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      For Kate and Kieran

   
      
      
      

      
      The year before, I had been to the cinema for the first time and seen a film about a horse. I think it was called Black Beauty and was based on a famous book. The film was on at the Sture cinema and we sat in the front row of the circle. To me, it
         was the beginning. I was overcome with a fever that has never left me. The silent shadows turned their pale faces towards
         me and spoke in inaudible voices to my most secret feelings. Sixty years have gone by and nothing has changed; the fever is
         the same.

      
      —Ingmar Bergman, The Magic Lantern

      
      The great trouble is people trying to be funny. If they don’t try to be funny, then they are funny.

      
      —Howard Hawks, talking about Katharine Hepburn and
Bringing Up Baby, in Hawks on Hawks

      
   
      
      
INTRODUCTION


      
      You are holding in your hands the fifth edition of a book that was first published in 1975. The book is now about one and
         a half times the size of the original, but still the form and nature of the book are as they were thirty-five years ago. But
         in 1975, the thing I called movie-going was primitive: it was me, theatrical screens I could get to, and the television screen.
         Today, that cozy triangulation has been shattered first by the thing called video (which allows one to see nearly everything
         ever made and saved) and then, more comprehensively, by various reaches of the Web which support an infinite openness called
         access, or blurred seeing. Yet somehow, with so much more to see, I wonder if people are watching as closely as once they
         did.

Let me put it this way: the five films nominated for Best Picture for 1975 were One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, Barry Lyndon, Dog Day Afternoon, Jaws, and Nashville. Well, not the greatest ever made, and I think Barry Lyndon was lucky to be there, but as its replacement you could have had Amarcord, Shampoo, Night Moves, The Man Who Would Be King, The Passenger, or Picnic at Hanging Rock. It was a pretty good year. I won’t take the space to list the ten films the Academy scrounged together for Best Picture this
         last year, because so few of them stand comparison with what 1975 had to offer.

Meanwhile, only the other day, in The New York Times, Tony Scott raised the question of whether film criticism (along with the critics) might be dying or disappearing. As often,
         he and the Times tried to have it both ways: yes, criticism is fading away, but, don’t you worry, it’s still capable of being terrific.

Critics guard their jobs and so they assume that there is a flag still flying and a city there to be defended. Those of us
         old enough know how much the general level of film knowledge is in decline—and sooner or later criticism becomes a part of
         history.

Whereas I think it’s more than obvious that mainstream filmmaking (or being in Oscar contention) is ebbing away. So films
         are for smaller, smarter audiences? Yes, and usefully so. But there are those of us who feel that film will never be the same
         if it comes to be a “worthy” rival to the novel, the art gallery, or the concert hall. Why? Because what those places have
         to offer usually beats intelligent, artistic, independent movies to hell. But those places once went in awe of some movies
         made at the height of the medium’s confidence—a time for everyone. You see, the everyone-ness of it all is vital. If the story
         is for you alone, or for me, then Faulkner, Joyce, Proust, and on and on, have done better than the best movies.

So welcome to the fifth edition of a book that is pledged to believing in what was once a mass medium, as well as in the archaic
         marvel of books, where one entry will lead you to another—as in a story. But do not be too surprised if this is the last edition.

This edition is updated. There are over a hundred new entries, but still there are careers omitted that deserve to be mentioned—in
         part that is because “film,” in one form or another, is spreading so swiftly, while memory fails us. In the next ten years,
         more than ever, we may need to change our definition of what a film or a movie is more than we have ever done before.

Keeping up with that international scene and the frenzy of what is “new,” and with the fragmentary wonders on the net, will
         become increasingly experimental. Still, some filmgoers and filmmakers want to know the outline of our great history, and I hope that this book is a step towards that. The picture on this edition’s jacket (chosen by the very talented Carol
         Devine Carson) is from a recent film, and one I love. But it serves as the illustration for this book because, inasmuch as
         it addresses the idea of education, it hints at the possibility that the teacher is a perilous person to sit down with—while
         the kid should stay wide awake.

      
   
      
      
      
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


      
      Writing the introductions to the several editions of this book can be a dispiriting affair. The author gets into a gloomy
         mood that fears times have changed (not necessarily for the better), and he is left alone, trying to make some sense of it
         all. No wonder the poor idiot is tempted to think enough is enough. But then, he comes to give thanks—to all the people who,
         one way or another, have shared in the ongoing “conversation” about movies. All at once, he realizes that he has such lively
         company, such friends and arguers. Moreover, the thanking has become the more enjoyable since I stumbled into the game of
         asking people for their three favorite films. The informal poll that emerges suggests how far movie buffs now live (or would
         prefer to live) in the past.

Anyway, I am grateful to all the people listed. I start with the publishing houses involved: long ago, at Secker & Warburg,
         where Tom Rosenthal (For a Few Dollars More, The Searchers, The Third Man) was decisive. At Knopf, I want to thank Bob Gottlieb for his unfailing editorial acumen and adventure (Tokyo Story, The Wind, The Lady Eve), Kathy Hourigan, maybe the book’s best friend (On the Waterfront, The Godfather, The Lady Eve), Jessica Freeman-Slade, sufficiently trained in the Knopf operation to help everyone and need three comedies (The Philadelphia Story, When Harry Met Sally, A Serious Man), Jonathan Segal (Les Enfants du Paradis, Casablanca, The Grand Illusion), Kathy Zuckerman, an inspired publicist (Breakfast at Tiffany’s, The Great Escape, Bright Star), Kevin Bourke whose copyediting and movie knowledge saved me from so many errors (Conte d’Automne, La Dolce Vita, North by Northwest), Carol Carson, who designed the jacket (Suspicion, Cría, I Know Where I’m Going), Virginia Tan, who designed the book (The African Queen, The Wizard of Oz, Midway), Roméo Enriquez, the production manager (Diva, The Umbrellas of Cherbourg, Field of Dreams), and Charles Spaulding, one of those who actually sell books across the country (Chinatown, Vertigo, Dr. Strangelove). Above all, my lasting thanks to Sonny Mehta. And in England, the same thing goes for Richard Beswick at Little, Brown (Some Like It Hot, Les Enfants du Paradis, The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp).

Next, there is a category of friends who are more or less in the business of film, or writing about it: Geoff Andrew (L’Atalante, Citizen Kane, My Night at Maud’s), Michael Athen (Le Feu Follet, The Party by Blake Edwards, and Zulawski’s L’Important C’Est d’Aimer), Michael Barker (The Big Sleep, French Cancan, The Eclipse), Adam Begley (The Rules of the Game, To Have and Have Not, Dr. Strangelove), Mary Corliss (The Seventh Seal, The Grand Illusion, Dodsworth), Richard Corliss (The Seventh Seal, The Lady Eve, Guru Dutt’s Pyaasa), Mark Cousins (The Shop Around the Corner, Imamura’s InsectWoman, A Moment of Innocence), Leslee Dart (The Sound of Music, The Purple Rose of Cairo, The Graduate), Lem Dobbs (The Great Escape, The Professionals, Zulu), Geoff Dyer (Tarkovsky’s Stalker and The Mirror, Where Eagles Dare), Mark Feeney (Wings of Desire, Night Mail, The Palm Beach Story), Scott Foundas (The Shop Around the Corner, Pierrot le Fou, Diary of a Country Priest), Jonathan Galassi (Raging Bull, The Leopard, All AboutMy Mother), Paul Gambaccini (Citizen Kane, Les Enfants du Paradis, Mean Streets), Sarah Gavron (Fanny and Alexander, The Piano, and Distant Voices, Still Lives), Tom Gunning (Vertigo, The Searchers, Sunrise), Michael Hann (Beautiful Girls, Where Eagles Dare, The Godfather Part II), Molly Haskell (Madame de … , His Girl Friday, The Magnificent Ambersons), Darcy Hettrich (The Red Shoes, Gigi, A Face in the Crowd), Alexander Horwath (The Wedding March, Contempt, I’m Not There), Nick James (Andrei Rublev, Apocalypse Now, I Know Where I’m Going), Richard T. Jameson (Sunrise, The Woman in the Window, The Ballad of Cable Hogue), Elliott Kastner (Gunga Din, The Adventures of Robin Hood, The Maltese Falcon), Crosby Kemper (She Wore a Yellow Ribbon, His Girl Friday, The Miracle of Morgan’s Creek), Ann Kolson (The Red Shoes, Wings of Desire, The Sweet Hereafter), Tom Luddy (The Rules of the Game, Citizen Kane, The Searchers), Greil Marcus (The Manchurian Candidate, Sunrise, Used Cars—the first half), Joseph McBride (The Magnificent Ambersons, Wagon Master, Trouble in Paradise), Patrick McGilligan (Citizen Kane, 8½, Nashville), Douglas McGrath (Gone With the Wind, Rear Window, The Night of the Hunter), Gerhard Midding (Rio Bravo, Madame de … , Vertigo), Laura Morris (The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie, Nashville, M. Hulot’s Holiday), Kathleen Murphy (Sunrise, Only Angels Have Wings, Jules and Jim), Quentin Newark (Apocalypse Now, Lost in Beijing, Groundhog Day), Michael Ondaatje (La Jetée, Edvard Munch, The Emigrants), Geoff Pevere (Vertigo, Taxi Driver, Last Tango in Paris), Sarah Polley (The Thin Red Line, Scenes from a Marriage, Red), Antonia Quirke (On the Waterfront, Jaws, Loulou), Gary Rosen (Sunset Blvd., Shampoo, Chinatown), Andrew Sarris (Madame de … , The Rules of the Game, Ugetsu Monogatari), Holly Goldberg Sloan (The Bridge on the River Kwai, A New Leaf, Annie Hall), Peter Smith (Jules and Jim, A Matter of Life and Death, and Aguirre, the Wrath of God), Jim Toback (F for Fake, Mississippi Mermaid, Hotel Terminus), John Tibbetts (Picnic at Hanging Rock, The Magnificent Ambersons, The Crime of Monsieur Lange), Steve Wasserman (The First Teacher, A Brief Vacation, The Decalogue—which is cheating, I suppose, but he is an agent), Leon Wieseltier (La Ronde, Late Spring, His Girl Friday), Simon Winder (North by Northwest, A Matter of Life and Death, and Aguirre, the Wrath of God).

The last category is extended family, which includes the young who have by now forgotten things I once took them to, and the
         not so young who have grown weary trying to help me stay awake at some recent offerings: Kate (Festen, The Umbrellas of Cherbourg, Touch of Evil), Steve (Blade Runner, A Man Escaped, Apocalypse Now), Mathew (Kind Hearts and Coronets, Red River, Citizen Kane), Michelle (Cría, The Black Stallion, The Last Wave), Rachel (Top Hat, All About Eve, I Know Where I’m Going), Sean (Guys and Dolls, Cul-de-Sac, Gregory’s Girl), Isaac (Howl’s Moving Castle, Romeo + Juliet, Avatar), Grace (The Life of Brian, The Last Samurai, The Magnificent Seven), Joseph (The Mask of Zorro, Jour de Fête, Duck Soup), Nicholas (Ali—Fear Eats the Soul, Andrei Rublev, Mulholland Dr.), Zachary (Pulp Fiction, The Big Lebowski, The Godfather), and Lucy Gray (His Girl Friday, Madame de … , Mouchette).

      
      —David Thomson (His Girl Friday, Mississippi Mermaid,
Celine and Julie Go Boating)

      
      P.S. After careful tabulation, the poll (with an electorate of 72) has three favorite films in second place (with 4 votes):
         Vertigo, Sunrise, and Madame de … , but our winners, with 5, are His Girl Friday and Citizen Kane.

As far as votes for a director are concerned, Welles and Hawks are top with 10, Powell and Pressburger and Hitchcock get 8,
         Renoir 7.
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      Abbott and Costello: Bud (William A.) Abbott (1895–74), b. Asbury Park, New Jersey; and Lou Costello (Louis Francis Cristillo) (1906–59), b. Paterson, New Jersey


The marital chemistry (or the weird mix of blunt instrument and black hole) in coupling is one of the most persistent themes

         in tragedy and comedy. At their best, you can’t have one without the other. More than fifty years after they first tried it,

         Abbott and Costello’s “Who’s On First?” sketch is about the best remedy I know for raising laughter in a mixed bag of nuts—or

         for making the collection of forlorn individuals a merry mob.


Many people know the routine (written, like most of their stuff, by John Grant) by heart. Amateurs can get a good laugh out

         of it. But Bud and Lou achieve something lyrical, hysterical, and mythic. Watch them do the sketch and you feel the energy

         and hope of not just every comedian there ever was. You feel Beckett, Freud, and Wittgenstein (try it!). You see every marriage

         there ever was. You rejoice and despair at the impossibility of language. You wonder whether God believed in harmony, or in

         meetings that eternally proved our loneliness.


Lou is the one who has blood pressure, and Bud hasn’t. So they are together in the world, yet together alone, doomed to explain

         things to each other. They are companions, halves of a whole, chums, lovers if you like. But they are a raw display of hatred,

         opposition, and implacable dif -ference. They are also far better than all the amateurs. And if Lou is the performer, the

         valiant seeker of order, while Bud is the dumb square peg, the one who seems oblivious of audience, still, nobody did it better.

         If I were asked to assemble a collection of things to manifest America for the stranger, “Who’s On First?” would be there—and

         it might be the first piece of film I’d use.


At the same time, they are not very good, rather silly, not really that far above the ocean of comedians. It isn’t even that

         one can separate their good work from the poor. Nor is it that “Who’s On First?” is simply and mysteriously superior to all

         the rest of their stuff. No, it’s only that that routine feels an inner circle of dismay within all the others, the suffocating

         mantle next to Lou’s heart. It isn’t good, or superior; it’s divine. Which is why no amount of repetition dulls it at all.

         I think I could watch it every day and feel the thrills and the dread as if for the first time.


They bumped into each other. Bud was a theatre cashier where Lou was playing (around 1930), and he grudgingly took the job

         when Lou’s partner was sick. They were doing vaudeville and radio for ten years before they got their movie break at Universal:

         One Night in the Tropics (40, A. Edward Sutherland) was their first film, but Buck Privates (41, Arthur Lubin) was the picture that made them. There were twenty-three more films in the forties, a period for which

         they were steadily in the top five box-office attractions. Buck Privates, and their whole appeal, reflected the unexpected intimacies of army life.


They broke up in 1957, long since outmoded by the likes of Martin and Lewis. But there again, Abbott and Costello are the

         all-talking model (as opposed to the semi-silence of Laurel and Hardy) of two guys trapped in one tent.


Costello made one film on his own—for he had great creative yearnings—The 30-Foot Bride of Candy Rock (59, Sidney Miller). He died of a heart attack, which had always seemed about to happen. Bud lived on, doing next to nothing.


      

      Sir Ken (Klaus) Adam, b. Berlin, Germany, 1921


At the age of thirteen, Adam came to Britain, and stayed: he would be educated as an architect at London University and the

         Bartlett School of Architecture, and he served in the RAF during the war. It was in 1947 that he entered the British picture

         business, doing set drawings for This Was a Woman (48, Tim Whelan). Thereafter, he rose steadily as an assistant art director on The Queen of Spades (48, Thorold Dickinson); The Hidden Room (49, Edward Dmytryk); Your Witness (50, Robert Montgomery); Captain Horatio Hornblower (51, Raoul Walsh); The Crimson Pirate (52, Robert Siodmak); Helen of Troy (56, Robert Wise); he did uncredited work on Around the World in 80 Days (56, Michael Anderson), and assistant work on Ben-Hur (59, William Wyler).


Clearly, he was adept at getting hired by American directors, or on Hollywood productions, yet he did not seem overly interested

         in going to Hollywood. Indeed, he built a career as art director and then production designer in Britain, and he would be

         vitally associated with the design look and the huge, hi-tech interiors of the James Bond films: Soho Incident (56, Vernon Sewell); Night of the Demon (57, Jacques Tourneur); The Angry Hills (59, Robert Aldrich); The Rough and the Smooth (59, Siodmak); The Trials of Oscar Wilde (60, Ken Hughes); Dr. No (62, Terence Young); Sodom and Gomorrah (62, Aldrich); Dr. Strangelove (64, Stanley Kubrick); Woman of Straw (64, Basil Dearden); Goldfinger (64, Guy Hamilton); The Ipcress File (65, Sidney J. Furie); Thunderball (65, Young); Funeral in Berlin (66, Hamilton); You Only Live Twice (67, Lewis Gilbert); Chitty Chitty Bang Bang (68, Hughes); Goodbye, Mr. Chips (69, Herbert Ross); to America for The Owl and the Pussycat (70, Ross).


An international figure now, he worked increasingly in America, while keeping his British attachment to Bond and Kubrick:

         Diamonds Are Forever (71, Hamilton); Sleuth (72, Joseph L. Mankiewicz); The Last of Sheila (73, Ross); winning an Oscar for Barry Lyndon (75, Kubrick); Madam Kitty (76, Tinto Brass); The Seven-PerCent Solution (76, Ross); The Spy Who Loved Me (77, Gilbert); Moonraker (79, Gilbert).


Illness caused a significant gap in his work in the early eighties, at which time his only credit was as design consultant

         on Pennies from Heaven (81, Ross). Since his return, he has been based in America and Bond-less. He also seems to work on more modest projects, while

         staying loyal to Herb Ross: King David (85, Bruce Beresford); Crimes of the Heart (86, Beresford); The Deceivers (88, Nicholas Meyer); Dead Bang (89, John Frankenheimer); The Freshman (90, Andrew Bergman); The Doctor (91, Randa Haines); Undercover Blues (93, Ross); Addams Family Values (93, Barry Sonnenfeld); then back to Britain, with another Oscar, on The Madness of King George (94, Nicholas Hytner); Boys on the Side (95, Ross); Bogus (96, Norman Jewison); In & Out (97, Frank Oz); The Out-of-Towners (99, Sam Weisman).


      

      Isabelle Adjani, b. Paris, 1955


There is something so frank, so modern in her feelings, yet so classical in her aura, so passionate and so wounded, that Isabelle

         Adjani seems made to play Sarah Bernhardt one day. Why not? She is a natural wearer of costume capable of making us believe

         that the “period” world we are watching is happening now. She is bold, a mistress of her career, and has been a fiercely equal partner in her romantic relationships with Bruno Nuytten,

         Warren Beatty, and Daniel Day-Lewis.


Her mother was German, and her father Algerian and Turkish. When only a teenager, she was invited to join the Comédie Française,

         playing to great praise in Lorca and Molière. She has been making movies since the age of fourteen: Le Petit Bougnat (69, Bernard T. Michel); Faustine ou le Bel Été (71, Nina Companeez); La Gifle (74, Claude Pinoteau); and made an international impact as the love-crazed girl in L’Histoire d’Adèle H. (75, François Truffaut), for which she won an Oscar nomination.


She was on the brink again in The Tenant (76, Roman Polanski); Barocco (76, André Téchiné); Violette et François (76, Jacques Rouffio); made an uneasy American debut in The Driver (78, Walter Hill); as a woman infatuated with the vampire in Nosferatu, Phantom der Nacht (79, Werner Herzog); as Emily in The Brontë Sisters (79, Téchiné); Possession (80, Andrzej Zulawski); and Clara et les Chics Types (80, Jacques Monnet). 


She played the central victim, a version of Jean Rhys, in Quartet (81, James Ivory); L’Année Prochaine si tout va bien (81, Jean-Loup Hubert); Tout Feu, Toute Flamme (82, Jean-Paul Rappeneau); Mortelle Randonnée (82, Claude Miller); Doktor Faustus (82, Frank Seitz); as Antonieta Rivas Mercadi, a melodramatic arts patron, in Antonieta (82, Carlos Saura); was stark naked for much of L’Été Meurtrier (82, Jean Becker), something between an erotic force of nature and a village idiot; Subway (85, Luc Besson); entirely wasted in Ishtar (87, Elaine May).


She was the producer as well as the star of Camille Claudel (88, Bruno Nuytten), her most overwhelming and characteristic performance, as a woman in love with art, exhilaration, and

         danger. Once more, she was nominated for the Oscar. If only Warren Beatty could have given her a role as strong. After four

         years, she made La Reine Margot (94, Patrice Chéreau). Granted that she does films so seldom, why do Diabolique (96, Jeremiah S. Chechik), with Sharon Stone, or La Repentie (02, Laetitia Masson)? She has also made Adolphe (02, Benoît Jacquot); excellent again in Bon Voyage (03, Rappeneau); Monsieur Ibrahim et les Fleurs du Coran (03, François Dupeyron); an Almaviva in Figaro (08, Jacques Weber); La Journée de la Jupe (08, Jean-Paul Lilienfeld).


      

      Percy Adlon, b. Munich, Germany, 1935


1978: The Guardian and His Poet (d). 1981: Céleste. 1982: Letze Fünf Tage/The Last Five Days. 1983: Die Schaukel/The Swing. 1985: Zückerbaby/Sugarbaby. 1987: Bagdad Cafe.1989: Rosalie Goes Shopping. 1991: Salmonberries.1993: Younger & Younger. 1996: Hotel Adlon.1999: Die Strausskiste. 2000: Hawaiian Gardens; Koenigs Kugel (d). 2010: Mahler auf der Couch.


      

      After years working in theatre, in radio, and doing television documentaries, Adlon made his debut with a fascinating, full-length

         documentary on the relationship between writer Robert Walser and publisher Carl Seelig which is far from conventional—the

         film’s deepest intent is to undermine any set idea of the facts in the case. Céleste explored the way a maid viewed her employer, Marcel Proust. In both cases, there was a refreshingly practical and explorative

         sense of how creative people lead (and transform) their lives.


Since then, Adlon has moved toward a whimsical view of comedy that has won some international art-house following. Sugarbaby told the love story between a subway driver and a large woman who works in a funeral home. The woman was played by Marianne Sagebrecht, who went on to star in Bagdad Cafe and Rosalie Goes Shopping. These films are entertaining and serene screwball comedies, if not as challenging as Céleste or The Guardian and His Poet.


      

      Ben (Benjamin Geza) Affleck, b. Berkeley, California, 1972


Here is a test of critical responsibility. On the one hand, I have a soft spot for Mr. Affleck in that he is the only actor

         who has played, or is ever likely to play, the man who founded the school I attended. I refer to Edward (or Ned) Alleyne,

         the Shakespearian actor-manager and founder of Dulwich College, as offered in Shakespeare in Love (98, John Madden). I daresay I would be joined in this sentiment by other Old Alleynians—Michael Powell, Clive Brook, Leslie

         Howard, Raymond Chandler, P. G. Wodehouse, Michael Ondaatje, and Paul Mayersberg, among others. But I heard not one word from

         any of them, or from anyone, come to that, to dispute my other view that Mr. Affleck was boring, complacent, and criminally

         lucky to have got away with everything so far. If there was any doubt in my mind it was settled by the mere presence—and it

         wasn’t anything more than mere—of Affleck in the travesty called Pearl Harbor (01, Michael Bay).


Yet look what he has gotten away with: The Dark End of the Street (81, Jan Egleson); playing basketball in Buffy the Vampire Slayer (92, Fran Rubel Kuzui); School Ties (92, Robert Mandel); Dazed and Confused (93, Richard Linklater); Mallrats (95, Kevin Smith); the lead in Chasing Amy (97, Smith); Going All the Way (97, Mark Pellington); sharing in the script, and an Oscar, for Good Will Hunting (97, Gus Van Sant); Phantoms (98, Joe Chappelle); Armageddon (98, Michael Bay); 200 Cigarettes (99, Risa Bramon Garcia); Forces of Nature (99, Bronwen Hughes); Dogma (99, Smith); Boiler Room (00, Ben Younger); Reindeer Games (00, John Frankenheimer); Bounce (00, Don Roos); Jay and Silent Bob Strike Back (00, Smith); Changing Lanes (02, Roger Michell); taking over as Jack Ryan in The Sum of All Fears (02, Phil Alden Robinson).


I note that, into his early thirties, he is still playing one of the lads, just as in Pearl Harbor he was too old to be the boyhood pal of Josh Hartnett. He then made The Third Wheel (02, Jordan Brady) and Daredevil (03, Mark Steven Johnson). Gigli (03, Martin Brest), a famous celebration of his love for Jennifer Lopez, is already a legendary disaster. He followed with

         Paycheck (03, John Woo) and Jersey Girl (04, Kevin Smith).


And then the ghost of Edward Alleyne struck? After Clerks II (06, Smith), he was very good as George Reeves in Hollywoodland (06, Allen Coulter)—not a good film, but a sign of acting. He was good again in Man About Town (06, Mike Binder)—playing a Hollywood agent. And, at that point he wrote and directed the excellent thriller Gone Baby Gone, taken from a Dennis Lehane novel. Since then, he has done He’s Just Not That Into You (09, Ken Kwapis); State of Play (09, Kevin Macdonald); Extract (09, Mike Judge).


      

      James Agee (1909–55), b. Knoxville, Tennessee


James Agee looked a lot like a young Robert Ryan; he behaved as self-destructively as Nicholas Ray; but he was only himself

         as a writer on film. As one of his biographers, Laurence Bergreen, has written, “To Agee movies were not primarily a form

         of entertainment … they were … the indigenous art form. Good or bad, vulgar or exquisite, they were, more than any literary

         form, the mirror of American life. They were cheap, rude, hypocritical, democratic, occasionally inspired, usually humdrum—in

         short, they were American. For this reason he longed to find his way, however roundabout, into them.”


I take that last remark at face value: I think it was Agee’s wish, not just to be involved with film people, in the making

         of the work, but—literally—to be in movies. That doesn’t refer to some masked urge to act. It’s something far more extensive:

         Agee wished to be perceived like a character from the best movies—intensely romantic, darkly handsome, and desirable, yet

         aloof, tough, moody, and doomed. Plainly, even if you know, intellectually, that some films are foolish, still, it follows

         that anyone wanting to live on the screen has to have faith in the grandeur and gravity of film. And so it follows that Agee’s

         adult life coincides with the great age of self-belief in American cinema. Indeed, in 1945, he could write, in candor, “I

         can think of very few contemporary books that are worth the jackets they are wrapped in; I can think of very few movies, contemporary

         or otherwise, which fail to show that somebody who has worked on them … has real life or energy or intensity or intelligence

         or talent.”


Happy days—even if from this moment in time it is easier to have more respect for books.


Agee went to Harvard, edited the Advocate, and took up booze and poetry in quantity. He was always a womanizer, and a mess personally, but he found a journalistic voice

         that lasted for about twenty years. It extended to the text for Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (1941), that classic of the rural Depression and hard lives, where Agee’s text went with the photographs of Walker Evans—and

         in which Evans’s photography shines with a sensuality that Agee delivered personally to some of the poor women. It also equipped

         him to be a film critic at Time and The Nation for much of the forties.


He was far from reliable—he could write off Kane as a reservoir of hackneyed tricks, and he was of the opinion that Chaplin and Huston were without equal in America. But he wrote like someone who had not just viewed

         the movie but been in it—out with it, as if it were a girl; drinking with it; driving in the night with it. That direct physical

         response was new, it was done with terrific dash and insight, and it surely intuited the way people responded to movies in

         the forties. It was also, it seems to me, a powerful influence on Pauline Kael—I have a fond dream of the two of them snarling

         at each other, like the characters in The African Queen.


Which brings us to the vexed matter of Agee’s scripts. From the mid forties on, Agee made a set at Huston—it was authentic

         admiration, or hero worship, but it was also a pioneering case of the movie critic lusting to sit at the all-night dinner

         with the big guys and walk away with a writing job. Agee worked on the script and commentary of The Quiet One (49, Sidney Meyers); he did a script for The African Queen (51, Huston), which was substantially redone by others; he did the “Bride Comes to Yellow Sky” episode from Face to Face (52, John Brahm and Bretaigne Windust), and he wrote the first screenplay for The Night of the Hunter (55, Charles Laughton).


The last was undoubtedly his most valuable work, and while Agee’s script was painfully long and literary (nearly three hundred

         pages), I suspect that Agee’s vision and his Tennessee roots meant a lot to Laughton as he rewrote the script and made the

         picture. So it comes to this: that good writing about film should be very wary of trying to get inside the business, let alone

         inside the screen. But how are we poor devils to be prevented once we’ve sniffed that wild air?


As if to show what might have been, three years after his death he won a Pulitzer for his novel A Death in the Family.


      

      Danny (Daniel Louis) Aiello, b. Brooklyn, New York, 1936


In Once Upon a Time in America (84, Sergio Leone), Danny Aiello plays a bullying police chief liked and trusted by no one. He has just had a baby son, but

         the gangsters play a trick on him by removing identifying tags and putting the baby in a room full of look-alike infants.

         Primogeniture gone with the wind, and all the puff and bulk of Aiello the actor seething and weeping. The name of the chief

         is Aiello. Draw your own conclusion.


Some students have marveled that Aiello, credited with over seventy movies in the years from 1973 till now, did nothing until

         the ripe old age of thirty-seven. In fact, he was for years an official in the Teamsters Union who talked his way into acting

         jobs. He is a natural comic, a rather good singer, and a big soft show-off who likes to be the heavy. When well cast he is

         a treat—but trusted with too much he can inspire that practical jokester in all film units.


I won’t give a complete list, but here are the highlights: Bang the Drum Slowly (73, John Hancock); Tony Rosato in The Godfather, Part II (74, Francis Ford Coppola); The Front (76, Martin Ritt); Fingers (78, James Toback); Bloodbrothers (78, Robert Mulligan); Hide in Plain Sight (80, James Caan); Fort Apache, the Bronx (81, Daniel Petrie); Broadway Danny Rose (84, Woody Allen); a bigger part in The Purple Rose of Cairo (85, Allen); Radio Days (87, Allen); Man on Fire (87, Elie Chouraqui).


His own frequent suggestion that he was worthy of bigger things was matched with larger roles: The Pick-Up Artist (87, Toback); the betrothed in Moonstruck (87, Norman Jewison); The January Man (89, Pat O’Connor); Sal in Do the Right Thing (89, Spike Lee)—for which he got a supporting-actor nomination; Harlem Nights (89, Eddie Murphy); Jacob’s Ladder (90, Adrian Lyne); Hudson Hawk (91, Michael Lehmann); Mistress (92, Barry Primus).


He had his great chance being cast—beautifully—as Ruby (92, John Mackenzie). He was very good, but nobody wanted to know. He had another lead in Me and the Kid (93, Dan Curtis). But then he tripped up completely, being cast in the lead of the sour The Pickle (93, Mazursky). Nothing has been quite the same since that.


But he was very good in City Hall (96, Harold Becker); Two Much (96, Fernando Trueba); 2 Days in the Valley (96, John Herzfeld); on TV in the lead in the dreadful The Last Don (97–98, Graeme Clifford); Dinner Rush (01, Bob Giraldi); Prince of Central Park (00, John Leekley); a singer in Off Key (01, Manuel Gómez Pereira); The Last Request (02, John DeBellis); Mail Order Bride (03, Robert Capelli Jr. and Jeffrey Wolf); Zeyda and the Hitman (04, Melanie Mayron); Brooklyn Lobster (05, Kevin Jordan); Lucky Number Slevin (06, Paul McGuigan).


      

      Anouk Aimée (Françoise Sorya Dreyfus), b. Paris, 1932


Anouk—as she was originally known—is a princess of the French cinema, but a princess whose heart has been touched by Grimm

         cold. Those wide eyes and the grave face appeared to see a tragic destiny that could not be avoided, and that at times even

         held enchantment for her. She began in her teens in La Maison Sous la Mer (47, Henri Calef); in Carné’s unfinished La Fleur de l’Age (47); as a young lover on the outskirts of moviemaking in Les Amants de Vérone (48, André Cayatte); to England for The Golden Salamander (49, Ronald Neame). The part that best captured her fragile pessimism was in a short, The Crimson Curtain (52, Alexandre Astruc), as the girl who has a weak heart but submits nevertheless to her lover and dies. That soulful contemplation of self-destruction was borne out in Les Mauvaises Rencontres (55, Astruc); as one of Modigliani’s suffering women in Montparnasse 19 (57, Jacques Becker); and as the helpless girlfriend in La Tête Contre les Murs (58, Georges Franju). At this time, she moved vaguely between the new French cinema—Les Dragueurs (59, Jean-Pierre Mocky); Le Farceur (60, Philippe de Broca)—”international” parts, like the nymphomaniac in La Dolce Vita (60, Federico Fellini); and small parts in the Resistance in Carve Her Name with Pride (58, Lewis Gilbert) and The Journey (58, Anatole Litvak).


Lola (60, Jacques Demy) came as a surprise and a relief: at last she was allowed to giggle, flutter, to be animated, and to breathe

         a cryptic song into the camera—“C’est moi. C’est Lola.” The most magical of the New Wave films, Lola freed Princess Anouk and allowed her the flighty, romantic self-absorption of a chambermaid. However, Anouk’s newfound freedom

         did not result in an organized career, although she may not have cared too much, then or now. It must be said that serious

         roles have sometimes found her wanting. Perhaps so handsome and commanding a woman is really frivolous; certainly Lola has that effortless beauty that comes from relaxation.


After that, Anouk worked rather haphazardly: L’Imprevisto (61, Alberto Lattuada); Il Giudizio Universale (61, Vittorio de Sica); as one of Aldrich’s first lesbians in Sodom and Gomorrah (62); Les Grands Chemins (63, Christian Marquand); looking severe in spectacles in 81/2 (63, Fellini); Il Terrorista (63, Gianfranco De Bosio); A Man and a Woman (66, Claude Lelouch), which harked back to her capacity for being hurt; Un Soir un Train (69, André Delvaux); The Appointment (69, Sidney Lumet); as Lola again, stranded in America, in Model Shop (69, Demy)—a resigned woman now who sells herself to the fantasies of amateur photographers.


She was curiously indifferent to Justine (69, George Cukor). That normally most generous of directors called her “the great disaster … the only time I’ve ever had

         anything to do with somebody who didn’t try … indomitably refined.”


Well past forty, married to and divorced from Albert Finney, she appeared for Lelouch again in the forlorn Second Chance (76). Since then, she has been in Salto Nel Vuoto (80, Marco Bellocchio); as the wife in Tragedy of a Ridiculous Man (81, Bernardo Bertolucci); Qu’est-ce Qui Fait Courir David? (82, Elie Chouraqui); Le Général de l’Armée Morte (83, Luciano Tovoli); briefly in Success Is the Best Revenge (84, Jerzy Skolimowski); and increasingly as a touchstone for Lelouch—A Man and a Woman 20 Years Later (86) and Il y a Des Jours … et Des Lunes (90).


Beyond age, locked into beauty, she kept going:


Bethune: The Making of a Hero (90, Phillip Borsos); Voices in the Garden (92, Pierre Boutron); Rupture (s) (93, Christina Citti); Les Marmottes (93, Chouraqui); Ready to Wear (94, Robert Altman); Dis-moi Oui (95, Alexandre Arcady); with Daniel Gélin in Hommes, Femmes, Mode d’Emploi (96, Lelouch); at sixty-five, as Bathsheba in a TV Solomon (97, Hans Hulscher); Riches, Belles etc. (98, Bunny Schpoliansky); L.A. Without a Map (98, Mika Kaurismaki); Une pour Toutes (99, Lelouch); 1999 Madeleine (99, Laurent Bouhnik); Victoire, ou la Douleur des Femmes (00, Nadine Trintignant); 2000 Eve (00, Bouhnik); L’Île Bleue (01, Trintignant); Napoléon (02, Yves Simoneau); Festival in Cannes (02, Henry Jaglom); The Birch Tree Meadow (03, Marceline Loridan Ivens); De Particulier à Particulier (06, Brice Cauvin).


      

      Robert Aldrich (1918–83), b. Cranston, Rhode Island


1953: The Big Leaguer. 1954: World for Ransom; Apache; Vera Cruz. 1955: Kiss Me Deadly; The Big Knife. 1956: Autumn Leaves; Attack!. 1957: The Garment Center (completed by and credited to Vincent Sherman). 1959: The Angry Hills; Ten Seconds to Hell. 1961: The Last Sunset. 1962: Sodom and Gomorrah; What Ever Happened to Baby Jane?. 1963: 4 for Texas. 1964: Hush … Hush, Sweet Charlotte. 1965: The Flight of the Phoenix. 1967: The Dirty Dozen. 1968: The Legend of Lylah Clare; The Killing of Sister George.1970: Too Late the Hero. 1971: The Grissom Gang. 1972: Ulzana’s Raid. 1973: The Emperor of the North Pole/Emperor of the North. 1974: The Longest Yard/The Mean Machine. 1975: Hustle.1977: Twilight’s Last Gleaming; The Choirboys.1979: The Frisco Kid. 1981: All the Marbles.


      

      The decline in Aldrich, in the sixties especially, was a sad thing to behold. Distinct talent is no sure defense against the

         pressures of vulgarization and commerce, to say nothing of the talent’s urge toward sensationalism. In other words, the politique des auteurs—of which Aldrich was once a test case—is an uncertain basis for assessing careers, more revealing of the movie-mad, would-be

         auteurs who invented it than of real battlers like Aldrich. Aldrich had great hits in the sixties: Baby Jane, The Dirty Dozen, and Sister George were box-office payoffs for a man who had striven early to be his own producer. It was in exactly that period that a talent

         like Nicholas Ray vanished, unable to string projects together. But the contrast between, say, Kiss Me Deadly and The Grissom Gang, or Attack! and The Dirty Dozen, shows the woeful sacrifices that can come from keeping in work.


Kiss Me Deadly is still one of the best, and most surprising, American films of the 1950s, a lucid transformation of pulp Spillane into

         a vicious, insolent allegory of violence, corruption, and forbidding futures in America. Did overbearing producers and more restrictive

         censorship push Aldrich into a disciplined and even ironic evocation of brutality? Did the cheerfulness of the fifties allow

         such glittering darkness to slip through? The greater freedom on The Dirty Dozen only exposed the lack of self-control in the director, and the ease with which opportunist cynicism filled in the bold outrage

         of the Eisenhower era in Attack! Yet no one could say Dozen is more realistic—it is nothing but a pretext for violent fantasies and a model for too many later films.


Then there was the visual slovenliness that had overtaken the feverish, trapped imagery of the fifties. Melodrama and hysteria

         were always there in Aldrich, but Baby Jane, Sweet Charlotte, and Sister George are horribly calculated, smirking exploitations of sub-Gothic emotional horror. They are humorless, overheated films, harsh

         to their actresses, and only rarely achieve a kind of hysterical poetry—the close of Baby Jane is an eerie moment that caught the madness in American emotionalism. But The Dirty Dozen succumbed to the complacent strength Lee Marvin was prone to. Compare Marvin in that and Emperor of the North Pole with the ravaged sensitivity of Jack Palance in The Big Knife and Attack!, and the subtle disowning of Ralph Meeker’s Hammer in Kiss Me Deadly. (Compare Aldrich’s Marvin with The Killers or Point Blank.)


It seems odd now to recollect the distinguished apprenticeship Aldrich served as assistant director: The Southerner (45, Jean Renoir); The Story of G.I. Joe (45, William Wellman); The Private Affairs of Bel-Ami (47, Albert Lewin); Body and Soul (47, Robert Rossen); Arch of Triumph (48, Lewis Milestone); Force of Evil (48, Abraham Polonsky); The White Tower (50, Ted Tetzlaff); The Prowler (51, Joseph Losey); M (51, Losey); Limelight (52, Charles Chaplin). Did Aldrich’s first vitality grow out of the noir paranoia in Polonsky and Losey?


He tried to be his own man: the Associates and Aldrich was set up in 1955, and he had his own studio for a few years on the

         booty of The Dirty Dozen. But he had to sell it after a series of flops, and found himself back in the jungle again, suffering cuts from the interesting

         Twilight’s Last Gleaming, and ending his life on a run of coarse, disagreeable movies. Hustle, though, was closer to the old style and his feeling for pain, a bleak cop/prostitute picture that paired Burt Reynolds’s

         masochism with the lofty glamour of Catherine Deneuve.


Then there is Ulzana’s Raid—a sequel to Apache, one of the best films of the seventies, and a somber adjustment of the Western to the age of Vietnam. Burt Lancaster has

         become the weary scout helping the cavalry track down a rogue Apache in a movie that uses terrain and loyalty as interactive

         metaphors. From a fine Alan Sharp script, Ulzana’s Raid is austere and fatalistic. It is the one film in which Aldrich seems old, wise, and afraid. Suppose he had made only that

         and Kiss Me Deadly—he would loom as a master, magnificent in his sparing work. But he had to keep busy, and so his energy often went astray.


      

      Marc Allégret (1900–73), b. Basel, Switzerland


1927: Voyage au Congo (d). 1929: Papoul. 1930: La Meilleure Bobonne; J’Ai Quelque Chose a Vous Dire; Le Blanc et le Noir (codirected with Robert Florey). 1931: Les Amants de Minuit (codirected with Augusto Genina); Mam’zelle Nitouche; Attaque Nocturne. 1932: Fanny; La Petite Chocolatière. 1934: Le Lac-aux-Dames; L’Hôtel du Libre-Echange; Sans Famille; Zou-Zou. 1935: Les Beaux Jours. 1936: Sous les Yeux d’Occident; Aventure à Paris; Les Amants Terribles. 1937: Gribouille. 1938: La Dame de Malacca; Entrée des Artistes; Orage. 1939: Le Corsaire. 1941: Parade en Sept Nuits. 1942: L’Arlésienne; Félicie Nanteuil. 1943: Les Petites du Quai aux Fleurs. 1944: Lunégarde; La Belle Aventure. 1946: Pétrus. 1947: Blanche Fury. 1949: The Naked Heart/Maria Chapdelaine. 1951: Blackmailed; Avec André Gide; La Demoiselle et Son Revenant. 1952: Jean Coton. 1953: Julietta. 1954: L’Amante di Paridi; Femmina. 1955: Futures Vedettes; L’Amant de Lady Chatterley. 1956: En Effeuillant la Marguerite/Mamzelle Striptease. 1957: L’Amour Est en Jeu. 1958: Sois Belle et Tais-Toi. 1959: Un Drôle de Dimanche; Les Affreux. 1961: “Sophie,” an episode from Les Parisiennes. 1962: Le Démon de Minuit. 1963: L’Abominable Homme des Douanes.1970: Le Bal du Comte d’Orgel.


      

      The older brother of Yves Allégret and adopted nephew of André Gide, Marc Allégret had a long, pedestrian record, illustrating

         the way French cinema has sustained mediocre talents through warfare, the New Wave, and the pinched conditions of commercial

         cinema. Allégret’s first film was made in his capacity as secretary to Gide on a trip to Africa in 1925. According to Gide,

         on their return Allégret languished, “…or at least has not really worked; I fear that, for greater facility, he may give up

         the best in him.” A cryptic, poignant remark, followed by the confession that it was “for him, to win his attention, his esteem,

         that I wrote Les Faux-Monnayeurs. ” No Allégret film is anywhere near as good as the novel he inspired. When Allégret’s appetite for work revived, he became

         assistant to Robert Florey, whose Le Blanc et le Noir he took over when Florey returned to Hollywood.


In 1947, Allégret went to England and directed three films there, including Blackmailed, with Dirk Bogarde and Mai Zetterling. L’Amante di Paridi was a Helen of Troy extravaganza with Hedy Lamarr as the lady. A more convincing beauty was shown by Brigitte Bardot in Mamzelle Striptease. It is a mark of Allégret’s own staidness that he cultivated Roger Vadim as an assistant for ten years without ever dreaming

         of the lewd freshness with which Vadim would film Bardot—a meeting first accomplished through Allégret’s own projects.


      

      Yves Allégret (1907–87), b. Paris


1936: Vous N’Avez Rien à Déclarer? (codirected with Leo Joannon). 1941: Jeunes Timides; Tobie Est un Ange (not released). 1942: La Roue Tourne (uncompleted). 1943: La Boîte aux Rêves. 1945: Les Démons de l’Aube. 1948: Dédée d’Anvers; Une Si Jolie Petite Plage. 1949: Manèges. 1950: Les Miracles N’Ont Lieu Qu’une Fois. 1951: Nez de Cuir; “La Luxure,” an episode from Les Sept Péchés Capitaux. 1952: La Jeune Folle. 1953: Mam’zelle Nitouche; Les Orgueilleux. 1954: Oasis.1955: La Meilleure Part. 1957: Méfiez-Vous Fillettes; Quand la Femme S’en Mêle. 1958: La Fille de Hambourg; L’Ambitieuse. 1960: Le Chien de Pique. 1962: Konga Yo. 1963: Germinal. 1967: Johnny Banco. 1970: L’Invasion. 1975: Orzowei.1976: Mords Pas On T’Aime.


      

      The younger brother of Marc Allégret, Yves worked his way into directing quite slowly. He assisted his brother on Mam’zelle Nitouche (31) (which he remade in 1953 with Fernandel in the Raimu part) and Le Lac-aux-Dames (34). Yves also worked with Renoir on La Chienne (32) but spent most of the 1930s directing shorts or working as an art director. It was during the war that he began directing

         features, quickly establishing a Carné-like blend of naturalism and black poetry. The films were mannered, good looking, and

         well acted, especially those starring his wife, Simone Signoret—La Boîte aux Rêves, Dédée d’Anvers, and Manèges—but nothing prepares one for the achievement of Une Si Jolie Petite Plage, an indelible image of hell on earth, set in a wretched seaside town in winter, marvelously photographed by Henri Alekan and

         arguably Gérard Philipe’s finest study of romantic despair. The last scenes of that film are more chilling than any of Carné’s

         effects and immeasurably graver than the rest of Allégret.


      

      Joan Allen, b. Rochelle, Illinois, 1956


In person, Joan Allen is taller and prettier than you expect. On stage—especially in Burn This and The Heidi Chronicles—she has been a more expansive and compelling actress than film has admitted. And on the big screen, she is already one of

         our great supporting actresses, nearly automatically among the nominations, and a universal type whenever onlooking and long-suffering

         wives are involved. And, if you haven’t noticed, those are often the kind of wives that our movies seem to know best. Is this

         a modern reflection of the private lives of Hollywood executives, or a profound comment on American marriage? Whatever, it’s

         a limit that could be unfair to Ms. Allen—as witness the fact that Annette Bening got the “Joan Allen part” in American Beauty.


She had been closely associated with Chicago’s Steppenwolf Company, and her movies amount to a textbook for acting classes:Compromising Positions (85, Frank Perry); the blind woman, superb in the scene with the tiger, in Manhunter (86, Michael Mann);Peggy Sue Got Married (86, Francis Coppola);Tucker (88, Coppola); In Country (89, Norman Jewison); a classic supportive wife, with Beau Bridges, in Without Warning: The James Brady Story (91, Michael Toshiyuki Uno); Ethan Frome (93, John Madden);Searching for Bobby Fischer (93, Steven Zaillian); Mad Love (95, Antonia Bird); so good as Pat in Nixon (95, Oliver Stone) that she effortlessly revived our sense of those years and the emotion of newsreel, but thereby left Anthony

         Hopkins seeming all the more of an imposter; outstanding again in The Crucible (96, Nicholas Hytner);Face/Off (97, John Woo);The Ice Storm (97, Ang Lee); Pleasantville (98, Gary Ross);All the Rage (99, James D. Stein); Irish in When the Sky Falls (99, John Mackenzie).


She had a big part, and a nomination, in The Contender (00, Rod Lurie), but that horribly rigged film left her whiny, prim, overly “nice” and archaic. She was Morgause, the femme

         fatale, in TV’s The Mists of Avalon (01, Uli Edel)—and she began to seem past prime;Off the Map (03, Campbell Scott);The Notebook (04, Nick Cassavetes).


She got a thankless running part in the Bourne pictures (04 and 07, Paul Greengrass), and she was in Yes (04, Sally Potter); The Upside of Anger (05, Mike Binder); Bonneville (06, Christopher N. Rowley); Death Race (08, Paul W. S. Anderson); Hachiko: A Dog’s Story (09, Lasse Hallstrom); and sadly genteel as Georgia O’Keeffe (09, Bob Balaban).


      

      Woody Allen (Allen Stewart Konigsberg), b. New York, 1935


1969: Take the Money and Run. 1971: Bananas.1972: Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex But Were Afraid to Ask. 1973: Sleeper.1975: Love and Death. 1977: Annie Hall. 1978: Interiors. 1979: Manhattan. 1980: Stardust Memories. 1982: A Midsummer Night’s Sex Comedy. 1983: Zelig. 1984: Broadway Danny Rose. 1985: The Purple Rose of Cairo. 1986: Hannah and Her Sisters. 1987: Radio Days; September.1988: Another Woman.1989: Crimes and Misdemeanors; “Oedipus Wrecks,” an episode from New York Stories. 1990: Alice. 1991: Shadows and Fog. 1992: Husbands and Wives. 1993: Manhattan Murder Mystery.1994: Bullets over Broadway; Don’t Drink the Water (TV). 1995: Mighty Aphrodite. 1996: Everyone Says I Love You. 1997: Deconstructing Harry. 1998: Celebrity.1999: Sweet and Lowdown. 2000: Small Time Crooks. 2001: The Curse of the Jade Scorpion. 2002:Holly wood Ending. 2003: Anything Else.2004: Melinda and Melinda. 2005: Match Point. 2006: Scoop. 2008: Cassandra’s Dream; Vicky Cristina Bar celona. 2009: Whatever Works.2010: You Will Meet a Tall, Dark Stranger.


      

      “Woody” was the most famous film director in America from the late 1970s onwards, and then a reluctant household name as his

         famed soul-searching took a banana-skin skid into public scandal. Can he maintain his way of working? Is there funding for

         films whose budgets have steadily risen, and whose audience has never been large? Can he be merely amusing when he has drawn

         so melodramatic a trail through the courts and the public prints? More important, can he develop as an artist? Has he ever

         shown that unmistakable promise?


I am skeptical. In his films he seems so averse to acting yet so skittish about real confession that he risks dealing in self-glorification

         by neurosis. As an actor he stills momentum and betrays his films’ reach for reality. Moreover, some of his films are so inconsequential,

         so much a matter of habit, that they make his productivity seem artificial.


But his sense of movie theatre and narrative intricacy soared in the eighties (along with the budgets and the photographic

         quality), and there are two films that even this sour spectator adores —The Purple Rose of Cairo and Radio Days. In neither does Allen figure as an actor (he is the narrator of Radio Days). The first is a wonderfully clever, blithely light comedy about movies and dogged real life, while the latter is a new kind

         of film, a sort of imagined documentary montage, or a notebook of memories and scenes, utterly consistent in tone, a true

         portrait of a time. Yet Radio Days has not been a seed. Instead, it looks like a random brainwave in the night.


Can he break out of the claustrophobic self-regard that has always threatened to make yet more “Woody Allen” films? Can he

         hold his small but influential following, when they are the group most quickly (or automatically?) offended by reports of

         “incorrectness” in an idol? Part of Allen’s problem was only sharpened by the very messy battle with Mia Farrow and his own

         undeniable humiliation. For he always insisted on making movies about his own angst as a cunning diversion from true self-examination.

         For years, there had been an air of dissociation in his work that now seems fulfilled by some of his remarks during the year

         of public scandal. Has this authority on sensitivity ever trusted his own feelings or been their authentic victim?


Despite the fun of Sleeper and Bananas, Allen has never made a film free from his own panic. He has been a Chaplin hero for the chattering classes, yet he is trapped

         by something like Chaplin’s neurotic vanity. No director works so hard to appear at a loss. The thought of his making a Bergman

         movie (and the thought runs from Interiors to Shadows and Fog) is grotesque. He is so near to Bergman already, yet so timid about the Swede’s strength of commitment.


Allen is beset by certain death, elusive sex, the farfetched theory of romance, the immorality of pleasure, and the fracturing

         of cultural and personal ties that are replaced with chains. It sounds like respectable angst, but perhaps the ideals and

         the dismay were always precious and adolescent. The note of complaint in Allen’s work is shrill and even frivolous because

         it prefers the quick flash of one-liners and mocked stereotypes. Woody is so jumpy he has no patience with developed humor.

         Though his films have gained in polish and visual depth, the humor remains in the words and the meetings. There is very little

         sense of purpose, principle, or character in Allen’s way of looking at the worlds he creates. Thus we cannot escape the feeling

         of being trapped in an elevator with people who talk too much. (The idea of a blind director—treated in Hollywood Ending—was there years earlier.)


Human failure is Allen’s faith, and we all seem to know about his awkward childhood (though Radio Days glows with humdrum happiness). He was a dropout from New York University and City College. Since then, most ventures have

         prospered except marriage and family—his second wife, Louise Lasser, acted in some of his early films and went on to be Mary Hartman after their split. (It is as a parent, and as an influence on the young, that the real Allen has most alarmed his loyalist

         supporters—and surely that could be a pressing future subject for him.)


Allen wrote jokes to order and was hired by Sid Caesar for his TV show. A great admirer of Mort Sahl, Allen moved into live

         routines in nightclubs, and by the late sixties he was a dramatist and a screenwriter: What’s New Pussycat? (65, Clive Donner); Casino Royale (67, Ken Hughes et al.); and Play It Again, Sam (72, Herbert Ross), taken from an Allen play. His club routines were brilliant: his verbal dexterity had a higher energy

         level than we know from his films. He could assume, if briefly, the aggressiveness of a Groucho. But as he began a movie career,

         so his persona receded, and he acquired the security systems of being a victim. It took a long time—in life and on the screen—for

         the possibility to emerge that the “victim” might be tough, tyrannical company.


On Oscars night 1978, Allen was studiously playing Dixieland clarinet in a New York pub. Three thousand miles away Hollywood

         conceded the year to him: he won three Oscars (for script, direction, best picture) and Diane Keaton—his Isolde and his Nancy Drew

         then, as well as his girl—picked up the best actress prize. He avoided the awards night for reasons that could make an Allen

         movie—he might lose? he might win? it might look as if he expected to win? he preferred privacy to the cultivation of personality?

         or he preferred to nurture his persona in private? He claimed shyness, and nobody remarked on how oddly that sat with a film

         that revolves around its maker’s insecurities and uses its actress’s real name in the title —Annie Hall.


The film that followed, Interiors, seemed sculpted in Bergman’s cold elegant bone. Yet it was only porcelain or plastic, a model from medical school, not a

         piece of a body. Manhattan was a love song to New York—and by now we can see that Allen’s richest interest may be his city, for it is too vast and diverse

         to permit his glibness. Manhattan had a fine performance from Mariel Hemingway that was maybe the first piece of pure acting in Allen’s work, as well as the

         debut of a tenderness toward dangerously young women. But the cuteness in Manhattan—in lines, compositions, and in its escapes from scenes that needed more—showed the embarrassment Allen felt about his own

         assigned challenge: “serious” pictures.


Allen’s development in the eighties, his rate of work, and the sophistication of narrative were all seemingly devoted to ideas

         and attitudes against the grain of that decade. Yet Allen’s audience relied on urban yuppies, and his films only fostered

         that group’s self-satisfaction. He has tried darker views—in Stardust Memories and Crimes and Misdemeanors—and he has become very skilled with extensive, seething social contexts in which one piece of behavior is made more complex

         by the doings of others. He has fascinating ideas and ambitions as a screenwriter. Yet which Allen film challenges or threatens

         us, or burns into our memories? The films may run together—are we certain where that joke or this meeting occurred? Sometimes

         the context is so large as to be blurred; escape and slipperiness become more facile. There is something in Allen that always

         makes fun of ego, privacy, and obsession, and so with all his proclaimed inwardness he seems fearful of letting characters

         possess large inner lives. He makes many cameos of loneliness, but these are too often cute snapshots rather than tributes

         to an intractable condition.


But who else in American film provokes such arguments? And if Allen faces a crisis because of his own behavior, we should

         recollect how smart and resourceful he is. Perhaps his indefatigable unconscious mind knew he needed trouble and disruption.

         That does not seek to excuse any damage he has done. But suppose real damage could become his subject—as opposed to wisecracks

         about it? If Allen could be persuaded to quit his own films as actor and to work more sparingly, with unmistakable lead actors

         (as opposed to a stock company of guest shots), then there is still a chance that he could create something close to gravity.

         For he is the most inquiring dramatist at work in American film. He could yet be the kind of writer desperately needed by

         Coppola, Scorsese, and so many others.


By the end of the twentieth century, it was clear that Allen’s fecundity was chronic—though economics and his break with producer

         Jean Doumanian were further threats to the automatic one-film-a-year routine. Or was it that the routine, the momentum, kept

         Allen from proper examination of his work? Had habit overwhelmed the chance of art? It seemed to me that there was a wave

         of restored excellence —Everyone, Harry, and Celebrity—which came close to a really novel and brave scrutiny of modern reputation. But then Woody darted away into his own cuteness.


In the new century, he took off for England and seemed to relish the classy nastiness. Match Point could be Hitchcock and seemed a very promising departure, but by the time of Vicky … it was clear that Allen was wasting his own lively players.


So there’s too much—or too little reflection. Still, there are Annie Hall, The Purple Rose of Cairo, Radio Days, Deconstructing Harry. That’s four brilliant films that no one else could have dreamed of. And that’s what it’s about.


      

      June Allyson (Ella Geisman) (1917–2006), b. Bronx, New York


Trained as a dancer, she was a chorus girl while still at school, and went on to play in Broadway musicals. Her film debut

         was in Best Foot Forward (43, Edward Buzzell), which repeated a stage role. She was put under contract by MGM—as the sort of girl men overseas might

         like to come home to—for Girl Crazy (43, Norman Taurog); Thousands Cheer (43, George Sidney); Two Girls and a Sailor (44, Richard Thorpe); and Music for Millions (44, Henry Koster). Her petite, sore-throated charm was perfected in Till the Clouds Roll By (46, Richard Whorf); Good News (47, Charles Walters); Words and Music (48, Taurog); as Jo in Little Women (49, Mervyn Le Roy); with her husband, Dick Powell, in The Reformer and the Redhead (50, Melvin Frank and Norman Panama); and Too Young to Know (51, Robert Z. Leonard). Her image of cheerful wholesomeness found its apotheosis in the wife and, supremely, the widow in

         The Glenn Miller Story (53, Anthony Mann). With that experience of tears, she took on more dramatic roles, with little success: Battle Circus (53, Richard Brooks), incredibly as the object of Bogart’s affections; Executive Suite (54, Robert Wise); was surprisingly good (and nasty) in The Shrike (55, José Ferrer) and Strategic Air Command (55, Mann), in which she was forever looking for James Stewart in the sky. Thereafter she dwindled into romances and tame

         comedies: You Can’t Run Away From It (56), produced and directed by Dick Powell and allegedly a remake of It Happened One Night; The Opposite Sex (56, David Miller), legally a remake of The Women; My Man Godfrey (57, Koster), so removed in tone and effect that it made the term “remake” null; Interlude (57, Douglas Sirk); and A Stranger in My Arms (58, Helmut Kautner). She moved briefly into TV, but retired when Powell died in 1963. More recently, she was the murderess

         in They Only Kill Their Masters (72, James Goldstone).


      

      Nestor Almendros (Nestor Almendros Cuyas) (1930–92), b. Barcelona, Spain


Almendros was a beloved citizen of world film, a tender gentleman, a man of several languages, and an invaluable aid to many

         diverse directors. His book, A Man with a Camera, is as worthwhile as the movies he worked on, and so is the documentary Mauvaise Conduite (83), about gay life in Cuba that he photographed, cowrote, and codirected with Orlando Jimenez Leal. Yet Almendros is in

         this book because he was a very good director of photography, self-effacing yet inventive, and happiest if he could serve

         good directors.


Few cinematographers have demonstrated what I would call a singular creative character—John Alton comes to mind, Gregg Toland,

         Raoul Coutard perhaps. These are cameramen without whom certain careers and even genres might not have been the same. Yet

         photography is not that difficult, and not even that influential or decisive—I suspect that music and even editing have more

         effect on what we feel about a film than photography. The image is so fundamental and so wonderful in and of itself, but it

         is a given: every day, all over the world, millions of people take wonderful or useful pictures. Is it so remarkable that a

         few hundred people do it for movies?


In other words, I do not want to exaggerate Almendros as cameraman. He served several directors very well—Truffaut, Rohmer,

         Barbet Schroeder, Robert Benton. But do we know by their look or feel that, say, Mississippi Mermaid, The Aviator’s Wife, Reversal of Fortune, or Nadine are not by Almendros? I trust not, for he did shoot Nadine (87). Equally, I find it hard to make claims for a consistent photographic personality in films as varied as Places in the Heart, My Night at Maud’s, and Two English Girls. I am moved by the look of those films, but not convinced that Almendros brought more than appropriate skill and understanding

         to them.


There are two films where the photography is more forceful: Sophie’s Choice (82, Alan J. Pakula), with the sickly-saintly paleness of Meryl Streep’s face as she recollects; and Days of Heaven (78, Terrence Malick), with many miracles of natural light on the prairie, a movie in which—to my mind—photography has seeped

         into areas abandoned by the director. Days of Heaven is photographed to death. It is to the great credit of Almendros that he so seldom earned that rebuke.


He went to Cuba in 1948 and became an active cineaste there, photographing and directing many short films in what was a time

         of creative ferment. He studied at the University of Havana, at New York’s City College, and at Centro Sperimentale in Rome,

         all in the 1950s. From the early sixties on, he worked as a cameraman in Europe and in America.


He did these for Truffaut: The Wild Child (69); Bed and Board (70); Two English Girls (71); The Story of Adèle H. (75)—with a good sense of the Caribbean; The Man Who Loved Women (77); The Green Room (78); The Last Metro (80); and Confidentially Yours (82).


Then for Rohmer: an episode for Paris Vu Par … (64); La Collectioneuse (66); My Night at Maud’s (69); Claire’s Knee (70); Love in the Afternoon (72); The Marquise of O (76); Perceval le Gallois (78); and Pauline at the Beach (82).


And for Benton: Kramer vs. Kramer (79); Still of the Night (82); Places in the Heart (84); Nadine (87); and Billy Bathgate (91).


Beyond those, Almendros worked on The Wild Racers (68, Daniel Haller and Roger Corman); The Valley (72, Schroeder); La Gueule Ouverte (74, Maurice Pialat); General Amin (74, Schroeder); Cockfighter (74, Monte Hellman); Mes Petites Amoureuses (75, Jean Eustache); Maîtresse (76, Schroeder); Des Journées Entières dans les Arbres (76, Marguerite Duras); Madame Rosa (77, Moshe Mizrahi); Goin’ South (78, Jack Nicholson); The Blue Lagoon (80, Randal Kleiser); Heartburn (86, Mike Nichols); Nobody Listened (87, which he cowrote and codirected with Jorge Ulla); and the “Life Lessons” episode for New York Stories (89, Martin Scorsese).


      

      Pedro Almodóvar, b. Calzada de Calatrava, Spain, 1951


1974: La Caída de Sódoma (s); Dos Putas, o Historia de Amor que Termina en Boda (s). 1975: Homenaje (s); El Sueño (s). 1976: El Estrella (s). 1977: Complementos (s); Sexo Va (s). 1978: Folle, Folle, Fólleme, Tim; Salomé (s). 1980: Pepi, Luci, Bom y Otras Chicas del Montón/Pepi, Luci, Bom and Other Girls Like Mom. 1982: Laberinto de Pasiones/Labyrinth of Passion. 1983: Entre Tinieblas/Dark Habits. 1984: Qué He Hecho Yo Para Merecer Esto?/What Have I Done to Deserve This?. 1985: Trayler para Amantes de lo Prohibido (s). 1986: Mátador. 1987: La Ley del Deseo/Law of Desire. 1988: Mujeres al Borde de un Ataque de Nervios/Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown. 1990: Tie Me Up, Tie Me Down!. 1991: High Heels.1993: Kika.1995: La Flor de Mi Secreto/The Flower of My Secret. 1997: Carne Trémula/Live Flesh. 1999: Todo Sobre Mi Madre/All About My Mother. 2002: Hable con Ella/Talk to Her.2004: La Mala Educación/Bad Education. 2006: Volver. 2009: Broken Embraces.


      

      Almodóvar was one of the most welcome explosions of the eighties and a sign of the new Spain. Whereas Carlos Saura (nearly

         twenty years older than Almodóvar) made intensely measured and psychologically reflective films, with the innate secrecy of

         someone raised under the Franco regime, Almodóvar is excessive, garish, outlandishly inventive, and irrepressible. He is openly

         gay, devoted to sexual confusion, and eternally committed to the chance of love. His mode is satiric yet generous and free

         from moralizing. He has remarked on his debt not just to Hitchcock, Wilder, and Buñuel, but to Frank Tashlin. Indeed, there

         is a cartoonlike abandon and delirium in his best films and a complete faith in the torrential subconscious. But his generous,

         affectionate nature is all his own.


A frustrated provincial (he came from the area of La Mancha), he moved to Madrid in 1967 and worked for the telephone company.

         He joined an experimental theatre group, he wrote comic strips, and he was active in rock music. He began making short films

         on Super-8 at the time of Franco’s death.


Almodóvar must mean more in Spain than anywhere else, yet his generation has been insistent on throwing out the country’s

         past. Still, he has preferred to work in Spain, with a striking band of actors—notably Carmen Maura and Antonio Banderas.

         Women on the Verge is his most successful film, the one in which gaiety, violence, and tragedy jostle together most dangerously. Tie Me Up, Tie Me Down! was a relative disappointment. An energy like Almodóvar’s needs to keep expanding or risk becoming mannered. So he may need

         to take on fresh, dangerous territory. America could prove a very fruitful inspiration, for he knows American culture, and

         he is ideally placed to smash our old, fixed dreams about what it is to be Hispanic. But All About My Mother was his largest and warmest film—a sweeping tribute to women, and one of those films to make you wonder if God didn’t mean

         the movies to be gay.


Almodóvar is now in what looks like his maturity: Bad Education is a terrific take-off on film noir and real educational nightmares, while both Volver and Broken Embraces reflect the director’s realization that in Penélope Cruz he has not just an historic beauty but also an actress in the class

         of Loren or Moreau.


      

      Robert Altman, (1925–2006) b. Kansas City, Missouri


1955:The Delinquents. 1957:The James Dean Story. 1964:Nightmare in Chicago. 1967:Count-down. 1969:That Cold Day in the Park. 1970: M*A*S*H; Brewster McCloud. 1971:McCabe and Mrs. Miller. 1972: Images; The Long Goodbye. 1974:Thieves Like Us; California Split. 1975: Nashville. 1976:Buffalo Bill and the Indians, or Sitting Bull’s History Lesson. 1977: 3 Women. 1978:A Wedding. 1979: Quintet; A Perfect Couple. 1980:Health; Popeye. 1982:Come Back to the 5 & Dime, Jimmy Dean, Jimmy Dean. 1983: Streamers. 1984:Secret Honor. 1985:Fool for Love. 1987: “Les Boreades,” an episode from Aria; Beyond Therapy; O.C. and Stiggs. 1988:Tanner ’88 (TV). 1990:Vincent and Theo. 1992:The Player. 1993: Short Cuts. 1994:Ready to Wear/Prêt-à-Porter. 1996:Kansas City; Jazz ’34 (s). 1998: The Gingerbread Man. 1999:Cookie’s Fortune. 2000: Dr. T & The Women. 2001:Gosford Park. 2003: The Company. 2006:A Prairie Home Companion. 


      

      In 1975, before I had seen Nashville, I wrote, “Altman seems less interested in structure than in atmosphere; scheme and character recede as chronic, garrulous

         discontinuity holds sway.” The tone was critical, and when I fell asleep in Nashville and then faced the unquestionable disaster of Buffalo Bill, I felt confirmed in my opinion of a director who could not tell stories but allowed us to assume or hope that he was interested

         in something else. As this is written, I remain uncertain about everything except the absence of a flawless film in Altman’s

         work. But going back to Nashville, some of the earlier films, and the first half of 3 Women made me reflect. Whether from confusion or density, Altman is that rarity in American cinema: a problem director, a true

         object of controversy, and a man whose films alter or shift at different viewings like shot silk.


M*A*S*H is still Altman’s only substantial hit, and one of his most overrated films. The willful looking away from war’s slaughter

         in favor of the preoccupations of camp life is original and arresting, but the movie is callous and flippant (so often, Altman

         wearies of his own experiments). The treatment of the Sally Kellerman and Robert Duvall characters is brutal, while the final

         football game is a feeble retreat to unenlightened conventions. That a cozy TV series could spin off from the movie reveals

         its compromises. Still, M*A*S*H began to develop the crucial Altman style of overlapping, blurred sound and images so slippery with zoom that there was no

         sense of composition.


That is what makes Nashville so absorbing—once you’re awake. The notion of twenty-six roughly equal characters moving in random turmoil and coincidence

         is the ideal material for his style: he aspires to film not just eccentric groups but seething masses. It remains enigmatic

         how organized or purposeful Nashville is, but there is an attitude to individuals and society in it—of helpless, amused affection, only occasionally spoiled by

         Altman’s weakness for cheap shots and druggy attitudinizing. The feeling of real time and space stretching to contain the

         actions of so many people, without moralizing, is both beautiful and demanding. The ending is a trite concession to the way

         commercial movies must end with some sort of resolution, but along the way there are countless moments of felt but uncaptioned

         human interaction that few American films have been wayward enough to notice. The mosaic, or the mix, permits a freedom and

         a human idiosyncrasy that Renoir might have admired.


In hindsight, I think California Split, The Long Goodbye, and McCabe and Mrs. Miller benefit from this style and lead it toward Nashville. But as soon as he concentrated on a few people, Altman looked an evasive fumbler, unable to focus character or to shape his

         films. As alternatives, he pursued improvisation and a sort of decorative dismay. The Long Goodbye is an ingenious variation on a known genre, yet it has an empty soul: so great is the attention to pretty reflections and

         the crazed fragmentation of the theme song. All its playfulness leaves one frustrated, for Altman backs away from tragedy

         or real comedy: a sort of alert, floating drift is his essence, and it works best when people are involved for whom depth

         can be avoided.


Images is a forbiddingly half-baked showing off and horrid warning of what Altman may believe he’s striving for. Thieves Like Us has an authentic period flavor and a touchingly offhand treatment of the love story, but it is ruined by grotesque overemphasis

         and is far less an achievement than its model, Nicholas Ray’s They Live by Night.3 Women starts off like a breakthrough, but then succumbs to florid illusions of poetry, dream, and the mystical sisterhood of glum

         women. Buffalo Bill is a mess, too cute or too feckless to give the supportive irony that Paul Newman’s rather brave performance requires.


One of the fallacies attached to Altman is how good he is for actors. Evidently he inspires and captures the mood of a group,

         especially their vague sense of affinity. But individuals can suffer at his hands: Geraldine Chaplin is an actress for Carlos

         Saura, while Altman makes fun of her; Harvey Keitel has been wasted, just as Keith Carradine has been damagingly indulged;

         Lily Tomlin offered a poignancy in Nashville that Altman was not prepared to explore; Janice Rule postures dreadfully in 3 Women; and Sterling Hayden is allowed to substitute ham for pathos in The Long Goodbye; nonentities are mixed in with talented players. But no one else has made as much of Elliott Gould: the reappraisal of Chandler

         in The Long Goodbye emerges from Gould’s restless, spacey humor; Warren Beatty achieves nobility in McCabe and Mrs. Miller; while Shelley Duvall in 3 Women is a conception and a performance that take one’s breath away as we forget Hollywood figureheads and face a daft, pretty

         girl whose personality is as unstable and grating as a marble on a hard floor, rolling this way and that.


Perhaps Altman himself hardly knows how far he rejects the well-made movie (in a spirit of innovation) or cannot reconcile

         himself to its discipline. He is no more articulate in print than he is coherent on-screen. Like it or not, his method and

         his nirvana lie beyond meaning. Like Renoir, Warhol, and Rivette, he is a filmmaker clumsily or acutely loyal to the camera’s

         power of observation, and is bent on a new way of seeing. Drama—as Hollywood understood it—may have no place in the spectacle;

         the people may degenerate into shadows, reflections, and a hubbub of noise. It could be so aimless as to be antihuman; or

         it might embody a sense of people being like atoms whirling around to laws no one knows and thus part of a kind of play or

         hopeful gambling—as in California Split, among the most passionate of Altman’s pictures, and one that sees a kind of philosophy in gentle futility.


In the eighties, Altman ran into hard times, obscure pictures, and a reliance on theatrical restagings for the camera that

         seemed pedestrian after the real movies of the previous decade. Health was pretty bad, and Popeye was too much the comic book for a large audience. Come Back … is worthy and well acted, yet Altman never finds a way of transcending the mediocre, sentimental play. Likewise, Streamers and Secret Honor meekly and rather leadenly live up to their originals. Fool for Love was as bad as Altman has been—how could Sam Shepard act in the film without realizing that Altman was unsuited to the play’s

         intense, enclosed, and mounting explosiveness? (And Shepard had directed Fool for Love on stage.)


Thereafter, Altman’s films found little or no release. But Vincent and Theo was a return to power and quality, even if it didn’t seem Altmanesque. The Player was widely hailed as his comeback, and it is a pleasure—droll and sinuously explorative in its camera style. But that Wellesian

         opening gave the game away: no one else could have controlled or conceived it; yet the movements were also showy and needless—

         Altman was copying himself. The Player was a return to Altman’s America as a place of frauds and dreamers. But the satire was inoffensive. No one was hurt. There was no damage done in the film: The Player came from a game, not life.


Short Cuts came from a number of Raymond Carver stories—though several Carver enthusiasts disputed the fidelity of the film. It was Altman, for good and ill. The movie caught the hazy, slippery looseness of L.A., its casual violence, and its childishness

         with a precision seldom attempted by mainstream Hollywood. Most of the people were both awkward and interesting, and in many

         of the transitions there was an inspired sense of incidents interacting, reflecting, and making a kind of helpless, numb philosophy.

         As in Nashville, the cuts, the pans, and the looking sideways overcame the director’s innate cynicism. But there was also a squeamishness

         about people (except for pretty, undressed women) that curdled the film. The scale of Short Cuts made this bitterness obtrusive and as disconcerting as Altman’s irritable superiority. He has so much facility, so little

         faith. Few people in L.A. liked Short Cuts—which suggests how good it is.


The years after Short Cuts showed a slackening: Ready to Wear and Dr. T were terrible. But Kansas City—Altman’s hometown, of course—was fascinating, not least in the way it was backed up by a very lively jam-session movie. The Gingerbread Man was silly, but very atmospheric. And then Gosford Park appeared—a trip to Britain—and the old magic was back.


He died in 2006, and is now regularly regarded as an American classic. The truth is far more complicated. He was a difficult

         man, evasive, less than honest, very lonely. His films are established—or the best of them—but it is unlikely that we will

         adopt a settled, sedate view of them.


      

      John Alton (Janos or Jacob Altman) (1901–96), b. Sopron, Hungary


In the early 1990s, nothing had been reported to say that John Alton was dead, but no one seemed to know where he was. And

         so his strange and often unaccountable career became the more mysterious and romantic. How easy it was to suppose that one

         of the great creators of shadow had simply opted for some rare obscurity. It was nearly thirty years since Alton had worked:

         he was the initial cinematographer on Birdman of Alcatraz (62), but he and director Charles Crichton were replaced by John Frankenheimer and Burnett Guffey. After that … ?


Was Alton disgusted or disappointed? Did he feel there was no more point in wasting his time on Hollywood? Or did he reckon

         that being sixty was enough? Did he resume some Hungarian name or identity—for surely he was not born “John Alton”? If this

         was hard enough to explain, there was a greater enigma. For years, Alton worked on the lowliest of movies, B pictures and

         quickies. Then in the space of a few years he helped create the look of film noir. And then … he went under contract to MGM,

         where he photographed a mixed bag of pictures but never really went back to noir.


Then movie buffs “rediscovered” Alton. Of course, he had known where he was all along—and he had been in Los Angeles much of the time, the most obvious place and for that very

         reason, perhaps, the best hiding place. And so the legend gave way to some verifiable facts.


Alton had come to America from Hungary in 1919–20. He had worked in the labs for MGM and then he had become an assistant to

         Clyde De Vinna and Woody Van Dyke. As such, he worked on Spoilers of the West (28, Van Dyke) and Wyoming (28, Van Dyke), David Selznick’s first efforts at Metro. Alton was also traveling, and he did some location shooting in Germany

         for The Student Prince (27, Ernst Lubitsch). He did some shooting in Paris on Song of the Flame (30, Alan Crosland), Better to Laugh (31, E. W. Erno), and in Constantinople for Der Mann, der Den Mord Beging (31, Curtis Bernhardt).


At that point, Alton chose to go to Argentina to help develop that country’s film industry. He shot over twenty films, and

         even directed: El Hijo de Papa (32, Alton); Los Tres Berretines (32, Enrique T. Susini); La Vida Bohemia (38, Joseph Berne); and Puerta Cerrada (39, Luis Saslavsky).


His American credits begin in 1940 on films that are hard to see, and which in some cases are likely lost: The Courageous Dr. Christian (40, Bernhard Vorhaus); The Refugee (40, Vorhaus); Three Faces West (40, Vorhaus); Forced Landing (41, Gordon Wiles); The Devil Pays Off (41, John H. Auer); Mr. District Attorney in the Carter Case (42, Vorhaus); Moonlight Masquerade (42, Auer); The Sultan’s Daughter (43, Arthur Dreifuss); Atlantic City (44, Ray McCarey); Lake Placid Serenade (44, Steve Sekely); Girls of the Big House (45, George Archainbaud); A Guy Could Change (45, William K. Howard); Affairs of Geraldine (46, George Blair); The Madonna’s Secret (46, William Thiel); and The Ghost Goes Wild (47, Blair).


Driftwood (47, Allan Dwan) was a step up, and it has some fine, atmospheric coverage of the young Natalie Wood. But the films Alton

         would be known for lay just ahead (and they were all small films in their day): He Walked by Night (48, Alfred L. Werker—and with some uncredited work by Anthony Mann); Raw Deal (48, Mann); Hollow Triumph (48, Sekely); T-Men (48, Mann); Reign of Terror (49, Mann); Border Incident (49, Mann); and Devil’s Doorway (49, Mann).


Alton’s vision was ideally suited to low-budget work: he used few lamps, and he abandoned standard setups; he was also ready

         to anger union electricians by bypassing their preferred procedures. He was as much at ease in the French Revolution setting

         of Reign of Terror as in the modern, urban noir of T-Men. This was very arty lighting, despite its harsh mood: in 1945, Alton published a book called Painting With Light, which helped draw attention to his very mannered photography and to the influence of Rembrandt.


By 1950, he had been signed up by Metro, and he was at work on Father of the Bride (Vincente Minnelli)! A year later he shared an Oscar for color cinematography on An American in Paris (51, Minnelli)—his first ever color film. This was more prestigious work, and it paid better. For ten years, Alton was a studio

         cameraman, though Allan Dwan observed that he fought the unions with increasing zeal: Grounds for Marriage (50, Robert Z. Leonard); Mystery Street (50, John Sturges); Father’s Little Dividend (51, Minnelli); The People Against O’Hara (52, Don Siegel); Battle Circus (52, Richard Brooks); Count the Hours (52, Don Siegel); I, the Jury (53, Henry Essex); Take the High Ground (53, Brooks); Cattle Queen of Montana (54, Dwan); Passion (54, Dwan); Silver Lode (54, Dwan); The Big Combo (55, Joseph H. Lewis)—perhaps the best noir he worked on; Escape to Burma (55, Dwan); Pearl of the South Pacific (55, Dwan); Tennessee’s Partner (55, Dwan); The Catered Affair (56, Brooks); Slightly Scarlet (56, Dwan)—magnificent late Technicolor; Tea and Sympathy (56, Minnelli)—dismal early Metrocolor; The Teahouse of the August Moon (56, Daniel Mann); Designing Woman (57, Minnelli); The Brothers Karamazov (58, Brooks); Lonelyhearts (58, Vincent J. Donahue); Twelve to the Moon (60, David Bradley); and Elmer Gantry (60, Brooks).


      

      Don Ameche (Dominic Felix Amici)(1908–1993), b. Kenosha, Wisconsin


Born in the birthplace of Orson Welles, but seven years ahead of George Orson, Ameche had two distinct movie careers. For

         something over ten years, he was a Fox stalwart, refusing to notice the secret rhyme of his mustache and the bowtie he wore

         so often in romances and musicals. Then he faded away in his forties, came back for a while in his fifties, but waited until

         he was past seventy for an unequivocal return that brought him a supporting actor Oscar and public affection.


He was in Ladies in Love (36, Edward Griffith); One in a Million (36, Sidney Lanfield); with Loretta Young in Ramona (36, Henry King); Love Is News (37, Tay Garnett); Fifty Roads to Town (37, Norman Taurog); with Alice Faye, a frequent screen partner, in You Can’t Have Everything (37, Taurog); Love Under Fire (37, George Marshall); In Old Chicago (38, King); Happy Landing (38, Roy del Ruth); Josette (38, Allan Dwan); Alexander’s Ragtime Band (38, King); as D’Artagnan in The Three Musketeers (39, Dwan); excellent in Midnight (39, Mitchell Leisen) as a Hungarian count and cabbie; inventing like crazy in The Story of Alexander Graham Bell (39, Irving Cummings) and forever associated with the telephone; as Stephen Foster in Swanee River (39, Lanfield); Lillian Russell (40, Cummings); Four Sons (40, Archie Mayo); as an Argentinian with Betty Grable in Down Argentine Way (40, Cummings); That Night in Rio (41, Cummings); Moon Over Miami (41, Walter Lang); Kiss the Boys Goodbye (41, Victor Schertzinger); The Feminine Touch (41, W. S. Van Dyke II); Confirm or Deny (41, Mayo); The Magnificent Dope (42, Lang); Girl Trouble (42, Harold Schuster); Heaven Can Wait (43, Ernst Lubitsch); Happy Land (43, Irving Pichel); Something to Shout About (43, Gregory Ratoff); in the war film Wing and a Prayer (44, Henry Hathaway); Greenwich Village (44, Lang); It’s in the Bag (45, Richard Wallace); Guest Wife (45, Sam Wood); So Goes My Love (46, Frank Ryan); as the villainous husband in Sleep My Love (48, Douglas Sirk); and Slightly French (49, Sirk).


In the 1950s, Ameche did a good deal of television, with just a few movie roles after 1960: A Fever in the Blood (61, Vincent Sherman); Picture Mommy Dead (66, Bert I. Gordon); Suppose They Gave a War and Nobody Came? (70, Hy Averback); Ginger Gets Married (72, E. W. Swackhamer); and Won Ton Ton, the Dog Who Saved Hollywood (76, Michael Winner).


But the real comeback waited for the eighties: Trading Places (83, John Landis); winning his Oscar in Cocoon (85, Ron Howard); A Masterpiece of Murder (86, Charles S. Dubin) and Pals (87, Lou Antonio), both for TV; Harry and the Hendersons (87, William Dear); Cocoon: The Return (88, Daniel Petrie); Things Change (88, David Mamet); Oscar (91, Landis); and Folks! (92, Ted Kotcheff).


      

      Alejandro Amenábar, b. Santiago de Chile, Chile, 1972


1992: Himenóptero.1995: Luna.1996: Tesis.1997: Abre los Ojos/Open Your Eyes. 2001: The Others. 2004: Mar Adentro/The Sea Inside. 2009: Ágora.


Amenábar was born in Chile just as Pinochet came to power. So his mother, a radical veteran of the Spanish Civil War, took

         him to Spain for his education. He studied at Madrid University, but dropped out. By then he was a brilliant student, and

         he has had a career as a composer in film as well as a writer/director. He came to attention with Open Your Eyes (which starred the young Penélope Cruz) and was derived in part from Vertigo—it was a love story in which the present was remodeled on the past. The thriller element was so lit up by psychological dream

         power that Tom Cruise was excited enough to remake the film as Vanilla Sky (with himself, Cruz, and Cameron Diaz). And as another part of this exchange, Amenábar directed Nicole Kidman in an Irish-like ghost story, The Others. This was one of the films that lifted Kidman to the status of real actress as opposed to Mrs. Tom. It is not a perfect film—the

         story might have been more enclosing—but it showed that Amenábar was a magical realist with a melancholy cast of mind.


In that light, The Sea Inside was a tremendous advance: the story of a quadriplegic who ends his own life after a prolonged battle for the right to kill

         himself. It featured an amazing performance from Javier Bardem as the man and it won the Oscar for best foreign film.


So it’s not quite clear why such a gap followed in Amenábar’s output. But Ágora is a classical story in which a noblewoman (Rachel Weisz) falls in love with her own slave (Max Minghella). It remains to

         be seen how successful this will be, just as Amenábar seems poised over the decision of what kind of a director he will be.


      

      Jon Amiel, b. London, 1948


1986: The Singing Detective (TV). 1989: Queen of Hearts. 1990: Tune in Tomorrow.… 1993: Sommersby. 1995: Copycat. 1997: The Man Who Knew Too Little. 1999: Entrapment. 2002: The Core. 2009: Creation.


      

      Jon Amiel has gone from studying the wrecked skin of “Philip Marlowe” to ogling the up-thrust haunches of Catherine Zeta-Jones.

         Well, yes, there’s room for both in this book, but here is a warning case about the risks in going to Hollywood. A seasoned

         television director in London, Amiel got his great chance with Dennis Potter’s six-part serial. He may have complained at

         low budgets and tight schedules; still, there is nothing like material, and Ron Bass (the screenwriter on Entrapment) has a smoothness of personality that keeps him years away from understanding such characters as Potter’s Marlowe.


The transition is sadder still when one recalls that Queen of Hearts—about Italians running a café in England—was full of charm, vitality and originality. Tune in Tomorrow … , from the Vargas Llosa novel Aunt Julia and the Scriptwriter, was offbeat. But Sommersby is a numb remake of The Return of Martin Guerre; Copycat was contrived and nasty; and Entrapment is all concept and no material, and enough to strand its two likable star personalities.


      

      Gillian Anderson, b. Chicago, 1968


Having given one of the best performances of its year, as Lily Bart in The House of Mirth (00, Terence Davies), and seeing it largely ignored, what is Gillian Anderson to think? That her Dana Scully on TV’s The X-Files passes as real drama or more serious work? In fact, of course, all Lily Bart did was persuade the discerning that those hints

         of uncommon character and intelligence as Scully were not accidental. (In that strange series, many minimal things can seem

         larger than is really the case—let no one be fooled, high-class tosh has frequently wasted two of the smartest actors on any

         screen.)


As a child, Anderson was taken to live in London for over ten years. But she finished her school at the Goodman Theatre School

         in Chicago. After a small role in The Turning (92, L.A. Puopolo), she went into The X-Files in 1993. Her ventures beyond that hit show were odd to say the least: she narrated a documentary, Why Planes Go Down (97), presumably because Scully’s deadpan encouraged the thought of unnatural reasons. She was “Southside Girl” in Chicago Cab (98, Mary Cybulski and John Tintori); The Mighty (98, Peter Chelsom); in the movie of The X-Files (98, Rob Bowman); Playing by Heart (98, Willard Carroll). And then Lily Bart, with an exceptional command of class, passion, bad luck, and despair. In fact,

         the reception given The House of Mirth seemed to prove one principle behind The X Files—there are a lot of dead heads out there.


She is based in Britain now, and cares for three children. As to work, nearly everything she does is out of the ordinary:

         to Ireland for The Mighty Celt (05, Pearse Elliott); both herself and the Widow Wadman in A Cock and Bull Story (05, Michael Winterbottom); as Lady Dedlock on TV in Bleak House (05, Justin Chadwick and Susanna White); The Last King of Scotland (06, Kevin Macdonald); Straightheads (07, Dan Reed);The X-Files: I Want to Believe (08, Chris Carter); How to Lose Friends & Alienate People (08, Robert B. Weide); Boogie Woogie (09, Duncan Ward).


      

      Dame Judith (Frances Margaret) Anderson (1897–1992), b. Adelaide, Australia.


Mrs. Danvers is made of certainty. That is her prison, and what makes her so much stronger than the two leading figures in

         Rebecca (40, Alfred Hitchcock). But she is not free. She has a terrible job—the housekeeper—and she exercises it in the shape of

         a staircase and in the folded suggestiveness of her mistress’s underwear in a drawer. It is because she is the housekeeper

         that she has to die with the house. And so she carries herself like an immense tragic actress, and it is her humiliation in

         Rebecca that her house and authority have been intruded on by two feeble people. She was nominated for the supporting part (Jane Darwell

         won in The Grapes of Wrath!), yet she shouldn’t have won—because she knows hers is the leading part.


She went to America in the 1930s and commanded several classic roles on Broadway—Gertrude to Gielgud’s Hamlet, Medea, Lady

         Macbeth, and Mourning Becomes Electra. But she was never a female attraction, and over the years that surely limited her work and may have bred a certain lack of

         humor. It was the brilliant Kay Brown who proposed Anderson for Mrs. Danvers—but it was the actress who insisted on $1,000 a week and all expenses paid.

         The authority shows—but it kept Anderson from so many other parts.


In fact, she had made one film before—Blood Money (33, Rowland Brown). But then nothing until Manderley. After that she worked steadily in Hollywood for ten years, often in

         the most unexpected projects: with Eddie Cantor in 40 Little Mothers (40, Busby Berkeley); Free and Easy (41, George Sidney); in a B-picture crime movie, Lady Scarface (41, Frank Woodruff); All Through the Night (42, Vincent Sherman); King’s Row (42, Sam Wood); Edge of Darkness (43, Lewis Milestone); Laura (44, Otto Preminger); And Then There Were None (45, René Clair); The Diary of a Chambermaid (46, Jean Renoir).


She was in Specter of the Rose (46, Ben Hecht); The Strange Love of Martha Ivers (46, Milestone); Pursued (47, Raoul Walsh); The Red House (47, Delmer Daves); Tycoon (47, Richard Wallace); The Furies (50, Anthony Mann).


After that, she worked a lot on TV and she did The Silver Cord (51, Lawrence Carra) for the small screen. In addition, she was Herodias in Salome (53, William Dieterle); The Ten Commandments (56, Cecil B. DeMille); Big Momma in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (58, Richard Brooks); on TV again for Medea (59, Wes Kenney); The Moon and Sixpence (59, Robert Mulligan); Cinderfella (60, Frank Tashlin), with Jerry Lewis; Don’t Bother to Knock (61, Cyril Frankel).


She lived a long time, and in old age she made A Man Called Horse (70, Elliot Silverstein); Star Trek III: The Search for Spock (89, Leonard Nimoy); and several years on the daytime TV show Santa Barbara.


      

      Lindsay Anderson, (1923–94), b. Bangalore, India


1948: Meet the Pioneers (d). 1949: Idlers That Work (d). 1951: Three Installations (d). 1952: Wakefield Express (d). 1953: Thursday’s Child (codirected with Guy Brenton) (d); O Dreamland (d). 1954: Trunk Conveyor (d). 1955: Foot and Mouth (d); A Hundred Thousand Children (d); The Children Upstairs (d); Green and Pleasant Land (d); Henry (d); £20 a Ton (d); Energy First (d). 1957: Every Day Except Christmas (d). 1959: March to Aldermaston (codirected) (d). 1962: This Sporting Life. 1966: The White Bus (s). 1967: Raz, Dwa, Trzy/The Singing Lesson. 1968: If… .1972: O Lucky Man!. 1974: In Celebration. 1979: The Old Crowd (TV); Red White and Zero. 1982: Britannia Hospital. 1987: The Whales of August.1989: Glory! Glory! (TV).


      

      The contradictoriness in Anderson’s personality was vigorous enough to prevent him from a film-making career that had any

         continuity. And yet since the war he had been one of the more active and idiosyncratic figures in the British arts. Anderson

         had been so fiercely engaged with the problem of why it is so difficult to make good films in England, but his energies were

         unresolved and his rather prickly talent had never been fully expressed. England’s fault or Anderson’s? The question is crucial

         because Anderson was involved in some of the most thorough scrutiny of the British cinema. And just as there was never much

         doubt that he was more talented than his contemporaries—Tony Richardson and Karel Reisz—so he never allowed his solution to

         the questions to become tied to any noncinematic dogma. Briefly, in the mid-1950s, his sense of commitment fastened on that

         left-wing emotion that marched to Aldermaston. But Anderson was too good an artist to swallow politics whole. His need to

         be committed was itself the chief impulse of his career, and the catalogue of his causes is, by implication, the story of

         dissipation. His productions of David Storey’s stage plays have an earnestness and need for significance that might alarm

         an author and certainly expose the texts. In retrospect, he seems a lesser figure than, say, Robert Hamer or Seth Holt—if

         only because he made so few features.


Anderson was the son of an officer in the Indian army. He came back to England to go to Cheltenham and Oxford: which underlines

         the biographical elements of Kipling and public school in If… . His period at university was interrupted by war service. But, still at Oxford, in 1947, he was one of the founders of the

         magazine Sequence (Karel Reisz was the other). He edited it for five years, by which time he was involved in documentary filmmaking. The simultaneous

         criticism and creativity was vital to Sequence but sadly peripheral to filmmaking and appreciation in Britain. Anderson’s documentaries are no advance on the films of the

         1930s and 1940s, while Sequence is an uneasy and inconsistent proponent of a director’s cinema. Anderson’s own taste was for what he called “poetic” cinema;

         but that led him to liking John Ford as much as Vigo. The beginnings of a proper appreciation of American cinema in Sequence were always evaded, perhaps through ultimate critical shortcomings, perhaps through distaste for America. In any event, Anderson

         missed the chance that Cahiers du Cinéma gobbled up, of a new movie aesthetic that took American sound films as its models.


But, even in 1958, Anderson seemed torn between irritation with Cahiers and the recognition that it had taken a rewarding path, above all in the way it led to actual, and marvelous, films: “Here

         you have a magazine like Cahiers du Cinéma, terribly erratic and over-personal in its criticism, which has been enraging us all for the last five years. But the great

         compensation is that its writers make films, that three or four of its critics are now making films independently. And this means that they have

         a kind of vitality which is perhaps finally more important than critical balance.” That comes from a Sight and Sound discussion with Paul Rotha, Basil Wright, and Penelope Houston in which Anderson alone seems disturbed by English inertia.

         Those films he saw coming made Free Cinema—the hopeful blanket description of British documentary in the mid-1950s—look dreadfully

         insipid.


In fact, Anderson worked in TV and began to direct for the theatre. His first feature, This Sporting Life, was from a novel by David Storey and still smacked of Free Cinema in its flashy use of tenements, pubs, and rugby league.

         But the dogged boorishness of its subject, epitomized in the inescapable presence of Richard Harris, gave it a sad, plodding

         feeling in place of the sheer working-class tragedy to which it aspired.


In the 1960s, Anderson was more heavily involved in the theatre than in films. The White Bus was broken by production problems, and The Singing Lesson showed Anderson’s rather forlorn resort to East Europe as an artistic influence. Indeed, Milos Forman owns up to a large

         debt to Anderson’s encouragement. If … , in 1968, and for Paramount, was a real film, rooted in a world and feelings that Anderson knew, but alight with ideas and

         passions that would not have shamed Vigo. Its ending is bleakly and helplessly destructive (as if Anderson now was disenchanted

         with politics), but If … makes other English school films look halfhearted. It is pungent, sexy, socially accurate, funny, and exciting—what a film

         for a young man to have made. O Lucky Man!, though, is something an older man hopes to forget.


Anderson remained his own man: despite the geriatric delicacies of The Whales of August (nothing else had ever shown him as such a softy), Britannia Hospital was a rowdy satire on bureaucracy, while Glory! Glory! tore TV evangelism limb from limb with Swiftian vengeance.


His death prompted revelations—of gay urgings, his own difficulty and frustration—all wonderfully covered in Gavin Lambert’s

         biography, Mainly About Lindsay Anderson.


      

      Paul Thomas Anderson, b. Los Angeles, 1970


1997: Hard Eight. 1998: Boogie Nights. 1999: Magnolia.2002: Punch-Drunk Love.2007:There Will Be Blood. 


      

      There were stories when Magnolia opened that Paul Thomas Anderson was upset at the way New Line were advertising his picture. The press ads for the picture

         were scarcely legible, let alone enticing—so Anderson had a point. Equally, New Line seemed to be so much in awe of their

         young director that they were ready to accept his suggestions. Yet, truly, how would you do a poster for Magnolia? How would you begin to convey the feeling and form of the picture? Would you bother to ask the question why it is called

         Magnolia? Would you let yourself ask, are posters the proper way to offer great movies?


Such awkward questions could accumulate in Hollywood marketing offices, which have so little time or practice with the crosscutting

         ironies and countervailing doubts that obsess Anderson and are the energy in his films. He was, before reaching thirty, a

         cult figure, profiled in the New York Times Magazine, and hardly bothered to muffle his youthful arrogance. He knows it all, you can hear some saying, except how to get a hit.

         And among the things he knows is the serpentine idea of a road that binds a city, and the necessary affront of a surreal accident

         like the frogs in Magnolia. (At least Robert Altman—one of Anderson’s models—used a plausible earthquake as his device in Short Cuts.)


I like nearly everything about Anderson except the stances he seems bound to take up as self-defense, and the wilful arbitrariness

         of his work. For wilfulness in Hollywood is sooner or later interpreted as a challenge—no matter that no one his age can create

         such complex scenes, or build them into such ravishing patterns. I stress the latter because Anderson seems one of the relatively

         few new directors inspired by ideas in editing.


It is also the case that anyone as good and smart as Anderson should be more perceptibly self-critical. In fact, Magnolia is his most youthful and indulgent film—and Hard Eight, his best and most austere. But there are poetic mysteries in the first film that come closer to pretension in Magnolia. In other words, Anderson is not handling himself well. He is drawing fire upon his own vulnerabilities. But is there any

         other way?


No other American director working today has such sad, tender, and smart ways of looking into the depths of society, or for

         feeling out their poignant juxtapositions. He writes great, ragged speeches, and he is like a fond parent with his family

         of actors. All his three films so far have used John Reilly, Philip Seymour Hoffman, and Philip Baker Hall. In addition, he

         has done remarkable things with such diverse figures as Tom Cruise, Julianne Moore, and Burt Reynolds. His way of blessing

         actors is so very close to his wish to rescue people from their drabness. Sooner or later, it will be perceived how desperately

         concerned he is about the society called America.


Of course, Magnolia is like Short Cuts in that both films are symphonies attempting to take in everything. They have the ambition of an Ives, say, who could hardly

         get his work played, let alone make it popular. Altman has learned cunning ways of making that ambition into a career. But

         he is older, and far less kind. Anderson’s energy and aspirations are destined to collide with Hollywood thinking, and he may be

         too young and too good to learn subterfuge. If he is as good as he thinks he is (and I think he is), there are bloody battles

         to come. But no one has a better chance of offering us new narrative forms for our movies.


In advance, there were very few coherent ideas as to what There Will Be Blood was or was trying to be. And on first viewing, it was not easy to grasp just how audacious the film was. It was alleged to

         be a version of Upton Sinclair’s novel Oil!, and there was a sense of the desert geology being carved up by ant-like men that was both epic and comic, and which reminded

         one of Greed more than Giant. It was a parable about capitalism, piracy, and initiative, and it was in that breadth that some people saw and felt a genuine

         extension of Citizen Kane, in the sense that it was a film about how America was made. The film had its crazy aspect, and an unwavering interest in

         nobility. It was very hard to think of another picture that had so caught the recklessness of the later nineteenth century

         and the ghastly awareness of the loss of God or gods. It was a great film and the plain impact of a major director, even in

         the brief history of a very threatened medium.


      

      Wes (Wesley) Anderson, b. Houston, Texas, 1969


1994: Bottle Rocket (s). 1996: Bottle Rocket. 1998: Rushmore. 2001: The Royal Tenenbaums.2004: The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou. 2007: The Darjeeling Limited; Hotel Chevalier (s). 2009: Fantastic Mr. Fox.


In the last edition of this book (in advance of The Life Aquatic), under Wes Anderson, I wrote, “Watch this space. What does that mean? That he might be something one day.” What I meant

         to say was that Wes Anderson seemed to me enormously promising, if not yet clarified. Why should he be at thirty-five, you

         ask? Very well, but how long does he need? If pushed further, I would have said then that Rushmore was one of the best films about high-school-age kids (though its school is a private place in Texas such as Anderson himself

         attended). I liked it very much but felt already that The Royal Tenenbaums had a kind of whimsical pretension that can mark and beguile a student who has given up on being educated. Thus, the agonies

         of family dysfunction have been chilled by a kind of visionary novocaine, itself pleasing and very much of the moment, but

         with one drawback: that the sense of dysfunction (and thus failure) could be reassessed or tamed as mere oddity. I wasn’t

         quite sure where it was all going—or whether the soulful melancholia was getting too close to self-pity.


In the years since, the Wes Anderson cult has built, along with the sense that he is central to the most valuable young generation

         America has brought to film in thirty years (one that includes Noah Baumbach—they have collaborated several times), the Coppola

         children, young actors like Owen Wilson and Jason Schwartzman—not forgetting older players (like Anjelica Huston and Bill

         Murray). So far, so good. Watch this space.


Alas, The Life Aquatic and The Darjeeling Limited did not fill or occupy this space—they lost it. These are two pretty awful films, and I see no reason not to say that. The

         mealymouthed praise they have had from Anderson loyalists will serve no purpose. Fantastic Mr. Fox is a far more effective and old-fashioned film, but one that leaves great doubt about what Anderson wants to do.


So what should we conclude? I think the comparison with Paul Thomas Anderson is a signal. PTA’s films have been odd and disconcerting

         at times, but overall they leave no doubt about the maker’s sense of trying to make films in a time of immense physical and

         cultural crisis. By contrast, WA seems to exist at the far end of a very private, isolating corridor.


So watch this space.


      

      Bibi Andersson (Birgitta Andersson), b. Stockholm, Sweden, 1935


Although Bibi Andersson was married to one director, Kjell Grede—for whom she has nev er filmed—our impressions of Bibi Andersson

         have been radically affected by another, to whom she seems to be spiritually committed: Ingmar Bergman. They first worked

         together when she was only seventeen and appeared in a televi sion commercial for soap directed by Bergman. That effect of

         scrubbed, cheerful cleanliness took some time to wear off. She trained at the Royal Thea tre, Stockholm, from 1954–56, and

         was already making small appearances in films: Dum-Bom (53, Nils Poppe); En Natt pa Glimmingehus (54, Torgny Wickman); Herr Arnes Penngar (54, Gustaf Molander); a bit part in Smiles of a Summer Night (55, Bergman); Sista Paret Ut (56, Alf Sjoberg); Egen Ingang (56, Hasse Ekman); and Sommarnoje Sokes (57, Ekman). She then played the wife in the pair of fairground inno cents (the husband being Nils Poppe) who survive the

         apocalypse in The Seventh Seal (57, Bergman).


She offered at this time little more than the vague, childish prettiness that symbolized hope in Bergman’s most pretentious

         and hollow period. Similarly, in Wild Strawberries (57, Bergman), she was one of the young hikers who brings comfort to the dying Isak Borg. In that film, Andersson seemed

         a lightweight beside the anguished Ingrid Thulin. She was more seriously tested as the prospective mother of an illegitimate

         child in So Close to Life (58, Bergman), but had only a small, repertory part in The Face (58, Bergman).


At about this time, she went back to the theatre and made only one film in 1959: Den Kara Leken (Kenne Fant). She was the virgin who irritates Satan in The Devil’s Eye (60, and one of Bergman’s more playful films). Over the next five years she waited to mature—or so it seems in hindsight:

         to Yugoslavia for Nasilje Na Trgu (61, Alf Kjellin); into a new sexual frankness with The Mistress (62, Vilgot Sjoman); Kort ar Sommaren (62, Bjarne Henning-Jensen); On (64, Sjoberg, not released until 66); one of Bergman’s women in Now About These Women (64); Juninatt (65, Lars-Erik Liedholm); uselessly to America for Duel at Diablo (65, Ralph Nelson).


She needed such a holiday to prepare for one of the most harrowing female roles the screen has presented: Nurse Alma in Persona (66, Bergman). That this masterpiece owed so much to Bibi Andersson was acknowledgment of her greater emotional experience.

         She was thirty now, and in that astonishing scene where Liv Ullmann and she look into the camera as if it were a mirror,

         and Ullmann arranges Andersson’s hair, it is as if Bergman were saying, “Look what time has done. Look what a creature this

         is.” Alma talks throughout Persona but is never answered, so that her own insecurity and instability grow. Technically the part calls for domination of timing,

         speech, and movement that exposes the chasms in the soul. And it was in showing that breakdown, in reliving Alma’s experience

         of the orgy on the beach years before, in deliberately leaving glass on the gravel, and in realizing with awe and panic that

         she is only another character for the supposedly sick actress, that Andersson herself seemed one of the most tormented women

         in cinema.


She was in support, spiky and ill at ease in A Passion (69, Bergman), the center of regeneration in The Touch (71, Bergman), and in one episode from Scenes from a Marriage (73, Bergman). The Touch shows that she is the warmest, most free-spirited of Bergman’s women, more broadly compassionate than Thulin or Ullmann.

         Being more robust, her distress is more moving, and her doggedness more encouraging.


Necessarily, that seems the core of her life as an actress. But in addition, she has played Miss Julie on Swedish TV, After the Fall and Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? on the stage, and these other films: My Sister My Love (66, Sjoman); Le Viol (67, Jacques Doniol-Valcroze); Svarta Palmkronor (68, Lars Magnus Lindgren); The Girls (68, Mai Zetterling); Taenk pa et Tal (69, Palle Kjaerulff-Schmidt); Storia di una Donna (69, Leonardo Bercovici); The Kremlin Letter (70, John Huston); Afskedens Time (73, Per Holst); Blondy (75, Sergio Gobbi); I Never Promised You a Rose Garden (77, Anthony Page); An Enemy of the People (78, George Schaefer); Quintet (79, Robert Altman); L’Amour en Question (79, André Cayatte); The Concorde—Airport ’79 (79, David Lowell Rich); Twee Vrowen (79, George Sluizer); Barnforbjudet (80, Johan Bergenstrahle); Blomstrande Tider (80, John Olsson); Marmeedupprovet (80, Erland Josephson and Sven Nykvist); Jag Rodnar (81, Sjoman); Svarte Fugler (83, Lasse Glom); as Nastassja Kinski’s mother in Exposed (83, James Toback); A Hill on the Dark Side of the Moon (83, Lennart Hjulstrom); Sista Laken (84, Jan Lindstrom); Huomenna (86, Julia Rosna); Babette’s Feast (87, Gabriel Axel); Los Dueños de la Silencia (87, Carlos Lemos); Zernando al Viento (88, Gonzalo Suarez); and, for TV, Wallenberg: A Hero’s Story (88, Lamont Johnson).


She works less often now, occasionally for Swedish TV: Till Julia (91, Margarete Garpe); Una Estación de Paso (92, Gracia Querejeta); Blank Päls och Starka Tassar (92, Arne Hedlund); Drømspel (94, Unni Straume); Il Sogno della Farfalla (94, Marco Bellocchio); Det Blir Adrig Som Man Tänkt Sig (00, Mans Herngren and Hannes Holm); Anna (00, Erik Wedersøe); Elina—Som om Jag Inte Fanns (02, Klaus Härö); as Queen Alexandra in The Lost Prince (03, Stephen Poliakoff); Arn-Tu Knight Templar (07, Peter Flinth).


      

      Harriet Andersson, b. Stockholm, Sweden, 1932


By the standards we have come to expect of Swedish actresses, Harriet Andersson is something

         of an outsider: a little coarse, sensual, dark, and slatternly, a creature of more homespun sensibility: thus, her fame was

         based originally on the arbitrary, sexy working girl, Monika, in Summer with Monika (52, Ingmar Bergman). Her own background was in revue and the chorus line, rather than the straight theatre. She began filming

         in her late teens: Medan Staden Sover (50, Lars-Eric Kjellgren); Anderssonskans Kalle (50, Rolf Husberg); Biffen och Bananen (51, Husberg); Puck Heter Jag (51, Schamyl Bauman); Sabotage (52, Eric Jonsson); Ubat 39 (52, Erik Faustman); and Trots (52, Gustaf Molander). After Summer with Monika, she made several films for Bergman, invariably representing the sensual “lower” woman: first as the circus girl in Sawdust and Tinsel (53); A Lesson in Love (54); Journey into Autumn (55); and Smiles of a Summer Night (55). After that, she made three more films with Bergman: superb as the schizophrenic in Through a Glass Darkly (61); in Now About These Women (64); and as the dying sister in Cries and Whispers (72). If she did not work for him much more it may be because of her marriage to director Jorn Donner, a man more disposed to drawing out her vitality. Her other films include: Hoppsan! (55, Stig Olin); Sista Paret Ut (56, Alf Sjoberg); Nattbarn (56, Gunnar Hellstrom); Kvinna i Leopard (58, Jan Molander); Flottans Overman (58, Olin); Brott i Paradlset (59, Kjellgren); to Germany for Barbara (61, Frank Wisbar); Siska (62, Alf Kjellin); Lyckodrommen (63, Hans Abramson); A Sunday in September (63, Donner); To Love (64, Donner); Loving Couples (64, Mai Zetterling); For Vanskaps Skull (65, Abramson); Lianbron (65, Sven Nykvist); Har Borjar Aventyret (65, Donner); to Britain for The Deadly Affair (66, Sidney Lumet); Ormen (66, Abramson); in an episode from Stimulantia (67, Donner); Rooftree (67, Donner); Mennesker Modes og Sod Musik Upstar in Hjertet (67, Henning Carlsen); Jag Alskar du Alskar (68, Stig Bjorkman); The Girls (68, Zetterling); Anna (70, Donner); Den Vita Vaggen (75, Bjorkman); Monismanien 1955 (75, Kenne Fant); La Sabina (79, José Luis Borau); as the kitchen maid in Fanny and Alexander (82, Bergman); Rakenstram (83, Hellstrom); Summer Nights (87, Gunnel Lindblom).


In recent years, she has done Himmel og Helvede (88, Morten Arnfred); Blankt Vapen (90, Carl-Gustav Nykvist); Høyere enn Himmelen (93, Berit Nesheim); Majken (95, Kjell-Ake Andersson); Selma & Johanna (97, Ingela Magner); Pip Larssons (98, Eva Dahlman and Clas Lindberg); Det Sjunde Skottet (98, Ulf Alderinge); Happy End (99, Christina Olofson); Judith (00, Alexander Moberg); Gossip (00, Colin Nutley); Kaspar i Nudådalen (01, Åsa Kalmér and Maria Weisby); Stora Teatern (02, Richard Looft); Dogville (03, Lars von Trier).


      

      Dana Andrews (Carver Dana Andrews) (1909–92), b. Collins, Mississippi


By the time he died (only months after his best costar, Gene Tierney), Andrews was not sufficiently remembered as a movie

         actor. He had been unwell for years—which meant perhaps that he was an alcoholic. His final films were unworthy of him. So

         there’s a need to stress how clever and subtle an actor he was, always at his best playing “ordinary,” albeit fallen, guys.


He came to movies rather late, because he was already a qualified accountant and trained singer when he was seen by Goldwyn

         at the Pasadena Playhouse. Andrews kept as quiet as possible about his singing, and no one would boast in Hollywood about

         being an accountant. He had ten very good years with Fox (while Goldwyn wasted him), especially as an apparent hero with something

         to hide. Andrews could suggest unease, shiftiness, and rancor barely concealed by good looks. He did not quite trust or like

         himself, and so a faraway bitterness haunted him.


He made his screen debut in Lucky Cisco Kid (38, Bruce Humberstone), but had his first worthwhile part in The Westerner (39, William Wyler). The next few years he worked hard at Fox with occasional pictures for Goldwyn: Sailor’s Lady (40, Allan Dwan); good in Swamp Water (41, Jean Renoir); Belle Starr (41, Irving Cummings); Tobacco Road (41, John Ford); not quite comfortable as hoodlum Joe Lilac in Ball of Fire (42, Howard Hawks)—it was more a Dan Duryea role, and Duryea played his sidekick; Berlin Correspondent (42, Eugene Forde); The North Star (43, Lewis Milestone); impressively resolute as a doomed man in The Ox-Bow Incident (43, William Wellman); The Purple Heart (43, Milestone); and Up in Arms (44, Elliott Nugent).


Then in 1944 he was exactly cast as the insecure, love-stricken police detective in Laura (44, Otto Preminger). Now a leading actor, he was in State Fair (45, Walter Lang); A Walk in the Sun (46, Milestone); not even nominated for his fine work in The Best Years of Our Lives (46, Wyler); Canyon Passage (46, Jacques Tourneur); Boomerang (47, Elia Kazan); Night Song (47, John Cromwell), playing a blind pianist; The Iron Curtain (48, Wellman); No Minor Vices (48, Milestone); in the J. D. Salinger adaptation My Foolish Heart (49, Mark Robson); Britannia Mews (49, Jean Negulesco); a priest in Edge of Doom (50, Robson); and I Want You (50, Robson), the end of his Goldwyn contract.


Preminger alone mined the strain of moral ambiguity in his bearing, the automatic smile and the slur in his voice: as the

         indecisive con man in Fallen Angel (45), the big shot who calls everyone “honeybunch” in Daisy Kenyon (47), and the crooked detective in Where the Sidewalk Ends (50).


He began to decline, and he was forced farther afield to find small pictures that would have him: Sealed Cargo (51, Alfred Werker); Assignment Paris (52, Robert Parrish); Elephant Walk (53, William Dieterle); Duel in the Jungle (54, George Marshall); Strange Lady in Town (55, Mervyn Le Roy); While the City Sleeps (56, Fritz Lang); ideal again as the lying hero in Beyond a Reasonable Doubt (56, Lang); Night of the Demon (57, Tourneur); Zero Hour (57, Hall Bartlett); and Enchanted Island (58, Dwan). He was briefly memorable in In Harm’s Way (61, Preminger) and as the broken Red Ridingwood in The Last Tycoon (76, Kazan). His last films were Good Guys Wear Black (77, Ted Post); The Pilot (79, Cliff Robertson); and Prince Jack (84, Bert Lovitt).


      

      Julie Andrews (Julia Elizabeth Wells), b. Walton-on-Thames, England, 1935


If you can’t say something good, don’t say nuthin’ at all—so Thumper is taught in Bambi. (But maybe he turned into a killer rabbit under the stress.) Still, let me declare this: that Julie Andrews is a miracle,

         an English rose that never withers or pales, and the singing figurehead in two of the most successful films ever made: The Sound of Music (64, Robert Wise) and Mary Poppins (64, Robert Stevenson). That she makes wholesomeness seem like a terminal condition, that she valiantly resists being interesting,

         should teach me that many people find enormous pleasure at the movies for reasons that baffle me. Despite those hits, she

         has never had lasting support—indeed, her stirring (but somehow unstirred) brightness and rectitude resemble Christmas as

         an occasion all the family can enjoy, qualities that never seem to age.


Of course, she created the role of Eliza on-stage in New York and London for My Fair Lady, but was then denied the role in the film because Jack Warner reckoned she was not box office. So Audrey Hepburn got the part,

         but was not allowed to sing, and a year later, Andrews took the best actress Oscar for Mary Poppins. It may be worth adding that the bounty and reassurance of her two films came just as the social order and political optimism

         were cracking up, like ice floes in the spring.


The rest is very odd: The Americanization of Emily (64, Arthur Hiller) was beyond her; Hawaii (66, George Roy Hill) was an epic flop; while in Torn Curtain (66, Alfred Hitchcock), she simply declined to be sexy, fearful, or excited. Thoroughly Modern Millie (67, Hill) put her in the 1920s—she had done The Boy Friend on the London and New York stages—and was her last real hit. She played Gertrude Lawrence in Star! (68, Wise) and lost, for three hours.


She entered a second marriage, with director Blake Edwards, and began to work only for him. His customary tartness had no

         evident effect; indeed, it is more likely that she began to lead him to pictures made for Thumper’s mother: the large failure

         of Darling Lili (70); The Tamarind Seed (74); 10 (79), in which she had to rise above Bo Derek, who sold the picture. She was in Little Miss Marker (79, Walter Bernstein); she made a famous baring of her breasts in the caustic but wayward S.O.B. (81, Edwards); she gave a good, smart performance in Victor/Victoria (82, Edwards); but she could do nothing to save The Man Who Loved Women (83, Edwards) or the glorified home movie, That’s Life (86, Edwards). She worked pluckily as the violinist with multiple sclerosis in Duet for One (86, Andrei Konchalovsky), while overlooking the absence of talent or interest. She made Our Sons (91, John Erman) for TV.


She looked splendid at sixty-plus, but she had lost her voice and didn’t seem unduly interested in working. After all, she’s

         smart enough to know that she’s not really an actress—so she did pictures the way the Queen tours, smiling and waving to a

         lucky public, refusing to notice its shrinkage: with Marcello Mastroianni in Cin Cin (91, Gene Saks); with James Garner in One Special Night (99, Roger Young); Relative Values (00, Eric Styles); reunited with Christopher Plummer in the TV On Golden Pond (01, Ernest Thompson); the queen of somewhere or other in the startling hit The Princess Diaries (01, Garry Marshall); as Nanny in Eloise at the Plaza (03, Kevin Lima); Eloise at Christmastime (03, Kevin Lima); The Princess Diaries 2 (04, Garry Marshall); Shrek the Third (07, Chris Miller).


      

      Pier Angeli (Anna Maria Pierangeli) (1932–71), b. Cagliari, Sardinia


Pier Angeli was one of the great beauties of the early fifties, but there was a tragic potential in her melancholy gaze. She

         was the (or a) beloved of James Dean, but her family disapproved of him. So she married the singer Vic Damone in 1954, but

         that only lasted a few years. She returned to Europe in the 1960s and was declared a suicide when she was not yet forty, the

         victim of a drug overdose. She was a great deal more demure and accepting than, say, Jean Seberg, but it’s a wonder that her

         small story hasn’t yet been turned into a movie.


The twin sister of Marisa Pavan, she was discovered as a teenager by Léonide Moguy and starred in Domani È Troppo Tardi (49, Moguy) and Domani È un Altro Giorno (50, Moguy). “Utterly charming and fragile,” she was hired by Fred Zinnemann for Teresa (50), and that led to an MGM contract. In America, she also made The Light Touch (51, Richard Brooks); The Devil Makes Three (52, Andrew Marton); The Story of Three Loves (53, Gottfried Reinhardt), in which she is a suicidal girl rescued by Kirk Douglas; Sombrero (53, Norman Foster); The Flame and the Flesh (54, Brooks); The Silver Chalice (54, Victor Saville); pretty good as the wife to Rocky Graziano in Somebody Up There Likes Me (56, Robert Wise); Port Afrique (56, Rudolph Maté); to France for The Vintage (57, Jeffrey Hayden); with Danny Kaye in Merry Andrew (58, Michael Kidd).


That’s when she went back to Europe, and to more halting work:S.O.S. Pacific (60, Guy Green); the unlikely wife in The Angry Silence (60, Green); Sodom and Gomorrah (61, Robert Aldrich);White Slave Ship (62, Silvio Amadio), with Edmund Purdom;Shadow of Evil (64, André Hunebelle);Spy in Your Eye (65, Vittorio Sala); Battle of the Bulge (65, Ken Annakin);One Step to Hell (68, Sandy Howard);Every Bastard a King (70, Uri Zohar), made in Israel;Octaman (71, Harry Essex).


      



      Theo Angelopoulos, b. Athens, Greece, 1936


1968: I Ekpombi/The Broadcast (s). 1970: Anaparastasis/Reconstruction. 1972: I Meres tou 36/Days of 36. 1975: O Thiassos/The Travelling Players. 1977: I Kinighi/The Hunters. 1980: O Megalexandros/Alexander the Great. 1984: Taxidi stin Kythera/Voyage to Cythera. 1986: O Melissokomos/The Beekeeper. 1989: Topio stin Omichli/Landscape in the Mist. 1991: To Meteoro Vina tou Pelargou/The Suspended Step of the Stork.1995: To Vlemma ton Odyssea/Ulysses’ Gaze; an episode of Lumière et Compagnie. 1998: Mai Aiwniothta kai mia Mere/Eternity and a Day.2004:Trilogy: The Weeping Meadow. 2008: Trilogy: The Dust of Time.


      

      The movies, or cinema, are nearly one hundred years old. How many of the medium’s greatest practitioners are alive and/or

         still functioning? Bresson, Kurosawa, Antonioni, and Wilder are all gone. Rivette and Godard are working. There are a few

         others, a little younger, who might claim a place in the pantheon—Bertolucci, Scorsese, Chris Marker, Zhang Yimou, Marcel

         Ophuls even …? But already, I think, this list has reached below the very top rank. It may be more helpful to be more stringent in making the list, in which case let it hold at Antonioni, Rivette…and Theo Angelo poulos, who is sixty-eight

         and at work.


Angelopoulos studied law at the University of Athens, and then film at I.D.H.E.C. in Paris. He was film critic for the Athens

         paper Allagi in the mid-sixties, when he worked on an unfinished feature project known as Formix Story.


In the seventies, he made three movies—all lengthy and not slow so much as preoccupied with duration—that addressed the history

         of modern Greece. Days of 36 concerns a prisoner who makes a hostage out of a politician who visits his jail. The Travelling Players uses a band of actors to uncover Greek history in the years 1936 to 1952. In The Hunter, the years from 1949 to 1976 are dealt with through the fablelike incident of a hunting party that discovers a young man’s

         body frozen in the snow.


Preeminently, those films showed the elaboration of one of the cinema’s most sophisticated and beautiful “sequence shot” styles,

         with moving camera. In other words, Angelopoulos’s camera tracks almost as constantly and naturally as photography employs

         light. Early critics said he was like Jancso, but Angelopoulos himself declared that Murnau, Mizoguchi, and Welles were stronger

         influences. By now, it has become clear that his style is deeply personal and poetic—and, of course, it has to be experienced,

         for the work is not just plastic but temporal. When Angelopoulos moves, he is sailing in time as well as space, and the shifts, the progress, the traveling make a metaphor for history and understanding.

         (The Travelling Players has just eighty shots in four hours.)


This is engrossing cinema, not fast or fluent, yet compelling once its rhythm has been yielded to. Not that Angelopoulos is

         determined on naturalism. His movies are theatrical, and nearly Brechtian: they are lessons in which “real life” is imposed

         upon by schema, clearly labeled points of view, and the nearly abstract emphasis on wintry space, desolation, and time spent

         waiting.


The Travelling Players is a masterpiece that owed a good deal to the political repressiveness of Greece in much of the director’s lifetime. As the

         country has been liberated, so Angelopoulos has moved on to loftier, and more general, themes—to a kind of contemporary mythology.


Voyage to Cythera concerns a filmmaker who wants to make a movie about an elderly political refugee. And so he begins to watch him, and follow

         him, until the old man’s life takes on the elements of story. The beauty of the film has seldom been equaled, and the balance

         of liquid movement and rocklike human interpretation is both tragic and exhilarating.


In Landscape in the Mist—the only one of these films to have had any commercial release in the United States—two children travel to a legendary “Germany”

         searching for their father. This is a story of mythic needs transcending borders, and it may prove an uncanny intuition about

         the real political/geographical future of Europe. Indeed, there are hints of recent Balkan chaos in The Suspended Step of the Stork that make the film more intriguing as time passes. This is a story of a journalist who believes he has discovered a former

         leading politician who is now living as a humble refugee.


It is hard for anyone to study Angelopoulos properly. The films deserve large screens—but one would settle for wretched video

         versions. Film culture has come a long way since the days when it was impossible to see “old” films in any form. Nevertheless,

         it is the case that many people who take the medium seriously have scarcely heard of, let alone encountered, the work of a

         master. And there are so few masters left now.


      

      Jennifer Aniston, b. Sherman Oaks, California, 1969


According to the official data, between 1994 and 2004, Jennifer Aniston was Rachel Green in 238 episodes of Friends. It might take a book to explain why she was the central figure in that deeply entertaining show—and it wouldn’t be worth

         a book. But of the three women the show followed, Rachel was plainly the most average or accessible in her feelings and behavior:

         she was cute, she was pert, she was sexy and just a little flaky, yet she was decent, all-American, and the kind of girl the

         girl-next-door would hope to live next door to. She was funny, and a very expert player and—more or less—her romantic destiny was the hinge of the show.


And somehow, the charm didn’t stop with Friends. More than anyone else in the cast, Aniston has kept her hold on public attention. It’s not just that her private life, the

         possibility of illicit topless pictures, and the media’s triangle of the gods (BradJen-Angie) still endures despite repeated

         denials, like thunder off the Keys. It is that Aniston has not only kept her career going (at the level of about $7 million

         a movie—modest next to her Friends booty), but that she has made some watchable pictures. She is in her forties now and it cannot go on much longer, but for

         fifteen years Aniston has made America care over where the heart and soul (and the taut bod) of Jen or Rache are resting (or

         working). And rather in the manner of Doris Day once upon a time, while one can make gentle fun of Jennifer Aniston, it’s

         hard to dislike her.


Of Greek descent, and the daughter of an actor, Aniston seemed always like TV material: she had parts in such series as Molloy, Ferris Bueller (as the sister), and Muddling Through before Friends came along.


But there were a few movies:Leprechaun (93, Mark Jones);Dream for an Insomniac (96, Tiffanie DeBartolo); and She’s the One (96, Edward Burns)—which capitalized on Friends. Her movie career bloomed with Picture Perfect (97, Glenn Gordon Caron), which has a 1930s feeling and a dash of Jean Arthur; ‘Til There Was You (97, Scott Winant);The Object of My Affection (98, Nicholas Hytner), written by Wendy Wasserstein, and very touching;Office Space (99, Mike Judge).


It was in 2000 that she married Brad Pitt and she began to be one of the most famous and imitated women in America: Rock Star (01, Stephen Herek), with Mark Wahlberg; The Good Girl (02, Miguel Arteta), with Jake Gyllenhaal, and a good film; with Jim Carrey in Bruce Almighty (03, Tom Shadyac); Along Came Polly (04, John Hamburg), with Ben Stiller.


The show ended (though there is not a minute when Friends is not playing somewhere still). The marriage was over. But Derailed (05, Mikael Håf-strom), was an interesting departure with Jen as a nasty piece of work. As the mistress of her own career,

         she still finds worthwhile ventures: Rumor Has It (05, Rob Reiner); Friends with Money (06, Nicole Holofcener), another excellent picture. But The Break-Up (06, Peyton Reed), with Vince Vaughn felt like a rip-off from life. Marley & Me (08, David Frankel) was a dog picture. He’s Just Not That Into You (09, Ken Kwapis) did well and Love Happens (09, Brandon Camp) showed no falloff.


I have the hunch still that with a great script and in the right hands Jennifer Aniston could make a romantic comedy to live

         with the best.


      

      Ann-Margret (Ann-Margaret Olsson), b. Valsjöbyn, Sweden, 1941


People everywhere are fondly inclined to AnnMargret. There does not seem to be an excess of personality in the sixty-year-old.

         But they remember the very exciting dancer, with such avid eyes, and they rejoice in her survival. Having come to America

         as a child, she attended Northwestern University and was working in nightclubs as a singer-dancer when George Burns discovered

         her. (Did this add thirty years to his life?) Most of her early films were wretched, but she was one of the best and most

         provocative partners Elvis ever had, and she surprised most people with her vulnerability as a sexpot yearning for domesticity

         in Carnal Knowledge (71, Mike Nichols).


Her movies were Pocketful of Miracles (61, Frank Capra); State Fair (62, José Ferrer); Bye Bye Birdie (63, George Sidney); very exciting and commanding in Viva Las Vegas (64, Sidney)—she was the best movie partner Elvis ever had; Kitten With a Whip (64, Douglas Heyes); The Pleasure Seekers (65, Jean Negulesco); Bus Riley’s Back in Town (65, Harvey Hart); Once a Thief (65, Ralph Nelson); The Cincinnati Kid (65, Norman Jewison); Made in Paris (66, Boris Sagal); Stagecoach (66, Gordon Douglas); The Swinger (66, Sidney); Il Tigre (67, Dino Risi); Il Profeta (68, Risi); Sette Uomini e un Cervello (70, Edward Ross); C.C. and Company (70, Seymour Robbie); R.P.M. (70, Stanley Kramer); The Train Robbers (73, Burt Kennedy); Tommy (75, Ken Russell); as Lady Booby in Joseph Andrews (76, Tony Richardson); The Last Remake of Beau Geste (77, Marty Feldman); Magic (78, Richard Attenborough).


She had a famous fall from a Las Vegas stage, and came back. She looked after her manager and husband, Roger Smith, when he

         was ill. And as she approached the age of forty, she was an increasingly impressive beauty. In movies, she might seldom be

         much more than decoration: The Cheap Detective (78, Robert Moore); The Villain (79, Hal Needham); Middle Age Crazy (80, John Trent); The Return of the Soldier (81, Alan Bridges); I Ought to Be in Pictures (82, Herbert Ross); Lookin’ to Get Out (82, Hal Ashby); Twice in a Lifetime (85, Bud Yorkin); 52 Pick-Up (86, John Frankenheimer); A Tiger’s Tale (87, Peter Douglas); and A New Life (88, Alan Alda).


But she has been more eminent on TV, where her castled beauty and the intriguingly shy details of her acting were well suited

         to the medium, even if she hardly altered from soap opera to Tennessee Williams—she massages disparate scripts into the medium

         of one magnificently sated look. She has done some big TV productions, all with John Erman as director: as the dying mother

         in Who Will Love My Children? (83); as a soft-focus Blanche in A Streetcar Named Desire (84); The Two Mrs. Grenvilles (87); and Our Sons (91). She was the sweet filling in the sandwich of Grumpy Old Men (93, Donald Petrie) and Grumpier Old Men (95, Howard Deutsch) and a lush in Any Given Sunday (99, Oliver Stone). She also played a woman looking to adopt a Romanian child in Nobody’s Children (94, David Wheatley).


She was in Perfect Murder, Perfect Town (00, Lawrence Schiller); as Queen Cinderella in The 10th Kingdom (00, David Carson and Herbert Wise); The Last Producer (00, Burt Reynolds); Blonde (01, Joyce Chopra); A Woman’s a Helluva Thing (01, Karen Leigh Hopkins); Interstate 60 (02, Bob Gale); Taxi (04, Tim Story); Memory (06, Bennett Joshua Davlin); The Break-Up (06, Peyton Reed); The Santa Clause 3: The Escape Clause (06, Michael Lembeck); The Loss of a Teardrop Diamond (08, Jodie Markell); All’s Faire in Love (09, Scott Marshall).


      

      Jean-Jacques Annaud, b. Draveil, France, 1943


1977: Noirs et Blancs en Couleur/Black and White in Color. 1979: Coup de Tête. 1982: La Guerre du Feu/Quest for Fire. 1986: The Name of the Rose.1988: L’Ours/The Bear. 1992: L’Amant/The Lover.1997: Seven Years in Tibet. 2001: Enemy at the Gates.2004: Two Brothers.2007: Sa Majesté Minor.


      

      Black and White in Color won the Oscar for best foreign film and was a talking-point movie for people who did not regularly go to the cinema. To this

         day, Annaud retains a little of that flavor—not so much “international” as coffee table. The fact is that I can hardly recall

         a thing about Black and White, and no more about Quest for Fire than the novelty of a movie about Stone Age people. These are ostensibly adventurous choices that soon languish into self-regard.

         There is a prettiness to the style that attempts to make up for the absence of real stylistic choices. The Name of the Rose is an attempt to assert modish cleverness over atmosphere, and a disaster. The best of the films, I think, is The Lover, which holds the tricky, narcissistic emotion of the Marguerite Duras novel and allows literary prestige to be a veil to soft-core

         sex. Enemy at the Gates was a laborious, hollow recreation of war-torn Stalingrad to support a trite, old-fashioned story.


      

      Michelangelo Antonioni (1912–2007), b. Ferrara, Italy


1943–47: Gente del Po (d). 1948: N.U. (Nettezza Urbana) (d). 1949: L’Amorosa Menzogna (d); Superstizione (d); Sette Canne un Vestito (d). 1950: La Funivia del Faloria (d); La Villa dei Mostri (d); Cronaca di un Amore. 1953: I Vinti; La Signora Senza Camelie; “Tentato Suicidio,” an episode in the film L’Amore in Citta. 1955: Uomini in Piu (d); Le Amiche. 1957: Il Grido/The Cry. 1958: Nel Segno di Roma (codirected with Riccardo Freda). 1960: L’Avventura. 1961: La Notte. 1962: L’Eclisse/The Eclipse. 1964: Il Deserto Rosso/The Red Desert. 1965: “Prefazione,” an episode from the film I Tre Volti.1966: Blow-Up. 1969: Zabriskie Point. 1972: Chung Kuo (d). 1975: The Passenger. 1980: Ill Mistero di Oberwald/The Oberwald Mystery.1982: Identificazione di una Donna/Identification of a Woman. 1995: Al di là Delle Nuvole/Beyond the Clouds (codirected with Wim Wenders). 1989: “Rome,” episode from 12 Registi per 12 Città (d). 2001: Il Filo Pericoloso delle Cose. 2001: Just to Be Together.2004: Eros (co-directed).


      

      Antonioni’s world of sentimental and metaphysical dismay ought to include just such a figure as himself: a man of vast intellectual

         sensibility and artistic aspiration; a film director capable of stripping people down to fragile skins that can hardly brush

         against one another without pain; but a visionary of emotional alienation, so morbidly convinced of the apartness of people

         that he sometimes ends by photographing figures in a landscape. In short, within a brief time span he veered from psychological

         exactness to abstraction. For if his suspicions of human dissolution are sound, then films are only an absurd response to

         the fretful human instinct for self-expression. Even if one cannot always share Antonioni’s torment, it was an engrossing,

         if humorless, prospect to see him gradually immolate himself with doubts. He was his own character, turned away from us, speechless

         at what has been lost. As Monica Vitti sighs near the end of La Notte: “Each time I have tried to communicate with someone, love has disappeared.”


He graduated from the University of Bologna—in economics and business, because a girlfriend was studying those subjects.

         Writing stories and working in the theatre, he became film critic for Il Corriere Padano and made his first amateur films. He edited Cinema, but was fired because he was too leftist for the Fascists. After a short period at Centro Sperimentale, he worked on the

         scripts of Un Pilota Ritorna (42, Roberto Rossellini) and I Due Foscari (42, Enrico Fulchignoni). The same year, he went to France to assist Marcel Carné on Les Visiteurs du Soir. In the years after the Liberation, he continued as a critic and worked intermittently on Gente del Po, a realist documentary on an area of Italy that he would return to for Il Grido.


It also inaugurated the feeling for social breakdown that has permeated his work, and that gave a subtly becalmed quality

         to the realism of his early documentaries. Despite left-wing sympathies, Antonioni’s rural and urban documentaries tend to

         bypass the immediate problems of their subjects to identify a more profound unease. Thus, N.U.—about garbagemen—states facts and makes claims that pale beside the listless effect of gray streets. Whatever the verbal message,

         the visuals had the melancholy of Carné and of German cinema. However, even as this urban alienation grew into a disillusion

         with all communicative processes, Antonioni has never lost an interest in precise social events. The films with Monica Vitti

         do constitute a critique of modern Italy; Blow-Up is interested in the trite ethics of swinging London, and Zabriskie Point springs out of Californian student discontent. It is important to see that in all cases Antonioni’s social awareness is based

         on a cliché view that is easily absorbed into his private lament for breakdown and that is easily diverted into extraneous

         visual grace. Like Thomas in Blow-Up, his later films tastefully ignore the complexities of situations and prefer to photograph the unreliable charm of their surroundings.

         Thus the eerie park in Blow-Up and the desert of Zabriskie loom over the human stories.


But the period from Cronaca di un Amore to Il Grido is triumphant. In those years he managed to discover a fluid, cinematic language to demonstrate the wounding aftermath of

         love affairs that was more in line with Renoir than Carné and that, incidentally, was the first new demonstration of Astruc’s

         la caméra-stylo theory. These films are kept from being morbid by the tender rigor with which the camera traces feelings through actions.

         They combine a spontaneity of behavior and precision in observation that in Le Amiche is masterly. Here is Antonioni’s account of how his style evolved out of the creative realization of behavior:


      

      

         My habit of shooting rather long scenes was born spontaneously on the first day of filming Cronaca di un Amore. Having the camera fixed to its stand immediately caused me real discomfort. I felt paralysed, as if I were being prevented

            from following closely the one thing in the film that interested me: I mean, the characters. The next day, I called for a

            dolly, and I began to follow my characters till I felt the need to move on to another exercise. For me, this was the best

            way to be real, to be true… . I have never succeeded in composing a scene without having the camera with me, nor have I ever

            been able to make my characters talk in accordance with a pre-established script… . I needed to see the characters, to see

            even their simplest gestures.

         


      


      

      That vitality of gesture ebbed away in the next period, constrained by the tragic posture of love. As Antonioni generalized

         the failure of love, so he idealized the forlorn woman—embodied in four films by Monica Vitti—and made her increasingly static

         and abstract. L’Avventura, La Notte, L’Eclisse, and Il Deserto Rosso become less moving the more urgently Antonioni himself cries out at their plight. They are dispirited films in which the

         urge for expression is distorted into pictorialism and lethargic compositions of entropy and in which an overall feeling of

         regret is oddly spiked by a type of visual lust. In La Notte, for instance, Jeanne Moreau walks aimlessly through Milan, witnessing the proof of social, emotional, and intellectual disarray.

         Yet that walk is erotic in the way it restricts her to the status of object. In all those films, but in La Notte especially, there is a relentless but hopeless advance on sexual intercourse as the last human action that can be taken. They

         are brilliant but despondent films, as if Antonioni had extended Renoir’s “everyone has their own reason” to “everyone is

         their own justification.” There is a constant, but unacknowledged, conflict between the senselessness of physical things,

         the elaborate, moribund beauty of the camera movements, and the radiance of Vitti.


But Antonioni was in the process of escaping “mere” melodrama. There is nothing more challenging in L’Avventura than the notion that a mystery does not need solving, that the young woman has gone away. A hole has formed in “story” so

         that life’s formless air may seep in. Equally, in La Notte and L’Eclisse, we feel that there is some gentle force in the city and the world ready to wash over the characters, freeing us from the

         arid preoccupations of small, private stories. It isn’t faith—Antonioni is an anxious unbeliever. Call it light, or continuity.

         The conclusion of L’Eclisse—with the meeting missed and the urban intersection carrying on regardless—is one of the seminal passages in modern cinema.

         Alas, it makes so much else seem old-fashioned.


There is a suicidal element in these films happily dispelled in Blow-Up, the nearest Antonioni ever came to humor and a film that shifted his view of human separateness to photography itself—something

         hinted at in La Signora Senza Camelie. Blow-Up remains a cold, academic film, but it is lucid and very gripping in the central “dark-room” sequence. It had a bizarre commercial

         success that enabled Antonioni to make Zabriskie Point, his most beautiful inspection of emptiness. Whereas Renoir’s films throb with brief understanding and misunderstanding between

         people, Zabriskie Point is a quietist contemplation of figures in a landscape, superbly filmed but as if by one of Don Siegel’s body-snatchers. Its

         people are objects, either relics of a doomed humanist culture or the prelude to a new society in which people regress to

         the primitive energy of desert creatures. If only because Zabriskie is so cool, it demands attention. Indeed, there is a sly comparison between the “blow-ups” in Blow-Up and Zabriskie Point. In the first, the enlarged photographs illustrate the way human beings impose their instinct for meaning on external reality. While in the latter, the repeated explosions of the desert home—deprived of the violence by silence—speak

         for the helpless sterility of material things: not just of material goods, but the irrelevant accumulation of things that

         have no interior significance.


The desert is a philosophy in The Passenger, one of the great films of the seventies. Melodrama and regret are replaced by the serene faith in a world of light, space,

         and providence. The steady attempt of the camera to move away from people seems a truly mystical claim. The Passenger leaves no doubt about Antonioni’s mastery, and radically advances on the earlier disquiet. The final sequence at the Hotel

         de la Gloria is the affirmation toward which Antonioni was always traveling. It inhales a warm, idle universe beyond intrigue,

         as if the movie were about space travel.


The Oberwald Mystery was shot on video, allowing for many experiments with color; it was both an adaptation of Cocteau’s L’Aigle à Deux Têtes and a vehicle for Monica Vitti. Identification of a Woman deals with a movie director in search of both a wife and a new female character: it has elements of psychological thriller,

         and it is Antonioni’s most overtly erotic film, but it is also an extension of his series of films that question identity

         in the modern world and that seem to hover on the brink of some ultimate memory loss. Few directors have been more affected

         by the nature and capacity of the camera. Identification has moments of oversolemnity, but it is the work of a great director, and seemingly his last—for Antonioni’s future projects

         came to nothing, and now he was beset by the effects of a stroke. Yet again, the predicament of the world’s greatest living

         film-maker unable to work is a fit subject for one of his meditations. Only Bertolucci or Angelopoulos could attempt it.


The enigmas in Antonioni’s work are as subject to time as monuments are to erosion, and the achievements of some films can

         offset or explain the apparent, or early, limits of others. For example, The Passenger helped us see the longing for escape and space in L’Avventura, and illumined the persistence of life at the end of L’Eclisse. I suspect that Antonioni’s best films will continue to grow and shift, like dunes in the centuries of desert. In that process,

         if there are eyes left to look, he will become a standard for beauty.


He was the victim of a stroke in the early nineties, but still inclined to work. Beyond the Clouds—done with Wim Wenders at his shoulder—indicated a real decline, and his episode from Eros was minor. When he died (in the same moment as Ingmar Bergman), it was clear that together they stood for art-house cinema

         of the modern era. But Antonioni is more than that—he is the modern novelist at the movies. Take your pick—The Passenger, L’Eclisse, La Notte, L’Avventura, Le Amiche. It is an extraordinary achievement. If he had liked laughter a little more, he would stand with Renoir.


      

      Judd Apatow, b. Flushing, New York, 1967


2005: The 40-Year-Old Virgin. 2007: Knocked Up.2009: Funny People.


At 146 minutes, Funny People is about three-quarters of an hour fat—and then it ends with a tame cop-out. Like so much of Apatow’s work it risks compromising

         a true adult sensibility with monotonous raunchy dialogue and penis jokes that bespeak the imprisonment of a teenage audience.

         It has a lazy self-indulgent air that includes walk-ons for whatever celebrity Apatow met at dinner the night before shooting.

         Moreover, the entire film hardly knows whether to be ironic about the luxurious lifestyle that Apatow and his star, Adam Sandler,

         now enjoy. A part of the film is mocking of and critical of their success. But another part can’t stop pushing the details

         in our face—even to the point of casting Mrs. Apatow, Leslie Mann, as the female lead, and including their two disreputably

         adorable daughters.


So there’s a lot to regret. But the most pressing reason for that regret is that this is one of the more intriguing and involving

         movies of 2009. Judd Apatow has problems, and it may be that he’s not in the best position to work them out. But don’t doubt

         the man’s talent, don’t take lightly his own claim—that no one has influenced him more than John Cassavetes.


As a high-school kid, Apatow was involved in radio and so he fell into the company of stand-up comedians. It was while still

         a teenager that he roomed for a time with the equally up-and-coming Sandler (who is a year older than Apatow ).


There’s a moment in Funny People when we see some home movie of Sandler from that period—a wild-eyed, exuberant kid making out like an improv bandit. The

         film lingers on the footage, and for good reason, for the cinematic core of Funny People is the sadness that has overtaken Sandler (as he became a huge star). In Funny People, he plays George Simmons, a giant star of the comedy circuit, but a man in whom metaphysical despair has turned into a blood

         disease that may be fatal. As he considers that his own death is at hand, he surveys the emptiness of his life and takes on

         a would-be comic, Ira (Seth Rogen), as his writer, assistant, and forlorn friend.


Naturally enough, Funny People is filled with jokes and the process that creates and refines them, but deeper down it is a portrait of disillusion with

         show business. Apatow and Sandler made the film together and they are still friends who went on the road to promote it. Still,

         I’d love to have the right to ask Sandler just how far he understands the melancholy of the film and the degree to which that

         undeniable mood comes from his eyes and body language—places that do not lie. Equally, I wonder how far the length and raunch of the film came at

         Sandler’s bidding, in an attempt to cling on to his kid audience.


This was Apatow’s third direction—after The 40-Year-Old Virgin and Knocked Up. It is his most untidy film by far, yet the most promising. We know Apatow as a furious worker: he wrote for The Larry Sanders Show and Freaks and Geeks on television. He has contributed to the scripts of Pineapple Express, Fun with Dick and Jane, and Walk Hard: The Dewey Cox Story. He has something like a dozen projects in hand, and he is plainly overflowing with talent. But Funny People is persuasive evidence that if he does less and disciplines himself more he might be a major comic artist.


      

      Michael Apted, b. Aylesbury, England, 1941


1963: 7 Up (as assistant director) (d). 1968: Number 10 (TV). 1972: Another Sunday and Sweet F.A. (TV). 1973: Triple Echo/Soldier in Skirts.1974: Kisses at Fifty (TV); Stardust. 1976: The Collection (TV); The Squeeze; 21 (TV) (d). 1977: Stronger Than the Sun (TV). 1979: Agatha.1980: Coal Miner’s Daughter. 1981: Continental Divide. 1982: Kipperbang (TV). 1983: Gorky Park. 1985: 28 Up (d); Firstborn; Bring on the Night (d). 1987: Critical Condition. 1988: Gorillas in the Mist. 1989: The Long Way Home (TV). 1991: Class Action; 35 Up (d); Incident at Oglala (d). 1992: Thunderheart. 1994: Blink.1996: Extreme Measures. 1997: Inspirations (d); 1998: Always Outnumbered (TV); 42 Up (d), 1999: Me & Isaac Newton (d); The World Is Not Enough; Nathan Dixon (TV). 2001: Enigma. 2002: Enough.2002: Married in America (TV). 2005: 49 Up (d). 2006: Rome (TV); Amazing Grace.


      

      Educated at City of London School and Cambridge, Apted trained with Granada TV and went on to work on World of Action and Coronation Street. He directed many films/plays for British TV before he broke into features in 1973. Yet he has never given up on television

         or documentaries. He has done commercials and he has produced several projects for cable in America.


Apted is not just an Englishman who has made an unusual commitment to American regionalism. He was born eight days before

         I was, and only fifty miles away—so I try to keep up with him. But since Apted’s interests are so varied, and his personality

         so fleeting, this is no easy task. We have only to note that, in 1998, he put together the latest installment in his survey

         of a group of English lives and the latest James Bond movie with equal fairness, never letting one part of his mind judge the other.


That is barely the beginning. In successive years, Apted did what he could to handle that odd English mystery about the brief

         disappearance of Agatha Christie, and directed Coal Miner’s Daughter without being glaringly un-American. Throw in a very bad Richard Pryor film, Critical Condition, that fetching mix of documentary and career-woman melodrama, Gorillas in the Mist, and you can see how hard it is to account for Apted.


In truth, I do not detect more than proficient execution in his feature films. Apted’s most lasting work is the series of

         English documentaries, begun when he was an assistant on the program World In Action and continued with 21, 28, 35, and 42 Up. I’m not sure how many more of the series I want to see: many lives, but English lives especially, gather sadness as they

         grow older, and Apted is stuck with the people he found at the outset. How many are ready to die on-screen? How far could

         Apted’s rather removed, polite scrutiny stand up to all that demise? Still, the series was a great idea, and anyone hoping

         to understand England should watch the films. 28 Up is the best of the bunch, probably because the people have energies and hopes still to burn.


I have to wonder whether Apted can yet find a way to deliver himself on-screen with something like the desperate or exuberant

         force that drives some of the people in that series. Or is he really just a calm, faithful watcher?


By the end of the nineties, he was was widening his documentary interests, keeping faith with his original English kids (and

         they were turning out pretty well), being prepared to make a Walter Mosley novel for television, and then getting the prize

         of a Bond film. The World Is Not Enough was no better or worse than the others, but it was clearer than ever that the 7 Up series was a labor of love and enlightenment for all.


      

      Roscoe (Fatty) Arbuckle (1887–1933), b. Smith Center, Kansas


On Labor Day, 1921, in San Francisco, Roscoe Arbuckle, actor Lowell Sherman, and Freddy Fishback gave a party. Hollywood parties

         of that era were often uninhibited, and the movie colony either deserved or aped its own reputation for wild living. This

         party drifted on for a couple of days and no one has ever accused it of being good clean fun. But a model, Virginia Rappe,

         died and, after initial accusations of rape and murder, Arbuckle was charged with manslaughter. The case against him was always

         thin, but he was a juicy suspect and two juries failed to reach a verdict before the third acquitted him, in March 1922, and

         went out of its way to remark, “We feel that a great injustice has been done to him… . Roscoe Arbuckle is entirely innocent

         and free from all blame.” But you had only to look at Arbuckle to know that, in many ways, he was far from innocent; the combined forces of scandal-mongery and puritanism would not be dissuaded. Arbuckle was made a scapegoat,

         as though after calling a man “Fatty” for years and rejoicing at his humiliation on film the public could only move in on

         him with trained hostility. The Hearst press led the campaign against him, ensuring that many moviehouses boycotted his films.

         Will Hays then put pressure on Arbuckle’s immediate employers, Joseph Schenck and Adolph Zukor, and he was barred from acting

         in movies again.


Thus the fat owl of the silent screen was removed, and this early spasm of rejection showed how fickle the public’s faith

         in its stars could be. The moral realities of Hollywood life were something the public hardly dreamed of; even so, one hint

         was enough to furnish it with nightmares that demanded cleansing action. Arbuckle’s own exaggerated ugliness drew upon him

         all the public’s hypocritical loathing of depravity. For some seven years he had been one of the leading figures in comedy.

         From vaudeville, he had gone to Keystone in 1909. By 1913, Sennett was giving him leading parts so that he was the featured

         player at the studio when Chaplin arrived from Britain. By 1914 he was directing his own films—one-or two-reelers, often in

         the company of Mabel Normand: Fatty and the Heiress; Fatty’s Finish; An Incompetent Hero; Fatty’s Wine Party; Leading Lizzie Astray; Fatty’s Magic Pants; and Fatty and Minnie-He-Haw. He also appeared in some of the Chaplin films at Keystone: A Film Johnnie; The Knock-Out; The Masquerader; and The Rounders (14). Fatty stayed at Keystone for two years after Chaplin’s departure: Mabel and Fatty’s Wash Day; Fatty and Mabel’s Simple Life; Mabel, Fatty and the Law; Mabel and Fatty’s and Married Life; Fatty’s

            Reckless Fling; Mabel and Fatty Viewing the World’s Fair at San Francisco, Cal.; and Fickle Fatty’s Fall (15); Fatty and Mabel Adrift; He Did and He Didn’t; His Wife’s Mistake; His Alibi; and A Cream Puff Romance (16). In 1917, Arbuckle and Schenck formed the Comique Film Corporation with Fatty continuing to direct his own films. Mabel

         Normand did not go with him, but Fatty recruited the young Buster Keaton who appeared in a run of Arbuckle comedies: The Butcher Boy; Rough House; His Wedding Night; Fatty at Coney Island; Oh Doctor!; Out West (17); The Bell Boy; Goodnight Nurse; Moonshine; The Cook (18); A Desert Hero; Backstage; and The Garage (19). In 1920, Fatty made A Country Hero and in 1921 he played in The Dollar-a-Year Man (James Cruze) before disaster befell him.


Legend has it that Keaton cushioned some of the fall for Fatty—just as he often had in slap-stick—by keeping him in funds

         and suggesting that he direct, under the name of “Will B. Goode.” In 1927—as William Goodrich—he directed Marion Davies in

         The Red Mill for Cosmopolitan (Hearst’s company—such is the stamina of scandal) and Eddie Cantor in Special Delivery for Paramount. Apart from that, he made educational films until 1931, when he directed some comedy shorts for Warners: Smart Work; Windy Riley Goes to Hollywood (31); Keep Laughing; Moonlight and Cactus; Anybody’s Goat; Bridge Wives; Hollywood Luck; Mother’s Holiday; and It’s a Cinch (32). He died in New York in 1933 still fat, but Fatty forgotten.


      

      Fanny Ardant, b. Monte Carlo, 1949


François Truffaut fell in love with Fanny Ardant in 1979, on television, when he saw her play the lead in the miniseries Les Dames de la Côte. She was the daughter of a soldier, who was advising the royal family of Monaco at the time of her birth. A study of political

         science led her astray—to the theatre—and in the seventies she became a notable figure on the Parisian stage in works by Racine,

         Claudel, and Montherlant. She appeared first on TV in 1978 in Les Memoires de Deux Jeunes Mariées, adapted from Balzac.


Truffaut’s love was real, even if the small screen had prompted it. He liked “her large mouth, her deep voice and its unusual

         intonations, her big black eyes and her triangular face,” and she became not just the muse of his final years, but his lover

         and companion, and the mother of his last daughter.


She made her movie debut in Les Chiens (79, Alain Jessua) and then in Les Uns et les Autres (81, Claude Lelouch), before doing her first film for Truffaut, La Femme d’à Côté (81), with Gerard Depardieu. Then she did La Vie Est un Roman (83, Alain Resnais); the fond secretary in Vivement Dimanche! (83, Truffaut); Benvenuta (83, André Delvaux); Swann in Love (84, Volker Schlondorff); L’Amour à Mort (84, Resnais); Les Enragés (85, Pierre-William Glenn); L’Été Prochain (85, Nadine Trintignant); the wife in Family Business (86, Costa-Gavras); Le Paltoquet (86, Michel Deville); Mélo (86, Resnais); The Family (87, Ettore Scola); Paura e Amore (88, Margarethe von Trotta); Pleure Pas My Love (88, Tony Gatlif); Australia (89, Jean-Jacques Andrien); Afraid of the Dark (92, Mark Peploe); The Deserter’s Wife (93, Michel Bat-Adam); Amok (93, Joel Farges); Colonel Chabert (94, Yves Angelou); Sabrina (95, Sydney Pollack); Beyond the Clouds (95, Michelangelo Antonioni and Wim Wenders); very handsome still in Ridicule (96, Patrice Leconte); Pédale Douce (97, Gabriel Aghion); Elizabeth (98, Shekhar Kapur); La Cena (98, Scola); the mistress to Balzac (99, Josée Dayan); La Débandade (99, Claude Berri); Le Fils du Français (99, Gérard Lauzier); Le Libertin (00, Aghion); Change-Moi Ma Vie (01, Liria Begeja); Callas Forever (01, Franco Zeffirelli); 8 Femmes (02, François Ozon); Sin Noticias de Dios (02, Agustín Díaz Yanes); Nathalie X (03, Anne Fontaine); L’Odore del Sangue (03, Mario Martone).


She works comfortably in French or Italian or Spanish: El Año del Diluvio (04, Jaime Chávarri); with Bob Hoskins in the “Pigalle” episode of Paris Je T’Aime (06, Richard La Gravenese); L’Ora di Punta (07, Vincenzo Marra); Il Divo (08, Paolo Sorrentino); Hello Goodbye (08, Graham Guit); Visage (09, Ming-Liang Tsai); Trésor (09, Berri and François Dupeyron); and Cendres et Sang (09), which she wrote and directed herself.


      

      Eve Arden (Eunice Quedens) (1912–90), b. Mill Valley, California


“Where’s Eve Arden?” a couple of very good friends wondered about earlier editions. And I can’t stand to leave the question

         unanswered, no matter that more pressing claims might be mounted for the merits of Binnie Barnes or Gladys Cooper… . Eve Arden

         is here, essential, one of the great deliverers of sour lines, capable of decking Katharine Hepburn or Groucho, a model of disbelieving

         yet enduring intelligence.


At sixteen she was in traveling theatre in northern California, and by the age of twenty she was in the Ziegfeld Follies.

         She made a couple of pictures under her real name —The Song of Love (29, Earle C. Kenton) and Dancing Lady (33, Robert Z. Leonard)—before she came up with her new name (Joan Crawford, briefly, had been Joan Arden). She was several

         years on Broadway, doing Very Warm for May and Two for the Show, but by the late thirties her movie identity was established—knowing eyes, sarcastic voice, in roles slightly off to the side

         which enlivened any picture: Oh, Doctor (37, Ray McCarey); handling Hepburn’s loftiness in Stage Door (37, Gregory La Cava); Cocoanut Grove (38, Alfred Santell); Letter of Introduction (38, John M. Stahl); Having Wonderful Time (38, Santell); Woman in the Wind (39, John Farmer); Big Town Czar (39, Arthur Lubin); The Forgotten Woman (39, Harold Young); Eternally Yours (39, Tay Garnett); At the Circus (39, Edward L. Buzzell); A Child Is Born (40, Lloyd Bacon); Slightly Honorable (40, Garnett); Comrade X (40, King Vidor); No, No Nanette (40, Herbert Wilcox); Ziegfeld Girl (41, Leonard); That Uncertain Feeling (41, Ernst Lubitsch); She Knew All the Answers (41, Richard Wallace); San Antonio Rose (41, Charles Lamont); Manpower (41, Raoul Walsh); and Bedtime Story (41, Alexander Hall).


She was in Cover Girl (44, Charles Vidor); she got a supporting actress nomination as Ida in Mildred Pierce (45, Michael Curtiz); My Reputation (46, Curtis Bernhardt); The Kid from Brooklyn (46, Norman Z. McLeod); Night and Day (46, Curtiz); Song of Scheherazade (47, Walter Reisch);The Arnelo Affair (47, Arch Oboler);The Unfaithful (47, Vincent Sherman);The Voice of the Turtle (47, Irving Rapper); One Touch of Venus (48, William A. Seiter);My Dream Is Yours (49, Curtiz);The Lady Takes a Sailor (49, Curtiz);Paid in Full (50, William Dieterle);Tea for Two (50, David Butler);Goodbye My Fancy (51, Sherman); and We’re Not Married (52, Edmund Goulding).


Branching out, in 1948, she had created the character of the wisecracking teacher, Connie Brooks, on radio in Our Miss Brooks. It ran on CBS until 1956, and in 1952 a TV series began—a big hit—that lasted until 1956 and won Arden an Emmy. Finally,

         there was a movie, Our Miss Brooks (56, Al Lewis).


That was her peak, but she was a very droll secretary in Anatomy of a Murder (59, Otto Preminger); The Dark at the Top of the Stairs (60, Delbert Mann); Sergeant Deadhead (65, Norman Taurog); nicely cast as the school principal in Grease (78, Randal Kleiser) and Grease II (82, Patricia Birch).


      

      Alan Arkin, b. New York, 1934


In the early sixties, Arkin seemed a hugely promising newcomer—a comic, yet a serious actor, who had been part of Chicago’s

         Second City group and a great success on Broadway in Enter Laughing. Then he got an Oscar nomination in his first film as the Russian submariner ashore in the U.S. in The Russians Are Coming! The Russians Are Coming! (66, Norman Jewison). Next he was truly scary as the villain in Wait Until Dark (67, Terence Young). But he was maybe too clever, or too easily diverted from being one strong self. As he worked on, his

         reputation clouded: Woman Times Seven (67, Vittorio de Sica); nominated again as the deaf-mute in The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter (68, Robert Ellis Miller); trying to replace Peter Sellers in Inspector Clouseau (68, Bud Yorkin); with Second City in The Monitors (69, Jack Shea); and Popi (69, Arthur Hiller).


He was Yossarian in Catch-22 (70, Mike Nichols), which might have made him if enough of Heller’s humor had been captured. Decline began early, despite

         the somber Little Murders (71), which he also directed; Last of the Red Hot Lovers (72, Gene Saks), a disaster; with James Caan in Freebie and the Bean (74, Richard Rush); adrift in Rafferty and the Gold Dust Twins (75, Dick Richards); very funny as the movie director in Hearts of the West (75, Howard Zieff), but clearly now a supporting player.


He played Freud in The Seven Per-Cent Solution (76, Herbert Ross); he acted in and directed Fire Sale (77), a serious failure; to Canada for Improper Channels (79, Eric Till); good with Peter Falk in The In-Laws (79, Hiller); The Magician of Lublin  (79, Menahem Golan); good in the black comedy Simon (80, Marshall Brickman); Chu Chu and the Philly Flash (81, David Lowell Rich); with his son Adam in Full Moon High (81, Larry Cohen).


In general, Arkin has been in too many minor films: Deadhead Miles (72, Vernon Zimmerman); The Return of Captain Invincible (83, Philippe Mora); Bad Medicine (85, Harvey Miller); Big Trouble (85, John Cassavetes), with Falk again; as the father in Joshua Then and Now (85, Ted Kotcheff), his best film in years; Coupe de Ville (90, Joe Roth); Edward Scissorhands (90, Tim Burton); Havana (90, Sydney Pollack); The Rocketeer (91, Joe Johnston); and brilliant in one crosstalk scene with Ed Harris in Glengarry Glen Ross (92, James Foley).


He was in the baseball story Cooperstown (93, Charles Haid); Taking the Heat (93, Tom Mankiewicz); So I Married an Axe Murderer (93, Thomas Schlamme); he directed a short, Samuel Beckett Is Coming Soon (93); Indian Summer (93, Mike Binder); North (94, Rob Reiner); on TV in Doomsday Gun (94, Robert Young); The Jerky Boys (95, James Melkonian); Steal Big, Steal Little (95, Andrew Davis); Mother Night (96, Keith Gordon); Heck’s Way Home (96, Michael J. F. Scott); Grosse Pointe Blank (97, George Armitage); very good in Four Days in September (97, Bruno Barretto); Gattaca (97, Andrew Niccol); Slums of Beverly Hills (98, Tamara Jenkins); Jakob the Liar (99, Peter Kassovitz); on TV in Blood Money (99, Aaaron Lipstadt) and Varian’s War (00, Lionel Chetwynd) and directing Arigo (00).


He appeared on TV in 100 Centre Street (01, Jerry London and Sidney Lumet); America’s Sweethearts (01, Joe Roth); Thirteen Conversations About One Thing (01, Jill Sprecher); Forest Hills Bob (01, Robert Downey Sr); Counting Sheep (02, Neal Miller); The Pentagon Papers (03, Rod Holcomb); And Starring Pancho Villa as Himself (03, Bruce Beresford).


His understated sourpuss act became increasingly winning—he is our best sour geezer now: Noel (04, Chazz Palminteri); a shrink in the “Equilibrium” episode from Eros (04, Steven Soderbergh); winning the supporting actor Oscar in Little Miss Sunshine (06, Jonathan Dayton and Valerie Faris); Santa Clause 3: The Escape Clause (06, Michael Lembeck); Raising Flagg (07, Miller); Rendition (07, Gavin Hood); Sunshine Cleaning (08, Christine Jeffs); Get Smart (08, Peter Segal); the grudging editor in Marley & Me (08, David Frankel); The Private Life of Pippa Lee (09, Rebecca Miller).


      

      Samuel Z. (Zachary) Arkoff, (1918–2001), b. Fort Dodge, Iowa


The death of Samuel Arkoff was greeted with genuine regret and fondness. In so many respects—not least his choice of extra-long

         cigars and scornful talk about the artsy-fartsies—he was a caricature of the movie mogul. Yet few were as consistently modest

         in their aim, or as successful in their results. Indeed, Arkoff cast shame on those many better-known executives who have

         sought to make a fortune and great art in pictures. The fortune was all he wanted, or said he wanted. But beneath the cigar

         haze and the mocking manner, there was a huge love of movies—so long as they stayed vulgar, sensational, and silly.


It should be remembered that for Arkoff, going into the business was a life-or-death matter. He was the son of Russian immigrants

         who owned a clothing store. But he was a very bright kid who fell in love with pictures. He had nearly graduated from the

         University of Iowa when Pearl Harbor happened. He entered the services (cheating his way in, for he was overweight already),

         and he became a cryptographer. After the war, he read law at Loyola and had formed an entertainment law company when he was

         struck down by a cerebral hemorrhage that put him in a coma for seven days.


When he woke up, he didn’t blame excessive eating or smoking; he reckoned it was the result of denying his great dream—to

         make movies. Thus, in 1954, with James H. Nicholson, he founded the American Releasing Corporation (it soon became American

         International Pictures). Their trick was to see that after the anti-monopoly laws of the early fifties there was room for

         new distributors, as well as a need for B pictures, or the bottom halves of double bills, as the big studios retreated from

         that form. AIP rode the wave of youth culture and the drive-in theatre, and it pursued several lines: cheap horror and sci-fi;

         epics purchased from Italy or Spain and dubbed into English; beaches and bikinis; and eventually bikers and drugs. They loved

         hair-raising titles, kids who would act for next to nothing and ditto directors. AIP would become not just the factory for

         I Was a Teenage Werewolf (57, Gene Fowler Jr.); Hot Rod Girl (56, Leslie H. Martinson); How to Stuff a Wild Bikini (65, William H. Asher); and Beach Blanket Bingo (65, Asher), but a training ground for Roger Corman, Francis Coppola, Peter Bogdanovich, Martin Scorsese, John Milius, Robert

         Towne, Jack Nicholson, Woody Allen (What’s Up, Tiger Lily?), and so many others of that rich and irreverent generation.


At the time, of course, there were those who said that AIP warped young minds—but it also trained some great young talents,

         and it trusted that in certain hackneyed and fatuous genres there was room for personality and fresh ideas. The story goes

         that Arkoff always regretted haggling with Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper so much that they went off on their own road with

         Easy Rider. But if it had stayed an Arkoff picture it might have been better, and a good deal less pretentious.


It is true that Arkoff reckoned the movie was just a thing to make money on and have fun with—and he may have been right.

         The mind should be formed by other things—like family, education, and experience. The real warping of movie minds came when

         some people looked at Easy Rider and reckoned it was art, as well as a pile of money. You can have Goldwyn, Selznick, and Zanuck; no one kept to their mission

         more single-mindedly than Arkoff and Nicholson.


      

      Arletty (Léonie Bathiat) (1898–1992), b. Courbevoie, France


Long before movies, Arletty had worked in a munitions factory and as a fashion model. She posed for Braque and Matisse; she

         became a pacifist when her lover was killed in the First World War; and she played a wide range of roles on the stage.


She never made a lot of films, and she had a droll, distant air in many of them. Even her most famous parts, as in Le Jour Se Lève (39, Marcel Carné), are actually very slight. And the fact that she is the most sane, least depressed character in Le Jour Se Lève sets her farther apart. She is redundant to the plot, there only to explain how wicked Jules Berry is and to afford Gabin

         some passing solace. She is admirably dry, without ever sacrificing amusement or tenderness. Her enigmatic, fatalistic warmth

         was better employed as Garance—the spirit of popular theatre—in Les Enfants du Paradis (44, Carné). Even there, Arletty was ready to be like a leaf blown on the winds of romance. At forty-five, she seemed like

         a very wise girl still.


She did not make films until 1930: Un Chien Qui Rapporte (Jean Choux). It was a few years before Carné and Sacha Guitry promoted her to leading parts: very good in Pension Mimosas (35, Jacques Feyder); Faisons un Rêve (36, Guitry); Les Perles de la Couronne (37, Guitry); Désiré (38, Guitry); Hôtel du Nord (38, Carné); Fric-Frac (39, Claude Autant-Lara); Madame Sans-Gêne (41, Roger Richebé); and Les Visiteurs du Soir (42, Carné).


During the Second World War, she had a love affair with a Luftwaffe officer, and thus she was jailed as a collaborator when

         Les Enfants du Paradis opened—life competing with Jacques Prévert’s taste for irony.


She was in Carné’s uncompleted La Fleur de l’Age in 1947, and she had triumphs on the stage in A Streetcar Named Desire and Huis-Clos. But she made fewer films: L’Amour Madame (52, Gilles Grangier); Le Grand Jeu (53, Robert Siodmak); Huis-Clos (54, Jacqueline Audry); with Gabin again in L’Air de Paris (54, Carné); and La Gamberge (62, Norbert Carbonnaux).


In 1966, she was stricken with blindness—cruel fate for those very wary eyes. But in 1971, she wrote a book of memoirs, La Défense, and lived to be ninety-four.


      

      George Arliss (1868–1946), b. London, England


The two most unlikely stars of the early thirties—and both of them won Oscars—were George Arliss and Marie Dressler. (Imagine

         them together!) Maybe he was the odder: an old-fashioned British character actor who was sixty-one when he released the first

         of a series of Hollywood hits. It was Disraeli (1929), a role he had played on stage across America for five years. (This was the part for which he won the third Oscar

         for an actor—the award was for The Green Goddess, too.) Other impersonations of famous historical characters were to follow: Alexander Hamilton (1931), Voltaire (1933), Wellington in The Iron Duke (1934), Cardinal Richelieu (1935). There’s no point naming the directors of these movies, because everything about them centers on Arliss, and he was

         in control of every aspect of their filming—that’s clear from his second autobiography, My Ten Years in the Studio, which is short on detail but long on good-natured atmosphere. Bette Davis confirms his authority in her own autobiography:

         not only did Arliss personally choose her for his film The Man Who Played God (1932)—at the close of their interview he says, “ ‘The part is yours. Go to the casting office right away’—but Mr. Arliss

         personally augmented my direction, supervised my makeup and wardrobe, and showed me every conceivable consideration. It may

         have been a Warner Bros. Film, but Mr. Arliss (as he was always called) was in charge.’ “


You can tell his Disraeli from his Voltaire because the former has a spit curl on his forehead and the latter wears a mobcap,

         and it’s in the scrupulous deployment of makeup and costume that Arliss shines. Not that he stints as an actor—he gives it

         all he’s got, and though that’s often far too much, it’s honest work; he believes in these creations, and he has great charm

         if you don’t mind its calculated quality. Actually, what you’re seeing here is the last traces of English stage acting from

         the turn of the century—Arliss grew up the hard way in the British theatre, in rep companies for many years before cracking

         the West End and going on to stardom, a story that’s charmingly told in volume 1 of his memoirs, Up the Years from Bloomsbury. He came to America early in the century in a company led by Mrs. Patrick Campbell and stayed on—neither the first nor the

         last English actor to make a bigger career in America. During the twenties, he starred in half a dozen silent films, several

         of which were based on his stage successes and which he then remade in sound: a Disraeli in 1921; The Man Who Played God in 1922; and his huge hit by William Archer, The Green Goddess, in 1923. The sound version, released in 1930 but actually filmed before the sound version of Disraeli, has him in dark skin, jeweled turban, and sinister smile as a crafty rajah—it’s so stage-ridden you want to shout out “Curtain!”

         at key scene-ending lines.


The historical films alternate with jovial-oldman comedies (the best of them Old English in 1930), in which Arliss is all-knowing and twinkling with benevolence, usually toward a young couple in romantic difficulties.

         (Disraeli, Voltaire, and Richelieu also find time to play Cupid to young romance.) Well, you couldn’t really have the supremely

         unsexy elderly Arliss in love stories, though there’s an aborted marriage to Bette Davis in The Man Who Played God. He’s a concert pianist deafened by a bomb explosion, she’s a noble young thing who pretends to love him, but he discovers

         (by reading her lips through binoculars, of course) that she’s sacrificing herself, and he frees her. In fact, Arliss’s greatest

         contribution to the movies may have been his championing of Davis at a crucial moment in her young and failing career—he also

         demanded her presence in The Working Man (1932). The young, appealing Davis slashes through these minor, stagy movies like a glittering creature from an alien planet;

         the screen shimmers with real movie allure whenever she turns up.


In 1934, Darryl Zanuck brought Arliss to the new Twentieth Century for his best film, The House of Rothschild. This is a real movie, with energy and sweep, that happens to star Arliss (in a double role), not just a filmed vehicle; it’s got an intelligent

         script by Nunnally Johnson, with Alfred Werker directing, and a strong supporting cast—Loretta Young and Robert Young as the

         obligatory young lovers, Helen Westley as the Rothschild matriarch, C. Aubrey Smith as Wellington, and an extraordinary Boris

         Karloff as the anti-Semitic Prussian Count Ledrantz. Probably the film most ardently sympathetic to Jews to come out of Hollywood

         in the thirties, The House of Rothschild was made by Gentiles—Arliss, Zanuck, Johnson.


The other Zanuck production featuring Arliss, Cardinal Richelieu (35, Rowland V. Lee), is another big historical drama, with the star in perfect Richelieu drag. These two movies show the

         studio launched on its path to epics like The Rains Came, while Warners went on to develop its own kind of inspirational biopics, like The Story of Louis Pasteur and Dr. Ehrlich’s Magic Bullet. But then Paul Muni and Edward G. Robinson were echt Warners actors; Arliss represented English Class in a manner highly unsymptomatic

         of this grittiest of studios.


The Arliss phenomenon—and it was real—had about six good years, then petered out back in England with Doctor Syn (Roy William Neill) in 1937. By then he had been acting for more than fifty years and had had enough.


      

      Gillian Armstrong, b. Melbourne, Australia, 1950


1973: Gretel (d); One Hundred a Day (s); Satdee Night (s). 1975: Smokes and Lillies (s). 1976: The Singer and the Dancer. 1979: My Brilliant Career.1980: A Busy Kind of Bloke (s); Fourteen’s Good, Eighteen’s Better (s). 1982: Starstruck. 1984: Mrs. Soffel. 1987: High Tide. 1988: Bingo, Bridesmaids and Braces (s). 1991: Fires Within. 1992: The Last Days of Chez Nous. 1994: Little Women. 1997: Oscar and Lucinda. 2001: Charlotte Gray. 2005: Unfolding Florence: The Many Lives of Florence Broadhurst (d). 2008: Death Defying Acts.


      

      This is one of the more entertaining careers around today, lit up by a series of documentary shorts on Australian girls growing

         up that is derived from Michael Apted’s pictures about Britain. Armstrong has lived through being regarded as “Australian”

         and a woman; as someone especially intrigued by period and modern stories, comedy or drama. In truth, she has all those sides

         to her, and more. She has shown steady development, and it may be that she only needs the right conjunction of star and material

         to become recognized as a major director. In fact, she’s already done one major film —Mrs. Soffel—one of those mercies in the grim eighties that went largely unnoticed by audiences. It’s a great, strange love story, and

         the best work by Diane Keaton and Mel Gibson.


Actors invariably do well for Armstrong—Judy Davis (despite her scorn for My Brilliant Career), Lisa Harrow, Winona Ryder, and Cate Blanchett. Her Little Women seemed like the work of a feminist who had “settled down,” but Charlotte Gray proved a big disappointment: despite valiant work by Blanchett and Michael Gambon, it never made me feel the violent shifts

         said to be occurring in its heroine.


      

      Edward Arnold (Günther Edward Arnold Schneider) (1890–1956), b. New York


Around the age of forty-five, Edward Arnold became one of the most intriguing of supporting actors. He was large and seemingly

         good-natured. But a few films took him to a more sinister point, as a domineering boss figure, very rich, very powerful, very

         corrupt—just see how he moves in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (39, Frank Capra) or Meet John Doe (41, Capra). That is a man who expects to be obeyed, and who has the arrogance that reckons it deserves power. He had charm

         and authority, and even as more simply jovial characters Arnold was a man to watch: for example, Louis XIII in Cardinal Richelieu (35, Rowland V. Lee); the policeman going after Peter Lorre in Crime and Punishment (35, Josef von Sternberg); Diamond Jim (35, Edward Sutherland); excellent and touching as the timber tycoon in Come and Get It (36, Howard Hawks and William Wyler); the millionaire in Easy Living (37, Mitchell Leisen); Idiot’s Delight (39, Clarence Brown); as Diamond Jim Brady again to Alice Faye’s Lillian Russell (40, Irving Cummings); and Daniel Webster in The Devil and Daniel Webster (41, William Dieterle).


It sounds unlikely, but Arnold had been a cowboy star in the years 1915–19. He turned to theatre and only really took up movies

         again in the early thirties: Okay America (32, Tay Garnett); Rasputin and the Empress (32, Richard Boleslavsky); The Barbarian (33, Sam Wood); I’m No Angel (33, Wesley Ruggles); Jennie Gerhardt (33, Marion Gering); Roman Scandals (33, Frank Tuttle); The White Sister (33, Victor Fleming); Biography of a Bachelor Girl (34, Edward Griffith); The President Vanishes (34, William Wellman); Sadie McKee (34, Brown); Thirty Day Princess (34, Gering); The Glass Key (35, Tuttle); Remember Last Night? (35, James Whale); as the detective in Meet Nero Wolfe (36, Herbert Biberman); Sutter’s Gold (36, James Cruze); John Meade’s Woman (37, Richard Wallace); The Toast of New York (37, Rowland V. Lee); The Crowd Roars (38, Richard Thorpe); You Can’t Take It With You (38, Capra); Let Freedom Ring (39, Jack Conway); Man About Town (39, Mark Sandrich); The Earl of Chicago (40, Richard Thorpe); and Johnny Apollo (40, Henry Hathaway).


By, say, 1946, Walter Brennan had won the supporting actor Oscar three times, while Claude Rains had had four nominations.

         I cherish both of them—but Arnold had earned nothing. And, sadly, from the early forties onward he went into hardworking decline—he

         ran out of good parts, and suffered badly from being based at MGM: Design for Scandal (41, Norman Taurog); Johnny Eager (41, Mervyn Le Roy); with Bob Hope in Nothing But the Truth (41, Elliott Nugent); The Penalty (41, Harold S. Bucquet); Unholy Partners (41, Le Roy); as a blind detective in Eyes in the Night (42, Fred Zinnemann) and The Hidden Eye (45, Richard Whorf); The Youngest Profession (43, Edward Buzzell); Jamie (44, Michael Curtiz); Kismet (44, Dieterle); Mrs. Parkington (44, Garnett); Weekend at the Waldorf (45, Robert Z. Leonard); My Brother Talks to Horses (46, Buzzell); Ziegfeld Follies (46, Vincente Minnelli); Dear Ruth (47, William D. Russell); The Hucksters (47, Jack Conway); and Big City (48, Taurog).


These are the years of film noir, when surely Arnold could have served as authoritative villains. But he was misplaced, and

         the list is horribly short of interest:Command Decision (48, Wood);Three Daring Daughters (48, Fred M. Wilcox);John Loves Mary (49, David Butler);Take Me Out to the Ball Game (49, Busby Berkeley);Annie Get Your Gun (50, George Sidney);Dear Wife (50, Richard Haydn);Belles on Their Toes (52, Henry Levin);City That Never Sleeps (53, John H. Auer); with Martin and Lewis in Living It Up (54, Taurog);The Ambassador’s Daughter (56, Norman Krasna); and Miami Expose (56, Fred F. Sears).


      

      Jack Arnold (1916–92), b. New Haven, Connecticut


1950: With These Hands (d). 1953: Girls in the Night; It Came from Outer Space; The Glass Web. 1954: Creature from the Black Lagoon.1955: Revenge of the Creature; The Man from Bitter Ridge; Tarantula. 1956: Red Sundown; Outside the Law. 1957: The Incredible Shrinking Man; The Tattered Dress. 1958: Man in the Shadow; The Lady Takes a Flyer; High School Confidential; The Space Children; Monster on the Campus. 1959: No Name on the Bullet; The Mouse That Roared. 1961: Bachelor in Paradise.1964: A Global Affair; The Lively Set. 1969: Hello Down There. 1974: Black Eye. 1975: Boss Nigger; Games Girls Play. 1977: The Swiss Conspiracy.


      

      Jack Arnold seemed to go cheerfully with whatever flow came along —Bachelor in Paradise is minor Bob Hope;Boss Nigger is better than its awful title, but it’s Fred Williamson in a piece of blaxploitation;The Mouse That Roared is a funny Peter Sellers movie (in which the Duchy of Fenwick declares war on the U.S.); Man in the Shadow is a melodrama in which Orson Welles and Jeff Chandler growl at each other;No Name on the Bullet is one of the better Audie Murphy Westerns; and High School Confidential (with marijuana threatening the young) has to be seen for a cast that includes Russ Tamblyn, John Drew Barrymore, Mamie Van

         Doren, and Jerry Lee Lewis.


But Arnold is really treasured for still another genre: the fifties sci-fi warning story in which something in nature has

         gone awry. So Creature from the Black Lagoon is famous as the film Marilyn Monroe has been stirred by in The Seven Year Itch. But The Incredible Shrinking Man (from a Richard Matheson novel) is a genuine classic in homemade special effects that seem to me more frightening than smooth

         stuff done forty years later. The connoisseur should also note Tarantula (what it says is what you get), the very clever It Came from Outer Space, and the unusual The Space Children.


      

      Françoise Arnoul (F. Annette Gautsch), b. Constantine, Algeria, 1931


An infrequent appearer in French films, Arnoul in her prime was exceptionally pretty. Two films show how little her range from gaiety to somberness was ever exploited: as the young dancer in French Can Can (55, Jean Renoir) and as the brooding female object in the Venetian intrigue of When the Devil Drives (57, Roger Vadim). For Renoir she shows how the laundry girl matures in the process of becoming a performer; for Vadim she

         is one of the first modern girls, pleased when Christian Marquand notices there is no bra under her sweater.


Her other films include L’Epave (49, Willy Rozier); Quai de Grenelle (50, E. Reinert); Les Amants de Tolède (52, Henri Decoin); Fruit Défendu (52, Henri Verneuil); La Rage au Corps (53, Ralph Habib); Napoléon (54, Sacha Guitry); Le Mouton à Cinq Pattes (54, Verneuil); Si Paris Nous Était Conté (56, Guitry); Le Pays d’Ou Je Viens (56, Marcel Carné); La Chatte (58, Decoin); La Morte-Saison des Amours (61, Pierre Kast); Vacances Portugaises (62, Kast); Le Diable et les Dix Commandements (63, Julien Duvivier); Le Dimanche de la Vie (66, Jean Herman); happily reunited with Renoir in the “Roi d’Yvetot” episode from Le Petit Théâtre de Jean Renoir (71).


In recent years, she has made Les Années Campagne (92, Philippe Leriche); Billard à l’Etage (96, Jean Marboeuf); Temps de Chien (96, Marboeuf); Post-Coïtum, Animal Triste (97, Brigitte Rouan); Une Patronne de Charme (97, Bernard Uzan); Merci pour le Geste (00, Claude Faraldo); Duval: Un Mort de Trop (01, Daniel Losset).


      

      Darren Aronofsky, b. Brooklyn, New York, 1969


1991: Supermarket Sweep (s). 1993: Protozoa (s).


1998: Pi. 2000: Requiem for a Dream. 2006: The Fountain. 2008: The Wrestler.


If Darren Aronofsky hadn’t been born (et cetera), then maybe someone would have invented him? Tim Burton? Steven Spielberg?

         Jim Toback? Like the latter, Aronofsky went to Harvard—though, unlike Toback, he studied film there. Indeed, his first two

         credits as a director are student films. And Pi is what you can expect if you get a neurotic genius coming out of Harvard with a head full of film. Or is it the worst extreme

         of pretension that might go under the guise of “American inde -pendent”? I don’t like Pi, and I couldn’t enjoy Requiem for a Dream, which is a study in narcotic breakdown that is as exultant with film’s drug as it claims to be disapproving of those that

         are chemical.


It’s easy to say that only extraordinary talent could make Requiem for a Dream. And it’s hard not to be intimidated by the controlled frenzy of the montage. But notice, too, the chronic misanthropy and

         the barely concealed torture of Ellen Burstyn. Time will tell. Aronofsky helped write the screenplay of the very dull Below (02, David Twohy), and eventually made The Fountain, a film to divide all groups. It is a love story set in three separate centuries—as ambitious as it is pretentious but with

         no certainty of tone. By contrast, The Wrestler (Mickey Rourke’s comeback) was a very crude, very obvious picture and the work of a man who seemed afraid of being out of

         work.


      

      Jean Arthur (Gladys Georgianna Greene) (1900–91), b. New York


While enjoying great success as Peter Pan on the New York stage in 1950 (she was fifty, for 1900 has been proved as her birth date), Jean Arthur told an interviewer,

         “If I can get over the message that we should all try to be ourselves, to be free individuals, then I’m sure I’ll have accomplished

         what [J. M.] Barrie wanted.”


Such freedom was hardly what Ms. Arthur was known for. She had a turmoil of feelings about Hollywood—she hated all kinds of

         publicity and the loss of privacy. She had difficulty making up her mind about projects, and she was often indecisive about

         how to play scenes. None of that shows on-screen, except that she could bring earnest, furious thought to comedy and romance.

         What her character elected to do was often in the balance because of the actress’s innate, heartfelt fluctuations. From 1935

         to 1945 this gave her a rare, querulous charm, ranging from dreamy to inquisitive, always bent on discovering fresh inner

         truths. Yet her quality might have passed us by but for the way it served the soul-searching whimsy of Capra’s films.


She was the daughter of a photographer, and she was raised in Manhattan. As a teenager, she did modeling work that brought

         her to the attention of Fox and a leading part in Cameo Kirby (23, John Ford). She made over twenty silent films without looking like more than a conventional, timid ingenue. But in 1927,

         she was taken up by Paramount where she became the protegée (and love interest) of David O. Selznick. (Yet in 1928, she married

         a photographer, Julian Anker—it lasted one day.) Her films improved: Warming Up (28, Fred Newmeyer); Sins of the Fathers (28, Ludwig Berger); The Canary Murder Case (29, Malcolm St. Clair); The Greene Murder Case (29, Frank Tuttle); The Mysterious Dr. Fu Manchu (29, Rowland V. Lee); The Saturday Night Kid (29, Edward Sutherland); Street of Chance (30, John Cromwell); and Young Eagles (30, William Wellman).


By 1931, Paramount had dropped her (Selznick married Irene Mayer), and Arthur went back to the New York stage and summer stock

         for two years. When she returned, she was married to producer Frank Ross, who may have been her best advisor. She made Whirlpool (34, Roy William Neill) and then signed with Columbia. Her first success at the studio was in The Whole Town’s Talking (34, Ford), establishing the character of an ordinary but very decent young woman. She did a weepy, Most Precious Thing in Life (34, Lambert Hillyer); and If You Could Only Cook (35, William Seiter), a lively comedy that Harry Cohn tried to sell overseas as a Frank Capra film (enough to make Capra

         notice her).


After The Ex-Mrs. Bradford (35, Stephen Roberts) and two roles in Diamond Jim (35, Sutherland), she was cast by Capra as the newspaper writer in Mr. Deeds Goes to Town (36). That film made her the honest girlfriend and helper to a troubled good guy—Arthur needed nobility in a man for the

         screen romance to take. She was with Cooper again, as Calamity Jane, in unexpectedly rich scenes in De Mille’s The Plainsman (37). Then she was “Mary Smith” whose life is changed when a fur coat falls on her head in Easy Living (37, Mitchell Leisen)—”Golly!” she gasps, on seeing what money can buy. She played opposite Boyer in History Is Made at Night (37, Frank Borzage) and then did two more for Capra—in You Can’t Take It With You (38) and as the tough pro who is softened by James Stewart’s Perot-like idealism in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (39).


In the Capra films, Jean Arthur was the figure who related the strange philosophy of the parables to the audience: she was

         “one of us,” yet susceptible to the director’s overemotional high-mindedness. (By comparison, in Meet John Doe Barbara Stanwyck couldn’t quite give up her natural incredulity. Arthur was gullible, but she could make that weakness seem

         like mere sincerity.) Arthur was also the stranded entertainer bullied and wooed by Cary Grant in Only Angels Have Wings (39, Howard Hawks), where she comes perilously close to tomboy twoshoes and hardly seems tricky enough to interest Grant,

         or Hawks. (Hawks complained that Arthur wouldn’t try things on the spur of the moment.)


She was in Arizona (40, Wesley Ruggles); Too Many Husbands (40, Ruggles); The Devil and Miss Jones (41, Sam Wood); Talk of the Town (42, George Stevens); A Lady Takes a Chance (43, Seiter); and earned a best actress nomination in The More the Merrier (43, Stevens), where she has a stealthy, quite sexy conversation scene with the flawlessly honorable Joel McCrea.


She left Hollywood once more after The Impatient Years (44, Irving Cummings) and went back to the stage and a second education. Born Yesterday was written for her by Garson Kanin, but she dropped out before the play came to Broadway and was replaced by the young Judy

         Holliday. She made only two more films: A Foreign Affair (48, Billy Wilder) and, reunited with George Stevens, as the wife and mother in Shane (53)—was she fifty-three then? was she Brandon De Wilde’s grandmother even? Her subsequent retirement included work in the

         drama department at Vassar, and then residence in Carmel, California, preferring not to talk about the old days.


      

      Dorothy Arzner (1900–79), b. San Francisco


1927: Fashions for Women; Ten Modern Commandments; Get Your Man. 1928: Manhattan Cocktail. 1929: The Wild Party. 1930: Sarah and Son; Anybody’s Woman; Behind the Makeup (codirected with Robert Milton); an episode from Paramount on Parade. 1931: Honor Among Lovers; Working Girls. 1932: Merrily We Go to Hell. 1933: Christopher Strong. 1934: Nana. 1936: Craig’s Wife. 1937: The Bride Wore Red. 1940: Dance, Girl, Dance. 1943: First Comes Courage. Dorothy Arzner was a professional director of American movies who worked regularly for over a decade, and was a woman. (Only

         Lois Weber could have made the same claim.) She was not a great filmmaker, and her pioneering should not inflate her reputation.

         But she turned out some fascinating pictures and clearly was able to pursue a personal if undoctrinaire interest in the issue

         of women’s identity. That said, one has to confess that she generally played according to the Hollywood concept of “a woman’s

         picture.” She did not stretch or threaten the system, as Barbara Loden did with Wanda; but that is also a sign of how far the 1930s romance was susceptible to a feminist sensibility. And Dorothy Arzner made more

         films than ever came from Barbara Loden. Arzner got into pictures through hard work and paying her dues, and she stayed near

         the top long enough for her retirement to be an act of choice. All of which says very little about why she was unique.


The daughter of a Hollywood restaurateur, she dropped out of the University of Southern California and worked her way up at

         Paramount from typist to cutter to editor to director’s assistant. As an editor, she worked on Blood and Sand (22, Fred Niblo), The Wild Party (23, Herbert Blache), The Covered Wagon (23, James Cruze), and Inez from Hollywood (24, Alfred E. Green). She was writing scripts, for Paramount and Columbia, and when she was on the point of going over to

         the small studio to direct her own work, Paramount promoted her, first as Esther Ralston’s director.


Her early films were conventional, saucy comedies about love and marriage: Get Your Man is Clara Bow angling for an aristocrat husband, and in The Wild Party Bow forms a “hard-boiled maidens” group at a college to plague Professor Fredric March. Sarah and Son is a Ruth Chatter-ton weepie about a mother struggling to be with her son. Honor Among Lovers features the indispensable secretary (Claudette Colbert) who will not marry the boss (March), and Working Girls is another tribute to independent women. Merrily We Go to Hell is a comedy, with March and Sylvia Sidney, in which humor barely conceals the desperation of the brittle rich.


She left Paramount and free-lanced: Christopher Strong is Katharine Hepburn as an aviatrix, with hints of a superwoman persona emerging as the woman kills herself rather than have

         an illegitimate child—more romantic agony than feminist self-determination. Nana was a turgid Goldwyn spectacular built around Anna Sten. But Craig’s Wife is a remarkably severe picture in which Rosalind Russell plays a monstrous housewife: the subject could have provided the

         basis for scathing criticism of a woman’s demented domestic energy, but instead she is regarded as a misfit. The Bride Wore Red was a Joan Crawford vehicle, about a former prostitute who is on the point of respectability. Dance, Girl, Dance, at RKO, is Arzner’s best film: a study of working girls and feminine career strategies, with Lucille Ball and Maureen O’Hara

         exemplifying the robust and the demure approaches.


Her long retirement saw her doing some teaching at UCLA, and making TV commercials for Pepsi-Cola for her old friend Joan

         Crawford.


      

      Hal Ashby (1936–88), b. Ogden, Utah


1970: The Landlord. 1971: Harold and Maude.1973: The Last Detail. 1975: Shampoo. 1976: Bound for Glory. 1978: Coming Home. 1979: Being There. 1981: Second-Hand Hearts. 1982: Lookin’ to Get Out; Let’s Spend the Night Together (d). 1985: The Slugger’s Wife. 1986: Eight Million Ways to Die.


Ashby hitchhiked to California in his teens, and he worked on any and every job in pictures, rising to be an assistant editor

         on several William Wyler and George Stevens films: Friendly Persuasion, The Big Country, The Diary of Anne Frank, and The Greatest Story Ever Told. The influence of such pious liberalism should not be forgotten: despite his sixties aura, Ashby digested attitudes in the

         Eisenhower years when circumspect conservatives could get away with pledging themselves to tame causes. Ashby became a full

         editor on The Loved One (64, Tony Richardson), and worked for Norman Jewison with whom he won an editing Oscar for In the Heat of the Night (67), another example of rightmindedness allied with old-fashioned melodramatic corn.


Jewison gave Ashby his first chance to direct: a film about a rich kid touched by the plight and authenticity of his Harlem

         tenants. Soft-centered, The Landlord is still an offbeat picture with un -usual characters. Harold and Maude inspired the hope that Ashby might be a genuine eccentric, instead of a cute, marketable oddball. But its dark humor never

         visited him again, and writer Colin Higgins seems responsible for its going as far as it did to abuse our settled ideas of

         taste. The love story is prettified and sanitary: there’s no real sex between Bud Cort and Ruth Gordon. It slips away into

         another feeble endorsement of “do your own thing,” the politics of the weary soul-searcher, too selfish and superficial to

         deal with public causes. Still, it has a few moments of bitter glee, and a very pleasing, distant contempt for the middle

         class that explains its subsequent cult status: it allows establishment kids to scorn their affluence and status without risking

         either.


The Last Detail is Ashby’s best film, but with what debt to writer Robert Towne and Jack Nicholson? Ashby executes a concept that is more

         bleak and analytical than he is used to: that living is a set of prisons. The Last Detail was as mutedly somber as Shampoo was boastfully risqué. But Shampoo was writers Towne and Warren Beatty, as the actor moved into the stage of his career that aspired to directing. It was a

         modish, bawdy film, but without any directorial personality. In the end, its restrained view of the hairdresser libertine

         colludes with his self-pity and the sensual pathos of Warren Beatty’s sighing mouth. Bound for Glory was a blatant use of Depression picturesque to obscure human and social ugliness, an insipid piece of hero worship that glossed

         over the intransigence of Woody Guthrie while settling for the inflated pomp with which Hollywood biopics have always guided

         untidy history.


Yet that was nothing compared with Coming Home, a movie that looked like a TV commercial, patronized paraplegics, Vietnam, the military, and love with its maudlin nobility

         and the thought that soap-opera histrionics could enclose political subject matter. It was Jane Fonda’s pet project this time,

         and in the process it threw away Nancy Dowd’s very tough script and asked us to believe that Fonda could represent a lowly,

         unaware army wife, that Bruce Dern was an average soldier, and that the paraplegic screw is an ultimate panacea—the sex again

         as obscure and profound as in Harold and Maude. (If only prostrate Jon Voight had been given a merciful job by lusty Ruth Gordon.) Coming Home was adolescent and decadent. Its most ruinous failing is the self-satisfaction that confuses a vacuous cult of emotion with

         intelligence and responsibility. Coming Home, more than Ashby dreamed of, is a film about self-excuse and the isolation that learns to forget mistakes and problems.


Ashby’s work in the eighties was fitful, and suffered from his difficulties with drugs. At least Let’s Spend the Night Together—a Rolling Stones concert film—shows his skill as an editor. Lookin’ to Get Out was on the shelf two years before it got a release. Eight Million Ways to Die was a thriller steeped in alcohol and drugs, as well as a project that had several helping hands. In hindsight, The Last Detail and Shampoo look like absorbing models of touch and control—and Ashby seems like a sad casualty who depended on strong collaborators.


      

      Anthony Asquith (1902–68), b. London


1927: Shooting Stars (codirected with A. V. Bramble). 1928: Underground. 1929: The Runaway Princess. 1930: A Cottage on Dartmoor. 1931: Tell England. 1932: Dance, Pretty Lady; Marry Me; The Window Cleaner. 1933: The Lucky Number.1934: Unfinished Symphony (codirected). 1935: Forever England; Moscow Nights. 1938: Pygmalion (codirected with Leslie Howard). 1939: French Without Tears. 1940: Freedom Radio; Channel Incident (d); Quiet Wedding. 1941: Cottage to Let/Bombsight Stolen; Rush Hour (d). 1942: Uncensored. 1943: We Dive at Dawn; The Demi-Paradise; Welcome to Britain (codirected with Burgess Meredith). 1944: Fanny by Gaslight; Man of Evil; Two Fathers (d). 1945: The Way to the Stars/Johnny in the Clouds. 1947: While the Sun Shines. 1948: The Winslow Boy. 1950: The Woman in Question. 1951: The Browning Version.1952: The Importance of Being Earnest. 1953: The Net; The Final Test. 1954: The Young Lovers/Chance Meeting. 1955: On Such a Night.1956: Carrington V.C. 1958: Orders to Kill. 1959: The Doctor’s Dilemma; Libel. 1960: The Million-airess. 1962: Guns of Darkness. 1963: The V.I.P.s.1964: The Yellow Rolls-Royce.


      

      Asquith was the son of the Liberal prime minister, a man apparently torn between social opposites. On the set, he affected

         a boilersuit and yet he was happiest with material that had built-in social distinctions. In the dark days of the British

         cinema—in the 1950s—he had a high and quite unmerited reputation. In fact, he was a dull, journeyman supervisor of the transfer

         to the screen of proven theatrical properties. The myth that his first film exploited sound audaciously survived only as long

         as its gimmicky claptrap remained unseen. For the rest, Dance, Pretty Lady is charming and The Importance of Being Earnest a decent reading of the play. Pygmalion is more than decent: it is a fine record of the play, and even if Leslie Howard is an odd Higgins, Wendy Hiller and Wilfred

         Lawson are matchless. But it is symptomatic of Asquith that he managed to make the Shaw of The Doctor’s Dilemma no better a dramatist than the Rattigan of The Browning Version and The Winslow Boy. Venturing beyond such stagy subjects, he quickly floundered: Orders to Kill is a complete failure and Libel is lurid melodrama. In his last years he subsided into atrocious all-star vehicles, addled movies that accepted a 1920s notion

         of the intrinsic appeal of wealthy and successful people.


      

      Olivier Assayas, b. Paris, 1955


1986: Désordre. 1989: L’Enfant de l’Hiver. 1991: Paris S’Éveille/Paris at Dawn. 1993: Une Nouvelle Vie. 1994: L’Eau Froide. 1996: Irma Vep. 1997: Cinéma de Notre Temps: Hou Hsiao Hsien/HHH: A Portrait of Hou Hsiao-Hsien (d). 1998: Fin Août, Début Septembre. 2000: Les Destinées Sentimentales. 2002: Demonlover.2004: Clean. 2006: “Quartier des Enfants Rouges,” an episode for Paris Je T’Aime. 2007: Boarding Gate. 2008: L’Heure d’Été.2010:Carlos. 


      

      It’s a mark of changing times that Assayas—a onetime editor of Cahiers du Cinéma, and then a director himself—works in an age when the screening of his films outside France depends largely on film festivals

         and art museums. Irma Vep was released in America—with little response. And so we are back to an isolation in which foreign films, and foreign filmmakers

         of distinction, risk going unknown to all but a few in the English-speaking world. The risk in this affects French funding,

         of course. But it falls most heavily on American audiences. For there has never been an age in film history when America needed

         more external input—not least the works of a director who regards Hou Hsiao-Hsien as a master and a model. Of course, Assayas

         has his own world: that of young people, often Parisians, troubled about virtually everything in their lives—it is like Paris Nous Appartient for a later time when the huge threat may have dissipated, but only after pioneering the way for smaller, more intimate dreads.

         Une Nouvelle Vie is about half-sisters who only meet at the age of twenty. And Assayas is especially acute at showing us young people whose

         elders are in the same lost condition. In Paris at Dawn, Jean-Pierre Léaud is living with the dangerously young Judith Godreche, until his mixed-up son arrives and goes off with

         her.


Assayas benefits from the camerawork of Denis Lenoir, and he is adept at making noir situations seem everyday. He is already

         a master at overlap, betrayal, and stray coincidence, and he seems to be improving as time passes. Moreover, Irma Vep gave a welcome sign of humor in its awareness of the many poseurs and paranoids one meets in film production.


      

      Fred Astaire (Frederick Austerlitz) (1899–1987), b. Omaha, Nebraska


There is something very suggestive of Americana in the way a Napoleonic battle is turned into a name without roots or etymology.

         Yet how evocative that name is: run the parts together and the result is as rhythmic as Frenesi; separate them and it could

         be Fred a Star or Fred on a staircase, astride the stair—thus Astaire, l’esprit d’escalier.


It is proper to respond in this way because so much of Astaire is a matter of stylish carriage, and I do not think it accidental

         that the name evokes some specially serene agility. This leads to the questions, is Astaire a movie actor? and what makes

         for great acting in the cinema? There is a good case for arguing that, in the event of a visit by creatures from a far universe, ignorant of the cinema, one would do best to show them some steps by Astaire as the clinching

         evidence of the medium’s potential. Better that than the noble actors—Olivier, Jannings, Brando, Barrymore, et al. Astaire

         is the most refined human expression of the musical, which is in turn the extreme manifestation of pure cinema: the lifelike

         presentation of human beings in magical, dreamlike, and imaginary situations. That might be thought to imply that Astaire’s

         dancing depends on illusion. Not so. He was always the most technically exacting and ambitious of screen dancers, the most

         eager to perform in uninterrupted setups. In the 1920s, it would have been possible to see him dancing virtuoso routines on

         stage. The spatial and temporal continuity of theatre would have made clear how difficult the feat was. Cinema wipes away

         the sense of difficulty and substitutes the ease that permits every transformation needed by the chronic dreamer. Astaire

         is not a great dancer so much as a great filmed dancer. Nureyev on film is less than in the flesh, because he is himself most

         stimulated by an actual audience and a real leap. Astaire, like all dreamers, is a perfectionist who loved to work in the

         feverish secrecy of a studio toward the flawless image of his own grace. He lends himself to the detachment of cinema because

         he is a rather cold, even indistinct personality who celebrates the spirit of elegance as channeled through elaborate, rapid,

         photographed motion.


Such a notion was underlined by Astaire’s latter-day appearance in “straight” parts. After Silk Stockings, in 1957, he largely gave himself up to television spectaculars and to acting. The first sour fruit of this was On the Beach (59, Stanley Kramer). If anyone had ever doubted Kramer’s crassness, here was final proof. For he cast Astaire as a motor-racing

         driver, a man essentially hidden in the shell of a car. Surely nuclear holocaust could have been as glibly dramatized by Astaire’s

         playing a golfer? Then at least we might have enjoyed his dainty prowling round the greens.


Yet once Astaire was asked to partake of earnest melodrama, it was a strain to watch him at all. In play-acting, he is downright

         shifty: like a philosopher at a bingo session, there is the embarrassing and depleting sense of a man having been caught on

         the blind side, but gamely trying to be polite. Furthermore, drama blurred his appearance. In On the Beach, he is sometimes disheveled, which is heresy against the perpetual grooming of his characteristic work. This applied as much

         to Finian’s Rainbow (68, Francis Ford Coppola), a respectful and nostalgic tribute to his greatness, as to his other totally mediocre films of

         the 1960s: The Pleasure of His Company (61, George Seaton); The Notorious Landlady (62, Richard Quine); The Midas Run (69, Alf Kjellin); and The Towering Inferno (74, John Guillermin).


In musicals, too, Astaire is the man without character; sometimes not so far from the man without humanity. But in the musicals,

         this is not so much a shortcoming as an audacious emphasis on style. Astaire is preeminently the saint of 1930s sophistication,

         the butterfly in motion till he dies, whose enchanting light voice kids the sentimentality of his songs. (He is a great singer—no

         wonder all the songwriters wanted him—who treats the song with reverence.) He is the man about town, empty of personality,

         opinions, and warmth, but a man who carries himself matchlessly. There is something of the eighteenth-century dandy in his

         preference for taking nothing seriously, save for the articulation of his superb movement. Compare him with Nick Charles,

         the Hammett private eye as played by William Powell. Both are more polish than substance, but Powell’s Charles has an inkling

         of his own frivolousness and is cynical to conceal it. Astaire is utterly tranquil, hence the inane playboy figures he embodies,

         men who exist only to walk sweetly across lounges, to preserve rigorous trouser creases and that high, carefree tone of voice.

         Astaire is the supreme ideal of that gang of 1930s American misanthropes: Herman Mankiewicz, Robert Benchley, Dorothy Parker,

         Cole Porter, Ben Hecht. Seeing that life was at best absurd, at worst horrifying, they opted for shining grace in tiny things

         and some vivid, “useless” excellence, such as Astaire’s dancing. Elsewhere, I have suggested that he could have been Jekyll

         to Cagney’s Hyde. Astaire was also very near to Jay Gatsby, an insignificant man, bent on easing public occasions.


I was struck by this when taking some students through an extract from Silk Stockings (57, Rouben Mamoulian). The excerpt we were approaching was the sequence in which Astaire and Cyd Charisse dance across several

         deserted film sets. It is one of the greatest of movie-dance sequences: a compendium of moving camera, wide screen, counterpointed

         rhythms, and the intriguing contrast of masterful Astaire and frigid Charisse. But before the dancing begins, there is a prelude.

         Charisse arrives by car at the studio gates and Astaire, muttering “Hallo, hallo … ,” hobbles over to meet her. That movement

         kept us from the dance, because it was exquisite, original, and Astaire. The emotion of the moment—of lovers reunited—hardly

         seems to strike him. But ask him to move from A to B and he is aroused.


This touches on a vital principle: that it is often preferable to have a movie actor who moves well than one who “understands”

         the part. A director ought to be able to explain a part, but very few men or women can move well in front of a camera. In

         The Big Sleep, there are numerous shots of Bogart simply walking across rooms: they draw us to the resilient alertness of his screen personality as surely as the acid

         dialogue. Bogart’s lounging freedom captures our hopes. With Astaire this effect is far more concentrated, because it is his

         single asset.


His career is the story of a search for partners who could endure his glorious limitation. At first, he danced onstage with

         his sister, Adele: they were sensations in London and New York. But when she married (into the English aristocracy) in 1932,

         he dodged into films. Selznick was convinced of Astaire’s charm “in spite of his enormous ears and bad chin line.” His debut,

         at age thirty-four, was Dancing Lady (33, Robert Z. Leonard) at MGM, with Joan Crawford. But he was signed up by RKO and partnered with Ginger Rogers for nine

         films that are the least alloyed expression of self-sufficient movement. Above all, Ginger joined him in those intimate, but

         accelerating, conversational dances, where hard heels and glossy floors speak of bliss:Flying Down to Rio (33, Thornton Free-land);The Gay Divorcee (34, Mark Sandrich); Roberta (35, William A. Seiter);Top Hat (35, Sandrich);Follow the Fleet (36, Sandrich);Swing Time (36, George Stevens);Shall We Dance? (37, Sandrich);Carefree (38, Sandrich); and The Story of Vernon and Irene Castle (39, H. C. Potter). In 1937, he had played opposite Joan Fontaine in A Damsel in Distress (37, Stevens) with less happy results. And it is true that in some later films he seems too refined for the company he is

         keeping. But he is splendid with that other virtuoso, Eleanor Powell, in Broadway Melody of 1940 (40, Norman Taurog) and with Paulette Goddard in Second Chorus (40, Potter). He worked well with the lofty glamour of Rita Hayworth in You’ll Never Get Rich (41, Sidney Lanfield) and You Were Never Lovelier (42, Seiter), but had to settle for Bing Crosby as stimulus in Holiday Inn (42, Sandrich), and went back to RKO for The Sky’s the Limit (43, Edward H. Griffith), which has a marvelous late-night solo passage.


Vincente Minnelli’s sheer, visual extravagance was well suited to Astaire, and he excelled with another rather heartless dancer,

         Lucille Bremer, in Ziegfeld Follies (46) and Yolanda and the Thief (45). The high theatricality of the latter suits him exactly. The idea of an angel masquerading as a man is itself an insight

         into Astaire’s personality. After Blue Skies (46, Stuart Heisler), with Crosby again, he replaced the injured Gene Kelly in Easter Parade (48, Charles Walters) and seemed a very cold mentor to Judy Garland. He and Ginger Rogers were flatly reunited in The Barkleys of Broadway (49, Walters) and the next four were unimpressive: evidently shrinking from Red Skelton as a songwriting team in Three Little Words (50, Richard Thorpe); with Betty Hutton in Let’s Dance (50, Norman Z. McLeod); brilliant but showy in Royal Wedding (51, Stanley Donen); and The Belle of New York (52, Walters).


The Band Wagon (53) is one of Minnelli’s fragmented films, but it introduced Astaire to Cyd Charisse and gave them the witty Spillane pastiche

         routine. Daddy Long Legs (55, Jean Negulesco) with Leslie Caron is dull, but Astaire ended with two of his finest films: Funny Face (57, Donen) and Silk Stockings. The first is his most successful romance, for it looks as though he was intrigued by the challenge of “musicalizing” the

         supposedly straight Audrey Hepburn. He choreographed Funny Face personally, but the ultimate authorship is due to Donen, if only for making the routines so enchantingly lyrical. Mamoulian

         is clear in every frame of Silk Stockings, but it is also the vindication of two rather frozen personalities obsessed by dance and its route to whirling rapture.


      

      Mary Astor (Lucille Langhanke) (1906–87), b. Quincy, Illinois


Mary Astor’s autobiography, My Story, published in 1959, is better written than most similar exercises and much more frank. Dotted through her more than one hundred

         movies, there are many signs of an intelligent woman. That those views are too rare was only one of her problems: originally,

         an ambitious German father had thrust her into the movies; after her affair with John Barrymore, her first husband, Kenneth

         Hawks, was killed in an air crash; three more marriages ended in divorce, and the second saw the scurrilous publication, in

         1936, of alleged and lurid extracts from her diary, including a graphic love affair with playwright George Kaufman. She never

         stayed a star for more than one year at a time, and she slipped from supporting parts into alcoholism and sessions with an

         analyst that eventually led to the autobiography. Despite her long career, she disliked Hollywood—though whether for itself

         or for the way it thwarted her is an open question. Fairly early, she won a reputation for being independent, and later something

         stuck from the diary incident; as a result, she had her best chances playing polite bitches or demure snakes in the grass—above

         all Hammett’s Brigid O’Shaughnessy in The Maltese Falcon (41, John Huston). That picture of chronic lying did not hinder her genuine warmth as the mother in Meet Me in St. Louis (44, Vincente Minnelli) and Little Women (49, Mervyn Le Roy).


She made her debut in 1921 with Sentimental Tommy (John S. Robertson), and worked nomadically without ever being more than a promising newcomer: Bought and Paid For (22, William C. De Mille); Second Fiddle (22, Frank Tuttle); Puritan Passion (23, Tuttle); Success (23, Ralph Ince); The Fighting Coward (24, James Cruze); Beau Brummel (24, Harry Beaumont); Unguarded Woman (24, Alan Crosland); Inez from Hollywood (24, Alfred E. Green); Don Q, Son of Zorro (24, Donald Crisp); The Scarlet Saint (25, George Archainbaud); The Wise Guy (26, Frank Lloyd); and Don Juan (26, Crosland). That innovatory sound film (opposite a Barrymore who would have preferred Dolores Costello to his discarded

         mistress) boosted her, but she rarely got good parts: The Rough Riders (27, Victor Fleming); Two Arabian Knights (27, Lewis Milestone); No Place to Go (27, Le Roy); Dressed to Kill (28, Irving Cummings); and Dry Martini (28, Harry d’Arrast). Despite her subsequent prowess with good dialogue, she failed a test for talkies and was briefly put

         out of work before Ladies Love Brutes (30, Rowland V. Lee); The Runaway Bride (30, Crisp); Holiday (30, Edward H. Griffith); Other Men’s Women (31, William Wellman); The Sin Ship (31, Louis Wolheim); The Royal Bed (31, Lowell Sherman); Smart Woman (31, Gregory La Cava); Red Dust (32, Fleming); The World Changes (33, Le Roy); The Kennel Murder Case (33, Michael Curtiz); Easy to Love (34, William Keighley); I Am a Thief (35, Robert Florey); and Page Miss Glory (35, Le Roy). Her career seems to have been enhanced by the diary scandal, for 1936–42 was the period of her best parts: Dodsworth (36, William Wyler); never more beautiful than in The Prisoner of Zenda (37, John Cromwell); Hurricane (37, John Ford); Listen Darling (38, Edward L. Marin); There’s Always a Woman (38, Alexander Hall); pregnant and hilarious during the making of Midnight (39, Mitchell Leisen); Brigham Young (40, Henry Hathaway); winning a best supporting actress Oscar and having a ball opposite Bette Davis in The Great Lie (41, Edmund Goulding); looking too old in Across the Pacific (42, Huston); and Palm Beach Story (42, Preston Sturges).


MGM put her under contract, but only for poor leads or good supporting parts: Young Ideas (43, Jules Dassin); Thousands Cheer (43, George Sidney); Fiesta (47, Richard Thorpe); Desert Fury (48, Lewis Allen); fine as the hooker in Act of Violence (49, Fred Zinnemann); and Any Number Can Play (49, Le Roy). Her crack-up meant that she played only small parts thereafter: So This Is Love (53, Gordon Douglas); A Kiss Before Dying (56, Gerd Oswald); The Devil’s Hairpin (57, Cornel Wilde); This Happy Feeling (58, Blake Edwards); A Stranger in My Arms (58, Helmut Kautner); Return to Peyton Place (61, José Ferrer); Youngblood Hawke (64, Delmer Daves); and Hush … Hush, Sweet Charlotte (64, Robert Aldrich). After her autobiography, she was encouraged to go on to novels.


      

      Alexandre Astruc, b. Paris, 1923


1948: Aller-Retour (s); Ulysse et les Mauvaises Rencontres (s). 1952: Le Rideau Cramoisi/The Crimson Curtain (s). 1955: Les Mauvaises Rencontres. 1958: Une Vie. 1960: La Proie pour l’Ombre. 1961: L’Education Sentimentale 61. 1963: Le Puits et le Pendule (s). 1964: Evariste Gallois (s). 1966: La Longue Marche. 1968: Flammes sur l’Adriatique. 1976: Sartre par Lui-même (d). Astruc is a fascinating example of a man from literary culture identifying his true allegiance to the movies. He holds

         a special place in the still small library of worthwhile cinema theory, even if his own films rarely live up to all his admirable

         principles. Une Vie, though, is a perfect collaboration of Maupassant’s novel, Astruc’s treatment, the photography of Claude Renoir, Roman Vlad’s

         music, and the presence of Maria Schell, Christian Marquand, Ivan Desny, Pascale Petit, and Antonella Lualdi. Rather out of

         fashion today, not even the considerably inferior quality of Astruc’s other work can prevent it from some future rediscovery.

         It justifies the man as surely as Night of the Hunter does Charles Laughton. Une Vie is the demonstration of a view of cinema—la camérastylo—that is a most fruitful critical bond between classical and modern cinema.


      

      Astruc was a critic, a novelist—Les Vacances (45)—and assistant to Marc Allégret on Blanche Fury (47). In 1948, in Écran Français, he wrote a short article, “The Birth of a New Avant-Garde: La Caméra-Stylo.” It argued for a new appreciation of the language

         of film:


      

      

         … the cinema will gradually break free from the tyranny of what is visual, from the image for its own sake, from the immediate

            and concrete demands of the narrative, to become a means of writing just as flexible and subtle as written language… . We

            have come to realise that the meaning which the silent cinema tried to give birth to through symbolic association exists within

            the image itself, in the development of the narrative, in every gesture of the characters, in every line of dialogue, in those

            camera movements which relate objects to objects and characters to objects. All thought, like all feeling, is a relationship

            between one human being and another human being.…

         


      


      

      That can still claim to be the most important critical theory the cinema has yet produced. It led Astruc to the identification

         of a pantheon that was shared by most of the Cahiers group and that enriched the films they made: Eisenstein, Welles, Renoir, Bresson, von Stroheim, Murnau, Hawks, Mizoguchi,

         Hitchcock, Lang, and Rossellini.


At the same time, it was not difficult to detect the young novelist at work, who looked forward to the cinema’s achieving

         the autonomy of, say, Sartre, Camus, or Faulkner. Astruc’s own films showed that in la caméra-stylo he remained very conscious of the pen. His movies relied not only on literary models, but what was often an academic demonstration of his theories. For example, Le Rideau Cramoisi is a very cold film, more engaged by the abstract realization of human connection than actually involved in it. Astruc is

         capable of passages of extraordinary beauty and utter clarity, but the heart is often left behind. No surprise that he once

         listed Anthony Mann’s Men in War as a favorite film, for in that film Mann achieves an eerie detachment through cinematic grace. Une Vie works because of Maria Schell’s insistent emotionalism—a quality that has marred other films, but brings a touching plaintiveness

         to Une Vie. Elsewhere, Astruc’s films have the distinction of blueprints; by contrast, Renoir’s are untidy houses. It is a serious limitation,

         but Astruc’s theory is still correct and vital. No student of the movies should neglect it or leave Une Vie unseen.


      

      Lord Richard Attenborough, b. Cambridge, England, 1923


1969: Oh! What a Lovely War. 1972: Young Winston. 1977: A Bridge Too Far. 1978: Magic. 1982: Gandhi. 1985: A Chorus Line. 1987: Cry Freedom. 1992: Chaplin. 1993: Shadowlands. 1996: In Love and War. 1999: Grey Owl.2007: Closing the Ring.


      

      Attenborough has blithely mapped out the way to success in the British film industry. He began at RADA, and in 1942 he won

         the Bancroft Medal there and made his debut as a seaman in In Which We Serve (42, Noel Coward and David Lean). The next year, he had a big success as Pinkie in the stage version of Graham Greene’s Brighton Rock and was in the film Schweik’s New Adventures (Karel Lamac). After war service with the RAF film unit, he appeared in The Man Within (46, Bernard Knowles), A Matter of Life and Death (46, Michael Powell), the film of Brighton Rock (47, John Boulting), and London Belongs to Me (48, Sidney Gilliat). Although his role as Pinkie was truly frightening it had not detracted from a grubby, baby-faced vulnerability.

         This youthful appeal was grotesquely exploited in The Guinea Pig (49, Roy Boulting) when, at age twenty-six, he played a lower-middle-class boy at Winchester half his age—and played it straight.

         Attenborough was swallowed by the British public as smoothly as margarine and for ten years he took whatever cheerful or heroic

         nonsense the industry spread him on: Morning Departure (50, Roy Baker); Boys in Brown (50, Montgomery Tully); The Gift Horse (52, Compton Bennett); Private’s Progress (55, J. Boulting); Brothers in Law (57, J. Boulting); The Man Upstairs (58, Don Chaffey); and Dunkirk (58, Leslie Norman).


That was the turning point. In 1959, he produced (with Bryan Forbes) and acted in The Angry Silence (59, Guy Green), a portentous attempt to introduce realism to British features. In fact, the film is vulgar and sentimental.

         Only the subject matter had changed, but Attenborough has always believed more in content than style, in sincerity rather

         than intelligence. That film marked a new resolution to take himself seriously. As an actor Attenborough went in for some

         studied character parts and even ventured into American movies: The League of Gentlemen (60, Basil Dearden), which he also produced; Only Two Can Play (61, Sidney Gilliat); The Great Escape (63, John Sturges); Seance on a Wet Afternoon (64, Forbes), which he produced; The Flight of the Phoenix (65, Robert Aldrich); The Sand Pebbles (66, Robert Wise); Dr. Dolittle (67, Richard Fleischer); David Copperfield (69, Del-bert Mann); Loot (70, Silvio Narizzano); A Severed Head (70, Dick Clement); and very good as Christie the murderer in 10 Rillington Place (70, Fleischer).


In addition to League of Gentlemen and Seance on a Wet Afternoon, Attenborough produced two other movies directed by Bryan Forbes—Whistle Down the Wind (62) and The L-Shaped Room (64). Such ventures stimulated him and in 1969 he directed and coproduced Oh! What a Lovely War—a gallant failure, helped by the initial ingenuity of using Brighton pier, but without any interest in how to photograph

         people. It was a commercial success, proving how far his preference for content was a national failing. After that, he delved

         deeper into patriotism with Young Winston (72), a movie more influenced by that seasoned middlebrow Carl Foreman.


At fifty-five, Attenborough still looked and behaved like head prefect for British films and was rewarded with a knighthood.

         He acted regularly: Rosebud (74, Otto Preminger); And Then There Were None (74, Peter Collinson); in lopsided harness with John Wayne in Brannigan (75, Douglas Hickox); Conduct Unbecoming (75, Michael Anderson); and a manipulating administrator in The Chess Players (77, Satyajit Ray). He also directed Joseph Levine’s Arnhem epic, scattering $26 million like toy parachutes, and handling

         combat with a cheerful gusto that belied his first film’s indignant horror.


At seventy, Attenborough was a lord, as if some parties in or around Buckingham Palace had been impressed by Gandhi, a soporific, nonthreatening tribute to nonviolence that allegedly moved millions to tears and to mending their ways. It won

         best picture and now looms over the real world like an abandoned space station—eternal, expensive, and forsaken. A Chorus Line set no toes tapping, and Cry Freedom failed to unleash the forces of political liberalism and safe correctness. But then came Chaplin, a disaster of concept and construction such as few people could deny or avoid. Not that Robert Downey Jr. was its flaw: he

         impersonated Charlie with skill and courage. The blame had to rest with Lord Attenborough, whose proud but unseeing eyes failed

         to notice what a remarkable little madman Chaplin was. And in all these drab years of making respectable epics, Attenborough

         the actor has been denied to us—except for The Human Factor (80, Preminger) and Jurassic Park (93, Steven Spielberg).


After Chaplin, Shadowlands was a pleasant relief, a well-crafted weepie for book people, energized by Debra Winger and Anthony Hopkins (for long a favorite

         of Attenborough’s). It was Hopkins who gave such a hyperactive performance as the haunted ventriloquist in Magic, Attenborough’s best film. Magic also reminds us of the director as an actor: drawn to the creepy, as witness 10 Rillington Place, Seance on a Wet Afternoon, and Brighton Rock. 


After the 1994 edition, I felt that maybe I had been hard on milord—after all, he had once been a director at Chelsea Football

         Club. So I resolved to be kinder—and he made In Love and War and Grey Owl! As an actor, he played Kriss Kringle in Miracle on 34th Street (94, Les Mayfield)—why has no one thought to cast Attenborough in The Edmund Gwenn Story?; as the English ambassador, visible

         only in the long version of Hamlet (96, Kenneth Branagh); E=mc2 (96, Benjamin Fry); as Cecil in Elizabeth (98, Shekhar Kapur); The Railway Children (00, Catherine Moorhead); as Magog in Jack and the Beanstalk: The Real Story (01, Brian Henson); Puckoon (02, Terence Ryan); Snow Prince (04, Charles Jarrott).


      

      Jacques Audiard, b. Paris, 1952


1994: Regarde les Hommes Tomber. 1996: Un Héros Très Discret/A Self-Made Hero. 2001: Sur Mes Lèvres/Read My Lips. 2005: De Battre Mon Coeur S’Est Arrêté/The Beat That My Heart Skipped. 2009: Un Prophète/A Prophet.


      

      It has been observed that anyone who likes those eccentric American thrillers not quite attached to major auteur names—Siodmak’s

         The Killers, Siegel’s The Line-Up, or even Toback’s Fingers—is likely to esteem Jacques Audiard, a near veteran who can deliver Jean-Pierre Melvillean material with the timing and

         panache of Ray Robinson (without the Sugar). He was the son of Michel Audiard (1920–85), a writer-director who never seems

         to have made the top rank, but who never let that cloud his enthusiasm for movie storytelling. Jacques worked with his father

         as a screen-writer and he was an apprentice editor on The Tenant (76, Roman Polanski).


He began to get writing credits in the 1980s: Mortelle Randonnée (83, Claude Miller); Réveillon Chez Bob (84, Denys Granier-Deferre); Baxter (89, Jérôme Boivin); and Fréquence Meurtre (89, Élisabeth Rappeneau).


His first film as director, Regarde les Hommes Tomber, was a road movie starring Jean-Louis Trintignant and Mathieu Kassovitz. It won a César for best debut and it established

         Audiard in the tradition of films about tough, tight-lipped men. Those same two actors played the same part, young and old,

         in A Self-Made Hero, a delicate comedy about a would-be novelist who writes himself into the history of the French Resistance. Read My Lips was a significant departure in which a deaf woman takes on a criminal as her assistant. As played by Emmanuelle Devos and

         Vincent Cassel, it was a psychological crime story that broke fresh ground but never really overcame problems of plausibility

         and a story so intricate that it was hard to follow. Sometimes with Audiard, cleverness smothers feeling.


It was then that he elected to do a remake of and homage to Toback’s Fingers, with Romain Duris in the Harvey Keitel part. The French film is not as extreme or surreal as the American. It does not plumb

         the same psychological depths. But Duris has more charm than Keitel and the film deserved its success—eight Césars, including

         best director and best film (granted that Toback deserved something in America, too).


By now Audiard was established as a director of strong properties and Un Prophète is a big prison-break story—reminiscent of Becker, Melville, and Duvivier—excellent, but not quite outstanding. In truth,

         it has to be said that Audiard is more professional and proficient than Toback—but not yet as unique or as self-destructive.

         But he is close to sixty, reasonably funded, and as secure as anyone has a right to be—so if he’s going over his own edge,

         why wait any longer? The comic danger of A Self-Made Hero still seems his most fruitful path ahead and his most audacious film.


      

      Stéphane Audran (Colette Suzanne Jeannine Dacheville), b. Versailles, France, 1932 It is characteristic of Chabrol’s enigmatic work that

         one might not deduce from it that Stéphane Audran was his wife. Counting the black comedy of the episode from Paris Vu Par … (64), she has made twenty-one films with her husband. At first her parts were small, but after a brief appearance in Les Cousins (59), she was one of Les Bonnes Femmes (59), in Les Godelureaux (61), and one of Landru’s victims (63).L’Oeil du Malin (62) was her first starred part. In Paris Vu Par … she was the quarrelsome mother whose son puts cotton wool in his ears so that he never hears her cry for help in an emergency.

         That seemed a sardonic, marital joke from Chabrol, and even in La Ligne de Démarcation (66) and The Champagne Murders (67), there was no hint that he regarded her as anything more than a conventionally beautiful fashion plate. It was Les Biches (68) that properly discovered her as an actress. In one sense, her acutely made-up beauty needed very little heightening to suggest lesbianism,

         but the eventual sexual reversal of the film allowed her a new poignancy that was an advance for both actress and director.

         From that point, the note of thoughtfulness beneath such mannequin elegance has become central to Chabrol’s work. It is difficult

         not to attribute the tenderness and growing human commitment of La Femme Infidèle (69), La Rupture (70), and Le Boucher (70) to her presence, even if he continued to photograph her in a strangely detached manner. Or is it that there is a glossy

         coldness in the woman herself that makes her attractive to Chabrol? One thinks of the way her Dordogne teacher in Le Boucher wears false eyelashes throughout, and of her remote calm in the yoga sequence. She is herself exquisitely uncommitted, although

         it is her playing of the woods sequence in Le Boucher on which the insecure humanity of the film is based. It remains impossible to see her as a major actress, as if Chabrol’s

         ultimate reticence had affected her too.


She made a few films for other directors—Le Signe du Lion (59, Eric Rohmer); La Peau de Torpedo (70, Jean Delannoy); and she fitted admirably into The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie (72, Luis Buñuel), smiling through every disaster as if it were glass and urgently hauling her husband into the rhododendrons

         for a quick one before lunch.


Her vapid glossiness suited comedy of manners and may have lured Chabrol away from character studies to the absurd games of

         people as much corrupted by pretense as their situations are by B pictures. She is so much an image, so little a person: Juste Avant la Nuit (71); Les Noces Rouges (72); Folies Bourgeoises (76); and Blood Relatives (78). At the same time, she worked outside France, but with no more warmth: B. Must Die (73, José Luis Borau); And Then There Were None (74, Peter Collinson); The Black Bird (75, David Giler); Silver Bears (77, Ivan Passer); and Eagle’s Wing (78, Anthony Harvey). But she was revealed as a bitter middle-aged woman, dowdy beside Isabelle Huppert in Violette Nozière (78).


Since then, generally as a supporting actress, she has made Le Gagnant (79, Christian Gion); Le Soleil en Face (79, Pierre Kast); The Big Red One (80, Samuel Fuller); Il Etait une Fois des Gens Heureux … les Plouffe (80, Gilles Carle); Coup de Torchon (81, Bertrand Tavernier); Brideshead Revisited (81, Charles Sturridge); Le Beau Monde (81, Michel Polac); Le Marteau Pique (81, Charles Bitsch); Le Choc (82, Robin Davis); Boulevard des Assassins (82, Boramy Tioulong); Les Affinités Electives (82, Chabrol); Le Paradis pour Tous (82, Alain Jessua); Mortelle Randonnée (83, Claude Miller); La Scaralyine (83, Gabriel Aghion); Thieves After Dark (83, Fuller); Le Sang des Autres (84, Chabrol); El Viajero de las Quatro Estaciones (84, Miguel Littin); Mistral’s Daughter (84, Douglas Hickox and Kevin Connor); The Sun Also Rises (84, James Goldstone); Poulet au Vinaigre (85, Chabrol); Night Magic (85, Lewis Furey); La Cage aux Folles III (85, Georges Lautner); Le Gitane (85, Philippe de Broca); Suivez Mon Regard (86, Jean Curtelin); Un’isola (86, Carlo Lizzani); as Babette in Babette’s Feast (87, Gabriel Axel); Les Saisons du Plaisir (87, Jean-Pierre Mocky); Poor Little Rich Girl: The Barbara Hutton Story (87, Charles Jarrott); Sons (89, Alexandre Rockwell); and Betty (93, Chabrol).


She was in The Turn of the Screw (92, Rusty Lemorande); Le Fils de Gascogne (95, Pascal Aubier); Au Petit Marguery (95, Laurent Bene -gui); Maximum Risk (96, Ringo Lam); Petit (96, Patrick Volson); Arlette (97, Claude Zidi); as Lady Covington (née Cucuface) in Madeline (98, Daisy von Scherler Mayer); Belle Maman (99, Aghion); Le Pique-nique de Lulu Kreutz (00, Didier Martiny); La Bicyclette Bleue (00, Thierry Binisti); J’Ai Faim!!! (01, Florence Quentin); Ma Femme … S’Appelle Maurice (02, Jean-Marie Poiré); Sissi (04, Jean-Daniel Verhaeghe); La Battante (05, Didier Albert); Trois Femmes … Un Soir d’Été (05, Sébastien Grall).


      

      Bille August, b. Copenhagen, 1948


1978: Honning Måne. 1983: Zappa. 1985: Tro, Håb og Kaerlighed/Twist and Shout. 1987: Pelle Erobreren/Pelle the Conqueror. 1992: Den Goda Viljan/Best Intentions; an episode for the series Young Indiana Jones (TV). 1993: The House of the Spirits. 1996: Jerusalem. 1997: Smilla’s Sense of Snow. 1998: Les Misérables. 2002: A Song for Martin.2003: Deltajer (TV). 2007: Goodbye Bafana.


      

      August was trained as a still photographer in Stockholm, and at the Danish Film Institute. He worked as cinematographer for

         several years and worked on—among others—Men Can’t Be Raped (78, Jorn Donner) and The Grass Is Singing (81, Michael Raeburn). As a director, he has gone from strength to weakness; Zappa is a very fresh, energetic film about children; Twist and Shout showed the kids in their teens; Pelle the Conqueror was a nineteenth-century epic about a widower and his son, Swedish immigrants in Denmark—its warmth won the Oscar for best

         foreign film. Best Intentions was from Ingmar Bergman’s script about his own parents, and it was a triumph. But his attempt at Isabel Allende’s The House of the Spirits had too many stars, too little mood or magic. Jerusalem, adapted from Selma Lagerlöf’s novel, was made for Swedish TV. Smilla had a striking first half, followed by chaos. And his version of Les Misérables seemed restrained or halfhearted.


      

      Claude Autant-Lara (1903–2000), b. Luzarches, France


1923: Fait Divers (s). 1926: Vittel (d). 1927: Construire un Feu (s). 1930: Buster Se Marie. 1932: Le Plombier Amoureux; L’Athlète Incomplet; Le Gendarme Est sans Pitié (s); Un Client Serieux (s); Monsieur le Duc (s); La Peur des Coups (s); Invite Monsieur à Diner (s). 1933: Ciboulette. 1936: My Partner Mr. Davis. 1937: L’Affaire du Courier de Lyon. 1938: Le Ruisseau. 1939: Fric-Frac. 1942: Le Mariage de Chiffon; Lettres d’Amour. 1943: Douce. 1945: Sylvie et le Fantôme. 1947: Le Diable au Corps/The Devil in the Flesh. 1949: Occupe-Toi d’Amélie. 1951: L’Auberge Rouge.1952: “L’Orgueil,” an episode in Les Sept Péchés Capitaux. 1953: Le Bon Dieu Sans Confession.1954: Le Blé en Herbe; Le Rouge et le Noir. 1955: Marguérite de la Nuit. 1956: La Traversée de Paris. 1958: En Cas de Malheur/Love Is My Profession; Le Joueur. 1959: Les Régates de San Francisco; La Jument Verte. 1960: Le Bois des Amants.1961: Non Uccidere; Tu Ne Tueras Point; Vive Henri IV … Vive L’Amour!; Le Comte de Monte Cristo. 1962: Le Meurtrier. 1963: Le Magot de Joséfa. 1965: Journal d’une Femme en Blanc.1966: Une Femme en Blanc Se Révolte. 1967: “Aujourd’hui,” episode in Le Plus Vieux Métier du Monde. 1968: Le Franciscain de Bourges.1970: Les Patates. 1971: Le Rouge et le Blanc.1977: Gloria.


      

      Autant-Lara is representative of the placid urbanity of French cinema of the 1950s so despised by the New Wave. He served

         a long and dutiful apprenticeship from 1919 onward; eventually graduated to features; gathered together a band of accomplished

         collaborators and adopted re -spectable literary subjects. There was a surface daring in his work—he was anticlerical and

         a proponent of sexual frankness—but it did not prevent a romantic and bourgeois realism from settling on him, evident in the

         most conventional use of structure and a style that surrenders to literary prestige, glamorous acting, and claustrophobically

         atmospheric settings.


He began as an art director and costume designer and worked in that capacity on Le Car-naval des Vérités (19, Marcel L’Herbier); L’Homme du Large (20, L’Herbier); Don Juan et Faust (22, L’Herbier); L’Inhumaine (23, L’Her-bier); Paris Qui Dort (23, René Clair); Le Voyage Imaginaire (25, Clair); and Nana (26, Jean Renoir). He made an experimental short, Fait Divers (23), and a few silent documentaries, and in the early 1930s he worked in America on French-language versions of Hollywood

         movies: Buster se Marie, for instance, is Keaton’s Spite Marriage, and Plombier Amoureux, The Passionate Plumber. On his return to France he took up direction, but only became properly established during the war.


Douce was a meticulous study in female psychology, Sylvie et le Fantôme a pleasant comedy, but Le Diable au Corps was the film that really made him: a clever adaptation of the Raymond Radiguet novel by his all-but-constant writers, Jean

         Aurenche and Pierre Bost, that brought considerable psychological authenticity to a doomed love affair between a married woman

         and a teen -ager. Despite fine playing from Micheline Presle and Gérard Philipe, the film remains a bourgeois gesture toward

         l’amour fou, made from a stance that readily invokes fate as a disguise for its own reserve; it is an academic and decorative reference

         to a theme rather than an embodiment of it. That is Autant-Lara’s besetting defect, and his periodic pursuit of lofty subjects—Colette’s

         Le Blé en Herbe, Stendhal’s Le Rouge et le Noir, the Faustian Marguérite de la Nuit, or the long-nurtured Tu ne Tueras Point—is never reinforced by anything more than narrative directness and production values. He was not abashed by the New Wave,

         but his palatable, academic seriousness is out of fashion. En Cas de Malheur is the best of the later films: a collision of generations and attitudes when Jean Gabin meets Bardot. He is the sort of

         director to film classic novels for educational television, adept at glossing meaning and arranging furniture.


      

      Daniel Auteuil, b. Alger, Algeria, 1950


At first sight, Auteuil lacks the looks or the command to be a leading actor. Still, it’s clear that he is second only to

         Gérard Depardieu now in France. He is very versatile: he could manage the hunch-back Ugolin in Jean de Florette and Manon of the Spring; he can play comedy or drama with equal ease; and as his several affairs with beautiful actresses suggest, he has sex appeal.


He was the child of two singers, members of the Opéra chorus, so it was natural that he was drawn into theatre—and he continues

         to perform on the Paris stage. He began appearing on French TV in 1974 and he made his movie debut in L’Agression (75, Gérard Pirès). Since then, these are some of his more important jobs: Attention les Yeux (75, Pirès); La Nuit de Saint-Germain-des-Prés (76, Bob Swaim); L’Amour Violé (76, Yannick Bellon); A Nous Deux (79, Claude Lelouch); La Banquière (80, Francis Girod); Les Fauves (83, Jean-Louis Daniel); Petit Con (84, Gérard Lauzier); Jean de Florette (86, Claude Berri); Manon of the Spring (87, Berri).


That pair established him at a new level: A Few Days with Me (88, Claude Sautet); Romuald et Juliette (89, Coline Serreau); Lacenaire (90, Girod); A Heart in Winter (92, Sautet); with Catherine Deneuve in My Favorite Season (93, André Téchiné); Henri of Navarre in La Reine Margot (94, Patrice Chéreau); Une Femme Française (95, Regis Wargnier); Le Huitième Jour (96, Jaco Van Dormael); Les Voleurs (96, Téchiné); Passage à l’Acte (96, Girod); Lucie Aubrac (97, Berri); Le Bossu (97, Philippe de Broca); The Girl on the Bridge (99, Patrice Leconte); working in English, though not with ease, in The Lost Son (99, Chris Menges); The Widow of Saint-Pierre (00, Leconte); as Sade (00, Benoît Jacquot); The Closet (00, Francis Veber); Vajont—La Diga del Disonore (01, Renzo Martinelli); L’Adversaire (02, Nicole Garcia); Petites Coupures (03, Pascal Bonitzer); Après Vous (03, Pierre Salvadori); Rencontre avec le Dragon (03, Hélène Angel).


He is very versatile, and not too old to be romantic: 36, Quai des Orfèvres (04, Olivier Marchal); To Paint or Make Love (05, Arnaud and Jean-Marie Larrieu); Caché (05, Michael Haneke); N: Napoleon & Me (06, Paolo Virzi); Mon Meilleur Ami (06, Leconte); The Valet (06, Veber); Le Deuxième Souffle (07, Alain Corneau); La Personne aux Deux Personnes (07, Nicolas Charlet); 15 Ans et Demi (08, François Desagnat and Thomas Sorriaux).


      

      Gene Autry (Orvon Gene Autry) (1907–98), b. near Tioga, Texas; and Roy Rogers (Leonard Franklin Slye) (1911–98), b. Cincinnati, Ohio


If you (or I) can’t quite muster enough interest in Autry or Rogers on their own, is it any better if we put them together?

         Well, yes, I think so. This will never be a rivalry or a pairing to match that of Louella Parsons and Hedda Hopper, but there

         is a story. Consider, it’s Gene Autry vs. Lennie Slye; it’s rural Texas against Cincinnati; it’s two men less handsome than

         their horses but rated as singers on the principle that that whining sound sometimes keeps restless cattle calm. They were

         singing cowboys who went from next-to-nothing to fortunes in excess of $100 million. More than that, they are the link between

         people like Will Rogers, William S. Hart, and Tom Mix, and those guys in false teeth, ten-gallon hats, and swishy buckskins

         who can be found selling real estate subdivisions all over the modern West. They are—if you recall—the models for Curly Bonner,

         the Joe Don Baker character in Sam Peckinpah’s Junior Bonner.


Autry worked as a railroad telegrapher in Oklahoma, and he sang a bit. That led to some radio work, being noticed and recommended

         by Will Rogers. By 1934, Autry had a brief appearance, singing in In Old Santa Fe, a Ken Maynard film. A year later, he starred in Tumbling Tumbleweeds, and by 1937 he figured high in the box-office charts. His character was impeccable. He neither smoked nor drank; he was meticulous

         with the ladies—if you discount the singing; and he was white hat through and through. He had a horse named Champion and a

         sidekick, Smiley Burnette. He also had a home studio that loved him—Republic—where he was a money machine until 1942, when

         he went into Air Transport Command.


Len Slye had come to California in 1930 to pick fruit. He reflected that his name was not a plus, became “Dick Weston” and

         joined a singing group called Sons of the Pioneers. He entered radio and made a number of films in the late thirties, sometimes

         in support of Autry. So when Autry went patriotic, Roy jumped in behind him. At this distance in time, it’s unclear why he

         didn’t serve his country—maybe his feet were as flat as his singing vowels. But Rogers was an Autry duplicate. His sidekick

         was Gabby Hayes. His horse was Trigger. He had only one innovation—a girl, Dale Evans, who became his second wife in 1947.


Roy held strong at Republic, but Gene found room after the war at Columbia, and they both kept going until the early 1950s.

         Roy even had a TV show that ran from 1951 to 1957. It’s not really to the point to list any—let alone all—of their titles,

         though Roy occasionally appeared in bigger films—with Bob Hope and Jane Russell, for instance, in Son of Paleface (52, Frank Tashlin). That’s the one where Bob goes to bed with Trigger!


Autry was a very good businessman, who made far more money in local radio and television stations than he had done in movies.

         Indeed, it was enough to support his ownership of the California Angels baseball team. Roy’s métier was ranching, rodeo shows,

         thoroughbreds, and real estate.


They are without intrinsic screen interest now, I fear, but as examples of how a certain benign image of the cowboy became

         translated into Western lifestyles and politics (think of Barry Goldwater), they are fascinating. You can see them both blushing

         at that very notion.


      

      John G. Avildsen, b. Chicago, 1936


1968: Okay Bill (s). 1969: Turn on to Love (s); Sweet Dreams (s). 1970: Guess What We Learned in School Today?; Joe. 1971: Cry Uncle. 1972: The Stoolie. 1973: Save the Tiger. 1975: W.W. and the Dixie Dancekings; Foreplay. 1976: Rocky. 1978: Slow Dancing in the Big City. 1980: The Formula.1981: Neighbors. 1983: A Night in Heaven. 1984: The Karate Kid. 1986: The Karate Kid II. 1987: Happy New Year. 1988: For Keeps; Guardian Angels; Lean on Me. 1989: The Karate Kid III.1990: Rocky V: The Final Bell. 1992: The Power of One.1994: 8 Seconds. 1998: A Fine and Private Place. 1999: Inferno.


      

      Avildsen worked as an assistant director and as a cameraman, and he had credits on Mickey One (65, Arthur Penn), Hurry Sundown (67, Otto Preminger), and Out of It (69, Paul Williams), before he made his own breakthrough with Joe, in which Peter Boyle played a blue-collar bigot. Since then, Avildsen has handled a best picture Oscar-winner (Rocky) and brought a trio of Karate Kids to fruition without demonstrating an atom of character. Far more interesting are the truly scabrous Save the Tiger and Neighbors, which was a decent shot at the delirious narrative spiral of Thomas Berger’s novel.


      

      George Axelrod, (1922–2003), b. New York


It was more entertaining to hear Axelrod talking about his work than to see it. As a raconteur, his glimpses of show business

         were smart, indiscreet, and funnier than the rather cautious smartness of his films. But Axelrod was a very good representative

         of the continuing influence on Hollywood of Broadway’s fast repartee, decorative snideness, and skillful construction. His

         humor is too knowing, cold, and too much based on the lewd sneer to rival the work of Garson Kanin. Axelrod is indelibly associated

         with Marilyn Monroe, on account of his writing on Bus Stop (56, Joshua Logan) and The Seven Year Itch (55, Billy Wilder) and because of his reminiscences of her since her death. In both films she is a sexual object, unaware

         of the effect she has on other people. The innocence was never really convincing or wholesome, but was set up to enable us

         all to smirk at the dumb broad. Although Axelrod did not write Let’s Make Love, Monroe has a line in it that might have been a reference to his style: “I got tired of being ignorant. I never knew what

         people were referring to.”


Axelrod was a stage manager and actor before he began writing for TV. That led to the Broadway success of his play The Seven Year Itch, and Hollywood invitations. Phffft (54, Mark Robson) was his first film, from his own story. As well as the two Monroe films, he has scripted Breakfast at Tiffany’s (61, Blake Edwards), a cool bowdlerization of Capote’s story; The Manchurian Candidate (62, John Frankenheimer), from a book written so that an idiot could film it; Paris When It Sizzles (63, Richard Quine); How to Murder Your Wife (64, Quine), an amusing use of the profession of cartoonist; he also wrote the play of Goodbye Charlie (64, Vincente Minnelli). In the mid-sixties, he started directing his own material: two sex-oriented comedies, Lord Love a Duck (66) and The Secret Life of an American Wife (68). The latter is a soulless thing made for Walter Matthau’s virtuosity. But Lord Love a Duck is his best script, helped by the inventive presence of Tuesday Weld as a blonde more sensitive than the script’s conception

         of her.


After several years of obscurity, he got another credit as writer on The Lady Vanishes (79, Anthony Page). He also cowrote The Holcroft Covenant (85, Frankenheimer) and got a story-adaptation credit on The Fourth Protocol (87, John Mackenzie).


      

      Lew Ayres (Lewis Ayer) (1908–96), b. Minneapolis, Minnesota


The moment in Advise and Consent (62, Otto Preminger) when Vice President Lew Ayres (still youthful-looking, honest, and likeable) is elevated by the death

         of Franchot Tone to the biggest opportunity is both touching and ironic—one of those barely visible barbs that Preminger liked

         to leave in his films. For Ayres’s career is sweet with youthful salad days, but bitter with public fickleness. Twice, he

         rose and fell; and still he remained decent and reasonable. It is not clear what special drive or ruthlessness he lacked or

         what led him from stardom into dreadful B pictures. But there went with it a calm that apparently enabled him to live through

         so much disappointment.


Although later events might make it seem implausible, he studied medicine at the University of Arizona. A versatile musician,

         he was spotted by Paul Bern—then at Pathé—and given a small part in The Sophomore (29, Leo McCarey). Bern moved to MGM and hired Ayres to play opposite Garbo in The Kiss (29, Jacques Feyder). On the strength of this, he was signed up by Universal to play the young soldier sickened by war in

         All Quiet on the Western Front (30, Lewis Milestone). For a few years Ayres remained at the top, only gradually undermined by his sheer boyishness: Doorway to Hell (30, Archie Mayo); Common Clay (30, Victor Fleming); East Is West (30, Tod Browning); The Iron Man (31, Browning); The Impatient Maiden (32, James Whale); Night World (32, W. S. Van Dyke); Okay America (32, Tay Garnett); and State Fair (33, Henry King). Soon after this, Universal let him go to Fox, and he found himself in B pictures. One of them, Hearts in Bondage (36) at Republic, he even directed himself. He worked with hectic energy, but hardly anything memorable survived until in

         1938 he was put with Cukor, Grant, and Hepburn in Holiday, and produced a beautiful performance. MGM retrieved him and gave him some vacuously jolly parts before launching him as Dr.

         Kildare. With Lionel Barrymore as Dr. Gillespie and Laraine Day as his sweetheart, Ayres made nine Kildare pictures in three

         years and became the idol of national hypochondria. But then he chose to display in life some of the humane feelings he was

         most admired for on-screen: he became a conscientious objector—and suffered a fierce boycott. He did not work again until

         Robert Siodmak’s The Dark Mirror (46). He was good in The Unfaithful (47, Vincent Sherman) and a doctor again for Johnny Belinda (48, Jean Negulesco). But after The Capture (49, John Sturges), New Mexico (50, Irving Reis), and No Escape (53, Charles Bennett), he retired to make a personal, religious documentary, Altars of the East. There was another interval before Prem inger recalled him to the highest office, after which he made only The Carpetbaggers (64, Edward Dmytryk); Battlestar: Galactica (79, Richard A. Colla); Letters from Frank (79, Edward Parone); Salem’s Lot (79, Tobe Hooper); Of Mice and Men (81, Reza Badiyi); Under Siege (86, Roger Young); and Cast the First Stone (89, John Korty).


   

      

      B 


      

      Hector Babenco, b. Buenos Aires, Argentina, 1946


1975: King of the Night. 1978: Lucio Flavio. 1981: Pixote. 1985: Kiss of the Spider Woman. 1987: Ironweed. 1991: At Play in the Fields of the Lord.1998: Corazón Iluminado/Foolish Heart. 2003: Carandiru. 2007: El Pasado.


      

      Babenco is an idealist, possessed of a vivid documentary eye. As such, he was an important cultural figure in Brazil in the

         seventies—Lucio Flavio was the story of a real man, a criminal, who promised to tell stories about death squads run by the police. The film was

         hugely controversial, and Babenco’s life was threatened. Pixote was a gruesome study of the homeless children in Brazil, much of it improvised from research Babenco had done with authentic

         street children. Pixote is like de Sica cut with Céline, and it is all the tougher to watch in that there seems so little scope for optimism left.


This achievement led Babenco beyond his natural range—I suggest. Kiss of the Spider Woman won great acclaim. It played on the international art-house circuit, and William Hurt’s faded-flower performance won an Oscar.

         But Spider Woman is not really true to Manuel Puig, and it introduces a fatal strain of melodrama. For, in truth, Babenco is not a sophisticated

         storyteller. Similarly, given William Kennedy’s Ironweed, he went for exactly the wrong starry cast and blurred the implacable firmness in Kennedy’s book. The reality was gone, replaced

         by so much fussy, earnest attempt. At Play in the Fields of the Lord was all the more misguided, ponderously long, and placid in its human story.


So where does an Argentinian director go? Babenco’s parents were Russian and Polish Jews. He traveled for much of the sixties,

         and went to Brazil originally as a visitor. Clearly, he was never “at home” doing American films, and he is not likely to

         get more offers from there. Can he go back to Brazil? Can he be Brazilian? Or is he at risk of being a wandering, universal

         poet of the outcast?


      

      Lauren Bacall (Betty Joan Perske), b. New York, 1924


Her parents divorced when she was six years old and she was raised by her German-Rumanian mother. She was educated at the

         Julia Richman High School and studied dancing for thirteen years. While still at school, she modeled and played truant to

         watch Bette Davis films. She was briefly at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts, and in 1942 made her Broadway debut in

         January 2 × 4. That and her next play were flops, and it was only when she appeared on the cover of Harper’s Bazaar in March 1943 that Howard Hawks’s wife recommended her to Hawks. He put her under a seven-year contract, perhaps showed her

         Ann Sheridan in Torrid Zone, and cast her opposite Humphrey Bogart in To Have and Have Not (44). Her Slim in that picture (named after Mrs. Hawks) was an outrageous reversal of the meek ingenue, instructing the master

         in whistling and watching everyone as if she had been up all night writing the script. Only nineteen years old, she stole

         that film, turned it from an adventure to a love story and captivated Bogart. Warners called her “The Look” and she was a

         publicity phenomenon for a season. Warners worked her hard:Confidential Agent (45, Herman Shumlin); magnificent again in set pieces with her new husband, Bogart, in The Big Sleep (46, Hawks);Dark Passage (47, Delmer Daves); Key Largo (48, John Huston);Young Man With a Horn (50, Michael Curtiz); and Bright Leaf (50, Curtiz). Hawks had sold his interest in her to Warners, and she was constantly in trouble, being suspended twelve times

         for refusing parts. But she made How to Marry a Millionaire (53, Jean Negulesco) and Blood Alley (55, William Wellman). At last she bought her freedom and enjoyed better parts in Minnelli’s The Cobweb (56), Sirk’s Written on the Wind (56), and Minnelli’s Designing Woman (57) without ever rekindling her earlier uniqueness. Indeed, the Sirk movie gave the straight role to her and the flashy

         one to Dorothy Malone, a cute sideshow only in The Big Sleep. After Bogart died, she seemed disenchanted with Hollywood. In 1961, she married Jason Robards Jr. (divorced in 1969) and

         made Shock Treatment (64, Denis Sanders), Sex and the Single Girl (64, Richard Quine), and Harper (66, Jack Smight). Meanwhile, in 1959 she returned to Broadway in Goodbye Charlie and achieved great success in 1965 in Cactus Flower and then, in 1970, in Applause (a musical version of All About Eve, in which she took the Bette Davis part). Murder on the Orient Express (74, Sidney Lumet) was her first film in eight years.


Perhaps she needed Bogart and Hawks and the remarkable combination of youth and dryness she shows in her two films with them.

         If so, two films are enough. She did make an honest landlady in The Shootist (76, Don Siegel), grim and proper but understanding the pains of heroic men.


After that, her career proceeded without evident explanation: on TV in Perfect Gentleman (78, Jackie Cooper); Health (79, Robert Altman); as a Broadway star pursued by an admirer in the lack-luster The Fan (81, Edward Bianchi); playing Sweet Bird of Youth in London onstage—directed by Harold Pinter; Appointment with Death (88, Michael Winner); Mr. North (88, Danny Huston); in a version of the Marie Dressler role in the TV Dinner at Eight (90, Ron Lagomarsino); as James Caan’s agent in Misery (90, Rob Reiner); All I Want for Christmas (91, Robert Lieberman); and The Portrait (93, Arthur Penn) for TV.


The saddest aspect of her longevity is her haughtiness, her rather hollow grandeur—it is just the pomp that her Slim would

         have deflated. She has been in A Foreign Field (93, Charles Sturridge);The Parallax Garden (93, David Trainer); Ready to Wear (94, Altman);From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler (95, Marian Cole). She got a real movie and the mother’s role in The Mirror Has Two Faces (96, Barbra Streisand). She was not good in it, but she was nominated, and she proved she couldn’t act in the moment when

         she tried to pretend she didn’t care about losing. Le Jour et la Nuit (97, Bernard-Henri Levy); the old lady in Too Rich: The Secret Life of Doris Duke (99, John Erman);Diamonds (99, John Mallory Asher);The Venice Project (99, Robert Dornhelm);Presence of Mind (99, Antonio Aloy).


Enough? No. How about Ma Ginger in Dogville (03, Lars von Trier); her stern matriarch in Birth (04, Jonathan Glazer); a voice in Howl’s Moving Castle (04, Hayao Miyazaki); Manderlay (05, von Trier); The Walker (07, Paul Schrader)?


Enough now? In 2009, at last, she won an honorary Oscar, and they gave it to her on a Sunday in November. No class!


      

      Kevin Bacon, b. Philadelphia, 1958


While there was never any malice in the media game “Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon,” it did have a quiet hint that his ubiquity

         in film was not exactly significant or valuable. Wasn’t it more the case that everyone “knew” him, even if they couldn’t quite

         place him? That mood has passed. In the last few years, Kevin Bacon has been too good too often to be taken for granted. He

         may become just a fine supporting actor, but he’s more than the emblem of faceless team play. He has also directed two films

         —Losing Chase (1996)—about the relationship between a disturbed woman and the younger woman who looks after her children, which starred

         Helen Mirren and Bacon’s wife, Kyra Sedgwick; and Loverboy (04).


He began on stage and won a place in movies as one of the gang: National Lampoon’s Animal House (78, John Landis); Starting Over (79, Alan J. Pakula); Hero at Large (80, Martin Davidson); Friday the 13th (80, Sean Cunningham); Only When I Laugh (81, Glenn Jordan). Like everyone else, he benefited from the chance offered in Diner (82, Barry Levinson), and after Forty Deuce (82, Paul Morrissey), he got the lead in a hot movie —Footloose (84, Herbert Ross)—in which he led the young ensemble cast and danced well enough.


After that, he was in Enormous Changes at the Last Minute (83, Mirra Bank);Quicksilver (86, Tom Donnelly), about bike messengers;White Water Summer (87, Jeff Bleckner);End of the Line (87, Jay Russell);Planes, Trains & Automobiles (87, John Hughes); as the young filmmaker in The Big Picture (89, Christopher Guest); a psychopath in Criminal Law (89, Martin Campbell);Tremors (90, Ron Underwood); a student still in Flatliners (90, Joel Schumacher); the lead in Queens Logic (91, Steve Rash); with Kyra Sedgwick in Pyrates (91, Noah Stern);He Said, She Said (91, Ken Kwapis); excellent as a gay pickup in JFK (91, Oliver Stone);A Few Good Men (92, Rob Reiner);The Air Up There (94, Paul M. Glaser); an effective villain in The River Wild (94, Curtis Hanson); an astronaut in Apollo 13 (95, Ron Howard). He was very good as the deranged convict in Murder in the First (95, Marc Rocco); creepy as the child abuser in Sleepers (96, Levinson); with Jennifer Aniston in Picture Perfect (97, Glenn Gordon Caron); wonderful in Telling Lies in America (97, Guy Ferland); nicely cool in Wild Things (98, John McNaughton); and the lead in Stir of Echoes (99, David Koepp). He was good in My Dog Skip (00, Jay Russell), and rather nasty in Hollow Man (00, Paul Verhoeven). He was uncredited in Novocaine (01, David Atkins);Trapped (02, Luis Mandoki); uncredited and frightening in In the Cut (03, Jane Campion); and outstanding in Mystic River (03, Clint Eastwood).


Bacon has only built on his reputation for bold choices—especially in the way of dark character studies in material many actors

         would shun: as the released child molester in The Woodsman (04, Nicole Kassell); directing his wife in Loverboy (05); Beauty Shop (05, Bille Woodruff); Where the Truth Lies (05, Atom Egoyan); Death Sentence (07, James Wan), as a man whose life disintegrates; Rails & Ties (07, Alison Eastwood); The Air I Breathe (08, Jieho Lee); as the loyal aide in Frost/Nixon (08, Howard); My One and Only (09, Richard Loncraine).


      

      Lloyd Bacon (1890–1955), b. San Jose, California


1926: Finger Prints; Private Izzy Murphy; Broken Hearts of Hollywood. 1927: The Heart of Maryland; White Flannels; A Sailor’s Sweetheart; Brass Knuckles. 1928: Pay As You Enter; The Lion and the Mouse; Women They Talk About; The Singing Fool. 1929: Stark Mad; No Defense; Honky Tonk; Say It With Songs; So Long, Letty.1930: She Couldn’t Say No; The Other Tomorrow; A Notorious Affair; Moby Dick; Office Wife.1931: Sit Tight; Kept Husbands; Fifty Million Frenchmen; Gold Dust Gertie; Honor of the Family. 1932: Fireman, Save My Child; Manhattan Parade; Famous Ferguson Case; Miss Pinkerton; You Said a Mouthful; Crooner; Alias the Doctor.1933: Picture Snatcher; Mary Stevens M.D.; 42nd Street; Footlight Parade; Son of a Sailor. 1934: Wonder Bar; A Very Honorable Guy; Six-Day Bike Rider; He Was Her Man; Here Comes the Navy. 1935: Devil Dogs of the Air; In Caliente; Frisco Kid; The Irish in Us; Broadway Gondolier. 1936: Cain and Mabel; Gold Diggers of 1937; Sons o’Guns. 1937: San Quentin; Marked Woman; Submarine D-1; Ever Since Eve. 1938: A Slight Case of Murder; Cowboy from Brooklyn; Boy Meets Girl; Racket Busters. 1939: Wings of the Navy; Indianapolis Speedway; Espionage Agent; Invisible Stripes; The Oklahoma Kid; A Child Is Born. 1940: Three Cheers for the Irish; Brother Orchid; Knute Rockne—All American.1941: Honeymoon for Three; Footsteps in the Dark; Affectionately Yours; Navy Blues. 1942: Larceny Inc.; Wings for the Eagle; Silver Queen.1943: Action in the North Atlantic. 1944: Sunday Dinner for a Soldier; The Sullivans. 1945: Captain Eddie. 1946: Wake Up and Dream; Home Sweet Homicide. 1947: I Wonder Who’s Kissing Her Now. 1948: You Were Meant for Me; Give My Regards to Broadway; An Innocent Affair/Don’t Trust Your Husband. 1949: Mother Is a Freshman; It Happens Every Spring; Miss Grant Takes Richmond. 1950: The Good Humor Man; The Fuller Brush Girl/Affairs of Sally; Kill the Umpire. 1951: Call Me Mister; The Frogmen; Golden Girl. 1953: She Had to Say Yes; Walking My Baby Back Home; The French Line; The I Don’t Care Girl. 1954: She Couldn’t Say No.


      

      Bacon was a stage actor who worked with Chaplin and became a director of shorts with Sennett in 1921. That led him into a

         seventeen-year spell as director at Warners before, in 1944, he moved on to Fox. It is not a career of special character,

         but through his long period at Warners he was associated with several notable musicals: Jolson in The Singing Fool; the classic backstage setting of 42nd Street and Footlight Parade, which have a special tough sentiment and a clutch of good performances; and Gold Diggers of 1937, which has some of Busby Berkeley’s most floral dance patterns. Marked Woman is a good story of attempts to break prostitution racketeering, with Bette Davis as the informer and Bogart as the prosecutor.

         He also handled that unlikely Western, The Oklahoma Kid, in which Bogart and Cagney make very implausible hoods in ten-gallon hats, and two of Edward G. Robinson’s comedy thrillers:

         A Slight Case of Murder and Brother Orchid. His Fox years are much duller, but his last three films were made at RKO, and The French Line has Jane Russell in her bath and in some startlingly explicit songs.


      

      Carroll Baker, b. Johnstown, Pennsylvania, 1931


A splendidly vulgar creature, capable of a specially daft sexiness. She was a nightclub dancer and a pupil at the Actors’

         Studio—a mixture that has never deserted her. She had a tiny part in Easy to Love (53, Charles Walters) but came to real notice brilliantly served by Tennessee Williams, Elia Kazan, Karl Malden, and Eli

         Wallach so that she seemed genuinely overripe and heedlessly erotic, in Baby Doll (56)—sucking her thumb as if vaguely mindful of the sucked toe in Buñuel’s L’Age d’Or. In the same year, she was reassessed by George Stevens as a dull little blonde in Giant. The Big Country (58, William Wyler) had her pouting throughout, while The Miracle (59, Irving Rapper) was fatuous. She strove in the next few years to dignify her blonde voluptuousness, sometimes taking

         it to a point of exaggeration. She is terribly serious in Something Wild (62, directed by her then husband Jack Garfein); but perfectly exploited by Seth Holt as the disruptive element at Station Six Sahara (63). Her finest hour came for Joseph Levine in a prurient series that caught her flamboyant earnestness: The Carpetbaggers (64, Edward Dmytryk); Harlow (65, Gordon Douglas); and Sylvia (65, Douglas). Since then, she has been unobtrusive in Cheyenne Autumn (64, John Ford), as Veronica in The Greatest Story Ever Told (65, Stevens), in Mister Moses (65, Ronald Neame); and otherwise given up to lurid concoctions, two of which claim to be called The Sweet Body of Deborah (68, Romolo Guerrieri) and Orgasmo (68, Umberto Lenzi). She was also in Captain Apache (71, Alexander Singer); a witch in Baba Yaga (73, Corrado Farina); The Virgin Wife (76, Franco Martinelli); Andy Warhol’s Bad (76, Jed Johnson); Confessions of a Frustrated Housewife (76, Andrea Bianchi); Zerschossene Traume (77, Peter Petzak); The Watcher in the Woods (81, John Hough); Red Monarch (83, Jack Gold); the mama to Bud Cort’s Freud in The Secret Diary of Sigmund Freud (83, Danford B. Greene); the mom to Dorothy Stratten in Star 80 (83, Bob Fosse); Hitler’s S.S.: Portrait in Evil (85, Jim Goddard); Native Son (86, Jerrold Freedman); On Fire (87, Robert Greenwald); as Jack Nicholson’s wife in Ironweed (87, Hector Babenco); Kindergarten Cop (90, Ivan Reitman); and Blonde Fist (91, Frank Clarke).


Most of her work nowadays is obscure, or for television, but she has been in Judgment Day: The John List Story (93, Bobby Roth); Men Don’t Tell (93, Harry Winer); A Kiss to Die For (93, Leon Ichaso); Gipsy Angel (94, Al Fata); Im Sog des Bözen (95, Nikolai Mullerschon); Dalva (96, Ken Cameron); North Shore Fish (96, Steve Zuckerman); Just Your Luck (96, Gary Auerbach); Skeletons (96, David DeCoteau); The Game (97, David Fincher); Heart Full of Rain (97, Roger Young); Rag and Bone (97, Robert Lieberman); Nowhere to Go (98, John Caire); Another Woman’s Husband (00, Noel Nosseck).


      

      Rick (Richard A.) Baker, b. Binghamton, New York, 1950


Once upon a time in the movies, makeup was apparently the province of the Westmore family: how George Westmore, a British

         barber and wigmaker, came to America, began doing makeup at Metro in 1917, and passed on the secrets of the trade to six

         sons—Monte, Perc, Ern, Wally, Bud, and Frank. Makeup in that era could go to wild extremes: it took Jekyll into Hyde, and

         so on; it was the treasury of an actor like Lon Chaney, supposedly collected together in one small case; and it was the application

         of cosmetics that made anyone and everyone look better (God save us, there is still in most of our minds a simple but unshakeable

         equation of smooth, handsome looks with virtue).


Rick Baker is the master craftsman of a following generation, yet even now stands like a primitive, his brushes and masks

         redundant as electronics simply adds a scar, a dimple, or a third eye to this face. Frequently in his very busy career, Baker

         has been credited as doing not just makeup, but “special effects.” Equally, he has often enjoyed dressing up in monkey suits

         and acting in films—an activity that must be near its last days.


He was in pictures by the early seventies, working as an assistant to makeup artist Dick Smith. But then he went free-lance

         and began to accumulate fascinating credits: aging Cicely Tyson in The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman (74, John Korty); It’s Alive (74, Larry Cohen); King Kong (76, John Guillermin), where he also played Kong in some scenes, inserting himself in the ape suit he had made; Star Wars (77, George Lucas), where he played a couple of characters; The Incredible Melting Man (78, William Sachs); The Fury (78, Brian De Palma), with alarming skin eruptions; The Howling (80, Joe Dante); The Incredible Shrinking Woman (81, Joel Schumacher).


It was for his work on An American Werewolf in London (81, John Landis) that Baker won the first-ever Oscar for makeup (though honorary Oscars had gone to William Tuttle for 7 Faces of Dr. Lao, in 1964, and John Chambers for Planet of the Apes, in 1968). Baker carried on with Video-drome (83, David Cronenberg); work on the Michael Jackson music video “Thriller” (83), where he also played a zombie; Greystoke: The Legend of Tarzan, Lord of the Apes (84, Hugh Hudson); Ratboy (86, Sondra Locke); Harry and the Hendersons (87, William Dear); Coming to America (88, Landis); Gorillas in the Mist (88, Michael Apted); The Rocketeer (91, Joe Johnston); Ed Wood (94, Tim Burton), where he did the Bela Lugosi makeup; Wolf (94, Mike Nichols); Batman Forever (95, Schumacher); The Nutty Professor (96, Tom Shadyac)—where extraordinary electronic enlarging effects set in.


He did The Frighteners (96, Peter Jackson); Escape from L.A. (96, John Carpenter); Men in Black (97, Barry Sonnenfeld); Critical Care (97, Sidney Lumet); Mighty Joe Young (98, Ron Underwood); Life (99, Ted Demme); The Nutty Professor II: The Klumps (00, Peter Segal); How the Grinch Stole Christmas (00, Ron Howard), on which he shared in a second Oscar; Planet of the Apes (01, Burton); Men in Black II (02, Sonnenfeld); The Ring (02, Gore Verbinski); Hellboy (04, Guillermo del Toro); X-Men: The Last Stand (06, Brett Ratner); Tropic Thunder (08, Ben Stiller); The Wolfman (10, Joe Johnston).


      

      Sir Stanley Baker (1927–76), b. Rhondda, Wales


Until the early 1960s, Baker was the only male lead in the British cinema who managed to suggest contemptuousness, aggression,

         and the working class. He is the first hint of proletarian male vigor against the grain of Leslie Howard, James Mason, Stewart

         Granger, John Mills, Dirk Bogarde, and the theatrical knights. Which is not to disparage these players, but to say that Baker

         was a welcome novelty, that he is one of Britain’s most important screen actors, and that he has not yet been equaled—not

         even by Michael Caine. Baker was for years typed as ugly, boorish, indelicate: Undercover (43, Sergei Nolbandov); All Over the Town (48, Derek Twist); Captain Horatio Hornblower (51, Raoul Walsh); Whispering Smith Hits London (52, Francis Searle); The Cruel Sea (53, Charles Frend); The Red Beret (53, Terence Young); Hell Below Zero (54, Mark Robson); Knights of the Round Table (54, Richard Thorpe); and The Good Die Young (54, Lewis Gilbert). It was notable that his glowering hostility won him parts in American films—Beautiful Stranger (53, David Miller); Alexander the Great (55, Robert Rossen); and Helen of Troy (55, Robert Wise)—but in Britain he remained a heavy: as the upstart Welshman Henry Tudor in Richard III (55, Laurence Olivier) and in Campbell’s Kingdom (57, Ralph Thomas). The turning point came through Cy Endfield who directed Baker in three surprisingly American films set

         in moderately plausible British settings: Child in the Home (56); Hell Drivers (57)—about lorry drivers; and Sea Fury (58). Baker appeared as a credible Gestapo man in The Angry Hills (59, Robert Aldrich) and then fell in with Joseph Losey who capitalized on his growing power: first as the police inspector

         with a cold in Blind Date (59); next as Bannion, the doomed hero in The Criminal (60); and then as Tyvian, the fraud besotted with Eve (62). His Bannion captured all the rough strength of his early work and is one of Losey’s subtlest heroes. As for Tyvian—a

         Welshman—Baker lost nothing of the man’s maudlin self-loathing and showed that a utility-style actor was quite capable of

         the baroque.


As soon as he was established, Baker branched into production. Acting now seemed a secondary interest and he did not take

         enough time choosing his parts: The Guns of Navarone (61, J. Lee Thompson); Sodom and Gomorrah (62, Aldrich); A Prize of Arms (62, Cliff Owen); In the French Style (63, Robert Parrish); Accident (66, Losey); La Ragazza con la Pistola (67, Mario Monicelli); Where’s Jack? (68, James Clavell); The Games (69, Michael Winner); and The Last Grenade (69, Gordon Flemyng).


He had produced, with great success: Zulu (64, Endfield), about Welsh soldiers in South Africa; Sands of the Kalahari (65, Endfield); Robbery (67, Peter Yates)—a rather coy version of the Great Train Robbery; and Perfect Friday (70, Peter Hall). Acting in all four, his thoughts had seemed fixed on the papers in his office.


      

      Sir Michael Balcon (1896–1977), b. Birmingham, England


Against the spectacular setting of Alexander Korda’s attempt to make the British film industry a dashing, lightweight Hollywood,

         Michael Balcon cultivated a “little-England” production unit. He extolled aspects of Englishness that the En -glish themselves

         would enjoy recognizing: both the Hitchcock thrillers and the Ealing comedies derive from a fantasy England of village seclusion,

         benign eccentrics, cockney spunk, official pomposity, pretty girls, and brisk young men. Although the feeling for cruelty

         in The Man Who Knew Too Much (34, Hitchcock) and for the macabre in The Ladykillers (55, Alexander Mackendrick) clearly derive from their directors, Balcon’s cheerful endorsement of a conservative but independent

         England—just as capable of nurturing lurid antistate plots as schemes to preserve railway engines—is as consistent and entertaining

         as it is erroneous. His provincialism—Passport to Pimlico (49), Whisky Galore (49)—is idyllic and escapist. His England is the one that liberals liked to concentrate on during the 1930s until the Depression

         seeped away. Engaging silliness is the abiding theme and ideal of these films, but all credit goes to Balcon for picking directors

         who were able and free to lead his own good nature into rather harsher territory. In the best sense, Balcon was a general

         manager of modest, thriving companies, a man who took pleasure in blending prickly talents, and the chief sponsor of Robert

         Hamer and Harry Watt.


He had had a spell in the rubber industry as a manager before he set up Victory, a film distribution company, with Victor

         Saville. They soon went into production and, with Graham Cutts, Balcon formed Gainsborough Pictures. He had charge there through

         the 1930s, furnishing films for Gaumont British. But from 1938, allowing for the making of war-service documentaries, he

         was head of Ealing Studios, producing films for Rank. He stayed there until 1959 and then formed his own company, which led

         to his unproductive chairmanship of Bryanston and British Lion. By 1960, his England was almost faded away and often the target

         for recrimination. In addition, his paternal notions of small, efficient studios had been undermined by the decay of the industry.


His long career included the producer’s role on the following: Woman to Woman (22, Graham Cutts), with script and art direction by Hitchcock; The White Shadow (23, Cutts), Hitchcock doing art direction and editing; The Passionate Adventure (24, Cutts); The Blackguard (25, Cutts); The Prude’s Fall (25, Cutts); The Pleasure Garden (25, Hitchcock); The Mountain Eagle (26, Hitchcock); The Lodger (26, Hitchcock)—subtitled “A Story of the London Fog”; Downhill (27, Hitchcock); Easy Virtue (27, Hitchcock); The Good Companions (33, Saville); I Was a Spy (33, Saville); Man of Aran (34, Robert Flaherty), which he persuaded Gaumont British to finance; Little Friend (34, Berthold Viertel); The Thirty-nine Steps (35, Hitchcock); The Secret Agent (36, Hitchcock); Sabotage (36, Hitchcock); Tudor Rose (36, Robert Stevenson); A Yank at Oxford (38, Jack Conway), made during a short spell at MGM; The Ware Case (39, Stevenson); The Big Blockade (41, Charles Frend); Went the Day Well? (42, Alberto Cavalcanti); Next of Kin (42, Thorold Dickinson); Nine Men (43, Harry Watt); San Demetrio, London (43, Frend); The Bells Go Down (43, Basil Dearden’s first film); Champagne Charlie (44, Cavalcanti); Painted Boats (45, Charles Crichton); the ambitious Dead of Night (45, Cavalcanti, Crichton, Dearden, Robert Hamer); Pink String and Sealing Wax (45, Hamer); The Captive Heart (46, Dearden), based on an idea from Balcon’s wife; The Overlanders (46, Watt); Nicholas Nickleby (47, Cavalcanti); Frieda (47, Dearden); It Always Rains on Sunday (48, Hamer); Against the Wind (48, Crichton); Scott of the Antarctic (48, Frend); Kind Hearts and Coronets (49, Hamer); Passport to Pimlico (49, Henry Cornelius); Whisky Galore (49, Mackendrick); Eureka Stockade (49, Watt); The Blue Lamp (50, Dearden); The Man in the White Suit (51, Mackendrick); The Lavender Hill Mob (51, Crichton); Where No Vultures Fly (51, Watt); Secret People (52, Dickinson); Mandy (52, Mackendrick); The Cruel Sea (53, Frend); The Long Arm (56, Frend); Man in the Sky (56, Crichton); Nowhere to Go (58, Seth Holt); and The Scapegoat (59, Hamer).


      

      Alec Baldwin, b. Amityville, New York, 1958


For years, American movies acted as if Alec Baldwin were a proper lead player. To these eyes he was rarely convincing, or

         even comfortable. Think of the name—Alec Baldwin! It doesn’t even sound American! It ought to go with a sturdy soccer center

         forward from the 1950s. But the movies insist that he’s romantic and adventurous… . Is it all a cunning game to drive me mad?


Consider his Doc McCoy in the pallid remake of The Getaway (94, Roger Donaldson), less nasty than the Peckinpah version, which was already a tame account of the Jim Thompson novel.

         Baldwin is so much less resonant than Steve McQueen, no matter that his real wife, Kim Basinger, makes a splendid tramp (much

         better than the slumming model, Ali MacGraw). Baldwin never really seems jealous, in danger, or tired—qualities that grooved

         in McQueen’s mean blue eyes. (In McQueen’s version, Baldwin would have been cast as the guy who steals the bag—or would have

         been, if Richard Bright hadn’t done it so well.)


Yet Baldwin is evidently smart—I wonder if he isn’t better suited to comedy? Being tough all the time can be so stultifying.

         He was Joshua Rush for a season on Knot’s Landing (84–85). He did some good theatre, including the role Gary Oldman originated in Serious Money, and Prelude to a Kiss. However, he managed to be no more than a party boy as Stanley Kowalski in the 1992 revival of A Streetcar Named Desire.


He made Sweet Revenge (84, David Greene); and Love on the Run (85, Gus Trikonis) for TV; and played Colonel Travis in the TV miniseries The Alamo: 13 Days to Glory (87, Burt Kennedy); Forever, Lulu (87, Amos Kollek); Beetlejuice (88, Tim Burton); very funny in Married to the Mob (88, Jonathan Demme) as the offed husband; She’s Having a Baby (88, John Hughes); as the boyfriend in Working Girl (88, Mike Nichols); Talk Radio (88, Oliver Stone); Great Balls of Fire! (89, Jim McBride); and Alice (90, Woody Allen).


He got a lead role in The Hunt for Red October (90, John McTiernan), and he was frightening and comic as the psychopath in Miami Blues (90, George Armitage)—he seemed so much more alert when wicked. The Marrying Man (91, Jerry Rees) was his first pairing with Basinger, and the chemistry was palpable and funny. Since then, he was with Meg Ryan in the movie of Prelude to a Kiss (92, Norman René), briefly nasty in Glengarry Glen Ross (92, James Foley), devilishly superior in Malice (93, Harold Becker); and as The Shadow (94, Russell Mulcahy).


An intriguing desperation seemed to overtake Baldwin in the next years. His marriage to Kim Basinger ended; the quality of

         his films slipped. Yet he made more noise—in semi-political statements, in “appearances” and in something like effrontery.

         And he had taken on bulk, age, and the idea of being a supporting player. He was in A Streetcar Named Desire opposite Jessica Lange (95, Glenn Jordan); The Juror (96, Brian Gibson); Heaven’s Prisoners (96, Phil Joanou); Looking for Richard (96, Al Pacino); Ghosts of Mississippi (96, Rob Reiner); The Edge (97, Lee Tamahori); Mercury Rising (98, Becker); The Confession (99, David Hugh Jones); Thick as Thieves (99, Scott Sanders); uncredited as the movie-star boyfriend (hiss!) in Notting Hill (99, Roger Michell); Scout’s Honor (99, Neil Leifer); Outside Providence (99, Michael Corrente).


He was Justice Robert Jackson in the TV miniseries Nuremberg (00, Yves Simoneau); State and Main (00, David Mamet); Speak Truth to Power (00, Marc Levin); The Acting Class (00, Jill Hennessy and Elizabeth Holder); as Jimmy Doolittle in Pearl Harbor (01, Michael Bay); The Royal Tenenbaums (01, Wes Anderson).


He acted in and directed a version of The Devil and Daniel Webster (02); as Robert McNamara in Path to War (02, John Frankenheimer);Second Nature (02, Ben Bolt); nominated for The Cooler (03, Wayne Kramer);The Cat in the Hat (03, Bo Welch);Along Came Polly (04, John Hamburg); The Aviator (04, Martin Scorsese); Elizabethtown (05, Cameron Crowe); Fun with Dick and Jane (05, Dean Parisot);Mini’s First Time (06, Nick Guthe);The Departed (06, Martin Scorsese);Running with Scissors (06, Ryan Murphy);The Good Shepherd (06, Robert DeNiro); Brooklyn Rules (07, Michael Corrente). But everything paled beside his role on TV in 30 Rock —it returned fame and confidence and gave him a couple of Emmys.


      

      Christian Bale, b. Haverfordwest, Wales, 1974


These days, doing Bruce Wayne and John Connor, Christian Bale is an essential figure in digital epic. But the idea that propels

         this book cherishes him for another reason—for the harrowing, exhilarating urchin Jim Graham, the dodger of Japanese internment

         camps, and one of the greatest performances ever delivered by a child (he was thirteen when the film opened) in Empire of the Sun (87, Steven Spielberg), which is still its director’s best work. When Jim confronts the sky, the planes, and the ultimate

         horror of the camps and remains a boy at ruined play, we are in a world that makes up for the soppy aspirations of E.T.


Bale had worked before Empire of the Sun—he was in Anastasia: The Mystery of Anna (86, Marvin J. Chomsky) and Mio min Mio (87, Vladimir Grammatikov). He was a boy in Henry V (89, Kenneth Branagh); Jim Hawkins to Charlton Heston’s Silver in Treasure Island (90, Fraser Clarke Heston); A Murder of Quality (91, Gavin Millar); Newsies (92, Kenny Ortega); Swing Kids (93, Thomas Carter); Prince of Jutland (94, Gabriel Axel). As a young adult, he was in Little Women (94, Gillian Armstrong); The Portrait of a Lady (96, Jane Campion); blown up in The Secret Agent (96, Christopher Hampton);Metroland (97, Philip Saville);Velvet Goldmine (98, Todd Haynes);All the Little Animals (98, Jeremy Thomas); Demetrius in A Midsummer Night’s Dream (99, Michael Hoffman); and Jesus in Mary, Mother of Jesus (99, Kevin Conner).


That was not quite what one might have predicted, or hoped, after Empire of the Sun, but then Bale delivered a really compelling performance as American Psycho (00, Mary Harron), where he was like Schrader’s American Gigolo with iced poison in his blood. He was a villain in Shaft (00, John Singleton); Captain Corelli’s Mandolin (01, John Madden); Laurel Canyon (02, Lisa Cholodenko); Reign of Fire (02, Rob Bowman); Equilibrium (02, Kurt Wimmer); wasting away in The Machinist (04, Brad Anderson).


That seemed to establish his futuristic stare: so he was ready for Batman Begins (05, Christopher Nolan), which uses his melancholy very well. He then did Harsh Times (05, David Ayer); The New World (05, Terrence Malick); Dieter in Rescue Dawn (06, Werner Herzog); and The Prestige (06, Nolan). He worked hard to feel like a westerner in 3:10 to Yuma (07, James Mangold); Batman again in The Dark Knight (08, Nolan); and Terminator Salvation (09, McG). He then played Melvin Purvis, opposite Johnny Depp, in Public Enemies (09, Michael Mann).


      

      Lucille Ball (1911–89), b. Jamestown, New York


Even a half-thorough life of Lucille Ball would hold an important place in the history of the cinema. No one so completely

         outflanked the industry; certainly no woman has been as successful. For two decades, it is likely that most of us saw more

         of Lucille Ball than of any other actor or actress. Time well spent, it should be said, for she was a brilliant comedienne,

         endlessly resourceful and appealing in situation comedy, unsurpassed in the timing of visual disaster jokes, the best impersonator

         of Charlie Chaplin, and one of the few to maintain the hectic ballet of 1930s screwball comedy.


In her teens, she toured in Rio Rita and became a model. She was a Goldwyn Girl in her first film, Roman Scandals (33, Frank Tuttle), and she had a number of small parts at Columbia before RKO put her in Roberta (35, William A. Seiter) and gave her a contract. She was rather in the shadow of Ginger Rogers, even if events proved her

         to be the more versatile performer. But she gradually worked up to lead status with I Dream Too Much (35, John Cromwell); Follow the Fleet (36, Mark Sandrich); Stage Door (37, Gregory La Cava); The Joy of Living (38, Tay Garnett); Having Wonderful Time (38, Alfred Santell); Room Service (38, Seiter); Next Time I Marry (38, Garson Kanin); Five Came Back (39, John Farrow); and That’s Right, You’re Wrong (40, David Butler). At about this time, Orson Welles considered using her in his first movie project but was overruled by

         RKO. Instead they wanted her in a series of comedies and cheap musicals—Dance, Girl, Dance (40, Dorothy Arzner); Look Who’s Laughing (41, Allan Dwan); and Seven Days’ Leave (42, Tim Whelan)—so that she made only one other worthwhile film at the studio: The Big Street (42, Irving Reis), with Henry Fonda. Her performance in that film, as a selfish cripple, only makes one regret the few real

         dramatic opportunities she was given. MGM signed her and starred her in Du Barry Was a Lady (43, Roy del Ruth). They talked about making her a major star, but she never managed that transition on the large screen

         and her relations with MGM were bad: Best Foot Forward (43, Edward Buzzell); Thousands Cheer (43, George Sidney); Meet the People (44); Without Love (45, Harold S. Bucquet); Ziegfeld Follies (46, Vincente Minnelli); Easy to Wed (46, Buzzell); and Two Smart People (46, Jules Dassin). She was free-lance now: The Dark Corner (46, Henry Hathaway); Lured (47, Douglas Sirk); Her Husband’s Affairs (47, S. Sylvan Simon); Sorrowful Jones (49, Sidney Lanfield), her first film with Bob Hope; and Easy Living (49, Jacques Tourneur). She signed a three-picture deal with Columbia and made Miss Grant Takes Richmond (49, Lloyd Bacon) and The Fuller Brush Girl (50, Bacon). After Fancy Pants (50, George Marshall), with Hope again, she had to make The Magic Carpet (51) to complete her obligation to Columbia. Then pregnancy forced her out of The Greatest Show on Earth in favor of Gloria Grahame.


This was the turning point. In 1951, she had started the TV show I Love Lucy with her husband, Desi Arnaz. A few years later, their company, Desilu, purchased RKO and turned it over to TV work. Remarkably,

         after divorce, Lucille Ball bought out Arnaz and continued as a star of the medium with The Lucy Show and Here’s Lucy. As well as an energetic performer, she was the majority shareholder of Desilu and executive president, selling only in 1968

         to Gulf and Western for $17 million. Films took the second place that they persistently applied to her: The Long, Long Trailer (54, Minnelli); Forever Darling (56, Alexander Hall); The Facts of Life (60, Melvin Frank)—with Hope, as was Critic’s Choice (63, Don Weis); and Yours, Mine and Ours (68, Melville Shavelson). In 1974, she made Mame (Gene Saks), and then in 1985, her last film, Stone Pillow (George Schaefer), trying to be a homeless person.


      

      Anne Bancroft (Anna Maria Luisa Italiano), (1931–2005), b. Bronx, New York


The daughter of Italian immigrants and educated at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts and the Actors’ Studio, she worked

         in TV before going to Hollywood in 1952. Although she was not happy with this first film career, her early work is quirky

         and eye-catching: Don’t Bother to Knock (52, Roy Baker); Treasure of the Golden Condor (53) and Demetrius and the Gladiators (54), both for Delmer Daves; Gorilla at Large (54, Harmon Jones); Fregonese’s The Raid (54); Russell Rouse’s New York Confidential (55); blonde in The Last Frontier (55), one of the few striking female performances in Anthony Mann’s work; Nightfall (56, Jacques Tourneur); Walk the Proud Land (56); The Girl in Black Stockings (57, Howard W. Koch); and Allan Dwan’s The Restless Breed (57). She went back to New York and made her stage debut, creating the leading parts in Two For the Seesaw and The Miracle Worker. It was Arthur Penn’s film of the latter (1962) that brought her back to movies and to a working of raw emotion, torn between

         independence and her bond with Helen Keller, great enough to justify the dissatisfaction with her early films. The Oscar for

         that part was irrelevant to its frightening complexity. As well as nursing the performance of Patty Duke, she so dramatized

         the struggle between liberty and discipline that she probably helped reveal Penn’s own talent to himself. She was again excellent

         as the agonized wife in Jack Clayton’s The Pumpkin Eater (64); reminiscent of Robert Mitchum as the realist in Ford’s Seven Women (66); as the attempted suicide in Pollack’s The Slender Thread (66); and so wearily curt as Mrs. Robinson in The Graduate (68, Mike Nichols) as to throw the film off balance. She plainly needed large parts and demanding directors, for as the mother

         of Young Winston (72, Richard Attenborough) she got away with dutiful gestures, but she may think more highly of the theatre, where she played

         Golda Meir in an earnest tribute. She was out of place on The Hindenburg (75, Robert Wise), but delightful tangoing with her husband, Mel Brooks, in his Silent Movie (76). She seemed to go along with the silliness of The Turning Point (77, Herbert Ross), though her dedicated attempts to take up a ballet position—always forestalled by the cutting—hinted at

         a camp comic potential. A mad Bette Davis movie was lurking within Ross’s dull tidiness, and Bancroft was the actress who

         might have rescued it.


In 1980, she acted in and also directed the uncertain Fatso. She made a fine cameo as the actress Madge Kendal in The Elephant Man (80, David Lynch—a Brooks film); she played with her husband in the misguided To Be or Not to Be (83, Alan Johnson); was very funny as the mother in Garbo Talks (84, Sidney Lumet); Agnes of God (85, Norman Jewison); was badly overdone as the mother in ’Night, Mother (86, Tom Moore); as Helene Hanff in 84 Charing Cross Road (87, David Jones); Torch Song Trilogy (88, Paul Bogart); Bert Rigby, You’re a Fool (89, Carl Reiner); Broadway Bound (91, Bogart); and Malice (93, Harold Becker).


She is close to automatic casting in grand-old-lady roles (plus women in high office), which is fine, yet a loss—for she has

         the gusto for high comedy still: Point of No Return (93, John Badham); Mr. Jones (93, Mike Figgis); The Oldest Living Confederate Widow Tells All (94, Ken Cameron); doing Paddy Chayefsky in The Mother (94, Simon Curtis); How to Make an American Quilt (95, Jocelyn Moorhouse); Home for the Holidays (95, Jodie Foster); Dracula: Dead and Loving It (95, Brooks); The Sunchaser (96, Michael Cimino); Homecoming (96, Mark Jean); G.I. Jane (97, Ridley Scott); Critical Care (97, Lumet); Great Expectations (98, Alfonso Cuaron); Deep in My Heart (99, Anita W. Addison); Keeping the Faith (00, Edward Norton); Up at the Villa (00, Philip Haas); In Search of Peace (00, Richard Trank); Haven (01, John Gray); Heartbreakers (01, David Mirkin); the Contessa, on TV, in The Roman Spring of Mrs. Stone (03, Robert Allan Ackerman).


      

      Antonio Banderas (Jose Antonio Domínguez Banderas), b. Malaga, Spain, 1960


Only a little over fifty, Banderas the actor has around fifty films to his credit—and that training shows. He is a very competent

         actor, handsome, yet happy to make fun of himself—which may speak to his upbringing as part of the Pedro Almodóvar circle.

         Come to that, being married to Melanie Griffith may bring its own ironies. Still, they seem wild about each other, and Banderas

         did a good job directing her in the entertaining Crazy in Alabama (99). He was also the producer of The White River Kid (99), so it won’t be a surprise if he branches out as he becomes our best replacement for Cesar Romero. America is newly

         conscious of its growing Hispanic audience, and Banderas—a real Spaniard—might be the man to take advantage of it. He could

         play Desi Arnaz a treat.


He worked very hard in Spain for ten years: Labyrinth of Passion (82, Almodóvar); El Señor Galíndez (83, Rodolfo Kuhn); Los Zancos (84, Carlos Saura); La Corte de Faraón (85, José Luis García Sánchez); Matador (86, Almodóvar); 27 Horas (86, Montxo Armendáriz); Delirios de Amor (86, Cristina Andreu and Luis Eduardo Aute); Law of Desire (87, Almodóvar); El Placer de Matar (87, Félix Rotaeta); El Acto (87, Héctor Faver); Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown (88, Almodóvar); Bâton Rouge (88, Rafael Moleón); Bajarse al Moro (88, Fernando Colomo); La Blanca Paloma (89, Juan Miñón); Tie Me Up! Tie Me Down! (90, Almodóvar); Contra el Viento (90, Francisco Periñán); Madonna: Truth or Dare (91, Alek Keshishian); Terra Nova (91, Calogero Salvo); Cuentos de Borges I (91, Héctor Olivera and Gerardo Vera).


His breakthrough in America came in The Mambo Kings (92, Arne Glimcher), and since then he has worked far more in the U.S. than in Europe: ¡Dispara! (93, Saura); The House of the Spirits (93, Bille August); Philadelphia (93, Jonathan Demme); as Mussolini in Il Giovane Mussolini (93, Gianluigi Calderone); Of Love and Shadows (95, Betty Kaplan); Armand in Interview with the Vampire (94, Neil Jordan); Miami Rhapsody (95, David Frankel); Four Rooms (95, Robert Rodriguez); with Stallone in Assassins (95, Richard Donner); Never Talk to Strangers (95, Peter Hall); Desperado (95, Rodriguez); with Melanie in Two Much (96, Fernando Trueba); as Ché Guevara in Evita (96, Alan Parker); a big hit in The Mask of Zorro (98, Martin Campbell); The 13th Warrior (99, John McTiernan); boxing in Play It to the Bone (99, Ron Shelton); The Body (00, Jonas McCord); Spy Kids (01, Rodriguez); with Angelina Jolie in Original Sin (01, Michael Cristofer); as Siqueiros in Frida (02, Julie Taymor); Femme Fatale (02, Brian De Palma). He was in Spy Kids 2 (02, Rodriguez); Ballistic: Ecks vs. Sever (02, Wych Kaosayananda); Imagining Argentina (03, Christopher Hampton); Once Upon a Time in Mexico (03, Rodriguez); as Villa in And Starring Pancho Villa as Himself (03, Bruce Beresford); Spy Kids 3-D: Game Over (04, Rodriguez).


He has a great range now—doing Puss in Boots in the Shrek films; in the sequel The Legend of Zorro (05, Campbell); Take the Lead (06, Liz Friedlander); Bordertown (07, Gregory Nava); My Mom’s New Boyfriend (08, George Gallo); The Other Man (09, Richard Eyre); The Code (09, Mimi Leder).


      

      Tallulah Bankhead (1903–68), b. Huntsville, Alabama


My admiration for Alfred Hitchcock cannot prevent the admission that Lifeboat (44) is a silly film from a crazy idea. But it has a lunatic justness in the way it uses Tallulah Bankhead, one of those

         very famous players who never adapted to the movies. By 1944, she and the movies had given one another up. Thus there is some

         of Hitch’s malicious irony in asking her to dominate a lifeboat adrift in the Twentieth Century–Fox studio tanks. Such fatuous

         eminence is plainly a challenge to the actress’s affected languor. To her credit, Tallulah remains damp but unaltered, allowing

         her bracelet to be used as pretty bait for nourishing fish. She ends by stealing the picture, underlining the film’s limitations

         and serenely steering it into camp. It shows the sort of self-mocking grandiloquence at which she might have excelled had

         Hollywood not chosen to cast her as the sultry man-eater she pretended to be. Very early in her career, she had been in a

         movie—When Men Betray (18, Ivan Abramson)—but she opted for the London stage during the 1920s and was called to Paramount only when sound seemed

         to beg for her famous drawl. The films she made there were banal and dogged, instead of nutty and irreverent: The Cheat (31, George Abbott); Tarnished Lady (31, George Cukor); My Sin (31, Abbott); Devil and the Deep (32, Marion Gering); and Thunder Below (32, Richard Wallace). In all these, she was required to be the stirred point of action in romantic triangles. Unconvinced,

         she did not stay in place. Paramount let her go to MGM for Faithless (32, Harry Beaumont), whereupon she bounced back to the theatre. (Her best part was Regina Giddens in The Little Foxes. Bette Davis—who did the film—said she never got over seeing Tallulah on stage.) After Lifeboat, Fox cast her in A Royal Scandal (45, Otto Preminger and Ernst Lubitsch). But she dropped away again and appeared briefly in Main Street to Broadway (52, Tay Garnett) and more extensively in a dreadful British horror film, Fanatic (65, Silvio Narizzano), a last gesture toward neglected extravagance.


      

      Travis Banton (1894–1958), b. Waco, Texas


Travis Banton never won, or was nominated for, an Oscar, and that was because the category of costume design wasn’t created

         by the Academy until 1948, when the award went to Roger Furse for Hamlet. Of course, in the same year, Banton (almost certainly alcoholic by then) got one of his last credits, for the clothes in

         Letter from an Unknown Woman (Max Ophüls). Very little works out perfectly. But try finding a character dressed by Banton who isn’t “right.”


Banton was one of a small band of men and women who realized that clothes might photograph at least as well as skin—and that

         was the threshold to the paradise where the two were mixed together. He did a few silent pictures, but it is crucially the

         coming of sound that marks the arrival of couture in movies. From this, we should deduce that clothing makes noises; you can

         hear a great dress as the girl passes by. Moreover, clothing—or the matching of things—is on the way to the classic two-shots

         of American cinema: think of Herbert Marshall in a black tuxedo and Kay Francis in a black dress side by side in Trouble in Paradise (32, Ernst Lubitsch). Of course, there’s a bigger, more climactic urge to it all. See how, as America meets poverty in a big way (they called it the Depression), Banton

         and others advised better dress to knock its impoverished eyes out.


No one directed such a policy, but in hindsight Hollywood’s decision to have the dream stay rich and stylishly dressed is

         vital. It goes with the rooms larger than life and the cult of lovely people. It reaches its apogee, I suppose—the height

         of careless rapture—in the Deco look, the suave clothes and the blithe unreality of the Rogers-Astaire musicals. But the great

         era of Paramount, convinced that a wardrobe budget big enough to keep Waco, Texas, well fed for six months, is a close second.

         Think of Carole Lombard’s great dress at the dump in My Man Godfrey (36, Greg -ory La Cava), and you’re there—and that dress is Travis Banton.


He studied at Columbia and the Art Students League and he was a student of the celebrated designer Robert Kalloch, and worked

         for the house of Madame Frances. It was while there, in 1919, that he designed a wedding dress for Mary Pickford when she

         married Douglas Fairbanks. In 1924 Banton was hired by Paramount to do The Dressmaker from Paris (Paul Bern). He stayed and he found he loved it. Until he started serious drinking, he was a very fast worker not too interested

         in getting his hands on the female talent. He also bargained with the studio for a budget that let him go to Paris every year

         for the new season—and thus he began the fertile links between the movies and clothes ordinary (!) people could buy.


You may say he was lucky to be at Paramount in the age of Lubitsch, Sternberg, and Mitchell Leisen (himself a clothes designer).

         But the studio was lucky to have him and to trust his faith in clothes. The icon of every thin dress and a very thin woman

         inside it lives on, and as she turns the dress whispers—it is a height of modern eroticism. Banton could go as wild as Sternberg

         wanted, but Park Avenue is his natural style—if only Park Avenue would remember it.


Until 1938, he ran Costume at Paramount—hiring Edith Head as a principal assistant. But it was Banton who did these films

         (and many more): The Wild Party (29, Dorothy Arzner)—in fact, Clara Bow was his most disobedient model, often thinking to “improve” his work with belts,

         buckles, bows, and decoration; The Canary Murder Case (29, Malcolm St. Clair and Frank Tuttle); Morocco (30, Josef von Sternberg); Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (31, Rouben Mamoulian); Dishonored (31, Sternberg); Shanghai Express (32, Sternberg)—suppose she had a veil?; Blonde Venus (32, Sternberg); Love Me Tonight (32, Mamoulian); One Hour with You (32, Lubitsch and George Cukor); A Farewell to Arms (32, Frank Borzage); Design for Living (33, Lubitsch); Belle of the Nineties (34, Leo McCarey); The Scarlet Empress (34, Sternberg); The Devil Is a Woman (35, Sternberg); Hands Across the Table (35, Mitchell Leisen); Desire (36, Borzage); Easy Living (37, Leisen); Angel (37, Lubitsch); Intermezzo (39, Gregory Ratoff); Made for Each Other (39, John Cromwell).


Of course, Banton concentrated on women, but he did not neglect men—think of Gary Cooper’s raffish dress in The General Died at Dawn (36, Lewis Milestone) and the uniforms in The Lives of a Bengal Lancer (35, Henry Hathaway).


But Banton was eased out of Paramount in 1938 and he went over to Fox—simply not the same deal: The Return of Frank James (40, Fritz Lang) offers so much less opportunity. But he did Blood and Sand (41, Mamoulian); Man Hunt (41, Lang); and Scarlet Street (45, Lang), which is much more interesting. After this he went to Universal and he got credits on A Double Life (47, Cukor) and The Paradine Case (48, Alfred Hitchcock). But Miss Head was now the doyenne of his art and craft, gathering Oscars and giving a more middle-class

         look to Audrey Hepburn and Grace Kelly. If Travis Banton had done Rear Window, Kelly would have worn a cocktail dress or a nightdress in every scene.


      

      Theda Bara (Theodosia Goodman) (1890–1955), b. Cincinnati, Ohio


The anagrammatic connection between Theda Bara and Arab Death so often evoked in awed tones is today like an archaeological

         find, proving only that we live in a different culture. But if Theda Bara is no longer perceived as sexy, there is at least

         an historical significance attached to her as securely as the flower-bloom bra she wore as Cleopatra (17, Gordon Edwards): she was the first woman offered commercially, in movies, as an object of sexual fantasy. In addition,

         the Fox Film Company was built on her dithery sultriness. For in 1914, William Fox bought the stage play A Fool There Was, and its director, Frank Powell, discovered Theodosia to play the vamp—“the woman who did not care.” The success of the film

         encouraged Fox to form his company. He launched the first major publicity promotion for Bara and worked her hard for a few

         years in “Theda Bara Superproductions.” She made over thirty-five films, most of them directed by Edwards, before rivals overtook

         her: among others, Lady Audley’s Secret (15); Carmen (15); The Serpent (16); The Eternal Sappho (16); East Lynne (16); Under Two Flags (16); Romeo and Juliet (16); The Vixen (16); The Tiger Woman (17); Camille (17); Madame Dubarry (18); The Soul of Buddha (18); When a Woman Sins (18); Salome (18); The She Devil (18); When Men Desire (19); The Siren’s Song (19); and A Woman There Was (19). A new director, Charles Brabin, could not save her from a disastrous Boucicault adaptation, Kathleen Mavourneen (19), and after The Lure of Ambition (19), Fox dropped her. She married Brabin and waited for a comeback. When it came, it was a brief pastiche of her former

         allure: Unchastened Woman (25, James Young) and Madame Mystery (26, Richard Wallace and Stan Laurel).


      

      Javier Bardem, b. Las Palmas, Canary Islands, Spain 1969


Bardem comes from a movie family: his mother, Pilar, was sister to Juan Antonio Bardem, the Spanish director of the 1950s.

         As such—in comedy and drama, as himself or in five-hour make-up—Javier Bardem had done everything by 2007, slipping away from

         his early reputation as a stud and pursuing some of the most searching character studies in modern cinema. No matter—there

         are children now all over the world, too young to have been admitted to No Country for Old Men (07, the Coen Brothers), who can do sinister limping and dead-voiced impersonations of his “Anton Chigurh,” with bicycle pumps

         as their version of his mysterious gun. And the man who was once an industrious, versatile Spanish actor is now an international

         figure, a nonchalant lover for Woody Allen, and likely to play Pablo Picasso—as well as any other inexplicable monster the

         world can think of.


He was doing television when he was still a kid before his breakthrough in the early 90s: Las Edades de Lulú (90, Bigas Luna); High Heels (91, Pedro Almodóvar); Jamón, Jamón (92, Luna). Thereafter, he did two or three films a year with these highlights: El Amante Bilingüe (93, Vicente Aranda); Huevos de Oro (93, Luna); La Teta i la Lluna (94, Luna); El Detective y la Muerte (94, Gonzalo Suárez); La Madre (95, Miguel Bardem), with his real mother; Boca a Boca (95, Manuel Gómez Pereira); Mambrú (96, Pedro Pérez Jiménez); Éxtasis (96, Mariano Barrosso); Airbag (97, Juanma Bajo Ulloa); Live Flesh (07, Almodóvar); Dance with the Devil (97, Alex de la Iglesia)—from a Barry Gifford script; Entre la Piernas (99, Pereira); Second Skin (99, Gerardo Vera).


He then delivered a memorable performance as the writer Reinaldo Arenas, in Before Night Falls (00, Julian Schnabel), and got an Oscar nomination. He was in The Dancer Upstairs (02, John Malkovich); Los Lunes al Sol (02, Fernando León de Aranoa); Collateral (04, Michael Mann); as a quadriplegic in Mar Ardento (04, Alejandro Amenábar); the scoundrel in Goya’s Ghosts (06, Milos Forman); Love in the Time of Cholera (07, Mike Newell); as maybe Allen’s least inhibited male in Vicky Cristina Barcelona (08, Woody Allen); Biutiful (09, Alejandro González Iñárritu).


      

      Juan Antonio Bardem (1922–2002), b. Madrid, Spain


1949: Paseo Sobre una Guerra Antigua (codirected with Luis Garcia Berlanga). 1950: Barajas, Aeropuerto Internacional. 1953: Ena Pareja Feliz (codirected with Berlanga); Novio a la Vista (codirected with Berlanga). 1954: Cómicos; Felices Pascuas. 1955: Muerte de un Ciclista/Death of a Cyclist. 1956: Calle Mayor. 1957: La Muerte de Pio Baroja (unreleased). 1958: La Venganza.1959: Sonatas. 1960: A las Cinco de la Tarde.1962: Los Inocentes. 1963: Nunca Pasa Nada.1965: Los Pianos Mecánicos. 1969: El Último Día de la Guerra. 1972: La Corrupción de Chris Miller. 1973: L’Isola Misteriosa e il Capitano Nemo. 1976: El Puente. 1978: Seven Days in January 1977. 1987: Lorca, la Muerte de un Poeta.1993: El Joven Picasso (d). 1998: Resultado Final.


      

      Death of a Cyclist attracted some attention in the mid-1950s; its melodramatic accomplishment was too readily identified as a new vitality in

         Spanish cinema. The fact is that Spanish cinema had been no more than an assortment of oddities that had managed to slip past

         the Spanish authorities. Buñuel’s absence hung over Spain: Las Hurdes, Viridiana, and Tristana make a trio of night raids on sleeping territory. Bardem worked by daylight and seems callow in comparison. He was an actor,

         drawn into filmmaking through his contact with Berlanga. Death of a Cyclist was fatalistic, socially observant, and as terse as Lucia Bose’s central performance. But Spain cries out for insane images:

         peasants eating poison; the depraved last supper; the sensuality of Tristana’s artificial limb. It is a European country on

         the edge of the Third World—like Ireland—and the contrast is surreal. Bardem, at best, was a realist, helplessly copying American

         shock cuts. The distance that a pedestrian may lag behind is shown by the fact that Calle Mayor—made in 1956—was a version of the stolid naturalism of Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street.


      

      Brigitte Bardot b. Paris, 1934


There is no clearer sign of the critical quality of Godard’s art than Contempt (63), a film that, among other things, gave her most significant place in cinema history to Brigitte Bardot. Contempt is not just a commentary on the Godardian consciousness married to an actress, but a prediction of the eventual rupture between

         Godard and his own wife, Anna Karina. It is part of Godard’s skill that he chose to make this personal statement—what Raoul

         Coutard called “a letter to his wife”—out of his most orthodox and expensive film. But it was appropriate that this story

         of an attempt to make a Cinecittá Odyssey should itself be a Carlo Ponti/Joseph Levine production, based with some fidelity on a novel by Alberto Moravia. While Bardot was a commercial imposition, her presence may have enabled

         Godard to be more open in admitting his fears and in revealing that element of misogyny that recurs in his films. His first

         film in CinemaScope, Contempt opens with a magnificent reclining nude Bardot, shocking and scathing in terms of the sexual reticence of his other work.

         That scene, in which Bardot and Michel Piccoli describe Bardot’s opulent but worthless nakedness, is a reference to the way

         Roger Vadim’s camera had once stripped her bare. But it is also a pointer to the fact that Godard hardly removed a garment

         from Karina. Paradoxically, the admiring CinemaScope lavishness of all that creamy shoulder, back, bottom, and thigh is contemptuous.

         This was Godard’s way of honoring the contract: that to use BB was to include an obligatory nude scene.


All of which is to say that the worldwide reputation of Bardot is the creation of those French magazines, of Vadim’s lubricity,

         of the sociology of Simone de Beauvoir, and of Bardot’s original epitome of the youthful sexuality that tanned itself on the

         Côte d’Azur once the austerity of war had worn off. Her actual screen appeal was as a brunette, pouting but smiling, and with

         a perfect body that she was casually willing to display. The attempt of her first husband Roger Vadim to advertise his own

         advantages through her seemed to exhaust her. She quickly turned blond and her eyes grew heavy fake lashes. Her face and smile

         seemed pumped up and only exposed the weird lack of personality or intelligence. There is an awful sadness in her return to

         Vadim for Don Juan or if Don Juan Were a Woman (73).


From modeling, she broke into films in the mid-1950s: Le Trou Normand (52, Jean Boyer); Futures Vedettes (54, Marc Allégret); very appealing in Summer Manoeuvres (55, René Clair); to England for Doctor at Sea (55, Ralph Thomas); La Lumière d’en Face (55, Georges Lacombe); Cette Sacrée Gamine (55, Michel Boisrond); Helen of Troy (55, Robert Wise); Mio Figlio Nerone (56, Steno); Mamzelle Striptease (56, Allégret); And God Created Woman (56, Vadim)—the film that made her an international sensation; Heaven Fell That Night (57, Vadim); Une Parisienne (57, Boisrond); Love Is My Profession (58, Claude Autant-Laura); La Femme et le Pantin (58, Julien Duvivier); Babette S’En Va-t-en Guerre (59, Christian-Jaque); La Bride sur le Cou (59, Jean Aurel and Vadim); monotonous in the “serious” acting role of La Vérité (60, Henri-Georges Clouzot); and then in the curiously self-pitying Vie Privée (62, Louis Malle), which was a polite and inane picture of some of her own anguish at being a sex object; Warrior’s Rest (62, Vadim), which was the most baroque celebration of her as a sex object; Une Ravissante Idiote (63, Edouard Molinaro); jerky and nervous in Viva María! (65, Malle); Dear Brigitte (65, Henry Koster); seen briefly on the Metro in Masculin-Feminin (66, Godard); A Coeur Joie (67, Serge Bourguignon); in the “William Wilson” episode from Histoires Extraordinaires (67, Malle); Shalako (68, Edward Dmytryk); Les Femmes (69, Aurel); L’Ours et La Poupée (69, Michel Deville); Les Novices (70, Guy Casaril); Boulevard de Rhum (71, Robert Enrico); Les Pétroleuses (71, Christian-Jaque). Il Somiso del Grande Tentatore (75, Damiano Damiani).


      

      Boris Barnet (1902–65), b. Moscow


1926: Miss Mend (co-directed with Fedor Otsep). 1927: Devushka s Korobkoi/The Girl with the Hat Box; Moskva v Oktyabre/Moscow in October.1928: Dom na Trubnoi/The House on Trubnaya Street. 1931: Lyodolom/Thaw. 1933: Okraina/Outskirts.1936:U Samogo Sinego Morya/By the Bluest of Seas (co-directed with S. Mrdonov). 1939: Noch v Sentyabre/A Night in September.1940: Stayi Nayezhdnik/The Old Jockey.1945: Odnazhdi Nochyu/One Night. 1947: Podvig Razvedchika/Exploits of an Intelligence Agent.1948: Stranitsy Zhizni/Pages of Life (co-directed with A. Macheret). 1951: Shchedroye Leto/Bounti ful Summer. 1952: Kontsert Masterov Ukrainskogo Iskusstva/Concert of the Masters of Ukrainian Art.1955: Lyana. 1956: Poet: 1957: Borets i Kloun/The Wrestler and the Clown (co-directed with K. Yudin). 1961: Alenka. 1963: Polustanok/Whistle Stop.


      

      On a Sunday evening in December 2009, there it was in the Turner Classic Movies schedule, starting at 9 p.m. and ending after

         one o’clock on the Monday morning—Miss Mend, by Barnet and Otsep. Imagine a Mabuse epic shot by Howard Hawks and Delmer Daves on the streets, at the seashore, and in

         the oddest buildings imaginable. This is a Soviet film, made a year after Potemkin, but it is no doctrinaire study in montage—it’s a film about space and light, humor, heroes and girls with amazingly withdrawn,

         high-angle shots (this is why I mentioned Daves) and all manner of engaging eccentric acting (in the Russian tradition) that

         serve to open up the world of adventure, rather than draw it closer on every nervous breath (Lang and Mabuse).


The grandson of an English printer who settled near Moscow, Barnet attended the Moscow School of Art and Architecture and

         joined the Red Army in 1918. He was a boxer and an actor and he is very appealing in several of his own films as well as in

         The Extraordinary Adventures of Mr. West in the Land of the Bolsheviks (24, Lev Kuleshov) and Storm Over Asia (29, V. I. Pudovkin). He was a member of Kuleshov’s workshop and can be seen in several of their films.


But nothing prepares one for the exhilarating surprise of Miss Mend—it is an uninhibited adventure film with undertones of menacing world conspiracies. Indeed, it shows a hard, dangerous world, but absolutely free

         from Lang’s foreboding. The heroes in Barnet and Otsep are American in their optimism and energy. They love disguise, nervy

         brave girls (it’s Natalia Glan as Miss Mend herself), fisticuffs, chases, and, above all, the sea and the way the light plays

         on it. Miss Mend is a three-part serial, an authentic action film, and I can only say that when at last I saw it (at the age of sixty-eight)

         it was a revelation.


The Girl with the Hat Box is a comedy full of real location work and delivering a performance by Anna Sten that begins to explain why people like Goldwyn

         were crazy about her—not that they could reproduce her vivacity in America. House on Trubnaya Street (with Vera Maretskaya as another great female lead) is about a huge tenement, with the camera getting in everywhere. Thaw is said to be an amazing, lyric love story set against fights between kulaks and peasants. By the Bluest of Seas is another comedy—with Yelena Kuzmina, while Outskirts is a major work, a sound picture set during the First World War and following a love story and fraternization.


It is said that his films of the 1940s and 50s are far less satisfying—and we know that Barnet committed suicide eventually

         in the feeling not that he was an enemy of the state but just because he had lost his talent. We need to know more and see

         more of the films, but on the strength of Miss Mend and Outskirts I can promise you that time spent with Boris Barnet is repaid—with interest.


      

      Bruno Barreto, b. Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 1955


      1973: Tati, a Garoto. 1976: Dona Flor e Seus Dois Maridos/Dona Flor and Her Two Husbands. 1978: Amor Bandido. 1981: Lucia. 1983: Gabriela.1984: Felizes para Sempre. 1990: A Show of Force.1992: The Story of Fausta. 1995: Carried Away.1997: O Que E Isso, Companheiro?/Four Days in September. 1998: One Tough Cop. 1999: Bossa Nova. 2002: View from the Top.2005: Romeo & Juliet Get Married. 2007: Caixa Doís. 2008: Última Parada 174.


      

      Bruno Barreto was born into the business in Brazil: he was the son of two movie producers, who actually produced his breakthrough

         picture, Dona Flor, a clever, sexy fantasy about a woman torn between her dead husband (a rogue but a great lover) and the dull new guy. In truth,

         the film was pretty awkward, but it was helped to international success by Sonia Braga’s central performance.


After that, Barreto struggled, though he did work on the screenplay for the worse-than-awkward American remake of Dona Flor, Kiss Me Goodbye (82, Robert Mulligan). Then, at the end of the eighties, as he became romantically involved with Amy Irving, Barreto moved

         to America. Two of his pictures there have been stories about South American political intrigue—Alan Arkin is good as the

         kidnapped American ambassador in Brazil in Four Days in September. But nothing prepared one for Carried Away, a rural story, based on a novel by Jim Harrison, about a teacher who has been engaged too long and who is then seduced by

         a teenager. Dennis Hopper was the teacher, Amy Irving the fiancée, and Amy Locane the kid. The result was sexy, anguished,

         and remarkable—one of the best American films of the nineties, and easily Barreto’s finest work. After that, One Tough Cop seemed all the more sadly routine. View from the Top was unforgivable.


      

      Drew Barrymore, b. Los Angeles, 1975


I can’t help finding it shocking, as well as startling, that Drew Barrymore was born so recently, and yet seems to have been

         here, and a problem, so long. For she is a part of show-biz family history, not just in her surname, and our wish that some

         part of the Barrymore line might be reasonably stable, happy, and productive. She is close enough to our own family to make

         us all aware of the vicissitudes of show biz as an environment. She is the daughter of John Barrymore Jr.—the young man in

         Joe Losey’s The Big Night. She is thus the grandchild of the unique John Barrymore (dead in 1942, more than thirty years before Drew was born) and Dolores

         Costello (the mother in Ambersons), who died when Drew was four.


Drew drank early, which means she drank too much. She has admitted to drugs, and more, in her book Little Girl Lost. And yet, she is maybe the most cheerful, resilient, and sensible of the Barrymores—there is a hint at least that she could

         grow up to be an Ethel, a wise old woman. It may take more than a hint; there may be urges toward naked revelation and self-destruction

         that are too much to resist. But Drew Barrymore has also been the child and the girlfriend we might like to have. She is not

         a great actress, yet she promises good company and genuine humor. God save her.


However, somehow, when she was only five, God let her get involved in Altered States (80, Ken Russell), and there has been no looking back: immortally naughty in E.T. (82, Steven Spielberg); inflammable in Firestarter (84, Mark L. Lester); very good in Irreconcilable Differences (84, Charles Shyer); Cat’s Eye (85, Lewis Teague); being stalked in Far from Home (89, Meiert Avis); See You in the Morning (89, Alan J. Pakula); Doppelganger: The Evil Within (92, Avi Nesler), in which she played with her mother, Jaid Barrymore; pretty good in Guncrazy (92, Tamra Davis), if never burning in the cold way that Peggy Cummins managed in the 1949 film; as another bad and dangerous girl in Poison Ivy (92, Katt Shea Ruben); Sketch Artist (92, Phedon Papamichael);Wayne’s World 2 (93, Stephen Surjik);The Amy Fisher Story (93, Andy Tennant), for TV;Bad Girls (94, Jonathan Kaplan); rather neglected in Batman Forever (95, Joel Schumacher); excellent in Boys on the Side (95, Herbert Ross); a little crazy in Mad Love (95, Antonia Bird);Scream (96, Wes Craven); actually dubbed in her singing in Everyone Says I Love You (96, Woody Allen);Wishful Thinking (97, Adam Park);Best Man (97, Davis); delectable in The Wedding Singer (98, Frank Coraci); very lively in Ever After: A Cinderella Story (98, Tennant); Home Fries (98, Dean Parisot); pretending to be seventeen in, but coproducer of, Never Been Kissed (99, Raja Gosnell).


She was the fantasy girl in Skipped Parts (00, Davis); a voice on Titan A.E. (00, Don Bluth and Gary Goldman); a producer as well as actress on Charlie’s Angels (00, McG); Donnie Darko (01, Richard Kelly); and getting her periodic redemption in Riding in Cars with Boys (01, Penny Marshall). She was in Confessions of a Dangerous Mind (02, George Clooney); So Love Returns (03, Robert Nathan); Duplex (03, Danny DeVito); Charlie’s Angels: Full Throttle (03, McG); 50 First Dates (04, Peter Segal).


She was in Fever Pitch (05, Peter and Bobby Farrelly); a voice on the TV series Family Guy; and a voice in Curious George (06, Matthew O’Callaghan); with Hugh Grant in Music and Lyrics (07, Marc Lawrence); Lucky You (07, Curtis Hanson); a voice in Beverly Hills Chihuahua (08, Raja Gosnell); He’s Just Not That Into You (09, Ken Kwapis); with Jessica Lange in Grey Gardens (09, Michael Sucsy); Everybody’s Fine (09, Kirk Jones); and Whip It (09), where she directed herself.


      

      John Barrymore (John Blythe) (1882–1942), b. Philadelphia


The young brother of Ethel and Lionel, John was the son of English actor Maurice Barrymore and American actress Georgina Drew.

         There have been many attempts to take John Barrymore seriously: in these scenarios he was a genius actor dreadfully sapped

         by Hollywood’s malicious willingness to pay for all his booze and by his efforts to justify the tag of the screen’s great

         lover. His Hamlet, Richard III, and Mercutio are talked of in hushed voices as creations near to the sublime. The latter-day

         decline into B pictures and grotesque parodies of himself is offered as a tragedy from which we must stand back so that the

         echoes of Kean-like grandeur may have proper room. But who knows how great an actor Kean was? And Barrymore’s Hamlet is now

         lost among opinions. Barrymore survives less as a Kean than as the Kean concocted by Sartre, Pierre Brasseur, Vittorio Gassman,

         and Alan Badel—note, the Barrymore of, say, 1926, “the great profile,” astonishingly resembles Badel. That is to say, he is

         an actor who cannot believe in acting in the way that his romantic audience did. None of his own weapons—handsomeness, rhetoric,

         or flamboyance—actually convinces him. Acting becomes a trap and “John Barrymore” an onerous part that he alternately mocks

         and falls short of. The truth therefore is black comedy, and at that level alone is Barrymore important or serious. Luckily

         one masterpiece illustrates the helpless pursuit of himself: Twentieth Century (34, Howard Hawks), which has Barrymore as Oscar Jaffe, ham extraordinaire, an actor-manager engaged in a merciless upstaging

         affair with Carole Lombard: the limelit union of two rabid frauds. Like Badel in Kean, so Barrymore in Twentieth Century simultaneously glorifies and ridicules acting. He is a ham, but a skeptic, incredulous of romance yet hopelessly enthralled

         by it as the only alternative to chaos. In this light, Barrymore becomes the more engaging as his material deteriorates, and

         the drunken decline is the inevitable tragi-comedy that he brought upon himself. After all, is it likely that a handsome,

         charming American in 1925 would take Hamlet more seriously than Dolores Costello and a bottle of bourbon?


He made his film debut in 1913 in An American Citizen and worked for Famous Players–Lasky for the next few years, largely in comedies. It was after the First World War that he

         began to make his mark in featured roles: Raffles the Amateur Cracksman (17); Here Comes the Bride (18); Test of Honor (19); Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (20, John S. Robertson); The Lotus Eater (21, Marshall Neilan); and Sherlock Holmes (22, Albert Parker). He made Beau Brummel (24, Harry Beaumont) for Warners and stayed with them for The Sea Beast (26, Michael Webb) and Don Juan (26, Alan Crosland). The first was a version of Moby Dick that contrived to add Dolores Costello to the crew, while the second was the first feature to have a musical soundtrack. It

         is more interesting for the way Barrymore tried in vain to have a former mistress, Mary Astor, replaced by the new one, Costello.

         He was with her again in When a Man Loves (27, Crosland) and he then played François Villon in The Beloved Rogue (27, Crosland), followed by The Tempest (28, Sam Taylor) and Eternal Love (29, Ernst Lubitsch). Sound was no obstacle to Barrymore: he kept alcohol for that. He made General Crack (29, Crosland), The Man From Blankley’s (30, Alfred E. Green), Moby Dick (30, Lloyd Bacon)—this time with Joan Bennett—and two versions of the Svengali theme—Svengali (31, Archie Mayo) and The Mad Genius (31, Michael Curtiz)—before joining MGM. His looks were going and drink was doing all it is supposed to do, but Barrymore remained a leading star in Arsene Lupin (32, Jack Conway); hardly impressed by Garbo in Grand Hotel (32, Edmund Goulding); in State’s Attorney (32, George Archainbaud); as Katharine Hepburn’s father in A Bill of Divorcement (32, George Cukor); with his brother and sister in the notorious Rasputin and the Empress (32, Richard Boleslavsky); opposite Diana Wynyard in Reunion in Vienna (33, Sidney Franklin); in two all-star productions, Dinner at Eight (33, Cukor) and Night Flight (33, Clarence Brown); as the schoolteacher in Topaze (33, Harry d’Arrast); and Counsellor-at-Law (33, William Wyler).


Twentieth Century marked a break in his career. After abandoning a project to film Hamlet, he played a plump Mercutio in Cukor’s Romeo and Juliet (36) and then slipped into supporting parts and B pictures: Maytime (37, Robert Z. Leonard); True Confession (37, Wesley Ruggles); three Bulldog Drummonds; Spawn of the North (38, Henry Hathaway); and Louis XV in the Norma Shearer Marie Antoinette (38, W. S. Van Dyke). His last years saw a succession of fascinating movies in which a dying Barrymore sardonically reveals

         his own fraudulence: Hold that Co-Ed (38, George Marshall); The Great Man Votes (39, Garson Kanin); a very funny observer of intrigue in Midnight (39, Mitchell Leisen); The Great Profile (40, Walter Lang); The Invisible Woman (41, Edward Sutherland); World Premiere (41, Ted Tetzlaff); and Playmates (41, David Butler). He died, of course.


      

      Lionel Barrymore (Lionel Blythe) (1878–1954), b. Philadelphia


The older brother of Ethel and John, Lionel was unlike John in all important ways: professional, hardworking, ambitious, humorless,

         and dull. He began in the theatre but in the years before the First World War he joined D. W. Griffith’s company and acted

         in a great many two-reelers, occasionally contributing scripts. He became a leading player only in the mid-1920s when he established

         himself at MGM: The Face in the Fog (22, Alan Crosland); The Eternal City (23, George Fitzmaurice); America (24, Griffith); The Splendid Road (25, Frank Lloyd); The Bells (26, James Young); The Barrier (26, George Hill); The Lucky Lady (26, Raoul Walsh); The Temptress (26, Fred Niblo); The Show (27, Tod Browning); Women Love Diamonds (27, Edmund Goulding); Drums of Love (28, Griffith); as Atkinson in Sadie Thompson (28, Walsh); West of Zanzibar (28, Browning); Alias Jimmy Valentine (29, Jack Conway); and The Mysterious Island (29, Lucien Hubbard, Maurice Tourneur, and Benjamin Christensen). But it was in the years after the coming of sound that

         he was most active. As well as acting—in A Free Soul (30, Clarence Brown), for which he won the best actor Oscar; The Yellow Ticket (31, Walsh); Arsene Lupin (32, Conway); Grand Hotel (32, Goulding); Mata Hari (32, Fitzmaurice); Rasputin and the Empress (32, Richard Boleslavsky); Dinner at Eight (33, George Cukor); Night Flight (33, Brown); and Carolina (34, Henry King)—he worked as a director at MGM. His output is little seen today and surrounded with mystery. Madame X (29) is reputed to be one of the first films to use a moveable microphone, while His Glorious Night (29) is sometimes alleged to have been mounted in order to discredit John Gilbert. He directed only three other films, The Rogue Song (29), The Unholy Night (29), and Ten Cents a Dance (31). After his department store mogul in Sweepings (33, John Cromwell), he settled for extravagant character parts: Treasure Island (34, Victor Fleming); David Copperfield (34, Cukor); Mark of the Vampire (34, Browning); Ah, Wilderness! (35, Brown); The Devil Doll (36, Browning); The Gorgeous Hussy (36, Brown); Camille (36, Cukor); and Captains Courageous (37, Fleming). He played Judge Hardy in the first Andy Hardy movie, A Family Affair (37, George Seitz), and after Saratoga (37, Conway), A Yank at Oxford (38, Conway), Test Pilot (38, Fleming), and You Can’t Take It With You (38, Frank Capra), arthritis forced him into a wheelchair. The most suitable role for this handicap was Dr. Gillespie to

         Lew Ayres’s Kildare. In fact, Barrymore slogged on after Ayres had been struck off, and played the veteran doctor fourteen

         times—infirmity prospering at medicine’s expense. As he grew older, the crust on his performances hardened until sometimes

         it could be lifted off to show a little old man asleep underneath: The Man on America’s Conscience (41, William Dieterle); A Guy Named Joe (43, Fleming); Since You Went Away (44, Cromwell); Valley of Decision (45, Tay Garnett); the rancher in Duel in the Sun (46, King Vidor); The Secret Heart (46, Robert Z. Leonard); the gloomy city boss, Potter, in It’s a Wonderful Life (46, Capra); Key Largo (48, John Huston); Down to the Sea in Ships (49, Henry Hathaway); Right Cross (50, John Sturges); Bannerline (51, Don Weis); Lone Star (52, Vincent Sherman); and Main Street Broadway (53, Garnett).


      

      Richard Barthelmess (1895–1963), b. New York


The partnership of Lillian Gish and Barthelmess in Way Down East (20, D. W. Griffith) is arguably the most elevated acting in the American silent cinema. Actor and actress alike had a Victorian

         handsomeness that Griffith and Billy Bitzer suspended between the glowing images of Pre-Raphaelitism and the true animation

         of cinematography. It follows that Barthelmess was the ideal hero of romantic melodrama. Tol’able David  (21, Henry King)—the first film made by his own company, Inspiration—is the model of his best work: in which he plays a young

         man, suspected of cowardice, who comes up trumps by carrying the U.S. Mail, thrashing the rascals, and winning the girl. The

         situation is corn but, like Griffith and Gish, Barthelmess invested it with a shining seriousness.


Barthelmess graduated from Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut, and went into the theatre. By 1916, he made a film debut

         in Gloria’s Romance (George King); then in the Theda Bara Camille (17, J. Gordon Edwards); The Moral Code (17, Ashley Miller); The Eternal Sin (17, Herbert Brenon); Rich Man, Poor Man (18, J. Searle Dawley); and The Hope Chest (19, Elmer Clifton). He worked for Griffith for the first time in The Girl Who Stayed at Home (19) and was put under contract: Boots (19, Clifton); Three Men and a Girl (19, Marshall Neilan); Peppy Polly (19, Clifton); and I’ll Get Him Yet (19, Clifton). In most of these he played opposite Dorothy Gish, but he starred with Lillian in Broken Blossoms (19, Griffith), in which he plays the Yellow Man. It is a marvelous performance, riveting because of how little Barthelmess

         emotes. He did four more with Griffith: Scarlet Days (19); The Idol Dancer (20); The Love Flower (20); and Way Down East, in which he plays the country boy who rescues Lillian Gish from death and dishonor.


After Experience (21, George Fitzmaurice), Barthelmess and Charles H. Duell formed the Inspiration Company, designed to produce films presenting

         the actor in idealistic material. By 1926, he had appeared in eighteen films for the company, mostly directed by Henry King—

         Tol’able David (21); The Bond Boy (22); The Seventh Day (22); Sonny (22); Fury (23); The Fighting Blade (23); Twenty-One (23); Classmates (24); The Enchanted Cottage (24); New Toys (25); Shore Leave (25); and Soul-Fire (25).


The company collapsed and Barthelmess joined First National for The Patent Leather Kid (27, Alfred Santell). That was a success, but his career was threatened, less by sound than by the fact that he was a little

         too old for the youthful parts with which he was associated. He made The Noose (28, John Francis Dillon); played twins in Wheel of Chance (28, Santell); he sang in Weary River (29, Frank Lloyd); played a man who thought he was Chinese in Son of the Gods (30, Lloyd). His days were numbered but he made several excellent films: The Dawn Patrol (30, Howard Hawks); The Last Flight (31, William Dieterle); The Cabin in the Cotton (32, Michael Curtiz); Central Airport (33, William Wellman); and Heroes for Sale (33, Wellman), the latter as a bitter war veteran. He played a Sioux in Massacre (34, Alan Crosland), and after A Modern Hero (34, G. W. Pabst), Midnight Alibi (34, Crosland), and Four Hours to Kill (35, Mitchell Leisen), he made A Spy of Napoleon (36, Maurice Elvey) in England. He retired for a few years and came back in an affectionate summation of his screen character,

         as the coward who makes good, in Only Angels Have Wings (39, Hawks). Amid the excellence of that cast, he more than holds his own and it is a loss that after supporting parts in

         The Man Who Talked Too Much (40, Vincent Sherman), The Mayor of 44th Street (42, Alfred E. Green), and The Spoilers (42, Lloyd), he retired for good.


      

      Freddie Bartholomew (Frederick Llewellyn) (1924–92), b. London


Just as Hollywood kept a cricket team of English actors, to add tone or to be mocked, so among child actors Freddie was the

         little gent, wickedly exposed by Mickey Rooney. But before then he had played David Copperfield (34, George Cukor), contriving to coordinate such varied players as W. C. Fields, Elsa Lanchester, Lionel Barrymore, Basil

         Rathbone, and Edna May Oliver—and capturing producer David O. Selznick’s dream of the perfect child. Next he was Garbo’s son

         in Anna Karenina (35, Clarence Brown), with Victor McLaglen in Professional Soldier (36, Tay Garnett), and Little Lord Fauntleroy (36, John Cromwell). Rooney had a part in that film, and in The Devil Is a Sissy (36, W. S. Van Dyke), Bartholomew was put between Rooney and Jackie Cooper. He was Tyrone Power as a boy—unnecessary duplication—in

         Lloyds of London (36, Henry King) and a brat in Captains Courageous (37, Victor Fleming). Various members of his family were fighting in the courts over his earnings as his career declined:

         Kidnapped (38, Alfred Werker); Lord Jeff (38, Sam Wood); Listen Darling (38, Edwin L. Marin); The Spirit of Culver (39, Joseph Santley); The Swiss Family Robinson (40, Edward Ludwig); Tom Brown’s Schooldays (40, Robert Stevenson); Naval Academy (41); and A Yank at Eton (42, Norman Taurog). After Junior Army (43) and The Town Went Wild (44), he joined the American Air Force, and appeared in only two more films—Sepia Cinderella (47, Arthur Leonard) and St. Benny the Dip (51, Edgar G. Ulmer)—before drifting into TV, where work on commercials took him to a career in advertising.


      

      Kim Basinger, b. Athens, Georgia, 1953


I don’t always “get” Kim Basinger. I mean, why did she ever buy that small town in Georgia, and why is she virtually the only

         actress who’s ever been sued successfully for getting out of a movie (Boxing Helena)? Why marry Alec Baldwin? Is she even, really, that beautiful?


Well, the paper didn’t catch fire, so I’ll press on. She was a singer and a model before she got into acting. Her effective

         debut was picking up the Donna Reed role (and making the prostitution far more obvious than Ms. Reed was ever allowed to do) in the TV From Here to Eternity (80). That meant that she was already leaning on thirty, and it may be that her great achievement is looking so much like

         a movie star (and a young sexy blonde) at a relatively mature age. After all, doesn’t she say she could do Veronica Lake without

         surgery?


Her first movie was Hard Country (81, David Greene), and she followed that with Mother Lode (82, Charlton Heston—he said, “There was, even then, a special presence the camera turns to”); a Bond girl in Never Say Never Again (83, Irvin Kershner); The Man Who Loved Women (83, Blake Edwards); The Natural (84, Barry Levin-son); a little out of her depth in Fool for Love (85, Robert Altman); recovering her iconic status as a sexual creature in the inane 9½ Weeks (86, Adrian Lyne), with eyes that have that way of dilating or narrowing in perfect synchronicity with secret male desires;

         quite nicely Cajun in No Mercy (86, Richard Pearce); Blind Date (87, Blake Edwards)—with Bruce Willis in his first starring part; funny in Nadine (87, Robert Benton); My Stepmother Is an Alien (88, Richard Benjamin); Batman (89, Tim Burton); as Bugsy Siegel’s squeeze, but falling for Alec Baldwin, in The Marrying Man (91, Jerry Rees); Final Analysis (92, Phil Joanou); in Cool World (92, Ralph Bakshi)—a fine idea gone wildly astray; The Real McCoy (93, Russell Mulcahy); Wayne’s World 2 (93, Stephen Sirjik); with Baldwin in the remake of The Getaway (94, Roger Donaldson), but not dislodging any memories of Ali MacGraw; Ready to Wear (94, Altman); and then, after an absence, L.A. Confidential (97, Curtis Hanson), for which she won the supporting actress Oscar. That meant beating out Julianne Moore in Boogie Nights. Which brings me back to the stuff I don’t get.


Well, the marriage ended, and the actress has wandered into stranger ventures: I Dreamed of Africa (00, Hugh Hudson), a mix of vanity production and animal rights special; Bless the Child (00, Chuck Russell), a spiritual thriller; 8 Mile (02, Hanson); People I Know (03, Daniel Algrant); The Door in the Floor (04, Tod Williams); Elvis Has Left the Building (04, Joel Zwick); Cellular (04, David R. Ellis); The Sentinel (06, Clark Johnson); Even Money (07, Mark Rydell)—as a gambler; producing and acting in While She Was Out (08, Susan Montford); The Informers (09, Gregor Jordan); The Burning Plain (09, Guillermo Arriaga).


      

      Saul Bass (1920–96), b. New York


How rare it is nowadays to see credit sequences that try to convey the spirit, or even the formal concerns, of a film. Yet

         there was a moment, in the fifties and the early sixties, when Saul Bass made the handmade credit sequence nearly the prerequisite

         of a smart film. Nor was he simply an ambitious graphic artist who seized an opening. In Saul Bass’s best work, there is the

         beginning of a fine critical appreciation of the films being treated. He was a filmmaker, eager to be asked further into a

         picture. In hindsight, his credits, trailers, and ads seem like part of a golden age. And so, today, when we have to read

         a couple of miles of meticulous credit-gathering, all in a tasteful white on black, it’s one of the stray pleasures of watching

         movies on TV to see this grave pride being whisked past, too fast and too small to be read.


After training at Brooklyn College and work as a free-lance designer, Bass formed Saul Bass & Associates in 1946 (his wife,

         Elaine, was a significant contributor to the firm). He got into film, apparently, at the invitation of Otto Preminger—further

         proof of both his eye and his commercial acumen. Later, he would form a valuable partnership with Hitchcock, and it is clear

         that he did work—of a schematic, planning nature—on the shower scene in Psycho.


His best work can be seen in Carmen Jones (55, Preminger); The Big Knife (55, Robert Aldrich); The Seven Year Itch (55, Billy Wilder); Saint Joan (56, Preminger); the brilliant, desperate reaching hand for The Man with the Golden Arm (56, Preminger); Johnny Concho (56, Don McGuire); Around the World in 80 Days (56, Michael Anderson); The Pride and the Passion (57, Stanley Kramer); Cowboy (58, Delmer Daves); pendant tears in Bonjour Tristesse (58, Preminger); Vertigo (58, Hitchcock); The Big Country (58, William Wyler), using the stagecoach wheels and blending with the great score by Jerome Moross; superb on Anatomy of a Murder (59, Preminger); ditto on North by Northwest (59, Hitchcock); Psycho (60, Hitchcock); Ocean’s 11 (60, Lewis Milestone); Exodus (60, Preminger); Spartacus (60, Stanley Kubrick); West Side Story (61, Robert Wise); coaxing that slow-mo black cat for Walk on the Wild Side (62, Edward Dmytryk); Advise and Consent (62, Preminger); Nine Hours to Rama (63, Mark Robson); The Cardinal (63, Pre -minger); It’s a Mad Mad Mad Mad World (63, Kramer); Bunny Lake Is Missing (65, Preminger); Seconds (65, John Frankenheimer); Grand Prix (65, Frankenheimer).


In the seventies he gave up features, working on his own experimental short films. But he came back for Broadcast News (87, James L. Brooks); Big (88, Penny Marshall); The War of the Roses (89, Danny DeVito); GoodFellas (90, Martin Scorsese); Cape Fear (91, Scorsese), with fine use of watery reflections; The Age of Innocence (93, Scorsese).


      

      Angela Bassett, b. New York, 1958


In the early nineties, after a start in City of Hope (91, John Sayles), Boyz N the Hood (91, John Singleton), and Passion Fish (92, Sayles), Angela Bassett impressed nearly everyone with two very different, strong women. As the wife to Malcolm X (92, Spike Lee), she was uncommonly serene as well as long-suffering and enduring. But as Tina Turner in What’s Love Got to Do with It (93, Brian Gibson), she took on one of the world’s powerhouse performers and enriched our understanding of the great Tina.

         If, finally, Bassett and the movie needed footage of the real Turner, it was no reflection on Bassett—just a mark of the dead

         end in such biopics. Since then, Bassett has been a lot more conventional: Innocent Blood (92, John Landis); Strange Days (95, Kathryn Bigelow); Vampire in Brooklyn (95, Wes Craven); Waiting to Exhale (95, Forest Whitaker); as Betty Shabazz again in Panther (95, Mario Van Peebles); Contact (97, Robert Zemeckis); How Stella Got Her Groove Back (98, Kevin Rodney Sullivan); with Meryl Streep in Music of the Heart (99, Craven); Supernova (00, Thomas Lee); as Lena in Boesman and Lena (00, John Berry); with nothing to do in The Score (01, Frank Oz); on TV in Ruby’s Bucket of Blood (01, Peter Werner). She then appeared in Sunshine State (02, Sayles), on TV as Rosa Parks (02, Julie Dash) and in Masked and Anonymous (03, Larry Charles); Mr. 3000 (04, Charles Stone III); a voice in Mr. & Mrs. Smith (05, Doug Liman); Akeelah and the Bee (06, Doug Atchison); a voice in Meet the Robinsons (07, Stephen Anderson); Gospel Hill (08, Giancarlo Esposito); Meet the Browns (08, Tyler Perry); Nothing but the Truth (08, Rod Lurie); Notorious (09, George Tillman Jr.).


      

      Alan Bates (1934–2003), Allestree, England


Did Alan Bates ever hope to make it as a universal male comforter? In An Unmarried Woman (77, Paul Mazursky), he’s a bearded English abstract expressionist, whimsical but reliable, who eats eggs out of the frying

         pan, lives in Vermont, and gives Jill Clayburgh a healing screw on the floor and the freedom to decline further risk. He’s

         about as believable as daytime TV, but much drier and far more charming. Looking less than forty-three, Bates suddenly emerged

         as an old-fashioned ro -mantic: brooding and touchy, but full of inner calm, unneurotic talent, and well-done orgasms. He

         was something like a cultivated Gable who’d been a Rhodes scholar, or a Dirk Bogarde with more meat on him. An unexpectedly

         casual stardom lay around the set, like clothes ardently discarded.


But for most of the seventies, Bates had looked less than ever interested in films. There were long gaps between jobs, and

         several parts that proved greater allegiance to the theatre. Indeed, onstage, in Butley, he showed a self-destructive humor and gentlemanly malice that no movie has thought to uncover. He seems determined not to

         be glamorous, or to lose sight of the better, more rewarding work he can find onstage. Perhaps An Unmarried Woman was a fling?


Still, in the sixties, especially, he managed to get his self-effacing presence into several successful pictures, none of

         which ever depended on him: The Entertainer (60, Tony Richardson); Whistle Down the Wind (61, Bryan Forbes); A Kind of Loving (62, John Schlesinger); the suburban straight breaking out of his rut in The Running Man (63, Carol Reed); The Caretaker (63, Clive Donner); excellent in Nothing but the Best (64, Donner); another cautious witness of the exotic in Zorba the Greek (64, Michael Cacoyannis); Georgy Girl (66, Silvio Narizzano); King of Hearts (66, Philippe de Broca); Far from the Madding Crowd (67, Schlesinger); The Fixer (68, John Frankenheimer); Women in Love (69, Ken Russell); The Three Sisters (70, Laurence Olivier); The Go-Between (71, Joseph Losey); A Day in the Death of Joe Egg (71, Peter Medak); Impossible Object (73, John Frankenheimer); Butley (73, Harold Pinter); In Celebration (74, Lindsay Anderson); Royal Flash (75, Richard Lester); The Shout (78, Jerzy Skolimowski); never better than as Henchard in a TV The Mayor of Casterbridge (78, David Giles); and The Rose (79, Mark Rydell).


As he grew older, Bates found some fascinating eccentric roles, yet he remains an actor whose outbursts never quite lose control:

         as Diaghilev in Nijinsky (80, Herbert Ross); as the Ford Madox Ford figure in Quartet (81, James Ivory);The Return of the Soldier (81, Alan Bridges);Britannia Hospital (82, Anderson); as the John Mortimer figure in A Voyage Round My Father (82, Alvin Rakoff), for TV; in the old James Mason role in The Wicked Lady (83, Michael Winner); brilliant as Guy Burgess in An Englishman Abroad (83, Schlesinger);Dr. Fischer of Geneva (83, Michael Lindsay-Hogg); Separate Tables (84, Schlesinger), for TV; the husband in Duet for One (86, Andrei Konchalovsky);A Prayer for the Dying (87, Mike Hodges); as the man from MI5 in Pack of Lies (87, Anthony Page);Force Majeure (88, Pierre Jolivet);We Think the World of You (88, Colin Gregg);Docteur M (89, Claude Chabrol);Mister Frost (90, Philip Setbon); as Claudius in Hamlet (90, Franco Zeffirelli); as Proust in 102 Boulevard Haussmann (90, Udayan Prasad); and Secret Friends (91, Dennis Potter).


He was a character actor by then, at his best for the BBC, but drawn into airier international ventures: Silent Tongue (93, Sam Shepard); as Bounderby in Hard Times (94, Peter Barnes); The Grotesque (95, John-Paul Davidson); Oliver’s Travels (95, Giles Foster); Nicholas’ Gift (98, Robert Markowitz); as Gayev in Varya (99, Cacoyannis); St. Patrick: The Irish Legend (00, Robert Hughes and Robert C. Hughes); the Storyteller in Arabian Nights (00, Steve Barron); In the Beginning (00, Kevin Connor); Henry VIII in The Prince and the Pauper (00, Foster); Love in a Cold Climate (01, Tom Hooper); Gosford Park (01, Robert Altman); Salem Witch Trials (01, Joseph Sargent); The Sum of All Fears (02, Phil Alden Robinson); Evelyn (02, Bruce Beresford); The Mothman Prophecies (02, Mark Pellington); Hollywood North (03, Peter O’Brian); The Statement (03, Norman Jewison); and Lentulas Agrippa in Spartacus (04, Robert Schenkkan).


      

      Kathy (Kathleen) Bates, b. Memphis, Tennessee, 1948


It says something important about Kathy Bates, and actresses like her, that while she won awards for her lead role on stage

         in Frankie and Johnny at the Clair de Lune, when that play came to be filmed Michelle Pfeiffer was offered as the retiring waitress. In other words, to look and be as

         millions are is no way to get yourself into pictures. Yet Kathy Bates has won one Oscar and been nominated for another, and

         she has been the framework for several other pictures. She has insisted on herself, without being strident or monotonous.

         And we are all better off because of her. Even so, an actress like this needs the extraordinary opportunity of a Misery (90, Rob Reiner) to prove herself, and parts like that are not commonplace.


She attended Southern Methodist University, she was a singing waitress in the Catskills, and a regular on stage for many years—her

         work includes the daughter in ’night, Mother (a role that went to Sissy Spacek in the movie).


After a tiny part in Taking Off (71, Milos Forman), her film work began properly with Straight Time (78, Ulu Grosbard); Come Back to the Five and Dime, Jimmy Dean, Jimmy Dean (82, Robert Altman); Johnny Bull (86, Claudia Weill); Summer Heat (87, Michie Gleason); Arthur 2: On the Rocks (88, Bud Yorkin); on TV in Roe v. Wade (89, Gregory Hoblit); Signs of Life (89, John David Coles); Men Don’t Leave (90, Paul Brickman); Dick Tracy (90, Warren Beatty); White Palace (90, Luis Mandoki).


In truth, those parts had been small, but the role of the avid reader who gets her own auteur in Misery was served up on a plate. (Her rivals for the Oscar that year included Meryl Streep, Anjelica Huston, and Julia Roberts.)

         And now her roles grew larger and richer: At Play in the Fields of the Lord (91, Hector Babenco); Fried Green Tomatoes (91, Jon Avnet); Shadows and Fog (92, Woody Allen); Prelude to a Kiss (92, Norman René); Used People (92, Beeban Kidron); Hostages (93, David Wheatley), for TV; a single mother with six kids in A Home of Our Own (93, Tony Bill); North (94, Reiner); Curse of the Starving Class (95, J. Michael McClary); excellent as the mother in Dolores Claiborne (95, Taylor Hackford), like Misery from a Stephen King novel; a bag lady in The West Side Waltz (95, Ernest Thompson); Angus (95, Patrick Read Johnson); the cop in Diabolique (96, Jeremiah Chechik); outstanding in The War at Home (96, Emilio Estevez); as Molly Brown in Titanic (97, James Cameron); followed by Swept from the Sea (98, Kidron); very funny as the agent (and nominated) in Primary Colors (98, Mike Nichols); The Waterboy (98, Frank Coraci); unbilled in A Civil Action (98, Steven Zaillian); on TV as Miss Hannigan in Annie (99, Rob Marshall).


She played a mother superior in Bruno (00, Shirley MacLaine); Ma James in American Outlaws (01, Les Mayfield); cheerfully nude in About Schmidt (02, Alexander Payne).


In addition to some TV directing (Homicide, Oz, and Six Feet Under), she directed Dash and Lily in 1999. Then she was in Dragonfly (02, Tom Shadyac); Unconditional Love (02, P. J. Hogan); The Tulse Luper Suitcases: The Moab Story (03, Peter Greenaway); as Queen Victoria in Around the World in 80 Days (04, Coraci); Little Black Book (04, Nick Hurran); The Bridge of San Luis Rey (04, Mary McGuckian); Rumor Has It … (05 Rob Reiner); Warm Springs (05, Joseph Sargent); Failure to Launch (06, Tom Dey); she directed and acted in Ambulance Girl (06); Relative Strangers (06, Greg Glienna); Bonneville (06, Christopher N. Rowley); Fred Claus (07, David Dobkin); The Golden Compass (07, Chris Weitz); P.S. I Love You (07, Richard LaGravenese); The Family That Preys (08, Tyler Perry); as Secretary of State in The Day the Earth Stood Still (08, Scott Derrickson); Revolutionary Road (08, Sam Mendes); Chéri (09, Stephen Frears); Personal Effects (09, David Hollander); The Blind Side (09, John Lee Hancock). Is this work? She is also a survivor of ovarian cancer.


      

      Noah Baumbach, b. Brooklyn, New York, 1969


1995: Kicking and Screaming (s). 1997: Mr. Jealousy (s); Highball (s) (under the name Ernie Fusco). 2005: The Squid and the Whale. 2007: Margot at the Wedding. 2010: Greenberg.


      

      His parents were Village Voice critic Georgia Brown and Jonathan Baumbach—film critic, novelist and teacher. So it’s hardly surprising what happened. Graduating

         from Vassar, Noah went straight into independent filmmaking and he is now a key member of the smart indie set in America—through

         his friendship with Wes Anderson (they co-wrote The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou and Fantastic Mr. Fox) and his marriage to Jennifer Jason Leigh, which began in 2005.


It seems clear that Baumbach’s films are rather more linear and humanistic than those he writes with Wes Anderson, and I’m

         inclined to think this is Anderson’s problem or blind spot. Baumbach is deeply concerned with family, even if his families are crowded out with vain, insecure, and vaguely creative types. The Squid and the Whale got a screenplay nomination and it had deeply felt performances from Jeff Daniels, Laura Linney, and Anna Paquin. Equally,

         Margot at the Wedding was a fine comedy about warring sisters (played by Leigh and Nicole Kidman). I realize that Wes Anderson has the bigger reputation

         still, but I know whose future films I look forward to seeing the most.


      

      Harry Baur (1880–1943), b. Montrouge, France


One-volume histories of world film must omit so many important figures. (I know how many deserving cases are left out of this

         book.) Read any history and you will find that French film in the 1930s is treated as Renoir, Clair, Carné, Vigo, and Pagnol.

         But that survey is bound never to encounter Harry Baur—a great, noble actor—for he never worked with any of the “saved.”


Baur was at least as good and as central to France in the thirties as Michel Simon or Louis Jouvet. Moreover, Baur’s story

         is the more memorable because of his tragic end. His wife was Jewish, and when Baur went to Germany to make his last film, Symphonie eines Lebens (41, Hans Bertram), he was arrested and tortured. He was released, but shortly thereafter he was found dead.


He made some silent pictures, and he was always a force on the stage. But for ten years, he was a dominating figure in French

         movies, larger than life yet naturalistic: David Golden (30, Julien Duvivier); Les Cinq Gentlemen Maudits (32, Duvivier); Poil de Carotte (32, Duvivier); La Tête d’un Homme (33, Duvivier); as Jean Valjean in Les Misérables (34, Raymond Bernard); Golgotha (35, Duvivier); Moscow Nights (35, Anthony Asquith); Les Hommes Nouveaux (35, Marcel L’Herbier); Crime and Punishment (35, Pierre Chenal); Le Golem (36, Duvivier); Samson (36, Maurice Tourneur); as the composer in Un Grand Amour de Beethoven (36, Abel Gance); Nitchevo (37, Jacques de Baroncelli); Un Carnet de Bal (37, Duvivier); as Rasputin in La Tragédie Imperiale (38, L’Herbier); Mollenard (38, Robert Siodmak); La Patriote (38, Tourneur); L’Homme de Niger (40, de Baroncelli); with Jouvet in Volpone (40, Tourneur); and L’Assassinat de Père Noel (41, Christian-Jaque).


      

      Anne Baxter (1923–85), b. Michigan City, Indiana


The granddaughter of Frank Lloyd Wright, she made her stage debut at age twelve in Seen But Not Heard, and her movie debut in Twenty Mule Team (40, Richard Thorpe). After testing unsuccessfully for Rebecca (at age sixteen!), she had her first hit in The Great Profile (40, Walter Lang) and was contracted by Fox. Without ever establishing a dominant screen persona, she made a string of good

         films and seldom appeared other than intelligent and attractive: capable at the age of nineteen of playing the “Goodbye, George”

         scene in The Magnificent Ambersons (42, Orson Welles); she won an Oscar as supporting actress in The Razor’s Edge (46, Edmund Goulding); and was credibly a match for Bette Davis as the sweetly conniving Eve Harrington in All About Eve (50, Joseph L. Mankiewicz).


Her other films include Charley’s Aunt (41, Archie Mayo); Swamp Water (41, Jean Renoir); The Pied Piper (42, Irving Pichel); Five Graves to Cairo (43, Billy Wilder); The North Star (43, Lewis Milestone); Sunday Dinner for a Soldier (44, Lloyd Bacon); The Sullivans (44, Bacon); Guest in the House (44, John Brahm); The Eve of St. Mark (44, John M. Stahl); A Royal Scandal (45, Otto Preminger and Ernst Lubitsch); Angel on My Shoulder (46, Mayo); Blaze of Noon (47, John Farrow); The Walls of Jericho (48, Stahl); Yellow Sky (48, William Wellman); Homecoming (48, Mervyn Le Roy); You’re My Everything (49, Lang); as golfer Ben Hogan’s wife in Follow the Sun (51, Sidney Lanfield); The Outcasts of Poker Flats (52, Joseph Newman); the “Last Leaf” episode of O. Henry’s Full House (52, Jean Negulesco); I Confess (52, Alfred Hitchcock); The Blue Gardenia (52, Fritz Lang); Carnival Story (54, Kurt Neumann); Bedevilled (55, Mitchell Leisen); The Ten Commandments (56, Cecil B. De Mille); Three Violent People (57, Rudolph Maté); Chase a Crooked Shadow (58, Michael Anderson); Summer of the Seventeenth Doll (60, Leslie Norman); Cimarron (61, Anthony Mann); and Walk on the Wild Side (62, Edward Dmytryk).


After that, she made fewer films and too many wasteful TV appearances: The Busy Body (66, William Castle), and Dynamite Man from Glory Jail (71, Andrew V. McLaglen). But when Lauren Bacall left the American production of Applause, it was the original Eve who took her part as Margo Channing—one of life’s braver attempts to match art.


Her 1976 autobiography, Intermission, was far better and funnier than most books of its kind, partly because it makes clear how important it was to her to be married

         to an American who ranched in Australia.


She played in Jane Austen in Manhattan (80, James Ivory); she was in the TV production of East of Eden (81, Harvey Hart); she narrated a documentary about Frank Lloyd Wright (Murray Grigor); and just before her death she appeared

         in Sherlock Holmes and the Masks of Death (84, Roy Ward Baker).


      

      Warner Baxter (1891–1951), b. Columbus, Ohio


By the early 1940s, Baxter’s popularity was slipping away. All through the 1930s, he had seemed the “mature” man, looking

         rather older than was the case. Illness and public neglect added gravity to his face and he soldiered on for his last ten

         years, intent perhaps on making one hundred movies. He died two short, and is now hardly known because only a handful of his

         films are ever seen: 42nd Street (33, Lloyd Bacon), in which he played the harassed director; The Prisoner of Shark Island (36, John Ford), his most agonized role, as the doctor imprisoned for setting John Wilkes Booth’s broken leg; and The Road to Glory (36, Howard Hawks), where he fitted admirably into the fatalistic picture of the First World War. In all three, he is a man

         under pressure, his character hardened by stress. But only a few years before, Baxter had won fame as a carefree, Fair-banksian

         bandit.


Baxter was a traveling salesman before he went into the theatre; and after a debut in All Woman (18, Hobart Henley), he played on Broadway in Lombardi Ltd. But he soon concentrated on movies and had a variety of supporting parts at different studios: Her Own Money (22, Joseph Henabery); If I Were Queen (22, Wesley Ruggles); Blow Your Own Horn (23, James W. Horne); and Christine of the Hungry Heart (24, George Archainbaud). Then Paramount signed him and he played in The Female (24, Sam Wood); The Garden of Weeds (24, James Cruze); and The Golden Bed (25, Cecil B. De Mille). He worked steadily without ever making stardom: Welcome Home (25, Cruze); A Son of His Father (25, Victor Fleming); Mannequin (26, Cruze); Miss Brewster’s Millions (26, Clarence Badger); The Runaway (26, William C. De Mille); Aloma of the South Seas (26, Maurice Tourneur); the title part in The Great Gatsby (26, Herbert Brenon); Drums of the Desert (27, John Waters); The Tragedy of Youth (28, Archainbaud); and Three Sinners (28, Rowland V. Lee). Ramona (28, Edwin Carewe) lifted him enormously and, after Craig’s Wife (28, W. C. De Mille), Danger Street (28, Ralph Ince), and West of Zanzibar (29, Tod Browning), he went to Fox to take over for the injured Raoul Walsh as the Cisco Kid in In Old Arizona (29, Irving Cummings). The loss of an eye settled Walsh as a director, and the Cisco Kid won Baxter the best actor Oscar.


Fox now treated him as a star, but few of his 1930s movies have lasted well: there was something subdued in Baxter, so that

         he often looked best in support of some other star—with Janet Gaynor in Daddy Longlegs (31, Alfred Santell), for instance. He also made Behind that Curtain (29, Cummings); Romance of the Rio Grande (29, Santell); The Arizona Kid (30, Santell); Renegades (30, Fleming); Doctors’ Wives (31, Frank Borzage); The Squaw Man (31, C. B. De Mille); Surrender (31, William K. Howard); Six Hours to Live (32, William Dieterle); Dangerously Yours (33, Frank Tuttle); Penthouse (33, W. S. Van Dyke); Broadway Bill (35, Frank Capra); One More Spring (35, Henry King); Under the Pampas Moon (35, James Tinling); Robin Hood of El Dorado (36, William Wellman); To Mary—with Love (36, John Cromwell); White Hunter (36, Cummings); Slave Ship (37, Tay Garnett); as Alan Breck Stewart in Kidnapped (38, Alfred Werker).


As his ratings slumped, he had leading parts in Adam Had Four Sons (41, Gregory Ratoff) and Lady in the Dark (44, Mitchell Leisen), but otherwise slipped into B pictures, including the dull Crime Doctor series.


      

      Michael Bay, b. 1965, Los Angeles


1995: Bad Boys. 1996: The Rock. 1998: Armageddon. 2001: Pearl Harbor. 2003: Bad Boys II. 2005: The Island. 2007: Transformers. 2009: Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen.


      

      In the summer of 2001, there was a story going around Hollywood that Michael Bay was seriously depressed. No one wishes to

         be callous, but this could be the start of something useful. For in sharing a common, sad state of mind, is it possible that

         Mr. Bay will eventually come to recognize the natural materials of a narrative art—the lives of ordinary people? Or is it

         more likely that he will overcome passing melancholy and get on with a far more depleting mindscape—Hollywood thinking?


Still, it’s worth explaining the reason for Bay being at bay: he was dismayed at the nearly universal load of critical bombs

         that had been dropped on Pearl Harbor. In other words, something in his innocence had coincided with the provincialism of Los Angeles to persuade him that having

         finished that vast film, and set off all its explosions, why, surely he had made a thing called art. So, in the event that

         Mr. Bay is ever looking for help, I’ll spell it out here—he makes noisy garbage; it is his calling, his being and soul. There

         is no cure. We may respect his suffering, but we know this: ours is greater. And he has millions as medicine.


      

      Nathalie Baye (Judith Mesnil), b. Mainnerville, France, 1948


Baye didn’t make a film until she was twenty-five. She had trained and worked as a dancer first. But the delay helped, making

         her a bit more mature than most debut actresses. Which began to explain why she was not the prettiest you’ve ever seen. A

         character began to emerge, if only because she played a version of Truffaut’s maternal script girl, Helen Scott, in an early

         film, Day for Night (73).


She then made La Gueule Ouverte (74, Maurice Pialat); La Gifle (74, Claude Pinoteau); Mado (76, Claude Sautet); The Man Who Loved Women (77, Truffaut); Monsieur Papa (77, Philippe Monnier); The Green Room (78, Truffaut); Mon Premier Amour (78, Elie Chouraqui); La Mémoire Courte (79, Eduardo de Gregorio); Every Man for Himself (80, Jean-Luc Godard); Je Vais Craquer!!! (80, François Leterrier); The Girl from Lorraine (80, Claude Goretta); A Week’s Vacation (80, Bertrand Tavernier); Beau-Père (81, Bertrand Blier); L’Ombre Rouge (81, Jean-Louis Comolli); La Balance (82, Bob Swaim); The Return of Martin Guerre (82, Daniel Vigne); J’ai Epousé une Ombre (82, Robin Davis), a remake of No Man of Her Own; Détective (84, Godard); Notre Histoire (84, Blier); Rive Droite, Rive Gauche (84, Philippe Labro); Beethoven’s Nephew (85, Paul Morrissey); Lune de Miel (85, Patrick Jamain); De Guerre Lasse (87, Robert Enrico); En Toute Innocence (88, Alain Jessua); La Baule-les-Pins (90, Diane Kurys); Un Week end sur Deux (90, Nicole Garcia); The Man Inside (90, Bobby Roth).


This extraordinary work rate has declined only a little, but she has worked more often for women directors: La Voix (92, Pierre Granier-Deferre); And the Band Played On (93, Roger Spottiswoode); La Machine (94, François Dupeyron); a voice on Arabian Knights (95, Richard Williams); Enfants de Salaud (96, Tonie Marshall); Food of Love (97, Stephen Poliakoff); Paparazzi (98, Alain Berberian); Si Je T’Aime, Prends Garde à Toi (99, Jeanne Labrunne); Venus Beauty Salon (99, Marshall); A Pornographic Affair (99, Frédéric Fonteyne); Selon Matthieu (00, Xavier Beauvais); Ça Ira Mieux Demain (00, Labrunne); Absolument Fabuleux (01, Gabriel Aghion).


She did L’Enfant des Lumières (02, Vigne) for French TV; came to Hollywood as the mother in Catch Me if You Can (02, Steven Spielberg); La Fleur du Mal (03, Claude Chabrol); Les Sentiments (03, Noémie Lvovsky); France Boutique (03, Marshall); Une Vie à T’Attendre (04, Thierry Klifa); L’un Reste, l’Autre Part (05, Claude Berri); Le Petit Lieutenant (06, Xavier Beauvois); La Californie (06, Jacques Fieschi); Ne Le Dis à Personne (06, Guillaume Canet); Michou d’Auber (07, Thomas Gilou); Mon Fils à Moi (07, Martial Fougeron); La Prix à Payer (07, Alexandra Leclère); Passe-Passe (08, Marshall).


      

      André Bazin (1918–58), b. Angers, France


Bazin would be exceptional if only because he is one of the few important writers on film for whom no one had an angry, or

         pained, word. He was so widely esteemed as a man. Jacques Rivette has called him “saintly.” Jean Renoir said that his work

         would outlast cinema itself. Robert Bresson observed how he “had a curious way of taking off from what was false to arrive

         ultimately at what was true.” And for François Truffaut, of course, Bazin was nothing less than a surrogate father, a friend

         and teacher bringing the wild child into being, and dying the day after shooting on The 400 Blows had begun (that film is dedicated to Bazin’s memory).


As a child, Bazin was moved from Angers to La Rochelle. He studied there and at Versailles, and in 1938 he entered the Ecole

         Normale Superieure at St. Cloud. His academic record was exceptional, but he was denied teaching credentials because of his

         stammer. So, in the war years, he joined the Maison de Lettres, a form of schooling for the working classes and for those

         whose education had been disrupted by war. He also founded a film club and showed many films banned by the Nazis. After 1944,

         he was made film critic on Le Parisien Liberé; he wrote for several other papers and magazines; he was made a teacher at IDHEC (Institut des Hautes Etudes Cinématographi

         -ques); and he founded, with Jacques Doniol Valcroze, Les Cahiers du Cinéma. He wrote books about Orson Welles and Vittorio de Sica, and at his death (from leukemia) he was at work on a large book about

         Renoir. But he was also the author of a variety of essays and reviews that make a coherent definition of cinema.


Bazin was a Catholic leftist, and a precise arguer and writer in the school of Sartre, but as a film theoretician everything

         for him was founded in the notion of film as a record of reality. As such, he loved documentary and any style that tended

         toward the use of real light, deep space, and long, extended takes. Naturally, therefore, he loved Renoir, Rossellini, and

         Welles, just as he aspired towards a kind of cinema that closely imitated real experience. He was also a humanist, devoted

         to the idea of performance and a lover of Chaplin and all kinds of natural acting. Though he was not overly fond of montage,

         or fragmented points of view, he was one of the first to grasp the importance of Bresson.


Cahiers was initially based on his work and example, and on an historic view that saw the best of American, European, and Japanese

         film working together (he was a great admirer of Mizoguchi). He also inspired and assisted the young directors who would become

         the New Wave, and made the essential assumption that critical writing and real filming need not be separate. Though seldom

         in good health, he worked very hard and he cared for animals as much as he did for movies and moviemakers.


It happens that I am writing this piece on the same day as writing about David Begelman. And it occurs to me that whereas

         Begelman would have found Bazin irrelevant, Bazin would have been fascinated by Begelman. We need to recall that in an age

         when the Begelmans have become so powerful. 


      

      Emmanuelle Béart, b. St. Tropez, France, 1965


Perhaps we are not supposed to say such things any more—but we can’t help thinking that there is always a cul-de-sac of cinema

         (it may even be an open road) that is dedicated to beautiful women. In which case, Emmanuelle Béart in La Belle Noiseuse (91, Jacques Rivette) is one of the odalisques of introspection. Certainly it is a Rivette film, and of course it is a meditation

         on drawing and the creative process. But it cannot quite help but be—in addition—a symphony on the more or less naked Béart.

         And it works.


Many men have tried to justify her extraordinary calm beauty and their helpless watching with the possibility that she is

         also a great actress. The strain of that attempt has never shown on Mlle Béart. There are signs that she is content to be

         a phenomenon. Famously, she was raised in a tiny village in Provence, the daughter of singer Guy Béart, kept away from both

         the public gaze and the experience of movies. She did do a couple of things as a child —And Hope to Die (72, René Clement) and Demain les Mômes (76, Jean Portalé)—but apparently it was while on a trip in Canada, working as an au pair, that she saw her first movies

         and was seen by Robert Altman, who tried to put her on screen.


That didn’t work, but she began to work for French television and was properly revealed by David Hamilton, the erotic still

         photographer, in Premiers Désirs (83). Still for TV, she made Un Amour Interdit (84, Jean-Pierre Dougnac);Raison Perdue (84, Michel Favart);Et Demain Viendra le Jour (84, Jean-Louis Lorenzi); and another movie, L’Amour en Douce (85, Edouard Molinaro).


Her breakthrough was in Manon des Sources (86, Claude Berri), an international hit that got her the role of the angel in Date with an Angel (87, Tom McLoughlin), a serious flop. So she remained in France for À Gauche en Sortant de l’Ascenseur (88, Molinaro); on TV as Marie-Antoinette (89, Caroline Huppert); Les Enfants du Désorde (89, Yannick Bellon); Il Viaggio di Capitan Fracassa (91, Ettore Scola); J’Embrasse Pas (91, André Téchiné); Un Coeur en Hiver (92, Claude Sautet), working with Daniel Auteuil, to whom she was married for a time; L’Enfer (94, Claude Chabrol); Une Femme Française (95, Régis Wargnier); Nelly & Monsieur Arnaud (95, Sautet).


Then came another attempt to launch her in English-speaking films —Mission: Impossible (96, Brian De Palma)—and the same old retreat to France: Don Juan (98, Jacques Weber); Voleur de Vie (98, Yves Angelo); as Gilberte in Le Temps Retrouvé (99, Raoul Ruiz); Elephant Juice (99, Sam Miller); La Bûche (99, Danièle Thompson); Les Destinées Sentimentales (00, Olivier Assayas); Voyance et Manigance (01, Eric Fourniols).


Being thirty has done nothing to alter her beauty, though a certain glassiness begins to appear: La Répétition (01, Catherine Corsini); 8 Femmes (02, François Ozon); Les Égarés (03, Téchiné); L’Histoire de Marie et Julien (03, Rivette); Nathalie … (03, Anne Fontaine); À Boire (04, Marion Vernoux); Un Fil à la Patte (05, Michel Deville); Milady in D’Artagnan et les Trois Mousquetaires (05, Pierre Aknine); L’Enfer (05, Denis Tanovic); A Crime (05, Manuel Pradal); The Witnesses (07, Téchiné); Disco (08, Fabien Onteniente); Vinyan (08, Fabrice Du Welz); Mes Stars et Moi (08, Laetitia Colombani).


      

      Warren Beatty (Henry Warren Beaty), b. Richmond, Virginia, 1937


1978: Heaven Can Wait (codirected with Buck Henry). 1981: Reds. 1990: Dick Tracy. 1998: Bulworth.


      

      The prized son of well-to-do parents—professionals with strong creative instincts—Beatty is also the younger brother of Shirley

         MacLaine. (If he seems in some ways very different from her, that may only prove the strength of her influence—for Beatty

         has taken great pains to look like his own master.) Having grown up near Washington, Beatty did a year at Northwestern before

         opting for New York and show business. He did some TV drama (he would play Milton Armitage in The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis in 1959–60), and he had a lead role onstage in William Inge’s A Loss of Roses in 1959. He has never again acted onstage.


Then, as a discovery of Elia Kazan’s, he was running in the steps of Brando and Dean for his full-starring movie debut, Splendor in the Grass. He was sexual, cerebral, troubled, a little withdrawn. He had unquestioned beauty and the early legend of being the enchanter

         of costars and any other lady he met. But as an actor, Beatty was not open or generous. He seemed reluctant to yield himself

         up, and so early on he had more fame and critical attention than public love. But from the outset, he was regarded as either

         very intelligent or very difficult: sometimes his own puzzled look has seemed beset by the same question.


He was very good as the gigolo to Vivien Leigh in The Roman Spring of Mrs. Stone (61, Jose Quintero). But he seemed torn between playing aloof, unwholesome young men, or lending himself to lightweight packages.

         He was the phony hero and the unlikable older brother in All Fall Down (62, John Frankenheimer), and he was excellent as the nurse who risks his own breakdown in falling in love with Lilith (63, Robert Rossen). Mickey One (65, Arthur Penn) is a truly pretentious picture, but it still seems remarkable that the young actor got it made, and Beatty

         is brilliant as the paranoid nightclub entertainer. On the other hand, he was in Promise Her Anything (66, Arthur Hiller) and Kaleidoscope (66, Jack Smight), projects with no claim upon 1966, let alone eternity.


Beatty was a figure on the screen, yet he was not popular. Then, in 1967, he took responsibility and control and came of age,

         by starring in and producing Bonnie and Clyde (67, Penn). His performance was so remarkable in its mixture of good looks and stricken limp, of assertion and shyness, and

         of that convincingly youthful fatalism that says “Ain’t life grand?” as he recounts how he shot off his toes the day before

         learning that he was to be released from prison. Moreover, he won an audience and drove a film to be a hit through his performance.

         Yet his contribution was greater still as a producer, for he had bought the script, hired Penn, done the casting, ordered

         the rewrites, and then insisted on the very startling film as a key expression of late-sixties sensibility. Few films have been better produced. It helped

         one see why Beatty was not always fully committed to mere acting or looking pretty.


But he did not advance decisively—as if some lassitude or disquiet flinched from a life in production, or that of running

         a studio. So his acting became odder and more distracted: The Only Game in Town (69, George Stevens) and $ (71, Richard Brooks). But the right project could capture his interest: he has never been better as actor than in the moody,

         self-deluding, talking-himself-into-a-corner frontier producer in McCabe and Mrs. Miller (71, Robert Altman). He was good again as a spookily dark investigative journalist in The Parallax View (74, Alan J. Pakula), too frightening a film for public comfort.


Then he produced again: Shampoo (75, Hal Ashby), a tough comedy about love and sex, hair-dressing and politics, set in Los Angeles. Beatty wrote the script

         with his friend Robert Towne, and he dominated a movie in which he was also seen as playing a side of himself—the Don Juan

         (Beatty had by then been linked with many women, including Joan Collins, Natalie Wood, Leslie Caron, and Julie Christie—some

         said he helped their careers, others believed he was always competitive).


There was then a three-year gap before Heaven Can Wait (78), which he wrote with Elaine May and directed with Buck Henry—how could so flimsy a hit bear up under so many talents?

         Heaven Can Wait now looks like the least interesting large project of a man determined to be significant. After another interval of three

         years, Beatty delivered Reds (81), a life of John Reed, with scenes of the International Revolution. He directed himself, as well as playing Reed, and

         got a terrific performance from his love of the time, Diane Keaton, playing Louise Bryant. In the first half of Reds there was a stirring balance of love story and mankind story—a balance that slipped in the second half. The film never did

         well enough, but Beatty got the directing Oscar and, in his use of real witnesses, made a very intriguing mix of melodrama

         and history. Reds is still a fascinating picture with passages of greatness—but it never seems the work of a Marxist.


Beatty may have been tired; yet he has a deserved reputation for tirelessness. Whatever the reasons, he waited six years to

         make … Ishtar (87, Elaine May), a folly and now a legend of extravagance. It is something of a mystery as to just what Beatty was doing

         in the mid-eighties. Was it weariness or the readiness to turn to politics? (He was much involved with Gary Hart, just as

         he had worked for McGovern in 1972.) Was it a life of women and the telephone? He did function as executive producer (even

         if he took no credit) on The Pick-Up Artist (87), which brought together unlikely protégés—actress Molly Ring-wald and writer-director James Toback.


Dick Tracy (90) may have been one of the best-promoted films ever made. Beyond that, not a lot can be said except in praise of the comic-book

         design. Tracy figured the latest woman in Beatty’s life, Madonna, and her documentary, Truth or Dare (91, Alek Keshishian), has exquisite glimpses of a Beatty who seems like a man trying to escape from a Borges story.


He found liberty, and a wife (at last) in Bugsy (91, Barry Levinson), an old-fashioned piece of gangster nostalgia, written by Toback, and costarring Annette Bening, who

         became Mrs. Beatty and the mother of their children. Bugsy is smart, at its best when funny, yet helplessly pledged to the fantasy that being (or acting like) a gangster ought to be

         fun and glamorous. Despite valiant efforts, Beatty the actor never persuaded me that he knew how to lose control, let alone

         become psychotic. Control is his thing—and maybe his curse. And now he has a daughter, the ultimate enchantress, perhaps, for the great seducer. He will

         be a veteran by the time she comes of age.


In 1994, having taken a long time over it, he produced and acted in Love Affair (Glenn Gordon Caron). Annette Bening was his co-star again—and they were pregnant again.


The film was not, and suggested that there was no need for true love to translate to the screen. Beatty was a busy father

         now, a vague figure still in Democratic Party circles and a rather surprising Irving Thalberg Award recipient. His next film

         was Bulworth, a very lively and enterprising political satire (until around halftime), and then a sadder sign of Beatty’s receding energy.

         Still, in the arid nineties, Bulworth was a real achievement. Whereas Town & Country was a travesty.


In 2010, Peter Biskind published a 600-page bio of the man, and a grim truth was revealed—so few people knew who he was. 


      

      Harold Becker, b. New York, 1950


1972: The Ragman’s Daughter. 1979: The Onion Field. 1980: The Black Marble. 1981: Taps. 1985: Vision Quest. 1988: The Boost. 1989: Sea of Love.1993: Malice. 1995: City Hall. 1998: Mercury Rising. 2001: Domestic Disturbance.


      

      Twelve films in thirty years hardly amounts to character or consistency. But there are plenty of virtues here. Becker can

         tell a complicated story, even if complexity is all you get. He can handle actors and let big stars have their set pieces.

         In The Boost, he delivered one of the rare films about ordinary people and money. Elsewhere, he has seemed just as happy in competently

         dealing with the everyday melodrama that exists only in the movies. He helped bring Al Pacino back to the scene with Sea of Love, and made that a wry, grubby glamorization of the police, no matter that The Onion Field had seemed concerned to reproduce the impossible realities of the job. And James Woods was way out of the ordinary in that

         picture. Malice is silly trickery, but City Hall is nearly an authentic study in local politics. I’d guess that Becker would be an entertaining raconteur on his own ups and

         downs and his gallery of tough-minded, ambivalent heroes.


      

      Jacques Becker (1906–60), b. Paris


1934: Le Commissaire est Bon Enfant (s) (codirected with Pierre Prévert). 1935: Tête de Turc (s); La Vie est à Nous (codirected with Jean Renoir, Jean-Paul le Chanois, André Zwoboda, Pierre Unik, and Henri Cartier-Bresson). 1939: L’Or du Cristobal (codirected with and credited to Jean Stelli). 1942: Dernier Atout. 1943: Goupi Mains-Rouges. 1945: Falbalas. 1946: Antoine et Antoinette. 1949: Rendez-Vous de Juillet. 1951: Edouard et Caroline. 1952: Casque d’Or. 1953: Rue de l’Estrapade. 1954: Touchez Pas au Grisbi.1955: Ali-Baba et les Quarante Voleurs. 1956: Les Aventures d’Arsène Lupin. 1957: Montparnasse 19. 1960: Le Trou.


      

      Becker was a humane, observant, and inventive director who seemed willed into films by his apprenticeship to Jean Renoir on

         Boudu, Cho tard et Compagnie, Madame Bovary, La Vie est à Nous, Partie de Campagne, Les Bas-Fonds, La Grande Illusion, and La Marseillaise. He lacked the master’s innate passion for cinema, and he never properly discovered either a style or a subject matter in

         which he could immerse himself. His work is therefore very variable, more often exploring and searching than actually discovering

         truths. As if aware of the gap between himself and Renoir, he never entirely shrugged off modesty and worked as a sort of

         tribute: “I believe in the possibility of entertaining friendship and in the difficulty of maintaining love. I believe in

         the value of effort. And I believe above all in Paris. In my work I do not want to prove anything except that life is stronger

         than everything else.” It might be from a devotional article on Renoir by a willing disciple who had observed and understood

         greatness but could never find it in himself. It was a kind gesture of Renoir’s to revive the trio from Casque d’Or in French Can Can.


He was assistant to Renoir from 1932 onward, often playing small parts in the master’s films: the poet who meets Boudu (32) in the park, or an English officer in La Grande Illusion (37). He withdrew from L’Or du Cristobal, his first feature, as war began, but managed to work during the war and came to notice with the rural film, Goupi Mains-Rouges. After the war, he veered from the deliberate social study of Rendez-Vous de Juillet to the Paramount-like airiness and inconsequentiality of Edouard et Caroline to the full-blooded romance of Casque d’Or. That is his richest film, a fated love story in the Paris of the 1890s, looking like Auguste Renoir, but with a summery sensuousness

         that is Becker’s most personal achievement. Simone Signoret’s blonde in bloom in it is one of the most convincing women in

         French cinema.


Thereafter, Becker seemed to lose his way. Jean Gabin was excellent in the carefully authentic Touchez Pas au Grisbi, but Ali-Baba was Fernandel fodder. He took over the subject of the life of Modigliani when Max Ophuls died, but despite Gérard Philipe,

         Lilli Palmer, and Anouk Aimée, Montparnasse 19 was more decorative than affecting. His last film was his greatest departure: Le Trou is a story of prisoners attempting to escape—intense, claustrophobic, realistic but with all the unassertive faith in decency

         and feelings that distinguishes Becker’s best work.


      

      Wallace Beery (1886–1949), b. Kansas City, Missouri


The movie world has always required gobetweeners to reassure audiences—who are essentially plain, insignificant, and anxious—that

         they need not be overawed by the flawless beauty of people in films. The movie comedians were envoys of the pathetic dream

         nursed by every man that he might be as athletic as Fairbanks, as conquering as Valentino, or as ardent as John Gilbert. But

         the comics are clearly isolated figures, benign inmates from an asylum who have been allowed out and who commune with themselves.

         Wallace Beery is the most notable example of the ugly, stupid, boorish man who was as successful in films as heroes or lovers.

         Although for most of the 1920s he played villains, that did not detract from the idea of homespun genuineness beneath such

         fearsomely ordinary features. In a world of unmitigated glamour, it is tacitly acknowledged that Quasimodo is an honest man.

         It is reality that shows in his face and promises a kindly sense of human woes.


Beery was the older half-brother of Noah Beery. As a youth, he joined the Ringling Circus and went into vaudeville and summer

         stock where he specialized in playing old ladies. From about 1912 he had small parts in movies, and in 1914 he made a series

         of one-reel comedies at Essanay in the role of a Swedish housemaid. He moved on, in the same skirts, to Universal, where he

         also worked as a director. At this time, he eloped with Gloria Swanson, who was a teenage ingenue in some of the Sweedie films,

         and they were briefly married. Divorce came in 1919, proving that two separate layers from the Dream could not coexist. It

         persuaded Beery to stay in trousers and he settled into a run of colorful villains and blundering oafs: The Little American (17, Cecil B. De Mille); The Love Burglar (19, James Cruze); Soldiers of Fortune (19, Allan Dwan); Victory (19, Maurice Tourneur); The Virgin of Stamboul (20, Tod Browning); The Mollycoddle (20, Victor Fleming); as Magua in The Last of the Mohicans (20, Tourneur); A Tale of Two Worlds (21, Frank Lloyd); Wild Horsey (22, Wesley Ruggles); I Am the Law (22, Edwin Carewe); The Man from Hell’s River (22, Irving Cummings); as Richard the Lion-Hearted in Robin Hood (22, Dwan); The Flame of Life (23, Hobart Henley); Bavu (23, Stuart Paton); Drifting (23, Browning); Ashes of Vengeance (23, Lloyd); as the villain in The Three Ages (23, Buster Keaton and Eddie Cline); The Spanish Dancer (23, Herbert Brenon); The White Tiger (23, Browning); The Signal Tower (24, Clarence Brown); The Sea Hawk (24, Lloyd); The Red Lily (24, Fred Niblo); as Professor Challenger in The Lost World (25, Harry O. Hoyt); and The Devil’s Cargo (25, Fleming).


His stock had risen steadily and he was signed up by Paramount: Coming Through (25, Edward Sutherland); Adventure (25, Fleming); The Wanderer (25, Raoul Walsh); The Pony Express (25, Cruze); on loan to play with Colleen Moore in So Big (25, Charles Brabin). Then Paramount teamed him with Raymond Hatton in a series of comedies: Behind the Front (26, Sutherland); We’re in the Navy Now (26, Sutherland); Fireman, Save My Child (27, Sutherland); Now We’re in the Air (27, Frank Strayer); Wife Savers (28, Ralph Cedar); Partners in Crime (28, Strayer); and The Big Killing (28, F. Richard Jones). The series did well, until The Big Killing. Paramount doubted Beery’s staying power now that he needed to talk, and they let him go after Beggars of Life (28, William Wellman); Chinatown Nights (29, Wellman); The Stairs of Sand (29, Otto Brower); and River of Romance (29, Richard Wallace).


It was a notable mistake. MGM picked up Beery and made him a leading star of the early 1930s: as a convict in The Big House (30, George Hill); as Barnum in A Lady’s Morals (30, Sidney Franklin); as Pat Garrett in Billy the Kid (30, King Vidor); with Marie Dressler in Min and Bill (30, Hill); with John Gilbert in Way for a Sailor (30, Sam Wood). With Fredric March he shared the best actor Oscar for his work in The Champ (31, Vidor), and for the next few years was at his peak: Grand Hotel (32, Edmund Goulding); as a wrestler in Flesh (32, John Ford); with Dressler again in Tugboat Annie (33, Mervyn Le Roy); the husband of Jean Harlow in Dinner at Eight (33, George Cukor); The Bowery (33, Walsh); in the title part of Viva Villa! (34, Howard Hawks and Jack Conway); as Long John Silver in Treasure Island (34, Fleming); and as The Mighty Barnum (34, Walter Lang).


He slipped gradually into supporting parts, always looking for a replacement for Marie Dressler, who died in 1934: China Seas (35, Tay Garnett); O’Shaughnessy’s Boy (35, Richard Boleslavsky); Ah, Wilderness! (35, Brown); A Message to Garcia (36, George Marshall); Slave Ship (37, Garnett); Port of Seven Seas (38, James Whale); Stablemates (38, Wood); Stand Up and Fight (39, W. S. Van Dyke); Sergeant Madden (39, Josef von Sternberg); and Thunder Afloat (39, George Seitz). Marjorie Main was Beery’s partner in his last years in films of decreasing importance: Twenty Mule Team (40, Richard Thorpe); Wyoming (40, Thorpe); The Bad Man (41, Thorpe); Barnacle Bill (41, Thorpe); Jackass Mail (42, Norman Z. McLeod); Barbary Coast Gent (44, Roy del Ruth); This Man’s Navy (45, Wellman); A Date with Judy (48, Thorpe); and Big Jack (49, Thorpe).


      

      David Begelman (1921–95), b. New York


It’s easy to assume that David Begelman—who was seventy-four when he died—had been in the picture business all his life, and

         that he therefore stands as one of its creations. That is not the case. The son of a tailor, he was raised in the Bronx, and

         he served in the Air Force during the war on a technical training program. Afterwards he drifted, and went into insurance.

         It wasn’t until around 1950 that he met Freddie Fields, two years his junior and an agent at MCA. That contact allowed Begelman

         to get work at the agency in the midfifties. He rose swiftly, and he and Fields created the Creative Management Association.


That’s when the Begelman persona developed. Though less than handsome, he dressed well and became very attractive to women.

         He was charming, funny, reckless, and unafraid. He lied, he gambled, and it is fairly obvious now that from an early stage

         he cheated whenever he felt the need. He was a limousine confessor, a man who picked up tabs and then charged them to other

         enterprises. He was also a very effective agent who would win the loyalty, the admiration, and the affection of such stars as Judy Garland,

         Paul Newman, Steve McQueen, Robert Redford, and Barbra Streisand. He also fucked Garland, and screwed her financially—but

         she was a mess, and she depended on him, and also had some of her best later years (as a concert performer) in his hands.

         The other careers he helped build involved a less intrusive relationship, but they didn’t need it. By the late sixties, Begelman

         was one of the key power brokers in the business, an immense character, with a proven record of success, widely popular—and

         just as widely esteemed as a prince of a companion who’d steal your balls if you weren’t alert, but do it with charm, and

         when he brought them back they’d have stories to tell. He was, as they said, “Hollywood.”


And, as if to prove that such worldly assets were what made the business work, he was invited to be president of the ailing

         Columbia Pictures in 1973. Since the death of Harry Cohn (in 1957), Columbia had had mixed fortunes, led by Abe Schneider,

         Leo Jaffe, Mike Frankovich, and Stanley Schneider. With Alan Hirschfield, Begelman gave Columbia a far better ride—for which

         he deserved nearly as much credit as he took. It was a time of films as diverse as Shampoo, Funny Lady, Taxi Driver, The Deep, and Close Encounters of the Third Kind. At the same time, almost out of habit, Begelman had been committing check fraud. These were for small amounts, but they involved

         people like actor Cliff Robertson and director Martin Ritt. Was the money needed (to meet gambling debts)? Or was the theft

         a form of personality disorder—a version of low self-esteem—as Begelman’s defense and doctors would claim?


All of this is the material of David McClintick’s book Indecent Exposure. The fascination of that remorseless inquiry is that so many people in, and around, Columbia were disposed to let Begelman

         off—because he was liked, and because the behavior was decreed normal. In the end, much against the advice of Begelman’s fierce

         ally Ray Stark, Alan Hirschfield insisted on Begelman being fired. But the board decision was far from united. In fact, Hirschfield’s

         end was close, and Begelman came back. By 1980, he was the head of MGM. It didn’t last. He slipped into independent production

         and he made some dire films —The Sicilian (87, Michael Cimino), Mannequin (87, Michael Gottlieb), Weekend at Bernie’s (89, Ted Kotcheff). Nothing could stop his fall, and he was by now an older man.


In the end, he checked into the Century Plaza Hotel, took a good room, and shot himself. For years, it was said, he had carried

         a gun, just in case.


      

      Harry (Harold George) Belafonte, b. Harlem, 1927


When the splashy Introducing Dorothy Dandridge opened on TV in 1999, with Halle Berry as the nearly forgotten actress, no one asked out loud, “So where’s the Belafonte

         biopic?” For the fact is that Belafonte and Dandridge became significant screen performers in the same film, as the lovers

         in Carmen Jones (55, Otto Preminger). That was only Belafonte’s second film, for he was four years younger than Dandridge, as well as far

         less experienced in movie work.


Still, Belafonte is really a more exemplary show-business figure—and one with every bit as blighted a career as Dandridge’s.

         From an early life of real poverty in New York and Jamaica, he became a very popular singer of folk music and especially calypso.

         It was Belafonte who made “Banana Boat” so popular, and who seemed a very “nice” light-skinned, handsome, polite black in

         the fifties. However, he was a radical and an activist, and a man with a great deal of justified anger—not least at the way

         he was used in pictures: Bright Road (53, Gerald Mayer), in which he played with Dandridge; Island in the Sun (57, Robert Rossen), in which he was allowed to kiss Joan Fontaine; as a survivor of nuclear disaster, with Inger Stevens,

         in The World, the Flesh and the Devil (59, Ranald MacDougall).


His own production company was the driving force behind the exceptionally tough and bleak Odds Against Tomorrow (59, Robert Wise), after which some kind of blackballing seems to have set in. It broke his promising career, and it was

         ten years before Belafonte began doing films again: The Angel Levine (70, Jan Kadar), with Zero Mostel; Buck and the Preacher (72, Sidney Poitier); very funny in Uptown Saturday Night (74, Poitier); he then coproduced Beat Street (84, Stan Latham); and then after bits in The Player (92, Robert Altman) and Ready to Wear (94, Altman), he did his best film work, as the sardonic gangster in Kansas City (96, Altman). He also appeared in White Man’s Burden (95, Desmond Nakano); Swing Vote (99, David Anspaugh); Bobby (06, Emilio Estevez).


      

      Ralph Bellamy (1904–91), b. Chicago


How can we thank Ralph Bellamy properly, unless it is by wearing galoshes and carrying an umbrella in honor of Bruce Baldwin

         from His Girl Friday (40, Howard Hawks)? That great film relies upon a noble stooge—not just Bruce, but Ralph, too, for in the course of the film

         the honorable dullard Baldwin will be referred to as looking like Ralph Bellamy. You will not find a purer example of good

         humor, or loyalty to the work in hand. Of course, when the Academy determined to give Bellamy an honorary Oscar in 1986, it

         was not just for his “unique artistry” but for “his distinguished service to the profession of acting.” What that covered was his role in the formation

         of the Screen Actors Guild, his service as president of Actors’ Equity from 1952 to 1964, and his insistence that Equity (and

         thus New York theater) resist the blacklist. There was also Bellamy’s lifelong impersonation of FDR, on both stage and screen

         in Sunrise at Campobello, but also later on television in the two miniseries The Winds of War (83) and War and Remembrance (88). But beyond even that there is the abiding ability of Ralph Bellamy to be the friend or the fall guy. His only significant

         peer is Ronald Reagan.


From New Trier High School, Bellamy went onto the stage and then to Hollywood: with Jean Harlow in The Secret Six (31, George Hill);The Magnificent Lie (31, Berthold Viertel);Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm (32, Alfred Santell); Air Mail (32, John Ford);Second Hand Wife (33, Hamilton MacFadden);The Picture Snatcher (33, Lloyd Bacon); with Katharine Hepburn in Spitfire (34, John Cromwell);This Land Is Mine (34, Cromwell);Helldorado (35, James Cruze);Hands Across the Table (35, Mitchell Leisen);The Man Who Lived Twice (36, Harry Lachman); getting a supporting actor nomination as Dan Leeson in The Awful Truth (37, Leo McCarey);Carefree (38, Mark Sandrich);Trade Winds (38, Tay Garnett); Let Us Live (38, John Brahm);Brother Orchid (40, Bacon);Dance, Girl, Dance (40, Dorothy Arzner).


He then played Ellery Queen in a series of films; as well as Footsteps in the Dark (41, Bacon);Dive Bomber (41, Michael Curtiz);The Wolf Man (41, George Waggner);The Ghost of Frankenstein (42, Erle C. Kenton);Lady in a Jam (42, Gregory La Cava);Guest in the House (44, Brahm);Delightfully Dangerous (45, Arthur Lubin); with Deanna Durbin in Lady on a Train (45, Charles David).


It was then that he did Sunrise at Campobello onstage—winning a Tony. He started to do a great deal of television and only returned to movies in the film of Sunrise at Campobello (60, Vincent J. Donehue); as the husband to Claudia Cardinale in The Professionals (66, Richard Brooks); Rosemary’s Baby (68, Roman Polanski); Doctors’ Wives (71, George Schaefer); Cancel My Reservation (72, Paul Bogart); Oh, God! (77, Carl Reiner); Trading Places (83, John Landis); Disorderlies (87, Michael Schultz); Coming to America (88, Landis); The Good Mother (88, Leonard Nimoy); and finally in Pretty Woman (90, Garry Marshall).


One more reason for gratitude? He declined the role of Noah Cross in Chinatown. Another? The trivia question: who worked with both Jean Harlow and Julia Roberts?


      

      Marco Bellocchio, b. Piacenza, Italy, 1939


1961: La Colpa e le Pena (s); Abasso lo Zio (s). 1962: Ginepro Fatto Uomo (s). 1965: I Pugni in Tasca/Fists in the Pocket. 1967: La Cina è Vicina/China Is Near; “Discutiamo, Discutiamo,” episode from Amore e Rabbia. 1971: Nel Nome del Padre/In the Name of the Father. 1973: Slap the Monster on Page One. 1977: Il Gabbiano/The Seagull. 1978: La Macchina Cinema (codirected). 1980: Salto Nel Vuoto; Vacanze in Val Trebbia.1982: Gli Occhi, la Bocca/The Eyes, the Mouth.1984: Enrico IV/Henry IV. 1986: Il Diavolo in Corpo/The Devil in the Flesh. 1987: La Visione del Sabba/The Visions of Sabbah.1992: Autour du Désir. 1994:Il Sogno della Farfala. 1995: Sogni Infranti. 1997: Il Principe di Homburg. 1998: La Religione della Storia. 1999: La Balia. 2001: Un Altro Mondo È Possible (with others) (d). 2002: Ora di Religione/My Mother’s Smile.2003:Buongiorno, Notte. 2009: Vincere.


Fists in the Pocket was one of the most striking debuts of the 1960s: a study of the incestuous mesh of a family of epileptics—passionate, neurotic,

         barbed, and destructive. Epilepsy served Bellocchio, as it had Dostoyevsky, as a sign of social decadence and family claustrophobia,

         and as the symptom of a distorted psychological nature. The central figure—played brilliantly by Lou Castel—is victim, hero,

         and destroyer, the life force running riot. How autobiographical is Fists in the Pocket? Bellocchio has confessed that the film was made to resolve many doubts about himself and his future. Furthermore, its intensity

         may have grown out of its necessary economy:


      

      

         If I hadn’t had such a tight budget, Fists in the Pocket would have been a naturalistic film, with a more accurate sociological—that is, social—background… . 

         


         It would maybe have been after the style of a Renoir or a Becker film, in other words close to the French novelistic tradition

            which has always fascinated me. They say that hunger sharpens the mind. Since I had to work in a family context, the family

            became my dramatic space; I found myself probing the relationship between the members of a nuclear cell.

         


      


      

      There is no question but that the mood of pathology justified and sustained the trembling, surrealist pitch of the imagery

         and forced Bellocchio to obtain wounded performances from his cast. The difficulties of a first feature seemed to merge creatively

         with the pain of a young person.


Bellocchio had studied at the Centro Sperimentale and at the Slade School in London, and made a few shorts before Fists in the Pocket. Unfortunately, his subsequent films have hardly emerged from Italy. Reports of them suggest that they lack the quivering intensity

         of his first feature. China Is Near was made at a time when Bellocchio had joined the Italian Communist party. In the Name of the Father has a more comic edge to its study of a cheap Italian boarding school—such as the director himself once attended—that has

         aroused comparisons with Vigo. Slap the Monster on Page One fell to Bellocchio when Sergio Donati fell ill: a newspaper exposé, about victimized hippies, set at a time of election.


The Eyes, the Mouth (one of the finest films of the eighties), is an enlargement on Fists in the Pocket, with some scenes from the earlier film, with Lou Castel again as well as a terrific performance from Angela Molina. Henry IV is Marcello Mastroianni in a version of Pirandello. And in The Devil in the Flesh there was an explicit sexuality involving a blow job by Maruschka Detmers. Vincere, a few years later, was an outstanding return to form and a great film until Benito went away.


      

      Jean-Paul Belmondo, b. Neuilly-sur-Seine, France, 1933


The first period of Godard’s work is marked off by the presence of Belmondo in Breathless (59) and Pierrot le Fou (65). Apart from these two films, Belmondo had been in Godard’s short, Charlotte et Son Jules (59), and was to appear as one of the two men in Une Femme Est une Femme (61). But in Breathless and Pierrot le Fou, Godard used Belmondo to give dramatic form to his own shy fantasy involvement with cinema, life, and art. The paradoxical

         brusqueness and sensitivity in Godard’s early films, the juxtaposition of des -perate bouts of action and long, philosophical

         discussions, the desire to provide a constant commentary on action, all found a proper exponent in Belmondo. The connotations

         of the name “Pierrot le Fou” may all be found in the actor: he does embody the haphazard, arbitrary, antisocial behavior of

         the madman; but that rather beaten-up face does not conceal eyes hurt from seeing so much pain and settled in sad resignation

         at the inadequacy of his own pose as an abrasive primitive. Thus, in Breathless Belmondo plausibly connects the potentially dangerous and heartless layabout with the romantic moved by the memory of Humphrey

         Bogart. And in Pierrot le Fou he as easily carries off the role of novelist making a story of his own tragedy, as that of the instinctual, native man who

         moves helplessly through the action and paints himself like a savage clown before self-destruction. And just as Belmondo is

         the screen incarnation of Godard’s pained conception of the artist exposed to life, so his ability to suggest a high romantic

         sensibility and the scorpionlike hostility of alienated and degraded man is reminiscent of Gaston Modot’s man in L’Age d’Or who kicks dogs and knocks blind men on their backs but pursues his love forever. The other vivid instance of the balance

         of sensibility and instinct is Michel Simon—as Boudu for Renoir and as the bargeman Caliban in L’Atalante. At one moment in Pierrot, Belmondo does a tender impersonation of Simon’s grotesque speech, and it is easy to see him playing a latter-day Boudu or

         revealing a hand preserved in a jar to a credulous girl. Belmondo was vital to Godard for the way he brought to life the director’s

         view of “the poor, base, forked animal” within the prickly, pale-faced, and dark-shaded habitué of cinemas. 


Although Belmondo has been hailed as an archetypal new French actor, he has too often been conventional and listless. The

         whole man revealed by Godard has appeared elsewhere only as the priest, disturbed by Emmanuelle Riva’s emotionalism in Leon Morin, Prêtre (61, Jean-Pierre Melville); as the mordant, chronic thief in Le Voleur (67, Louis Malle); and as the man in Mississippi Mermaid (69, François Truffaut). There again, Truffaut seemed driven to insight by reclaiming Buñuel’s view of the willing self-destruction

         of the man of passion.


Elsewhere, Belmondo has sometimes been rather lazily insolent in poor films, or content to ape the Bogart hero. For instance,

         his work for Melville as a raincoated betrayer amid the underworld of Le Doulos (62) has rather less mythological resonance than Alain Delon in Le Samourai. He made his debut in 1958 in Sois Belle et Tais-Toi (58, Marc Allégret) and Les Tricheurs (58, Marcel Carné). His other films since then have included Web of Passion (59, Claude Chabrol), excellent again as the disrupter of a bourgeois household; Classe Tous Risques (59, Claude Sautet); a little bemused by the sparse action of Moderato Cantabile (60, Peter Brook); Un Nommé la Rocca (61, Jean Becker);La Viaccia (61, Mauro Bolognini);Two Women (61, Vittorio de Sica);Un Singe en Hiver (62, Henri Verneuil); Cartouche (62, Philippe de Broca); as a boxer in L’Ame des Ferchaux (63, Melville);Dragées au Poivre (63, Jacques Baratier);Peau de Banane (63, Marcel Ophuls);That Man from Rio (63, de Broca); Week-end à Zuydcoote (64, Verneuil);La Chasse à l’Homme (64, Edouard Molinaro);Par un Beau Matin d’Eté (64, Jacques Deray);Les Tribulations d’un Chinois en Chine (65, de Broca);Is Paris Burning? (66, René Clément);Tendre Voyou (67, Becker);Ho! (68, Robert Enrico);Le Cerveau (68, Gérard Oury);Un Homme Qui Me Plaît (69, Claude Lelouch);Borsalino (70, Deray);Les Mariés de l’An Deux (71, Jean-Paul Rappeneau);Le Casse (71, Verneuil);L’Héritier (72, Philippe Labro);La Scoumoune (72, José Giovanni);Docteur Popaul (72, Chabrol);How to Destroy the Reputation of the Greatest Secret Agent (73, de Broca);Stavisky (74, Alain Resnais);Peur sur la Ville (75, Verneuil);L’Incorrigible (75, de Broca); and L’Animal (77, Claude Zidi).


More recently, Belmondo has become a middle-aged player in very middle-class films: brisk, urbane, successful, but cynical. He was the kind of actor (at sixty) who might be called upon once more to deliver a great

         performance—but which of his great directors could need him now? He has made Flic ou Voyou (79, Georges Lautner); Le Guignolo (80, Lautner); Le Professionel (81, Lautner); Ace of Aces (82, Gerard Oury); Le Marginal (83, Deray); Les Morfalous (83, Verneuil); Joyeuses Paques (84, Lautner); Hold-Up (85, Alexander Arcady); and L’Itineraire d’un Enfant Gaté (88, Lelouch).


After several years away, he came back as a charismatic Valjean in an ambitious, modernized and very successful version of

         Les Misérables (95, Lelouch); the Sacha Guitry play Désiré (96, Bernard Murat); with Alain Delon in Une Chance sur Deux (98, Patrice Leconte); Peut-être (99, Cedric Klapisch); Amazone (00, de Broca); L’Aîné des Ferchaux (01, Bernard Stora).


He suffered a stroke in 2001 and did not work between then and A Man and His Dog (09, Francis Huster).


      

      Laslo Benedek (1907–92), b. Budapest, Hungary


1948: The Kissing Bandit. 1949: Port of New York. 1951: Death of a Salesman. 1953: The Wild One. 1954: Bengal Brigade. 1955: Kinder, Mutter und ein General. 1957: Affair in Havana. 1959: Moment of Danger. 1960: Recours en Gràce.1966: Namu the Killer Whale (d). 1971: The Night Visitor. 1975: Assault on Agathon.


      

      Benedek never settled, and he seemed as uneasy with the solemn allegory of Death of a Salesman as with the rampant motor-bike horniness of The Wild One. How that last film ever came to be banned in some tender quarters, or regarded highly anywhere, is a puzzle. It is too willing

         to be a motorized Western; too preoccupied with surly youth to catch the real urban baroque of shining motor-bikes and leather.

         And if, unlike Michael Curtiz, Benedek has never managed to adapt Hungarianness to Hollywood, he has not been much happier

         elsewhere. The French and German films are dull, and he later divided his time between American TV, a documentary study of

         whales and the hardly released Night Visitor. Benedek was a writer and photographer who worked as cameraman and editor in Germany in the 1930s: Der Mann der den Mord Beging (31, Kurt Bernhardt). He was one of several odd talents who gathered round Joe Pasternak and Universal in Berlin. Moving

         from Paris to London, he scripted Secret of Stamboul (36, Andrew Marton). In 1937 he went to Hollywood and to MGM’s montage department. Thereafter, he became a production assistant

         to Pasternak who produced his first film, a musical starring Sinatra and Ann Miller.


      

      Roberto Benigni, b. Misericordia, Italy, 1952


1983: Tu Mi Turbi/You Upset Me. 1984: Addio a Enrico Berlinguer; Non Ci Resta Che Piangere/Nothing Left to Do But Cry; Il Piccolo Diavolo/The Little Devil. 1991: Johnny Stecchino. 1994: Il Mostro/The Monster. 1997: La Vita è Bella/Life Is Beautiful. 2002: Pinocchio.2005: The Tiger and the Snow.


      

      Despite the enormous effect Bambi had on me as a child, I have had difficulty digesting Thumperism—I mean, the philosophy

         that if you can’t say anything nice, don’t say nothing at all. I see the point, or the kindness, even if I am inclined on

         principle to suspect any nostrum offered by the Disney Corporation. And who, honestly, would want to spend much time with

         Thumper and his sealed lips? There are candidates for honest bad-mouthing, reaching from one’s relatives to the alleged leaders

         of your world. And there is Roberto Benigni.


Now, I have credentials in this matter: I loathed his simpering and his weird mix of knockabout and sentimentality in such

         things as Johnny Stecchino (a massive hit in Italy), The Monster, and Son of the Pink Panther (93, Blake Edwards). I thought he was a time-wasting aberration in a few films by Jim Jarmusch —Down by Law (86), Coffee and Cigarettes (86), and Night on Earth (91). But with that record, I would simply have omitted Benigni from this book and saluted Thumper. I might have thought to

         myself that You Upset Me and Nothing Left to Do But Cry were sufficient as titles.


Then came the thing called La Vita È Bella. As a matter of fact, I often echo that sentiment myself, but if there is anything likely to mar the bella-ness it is not so much Hitlerism (I am against it), which is fairly obvious, as Benigni-ism, which walks away with high praise,

         box office, and Oscars. I despise Life Is Beautiful, especially its warmth, sincerity, and feeling, all of which I believe grow out of stupidity. Few events so surely signaled

         the decline of the motion picture as the glory piled on that odious and misguided fable.


I am sure Mr. Benigni is kind to children and animals. I am prepared to accept that he is a model citizen and a good companion.

         Still, Life Is Beautiful is a disgrace.


Benigni has been an actor for well over twenty years: Clair de Femme (79, Costa-Gavras); Chiedo Asilo (79, Marco Ferreri); La Luna (79, Bernardo Bertolucci); Letti Selvaggi (79, Luigi Zampa); Il Pap’occhio (81, Renzo Arbore); Il Minestrone (81, Sergio Citti); Effetti Personali (83, Giuseppe Bertolucci); La Voce della Luna (89, Federico Fellini); Asterix et Obelix Contre César (99, Claude Zidi).


      

      Annette Bening, b. Topeka, Kansas, 1958


Yesterday’s paper announced that Annette Bening and Warren Beatty were expecting their fourth child. That campaign has been

         carried on with such diligence and love that her enterprising screen career deserves all the more respect. At the same time,

         I don’t feel that she has securely won the public’s affection, or their sense of exactly who she is. So she covers a range—and

         that’s one of the things acting is supposed to be—but she seems too guarded and intelligent to settle on a definite or passionate

         inner being. This may be one of the several things she has in common with her husband.


Raised in San Diego, she did some theatre there and then moved north to San Francisco State University and the American Conservatory

         Theatre in San Francisco. Her stage work includes Tina Howe’s Coastal Disturbances, for which she won a Tony nomination. Her first film was The Great Outdoors (88, Howard Deutsch), but she soon surpassed that with her stunning Madame Merteuil in Valmont (89, Milos Forman), a role ideally suited to her intelligence and its capacity for putting a chill on feelings. But then

         she was far more relaxed, very naughty, sexy and funny in The Grifters (90, Stephen Frears). At that point, her prospects seemed more than exciting.


After Postcards from the Edge (90, Mike Nichols), she won the role of Virginia Hill and so met Warren Beatty in Bugsy (91, Barry Levinson). She was good enough in the film nearly to mask a flaw in its script—we never know whether or not Virginia

         is robbing Ben Siegel. Then, in the next few years, unaccountably, she made several poor films in a row: Guilty By Suspicion (91, Irwin Winkler); Regarding Henry (91, Nichols); and the really woeful Love Affair (94, Glenn Gordon Caron), with Warren. Somehow one had the impression that the happy couple would not work together again.

         And maybe she had learned to reject some of his advice.


She was lively and touching in the pleasant The American President (95, Rob Reiner), but again there were signs of drift with Richard III (95, Richard Loncraine); Mars Attacks! (96, Tim Burton); The Siege (98, Edward Zwick); and the unhappy In Dreams (98, Neil Jordan). But in American Beauty (99, Sam Mendes), she was restored to the high comedy of manners to very good effect, so that she went from being hilarious

         to wretched on a phrase. That rare skill was gone again in What Planet Are You From? (00, Nichols).


There was another gap before she did Open Range (03, Kevin Costner) and Being Julia (04, István Szabó). She played the lead in Mrs. Harris (05, Phyllis Nagy), a great opportunity; Running with Scissors (06, Ryan Murphy); The Women (08, Diane English); Mother and Child (10, Rodrigo Garcia); The Kids Are All Right (10, Lisa Cholodenko).


      

      Alan Bennett, b. Leeds, England, 1934


In 1960, when Beyond the Fringe opened at the Edinburgh Festival, and in its glory years thereafter, Alan Bennett was the least known and spectacular of

         the team. By now, a case could be made that his work and his influence have risen far above that of the others. But as to

         being known … Bennett is the very image of privacy, and that alone could qualify him for a notable place in this survey of

         the most glaring and over-publicized of media.


In the early 1960s, there was brashness, youth, and energy in Peter Cook, Dudley Moore, and Jonathan Miller. Miller was so

         plainly electric; Moore was giddy with overthrown shyness, his piano, and the limping devil of teasing; and Cook was somewhere

         not too far from a Don Juan ready to be a thug. In their company—and Bennett was only in their company then—the sandy-haired

         Yorkshireman seemed like someone who had never known youth. He was guarded, cautious, a deft character actor. Yet he never

         seemed to risk the others’ flights of improvisation. So he never stumbled, as they did, and never soared. He was word perfect,

         a fusspot, a writer.


Bennett has become a major figure in the En -glish landscape despite versatility and his steadfast wish to remain hidden.

         He has worked very little in what he might call “the cinema.” Yet he commands a place, and a large one. For he is one of those

         people who have kept England’s role in movies significant even as its picture business has withered. Principally, he has worked

         in television. But Bennett’s influence is climatic: he is an astringent dampener that seeps in everywhere—in theatre, prose,

         and journalism, almost in the way of sniffing the air suspiciously. Bennett is a model for the notion that wintry wariness

         may be the surest way to memorialize the passage of feelings in this headlong world. Just as Noel Coward’s collected talents,

         works, words, and pauses once delivered a kind of moral briskness that represented an age, so Bennett now is characteristic.

         He may be Britain’s best surviving miniaturist.


To keep up with Alan Bennett, one needs to be in England all the time, for he is always popping up in some shape or manner,

         on television or in a literary weekly. (His other works include the stage play The Madness of George III.) Nothing is to be treated lightly: he is a gatherer of his own small things, a genius of the quotidian, a master of one-line

         roles or glances off in mid-interview. I can only list some things that bear broadly on film:


1. Bennett has done film scripts for hire: The Insurance Man (85, Richard Eyre); A Private Function (85, Malcolm Mowbray), on the treasuring of a pig in postwar provincial England; Prick Up Your Ears (87, Stephen Frears), his least adroit work in that it chose to dramatize writer John Lahr’s inquiry into the life of playwright

         Joe Orton, and thus missed too much of the life.


2. Then he has done scripts, as it were, from the heart. In particular, there are two works that have saved the reputation

         of John Schlesinger in the last twenty years: An Englishman Abroad (84), which is derived from actress Coral Browne’s meeting with the exiled spy Guy Burgess in Moscow; and A Question of Attribution (91), taken from Bennett’s own play about Sir Anthony Blunt, scholarly guardian of the Queen’s paint-ings—which included

         a delicious, dreamlike, and very subversive conversation between Blunt and HRH (James Fox and Prunella Scales; though it was

         Bennett himself and Ms. Scales on the London stage).


Ostensibly, Bennett the Yorkshireman, son of a butcher and then scholarship boy at Oxford, someone uneasy far away from London

         NW1 or Yorkshire, is a patriot as well as a determined, gloomy loner. Yet beneath the comedy of the two plays/films, there

         is so much rueful passion for the urge to remake England and such wistfulness about irregular sexual conduct. Bennett is only

         interested in writing about failure. Is there anything else? he might ask querulously. And so the passing triumph of Burgess

         and Blunt—in living well and in knowing the grace of Tiepolo—is all the more tender because they are losing point in Bennett’s

         England. These are very sly works, as befits stories about spies.


3. Then there are “plays” written for television, especially a series of five done in 1978–79: Me, I’m Afraid of Virginia Woolf (Stephen Frears), narrated by Bennett, a study in health, happiness, and indefatigable unease; All Day in the Sands (Giles Foster; produced by Frears), on the desolation of seaside getaways; One Fine Day (Frears); The Old Crowd (Lindsay Anderson, produced by Frears); Afternoon Off (Frears).


These are Bennett’s great works, plays about a society and its slow sighing way toward demise. It is no coincidence that the

         plays precede the violence of Mrs. Thatcher and seem to feel the last ebbing of the old England that cherished its hum-drum

         decency. The stories are slight; the acting is communal. And these plays are also the best work Stephen Frears has ever done—a

         nagging question to him about why he ever went to America.


4. Talking Heads, six dramatic monologues—no, adramatic—done for BBC TV in 1988. These are shattered lives, no matter that the broken pieces

         are held politely together in the way a humble soldier on the Somme might have held his privates in place waiting for his

         turn with the surgeon. They are all from thirty to fifty minutes long, and they are one character chatting or sighing to the

         camera—they catch the woeful intimacy in which in the TV age lonely people talk to themselves as if in interview. The form

         is as poignant as the words or the performances. To see the six in a row is to cry out for some explosive energy that would

         destroy gentility once and for all. There is a passivity here that must count as Bennett’s most profound limitation. But the

         six are beautiful black portraits:


      

         Maggie Smith in Bed Among the Lentils (Bennett);

         


         Patricia Routledge in A Lady of Letters (Foster);

         


         Stephanie Cole in Soldiering On (Tristram Powell);

         


         Thora Hird in A Cream Cracker Under the Settee (Stuart Burge);

         


         Julie Walters in Her Big Chance (Foster); Bennett himself in A Chip in the Sugar (Burge).

         


Bennett remains an important figure in British culture, a writer, a performer, and a presence far more trusted and beloved

         than the barbed work really merits. He adapted his own play to make the film, The Madness of King George (94, Nicholas Hytner), and in 1996 a second series of Talking Heads played on the BBC. This series was as exquisite as the first, but the darkness and the shift towards crime and suicide was

         far more marked.


In recent years, he hs written The History Boys (06, Hytner) and The Habit of Art (10, Hytner).


      

      Constance Bennett (1905–65), b. New York


She was the older sister of actresses Joan and Barbara Bennett, and the daughter of Richard Bennett (1873–1944—matinee idol

         onstage and Major Amberson on-screen). Now little known, in the early 1930s, Constance Bennett was one of the classiest and

         highest-paid stars, despite a rather fitful allegiance to Hollywood. She was not as good an actress as Joan, but she was a

         social figure in Hollywood, an expert gambler, much inclined to money and men, a fashion plate, and an arbiter of style. Very

         cunningly, she placed herself as someone who did not really need pictures—this allowed her to be bored, disdainful, and not

         even that good. She stressed the pose of an amused outsider, and she was so pretty, as well as heartless, that her humor was

         the more striking. High 1930s romantic comedy had few cleverer exponents, even if Topper is as much as most people know today. A good life of the Bennett sisters might help redress the balance.


She had a tiny part in her father’s The Valley of Decision (16), and then small roles in Reckless Youth (22, Ralph Ince); Evidence (22, George Archainbaud); What’s Wrong with Women? (22, R. William Neill)—before Goldwyn put her in Cytherea (24, George Fitzmaurice). In the next few years, she quickly built up her reputation: Married? (24, George Terwilliger); The Goose Hangs High (25, James Cruze); Code of the West (25, William K. Howard); My Son (25, Edwin Carewe); My Wife and I (25, Millard Webb); The Goose Woman (25, Clarence Brown); Sally, Irene and Mary (25, Edmund Goulding); and The Pinch Hitter (26, Joseph Henabery). But at this point, Bennett eloped with a millionaire, Philip Plant, and dropped out of films. She

         returned three years later, divorced, but ready to marry again, to the Marquis de la Falaise. Her agent, Myron Selznick, successfully

         negotiated the break in her career and, thanks to her fetching voice, got her huge salaries over the next few years: This Thing Called Love (29, Paul L. Stein); Son of the Gods (30, Frank Lloyd); Rich People (30, Edward H. Griffith); Common Clay (30, Victor Fleming); Three Faces East (30, Roy del Ruth); Sin Takes a Holiday (30, Stein); The Easiest Way (31, Jack Conway); Born to Love (31, Stein); Bought (31, Archie Mayo); Lady With a Past (32, Griffith); What Price Hollywood? (32, George Cukor), in which she is well cast as the Brown Derby waitress who becomes (inexplicably) a star; Two Against the World (32, Mayo); Rockabye (32, Cukor); Our Betters (33, Cukor); Bed of Roses (33, Gregory La Cava); After Tonight (33, Archainbaud); Moulin Rouge (34, Sidney Lanfield); The Affairs of Cellini (34, La Cava); Outcast Lady (34, Robert Z. Leonard); After Office Hours (35, Leonard); Ladies in Love (36, Griffith); Topper (37, Norman Z. McLeod); Merrily We Live (38, McLeod); Service De Luxe (38, Rowland V. Lee); Topper Takes a Trip (39, McLeod); and Tailspin (39, del Ruth).


By then, her box-office stock had slumped, she married (briefly) Gilbert Roland, but she worked on through the 1940s: Escape to Glory (40, John Brahm); Law of the Tropics (41, Ray Enright); Two-Faced Woman (41, Cukor); Wild Bill Hickock Rides (42, Enright); Madame Spy (42, Neill); Paris Underground (46, Gregory Ratoff), produced by Bennett herself with Gracie Fields as an unlikely costar; Centennial Summer (46, Otto Prem inger); The Unsuspected (47, Michael Curtiz); Smart Woman (48, Edward A. Blatt); As Young as You Feel (51, Harmon Jones); It Should Happen to You (54, Cukor); and Madame X (65, David Lowell Rich), in which she is arguably younger looking than her “daughter-in-law” Lana Turner.


      

      Joan Bennett (1910–90), b. Palisades, New Jersey


The daughter of actor Richard Bennett and younger sister of actress Constance Bennett, Joan Bennett was educated in Connecticut

         and Paris. At sixteen she ran away with a millionaire and had a child—at much the same time that Constance eloped with a millionaire.

         After a rapid marriage and divorce she worked as an extra in The Divine Lady (29, Frank Lloyd). Her father then helped her into a larger part in Bulldog Drummond (29, E. Richard Jones) and she quickly became a blonde romantic lead. In fact, she made some forty movies before coming to

         the parts for which she is justly remembered. The blonde, pre–Walter Wanger years saw her in the George Arliss Disraeli (29, Alfred E. Green); in Lloyd Bacon’s Moby Dick (30); Wellman’s Maybe It’s Love (30); Borzage’s Doctors’ Wives (31); She Wanted a Millionaire (32, John Blystone); Wild Girl (32) and Me and My Gal (32), both for Raoul Walsh; a demure Amy in Cukor’s Little Women (33). At this stage she met Wanger and signed a contract with him. Her talent for comedy improved in The Pursuit of Happiness (34, Alexander Hall); Mississippi (35, Edward Sutherland); She Couldn’t Take It (35, Tay Garnett); and The Man Who Broke the Bank at Monte Carlo (35, Stephen Roberts). In 1936 she made Thirteen Hours by Air for Mitchell Leisen and Big Brown Eyes for Walsh, and in 1937 Wanger showcased her in Vogues of 1938 (Irving Cummings).


It was only in 1938, in a Tay Garnett romantic thriller, Trade Winds, that she changed from blonde to brunette. It is worth noting that Constance was blonde and that Joan flourished only when

         her sister was in decline. After Artists and Models Abroad (38) with Jack Benny for Leisen, she had a bustle of costume movies with Louis Hayward, including The Man in the Iron Mask (39, James Whale) and Son of Monte Cristo (40, Rowland V. Lee). But after Housekeeper’s Daughter (39, Hal Roach) and Green Hell (40, Whale), she divorced her second husband and made The House Across the Bay (40, Archie L. Mayo) for Wanger. She married him the next year and entered her most rewarding period as an actress: first

         in Pichel’s The Man I Married (41) and then crucially in Lang’s Man Hunt (41). Playing a London tart in that film, she revealed a special, sentimental coarseness that had never emerged before. She

         then made Wild Geese Calling (41, John Brahm); Confirm or Deny (41), a Lang proj -ect taken over by Mayo; and Margin for Error (43), one of the films Otto Preminger chose to disown. In 1944, she was Fritz Lang’s The Woman in the Window, trapping Edward G. Robinson into dream, and then in 1946 she was brilliant as Lazy-Legs, who again brought disaster to Robinson

         in Scarlet Street (Lang). Whereas in Woman in the Window she is alluring, in Scarlet Street she is casually corrupt and endearingly vulgar. Not surprisingly, it is a continental performance in a film that seems to

         have very little to do with America, and its honest portrait of sensuality only makes some of the official love goddesses

         of 1946 look reserved.


She was the girl from Nob Hill (45) slumming with George Raft for Hathaway; in Colonel Effingham’s Raid (46) for Pichel; and Hemingway’s two-timing wife in Zoltan Korda’s The Macomber Affair (47) before an astonishing trio of “European” films in America such as the blonde girlie of the 1930s might never have dreamed

         of:The Woman on the Beach (47, Jean Renoir);The Secret Beyond the Door (48, Lang); and The Reckless Moment (49, Max Ophuls)—the last two produced by her husband. Next, she had a great popular success as an ideal mother and grandmother

         in Minnelli’s Father of the Bride (50) and Father’s Little Dividend (51). But such domestic bliss was belied when Wanger felt compelled to shoot his wife’s agent, Jennings Lang. He went briefly

         to prison and was reunited with Joan in 1953.


She never again starred in a good film and, as well as touring in several plays, she made: The Guy Who Came Back (51, Joseph M. Newman); Highway Dragnet (54, Nathan Juran); We’re No Angels (55, Michael Curtiz); Sirk’s There’s Always Tomorrow (56); and then Desire in the Dust (60, William Claxton). In the mid-1960s she appeared to have retired, but when Wanger died in 1968 she took on a TV series,

         Dark Shadows, which in 1970 turned into an unnecessary film. In 1976, she played the head teacher in Suspiria (Dario Argento), and she appeared in a couple of TV movies: This House Possessed (81, William Wiard) and Divorce Wars: A Love Story (82, Donald Wrye).


      

      Jack Benny (Benny Kubelsky) (1894–1974), b. Waukegan, Illinois


In his last twenty years, Jack Benny had appeared briefly, and often without credit, in a number of movies: Somebody Loves Me (53, Irving S. Brecher); Susan Slept Here (54, Frank Tashlin); The Seven Little Foys (55, Melville Shavelson); Beau James (57, Shavelson); Gypsy (62, Mervyn Le Roy); It’s a Mad Mad Mad Mad World (63, Stanley Kramer); and A Guide for the Married Man (67, Gene Kelly). That so many of those spots were unannounced is an acknowledgment that everyone knew Jack Benny and that,

         chances are, he was tricked into appearing and would not be paid. The long-running celebration of his meanness was one of

         the most creative forms of inval -idism in the entertainment world. Additional symptoms were his steady assertion that he

         was only thirty-nine, and that he could play the violin beautifully.


Those movie walk-ons ground away at his reserves a little more painfully because cinema was the one medium in which he had

         not been entirely successful. In vaudeville, onstage, on radio, and on television, Benny had become an American institution

         and a huge star, the urbane, complacent man at ease with himself save for two fatal dreams: he loves art and money. His violin,

         despite his skill with it, becomes an instrument of self-laceration; his reluctance to hide a devotion to the dollar ridicules

         him in the eyes of a brazenly capitalist public. Easy to say that his meanness was an act, like Bob Hope’s cowardice, from

         which the comedian was able to stand back. But Benny approached money with mystical reverence. Hope snaps and snarls at cowardice

         like a dog, but Benny is a romantic about money; it heals every hurt for him. His act grew slower, more meditative, less filled

         with gags, but given over to the beautiful absurdity of man worshiping money, and being scourged for his faith. Benny and

         money is a classic confrontation, like Don Quixote and the windmills. And over the years, he came to expect that he would

         be laughed at—this is truly graceful in a comedian—and schooled himself so that, though hurt, he would not be diminished.

         I have seen Benny set an audience going with his miserliness, then reduce them to helplessness with affront that he should

         be mocked. He walked with the slow-motion splendor of the ghost of Rockefeller, amazed that so many people can abuse their

         own church. That was Benny’s real genius, that he briefly freed us from our greatest compulsion. It follows that he needed

         a live audience, for his reaction to laughter was not just his subtlest technique but his deepest thrust at us. In vaudeville,

         or with a studio audience on radio and TV, Benny was a major comedian. On film, he was deprived of half his act. Thus most

         of his films are poor, and deserved their failure. One is exceptional, not least in the way it uses Benny as a stage performer

         wounded by his audience. But Benny came from the vaudeville that produced most of America’s screen comics and it is worth

         asking whether his loneliness on film did not afflict many others—including the Marx Brothers and Keaton—and crystallize

         a forlorn, tragic posture that vaudeville had spared them.


Benny’s vaudeville career was interrupted but not broken by the First World War. MGM signed him when sound arrived, and he

         had a sketch in The Hollywood Revue of 1929 (29, Charles Reisner) and a leading part in Chasing Rainbows (30, Reisner). But he did not grip the cinema public, and in 1932 he began his long radio career. He made a few movie shorts,

         and after two more features —Mr. Broadway (33, John Walker) and Transatlantic Merry-Go-Round (35, Ben Stoloff)—MGM put him in two more: Broadway Melody of 1936 (35, Roy del Ruth) and It’s in the Air (35, Charles Reisner). But they then let him go to Paramount where, for a few years, he was rated as a star, even if the

         films were not too special: The Big Broadcast of 1937 (36, Mitchell Leisen); College Holiday (36, Frank Tuttle); Artists and Models (37, Raoul Walsh); Artists and Models Abroad (38, Leisen); Man About Town  (39, Mark Sandrich); Buck Benny Rides Again (40, Sandrich); and Love Thy Neighbor (40, Sandrich). He went to Fox for Charley’s Aunt (41, Archie Mayo) and then to United Artists for To Be or Not to Be (42, Ernst Lubitsch). Far beyond his ordinary range, this allowed Benny to play a ham Hamlet in Warsaw under the Nazis. It

         showed how much greater Benny’s talent had been than most of his films required.


But he was already slipping. After George Washington Slept Here (42, William Keighley), and a short, The Meanest Man in the World (43, Sidney Lanfield), the disaster of The Horn Blows at Midnight (45, Walsh) warned him off the movies. A guest part in It’s in the Bag (45, Richard Wallace) was the first of many woeful returns to the scene of loss—like a man who lost a dollar bill twenty-five

         years ago, but is still searching.


      

      Robert Benton, b. Waxahachie, Texas, 1932


1972: Bad Company. 1977: The Late Show. 1979: Kramer vs. Kramer. 1982: Still of the Night. 1984: Places in the Heart. 1987: Nadine. 1991: Billy Bathgate.1994: Nobody’s Fool.1998: Twilight.2003: The Human Stain. 2007: Feast of Love.


Benton was the Texan on Bonnie and Clyde (67, Arthur Penn), the man who knew the area and the landscape where those outlaws had driven. He studied painting at the

         University of Texas at Austin, and then went on to Columbia after the army. As art director at Esquire magazine, he met the writer David Newman. They collaborated on articles and scripts and conceived Bonnie and Clyde for Truffaut or Godard before it found Warren Beatty and Arthur Penn.


Benton has other coscreenplay credits —There Was a Crooked Man (70, Joseph L. Mankiewicz); What’s Up, Doc? (72, Peter Bogdanovich); and Superman (78, Richard Donner).


As a director, his first two movies were unexpected and highly original, and they were marked by a sour regard for heroics.

         Subsequent pictures have become more conventional and sentimental. Places in the Heart and Nadine are good on Texas, but they are tepid works. Still of the Night was a shot at Hitchcock, but it seemed forced. Kramer vs. Kramer was a hit family story, well written and emphatically acted. Billy Bathgate was a famous flop, but it is a clever film with a script (by Tom Stoppard) that sharpens the E. L. Doctorow novel. The record

         suggests that Benton’s undoubted decency needs inspiring (or even bad) company if his work is to be out-of-the-ordinary.


All of Benton’s warmth and experience were on display in Nobody’s Fool, which is that rare thing—a model of American humanism. Taken from a Richard Russo novel, it dealt with modest, common lives,

         was beautifully shaped and played by a cast in which people like Bruce Willis and Melanie Griffith seemed happy to have the

         chance to be character actors. Twilight was a touch too cute—benefit night for old-timers—but very enjoyable just the same. These were also films in which Benton

         managed to unlock something generally withheld in Paul Newman.


The Human Stain was assaulted by most critics, yet it was a somber and very touching film, one that will be rediscovered eventually as close

         to a masterpiece. Equally, Feast of Love is one of the more impressive films about a place and its circle of life. Benton may be the rank humanist in American film,

         when the species is hard to identify.


      

      Bruce Beresford, b. Sydney, Australia, 1940


1972: The Adventures of Barry McKenzie. 1974: Barry McKenzie Holds His Own. 1976: Don’s Party. 1977: The Getting of Wisdom. 1978: Money Movers. 1979: Breaker Morant. 1980: The Club.1981: Puberty Blues. 1983: Tender Mercies. 1985: King David; Crimes of the Heart; The Fringe Dwellers. 1988: “Die Totestadt,” an episode from Aria. 1989: Her Alibi; Driving Miss Daisy. 1991: Mister Johnson; Black Robe. 1993: Rich in Love.1994: A Good Man in Africa; Silent Fall. 1996: Last Dance.1997: Paradise Road. 1999: Sydney: A Story of a City (d); Double Jeopardy.2002: Evelyn. 2003: And Starring Pancho Villa as Himself (TV). 2006: The Contract; Orpheus (TV). 2009: Mao’s Last Dancer.


      

      From Sydney University, Beresford went into advertising and thence to London. He spent two years in the mid-sixties in Nigeria

         working as a film editor, and in 1966 he got a post at the British Film Institute Production Board, where he administered

         funds. He began to direct features himself only on returning to Australia in 1971.


He shows what a fine line there can be today between struggling to stay in work and getting the laurel. Thus, in 1989 he was

         in charge of the stolid Tom Selleck–Paulina Porizkova comedy Her Alibi, and he helped get the best picture Oscar for Driving Miss Daisy. Of course, in the latter he was helped by Alfred Uhry’s cute play, by Jessica Tandy and Morgan Freeman, by Zanuck’s force

         and determination, and by Hollywood’s susceptibility to feel-good liberalism. The picture did a cozy, unthreatening bundle,

         and next year the essentially nomadic, if not lost, Beresford turned in a Joyce Cary adaptation, Mister Johnson (surely helped by his time in Africa) and the startlingly severe Black Robe, as if to prove he was no one’s stooge.


Beresford has often had strong company: Barry Humphries and Nicholas Garland on the Barry McKenzie films; playwright David

         Williamson on Don’s Party and The Club; Robert Duvall and Horton Foote on Tender Mercies. But he is usually most interesting in Australia, or in out-of-theway places and periods: Breaker Morant was that rare thing, a Boer War story, even if it ended up as an attack on British imperialism; The Fringe Dwellers was a return to aboriginal Australia; and Black Robe was a journey into savagery such as few people would have dared in the political correctness that hails American Indians

         as shame-making heroes.


Black Robe may be Beresford’s most original picture. Tender Mercies, for me, is too commonplace to be interesting, despite its faith in ordinary lives as redeemed by towering acting. Beth Henley’s

         Crimes of the Heart claimed to be the authentic South, yet it felt as secure and fake as a poor play. King David is a genuine eccentricity, the sort of implausible project that seems likely to recur in Beresford’s zigzagging progress.


Beresford’s career is hard to predict: Last Dance had Sharon Stone on death row; Double Jeopardy had a story so weird I can’t even recall it, let alone repeat it. But Paradise Road was a worthy ensemble piece about women prisoners of the Japanese, with terrific performances from Glenn Close, Frances McDormand

         and Cate Blanchett (among others). He is more than versatile—he brings a fresh view to everything, as witness the emotional

         Evelyn’s Irishman and the charming mock epic of Pancho Villa, with Villa as a self-conscious celebrity.


      

      Candice Bergen, b. Beverly Hills, California, 1946


Candice Bergen has been in movies, and very social on the Hollywood scene, for over thirty years. She is smart, funny, and

         she has show business in the blood (or the grain—one of her childhood companions was Charlie McCarthy, for she was the daughter

         of ventriloquist Edgar Bergen). For a while, she was the companion to innovative producer Bert Schneider. She was in a few

         classy pictures, like Carnal Knowledge (71, Mike Nichols) and The Group (66, Sidney Lumet). But she was taken for granted as a pretty piece of female furnishing. No one noticed she could play comedy.

         Not even marriage to Louis Malle, in 1980, promised salvation.


She was the lesbian in The Group; with Steve McQueen in The Sand Pebbles (66, Robert Wise); as a pretentious fashion model in Vivre pour Vivre (67, Claude Lelouch); The Magus (68, Guy Green); Getting Straight (70, Richard Rush); Soldier Blue (70, Ralph Nelson); Carnal Knowledge; The Hunting Party (71, Don Medford); T.R. Baskin (71, Herbert Ross); 11 Harrowhouse (74, Aram Avakian); and Bite the Bullet (75, Richard Brooks). There was a flare of humor in her entertaining duel with Sean Connery in The Wind and the Lion (75, John Milius). But there was nothing to be done with The Domino Principle (77, Stanley Kramer); A Night Full of Rain (78, Lina Wertmuller); or Oliver’s Story (78, John Korty).


But suddenly, in Starting Over (79, Alan J. Pakula), she was hilarious, not least when bursting into song, and she got a supporting actress nomination.

         She then did Rich and Famous (81, George Cukor)—but few noticed or saw the continuity of humor. By then, Bergen was one of the few American actresses

         fit for 1930s comedy.


In the eighties, as she neared the ominous age of forty, Bergen’s career declined. She was redundant as photojournalist Margaret

         Bourke-White (Bergen is herself a photographer) in Gandhi (82, Richard Attenborough), and she was stranded in Stick (85, Burt Reynolds). By then, she had nowhere to go but television: Guinevere in the awful Arthur the King (85, Clive Donner); quite believable in Murder: By Reason of Insanity (85, Anthony Page); and driven to play Sydney Biddle Barrows in Mayflower Madam (87, Lou Antonio).


Whereupon, magic happened. It’s not that Murphy Brown (88–onwards) was so great a show. But it was a showcase for Bergen’s wit and character. As Republican politicians blundered

         into challenging the show’s mild liberalism, so Murphy Brown became a figurehead. Bergen won Emmies in 1989 and 1990, and

         the show played its small part in the 1992 election. It would be a good deal more useful if someone now cast Bergen in a fine

         movie comedy of manners, something bigger than Miss Congeniality (00, Donald Petrie); Sweet Home Alabama (02, Andy Tennant); View from the Top (00, Bruno Barreto); The In-Laws (03, Andrew Fleming); Sex and the City (08, Michael Patrick King); The Women (08, Diane English); Bride Wars (09, Garry Winick).


      

      Ingmar Bergman, (1918–2007), b. Uppsala, Sweden


1945: Kris/Crisis. 1946: Det Regnar pa var Kärlek/It Rains on Our Love. 1947: Skepp till India-land/A Ship to India; Musik i Mörker/Night Is My Future. 1948: Hamnstad/Port of Call. 1949: Fängelse/Prison; Törst/Thirst; Till Glädje/To Joy.1950: Sant Händer Inte Här/This Can’t Happen Here; Sommarlek/Summer Interlude/Illicit Inter-lude. 1952: Kvinnors Väntan/Waiting Women; Sommaren med Monika/Summer with Monika.1953: Gycklarnas Afton/Sawdust and Tinsel.1954: En Lektion i Karlek/A Lesson in Love.1955: Kvinnodröm/Journey into Autumn; Sommarnattens Leende/Smiles of a Summer Night.1957: Det Sjunde Inseglet/The Seventh Seal; Smultronstället/Wild Strawberries. 1958: Nära Livet/So Close to Life; Ansiktet/The Face. 1959: Jungfrukällan/The Virgin Spring. 1960: Djavu-lens Oga/The Devil’s Eye. 1961: Sasom i en Spegel/Through a Glass Darkly. 1963: Nattvardsgästerna/Winter Light; Tystnaden/The Silence.1964: För Att Inte Tala Om Alla Dessa Kvinnor/Now About These Women. 1966: Persona.1967: “Daniel,” an episode from Stimulantia. 1968: Vargtimmen/Hour of the Wolf; Skammen/Shame. 1969: Riten/The Rite. 1970: En Pasion/A Passion. 1971: Beröringen/The Touch. 1972: Viskingar och Rop/Cries and Whispers. 1973: Scener ur ett Aktenskap/Scenes from a Marriage (for TV). 1974: Trollflojten/The Magic Flute.1975: Ansikte mot Ansikte/Face to Face. 1978: The Serpent’s Egg; Hostsonatem/Autumn Sonata.1979: Farö-Dokument 79 (d). 1980: Aus dem Leben der Marionetten/From the Life of the Marionettes. 1982: Fanny och Alexander/Fanny and Alexander. 1983: After the Rehearsal (TV). 1986: Dokument Fanny och Alexander (d). 1992: Mark-isinnan de Sade (TV). 1995: Sista Skriket (TV). 1997: Larmar och gör sig Till (TV). 2000: Bildmakarna (TV). 2003: Saraband (TV).


      

      Bergman never set out to be less than demanding; and as an artist his greatest achievement was in digesting such unrelenting

         seriousness until he saw no need to bludgeon us with it. The early Bergman worked with the split personality of someone who

         believed in his own genius. Even his comedies —Waiting Women and Smiles of a Summer Night—were philosophical disquisitions on the nature of love and identity. The latter, especially, was an Ophuls subject denied

         the warmth and sadness that keeps irony from being cynical and schematic. But looking out at the world from Sweden, Bergman

         saw no reason to abandon his faith in a select audience, prepared and trained for a diligent intellectual and emotional involvement

         with cinema. In many of these early films there is the regrettable flavor of “this is good for you” about what are determinedly

         bleak neo-realist studies of failed love affairs. Admittedly Bergman never neglected that central topic for such Italian themes

         as cried out from the streets. He was always fixed on the heart and the soul, but with a bristling neatness that was heartless

         and depressing. The Seventh Seal is the ultimate step in this rather academic way of recording human torment. Its medieval-ism and the wholesale allegory

         now seem frivolous and theatrical diversions from true seriousness.


But The Seventh Seal, like Elvira Madigan (67, Bo Widerberg) some ten years later, was the film swallowed by the most people. In England and America it made Bergman

         the central figure in the growth of art-house cinema. Many people of my generation may have joined the National Film Theatre

         in London to see a retrospective survey of Bergman’s early films after The Seventh Seal and Wild Strawberries had come to represent “artistic” cinema. The first critical articles that I struggled with—as reader and writer—were on Bergman.

         Inevitably he suffered from being so suddenly revealed to a volatile world. Looking back, it seems no coincidence that those

         two films are his most pretentious and calculating. Within a few years he was being mocked and parodied for his earnestness

         and symbolism. The young cineastes led to the art houses were rediscovering the virtues of the American films that had delighted

         them as children. The new French cinema endorsed that love of development and replaced Bergman’s concentration with improvisation,

         humor, offhand tenderness, and a non-Northern feeling for the beauty of camera movements as opposed to the force of composition.


By about 1961 Bergman held the unenviable position of a discredited innovator in a fashion-conscious world. That reputation

         was, I think, deserved. So Close to Life, The Face, The Virgin Spring, and The Silence suffer because the artistic virtuosity seems complacent beside the professed anguish of the work. Far from being moving and

         engrossing, these films verge on a dreadfully clear-eyed and articulated morbidity. The gap between preoccupation and art

         was amounting to decadence.


It is worth stressing the dilemma Bergman found himself in at this time because of his response to it. He was not the first

         figure from Swedish cinema to be invited to more lavish production setups. His international success had made him possibly

         the best known of living Swedish artists, a spokesman for the rather precious political neutrality and social enlightenment

         that Sweden embraced, and the prophet of its overriding sense of guilt. What made Bergman a great director, it seems to me,

         is the recognition that he was (or had become) his own subject, that the anguish in his films could become central. For that

         to work, he had to decline attractive invitations and stay in Sweden.


Like Fellini, Ozu, and Warhol, he became the center of “family” cinema. In many ways, the Swedish environment had always fostered

         that feeling. Bergman had for many years been encouraged by the head of Svensk Filmindustri, Carl Anders Dymling, who undoubtedly

         saw the prospect of Swedish cinema being a substantial export item as well as a discreet source of propaganda and prestige.

         It was possible in Sweden to make films regularly and cheaply; thus, Bergman’s productivity has had fewer obstacles than most

         other great directors must face. Cheapness did not mean tattiness: Bergman has worked with two fine cameramen, Gunnar Fischer

         and Sven Nykvist. Most important of all, the Royal Dramatic Theatre in Stockholm, which Bergman headed from 1963–66, was the

         source of a company of actors and actresses who became fixtures in his work.


At first, that was commented on as evidence of the detail and authenticity of his films. But Bergman made that company into

         a family and saw that the basic human predicament had a marvelous metaphor in the way that an artist treated his subject and his collaborators. It arose naturally from his convictions

         of the harrowing separateness of people, the intractable privacy of men and women even in love, that everyone was not a solid

         identity but an actor trying to play the self. Once those realizations were made, Bergman’s style underwent a magisterial

         simplification. Allegory and symbolism were abandoned for the total unity of action and significance in, first, Persona. That was the beginning of a sequence of masterpieces in which the pessimism Bergman had always held to became unaffected,

         personal, and deeply moving.


In terms of style, these later films are strenuous close-up investigations of actresses and artists playing actresses and

         artists. One cannot approach these films without keeping careful check of the names of characters and of the interchange of

         such players as Max von Sydow, Ingrid Thulin, Liv Ullmann, Bibi Andersson, and Gunnar Björn-strand. Bergman himself has been

         married six times, he had a child by Liv Ullmann, and there seems no reason to be disconcerted by the completeness of his

         involvement with his “family.” It is essential to the autobiographical resonance that his films now give off. In that context,

         the artist/actor is his everyman figure, and a more fruitful one than the morality-play knight in The Seventh Seal. Persona is about an actress who has a breakdown. She dries up on the stage and becomes speechless in life. Alone on an island with

         a talkative nurse, she listens and gradually absorbs the nurse—part actress taking up a new role, part emotional vampire.

         Hour of the Wolf is about a painter living on an island, reviled by outsiders, insecure in his marriage, and about his descent into insanity.

         Shame is about a musician and his wife living on a Baltic island at a time of unexplained war. Their brittle love cracks apart

         when war intrudes on them, and the film concludes with feeble refugees adrift on the Baltic. The Rite deals with a trio of players, incestuously involved, whose performance is being investigated by a provincial magistrate. A Passion is an intricate circular story of one broken marriage being cyclically reenacted. And The Touch, the first of Bergman’s films to use American money, is a subtle commentary on modern Jewry and on Sweden’s relation to the

         world, told through an intimate triangle love story.


It is this sense of intimacy that most distinguishes Bergman. Artistically, it involves quite as much frankness as do Warhol’s

         films. Bergman insists on the truths of how people feel toward others they need to love—in his TV play, The Lie, as much as in his films. Neither will he ignore the increasing moral paralysis and mental breakdown that follow from that

         truthfulness. Thus his films are intimate and extreme at the same time. The close-up examination of the family, in rites or

         games that mirror the family’s own situation, was wonderfully sustained from Persona to Cries and Whispers.


Bergman claimed to be retired from directing films: The Best Intentions (92), was filmed by Bille August. In which case, Fanny and Alexander and his autobiographical books, The Magic Lantern and Images, must stand as his final gifts. Fanny and Alexander may be the gentlest of his great films, and the most intricate restaging of his own past. Bergman has survived his own fashion.

         His stature is secure, and the films are there for the ages. The very early films are now in need of rediscovery—but that

         will only prepare fresh generations for the journey through his career. For so many people, Bergman has been the man who showed

         the way to a cinema of the inner life.


Retirement still left the loophole of television, where Bergman has written and directed three “plays.” I haven’t seen them,

         but I would add that his script for Faithless (00, Liv Ullmann) shows a genius undiminished, just as Faithless is a vital work in Bergman’s harrowed observation of himself.


And then came two more television films—his last, he said. Yet age was not a big enough barrier. The themes and the players

         remained the same—thus Liv Ullmann was back for Saraband, while in Bildmakarna, he depicted Victor Sjöström and Selma Lagerlöf (played by Anita Björk). Full circle? A phenomenal career, in which the famous

         anguish he suffered seems now like a balmy wind keeping him fresh.


      

      Ingrid Bergman (1915–82), b. Stockholm, Sweden


Ingrid Bergman is something of an enigma, even if she is a great “role.” Yet who could play Bergman? She was crucially unique

         and her own chosen self: tall, “natural” looking, fluent in English yet unmistakably Swedish in her voice, a chronic actress

         who always strove to be a “true” woman. There was a time in the early and mid-1940s when Bergman commanded a kind of love

         in America that has been hardly ever matched. In turn, it was the strength of that affection that animated the “scandal” when

         she behaved like an impetuous and ambitious actress instead of a saint. Is she an example of the liberated woman, exercising

         her freedom even to the brink of self-destruction? Or is she a curiously empty life force dependent on the changing personalities

         of the several men in her life? Was she one of the film world’s martyrs to publicity, or did she nurse a special aptitude

         for suffering? 


The child of a German mother, she was an orphan by the age of twelve. She studied briefly at the Royal Dramatic Theatre in

         Stockholm and made her film debut in Munkbrogreven (34, Sigurd Wallen and Edvin Adolphson). She quickly became the darling of Swedish cinema, guided by director Gustaf Molander and her

         husband, Petter Lindstrom. She made Swedenhielms (35, Molander), Dollar (37, Molander), and Pa Solsidan (36, Molander) before the crucial appearance in Intermezzo (36, Molander).


That film was seen by employees of David Selznick, and then by Selznick himself: remake rights were purchased by Selznick

         International, and Bergman was brought along as part of the deal. Before going to Hollywood, however, she made En Enda Natt (38, Molander) and En Kvinnas Ansikte (38, Molander) and visited Germany for Die Vier Gesellen (37, Carl Froelich). Indeed, she had to decide between Selznick and a serious German career—something Selznick had to hush

         up. And so Bergman went to America, leaving her infant daughter, Pia, with Petter Lindstrom.


She starred with Leslie Howard in Selznick’s Intermezzo: A Love Story (39, Gregory Ratoff). This was the start of an astonishing impact on Hollywood and America in which the alleged lack of makeup

         contributed to an air of nobility. Selznick appreciated her, and his wife, Irene, became an important friend and ally. But

         Selznick loaned Ingrid out more than he ever used her—thus he profited from her contract in ways not lost on Bergman or her

         husband. Her only Selznick films were Intermezzo and Spellbound (45, Alfred Hitchcock). At the same time, Selznick built her up and indulged her whims by loaning her out for Adam Had Four Sons (41, Ratoff) and the dreadful Rage in Heaven (41, W. S. Van Dyke). Then she persuaded MGM and Victor Fleming to let her switch parts with Lana Turner in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (41, Fleming). Thus, for the first time she played a “bad” girl and reveled in it, especially the sultry lipstick.


The films that made her followed. When Hal Wallis elected to make the woman in Casablanca (43, Michael Curtiz) European, he soon abandoned thoughts of Hedy Lamarr for Bergman. That film shows how naturally she played

         romance in a mood of torment, indecision, and incipient suffering. When Vera Zorina proved inadequate, Selznick’s steady boosting

         won her the part of Maria, with cropped hair, in For Whom the Bell Tolls (43, Sam Wood). Far better was Gaslight (44), in which George Cukor helped her to be very moving as the wife edged close to madness by Charles Boyer. Again, she

         excelled in an ordeal, and her beauty seemed more vivid in masochistic situations. The Oscar for Gaslight was the peak of her Hollywood glory. Asked to be a flamboyant Creole in Saratoga Trunk (46, Wood), she was coy and unconvincing. But she was adorable again (if hardly professional) as the psychiatrist in Spellbound, a very successful picture that was topped by The Bells of St. Mary’s (45, Leo McCarey) in which she played a nun opposite Bing Crosby’s priest. Then Hitchcock put her in Notorious (46), her best performance yet, as an espionage agent driven to drink and despair. Hitchcock had seen the melancholy within

         her, and its closeness to guilt. With her suffering from Cary Grant’s hard exterior, Notorious proved a major film.


Selznick wanted to renew Bergman’s contract, but she insisted on going free-lance: first as a prostitute in Arch of Triumph (48, Lewis Milestone) and then as Joan of Arc (48, Fleming), based on the Maxwell Anderson stage play Joan of Lorraine, which she had played on Broadway. At this point, she went to London to make Under Capricorn (49, Hitchcock)—as an Irish aristocrat in Australia, married to an ex-convict who went to jail for a crime she committed.

         It is a searching study of deterioration through guilt and again dependent on drink. The film was a flop on release but now

         looks like a Hitchcock masterpiece, owing a good deal to Bergman’s long confessional speech (in one torturous take, of course).


But Bergman had reached a crisis and she now proceeded to go to the stake in public. In fact, this icon of public love had

         had many affairs—with photographer Robert Capa, with Victor Fleming, and with harmonica-player Larry Adler. She approached

         Roberto Rossellini full of admiration. The result was her refugee wife wretched on Stromboli (50), and the birth of a child. The scandal in America was as contrived as her reception ten years before had been absurd.

         After a divorce from her husband, she married Rossellini and they went on to make Europa ‘51, an episode from Siamo Donne, Viaggio in Italia (53), Giovanna d’Arco al Rogo (54)—based on Claudel’s play with music by Honegger—and Angst (54). Her performances in these films are, in fact, rather distant, if only because Rossellini does not make intense demands

         on actors. But the films are commentaries on Bergman and Rossellini as befits the cinema’s most unhistrionic documentarist.

         The first two, at least, are masterpieces—but did Bergman understand them? In any event, the films were largely unshown in

         America and—as the films themselves describe—the marriage came to an end. But Bergman was rescued by another master, Jean

         Renoir, who made Eléna et les Hommes (56), the only genuinely lyrical film that this “girl of nature” ever appeared in.


The rest is turgid. Hollywood reclaimed the prodigal grotesquely in Anastasia (56, Anatole Litvak) and gave her a second Oscar to go with the one for Gaslight (it is to be hoped they were kept in different rooms). After that, she married again and became distinctly staid. Her films

         were a sad aftermath of turbulent youth: Indiscreet (57, Stanley Donen); The Inn of the Sixth Happiness (58, Mark Robson); Goodbye Again (61, Litvak); The Visit (64, Bernard Wicki); The Yellow Rolls-Royce (64, Anthony Asquith); in an episode from Stimulantia (67, reunited with Molander); Cactus Flower (69, Gene Saks); A Walk in the Spring Rain (69, Guy Green); Murder on the Orient Express (74, Sidney Lumet); and A Matter of Time (76, Vincente Minnelli). She played a concert pianist in Autumn Sonata (78, Ingmar Bergman)—a long-awaited union with her namesake, a brilliant but chill performance in a calculated picture that

         drew directly upon her own struggle between career and family.


Her final performance came on television as the Israeli Prime Minister in A Woman Called Golda (82, Alan Gibson).


Bergman’s children include Pia Lindstrom, the show business writer, and Isabella Rossellini, actress and model.


      

      Busby Berkeley (William Berkeley Enos) (1895–1976), b. Los Angeles


1933: She Had to Say Yes. 1935: Gold Diggers of 1935; Bright Lights; I live for Love. 1936: Stage Struck. 1937: The Go-Getter; Hollywood Hotel.1938: Men Are Such Fools; Garden of the Moon; Comet Over Broadway. 1939: They Made Me a Criminal; Babes in Arms; Fast and Furious. 1940: Forty Little Mothers; Strike Up the Band. 1941: Blonde Inspiration; Babes on Broadway. 1942: For Me and My Gal. 1943: The Gang’s All Here.1946: Cinderella Jones. 1949: Take Me Out to the Ball Game.


      

      It is a delicious irony that as the cinema institutionalized its own morality—in the early 1930s—it promoted a visionary who

         made films (or directed sequences) that revealed once and for all, despite every reference to the moon in June/boy meets girl/love

         and marriage, that the cinema had a ready, lascivious disposition toward orgy. Sexual daydream had found its medium, and Busby

         Berkeley’s was the cool gaze that made an endlessly flowering O in those Warner Brothers dance routines. As Jean Comolli argued,

         Berkeley


      

      

         is not a choreographer: people do not dance in his films, they evolve, they move about, they make a circle, the circle tightens

            or is released, bursts forward and forms again. The syntactical unit of this ballet of images is not the pas de deux but the

            pas de mille, the dance of a thousand. And one can suspect Busby Berkeley of having given himself the ballet as an alibi for

            his mad frenzy—… to show in all possible fashions, in all situations and playing all parts, the largest possible number of

            uniformly dressed blonde girls, in the splendor of an impeccable alignment of their legs, making love in all the fan of poses

            with a shameless camera that forces the imagination to the point of passing, dollying in, under the arch of their thighs stretched

            out infinitely, forming a tunnel of dreams where it was desirable, once at least, that the cinema be engulfed.

         


      


      

      The point is well made: Berkeley was more a dance director than a director—for all that They Made Me a Criminal is a solid John Garfield vehicle. Berkeley was a lyricist of eroticism, the high-angle shot, and the moving camera; he made

         it explicit that when the camera moves it has the thrust of the sexual act with it. It is only remarkable that some viewers

         smile on what they consider the “period charm” of such libertinage. We betray Berkeley by patronizing him, for he was daring

         enough to give us unalloyed cinematic sensation, as in the imperceptible plot of The Gang’s All Here, which contains in its opening sequence one of cinema’s most breathtaking traveling shots and, at its conclusion, the endlessly

         erectile banana routine—lewdness has never been as merry. And where else, in 1934, was surrealism purveyed to so many as in

         the ostrich feather dance of Fashions of 1934 that ends in the orgasmic fronds of a sea anemone and a swan-galley of slave girls on a heaving canvas ocean?


As an official dance director, he worked on Whoopee (30, Thornton Freeland); Kiki (31, Sam Taylor); Palmy Days (31, Edward Sutherland); Flying High (31, Charles Reisner); Night World (32, Hobart Henley); Bird of Paradise (32, King Vidor); The Kid from Spain (32, Leo McCarey); 42nd Street (33, Lloyd Bacon); Gold Diggers of 1933 (33, Mervyn Le Roy); Footlight Parade (33, Bacon); Roman Scandals (33, Frank Tuttle); Wonder Bar (34, Bacon); Fashions of 1934 (34, William Dieterle); Twenty Million Sweethearts (34, Ray Enright); Dames (34, Enright); Go Into Your Dance (35, Archie Mayo); In Caliente (35, Bacon); Stars Over Broadway (35, William Keighley); Gold Diggers of 1937 (36, Bacon); Singing Marine (37, Enright); Varsity Show (37, Keighley); Gold Diggers in Paris (38, Enright); Broadway Serenade (39, Robert Z. Leonard); Ziegfeld Girl (41, Norman Z. McLeod); Lady Be Good (41, McLeod); Born to Sing (41, Edward Ludwig); Girl Crazy (43, Norman Taurog); Two Weeks—With Love (50, Roy Rowland); Call Me Mister (51, Bacon); Two Tickets to Broadway (51, James V. Kern); Billion Dollar Mermaid (52, Le Roy); Small Town Girl (53, Leslie Kardos); Easy to Love (53, Charles Walters); Rose Marie (54, Le Roy); and Billy Rose’s Jumbo (62, Walters).


It is notable that his Warners films are more downright suggestive than most of the films made after his move to MGM in 1939.

         The Gang’s All Here is a surrealist escape, but at Warners he kept a lofty survey over lagoons of water-lily vaginas opening and closing with

         delirious facility. At MGM, he had to abide by the unambiguous view of teenagers impersonated by Mickey Rooney and Judy Garland: Innuendo and the O were beaten out of doors by Mr. Mayer and

         his prim lion.


      

      Paul Bern (Levy) (1889–1932), b. Wandsbek, Germany


Nothing will ever alter the fact that Paul Bern is known for a scandal—though his tragedy was much eclipsed by the fame of

         his widow. In the summer of 1932, very soon after their marriage, Paul Bern was shot dead in the Hollywood Hills home he was

         hoping to share with Jean Harlow. Suffice it to say that MGM studio people (Louis B. Mayer and Howard Strickling) were on

         the site before the police or a coroner. Still, the rumors were unbeatable, and they were fueled by a note found in the house,

         in Bern’s hand: “Dearest dear. Unfortunately this is the only way to make good the frightful wrong I have done you and to

         wipe out my abject humiliation. Paul. You understand that last night was only a comedy.”


There were stories told that Harlow had shot Bern, after he had beaten her. Another said he was a suicide, driven to it by

         his inability to make love to his wife. Some argued that the note was written by, or improved by, Mayer. We will never know

         for sure, but the best and latest research (by Sam Marx and David Stenn) suggests that Bern was shot by a prior wife (Dorothy

         Millette), who later killed herself.


What’s really far more interesting is how and why Harlow, twenty-one, ravishing and a sexpot, married Bern, who was twice

         her age, balding, a little tubby, and very shy. It’s worth taking in the testimony of Irene Mayer Selznick, who knew both

         of them well: she said that Bern was “probably the single most beloved figure in Hollywood… . He was the only person I ever

         knew who cherished people he loved as much for their frailties as for their virtues. He had compassion, erudition, and great

         generosity… . He was a writer who became a director, then a producer, but he was more concerned with nurturing the talent

         of others.”


He did have credits, though they are not overpowering. I suspect that he was a fine advisor to filmmakers more than the possessor

         of real talent. As such, he became a right-hand man to Irving Thalberg. But Bern was tender towards talent, and smart enough

         to be genuinely sympathetic and useful. Amid all the very uneasy egos of Hollywood, that kind of personality has always had

         a place. Bern may have risen beyond his level—he seemed so kind and helpful to the raw Harlow that she thought marriage was

         necessary. It wasn’t, and it may have exposed Bern’s sexual voyeurism—a man more pleasured by being with stars than by making

         love to them. I doubt that he was gay so much as a chronic onlooker (with dark secrets to his own life).


So just as his story may never die, his type goes on. He is to be remembered whenever you see, and puzzle over, the clearly

         intelligent, endlessly patient, and oddly deferential men who are to be found in the retinues of our great and appalling young

         stars.


Trained at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts, Bern had worked in the theatre before entering movies. He did scripts for

         Women Men Forget (20, John M. Stahl); Suspicious Wives (22, Stahl); The Christian (23, Maurice Tourneur); Lost and Found on a South Sea Island (23, Raoul Walsh); The Wanters (23, Stahl); Name the Man (24, Victor Sjöström); The Marriage Circle (24, Ernst Lubitsch); The Great Deception (26, Howard Higgin); The Beloved Rogue (27, Alan Crosland); The Dove (28, Roland West).


      

      Curtis (Kurt) Bernhardt (1899–1981), b. Worms, Germany


1926: Qualen der Nacht; Die Waise von Lowood.1927: Kinderseelen Klagen Au Das Mädchen mit den Fünf Nullen; Schinderhannes. 1928: Die Letzte Fort. 1929: Die Frau Nach der Man Sich Sehnt.1930: Die Letzte Kompanie; L’Homme qui Assassina. 1931: Der Mann der den Mord Beging. 1932: Der Rebell (codirected with Luis Trenker). 1933: Der Tunnel; L’Or dans la Rue. 1936: The Beloved Vagabond. 1938: Carrefour; The Girl in the Taxi.1939: Nuit de Decembre. 1940: My Love Came Back; The Lady With Red Hair. 1941: Million Dollar Baby. 1942: Juke Girl. 1943: Happy Go Lucky.1945: Conflict. 1946: Devotion; My Reputation; A Stolen Life. 1947: Possessed. 1948: The High Wall.1949: The Doctor and the Girl. 1951: Payment on Demand; Sirocco; The Blue Veil. 1952: The Merry Widow. 1953: Miss Sadie Thompson. 1954: Beau Brummel. 1955: Interrupted Melody. 1956: Gaby.1960: Stephanie in Rio. 1961: Damon and Pythias.1964: Kisses for My President.


      

      An actor first, and then a director of plays in Berlin, Bernhardt went into films casually but soon established himself sufficiently

         to be given one of the first German sound films: Die Letzte Kompanie. After being arrested by the Gestapo, in 1934 he went to France and in 1935 to England where he also produced The Dictator (35, Alfred Santell and Victor Saville). He returned to France, but in early 1940 he reached America under contract to Warners.

         By 1950, he was free-lancing and his work went into a steady decline—to the dull from the odd. Bernhardt is a slight talent,

         best at what he called “a certain romantic, brooding mood.” Some of his German silents touch on that: Die Waise von Lowood is a version of Jane Eyre; Der Mann der den Mord Beging is a thriller set in Constantinople, starring Conrad Veidt, “with eternal danger behind it, and beautiful women, and elegance.”


His Warners films are a mixed bag of assignments, inconsistent but with the occasional sparkle. The Lady With Red Hair is a flamboyant theatrical biopic with Miriam Hopkins as Mrs. Leslie Carter and Claude Rains as David Belasco. Conflict is an implausible psychological thriller with a tame ending, but lustrous to look at and with an atmospheric studio ravine

         down which Bogart, in fedora and trench coat, hobbles to discover his nemesis. Devotion is a portrait of the Brontë family, absurdly romantic, but interesting for de Havilland as Charlotte, Ida Lupino as Emily,

         and Arthur Kennedy as Branwell. Possessed is a Joan Crawford picture with an unexpectedly smart idea of mental illness. Best of all is A Stolen Life, a Bette Davis melodrama with the gimmick that she plays twin sisters. The trick photography is delightfully cunning and the

         whole mood close to hysteria. Payment on Demand, again with Davis, was a thriller done with clever flashbacks and some ingenious lighting that relied on transparent sets—an

         innovation that Bern-hardt claims as his own. In the 1950s he managed to make Rita Hayworth tedious as Miss Sadie Thompson, and moved from one colored costume romance to another.


      

      Claude Berri (Claude Langmann), (1934–2009), b. Paris


1963: Les Baisers. 1964: Le Poulet (s). 1968: Mazel Tov ou le Mariage. 1972: Le Sex Shop. 1975: Le Male du Siècle. 1976: La Première Fois. 1977: Un Moment d’Egarement. 1980: Je Vous Aime. 1983: Tchao Pantin. 1986: Jean de Florette; Manon des Sources. 1990: Uranus.1993:Germinal. 1997: Lucie Aubrac. 1999: La Débandade. 2002: Une Femme de Ménage. 2007: Ensemble, C’Est Tout. Berri has done nearly everything, from scratching around as an actor in small roles to being one of the most powerful entrepreneurs

         in European film today. There is something Selznick-like in this child of Jewish immigrants, who worked as a furrier before

         he was an actor. And there is something akin to Gone With the Wind in the astonishing success of Jean de Florette and Manon des Sources. These adaptations of Pagnol are richer than GWTW as human dramas, yet the sweep of the two pictures, the production values, the marvel that the whole thing has been done

         with such command of energy, detail, and taste has more to do with old-fashioned showmanship than with art. And Berri’s empire

         is securely based on the two hits, whereas Selznick let the bounty of GWTW fall into other hands.


Nothing else directed by Berri is anywhere near as compelling as the two films from Pagnol. Nowhere else is his eye so fixed

         on nature, the quality of Gérard Depardieu, Yves Montand, and Daniel Auteuil, or a beauty like Emmanuelle Béart.


As an actor, Berri had appeared in Les Bonnes Femmes (60, Claude Chabrol)—he is Bernadette Lafont’s fiancé; Behold a Pale Horse (64, Fred Zinnemann); Stan the Slasher (90, Serge Gains-bourg); and in many of his own films. But as a producer, he has been vital to the careers of several directors:

         Taking Off (71, Milos Forman); Tess (79, Roman Polanski); L’Homme Blessé (83, Patrice Chéreau); The Bear (89, Jean-Jacques Annaud); Trois Places pour le 26 (88, Jacques Demy); Valmont (89, Forman); as well as many films by Bertrand Blier and Maurice Pialat.


Germinal felt like a battleship of cultural prestige—which accounts for its dire pacing. He then produced La Reine Margot (94) for Patrice Chéreau and Isabelle Adjani; Arlette (97, Claude Zidi); Astérix et Obélix Contre César (99, Zidi); Mauvaise Passe (99, Michel Blanc). Most recently he was in Va Savoir (01, Jacques Rivette); Ma Femme Est une Actrice (01, Yvan Attal); Les Rois Mages (01, Didier Bourdon and Bernard Campan); Astérix & Obélix: Mission Cléopâtre (02, Chabat); Amen (02, Costa-Gavras); Le Bison (02, Isabelle Nanty); Les Sentiments (03, Noémie Lvovsky).


      

      Halle Berry, b. Cleveland, Ohio, 1968


Halle Berry’s Leticia in Monster’s Ball (01, Marc Forster) was so good a performance that, for many people, it masked the gaping implausibilities in that picture.

         No matter, there is an honorable tradition of great acting in rubbish, and it was surely time for a black to win the best

         actress Oscar. (Actually Halle Berry had a black father and a white mother.) I suspect, too, that the Oscar was deeply assisted

         by the way that poor, helpless Leticia, adrift in rural Georgia, was also, mysteriously, one of the most beautiful women in

         the world. But I mentioned the implausibilities already. The award was deserved, and Ms. Berry knew that she spoke for a legion

         of sisters—for all of us, even. It was about time.


And so a former Miss Teen All-American, named after a Cleveland department store, had made it all the way. It will be fascinating

         to see what happens now. Halle Berry is an easy knockout (and she was already lined up to play Jinx in the Bond film Die Another Day, directed by Lee Tamahori, a man of color), and she could turn awfully cute. But she really can act, and there’s not much

         doubt about the rough and difficult life that has made her.


She was in Knots Landing and Living Dolls on TV, but her movie chance came as a crack addict in Jungle Fever (91, Spike Lee). After that, she did Strictly Business (91, Kevin Hooks); The Last Boy Scout (91, Tony Scott); with Eddie Murphy in Boomerang (92, Reginald Hudlin); Father Hood (93, James Roodt); The Program (93, David S. Ward): as “Sharon Stone” in The Flintstones (94, Brian Levant); good in Losing Isaiah (95, Stephen Gyllenhaal); as Sheba, with Jimmy Smits on TV in Solomon and Sheba (95, Robert M. Young); Executive Decision (96, Stuart Baird); Hawaiian in Race the Sun (96, Charles T. Kanganis); The Rich Man’s Wife (96, Amy Holden Jones); B*A*P*S (97, Robert Townsend).


In truth, she hadn’t offered much yet, but she was very sharp in Bulworth (98, Warren Beatty), and then after Why Do Fools Fall in Love (98, Gregory Nava), she had a big personal success in Introducing Dorothy Dandridge (99, Martha Coolidge), a superior biopic that had the effect of putting Ms. Berry forward as a test case. She was Storm in

         X-Men (00, Bryan Singer) and then did Swordfish (01, Dominic Sena) before Monster’s Ball.


It remains to be seen how she and the business will determine her career: X2 (03, Singer); the awful Gothika (03, Mathieu Kassovitz); Cat-woman (04, Pitof); on TV in Their Eyes Were Watching God (05, Darnell Martin); a voice in Robots (05, Chris Wedge and Carlos Saldanha); X-Men: The Last Stand (06, Brett Ratner); Perfect Stranger (07, James Foley); Things We Lost in the Fire (07, Susanne Bier); Frankie and Alice (09, Geoffrey Sax).


      

      John Berry (Jak Szold) (1917–99), b. New York


1946: Miss Susie Slagle’s; From This Day Forward. 1947: Cross My Heart. 1948: Casbah. 1949: Tension. 1951: He Ran All the Way; Dix de Hollywood (d). 1952: C’est Arrivé à Paris. 1954: Ça Va Barder. 1955: Je Suis un Sentimental; Don Juan.1957: Tamango. 1959: Oh! Que Mambo!. 1964: Maya. 1967: A Tout Casser. 1974: Claudine. 1976: Thieves. 1978: The Bad News Bears Go To Japan.1980: Angel on My Shoulder (TV). 1982: Honey-boy (TV); Sister, Sister (TV); Le Voyage à Paimpol.1987: Bad Deal. 1990: A Captive in the Land.2000: Boesman and Lena.


      

      Berry was a victim and antagonist of the blacklist who never managed to find stability or to vindicate his early promise outside

         America. He was an actor and assistant with the Mercury Theater in the late 1930s and was assistant director on Welles’s lost

         movie, Too Much Johnson (38). It was his Broadway production of Cry Havoc that won him a contract with Paramount. His first film there was a Veronica Lake movie. But by far his most interesting work

         was From This Day Forward, an RKO comedy with Joan Fontaine and Mark Stevens as a couple attempting to settle after the war. Thereafter, Berry was replaced

         on Caught by Max Ophuls, made Tension at MGM, and directed John Garfield’s excellent last picture, He Ran All the Way. He settled in Paris but proved unable to string satisfactory pictures together.


He returned to America in the early 1970s for a very mixed bag:Claudine and Sister, Sister were groundbreaking treatments of black life;Angel on My Shoulder was a remake of the old Paul Muni movie; and Honeyboy was a cliché boxing picture with Erik Estrada. A Captive in the Land is a heartfelt but rather hokey story about political enemies who need each other’s help, set in Siberia.


      

      Jules Berry (Paufichet) (1889–1951), b. Paris


In a 1951 letter (the year Berry died), written while trying to cast the role of the Viceroy in The Golden Coach, Jean Renoir said, “We’ve begun, naturally, to envisage Pierre Brasseur in the role, for he is the only French actor who isn’t

         too old, is capable of playing with words, ideas and who can wear a costume with truculence. I saw him in a play by Sartre.

         He parodied Jules Berry, but it was probably a natural parody due to the fact that his professional development has brought

         him to the same point that Jules Berry had reached.”


Renoir doesn’t explain the point, but I think it implies a kind of bored mastery that had begun to turn into decoration or

         posing. But the very idea of wearing a costume with truculence unfailingly brings back memories of Berry’s magnificent scoundrel

         Batala, in Le Crime de Monsieur Lange (36, Renoir), masquerading as a priest, yet struck down—and calling, with his dying breath, for professional religious comfort.

         It is one of the great moments in film’s dandy tradition of the self-regarding show-off—the very full-time actor. And, of

         course, in a few years’ time, Berry would enlarge the role a good deal in his films for Marcel Carné. He was a worthy brother

         for George Sanders.


He was a stage actor who did a few silent films, but real fame waited for his voice—he had a throat that had all the tiny

         creaks and innuendos of fraud: Cromwell (11, Henri Desfautaines); L’Argent (29, Marcel L’Herbier); Quick (32, Robert Siodmak); Arsène Lupin, Détective (37, Henri Diamant Berger); Le Voleur de Femmes (37, Abel Gance); Carrefour (39, Curtis Bernhardt); Accord Final (39, Ignacy Rosenkranz); Le Jour Se Lève (39, Carné); La Symphonie Fantastique (42, Christian-Jaque); the devil in Les Visiteurs du Soir (42, Carné); Le Voyageur de la Toussaint (42, Louis Daquin); Etoile sans Lumière (46, Marcel Blistène); Rêves d’Amour (47, Christian Stengel); Portrait d’un Assassin (49, Bernard Roland); Les Maîtres-Nageurs (51, Henri Lepage).


      

      Bernardo Bertolucci, b. Parma, Italy, 1940


	 1962: La Commare Secca. 1964: Prima Della Rivoluzione/Before the Revolution. 1966: La Via del Petrolio (d). 1967: “‘Agonia,” episode from Amore e Rabbia. 1968: Partner. 1970: Il Conformista/The Conformist; Strategia del Ragno/The Spider’s Strategy. 1972: Last Tango in Paris. 1975: 1900.1979: La Luna. 1981: La Tragedia di un Uomo Ridicolo/Tragedy of a Ridiculous Man. 1987: The Last Emperor. 1990: The Sheltering Sky. 1994: Little Buddha.1996: Stealing Beauty. 1998: Besieged.1989: “Bologna,” episode from 12 Registi per 12 Città (d). 2002: “Histoire d’Eaux,” episode from Ten Minutes Older: The Cello. 2003: The Dreamers.


      

      Bertolucci has made a substantial journey, from the romantic disenchantment of Before the Revolution, through the canceling of feelings in The Conformist, to the misanthropic howl of Last Tango in Paris, to the internationalism of The Last Emperor. Last Tango was an international cause célèbre, reflecting on different countries according to how many seconds they cut from it, and

         enticing into cinemas people who hover round notoriety and who must have been baffled by most of Last Tango. What could he do next?


The breathtaking control of imagery at the end of The Conformist was near to being a disguise of the action: in which the hero watches a man being assassinated and then consents to the very

         bloody slaughter of a woman he loves. The filming of that sequence, with the view of Trintignant hunched in his shadowy car

         and the desperate hand-held tracking shots of Dominique Sanda fleeing through the woods, was a perfect climax to the physical

         contrast between cramped stealth and graceful, unwinding movement. It imprinted the tragedy, but not without a saving gloss

         of romantic melodrama. The finale is passionate, whereas the logic of the film is to show that the man without passion is

         symptomatic of the modern world. In part, this may be because Bertolucci’s sympathy for the coldhearted, isolated fascist

         hero was too great to deny his crucial action the elements of performance. The killing was, therefore, the crab’s dance, in

         response to the serpentine feminine dance earlier in the film that obliquely humiliates him. The idea of The Conformist, of this natural, unevil, but detached man, was graver and more penetrating than Bertolucci’s pleasure at cinematic expression.

         Perhaps the images only struck him later, revealing the silent gap between substance and style. For that reason alone, one

         thinks of The Conformist initially as a very stylish movie.


If one can look at Last Tango unhindered by its own reputation, the impression is of antistyle. The Conformist is a pursuit thriller, as witness the sinister recurring musical motifs and the several motor-car sequences—memories, perhaps,

         of the opening car journey in Rossellini’s Viaggio in Italia. But Last Tango constantly undercuts fluency: the characters live in the present tense, kept there by Brando’s neurotic insistence on no

         names, explanations, or stories. The two plots—


Brando and Léaud—interact only finally and at cross-purposes. (Few people can be expected to enjoy the “hidden” meaning of

         the clash of classical American cinema and Godard’s doctrinaire frenzy.) And even the sexual progress of the film is brutal,

         separating, and uncommunicative. Indeed, that is the very essence of it. The first animal-like coupling is the only one that

         is at all human or touching, and it ends with two monsters rolling apart across a vast, empty floor. It shows Bertolucci’s

         feeling for the image that this spatial dislocation is so telling throughout the film: in the crosscutting between Brando

         and Schneider, the desert spaces of this gaunt flat where their paths have crossed, and the intrusion of doors, furniture,

         and screens. But this has been signaled by the two Francis Bacon paintings in the credits—of imprisoned sexual meat—and is

         not taken any deeper.


In part this is because the Léaud subplot is lightweight by comparison, and because the girl is never a very sentient or interesting

         character. Brando seems like the old man of the fuck, always on the point of breathing life into the confrontation. But the

         girl is trite, a little stupid, and nothing like the probing company that Dominique Sanda was for Trintignant. Against her

         pettiness, Brando inevitably seems to be playing a poet, madman, or brute. A more compelling companion could have illuminated

         him much more testingly. As it is, the film is thoroughly ambivalent: is Brando a tragic hero, or is he meant to represent

         the perversion of self-centered and self-disgusted sexuality? Brando himself is plainly ready for the former. But if the film

         seeks the latter course, then I think its sex is too coy.


Warhol’s cinema has shown how implacably sexuality on film is noncommunicative the more comprehensively it is expressed. Last Tango has given up the nuances of sexual antagonism in The Conformist—still a greater achievement, I think—and replaced it with an uneasy anthropological withdrawal. The more totally animal the

         sex, the less expressive it becomes: instead, it is like looking at ants and being told, “Now, they are in ecstasy … now misery.”

         The states of mind are almost captioned, which is itself an ingredient of Bertolucci’s vision—that emotions are not mutual

         and have to be signaled—but the approach seems a dead end.


Much of Last Tango is intriguingly abstract. Few Parisian films have less sense of the actual city. Bertolucci’s one recognizable location,

         the Bir-Hakim Bridge, is itself an oddity, made to express Brando’s vulnerability to pain, more emblematic than actual. Which

         leads one to ask how many references there are in Last Tango to other films: a legitimate question, if only because of the way Before the Revolution contains a discussion on cinema with the teasing promise of quotes. Last Tango has Jean-Pierre Léaud as a near hysterical, Godardian cinema verité director making another reference to Vigo’s L’Atalante. That may be more than a passing joke. Vigo was a surrealist and L’Atalante has Parisian scenes that have more to do with the subconscious than with urban reality. More than that, the ill-fitting contrast

         between Léaud/marriage and Brando/mysteriously depraved sexuality is matched in L’Atalante by the way that Dita Parlo responds to her young husband, Jean Daste, and to the aging, but infinitely more experienced,

         Michel Simon. And is it too fanciful to hear Buñuel in the tango sequence, when human sexual communion is scathingly mocked?

         Remember that the first tango in Paris could be the music Buñuel chose to be played with Un Chien Andalou.


Bertolucci has not been surefooted in the years since. Luna and Tragedy of a Ridiculous Man were failures in most respects; and though The Sheltering Sky was well cast and had desert scenes as good as Antonioni, still the final result was so much softer than the Paul Bowles

         novel. That book had fascinated so many filmmakers over the years, it was something of a tragedy to see Bertolucci subtly

         betray it. But The Last Emperor was a masterpiece about a reticent man pushed in so many directions beyond his simple needs. The use of color and space, of

         Peking and history, of John Lone and Peter O’Toole were all masterly. The Last Emperor is a true epic but with an alertness to feelings as small and humble as a grasshopper. Still, it is hard to escape the feeling

         that Bertolucci has relaxed after the danger of The Conformist and Last Tango. Thus, he hardly seemed to notice the terrible darkness waiting beyond Paul Bowles’s bright sky.


For Bertolucci, Stealing Beauty was a trifle, but Besieged is a glorious meditation on perversity and order. The Dreamers is pretty, sexy, and disappointing .


      

      Luc Besson, b. Paris, 1959


1981: L’Avant-Dernier (s). 1984: Le Dernier Combat. 1985: Subway. 1988: Le Grand Bleu/The Big Blue. 1990: Nikita/La Femme Nikita. 1991: Atlantis. 1994: Léon/The Professional. 1997: The Fifth Element/La Cinquième Elément. 1999: Jeanne d’Arc/The Messenger: Joan of Arc. 2005: Angel-A. 2007: Arthur and the Invisibles.


From time to time, Besson has nursed a small following outside France—and he certainly shows every sign of wanting to go “international.”

         The Professional was shot in New York City, and it had Jean Reno trying to pretend he was Robert De Niro. But, despite his considerable humor,

         Besson cannot see a way past very arty visuals that seem unaware of how much they derive from fashion photography and comic

         books. Indeed, he is what a very intelligent French approach can sometimes persuade itself is “American.” There’s that attitudinizing

         in plot and heroics that works in Godard only because the structure of the stories is in constant upheaval and revision. Structure

         for Besson is like statuary—portentous and pedestrian. It’s notable that The Big Blue was huge in France, and negligible elsewhere. Subway is probably his most interesting film, with the stunning visuals and the bored stare of Isabelle Adjani alike in leading

         nowhere.


The Fifth Element was a fair entertainment, and it did well in America, which was no preparation for the unmitigated disaster and polished-armor

         look of Joan of Arc—after Besson had seemed ready to produce Kathryn Bigelow’s version of the same subject. And Besson has served as producer

         for others: Point of No Return (93, John Badham), drawn from Nikita; Les Truffes (94, Bernaud Nauer); Tonka (97, Jean-Hugues Anglade); Nil by Mouth (97, Gary Oldman)—a mercifully far cry from Besson’s own style; Taxi (98, Gérard Pirès).


In recent years, he has worked much harder—far too hard?—as a producer: Kiss of the Dragon (01, Chris Nation);Wasabi (01, Gérard Krawczyk);The Transporter (02, Corey Yuen);Fanfan la Tulipe (03, Krawczyk);Les Côtelettes (03, Bertrand Blier);District 13 (04, Pierre Morel); Color Me Kubrick (05, Brian W. Cook); Revolver (05, Guy Ritchie);The Three Burials of Melquiaden Estrada (05, Tommy Lee Jones); Transporter 2 (05, Louis Leterrier); Unleashed (05, Leterrier);Love and Other Disasters (06, Alek Keshishian);Tell No One (06, Guillaume Canet); The Secret (07, Vincent Perez);Frontier (s) (07, Gens);Taken (08, Morel).


      

      Charles Bickford (1891–1967), b. Cambridge, Massachusetts


Bickford usually had the taciturn ruggedness of an open-air man, drawn grudgingly into a film studio. He played a few villains,

         but it is a tribute to the feelings he conveyed of decency and reliability that for over thirty years he personified men ill

         at ease in the dramatic cockpit of a film: in one of his first films, Anna Christie (30, Clarence Brown), he was an uncomplicated seaman who eventually asks the prostitute Garbo to marry him. In terms of self-sufficiency,

         stern moral conventions, and the flavor of a tough life, Bickford carried a breath of the outside world. He was not glamorous,

         and that itself was the basis of his Hollywood appeal, so skillfully offered that it became a beautiful portrait in diffident

         straightforwardness—being polite to shams.


Bickford was an engineer by training who had fought in the First World War. But throughout the 1920s, he had a successful

         stage career that carried him to Hollywood when sound arrived. His movie debut was in Dynamite (29, Cecil B. De Mille). In his first years in films he was a lead actor, young enough to be a rough, romantic star: in Hell’s Heroes (29, William Wyler); as a sea captain with a new young bride, Leonore Ulric, in South Sea Rose (29, Allan Dwan); Passion Flower (30, William De Mille); River’s End (30, Michael Curtiz); The Sea Bat (30, Wesley Ruggles); The Squaw Man (31, C. B. De Mille); fighting with Paul Lukas for Tallulah Bankhead in Thunder Below (32, Richard Wallace); No Other Woman (32, J. Walter Ruben); Vanity Street (32, Nicholas Grinde); This Day and Age (33, C. B. De Mille); Under Pressure (35, Raoul Walsh); as the gunrunner Latigo in The Plainsman (37, C. B. De Mille); and High, Wide and Handsome (37, Rouben Mamoulian).


By now he was securely playing supporting parts, as he did for another twenty-five years, without real alteration: Daughter of Shanghai (37, Robert Florey); Gangs of New York (38, James Cruze); Stand Up and Fight (39, W. S. Van Dyke); Mutiny in the Big House (39, William Nigh); as the friendly foreman in Of Mice and Men (39, Lewis Milestone); Reap the Wild Wind (42, C. B. De Mille); the priest in The Song of Bernadette (43, Henry King); Mr. Lucky (43, H. C. Potter); Wing and a Prayer (44, Henry Hathaway); Fallen Angel (45, Otto Preminger); Captain Eddie (45, Lloyd Bacon); excellent as the shy suitor to Jennifer Jones in Duel in the Sun (46, King Vidor); The Farmer’s Daughter (47, Potter); as the blind painter in The Woman on the Beach (47, Jean Renoir); as the priest in Brute Force (47, Jules Dassin); Johnny Belinda (48, Jean Negulesco); Four Faces West (48, Alfred E. Green); Command Decision (49, Sam Wood); Roseanna McCoy (49, Irving Reis); Whirlpool (49, Preminger); Riding High (50, Frank Capra); Branded (51, Rudolph Maté); Man of Bronze (52, Curtiz); so sensitive as the studio boss in A Star is Born (54, George Cukor) it is hard to know why anyone ever had trouble; The Prince of Players (55, Philip Dunne); Not as a Stranger (55, Stanley Kramer); The Court Martial of Billy Mitchell (55, Preminger); You Can’t Run Away From It (56, Dick Powell); Mister Cory (57, Blake Edwards); The Big Country (58, Wyler); The Unforgiven (59, John Huston); very touching as the uncomprehending father in Days of Wine and Roses (63, Edwards); and A Big Hand for the Little Lady (66, Fielder Cook).


As if to prove Bickford’s actual appeal, when his death was announced, Jennifer Jones attempted suicide with sleeping pills.


      

      Kathryn Bigelow, b. San Carlos, California, 1951


1984: The Loveless (codirected with Monty Montgomery). 1987: Near Dark. 1990: Blue Steel. 1991: Point Break. 1995: Strange Days. 2000: The Weight of Water. 2002: K-19: The Widowmaker.2008: The Hurt Locker.


      

      There was a moment around 1990 when, married to director James Cameron and honored by the Museum of Modern Art in New York,

         Kathryn Bigelow was cool, chic, and in. You didn’t really need to know she’d been a painter before the movie bug hit; that

         past screamed tastefully out of movies like The Loveless (like lost love for Edward Hopper) and Near Dark, which is a pretty cute vampire film. But Blue Steel was a very bad story with terrible dialogue such that Jamie Lee Curtis and Ron Silver seemed trapped in its cold ambience.

         That was nothing compared with Strange Days, which is one of the loudest bad films ever made, and which acted like the panic brake on several careers.


Bigelow has been quoted as saying that “action cinema is pure cinema.” To which one must add that it may only expose the dangers

         of trying to do without character or good sense. Why does the cinema need to be so pure? Has anyone ever observed that state

         in its manufacture? Since Strange Days, she made two more films that struggled to get a proper release. So The Hurt Locker came as a revelation—the best film about Iraq and a great film on war.


      

      Juliette Binoche, b. Paris, 1964


Watching Blue (93, Krzysztof Kieslowski), you begin to wonder if there has ever been a more beautiful woman in movies than Binoche. You

         fancy that Kieslowski has succumbed to this thought, too. How many ways are there of watching her grave face? Are the cheeks

         carved by love’s gaze? Did that hair fall on her head like night? And the eyes … are they part of her life, or their own living

         creatures? And yet … if only this magnificent, melancholy, and nearly stunned woman had just a touch of … Debbie Reynolds?


Perhaps she is too solemn, though Phil Kaufman got a great smile and a better blush from her in The Unbearable Lightness of Being (88). Moreover, she was a startling and often naked sexual explorer in Rendez-Vous (85, André Téchiné). She was also to be seen to great advantage in Hail Mary (85, Jean-Luc Godard) and Bad Blood (86, Leos Carax). But the nearly complete resignation of Blue did seem like the next stage of an illness that fell on her in the grisly Damage (92, Louis Malle), where her passion was inseparable from anomie.


She is outstanding and especially pathetic in Les Amants du Pont Neuf (92, Carax). She has also done a Wuthering Heights (93, Peter Kosminsky), with Ralph Fiennes as her Heathcliff. 


That was written just before Binoche became the art-house actress for a generation—the smiling face that ought to be on the

         Euro coin with which film business is done. Her performance in Les Amants du Pont Neuf proved typical: a woman going blind for art, and being pushed to extremes for love. I had asked for Debbie Reynolds in my

         coarse way, but in truth there was something of Garbo and Donna Reed already. I soon had the chance to see Binoche onstage

         in London—in Pirandello’s Naked. She was awesomely beautiful, but not quite there as an actress (a little like her Anna in Damage). I realized how uniquely the camera loved her.


Since then, she has done The Horseman on the Roof (95, Jean-Paul Rappeneau); A Couch in New York (96, Chantal Akerman); won the supporting actress Oscar as Hana in The English Patient (96, Anthony Minghella); Alice and Martin (98, Téchiné); played George Sand in Les Enfants du Siècle (99, Diane Kurys); The Widow of Saint-Pierre (00, Patrice Leconte); Code Inconnu (00, Michael Haneke); the mistress of Chocolat (00, Lasse Hall-strom); Décalage Horaire (02, Danièle Thompson); Country of My Skull (04, John Boorman); Bee Season (04, Scott McGehee and David Siegel).


In the new century, Binoche has become the great artistic adventurer—she does plays; she did dance—to dire reviews; she exists:

         Mary (05, Abel Ferrara); Caché (05, Haneke); very good as an East European in Breaking and Entering (06, Minghella); in the “Place des Victoires” episode from Paris Je T’Aime (06, Nobuhiro Suwa); Dan in Real Life (07, Peter Hedges); Disengagement (07, Amos Gitai); Flight of the Red Balloon (07, Hou Hsiao-Hsien); Paris (08, Cedric Klapisch); L’Heure d’Ête (08, Olivier Assayas); Shirin (08, Abbas Kiarostami); Copie Conforme (10, Kiaro -stami).


      

      Jacqueline Bisset, b. Weybridge, England, 1944


Bisset scholars treasure an early quickie exploitation picture in which the lady appeared nude. Miss Bisset scorns to discuss

         the item, and follows her trade of lolling around in a wet T-shirt or masquerading as Jackie O. The scale of exploitation

         shifts, and as it grows greedier so shame and discretion fall away, leaving naked professionalism. Bisset is beautiful; no

         one has yet denied it. But she retains the clammed-up haughtiness of the South Kensington bitch-deb that Roman Polanski teased

         in Cul-de-Sac (66). She has not managed to look less than grimly anxious, as if the nicely brought up girl never got over the horror of

         stripping to the buff. One longs to drug her or slow her jittery pulse; but how could you soften that humorless frown?


But she has worked hard: The Knack (65, Richard Lester); Drop Dead, Darling (66, Ken Hughes); Two for the Road (67, Stanley Donen); Casino Royale (67); The Cape Town Affair (67, Robert D. Webb); The Sweet Ride (67, Harvey Hart); The Detective (68, Gordon Douglas); her first chance, as relief to motor-car assault courses, in Bullitt (68, Peter Yates); La Promesse (68, Paul Feyder); The First Time (69, James Neilson); Airport (69, George Seaton); The Grasshopper (69, Jerry Paris); The Mephisto Waltz (70, Paul Wendkos); Believe in Me (71, Stuart Hagman); Stand Up and Be Counted (71, Jackie Cooper); Secrets (71, Philip Saville); The Life and Times of Judge Roy Bean (72, John Huston); and The Thief Who Came to Dinner (72, Bud Yorkin).


Her part as the insecure actress in Day for Night (73, François Truffaut) used her kindly, and was far above the run of junk she had been used to. It probably helped to promote

         her to international stardom, but no one yet had trusted her with a complex part or much more than the duty of being photographed:

         How to Destroy the Reputation of the Greatest Secret Agent (73, Philippe de Broca); Murder on the Orient Express (74, Sidney Lumet); The Spiral Staircase (75, Peter Collinson); St. Ives (76, J. Lee Thompson); The Deep (77, Yates) as a dripping poster; The Greek Tycoon (78, Thompson); and Who Is Killing the Great Chefs of Europe? (78, Ted Kotcheff).


Since then, she has made Inchon (80, Terence Young); When Time Ran Out (80, James Gold-stone); Rich and Famous (81, George Cukor), which she coproduced; I Love You, I Love You Not (82, Armenia Balducci); Class (83, Lewis John Carlino); as the wife in Under the Volcano (84, John Huston); Forbidden (85, Anthony Page), for TV; as Anna Karenina (85, Simon Langton), also on TV; Choices (86, David Lowell Rich); High Season (87, Clare Peploe); Scenes from the Class Struggle in Beverly Hills (89, Paul Bartel); Wild Orchid (90, Zalman King); and The Maid (90, Ian Toyton).


In some quarters, there has been a move to elevate Ms. Bisset to the level of Charlotte Rampling, or even Jeanne Moreau. Alas,

         the work points steadily in a different direction: Rossini! Rossini! (91, Mario Monicelli); Les Marmottes (93, Elie Choraqui); Hoffman’s Hunger (93, Leon de Winter); Crimebroker (93, Ian Barry); on TV in Leave of Absence (94, Tom McLoughlin); La Cérémonie (95, Claude Chabrol); September (96, Colin Buck-sey); Once You Meet a Stranger (96, Tommy Lee Wallace); End of Summer (96, Linda Yellen); Dangerous Beauty (98, Marshall Herskovitz); Joan of Arc (99, Christian Duguay); as Mary in Jesus (99, Roger Young) for TV; Les Gens Qui s’Aiment (99, Jean Charles Tacchella); Britannic (00, Brian Trenchard-Smith); Sex & Mrs. X (00, Arthur Allan Seidelman); as Sarah in In the Beginning (00, Kevin Connor); New Year’s Day (00, Suri Krishnamma); Joan of Arc: The Virgin Warrior (00, Ronald F. Maxwell); The Sleepy Time Gal (01, Christopher Munch).


Approaching sixty, and still a looker, she was still romancing kids in Dancing at the Harvest Moon (02, Bobby Roth); Fascination (02, Klaus Menzel); still playing Jackie Kennedy, in American Prince: The John F. Kennedy Jr. Story (03, Eric Laneuville); Swing (03, Martin Guigui); The Fine Art of Love: Mine Ha-Ha (05, John Irvin); Domino (05, Tony Scott); Death in Love (08, Boaz Yakin); An Old-Fashioned Thanksgiving (08, Graeme Campbell).


      

      Anita Björk, b. Tällberg, Sweden, 1923


You have only to see Miss Julie (51, Alf Sjöberg), to understand that Anita Björk was one of the great screen actresses. Yet it seems like a part of Björk’s

         bad luck that that very intelligent rendering of Strindberg, with different time periods in the same frame, has fallen into

         neglect. Another famous piece of her bad luck was that after Hitchcock had seen her in Miss Julie and wanted her for I Confess (opposite Montgomery Clift), Warners decreed that she was insufficient box office—so use Anne Baxter instead. (They were

         also anxious because Björk arrived with a lover and an illegitimate child, so that they feared another Ingrid Bergman–like

         scandal.) Slip Björk’s pensive face into its images and I Confess becomes a subtler, more painful picture.


Still, the greatest mystery may be why Björk worked only once with Ingmar Bergman, in Secrets of Women (52). She was only one actress in a great generation, but one wonders if she had done something to offend the big man.


She made her debut in The Road to Heaven (42, Sjöberg), and she soon became a player with Stockholm’s Royal Dramatic Theatre. Her other films include Kvinna utan Ansikte (47, Gustaf Molander); Kvartetten Som Sprängdes (50, Molander); to Germany for the American film Night People (54, Nunnally Johnson), where she plays the traitor; Sången om den Eldröda Blomman (56, Molander); Damen i Svart (58, Arne Mattsson); Körkarlen (58, Mattsson); Mannekäng i Rött (58, Mattsson); Square of Violence (61, Leonardo Bercovici); Loving Couples (64, Mai Zetterling); Adalen 31 (69, Bo Widerberg).


She returned as an old lady: Arven (79, Anja Breien); Forfølgelsen (81, Breien); Amorosa (86, Zetterling); as Queen Victoria in The Best Intentions (92, Bille August); Sanna Ögonblick (98, Lena Koppel and Anders Wahlgren); and as Selma Lagerlöf in Bildmakarna (00, Bergman).


      

      Robert Blake (Michael Vijencio Gubitosi), b. Nutley, New Jersey, 1933


How many people are there here? He was a kid in Western serials—notably the Red Ryder pictures. He was one of the most lustrous

         children of the 1940s, a kid with a nitrate smile. And he would become a kind of great actor—half Method, half himself—as

         well as a TV fixture, whether he was being a real little toughie or a rather self-pitying fellow mooning to Johnny Carson.

         He doesn’t work much now, but never forget that he was the best thing in David Lynch’s Lost Highway (97), a haunted face gazing out of the darkness.


As Mickey Gubitosi, then as Bobby Blake, the wide-eyed boy, he was in I Love You Again (40, W. S. Van Dyke II); Andy Hardy’s Double Life (42, George B. Seitz); Slightly Dangerous (43, Wesley Ruggles); The Big Noise (44, Malcolm St. Clair); The Woman in the Window (44, Fritz Lang); Dakota (45, Joseph Kane); Pillow to Post (45, Vincent Sherman); The Horn Blows at Midnight (45, Raoul Walsh); as the young John Garfield in Humoresque (47, Jean Negulesco); The Return of Rin Tin Tin (47, Max Nosseck); a Mexican kid in The Treasure of the Sierra Madre (47, John Huston); The Black Rose (50, Henry Hathaway); Apache War Smoke (52, Harold F. Kress); Treasure of the Golden Condor (53, Delmer Daves); The Rack (56, Arnold Laven).


But then, in his early twenties, he shifted his name to “Robert” and gradually forged an adult career that climaxed in the

         TV series Baretta (75–78), for which he won an Emmy: Rumble on the Docks (56, Fred F. Sears); The Tijuana Story (57, Leslie Kardos); The Beast of Budapest (58, Harmon Jones); Revolt in the Big House (58, R. G. Springsteen); Battle Flame (59, Springsteen); The Purple Gang (60, Frank McDonald); Town Without Pity (61, Gottfried Reinhardt); The Connection (61, Shirley Clarke); PT 109 (63, Leslie Martinson); The Greatest Story Ever Told (65, George Stevens); This Property Is Condemned (66, Sydney Pollack); outstanding, with Scott Wilson, in In Cold Blood (67, Richard Brooks); Tell Them Willie Boy Is Here (69, Abraham Polonsky); a boxer in Ripped Off (71, Franco Prosperi); a stock-car racer in Cooky (72, Leonard Horn); the smart cop in Electra Glide in Blue (73, James William Guercio); Busting (74, Peter Hyams); a trucker who takes on Dyan Cannon in Coast to Coast (80, Joseph Sargent); Second-Hand Hearts (81, Hal Ashby); acting in and producing a TV version of Of Mice and Men (81, Reza Badiyi); as Jimmy Hoffa on TV in Blood Feud (83, Mike Newell); Money Train (95, Joseph Ruben).


And then, in 2001, bizarre melodrama: a wife—yet hardly a wife?—a restaurant, a car, shots in the night. And they say that

         David Lynch is fanciful. In 2005, Blake was acquitted in a trial for the murder of his companion, Bonnie Lee Bakley. But later

         that year, her children won a civil suit against Blake with damages of $30 million. That was cut by half on appeal, but the

         actor was bankrupt.


      

      Cate (Catherine Elise) Blanchett , b. Melbourne, Australia, 1969


Whether or not director Anthony Minghella will be proved right—that Cate Blanchett can do “anything”—remains to be seen. But

         it will be fun finding out, I think, just because of what Minghella discovered with her in The Talented Mr. Ripley (99): that she has a comic imp inside that can make a character out of something very slight. Her Meredith Logue is enlarged

         from the Highsmith novel for plot purposes, but Blanchett found the special restlessness of a woman not quite beautiful or

         rich enough, yet ill at ease if she isn’t dealing with people who do have money.


A student at Australia’s National Institute of Dramatic Art, Blanchett has done Miranda, Ophelia, and The Seagull’s Nina in Australia, as well as David Hare’s Plenty in London. Her screen debut was in Police Rescue (94, Michael Carson); Parklands (96, Kathryn Millard); Paradise Road (97, Bruce Beresford); Thank God He Met Lizzie (97, Cherie Nowlan); Oscar and Lucinda (97, Gillian Armstrong); Elizabeth (98, Shekhar Kapur), a big, fine performance, Oscar-nominated, yet a little monotonous; the best thing in Pushing Tin (99, Mike Newell); An Ideal Husband (99, Oliver Parker).


Yes, she had looked and felt like the Tudor Elizabeth, but she’d also been so sly, horny, and sad as Connie Falzone in Pushing Tin, when she was surrounded with vaunted young Americans projecting “attitude.” The world caught on, so that no one has been

         busier in the last few years: The Man Who Cried (00, Sally Potter); a psychic in The Gift (00, Sam Raimi); showing up the posturing of Billy Bob Thornton and Bruce Willis in Bandits (01, Barry Levinson); and then, all in one December, luminous as Galadriel in The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring (01, Peter Jackson); slutty in The Shipping News (01, Lasse Hall-ström); and let down by just about everything in Charlotte Gray (01, Armstrong).


She was in Heaven (02, Tom Tykwer): The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers (02, Jackson); Irish in Veronica Guerin (03, Joel Schumacher); Coffee and Cigarettes (03, Jim Jarmusch); tough and brave in The Missing (03, Ron Howard); The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King (03, Jackson); Katharine Hepburn in The Aviator (04, Martin Scorsese) for which she won the supporting actress Oscar.


So by now she was top of the line, and taking over from Nicole Kidman as the most in-demand actress around. In which case,

         something is not quite clicking. Could it be that she does not care whether she moves up or not? Little Fish (05, Rowan Woods); prone and unconscious for most of Babel (06, Alejandro González Iñárritu); The Good German (06, Steven Soderburgh); implausible in Notes on a Scandal (06, Richard Eyre); again in Elizabeth: The Golden Age (06, Kapur); flashy as Dylan in I’m Not There (07, Todd Haynes); Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull (08, Steven Spielberg); unbelievable and undesirable in The Curious Case of Benjamin Button (08, David Fincher); a voice in Ponyo


 (09, Hayao Miyazaki); Robin Hood (10, Ridley Scott).


Enough?


      

      Brenda Blethyn (Bottle), b. Ramsgate, England, 1946


These days, Brenda Blethyn is thought of in the picture business as a mother, if not a matron (though she’s not to be confused

         with Brenda Fricker, the mother in My Left Foot). So it’s appealing to recall that in the early 1980s, when the BBC was working its way through all of Shakespeare, she was

         Cordelia in King Lear and Joan in Henry VI, Part One. In those days, she was at the National Theatre. There was a good deal more TV throughout the eighties, before her movie debut

         in The Witches (90, Nicolas Roeg) and then A River Runs Through It (92, Robert Redford). But her real breakthrough was as the mother who meets her long-lost daughter in Secrets and Lies (96, Mike Leigh), for which she got an Oscar nomination. You can think of it as a raw slice of life or an overjuiced piece

         of shtick—it all depends on your response to Leigh.


Since then, she has been in Remember Me? (97, Nick Hurran); Girls’ Night (97, Hurran); Night Train (98, John Lynch); to Australia for In the Winter Dark (98, James Bogle); Little Voice (98, Mark Herman); as Louella Parsons in RKO 281 (99, Benjamin Ross); Saving Grace (00, Nigel Cole); on TV in Anne Frank (01, Robert Dornhelm); Daddy and Them (01, Billy Bob Thornton); Lovely and Amazing (01, Nicole Holofcener); On the Nose (01, David Caffrey); The Sleeping Dictionary (01, Guy Jenkin); Pumpkin (02, Adam Larson Broder and Tony Abrams); Sonny (02, Nicolas Cage); a voice on The Wild Thornberrys Movie (02, Cathy Malkasian and Jeff McGrath); Blizzard (02, LeVar Burton); the mother in Beyond the Sea (04, Kevin Spacey); A Way of Life (04, Amman Asante); On a Clear Day (05, Gaby Dellal); Pride & Prejudice (05, Joe Wright); Clubland (07, Cherie Nowlan); London River (09, Rachid Bouchareb).


      

      Bertrand Blier, b. Paris, 1939


1962: Hitler? … Connais Pas! (d). 1967: Si J’Etais un Espion. 1974: Les Valseuses/Going Places.1975: Calmos/Femmes Fatales. 1977: Preparez Vos Mouchoirs/Get Out Your Handkerchiefs. 1979: Buffet Froid. 1981: Beau-Père. 1983: La Femme de Mon Pote/My Best Friend’s Girl. 1984: Nôtre Histoire. 1986: Tenue de Soirée/Ménage. 1989: Trop Belle pour Toi/Too Beautiful for You. 1991: Merci la Vie. 1993: Un, Deux, Trois, Soleil. 1996: Mon Homme. 2000: Les Acteurs. 2003: Les Côtelettes.2005: Combien Tu M’Aimes?


      

      When Bertrand Blier was born, his father, the actor Bernard Blier (1916–89), was making Le Jour se Lève for Carné and Prevert. This may help to explain why Bertrand Blier, who came of age as the films of the New Wave were spilling on the shore, remains attached to prior tradition. Blier the son is a provocateur.

         His dialogue is not as good as Prevert’s, but his ideas are lovely, cute reversals of order that tickle the bourgeois fancy.

         His commercial appeal rests in his exactly judged subversiveness, his titillating danger, and his use of successful actors

         in well-made scenarios. And we should note that Blier came into his own at the French box office just as the generation of

         the New Wave began to seem tired. It is not too great a stretch to see that Blier can be reckoned alongside not just Carné,

         but Lubitsch and Wilder. There is much to be said for movies that get under the skin, the nerves, and the safe thinking of

         the middle class. There are even moments when the cunning, opportunistic Blier seems a comrade to Buñuel.


He worked as an assistant to several directors notably not affiliated with the New Wave (including Christian-Jaque and Jean

         Delannoy). He made documentaries and wrote novels before the breakthrough of Les Valseuses—which came from one of his own books. That was a movie that encouraged, or permitted, audiences to be thrilled by the very

         forces of outrage that most alarmed them. Gérard Depardieu’s fame rose with the film’s success, for Depardieu was exactly

         the Caliban Blier needed to bring into the salon.


Calmos was a sardonic attack on feminism—and even on women, for Blier has several strains of the classic reactionary in him. Get Out Your Handkerchiefs was an ostensible shocker—it involved sexual swapping and Carole Laure giving herself to a teenage boy—yet it won the Oscar

         for best foreign film. Buffet Froid was a satirical thriller, with Depardieu as a dumb innocent caught up in a murder story. Beau-Père was a version of Lolita. My Best Friend’s Girl was another story about sexual restlessness. Nôtre Histoire was an odd mixture of Buñuel and Harold Pinter’s The Lover. Ménage took the old pattern of sexual exchange into gay relationships, and Too Beautiful for You is a mockery of the whole notion of loveliness.


The piquant attitude in so many Blier films is invariably colored with cynicism. He is tender, but the air of the films is

         helpless, wry, or bemused. With just a touch of wonder, the films would be immeasurably better. But Blier is too aware of

         pulling off a cruel practical joke.


      

      Joan Blondell (1909–79), b. New York


Having been called West by Warners along with James Cagney in 1930—they were young successes in the same Broadway play—Joan

         Blondell may have been struck by the way Cagney prospered while she stayed a supporting actress. In fact, she was a mainstay

         at that studio for men, able to sing and dance as well as swop sour dialogue with gangsters, cops, or hustling stage managers.

         A pretty girl, she was given a cutting edge by so much dull work. When, at last, she broke away from Warners—some ten years

         later—it was to discover that her talent was already out of date. From 1930–39, she made fifty-three movies, mostly at Warners;

         but in the next ten years she made only thirteen. Hardly any of her pictures were big or important for their time, but look

         back over the Warners product and see how her slightly blowsy blonde, as round and shiny as cultured pearls, has lasted. Time

         and again she brings life, fun, and worldliness to her scenes: Sinner’s Holiday (30, John Adolfi), the screen version of the play she and Cagney had starred in; Office Wife (30, Lloyd Bacon); Other Men’s Women (30, William Wellman); Illicit (31, Archie Mayo); My Past (31, Roy del Ruth); Night Nurse (31, Wellman); Public Enemy (31, Wellman); Blonde Crazy (31, del Ruth); The Crowd Roars (32, Howard Hawks); Famous Ferguson Case (32, Bacon); Miss Pinkerton (32, Bacon); Big City Blues (32, Mervyn Le Roy); The Greeks Had a Word for Them (32, Lowell Sherman); Three on a Match (32, Le Roy); Lawyer Man (33, William Dieterle); Blondie Johnson (33, Ray Enright); Gold Diggers of 1933 (33, Le Roy); Goodbye Again (33, Michael Curtiz); Footlight Parade (33, Bacon); Havana Widows (33, Enright); Convention City (33, Mayo); The Kansas City Princess (34, William Keighley); Smarty (34, Robert Florey); I’ve Got Your Number (34, Enright); He Was Her Man (34, Bacon); Dames (34, Enright); The Traveling Saleslady (35, Enright); Broadway Gondolier (35, Bacon); We’re in the Money (35, Enright); Miss Pacific Fleet (35, Enright); Colleen (36, Alfred E. Green); Bullets or Ballots (36, Keighley); Stage Struck (36, Busby Berkeley); Three Men on a Horse (36, Le Roy and Mayo); Gold Diggers of 1937 (36, Bacon); The King and the Chorus Girl (37, Le Roy); The Perfect Specimen (37, Curtiz); Back in Circulation (37, Enright); Stand In (37, Tay Garnett); There’s Always a Woman (38, Alexander Hall); and East Side of Heaven (39, David Butler). After that, she went back to the theatre and married her third husband, Mike Todd; the first two had

         been cinematographer George Barnes and actor Dick Powell. She worked a lot on TV as well as on the stage, and managed to tickle

         our sense of nostalgia in a number of character parts: A Tree Grows in Brooklyn (45, Elia Kazan); Adventure (46, Victor Fleming); Nightmare Alley (47, Edmund Goulding); For Heaven’s Sake (50, George Seaton); The Blue Veil (51, Curtis Bernhardt); The Opposite Sex (56, David Miller); This Could Be the Night (57, Robert Wise); The Desk Set (58, Walter Lang); Will Success Spoil Rock Hunter? (58, Frank Tashlin); Angel Baby (61, Paul Wendkos); The Cincinnati Kid (65, Norman Jewison); Water-hole 3 (67, William Graham); and Support Your Local Gunfighter (71, Burt Kennedy).


She had a striking comeback a few years later with Opening Night (77, John Cassavetes); Grease (78, Randal Kleiser); The Glove (78, Ross Hagen); The Champ (79, Franco Zeffirelli); and The Woman Inside (80, Joseph Van Winkle).


      

      Claire Bloom, b. London, 1931


Educated at Badminton, the Guildhall School, and the Central School of Speech and Drama, she made her London debut in 1947

         and appeared at Stratford-upon-Avon the following year. In fact, her first film was The Blind Goddess (48, Harold French), but she was effectively “discovered” by Chaplin to play the ballerina in Limelight (52). A leading player at the Old Vic, she also appeared in Innocents in Paris (52, Gordon Parry) and The Man Between (53, Carol Reed). By 1955, she mixed a notable Juliet at the Old Vic with playing opposite Olivier in Richard III and with Burton in Robert Rossen’s Alexander the Great. She then made films in England and America that seldom seemed worthy of her. She was simultaneously austere and passionate

         as the most Russian character in The Brothers Karamazov (57, Richard Brooks), while in The Chapman Report (62, George Cukor)—despite the invading discretion of the censor—she portrayed sexual appetite with an un-English clarity

         and masochism. As Cukor said, “she did all those ignoble things with a beautiful, sober face.” But such hints of Camille have

         been ignored and too many movies have seemed content to keep her ladylike: Look Back in Anger (59, Tony Richardson); Three Moves to Freedom (60, Gerd Oswald); The Haunting (63, Robert Wise); to Italy for Il Maestro di Vigevano (63, Elio Petri) and the “Peccato nel Pomeriggio” episode from Alta Infidelta (64, Petri); The Outrage (64, Martin Ritt); The Spy Who Came In from the Cold (66, Ritt); Charly (68, Ralph Nelson); with her then husband Rod Steiger in Three Into Two Won’t Go (69, Peter Hall); an amusing Honor Klein in A Severed Head (70, Dick Clement); The Illustrated Man (69, Jack Smight); and A Doll’s House (72, Patrick Garland), produced by her second husband, Hillard Elkins. She also had a great success on the London stage as

         Blanche Du Bois in A Streetcar Named Desire, and she appeared in Islands in the Stream (76, Franklin Schaffner).


Married again (to author Philip Roth), she was in Clash of the Titans (81, Desmond Davis); a fabulously controlling Lady Marchmain in Brideshead Revisited (81, Charles Sturridge); Déjà Vu (84, Anthony Richmond); Florence Nightingale (85, Daryl Duke); Promises to Keep (85, Noel Black); Shadowlands (85, Norman Stone); Sammy and Rosie Get Laid (87, Stephen Frears); Queenie (87, Larry Pearce); Shadow on the Sun (88, Richardson); and Crimes and Misdemeanors (89, Woody Allen), in which she had so little to do it was disconcerting to have her doing it.


She works regularly, and she did two years in the nineties on the daytime soap As the World Turns. But her opportunities have been few: on TV in The Mirror Crack’d (92, Stone); The Camomile Lawn (92, Peter Hall); It’s Nothing Personal (93, Bradford May); Remember (93, John Herzfeld); uncredited in The Age of Innocence (93, Martin Scorsese); A Village Affair (94, Moira Armstrong); Mad Dogs and Englishmen (95, Henry Cole); Mighty Aphrodite (95, Allen); Daylight (96, Rob Cohen); Family Money (97, Renny Rye); Imogen’s Face (98, David Wheatley); the lead in The Lady in Question (99, Joyce Chopra); Love and Murder (00, George Bloomfield); Yesterday’s Children (00, Marus Cole); The Birth of Eve (02, Claude Fournier); Imagining Argentina (03, Christopher Hampton); The Republic of Love (03, Deepa Mehta); The Chatterley Affair (06, James Hawes).


      

      Emily Blunt, b. London, 1983


She won a Golden Globe for support work on TV in Gideon’s Daughter (06, Stephen Poliakoff), and managed to steal enough of The Devil Wears Prada (06, David Frankel) to prompt Meryl Streep to describe her as the best young actress she’d seen—not the kindest tribute to

         Anne Hathaway, who supposedly had the richer part in that dissection of the fashion world. But we usually know what Ms. Streep

         means, and Emily Blunt has not yet given a poor performance or failed to take advantage of limited opportunities. The fact

         is that movie cameras tend to concentrate on people like Anne Hathaway, and Ms. Blunt’s acid intelligence requires more wit

         and sharpness than are likely in The Young Victoria (09, Jean-Marc Vallé). A Hathaway can look appealingly helpless; but a Blunt was born minus that recessive gene. It’s been

         a long time since an actress made a career for herself because she was smart and funny and so mocking of second-rate material.


On TV, Emily Blunt was Catherine Howard to Ray Winstone’s Henry VIII (03, Pete Travis), a situation where you wanted to hear her tart, modern observations. She took a big step forward in My Summer of Love (04, Pawel Pawlikowski) and she was very good in the conventional horror film Wind Chill (07, Gregory Jacobs). But she has seemed content to take her share of modest parts—as in Prada and Charlie Wilson’s War (07, Mike Nichols), and with her sweeter mirror image, Amy Adams, in Sunshine Cleaning (08, Christine Jeffs). She did good work in The Jane Austen Book Club (07, Robin Swicord) and she was worth watching in such minor things as Irresistible (06, Ann Turner) and Dan in Real Life (07, Peter Hedges). But she needs a vehicle with an engine, and Young Victoria was a horseless carriage and The Wolfman (10, Joe Johnston) was dumb.


      

      Budd Boetticher (Oscar Boetticher Jr.) (1916–2001), b. Chicago


1944: One Mysterious Night. 1945: The Missing Juror; A Guy, A Gal and a Pal; Escape in the Fog; Youth on Trial. 1946: The Fleet That Came to Stay.1948: Assigned to Danger; Behind Locked Doors.1949: Wolf Hunter; Black Midnight. 1950: Killer Shark. 1951: The Bullfighter and the Lady; The Sword of D’Artagnan; The Cimarron Kid. 1952: Red Ball Express; Bronco Buster; Horizons West.1953: City Beneath the Sea; Seminole; The Man from the Alamo; Wings of the Hawk; East of Sumatra. 1955: The Magnificent Matador. 1956: The Killer Is Loose; Seven Men from Now. 1957: The Tall T; Decision at Sundown. 1958: Buchanan Rides Alone. 1959: Ride Lonesome; Westbound.1960: The Rise and Fall of Legs Diamond; Comanche Station. 1968: Arruza. 1969: A Time for Dying. 1985: My Kingdom for … (d).


      

      The career of Boetticher is one of the most interesting ever confined to B pictures. After periods at Culver Military Academy

         and Ohio State University, he became a notable football and basketball player. A trip to Mexico introduced him to bull-fighting

         and a career in the ring led to his being hired as advisor by Fox for Blood and Sand (41, Rouben Mamoulian). He stayed in films, served in the Marines, and after the war, began directing low-budget second features.

         Neither his first bull-fighting film, The Bullfighter and the Lady, nor his films up to 1953 suggested that he was more or less than a competent director of adventure films, an excellent storyteller

         with a very simple style. But The Bullfighter was Robert Stack as an American trying to become a matador, resulting in awkwardness and tragedy. With hindsight, one can

         see how far that was autobiographical. The Magnifi-cent Matador was a failure, but it showed that Boetticher was intent on greater significance. In fact, Anthony Quinn’s grandiloquence

         was at odds with Boetticher’s own restraint. The Killer Is Loose was his first important modern-dress film, a very tense thriller about a psychotic, played by Wendell Corey, threatening

         the staked-out Rhonda Fleming.


At this stage, Boetticher fell in with Randolph Scott. After Seven Men From Now, they were joined by producer Harry Joe Brown for a remarkable series of Westerns, all made cheaply and quickly in desert

         or barren locations. They have a consistent and bleak preoccupation with life and death, sun and shade, and encompass treachery,

         cruelty, courage, and bluff with barely a trace of sentimentality or portentousness. The series added the austere image of

         a veteran Randolph Scott to the essential iconography of the Western and proved that Boetticher was a masterly observer of

         primitive man. His style remained without any flourish or easy touch and the series brought him some critical attention. Two

         films at least—The Tall T and Ride Lonesome—must be in contention for the most impressive and least handicapped B films ever made. Above all, Boetticher had stressed

         the character and mythic value in visual narrative, and he has a more secure place in the history of the Western than several

         more self-conscious narrators of its breakdown.


In 1960, Boetticher added a fine gangster film to his oeuvre, The Rise and Fall of Legs Diamond, which only proved the range of his talent. He then returned to Mexico and labored eight years over Arruza, his third bullfighting film. But probably he is better tested by an eight-day schedule, compelled into vigorous, long action

         setups.


After a long absence, he appeared very nicely as a rich oilman in Tequila Sunrise (88, Robert Towne).


      

      Sir Dirk Bogarde (Derek Niven van den Bogaerde) (1921–99), b. London


He began as a commercial artist before going on the stage. After war service, he continued in the theatre and then made his

         film debut in Esther Waters (48, Ian Dalrymple). Next year, he had a big success as the killer in Basil Dearden’s The Blue Lamp. Thereafter, he quickly became one of the leading men of British cinema: the worst fate that could have befallen him and which

         marked him for life, no matter how much he strove to overcome it. Suffice it to say that from 1950 until The Servant (63), Bogarde made some thirty British films, a smooth, urbane hero in comedy and adventure alike. Often a war hero—Appointment in London (52, Philip Leacock); They Who Dare (54, Lewis Milestone); The Sea Shall Not Have Them (54, Lewis Gilbert); the rather better Ill Met by Moonlight (57, Michael Powell)—he was also Simon Sparrow in four “Doctor” films as well as Dubedat in Asquith’s The Doctor’s Dilemma (59). But his real performances were very few and never without defects: in Charles Crichton’s Hunted (52); as a brittle hoodlum in Losey’s The Sleeping Tiger (54); as Liszt in the Charles Vidor/Cukor Song Without End (60)—a silly film, but a genuinely romantic performance compared with the English Tale of Two Cities (58, Ralph Thomas); and as the homosexual in Victim (61, Dearden).


In 1962, he was very funny in Andrew Stone’s unexpected The Password Is Courage and in 1963 he gave a tactful performance in support of Judy Garland in I Could Go On Singing (Ronald Neame). Then, in 1963, he played The Servant for Losey: a portrait of malice more psychologically complex than Bogarde or the British cinema had ever attempted. It seemed

         to convince Bogarde that he was not just handsome but intelligent and talented, and that he had missed out on his real vocation.

         After that, he chose much more worthwhile parts: King and Country (64) for Losey; Darling (66) for Schlesinger; a delicious camp villain in Modesty Blaise (66) for Losey; Accident (67) for Losey; Our Mother’s House (67, Jack Clayton); Sebastian (67, David Greene); The Fixer (68, John Frankenheimer); Justine (69, Cukor); The Damned (69, Luchino Visconti); Death in Venice (71, Visconti); Le Serpent (73, Henri Verneuil); and The Night Porter (73, Liliana Cavani). He became an international star, living in France, the more praiseworthy because he was best in nonassertive,

         observing, and rather piano roles. To that extent, The Servant was outstanding, and Accident, Darling, and The Fixer speak out for his basic personality, just as Modesty Blaise and Sebastian show his skill at comedy. Death in Venice is a tour de force, but one imposed upon the actor by the arty narrowness of the film. While proving just how inventive and

         controlled a camera actor Bogarde is, it also shows the extent to which his very reserved character hovers at the point of

         mannerism. And in The Night Porter, Bogarde’s own gentility did help to evade the sentimental cruelty of the picture.


His work grew less frequent, as if middle age and a wish to be discriminating had stranded an unusual personality: Permission to Kill (75, Cyril Frankel); caustic and quivering with affronted etiquette as the bitchy lawyer in Providence (77, Alain Resnais); harking back to blithe war heroes in A Bridge Too Far (77, Richard Attenborough); and Despair (78, Rainer Werner Fassbinder).


In the eighties, he was semiretired, giving most of his time to writing novels, but he appeared on TV as Roald Dahl in The Patricia Neal Story (81, Anthony Harvey and Anthony Page); in The Vision (87, Norman Stone); and in Daddy Nostalgie (90, Bertrand Tavernier).


Two years after his death, Arena did a won -derful, pained documentary that showed how repressed and denying he had been until

         the end. It made his achievement feel greater, even if Bogarde the man was harder to like.


      

      Humphrey Bogart (1899–1957), b. New York


“Bogie,” sighs Belmondo at the beginning of Breathless, and the link was made between the Bogart of the 1940s and the anarchist, behaviorist hero of the 1960s. It was the start

         of a cult, especially among those too young to have seen Bogart’s best movies when they were first released. A generation

         coming of age at a time of presidential assassination, cold war, international conspiracy, man-made pollution, the remorseless

         spread of corruption, and the ever darker threat of man’s aptitude for self-destruction, claimed for itself the sardonic pessimism,

         the neutrality, and the unfailing honor of the Bogart character. Trotskyists adorned their walls with portraits of Bogart

         in In a Lonely Place and young rakes muttered all the acidities of The Big Sleep, unaware that they came from Raymond Chandler’s original. Underlying everything was the idea that Bogart had been honest,

         truthful, and that he looked chaos in the eye, that he knew the odds and was the only reliable companion in the night. Which

         is nonsense and probably only possible if Bogart took something like the same view of his work in the cinema. It is time for

         a reappraisal, and while Bogart is often very close to the illusory heart of movies, by the highest standards—Grant, Stewart,

         Mitchum—he is a limited actor, not quite honest enough with himself.


“How can a man so ugly be so handsome?” asks Marta Toren of Bogart in Sirocco. Perhaps only if that man has a high enough regard for himself. That means several things: the sort of insistence Hemingway

         made that a man be true to himself; the implication that there is no other criterion; disenchantment with most of the world’s

         white lies; a certain blindness to some of the larger deceptions; a sense of intellectual isolation such as displayed and

         sheltered the private eyes of the 1930s and 1940s; a belief in another Hemingway ideal, of grace under pressure; and, with

         this last, the constant necessity to observe oneself, to take care that weakness never shows, and that the line of behavior

         retains style and elegance. Give such a man the best material—Hammett and Chandler, for instance—and allow him to act it out

         in movies, and it is no wonder that the detachment of the character begins to clash with self-regard. If millions go to the

         movies to persuade themselves that they are Humphrey Bogart, why should Bogart himself not share in the illusion?


This last trap is the greatest test of stars in the cinema and Bogart falls heavily into it. In that respect, it is worth

         noticing that he had had a rougher passage to success than many latter-day admirers might think. After navy service in the

         First World War, Bogart took to stage acting, playing handsome romantic leads. Louise Brooks met him in 1924, and said he

         was a “Humphrey” then—”a slim boy with charming manners.” He was from the upper classes, and he usually played young men who

         asked girls for tennis.


In 1930 he was contracted by Fox and made A Devil With Women (Irving Cummings). He stayed at Fox two years and was in John Ford’s Up the River (30) and Raoul Walsh’s Women of All Nations (31) before the studio let him go. For the next few years he alternated between Broadway and Hollywood, appearing in two Joan Blondell/Mervyn Le Roy films at Warners—Big City Blues (32) and Three on a Match (32)—and playing Duke Mantee in the New York production of Robert Sherwood’s The Petrified Forest. When that ossified play was filmed, in 1936, its star, Leslie Howard, insisted that Bogart play Mantee. It is often known

         as Bogart’s breakthrough; but it is an appalling film and Bogart is dreadful in it. For, although it may have persuaded Warners

         to use him further as a ruthless, cruel hoodlum, Bogart was incapable of bringing character or conviction to such a part.

         By contrast, Cagney and Robinson made the gangster vivid and credible. The classic instance of Bogart’s failure is in Raoul

         Walsh’s The Roaring Twenties (39) in which a supposedly malicious Bogart is called upon to cringe and howl for his life to be spared. But he cannot admit

         cowardice and his writhing is embarrassingly inept. In part, this is sheer technical limitation, such as mars his Irish groom

         in the Bette Davis/Edmund Goulding Dark Victory (39). But, more seriously, Bogart could not bring himself to portray loathsomeness with any imaginative honesty. Thus, the

         string of parts in the late 1930s as a convict or gangster are generally unconvincing, and for all Bogart’s complaint at the

         way Warners made him play second fiddle to Cagney, Robinson, and Raft, he does not appear to have identified his own problem:

         Bullets or Ballots (36, William Keighley); The Great O’Malley (37, William Dieterle); San Quentin (37, Lloyd Bacon); as a district attorney in Marked Woman (37, Bacon); Kid Galahad (37, Michael Curtiz); Dead End (37, William Wyler); The Amazing Dr. Clitterhouse (38, Anatole Litvak); The Oklahoma Kid (39, Bacon); Angels With Dirty Faces (39, Curtiz); Invisible Stripes (39, Bacon); It All Came True (40, Lewis Seiler); Brother Orchid (40, Bacon); and They Drive By Night (40, Raoul Walsh).


Perhaps Raoul Walsh had detected the barrier in Bogart’s work. For in 1941, they made the film that is the turning point in

         the actor’s career, High Sierra, about an ex-convict driven toward inevitable destruction. Bogart was immediately at ease, sympathetic, and affecting as the

         lonely, self-sufficient, middle-aged man, aware of the fate that awaits him. He managed to suggest that this outsider was

         confronted with all the hostile and inhumane forces of the world; crime was offered as an existential gesture. He was detached

         from everything except his own standards and his reluctant feelings for Ida Lupino. In part, he expressed the stoicism with

         which a frightened man might equip himself for war. But, most richly, the part pushed Bogart back on his own resources and

         brought out wit, a greater gentleness, and a grudging humanity—it was as if the world had at last recognized the person he

         always believed himself to be. This character was nudged on with his rather hurried Sam Spade in The Maltese Falcon (41), a film that owes very little to its director, John Huston, and more to Hammett’s original conception and to the background

         cast of Sydney Greenstreet, Mary Astor, Peter Lorre, and Elisha Cook. In 1943, the bittersweet romanticism was perfectly embodied

         in Michael Curtiz’s Casablanca, a woman’s picture for men and the sort of unblinking tosh, set deep in never-never land, that is the essence of Hollywood.

         The most surprising thing today about Casablanca is its scene of drunken self-pity, proof of how far Bogart needed a great artist to help him rise above the level of maudlin

         resentment. Curtiz handles Casablanca with great aplomb, but he never tries to disturb the attitudinizing characters.


Then in 1944 Bogart met Howard Hawks and Lauren Bacall: together they made To Have and Have Not (44) and The Big Sleep (46). These are masterpieces, belonging to Hawks rather than to Bogart. Even so, the company warmed Bogart and if the scenes

         with Bacall are improved by the real feeling between them, that is only to ask what makes feelings real. For the idea of Bogart

         was later greatly enhanced by the way he had met his true (and fourth) love on a soundstage. These two films are mature, where

         Casablanca is a wet dream, because of the way Hawks turns thrillers into comedies. It is to Bogart’s credit that he seems not only aware

         of this trick but a prime agent in it. Thus, they work on two levels: as beautiful fantasies and as commentaries by the participants

         on their very absurdity.


It was the high point of his career. Indeed, conventional thrillers—like Conflict (45, Curtis Bernhardt); The Two Mrs. Carrolls (47, Peter Godfrey); Dead Reckoning (47, John Cromwell); Dark Passage (47, Delmer Daves); Key Largo (48, Huston)—could hardly have the same urgency after The Big Sleep (by definition, the fullest immersion in the dream). Dead Reckoning is actually the first parody of the Bogart manner, with him muttering “Geronimo” at every crisis to the patently fake Lizabeth

         Scott. But in his last ten years Bogart played three parts that were clearly difficult and that involved a deliberate inspection

         of his own divided personality. Two of these are in glib films: The Treasure of the Sierra Madre (48, Huston) and The Caine Mutiny (54, Edward Dmytryk), but the other is in Nicholas Ray’s marvelous In a Lonely Place (50). This last penetrates the toughness that Bogart so often assumed and reaches an intractable malevolence that is more

         frightening than any of his gangsters. In Treasure and Caine he plays suspicious, paranoid men whose characters are torn apart by working at different levels. His Queeg especially, made

         when he was already ill with cancer, is very moving. In a Lonely Place was made by Bogart’s own production company, Santana, for whom he made three other movies: Ray’s more conventional Knock on Any Door (49), Tokyo Joe (49, Stuart Heisler), and Sirocco (51, Curtis Bernhardt). Instead of for Lonely Place, he received his Oscar for Huston’s The African Queen (51), a sentimental gesture to an offbeat role. The Enforcer (51, Bretaigne Win-dust and Walsh) was a clever throwback to Warners’ films of the 1930s. Beat the Devil (54, Huston) was an insouciant parody in which Bogart (the coproducer) has little idea of what is going on. He was poor in

         two Richard Brooks films, Deadline U.S.A. (52) and Battle Circus (53), and not very funny in the comedy of Sabrina (54, Billy Wilder). But he was back to the sourness of Casablanca in Mankiewicz’s Barefoot Contessa (54), a shameless reworking of earlier moods. His final films were sadly unworthy of him: We’re No Angels (55, Curtiz); The Desperate Hours (55, Wyler); The Left Hand of God (55, Dmytryk); and The Harder They Fall (56, Mark Robson).


Bogart’s work is complex and central to the issue of identification in the cinema. He made few wholly satisfactory films—High Sierra, To Have and Have Not, The Big Sleep, In a Lonely Place—and failed in a variety of parts outside the narrow range he saw fit for himself. But within that range he had the impact

         of Garbo or James Dean. Like them, he was a great Romantic. It is harder to see him as such because of the efforts he made

         to appear anti-Romantic. The implications of his work—as a comment on self-dramatization—are rather more daunting and disturbing

         than he ever realized.


      

      Peter Bogdanovich, b. Kingston, New York, 1939


1968: Targets. 1971: The Last Picture Show. 1972: What’s Up, Doc?. 1973: Paper Moon. 1974: Daisy Miller. 1975: At Long Last Love. 1976: Nick-elodeon. 1979: Saint Jack. 1983: They All Laughed.1985: Mask. 1988: Illegally Yours. 1990: Texasville.1992: Noises Off. 1993: The Thing Called Love; Fallen Angels (TV). 1996: To Sir With Love 2 (TV). 1997: The Price of Heaven (TV); Rescuers: Stories of Courage: Two Women (TV). 1998: Naked City: A Killer Christmas (TV). 1999: A Saintly Switch (TV). 2002: The Cat’s Meow.2004: The Mystery of Natalie Wood (TV); Hustle (TV); The Sopranos (TV). 2007: Running Down a Dream (d).


      

      It is a French pattern—if a relatively recent one—for critics to badger their way into making films of their own. Godard,

         Truffaut, Rohmer, Chabrol, and Rivette all took that course. But in the American cinema it is barely known. Only Susan Sontag

         springs to mind as a companion to Bogdanovich, and her films have been made under very different conditions, just as her writing

         on films was more obscure than his. The rigid barriers between criticism and direction are worth pointing out. In the early

         1970s battle over who did what on Citizen Kane, it was the literary bias of critic Pauline Kael that put her in Herman Mankiewicz’s corner, while Bogdanovich knew that Welles

         colored everything in all his films, if only because Kane is based on Welles himself. In that sense, Bogdanovich was a valuable, French-inspired critic who insisted on the director

         as auteur, so much so that many Americans began to take directors more seriously because of what he wrote. In particular,

         he threw attention onto Hawks, Lang, and Allan Dwan with long, respectful interviews. As a director, Bogdanovich made four

         lovely picture shows, revealing marvelous accomplishment, wit, and sense of place. But, ironically, they are less an auteur’s

         films than the extension of criticism. Targets—made under Roger Corman’s aegis, after Bogdanovich had fueled the bikes for Wild Angels—is a tribute to AIP horror pictures, to Boris Karloff, and to Hawks, and also a stylistic nod in the direction of Hitchcock

         and Lang. That it works so well in mixing a story of a veteran horror actor with a survey of an all-American bourgeois killer

         is because of vigorous conception and first-class mise-en-scène at the drive-in cinema.


His second picture is, as everyone says, a tribute to 1950s America, to the plains of North Texas, to late 1940s black-and-white

         photography, to Ben Johnson, to Hawks again, and to the nostalgia of Ambersons. But the real flavor of The Last Picture Show is French. Few American films take so many clearly defined characters and manage to like them all. It is something we know

         from Renoir, and in Bogdanovich it seems to be the first profound sign of character, the most fruitful area for development.

         Which is not to be ungrateful for the wonderful screwball comedy of What’s Up, Doc? But that again is in the Hawks style, though minus the sense of the dark in Bringing Up Baby. Nevertheless, to handle such set pieces as the car chase, to indulge oneself on top of a hotel with Streisand singing “As

         Time Goes By,” and, simply, to make Streisand so appealing were major achievements pulled off without strain.


Paper Moon was perilously slight and charming, but sustained by its re-creation of 1930s John Ford and by its affectionate recollection

         of rural America. Above all, it shows Bogdanovich’s boyish love for cinema, as witness that scene where the two O’Neals are

         in a diner while, across the street, Steamboat Round the Bend is playing at the Dream movie house.


Daisy Miller, At Long Last Love, and Nick-elodeon were all ingenious ventures but miscasting, lack of personal or stylistic conviction, and dwindling commercial confidence

         brought Bogdanovich to a crisis. Saddest of all was Nick-elodeon, where even the historian’s loving sense of pioneering days yielded to a brittle smartness.


      

      Bogdanovich is a friend; he made generous comments on the earlier editions of this book. And he has known difficult times

         of late. They All Laughed was a showcase for Dorothy Stratten, a Playboy model, and Bogdanovich’s beloved. When she was murdered, the director wrote a lovelorn book about her sad story (these are,

         approximately, the events of Star 80), and then dated and married Dorothy’s half-sister, Louise Hoogstraten, who had been a minor when Bogdanovich first met her.

         There was a storm of gossip surrounding these events, and not even a friend could argue that Bogdanovich emerged unsullied.


More to the point, They All Laughed had been a failure in which Ms. Stratten nowhere near eclipsed anyone’s memories of Cybill Shepherd, an actress whose fortunes

         would rise, gradually, after she and Bogdanovich broke up. Mask was not recognizable; Illegally Yours was another flop; and Texasville was badly recut by others. Around this time, there were some who hailed Bogdanovich’s finest, if inadvertent, contribution

         to modern movies in having provided the inspiration for Irreconcilable Differences (84, Charles Shyer), in which a Hollywood couple are sued for divorce by their ten-year-old daughter. Accordingly, some wondered

         if Bogdanovich’s decline had not dated from his loss of the advice and guidance of Polly Platt, his first wife.


Noises Off had no commercial life, but it was a real comeback in that Bogdanovich mastered the wonderful Michael Frayn play and regained

         the speed, precision, and emotional vitality that had made What’s Up, Doc? one of the great farces of the modern era. There is hope.


In the nineties he fell upon harder times—there were bankruptcies, and he moved back to New York from Hollywood. But he responded

         well: he went back to writing, and published a long interview book with Orson Welles and a very lively and popular book of

         interviews with film people; he did more acting—there was a shrink’s shrink role on The Sopranos that cried out for more—and it was a reminder that he had begun as an actor. He also directed a good deal for television,

         and then made a theatrical comeback with a pleasant, if somewhat Christie-like mystery out of the Thomas Ince death. Whether

         his confidence is what it was is one question. But it was overconfidence that got him into a lot of trouble. He remains one

         of the best directors in America—if he can find the proper material and budgets—and a man persistently devoted to films and

         their world.


      

      Richard Boleslavsky (Ryszard Srzednicki Boleslavsky) (1889–1937), b. Warsaw, Poland


1918:Khleb (codirected with Boris Sushkevich). 1919: Bohaterstwo Polskiego Skavto. 1921: Cud Nad Wisla. 1930: Treasure Girl; The Last of the Lone Wolf. 1931: The Gay Diplomat; Women Pursued. 1933: Rasputin and the Empress; Storm at Daybreak; Beauty for Sale. 1934: Men in White; Fugitive Lovers; Operator 13; The Painted Veil; Hollywood Party (codirected with Allan Dwan and Roy Rowland). 1935: Clive of India; Les Misérables; Metropolitan; O’Shaughnessy’s Boy.1936: The Garden of Allah; Theodora Goes Wild; Three Godfathers. 1937: The Last of Mrs. Cheyney (codirected with George Fitzmaurice).


      

      For ten years before the First World War, Boleslavsky was an actor at the Moscow Arts Theatre; indeed, he was later to write

         books on Stanislavsky’s teachings. He had acted in Russian films before he began to direct. During the Civil War he fought

         for the Poles and made a film about the war for them. He went to Germany and acted in Die Gezeichneten (22, Carl Dreyer) before going to America to direct on Broadway. His first work in the American cinema was directing the

         musical numbers in The Grand Parade (30, Fred Newmeyer). He directed a few films for Columbia and RKO and was then called to MGM to con -duct all three Barrymores

         in Rasputin and the Empress, the source of a major court case involving Prince Yusapov. Stanislavsky’s method is hardly evident in Boleslavsky’s most

         characteristic work, in which melodramas, romance, and costume pieces predominate: The Painted Veil is Somerset Maugham’s novel with Garbo and Herbert Marshall; Clive of India was Ronald Colman; Les Misérables is the best version of Hugo’s novel, with Fredric March and Charles Laughton confronting each other; but most memorable is

         the folly de Selznick of The Garden of Allah, with Dietrich and Charles Boyer, and the comedy of Theodora Goes Wild, which probably owes a lot to writer Sidney Buchman and to Mary McCarthy’s original story.


      

      Ward Bond (1903–60), b. Denver, Colorado


Ward Bond was only fifty-seven when he died, yet he had apparently worked in something like two hundred films, to say nothing

         of the TV series Wagon Train, which he starred in from 1957 until his death, playing Seth Adams, the wagon master, father figure, and general dispenser

         of Western wisdom. Now, some unkind people will say that he sometimes gave the impression of being stuffed and strapped into

         the saddle some time before his official death. But that begins to take us into his strange career as boaster, bully, boozer,

         and member of the unwholesome John Ford gang. As such, there are many stories about Bond’s stupidity, his uncouthness, and

         his being the butt of jokes—and sadly these are more entertaining than many of the films he made. Which is not to say that

         Bond was a hopeless case: in The Searchers (56, JohnFord), he notices the way Ethan’s sister-in-law handles his coat; and in Gentleman Jim (42, Raoul Walsh)—as John L. Sullivan—he brings a tear to the eye. All too often, however, the tears are in his own eyes

         first.


He was a footballer out of USC, recruited by Ford, and always ready for Papa’s call. But he worked all over the place, with

         or without mustache, gruff, grumpy, and someone who was likely far worse off camera: Salute (29, Ford); The Big Trail (30, Walsh); Heroes for Sale (33, William A. Wellman); It Happened One Night (34, Frank Capra); Broadway Bill (34, Capra); Devil Dogs of the Air (35, Lloyd Bacon); Black Fury (35, Michael Curtiz); The Man Who Lived Twice (36, Harry Lachman); You Only Live Once (37, Fritz Lang); Dead End (37, William Wyler); Submarine Patrol (38, Ford); Made for Each Other (39, John Cromwell); Dodge City (39, Curtis); Young Mr. Lincoln (39, Ford); Drums Along the Mohawk (39, Ford); The Oklahoma Kid (39, Bacon); a Yankee captain in Gone With the Wind (39, Victor Fleming).


He was a cop in The Grapes of Wrath (40, Ford); a seaman in The Long Voyage Home (40, Ford); The Mortal Storm (40, Frank Borzage); Virginia City (40, Curtiz); Kit Carson (40, George B. Seitz); Santa Fe Trail (40, Curtiz); Tobacco Road (41, Ford); Sergeant York (41, Howard Hawks); Manpower (41, Walsh); The Shepherd of the Hills (41, Henry Hathaway); The Maltese Falcon (41, John Huston); Swamp Water (41, Jean Renoir); Ten Gentlemen from West Point (42, Hathaway); A Guy Named Joe (43, Fleming); the lead in Hitler—Dead or Alive (43, Nick Grinde); They Came to Blow Up America (43, Edward Ludwig); Tall in the Saddle (44, Edwin L. Marin); The Fighting Sullivans (44, Bacon), about brothers in the war: Bond did not enlist; Home in Indiana (44, Hathaway); Boats Mulcahey in They Were Expendable (45, Ford); Canyon Passage (46, Jacques Tourneur).


He was Bert, the cop, in It’s a Wonderful Life (46, Capra); Morgan Earp in My Darling Clementine (46, Ford); El Gringo in The Fugitive (47, Ford); Unconquered (47, Cecil B. DeMille); O’Rourke in Fort Apache (47, Ford); Tap Roots (48, George Marshall); Joan of Arc (48, Fleming); Perley “Buck” Sweet in 3 Godfathers (48, Ford); Riding High (50, Capra); Kiss Tomorrow Goodbye (50, Gordon Douglas); Elder Wiggs in Wagon-master (50, Ford); Operation Pacific (51, George Waggner); The Great Missouri Raid (50, Doug -las); Only the Valiant (51, Douglas); Father Peter Lonergan in The Quiet Man (52, Ford); On Dangerous Ground (52, Nicholas Ray); Blowing Wild (53, Hugo Fregonese); Hondo (54, John Farrow); Johnny Guitar (54, Ray); The Long Gray Line (55, Ford); Mister Roberts (55, Ford and Mervyn LeRoy); The Halliday Brand (57, Joseph H. Lewis); as John Dodge, a Ford-like movie director, in The Wings of Eagles (57, Ford); and leading the wagon train in Rio Bravo (59, Hawks).


      

      Beulah Bondi (Bondy) (1892–1981), b. Chicago


She was a stage actress throughout the 1920s, without getting much attention until she won the part of Emma Jones in Elmer

         Rice’s Street Scene. When that was filmed, King Vidor took her on in his cast and reckoned her one of the finest actresses he’d worked with. With

         absolute ease, she could be homemaker or harridan, good witch or bad—though she is always more interesting when benevolent.

         Over the years, she was mother to just about every male star around—she actually mothered Jimmy Stewart four times. She was

         nominated twice for supporting actress but never won. She felt no grievance—except over not getting Ma Joad in The Grapes of Wrath. Second the emotion.


After Street Scene, she had a bit in Arrowsmith (31, John Ford); she was Mrs. Davidson in Rain (32, Lewis Milestone); The Stranger’s Return (33, Vidor); Christopher Bean (33, Sam Wood); Two Alone (34, Elliott Nugent); Registered Nurse (34, Robert Florey); Finishing School (34, George Nichols Jr. and Wanda Tuchock); Ready for Love (34, Marion Gering); The Good Fairy (35, William Wyler); The Invisible Ray (36, Lambert Hillyer); The Trail of the Lonesome Pine (36, Henry Hathaway); The Moon’s Our Home (36, William A. Seiter); Hearts Divided (36, Frank Borzage); The Gorgeous Hussy (36, Clarence Brown)—for which she got the first of her nominations (losing to Gale Sondergaard in Anthony Adverse).


It was now she made her greatest film—Make Way for Tomorrow (37, Leo McCarey), in which elderly parents are dumped by their children. It was clear that Bondi had elected to play older

         than her real age: Victor Moore, her husband in the film, was sixty-one but Bondi was only forty-five. It would be decades

         before the world caught up with that film.


Bondi was now in her richest years: Maid of Salem (37, Frank Lloyd); The Buccaneer (38, Cecil B. DeMille); Of Human Hearts (38, Brown), and another nomination, this time losing to Fay Bainter in Jezebel; Vivacious Lady (38, George Stevens); The Sisters (38, Anatole Litvak); On Borrowed Time (39, Harold S. Bucquet); Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (39, Frank Capra); Fred MacMurray’s mom in Remember the Night (40, Mitchell Leisen); Our Town (40, Wood); as Miss Oliver, the woman from the adoption agency, in Penny Serenade (41, Stevens); The Shepherd of the Hills (41, Hathaway); One Foot in Heaven (41, Irving Rapper); Watch on the Rhine (43, Herman Shumlin); The Very Thought of You (44, Delmer Daves); And Now Tomorrow (44, Irving Pichel).


She got a second chance at Ma Joad as Grandma in The Southerner (45, Jean Renoir);Back to Bataan (45, Edward Dmytryk);Sister Kenny (46, Dudley Nichols); and Mrs. Bailey in It’s a Won -derful Life (46, Capra)—”Help my son George tonight”;The Snake Pit (48, Litvak);SoDeartoMy Heart (48, Harold Schuster and Hamilton Luske).


Past fifty, she worked less—but Hollywood was losing its faith in old ladies and prayerful mothers. Mrs. Bates was coming:

         Mr. Soft Touch (49, Gordon Douglas and Henry Levin); Reign of Terror (49, Anthony Mann); The Furies (50, Mann); Lone Star (52, Vincent Sherman); Latin Lovers (53, Mervyn LeRoy); very forbidding in Track of the Cat (54, William Wellman); Back from Eternity (56, John Farrow); The Unholy Wife (57, Farrow); The Big Fisherman (59, Borzage); A Summer Place (59, Daves); Tammy and the Doctor (61, Harry Keller). And then, much later, in 1977, she won an Emmy for an episode of The Waltons.


And the four runs with Stewart are Of Human Hearts, Vivacious Lady, Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, and It’s a Wonderful Life. 


      

      Sandrine Bonnaire, b. Clermont-Ferrand, France, 1967


Has any actress made a debut of such force—and such youth—as Sandrine Bonnaire managed in À Nos Amours (83, Maurice Pialat), made when she was fifteen? The part was in many ways a slice of life: a teenage girl, tossed about

         in the storms of growing life, experimenting with love, in turmoil over her family. It sounds like James Dean in East of Eden, but Dean was twenty-four when he played the teenager, Cal Trask. If you wonder about other actresses who were fifteen, think

         of Elizabeth Taylor in A Date with Judy, Shirley Temple in Since You Went Away, Judy Garland in Love Finds Andy Hardy, Tuesday Weld in Rally Round the Flag Boys!, and Sue Lyon in Lolita.


When Kubrick made Lolita, of course, censorship would not permit what the book ordained—reason, in some eyes, for not making the film. Bonnaire’s

         character in À Nos Amours was no Lolita but truly a young woman, excited, afraid, daring, sensual, and innocent. Everything was there, without coyness

         or boasting. From shot to shot, nearly, she seemed to be shifting in mood and age, and what was most uncanny of all—she had

         already one of the great watching, waiting, listening, attending faces. Here was a phenomenon of acting.


There were times when even the deliberately tough, worldly Pialat seemed enchanted by her, and was persuaded to do little

         but observe her—or attend her. And he was playing her father in the film, caressing her performance with direct attention.

         The father seemed daunted by the beauty of his daughter—and the director/actor became resigned to his mortality in her presence.

         They have a late-night conversation scene that may be the best father–teenage daughter scene in movies.


In other movies, too, directors seemed drawn into the simple and sufficient photography of her existence. In her bearing,

         her gestures, her resentful passivity, and especially in her movement, she dominates the excellent Vagabond (85, Agnes Varda) as well as the rather fatuous La Captive du Désert (89, Raymond Depardon), and she is the woman across the way in that exceptional voyeuristic movie, Monsieur Hire (89, Patrice Leconte).


Her other work includes: Le Meilleur de la Vie (84, Renaud Victor); Tir à Vue (84, Marc Angello); Blanche et Marie (84, Jacques Renard); Police (85, Pialat); Jaune Revolver (87, Oliver Langlois); Sous le Soleil du Satan (87, Pialat); Peaux de Vachés (88, Patricia Mazuy); A Few Days with Me (88, Claude Sautet); La Révolution Française (89, Robert Enrico and Richard Heffron); Verso Sera (90, Francesca Archibugi); La Peste (92, Luis Puenzo); and Jeanne la Pucelle (94, Jacques Rivette), worthy of Falconetti.


She played with William Hurt in Secrets Shared with a Stranger (94, Georges Bardawil); with Isabelle Huppert in La Cérémonie (95, Claude Chabrol); Never Ever (96, Charles Finch); Die Schuld der Liebe (96, Andreas Gruber); for French TV in La Lettre (97, Bertrand Tavernier); as a surgeon in Une Femme en Blanc (97, Aline Issermann); Secret Défense (98, Rivette); Voleur de Vie (98, Yves Angelo); Au Coeur de Mensonge (99, Chabrol); Est-Ouest (99, Regis Wargnier); Mademoiselle (00, Philippe Lioret); C’est la Vie (01, Jean-Pierre Améris); Femme Fatale (02, Brian de Palma); Resistance (03, Todd Komarnicki); La Maison des Enfants (03, Isser-mann); Confidences Trop Intimes (04, Patrice Leconte); L’Équipier (04, Philippe Lioret); Le Cou de la Girafe (04, Safy Nebbou).


She has been in La Procès de Bobigny (06, François Luciani); Je Crois que Je L’Aime (06, Pierre Jolivet); Mark of an Angel (08, Nebbou); Joueuse (09, Caroline Bottaro)—and she has directed a film, Elle S’Appelle Sabine.


      

      John Boorman, b. Shepperton, England, 1933


1965:Catch Us If You Can. 1967: Point Blank.1968: Hell in the Pacific. 1970: Leo the Last. 1972: Deliverance. 1973: Zardoz. 1977: Exorcist II: The Heretic. 1981: Excalibur. 1985: The Emerald Forest. 1987: Hope and Glory. 1990: Where the Heart Is. 1991: I Dreamt I Woke Up.1995: Beyond Rangoon. 1998: The General. 2001: The Tailor of Panama. 2004: Country of My Skull/In My Country. 2006: The Tiger’s Tail.


      

      The embattled mentality of anyone who has tried to make films in Britain shows through in most of John Boorman’s work. Thus,

         Point Blank is the most authentic film made by an Englishman in America, almost as a challenge to the cramping attitudes of the British industry.

         Yet Boorman never became American, or settled into fixed genres. He is as commercially unreliable as he is artistically unpredictable.


The commercial success of Point Blank and Deliverance brought him to a position of eminence. That both films were intensely American shows how far the cinematic instincts of a

         young British filmmaker could fit into American subjects and idioms. The brilliant atmospheric eye that distinguished Boorman

         from most of his British contemporaries was itself an attribute of the American emphasis on violent action growing out of

         environment. And the fact that Point Blank was so urban and Deliverance such a unique portrait of wilderness showed, once again, Boorman’s will to stretch the range of his own talent. The serious

         box-office failures in his list—Hell in the Pacific, Leo the Last, Zardoz, and The Heretic—bear witness to the strain of guessing where the next film is coming from. For there is a tension in his work between full-blooded

         entertainment and allegorical significance. Hell in the Pacific may have incurred the interference of distributors because it fell uneasily between a war film and a sort of Robinson Crusoe/Territorial Imperative in which Lee Marvin and Toshiro Mifune could not dispense with the enmity thrust upon them by war. Boorman tends to see subdivisions

         within the species of man. Leo the Last is a Brechtian parable of the rich man and his relations with the poor. Made in Britain, it is the most commercially fanciful

         of Boorman’s films, the one most directed at the art houses.


In the same way, the superb physical realization of Deliverance is marred by the underdeveloped stereotypes of the characters and the way its message is hammered home without variation

         or subtlety. The wishful return to nature of four city men canoeing down an Appalachian river relates Thoreau and the world

         of ecological Cassandras. The visual account of the journey and the irrational hostility of the hill people are stunning.

         But the idea of the movie—that modern man is already so far from the wilderness that he is unsuited to its rigors—is so clear

         as to seem shallow as the film progresses. The characters of the four men are almost irrelevant to the visual grandeur—indeed,

         Boorman has not yet shown in any of his films the ability to develop complex character studies.


But that is to amass his failings. Though limited, Deliverance is a frightening and beautiful film. If mildly pretentious, Leo the Last does create its own spatial and social world. And if Hell in the Pacific was broken by timid handlers, its scenes of animal against animal on a desert island show off Boorman’s eye for terrain.

         Beyond that, Point Blank is a masterpiece. Given the firm icono-graphic basis of the urban thriller, Boorman’s view of man in his own jungles becomes

         much more compelling. It is a crucial film in the development of the cinema’s portrait of America as a complex of organized

         crime. It uses the city as a structural model for society so that all the sites of the city—the prison, the sewers, the apartment

         block, the used-car lot—take on a natural metaphysical significance. The actual and the imaginary are perfectly joined in

         Point Blank. For it is not only an account of Lee Marvin’s remorseless and romantic hacking away at the syndicate, but his dream in the

         instant that he dies. Because the thriller is so strong and vivid a genre, Boorman was able to exploit its potential for fantasy

         and make the Marvin character a spectator of his own story. His expressive somnambulism is not just a search for vengeance

         and satisfaction, but the signs of sleep and inertia in a man actually slipping away from the world, defeated by it but inventing

         a story in which he triumphs as he dies.


Point Blank’s two levels showed the artistic ambition of Boorman. And even if the time cuts and the cuts from one body to another in

         the bed sequence are obviously derivative, they were nonetheless right for the fusion of action and fantasy. The total effect

         is the justification. For in addition to the incisive portrait of violence and businesslike crime, of lives harrowed by anxiety—

         especially the women—Point Blank ends on a note of mystery. When Marvin does not come forward to claim his money, he has both abandoned violence and finally

         died. The implication is marvelously sinister and the expression of modern man’s dilemma in dealing with all organizations

         is set in terms of myth.


Boorman’s talent may never be resolved. The genre basis of Point Blank is harder to come by now that the commercial rules are dissolving. Zardoz plunges into myth without creating a satisfactory context for it, no matter that it was shot amid the wild beauty of Wicklow,

         in Ireland, where Boorman now lives. It is too earnestly trying to be intelligent. Boorman must take on the mass audience

         or let his real aspirations lead him toward more deliberately intellectual cinema. His sequel to The Exorcist only proved the dilemma. Very long in the making, and apparently beset with occult hazards (including a strange illness that

         nearly killed Boorman), it was laughed at by audiences, recut, and withdrawn. Neither Warners nor the box office wanted it,

         and it is scarcely coherent, but it has extraordinary moments of a metaphysical scope that reminded us of the director’s lasting

         wish to film Lord of the Rings and the Arthurian legends.


That wish was satisfied with Excalibur, which had a true sense of legendary past and pagan vitality, but which suffered from Boorman’s difficulties in sustaining line and momentum. Equally, The Emerald Forest was a wondrous, original concept, full of breathtaking imagery, yet finally weak as a story. Hope and Glory was a great success: it explored the director’s own childhood in suburban London, and it captured the child’s innocent delight

         at the beautiful disruption of the Blitz. The reality of the situation seemed to give Boorman confidence. He is a unique,

         visionary filmmaker, but his yearning for new types of material does not quite hide a record more at ease with reliable genres.

         His most conventional pictures, the most accessible in their situation, have been the best.


If this suggests that Boorman is not at his best as a writer, or in dealing with writers, he has begun to publish diary materials

         on his working life—on the making of The Emerald Forest and on the period of 1991 (as projects came and vanished) that are lucid and compelling. He is also the founding editor of

         the annual magazine Projections, the first issue of which included a fascinating, candid account of his own difficulties in getting a film to make.


Projections is by now at a dozen volumes (Tom Luddy and I helped with one of them), and I am happy to have John Boorman as a friend who

         can at least tolerate my awe at the ups and downs of his own career: the disappointment of both Beyond Rangoon and The Tailor of Panama, with that peak of splendor, The General (one of the greatest Irish films), between them.


      

      Ernest Borgnine (Ermes Effron Borgnine), b. Hamden, Connecticut, 1917


There have been three stages in Borgnine’s career—from a bulging-eyed villain, to a ponderous hero of Hollywood’s brief immersion

         in naturalism, to a dull and increasingly anxious-looking supporting actor. He made his debut in The Whistle at Eaton Falls (51, Robert Siodmak) and The Mob (51, Robert Parrish) and quickly fell into villainy: most notably as the stockade sergeant in From Here to Eternity (53, Fred Zinnemann) and in Johnny Guitar (54, Nicholas Ray); Vera Cruz (54, Robert Aldrich); Bad Day at Black Rock (54, John Sturges); Run for Cover (55, Ray); and Violent Saturday (55, Richard Fleischer). Then, as TV and Paddy Chayefsky became fashionable, Borgnine’s ugliness was made sentimentally decent

         as Marty (55, Delbert Mann). He won the best actor Oscar, but remained a leading player for only a few more years: Jubal (56, Delmer Daves); The Catered Affair (56, Richard Brooks); The Best Things in Life Are Free (56, Michael Curtiz); and Three Brave Men (57, Philip Dunne). He slipped back, although never into such brutality as had once been his style: The Vikings (58, Fleischer); The Rabbit Trap (59, Philip Leacock); victimized by the Mafia in Pay or Die (60, Richard Wilson); Summer of the 17th Doll (60, Leslie Norman); Go Naked in the World (61, Ranald MacDougall); Barabbas (62, Fleischer); The Flight of the Phoenix (65, Aldrich); The Dirty Dozen (66, Aldrich); Chuka (67, Gordon Douglas); The Legend of Lylah Clare (68, Aldrich); The Split (68, Gordon Flemyng); Ice Station Zebra (68, John Sturges); a good deal better in The Wild Bunch (69, Sam Peckinpah); The Adventurers (69, Lewis Gilbert); Bunny O’Hare (70, Gerd Oswald); Hannie Caulder (71, Burt Kennedy); Willard (71, Daniel Mann); The Revengers (72, Mann); The Poseidon Adventure (72, Ronald Neame); as the train guard in The Emperor of the North Pole (73, Aldrich); Sunday in the Country (74, John Trent); Law and Disorder (74, Ivan Passer); Hustle (75, Aldrich); The Devil’s Rain (75, Robert Fuest); The Prince and the Pauper (77, Fleischer); as Angelo Dundee in The Greatest (77, Tom Gries); and Convoy (78, Peckinpah).


He soldiered on, often in TV, not too far from a grotesque sometimes: The Cops and Robin (78, Allen Reisner); Ravagers (79, Richard Compton); The Double McGuffin (79, Joe Camp); The Black Hole (79, Gary Nelson); reunited with Delbert Mann for a TV version of All Quiet on the Western Front (79); When Time Ran Out (80, James Gold-stone); Super Fuzz (81, Sergio Corbucci); Deadly Blessing (81, Wes Craven); Escape from New York (81, John Carpenter); High Risk (81, Stewart Raffill); Young Warriors (83, Lawrence D. Foldes); for TV, Blood Feud (83, Mike Newell); Love Leads the Way (84, Mann); The Dirty Dozen: The Next Mission (85, Andrew V. McLaglen); Code Name: Wildgeese (86, Anthony M. Dawson); two more TV “Deadly Dozens”: The Deadly Mission (87) and The Fatal Mission (both for Lee H. Katzin); Spike of Bensonhurst (88, Paul Morrissey); Any Man’s Death (90, Tom Clegg); and Appearances (90, Win Phelps).
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