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Prologue – Darkness Visible
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A light in the dark! It sounds such fun and so encouraging. Isn’t this the promise of enlightenment rescuing us from obscurity and the condition we learned to call noir? The plan lets us feel directors are visionaries and pathfinders. There is treasure in the light.


But consider the title carefully. Is it entirely cheerful or positive? Or does it hint at the enclosing nature of darkness – the state of mind Milton called ‘darkness visible’? Isn’t that a message in noir? Is the light enlightening or a way of holding off our fear of the dark?


One thing seems clear: these people who lit up the dark might be story-tellers, prophets, supreme entertainers or heroes – yet they were also magicians, manipulators, fakes and dictators in the making. Such heroes might need very careful watching. They could turn out as Fritz Lang’s character Dr Mabuse, as Hitler’s dream for Herr Lang … or Charles Foster Kane, a lord of misrule.


Don’t you see how that director’s chair wants to be a throne?
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Waiting for the Monolith
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We sat in the dark for nearly a century; we were travelling together. We hoped we were going to have fun, a good scare or just to be occupied. We were strangers there in the dark, but fellow pilgrims, and the cinema was a palace for our wondering.


But it was like a prison, too. Wasn’t there a sinister air, a feeling that someone must be in charge – working the machinery, dimming the lights, taking our money? Yet there was no one in sight except for people selling tickets and wistful usherettes. Instead, there was this sense of being alone, exposed to the searchlight of the projector, and the suddenness (quicker than saying ‘cut’) with which a nice family picnic might be invaded by a tiger, a tidal wave … or even a black monolith.


Do you remember that moment in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001? There we are in a semi-desert (in Utah perhaps, or Namibia?), at ‘the dawn of man’, where ragged apes battle for domination. Then all of a sudden a monolith is there, before our eyes (made by Brâncus¸i or Home Plastics Inc.), proving that something must be in charge. That’s ominous (the apes chatter in fear), but it’s a relief, too (they gather beneath the black intrusion, waiting for the feature film), because the world is more frightening for us apes if no one is running the show. Which could mean there might be no show. And as educated apes gave up on God, the rest of us were left open to uncertainty.


The suddenness of the monolith is a sublime intervention, as if fate or advertising had told those apes that Las Vegas was just over the magic-hour horizon, with Martin and Lewis opening at the Sands tonight. Or as if that fluttering kite of shadow in the western sky might be an asteroid approaching, like the one we believe hit the Yucatán 66 million years ago (plus or minus 11,000 years).


The monolith was a religious experience and such awe calls a god into being. But who could be God? It might be the light, the money or the haunting apprehension in being part of a movie crowd. But then directors said, ‘It’s me. I’ll be God!’


The arrival of that thin black screen (really, that’s what it is), was Kubrick’s way of saying ‘C’est moi – Stanley. Just see what comes next!’ And we were left having to decide whether this was arrogance, pretension or a wonderful wizard of cinema.


Directors shouted ‘Action!’ and ‘Cut!’ Those bold words were meant to signal they were in control, and that shaky confidence has worked from D.W. Griffith and Alfred Hitchcock to Ingmar Bergman and Martin Scorsese. This is a book about that assumption of authority and our hope that it promotes cinema into a great entertainment for the world, or even an art. It’s the history of a job and the arc of magic.


Without those optimistic explanations, ‘cinema’ might be just a machine that teaches people they are deluded, alone and insignificant. So direction was what the word suggests: a determination about not being lost, a filling of the void.


At first, there was no such thing as a theory. There wasn’t even directing. There was a camera and the light. Just sensationalism: having lovely faces to look at when there was no one there.


Imagine you are nineteen in 1890 – this is a primal situation. You have a camera and you are so intent on taking pictures that other people believe you must be obsessed. (Film directors are expected to be obsessed – it goes with their not noticing so much of real life.) At the end of the day in your room, in London or Chicago or Calcutta, you are studying the picture of your girlfriend, present and absent at the same time.


Cut there, because my 1890 assumption feels awkward now. I’m making the male gaze our origin. My editor suggests being ‘more inclusive’. I’m happy with that, but one can’t deny historical matters. In the early days of the picture business, it was invariably a man wanting to photograph a woman, and the sad record of our fine art has to face how often that was a path to the seduction and exploitation lurking in the phrase ‘directed by’. By now, women are a little more likely to hold the camera and direct a film; but seldom do they gaze at men the way my 1890 guy was fixed on his girlfriend. Doesn’t ‘gaze’ have a note of rapture? Our photographer felt this she was there for him, and in 1890 that was still an orthodoxy. It follows that the romantic pressure in movies – their thrust, their hope for meaning – was different for men and women. We are determined to repair that imbalance now, but watch carefully: it is possible that ‘cinema’ might vanish in the reformation. Suppose the cult of directors could be ending, swept aside by CGI, streaming and correctness in a medium that has so often edged into the illicit.


You’re going to have to keep that line in your head. We’re going to have to live by it.


The young man has his picture; he took time and trouble over it; and he holds the image even if the romance has ended. He made the picture the year before, on an excursion to the countryside. He asked the girl to stand just so, under that sycamore, but in a softer light – and would she take her hat off and let her hair be free?


Then he saw the sun had clouded over just a touch; it put her face in a more pensive light. So then, as she was thinking, or so it seemed, he took the picture (that word is important, for theft can be authority). The snap was a record of the light, of her, and of our new power over the momentary. But looking at the picture put us on the edge of once upon a time. Perhaps the young man would tell a story about this woman and where she went, an odyssey, and how he followed her for years and thousands of miles, and rescued her from being lost. (At sixteen snaps a second, you might have a ninety-minute story … with 86,400 snaps. This was the industrialisation of the split second, fifty years or so before man, or Man, split the atom.)


He began to be moved by the way this slip of photographic paper could overcome time and mortality and might grip strangers.


‘Action!’ he ordered; that sounded so positive. Perhaps he was directing this girl and real life, just because he had chosen them. Didn’t he want her? Or perhaps the medium – its isolation and its worship of something seen – was directing both of them. He had never had so intense a relationship with a stranger. He realised that properly once she left him. But don’t rule out the possibility that she thinks he had dropped her once he had her photograph to be in love with. There is an intimacy in photographs that may compete with human closeness.


‘Action!’ was like an open sesame. It started with this young man or a few other geniuses, but in ten years the world was hooked on the word, its energy and that black monolith of desire.


How quickly the new medium began to fuel our longing for stories, for imaginings, dreams and self-deception. I am talking about a total culture, and this quaint anecdote from 1890 fits just as well with how we are using selfies and smartphone images in 2020. Who is directing your smartphone? Is it you, your friends or is it the corporations that preside over such media and call them social, as opposed to merely revenue-generating? Or is it the transaction of seeing and being seen that is in charge?


Come to that, is anything ‘in charge’? And isn’t it frightening when that question has no reliable answer? Is that what alarmed the girlfriend so she left him? Did she get the idea that he was more moved by the photo than by her?


If you were twenty in 1890, that was not so far from David Wark Griffith (born in 1875) or Erich von Stroheim (born in 1885). They are examples of the early movie director, though that was not their first ambition.


They were both young failures with egos that rebelled at being put down. Griffith was born in rural Kentucky ten years after the end of the Civil War. His father had been a colonel in the Confederacy, and then a state legislator. But the dad died when D.W. was ten, and the mother moved them to Lexington where she opened a boarding house. This was on the edge of survival. Some of her boarders were travelling actors or people in theatre; Griffith the boy listened to them and thought he might be an actor – so many film directors have come to the set as would-be actors, afraid of being nobodies. To be nobody was a new anxiety of the crowded age. There are millions of photographs from just the 1890s of personages we cannot name or know.


But David Wark wasn’t good enough as an actor, so he took up writing – scripts and plays – to survive. That’s how he got a few small parts at the Biograph studio, and that’s where the bosses concluded that he was wooden as an actor and uninspired as a writer … But if he still wanted a job he could ‘direct’.


What does a director do? D.W. Griffith wondered. We are talking about a time, the 1900s, when the distinctive creative force in film-making, the power, was split between the cameramen and the actors. This was a reenactment of what our young man went through in 1890 with the young woman. The cameraman and the camera were joined at the hip. And by 1890, it was common knowledge that some photographers were remarkable and outstanding; they might be artists.


Few people knew how a movie camera worked – how to load the film without it being spoiled; how to be sure that the film ran through the camera at a steady speed, with the sprocket holes fitting the claws exactly; and then how to unload the film and get it processed, making the negative positive. Some cameramen processed their own negative because they were unwilling to let the film out of their hands. But sooner or later labs sprang up, and in those labs there might be a genius who sidled up to a cameraman and said, ‘Look, if you underexposed your film by a stop, say, and then I pushed it twenty seconds longer in the developing – no need to explain this, but trust me – then I think the picture could pick up an extra intensity, a feeling beyond mere reality. You’ll see it. Interested?’


So Kodak and their rivals were like directors, and if one day Gregg Toland would teach Orson Welles all he needed to know about the camera, I doubt he explained the full wonder of extra-wide-angle lenses, with depth of focus so that the middle ground felt irrationally stretched out and expanded. That had astounding emotional impact. It’s part of why Citizen Kane feels so grand and so lonesome, so megalomaniacal.


You can guess the other key role: someone to stand under the tree to be photographed, and to look pretty, noble, or funny, or villainous – someone the public could ‘get’ in an instant, someone who fitted in with the emerging scheme of being good-looking or bad-looking in melodrama. Prolonged dramatic acting, such as audiences revered in the theatre, was not easily managed in movies because it needed context and preparation. But a girl could be enchanting on the spot, and there were comics who could make you laugh out loud in three seconds. Quickness became a decisive directorial touch, like a glance or a knockout punch. Films are afraid of being boring, or calm; that has pushed all of us towards uneasiness.


It was said that the camera loved some people (though not others, and that was the source of a discrimination – it might become a fascism – that has always challenged democracy). In practice, it meant that the people doing the filming loved or desired some of the people being photographed. That was not indecent; it was the prelude to having strangers in the dark love the filmed faces. Something else followed from that: if there were a dozen pretty girls waiting for a chance at Paramount or Universal, why not ‘entertain’ half of them? The direction of the process permitted a certain promiscuity and took it for granted. In your imagination, you can do anything. That’s another fascism: the risk of control going out of control.


D.W. Griffith became an automatic marker – until he was suddenly reassessed as inconvenient. Historians had said that once there was frontier disorder in the enterprise of movie and its narrative potential, but then David Wark Griffith – tall, courtly in an old Southern way, and wearing a broad-brimmed hat to indicate where he was – intervened and said: Begone, chaos – we will have shots that fit together in a tidy story way; we will make a movie out of a series of compelling instants or moments; we can school the pictured faces to find a level of sentimental delivery that is coherent and appealing; we will convert motion into emotion, just like the way electricity is provided … We’ll make a couple of these one-reel tales a week. I’ll be in charge. And then the business can go out in the world and sell the pictures and we’ll use a portion of the revenue to make more pictures.


Very well: we’ll get just a fraction back and the business will keep the portion, the meal, the diet and all the corn the country grows. We’ll call that a compromise.


It is a pretty story, and not inaccurate. But all over the movie world there were hundreds of people – not always men – engaged in the same unmapped treasure hunt. Griffith had the acuity (it is vital in movie directors still): he could organise the untidy set and the larking around of the players; he could tell his cameraman, Billy Bitzer, there was a plan and a story, even if he was making it up as he went along. I am in charge – someone had to be, otherwise the hundred questions every hour would go unanswered and the project could dwindle into inertia. Directors do not really have time to rehearse or revise an intimate scene; those niceties get lost amid all those infernal questions that have to be answered – like will Lillian Gish be back from the doctor’s in time to do the ice-floe shot? How do we get the cat to drink the milk? Is the actor Bobby Harron drunk or just happy? Should she wear the floral dress or the cloak? We need $11,300 cash money by six o’clock.


Griffith played or occupied the role of the director, a He Who Must Be Obeyed (and whose answers should be acted on), because he was a genius, or a mastermind, or just there, wearing the hat. The ‘genius’ existed somewhere between religion and public relations.


That said, Griffith was good in his time, very good, and he had a fine gentlemanly way with his actresses that placed them in a Victorian scheme of romance, guilt and suspense. Just as Griffith organised the set and its jobs, so in history the pandemonium of movies before 1915 was reconstructed around his lofty figure and uncertain example. No one answers a hundred questions an hour correctly, but a director has to have the nerve to offer answers so that the questioners gamble on believing them.


None of this trick would have worked but for The Birth of a Nation and its wild guess that crowds raised on ten-minute movies might sit still for three and a half hours. D.W. had a part in the raising of the money to do the film ($100,000), and he had a smaller share in the colossal revenue it brought in. But he would be cruelly reassessed in ten years or so by the very industry his picture had created and funded. (We say it maybe grossed $100 million, but that is a way of admitting we don’t really know, because the accounts were not kept properly.) He could run a set, but cash flow was out of his control. Never mind: Lillian Gish would strive to get him on a US postage stamp (in 1975) and the history books emerging in the 1960s would identify him as a pioneering father. Film studies in universities depended on geniuses: therein lay departments and majors, tenure and respect. The torrent of raw cash could be overlooked and has seldom been taught.


The respect was encompassing; by the 1960s and ’70s, as America battled over what were called civil rights and the race issue, it was as if no one really saw Birth of a Nation as an imprint of reality instead of ‘a masterpiece’. This could not last. Gradually truths took apart the legend. It was easier to appreciate that Griffith the narrative innovator had a trite mind; his sense of human story had little interest in the complex underliers to how we lived. He did raw melodrama in 1915, but he would have been lost with the intricate narrative of Ford Madox Ford’s The Good Soldier, published in the same year.


Griffith was a crowd-pleaser with ticket sales to make Ford bitter. He was a racist, too. Suddenly and belatedly, it seemed, we caught up with the understanding that Birth of a Nation was intolerable, ugly and all too American. The church of cinema shrank from it, and when the centenary of the film arose – 2015 – it was hard to see the film itself. You can say it had dated badly, but we had dawdled in our education. Film is such a sensation and so inherently melodramatic in its juxtaposition of darkness and a bright light that we now have to get used to our own slowness. But Griffith’s stress on his managerial personality had helped obscure what his film was about.


If we crave geniuses (because they help us believe in ourselves), then we should recognise that 1910–15 was also the age of Picasso, James Joyce and Mahler. Those fellows are still being attended to, whereas D.W. Griffith is now an outlaw or a genius we cannot own up to.


Stroheim was different. He was Jewish, from Vienna and the lower class. He only picked up the ‘von’ as he came to America, but he had learned how an upstart needed to act grand and forbidding. His father made hats. Stroheim was a hustler, an intimidator, a self-advertised ‘brute’ and an opportunist who would make his own bad luck. He had understood the need to direct how people thought of him.


So he was an actor before taking up that profession. And now, since his death (in 1957), it is clearer that he will be remembered more as an actor – a ham, yet endearing and expert, above all as the prison commandant in Renoir’s La Grande Illusion and as Max von Mayerling the ex-director, former husband turned butler and minder to Norma Desmond in Billy Wilder’s Sunset Blvd.


He had not set out to be a director. In America by 1909, he wandered until he came to Los Angeles in 1914 and on the rising tide of hostility towards Germany he had the wit to see that he might get small parts as a classic or cliché Prussian officer. Once war films began to be made, he announced that he was an expert on military uniforms – to be on the Von’s side is to trust that he made up this fussy etiquette, as if designing costumes for a picture. But this work brought him to Griffith and he was an assistant of all trades to the great man on Intolerance. Assistant of all trades is not to be taken lightly as training for a director.


So Stroheim did anything asked of him – and had the ingenuity to convert impossible orders into something he could do, while congratulating his bosses on their acumen. He might agonise over costumes and get the right pair of French sofas for a scene; he could ensure that Griffith had a flattering speech for his dinner with theatre owners; and then urge a nerve-wracked actress to get some sleep, or the drugs that put loveliness in her eyes. He might write a new scene five times overnight. He would be expected to handle the extras in a crowd scene and be sure they looked sixteenth century. He would get actress Miriam Cooper’s Afghan hound to the vet. I am making this up, but this wilderness of tasks is what assistant directors are raised to do. And he might plot the future when he would be the great man, and possibly the man we loved to hate, and a director who could outstare the infant studios and a boss as young as Irving Thalberg (only twenty-three when he first encountered Stroheim).


Like Griffith and so many men born on the far side of electricity, automobiles and telephones, the Von loved the past. He was unrelievedly sexist, and he encouraged his own reputation for perversity. He shaved his head and affected suntan, and he had a way of staring at and hesitating over beautiful women that made for conquest – or a polite version of it. He said he was in charge, but he had a sardonic, ironic air that said honestly there was nothing there to run. It was all fate. His ambitions were pretences (another key in directing: be ruthless and obsessive but know nothing matters). He made a couple of extravagant, cynical movies that did well – Blind Husbands and Foolish Wives, not least for the supercilious dandy he played on screen.


I believe this work as a director would have faded away by now – he is not as interesting as Mauritz Stiller and Victor Sjöström in Sweden, or Abel Gance and Louis Feuillade in France, or Fritz Lang and F.W. Murnau in Germany – but he established his legend by the decision to film Frank Norris’s novel McTeague, published in 1899. It is a dogged, realist saga about commonplace Americans at the start of the twentieth century being destroyed by their lust for gold. That makes it one of the few great American movies about money, the secret passion of the nation that has often hidden behind violence, sex and doing the right thing. Time and again, from epic films to television commercials, the American screen is about wealth, space and light – the dream that suckers can possess.


That makes Greed (the blunt title Stroheim adopted) sound like a regular novel, a two-hour drama, with good location scenes, emphatic acting and a tidy moral warning to us all. That was not his plan, and like most directors he was preoccupied with his intent. He understood how Griffith had transformed fifteen- or twenty-minute entertainments into three hours. He saw how that had brought a business of film distribution to life and required the building of theatres. So he imagined a picture that might be six or ten hours – a cinematic Wagner’s Ring, if you like – which could be seen over several nights. Did he also foresee that at this scale he was setting out on a personal disaster?


Greed is as if made by another man in its remorseless concentration on the real: in the dentist’s office on Polk Street you can see the real life of San Francisco passing by. The film cannot escape all the clichés of silent melodrama – or not until it needs to, as when it delves into the madness of Treena (Zasu Pitts) whose fixation on money has taken on an erotic frenzy. She feels nightmares that are closer to Luis Buñuel’s psychic dreamscape than to the comforting naturalism of most American movies. But it is when Greed gets to Death Valley (they shot in temperatures over 100 degrees) that the desert becomes a metaphor for gold, that the melodrama rises to a new pitch that still terrifies American movie-making. That desert is itself a monolith.


What followed is a story of genius or wildness being tamed, of a director being redirected. The project went from the Goldwyn Company to being a pick-up for Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, led by Irving Thalberg who had already crossed swords with Stroheim at Universal. So Stroheim’s length was seen as excessive and resisting control. From ten hours, bit by bit, the picture shrank to the two-hour version we have today. That is still one of the most important American movies, a triumph of its time and a blatant offence in the eyes of its business. The industry was teaching America to assess imagination as a commodity, just as every news report on your smartphone is preceded and humiliated by some advertisement. It is orthodoxy now to see Greed as directorial aspiration being overridden by Hollywood as a mere function. Don’t let that obscure the hammy indignation with which Stroheim was calling for a curse on the house where he worked and that ultimate compromise in pictures: of doing his story and being his genius on Other People’s Money.


Greed could have been made yesterday.


Which leaves it harder to imagine it being attempted tomorrow.


The Von was a warning and an inspiration to other directors and a guide to how the job of directing needed to be acted out. It was a show that endorsed Command, Vision, or simply Me! What follows in the body of this book begins as a line of notable directors – statues in the history, if you like. From Fritz Lang and Jean Renoir to Howard Hawks and Alfred Hitchcock, these men helped define the medium in their being a director. Some said they were professionals; some preferred to be artists. But other people on the edges of their lives thought they had to be crazy to be doing what they did.


Directing a movie is so ruinously stressful, it’s a marvel that some seem so calm about it while living past forty. But plenty have behaved badly, recklessly or so close enough to obsession as to seem disturbed. Of all the reasons that prompted people to become film directors – especially the shy guys hiding in the dark – don’t forget its opportunity to be out of control, and then rewarded for it. Directors cannot get over the urge to be an outlaw. That sometimes accounts for their everyday behaviour, but it’s why they created Cagney in Public Enemy or White Heat, Charles Foster Kane and Clyde Barrow, Brando and his boys in The Godfather, and even the sad veterans in Martin Scorsese’s The Irishman. For good and ill, these respectable gangster-types do it their way.


‘Made it, Ma! Top of the world. It’s me!’
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To Be a Master – Fritz Lang
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Herr Lang was only five years younger than Stroheim, but he was as artful a careerist as the Von was self-destructive. Lang intimidated actors and crew and used his monocle to pick up the light and dazzle them. He knew what had happened to Stroheim, of course, but he was not daunted. So he made the biggest film ever attempted in Germany: his Metropolis cost over 5 million Reichsmarks. It is prodigious, prophetic, crazed and foolish. But beautiful. And it earned 75,000 Reichsmarks. Despite that, Fritz was not exiled to Death Valley. The disaster made him all the more glorious and Herr Lang. He did something all film directors need to learn – he got away with it.


No one liked him, but he didn’t give a damn. Perhaps he didn’t notice. He gave orders and expected to be obeyed. That habit would spread in Germany. In going from Berlin to Hollywood, he moved from a culture devoted to unlikeable but unassailable authority to one that wanted to persuade itself that everything was a team effort, making stories where audiences could rely on who were the good guys and the bad. This was going from the Ufa studio in Berlin in the era before sound to talking pictures in Hollywood where the moral fables sent audiences home humming and contented. Fritz Lang was the maestro who could see how the anxious Weimar Germany and an America free from fear were two sides to the same unreliable coin of power and control in the world. His journey spelled out the vagaries, the thrill and the humiliation in being a movie director.


But he never had control of his American pictures, and control was what stirred him the most. The thing that sustains Metropolis is its suspense over who will control this future world. The film is obsessed with power, not just the energy that drives a city but the force that commands public obedience. In being a great director, Lang was displaying a code of autocratic mastery. His pictures have a bleak passion in their ominous interior shapes: the design of a room; the sardonic balance in a storyline; and the meanings that the system is too fearful or too cheerful to draw out. The persistent question about Lang as an artist is how fully he understood the trap he was in, and what it did to his longing. Longing seems a strange word to use about him, because he was a man who never told you what he wanted or how naked desire can make you. But his German films have a vision so full of danger and pessimism that … well, perhaps that was the anticipatory mood that appealed to Goebbels and Hitler and made them want to hire Lang for their movies.


We’ll come to that. But first consider what is his best-known Hollywood picture, and perhaps the most effective. The Big Heat (1953) was a tidy, routine Columbia production; ninety minutes long, it made a decent profit. It was as well-behaved a piece of studio product as Metropolis was outrageous. Lang would say he had struck out for freedom in coming to America, but on screen the opposite was the case.


In an unnamed American city, a high-power policeman kills himself. We never know why, but an atmosphere of corruption hangs over the suicide. His widow takes the letter he had left on the desk where he shot himself, and she is cold-bloodedly prepared to deal with the city – both its crime boss, and its chief of police: she will keep the letter in her bank in return for a suitably amplified pension. That is how this city works. The mobster and the chief of police are so alike.


There is another cop, Dave Bannion (Glenn Ford), as sentimental as he tries to seem tough. He suspects what the widow is doing and so he investigates the case. His superiors warn him off that pursuit, but he is dogged – the way we would like our cops to be. He pushes so hard that the dark forces in the city put dynamite in his car. You know that ignition trick – movies have always loved it and the bright bang it brings. Instead of taking out Bannion, the bomb kills his wife (played briefly with warmth and enthusiasm by Jocelyn Brando, Marlon’s sister).


The wife’s death releases a vengeful energy in Bannion, now all the fiercer because he realises he will get no support from the police system. His moral determination seems justified; it’s something audiences could admire and identify with. Ford, normally a rather placid actor, turns up his own intensity until we feel his anger, a withering disdain for law and order. His feeling is frightening, a little dangerous, and I suspect Lang wanted to explore it. But the safe studio product from 1953 cheats that resolve.


Bannion becomes involved with Debby (Gloria Grahame), a blithe whore, the mistress of a cruel gangster, Vince (Lee Marvin), who works for the crime boss. On an impulse, to rebuke her flippant independence, Vince has thrown scalding coffee in Debby’s face. She feels ruined, an outcast – she had nothing else but her youthful sexuality. So Debby and Bannion become weird allies and we all want Vince punished. Doesn’t he deserve coffee in his face? The film nags at our violent response.


There’s a scene in a bare hotel room where, without offending censorship, Debby offers herself to Bannion, but he is too pristine or Hays Code-controlled to take up her invitation. At that point, the nasty vitality of the film stops. Those two ought to have an embrace; it could involve him looking at her scarred face, taking off her bandages like clothes; it could be a hell of a scene, for two people who recognise their kinship as wounded outcasts. That could make for a climax where together they dispose of Vince, but at the cost of their own lives. The logic of the ‘heat’ needs those three corpses left in the penthouse suite, with some certainty that the city’s corruption will continue, like the weather, the stock market, the rhetoric of freedom and the film’s brilliant observation that Debby and that widow at the start are sisters under the mink coats they wear. Something in the film knows that corruption is the human truth, while reform is a white lie.


But the city’s dilemma is said to be settled; that’s part of Columbia’s tidiness. The boss and the police chief have been indicted. Bannion goes back to his job and his young daughter, an honest man in a rehabilitated police force. But there is still as little daylight and vitality in this city as Lang had allowed from the start. The big heat clashes with the coldness of the setting and its mood. This is not the film to ask does this guy really have the temperament we want in a cop? According to the Hollywood code, it tells itself that everything is going to be all right. His city, and yours, are safe.


That was 1953, and you know how all right and safe have turned out. I suspect Fritz Lang had few doubts about the way the new world was going. Still, he was not allowed by Hollywood to spell out that despair, in the way he had in Berlin. In M (1931), he constructed a piercingly lucid equation between the forces of law and the underworld, with a pathetic but hideous murderer (Peter Lorre) caught between them. Lang’s vision and the beauty of his films disdained reassurance and trusted that the human beast would endure.


The German Lang is like Herr Hyde compared with the constrained Jekyll he became in Hollywood. Born in Vienna in 1890, the son of an architect-contractor, he could afford to travel the world in the years before the Great War. He drew in the bold, sensual style of Egon Schiele, and he had thoughts of architecture for himself, but he came home at the outbreak of war and joined the Austrian army. He fought in Romania and in northern Italy (he seemingly faced the young Ernest Hemingway during the Piave campaign) and he was wounded several times. It was while in hospital on the mend (there was an eye injury) that he began playing with the idea of writing film scenarios. After all, he was a child of the new movie age and always fascinated by the fast-moving, action adventures of early serials. He is one of a generation of educated people transfixed by the surface speed, romance and violence of sensational cinema. All his life, he preferred that ferment to depth of character or theme. The ideas in Lang are in the action and the rigour of architecture-school compositions. His philosophy was very simple: people are trapped in compositions. But the richness in that principle never failed him, and it was often the life force in narrative shapes that resembled corpses, or stiffs. Lang’s characters are uninteresting, until they feel walls, doorways and constructed geometry closing in on them.


Was Lang such a person himself? The question needs to be asked as a general matter: movie directors often create a world in which they might like to live, or escape into. That grows out of their fusion of fantasy and reality. Lang seldom disclosed much inner warmth or personality beyond that of an opportunist or survivor. Why not? he might have asked. He lived in tortured and challenging times; his characters have little reason to trust their fellows.


As he began to make movies, Lang married a young woman, apparently named Lisa Rosenthal. She may have been his nurse in the hospital (Hemingway had such a liaison). She may have been Russian and Jewish. We know too little because Lang never advertised the union.


Call her ‘Lisa’ and remember her story. No sooner were they married than Fritz moved out on her because he had begun an affair with Thea von Harbou, a successful novelist and screenwriter from an upper-class family. He was sleeping up. Lisa discovered them in bed together. She was distraught. At which point, there are two scripts to choose from: she killed herself in misery, or something else occurred, prompted by the report that Fritz and Thea were slow in calling for help. There is even research that wonders if Lang may have shot Lisa and tipped her body into the bath. Some people at the time never got over that suspicion, and as he married Thea von Harbou Lang dropped Lisa Rosenthal from memory, talk or existence itself. Not everyone believed the dark story, but few who knew Fritz ruled it out. He was a locked-up person who went his own way, and his work is preoccupied with vengefulness and guilt.


The Lang–von Harbou partnership prevailed from 1921, for eleven years. Thea von Harbou was Lang’s screenwriter on everything he made. That means she was part of the narrative inspiration for Der Müde Tod (1921), a solemn meditation on death; Dr Mabuse the Gambler (1922), the crucial introduction of the arch-criminal figure (played by Rudolf Klein-Rogge, who had been von Harbou’s previous husband); Die Nibelungen (1924), the two-part film adaptation from Wagner, the first about ‘Siegfried’, a golden Nordic hero, the second, ‘Kriemhild’s Revenge’, still one of the most unrelenting and delirious combat films ever made; Metropolis (1927), derived from a novel Thea had written; Spies (1928); Woman in the Moon (1929), a significant adventure in science fiction; M (1931); and The Testament of Dr Mabuse (1933).


This is an astonishing body of work, the core of Lang’s greatness, and a monumental assertion of will and creative personality in a German film business that was regularly shaken by economic distress. We speak of the vision of Metropolis in its creation of a world where a numb super-class presides over the slavery of the underground worker community. We marvel at that juxtaposition being delivered through art direction and futuristic construction. We are still thrilled by Brigitte Helm playing both the saintly Maria who seeks to organise the workers and the diabolical robot doll who means to seduce anyone and everyone. We are impressed by the length and scale of Metropolis, and the way it had been inspired by Lang visiting Manhattan and imagining future cities. But don’t forget its huge losses and how they confirmed Lang’s instincts about doom.


The film was a disaster by the blunt test of measurement that hangs over every director. Yet Lang made it seem like a colossal cultural event, not just in Germany but all over the world. It was a venture that indicated the screen excitement and philosophical madness that might be possible in epic cinema. It demonstrated realism being tossed aside by frenzied poetry. The story’s resolution – that the good heart could reconcile the warring head and the hand – was trite fortune-cookie nonsense. H.G. Wells, an approved futurist, was one of many who called it fatuous. No one bothered to believe in it except as a way to end a film that was out of control. But Metropolis was felt in 1927, and ever since, as a portentous, scary vision of where modern urban society might be going. Its mixture of trash and prophecy, impact and nonsense, is still prescient – and indicative of Lang’s artistic temperament.


But it had needed Thea von Harbou, just as she had created Dr Mabuse as both a monster and a beguiling authoritarian. And it was she who had had the idea – not just innovative but potentially perilous – of making a serial murderer, and a killer of children, the protagonist of M. Directors have often disdained their screenwriters; they want to believe the whole work is theirs. That can be a sign of how some of them feel crippled in their dependency on writers. Because some directors cannot write themselves. That is not just a matter of fluent, credible dialogue. It means the creation of story arcs that can be the arches to support enterprises as immense as Metropolis. In America in the years ahead – the years of freedom, as Lang sometimes said – he never found a writer as sympathetic as von Harbou.


In addition, Lang came to America with very poor English at the moment when Hollywood was making the transition from silent to talking pictures. As the declaratory captioning of inter-titles gave way to actors talking for themselves, the naturalism of speech exposed the shrillness in Metropolis and its forbidding, operatic titles.


When Lang quit Germany, von Harbou stayed behind (she was having an affair with another man). Lang had had many affairs himself during their marriage; the working bond meant more than any romantic feelings. On the few occasions Lang had to film a love story he proved not just helpless but uninvolved. Von Harbou then became a Nazi – that was where her heart lay, as one might judge from her dread and rapture for Mabuse, and his warped omniscience. She did no more good work in Germany: she needed Fritz the picture maker and the dramatist of her ideas. But one can argue that he always missed her naïve literary drive. A von Harbou might have been the screenwriter who saw how in The Big Heat, Detective Bannion could become an ugly force of vengeance, locked in an obsessive relationship with Debby the whore – even while his sweet wife was still alive (it’s akin to having the two Marias in the same space). Suppose it became a film in which the honest cop became caught up in an illicit affair?


Von Harbou is now a discarded figure in film history, but after Lang’s departure she directed a couple of films and wrote at least twenty more. They are no longer seen or remembered. She was imprisoned after the war, as a Nazi supporter, and she directed a production of Faust in the prison. She died in 1954, one year after The Big Heat.


Something else emerges from this. As was inescapable in the 1920s, Lang’s films had to have valiant, handsome and admirable heroes who oppose the figures of evil. There is Paul Richter’s Siegfried, Gustav Fröhlich as the rich man’s son in Metropolis, and Gustav Diesel in The Testament of Dr Mabuse. But these men only surpass their enemies in synopsis. On screen, they cannot compete with the wicked forces whose abiding ambition is universal destruction. There was a taste for Götterdämmerung in Lang – it is there in Mabuse, the temptress robot and even in Peter Lorre’s terrible killer in M – and surely that was something the Nazis felt in their souls when they offered Lang the chance to be the director of movies for the Third Reich. They understood his dark energy and fatalism, and they wanted that glamour.


At the time, in 1933, and thereafter, Lang told a story about how he had been invited to lead Nazi cinema and had immediately known that he had to get out of his death-driven country overnight. It wasn’t that tidy. The research by Patrick McGilligan for his definitive book on Lang makes it clear that the Austrian needed several months to make up his mind, that he was careful to secure as much of his money as possible, that he took a few trips outside Germany before making his grand departure. I don’t doubt his self-protective instinct, or his sense of where Germany was headed, but Lang was a professional and a careerist who had always had his eye on Hollywood. There could be a great play about his hesitation – or a film worthy of Jean Renoir.


America had already been the destination of his two obvious rivals in German cinema: Ernst Lubitsch and F.W. Murnau. Lubitsch had gone west in 1922, and in time his unique satirical touch had won him a production chief role at Paramount and then delivered superb American comedies in pastiche European settings – The Shop Around the Corner and To Be or Not to Be, pictures of such warmth and emotional intelligence as to leave Lang looking like a chilled kid. Murnau had died in California in 1931 but only after he had made Sunrise (1927) which is a rare amalgam of expressionist European cinema and American romantic idealism. Lang was never the man to make films in that Hollywood mood. He had so little feeling for love, and no respect for America’s faith in it. He was – if I can say this – too close to being a fascist.
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