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    INTRODUCTION




    At the onset of the 1970s, MGM was in dire financial trouble. A takeover bid by a Las Vegas financier resulted in a new executive, James Aubrey, assigned to turn the studio around. Aubrey sought to accomplish this first by cancelling productions, then cutting the budgets of movies in production and finally selling off much of the studio’s assets, including its famous backlot. The last film to be made on this magisterial backlot was the lacklustre They Only Kill Their Masters (1972) of which the contemporary Internet blogging community remarked: “a testament to the studio’s corner-cutting at the time and an indictment on the quality of the behind-the-camera talent pool of that era, making it a cheap and sad last gasp” (Kelso, 2012). However, though it in fact opened indifferently and has no critical recognition to speak of, They Only Kill Their Masters impressed the New York Times reviewer, who called it “the most original and likable whodunit I have seen in years” (Thompson, 1972). Indeed, such low-key praise – albeit few and far between – sporadically greeted the films of its director, James Goldstone, throughout the decade.




    Goldstone was a prolific TV series helmer through the 1950s and 1960s, once entrusted to direct the pilot episode of the original Star Trek (1966) after directing for such cult hits as The Outer Limits (1964) and The Man from UNCLE (1965). After another popular TV pilot, for Ironside (1967), he segued into a feature film career beginning in 1968 with the western A Man Called Gannon. Following a breakthrough hit with Paul Newman in the race car drama Winning (1969) he gained critical attention with Sidney Poitier’s Brother John (1971) wherein he displayed a humanist concern for religiosity. He immediately extended this with the sentimental Red Sky at Morning (1971) before the gangster parody of The Gang That Couldn’t Shoot Straight (1971) and then They Only Kill Their Masters (1972). Unable to maintain the big-screen momentum Goldstone returned to telemovies for several years before making Swashbuckler (1975) with Robert Shaw. Despite bringing irony and perspective to his films he found neither consistent acclaim nor major box-office success and made his last feature films at the tail end of the 1970s disaster movie cycle – the excellent Rollercoaster (1976) and the disappointing if efficient When Time Ran Out (1980) which re-united him with Paul Newman – before a decade of telemovies.


  




  

    MARLOWE AND MORALITY




    Goldstone ventured into feature filmmaking during the moral-sexual upheavals of the late 1960s, the onset of the so-called “sexual revolution”, and as American anti-authoritarian cinema in such as Cool Hand Luke and Easy Rider in 1967 spurred a re-evaluation of traditional Hollywood patriarchal icons and archetypes. Increasingly, those men who were once bastions of morality found their righteousness and status as worthy patriarch threatened, undermined and even superseded by rapid moral, social, sexual and cultural – though not political – change. What history now refers to as the Age of Permissiveness ushered in a series of iconoclastic variations on genre tropes which while referring to the rigid and usually Christian sense of moral and ethical propriety sought to explore concepts of moral relativism and the anachronism of traditional patriarchal archetypes. Where once Patriarchy was the de facto morality – maintained in Hollywood by dependence on the Catholic morals-imposed Hays Code until the mid-1960s – it was increasingly critiqued in American cinema after 1967 as pathological, hypocritical and even paraphilic, countered in the trend towards lavish, ideologically placating genre spectaculars through to the Reagan era 1980s and the elevation of the character of Vietnam veteran John Rambo to importance within US patriarchal mythology post-Vietnam.




    It was in a detective movie revival in particular that Hollywood addressed the concept of the patriarchal bastion as potentially a moral anachronism. The detective, or private eye, was a staple in film noir from 1941 to 1958 (roughly the period from The Maltese Falcon to Touch of Evil). Adapted from the novels of hardboiled authors Raymond Chandler and Dashiell Hammett in particular, the private detective was both outside the law and, as a man for hire, charged with policing its moral under-pinning in a world of vice, corruption and immorality. The detective as a moral man in an amoral world thus determined the character type’s symbolic function within the discourse of patriarchal authority – a moral bastion. Thus, it was through the detective’s point of view that (im-)morality was revealed, policed, purged and eventually purified. Although later detective figures, such as Mickey Spillane’s Mike Hammer (n Robert Aldrich’s 1955 Kiss Me Deadly) sought to undermine the concept of the moral bastion, it nevertheless persisted. The question was whether this character type had contemporary relevance.




    While the detective figure languished somewhat since the film noir heyday, the success of Paul Newman in Jack Smight’s 1968 Harper led to a popular revival of the character type. There ran throughout these films an intriguing question – just how would a moral bastion of patriarchy react to the free love ethos of the sexual revolution and its related social upheavals, especially to the overt transgression of gender norms that previously delineated morality and perniciousness. Thus, Emmy Award winning Paul Bogart’s Marlowe (1969) was the first hit Raymond Chandler adaptation since the classic film noir period had birthed such as Murder, My Sweet (1944) and The Big Sleep (1946) with Dick Powell and Humphrey Bogart, respectively, as Marlowe. On its part, Marlowe was based on Chandler’s “Hollywood novel” Little Sister and updated the classic film noir era mannerisms to contemporary Los Angeles. Jan Tuska explained the moral changes at the heart of the screen conception of Marlowe as a character between these adaptations:




    “Marlowe was the prudish detective who, in The Big Sleep, had torn up the sheets on his bed rather than fornicate with a female suspect and contaminate his apartment with sexuality: now Garner had to be given a girlfriend and idled away his spare time watching the girls in a modelling school across an areaway go through their exercises.” (Tuska, 1978, p. 328)




    While Garner was a modernized, sexualized and desiring Marlowe in a Los Angeles of hippies and strippers, constantly battling sexual temptation, subsequent screen depictions of Marlowe through the 1970s played with the character’s antiquated sexual puritanism in a climate of “loose” morality, implying the detective as unable to adapt – the patriarchal bastion as obsolete and irrelevant. Such a conception of Marlowe as out of touch with the modern world infiltrated both Robert Altman’s The Long Goodbye (1973) and Michael Winner’s remake of The Big Sleep (1978). Meanwhile Shamus (1973) with Burt Reynolds sought to contemporize the detective character type by re-orienting patriarchal morality to incorporate promiscuous womanizing, a notion actually pre-empted in when UCLA film grad Bob Chinn invented the detective figure Johnny Wadd (played by John Holmes) for a popular series of adult XXX features beginning in 1971.




    In defiance of the trend to redefine the patriarch, James Goldstone would use Marlowe star Garner in They Only Kill Their Masters in a far more self-conscious examination of, indeed reckoning with, the traditional morality of a patriarch in midlife in an epoch of social and sexual upheaval. Neither as iconoclastic as Altman nor as sensationalist as Winner, Goldstone sought a balance between personal rumination and deterministic social fabric in his examination of the detective figure’s social and symbolic (i.e. meta-cinematic) responsibility to maintaining moral authority and hence sexual normalcy. It stands thus primarily concerned with a midlife patriarch’s responses to socio-sexual change, the re-assertion of heterosexual morality’s gender codifications and the status of the character type as moral bastion.
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