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PREFACE


BY JASON SOLOMONS


Only a few years ago, I was a member of a panel for a television show called 50 Films To See Before You Die. Now, fifty is a lovely round number—obviously suited to the constraints of scheduling and to the skittish attention spans of viewers and their itchy fingers—but, as all my co-panelists complained, it was an impossibly painful task.


The biggest pain was realizing that absolutely everyone will have seen at least fifty films in their lifetime—indeed, I’m not sure you could survive modern life without having witnessed at least fifty films. (Rather sadly, I fear there are many who now get by without having read fifty books, but that’s another argument, another list.) Our show aired nevertheless but it left everyone, viewers included, paraphrasing Richard Dreyfuss in Jaws: “We’re going to need a bigger list.”


So when 1001 Movies You Must See Before You Die landed with a mighty thump on my desk, it was if the gods of cinema themselves had been watching the television and responded with an outraged Herculean challenge. 1001—now that’s what I call a list.


There will, of course, be plenty of people arguing for an even bigger list. The modern movie critic, for example, sees over 500 movies a year—in 2007, the average number of releases per week in the U.K. reached ten for the first time in history, so 1001 doesn’t at first appear to be very many.


But how many of these yearly releases merit classic or “must see” status? Pitiably few. Maybe ten, in a really good year. To be included in a list of movies that must be seen before your death, well, it figures that such a work would have to be one that enriches your life. And movies like that simply don’t come along very often.


This, then, is a list that dares, provokes, teases, and shimmers with dark promise. To enter is to embark on a journey where the end may never be reached, a labyrinthine odyssey through love, adventure, despair, triumph, good, evil, tragedy, and comedy—in short, a journey through all the things that make life worth living.


There’s a remarkable Russian-doll effect at play with this book. You can open it up on any page and find yourself mid-argument. (“Kiss Me Deadly? Surely that’s a B-movie? Yes, but it’s the best one ever made.”) Then you flick your eye to the next entry and it’s The Ladykillers and suddenly you’ve got a pair of films, from the same year (1955), that stand proudly together, each one feeding and increasing the other’s credibility, in relief as it were, pillars of achievement that will carry on delighting and influencing new generations of viewers with their different visions of gangsters, greed, and human folly. And then you’re hooked, melting into another layer of inquiry, finding yourself wondering, for example, what might be the best year in cinema history?


At a quick flick, 1940 looks a strong contender—His Girl Friday, Rebecca, The Philadelphia Story, Pinocchio, The Grapes of Wrath, and a W.C. Fields comedy called The Bank Dick that, dammit and note to self, I haven’t seen-until you turn one more page and realize that 1941 yielded Citizen Kane, The Maltese Falcon, and Sullivan’s Travels, the Preston Sturges film you first heard about when watching the Coen brothers’ O Brother, Where Art Thou? Oh, I wonder if that makes the list? And you dash forward to 2000 to find it doesn’t—well then, which Coen brothers films do make it? Ah, Fargo, of course, and Raising Arizona, and now, in the latest edition, their Oscar winner No Country For Old Men—and . . . now you’ve no idea where your peregrinations began, nor where you were headed.


Such journeys make for almost picaresque experiences, as familiar faces (Do The Right Thing—one my favorites, so good to see you in here, old buddy) sit smiling by impertinent strangers such as Jan Svankmajer’s Neco z Alenky, the Czech moviemaker’s version of Alice in Wonderland and a work I’ve certainly never seen. And then you’re back in reverie—my word, 1989 wasn’t a bad year either, just for New York films: Spike Lee was joined by Rob Reiner’s When Harry Met Sally and Woody Allen’s Crimes and Misdemeanors, while 1989 also signaled breakthroughs for Daniel Day Lewis in My Left Foot; U.S. indie cinema with Steven Soderbergh’s Sex, Lies, and Videotape winning the Golden Palm at Cannes; and the Asian New Wave with the debut of Tawain’s Hou Hsiao-hsien’s A City of Sadness. And I’m off again, the very thought of that (for me) forgotten film sparking memories of meeting a beautiful girl in the rain outside the Curzon Mayfair in London.


Deciding to watch all of these 1001 films—I see there’s a handy checklist in this edition so you can tick them off like a shopping list, like so many necessities—will in itself send you off on life experiences: If you want to relive 1957 with Satyajit Ray’s Aparajito, Fellini’s Le Notti di Cabiria, and the unforgettable Russian masterpiece The Cranes Are Flying, you’ll have to go browsing in independent DVD stores, scuttling to art cinemas on wet weekend breaks in Paris or Berlin, or vacationing near film festival retrospectives (I eventually saw Sullivan’s Travels in a sidebar program at the wonderfully public festival in Spain’s San Sebastian).


All this might, after all, take you a lifetime.
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Jason Solomons writes movie columns for U.K. newspapers the Observer and the Mail on Sunday and is a broadcaster on movies for television and radio.





INTRODUCTION


BY STEVEN JAY SCHNEIDER


1001 Movies You Must See Before You Die is, as the title suggests, a book that seeks not just to inform and to prescribe, but also to motivate—to turn its curious readers into ardent viewers and to make it obvious that the pressure is on, that time is short, and that the number of films eminently worth watching has become very long indeed.


Nowadays, “Top 10 Movie” lists survive almost exclusively as annual critics’ polls; and talk of “The 100 Greatest Films” tends to be restricted either to specific genres, such as comedy, horror, sci-fi, romance, or the Western, or to particular national cinemas, such as France, China, Italy, Japan, or the U.K. All of this points to the impossibility, or at least the irresponsibility, of selecting a number less than (oh let’s just say) a grand to work with when it comes to preparing a list of “best,” or most valuable, or most important, or most unforgettable movies—a list that aims to do justice and give coverage to the entire history of the medium.


With this latter goal in mind, even 1001 can quickly start to seem like way too small a number. Maybe not so small if silent movies were kept off the list; or avant-garde films; or Middle Eastern films; or animated movies; or documentaries; or shorts. . . . But these strategies of exclusion are in the end all just ways of taking the pressure off, of drawing arbitrary lines in the cinematic sand and refusing to make the heap of difficult decisions necessary to end up with a limited selection of films that treats all the heterogeneous types and traditions comprising motion picture art with equal and all due respect. The book you are holding in your hands takes a great risk in offering up an all-time, all-genre, all-world, must-see films list. But it is a risk well worth taking, and if you make the effort to go and see the films discussed herein, you can be sure to die a happy moviegoer. In short: The more you see, the better off you’ll be.


So how to determine which 1001 movies must be seen before dying? How much easier (and less controversial) it would be to come up with 1001 movies that should be avoided at all costs! It is no surprise to learn that film criticism hardly qualifies as an exact science—Roger Ebert’s infamous formula “Two thumbs up, way, way up!” notwithstanding—and it is hardly an exaggeration to claim that one person’s Midnight Cowboy may well be another one’s Ishtar. Perhaps there are ways of objectively comparing, even ranking, highly codified and historically specific cycles, movements, or subgenres, such as the 1970s Italian thriller—in this case on the basis of the form’s aestheticized violence, labyrinthine narratives, and psychological resonance. And maybe it really is legitimate to separate out Hitchcock’s indisputable classics (North By Northwest, Rear Window, Vertigo, Psycho, The Birds, and so on) from what are often held to be the director’s weaker efforts (Torn Curtain, Family Plot, Topaz, The Paradine Case). But what basis could there possibly be for deciding between Tsai Ming-liang’s What Time Is It There? and Robert Aldrich’s What Ever Happened to Baby Jane? Or between George Méliès’s A Trip to the Moon and Marleen Gorris’s A Question of Silence? If the goal of this book is indeed to include a little bit of everything, then what is to prevent the resulting list of 1001 films from being just a cinematic smorgasbord—a case of mere variety taking precedence over true value?
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Good questions all. The first step in determining the 1001 movies to be included here involved taking a close look at a number of existing “greatest,” “top,” “favorite,” and “best” film lists, and prioritizing titles based on the frequency with which they appeared. This allowed us to identify something like a canon of classics (including modern and contemporary films) that we felt confident warranted a spot in this book on the joint basis of quality and reputation. By no means did every film that turned up on these shorter, occasionally idiosyncratic lists make our cut of 1001, but the exercise at least gave us some key reference points and significantly reduced the unavoidably subjective nature of the selection process.


After we tentatively settled on an initial batch of around 1,300 titles, we proceeded to go through the list again (and again, and again, and again) with the dual—and conflicting—aim of reducing the overall number while still achieving sufficient coverage of the medium’s various periods, national cinemas, genres, movements, traditions, and notable auteurs. With respect to the latter, we took the notion of an “auteur” in the loosest possible sense to include not only directors (Woody Allen, Ingmar Bergman, John Cassavetes, Federico Fellini, Jean-Luc Godard, Abbas Kiarostami, Satyajit Ray, among others), but also actors (Humphrey Bogart, Marlene Dietrich, Toshiro Mifune), producers (David O. Selznick, Sam Spiegel, Irving Thalberg), screenwriters (Ernest Lehman, Preston Sturges, Cesare Zavattini), cinematographers (Gregg Toland, Gordon Willis, Freddie Young), composers (Bernard Herrmann, Ennio Morricone, Nino Rota), and others.


We were also mindful of not giving automatic preference—free passes, as it were—to self-consciously “quality” productions or high cinematic art (historical epics, Shakespeare adaptations, Russian formalist experiments) at the expense of ignoring the so-called “low” genres (slapstick comedy, 1930s gangster films, blaxploitation cinema), or even movies that are of somewhat questionable aesthetic merit (Pink Flamingos, Saturday Night Fever, The Blair Witch Project), wholeheartedly populist appeal (Top Gun, Rain Man, Big, E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial), or dubious ideological or ethical value (The Birth of a Nation, Freaks, Triumph of the Will, Salò or The 120 Days of Sodom). Instead we endeavored to adjudge each of our candidate selections on their own terms, which meant first figuring out as best we could just what the “terms” in question consisted of—not always an easy or obvious task, as in the case of Pink Flamingos, whose infamous tagline read, “An exercise in poor taste”—and then coming up with ways of separating the wheat from the chaff (even when the difference between the two might seem so slight as to be indiscernible or irrelevant).


What’s that old saying, something along the lines of “Even if you could have filet mignon every single day, once in a while you’re bound to crave a hamburger.” The point here is, even if your filmgoing preferences lie heavily on the side of acknowledged world classics (Citizen Kane, Rashomon, Raging Bull, Battleship Potemkin) or the treasures of European art cinema (L’Avventura, Hiroshima Mon Amour, Last Tango in Paris), there is sure to come a time when you long to see a movie with a wholly different agenda, whether it’s a Hollywood blockbuster (Jurassic Park, The Empire Strikes Back, Titanic), an underground oddity (Scorpio Rising, Flaming Creatures, Hold Me While I’m Naked), or a cult curiosity piece (El Topo, Seconds, Slacker, Mondo Cane, Tetsuo). As we envisioned it, our main task was to make sure that whatever your cinematic tastes—in general, or on those days when you feel like trying something new—this book would be a menu where every dish is a winner.


Finally, after making the last agonizing cuts that were required to bring the list down to a “mere” 1001, the remaining step was for us to tweak the results based on the feedback and suggestions offered by our esteemed group of contributors, whose collective experience, expertise, and passion for watching, discussing, and writing about motion pictures has ensured that, while no list of all-time-greatest anythings can possibly be perfect (whatever that means) or utterly uncontroversial (and wouldn’t that be dull?), the one you have before you is, to be sure, as good as it gets. But it isn’t just the list itself that makes this book so special: It is also the specially commissioned entries that accompany each of the 1001 movies included on that list—concise, thoughtful, stimulating essays that seamlessly combine important plot details, insightful commentary, cultural and historical context, and a fair share of trivia besides. (George Lucas was originally set to direct Apocalypse Now? Who knew?) Don’t be fooled by the ease with which these essays are digested. There is a definite skill—one might even say an art—to writing a profound, engaging piece of only 500 words on a film like Casablanca, The Searchers, or The Rules of the Game, much less 350 words on Boogie Nights, Cries and Whispers, or The Night of the Hunter, or (gasp!) 200 words on Marketa Lazarova, The Pianist, or Cleo from 5 to 7. Somehow, with great aplomb, these authors have managed to pull it off, and brilliantly.


As for my own experience working on this book, I can only say that the pain of having to cross several personal favorites off the list was more than made up for by the pleasures of admiring the resulting medley, of reading so many wonderful film entries by so many wonderful writers on film, and of finding out so much about the history, traditions, and secret treasures of the cinema that I never knew before. Even if you have already seen all 1001 movies discussed and paid tribute to in these pages (congratulations, though I seriously doubt it), I’m sure you will benefit tremendously from reading about them here.


But the clock continues to tick away. . . . So start reading already, and keep watching!
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***


As general editor of 1001 Movies You Must See Before You Die, I have the honor and the privilege of being able to give thanks in print to all the individuals responsible for ensuring the timely completion and inevitable success of this ambitious, enjoyable, eminently worthwhile project. My sincerest gratitude goes out to Laura Price, Catherine Osborne, and the rest of the remarkably industrious and conscientious staff at Quintet Publishing, a division of the Quarto Group; to Andrew Lockett of the British Film Institute; to the close to sixty contributors from eight different countries who worked under tight deadlines and a slave-driving editor (me) to produce the entertaining and educational film entries that make up this volume; and, as always, to my family, friends, and colleagues, whose support and encouragement continues to be my not-so-secret weapon.


Steven Jay Schneider is a film critic, scholar, and producer, with M.A. degrees in Philosophy and Cinema Studies from Harvard University and New York University, respectively. He is the author and editor of a number of books on movies.
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1900s




LE VOYAGE DANS LA LUNE (1902)



A TRIP TO THE MOON




France (Star) 14m Silent BW


Director: Georges Méliès


Producer: Georges Méliès


Screenplay: Georges Méliès, from the novel De la Terre à la Lune by Jules Verne


Photography: Michaut, Lucien Tainguy


Cast: Victor André, Bleuette Bernon, Brunnet, Jeanne d’Alcy, Henri Delannoy, Depierre, Farjaut, Kelm, Georges Méliès
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When thinking about A Trip to the Moon, one’s mind is quickly captured by the original and mythic idea of early filmmaking as an art whose “rules” were established in the very process of its production. This French movie was released in 1902 and represents a revolution for the time, given its length (approximately fourteen minutes), as compared to the more common two-minute short films produced at the beginning of last century.


A Trip to the Moon directly reflects the histrionic personality of its director, Georges Méliès, whose past as a theater actor and magician influences the making of the movie. The film boldly experiments with some of the most famous cinematic techniques, such as superimpositions, dissolves, and editing practices that would be widely used later on. Despite the simplicity of its special effects, the film is generally considered the first example of science-fiction cinema. It offers many elements characteristic of the genre—a spaceship, the discovery of a new frontier—and establishes most of its conventions.


The movie opens with a Scientific Congress in which Professor Barbenfouillis (played by Méliès himself) tries to convince his colleagues to take part in a trip to explore the moon. Once his plan is accepted, the expedition is organized and the scientists are sent to the moon on a space ship. The missile-like ship lands right in the eye of the moon, which is represented as an anthropomorphic being. Once on the surface, the scientists soon meet the hostile inhabitants, the Selenites, who take them to their King. After discovering that the enemies easily disappear in a cloud of smoke with the simple touch of an umbrella, the French men manage to escape and return to Earth. They fall into the ocean and explore the abyss until they are finally rescued and honored in Paris as heroes.


Méliès here creates a movie that deserves a legitimate place among the milestones in world cinema history. Despite its surreal look, A Trip to the Moon is an entertaining and groundbreaking film able to combine the tricks of the theater with the infinite possibilities of the cinematic medium. Méliès, the magician, was an orchestrator more than a director; he also contributed to the movie as a writer, actor, producer, set and costume designer, and cinematographer, creating special effects that were considered spectacular at the time. The first true science-fiction film cannot be missed by a spectator looking for the origin of those conventions that would later influence the entire genre and its most famous entries.


In a more general sense, A Trip to the Moon can also be regarded as the movie that establishes the major difference between cinematic fiction and nonfiction. During a time when filmmaking mostly portrayed daily life (such as in the films of the Lumière brothers at the end of the 19th century), Méliès was able to offer a fantasy constructed for pure entertainment. He opened the doors to future film artists by visually expressing his creativity in a way utterly uncommon to movies of the time. CFe
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THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY (1903)





U.S. (Edison) 12m Silent BW (handcolored)


Director: Edwin S. Porter


Screenplay: Scott Marble, Edwin S. Porter


Photography: Edwin S. Porter, Blair Smith


Cast: A.C. Abadie, Gilbert M. “Bronco Billy” Anderson, George Barnes, Walter Cameron, Frank Hanaway, Morgan Jones, Tom London, Marie Murray, Mary Snow
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Most histories regard The Great Train Robbery as the first Western, initiating a genre that was in a few short years to become the most popular in American cinema. Made by the Edison Company in November 1903, The Great Train Robbery was the most commercially successful film of the pre-Griffith period of American cinema and spawned a host of imitations.


What is exceptional about Edwin S. Porter’s film is the degree of narrative sophistication, given the early date. There are over a dozen separate scenes, each further developing the story. In the opening scene, two masked robbers force a telegraph operator to send a false message so that the train will make an unscheduled stop. In the next scene, bandits board the train. The robbers enter the mail car, and, after a fight, open the safe. In the following scene, two robbers overpower the driver and fireman of the train and throw one of them off. Next the robbers stop the train and hold up the passengers. One runs away and is shot. The robbers then escape aboard the engine, and in the subsequent scene we see them mount horses and ride off. Meanwhile, the telegraph operator on the train sends a message calling for assistance. In a saloon, a newcomer is being forced to dance at gunpoint, but when the message arrives everyone grabs their rifles and exits. Cut to the robbers pursued by a posse. There is a shoot-out, and the robbers are killed.


There’s one extra shot, the best known in the film, showing one of the robbers firing point blank out of the screen. This was, it seems, sometimes shown at the start of the film, sometimes at the end. Either way, it gave the spectator a sense of being directly in the line of fire.


One actor in The Great Train Robbery was G.M. Anderson (real name Max Aronson). Among other parts, he played the passenger who is shot. Anderson was shortly to become the first star of Westerns, appearing as Bronco Billy in over a hundred films, beginning in 1907.


In later years some have challenged the claim of The Great Train Robbery to be regarded as the first Western, on the grounds either that it is not the first or that it is not a Western. It is certainly true that there are earlier films with a Western theme, such as Thomas Edison’s Cripple Creek Bar-Room Scene (1899), but they do not have the fully developed narrative of Porter’s film. It’s also true that it has its roots both in stage plays incorporating spectacular railroad scenes, and in other films of daring robberies that weren’t Westerns. Nor can its claim to being a true Western be based on authentic locations, because The Great Train Robbery was shot on the Delaware and Lackawanna Railroad in New Jersey. But train robberies had since the days of Jesse James been part of Western lore, and other iconic elements such as six-shooters, cowboy hats, and horses all serve to give the film a genuine Western feel. EB
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THE BIRTH OF A NATION (1915)





U.S. (D.W. Griffith & Epoch) 190m Silent BW


Director: D.W. Griffith


Producer: D.W. Griffith


Screenplay: Frank E. Woods, D.W. Griffith, from the novel The Clansman: An Historical Romance of the Ku Klux Klan, the novel The Leopard’s Spots, and the play The Clansman by Thomas F. Dixon Jr.


Photography: G.W. Bitzer


Music: Joseph Carl Breil, D.W. Griffith


Cast: Lillian Gish, Mae Marsh, Henry B. Walthall, Miriam Cooper, Mary Alden, Ralph Lewis, George Siegmann, Walter Long, Robert Harron, Wallace Reid, Joseph Henabery, Elmer Clifton, Josephine Crowell, Spottiswoode Aitken, George Beranger
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Simultaneously one of the most revered and most reviled films ever made, D.W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation is important for the very reasons that prompt both of those divergent reactions. In fact, rarely has a film so equally deserved such praise and scorn, which in many ways raises the film’s estimation not just in the annals of cinema but as an essential historic artifact (some might say relic).


Though it was based on Thomas Dixon’s explicitly racist play The Clansman: An Historical Romance of the Ku Klux Klan, by many accounts Griffith was indifferent to the racist bent of the subject matter. Just how complicit that makes him in delivering its ugly message has been cause for almost a century of debate. However, there has been no debate concerning the film’s technical and artistic merits. Griffith was, as usual, more interested in the possibilities of the medium than the message, and in this regard he set the standards for modern Hollywood.


Most overtly, The Birth of a Nation was the first real historical epic, proving that even in the silent era audiences were willing to sit through a nearly three-hour drama. But with countless artistic innovations, Griffith essentially created contemporary film language, and although elements of The Birth of a Nation may seem quaint or dated by contemporary standards, virtually every film is beholden to it in one way, shape, or form. Griffith introduced the use of dramatic close-ups, tracking shots, and other expressive camera movements; parallel action sequences, crosscutting, and other editing techniques; and even the first orchestral score. It’s a shame all these groundbreaking elements were attached to a story of such dubious value.


The first half of the film begins before the Civil War, explaining the introduction of slavery to America before jumping into battle. Two families, the northern Stonemans and the southern Camerons, are introduced. The story is told through these two families and often their servants, epitomizing the worst racial stereotypes. As the nation is torn apart by war, the slaves and their abolitionist supporters are seen as the destructive force behind it all.


The film’s racism grows even worse in its second half, set during Reconstruction and featuring the rise of the Ku Klux Klan, introduced as the picture’s would-be heroes. The fact that Griffith jammed a love story in the midst of his recreated race war is absolutely audacious. It’s thrilling and disturbing, often at the same time.


The Birth of a Nation is no doubt a powerful piece of propaganda, albeit one with a stomach-churning political message. Only the puritanical Ku Klux Klan can maintain the unity of the nation, it seems to be saying, so is it any wonder that even at the time the film was met with outrage? It was protested by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), sparked riots, and later forced Griffith himself to answer criticisms with his even more ambitious Intolerance (1916). Still, the fact that The Birth of a Nation remains respected and studied to this day—despite its subject matter—reveals its lasting importance. JKl


See all movies from the 1910s




1910s




LES VAMPIRES (1915)





France (Gaumont) 440m Silent BW


Director: Louis Feuillade


Screenplay: Louis Feuillade


Music: Robert Israel


Cast: Musidora, Edouard Mathé, Marcel Lévesque, Jean Aymé, Fernand Herrmann, Stacia Napierkowska
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Louis Feuillade’s legendary opus has been cited as a landmark movie serial, a precursor of the deep-focus aesthetic later advanced by Jean Renoir and Orson Welles, and a close cousin to the surrealist movement, but its strongest relationship is to the development of the movie thriller. Segmented into ten loosely connected parts that lack cliffhanger endings, vary widely in length, and were released at irregular intervals, Les Vampires falls somewhere between a film series and a film serial. The convoluted, often inconsistent plot centers on a flamboyant gang of Parisian criminals, the Vampires, and their dauntless opponent, the reporter Philippe Guérande (Edouard Mathé).


The Vampires, masters of disguise who often dress in black hoods and leotards while carrying out their crimes, are led by four successive “Grand Vampires,” each killed off in turn, each faithfully served by the vampish Irma Vep (her name an anagram of Vampire), who constitutes the heart and soul not only of the Vampires but also of Les Vampires itself. Portrayed with voluptuous vitality by Musidora, who became a star as a result, Irma is the film’s most attractive character, clearly surpassing the pallid hero Guérande and his hammy comic sidekick Mazamette (Marcel Lévesque). Her charisma undercuts the film’s good-versus-evil theme and contributes to its somewhat amoral tone, reinforced by the way the good guys and the bad guys often use the same duplicitous methods and by the disturbingly ferocious slaughter of the Vampires at the end.


Much like the detective story and the haunted-house thriller, Les Vampires creates a sturdy-looking world of bourgeois order while also undermining it. The thick floors and walls of each château and hotel become porous with trap doors and secret panels. Massive fireplaces serve as thoroughfares for assassins and thieves, who scurry over Paris rooftops and shimmy up and down drainpipes like monkeys. Taxicabs bristle with stowaways on their roofs and disclose false floors to eject fugitives into convenient manholes. At one point, the hero unsuspectingly sticks his head out the window of his upper-story apartment, only to be looped around the neck by a wire snare wielded from below; he is yanked down to the street, bundled into a large basket, and whisked off by a taxi in less time than it takes to say “Irma Vep!” In another scene, a wall with a fireplace opens up to disgorge a large cannon, which slides to the window and lobs shells into a nearby cabaret.


Reinforcing this atmosphere of capricious stability, the plot is built around a series of tour de force reversals, involving deceptive appearances on both sides of the law: “dead” characters come to life, pillars of society (a priest, a judge, a policeman) turn out to be Vampires, and Vampires are revealed to be law enforcers operating in disguise. It is Feuillade’s ability to create, on an extensive and imaginative scale, a double world—at once weighty and dreamlike, recognizably familiar and excitingly strange—that is of central importance to the evolution of the movie thriller and marks him as a major pioneer of the form. MR
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INTOLERANCE (1916)





U.S. (Triangle & Wark) 163m Silent BW


Director: D.W. Griffith


Producer: D.W. Griffith


Screenplay: Tod Browning, D.W. Griffith


Photography: G.W. Bitzer, Karl Brown


Music: Joseph Carl Breil, Carl Davis, D.W. Griffith


Cast: Spottiswoode Aitken, Mary Alden, Frank Bennett, Barney Bernard, Monte Blue, Lucille Browne, Tod Browning, William H. Brown, Edmund Burns, William E. Cassidy, Elmer Clifton, Miriam Cooper, Jack Cosgrave, Josephine Crowell, Dore Davidson, Sam De Grasse, Edward Dillon, Pearl Elmore, Lillian Gish, Ruth Handforth, Robert Harron, Joseph Henabery, Chandler House, Lloyd Ingraham, W.E. Lawrence, Ralph Lewis, Vera Lewis, Elmo Lincoln, Walter Long, Mrs. Arthur Mackley, Tully Marshall, Mae Marsh, Marguerite Marsh, John P. McCarthy, A.W. McClure, Seena Owen, Alfred Paget, Eugene Pallette, Georgia Pearce, Billy Quirk, Wallace Reid, Allan Sears, George Siegmann, Maxfield Stanley, Carl Stockdale, Madame Sul-Te-Wan, Constance Talmadge, F.A. Turner, W.S. Van Dyke, Guenther von Ritzau, Erich von Stroheim, George Walsh, Eleanor Washington, Margery Wilson, Tom Wilson





Perhaps in part a retort to those who found fault with the racial politics in The Birth of a Nation (1915), D.W. Griffith was equally concerned to argue against film censorship. This was addressed more directly in the pamphlet issued at the time of Intolerance’s exhibition, The Rise and Fall of Free Speech in America. Griffith’s design for this film, which he finalized in the weeks following the release of his earlier epic production, is to juxtapose four stories from different periods of history that illustrate “Love’s struggle throughout the ages.” These include a selection of events from the life of Jesus; a tale from ancient Babylon, whose king is betrayed by those who resent his rejection of religious sectarianism; the story of the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of French Protestants by King Charles IX of France on the perfidious advice of his mother; and a modern story in which a young boy, wrongly convicted of the murder of a companion, is rescued from execution at the last minute by the intervention of his beloved, who gains a pardon from the governor. These stories are not presented in series. Instead, Griffith cuts from one to another and often introduces suspenseful crosscutting within the stories as well. This revolutionary structure proved too difficult for most filmgoers at the time, who may also have been put off by Intolerance’s length (more than three hours). Griffith may have invested as much as $2 million in the project, but the film never came close to making back its costs, even when recut and released as two separate features, The Fall of Babylon and The Mother and the Law.


No expenses were spared in the impressive historical recreations. The enormous sets for the Babylon story, which long afterward remained a Hollywood landmark, were dressed with 3,000 extras. These production values were equaled by the sumptuous costumes and elaborate crowd scenes of the French story. Though others wrote some title cards, Griffith himself was responsible for the complicated script, which he continued to work on as production progressed. His stock company of actors performed admirably in the various roles. Constance Talmadge is particularly effective as the “Mountain Girl” in love with the ill-fated Prince Belshazzar (Alfred Paget) in the Babylon story, as are Mae Marsh and Bobby Harron as the reunited lovers in the modern story.


As in The Birth of a Nation, Griffith uses the structures of Victorian melodrama to make his political points. Intolerance is examined through the lens of tragic love, which lends emotional energy and pathos to the narratives. In the Babylonian story, Belshazzar and his beloved Attarea (Seena Owen) commit suicide rather than fall into the hands of the victorious Cyrus the Persian (George Siegmann), and in the French story a young couple, he Catholic and she Protestant, are unable to escape the massacre.


Intolerance is a monument to Griffith’s talent for screenwriting, directing actors, designing shots, and editing—a one-of-a-kind masterpiece on a scope and scale that has never been equaled. Meant to persuade, this film exerted more influence on the Soviet revolutionary cinema of Sergei Eisenstein and others than on Griffith’s American contemporaries. RBP
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DAS KABINETT DES DOKTOR CALIGARI (1919)



THE CABINET OF DR. CALIGARI




Germany (Decla-Bioscop) 71m Silent BW (tinted)


Director: Robert Wiene


Producer: Rudolf Meinert, Erich Pommer


Screenplay: Hans Janowitz, Carl Mayer


Photography: Willy Hameister


Music: Alfredo Antonini, Giuseppe Becce, Timothy Brock, Richard Marriott, Peter Schirmann, Rainer Viertlböck


Cast: Werner Krauss, Conrad Veidt, Friedrich Feher, Lil Dagover, Hans Heinrich von Twardowski, Rudolf Lettinger, Rudolf Klein-Rogge
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The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari is the keystone of a strain of bizarre, fantastical cinema that flourished in Germany in the 1920s and was linked, somewhat spuriously, with the Expressionist art movement. If much of the development of the movies in the medium’s first two decades was directed toward the Lumière-style “window on the world,” with fictional or documentary stories presented in an emotionally stirring manner designed to make audiences forget they were watching a film, Caligari returns to the mode of Georges Méliès by constantly presenting stylized, magical, theatrical effects that exaggerate or caricature reality. In this film, officials perch on ridiculously high stools, shadows are painted on walls and faces, jagged cutout shapes predominate in all the sets, exteriors are obviously painted, and unrealistic backdrops and performances are stylized to the point of hysteria.


Writers Carl Mayer and Hans Janowitz conceived the film as taking place in its own out-of-joint world, and director Robert Wiene and set designers Hermann Warm, Walter Roehrig, and Walter Reimann put a twist on every scene and even intertitle to insist on this. Controversially, Fritz Lang—at an early stage attached as director—suggested that the radical style of Caligari would be too much for audiences to take without some “explanation.” Lang devised a frame story in which hero Francis (Friedrich Feher) recounts the story—of sinister mesmerist charlatan Dr. Caligari (Werner Krauss), his zombielike somnambulist slave Cesare (Conrad Veidt), and a series of murders in the rickety small town of Holstenwall—and is finally revealed to be an asylum inmate who, in The Wizard of Oz (1939) style, has imagined a narrative that incorporates various people in his daily life. This undercuts the antiauthoritarian tone of the film as Dr. Caligari, in the main story an asylum director who has become demented, is revealed to be a genuinely decent man out to help the hero. However, the asylum set in the frame story is exactly the same “unreal” one seen in the flashback, making the whole film and not just Francis’s bracketed story somehow unreliable. Indeed, by revealing its expressionist vision to be that of a madman, the film could even appeal to conservatives who deemed all modernist art as demented.


Wiene, less innovative than most of his collaborators, makes surprisingly little use of cinematic technique, with the exception of the flashback-within-a-flashback as Krauss is driven mad by superimposed instructions that he “must become Caligari.” The film relies entirely on theatrical devices, the camera fixed center stage as the sets are displayed and the actors (especially Veidt) providing any movement or impact. Lang’s input did serve to make the movie a strange species of amphibian: It plays as an art movie to the highclass crowds who appreciate its innovations, but it’s also a horror movie with a gimmick. With its sideshow ambience, hypnotic mad scientist villain, and leotard-clad, heroine-abducting monster, The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari is a major early entry in the horror genre, introducing images, themes, characters, and expressions that became fundamental to the likes of Tod Browning’s Dracula and james Whale’s Frankenstein (both 1931). KN
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BROKEN BLOSSOMS (1919)





U.S. (D.W. Griffith) 90m Silent BW (tinted screen)


Director: D.W. Griffith


Producer: D.W. Griffith


Screenplay: Thomas Burke, D.W. Griffith


Photography: G.W. Bitzer


Music: D.W. Griffith


Cast: Lillian Gish, Richard Barthelmess, Donald Crisp, Arthur Howard, Edward Peil Sr., George Beranger, Norman Selby
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D.W. Griffith’s reputation in film studies is, if slightly overstated, nevertheless entirely unimpeachable. American (and world) cinema would surely be a different beast without his many contributions. The Birth of a Nation and Intolerance are, rightly, his most renowned films, remembered for their remarkable manipulations of story and editing. But another of his films, 1919’s Broken Blossoms, has always stood out as among his very best, and it is surely his most beautiful.


Along with William Beaudine’s glorious Mary Pickford vehicle Sparrows, Broken Blossoms exemplifies what was known in Hollywood as the “soft style.” This was the ultimate in glamour photography: Cinematographers used every available device—powder makeup, specialized lighting instruments, oil smeared on the lens, even immense sheets of diaphanous gauze hung from the studio ceiling—to soften, highlight, and otherwise accentuate the beauty of their stars. In Broken Blossoms, the face of the immortal Lillian Gish literally glows with a lovely, unearthly luminescence, outshining all other elements on the screen.


The beauty of Broken Blossoms must be experienced, for it is truly stunning. Gish and her costar, the excellent Richard Barthelmess, glide hauntedly through a London landscape defined by fog, eerie alleyway lights, and arcane, “Orientalist” sets. The film’s simple story of forbidden love is complemented perfectly by the gorgeous, mysterious production design, created by Joseph Stringer. No other film looks like Broken Blossoms.


The collaboration between Griffith and Gish is one of American cinema’s most fruitful: the two also worked together on Intolerance, The Birth of a Nation, Orphans of the Storm, and Way Down East, in addition to dozens of shorts. Surely this director–actor collaboration ranks with Scorsese–De Niro, Kurosawa–Mifune, and Leone–Eastwood, to name a few; indeed, it is the standard by which all others should be judged.


Griffith finds a perfect balance between the story’s mundanity and the production’s seedy lavishness (much of the film takes place in opium dens and dockside dives). It takes a skilled and confident director to handle a form/function split like this one; this is Griffith at the top of his abilities. It is the tension between the everyday and the extraordinary that drives on Broken Blossoms, securing its place in film history. EdeS
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1920s




WAY DOWN EAST (1920)





U.S. (D.W. Griffith) 100m Silent BW


Director: D.W. Griffith


Screenplay: Anthony Paul Kelly, Joseph R. Grismer, D.W. Griffith, from the play Way Down East by Joseph R. Grismer, William A. Brady and the play Annie Laurie by Lottie Blair Parker


Cast: Lillian Gish, Richard Barthelmess, Lowell Sherman, Burr McIntosh, Kate Bruce, Mary Hay, Creighton Hale, Emily Fitzroy, Porter Strong, George Neville, Edgar Nelson
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Soon after The Birth of a Nation (1915), one of the most profitable films ever made, D.W. Griffith saw his career go into decline, mostly as a result of his inability to adapt to the changing desires of the filmgoing public. Griffith had specialized in bringing Victorian melodrama, with its tales of threatened female innocence, to the screen. By 1920, however, audiences had begun to show less interest in virtue rescued or preserved. It was therefore a surprise that Griffith decided to adapt for the screen the 1890s stage melodrama Way Down East, not to mention that he was able to breathe new life into the story and make it into a very successful film.


Anna Moore (Lillian Gish) leaves her small New England village to live with wealthier relatives in Boston. There she comes under the spell of an attractive young man named Sanderson (Lowell Sherman), who tricks her into sleeping with him by staging a phony marriage. He then sends her back to New England, with a command to keep silent about their nuptials. Upon discovering she is pregnant, Anna contacts him, only to learn the bitter truth. Nothing but disaster follows. Her mother dies. So does her child. She is driven away from the rooming house where she has taken shelter because the landlady suspects she isn’t married. Luckily, she finds a new position at a nearby farm owned by Squire Barlett (Burr McIntosh), but Sanderson lives not far away. At the farm, Anna meets the squire’s son David (Richard Barthelmess), and the two soon fall in love.


But Anna’s past catches up with her. Dismissed from the squire’s employ, she wanders off into a terrible snowstorm and finds herself on a frozen river. Floating away on an ice floe toward huge falls, Anna is rescued at the last minute by David. Sanderson’s villainy is exposed, and Anna reconciles with the repentant squire. The film ends with their wedding. The dramatic parts of Way Down East are kept lively by Griffith’s pacing of the narrative and the affecting performances of an able cast. The film’s action conclusion, however, shows the director at his finest, both in the shooting of the sequence (parts were filmed on a frozen Vermont river) and in the editing, which is fast paced and thrilling. RBP
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1920s




WITHIN OUR GATES (1920)





U.S. (Micheaux) 79m Silent BW


Director: Oscar Micheaux


Producer: Oscar Micheaux


Screenplay: Oscar Micheaux, Gene DeAnna


Music: Philip Carli


Cast: Evelyn Preer, Flo Clements, James D. Ruffin, Jack Chenault, William Smith, Charles D. Lucas, Bernice Ladd, Mrs. Evelyn, William Stark, Mattie Edwards, Ralph Johnson, E.G. Tatum, Grant Edwards, Grant Gorman, Leigh Whipper





Successful author, publisher, homesteader, and filmmaker, Oscar Micheaux is widely considered the father of African American cinema; only his second effort, Within Our Gates is one of 40 films Micheaux wrote, directed, and independently produced between 1919 and 1948. Besides its gripping narrative and artistic merits, Within Our Gates has immense historical value as the earliest surviving feature by an African American director. Powerful, controversial, and still haunting in its depiction of the atrocities committed by white Americans against blacks during this era, the film remains, in the words of one critic, “a powerful and enlightening cultural document [that] is no less relevant today than it was in 1920.”


Made just five years after D.W. Griffith’s racist masterpiece The Birth of a Nation (1915), Within Our Gates follows the struggle of Sylvia Landry (Evelyn Preer), a Southern black teacher who travels north in an effort to raise money for her school. But this is only one of several stories that Micheaux (who also wrote the screenplay) weaves together in his gripping look at the physical, psychological, and economic repression of African Americans.


Few people saw Within Our Gates as Micheaux intended it; the film was repeatedly edited by the censors, who found the rape and lynching scenes too provocative after the 1919 Chicago race riots. Lost for 70 years, Within Our Gates was rediscovered at the Filmoteca Española in Madrid and restored soon after. SJS
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KÖRKARLEN (1921)



THE PHANTOM CARRIAGE




Sweden (Svensk) AB) 93m Silent BW


Director: Victor Sjöström


Producer: Charles Magnusson,


Screenplay: Victor Sjöström, from novel by Selma Lagerlöf


Photography: Julius Jaenzon


Cast: Victor Sjöström, Hilda Borgström, Tore Svennberg, Astrid Holm, Concordia Selander, Lisa Lundholm, Tor Weijden, Einar Axelsson, Olof Ås, Nils Ahrén, Simon Lindstrand, Nils Elffors, Algot Gunnarsson, Hildur Lithman, John Ekman
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A celebrated world success in its initial release, The Phantom Carriage not only cemented director-screenwriter-actor Victor Sjöström and the Swedish silent cinema’s fame but also had a well-documented, artistic influence on many great directors and producers. The most well-known element of the film is undoubtedly the representation of the spiritual world as a tormented limbo between heaven and earth. The scene in which the protagonist—the hateful and self-destructive alcoholic David Holm (Sjöström)—wakes up at the chime of midnight on New Year’s Eve only to stare at his own corpse, knowing that he is condemned to hell, is one of the most quoted scenes in cinema history.


Made in a simple but time-consuming and meticulously staged series of double exposures, the filmmaker, his photographer, and a lab manager created a three-dimensional illusion of a ghostly world that went beyond anything previously seen at the cinema. More important perhaps was the film’s complex but readily accessible narration via a series of flashbacks—and even flashbacks-within-flashbacks—that elevated this gritty tale of poverty and degradation to poetic excellence.


Looking back at Sjöström’s career, The Phantom Carriage is a theological and philosophical extension of the social themes introduced in his controversial breakthrough Ingeborg Holm (1913). Both films depict the step-by-step destruction of human dignity in a cold and heartless society, driving its victims into brutality and insanity. The connection is stressed by the presence of Hilda Borgström, unforgettable as Ingeborg Holm and now in the role of a tortured wife—another desperate Mrs. Holm. She is yet again playing a compassionate but poor mother on her way to suicide or a life in the mental asylum.


The religious naïveté at the heart of Selma Lagerlöf’s faithfully adapted novel might draw occasional laughter from a secular audience some eighty years later, but the subdued, “realist” acting and the dark fate of the main characters, which almost comes to its logical conclusion, save for a melodramatic finale, never fails to impress. MT
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ORPHANS OF THE STORM (1921)





U.S. (D.W. Griffith) 150m Silent BW


Director: D.W. Griffith


Producer: D.W. Griffith


Screenplay: D.W. Griffith, from the play The Two Orphans by Eugène Cormon and Adolphe d’Ennery


Photography: Paul H. Allen, G.W. Bitzer, Hendrik Sartov


Music: Louis F. Gottschalk, William F. Peters


Cast: Lillian Gish, Dorothy Gish, Joseph Schildkraut, Frank Losee, Katherine Emmet, Morgan Wallace, Lucille La Verne, Sheldon Lewis, Frank Puglia, Creighton Hale, Leslie King, Monte Blue, Sidney Herbert, Lee Kohlmar, Marcia Harris





The last of D.W. Griffith’s sweeping historical melodramas, Orphans of the Storm tells the story of two young girls caught in the turmoil of the French Revolution. Lillian and Dorothy Gish are Henriette and Louise Girard, two babies who become “sisters” when Henriette’s impoverished father, thinking to abandon his daughter in a church, finds Louise and, moved by pity, brings both girls home to raise. Unfortunately, they are left orphaned at an early age when their parents die of the plague. Louise is left blind by the disease, and so the girls make their way to Paris in search of her cure. There they are separated. Henriette, kidnapped by the henchmen of an evil aristocrat, is befriended by a handsome nobleman, Vaudrey (Joseph Schildkraut). Louise is rescued by a kind young man after she falls into the River Seine but, brought to his house, she is put to work by the man’s cruel brother. Adventures follow, including imprisonment in the Bastille, being condemned to death during the Reign of Terror, and saved from the guillotine by the politician Danton (Monte Blue), whose speech advocating the end of such bloodshed is one of the film’s most impassioned moments.


Although Orphans of the Storm is based on a play that had been successful in the preceding decade, Griffith wrote the script during shooting. Despite the resulting complications, the film is a masterpiece of beautiful staging and acting, with the Gish sisters turning in what are perhaps the finest performances of their careers. RBP
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LA SOURIANTE MADAME BEUDET (1922)



THE SMILING MADAME BEUDET




France (Colisée) 54m Silent BW


Director: Germaine Dulac


Screenplay: Denys Amiel, André Obey


Photography: Maurice Forster, Paul Parguel


Cast: Alexandre Arquillière, Germaine Dermoz, Jean d’Yd, Madeleine Guitty





Germaine Dulac’s celebrated film is known as one of the earliest examples of both feminist and experimental cinema. The plot depicts the life of a bored provincial housewife trapped in a stifling bourgeois marriage. The most captivating aspect of The Smiling Madame Beudet, however, is composed of elaborate dream sequences in which the eponymous housewife (Germaine Dermoz) fantasizes a life outside the confines of her monotonous existence. Using radical special effects and editing techniques, Dulac incorporates some of the early avant-garde aesthetics of the times to offset the rich, vivid feminine power of Madame Beudet’s imaginary life against the dullness of the one she shares with her husband (Alexandre Arquillière). When the complex visual elaboration of her potential liberation through fantasy—the only thing that can put a smile on her face—is cut short by the appearance of her husband within her daydreams, she is left with only one possible solution: kill him.


Sadly, Madame Beudet’s missed attempt on her husband’s life at the end of the film is yet again misunderstood, as she is not even rewarded with Monsieur Beudet’s acknowledgment of her protest against him. Ultimately, Dulac not only explicitly addresses the oppressive alienation of women within patriarchy, but more importantly, uses the still-new medium of film to offer her viewers a radical and subjective female perspective. This led to her picture’s inclusion in the first Festival of Women’s Films in New York in 1972. CO
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DR. MABUSE, DER SPIELER (1922)



DR. MABUSE, PARTS 1 AND 2




Germany (Uco-Film, Ullstein, Universum) 95m (part 1), 100m (part 2), Silent BW


Director: Fritz Lang


Producer: Erich Pommer


Screenplay: Norbert Jacques, Fritz Lang, Thea von Harbou


Photography: Carl Hoffmann


Music: Konrad Elfers


Cast: Rudolf Klein-Rogge, Alfred Abel, Aud Egede Nissen, Gertrude Welcker, Bernhard Goetzke, Robert Forster-Larrinaga, Paul Richterll, Hans Adalbert Schlettow, Georg John, Grete Berger, Julius Falkenstein, Lydia Potechina, Anita Berber, Paul Biensfeldt, Karl Platen





[image: image]


This two-part epic was a major commercial success in Germany in 1922, doubtless because of its everything-including-the-kitchen-sink approach, scrambling thrills, horrors, politics, satire, sex (including nude scenes!), magic, psychology, art, violence, low comedy, and special effects. Whereas the escapades of Fantômas (and even Fu Manchu) belong to that netherworld between the surreal and the pulpy, Dr. Mabuse was intended from the outset not merely as flamboyant thriller but as pointed editorial, using the figure of the master-of-disguise supercriminal to embody the real evils of its era.


The subtitles of each of the film’s two parts, harping on about “our time,” underline the point made obvious in the opening act, in which Mabuse’s gang steals a Swiss-Dutch trade agreement—not to make use of the secret information, but to create a momentary stock market panic that allows Mabuse (Rudolf Klein-Rogge), in disguise as a cartoon plutocrat with top hat and fur coat, to make a fast fortune. He also employs a band of blind men as forgers, contributing to the feeling that German audiences at the time had that money was worthless (Mabuse sees this coming and orders his men to switch over to forging U.S. currency, since even real marks aren’t worth as much as counterfeit dollars).


The film’s eponymous villain shuffles photographs as if they were a deck of cards, selecting his identity for the day from various disguises, but it is nearly two hours before his “real” name is confirmed—by which time, we have seen Mabuse in several other guises, from respected psychiatrist to degenerate gambler to hotel manager. In Part 2, he appears as a one-armed stage illusionist, and finally loses his grip on the fragile core of his identity to become a ranting madman, tormented by the hollow-cheeked specters of those he has killed and, in a moment that still startles, by the creaking-to-life of vast, grotesque statues and bits of machinery in his final lair. Director Fritz Lang, and others, would return to Mabuse, still embodying the ills of the age—notably in the early talkie Das Testament des Dr. Mabuse (1933) and the 1961 high-tech surveillance melodrama The Thousand Eyes of Dr. Mabuse. KN
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1920s




NANOOK OF THE NORTH (1922)





U.S. (Les Frères Revillon, Pathé) 79m Silent BW


Director: Robert J. Flaherty


Producer: Robert J. Flaherty


Screenplay: Robert J. Flaherty


Photography: Robert J. Flaherty


Music: Stanley Silverman


Cast: Nanook, Nyla, Cunayou, Allee, Allegoo, Berry Kroeger (narrator—1939 re-release)
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The history of “documentary” filmmaking—an approach generally thought to involve a filmmaker’s recording of an unmediated reality—begins really with the invention of the cinema itself, but for better or worse the nickname “father of the documentary” has generally been bestowed on Robert J. Flaherty. Raised near the U.S.–Canadian border, Flaherty loved exploring the far-off wilderness from an early age, and after his studies went to work as a mineral prospector in Canada’s Far North. Before one of his trips, someone suggested he bring along a movie camera; over the next few years, Flaherty would film hours of material of both the land and its inhabitants, which in 1916 he began showing in private screenings in Toronto. The response was enthusiastic, but just as he was about to ship his footage to the United States, he dropped a cigarette ash and his entire negative—30,000 feet—burst into flames. Flaherty took years to raise enough money to go back north and shoot again; when he finally succeeded (thanks to Revillon Frères, a French furrier), he decided to focus his efforts on filming one Nanook, a celebrated Inuit hunter. Based on his memory of the best of what he had shot before, Flaherty fashioned the events to be included in the new film, including things Nanook commonly did, some things he never did, and some things he used to do but hadn’t done in a while. The result was the deeply influential, but endlessly debated, Nanook of the North.


A series of vignettes that detail the life of Nanook and his family over a few weeks, Flaherty’s film is a kind of romantic ode to human courage and fortitude in the face of an overwhelming and essentially hostile Nature. Despite Nanook getting pride of place in the title, many audiences are left with the memory of the arbitrary fury of the arctic landscape. Indeed, the film received a powerful (if tragic) publicity boost when it was revealed that Nanook and his family had indeed perished in a raging snowstorm not long after the film was completed, giving Nanook of the North’s extraordinary and already powerful final sequence—in which the family looks for shelter from a storm—a terrible poignancy.


Many contemporary film students are critical of the picture because so much of it seems staged for the camera—several times you can practically hear Flaherty barking out directions to Nanook and the others—but the film’s many defenders over the years, such as André Bazin, wisely pointed out that Flaherty’s most remarkable achievement here is the way he seemed to capture the texture of their daily lives. The details of the walrus hunt, such as whether or when a gun was used, seem less important than Flaherty’s decision to simply follow in long shot Nanook’s slow crawl toward his prey; if Nanook’s beaming face as he warms his son’s hands is part of an act, then he was simply one of the great screen performers in history. Call it what you will—documentary, fiction, or some hybrid—Nanook of the North remains one of the few films that completely deserves its description as a classic. RP
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NOSFERATU, EINE SYMPHONIE DES GRAUENS (1922)



NOSFERATU, A SYMPHONY OF TERROR




Germany (Jofa-Atelier Berlin-Johannisthal, Prana-Film) 94m Silent BW


Director: F.W. Murnau


Screenplay: Henrik Galeen


Photography: Günther Krampf, Fritz Arno Wagner


Music: James Bernard (restored version)


Cast: Max Schreck, Alexander Granach, Gustav von Wangenheim, Greta Schröder, Georg H. Schnell, Ruth Landshoff, John Gottowt, Gustav Botz, Max Nemetz, Wolfgang Heinz, Guido Herzfeld, Albert Venohr, Hardy von Francois
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Bram Stoker’s Dracula inspired one of the most impressive of all silent features. The source material and the medium seem almost eerily meant for each other. Stoker’s novel, largely written in the form of a series of letters, is light on traditional dialogue and heavy on description, perfect for the primarily visual storytelling of silent films. It is fitting that a story of the eternal conflict between light and darkness should be matched to a format consisting almost entirely of the interplay of light and darkness.


Director F.W. Murnau had already established himself as a star of the German Expressionist movement when he decided to adapt the Stoker novel, renamed Nosferatu after legal threats from Stoker’s estate. In fact, the finished film barely evaded a court order that all copies be destroyed, but in the end little of Stoker’s novel was ultimately altered, save the names of the characters, and indeed the success of Nosferatu led to dozens of subsequent (and mostly officially sanctioned) Dracula adaptations.


Yet Nosferatu, even so many years later, stands apart from most Dracula films. One key difference is the striking presence of star Max Schreck, whose surname translates as “fear.” Schreck plays the eponymous vampire with an almost savage simplicity. His creature of the night is little different from the rats at his command, lurching instinctively toward any sight of blood with barely disguised lust.


This explains the terror of Hutter (Gustav von Wangenheim), who has traveled to the isolated castle of Count Orlok (Schreck) high in the Carpathian Mountains to help the strange man settle some legal matters. The mere mention of Orlok silences the townsfolk with fear, and Hutter’s suspicions deepen when he discovers that the stagecoach taking him to the castle has no driver. Orlok himself offers little solace. He keeps odd hours and leaves Hutter locked in a tower. Fearing for his life—and specifically the bloodlust of his captor—he escapes and returns to Bremen, Germany. But Orlock follows, setting his sights not on Hutter but on his innocent wife, Ellen (Greta Schröder): “Your wife has a beautiful neck,” comments Orlok to Hutter. Just as her connection with Hutter helps rescue him from Orlok’s clutches, Ellen discovers that it is also up to her to lure the demonic creature to his (permanent) demise: to be vaporized by the rays of the morning sun.


With Nosferatu Murnau created some of cinema’s most lasting and haunting imagery: Count Orlok creeping through his castle, striking creepy shadows while he’s stalking Hutter; Orlock rising stiffly from his coffin; the Count, caught in a beam of sunlight, cringing in terror before fading from view. He also introduced several vampire myths that fill not just other Dracula films but permeate popular culture as well. JKl
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HÄXAN (1923)





Denmark / Sweden (Aljosha, Svensk) 87m Silent BW


Director: Benjamin Christensen


Screenplay: Benjamin Christensen


Photography: Johan Ankerstjerne


Music: Launy Grøndahl (1922), Emil Reesen (1941 version)


Cast: Elisabeth Christensen, Astrid Holm, Karen Winther, Maren Pedersen, Ella La Cour, Emmy Schønfeld, Kate Fabian, Oscar Stribolt, Clara Pontoppidan, Else Vermehren, Alice O’Fredericks, Johannes Andersen, Elith Pio, Aage Hertel, Ib Schønberg
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Pioneering Danish filmmaker Benjamin Christensen’s notorious 1922 “documentary” Häxan is a bizarre silent-film oddity that explores the nature of witchcraft and diabolism from ancient Persia through then-modern times using various cinematic approaches, from still images to models to vivid, dramatic reenactments. It is a hard film to pin down, and it defies any boundaries of genre, especially those of the documentary film, which in the early 1920s was still amorphous and undefined. Part earnest academic exercise in correlating ancient fears with misunderstandings about mental illness and part salacious horror movie, Häxan is a truly unique work that still holds the power to unnerve even in today’s jaded era.


To visualize his subject matter, Christensen fills the frames with every frightening image he can conjure out of the historical records, often freely blending fact and fantasy. We see a haggard old witch pull a severed, decomposing hand out of a bundle of sticks. There are shocking moments in which we witness a woman giving birth to two enormous demons, see a witches’ sabbath, and endure tortures by inquisition judges. We watch an endless parade of demons of all shapes and sizes, some of whom look more or less human, whereas others are almost fully animal—pigs, twisted birds, cats, and the like.


Christensen was certainly a cinematic visionary, and he had a keen notion of the powerful effects of mise-en-scène. Although Häxan is often cited as a key forerunner of such modern devil-possession films as The Exorcist (1973), it also brings to mind Tobe Hooper’s effective use of props and background detail in The Texas Chain Saw Massacre (1974) to create an enveloping atmosphere of potential violence. Häxan is a film that needs to be viewed more than once to gain a full appreciation of the set design and decoration—the eerie use of props, claustrophobic sets, and chiaroscuro lighting to set the tone. It is no surprise that the surrealists were so fond of the film and that its life was extended in the late 1960s, when it was reissued as a midnight movie with narration by none other than William S. Burroughs. JKe
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1920s




FOOLISH WIVES (1923)





U.S. (Universal) 85m Silent BW


Director: Erich von Stroheim


Screenplay: Marian Ainslee, Walter Anthony, Erich von Stroheim


Photography: William H. Daniels, Ben F. Reynolds


Music: Sigmund Romberg


Cast: Rudolph Christians, Miss DuPont, Maude George, Mae Busch, Erich von Stroheim, Dale Fuller, Al Edmundsen, Cesare Gravina, Malvina Polo, Louis K. Webb, Mrs. Kent, C.J. Allen, Edward Reinach





Although Greed is Erich von Stroheim’s most famous film, Foolish Wives is his masterpiece. Like Greed, it was heavily reedited, but what remains (especially after a major 1972 restoration) is a more accomplished and consistent work. Stroheim himself stars as the unscrupulous Count Karamzin, a Monte Carlo-based pseudoaristocrat who sets out to seduce the neglected wife of an American diplomat.


This witty, ruthlessly objective film confirms its director as the cinema’s first great ironist. The antihero Karamzin is skewered with sardonic relish—absurdly foolish, brazenly insincere, thoroughly indiscriminate in his taste in women, and, when the chips are down, contemptibly cowardly—but he and his decadent colleagues are so much more entertaining than the virtuous American hubby and his commonplace spouse. The film’s tone of cool, lively detachment is enhanced by its exhaustive elaboration of the world around the characters, articulating space through visual strategies (such as layered depth, peripheral motions, and multiple setups) that make us intensely aware of the entire 360-degree field of each scene. Stroheim stacks the deck by placing his dull, flat Americans in dull, flat spaces; otherwise, there’s hardly a shot that doesn’t dazzle the eye with rich, shimmering interplay of detail, lighting, gesture, and movement. MR
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OUR HOSPITALITY (1923)





U.S. (Joseph M. Schenck) 74m Silent BW


Director: John G. Blystone, Buster Keaton


Producer: Joseph M. Schenck


Screenplay: Clyde Bruckman, Jean C. Havez


Photography: Gordon Jennings, Elgin Lessley


Cast: Joe Roberts, Ralph Bushman, Craig Ward, Monte Collins, Joe Keaton, Kitty Bradbury, Natalie Talmadge, Buster Keaton Jr., Buster Keaton





Arguably as great a film as the better-known The General (1927), Our Hospitality— Buster Keaton’s masterly satire of traditional Southern manners—kicks off with a beautifully staged dramatic prologue that establishes the absurdly murderous parameters of the age-old feud between two families. By the time the main story takes over, Buster’s Willie McKay is a twenty-something innocent, raised in New York but returning (thanks to a wondrously funny odyssey involving a primitive train) to his familial town, where his courtship of a girl met en route—the daughter, as it happens, of the clan still sworn to spilling his blood—places him in deadly peril, even though Southern hospitality dictates his enemies treat him properly as long as he’s in their home.


Much of the humor thereafter derives from a darkly ironic situation whereby Willie determines to remain a guest of his would-be killers while they smilingly try to ensure his departure. Keaton’s wit relies not on individual gags but on a firm grasp of character, predicament, period, place, and camera framing (see how he keeps the camera moving after he’s fallen off the ludicrous bicycle it has been tracking alongside); the result is not only very funny, but also dramatically substantial and suspenseful—nowhere more so than the justly celebrated sequence when Willie saves his beloved from plunging over a waterfall. Never was Keaton’s sense of timing so miraculous, his ability to elicit laughter and excitement simultaneously so gloriously evident. GA
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LA ROUE (1923)



THE WHEEL




France (Abel Gance) 273m Silent BW


Director: Abel Gance


Producer: Abel Gance, Charles Pathé


Screenplay: Abel Gance


Photography: Gaston Brun, Marc Bujard, Léonce-Henri Burel, Maurice Duverger


Music: Arthur Honegger


Cast: Severin-Mars, Ivy Close, Gabriel de Gravone, Pierre Magnier, Gil Clary, Max Maxudian, Georges Térof





Visionary French filmmaker Abel Gance’s The Wheel opens with a spectacular fast-cut train crash, as revolutionary to spectators in 1922 as the Lumières’s train arriving in a station in 1895. Railwayman Sisif (Severin-Mars) saves Norma (Ivy Close) from the crash and brings her up as his daughter. Both he and his son Elie (Gabriel de Gravone) fall in love with her, so Sisif marries her off to a rich man. She and Elie eventually fall in love; both her husband and Elie die after a struggle. Sisif goes blind and dies, after being tended by Norma.


Then, as now, opinions on what was originally a sprawling nine-hour film are divided. The Wheel’s melodramatic plot was combined with wide-ranging literary references, including Greek tragedy, as is suggested by Sisif’s name (Sisyphus) and his blindness associated with incestuous desire (Oedipus). These “pretensions” were seen by intellectuals to conflict with the film’s extraordinary cinematographic techniques (such as the accelerating montage sequences based on musical rhythms), which related the film to avant-garde preoccupations with a “pure” cinema and Cubist concerns with machines as the emblem of modernity. The film’s contradictions are admirably brought together in the central metaphor of the title: the wheel of fate (Sisif/Sisyphus ends up driving the funicular railway up and down Mont Blanc), the wheel of desire, the wheel of the film itself with its many cyclical patterns. PP
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1920s



THE THIEF OF BAGDAD (1924)





U.S. (Douglas Fairbanks) 155m Silent BW (tinted)


Director: Raoul Walsh


Producer: Douglas Fairbanks


Screenplay: Douglas Fairbanks, Lotta Woods


Photography: Arthur Edeson


Music: Mortimer Wilson


Cast: Douglas Fairbanks, Snitz Edwards, Charles Belcher, Julanne Johnston, Sojin, Anna May Wong, Brandon Hurst, Tote Du Crow, Noble Johnson





The Thief of Bagdad marked the culmination of Douglas Fairbanks’s career as the ultimate hero of swashbuckling costume spectacles. It is also one of the most visually breathtaking movies ever made, a unique and integral conception by a genius of film design, William Cameron Menzies. Building his mythical Bagdad on a six-and-a-half-acre site (the biggest in Hollywood history), Menzies created a shimmering, magical world, as insubstantial yet as real and haunting as a dream, with its reflective floors, soaring minarets, flying carpets, ferocious dragons, and winged horses.


As Ahmed the Thief in quest of his Princess, Fairbanks—bare chested and with clinging silken garments—explored a new sensuous eroticism in his screen persona, and found an appropriate costar in Anna May Wong, as the Mongol slave girl. Although the nominal director was the gifted and able Raoul Walsh, the overall concept for The Thief of Bagdad was Fairbanks’s own, as producer, writer, star, stuntman, and showman of unbounded ambition. (Side note: the uncredited Persian Prince in the film is played by a woman, Mathilde Comont.) DR
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STACHKA (1924)



STRIKE




U.S.S.R. (Goskino, Proletkult) 82m Silent BW


Director: Sergei M. Eisenstein


Producer: Boris Mikhin


Screenplay: Grigori Aleksandrov, Sergei M. Eisenstein


Photography: Vasili Khvatov, Vladimir Popov, Eduard Tisse


Cast: Grigori Aleksandrov, Aleksandr Antonov, Yudif Glizer, Mikhail Gomorov, I. Ivanov, Ivan Klyukvin, Anatoli Kuznetsov, M. Mamin, Maksim Shtraukh, Vladimir Uralsky, Vera Yanukova, Boris Yurtsev
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Sergei M. Eisenstein was a revolutionary in every sense, forging a radically new breed of montage-based cinema from an unprecedented merger of Marxist philosophy, Constructivist aesthetics, and his own fascination with the visual contrasts, conflicts, and contradictions built into the dynamics of film itself.


Strike, his first feature, was intended as one installment in a series of works about the rise of Marxist-Leninist rule. Censorship by the new Soviet government thwarted many of Eisenstein’s dreams in ensuing years, and this series never got beyond its initial production. Nonetheless, the feverishly energetic Strike stands on its own as a tour de force of expressive propaganda and the laboratory in which seminal ideas for his later silent masterpieces—The Battleship Potemkin (1925), October (1927), and Old and New (1928)—were first tested and refined.


Strike depicts a labor uprising in a Russian factory, where workers are goaded toward rebellion by the owners’ greed and dishonesty. We see simmering unrest among the laborers, an act of treachery that pushes them into action, the excitement of their mutiny followed by the hardships of prolonged unemployment, and finally the counterstrike of the factory owners, abetted by troops who engage in wholesale slaughter of the workers. The film ends with an electrifying example of what Eisenstein called “intellectual montage,” intercutting the massacre of strikers with images of animals being slain in a slaughterhouse.


The acting in Strike is as unconventional as its editing techniques, mixing naturalistic portrayals of the workers with stylized portrayals of the owners and their spies. The film illustrates Soviet theories of “typage,” calling for actors who physically resemble the character types they play, and the “collective hero,” whereby a story’s protagonist is not a single individual but rather all the people standing on the correct side of history.


The political imperatives of Strike have dated since its premiere in 1925, but its visual power has not waned. “I don’t believe in the kino-eye,” Eisenstein once remarked, referring to a catchword of Dziga Vertov, his colleague and rival. “I believe in the kino-fist.” That hard-hitting philosophy galvanizes every sequence of this unique film. DS
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GREED (1924)





U.S. (MGM) 140m Silent BW


Director: Erich von Stroheim


Producer: Louis B. Mayer


Screenplay: Joseph Farnham, June Mathis, from the novel McTeague by Frank Norris


Photography: William H. Daniels, Ben F. Reynolds


Cast: Zasu Pitts, Gibson Gowland, Jean Hersholt, Dale Fuller, Tempe Pigott, Sylvia Ashton, Chester Conklin, Frank Hayes, Joan Standing
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The first movie ever shot entirely on location, Greed is notorious as much for the story behind its making as for its considerable artistic power. Director Erich von Stroheim wanted to make the most realistic movie possible with his adaptation of Frank Norris’s novel McTeague, about the rise and violently murderous fall of working-class San Francisco dentist John “Mac” McTeague. But his creation, originally commissioned by the director-friendly Goldwyn Company, was destroyed when the studio became Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM), with von Stroheim’s nemesis Irving Thalberg as the new General Manager.


MGM wanted a commercial film, and von Stroheim wanted to create an experiment in cinematic realism worthy of the 1990s Dogme school. During the two-year shoot, he rented an apartment on Laguna Street in San Francisco that became the set for Mac’s (Gibson Gowland) dental parlors. Many of the scenes there were shot entirely with natural light. Von Stroheim also insisted that his actors live in the apartment to help them get into character. One of the fascinations in watching Greed is seeing all the historic San Francisco locations as they were in the early 1920s. When it came time to shoot the film’s final climactic moments in Death Valley, von Stroheim shipped his whole crew out to the 120°F desert location, where the cameras became so overheated they had to be wrapped with iced towels.


The director’s first cut was nearly nine hours long. It was a painstaking reenactment of Norris’s novel, which itself was a re-creation of an actual crime that took place during the early 1880s. After a quack doctor helps Mac escape the Northern California mining town of his childhood, he becomes a dentist in San Francisco. There he meets Trina (Zasu Pitts), with whom he falls in love during a memorably creepy tooth-drilling scene. His best friend and rival for Trina’s affections is Marcus (Jean Hersholt), who grants Mac permission to marry Trina but changes his mind after she wins a lottery. Using his connections in local government, Marcus manages to put Mac out of business and send his former friend into a free fall of back-breaking day labor, drunkenness, and wife beating.


Trina turns to her lottery winnings as a source of satisfaction, hoarding her thousands in gold coins while she and Mac starve. One of Greed’s most famous scenes has Trina climbing into bed with her money, caressing it, and rolling around with erotic abandon. Shortly thereafter Mac murders her, steals the money, and heads out to Death Valley where his life comes to a bitter end when Marcus hunts him down.


Only a small handful of people ever saw the original nine-hour version of Greed. After von Stroheim’s friend helped him cut the picture down to eighteen reels, or about four hours, the studios took it away from him and handed it over to a low-ranking editor who reduced it to 140 minutes. This version of the film, which von Stroheim called “a mutilation of my sincere work at the hands of the MGM executives,” is nevertheless stark, captivating, and genuinely disturbing.


In 1999, film restorer Rick Schmidlin released a four-hour version of Greed that was reconstructed from original production stills and von Stroheim’s shooting script. AN
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SHERLOCK, JR. (1924)





U.S. (Buster Keaton) 44m Silent BW


Director: Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, Buster Keaton


Producer: Joseph M. Schenck, Buster Keaton


Screenplay: Clyde Bruckman, Jean C. Havez


Photography: Byron Houck Elgin Lessley


Music: Myles Boisen, Sheldon Brown, Beth Custer, Steve Kirk, Nik Phelps


Cast: Buster Keaton, Kathryn McGuire, Joe Keaton, Erwin Connelly, Ward Crane Ward Crane
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Sherlock, Jr. is Buster Keaton’s shortest feature film, yet it is a remarkable achievement, possessing a tightly integrated plot, stunning athleticism (Keaton did all his own stunts, unknowingly breaking his neck during one of them), artistic virtuosity, and an avant-garde exploration of the perennial dichotomy of reality versus illusion. Keaton here plays a projectionist and detective wannabe falsely accused of stealing from his girlfriend’s father. Framed by a rival suitor (Ward Crane), the young man is banished from the girl’s home. Dejected, he falls asleep on the job. In his dream state, he transcends into the screen (in a brilliant sequence of optical effects), where he is the dapper protagonist Sherlock, Jr.—the world’s second greatest detective.


Unbelievable stunts and complicated gags move this 44-minute film along at a fever pitch. At first, the cinematic reality refuses to accept this new protagonist and the tension between the two worlds is magnificently presented via a montage of spatial shifts that land our bewildered hero in a lion’s den, amid roaring waves, and in a snowdrift. Gradually, he assimilates fully into the film world. In the mise-en-abyme storyline, the villain (also played by Ward Crane) is trying to kill the hero in vain, before Sherlock, Jr. solves the mystery of the stolen pearls.


Sherlock, Jr. not only features the incredible stunts for which Keaton is famous, but also poses a number of issues. From a social perspective, it is a commentary on the fantasies about upward mobility in American society. On a psychological plane, it introduces the motif of the double striving for fulfillment in imaginary spaces, as the protagonist is unable to achieve it in ordinary, tangible reality. Above all, the film is a reflection on the nature of art, a theme that resurfaces again in The Cameraman (1928), when Keaton’s focus shifts from medium to spectator.


Keaton’s films remain interesting today, in part due to the director-star’s almost otherworldly stoicism (compared to Chaplin’s pathos), and in part due to their occasionally surreal nature (admired by Luis Buñuel and Federico García Lorca) and their delving into the nature of cinema and existence itself. Chuck Jones, Woody Allen, Wes Craven, Jackie Chan, and Steven Spielberg are among the filmmakers to pay homage to Keaton’s irresistible mischief, and his films remain perhaps the most accessible of all silent movies. RDe
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DER LETZTE MANN (1924)



THE LAST LAUGH




Germany (Universum, UFA) 77m Silent BW


Director: F.W. Murnau


Producer: Erich Pommer


Screenplay: Carl Mayer


Photography: Robert Baberske, Karl Freund


Music: Giuseppe Becce, Timothy Brock, Peter Schirmann


Cast: Emil Jannings, Maly Delschaft, Max Hiller, Emilie Kurz, Hans Unterkircher, Olaf Storm, Hermann Vallentin, Georg John, Emmy Wyda





Despite a ludicrously unconvincing happy ending grafted on at the insistence of UFA, F.W. Murnau’s The Last Laugh remains a very impressive attempt to tell a story without the use of intertitles. The plot itself is nothing special—a hotel commissionaire, humiliated by his loss in status when he is demoted to lavatory attendant because of his advancing years, sinks so low that he is tempted to steal back his beloved uniform (the symbol of his professional pride). In some respects the film is merely a vehicle for one of Emil Janning’s typically grandstand performances.


Above and beyond this somewhat pathetic parable, however, exists one of Murnau’s typically eloquent explorations of cinematic space: the camera prowls around with astonishing fluidity, articulating the protagonist’s relationship with the world as it follows him around the hotel, the city streets, and his home in the slum tenements. Some of the camera work is “subjective.” as when his drunken perceptions are rendered by optical distortion; at other times, it is the camera’s mobility that is evocative, as when it passes through the revolving doors that serve as a symbol of destiny. The dazzling technique on display may, in fact, be rather too grand for the simple story of one old man, yet there is no denying the virtuosity either of Murnau’s mise-en-scène or of Karl Freund’s camera work. GA
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SEVEN CHANCES (1925)





U.S. (Buster Keaton) 56m Silent BW / Technicolor


Director: Buster Keaton


Producer: Joseph M. Schenck, Buster Keaton


Screenplay: Clyde Bruckman, Jean C. Havez, Joseph A. Mitchell


Photography: Byron Houck, Elgin Lessley


Cast: Buster Keaton, T. Roy Barnes, Snitz Edwards, Ruth Dwyer, Frances Raymond, Erwin Connelly, Jules Cowles





Every kind of cinematic gag gets worked out in Seven Chances, engineering laughter from an astonishing interplay of time, space, and physicality. Take the famous camera angle inside a church—Buster asleep in the front pew, invisible to the hundreds of grotesque women who completely fill the space behind him. (This is really all that remains in the film’s woeful 1999 remake, The Bachelor.)


The serene nuttiness of Keaton’s gag concepts buoyed the hearts of the surrealists who were his contemporaries: the plot’s irrational fixation on the number seven (seven chances for Buster to be married on his twenty-seventh birthday by seven o’clock); or the wondrous gags that make complete nonsense of any fixed human identity—as in the sequence where a bunch of supposedly white, all-American, adult women turn out to be (respectively) a little girl, Jewish, black, and male.


Keaton’s best and most extended gag sequences are dynamic and transformative. The whole world seems to unshape and reshape itself before our eyes. In the climactic chase sequence, Buster is pursued by an enormous pack of vengeful women. After he trips on a few rocks, suddenly Earth itself is after him, in the form of a huge avalanche. AM
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THE PHANTOM OF THE OPERA (1925)





U.S. (Universal Pictures) 93m Silent BW / Color (2-strip Technicolor)


Director: Rupert Julian, Lon Chaney


Producer: Carl Laemmle


Screenplay: Gaston Leroux


Photography: Milton Bridenbecker, Virgil Miller, Charles Van Enger


Music: Gustav Hinrichs (1925 version), David Broekman, Sam Perry, William Schiller (1929 version)


Cast: Lon Chaney, Mary Philbin, Norman Kerry, Arthur Edmund Carewe, Gibson Gowland, John St. Polis, Snitz Edwards
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This 1925 silent remains the closest adaption of Gaston Leroux’s trash masterpiece of the same name, a novel that has a terrific setting and a great central figure but a plot that creaks at every turn. The film is a strange combination of plodding direction (mostly from Rupert Julian, though other hands intervened) and incredible Universal Pictures set design, so that stick-figure characters—weedy hero Norman Kerry is especially annoying—pose in front of incredibly impressive tableaux.


The Phantom of the Opera delivers a series of masterly moments that cover up its rickety structure: the masked ball (a brief Technicolor sequence), where the Phantom shows up dressed as Edgar Allan Poe’s Red Death; the chandelier-dropping where the Phantom lets the audience know what he thinks of the current diva; various trips into the magical underworld beneath the Paris Opera House; and—best of all—the unmasking in which the tragic villain’s disfigured skullface is first seen (so shocking that even the camera is terrified, going briefly out of focus).


The reason this film is a classic is that it enshrines one of the greatest bits of melodramatic acting in the silent cinema—Lon Chaney’s impeccably dressed, lovelorn, violent ghoul-genius. Favorite intertitle: “You are dancing on the tombs of tortured men!” KN


See all movies from the 1920s




1920s




BRONENOSETS POTYOMKIN (1925)



THE BATTLESHIP POTEMKIN




U.S.S.R. (Goskino, Mosfilm) 75m Silent BW


Director: Grigori Aleksandrov, Sergei M. Eisenstein


Producer: Jacob Bliokh


Screenplay: Nina Agadzhanova, Sergei M. Eisenstein


Photography: Vladimir Popov, Eduard Tisse


Music: Nikolai Kryukov, Edmund Meisel, Dmitri Shostakovich


Cast: Aleksandr Antonov, Vladimir Barsky, Grigori Aleksandrov, Mikhail Gomorov, Ivan Bobrov, Beatrice Vitoldi, N. Poltavseva, Julia Eisenstein
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The Battleship Potemkin—such a famous film! Sergei Eisenstein’s second feature was to become not just a point of ideological conflict between the East and the West, the Left and the Right, but a must-see film for every cinema lover on the planet. Decades of censorship and militant support, countless words analyzing its structure, its symbolism, its sources and effects, and thousands of visual quotations have all served to make it very difficult for us to see the story behind the film. Eisensteins’s The Battleship Potemkin may not be historically accurate, but his legendary vision of oppression and rebellion, individual and collective action, and its artistic ambition to work simultaneously with bodies, light, trivial objects, symbols, faces, movement, geometrical forms and more is a unique keyboard. As a true artist of film, he manages to elaborate a magnificent and touching myth.


It should be kept in mind, however, that this aesthetic sensibility was endowed with political significance as well: the “changing of the world by conscious men” that had been dreamed of in those times and was known by the term “Revolution.” But even without an awareness of what it meant, or—better—without a precise awareness of what it eventually turned into, the wind of an epic adventure still blows on the screen here, and makes it move. Whatever else one chooses to call it, this adventure is the unique impulse that drives the people of Odessa toward liberty, the sailors of the eponymous battleship to battle against hunger and humiliation, and the filmmaker himself to invent new cinematic forms and rhythms.


The Battleship Potemkin has been seen too often in excerpted form, or on the basis of its most famous scenes and sequences. It may come as something of a surprise to find how powerful it is to see the film in its entirety—that is to say, as a dramatic and touching story—rather than treating it as a priceless jewelry box from which to remove individual pieces on occasion.


Such a renewed, innocent approach to the film will bring back a real sense of being to those icons that have become familiar to us all: the baby carriage on the steps; the face of the dead sailor under the tent at the end of the pier; the worms in the meat; the leather boots; the iron guns pointed toward bodies and faces; the glasses of a blind political, military, and religious power waiting in the void. Then, before it all becomes ideological interpretation, the stone lion coming alive to roar with anger and a desire to live will become a metaphor for the film itself—and for the high and daring idea of cinema it was bearing—escaping from its monumental status to be found, alive and fresh once again, by every new pair of eyes that looks upon it. J-MF


See all movies from the 1920s




1920s




THE GOLD RUSH (1925)





U.S. (Charles Chaplin) 72m Silent BW


Director: Charles Chaplin


Producer: Charles Chaplin


Screenplay: Charles Chaplin


Photography: Roland Totheroh


Music: Max Terr (1942 version)


Cast: Charles Chaplin, Mack Swain, Tom Murray, Henry Bergman, Malcolm Waite, Georgia Hale
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The Gold Rush affirmed Charles Chaplin’s belief that tragedy and comedy are never far apart. His unlikely dual inspiration came from viewing some stereoscope slides of the privations of prospectors in the Klondyke Gold Rush of 1896–98, and reading a book about the Donner Party Disaster of 1846, when a party of immigrants, snowbound in the Sierra Nevada, were reduced to eating their own moccasins and the corpses of their dead comrades. Out of these grim and unlikely themes, Chaplin created high comedy. The familiar Little Tramp becomes a gold prospector, joining the mass of brave optimists to face all the hazards of cold, starvation, solitude, and the occasional incursion of a grizzly bear.


The film was in every respect the most elaborate undertaking of Chaplin’s career. For two weeks the unit shot on location at Truckee in the snow country of the Sierra Nevada. Here Chaplin faithfully recreated the historic image of the prospectors struggling up the Chilkoot Pass. Some 600 extras, many drawn from the vagrants and derelicts of Sacramento, were brought by train to clamber up the 2,300-foot pass dug through the mountain snow. For the main shooting, the unit returned to the Hollywood studio, where a remarkably convincing miniature mountain range was created out of timber, chicken wire, burlap, plaster, salt, and flour. In addition, the studio technicians devised exquisite models to produce the special effects that Chaplin required, like the miners’ hut, which is blown by the tempest to teeter on the edge of a precipice, for one of cinema’s most sustained sequences of comic suspense. Often it is impossible to detect the shifts in the film from model to full-size set.


The Gold Rush abounds with now-classic comedy scenes. The historic horrors of the starving 19th-century pioneers inspired the sequence in which the Little Tramp and his partner Big Jim (Mack Swain) are snowbound and ravenous. The Little Tramp cooks his boot, with all the airs of a gourmet. In the eyes of the delirious Big Jim, he is intermittently transformed into an oven-worthy chicken—a triumph both for the cameramen, who had to effect the elaborate trick work entirely in the camera, and for Chaplin, who magically assumes the characteristics of a bird.


The lone prospector’s dream of hosting a New Year’s dinner for the beautiful dance-hall girl (Georgia Hale, who replaced sixteen-year-old Lita Grey when Lita became pregnant and married Chaplin) provides the opportunity for another famous Chaplin set piece: the dance of the rolls. The gag had been seen in films before, but Chaplin gives unique personality to the dancing legs created out of forks and bread rolls.


Today, The Gold Rush appears as one of Chaplin’s most perfectly accomplished films. Though his affections for his own work changed over time, to the end of his life he would frequently declare that this film was the one by which he would most wish to be remembered. DR


See all movies from the 1920s




1920s




THE BIG PARADE (1925)





U.S. (MGM) 141m Silent BW (tinted sequences)


Director: King Vidor


Producer: Irving Thalberg


Screenplay: Harry Behn, Joseph Farnham


Photography: John Arnold


Music: William Axt, Maurice Baron, David Mendoza


Cast: John Gilbert, Renée Adorée, Hobart Bosworth, Claire McDowell, Claire Adams, Robert Ober, Tom O’Brien, Karl Dane, Rosita Marstini, George Beranger, Frank Currier
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Based on a story by Laurence Stallings, who wrote the Broadway smash What Price Glory?, King Vidor’s epic film about the American experience of World War I traces the adventures of three soldiers from different backgrounds who find themselves in France. Rich boy Jim (John Gilbert), whose fiancée had encouraged him to join up, meets a beautiful French woman (Renée Adorée) in the village where their unit has been assigned lodging. In one of The Big Parade’s most tender scenes, she clutches the boot he has left with her as the soldiers make their way to the front. Once they arrive at the trenches, the battle of Belleau Wood commences. Attacking a machine gun nest, Jim’s two buddies are killed and he is wounded. Seeking refuge in a shell hole, he discovers a dying German soldier already occupying it and the two share a cigarette. Eventually, he is found and then taken to a field hospital. His attempts to reach the farmhouse fail as he falls unconscious.


Back in America, Jim is reunited with his family, but is bitterly unhappy because he has lost a leg. His fiancée, in any case, has now fallen in love with his brother. Finally, Jim accepts his mother’s advice and returns to France, where in the film’s most moving scene he locates his lost love as she is helping her mother plow the fields. With its expert mixture of physical comedy (particularly in the French farmhouse scenes) and well-staged action, The Big Parade proved an immense success—a testimony to producer Irving Thalberg’s oversight of the project—and counts as one of the triumphs of the late silent era.


Gilbert turns in a fine performance as Jim, showing the box-office appeal that made him one of the era’s biggest stars, and Adorée is appropriately appealing as his love interest. Because it shows the horrors of war, The Big Parade has often been thought a pacifist tract, but in truth its politics are muted. As Thalberg wanted, the film is much more of a comedy romance, with the war serving as the means through which Jim becomes a man and discovers the kind of life he really wants to live. RBP


See all movies from the 1920s




1920s




METROPOLIS (1927)





Germany (Universum/UFA) 120m Silent BW


Director: Fritz Lang


Producer: Erich Pommer


Screenplay: Fritz Lang, Thea von Harbou


Photography: Karl Freund, Günther Rittau


Music: Gottfried Huppertz


Cast: Alfred Abel, Gustav Fröhlich, Brigitte Helm, Rudolf Klein-Rogge, Fritz Rasp, Theodor Loos, Heinrich George
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Originally clocking in at over two hours, Fritz Lang’s Metropolis is the first science-fiction epic, with huge sets, thousands of extras, then-state-of-the-art special effects, lots of sex and violence, a heavy-handed moral, big acting, a streak of Germanic gothicism, and groundbreaking fantasy sequences. Bankrolled by UFA, Germany’s giant film studio, it was controversial in its day and proved a box-office disaster that nearly ruined the studio.


The plot is almost as simplistic as a fairy tale, with Freder Fredersen (Gustav Frölich), pampered son of the Master of Metropolis (Alfred Abel), learning of the wretched lives of the multitude of workers who keep the gleaming supercity going. Freder comes to understand the way things work by the saintly Maria (Brigitte Helm), a pacifist who constantly preaches mediation in industrial disputes, as well as by secretly working on a hellish ten-hour shift at one of the grinding machines. The Master consults with mad engineer Rotwang (Rudolf Klein-Rogge), who has created a feminoid robot he reshapes to be an evil double of Maria and unleashes on the city. The robotrix goes from dancing naked in a decadent nightspot to inciting a destructive riot, which allows Lang to get the most value out of the huge factory sets by blowing them up and/or flooding them, but Freder and the real Maria save the day by rescuing the city’s children from a flood. Society is reunited when Maria decrees that the heart (Freder) must mediate between the brain (the Master) and the hands (the workers).


Shortly after its premiere, the expensive film was pulled from distribution and reedited against Lang’s wishes: this truncated, simplified form remained best-known, even in the colorized Giorgio Moroder remix of the 1980s, until the twenty-first century, when a partial restoration—with tactful linking titles to fill in the scenes that remain irretrievably missing—made it much closer to Lang’s original vision. This version not only adds many scenes that went unseen for decades, but also restores their order in the original version and puts in the proper intertitles. Up to that point rated as a spectacular but simplistic science-fiction film, this new-old version reveals that the futuristic setting isn’t intended as prophetic but mythical, with elements of 1920s architecture, industry, design, and politics mingled with the medieval and the Biblical to produce images of striking strangeness: a futuristic robot burned at the stake, a steel-handed mad scientist who is also a fifteenth-century alchemist, the trudging workers of a vast factory plodding into the jaws of a machine that is also the ancient god Moloch. Frölich’s performance as the hero who represents the heart is still wildly overdone, but Klein-Rogge’s engineer Rotwang, Abel’s Master of Metropolis, and especially Helm in the dual role of saintly savior and metal femme fatale are astonishing. By restoring a great deal of story delving into the mixed motivations of the characters, the wild plot now makes more sense, and we can see it is as much a twisted family drama as an epic of repression, revolution, and reconciliation. KN
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1920s




SUNRISE (1927)





U.S. (Fox) 97m Silent BW


Director: F.W. Murnau


Producer: William Fox


Screenplay: Hermann Sudermann, Carl Mayer


Photography: Charles Rosher, Karl Struss


Music: Timothy Brock, Hugo Riesenfeld


Cast: George O’Brien, Janet Gaynor, Margaret Livingston, Bodil Rosing, J. Farrell MacDonald, Ralph Sipperly, Jane Winton, Arthur Housman, Eddie Boland, Barry Norton


Oscars: William Fox (unique and artistic picture), Janet Gaynor (actress), Charles Rosher, Karl Struss (photography)


Oscar nomination: Rochus Gliese (art direction)
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Trivia buffs might note that although many history books often cite Wings (1927) as the first Best Picture recipient at the Academy Awards, the honor actually went to two films: William Wellman’s Wings, for “production,” and F.W. Murnau’s Sunrise, for “unique and artistic production.” If the latter category sounds more impressive than the former, that explains (in part at least) why Sunrise, and not Wings, remains one of the most revered films of all time. William Fox initially drew Murnau to America with the promise of a big budget and total creative freedom, and the fact that Murnau made the most of it with this stunning masterpiece ratified his peerless reputation as a cinematic genius.


Sunrise itself is deceptively simple. Subtitled somewhat enigmatically A Song of Two Humans, the film focuses on a country-dwelling married couple whose lives are disrupted by a temptress from the city. But Murnau draws waves of emotion from what could have been a rote melodrama, further enhanced by a bevy of groundbreaking filmmaking techniques. Most notable is the use of sound effects, pushing silent cinema one step closer to the talkie era—an achievement unfairly overshadowed by The Jazz Singer, released later in 1927. Murnau also creatively manipulates the use and effect of title cards (three years earlier, he had directed the title-free The Last Laugh).


The most striking aspect of Sunrise is its camera work. Working with a pair of cinematographers, Charles Rosher and Karl Struss, Murnau borrowed from his own experience in the German Expressionist movement as well as from the pastoral portraits of the Dutch masters, particularly Jan Vermeer. Linked with graceful and inventive camera movements and accented with in-camera tricks (such as multiple exposures), each scene of Sunrise looks like a masterful still photograph.


As magical as the imagery may be, the very simplicity of the story lends Sunrise a formidable dramatic weight. George O’Brien, pondering the murder of his innocent wife Janet Gaynor, is wracked with guilt, and his wife responds with appropriate terror once his intentions become obvious. The boat trip leading to her intended demise is fraught with both suspense and an odd sense of sadness, as the good O’Brien struggles to bring his monstrous thoughts to their fruition. Margaret Livingston, as the urban seductress, in many ways seems like the feminine equivalent of Murnau’s vampire Count Orlok (from the 1922 film Nosferatu), relentlessly preying on poor O’Brien’s soul. In one scene he is even beset by spectral images of her, surrounding him, clutching at him, and provoking him with her murderous desires.


Alas, the film turned out to be a box-office flop, and Murnau died in a car accident a few years later. But Sunrise remains a benchmark by which all other films—silent or not—should be measured, a pinnacle of craft in a more primitive age whose sophistication belies the resources at the time. Its shadow looms over several subsequent great works, from Orson Welles’s Citizen Kane (1941) to Jean Cocteau’s Beauty and the Beast (1946), yet at the same time its own brilliance is inimitable. JKl
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1920s




THE GENERAL (1927)





U.S. (Buster Keaton, United Artists) 75m Silent BW (Sepiatone)


Director: Clyde Bruckman, Buster Keaton


Producer: Buster Keaton, Joseph M. Schenck


Screenplay: Al Boasberg, Clyde Bruckman


Photography: Bert Haines, Devereaux Jennings


Music: Robert Israel, William P. Perry


Cast: Marion Mack, Charles Smith, Richard Allen, Glen Cavender, Jim Farley, Frederick Vroom, Joe Keaton, Mike Donlin, Tom Nawn, Buster Keaton
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Keaton made several films—Our Hospitality (1923), Sherlock, Jr. (1924), Steamboat Bill Jr. (1928)—that may be counted among the finest (and funniest) in cinema’s entire comic output, but none is as strong a contender to the title of the greatest comedy ever made as this timeless masterpiece. It isn’t merely the constant stream of great gags, nor the way they derive wholly from situation and character rather than existing in isolation from the film’s drama. Rather, what makes The General so extraordinary is that it is superlative on every level: in terms of its humor, suspense, historical reconstruction, character study, visual beauty, and technical precision. One might even argue that it comes as close to flawless perfection as any feature ever made, comic or otherwise.


Much of the pleasure derives from the narrative itself, inspired by a book about the real-life exploits of a group of Northern soldiers who during the Civil War disguised themselves as Southerners to steal a train, which they drove north to rejoin their Unionist comrades until they were caught and executed. Keaton, understandably given that he was making a comedy, dropped the executions and changed the heroic perspective to that of a Southerner, Johnny Gray, a railway-driver who stoically if somewhat absurdly goes in solo pursuit of Unionist spies when they steal both his engine—“The General”—and, inside it, Annabelle Lee (Marion Mack), the other love of his life. The film’s first half follows Johnny’s rejection by the army with his chase after the train, which he recaptures behind enemy lines; the second half depicts his flight (with Annabelle) from the Union troops to his hometown where—after handing over the Girl, The General, and a real Northern army general inadvertently brought along for the ride—he is acclaimed as a hero.


This elegant symmetrical story line is both formally pleasing and the source of suspense and gags; but the voyage also lends the film an epic tone which, combined with Keaton’s customarily meticulous historical detail, transforms it into perhaps the finest Civil War movie ever made. Then, finally, there is Buster’s Johnny: unsmiling yet beautiful in his brave, faintly ridiculous determination—the epitome of this serio-comic masterpiece, and as deeply human a hero as the cinema has given us. GA


See all movies from the 1920s




1920s




THE UNKNOWN (1927)





U.S. (MGM) 65m Silent BW


Director: Tod Browning


Screenplay: Tod Browning, Waldemar Young


Photography: Merritt B. Gerstad


Cast: Lon Chaney, Norman Kerry, Joan Crawford, Nick De Ruiz, John George, Frank Lanning, Polly Moran
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Best known for directing Bela Lugosi in the 1931 Universal horror classic Dracula (1931), and most notorious for his 1932 oddity Freaks, circus performer-turned-filmmaker Tod Browning’s all-around greatest film is The Unknown. The film is an under-appreciated silent-era gem starring the writer-director’s favorite (and most famous) actor, the so-called “Man of a Thousand Faces,” Lon Chaney.


Well known and greatly admired for the physical pain he would regularly endure playing physically disabled antagonists or antiheroes, Chaney here outdoes himself as Alonzo, a criminal with an extra thumb on one hand who seeks to avoid capture by pretending to be an armless knife-thrower in a gypsy-run circus. The armless gig at first has an additional benefit, as Alonzo’s beautiful assistant Nanon (Joan Crawford in one of her earliest leads), daughter of the circus owner, cannot stand being embraced by men—in particular the chief competition with Alonzo for her affections, weight-lifting strongman Malabar the Mighty (Norman Kerry).


After Nanon’s father accidentally sees his arms, Alonzo murders him in order to keep the secret from getting out. Nanon, meanwhile, catches a glimpse of the killer’s double thumb without seeing his face. Obsessed with Nanon, distraught over the possibility that she will eventually discover his true identity, Alonzo dismisses the objections of his dwarf assistant Cojo (John George) and has his arms surgically amputated. But in one of The Unknown’s most delicious and disturbing ironies, when Alonzo returns to the circus after a lengthy convalescence, he finds that Nanon has gotten over her phobia of being held, and has fallen head over heels for Malabar.


Seeking poetic justice (or just garden-variety revenge) for this ultra-cruel twist of fate, the now truly armless Alonzo attempts to rig Malabar’s latest circus act—in which the strongman ties his arms to a pair of horses, each one pulling in the opposite direction—so that his rival will end up armless as well. However, his scheme is foiled at the last second, and Alonzo himself gets killed saving Nanon from being trampled by one of the horses.


Drawing a remarkable and haunting performance from Chaney and filling the plot with striking twists and unforgettable characters, Browning here creates a chilling masterpiece of psychological (and psychosexual) drama. As Michael Koller writes, “The Unknown is a truly horrifying film that takes us into the darkest recesses of the human psyche.” SJS
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1920s




OKTYABR (1927)



OCTOBER




U.S.S.R. (Sovkino) 95m Silent BW


Director: Grigori Aleksandrov, Sergei M. Eisenstein


Screenplay: Grigori Aleksandrov, Sergei M. Eisenstein


Photography: Vladimir Nilsen, Vladimir Popov, Eduard Tisse


Music: Alfredo Antonini, Edmund Meisel


Cast: Vladimir Popov, Vasili Nikandrov, Layaschenko, Chibisov, Boris Livanov, Mikholyev, N. Podvoisky, Smelsky, Eduard Tisse
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In 1926, Sergei M. Eisenstein went to Germany to present his new film The Battleship Potemkin. He left a promising young filmmaker, but he came back an international cultural superstar. A series of major film productions was being planned to commemorate the tenth anniversary of the Bolshevik victory. Eisenstein eagerly accepted the challenge of presenting on screen the revolutionary process in Russia—literally, how the country went from Aleksandr Kerensky’s “Provisional Government,” installed after the Czar’s abdication, to the first victories of Lenin and his followers.


No expense was spared. Massive crowd scenes were organized, and city traffic was diverted so Eisenstein could shoot in the very sites where the depicted incident occurred. Contrary to popular belief, the film contains not one meter of documentary footage. Every shot was a re-creation. Working feverishly, Eisenstein finished just in time for the anniversary celebrations, but the reactions, official and otherwise, were less than enthusiastic. Many found the film confusing and difficult to follow. Others wondered why the role of Lenin was so greatly reduced (the actor playing him, Vasili Nikandrov, appears only a handful of times on screen.) Several critics who had supported Potemkin suggested that Eisenstein go back to the editing room and keep working.


There is no denying that October is some sort of masterpiece, but figuring out what kind is a real challenge. As a didactic tool, a means of “explaining” the revolution to the masses at home and abroad, the film is simply ineffective. For many audiences, sitting through it is a real chore. The characterizations are all paper thin, and anyone with even a smattering of historical knowledge can see right through its crude propaganda. Yet what is perhaps most powerful and touching about October is simply its level of ambition. Sergei M. Eisenstein was surely the cinema’s most remarkable personality for the first 50 years of its existence, impossibly erudite, with an unlimited belief in cinema’s potential. At his most delirious, Eisenstein imagined that cinema could represent “visual thinking”—not just arguments, but the process by which the mind constructs arguments. Photographic images, the raw material of cinema, had to be “neutralized” into sensations and stimuli so that a film could reveal concepts and not just people or things. The real engine that would drive the cinema machine as Eisenstein saw it was montage, editing: the “mystical” interaction that occurs when two separate pieces of film are joined together.


October is the purest, most cogent example of Eisenstein’s theory and practice of cinema. There are several absolutely breathtaking sequences: the toppling of the Czar’s statue, the raising of the bridge, and especially the frequently cited “For God and Country” sequence. Evidence of the cold engineer that Eisenstein originally trained to be might be found in the cathedral-like intricacy of its editing. However, scratch just below the film’s surface and you can feel the exhilaration—and the touch of madness—of an artist standing on the I threshold of what he believes will be a brave new world. RP
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THE JAZZ SINGER (1927)





U.S. (Warner Bros.) 88m BW


Director: Alan Crosland


Screenplay: Alfred A. Cohn, Jack Jarmuth


Photography: Hal Mohr


Music: Ernie Erdman, James V. Monaco, Louis Silvers, Irving Berlin


Cast: Al Jolson, May McAvoy, Warner Oland, Eugenie Besserer, Otto Lederer, Bobby Gordon, Richard Tucker, Cantor Joseff Rosenblatt


Oscar: Alfred A. Cohn, Jack Jarmuth (honorary award for pioneering talking pictures)


Oscar nomination: Alfred A. Cohn (screenplay)
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Throughout film history, certain movies have been the center of special attention, if not for their aesthetics, then for their role in the development of cinema as we know it. Alan Crosland’s The Jazz Singer is undoubtedly one of the films that has marked the path of motion pictures as both an art form and a profitable industry. Released in 1927 by Warner Brothers and starring Al Jolson, one of the best-known vocal artists at the time, The Jazz Singer is unanimously considered the first feature-length sound movie. Although limited to musical performances and a few dialogues following and preceding such performances, the use of sound introduced innovative changes in the industry, destined to revolutionize Hollywood as hardly any other movie has done.


In its blend of vaudeville and melodrama, the plot is relatively simple. Jakie (Jolson) is the only teenage son of the devoted Cantor Rabinowitz (Warner Oland), who encourages his child to follow the same path of generations of Cantors in the family. Although profoundly influenced by his Jewish roots, Jakie’s passion is Jazz and he dreams about an audience inspired by his voice. After a family friend confesses to Cantor Rabinowitz to having seen Jakie singing in a café, the furious father punishes his son, causing him to run away from the family house and from his heartbroken mother Sara (Eugenie Besserer). Years later Jakie, aka Jack Robin, comes back as an affirmed Jazz singer looking for reconciliation. Finding his father still harsh and now sick, Jack is forced to make a decision between his career as a blackface entertainer and his Jewish identity.


A milestone in film history representing a decisive step toward a new type of cinema and a new type of entertainment, The Jazz Singer is more than just the first “talkie.” As Michael Rogin, the famed political scientist, has argued, The Jazz Singer can be cited as a typical example of Jewish transformation in U.S. society: the racial assimilation into white America, the religious conversion to less strict spiritual dogma, and the entrepreneurial integration into the American motion picture industry during the time of the coming of sound. CFe
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NAPOLÉON (1927)





France / Italy / Germany / Spain / Sweden / Czechoslovakia (Gance, Soc. générale) 378m (original) Silent BW (some color)


Director: Abel Gance


Producer: Robert A. Harris


Screenplay: Abel Gance


Photography: Jules Kruger, Joseph-Louis Mundwiller, Torpkoff


Music: Arthur Honegger


Cast: Albert Dieudonné, Vladimir Roudenko, Edmond Van Daële, Alexandre Koubitzky, Antonin Artaud, Abel Gance, Gina Manès, Suzanne Bianchetti, Marguerite Gance, Yvette Dieudonné, Philippe Hériat, Pierre Batcheff, Eugénie Buffet, Acho Chakatouny, Nicolas Koline





At 333 minutes in its longest extant version, Abel Gance’s 1927 biopic is an epic on a scale to satisfy its subject. Although it follows Bonaparte from his schooldays in 1780—marshalling snowball fights—through to his triumphant Italian campaign of 1796, by contemporary standards the film lacks depth. For Gance, Napoléon (played by the appropriately named Albert Dieudonné) was a “man of destiny,” not pyschology. His paean to the French Emperor has something in common with Sergei Eisenstein’s Alexander Nevsky (1938), both thrilling pieces of cinema in the service of nationalist propaganda.


If Gance is more of an innovator than an artist, it’s a measure of his brilliance that Napoléon still brims with energy and invention today. None of his contemporaries—not even Murnau—used the camera with such inspiration. Gance thought nothing of strapping cameramen to horses; he even mounted a camera on the guillotine. In one brilliant sequence, he captures the revolutionary spirit of a rousing (silent) rendition of “La Marseilles” by swinging the camera above the set as if it were on a trapeze. His most spectacular coup, though, is “Polyvision,” a split-screen effect which called for three projectors to create a triptych—nearly three decades before the advent of Cinerama. TCh
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THE KID BROTHER (1927)





U.S. (Paramount, Harold Lloyd) 84m Silent BW


Director: J.A. Howe, Ted Wilde


Producer: Jesse L. Lasky, Harold Lloyd, Adolph Zukor


Screenplay: Thomas J. Crizer, Howard J. Green, John Grey, Lex Neal, Ted Wilde


Photography: Walter Lundin


Cast: Harold Lloyd, Jobyna Ralston, Walter James, Leo Willis, Olin Francis, Constantine Romanoff, Eddie Boland, Frank Lanning, Ralph Yearsley





Harold Lloyd is often regarded as the “third genius” of silent American comedy, his 1920s’ work often considerably more successful with the public than that of Buster Keaton, and even Charlie Chaplin. Often directly associated with the Zeitgeist of the Jazz Age, Lloyd’s screen persona is routinely noted for its “speedy,” can-do optimism and his films singled out for the audacious, often dangerous stunts and acrobatic feats that they contain. In many of his films the wonders of modernity and their embodiment in the teeming city itself are chief preoccupations. The Kid Brother, Lloyd’s second feature for Paramount, is often considered to be the bespectacled comic’s best and most holistic film. In many ways it deliberately turns its back on the 1920s, returning somewhat to the rural “idyll” of the 1922 film Grandma’s Boy.


The film’s two most startling sequences provide a kind of essay in contrast, illustrating the combination of both a delicate and somewhat more rugged athleticism that marks Lloyd’s best work. In the first sequence, Lloyd is shown climbing a tall tree to attain a slightly longer look at the woman he has just met (and fallen for). This sequence illustrates the often meticulous and technically adventurous aspects of Lloyd’s cinema—an elevator was built to accommodate the ascending camera—and the ways these are intricately connected to elements of character and situation (also demonstrating Lloyd’s masterly use of props). The second extended sequence features a fight between Lloyd and his chief antagonist, and is remarkable for its sustained ferocity and precise staging. Both sequences show Lloyd’s character transcending his seeming limitations, moving beyond appearances, and traveling that common trajectory from mama’s boy to triumphant “average” American. AD
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THE CROWD (1928)





U.S. (MGM) 104m Silent BW


Director: King Vidor


Producer: Irving Thalberg


Screenplay: King Vidor & John V.A. Weaver


Photography: Henry Sharp


Cast: Eleanor Boardman, James Murray, Bert Roach, Estelle Clark, Daniel G. Tomlinson, Dell Henderson, Lucy Beaumont, Freddie Burke Frederick, Alice Mildred Puter


Oscar nominations: Irving Thalberg (best picture—unique and artistic picture), King Vidor (director)
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“You’ve got to be good in that town if you want to beat the crowd.” So says young John on his first sight of New York City, the thrilling metropolis where he’s sure his special qualities will raise him high above the common herd.


Things work out differently for the hero of The Crowd, who shouldn’t really be called a hero, because director King Vidor’s intention was to portray a man so painfully ordinary that he could seem a randomly selected sample from the movie’s eponymous urban multitude. He begins the story as a newborn baby indistinguishable from any other, and ends it as a New York bourgeois man indistinguishable from any other. In between, he undergoes experiences so humdrum that only a studio as adventurous as MGM under Irving G. Thalberg’s regime would have considered it the stuff of Hollywood drama at all.


Nor would it have been if Vidor hadn’t given it such stunningly imaginative treatment. From the stylized scene where John learns of his father’s untimely death—filmed in a stairwell with forced perspective, borrowing from German film expressionism—to the closing shot of John and his wife Mary, the generically named protagonists of this generically titled film, engulfed in an unthinking throng of moviegoers who mirror their herdlike selves, as unerringly and relentlessly as they mirror our own.


Vidor was riding high in Hollywood when he made The Crowd, fresh from the success of his World War I epic The Big Parade two years earlier. To play Mary he chose the attractive star Eleanor Boardman, who also happened to be his wife; but for John he took a chance on the little-tested James Murray, whose erratic career ended in suicide less than a decade later.


Although both are brilliant, Murray shines brightest under Vidor’s expert guidance; for evidence see the sequence when an unthinkable tragedy strikes the couple before their horrified eyes, uniting inspired acting with split-second editing and absolutely perfect camera work to produce one of the most unforgettable moments in all of silent cinema. It’s a scene that stands leagues above the crowd in a movie that does the same from start to finish. DS
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1920s




THE DOCKS OF NEW YORK (1928)





U.S. (Famous Players-Lasky, Paramount) 76m Silent BW


Director: Josef von Sternberg


Producer: J.G. Bachmann


Screenplay: Jules Furthman, from the story The Dock Walloper by John Monk Saunders


Photography: Harold Rosson


Cast: George Bancroft, Betty Compson, Olga Baclanova, Clyde Cook, Mitchell Lewis, Gustav von Seyffertitz, Guy Oliver, May Foster, Lillian Worth
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The last full year of Hollywood’s silent era, 1928, produced some of its greatest masterpieces, marking the final maturation of a form that was soon to be extinct: The Cameraman, The Crowd, Street Angel, The Wedding March, The Wind. Like these others, Josef von Sternberg’s The Docks of New York is a film of consummate economy and refinement. The plot is minimal and the characters few, leaving more room for the film’s maximal elaboration of atmosphere and gesture.


The characters of The Docks of New York seem to have stepped out of the fatalistic naturalism of a Eugene O’Neill play and into the archetypal dreamscape of a fairy tale: Anna Christie and The Hairy Ape meet Beauty and the Beast. Sternberg’s waterfront romance contains two main sections: night and morning. Night is a luminous shadowland of mist, smoke, pools of light, and rippling reflections. In this enchanted realm, hulking stoker Bill (George Bancroft) fishes suicidal tramp Mae (Betty Compson) out of the drink. The couple end up at a rowdy saloon where they talk each other into a spur-of-the-moment marriage that might be sincere or just the pretext for a one-night stand. The cold, clear light of morning brings desertion, disillusion, and a change of heart, as Bill impulsively jumps ship and returns to take the rap for a stolen dress he had given to Mae.


The restraint and precision of the performances—Bancroft’s guarded nonchalance, the deliberate grace with which he moves his massive body, and Compson’s languid weariness and the delicate balance between hurt and hope in her upturned eyes—maintain a constantly rippling veil of speculation over the main characters’ inner thoughts and feelings. How much are Bill and Mae bluffing each other, how much are they deceived by each other, and how much are they deceiving themselves? Sternberg, by all accounts (including his own) was the iciest of directors, yet he created several of the cinema’s most moving testaments to the power of love to make fools of us all. The Docks of New York is one of them, made all the more convincing by the self-deprecating reticence with which it reveals its foolish heart. MR
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UN CHIEN ANDALOU (1928)



AN ANDALUSIAN DOG




France 16m silent BW


Director: Luis Buñuel


Producer: Luis Buñuel


Screenplay: Luis Buñuel, Salvador Dalí


Photography: Albert Duverger


Cast: Pierre Batcheff, Simone Mareuil, Luis Buñuel, Salvador Dalí
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The directorial debut of Luis Buñuel, collaborating with artist Salvador Dalí, is etched into our consciousness of film history because of one image above all: a razor slicing open an eyeball. What is this: shock tactic, symbol of a modernist “vision,” male aggression toward woman? For Jean Vigo—who hailed An Andalusian Dog for its “social consciousness”—Buñuel’s associative montage raised a philosophical query: “Is it more dreadful than the spectacle of a cloud veiling a full moon?” One thing is certain: The image kicks off a classic surrealist parable of Eros ever denied, ever frustrated by institutions and mores.


Too often—because of its heavy influence on rock video—An Andalusian Dog has been reduced to, and recycled as, a collection of disconnected, striking, incongruous images: dead horse on a piano, ants in a hand. But this overlooks what gives the work its cohering force: the fact that, in many ways, Buñuel scrupulously respects certain conventions of classical continuity and linkage, creating a certain, disquieting narrative sense among these fragments from the unconscious. This is a dialectic of surface rationality versus deep, churning, forces from the Id that Buñuel would continue exploring to the very end of his career. AM
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LA PASSION DE JEANNE D’ARC (1928)



THE PASSION OF JOAN OF ARC




France (Société générale) 110m Silent BW


Director: Carl Theodor Dreyer


Screenplay: Joseph Delteil, Carl Theodor Dreyer


Photography: Rudolph Maté


Cast: Eugene Silvain, André Berley, Maurice Schutz, Antonin Artaud, Michel Simon, Jean d’Yd, Louis Ravet, Armand Lurville, Jacques Arnna, Alexandre Mihalesco, Léon Larive
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Carl Dreyer’s 1928 masterpiece—his last silent film, and the greatest of all Joan of Arc films—is the work of his that brought him worldwide fame, although, like most of his later pictures, it was strictly a succès d’estime and fared poorly at the box office. A print of the original version—lost for half a century—was rediscovered in a Norwegian mental asylum in the 1980s. Other prints had perished in a warehouse fire, and the two versions subsequently circulated consisted of outtakes.


All of Dreyer’s films were based on works of fiction or plays, with the exception of The Passion of Joan of Arc, which was essentially based on the official transcripts of the proceedings of Joan’s trial—albeit highly selective and radically compressed portions of that trial. It was made only eight years after Joan was canonized in France and ten years after the end of World War I, both of which were central to Dreyer’s interpretation. The helmets worn by the occupying British in 1431 resemble those in the recent war, and 1928 audiences saw the film as a historical “documentary” rather like the later films of Peter Watkins.


Joan is played by Renée Falconetti, a stage actress Dreyer discovered in a boulevard comedy, and following his instructions, she played the part without makeup. She and her interlocutors are filmed almost exclusively in close-ups. Though hers is one of the key performances in the history of movies, she never made another film. Antonin Artaud also appears in his most memorable screen role, as the sympathetic brother Jean Massieu.


Dreyer’s radical approach to constructing space and the slow intensity of his mobile camera style make this a “difficult” film in the sense that, like all great films, it reinvents the world from the ground up. The Passion of Joan of Arc is also painful in a way that all Dreyer’s tragedies are, but it will continue to live long after most commercial movies have vanished from memory. JRos
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STEAMBOAT BILL, JR. (1928)





U.S. (Buster Keaton) 71m Silent BW


Director: Charles Reisner, Buster Keaton


Producer: Joseph M. Schenck


Screenplay: Carl Harbaugh


Photography: Bert Haines, Devereaux Jennings


Cast: Buster Keaton, Tom McGuire, Ernest Torrence, Tom Lewis, Marion Byron





Even more than the formally experimental Sherlock, Jr. (1924), this film, along with Our Hospitality (1923) and The General (1927), reveals just how great a director Buster Keaton was, over and above his considerable talents as a comedian. In Steamboat Bill, Jr., by means of his customarily unintrusive but always expert placing of the camera, we get a real feeling for the small Mississippi riverside town where city slicker and college graduate Willie turns up to see his beleaguered steamboat-proprietor father. Dad, a rough-and-ready type, is dismayed by his son’s somewhat foppish ways and is even less happy when the boy falls for the daughter of a wealthy rival determined to blow Bill, Sr., out of the water.


Needless to say, Willie finally gets to prove his mettle during a climactic typhoon that destroys the town in an extended sequence of virtuoso stunts, meticulously staged action sequences, and superbly paced suspense, but not before much fun has been had with notions of acceptable/unacceptable masculine behavior. One scene in particular, in which father and son shop for hats (played straight to camera as if it were a mirror), is not only hilarious but a prime example of Keaton’s very “modern” and playful awareness of his comic persona. Magic. GA
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POTOMOK CHINGIS-KHANA (1928)



STORM OVER ASIA




U.S.S.R. (Mezhrabpomfilm) 93m Silent BW


Director: Vsevolod Pudovkin


Screenplay: Osip Brik, I. Novokshenov


Photography: Anatoli Golovnya


Cast: Valéry Inkijinoff, I. Dedintsev, Aleksandr Chistyakov, Viktor Tsoppi, F. Ivanov, V. Pro, Boris Barnet, K. Gurnyak, I. Inkishanov, L. Belinskaya, Anel Sudakevich





Within a month of completing 1927: The End of St. Petersburg, Vsevolod Pudovkin was at work on this epic fable, apparently inspired both by I. Novokshonov’s original story of a herdsman who will rise to become a great leader, and by the prospect of shooting in virgin territory, exotic Outer Mongolia. Pudovkin’s State Film School classmate Valeri Inkizhinov plays the unnamed hero, a Mongol who learns to distrust capitalists when a Western fur trader cheats him out of a rare silver fox pelt. The year is 1918, and the Mongol falls in with Socialist partisans fighting against the imperialist British occupying army. Captured, he is condemned to be shot (for recognizing the word “Moscow”), but his life is saved when an ancient talisman is found on his person, a document that proclaims the bearer to be a direct descendant of Genghis Khan. The British install him as a puppet king, but he escapes to lead his people to a fantastic victory.


A curious mix of rip-roaring adventure filmmaking, Soviet socialist propaganda, and ethnographic documentary, Storm over Asia is never less than entertaining. It is distinguished by Pudovkin’s epic compositional sense, evident in the cavalry column fanning out to fill the horizon, and some striking, cubist-like montage sequences—as well as for its sardonic satire of Buddhist ritual and Western betrayal of faith. TCh
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BLACKMAIL (1929)





G.B. (BIP, Gainsborough) 96m BW


Director: Alfred Hitchcock


Producer: John Maxwell


Screenplay: Alfred Hitchcock, from play by Charles Bennett


Photography: Jack E. Cox


Music: James Campbell, Reg Connelly


Cast: Anny Ondra, Sara Allgood, Charles Paton, John Longden, Donald Calthrop, Cyril Ritchard, Hannah Jones, Harvey Braban, Ex-Detective Sergeant Bishop
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Though Alfred Hitchcock laid down many of the themes he would return to throughout his career and staked his claim as master of the suspense genre with the silent The Lodger (1927), this 1929 picture really sealed his reputation and set him on the road to a remarkable career. Blackmail went into production as a silent movie but was rethought in midshoot as Britain’s first all-talkie; that this decision was made shows how ambitious Hitchcock was even at this stage of his career, but also that his talents were obvious enough for paymaster producers to fund technical innovations. One of Hitchcock’s greatest tricks was to be both avant-garde and commercial at the same time: here he uses newfangled technology of the sort many still suspected would be short-lived in the service of a melodrama that may be psychologically acute but still succeeds in delivering thrills (and titillation).


Alice White (Anny Ondra) quarrels with her policeman boyfriend Frank (John Longden) and impulsively accompanies a lecherous artist (Cyril Ritchard) to his apartment. When the heel tries to rape her, she stabs him in self-defense and gets away, though a breakfast-table conversation with her family becomes a reminder of the trauma as the word “knife” keeps stabbing at her and the sight of a bread knife nearly sends her into hysterics. Whereas other directors converting to talkies were working hard to ensure that every line of dialogue was recorded as if for an elocution demonstration, Hitchcock monkeys around with the soundtrack in this scene so that most of the conversation becomes an inaudible babble—the better to highlight the crystal-clear key word. This may be the moment when the talkies stopped just talking and singing and the real potential of sound as an addition to the director’s arsenal became apparent.


Stuck with an already-cast Czech actress whose English wasn’t up to standard, Hitchcock also experimented with dubbing, having Joan Barry off-camera reading the lines as Ondra mouthed them, an unusual (and rarely repeated) approach that allows for a successful synthesis of performance. Ondra, among the first of Hitchcock’s bedeviled blondes, is a remarkably fresh, engaging presence and turns the trick of making her innocent killer sympathetic while the slimy creep who blackmails her is painted as the real villain. KN
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CHELOVEK S KINOAPPARATOM (1929)



THE MAN WITH A MOVIE CAMERA




U.S.S.R. (VUFKU) 80m Silent BW


Director: Dziga Vertov


Screenplay: Dziga Vertov


Photography: Dziga Vertov
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Dziga Vertov (Denis Kaufman) began his career with newsreels, filming the Red Army as it fought during the Russian Civil War (1918–21) and screening the footage for audiences in villages and towns who boarded the “agit-trains.” The experience helped Vertov formulate his ideas about cinema, ideas shared by a group of like-minded young filmmakers who called themselves Kino-glaz (Cine-Eye). The group’s principles—the “honesty” of documentary as compared with fiction film, the “perfection” of the cinematic eye compared with the human eye—inform Vertov’s most extraordinary picture, the dazzling The Man with a Movie Camera.


In this film Vertov combines radical politics with revolutionary aesthetics to exhilarating, even giddy effect. The two components of filmmaking—camera and editing—function as equal (and gendered) partners. Vertov’s male cameraman (his brother Mikhail Kaufman) records a day in the life of the modern city—what Vertov called “life caught unawares”—while his female editor (wife Elizaveta Svilova) cuts and splices the footage, thus reformulating that life. By the end, Vertov has exploited every available device of filming and editing—slow motion, animation, multiple images, split-screen, zooms and reverse zooms, blurring focus, and freeze-frames—to create a textbook of film technique as well as a hymn to the new Soviet state.


The camera begins to roll as the city gradually awakens, its buses and trams emerging from their night-hangars and its empty streets gradually filling, and continues by tracking denizens of the city (mostly Moscow but with extensive footage shot in Kiev, Yalta, and Odessa) through their routines of work and play. A lifetime is compressed into that day, as the camera peers between a woman’s legs to watch a baby emerge, espies children entranced by a street conjuror, tracks an ambulance carrying an accident victim. New rituals supplant old as couples marry, separate, and divorce in a registry office instead of a church.


Vertov gives visual form to Marxist principles in a stunning montage that follows the transformation of handwork into mechanized labor (women progress from sewing by hand to sewing by machine, from abacus to cash register) and that lauds the speed, efficiency, indeed the joy of assembly-line labor. Workers use their new-found leisure to socialize in state-subsidized clubs and beer-halls, to play music and chess, to swim and sunbathe, pole-vault and kick soccer balls. Moscow’s “ordinary people” become stars of their own lives as they see themselves on screen. By the time Vertov bids an explosive farewell to the old by splitting the Bolshoi Theater in half, he has made his case for the revolutionary potential of cinema.


Ultimately, Vertov could not accommodate to Socialist Realism, and his career faltered. With The Man with a Movie Camera, however, he achieved his goal: a non-linear narrative form for cinema, a glorious tribute to everything that moviemaking can be. JW
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DIE BÜCHSE DER PANDORA (1929)



PANDORA’S BOX




Germany (Nero-Film) 97m Silent BW


Director: Georg Wilhelm Pabst


Producer: Seymour Nebenzal


Screenplay: Joseph Fleisler, Georg Wilhelm Pabst, from the plays Erdgeist and Die Büchse der Pandora by Frank Wedekind


Photography: Günther Krampf


Cast: Louise Brooks, Fritz Kortner, Francis Lederer, Carl Goetz, Krafft-Raschig, Alice Roberts, Gustav Diessl
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A lasting masterpiece from G.W. Pabst, adapted from Frank Wedekind’s “Lulu” plays, Pandora’s Box is remembered for the creation of an archetypal character in Lulu (Louise Brooks), an innocent temptress whose forthright sexuality somehow winds up ruining the lives of everyone around her. Though Pabst was criticized at the time for casting a foreigner in a role that was considered emblematically German, the main reason the film is remembered is the performance of American star Brooks. So powerful and sexual a presence that she never managed to make a transition from silent flapper parts to the talkie roles she deserved in a Hollywood dominated by Shirley Temple, Brooks is the definitive gamine vamp, modeling a sharp-banged bobbed haircut known as a “Louise Brooks” or “Lulu” to this day.


Presented in distinct theatrical “acts,” the story picks up Lulu in a bourgeois Berlin drawing room, where she is the adored mistress of widowed newspaper publisher Peter Schön (Fritz Kortner), friendly with her lover’s grown-up son Alwa (Franz Lederer) and even with the gnomish pimp Schigolch (Carl Goetz), who is either her father or her first lover. When Schön announces that he is remarrying, Lulu seems to be passed on to a nightclub strongman (Krafft-Raschig) but, provoked when Schön tells his son that “one does not marry” a woman like her, sets up an incident backstage at the music hall where she is dancing that breaks off the editor’s engagement and prompts her lover to marry her, though he knows that it will be the death of him.


Though her husband in effect commits suicide, Lulu ends up convicted of his murder. On the run with Alwa, Schigolch, and her lesbian admirer Countess Geschwitz (Alice Roberts), she makes it to an opium-hazed gambling boat on the Seine—where she is almost sold to an Egyptian brothel and Alwa is humiliatingly caught cheating—then finally to a Christmassy London, where she is stalked by Jack the Ripper (Gustav Diessl). Pabst surrounds Brooks with startling secondary characters and dizzying settings (the spectacle in the thronged wings of the cabaret eclipses anything taking place on stage), but it is the actress’s vibrant, erotic, scary, and heartbreaking personality that resonates with modern audiences. Brooks’s mix of image and attitude is so strong and fresh that she makes Madonna look like Phyllis Diller, and her acting style is strikingly unmannered for the silent era, unmediated by the trickery of mime or expressionist makeup. Her performance is also remarkably honest: never playing for easy sentiment, the audience is forced to recognize how destructive Lulu is even as we fall under her spell.


The original plays are set in 1888, the year of the Ripper murders, yet Pabst imagines a fantastical but contemporary setting, which seems to begin with the 1920s modernity of Berlin and then travels back in time to a foggy London for a death scene that is the cinema’s first great insight into the mindset of a serial killer. Lulu, turned streetwalker so that Schigolch can afford a last Christmas pudding, charms the reticent Jack, who throws aside his knife and genuinely tries not to kill again but is ultimately overwhelmed by the urge to stab. KN
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DER BLAUE ENGEL (1930)



THE BLUE ANGEL




Germany (Universum Film A.G.) 99m BW


Language: German / English


Director: Josef von Sternberg


Producer: Erich Pommerr


Screenplay: Carl Zuckmayer, from the novel Professor Unrat by Heinrich Mann


Music: Frederick Hollander


Photography: Günther Rittau


Cast: Emil Jannings, Marlene Dietrich, Kurt Gerron, Rosa Valetti, Hans Albers, Reinhold Bernt, Eduard von Winterstein, Hans Roth, Rolf Müller, Roland Varno, Carl Balhaus, Robert Klein-Lörk, Charles Puffy, Wilhelm Diegelmann, Gerhard Bienert
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How appropriate that the film that launched Marlene Dietrich’s stardom (although it was far from her first role) should begin with a woman cleaning a window behind which is Dietrich’s poster as Lola Lola—and then measuring herself up against this idealized image. In this equation, it is the unglamorous reality of the street (or later, the stage) that is more on the mind of director Josef von Sternberg than that illusory ideal—setting the pattern for the pitiless logic of The Blue Angel.


The films Sternberg would go on to make with Dietrich in Hollywood are lush, baroque, often camp affairs. The Blue Angel—filmed simultaneously in somewhat different English- and German-language versions—shows the director still in his Expressionist phase, tailoring a dark, heavy style to emphasize Emil Jannings’s powerful histrionics. Jannings plays Professor Immanuel Rath, a respected schoolteacher who falls under the spell of Lola after he goes into the den of iniquity known as “The Blue Angel” to investigate the unhealthy obsession of his male students.


Taken from Heinrich Mann’s novel, it is a tale of decline, of downward mobility. In the course of the story, Rath will be reduced to a barely human clown—echoing the previous clown who functions as one of several ironic doubles for the doomed hero. Sternberg stresses, with exemplary and systematic rigor, the verticality of the film’s spatial relations: Rath is always in a low position looking up at the image of Lola (as when she throws her underpants down on his head), unless—in a parody of his authoritative position—he is put on display in the highest, cheapest seats by the theater’s sinister manager.


Lola is a classic femme fatale in so far as she lures men and then moves on when she tires of them—and, along the way, enjoys treating them like slaves. Yet there is also, for a time, a tender, loyal side in her relationship with Rath; when she reprises the famous “Falling in Love Again” we can almost accept her passive acceptance of her vagabond romantic destiny (“I know I’m not to blame”). AM
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L’ÂGE D’OR (1930)



THE AGE OF GOLD




France (Corinth) 60m BW


Language: French


Director: Luis Buñuel


Producer: Le Vicomte de Noailles


Photography: Albert Duverger


Screenplay: Luis Buñuel, Salvador Dalí


Music: Georges Van Parys


Cast: Gaston Modot, Lya Lys, Caridad de Laberdesque, Max Ernst, Josep Llorens Artigas, Lionel Salem, Germaine Noizet, Duchange, Bonaventura Ibáñez
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In 1928, two young Spaniards in Paris—twenty-eight-year-old Luis Buñuel and twenty-four-year-old Salvador Dalí—conceived an authentically Surrealist short film, Un Chien Andalou. Shot in two weeks, the film shocked, startled, and delighted the intelligentsia; and it encouraged the Vicomte de Noailles to give them the money to finance a feature film. Dalí, however, quickly left the project (though his name remains on the credit titles), and the resulting film, L’Âge d’Or, must be assumed to be Buñuel’s alone. In the director’s own words, “The sexual instinct and the sense of death form the substance of the film. It is a romantic film performed in full Surrealist frenzy.”


L’Âge d’Or is driven by the Surrealist notion of l’amour fou, and—somewhat denying Surrealist principles—has its own episodic story progression. It opens with a documentary on scorpions—actually a 1912 film to which Buñuel has added a scientific commentary. A group of starving bandits struggle out of their hut while four bishops perform strange rituals on a beach. A fade returns to the bishops now reduced to skeletons. Boats bring a crowd of distinguished individuals evidently to honor the bishops’ memory, but their ceremony is interrupted by sexual cries from a man and a woman. The man is arrested and dragged through the streets. Subsequent sequences are set in the home of the woman and at an elegant party in the grounds of a villa, where their amours are resumed but variously interrupted. Scenes of Surrealist frenzy lead into the final sequence as the Marquis de Sade’s libertines depart from their orgies at the Château de Sellini. Their leader is clearly portrayed as Jesus.


Not surprisingly, the film aroused ferocious emotions and polemics between the Surrealists and right-wing organizations; the League of Patriots and the Anti-Jewish League organized demonstrations that resulted in serious damage to the theater, police prohibition of further shows, and violent political and critical polemics. Notably, Henry Miller wrote extensively on the film and its creator: “Either you are made like the rest of civilized humanity, or you are proud and whole like Buñuel. And if you are whole and proud, then you are an anarchist, and throw bombs.”


Following Surrealist tenets of “not making art,” Buñuel demanded from his gifted cameraman Albert Duverger plain, simply lit visuals. He also rejected de Noailles’s request that Stravinsky should compose the music, instead creating mischievous juxtapositions of his scabrous images, romantic symphonies (Wagner, Schubert, Debussy), and the harsh ceremonial drums of his native Calanda, Spain.


L’Âge d’Or has bequeathed some of the cinema’s most unforgettable images: the mummified bishops; the painter Max Ernst as a frail, dying bandit; the cow on the bed of an elegant haute bourgeois villa; Lya Lys sucking the toe of a statue; the manic face of Gaston Modot; and the angelic Jesus and his gleefully exhausted fellow libertines on the castle drawbridge. It is a film that exists out of time, retaining its power to stir and shock into the twenty-first century and beyond. DRob
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ZEMLYA (1930)



EARTH




U.S.S.R. (Wufku) 75m Silent BW


Director: Aleksandr Dovzhenko


Screenplay: Aleksandr Dovzhenko


Photography: Daniil Demutsky


Music: Lev Revutsky (restored version)


Cast: Stepan Shkurat, Semyon Svashenko, Yuliya Solntseva, Yelena Maksimova, Nikolai Nademsky, I. Franko, Arkhip, Pyotr Masokha, V. Mikhajlov, Pavel Petrik, P. Umanets, E. Bondina, L. Lyashenko, M. Matsyutsia, Nikolai Mikhajlov
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Arguably, Aleksandr Dovzhenko’s Earth is the single greatest achievement of the ever-more-impressive Soviet silent cinema. A modernist who drew deep inspiration from folk art—not unlike his contemporaries Marc Chagall and Sholem Aleichem—Dovzhenko’s ode to the beginning of collectivization in the Ukraine is a riot of delirious imagery of swaying wheat fields, ripening fruits, and stampeding horses. The arrival of a tractor is greeted with joy by the peasants, who begin to imagine new lives for themselves, but surviving kulaks (landowners) conspire to assassinate the inspiring young head of the Party’s village committee. His death, though, only makes the villagers stronger in their resolve; in a mind-boggling finale Dovzhenko brings together themes of birth, death, harvest, progress, and solidarity as the dead man is reunited with the land he loved so well.


No summary, however, can really do justice to the extraordinary sensuality of the film, a quality not much appreciated by the Soviet censors. Among the choice bits removed from earlier released versions are a scene in which, in a symbol of communion, the village men urinate in the tractor’s radiator, and a shot in which men draw strength and comfort by putting their hands inside the blouses of the women at their sides. Anyone looking for the origins of Andrei Tarkovsky’s cinema must start with Earth. RP
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LITTLE CAESAR (1930)





U.S. (First National) 79m BW


Director: Mervyn LeRoy


Producer: Hal B. Wallis, Darryl F. Zanuck


Screenplay: Francis Edward Faragoh, Robert N. Lee, from novel by W.R. Burnett


Photography: Tony Gaudio


Music: Erno Rapee


Cast: Edward G. Robinson, Douglas Fairbanks Jr., Glenda Farrell, William Collier Jr., Sidney Blackmer, Ralph Ince, Thomas E. Jackson, Stanley Fields, Maurice Black, George E. Stone, Armand Kaliz, Nicholas Bela


Oscar nomination: Francis Edward Faragoh, Robert N. Lee (screenplay)
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Genre can be used to read history and interpret moments in time. Accordingly, Mervyn LeRoy’s Little Caesar helped to define the gangster movie while serving as an allegory of production circumstances because it was produced during the Great Depression. Within the film is inscribed a wholesale paranoia about individual achievement in the face of economic devastation. Leavening this theme alongside the demands of social conformity during the early 1930s means that LeRoy’s screen classic is far more than the simple sum of its parts.


Caesar “Rico” Bandello (Edward G. Robinson) is a small-stakes thief with a partner named Joe (Douglas Fairbanks Jr.). Recognizing a dead-end future, they move to the heart of Chicago, where Joe becomes an entertainer and falls in love with a dancer named Olga (Glenda Farrell). In contrast, Rico gets a taste of the “life” and enjoys it. Possessing a psychotic ruthlessness, he gradually looms as the new power on-scene before finally succumbing to an ill-tempered ego and the syndicate-breaking police. Gut shot and dying beneath an ad for Joe and Olga’s dinner act, Rico sputters some final words of self-determination, underlining how he won’t ever be caught because he lived according to the terms of his own ambition.


For audiences, Rico’s killer was undoubtedly a clear call of recent tensions about the state of the world at the time. Limited by the feature film’s structure, but not dulled by censorial practice in the days before the Production Code Administration, Little Caesar offers a scornful look at free enterprise taken to an extreme. Seen through the long view of history and the focus on ill-gotten gains, it’s a perfect corollary for Wall Street’s collapse, itself the result of poor regulation, mass speculation, and hysteria manipulated to benefit the few at the expense of the many.


Acting out to get a bigger piece of the pie, Rico expresses the wish for acceptance and the drive toward success in an otherwise indifferent world. Simultaneously terrorizing innocents and devastating the society he desires to control, he ends up illuminating the demands of power with homicidal shadows in this, a seminal film of the early sound era. GC-Q
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ALL QUIET ON THE WESTERN FRONT (1930)





U.S. (Universal Pictures) 131m BW


Language: English / French


Director: Lewis Milestone


Producer: Carl Laemmle Jr.


Screenplay: Erich Maria Remarque, Maxwell Anderson


Photography: Arthur Edeson, Karl Freund


Music: David Broekman, Sam Perry, Heinz Roemheld


Cast: Louis Wolheim, Lew Ayres, John Wray, Arnold Lucy, Ben Alexander, Scott Kolk, Owen Davis Jr., Walter Rogers, William Bakewell, Russell Gleason, Richard Alexander, Harold Goodwin, Slim Summerville, G. Pat Collins, Beryl Mercer


Oscars: Carl Laemmle Jr. (best picture), Lewis Milestone (director)


Oscar nominations: George Abbott, Maxwell Anderson, Del Andrews (screenplay), Arthur Edeson (photography)





Undiminished by time (and restored in 1998), this classic antiwar film, adapted from Erich Maria Remarque’s novel, is a landmark for its vivid depiction of the tragedy of World War I from a German soldier’s point of view, for its technically inventive, spectacular battle scenes (at the dawn of sound in film), and for its prescient denunciation of fanatic nationalism and militarism. Lew Ayres, only twenty-one years old, became an international star for his beautifully natural performance as the schoolboy eager to serve but disillusioned by the futility and horror of war. The final shot—a close-up of his hand reaching out to a butterfly, quivering as a gunshot cracks and falling still in death—is an amazingly poignant image.


All Quiet on the Western Front was only the third film to win the Academy Award for Best Picture, and war veteran Lewis Milestone received his second Oscar for direction. Interestingly, German censors passed the film despite violent protests by Nazi groups. In a cruel irony, Ayers’s career was all but ruined by public condemnation of his stand as a conscientious objector in World War II, despite his heroic service as a medic rather than a combatant. A 1979 TV remake was strong, if far less remarkable than the original. AE
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À NOUS LA LIBERTÉ (1931)



FREEDOM FOR US




France (Sonores Tobis) 104m BW


Language: French


Director: René Clair


Producer: Frank Clifford


Screenplay: René Clair


Photography: Georges Périnal


Music: Georges Auric


Cast: Raymond Cordy, Henri Marchand, Paul Ollivier, André Michaud, Rolla France, Germaine Aussey, Léon Lorin, William Burke, Vincent Hyspa, Jacques Shelly





Two conmen, Louis (Raymond Cordy) and Emile (Henri Marchand), plan their escape from prison. Upon breaking out, Emile is recaptured but Louis runs free and builds an empire on the assembly-line principle. Eventually Emile is paroled and heads to Louis’s factory. Within its walls he becomes smitten with a secretary named Jeanne (Rolla France) and asks his old friend for help. According to the rules of comeuppance, Louis is then threatened with discovery as an escaped felon, after which the two men earn lasting freedom as hobos on the road.


Unlike Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times, a film later sued for plagiarism by Tobis, the production company of À Nous la Liberté, Rene Clair’s film is an exaltation of industrial society. Opening on an assembly line and closing in a mechanized factory, the fears often associated with modernization are wholly absent here. Instead these are substituted with values of loyalty and the comedy of circumstance.


Interestingly, much of the humor in À Nous la Liberté stems from carefully manipulated screen space and sequence. First the assembly line hiccups. Then a worker forgets his place, disrupts another worker, angers his boss, and so on. It’s a formula freed from dialogue and adopted directly from the silent cinema as a transitional vehicle into the talkies. GC-Q
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LE MILLION (1931)



THE MILLION




France (Sonores Tobis) 89m BW


Language: French


Director: René Clair


Screenplay: René Clair, from play by Georges Berr and Marcel Guillemaud


Photography: Georges Périnal, Georges Raulet


Music: Armand Bernard, Philippe Parès, Georges Van Parys


Cast: Jean-Louis Allibert, Annabella, Raymond Cordy, Vanda Gréville, René Lefèvre, Paul Ollivier, Constantin Siroesco, Odette Talazac
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René Clair’s The Million opens on a Parisian rooftop. Two lovers flirt and retire to their respective apartments, after which the camera dollies along the skyline in a one-shot sequence using forced perspective, miniatures, and matte paintings. Such a tricky sequence demonstrates a profoundly advanced cinematic style while also revealing how Clair’s film is no throwaway musical comedy.


A poor artist named Michel (René Lefèvre) owes money to various creditors. Engaged to the pure-hearted Beatrice (Annabella), he disregards her to chase after the floozy Wanda (Vanda Gréville) and otherwise keeps up with his friend Prosper (Louis Allibert). When the gangster Grandpa Tulip (Paul Ollivier) races into the apartment building to avoid the police, Beatrice gives him an old jacket of Michel’s out of spite. Afterwards, Michel and Prosper realize that a lottery ticket they purchased is a millionaire’s prize—but the ticket is in the jacket Beatrice gave Grandpa Tulip, who in turn pawned it to the tenor Sopranelli (Constantin Siroesco), who will soon travel to America. Thus the caper comedy of The Million is set in motion. Mix-ups, misidentification, disguises, upsets, reconciliation, and musical numbers follow, all of it to bring Michel and Beatrice together and restore the lottery ticket to its rightful owner. Along the way a thug in tuxedo tails cries for a love song, a race for the jacket is scored to the sounds of a rugby match, and the opportunistic demands of Michel’s creditors and neighbors weigh in on his perceived riches.


Perhaps most remarkable among its virtues is the film’s integration of synch-sound recording. Expository dialogue is offered to still camera setups whereas lesser remarks, often viewed as whispers between characters, are left in silence. To cover these gaps in the spoken record, ambient music stitches together each set piece with occasional bursts of song. More fluid and visually dynamic than many early sound films, The Million is also more entertaining than many subsequent talkies. In large part this is a credit to Clair’s screenplay and deft direction, but it is also due to a willing cast carrying through the demands of a gentle fantasy. GC-Q
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TABU (1931)





U.S. (Murnau-Flaherty, Paramount) 84m Silent BW


Director: F.W. Murnau


Producer: F.W. Murnau


Screenplay: Robert J. Flaherty, F.W. Murnau


Photography: Floyd Crosby


Music: Hugo Riesenfeld, W. Franke Harling, Milan Roder, Chopin, Smetana


Cast: Reri, Matahi, Hitu, Jean, Jules, Ah Kong, Anne Chevalier


Oscar: Floyd Crosby (photography)





Tabu is the last film of F.W. Murnau, who was probably the greatest of all silent directors. He didn’t live long enough to make sound films, dying in an auto accident a few days after work on the musical score for this masterpiece was completed and a week before the film’s New York premiere. Filmed entirely in the South Seas in 1929 with a nonprofessional cast and gorgeous cinematography by Floyd Crosby, Tabu began as a collaboration with the great documentarist Robert Flaherty, who still rightly shares credit for the story. Clearly, though, the German romanticism of Murnau predominates, above all in the heroic poses of the islanders and the fateful diagonals in the compositions. As we now know, Flaherty was ultimately squeezed out of the project because Murnau, who had all the financial control, was not temperamentally suited to sharing directorial credit. This unfortunately has not prevented many commentators from continuing to miscredit Flaherty as a codirector.


Part of Murnau’s greatness was his capacity to encompass studio artifice—in such large productions as The Last Laugh (1924), Faust (1926), and Sunrise (1927)—as well as documentary naturalism in Burning Soil (1922), Nosferatu (1922), and Tabu. This versatility bridges both his German and American work. Tabu, shot in natural locations and strictly speaking neither German nor American, exhibits facets of both of these talents. The simple plot—the two “chapters” of the film are titled “Paradise” and “Paradise Lost”—is an erotic love story involving a young woman who becomes sexually taboo when she is selected by an elder, one of Murnau’s most chilling harbingers of doom, to replace a sacred maiden who has just died. An additional theme is the corrupting power of “civilization”—money in particular—on the innocent hedonism of the islanders. Murnau himself was in flight from the Hollywood studios when he made the picture, although Paramount wound up releasing it in 1931.


However dated some of Tabu’s ethnographic idealism may seem today, the film’s breathtaking beauty and artistry make it indispensable viewing, and the exquisite tragic ending—conceived musically and rhythmically as a gradually decelerating diminuendo—is one of the pinnacles of silent cinema. JRos
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DRACULA (1931)





U.S. (Universal) 75m BW


Language: English / Hungarian


Director: Tod Browning


Producer: E.M. Asher, Tod Browning, Carl Laemmle Jr.


Screenplay: Garrett Fort, from play by John L. Balderston and Hamilton Deane


Photography: Karl Freund


Music: Schubert, Tchaikovsky, Wagner


Cast: Bela Lugosi, Helen Chandler, David Manners, Dwight Frye, Edward Van Sloan, Herbert Bunston, Frances Dade, Joan Standing, Charles K. Gerrard, Tod Browning, Michael Visaroff
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Although Bram Stoker’s seminal 1897 vampire novel had been filmed by F.W. Murnau in 1922 as Nosferatu and director Tod Browning had cast Lon Chaney as a bogus vampire in the silent London After Midnight, this early talkie—shot in late 1930 and released on Valentine’s Day 1931—was the true beginning of the horror film as a distinct genre and the vampire movie as its most popular subgenre.


Cinematographer Karl Freund had a solid grounding in German Expressionist shadowmaking whereas Browning was the carnival barker king of American grotesquerie, so the film represents a synthesis of the two major strains of silent chills. Like such major American horror properties as The Cat and the Canary and The Bat, this Dracula comes to the screen not from the pages of classic gothic literature but direct from the stage: the primary sources of the screenplay are a pair of theatrical takes on Stoker’s novel, from Hamilton Deane and John L. Balderston. The break-out star of the new genre is Bela Lugosi, who had played Dracula on Broadway and was finally cast in the film after the early death of Browning’s favored star, Chaney. It may be that the loss of Chaney took some of the spark out of Browning’s direction, which is actually less inspired than George Melford’s work on the simultaneously-shot (on the same sets, no less) Spanish version—though the latter suffers from the lack of an iconic Dracula and the fact that it represents exactly the shooting script, whereas the English-language Dracula was considerably tightened by an edit that took out twenty minutes of flab.


Prehistoric in cinema technique and stuck with a drawing-room-centered script, Browning’s film nevertheless retains much of its creaky, sinister power, spotlighting (literally, via tiny pinlights aimed at his evil eyes) Lugosi’s star-making turn as the vampire, squeezing Hungarian menace out of every syllable of phrases such as “Cheeldren of the naight, leesten to thaim” or “I nevair dreenk vine!” The film opens magnificently, with a snatch of Swan Lake and a rickety stagecoach taking us and estate agent Renfield (Dwight Frye) to Lugosi’s cobwebbed and vermin-haunted castle (an armadillo nestles in a Transylvanian crypt). Dracula strides through a curtain of cobwebs, the vampire twitching with bloodlust as his guest cuts his finger while carving bread, and three soulless vampire brides descend upon the unwary visitor.


Once the story hops disappointingly over a dangerous sea voyage (snippets of stock footage) and the Count relocates to London, Lugosi calms down. But Edward Van Sloan is staunch as the vampire-killing Professor Abraham Van Helsing, the forgotten Helen Chandler is frailly charming as the bled-dry and semivampirized heroine Mina, and Frye steals every scene that isn’t nailed down when Renfield transforms into a fly-eating, giggling maniac. Castle Dracula, with its five-story Gothic windows, is the art direction highlight, but the London scenes offer an impressive staircase and catacombs for Dracula’s English lair. Browning falters at the last, however, with a weak climax in which the Count is defeated far too easily, his death conveyed by an offscreen groan as he is impaled. KN
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FRANKENSTEIN (1931)





U.S. (Universal) 71m BW


Director: James Whale


Producer: E.M. Asher, Carl Laemmle Jr.


Screenplay: John L. Balderston, Francis Edward Faragoh, Garrett Fort, from play by Peggy Webling and novel by Mary Shelley


Photography: Arthur Edeson, Paul Ivano


Music: Bernhard Kaun


Cast: Colin Clive, Mae Clarke, John Boles, Boris Karloff, Edward Van Sloan, Frederick Kerr, Dwight Frye, Lionel Belmore, Marilyn Harris
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Frankenstein is the single most important horror film ever made. James Whale hacked out of Mary Shelley’s unwieldy novel a fable of an overreaching scientist and his abused, childlike outcast of a monster. Though Colin Clive’s neurotic Frankenstein and Dwight Frye’s hunchbacked dwarf assistant are definitive, the career breakout of the film is William Henry Pratt, a forty-two-year-old Englishman who turned his back on a privileged upbringing and emigrated to become a truck driver in Canada and a small-time actor in the United States.


Universal’s makeup genius Jack Pierce devised the flattop, the neck terminals, the heavy eyelids, and the elongated, scarred hands, while Whale outfitted the creature with a shabby suit like those worn by the ex-soldier hoboes then riding the rails and added the clumping asphalt-spreader’s boots. But it was Pratt who turned the Monster from a snarling bogeyman into a yearning, sympathetic, classic character whose misdeeds are accidental (drowning a little girl) or justified (hanging the dwarf who has tortured him with fire). In the opening credits, the Monster is billed as being played by “?”; only at the end of the film were audiences told it was a fellow by the name of Boris Karloff—Pratt’s stage handle—who had terrified, moved, and inspired them.


Frankenstein claims a number of wondrous theatrical set pieces: the “creation,” with lightning crackling around the tower and the Monster raised to the angry heavens on an operating table; the Monster’s first appearance (seen from behind, he turns to show us his face and the camera stutters toward him); the heartbreaking sequence with the little girl who doesn’t float; the primal attack on the heroine in her boudoir on her wedding day (a rare bit taken from the book); and the pursuit of the Monster by a mob of peasants with flaming torches, winding up in the old mill where creator and creation confront each other in one of the earliest horror movie inferno finales. The Universal horror cycle runs the gamut from perfection through pastiche and pulp to parody, but Frankenstein remains chilly and invigorating, the cornerstone of its entire genre. KN
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CITY LIGHTS (1931)





U.S. (Charles Chaplin) 87m Silent BW


Director: Charles Chaplin


Producer: Charles Chaplin


Screenplay: Charles Chaplin


Photography: Gordon Pollock, Roland Totheroh, Mark Marklatt


Music: Charles Chaplin, José Padilla


Cast: Virginia Cherrill, Florence Lee, Harry Myers, Al Ernest Garcia, Hank Mann, Charles Chaplin





Convinced that speech would mar the beauty of cinema, its greatest mime exponent, Charlie Chaplin, agonized over the introduction of sound technology and determined to ignore it, against all advice. Presented as “a comedy romance in pantomime,” his defiantly silent 1931 film City Lights was in every way a triumph, its heartrending melodrama and hilarity withstanding audiences’ craving for talkies. Nevertheless, after shooting the film, Chaplin incorporated sound effects and composed and conducted his own score, as he would continue to do in his later pictures.


The Little Tramp is touched by a blind flower seller (graceful Virginia Cherrill) and saves an eccentric millionaire from suicide. His gentle wooing of the girl and his determination to restore her sight propel him into a variety of jobs that go awry—like the memorable “fixed” boxing bout—while his on–off relationship with the drunken, unpredictable tycoon provides a parallel string of zany situations. As ever in Chaplin’s silent films, there is a deftly choreographed comedic eating scene—here a party streamer entwined in the oblivious Charlie’s spaghetti—and a slapstick misadventure with the law. Beautifully acted, this quite perfect balancing act between laughter and eloquent pathos culminates in a deeply moving finish. One of the real, landmark greats. AE
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THE PUBLIC ENEMY (1931)





U.S. (Warner Bros.) 83m BW


Director: William A. Wellman


Producer: Darryl F. Zanuck


Screenplay: Harvey F. Thew, from story by John Bright & Kubec Glasmon


Photography: Devereaux Jennings


Music: David Mendoza


Cast: James Cagney, Edward Woods, Jean Harlow, Joan Blondell, Beryl Mercer, Donald Cook, Mae Clarke, Mia Marvin, Leslie Fenton, Robert Emmett O’Connor, Murray Kinnell, Snitz Edwards, Rita Flynn, Frank Coghlan Jr., Frankie Darro


Oscar nomination: John Bright, Kubec Glasmon (screenplay)





William Wellman’s melodramatic chronicle of the rise and fall of gangster Tom Powers (James Cagney) is the greatest of the early 1930s gangster films. The genre’s sometime sympathetic portrayal of ruthless criminals eager for the American dream of success at the deliberate and unlawful cost of others prompted the institution of the Production Code Administration to supervise the dubious moral value in Hollywood films.


Raised in Chicago slums, Powers turns to crime at an early age, graduating as a young man to armed robbery and the murder of a policeman. Later, he becomes involved in bootlegging, making real money for the first time. Though his brother and mother plead with him to go straight, Tom rises in the gang, but after being badly wounded in a battle with rivals, he agrees to rejoin his family. He is taken from the hospital and murdered, his body dumped on the doorstep of his family home.


With its simplistic moralism, the plot of The Public Enemy has dated poorly. But Cagney remains powerful and energetic as Powers, dominating the screen in every scene and setting the pattern for all gangster films to come, including The Godfather series. Wellman directs the film with a strong visual sense, designing memorable scenes such as one in which Powers, in a sudden fit of anger, shoves a grapefruit into girlfriend Kitty’s face. RBP
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M (1931)





Germany (Nero-Film AG) 117m BW


Language: German


Director: Fritz Lang


Producer: Seymour Nebenzal


Screenplay: Egon Jacobson, Fritz Lang


Photography: Fritz Arno Wagner


Music: Edvard Grieg


Cast: Peter Lorre, Ellen Widmann, Inge Landgut, Otto Wernicke, Theodor Loos, Gustaf Gründgens, Friedrich Gnaß, Fritz Odemar, Paul Kemp, Theo Lingen, Rudolf Blümner, Georg John, Franz Stein, Ernst Stahl-Nachbaur, Gerhard Bienert
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In the early 1930s, MGM’s production genius Irving Thalberg assembled all his writers and directors for a screening of Fritz Lang’s German thriller M, then criticized them en masse for not making films as innovative, exciting, profound, and commercial as this. Of course, Thalberg admitted, if anyone had pitched the studio a story about a serial killer of children who is ultimately a tragic victim and accuses all strata of society of a corruption deeper than his psychosis, they would have been kicked off the lot immediately.


Whereas Hollywood first saw sound pictures as best suited to all-singing musicals and all-talking drawing room theatrical adaptations, a generation of European filmmakers understood the new medium’s potential for thrills and psychological effects. Inspired perhaps by the theme of Alfred Hitchcock’s 1927 silent The Lodger and the techniques of his 1929 talkie Blackmail, Lang—who had ended his silent film career with Metropolis (1927) and Woman in the Moon (1929), both considered costly flops before their achievements were recognized—set out to re-establish himself as a popular artist. Nevertheless, M is an unusual piece of storytelling, presenting a series of montage-like scenes (often with voice-over narration, a new device) that add up to a portrait of a German city in terror. The cause of the uproar is Franz Becker (Peter Lorre), a pudgy young man who compulsively whistles an air from Edvard Grieg’s “Hall of the Mountain King” as he approaches the children he murders (and, it is implied, molests). His crimes are conveyed by striking, pathetic images like a lost balloon floating against telephone wires or an abandoned ball. Establishing conventions still being used by serial-killer movies, Lang and scenarist Thea von Harbou intercut the pathetic life of the murderer with the frenzy of the police investigation into the outrageous crimes, and pay attention to such side issues as press coverage of the killings, vigilante action as an innocent asked the time by children is suddenly surrounded by an angry mob, and the political pressure that comes down from the politicians and hinders as much as encourages the police. In a cynical touch, the police crack down on all criminal activities in order to catch the killer, prompting the shadow society of professional crooks to track him down like an animal themselves.


In the powerful finale, Becker is put on trial by the underworld and pleads his case on the surprisingly moving grounds that his accusers have only chosen to commit crimes whereas he is compelled to commit them. Though the film establishes Inspector Karl “Fatty” Lohmann (Otto Wernicke)—who would return to take on Lang’s eponymous archfiend (Rudolf Klein-Rogge) in The Testament of Dr. Mabuse (1933)—and black-gloved criminal kingpin Schranker (Gustaf Gründgens) as traditional cop-and-crook antagonists, Lorre’s desperate, clear-eyed, animal-like impulse murderer is the final voice of M, forcing his persecutors (and us) to look into ourselves for the seeds of a psychosis that equals his own. Creatively emphasizing the technological developments in film sound, Lang has the killer heard before he is seen (allegedly, the director dubbed Lorre’s whistling) and identified by a blind witness. KN
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LA CHIENNE (1931)



THE BITCH




France (Jean Renoir, Braunberger-Richebé) 91m BW


Language: French


Director: Jean Renoir


Producer: Charles David, Roger Richebé


Screenplay: André Girard, from novel by Georges de La Fouchardière


Photography: Theodor Sparkuhl


Music: Eugénie Buffet


Cast: Michel Simon, Janie Marèze, Georges Flamant, Roger Gaillard, Romain Bouquet, Pierre Desty, Mlle Doryans, Lucien Mancini, Jane Pierson, Argentin, Max Dalban, Jean Gehret, Magdeleine Bérubet
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The first significant film of Jean Renoir’s career, La Chienne inaugurated the run of masterpieces he directed in the 1930s, his finest decade. It also gave that most gloriously idiosyncratic of all French actors, Michel Simon, his first major role. Adapted from a novel by Georges de la Fouchardière, the film would later be remade by Fritz Lang as Scarlet Street (1945). But where Lang’s film is mesmerizing for its aloof detachment and laid-out tensions of a psychological case study, Renoir plunges us into the gamy tumult and vitality of his native Montmartre.


Simon plays a middle-aged bank clerk, Maurice Legrand, despised at work and oppressed by a shrewish wife, who finds solace in his amateur passion for painting. Along the way he becomes obsessed with a young prostitute, Lulu (Janie Marèze), who exploits him at the urging of her pimp Dédé (Georges Flamant). Lulu milks him for cash and passes off his paintings as her own. But when Legrand catches her with Dédé and murders her in a jealous rage, the pimp is executed for the crime. Legrand becomes a tramp, his stolen paintings selling for large sums.


Shrugging off the limitations of early sound techniques, Renoir shot his exteriors on location in Montmartre, lending the film a rich visual and aural texture. As always with Renoir at his best, we get a powerful sense of off-screen space—of life going on, complex and abundant, around and between the events of the story. As Lulu, Marèze gives a performance of unabashed sensuality, feral and languid, that makes her early death all the more regrettable—she died in a car crash two weeks after shooting was completed.


Still, it is Michel Simon, avidly seizing his opportunity, who walks off with the film. Hankering after Lulu, his jowls quivering with resignation, Legrand is at once ludicrous and pitiable. Yet he brings to his scenes with Lulu the animal urgency of a man grasping a late, unlooked-for chance at sexual abandon. The pathos of his performance, and the warmth of Renoir’s sympathetic gaze, lifts La Chienne out of the realm of petty melodrama, turning the banal story into something moving and universal. PK
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VAMPYR (1932)



THE VAMPIRE




Germany (Tobis Klangfilm) 83m BW


Language: German


Director: Carl Theodor Dreyer


Producer: Carl Theodor Dreyer, Julian West


Screenplay: Carl Theodor Dreyer, Christen Jul, from the short story “Carmilla” by Sheridan Le Fanu


Photography: Rudolph Maté, Louis Née


Music: Wolfgang Zeller


Cast: Julian West, Maurice Schutz, Rena Mandel, Sybille Schmitz, Jan Hieronimko, Henriette Gérard, Albert Bras, N. Babanini, Jane Mora
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The greatness of Carl Theodor Dreyer’s first sound film derives partly from its handling of the vampire theme in terms of sexuality and eroticism, and partly from its highly distinctive, dreamy look, but it also has something to do with the director’s radical recasting of narrative form. Synopsizing the film not only betrays but also misrepresents it: While never less than mesmerizing, it confounds conventions for establishing point of view and continuity and invents a narrative language all its own. Some of the moods and images conveyed by this language are truly uncanny: the long voyage of a coffin from the apparent viewpoint of the corpse inside; a dance of ghostly shadows inside a barn; a female vampire’s expression of carnal desire for her fragile sister; an evil doctor’s mysterious death by suffocation in a flour mill; and a protracted dream sequence that manages to dovetail eerily into the narrative proper.


Financed and produced by a Dutch cinephile, Baron Nicolas de Gunzburg—who was cast in the leading role of David Gray under the pseudonym of Julian West—Vampyr was freely adapted from a short story by Sheridan Le Fanu, “Carmilla,” that appeared in his collection Through a Glass Darkly (not a novel, as stated erroneously in the film’s credits). Like most of Dreyer’s other sound features, it flopped commercially when it came out, then went on to become something of a horror and fantasy (as well as art movie) staple, despite never fitting snugly or unambiguously in any of these generic categories.


The remarkable soundtrack, created entirely in a studio, in contrast to the images, which were all filmed on location, is an essential part of the film’s voluptuous and haunting otherworldliness. Vampyr was originally released by Dreyer in four separate versions—French, English, German, and Danish. Most circulating prints now contain portions of two or three of these versions, although the dialogue is pretty sparse. If you’ve never seen a Dreyer film and wonder why many critics regard him as possibly the greatest of all filmmakers, this chilling horror fantasy is the perfect place to begin to understand. JRos
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LOVE ME TONIGHT (1932)





U.S. (Paramount) 104m BW


Director: Rouben Mamoulian


Producer: Rouben Mamoulian


Screenplay: Samuel Hoffenstein, Waldemar Young, George Marion Jr. from the play Tailor in the Château by Paul Armont and Lepold Marchand


Photography: Victor Milner


Music: Richard Rodgers, John Leipold


Cast: Maurice Chevalier, Jeanette MacDonald, Charles Ruggles, Charles Butterworth, Myrna Loy, C. Aubrey Smith, Elizabeth Patterson, Ethel Griffies, Blanche Frederici, Joseph Cawthorn, Robert Greig, Bert Roach





[image: image]


As with so many of this sadly underrated director’s finest films, the delightful thing about this masterly variation on the romantic Ruritanian musical is the way Rouben Mamoulian manages to debunk, through an idiosyncratic combination of irreverent humor and technical innovation, the traditions of the very genre he is simultaneously helping to establish and expand. Here he contrives to outstrip the achievements of the then-widely-acclaimed masters of the form—Ernst Lubitsch and René Clair—without even seeming to make an effort; he makes the whole thing feel so wonderfully relaxed, good-natured, and somehow perfect. True, he is helped no end by having Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart’s supremely witty yet hummably melodious songs to work with; but it’s the unforced sense of sophisticated fun coexisting with real cinematic invention that reveal the Mamoulian touch, considerably lighter than that in most Lubitsch movies.


Jeannette MacDonald and Maurice Chevalier must also take credit for playing their respective romantic leads—the haughty but bored (and, let it be said, sexually frustrated) princess holed up in a fusty chateau, and the visiting tailor (“the best in Paris”) sufficiently aroused by her to forget his lowly status—with emotional commitment and an engagingly delicate parodic irony. The supporting cast is top-notch, too: Myrna Loy, Charles Ruggles, Charles Butterworth, and the inimitable Sir C. Aubrey Smith (the last three especially delightful when improbably enlisted to sing, solo, verses of “Mimi”) are merely the most memorable. But what is really impressive about Love Me Tonight is how music, dance, dialogue, performance, decor, lighting, camera work, editing, and special effects are all combined to create a cogent comic/dramatic whole in which each element serves narrative, characterization, and theme. The “Isn’t It Romantic?” sequence, for example, which starts with Chevalier and a client in Paris, and proceeds with the song being passed via various minor characters (including, at one point, a whole platoon of soldiers!) to arrive finally at the lonely MacDonald’s boudoir—the first link between the future lovers, who have yet to meet—is impressive; so, too, is the final, climactic chase sequence (as exhilaratingly constructed as anything by the Soviets and with far more wit). In short, an enormously entertaining masterpiece. GA
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BOUDU SAUVÉ DES EAUX (1932)



BOUDU SAVED FROM DROWNING




France (Pathé, Sirius) 90m BW


Language: French


Director: Jean Renoir


Producer: Jean Gehret, Michel Simon


Screenplay: Jean Renoir, Albert Valentin, from play by René Fauchois


Photography: Léonce-Henri Burel, Marcel Lucien


Music: Léo Daniderff, Raphael, Johann Strauss


Cast: Michel Simon, Charles Granval, Marcelle Hainia, Severine Lerczinska, Jean Gehret, Max Dalban, Jean Dasté, Jane Pierson, Georges D’Arnoux, Régine Lutèce, Jacques Becker





Renoir had already made eleven films before being selected to direct Boudu Saved from Drowning by Michel Simon, who had decided to produce this adaptation of a stage play by René Fauchois. The pair had worked together three times previously, they were both the same age as the birth of cinema, and they were both rising personalities with a sense of freedom and a desire to explore unknown territories.


So, like a monstrous Aphrodite, Simon’s Boudu the tramp was reborn from the water, brought back to a life he wanted to leave by the kindness of the Lestingois family, its generosity, and its wealth. Of course, comparisons with Charlie Chaplin’s character in a similar situation come to mind here, and the two tramps do have a lot in common—the survivor’s sense of life, the amoral relationship with society’s rules, the focus on rich versus poor, and the urge for sex. But it is the differences between the two that reveal the power of the recipe above, about the film’s connection and rupture with vaudeville (the rules of bourgeois theater), and about the body and diction of Simon.


In the character of Boudu, Simon’s voice and physical presence work together as an eruption of carnality, a dissonant yet mesmerizing cello disturbing the happy quartet of the nice home filled with nice people wishing for the world to keep spinning round. Boudu’s ultimate return to the archaic spring is not only the smiling twist of an epicurean tale but also a troubling assessment of the hypothesis of a continuity between the oldest past and a future toward which the river flows. J-MF
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I AM A FUGITIVE FROM A CHAIN GANG (1932)





U.S. (Vitaphone, Warner Bros.) 93m BW


Director: Mervyn LeRoy


Producer: Hal B. Wallis


Screenplay: Howard J. Green, from memoir by Robert E. Burns


Photography: Sol Polito


Music: Leo F. Forbstein, Bernhard Kaun


Cast: Paul Muni, Glenda Farrell, Helen Vinson, Noel Francis, Preston Foster, Allen Jenkins, Berton Churchill, Edward Ellis, David Landau, Hale Hamilton, Sally Blane, Louise Carter, Willard Robertson, Robert McWade, Robert Warwick


Oscar nominations: Hal B. Wallis (best picture), Paul Muni (actor), Nathan Levinson (sound)





The grandpappy of prison movies, Mervyn LeRoy’s searing indictment of penal practices common in its day was, with its titanic performance from Paul Muni (in a neat reversal from his thuggish role as Scarface the same year), arguably the finest of the hard-hitting social-protest dramas Warner Brothers specialized in during the 1930s.


Based on an autobiographical story by Robert E. Burns, I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang vividly depicts an innocent man brutalized and criminalized as a down-on-his-luck World War I veteran is railroaded into shackles and hard labor in the Deep South. Having broken out once to make a decent new life, he is betrayed, escapes again, and is condemned to life as a broken fugitive. Rock splitting, sadistic guards, escapes (including the seminal pursuit by baying bloodhounds through a swamp), solitary confinement—the vocabulary of the behind-bars genre was laid down here. Worth seeing just to appreciate how often it has been referenced (most recently in the Coen brothers’ O Brother, Where Art Thou? [2000]), the film is dated but still powerfully disturbing down to the famously haunting last line. As Muni’s fugitive Jim slips away into the night, his lover plaintively calls out “How do you live?” From the darkness comes the tragically ironic whisper, “I steal.” AE
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TROUBLE IN PARADISE (1932)





U.S. (Paramount) 83m BW


Director: Ernst Lubitsch


Producer: Ernst Lubitsch


Screenplay: Grover Jones, from the play The Honest Finder by Aladar Laszlo


Photography: Victor Milner


Music: W. Franke Harling


Cast: Miriam Hopkins, Kay Francis, Herbert Marshall, Charles Ruggles, Edward Everett Horton, C. Aubrey Smith, Robert Greig
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After his emigration from Europe and arrival in Hollywood at the tail end of the silent era, Ernst Lubitsch quickly established himself as a master of the technical with an ear for comedic pacing. Admirers called his particular talents the “Lubitsch Touch,” but Lubitsch didn’t work with any set formula or system. Rather, he brought from Europe a sophisticated sensibility that sent gentle shock waves through Hollywood, changing the tone of American comedies and leading to the rise of the “screwball” antics of Howard Hawks and Billy Wilder, both of whom revered him.


But that same sophistication kept Lubitsch from veering precipitously toward slapstick or more overt physical humor. That famed “Lubitsch Touch” indicated his deft method of delivering sexual politics with a barely discernible wink, and that meant a clever way with words and stories to subvert, surmount, or gently prod the relatively prudish (though still pre-Hays Code) American standards.


The most carnal and clever aspects of the “Lubitsch Touch” are firmly on display from the first frame of Trouble in Paradise, one of the director’s first sound features. The title appears initially only in parts, so that for a moment the words “Trouble in . . .” linger over a shot of a bed. By the time the word “. . . Paradise” finally pops up, Lubitsch has already made clear what he meant by “Trouble in Paradise”: The film may as well be titled “Trouble in Bed.” Of course, Trouble in Paradise is only indirectly about sex, but that is typically the case with romantic comedies, of which Lubitsch was a significant pioneer.


Herbert Marshall and Miriam Hopkins are a match made in heaven. Playing expert thieves and con artists Lily (Hopkins) and Gaston Monescu (Marshall), their courtship consists of robbing each other blind one fateful night in Venice. Over dinner they trade tentative praise, revealing stolen personal items in lieu of more traditional flirtation. Theirs is a romance built on deception, an ironic aphrodisiac, and they don’t think anything of the other’s chosen profession. “Baron, you are a crook,” asserts Lily, “May I have the salt?” Life is good until the pair set their eyes on heiress Madame Mariette Colet (Kay Francis). Lily sees a big bank account, but Gaston sees more. He tries to seduce his way into her safe, but finds his feelings for the heiress keep getting in the way.


The film’s plot machinations are needed to toss the characters together, but Trouble in Paradise is less concerned with the big con than it is with companionship. Gaston initially wants Madame Colet’s money, but all the lonely heiress wants is Gaston, and soon the two become lovers, much to Lily’s chagrin. But Trouble in Paradise is nowhere near as predictable as it seems. Love is something that can’t be stolen or bought, which explains the quandary of Lubitsch’s compulsively criminal lead characters. As much as Gaston and Lily covet the acquisition of Madame Colet’s fortune, even at the cost of their relationship, they realize their uniquely larcenous dispositions make them particularly well suited for one another. JKl
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SCARFACE: THE SHAME OF A NATION (1932)





U.S. (Caddo, United Artists) 99m BW


Director: Howard Hawks


Producer: Howard Hawks, Howard Hughes


Screenplay: Ben Hecht, Fred Pasley, Seton I. Miller, John Lee Mahin, W.R. Burnett, Seton I. Miller, from novel by Armitage Trail


Music: Shelton Brooks, W.C. Handy


Photography: Lee Garmes, L. William O’Connell


Cast: Paul Muni, Ann Dvorak, Karen Morley, Osgood Perkins, C. Henry Gordon, George Raft, Vince Barnett, Boris Karloff, Purnell Pratt, Tully Marshall, Inez Palange, Edwin Maxwell
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Introducing one of cinema history’s most notorious, Machiavellian monsters in the perverted Horatio Alger myth that lies at the heart of every gangster film, Scarface: The Shame of a Nation stands as the peak of its genre. And it’s a telling sign that Brian De Palma’s 1983 version of the film, despite all the accolades accorded it, does nothing to diminish the power of Howard Hawks’s original. On the contrary, like Shakespeare at his best (Macbeth might be the most obvious reference here), the film’s seductive combination of fascination and revulsion with its corrupted protagonist and his equally corrupted world makes up the very fabric of the drama.


Completed before Hollywood’s conservative Production Code became more rigidly enforced in 1934, ex-journalist Ben Hecht’s screenplay uses the Al Capone legend as source material—staging recreations of the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre and the murder of Big Jim Colosimo—to show Prohibition-era Chicago as a modern-day Sodom and Gomorrah. Amorality is rampant: Cops are brutal and on the take, journalists are cynical muckrakers. In contrast, the Capone-like protagonist Tony “Scarface” Camonte (Paul Muni) is at least frank in his greedy quest for power and the almighty dollar.


The ultimate irony of Scarface is that everything goes well as long as Tony treats his killing spree as purely business. The moment his emotions come into play, he’s doomed. Much can be made of the strange twist in the plot when Tony starts losing control because of his violent jealousy concerning the love affair between his sister Cesca (Ann Dvorak) and his best friend Guino Rinaldo (George Raft). This could stem from incestuous feelings for his sister, or indicate a repressed homosexual bond with his friend. Hawks effectively underlines Tony’s road to ruin with heavy symbolism, achieved via expressive lighting and street signs. The gangster is initially seen as a Nosferatu-like silhouette on the wall as he commits his first murder. At the end, his final showdown is marked by cross-shaped shadows and his dead body lying in the gutter under a travel sign that reads, ironically, “The world is yours.” MT
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SHANGHAI EXPRESS (1932)





U.S. (Paramount) 84m BW


Languages: English / French / Cantonese / German


Director: Josef von Sternberg


Screenplay: Jules Furthman


Photography: Lee Garmes


Music: W. Franke Harling


Cast: Marlene Dietrich, Clive Brook, Anna May Wong, Warner Oland, Eugene Pallette, Lawrence Grant, Louise Closser Hale, Gustav von Seyffertitz, Emile Chautard


Oscar: Lee Garmes (photography)


Oscar nominations: (best picture), Josef von Sternberg (director)
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In the seven films he made with her, Josef von Sternberg took his obsession with Marlene Dietrich to ever more extreme lengths of intensity and stylization, until both star and story were all but subsumed in a welter of spectacle and design. Coming at the midpoint of the cycle, Shanghai Express holds the elements in near-perfect balance.


Sternberg loved to treat his films as controlled experiments in the play of light and shadow, so a plot whose action is largely confined to the eponymous train suited him perfectly. The story, such as it is, concerns a train journey from Peking to Shanghai, interrupted by a bandit attack. But the subject of the film is Dietrich’s face, on which it plays an endless series of variations: veiled, shadowed, wreathed with smoke, nestling in furs or feathers, framed in intricate patterns of black on white. Dietrich herself, as the “notorious China coaster,” Shanghai Lily, remains enigmatic, her eyes hooded and watchful, as Sternberg—and his regular cinematographer, Lee Garmes—use her face as an exquisite screen on which to project the appropriate emotions.


The setting of Shanghai Express, constructed in the studio artifice that Sternberg always preferred, is an elaborately conceived and utterly fictitious China, embodied in the film’s opening sequence: a huge, dazzlingly white locomotive steams out of Peking Station and straight down the middle of a narrow street seething with lampshade-hatted coolies, stallholders, children, and animals. Years later, Sternberg visited China for the first time and was gratified to discover that the reality differed completely.


Clive Brook as Lily’s ex-lover, a British army captain, plays the kind of staunchly traditional Englishman beside whose stiff upper lip steel-reinforced concrete would seem flabby, and Anna May Wong is no less enjoyably cartoonish as the embodiment of feline Eastern guile. But the film belongs to Sternberg and Dietrich, and the strange fetishistic chemistry between them. Together they created something deliriously unique in cinema; apart they could never quite recapture the same magic. PK
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FREAKS (1932)





U.S. (MGM) 64m BW


Director: Tod Browning


Producer: Tod Browning


Screenplay: Clarence Aaron “Tod” Robbins, from his novel Spurs


Photography: Merritt B. Gerstad


Cast: Wallace Ford, Leila Hyams, Olga Baclanova, Roscoe Ates, Henry Victor, Harry Earles, Daisy Earles, Rose Dione, Daisy Hilton, Violet Hilton, Schlitze, Josephine Joseph, Johnny Eck, Frances O’Connor, Peter Robinson
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From its original conception as a horror movie exceeding all expectations, something more disturbing than anything seen before (via Dwain Esper’s exploitation of it under such dubious and misleading titles as Forbidden Love, Monster Show, and Nature’s Mistakes), to its revival as an avant-garde film in the tradition of Luis Buñuel and Alain Robbe-Grillet, Tod Browning’s Freaks has been classed as everything from horror to art house to documentary (because of its realism as expressed in the movie’s use of “real freaks”). Nevertheless, despite its originality of conception and design, and its startling ability to both move and frighten audiences, Freaks has remained to this day an underappreciated film.


Freaks opens with a carnival barker addressing some curious spectators. After the crowd catches sight of the female sideshow freak nearby, several women scream and the barker starts telling her story. Cleopatra (Olga Baclanova), a beautiful trapeze artist with the carnival, is adored by a midget named Hans (Harry Earles). But Cleopatra is having an affair with Hercules (Henry Victor), the Strong Man, and the couple devise a plot to get their hands on Hans’s recently-inherited fortune: Cleopatra will marry the midget she despises and then poison him. During an unforgettable wedding ceremony-cum-initiation ritual, Cleopatra rebuffs the assembled freaks (when casting the film, Browning had the largest conglomeration of professional freaks ever assembled trying out for roles), teasing them mercilessly and calling them “dirty” and “slimy.” Back in her wagon she poisons Hans’s drink, but her plan is foiled and she is attacked by the freaks, who have banded together to exact a brutal revenge. Finally returning to the carnival barker in the present, we now see the result of the freaks’ attack on Cleopatra: she has been turned into a legless, half-blind stump—a squawking chicken woman. A final scene, tacked on later as the studio insisted on a happy ending, shows Hans living like a millionaire in an elegant house, reconciled with his midget ex-girlfriend Frieda (Daisy Earles).


But no mere plot summary can do justice to this alarming yet profound movie, which truly must be seen to be believed. It is a supreme oddity (freak?) of world cinema considered by many to be the most remarkable film in the career of a director whose credits include the original version of Dracula (1931). BH
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ME AND MY GAL (1932)





U.S. (Fox) 79m BW


Director: Raoul Walsh


Screenplay: Philip Klein, Barry Conners, Arthur Kober


Photography: Arthur C. Miller


Music: James F. Hanley


Cast: Spencer Tracy, Joan Bennett, Marion Burns, George Walsh, J. Farrell MacDonald, Noel Madison, Henry B. Walthall, Bert Hanlon, Adrian Morris, George Chandler





Set in Manhattan, Me and My Gal is about a soft-hearted, none-too-brainy cop (Spencer Tracy) who romances a chowder-house waitress (Joan Bennett) and, through dumb luck, catches a notorious gangster who has conveniently chosen her sister’s attic to hole up in. Raoul Walsh and his writers apparently took this rickety premise as their cue to do whatever the hell they wanted. The result is a delightful, unpretentious, often completely crazy film.


The populism of Me and My Gal rings true; although the film’s portrait of Irish-American life in Depression-era New York is doubtless idealized, the real optimism, tenderness, warmth, and depth of shared experience behind the idealization are unmistakable. In this film made before the repeal of Prohibition, not only is there a running comic motif involving a belligerent little drunk (the eccentric Will Stanton), there is also a wedding scene that riotously celebrates drinking, with the father of the bride (J. Farrell MacDonald) walking into close-up and shooting a jaunty invitation into the camera lens: “Who’d like a drink, huh?”


With all the comedy in Me and My Girl, it is neither surprising nor regrettable that the serious side of the plot gets shortchanged. Walsh’s casual audacity with space, his fondness for the hard-boiled and the good-hearted, and his mastery of every nuance of his material are evident throughout the film, which, miraculously, at no moment lapses into the merely conventional. CFu
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 ZÉRO DE CONDUITE (1933)



ZERO FOR CONDUCT




France (Argui-Film) 41m BW


Language: French


Director: Jean Vigo


Producer: Jacques-Louis Nounez, Jean Vigo


Screenplay: Jean Vigo


Photography: Boris Kaufman


Music: Maurice Jaubert


Cast: Jean Dasté, Robert le Flon, Du Verron, Delphin, Léon Larive, Mme. Emile, Louis De Gonzague-Frick, Raphaël Diligent, Louis Lefebvre, Gilbert Pruchon, Coco Golstein, Gérard de Bédarieux





“Young Devils at College,” the subtitle of Zero for Conduct, suggests a mild romp in the Carry On vein, but Jean Vigo’s classic short film means business. At stake in this vignette of childhood rebellion against an oppressive school institution is nothing less than a veritable Surrealist manifesto—one whose cosmic dimension is assured by the final shot in which its young devils, triumphant on a rooftop, appear ready to take flight.


This is a terrific movie to spring on students unprepared for what they will see: full frontal nudity, scatological and body-obsessed humor, antireligious blasphemy, and insistent homoeroticism. But it transcends the simple duality of youth versus authority (unlike its loose remake, the 1968 film If....) via its vision of inescapable, polymorphous perversity: Even the stuffiest teachers here are twisted, secretly wild at heart.


The hearty provocation happens as much on the level of form as content: the experiments with slow-motion, animation, and trick photography are prodigious and wondrous. Vigo had absorbed the avant-gardism of Luis Buñuel and René Clair, but he also invented a unique aesthetic form: the “aquarium shot,” a claustrophobic space in which strange apparitions are produced from every available corner and pocket—cinema as a magic act. AM
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 42ND STREET (1933)





U.S. (Warner Bros.) 89m BW


Director: Lloyd Bacon


Producer: Hal B. Wallis, Darryl F. Zanuck


Screenplay: Rian James, James Seymour, from novel by Bradford Ropes


Photography: Sol Polito


Music: Harry Warren


Cast: Warner Baxter, Bebe Daniels, George Brent, Ruby Keeler, Guy Kibbee, Una Merkel, Ginger Rogers, Ned Sparks, Dick Powell, Allen Jenkins, Edward J. Nugent, Robert McWade, George E. Stone


Oscar nominations: Hal B. Wallis, Darryl F. Zanuck (best picture), Nathan Levinson (sound)
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“Sawyer, you’re going out a youngster, but you’ve got to come back a star!” The grandmother of backstage musicals is still a tuneful charmer (verified by its adaptation into a Broadway hit fifty years later), but it also occupies a special place in film history, for several appealing reasons.


42nd Street’s plot became one of the best-loved bores of showbiz lore. Fresh-faced dancer Peggy Sawyer (Ruby Keeler), newly arrived in New York during the Depression, lands a job in the chorus of a musical called Pretty Lady. The show’s temperamental star Dorothy Brock (Bebe Daniels) injures her ankle the night before the show opens, so “real little trouper” Peggy steps into the lead, is drilled to exhaustion, and, with the fate of the company riding on her, bravely goes out there and wows ’em. Seventy years on, the script is a cherishable and disarming mix of naïveté, smart toughness, and sassy repartee.


Fleshing out the drama is a cast of characters who became archetypes: the stressed and ailing director (Warner Baxter, whose bullying and pep talks to his company are classic); the harassed dance director (George E. Stone); the saucy, wisecracking chorus girls (Una Merkel and Ginger Rogers); the puppyish juvenile (Dick Powell); and the well-heeled, lecherous backer (Guy Kibbee) with designs on the leading lady, who strings him along while conducting a clandestine romance with a down-on-his-luck vaudevillian (George Brent). The winning cast is a remarkable ensemble. The wonderful Baxter had won the Best Actor Oscar for In Old Arizona’s dashing bandito hero The Cisco Kid. Daniels was a top star of silent pictures who could also sing. Brent was another established romantic lead. Billed beneath them, half a dozen actors were already popular faces, including Rogers, soon to be teamed with Fred Astaire. Dick Powell, baby-faced and peppy, was among those whose careers were launched by 42nd Street. The big discovery in her film debut was Ruby Keeler, Broadway darling and wife of Al Jolson. She wasn’t much of a singer but was adorable, sweetly vivacious, and a tap-dancing treat.


Generally Warner Brothers films were renowned for realism. But to boost their musical fortunes, Mervyn LeRoy (who developed this project before illness made him defer directing to Lloyd Bacon) brought in songwriters Al Dubin and Harry Warren, who became chief tunesmiths for Warner Brothers. LeRoy also insisted on inventive dance director Busby Berkeley, who had enlivened several musical comedies for Sam Goldwyn. He made much out of the snappy songs, including “Shuffle off to Buffalo,” “Young and Healthy,” and “You’re Beginning to be a Habit with Me.” For the show-stopping title song finale, Berkeley created an immortal production number in which Ruby dancing atop a taxi, swaying Manhattan skyscrapers, and scantily clad beauties arranged in geometric patterns shot from high overhead form a sensational rhythmic kaleidoscope. After seeing what he was up to, Warner Brothers contracted Berkeley and gave him carte blanche, initiating a long run of dazzling dance confections that brightened the decade and remain a highlight in screen musicals. AE
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FOOTLIGHT PARADE (1933)





U.S. (Warner Bros.) 104m BW


Director: Lloyd Bacon


Producer: Robert Lord


Screenplay: Manuel Seff, James Seymour


Photography: George Barnes


Music: Al Dubin, Sammy Fain, Irving Kahal, Harry Warren, Walter Donaldson, Gus Kahn


Cast: James Cagney, Joan Blondell, Ruby Keeler, Dick Powell, Frank McHugh, Ruth Donnelly, Guy Kibbee, Hugh Herbert, Claire Dodd, Gordon Westcott, Arthur Hohl, Renee Whitney, Barbara Rogers, Paul Porcasi, Philip Faversham





The greatest of all Depression-era musicals, Footlight Parade is really two films in one. The first is a fast, funny backstage story about frantic efforts to stage live musical interludes at movie houses, with James Cagney in top form as a hard-driving producer too preoccupied to appreciate his adoring secretary (Joan Blondell). The second is a climactic juggernaut of three consecutive Busby Berkeley spectacles, the rigor of whose design is matched by their uninhibited imagery.


I will pass too quickly over “Honeymoon Hotel,” which takes a wholesomely naughty tour through an establishment devoted to conjugal bliss, and “Shanghai Lil,” which transforms rakish oriental decadence into rousing New Deal morale boosting, in order to concentrate on “By a Waterfall.” This aquatic rhapsody, featuring the glistening bodies and geometric group formations displayed by a bevy of water nymphs, pushes its central tension between form and flesh further and further until it reaches an abstract outer space where depth collapses. The distinction between air and water dissolves and human bodies mutate into elemental cell-like units. You can have the “Star Gate” climax of 2001: A Space Odyssey; when it comes to consciousness-expanding cinematic trips, I’ll take a plunge into Berkeley’s “Waterfall.” MR
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GOLD DIGGERS OF 1933 (1933)





U.S. (Warner Bros.) 96m BW


Director: Mervyn LeRoy


Producer: Robert Lord, Jack L. Warner, Raymond Griffith


Screenplay: David Boehm, Erwin S. Gelsey


Photography: Sol Polito


Music: Harry Warren


Cast: Warren William, Joan Blondell, Aline MacMahon, Ruby Keeler, Dick Powell, Guy Kibbee, Ned Sparks, Ginger Rogers


Oscar nomination: Nathan Levinson (sound)





Of the series of classic early 1930s Warner Brothers musicals featuring numbers by Busby Berkeley, Gold Diggers of 1933 is the one that most strongly evokes the Great Depression. The bawdy, wisecracking screenplay centers on struggling Broadway showgirls who do what’s necessary—including the use of “gold digging” techniques on rich suckers—to keep the wolf from the door. The film’s latter stages are dominated by three spectacular Berkeley numbers: the racy “Pettin’ in the Park,” elegant “Shadow Waltz,” and topical “Remember My Forgotten Man.”


An ironic disparity between onstage opulence and offstage economic crisis is established in the “We’re in the Money” curtain-raiser, when a peppy paean to prosperity being rehearsed by coin-covered chorines is broken up by the show’s creditors. The opening number’s correlation of sex and money foreshadows the climactic “Remember My Forgotten Man,” in which a streetwalker (Joan Blondell) laments the common man’s closely-linked losses of earning power and sexual virility, in poignant contrast to his forgotten World War I military glory. With its partisan references to the controversial 1932 Bonus March of jobless veterans and its vivid tableaux connecting war, emasculation, and unemployment, “Remember My Forgotten Man” is one of Hollywood’s hardest-hitting political statements of the 1930s. MR
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SHE DONE HIM WRONG (1933)





U.S. (Paramount) 66m BW


Director: Lowell Sherman


Producer: William LeBaron


Screenplay: Mae West, Harry Thew, John Bright, from the play Diamond Lil by Mae West


Photography: Charles Lang


Music: Ralph Rainger, Shelton Brooks, John Leipold, Stephan Pasternacki


Cast: Mae West, Cary Grant, Owen Moore, Gilbert Roland, Noah Beery, David Landau, Rafaela Ottiano, Dewey Robinson, Rochelle Hudson, Tammany Young, Fuzzy Knight, Grace La Rue, Robert Homans, Louise Beavers


Oscar nomination: William LeBaron (best picture)





[image: image]


In the early 1930s, Hollywood—beset with financial difficulties and production problems related to the conversion to sound cinema—turned to stage performers of proven popularity to lure customers back to the theaters. Among the most notable of these was Mae West, whose play Diamond Lil (which she wrote as a kind of showcase of her several talents) was immensely successful on Broadway and elsewhere. West proved a happy choice for Paramount because her unique brand of sophisticated if bawdy humor easily translated on screen; her first film, Night After Night (1932), was a big hit with audiences. West’s antics, especially her famous double entendres and sleazy style, offended religious conservatives of the time and hastened the foundation of the Breen Office in 1934 to enforce the Production Code (promulgated, but widely ignored, in the early 1930s). West’s post-1934 films, although interesting, never recaptured the appeal of her earlier work, of which She Done Him Wrong—the screen adaptation of Diamond Lil—is the most notable example, even garnering an Academy Award nomination.


West plays a “saloon keeper” in New York’s Bowery who is involved with various criminals in the neighborhood. As Lady Lou, West is pursued by two local entrepreneurs and her fiancé is just released from jail, but she is hardly in need of a man as she inhabits lavish quarters above her establishment, replete with servants and an impressive collection of diamond jewelry. Lou, however, is smitten by her new neighbor, the head of the Salvation Army mission (Cary Grant). Her initial appraisal of the younger man’s attractiveness is part of Hollywood legend. To Grant she utters the famous line “Why don’t you come up sometime, see me.” As a demonstration of her affection (and power), she uses some of her considerable hoard of diamonds to purchase his mission and make him a present of it. In the end, Grant is revealed as a detective who promptly takes all the crooks into custody, but “imprisons” Lou quite differently—with a wedding ring. A classic Hollywood comedy, full of naughtiness and good humor. RBP


See all movies from the 1930s




1930s




DUCK SOUP (1933)





U.S. (Paramount) 70m BW


Director: Leo McCarey


Producer: Herman J. Mankiewicz


Screenplay: Bert Kalmar, Harry Ruby


Photography: Henry Sharp


Music: Bert Kalmar, John Leipold, Harry Ruby


Cast: Groucho Marx, Harpo Marx, Chico Marx, Zeppo Marx, Margaret Dumont, Raquel Torres, Louis Calhern, Edmund Breese, Leonid Kinskey, Charles Middleton, Edgar Kennedy
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Released in 1933, this madcap comedy is the crowning glory of the comic team of the Marx Brothers, a New York phenomenon who honed their performing skills through vaudeville and went on to take Broadway with a series of comedies including The Cocoanuts and Animal Crackers. More than original performers, their timing was perfect in more ways than one: sound technology was taking over films just as they peaked on the stages of New York and looked for new audiences to conquer.


Among the five films made in Paramount’s New York studios by the brothers—Groucho, Harpo, Chico, and Zeppo—Duck Soup is the last to feature all of them (Zeppo, the youngest brother and the group’s straight man, went on to be an agent and inventor). It’s crammed with visual and verbal gags, most of which are as fresh and funny today as they were in 1933. As with so many classics, Duck Soup enjoyed less-than-vigorous box-office traffic. It did so badly, in fact, that Paramount cancelled the Marx Brothers’ contract soon afterward, causing them to head west to Hollywood and MGM, where A Night at the Opera and A Day at the Races were made.


Duck Soup is only 70 minutes long, but it packs in a seemingly endless string of virtually anything that might get a laugh, from jabs at Paul Revere and snide asides about then-current musicals to unexpected use of stock footage and astonishingly inventive physical sketches like the “three-hat routine,” perfected by the brothers on stage over the years, and the famous mirror sequence. This routine—imitated by comics ever since—features Groucho, dressed in nightgown, nightcap, moustache, and cigar, meeting “himself’ (Harpo as an identical image) in a doorway.


The plot, as such, involves Groucho as the dictator of the state of Freedonia. Named Rufus T. Firefly, his patron is the wealthy Mrs. Teasdale, played with ineffable dignity and grace under pressure by Margaret Dumont, again the perfect outrageous foil and the subject of most of Groucho’s forcefully memorable putdowns. If the physical gags and Groucho’s inimitable dialogue style were their own, the scripts had expert input from many great comedy writers, among them S.J. Perelman. More than a great physical comedy act, the Marx Brothers were comedians lucky enough to have witty dialogue and keen observation, another reason why Duck Soup has survived whereas the films of, say, the Ritz Brothers remain unrevered.


Sylvanian Ambassador Trintino (Louis Calhern) wants Freedonia for his own and so pays Harpo and Chico to be his intelligence agents. This slender plot line is strong enough to support some of the best comedy sequences ever filmed, and offensive enough to some to count as surrealist satire. Benito Mussolini banned the film in Italy because he took Groucho’s role as a personal attack; nothing could have pleased the brothers more. Again, before the film’s release, a small city in New York called Fredonia complained about the use of its name as well as the additional “e”; the response from the Marx Brothers camp was reassuringly predictable: “Change the name of your town, it’s hurting our picture.” KK
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1930s




QUEEN CHRISTINA (1933)





U.S. (MGM) 97m BW


Director: Rouben Mamoulian


Producer: Walter Wanger


Screenplay: S.N. Behrman, H.M. Harwood


Photography: William H. Daniels


Music: Herbert Stothart


Cast: Greta Garbo, John Gilbert, Ian Keith, Lewis Stone, Elizabeth Young, C. Aubrey Smith, Reginald Owen, Georges Renavent, David Torrence, Gustav von Seyffertitz, Ferdinand Munier


Venice Film Festival: Rouben Mamoulian (Mussolini Cup nomination)





Rouben Mamoulian’s re-creation of the seventeenth-century Swedish court provides Greta Garbo with a perfect vehicle to dominate the screen. The historical Christina, daughter of Gustavus Adolphus, was a reclusive aesthete who eventually abdicated in order to have a life of her own and change her Lutheranism for Catholicism. Garbo’s version, by way of contrast, is an alluring mixture of masculine and feminine qualities. Learned, resolute, she is also sexually experienced, even aggressive, yet committed to her independence.


The plot (which seems to have borrowed a good deal from screen versions of England’s Elizabeth I) centers on her counselors’ demand that she marry Charles of France, which angers her and her “consort,” the burly Count Magnus (Ian Keith). Fleeing the court—and the restrictions placed on her as a woman—Christina dresses like a man and encounters, by chance, the Spanish ambassador, Antonio (John Gilbert, whom Garbo was romancing at the time). What follows are comic scenes of sexual disguise, as Christina begins to fall deeply in love with Antonio, and deep eroticism. When Antonio is killed protecting her honor, Christina abdicates, achieving the solitude that, because of her rank and personal qualities, seems her fate from the beginning. Garbo’s performance in the role is inspired, helped by the glamorizing touch of Mamoulian’s camera. Well-conceived art design, editing, and music make Queen Christina sensational viewing. RBP


See all movies from the 1930s
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LAS HURDES (1933)



LAND WITHOUT BREAD




Spain (Ramón Acín) 27m BW


Language: Spanish


Director: Luis Buñuel


Producer: Ramón Acín, Luis Buñuel


Screenplay: Luis Buñuel, Rafael Sánchez Ventura


Photography: Eli Lotar


Music: Brahms


Cast: Abel Jacquin (voice)





An extraordinarily powerful yet wholly unsentimental account of poverty, disease, malnutrition, and ignorance allowed to exist in a supposedly civilized Christian nation, Luis Buñuel’s documentary Land Without Bread was shot in the remote mountainous region of Las Hurdes—a small area just north of Extremadura, less than 60 miles (100 kilometers) south of the glories of the university city of Salamanca—in 1932. Physical, psychic, and social ills are all calmly observed by a dispassionate camera, Buñuel realizing that the images would speak volumes for themselves. Nonetheless, he juxtaposed shots of the riches to be found in Catholic churches and, it was learned later, was not above shooting a goat or smearing an ailing ass with honey (to attract a lethal swarm of bees) to emphasize his argument.


But what does all this have to do with a Surrealist? The horrors are not only on view but they’re also the stuff of nightmare; Buñuel also seems all too aware that the only true release from the Hurdanos’s cruel sufferings (unless State and Church intervene, at least) is death itself, and certainly many of the actions taken to alleviate their hunger and pain seem informed by a perverse desire for extinction. Cruel, cool, strangely beautiful, and as pungent as sulfur. GA
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KING KONG (1933)





U.S. (RKO) 100m BW


Director: Merian C. Cooper, Ernest B. Schoedsack


Producer: Merian C. Cooper, Ernest B. Schoedsack, David O. Selznick


Screenplay: James Ashmore Creelman, Ruth Rose, Edgar Wallace


Photography: Edward Linden, J.O. Taylor, Vernon L. Walker, Kenneth Peach


Music: Max Steiner


Cast: Fay Wray, Robert Armstrong, Bruce Cabot, Frank Reicher, Sam Hardy, Noble Johnson, Steve Clemente, James Flavin
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The undisputed champ of all monster movies—and an early Hollywood high-water mark for special-effects work—King Kong remains one of the most lasting and beloved motion-picture masterpieces. Essentially a simian take on the Beauty and the Beast fable, told without the transformative happy ending and on a gargantuan scale, Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack’s film fuses groundbreaking model work and emotional resonance to a degree rarely replicated by the literally hundreds of imitators that inevitably followed in its wake.


The story essentially plays out like that age-old conflict between city and nature. An expedition team arrives on the ominously named Skull Island, attracted by the promise that a giant prehistoric gorilla, feared and worshipped by the natives, might be brought home to New York and exploited as a must-see attraction. But mighty Kong doesn’t take well to being caged and escapes on a destructive spree through the Big Apple.


The scenes set on Skull Island remain impressive even to this day, from Kong’s magnificent first appearance to the number of other prehistoric creatures he and the expedition face in protecting or seeking, respectively, the abducted Ann Darrow (Faye Wray). Indeed, Kong is intimidated by Ann’s beauty, and when he inevitably flees captivity and roams through New York City, the first thing he does is capture the young woman and retain her as his prisoner of love. Straddling the Empire State Building and swatting away pesky airplanes, King would ultimately rather sacrifice his own life than hurt Ann, which gives the film its famous, touching sign-off: “’Twas beauty killed the beast.”


That the giant ape shifts from feared antagonist to sympathetic protagonist, with the former of course the perspective of his pursuers, shows the success of Willis O’Brian’s intricate and expressive stop-animation work (future stop-animation savant Ray Harryhausen worked as his assistant). Although it is a B-movie at heart, King Kong set Hollywood’s special-effects fetish on fast forward, and a case could be made that thanks to Kong many of today’s films focus far more on flash than story. But unlike contemporary special-effects exercises, the majesty of Kong is destined to endure, thanks in no small part to the “performance” of its giant lead. JKl
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1930s




THE BITTER TEA OF GENERAL YEN (1933)





U.S. (Columbia) 88m BW


Language: English / Mandarin / French


Director: Frank Capra


Producer: Walter Wanger


Screenplay: Edward E. Paramore Jr., Grace Zaring Stone


Photography: Joseph Walker


Music: W. Franke Harling


Cast: Barbara Stanwyck, Nils Asther, Toshia Mori, Walter Connolly, Gavin Gordon, Lucien Littlefield, Richard Loo, Helen Jerome Eddy, Emmett Corrigan





Frank Capra’s atypical melodrama concerns an American missionary (Barbara Stanwyck) in Shanghai—a prim New England type named Megan Davis, engaged to another missionary, her childhood sweetheart. During an outbreak of civil war, she’s taken prisoner by a Chinese warlord named Yen (Nils Asther). The unlikely love story that ensues is not only Capra’s unsung masterpiece but also one of the great Hollywood love stories of the 1930s: subtle, delicate, moody, mystical, and passionate. Joseph Walker shot it through filters and with textured shadows that suggest the work of Josef von Sternberg; Edward Paramore wrote the script, adapted from a story by Grace Zaring Stone. Oddly enough, this perverse and beautiful film was chosen to open Radio City Music Hall in 1933. It was not one of Capra’s commercial successes, but it arguably beats the rest of his films by miles, and both Stanwyck and Asther are extraordinary.


Among the film’s highlights is a remarkable dream sequence in which Megan’s bedroom is broken into by a Yellow Peril monster whom one assumes is Yen, and then Megan is saved by a masked man in western clothes, whom one assumes is her fiancé. But when she removes the mask, it turns out to be Yen, who is standing beside her when she wakes. No less memorable is the exquisite final sequence—which might be interpreted as a Hollywood brand of pop Buddhism, though it’s rendered with sweetness and delicacy. JRos
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1930s



SONS OF THE DESERT (1933)





U.S. (Hal Roach, MGM) 68m BW


Director: William A. Seiter


Producer: Hal Roach


Screenplay: Frank Craven


Photography: Kenneth Peach


Music: William Axt, George M. Cohan, Marvin Hatley, Paul Marquardt, O’Donnell-Heath, Leroy Shield


Cast: Stan Laurel, Oliver Hardy, Charley Chase, Mae Busch, Dorothy Christy, Lucien Littlefield, John Elliott, William Gillespie, John Merton





Essentially a remake of the duo’s 1930 film Be Big, this full-length Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy comedy was their fourth feature, and arguably their best. Although other Laurel and Hardy films are, subjectively at least, equal to this one, they tend to inhabit atypical worlds—the fairyland of Babes in the Wood, for example, or the western fantasy of Way Out West. Although Sons of the Desert may be one of Laurel and Hardy’s most conventional comedies, it best represents the strange domestic hell that the duo inhabit in their finest work, an oddly childlike world full of domineering wives, clandestine fun sessions, and illicit smoking and drinking.


Centering around a trip to Hawaii with the Freemason-like fraternity of the title and Stan and Ollie’s attempts to conceal this jaunt from their wives, Sons of the Desert takes a basic farce plot and turns it into a vehicle for motion picture comedy’s greatest double act. Superb supporting performances, most notably from Mae Busch as Mrs. Hardy and comedian-director Charlie Chase as a drunken version of himself, along with capable direction from William A. Seiter (whose other notable comedy was the Marx Brothers’ workmanlike Room Service in 1938), also make Sons of the Desert—unusually for a seventy-year-old film comedy—utterly watchable today. KK
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IT’S A GIFT (1934)





U.S. (Paramount) 73m BW


Director: Norman Z. McLeod


Producer: William LeBaron


Screenplay: Jack Cunningham, W.C. Fields


Photography: Henry Sharp


Music: Lew Brown, Buddy G. DeSylva, Ray Henderson, Al Jolson, John Leipold


Cast: W.C. Fields, Kathleen Howard, Jean Rouverol, Julian Madison, Tommy Bupp, Baby LeRoy, Tammany Young, Morgan Wallace, Charles Sellon, Josephine Whittell, T. Roy Barnes, Diana Lewis, Spencer Charters, Guy Usher, Dell Henderson
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Undoubtedly the finest of all W.C. Fields’s comedies, It’s a Gift may not offer the inspired insanity of such waywardly surreal gems as Never Give a Sucker an Even Break (1941) or the unforgettable short The Fatal Glass of Beer (1933), but it is certainly the most coherent and most consistently funny of his features.


Despite having been cobbled together from old revue sketches and scenes from earlier movies like It’s the Old Army Game (1926), Norman Z. McLeod’s It’s a Gift actually provides something resembling a proper story. Harold Bissonette (Fields) is so tired of the constant pressures of family life and running a general store that he secretly buys, with his hard-earned savings, the Californian orange grove of his dreams, and sets off with his family (all vocally horrified by what he’s done, naturally), only to discover that their purchase is nothing like the palace pictured in the advertisement. That said, of course, this “plot” is simply an excuse for another of Fields’ marvelously misanthropic essays on the perils and pitfalls of parenthood, marriage, neighbors, and Prohibition, allowing him free rein to court our sympathy for an old curmudgeon who feels himself maltreated by virtually the entire world.


It is particularly difficult to select highlights from such a supremely even series of set pieces, but the catastrophically destructive visit to Fields’s shop paid by the feeble, deaf, blind, and uncommonly belligerent Mr. Muckle (Charles Sellon) must rank as some kind of peak in politically incorrect hilarity. The protagonist’s forlorn attempt to sleep on the porch—despite noisy neighbors, a nagging wife (the inimitable Kathleen Howard), a murderous screwdriver wielded by Baby LeRoy, a rolling coconut, a broken hammock, a rifle, and a quite crazily cheery insurance salesman in search of one Karl LaFong (“Capital K, small A, small R”)—is quite simply as brilliant and nightmarish a portrait of ordinary life as deadpan Hollywood comedy ever got. Mind you, the shaving sequence is pretty great, too. Oh, and then there’s the dinner with the family. Sheer genius. GA
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TRIUMPH DES WILLENS (1934)



TRIUMPH OF THE WILL




Germany (Leni Riefenstahl, NSDAP-Reichsleitung) 114m BW


Language: German


Director: Leni Riefenstahl


Producer: Leni Riefenstahl


Screenplay: Leni Riefenstahl, Walter Ruttmann


Photography: Sepp Allgeier, Karl Attenberger, Werner Bohne, Walter Frentz, Willy Zielke


Music: Herbert Windt


Cast: Adolf Hitler, Max Amann, Martin Bormann, Walter Buch, Walter Darré, Otto Dietrich, Sepp Dietrich, Hans Frank, Josef Goebbels, Hermann Göring, Jakob Grimminger, Rudolf Hess, Reinhard Heydrich, Konstantin Hierl, Heinrich Himmler, Robert Ley, Viktor Lutze, Erich Raeder, Fritz Reinhardt, Alfred Rosenberg, Hjalmar Schacht, Franz Xaver Schwarz, Julius Streicher, Fritz Todt, Werner von Blomberg, Hans Georg von Friedeburg, Gerd von Rundstedt, Baldur von Schirach, Adolf Wagner
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It was Adolf Hitler himself who commissioned dancer and actress turned filmmaker Leni Riefenstahl to make a grand, celebratory record of the sixth Nazi Party Congress held in September 1934 at Nuremberg—the medieval Bavarian showplace where, with deliberate irony, a court of Allied victors would convene in 1945–46 to judge war criminals of the Third Reich. Hitler also gave her the film’s title. Riefenstahl was a careerist as well as a creative talent and, her postwar protestations to the contrary, there is evidence (not only here but in her photo-journalistic coverage of the invasion of Poland and in her later use of concentration camp inmates as “extras”) that her enthusiasm for fascism was crafty if, debatably, naive. But any discussion of motivation cannot diminish the devastating impact of Triumph of the Will. This is an awesome spectacle, vulgar but mythic, and technically an overwhelming, assured accomplishment.


Riefenstahl had all the resources a documentarian could desire. Nuremberg was as carefully prepared as if it were a massive soundstage housing a series of elaborate sets. She ordered new bridges and accesses constructed in the city center, and lighting towers and camera tracks built, all of which was carried out to her exact specifications. Deploying 30 cameras and 120 technicians, Riefenstahl brilliantly fulfilled her Nuremberg brief—to glorify the might of the Nazi state and tighten its grip on the hearts and minds of Germany—with breathtaking imagery on a spectacularly sinister, epic scale, creating an infamous masterpiece still regarded as the most powerful propaganda film ever made.


The documentary—which after six months’ editing into a carefully selected two hours represents about three percent of the footage shot—opens with Hitler’s arrival by plane, his descent from the clouds given the character of a Wagnerian hero’s entrance, with his head in a halo of sunlight. The Führer’s acclamation and adulation by saluting multitudes is central to this presentation of his political philosophy as world theater, lending him a disturbing charisma despite the posturing and the stridency so familiar from news archives, historical drama, and masterly parody, like Charlie Chaplin’s in The Great Dictator (1940). Setting him off are a kaleidoscope of astonishing images: vigorous young men disporting, torchlit processions, swastikabrandishing ritual, militaristic display, thousands of well-drilled children pledging themselves to the Movement, and a continuous folkloric parade concluding with the Nazi anthem, the Horst Wessel Song.


Triumph of the Will is an unsubtle but innovative demonstration of technique, from ingenious camera angles and striking composition to the relentless pace of its canny editing. This is an enduringly fascinating, chilling testament to the power of film to impose a false spiritual aesthetic on the overtly political. After World War II, Riefenstahl was imprisoned for four years by the Americans and the French for her role in the Nazi propaganda machine over her insistence that she made “pure historical film, film vérité.” Repeated attempts to revive her career were unsuccessful. Later she discovered underwater photography and demonstrated she still had an artist’s eye. AE
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L’ATALANTE (1934)





France (Gaumont-Franco Film-Aubert) 89m BW


Language: French


Director: Jean Vigo


Producer: Jacques-Louis Nounez


Screenplay: Jean Guinée, Albert Riéra


Photography: Jean-Paul Alphen, Louis Berger, Boris Kaufman


Music: Maurice Jaubert


Cast: Michel Simon, Dita Parlo, Jean Dasté, Gilles Margaritis, Louis Lefebvre, Maurice Gilles, Raphaël Diligent
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Heretical as it may be to say in these enlightened times of gender politics, but Jean Vigo’s masterpiece L’Atalante is the cinema’s greatest ode to heterosexual passion. One simply cannot enter into its rapturous poetry without surrendering to the romantic series of oppositions between the sexes, comparisons rigorously installed at every possible level—spiritual, physical, erotic, and emotional. It is only this thrill of absolute “otherness” that can allow both the agony of nonalignment between lovers and the sublimity of their eventual fusion.


This is far removed from the typical romance of the time. As Vigo once memorably complained, it takes “two pairs of lips and three thousand meters of film to come together, and almost as many to come unstuck again.” Like Stanley Kubrick’s Eyes Wide Shut (1999), L’Atalante casts the immortal love story within an adventure tale: man (Jean Dasté as Jean) the seafaring adventurer, woman (Dita Parlo as Juliette) the city-craving settler. The seductive temptations and drifts that temporarily split them up are forecast in a charged moment of almost metaphysical agony: In thick fog, Jean stumbles blindly over the boat’s barge until he finds his bride and envelops her in an embrace at once angry and relieved, inspiring them instantly to head below deck to make love.
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