

[image: ]










[image: ]



















[image: ]















Copyright © 2002 by Jay Carr


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher. Printed in the United States of America.


Designed by Jeffrey P. Williams


Set in 10.5 point Berkeley Book by Perseus Publishing Services


Cataloging-in-Publication data for this book is available from the Library of Congress.


First Da Capo Press edition 2002


ISBN 978-0-78672-452-9


Published by Da Capo Press


A Member of the Perseus Books Group


http://www.dacapopress.com


Da Capo Press books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the U.S. by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 11 Cambridge Center, Cambridge, MA 02142, or call (800) 255-1514 or (617) 252–5298, or e-mail j.mccrary@perseusbooks.com.


1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9—05 04 03 02









Dedicated to the memory of


KATHY HUFFHINES


1943–1991

















IntroductionIntroduction




[image: ]





PEOPLE LOVE MOVIES. People love lists. And so it is that the National Society of Film Critics for the first time in its history has chosen a list of the 100 movies you need to know to be film literate.


Readers should understand from the outset that no single member agrees with this list in its entirety. When a couple of members walked away from the project after films they thought should be included didn’t make the final cut, I somehow felt we were on the right track. Our “A list” is a consensus that admits—OK, invites—dissent; I hope that our choices will engage you, or infuriate you, but in any event will sharpen your own critical approach to the movies—and just maybe add to your enjoyment of them.


Shrinking a century of films down to 100 titles means that there inevitably are omitted movies as worthy as the ones included. But while the selection process may have necessarily been arbitrary, it wasn’t capricious. There are reasons why every last film was chosen. The only thing everybody agreed on is that it would be unforgivably parochial to limit the list to films made in the U.S. Obviously, no one standard was applied, which is why Enter the Dragon stands shoulder to shoulder with, say, The Gospel According to St. Matthew. Think of this collection of films as a grid, containing most of the significant kinds of film, whether by genre, or director, or star performance.


It also seemed more important than ever, given the perhaps inevitable stress on the contemporary, to supply perspective by citing landmark films of the past. There would have been no Gone with the Wind, for instance, if there hadn’t been Birth of a Nation. Les Vampires, a silent French serial, set the pace for stylish criminality. Other films made the list simply because they represent the big pop myth in which Hollywood, at its best, excels—The Wizard of Oz, Top Hat, Star Wars.


Some films claimed a space for more than one reason. Public Enemy put on the map the kind of gangster movie Pulp Fiction reinvented. Public Enemy also put Jimmy Cagney on the map. He crackled with the kind of energy that drove hundreds of the urban movies that flew off America’s big screens like fists, when cities believed in themselves with a populist vigor.


Many of the movies on the list define genres. And caused us to almost immediately break one of the few rules we had—such as one film, one director. Vertigo got in because it so deliciously was Alfred Hitchcock’s psychic autobiography, and reminded us that there was a tough side to Jimmy Stewart that was just as pronounced as his aw-shucks persona. Hitchcock’s Psycho, however, launched the slasher movie—a genre of arguable value, but too ubiquitous to be ignored. Billy Wilder, too. His Double Indemnity is one of the glories of film noir. But his Sunset Boulevard apotheosizes the Hollywood-on-Hollywood movie, reveling in its self-cannibalism while pretending to deplore it.


And don’t think it didn’t cause a pang or two to omit Wilder’s Some Like It Hot. The temptation in compiling a book such as this one is to favor serious films. But it’s a temptation that must be resisted, easy enough when you’ve got the likes of Buster Keaton, Charlie Chaplin, W. C. Fields, Woody Allen, and The Marx Brothers to pitch in.


The choices were, if anything, even more agonizing when it came to films from other countries. Italian neo-realism, the French New Wave, Bergman, Kurosawa, Satyajit Ray and others opened postwar America’s eyes to the fact that it was a mistake to allow Hollywood alone to define film. Between the wars, Russian filmmakers built on the pioneering work of D. W. Griffith, inventing most of the rest of the film grammar Griffith didn’t invent. German directors (Murnau, Lang, Pabst) brought Expressionism into the international mix, laying the basis for noir and a rich stratum of Hollywood films made by German-speaking exiles and refugees.


Some names—Renoir, Buñuel, Welles, Bresson, Scorsese, Coppola, Kubrick, Lubitsch, Spielberg—were locks. Others—Charles Burnett (Killer of Sheep), Theo Angelopoulos (Landscape in the Mist), Krzysztof Kieslowski (The Decalogue), were not, but their films are too important to remain uncelebrated. If this book is to be of special value, apart from warming the hearts of those gratified to find their favorites included, it will lie in leading people to insufficiently celebrated masterpieces. In the age of VCRs and DVDs, access to these films has never been easier. Today’s dumbed-down cinema of sensory jolts and weekend grosses (apt word!) can use a few masterpieces. And a few laughs. They’re in there, too. Enjoy!


JAY CARR


BOSTON, 2001
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by James Verniere


SCREWING WITH AUDIENCES’ HEADS was Stanley Kubrick’s favorite hobby outside of chess, which is just another way of screwing with heads. One of the flaws of Eyes Wide Shut (1999), Kubrick’s posthumously released, valedictory film, may be that it doesn’t screw with our heads enough.


2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), however, remains Kubrick’s crowning, confounding achievement. Homeric sci-fi film, conceptual artwork, and dopeheads’ intergalactic joyride, 2001 pushed the envelope of film at a time when Mary Poppins and The Sound of Music ruled the box office.


As technological achievement, it was a quantum leap beyond Flash Gordon and Buck Rogers serials, although it used many of the same fundamental techniques. Steven Spielberg called 2001 “the Big Bang” of his filmmaking generation. It was the precursor of Andrei Tarkovsky’s Solaris (1972), Spielberg’s Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977) and George Lucas’s Star Wars (1977), as well as the current digital revolution. At the time of its release, 2001: A Space Odyssey created a nationwide stir, in large part due to its willful opacity. Among numerical titles, only George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-four and Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 compare to 2001 in terms of instant recognizability.


There are antecedents to 2001, among them Georges Melies’s pioneering Voyage to the Moon (1902), William Cameron Menzies’s H.G. Wells–scripted Things to Come (1936), and George Pal’s Destination Moon (1950), a surprisingly realistic film coscripted by popular science-fiction author Robert A. Heinlein (Stranger in a Strange Land).


Production of 2001, an expansion of Arthur C. Clarke’s 1951 short story “The Sentinel,” began in December 1965 at MGM Studios at Boreham Wood, England. Shot in Super Panavision and released in Cinerama, the film premiered in New York City about a year before Neil Armstrong’s historic walk on the moon.


The film opens about 3 million years in the past and ends in the eponymous 2001 with a sequence dubbed, with a wink and nod to the Age of Aquarius, “the ultimate trip.” In between, 2001: A Space Odyssey may be more of a series of landmark sequences than a fully coherent or satisfying experience. But its landmarks have withstood the test of time and repeated parody.


The first arrives in the wordless “Dawn of Man” episode, in which Kubrick dramatizes a crucial moment in human evolution, the sci-fi equivalent of Michelangelo’s The Creation of Adam. After apelike creatures (costumed dancers and mimes) subsisting in a brutish wasteland encounter a mysterious black monolith, their leader picks up a bone, puzzles out how to use it as a tool/weapon (a small step for a man, a giant step for a man-ape), and smashes a warthog skeleton to pieces as Richard Strauss’s “Thus Spake Zarathustra” thunders on the soundtrack.


After rejecting a score commissioned from Alex North (who was hired after Kubrick failed to lure composer Carl Orff to the project), Kubrick decided to use existing music, and he uses it brilliantly here, making Strauss’s unexpectedly juxtaposed, anthemlike theme an indivisible part of the scene, perhaps the most famous Kubrick-arranged marriage of music and image.


That this landmark scene would be parodied, often hilariously in television commercials, on Saturday Night Live and in Carl Gottlieb’s Caveman (1981) and Mel Brooks’s History of the World—Part 1 (1981) is only one indication of what a pervasive pop culture icon it soon became.


When the man-ape then tosses his newfound weapon/tool end-over-end and the tumbling bone turns into an orbiting satellite, Kubrick makes the cinema’s most famous jump-cut and “eye rhyme.” The subsequent “docking” sequence featuring a sleek spacecraft and a revolving space station, the much commented upon ballet mechanique sequence, suggests a link between Ezekiel and Freud. Johann Strauss’s “Blue Danube Waltz,” which we hear as the spacecraft makes its spiraling approach to the “wheel,” becomes literal music of the spheres in this scene, celestial accompaniment to a cosmic, coital dance.


As this scene demonstrates, even more so than in Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb (1964), technology is sexy (as it was to Kubrick, who loved gadgets, designed lenses, and collected cameras and electronic equipment). Kubrick’s vision of space travel is sensual, obsessively detailed, and authentic: the sleek Space Shuttle–like orbiter; revolving “space wheel”; lipstick-red Olivier Mourgue space station lounges; the centrifugal hub of the Discovery, monitors and computer readouts; the “spine” of the Discovery, bug-like “space pods”; sarcophogilike hibernation units; and the Cyclopean HAL 9000 computer. Kubrick persuaded NASA, Boeing, IBM, and Pan Am among other aerospace and technology corporations to contribute designs and technical advisers to the film in exchange for planting their corporate logos on the screen, in this case for reasons that make aesthetic sense (Ridley Scott followed Kubrick’s lead in the design of Blade Runner and Alien). 2001 also pokes fun at the future outer-space expansion of such franchises as Howard Johnsons and Hilton Hotels. A more prophetic vision of the new millennium might be hard to find.


More than authentic and prophetic, Kubrick’s high-tech vision is beautiful. Some critics of the day complained of the film’s “sterile” look. But Kubrick’s minimalism is the correct aesthetic and engineering choice. 2001 bids farewell to the upholstered, gewgaw-choked interiors of Jules Verne.


Although almost a documentary of space travel, 2001 also operates on the level of a dream. Its comparative wordlessness—with an amazingly low ratio of dialogue to running time, 2001 is a virtual silent film—forces viewers to concentrate on the hypnotic blend of music and image. It often seems like a brain-teasing exercise in analogies: bone is to HAL as HAL is to monolith, etc. Its Escher- and Magritte-like images of Discovery crewmen Dave Poole (Gary Lockwood) and Frank Bowman (Kier Dullea) defying spatial logic as they move around inside the spacecraft, and the film’s many ellipses and alignments, suggest the topsy-turvy, free-floating, free-associative landscape of a dream. Also contributing to the dreamlike pull are mirror images—the warthog skeleton and fossil-like design of the Discovery, the Gemini twins Poole and Bowman, etc.—and screens within screens. No wonder Federico Fellini listed 2001: A Space Odyssey among his ten favorite films.


Kubrick biographer Vincent LoBrutto cites Louis Leakey’s Adam’s Ancestors, Robert Ardrey’s African Genesis, and Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces, which also would cast its shadow on George Lucas and Star Wars, among the influences on 2001. But the greatest may have been the 1964 New York World’s Fair with its multimedia exhibits—including films by Saul Bass and Charles and Ray Eames and a movie projected in an IMAX precursor called “Cinerama 360”—and its gadget-and-computer-driven “World of Tomorrow” outlook. It’s as if Kubrick wanted the film to serve as a calling card for the human race in case aliens actually arrived.


Among the film’s flaws are the bland characters and the final image of the “Space Child,” which reaches for, but doesn’t quite achieve, a metaphysical high note. The banality of Bowman and Poole, however, makes it possible for HAL (voice of Canadian actor Douglas Rain, who replaced Martin Balsam) to appear, to borrow a phrase from Blade Runner, “more human than human.” In fact, HAL, the malfunctioning, killer computer, may be the “character” Kubrick identified with most closely and the one that makes the strongest impression on viewers.


The celebrated “Star Gate” sequence is impressive as technical achievement and light show (Monument Valley, the frequent setting of John Ford westerns, stands in as the alien landscape in these scenes). But it’s more conceptual than visceral. Lucas would popularize, if not vulgarize, it in the leap into “hyperspace” and theme-park-ride-like “trench”-skimming attack on the Death Star in Star Wars, just as HAL would be transformed into the robot-servants C3PO and R2-D2.


While the storytelling lapses of 2001: A Space Odyssey are undeniable, the film’s ability to induce a sense of awe and wonder is unparalleled. In this regard, Kubrick, who obviously wanted to be declared a genius, may have been emulating not other filmmakers but the architects of gothic cathedrals.


The result is the polar opposite of the amiable, Saturday-matinee atmosphere of Star Wars. An aura of malice pervades 2001, an aura of malice evident in most Kubrick films, as it is in the films of Alfred Hitchcock. The difference is that Hitchcock created Venus-flytrap movies, movies that are primarily exercises in seduction and entrapment, while Kubrick’s works seem more like unassailable fortresses carved in ice.


Still, 2001 remains the most popular experimental movie ever made. That it was financed by one of the oldest, most conservative Hollywood studios is a priceless twist of fate.


In undertaking it, Kubrick mastered new technologies and refined and invented new techniques. His research was typically exhaustive. According to LoBrutto, before shooting 2001, Kubrick insisted on screening every science-fiction film ever made. With 2001, Kubrick in effect did to film what his monolith makers did to the human race: forced it along, made it evolve. Kubrick may have done the same thing to the young, slack-jawed baby boomers in the audience. 2001 was more than a vision of the future. It was a vision of the future of movies.
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by Emanuel Levy


42ND STREET MAY NOT BE the best musical ever made, but it’s certainly the definitive backstage musical and a breakthrough in that uniquely American genre. It’s also one of the most enjoyable and enduring musicals: Its constant revivals, on Broadway and national tours, attests to its long-standing popularity with audiences of various generations. The outline of 42nd Street has been copied numerous times, but seldom has the backstage atmosphere been so honestly and felicitously caught.


Satiated with a steady slate of screen musicals, usually in a revue format that was little more than a collection of staged numbers and a series of song cues, Warner had declared a moratorium on the genre, until production head Darryl Zanuck signed Rian James and James Seymour to write a more “substantial” musical grounded in the reality of the times.


Loosely based on Bradford Ropes’s novel, 42nd Street was released at the height of the Depression. It contains all the typical characters (which even then were cliches) we have come to expect in a backstage story: the aging and temperamental leading lady, the fresh and innocent ingenue, the cynical director who’s desperate for a hit, the demanding financial backers. Even so, the film’s plot was more substantial than previous or future efforts. The quality of the script, which was peppered with punchy lines, and the film’s atmosphere gave 42nd Street a distinctive freshness.


Mervyn LeRoy was originally assigned to direct, but he became ill and had to be replaced. The assignment was handed to Lloyd Bacon, a Warner contract director, who made the same year the James Cagney starrer, Footlight Parade. Bacon was a less ambitious and accomplished director than LeRoy, but he had a good sense of pacing. Compared with other musicals of the era, 42nd Street moves at a brisk pace.


42nd Street is primarily known for four elements: Its corny plot, a glorious score by the team of Al Dubin and Harry Warren, splashy dance numbers choreographed by Busby Berkeley, and appealing cast, headed by the enormously likable Ruby Keeler.


By today’s standards, the text, based on a tawdry backstage yarn, is insipid and even banal: Peggy Sawyer (Ruby Keeler), a naive understudy who wears puffed sleeves (signaling youthful innocence), steps into the star’s shoes just hours before opening night and sets the world on fire. Warner Baxter plays a cynical Broadway producer-director who suffers from heart trouble amid pressures from backers. Baxter is mostly remembered for his memorable and much satirized speech. “You’re going out a youngster,” he tells the terrified ingenue, “but you’ve got to come back a star!”


The rest of the cast is also impressive: Bebe Daniels plays the elegant star who breaks her ankle; George Brent is her gigolo lover; Dick Powell is the singing twerpy juvenile; Ginger Rogers’s Anytime Annie is the gold-digging chorine, known as the countess; Guy Kibbee is the sleazy sugar daddy who courts the leading lady.


Zanuck immediately recognized the talent of dance director Berkeley, whose work in Whoopee drew critical attention. To make sure that no other studio would benefit from his visual flair, he signed the inventive genius to a seven-year contract. With the studio’s big budget (Hal Wallis’s production cost a then mammoth $400,000) and technical facilities at his command, Berkeley overwhelmed audiences with his larger-than-life escapist entertainment. Berkeley’s lavish, gaudy imagination was reflected in elaborately engineered, geometrically patterned dance routines.


It was at Warners that Berkeley developed his ribald yet erotic vision and the inimitable extravaganza of his choreography. His opulent numbers employed dozens of girls in a spectacular array of rhythmic movement, which one critic described as “kaleidoscopic patterns of female flesh, dissolving into artichokes, exploding stars, snowflakes, and water lilies.”


However, it wasn’t just the choreography that made Berkeley’s numbers exciting. His use of the camera was daringly inventive, with dazzling diagonal angles, incredible traveling shots, and impeccable rhythmic cutting. Berkeley developed a monorail to give his camera greater mobility, devising a shooting technique that became known as the “Berkeley top shot.” In pursuit of proper perspective for his complex shots, Berkeley drilled holes through stage floors and climbed to the ceilings of soundstages.


David Thomson sees an irony in the fact that, as the cinema was instituting its own morality in the 1930s, it also created a visionary like Berkeley who exploited film’s lascivious disposition toward orgy, encouraging sexual daydreaming—Berkeley’s camera had the thrust of a sexual act. Berkeley’s Warners movies were much more outré and suggestive than his later musicals at MGM, a reflection of both changing times and tastes and studio interference. Women don’t just dance in his production numbers: They are moving and evolving, making circles that are tightened or expanded, bursting forward and backward.


As for Keeler, in the 1930s, she starred in a string of Warner musicals that have since become classics (Dames, Flirtation Walk), but she’s most intimately associated with 42nd Street. Keeler always played variations of the same part: the sweet-natured girl picked from the chorus line at the last possible moment to replace a temperamental or ailing star. At the time, naive viewers thought that Keeler was romantically involved with Dick Powell, her costar, a notion that Warner’s publicity machine obviously encouraged.


Considering that Keeler made only a dozen films, it’s odd that she’s so widely remembered as the pert girl of Warner musicals. Keeler’s dancing was clunky and her line delivery amateurish, yet she was extremely amiable. Her charisma largely depended on her ordinary looks, the fact that she was not glamorous. As a screen presence, she combined sweet naivete and strong ambition, embodying the fantasies of stage-struck girls during the Depression.


42nd Street was one of the first movies to use a full backstage narrative. Structurally, though, the film is flawed for two reasons: There are not many song-and-dance numbers, and they all appear in the last reel. Bits and pieces of musical numbers (mostly “42nd Street”) are heard in rehearsal early in the film. And one song, “You’re Getting to Be a Habit With Me,” is performed on a bare stage. But they mostly serve as preparation for the three big production numbers, stacked together at the end.


As scholar Martin Rubin has observed, there is little in the film’s numbers that could not be presented within the confines of a realistic stage. The scale and spectacle of the final numbers are relatively restrained and stagebound: The effects of “Shuffle Off to Buffalo” are conceived in terms of the stage’s limitations. The one notable exception is “Young and Healthy,” which utilizes uniquely cinematic devices: Overhead shots, through-the-legs tracking shot, the use of frameline to conceal the chorus behind Dick Powell and his costar after they kiss. But, as in “Shuffle Off to Buffalo,” a scene shift is handed via a theatrical device: A prop bench sinks below the floor and becomes part of a revolving platform.


It’s in the climactic title number, “42nd Street,” that the film strains against the confines of a realistic stage show, as in the trick cut, that moves a dancing Keeler from the apron of the stage to a taxicab, and a continuously expanding stage space. The camera’s tightness and fluidity were ahead of the times. In this number, sweeping crane shots depict vignettes of life on the “naughty, bawdy” street with speed and smoothness, setting up dazzling transitions and dizzying patterns that would become a signature of Berkeley’s unique vocabulary.


There are shifts in scale and perspective, as when the chorus holds up cutouts to form the skyline of Manhattan, or when the camera moves horizontally across the stage, looking up at Keeler and Powell as they kiss atop a skyscraper. Powell then pulls down a miniature asbestos curtain that fills the frame and ends the number.


42nd Street boasts the strongest, most “serious” plot and characterizations of any 1930s musical. Indeed, the narrative, with its references to unemployment and other social ills, maintains an emotional pull that prevents the film from being overwhelmed by Berkeley’s numbers. While the sketchy plot of other Warner musicals are easily eclipsed by Berkeley’s spectacular numbers, 42nd Street possesses a dramatic drive that counters Berkeley’s effects. The overall impact is based on the link of the characters to a recognizable reality and the relative restraint of Berkeley’s numbers.


Even so, it would be unfair to describe 42nd Street as an “integrated” musical in the way that MGM/Minnelli musicals (Meet Me in St. Louis, The Band Wagon) were in the 1940s and 1950s. It did help, though, that the songs were similar in tone to the narrative and therefore didn’t call too much attention to themselves. As Rubin pointed out, this may be the reason why 42nd Street stands high in the pantheon of classic musicals, but not as high in the canon of Berkeley’s work.


Like most pictures, 42nd Street reflected the zeitgeist, which was manifest in the film’s harsh tone: Competing for jobs, the chorus girls are tough and aggressive. In the title song, a woman is stabbed, then the camera swoops up to a second-story window, from which playboy Powell looks down, singing nonchalantly, while his valet mixes a cocktail in the background. Like most musicals, the movie embodied the ideological contradictions inherent in the American Dream. It’s tempting to perceive Keeler’s Peggy as an Horatio Alger heroine, who’s rewarded not only for hard work but also by fate—the leading lady’s injury. Depression audiences must have been starved for such rags-to-riches and overnight success stories.


Similarly, the epilogue wasn’t only powerful but also ambiguous, depicting a depressive and exhausted Julian Marsh, sitting alone almost unappreciated in the alley outside the theater, where his show has just been declared a hit. It’s the kind of ending that showed the gap between personal and collective happiness. At the time, viewers probably remembered the happy collective finale rather than the personal misery, though in recent classroom screenings, most of my students single out the uncharitable, often ruthless manner in which the characters manipulate each other almost up to the end.
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by Peter Brunette


FEW YOUNG PEOPLE TODAY, even those who pride themselves on their knowledge of movies, seem even to have heard of François Truffaut, and that’s a real shame. For it was he and his rebellious critical colleagues at the legendary French film magazine Cahiers du Cinéma who, after deciding to become directors themselves, brought a glorious new joie de vivre to international filmmaking in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Fed up with what they saw as the stultifying, always très correct “tradition of quality” in French cinema, where classy literary adaptations and high production values reigned supreme, Truffaut, Jean-Luc Godard, Claude Chabrol, and their pals left the well-provisioned studios and went directly into the streets instead. There they shot their movies with little-known actors in a refreshingly awkward, semi-documentary style that drew heavily upon the neorealism that had dominated Italian cinema just after the war, a decade or more earlier. The incredible, almost embarrassing paucity of their cinematic means was more than made up for by their sincerity, imagination, and passionate belief in the movies as personal statement, something more than mere entertainment.


No film of what came to be known as la nouvelle vague (the New Wave) embodies these features more than Truffaut’s first full-length effort, The 400 Blows (1959). The archetypal expression of the misunderstood and unloved teenager, it is guaranteed to warm the cockles of any thirteen-year-old’s heart, even today. In one of the great turnabouts in cinema history, Truffaut, who, owing to his intemperate critical attacks on the French film industry, had been refused press accreditation at the Cannes film festival in 1958, won the director’s prize there for The 400 Blows a year later.


First, a note on the title. It’s undoubtedly befuddled countless American filmgoers for the last four decades, but it’s simply a literal (and lazy) translation from the French title, Les 400 Coups, which of course is meaningless in English. It derives from the phrase faire les 400 coups, which means, simply, to raise hell. And that’s exactly what Truffaut’s alter ego, Antoine Doinel, sets out to do. Played by the lifelong Truffaut stand-in, the edgy Jean-Pierre Léaud, seen here in the first of a string of incarnations of this same character, Antoine Doinel is an unwanted bastard child for whom his mother and stepfather have little time. One day, while playing hooky from school with his grand buddy, the equally neglected René, he spots his mother in the arms of another man. Hurt and frustrated, torn between his bitchy mother and his more sympathetic but feckless father, he is caught in a series of increasingly serious mishaps and misunderstandings that eventually lead to incarceration in a juvenile facility, from which he ultimately escapes.


But only in a manner of speaking. At the end of the film, he has reached the sea, his geographical, psychological, and symbolic goal, only to have to turn back suddenly from the pounding surf when it becomes impossible to run any further. In the final shot of the film, Truffaut brilliantly catches Antoine in a freeze-frame (in one of the first dramatic uses of that now worn-out, banal advertising technique), as he turns, trapped, back toward the audience. The final abrupt dolly-in on Antoine’s stunned face is unforgettable.


Much of the film’s power derives from the fact that it’s so overtly autobiographical. Like most first-time novelists and filmmakers, Truffaut turned to his own life for inspiration, and the frustration and bitterness of his own depressing childhood imparts a powerful personal charge to the movie. The genius of this film, though, lies in the director’s ability to transcend his own individual suffering to mount a devastating critique of the casual brutality of his society’s routine treatment of children. The opening scene in Antoine’s French class—so clearly reminiscent of Vigo’s Zéro de Conduite and so influential on Fellini’s subsequent film, Amarcord—is remarkable for both its nastiness and its humor. The clear message of the film is that school and other institutions are prisons and represent the death of the spirit, while the cinema (which Antoine and his family attend during one happy but brief interlude) is joyful life. In fact, what’s perhaps most striking about the juvenile detention center Antoine ends up in is how little it differs from his original classroom. It is the originality and intensity of this critique that also redeems the film’s occasional lapse into romantic sentimentality (a lifelong tendency of Truffaut’s that would quickly alienate his more severe Cahiers colleagues), as when Antoine peers out from behind the grillwork of the police wagon and the director bulls his way in for a shameless close-up to catch those superfluous tears streaming down Antoine’s face.


But there’s infinitely much more to the film than bitterness and sentimentality. Inspired by his Italian master Roberto Rossellini, whom he idolized, Truffaut captures the textures and sounds of the streets of Paris, especially the less savory, but lively quartiers like Pigalle and Montmartre, which are so palpably present that they assume the importance, almost, of additional characters. Even in the credits, the Eiffel Tower, that quintessential signifier of Paris, is visually discovered over and over again. In 1959, the sheer joy of these celebratory urban interludes was something new to the movies.


As in much subsequent European cinema, many scenes take place in real time, such as when Antoine takes out the garbage or chugs a stolen bottle of milk, or, quintessentially, when he goes to an amusement park and is swirled around one of those antigravitational rides that hold riders up by centrifugal force. Rather than use a quick montage to merely suggest the experience, Truffaut shoots the whole thing, partly from Antoine’s swirling point of view, to allow us to feel what his young hero does, this combination of glorious joy and frustrated entrapment that is also his life. (As critic Annette Insdorf has pointed out, Truffaut, in a characteristic personal touch, can himself be spotted on the ride.) The director also employs symbolic means for expressive purposes—note the long tracking shot that seems to trap Antoine during what he thinks is his escape and the plethora of bars and cages that surround him throughout the film—to further help us get under his character’s skin but also to add thematic heft to the movie. In one powerful, improvised scene in the juvenile home, Antoine speaks directly to an unseen female psychiatrist (and to us, of course) about his sad life. What’s perhaps most interesting about this scene is that we learn completely new details about his background that we haven’t seen dramatized (a screenwriting “mistake” in the Hollywood system), thus suggesting even further that what we’re dealing with here is a real human being who, even in the best of circumstances, can never be fully known or understood.


Truffaut’s legendary talent for directing children starts here, but The 400 Blows is not just for kids. Or rather it’s addressed to that child, still searching for that impossible combination of freedom without loneliness, that abides in all of us.
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by Peter Travers


IT WAS A BUMPY NIGHT on March 29, 1951, as Joseph L. Mankiewicz’s theater fable All About Eve, with fourteen Academy Award nominations (a record until Titanic tied it in 1997), vied with Billy Wilder’s Hollywood parable Sunset Boulevard for the best picture prize. After all, it was hard to forget Norma Desmond, the silent screen diva indelibly played by Gloria Swanson, railing against the tyranny of talk. “Words! Words! Words! You made a rope of words and strangled this business,” said Norma in a tirade against the writers of talkies. And then there was Mankiewicz—his older brother Herman had cowritten Citizen Kane with Orson Welles—who had elegantly strung together a rope of words to create All About Eve, a vivid feat of comic verbalization that skewered the pretensions of star egos. One could almost picture poor Norma Desmond checking out the career-defining performances of Bette Davis, Anne Baxter, and George Sanders in All About Eve and noting in horror that when they opened their mouths all that came out was “talk, talk, talk!”


Ah, but what talk. Even now, a half century after All About Eve took home the best picture Oscar, along with dual statuettes for Mankiewicz for writing and directing, lines from the script fly off the screen with their sting intact. In the post Star Wars–era, movies have again lost the knack of polished speech, and All About Eve—glib though it may be in patches—takes unapologetic glee in the shimmer and sophistication of its language.


Take the opening scene in which nearly the entire cast is gathered to watch Eve Harrington (Anne Baxter) collect the Sarah Siddons award for distinguished achievement in theater acting. Milton Krasner’s camera provides close-ups, but Mankiewicz gives us voiceover narration from drama critic Addison DeWitt, a role oozed by George Sanders (he deservedly won the Oscar as best supporting actor) in a posh voice dipped in acid: Wielding a cigarette holder like a Zulu warrior would brandish a weapon to blow poison darts, the critic instructs: “To those of you who do not read, attend the theater, listen to unsponsored radio programs or know anything of the world in which you live—it is perhaps necessary to introduce myself. My name is Addison DeWitt. My native habitat is the theater—in it I toil not, neither do I spin. I am a critic and commentator. I am essential to the theater as ants to a picnic, as the boll weevil to a cotton field. . . .”


And so we’re off. Addison will introduce the dramatis personae: the producer Max Fabian (Gregory Ratoff), the director Bill Sampson (Gary Merrill), the playwright Lloyd Richards (Hugh Marlowe), and the playwright’s wife Karen (Celeste Holm). But these are secondary figures, paralleling the secondary awards that have just been presented. Says Addison: “Minor awards are for such as the writer and director—since their function is merely to construct a tower so that the world can applaud a light which flashes on top of it.”


Those lights are two: The supernova is the veteran actress Margo Channing (Bette Davis), introduced by Addison as “a star of the theater. She made her first appearance at the age of four in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. She played a fairy and entered, quite unexpectedly, stark naked. . . . Margo is a great star. A true star. She never was or will be anything less or anything else.” A cue for a close-up if there ever was one. The camera studies the face of Margo, meaning Davis, whose performance never was or will be anything less than a magnificent showcase for a star’s art. Davis can act with her eyes hooded, her head down, and her mouth shut. She seemed to intuit that Margo would be her last great glamour role before Whatever Happened to Baby Jane, however entertaining, would consign her to playing hags in horror films. Here, though, Davis’s face possesses something beyond beauty: it has grandeur and wit. Watch her as Addison tells us that “the part for which Eve Harrington is receiving the Sarah Siddons award was intended originally for Margo Channing.” Margo pours herself a stiff drink of Scotch. Addison offers some soda to dilute it, prompting her to look at the bottle, and at him, as if it were a tarantula and he had gone mad. The conflict between Margo and Eve is set up in a gesture and a glance. Ms. Davis, in case you may have forgotten, knows how to execute a close-up.


Which brings us to Anne Baxter as Eve. Many people believe Davis lost a much-deserved third Oscar (Judy Holliday was a surprise winner for Born Yesterday) because Baxter put herself in contention against Davis as best actress instead of settling for the best supporting actress category, which she surely would have won. But this is awards silliness. It only seems fitting that Davis would do battle against the actress who played her bete noire in the film. For who could be more calculating than Eve, the “kid” who worms her way into Margo’s life and then tries to steal her man—suitably, a director of Hollywood films—and her career? Baxter never had a meatier role or one she could invest with such dramatic flourish and subtle toxicity. “Eve,” intones Addison, pouring oil over that single syllable until the name ululates with a Garden of Eden-like premonition of doom. “You know all about Eve. . . . what can there be to know that you don’t know . . . ?”


All that’s left, after that brilliant Mankiewicz prologue, is to let the story unfold through the point of view of three narrators: Addison, Karen, and Margo. The conflict between Margo and Eve is the heart of the film, but the script brims over with character and incident. There’s the terrific Thelma Ritter as Birdie, Margo’s all-seeing maid, who is onto Eve’s sob-sister stories from the beginning: “Everything but the bloodhounds snappin’ at her rear end.” And the young Marilyn Monroe appears as Miss Caswell, introduced by Addison as “a graduate of the Copacabana School of Dramatic Arts.” Monroe is on screen for only a few minutes but holds her own even in this school of sharks. “Why do they always look like unhappy rabbits?” she asks when she spies a producer at Margo’s party. Monroe reads the line in a baby voice tinged with prescient sadness.


The party is the film’s centerpiece. “The general atmosphere is very Macbethish,” Lloyd observes correctly. Margo has had it with Eve and is about to explode. “Fasten your seat belts, it’s going to be a bumpy night.” The line is famous, but it’s Davis who makes it so. It’s a lesson in acting to watch her build up to those words, stopping first to belt down her martini, swoop up a staircase, and turn midway—eyes flashing—until the guests are all at attention. A bumpy night, indeed.


The main bump in Mankiewicz script comes in Margo’s speech to Karen about being a female. “In the last analysis, nothing is any good unless you can look up just before dinner or turn around in bed—and there he is. Without that, you’re not a woman.” Of course, All About Eve predates the feminist movement, but those words turn to ashes in Margo’s mouth, and in Davis’s (though she married Gary Merrill after filming was completed). Perhaps Mankiewicz meant us to believe that Margo was kidding herself, her words a momentary reaction to turning forty. The scene certainly plays better if seen that way. And an earlier moment at the party validates that interpretation as Margo talks about males and aging: “Bill’s thirty-two. He looks thirty-two. He looked it five years ago. He’ll look it twenty years from now. I hate men.”


Above all, All About Eve is a tale of theater folk. “We are a breed apart from the rest of humanity,” says Addison, whose affair with Eve is less an exercise in sentiment than sado-masochism. When Eve threatens to leave him for Lloyd and laughs at his possessive attitude, Addison slaps her sharply. Eve goes to the door, opens it, and orders him out. Addison, ever the critic, offers a withering retort: “You’re too short for that gesture.” He also offers a list of what they have in common: “a contempt for humanity, an inability to love or be loved, insatiable ambition—and talent. We deserve each other.”


Funny thing about great movies. Age only makes them seem fuller and richer. Mankiewicz would never again achieve such a pitch-perfect blend of wit and rueful wisdom. In the last scene, Eve becomes victimized by Phoebe (Barbara Bates), a young actress with a killer instinct to match hers, and the circle of vanity continues. In 1970, All About Eve became a rather diluted Broadway musical called Applause, in which Margo, played by Lauren Bacall, sings of the theater as a place where “painted trees and flowers grow/and laughter rings fortissimo/and treachery is sweetly done.” The treachery of the theater has never been as sweetly or artfully done as it is by Mankiewicz and his cast of a lifetime in All About Eve. They know that true satire must draw blood as well as laughter. Take Margo’s last words to Eve: “You can always put that award where your heart ought to be.” Ouch.


Silence. Curtain.
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by Jay Carr


WHEN THEY WALK INTO A BOOKSTORE, she wants books about cats, he wants books about death. She, of course, is Diane Keaton as Annie Hall. He, of course, is Woody Allen, playing himself, sort of, yet dancing around some deft artistic contrivances in one of the great never-the-twain-shall-meet comedies. Sweet, funny, rueful, bittersweet, Annie Hall draws upon the on-again, off-again relationship of Keaton and Allen in so-called real life. But it’s as much about the limits of art as it is about the limits of their love affair. Allen’s Alvy Singer and Keaton’s Annie Hall end up apart. So, in the film, do life and art—the first with its inevitable disappointments, the second with its consolations—a dichotomy that Allen has explored repeatedly, often wistfully trying, as he says in Annie Hall, to get things to come out perfectly in art, because they usually don’t in life.


Annie Hall is full of artful artlessness. Allen begins and ends the film by framing it with a pair of old Borscht Belt jokes. They’re more than the security blanket of an artist who began performing as a stand-up comedian. In Annie Hall, Allen steps off confidently as a filmmaker, in charge of his material, knowing what he wants to do with it. As in his earlier film, Play It Again, Sam, he talks directly to the audience. After the parodies of Sleeper and Love and Death, his subject again is himself, but he’s ready to explore it more deeply and deftly—and does, with more self-confrontation and less shtick.


The opening joke, the one about the woman complaining that a Catskills hotel’s food is so terrible and the portions are so small, aptly mirrors his view of life. The last, about the man who says he can’t afford to talk his deluded brother out of the belief that he’s a chicken because the family needs the eggs, speaks to Allen’s belief that we need our illusions—a belief that love can happen, a belief that art can happen, or both. The poignant joke in Annie Hall is that for Alvy, Allen’s alter ego, love could have happened, but he’s too insecure to allow it to. And Keaton’s Annie is too neurotic to stand up under his vacillations.


Keaton launched a fashion mode in her men’s hat, vest, tie, and slacks. But Annie plays against the assertive mannishness Hollywood had previously associated with women dressed as men. Unable to complete a sentence, speaking in self-deprecating fragments, smiling her way out of the verbal corners she paints herself into with what was to become her trademark “La-di-da,” Keaton is the anti-Dietrich. Meanwhile, in his stammering but somehow always forward-pressing way, Allen became the new paradigm of the sexy leading man, a nerd who routed Hollywood’s traditional he-men. Suddenly wit and sensitivity were what was sexy in a man. In the wake of such actors as Al Pacino and Dustin Hoffman supplanting the Rock Hudsons and Cary Grants, Allen not only was plugged into the zeitgeist; he became one of its shapers.


What comes through in repeated viewings is that Alvy noodged the relationship to death—and is unsparing enough of himself to say so. He’s always at Annie, pecking away, questioning, urging her to improve herself. Apart from her insecurities, she puts up with him because he’s bright. Once they get past their funny scene in which subtitles tell us how they’re actually sizing one another up sexually as they exchange gassy pseudo-esthetic badinage about photography, he never lets up. It’s almost inevitable that her first choice in the bookstore is going to be a book about cats. It’s a subject she knows he can’t control, a choice of subject she knows at some level will render him speechless. As in all great screwball comedies—and Annie Hall is one of them—an unpredictable woman upends a stuffy man.


That someone who looks and sounds like Allen would even have a serious chance at a relationship with someone like Keaton’s Annie would have been unthinkable in a comedy of previous generations, despite the occasional romantic successes of a Buster Keaton or Charlie Chaplin. The scene in which Annie takes Alvy home to her family in Wisconsin, and he’s convinced he’s being stigmatized for his Jewishness, is a classic. But it’s also at the root of the therapeutic influence Alvy represents. Unlike Alvy’s Jewish family, featuring table talk at which everything and everybody were aired and bared, Annie’s WASP family is repressed. One result is her brother Duane’s barely contained rage, expressed in his violent fantasies, which give rise to the hilarious driving-to-the-airport-in-the-rain sequence, the hilarity arising from Alvy’s deer-in-the-headlights expression behind the sweep of the windshield wipers as Duane looks murderously clenched and Annie looks oblivious.


Again and again, you want to yell at the screen and tell Alvy to just let up a little and leave Annie alone and things will go much better. But the stony avoidance of anything but banalities at the Hall dinner table is the reason Annie is such a neurotic mess, or, rather, the reason she’s the kind of neurotic mess she is. She wants to be a singer but is too inhibited to fill her songs with the kind of emotion great singers summon. Her first performance of “Seems Like Old Times” rides a small, tentative voice, so quavery and exposed and naked that you writhe for her. At the end, Allen shows how Annie has grown in confidence by reprising Annie’s vocal of “Seems Like Old Times.” The song underpins the melancholy nostalgia of the ending, where Alvy and Annie meet as friends, not lovers. The second time Annie sings it, her voice has more confidence and poise. It’s a barometer of her growth, if also a self-compliment to Alvy, the implication being that the relationship with him has helped free her.


Allen’s final version of the script eliminated several surreal fantasy scenes in favor of the down-in-the-trenches flavor of what transpired between Alvy and Annie. He keeps the focus on Alvy’s rueful surfeit of awareness and self-awareness. Audiences were charmed by Annie Hall, partly because of Allen’s affection for New York (an affection that was to reach its apotheosis in Manhattan). Nobody mistook it for a sentimental romantic comedy, though. It’s too complex, too bleak. Even when it’s being funny, as when Allen needles his own ego by stopping people in the street and talking to them about his love life, as if they know all about it, and care, Annie Hall remains true to its pessimism.


Extolling love even as he elbows it away, proclaiming the healing power of art even as he scorns its devices and artifices in the act of using them, Allen has it both ways. In conversationally engaging us in seemingly spontaneous asides about what we’re to see, as if it’s up for grabs, Allen and Annie Hall go Luigi Pirandello one better. The Italian playwright stood outside his work and commented on it in Six Characters in Search of an Author. Annie Hall is one character in search of an author—and finding him by looking into the mirror, then looking into the lens.
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by Peter Keough


HE SEIZES THE SCREEN as soon as he appears, and he knows it. Zbigniew Cybulski, “the Polish James Dean,” lolls by the roadside taking in the pleasant morning, a smile on his baby face, his eyes shut, a machine gun and a pair of dark glasses by his side, waiting to kill. As Maciek, the playfully nihilistic antihero of Andrzej Wajda’s 1958 Ashes and Diamonds, he embodies everything irresistible and awful about youth, romanticism, Polish history, and the movies. Wajda’s alter ego, Cybulski burns brightly in what is the seminal masterpiece of Polish cinema and one of the greatest films of all time.


His moment in the sun is brief, for their target approaches. “I am used to waiting for greater things,” Maciek mutters, not for the last time, and springs into action. Those greater things, it would seem, have already been accomplished. Based on a controversial 1948 novel by coscreenwriter Jerzy Andrzejewski, the film takes place on May 8, 1945: Germany has surrendered, Poland has been liberated by the Soviets, peace reigns in Europe. But Maciek and his commanding officer Andrzej (Adam Pawlikowski) are among the last remnants of the Home Army, the anticommunist underground for whom this is no victory, for whom fighting to the death against the new tyranny is all that matters. Their legacy is that of the cavalry lancers who charged invading German Panzers in 1939: recklessly courageous, anachronistic, doomed, and absurd.


So the war rages on. In a brutal, nearly surreal sequence they ambush a car they believe to be carrying Szczuka (Waclaw Zastrzezynski), the Soviet-trained commissar appointed to take charge of the region. One of the survivors, a terrified young man, flees to a nearby church, pounding on the locked door. Grinning demonically, Maciek empties his weapon on him. The youth’s back bursts into flame, the door opens, and he falls dead inside.


Wajda savors such ironies. The killings, for example, prove pointless, even by the perpetrators’ benighted standards. They killed the wrong man. This futility, though, only intensifies the desperate, evanescent beauty of the scenario, and the grotesque violence establishes motifs repeated throughout the film. Wajda illustrates the existential tragedy that unfolds over the next eighteen-hour period with images of fire and destruction, with Christian iconography and symbols of Poland’s tortured past and crumbling traditions, with emblems of death, redemption, and rebirth. They spring into the foreground and background of Krzysztof Winiewicz’s deep-focus, black-and-white cinematography like troubled thoughts. And at their center is the fallen angel face of Cybulski.


Unaware of their mistake. Maciek and Andrzej head to town to rest and celebrate at the Monopol, a fleabag Grand Hotel where people come and go and most are carrying weapons and agendas. As Andrzej in close-up phones in news of the mission’s success to their superior, we see Maciek clowning around in the middle distance while in the far corner, emerging from the doorway like their worst nightmare, enters the unscathed Szczuka. Maciek, though, has the presence of mind to book a room adjacent to their intended victim. That night the local officials are joining their Soviet allies in a banquet at the hotel celebrating the war’s end. In the drunken confusion at the end of the party, Maciek will finish the job.


He used to wait for greater things. Sometimes, though, great things come unexpectedly. Like Krystyna (Ewa Krzyzewska), the pretty barmaid whom Maciek teases as he and Andrzej kill time. He’s just flirting, and he knows it has no future, but he makes her promise to drop by later that night during her break, just squeezing her in before he has to “do his man.” He promptly forgets, and when she does in fact make the rendezvous, Maciek must discreetly hide some stray ordnance before getting down to the business at hand.


Their postcoital moment, lying on the bed and talking with dreaminess and dread of what could be but probably won’t, is one of the few sequences in the film in which Wajda allows close-ups unchallenged by expressionist intrusions into the frame. Of course, this privileged space disintegrates. The hobbling footsteps of the victim returning to his room interrupt their sweet nothings. A wounded bear of a man, an antifascist veteran who fought as a Polish volunteer in the Spanish Civil War, Szczuka wants all the more to reconcile the internecine factions of postwar Poland because his own son fights for the other side. Their neighbor’s disquiet destroys the illusion of love and peace, reminding Maciek of his murderous duty only hours away.


Not that there is any shortage of such reminders. Earlier at the hotel, Maciek pours shots for each of his fallen comrades and sets them alight; lost in reminiscence, he turns around, and the tiny flames in the foreground form the same pattern on his back as those on the poor man he had executed in the film’s opening scenes. Then there is Szczuka’s problem with matches; he never seems to have any, and whenever he fumbles to light up a cigarette Maciek always seems to be on hand to provide. This running routine culminates with a macabre turn on the old “three on a match” superstition and one of the most baleful fireworks displays in movies.


The centerpiece of these mementi mori takes place when Maciek and Krystyna have escaped from the hotel only to run into a rainstorm. They seek shelter in a ruined church, this time unlocked, and separated by one of the ugliest crucifixes in human history, a gothic horror hanging upside down from the ceiling, Maciek almost confesses to Krystyna his dilemma, assuring her that he can “change” some things. She finds an old inscription on the wall and, aided by his light, reads the poem by the nineteenth-century Polish émigré Norwid that gives the film its title and ends with the lines:


. . . will the ashes hold the glory of a starlike diamond


The morning star of everlasting triumph?


Probably not, since moments later the smitten pair discover that the church is a crypt in which the assassins’ victims lie in state. Everyone loves a glorious loser, however, especially one as sexy as Cybulski, and if the truth be told Wajda himself, though deftly chiding the nationalist side’s delusions and arrogance (“in the Colonel’s house we can forget the ugliness outside,” says a dinner guest at Maciek and Andrzej’s superior’s house, though a china set visibly rattles from the Soviet tanks rumbling on the street), he might be rooting a little for the home team. His father, after all, was a cavalryman and apparently one of the thousands of Polish officers massacred by Soviets in the Katyn Forest in 1939.


And so the images one recalls from this film do not inspire moderation and practicality and compromise with the powers that be, but the sublimity of lost causes and quick deaths. A white steed, a specter of those lancers lost defying the Nazi blitzkrieg, steps out of nowhere into a rainy alley and is ignored (such a horse will have the starring role in Wajda’s next film, Lotna). A hand emerges from behind a clothesline and blood oozes over the sheet: it is the red and white Polish flag, it is the shadow and light of a movie screen. When Maciek flees across a field of garbage to catch a train (as would Cybulski himself in real life in 1967; he would fall between the cars, dead at forty), we don’t think of him as discarded on the ash heap of history but as crystallized into a starlike diamond, the everlasting triumph of art.
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by Terrence Rafferty


JEAN VIGO, WHO DIED IN 1934 at the age of twenty-nine, was one of the greatest artists in the history of the movies—and probably the most tantalizing. His body of work consists of a pair of short documentaries, a forty-seven-minute fiction film (Zero for Conduct), and one full-length feature—all told, less than three hours of finished film. The feature, L’Atalante, was released in Paris in September 1934 (just three weeks before Vigo’s death), in a version the filmmaker had never seen: the distributor had cut the movie by almost a third, added a mediocre popular song, and then, for good measure, retitled the picture Le Chaland Qui Passe, after the new tune. L’Atalante was largely restored in 1940, but it has retained over the years the aura of something fragile and patched up, and that quality of seeming slightly damaged is perhaps what has made it for many viewers an object of special devotion: it’s a movie that people see again and again and love in ways they find difficult to explain. Now L’Atalante has been given another major renovation. This version, prepared by Pierre Philippe and Jean-Louis Bompoint, adds about nine minutes of footage not included in the previous reconstruction, and the restorers discovered in the archives of the British Film Institute a pristine nitrate print of a cut of the movie that obviously preceded the distributor’s intervention; L’Atalante now looks and sounds better than ever. (The prints that have been circulating for the last fifty years are uniformly atrocious.) Thanks to Philippe and Bompoint, we can see all the lucid beauties of Boris Kaufman’s cinematography, rather than have to struggle to imagine them, and hear Maurice Jaubert’s lovely score without distortion; we can even make out the dialogue, which in previous prints was often just a low rumble of undifferentiated sound. But the best thing about this shiny new L’Atalante is that for all the restorers’ diligence, the film is still messy, imperfect, defiantly incomplete. Like everything Vigo did, like his frustratingly brief career, L’Atalante is an unfinished product, unsuitable for framing: even in its current spruced-up condition, it’s essentially a collection of inspired fragments, the sketchbook of an artist whose imagination was, and will forever remain, gloriously immature.


This movie was, in part, Vigo’s attempt to “grow up” as a filmmaker—to make a conventional commercial picture. His previous film, Zero for Conduct, about a revolt in a boys’ boarding school, was a celebration of the pure freedom of children’s imaginations, a stirring expression of resistance to the forces of authority and order—to anything that would impose discipline on the diverse, unruly energy of play. Zero for Conduct isn’t constructed like an ordinary movie; Vigo evidently considered the discipline of narrative a form of repression, too, and his indifference to it has a lot to do with why Zero for Conduct still seems, almost six decades later, like one of the few truly subversive movies ever made. And the French censors—as alert to insubordination as the dwarf headmaster and the malevolent instructors who rule the world of Vigo’s schoolboys—banned the movie from public exhibition. For L’Atalante, Vigo agreed to work within the constraints of a simple and apparently innocuous story (from an original scenario by an undistinguished writer named Jean Guinée). Jean (Jean Dasté), the captain of a river barge named L’Atalante, marries Juliette (Dita Parlo), a girl from one of the villages on the barge’s route. As the newlyweds travel down the river, Juliette becomes increasingly restless and disenchanted; she has escaped from her village, but all she’s seeing of the world is riverbanks, the inside of cramped cabins, and her husband and his odd crew—a rambunctious old salt called Père Jules (Michel Simon) and a quiet cabin boy (Louis Lefèvre). Bored and impatient, she sneaks off to see the sights of Paris, but when she returns to the place where the barge was docked she discovers that Jean has shoved off without her. She wanders on the shore, he drifts downstream on the boat, and the separation makes them both miserable. Finally, they find each other again; life resumes its intended course.


The miracle of L’Atalante is that Vigo keeps breaking free of the story’s ordained course: he’s incapable of simply riding that dull, even current and making only the scheduled stops. He treats the story the way a jazz musician treats a popular song, improvising on the melody by plunging into its carefully sequenced chords and predictable rhythms and taking them apart to see what they’re made of. He hits notes that we had never dreamed were there but that seem, once we’ve heard them, pure and essential, like pearls dredged from far beneath the smooth, lulling flow of the song. In one of the film’s most sublime sequences, Jean, aching from the absence of Juliette, dives off the barge into the river because his bride once told him that you see the face of the one you love when you look under the surface of the water. Jean has tried the trick a couple of times before, jokingly and unsuccessfully, but this time—now that he is abandoned, mad with grief, reckless—he sees her luminous in her wedding dress, and laughing with an unforced, innocent joy that looks like the sweetest of invitations, the promise of every kind of pleasure. The floating images of Juliette superimposed on Jean’s desperate, searching face are reminders of some of our earlier views of her and especially of a ghostly image of the bride in her white dress walking slowly along the top of the barge as it glides down the river at twilight. In the underwater sequence, Jean seems, at last, to be seeing his wife the way Vigo has seen her from the start—as an ordinary woman who becomes radiant when she is looked at with desire. This sequence tells us most of what we need to know about Vigo’s eroticized approach to the art of moviemaking: he forgets his orders, immerses himself in the ordinary beauties of the sensual world, and summons up visions that shine with the possibilities of earthly pleasure.


The other key to Vigo is his attraction to chaos, clutter, sheer profusion—a quality that is, in a sense, just another side of his eroticism. The toys and gadgets and bric-a-brac that fill his movies are played with and caressed by the camera with such loving attention that they seem like fetishes. And there are so many of them—so many objects to divert us from the implacable responsibilities of living, so many beautiful distractions. Père Jules’s cabin, overrun by cats and jammed with bizarre mementos that are the residue of a full and gleefully disorderly life, is the image not only of its inhabitant but also of its creator. This museum of useless things—with which, in a long and brilliantly sustained sequence, the old sailor enchants Juliette—is Vigo’s world in miniature, a place where something to tickle the imagination or to stir memories or simply to gaze at in wonder is always ready to hand. And the character itself, as it is conceived by Vigo and played by the magnificently peculiar Simon, is the presiding spirit of the movie: Père Jules is a comic metaphor for the diversity of the world’s riches; he is—in his demented, random way—a living encyclopedia. At one point, he gets excited, and all sorts of strange stuff bubbles out of him with startling alacrity: Indian war whoops, bullfighting moves, snippets of songs and dances from Russia, Africa, the Orient. (He takes us around the world in about eighty seconds.) His body is covered with crudely drawn tattoos, and in one of the most welcome of the newly restored shots he amuses Juliette by making a face tattooed on his belly appear to smoke by putting a cigarette in his navel. Père Jules is, of course, a child, both splendid and monstrous, and there is, too, something profoundly childlike about the way the character is conceived: only a very innocent eye could see this crazy old drifter as the epitome of worldly experience.


Vigo may have been trying, with some part of himself, to make a “normal” movie—one conventional enough, at least, to get past the censors and into the commercial cinemas—but L’Atalante shows how hopelessly, wonderfully unsuited he was to popular moviemaking. His storytelling is still casual, almost perfunctory: the narrative will slow to a languorous drift, then abruptly begin chugging forward, then stop to give us a long look at some unanticipated marvel off in the distance, then lurch irritably ahead again. And his approach to composition and editing is so personal that audiences expecting an ordinary movie might become disoriented: shots are taken from unexpected angles, are held longer than usual, are juxtaposed with other shots in unprecedented ways. Vigo was helplessly original; he seems at times to be speaking a different language from other filmmakers. (On seeing Vigo’s work for the first time, James Agee wrote, “It is as if he had invented the wheel.”) He is the most playful and the least rigid of the great film artists; he had the liveliest eye and, perhaps, the freest imagination. Everything he shows us looks mysteriously new, full of possibilities, and so encourages us to linger on it, investigate it, dream it, have our way with it.


In a sense, the restorers’ work on L’Atalante springs from impulses like those—from the feeling, evoked at virtually every moment in Vigo’s films, that there’s something more for us to discover. The latest version of L’Atalante is new only in the sense that this movie has always seemed new; it isn’t changed in any fundamental way. The footage added by Philippe and Bompoint is just extra stuff, beautiful and inessential and thus fully in keeping with the movie’s expansive spirit. They’ve given us a few more glittery things to hoard in our imagination and fondle in our memories when life gets a little dull. In Jean Vigo’s movies, greater profusion only creates stronger desire: his images seduce us with the promise of a larger, richer world and unbounded freedom to roam in it—the promise, that is, of endless stimulation, inexhaustible sensations. There can be no definitive L’Atalante, because the world of Vigo’s films subverts the very idea of definition. This extraordinary movie will always elude our attempts to grasp it and keep it in its place: we’ll never see everything in Père Jules’s cabin; the image of the woman in the water disperses when we try to embrace it, then forms itself again and leads us on.
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by Henry Sheehan


“DON’T BE A LUDDY-DUDDLY. Don’t be a moon calf. Don’t be a jabber-now. You’re not those, are you?”


That’s not an excerpt from a Joycean interior monologue, but a line of criminal seduction from The Bank Dick, a 1940 comedy written by and starring W.C. Fields. Fields delivers the line in the person of a slovenly bank guard named Edgar Sousé, pronounced not “souse” but “sou-zay, accent grave on the ‘e’” as he painstakingly and repeatedly points out. Everything about Sousé is as misleading and inflated as that accent, though very little of it could be called grave. A middle-class homeowner despite his apparent lack of a job, he spends his days at the bar of the Black Pussy Café (yes, you read it right), a refuge from his household harridans, wife, mother-in-law, marriageable daughter, and younger daughter (who routinely throws bottles at the back of her father’s head).


Sousé’s—and Fields’s—very appearance was a Groszian-sized exaggeration of middle-class complacency. Always fat, at this late stage in his career Fields was as round and heavy-looking as a beachball filled with cement. His nose was bulbous to an extraordinary degree and his eyes swum in rheum damned behind a permanent, fleshy squint.


Despite all that, Edgar and his creator are immensely likable. Somehow, they have become victims of that very bourgeois complacency that was supposed to buoy them up. Yet Edgar prospers only through luck and the very quick appropriation of it. He only got his job, for example, because a bank robber ran into the bus-stop bench he was occupying at the time and his future son-in-law mistook his tumble for a flying tackle.


More important, Edgar is a relatively honest man. All he really wants is to be left alone to drink and get drunk (his alcohol abuse is almost shocking by today’s standards). But all around him, middle-class cupidity runs rampant. The women in his house want him not just to make more money but to achieve the respectability that comes along with it. No sooner does Edgar land his job than he’s targeted by a smooth-talking con man, J. Frothingham Waterbury (Russell Hicks), who wants to unload some worthless stock on him.


It’s that crooked smooth talk, plus the pressure to succeed, and his own desire to live out the life of a wealthy, work-free drunk, that finally provokes Edgar into jabberwockian pleading quoted above.


Today, Fields is probably the least appreciated comedian in Hollywood cinema, a condition he himself lived to endure. But at one time, he was one of the biggest figures in show business, with a Dickensian background to rival that of Charlie Chapin.


Born to a pushcart fruit peddler who had immigrated to Philadelphia from England, Fields (born William Claude Duckenfield or Duckinfield), ran away from home at age eleven. He had been abused as a child, and it’s not clear whether the cause of his running away was that he hit his father with a shovel or his father hit him. At any rate, he had already formed his ambition to be the world’s greatest juggler, and he practiced for years as he lived in the streets, getting into scrapes with the police and enduring beatings from toughs. Fields would say later that his nose was as swollen as it was thanks to a particularly savage pummeling.


By fourteen, Fields was juggling professionally and by twenty-two was touring Europe and appearing before England’s royal family. He made his Broadway debut in 1915, became one of the headlining mainstays of the annual Ziegfeld Follies, and, in 1923, starred in the Broadway hit Poppy. Along the way, the comic patter Fields used to accompany his juggling took over his persona, and the juggling became a humorous, if marvelous, ornament to his comedy.


In 1925, after having appeared in a couple of shorts, Fields brought Poppy to the movie screen as Sally of the Sawdust, directed by no less than D.W. Griffith. Most of the themes and characterizations that would appear in Fields’s films (at least the many he wrote under a variety of obvious pseudonyms; the credit on The Bank Dick reads “Mahatma Kane Jeeves”) were already present in Sally.


Fields played a con artist in that one, a role he would sometimes broaden to include shady circus owners. Yet, veteran vaudevillian that he was, Fields had a healthy distrust of his middle-class audience and did not cede them the moral high ground. Fields apparently lost a lot of money in various financial schemes pressed on him by respectable types, and he disdained what he considered the hypocrisy of a greedy, grasping middle class. What could have been just healthy contempt, though, had a bitter tinge to it, one irrigated by the alcohol he consumed more and more often.


Fields’s alcoholism is mostly treated as a biographical detail, an important cause in his decline from the leading man in a D.W. Griffith production, with stops at first-class studios (Paramount, MGM), before declining to the status of minor attraction at Universal, at the time a B-studio (and which soon pushed Fields aside in favor of Abbott and Costello, at that).


But Fields’s boozy temperament and consciousness are at the very heart of his best pictures: The Bank Dick, The Old-Fashioned Way (1934), Never Give a Sucker and Even Break (1941), and maybe especially It’s a Gift (1934). It’s been observed that the episodic nature of Fields’s films follows the skit structure of the Ziegfeld Follies and, to a lesser extent, a vaudeville bill. The theory goes that Fields incorporated this structure into his own movies.


But Fields didn’t produce those pictures; he appeared in them. Why not say he was just as influenced by the formal structure of his biggest stage success, Poppy? In fact, Fields’s most personal, most scattered-seeming comedies do have a structure, albeit a surreal, internalized, and heavily inebriated one.


The Bank Dick’s seventy-two minutes, for example, open with Edgar Sousé making a fairly theatrical entrance, coming down the stairs of his home after we’ve watched the women in his life pick over his faults over breakfast. As he enters the scene, he performs one of his physical routines, using only his tongue to flip a lit cigarette into his mouth and hide it from his wife (later, he’ll show other cigarette tricks to a bunch of children, the only scene in the movie in which he doesn’t show outright hostility to children).


He goes out, ambles down to the Black Pussy, has a conversation with the bartender and his bottle of whiskey (“Take your hat off in the presence of a gentleman,” he mutters as he uncorks it), and, after a few drinks, regales a man with stories of his career in show business. His audience turns out to be a production manager for a film on location (the action takes place in Lompoc, a real California town), and before you know it, Edgar has been hired to fill in for a drunken director named A. Pismo Clam.


The movie itself turns out to be a weird effort, with a six-and-a-half-foot-tall leading man and a four-foot-tall leading lady in evening dress turning up for shooting on Lompoc’s dusty streets. Edgar decides to improvise a college football picture out of it, but before he can put his plans into effect, a series of mishaps—some perpetrated by his family—cost him the job. It’s then that he repairs to the bus-stop bench where he luckily encounters the fleeing bank robbers.


Though probably unintentionally, these scenes recapitulate Fields’s career: He runs away from his family (though wife and mother-in-law rather than father), he entertains some folks with his verbal dexterity (though at a bar rather than on a stage), then somehow finds himself directing a movie on which the director is treated like a maharajah. Then, thanks to some mishaps not entirely of his own making, he loses his job and then wins another, albeit less prestigious, one.


As wild as the material is, it’s treated in a matter-of-fact way. The Bank Dick’s director, Edward Cline, was a former Mack Sennett Keystone Kop and slapstick two-reeler director (as was another frequent Fields collaborator, director A. Edward Sutherland) and his style was, to put it nicely, simple and straightforward—almost primitive.


While this didn’t exactly elevate Fields’s comedy, a study of it does put the lie to the critical truism that Fields’s comedy was primarily verbal. Fields’s comedy started first and foremost with his own bulbous appearance (one of Fields’s best directors, Norman Z. McLeod, was a former animator, used to working with such caricatured shapes). The contrast between his appearance and other, sometimes equally caricatured figures, is his first line of comic attack. Then throw in the ever-present bits of physical business—he was forever fooling with his hat—and you have laughs before you ever have dialogue. Cline’s simple, medium-shot, extended-take approach resulted in perfect, squared-off framing for Fields’s unique humor. It’s an approach very much in keeping with Charles Dickens or an illustration by Phiz.


After Edgar gets the bank job, the movie’s plot really flies. Edgar has semi-innocently lassoed his would-be son-in-law and bank teller, Og Oggilby—played by that lisping, six-foot-tall pile of putty, Grady Sutton—into his stock scheme, a misstep that sends Edgar into a vortex of complications. The best involve a bank examiner played by the wonder-comic character actor Franklin Pangborn, whom Edgar momentarily sidelines with a Mickey Finn.


But Edgar’s misdemeanors always pale next to the felonious nature of middle-class life. Edgar asks a physician how business is, and the man of medicine harrumphs wistfully, “Fair, fair. I don’t suppose we’ll ever get a whooping cough epidemic again.”


That Fields can sweeten this bile enough to make us laugh is the miracle of his comedy. Perhaps it’s best not to worry about how he does it and take his—or Edgar’s—advice: “I’ll do the worrying. Be happy, I say.”
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