on the same wavelength as the people involved in making these films. While word of mouth certainly plays a large part in the growth of cults for individual films, what is fascinating is that in the beginning pockets of people will embrace a film they have heard nothing about while clear across the country others independently will react identically to the same picture. There is nothing more exciting than discovering you are not the only person obsessed with a picture critics hate, the public stays away from en masse, and film texts ignore.


In this book on crime movies, I have included prime examples of various types of cult films. You will find pictures that reviewers attacked and, almost as a reflex action, film enthusiasts rallied around; pictures hated by the average moviegoer as much as by the press that have been saved from oblivion by a cult of out-of-the-mainstream critics and film scholars; pictures underrated or neglected by everyone at the time of their releases that recently have been rediscovered and reevaluated; pictures that have gained popularity because they star performers who have become cult stars or were made by filmmakers who likewise have become cult figures; pictures for which we have nostalgic feelings because they had great impact on us when we were kids; pictures that are so out of the ordinary that attending them has become a communal event. You see that what really differentiates cult movies is that they can be discussed not only in terms of their genres but also in terms of their fans.





The American Friend


1977 (West Germany–France) Filmverlag der Autoren–Les Films Moli release of a Road Movie Filmproduktion–Les Films du Losange–Wim Wenders Produktion–Westdeutscher Rundfunk coproduction (released in the United States by New Yorker Films)


Director: Wim Wenders


Screenplay: Wim Wenders


From the novel Ripley’s Game by Patricia Highsmith


Cinematography: Robby Muller


Music: Jürgen Kneiper


Editor: Peter Przygodda


Running time: 125 minutes


Color


Cast: Bruno Ganz (Jonathan Zimmermann), Dennis Hopper (Tom Ripley), Lisa Kreuzer (Marianne Zimmermann), Gérard Blain (Raoul Minot), Nicholas Ray (Derwatt), Samuel Fuller (the American), Peter Lilienthal (Marcangelo), Daniel Schmid (Igraham), Sandy Whitelaw (doctor in Paris), Jean Eustache (friendly man), Lou Castel (Rodolphe), Wim Wenders (bandaged man).


Synopsis: Jonathan Zimmermann is a framemaker. He is Swiss but runs a small shop in Hamburg and makes little money—a concern since he knows he has leukemia and wants to leave his wife Marianne and son Daniel enough on which to get by.


In New York, Tom Ripley, an American with a mansion near Hamburg, secures another painting from the artist Derwatt. Tom has been getting good prices for the art because Derwatt is living as a recluse and the public thinks he is dead.


At a Hamburg auction house where Marianne works, the Derwatt painting is sold. Tom is introduced to Jonathan, who knows Tom’s bad reputation and refuses to shake hands, saying rudely “I’ve heard of you.” Tom feels insulted. When Raoul Minot asks Tom if he knows someone not known in the crime world who could assassinate a couple of American Mafia men, Tom thinks of Jonathan. Knowing about Jonathan’s illness, Tom spreads a rumor that he has taken a turn for the worse. Jonathan becomes paranoid. He refuses to believe his doctor when the doctor tells him there is no change in his condition.


Raoul proposes to Jonathan that he kill the Mafia men for a huge sum of money. Jonathan says no but can’t get the offer out of his mind. He could give the money to his family. Raoul tells Jonathan he has arranged for him to see a specialist in Paris, where the first murder is to take place. Jonathan agrees to go to Paris but says he won’t commit the crime.


The results from the Paris specialist are bad. Jonathan agrees to the murder. He follows a man through the métro, shoots him in the back, and kills him. He can’t believe what he has done. But he feels giddy and proud. He returns to Hamburg.


Tom hangs around Jonathan’s shop. He becomes friendly with him and envies his ability to work with his hands. Tom is beginning to feel like he’s in a daze.


Raoul wants Jonathan to kill a man from a second, rival Mafia faction on a Munich train. Jonathan gets on the train although he says he won’t commit the crime. Four Mafia men get on. When the one Jonathan is to kill discovers him in the bathroom preparing a garotte, Jonathan is involved in a fight he can’t win. But suddenly Tom appears and kills the man. A second Mafia man appears. They push him and the dead man out the train. Jonathan thinks Tom and Raoul are in cahoots, but Tom insists not.


Marianne doesn’t understand where Jonathan got all his money. She knows he is lying to her. She moves out with Daniel. Meanwhile, the Mafia has tracked down Raoul, bombing his place in Paris. Tom picks up Jonathan and brings him to his mansion. A Mafia man turns up and they kill him. Near the house, they spot an ambulance. Raoul is a prisoner inside. Jonathan and Tom toss the Mafia leader to his death down a long flight of stairs. They hug.


Marianne arrives. She tells Jonathan the Paris hospital reports were fake. He had guessed it. She drives Tom’s car, following Tom in the ambulance to the shore. Jonathan sleeps. At daybreak, on the beach, Tom blows up the ambulance. He is surprised to see Jonathan and Marianne drive off and leave him. Jonathan dies. Showing no emotion, Marianne gets out of the car. Derwatt waits for Tom in New York.
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In a Paris hotel room the restless Jonathan contemplates the unimaginable: his committing murder. Typically director Wenders isolates Jonathan in the frame, for he is alone in the world.


Wim Wenders’s The American Friend was—with the possible exception of emerging French cult favorite Diva (1981)—the most dazzlingly daffy suspense-psychological thriller to be imported to the United States within memory. Based on Ripley’s Game, an exceptional 1974 entry to the devilish Tom Ripley series by Patricia Highsmith, author of Strangers on a Train, it was the first film of the West German cinema renaissance to be truly accessible to American audiences. That it was Wenders (who looks like a long-haired Buddy Holly), rather than the late Rainer Werner Fassbinder or Werner Herzog, to break through first is not surprising, since his work was much more influenced by Western culture (films, rock music) than that of his countrymen. The popularity of The American Friend in America outside of the art house circuit is understandable. First of all, it was made for $1.2 million, the total cost of Wenders’s six previous films, allowing for a fairly polished production. It was made in color (a first for Wenders), and instead of using arty, subdued, sleep-inducing colors that would blend into one another and into the subtitles, he went for splashy, flashy, gaudy kaleidoscopic colors (especially blinding reds) that keep our eyes open and moving. There are musical references to familiar songs by the Kinks, the Byrds, Bob Dylan, and the Beatles, and the morbid, ominous score by Jürgen Kneiper was obviously influenced by Bernard Herrmann, composer for some of Alfred Hitchcock’s most popular films. The picture is set partly in America, English is the dominant language, Dennis Hopper costarred, and well-known American directors Sam Fuller and Nicholas Ray had supporting parts. Highsmith’s story of an ordinary, somewhat dull man who gets manipulated by strangers into a murder plot that has nothing to do with him (actually committing the murder himself) would have been ideal for Hitchcock. In fact, the relationship between Tom, a slightly bonkers criminal, and Jonathan (fine German actor Bruno Ganz) is very reminiscent of that between Bruno (Robert Walker) and Guy (Farley Granger) in Strangers on a Train (1951). The nail-biting Paris métro and Munich train sequences also remind one of Hitchcock. While Wenders’s script, characters, and methods of building suspense are, in part, indebted to Hitchcock, his brutal, sharply edited action sequences recall Fuller’s hard-biting B films; and his use of the frame as an arena for tension and to expose character isolation recalls Ray: It is through his character placement (spatial relationships) and his strategic use of one-shots and two-shots that we see how an invisible wall builds between Jonathan and Marianne (a strong portrayal by Wenders’s wife, Lisa Kreuzer), while, simultaneously, Jonathan and Tom become increasingly comfortable in each other’s presence. (It’s fitting that Jonathan is a framemaker.)


In the film’s production notes, Wenders discussed the essence of The American Friend: “A sinister story grows out of a small, harmless lie, a pleasant self-deception, and there is no escape. It could happen to anyone. Jonathan’s life is turned upside down. Jonathan himself is wrung inside out. Is he the person he always thought he was, or is he someone else too?” Before Jonathan commits his first murder, there is a revealing camera shot: The camera begins on Jonathan, moves away, and travels in such a way that when it comes back on Jonathan it is as if the Jonathan of the first shot is looking at his own reflection in the mirror (is he?); as if he had stepped outside of his body and is watching another, more courageous and reckless person inhabit it. This picture, in part, is about an individual who strips off his shackles (of living the correct life) and, rather than changing, bares his real self.


When we meet Jonathan, he is a quick study, someone you know completely after five minutes. He knows everything about himself, too, including that he will continue to live a predictable, uneventful life until the moment of his imminent death. Enter Tom Ripley, a ghoulish sort who exploits painter Derwatt (whose works are more valuable because he is supposedly deceased) and Jonathan, two men who are, in essence, dead. Tom is a wicked angel of sorts, a Mephistopheles who gives Jonathan a chance to sin (although Tom wouldn’t consider killing mafiosi sinful) during the final moments of his life. This is Jonathan’s last chance to do something unconventional and exciting, and he can’t dismiss the opportunity. Highsmith writes: “The idea was curiously exciting and disturbing, a bolt from the blue, a shaft of colour in his uneventful existence, and Jonathan wanted to observe it, to enjoy it in a sense.” Of course Jonathan goes along with the murder-for-money plan, offered him by Raoul Minot but initiated by Tom, who gave Raoul his name. And Jonathan’s orderly life goes topsy-turvy: Jonathan becomes unpredictable (“You’re crazy,” Marianne concludes); his wife, who has supported him in illness, becomes his accuser; his worst enemy becomes his best friend and confederate; his good marriage disintegrates; a decent, saintly man becomes a cold-blooded murderer.
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The American gangster, played by director Sam Fuller, searches for his missing henchmen aboard the Munich train. Directors Nicholas Ray, Gérard Blain, Peter Lilienthal, Daniel Schmid, Jean Eustache, and Wenders, too, took parts in the film.


“Wenders is charting the breakdown of identity in a situation of extremity,” wrote David Ansen of Newsweek, “and he underscores his theme by showing us a world—Hamburg, Paris, New York, Munich—where the cityscapes themselves have lost all national identity.” It is a world of displaced people: an American (Tom) and a Frenchman (Raoul) do a number on a Swiss man (Jonathan) in Germany; the Swiss man kills Americans in France and Germany; Tom’s a cowboy who lives not in Texas but in New York and Hamburg; Jonathan goes to an American hospital in France; Jonathan sings English songs; English, French, and German are spoken. The cities we see all look alike and blend into one another (Tom is in Germany in one scene and New York the next as if he’d gone down the block)—just as Tom and Jonathan eventually blend into each other.


A recurrent theme in Wenders is that men have a common bond: They will attract while their women are repelled. He best explored this theme in Kings of the Road (1976), in which a drifter and a suicidal man whose marriage has just come crashing down unite and, though apparent opposites, become friends while on their aimless journey. He explored this “buddy” theme again in The American Friend. Ironically, actors Bruno Ganz and Dennis Hopper had a relationship on the set that paralleled that of their characters in the film. Ganz, a serious stage actor who spent hours each night trying to figure out his character’s motivations in upcoming scenes, was annoyed by Hopper’s seemingly lackadaisical approach to his role, meaning Hopper did very little preparation. Their resentment of each other built to such a point that there was actually a full-scale drunken fistfight between the two. After the fight, the two actors became close friends and Ganz decided that for films Hopper’s approach was probably the more suitable. How Tom and Jonathan become close is another matter. Immediately we realize that both Tom and Jonathan are loners, as Wenders isolates them in his frame. It doesn’t matter that Jonathan is married, because when the chips are down for the first time in his life he cannot talk openly to Marianne. He is alone. Tom and Jonathan are both friendless, and in need of a friend. Significantly, they are also both aliens. Tom is a cowboy in Hamburg, a cowboy in New York, a man without a country; he travels back and forth across time (zones) and vague boundaries of the living and dead, the real and unreal. Even his mansion in Germany is out of place, having a Russian design. Jonathan is Swiss and living in Germany with a German wife. He is a craftsman in the jet age; a simple man who lives in a world of high technology and high-rise buildings. He is also a dying man in a world of the living. Tom envies Jonathan because he knows how and approximately when he will die, while Tom sees his own life as open-ended (symbolized by his endless travel) and meaningless. Jonathan is attracted to Tom because he represents freedom from family responsibilities, morality, and a dull life; he admires Tom’s skill in carrying out criminal activities; he envies Tom for not being afraid to die.
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Loners Jonathan and Tom become confederates following the second murder. Tom reveals that the simple, spiteful reason he involved him in Raoul’s murder plot was because he had been insulted by Jonathan’s disdainful words “I’ve heard of you” when they had been introduced.


Patricia Highsmith was reported to be dissatisfied with Wenders’s film. Although I am equally fond of the book and the film, I can understand Highsmith’s discontent. Thematically, there is a big difference between the two. Highsmith wanted to write, she says, “about what’s going on in a person’s head when … in the middle of problems or a crisis.” Her books are concerned with “the effect of guilt on heroes.” The guilt that Jonathan struggles to overcome (and does with some success) in Ripley’s Game is the result of his breaking, in his own mind, a religion-based code. Not that he himself is religious or believes in a soul, but in his eyes his Catholic wife Simone (Marianne in the film) has come to personify the religious code. If he were to let her know he broke that code he is sure she will be driven away. This is his greatest fear. Jonathan lies to Simone about how he has suddenly come into large sums of money because he is positive she would never accept money “tainted” by men’s deaths, even if they were scoundrels. Consequently, the lies ruin the marriage. The final irony is that once Jonathan is dead and Simone knows the truth, she still takes the “tainted” money to start a new life for herself and their son. The book ends: “Simone was just a trifle ashamed of herself, Tom thought. In that she joined much of the rest of the world. Tom felt, in fact, that her conscience would be more at rest than that of her husband, if he were still alive.”


Conscience, guilt, and morality were important to Highsmith. Wenders doesn’t deal with these themes at all. God, after all, doesn’t exist in his world. Men can play gods themselves, determining the courses of each other’s lives and determining whether one lives or dies (though they are unable to reverse Jonathan’s illness), and not have to face as enormous a moral responsibility as Highsmith’s heroes. Wenders is concerned with existentialist themes and with male bonding and friendship. (In Highsmith, Tom befriends and helps Jonathan more out of guilt for having gotten him into a messy situation than because he grows to admire him.)


Tom Ripley is, according to Tom Milne of the London Observer, “the quintessential Wenders hero, the loner traveling through alien lands in quest of himself, of friendship, of some meaning to life.” This also sounds much like Hopper’s hippie cyclist in Easy Rider (1969). He is tormented, drunken, confused, and spacy, blurting existentialist rhetoric into his recorder: “I know less and less about who I am.” Highsmith’s Ripley knows himself very well, is at peace with himself, and is even impressed by his own ability to shift so easily back and forth between life with the leisure class and life with those weird characters who inhabit the sordid world of crime. He is married, has a beautiful villa in France, is cultured, speaks several languages, and lives the good life: fine clothes, money, cocktails, caviar, art, music (he plays the harpsichord), shopping, buying presents for Heloise, puttering in the garden, taking expensive trips, having quaint dinner parties with neighbors. He’s a conceited fellow: He might feel sorry for Jonathan because of his illness or his dull life, but he’d not envy him just because he “can make things with his hands.” Book and film critics have described Ripley as “amoral,” but Highsmith wouldn’t agree. Tom has guilty feelings about all his crimes, it’s just that he always finds a way to make the guilt tolerable (one way is to rationalize that he hurts no one who matters). Highsmith would think her Ripley a rapscallion, or maybe a Nixon “dirty trickster.”
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Only at the end, when his death is imminent, does Jonathan realize that Marianne won’t desert him if she knows the truth.


I can better see Bruno Ganz as the Jonathan described in the novel. But Jonathan’s reasons for carrying out actions are different in the book than in the film. In both Jonathan deceives himself when he thinks his purpose for committing crimes is to be able to leave money to his wife and son after he is dead. Soon it’s obvious that Jonathan really wants to do something daring before he dies. At this point the film and book take alternate routes. In the film we realize that Jonathan has taken on his dangerous assignment in part to satisfy a suicidal wish—he places a pillow over his head one night and aims a gun at it but can’t pull the trigger. He is afraid of waiting for inevitable death from leukemia. In the book, taking this job is Jonathan’s way of seeing how he’ll face up to the real thing, death, and he comes to the realization that “money has ceased to matter.” What does matter is that “he hasn’t lost his self-respect, only Simone.” In fact, by joining forces with Tom and eliminating mafiosi, he has gained self-respect before dying. Like Tom, he learns to justify the murders of bad people so he won’t consider himself immoral. That makes him a worthy candidate for heaven. In the film Jonathan doesn’t bother to justify his actions: There’s no one he must answer to. (Marianne’s morality is not based on religion but on a strict marital code based on trust and truth.) It is important for Wenders’s Jonathan to prove himself in a crisis situation. It is also important that he leave behind a legacy, not to his wife but to his son Daniel (male bonding). This legacy is not the money but the exciting story in which he has just taken part.







Badlands


1973 Warner Bros. release of Jill Jakes production


Director: Terrence Malick


Executive Producer: Edward Pressman


Producer: Terrence Malick


Screenplay: Terrence Malick


Cinematography: Bryan Probyn and Steve Larner


Music: Carl Orff, Erik Satie, and George Tipton


Editor: Robert Estrin


Running Time: 94 minutes


Color


Cast: Martin Sheen (Kit), Sissy Spacek (Holly), Warren Oates (Holly’s father), Ramon Bieri (Cato), Alan Vint (deputy), Gary Littlejohn (sheriff), John Carter (rich man).


Synopsis: In Fort Dupre, South Dakota, in the late fifties, Kit Carruthers, a twenty-five-year-old garbageman, starts courting fifteen-year-old Holly Sargis. Holly, who reads magazines about pop music and movies, is infatuated with Kit. She thinks he looks like actor James Dean. But her widower father, a sign painter, shoots her dog when he finds out she’s been seeing Kit, and forbids him to come near her. While Holly watches with mixed emotions, Kit kills her father with a pistol. They burn down her house and run off.


For several weeks they live in a treehouse they build in a grove of cottonwoods. When several deputies come after the two fugitives, Kit ambushes them and kills them all. Kit and Holly go to the house where Cato, Kit’s former work partner, is living. When Cato acts suspiciously and runs toward his truck, Kit shoots him. A young man and a woman drive up to the house. Kit forces them into an underground shelter and fires at them, not knowing if he kills them.


An alert is out for Kit and Holly throughout the Midwest, and they head for Montana. They go to a rich man’s home for supplies. They lock him in a closet but do him no harm. They even give him a list of all the things they are borrowing from him, including his Cadillac.


By the time they reach the badlands of Montana, Holly has tired of Kit and no longer pays attention to him, preferring to spend her time, she says, “spelling out entire sentences on the roof of my mouth.” They drive on toward Canada, where Kit wants to get a job with the Mounties.


When they stop for gas at an oil rig, a police helicopter swoops toward them from above. Kit kills a policeman in the helicopter and rides off in the Cadillac. Holly, who refuses to go with him, turns herself in. A sheriff and his deputy chase Kit at high speeds across dusty roads. Kit gets away. He then stops his car, makes a stone monument to himself, and on that spot allows himself to be captured. “He’s no bigger than I am,” says the deputy of his legendary prisoner.


At a military base, where Kit is regarded as a celebrity by soldiers and police, Kit is reunited with Holly. Like him, she is handcuffed. He tells her, “It’s too bad about your dad. We’re going to have to sit down and talk about that sometime.”


Kit and Holly fly off to prison and to stand trial. She will marry the son of the lawyer who defends her. Kit will be executed.


In 1958, Charles Starkweather, nineteen, and his girlfriend, Caril Fugate, just thirteen, made national headlines as they sped through Wyoming and Nebraska and apparently without motivation—not for money or thrills—gunned down ten innocent people. Neither showed remorse when apprehended or when sentenced for their crimes, he to be electrocuted in 1959, and she, who killed no one herself, to serve a long prison term. Director-screenwriter Terrence Malick’s independently made first feature, Badlands, based on the Starkweather-Fugate murder spree, is a grim study of two similar human by-products of an American society that during the apathetic, lethargic Eisenhower era is so emotionally, morally, and culturally bankrupt that it not only spawns and nurtures heartless killers but makes them folk heroes as well. (Charles Starkweather fan clubs actually sprang into existence, just as years later there would be a run on “Son of Sam” T-shirts.) The murders committed in Badlands by Kit and Holly, the screen counterparts of Starkweather and Fugate, are shown by Malick to be a function of their yearning to escape the vacuum that is the American Midwest of 1958.


Like other girls of fifteen in Fort Dupre, South Dakota, the motherless Holly is a virgin, has a pet dog and a fish, twirls a baton, takes music lessons, and studies Spanish (which probably no adult in town speaks other than her teacher). To relieve the boredom of her banal existence, Holly reads about the lives of the stars in her movie magazines. The flowery words and images make a great impression on the lonely girl—her cliché-ridden narration of Badlands sounds as if she were trying to compose a story that could be submitted to one of these magazines. Her attraction to Kit (Martin Sheen) is predictable: He looks like movie actor James Dean reincarnated—he even dangles a cigarette from his lips and wears an open jacket over a white T-shirt, the way Dean does in Rebel Without a Cause (1955), a title that aptly describes Kit.


Holly doesn’t run off with Kit simply because she loves him—she continues to wonder about the type of man she will actually marry—but because by doing so she believes she will become a star in an adventure story. She only plays at being Kit’s girl, necking with him in the backseat of a car (people neck in fifties movies) but probably not making love to him after the first time (people don’t have sex in fifties movies); setting up house (a play house) with him in the wilderness; and learning to load and fire a gun “if I have to carry on without him.” Nothing that happens on the journey is real to her—not even the killings; it is all a “movie,” and the people killed along the way are seen only as characters in her story “the adventures of Kit and Holly” (or of James and Priscilla, the aliases they take on but never use). At times she admits that living with Kit is as exciting as sitting in a bathtub with the water draining out, but most of the time her narration reveals that she is mentally turning the most mundane events (the movie’s visuals) into episodes full of drama, adventure, and meaning. She even makes their ride across South Dakota and Montana, which realistically couldn’t take more than a couple of days, sound like a trek of epic proportions. Holly is a fantasizer of the first order, and her greatest wish is that she “be taken off to some magical land.” Ironically, at the film’s end, when she is being transported to jail, her plane flies among the clouds, and at this moment she must believe that her dream is coming true.
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One of Malick’s many stunning shots of the landscape with the aimless Holly and Kit starting to drift apart.


Like inner city teenagers who decorate their paths with graffiti just to show the world they exist, Kit is obsessed with leaving behind a record of his life, not only to prove he was here but also to show he was special in an era that bred conformists. For posterity he buries a bucket full of mementos, sends off other mementos in a balloon, makes a record for the police to find in which he confesses he killed Holly’s father, tape-records his personal philosophy (which is surprisingly conservative) on a number of issues, gives a rich man a list of what he is taking from him (including a trophy), tells Holly that he wants a girl to shout his name when he dies, builds a rockpile at the site where he is taken prisoner, and donates his body to science. Kit believes that by becoming a “celebrity” he can give significance and immortality to a life that otherwise is doomed to be unnoted in the history of the world. Sadly, only by becoming a murderer can Kit achieve his goal.
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Kit and Holly leave a rich man’s home with many of his possessions.


The beginning of Badlands is very similar to Noel Black’s Pretty Poison (1968), another film in which a director intends his characters to embody a sociological “sickness” that is spreading through America’s heartland. The first time we see Holly, she is twirling a baton; the first time we see Sue Ann (Tuesday Weld) in Pretty Poison, she is carrying a flag and marching with her high school band. Holly is attracted to Kit, an older stranger who reminds her of a movie star; Sue Ann is attracted (or so we are led to believe) to Dennis (Anthony Perkins), an older stranger who professes to be a secret agent, an equally glamorous occupation. Both girls lose their virginity to their new boyfriends (although it’s likely that Sue Ann only pretends she is a virgin) in an outdoor setting, and both find the experience unexciting. Both girls have strict single parents who order male suitors to stay away from their daughters or face harsh consequences. The murder sequences of Holly’s father and Sue Ann’s mother (Beverly Garland) begin much the same way: the respective daughters pack their clothes in their upstairs’ bedrooms; a parent comes home, goes upstairs and finds the boyfriend there, and is confronted with a gun and killed. The twist in Pretty Poison is that Dennis is unable to shoot Sue Ann’s mother, and Sue Ann gleefully does it herself. In Badlands, Kit kills Holly’s father while Holly stands by, mildly upset. But the real difference between the films comes next. Kit tells Holly she can call the police and turn him in for the murder—which is exactly what Sue Ann does to the innocent Dennis—but Holly chooses not to, deciding instead to run off with her boyfriend—something Sue Ann promised Dennis she would do but had no intention of carrying out.
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Holly’s father looks at Kit for the first time and doesn’t like what he sees.


Pretty Poison ends a little while later, but Badlands has a long way to go. Unfortunately, Kit and Holly have already been totally defined, and for the remainder of the film they will not waver in the least from what we already know about them and expect of them. They lack the unpredictability, the intelligence, the spark, and the emotion that make Dennis and Sue Ann so interesting to watch. When they finally split up at the oil rig, Kit and Holly express disappointment in each other, having discovered what we learned even before they fled Fort Dupre: that they are both dull, empty people.


Malick intentionally made Kit and Holly artificial catatonic characters, of course, to make the point that criminals of their ilk are not worthy of the adulation Americans traditionally bestow upon them. Likewise, their murders are deglamorized, trivialized, and made antiheroic, filmed with the same detachment with which the couple carries them out. Kit and Holly get no sexual charge or power sensation from causing death. (Some critics hailed Malick’s dispassionate approach to the killings; others condemned it for being too cold and manipulative.) Malick’s intent may be valid, but it seems to me that he forgot what is told to all first-year writing students: a story about dull, emotionless people and unexciting events need not be dull, emotionless, and unexciting.


Badlands was the surprise hit of the New York Film Festival in 1973, when response was so enthusiastic that Warners bought world distribution rights—only to see its film make almost every critic’s Top Ten list the following year and still flop at the box office. It never caught on with the public despite a cult of critics who have praised this film like few others of the seventies. In fact the critics who selected films for the New York Film Festival even brought it back in 1979 in hopes of giving it the exposure it still hadn’t received.


There is much in Badlands that impresses me greatly. Sissy Spacek, as always, is splendid—though I believe that her haunting evocation of Holly has the effect of promising us more from the character than the script is able to deliver. As in Days of Heaven (1978)—his next and last until The Thin Red Line in 1998—Malick pays wonderful attention not only to the plants and trees of the landscape but to nature’s sounds, like the swirling breezes and even the chirping crickets (he understood that insects are a dominant force in most environments). The visuals are extraordinary: the enormous sky and the large full moon and red clouds that fill it; indoor settings lit by the sun filtering through the windows; great gobs of dust sweeping across the barren land at twilight. Malick even gives the desolate badlands a beautiful, ethereal quality that is something to behold.


But I have strong reservations about Badlands. I find it a self-consciously artistic film that pandered to an intellectual art-house audience. My major complaint is that the director treats his characters with condescension, indicating a belief that their “inferior” cultural and intellectual backgrounds prevent them from comprehending the sociological and political implications of what is happening in their lives as thoroughly as a sophisticated movie audience can. Films about a particular cultural type shouldn’t be purposely over the head of that type.
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Their murderous odyssey over, Kit and Holly show no remorse but a lot of pride as they are escorted by policemen and soldiers.







The Big Heat


1953 Columbia


Director: Fritz Lang


Producer: Robert Arthur


Screenplay: Sydney Boehm


From a book by William P. McGivern


Cinematography: Charles Lang


Music: Mischa Bakaleinikoff


Editor: Charles Nelson


Running time: 90 minutes


B&W


Cast: Glenn Ford (Dave Bannion), Gloria Grahame (Debby Marsh), Jocelyn Brando (Katie Bannion), Alexander Scourby (Mike Lagana), Lee Marvin (Vince Stone), Jeanette Nolan (Bertha Duncan), Peter Whitney (Tierney), Willis Bouchey (Lt. Wilkes), Robert Burton (Gus Burke), Adam Williams (Larry Gordon), Howard Wendell (Commissioner Higgins), Chris Alcaide (George Rose), Michael Granger (Hugo), Dorothy Green (Lucy Chapman), Carolyn Jones (Doris), Ric Roman (Baldy), Dan Seymour (Atkins), Edith Evanson (Selma Parker).


Synopsis: Policeman Tom Duncan commits suicide. His widow Bertha reads a letter he wrote and calls Mike Lagana, the man who runs the town.


Bertha tells homicide detective Dave Bannion that her husband killed himself because of ill health, that he had been an honest cop. Bannion believes her. But then barfly Lucy Chapman says that Duncan wasn’t sick, that he was about to divorce his wife to marry her. Lucy says she will talk to reporters. Now suspicious, Bannion questions Bertha again, asking how Duncan could afford a second house in Lakeside. She becomes furious. When Lucy Chapman is tortured and killed, Lieutenant Wilkes tells Bannion to stay off the case. He has gotten orders from high up.


Nevertheless, Bannion questions Tierney, the bartender at the Retreat, where he had talked to Lucy. Bannion sees him make a phone call afterward. That night, Bannion’s wife Katie picks up the phone and hears obscene words directed at her by an unknown person. Bannion takes the phone and listens to the man threaten him. He is told to drop out of the case because important people are involved.


Bannion is so incensed he goes to Lagana’s mansion, realizing that Lagana directs all shady business in town, although he is considered an important civic leader. He threatens Lagana to leave his wife alone, and beats up Lagana’s bodyguard when he tries to throw him out. Katie tells Bannion not to back down from the case.


Katie goes to get a babysitter for daughter Joyce. A bomb explodes in Bannion’s car and she is killed. His life ruined, Bannion asks friends Al and Marge to look after Joyce. He sells the house and moves to a hotel. When Wilkes and Commissioner Higgins won’t help solve Katie’s murder, Bannion resigns from the force to investigate on his own. Off the record, Wilkes offers help, as does Bannion’s ex-partner Gus. Bannion trusts no one.


At the Retreat, Bannion confronts Vince, Lagana’s righthand man. Vince flees. His moll Debby Marsh tries to be friendly to Bannion, but he is cold to everyone.


When Vince finds out Debby talked to Bannion, he throws hot coffee in her face. Realizing she will be killed, she goes to Bannion’s hotel. He is friendlier this time but won’t speak of Katie to her when she asks.


With the help of Selma Parker, who works for a man on Lagana’s payroll, Bannion tracks down Larry, the man Lagana hired to help Vince kill Lucy. He also planted the bomb that killed Katie. Bannion puts the word out that Larry squealed—Larry is killed trying to leave town.


Lagana decides to kidnap Joyce. He has the corrupt commissioner order the police detail away from Al’s apartment building. But Al’s army buddies and Wilkes and Gus make entry by Lagana’s men impossible.


Wanting to help Bannion, and afraid he will kill Bertha and be arrested for murder, Debby shoots Bertha. Upon her death, Duncan’s letter will now be mailed, revealing Lagana’s corrupt practices.


Debby goes to Vince’s apartment. She throws hot coffee in his face. He shoots her. Bannion captures him but does not kill him. Wilkes arrests him. Debby’s friendship and sacrifice have had a profound effect on Bannion. He no longer feels blind hatred. As Debby dies, he tells her about Katie.


With Lagana, Vince, and Commissioner Higgins in jail, Bannion returns to his job on the force.


Estes Kefauver’s historic congressional hearings on organized crime, which were televised live on a daily basis by NBC and CBS in March 1951, educated a naïve American public about the staggering sphere of influence maintained by underworld kingpins like Frank Costello. They also made the public hungry for stories, factual and fictional, about conspiratorial alliances between ganglords/racketeers—who invariably had become respected civic leaders—and politicians/law enforcers/labor. As a result there was a wave of exposé films, among them Robert Wise’s The Captive City (1952), Phil Karlson’s Kansas City Confidential (1952), Karlson’s prototypical Phenix City Story (1955), Karlson’s Tight Spot (1955), New Orleans Uncensored (1955), New York Confidential (1955), Miami Exposé (1956), Slaughter on Tenth Avenue (1957), Chicago Confidential (1957), and The Case Against Brooklyn (1958). Like Robert Aldrich’s Kiss Me, Deadly (1955), Fritz Lang’s The Big Heat is a transitional film that links the hard-hitting exposé films of the fifties (which were foreshadowed in 1948 by Abraham Polonsky’s Force of Evil) and film noir, the dominant style of forties melodrama. True, Lang’s film doesn’t have the entangled relationships, the femme fatale who leads an unsuspecting hero down the wayward path, or the low-key photography that were hallmarks of film noir. But while it coolly surveys the all-inclusive political/police corruption of a small city, it is equally concerned with the corruption of a decent man’s soul. This is pure film noir. So is the film’s pervading pessimism; its ferocious violence; its lone hero in a corrupt universe; its hero making but one mistake—underestimating his opposition (as much as they do him)—from which there is no recovery; and, most importantly, its intertwining traits: fatalism and paranoia.


Dating back to his German films like Destiny (1921), Lang’s characters have the misfortune to live in a preordained world. If they make the wrong decision, take the wrong fork in the road, or end up at the wrong place at the wrong time, they risk falling into a bottomless pit, a nightmare world where they have no control over their futures. Witness the sad fates of nice guys Spencer Tracy in Fury (1936), who is lynched for a crime he didn’t commit, and Henry Fonda in You Only Live Once (1937), who is gunned down by police after being driven by wrong information to commit murder. These men are sorry victims of circumstances. Like them, Dave Bannion is a prime candidate for falling into fate’s trap. For he also acts impulsively, taking wife Katie’s supporting advice to “lead with your chin,” rather than considering the possible consequences for himself and his family. It pays to be cautious in Lang’s world.


When Bannion accidentally topples daughter Joyce’s play castle, it should be a warning to him and an ominous sign to us that his actions (continuing his investigation) will inadvertently lead to the destruction of his happy home. Sure enough, Katie is killed by a bomb meant for him, Joyce is sent to stay with friends Al and Marge, and Bannion moves into a bleak hotel room after vacating his house—as if to confirm to himself that his life has hopelessly fallen apart. (At this point, he has no intention of picking up the pieces.) But compared to some Lang heroes, Bannion gets off easy. Fortunately for him, the film doesn’t end here. On a hate binge that precludes thinking rationally—Lang’s heroes often blindly seek revenge—Bannion inches closer to fate’s trap by going after Larry, Vince, and Lagana, and attempting to strangle Bertha Duncan. He assumes he’s fated to die or end up in jail and acts accordingly. But unexpected godsend Debby Marsh intervenes and thwarts his worst efforts. Because of her, he loses his chance to kill Bertha (Debby kills her instead) and his desire to kill Vince (Debby’s friendship has soothed the savage beast). Thus he avoids imprisonment, possible execution, and being destroyed by his conscience (Edward G. Robinson’s unhappy end in Lang’s 1945 film Scarlet Street). Ford’s Bannion avoids his downfall, fate’s final trap. He successfully walks the tightrope over Lang’s ever-present bottomless pit. He has been tempted and tested, and has emerged triumphant; from now on he can determine his own life’s course.


The Viennese-born Lang (1890–1976) fled Germany not long after propaganda minister Goebbels, who had just banned the director’s Das Testament des Dr. Mabuse (1933) because of its pro-Republic slant, said Lang was being considered to head Hitler’s film division. (Hitler was a great admirer of Lang’s 1927 silent classic Metropolis.) If M (1931), which was made before Hitler came to power in Germany, dealt with paranoia in a significant way, then the films Lang made after coming to America are those of a man who seems to be constantly looking over his shoulder. On an obvious level, Bannion’s paranoia stems from the murder of Lucy Chapman after she talked to him and before she could talk to reporters; the orders he gets from high in the police department to abandon his investigation; his realization that people are avoiding his questions or lying outright; his realization that his actions are being monitored by unknown persons; the threatening phone call to his home; the death of his wife from a bomb planted in his car; his discovering that the policemen assigned to protect Joyce have been ordered away; and his being followed up the stairs in Al’s apartment building (a false alarm). (Lang underscores the paranoia by keeping certain backgrounds in shadows and by keeping the camera on individuals after Bannion has questioned them and left so that we glimpse their true reactions to him.) But a study of Lang reveals that the paranoia his men feel comes from more than just reading clear signs that things are out of the ordinary. They sense that their immediate surroundings are malevolent. Lang’s men, Bannion included, are like spies (sometimes they are spies) who are on secret missions in enemy or, as in The Big Heat, enemy-controlled territory, where seemingly no one can be trusted.
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Bannion’s world is shattered when Katie dies in an explosion.


Lang’s films are about the territorial imperative, about how inhabitants of an environment react to trespassers. It’s not so much the good guy versus the bad guy in Lang (although the trespasser is usually the hero) as it is the alien versus a faceless (paranoia!) mob of residents. What’s so frightening is that there is no way to predict if the mob will side with the alien: criminals, as well as lawmen, want childkiller Peter Lorre dead in M; vigilantes lynch innocent Spencer Tracy in Fury; a sympathetic jury frees outlaw-hero Henry Fonda in The Return of Frank James (1940). Whether the alien is good or bad or innocent or guilty makes no difference. There’s no such thing as justice in Lang’s world, which is why men like Bannion are justified in feeling paranoid. Bannion, a scared trespasser in a no-longer-friendly town, is, according to Lang (who seemed to be describing the reactionary Dirty Harry), “the eternal man trying to find justice, the vigilante who steps in when established law and order fails. Through him, right prevails in spite of overwhelming odds.”


So where is the faceless mob Bannion must confront? What’s terrifying is that The Big Heat’s “mob”—Lagana’s mobsters, in this case—isn’t just causing havoc on some isolated street, but has actually come to power, just as Lang remembers Hitler’s thugs coming to power in Germany in the early thirties. A Hitler-Lagana analogy is appropriate because Lang sees both as ex-street criminals who maintain a group of terrorist thugs to do their dirty work while their own hands appear clean. Lang is revolted by their hypocritical sense of moral superiority now that they have risen to power and prominence in society. Lagana’s criminal hierarchy has the same unstable control of the community as Hitler’s regime did at an early stage. As Lagana’s oppression grows, it seems to Bannion that everyone acts, as Atkins says, “like scared rabbits.” However, as the cynical Bannion discovers with surprise, he is not alone in his fight: There is a resistance, just as there was in Germany. Those who are willing to help Bannion are the unlikeliest people in town: barfly Lucy, crippled Selma, kept-woman Debby, and Al’s ex-war buddies who don’t even know Bannion. There is indeed a war on the homefront. There are also ongoing battles in the homes of the individual characters. The tension in The Big Heat comes from continuous powerplay: Each character makes his home or work place his power base. These characters become territorial and defiant; the villains become arrogant. Heartless Bertha in her large house, Lagana in his mansion, Vince in his flashy modern high-rise apartment (Lang was once an architect), smirking Tierney (shot in close-up from below) in his Retreat, fat Atkins in his used car lot’s office, and Al and Marge in their inexpensive apartment all take power stances they’d be reluctant to take elsewhere.
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The Big Heat is about territoriality. In their respective homes, their “castles,” the men regard chairs as their thrones—usually the women stand. (Clockwise from top left) In a large house that was paid for with dirty money, Bertha Duncan cares little that her husband has just put a bullet in his head. In his modest home Bannion shares everything, including a happy life, with Katie. In his modern apartment Vince winces in pain because the badly scarred Debby, in whose face he had thrown hot coffee, has just returned the favor. In his mansion Lagana angrily rises when Bannion accuses him of corruption.


In The Big Heat, the more expensive the home or place of business, the more corrupt the owner (Tom Duncan owned two homes despite a small income). So we run the gamut from Lagana’s palatial estate to law-abiding Bannion’s modest one-story house. Lagana may act like a feudal lord but Bannion feels just as kingly. Katie is his queen and their perfect marriage, in which everything (food, drinks, cigarettes, housework) is shared, is a storybook romance. We see only Katie at home (she is killed the minute she goes out), so it’s clear Lang wants her to be symbolized by the home; Bannion sells it once she is dead. When Larry, Lagana’s man, calls Bannion’s home and makes obscene remarks to Katie, Bannion reacts furiously because the sanctity of his home has been violated: In a sense there has been a rape. When one character enters, or merely telephones the home of an enemy, it is tantamount to an act of aggression, an invasion. Therefore, Bannion feels it necessary to pay Lagana back in kind for the call, by visiting his home. Realizing that Lagana is repulsed by having a low-salaried civil servant, a working-class cop, walking on his lush carpets, Bannion scoffs, “I’ve violated your immaculate home, is that it?” That’s exactly what Bannion intended. Interestingly, those people without a home or business of their own, who have the least to lose, are the ones who cause Lagana’s downfall: Bannion, once he has no home or job, Debby, Lucy, and Selma. Fittingly, Bertha is killed in her home, Lagana and Commissioner Higgins are arrested at their homes, and Vince is captured in his apartment. The good guys have reclaimed the city.


In the sixties, at the height of auteurist frenzy, revived interest in Fritz Lang’s brilliant career resulted in a reevaluation of The Big Heat, which had received no better than mixed notices in 1953. It quickly became a cult favorite of film connoisseurs and now ranks with Kiss Me, Deadly (1955) as the best crime drama of its era. Briskly paced, moodily photographed by Charles Lang, Jr., and brilliantly scripted by Sydney Boehm, The Big Heat is a truly exciting, intriguing political film, brimming with clever twists, sparkling touches, and wonderfully offbeat characters. The performances are first-rate down to the smallest parts (including Carolyn Jones as the barfly Vince burns with his cigarette). The only time Glenn Ford (1916–2006) was better was in The Blackboard Jungle (1955). An actor who always “talked” with his hands, Ford as a righteous avenger (Lang’s oft-used theme being “hate, murder, and revenge”) speaks with clenched fists this time around. Also memorable are Lee Marvin’s well-dressed, fun-loving, emotionally—and intellectually—arrested sadist; Alexander Scourby’s slimy ganglord; and Jocelyn Brando, effectively portraying a “dream” homemaker, mother, and wife.


Best of all is the great Gloria Grahame (1923–81), who gave special meaning to such terms as “fallen woman,” “femme fatale” (which she definitely is not in The Big Heat), and “tarnished lady.” At first Debby Marsh is like Grahame’s character in Lang’s Human Desire (1954), who walks on a couch in high heels while vainly admiring her legs. Debby leads a useless life of leisure: She sleeps six days and on the seventh day she shops. She’s a nonstop talker, but we forgive her because she only seems to be searching for someone with whom she can carry on a polite conversation or who can be straight man for her constant wisecracks. She’s too smart, too funny, too brave, and too good to be Vince’s woman, but until she meets Bannion she believes Vince is typical of all men. When Vince throws hot coffee in her face, she realizes she deserves better treatment; ironically, at the same time, her disfigurement forces her to stop being vain. She says in William P. McGivern’s book, “A girl with only looks to keep her from being a bum can’t afford to lose them.”


Debby thinks back to her past when she was poor. She envies Katie, who chose a good man instead of a bad man with money. She wishes she had done the same, because she thinks her past life with Vince has made her unworthy of men like Bannion. When she goes to Bertha’s house to kill her, she wears a mink just like Bertha’s. Her words, “We’re sisters under the mink,” tell us she considers herself just as good and just as bad as Bertha. But Bannion knows she’s much better. When Debby is dying, she no longer wears the mink (another symbol for selling one’s values); it becomes her expensive blood-stained pillow. Because now Bannion is willing to talk to her about Katie, Debby realizes he has come to regard her as being in Katie’s class. This makes her happy because (her dying words) “I like her … I like her a lot.” As Molly Haskell writes in From Reverence to Rape (Holt, 1974), “Jocelyn Brando’s madonna and Gloria Grahame’s whore gradually merge and, with the death of the former, and the atonement of the latter, are symbolically fused.” Debby’s death scene, like Katie’s, is deeply moving. The Big Heat is an extremely brutal film; what sets it apart are such moments of genuine tenderness.







Blood Money


1933 20th Century Pictures production released by United Artists


Director: Rowland Brown


Associate Producers: William Goetz and Raymond Griffith


Screenplay: Rowland Brown


Cinematography: James Van Trees


Editor: Lloyd Nosier


Running time: 65 minutes


B&W


Cast: George Bancroft (Bill Bailey), Judith Anderson (Ruby Darling), Frances Dee (Elaine Talbert), Chick Chandler (Drury Darling), J. Carol Naish (Charley), Blossom Seeley (singer), Etienne Girardot (Bailey’s coworker), Joe Sawyer (Red), Sandra Shaw, Paul Fix.


Synopsis: Bill Bailey is a bail bondsman who has influence with judges, the police, and lawyers. He is an exuberant man, playing a daily game of pool, going to the fights, and visiting his lover and friend Ruby at her nightclub.


Rich girl Elaine Talbert is arrested for shoplifting. Bailey takes a fancy to her, although he is wary of her fascination with crime. He pulls strings and gets her charge dropped. They start to date. He wants to remain friends with Ruby but she sends him on his way.


Ruby reluctantly accepts Bailey’s help when her younger brother Drury is wanted by the police for robbing cash and bonds from a bank. He is guilty, but there is no evidence. Bailey gets Drury to give himself up, saying that he will quickly get him out on bond. This is accomplished.


At the racetrack, Drury meets Elaine. He falls in love. She is thrilled because he is a bank robber. They start seeing each other on the sly. Bailey informs Drury that the D.A. is ready to press charges. Drury will do as Bailey suggests: skip town. He sends Elaine to Bailey’s with some stolen unregistered bonds, to cover the amount of the bail.


Bailey finds the bonds she gave him are registered and worthless to him. He thinks Drury double-crossed him. So he talks to the cops about Drury. Ruby thinks Bailey has finked to the police because Drury stole Elaine away from him. She calls him a bloodsucker. He kicks her out.


Drury is arrested. Ruby asks mobster chieftain Charley for help in breaking Bailey. Charley’s gangsters get to work. Everyone out on bond skips town, leaving Bailey to pay their bills. It is arranged for the police to look into Bailey’s safe. They find the registered bonds that incriminate Bailey in the bank robbery.


Bailey gives all the details about the vice in the city to the paper. Police begin raids.


Ruby fears for Bailey and tells Charley to call off his men. He tells her it is too late. He has decided to assassinate Bailey, now under police guard. Before his daily pool game, an eight ball with an explosive inside will be substituted.


Drury discovers that Elaine had switched the bonds and had given Bailey the registered ones. He slaps her. He smuggles a note to Ruby informing her Bailey was framed. She gets in a taxi and rushes to the pool hall. The game is winding to an end. Only the eight ball with the explosive remains. Just as Bailey is about to hit it with the cue ball, he hears a crash. He goes outside. Ruby’s taxi has run into a fire hydrant. She is shaken up. He can no longer act mad at her. She tells him about the eight ball.


Elaine comes to see Bailey because she thinks he’s the only man who understands her. She sees Bailey and Ruby in a cozy posture. She turns away. She goes up to a woman who is crying. She’d answered an ad in the paper for a job, but the man had tried to molest her. Elaine excitedly takes her ad and goes to meet the man of her dreams.
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This publicity shot is of the scene where viewers first see Bill Bailey. He is at the fights; as usual, he is making money off losers.


A real curio, Rowland Brown’s Blood Money has been one of the most exciting finds from the 1930s. Like Brown’s first directorial effort, Quick Millions (1931), it was out of circulation for many years (perhaps since the thirties) before someone discovered a print around 1970. Not that repertory theater owners were so eager to book it. It had only a minor, but enthusiastic, underground reputation (as it has today) when I first saw it at 1977’s Filmex (L.A.’s film festival). I have been aware only of a few subsequent screenings since then, other than on TCM. So chances are that only those who have been on the lookout for it have seen it. Chances are better that the majority of avid movie fans haven’t even heard of it. That’s because no film history text had mentioned it, not even in passing. And director-screenwriter Brown, whose oeuvre seems ideal for auteurist study, has been strangely and sadly overlooked. Only Leslie Halliwell’s reference volume The Filmgoer’s Companion conceded his existence, and then it merely offered this brief description: “American director whose career waned curiously after a promising start.” Cult interest in Blood Money coincides with unsatisfied curiosity about Brown. Those aware of his small but fascinating body of work realize he should at very least be a footnote in cinema history. But that will not make up for what should have been: Alone, Blood Money and Angels With Dirty Faces (1938)—for which he wrote the original story for Michael Curtiz’s direction—prove that he had enough talent, plus a unique vision of contemporary society, to have become regarded as one of the top filmmakers of his era if he had simply done more.


Brown’s odd film career began in the silent days when he sold a one-act play to Universal. It was never filmed, thus becoming the first of many unrealized projects that would characterize his career. Universal hired Brown to be a gagman for Reginald Denny and later assigned him to write Points West (1929) for cowboy idol Hoot Gibson. Brown was more interested in modern, urban subjects than westerns and wrote a story called “A Handful of Clouds,” about the rise and fall of a gangland chieftain. Warner Bros. filmed it as the talkie The Doorway to Hell (1930), with Lew Ayres. It did tremendous business, perhaps sparked by Warners production head Darryl F. Zanuck’s ads that implied it was a fictionalization of the life of Al Capone. Because of this success, Fox offered Brown a chance to both direct and write a feature—double duty given very few men in those days. Quick Millions was about honest trucker Spencer Tracy becoming a powerful mobster and crooked politician before being taken for that proverbial “ride.” After collaborating with Gene Fowler on two good films, George Cukor’s A Star Is Born (1937) precursor What Price Hollywood? (1932), and State’s Attorney (1932), starring John Barrymore, he wrote and directed his second film, Hell’s Highway (1932), in which Richard Dix played a bank robber sentenced to a brutal southern prison farm.


After a couple of aborted projects, Brown made Blood Money, the third film for Darryl F. Zanuck’s newly formed 20th Century Pictures. Whether or not it made money depends on which source you read, but it was certainly an artistic success. By this time, Brown had a reputation in Hollywood for being able to draw an incisive, believable picture of the criminal world—almost, thought some, as if he had firsthand knowledge. At age thirty-two Brown seemingly had a spectacular career ahead of him, especially with the gangster cycle in full swing. But for some reason Brown went to England, where he worked on several projects as a writer. They had nothing to do with gangsters. Two farces, Leave It to Blanche (1934) and Widow’s Might (1935), came to fruition, but the third, an adaptation of “The Twelve Chairs,” which he was also to direct, was never made. When Alexander Korda wanted him to direct The Scarlet Pimpernel (1934), it appeared that Brown would make it to the big time despite having left Hollywood at an inopportune time. But soon after, Brown was relieved of his coveted post. Once back in America he was set to direct his story The Devil Is a Sissy (1936), which contained familiar Brown subjects—tenements, juvenile delinquents, crime. But here he was again replaced, by W. S. Van Dyke. Now David O. Selznick, who had produced What Price Hollywood?, wanted him to be script doctor on William Wellman and Robert Carson’s script for A Star Is Born. When he informed Selznick that the script needed no rewrite, he was promptly fired. However, Monogram hired him to write and direct Boy of the Streets (1937), its major release of the season. Brown’s story was used, but again he was replaced as director.
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Ruby Darling (Judith Anderson’s film debut) and Bill Bailey are an enjoyable, unusual screen couple: lovers and friends.


Brown would win an Academy Award nomination the following year for his original story Angels With Dirty Faces, about two punks who grow up in the tenements, one to be a priest (Pat O’Brien) and the other a gangster (James Cagney). Of course, this film is regarded as a classic today, but then, even with the Oscar nomination, it didn’t help Brown find work. But for coauthoring screenplays for Johnny Apollo (1940), about a cynical young man (Tyrone Power) who follows in gangster dad’s footsteps, Nocturne (1946), a weak George Raft mystery, and Phil Karlson’s fine B film Kansas City Confidential (1952), the rest of Brown’s career was completely undistinguished. It goes without saying that numerous projects he initiated fell through.


In 1963 he died of a heart attack.* Facts about his personal life are obscure. Did he have underworld ties? Was he blacklisted for being difficult to work with (having once punched out a producer)? Did he have personal problems that prevented him from completing much of his work? Why did he go to England when his career was blooming? How could the imaginative director of Blood Money never get offered a studio contract? The more one looks at Blood Money, the more one asks these questions.
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