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			This book is for Phoebe Gifford, who knows a good movie when she sees one. Remember: even though life isn’t black and white, 
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			Love,
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			“Never argue with the movies.”

			—Frank O’Hara
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			Preface

			It was never my intention to be encyclopedic when putting together a collection of my essays about film. I was initially invited in 1985 by the editor of Mystery Scene magazine to write about movies in the same way I had written in the late 1960s and early ’70s about music for Rolling Stone: spontaneously, nonacademic and personal. Grove Press published the result I titled The Devil Thumbs a Ride and Other Unforgettable Films. (“Unforgettable Films” was the title of my column in Mystery Scene.) My editor at Grove Press asked me how I intended to order the essays; I told him I had not thought about it and left it to him to decide. His decision was to put them in alphabetical order and The Devil Thumbs a Ride was published in 1988. To this day it’s the only one of my books—fiction, nonfiction, poetry—to not receive one negative review. The irreverence and spontaneity of the writing appealed to readers, as well as to more than one journalist who subsequently told me that the “style” of my essays inspired them to alter their approach, to write in a more freewheeling, off-the-top-of-their-head way (their words). I claim no credit—or discredit—for this influence. The book was a critical and popular success. It went out of print in the late ’90s.

			I continued writing my column for Mystery Scene through 1991, and in 1992 began publishing “Unforgettable Films” in the San Francisco Bay Guardian, an association I maintained through most of that year. In 2000 I was asked by the editor-in-chief of the University Press of Mississippi to republish the collection in conjunction with their film books series. I agreed to do so with the proviso that I be able to include an additional fifteen essays I had published in the magazine Projections, edited by the film director John Boorman and Walter Donohue, published by Faber and Faber in London. University Press of Mississippi accepted the expanded version, which I retitled, at their request, Out of the Past: Adventures in Film Noir (2001). In addition, the British Film Institute commissioned me to write an essay about Marlon Brando’s film One-Eyed Jacks (1961), which he directed. This essay, titled “A Brief Dossier on One-Eyed Jacks,” was published in the French magazine Positif (Paris) in 2009 and also as a chapbook called Brando Rides Alone (North Atlantic Books, 2004).

			It was then that I perused the contents for the first time in more than a decade. I thought of a few films I wished I had written about before and including them in a third edition, the one you are reading. Nathaniel Rich, writing in the New York Review of Books, stated: “The experience of reading Gifford is like starting a car and realizing, too late, that someone has cut its brake lines. A spectacular wreck is imminent.” Most of the movies I’ve written about provide the same, or similar, effect. I encourage the reader to sit back and try to enjoy the ride, regardless of the consequences.

			—B.G.

			

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Insofar as accuracy is concerned in the following, I guarantee only the veracity of the impression. I wrote these essays as I imagined many of the Cahiers du Cinéma reviews of the 1950s were written, on the café or kitchen table at one in the morning. None have been revised for their publication in magazines. This is and was by design, in an effort to retain the freshness of the thought.

			My thanks to those editors who first published many of these essays: Ed Gorman, Tommy Tompkins, Walter Bode, and Walter Donohue.

			—B.G.

			

		

	
		
			Introduction

			To most students of film the movies dealt with here are properly called noir, which might be loosely translated as “of the night.” But considering that the movies range from the rather loopy psychosis of The Devil Thumbs a Ride to the melancholic doom of Out of the Past, it’s obvious that noir is handy as a catch-all but useless as a definition. So let us forget definitions and simply enjoy this most fascinating book on films about corruption and crime in all its varieties, from the lyric beauty of Badlands to the pitiless precision of Charley Varrick.

			If you grew up in the ’50s you were told that art was to be judged by its intentions. Films and books with “important” themes were almost automatically viewed as important works. (Has anybody tried to struggle through The War Lover, book or film, lately?) Films and books about crime almost never found themselves in that category. Although art is generally found in brows high or low, but rarely in middle, nobody knew that yet.

			Only during the cultural revisionism of the ’60s (which had some low as well as high points, considering the celebration of, say, rock lyrics as real poetry) was an intelligent eye turned to crime movies. There were four decades of talkies to assess and reassess and the work was done by good people such as Andrew Sarris and Roger Ebert and later Janet Maslin, with great high seriousness but almost no academic flapdoodle. Critics learned that accessibility was important not only on the screen but on the page as well.

			Gradually we began to understand that some great and near-great movies had been pushed from sight by a critical establishment bloated on Hollywood hype or academic arrogance. By the time Cape Fear, for example, appeared in 1962, it was almost immediately recognized as a classic American film. The same could be said for Chinatown and Body Heat. You had to be pretty foolish to misunderstand how powerful and important these films were.

			But the real chore was unearthing all those movies that had been virtually and in some cases literally lost, Detour being a good example. It’s not hard to understand why most people would consider Detour interesting trash at best. It is not, in many respects, a good film. Its plot depends almost exclusively on coincidences (one right after the other), the dialogue is strictly spear-carrier stuff (just advance the plot, boys), and some of the camera setups are so haphazard they have the look of the cheapest porn.

			All that said, Detour remains a masterpiece of its kind. There have been hundreds of better movies, but none with the feel for doom portrayed by director Edgar G. Ulmer. The random universe Stephen Crane warned us about—the berserk cosmic impulse that causes earthquakes and famine and AIDS—is nowhere better depicted than in the scene where Tom Neal stands by the roadside, soaking in the midnight rain, feeling for the first time the noose drawing tighter and tighter around his neck.

			It is a long way from Tom Neal to Robert Mitchum. Mitch was all the things Neal wasn’t, and that meant he was usually able not only to make sense of the endless night but to impose his will on it. Neal and Mitchum represent the opposite ends of noir: Neal the sweaty trapped animal, Mitchum the cool if angry man after both answers and dignity. (Which is why his performance as Philip Marlowe in Farewell, My Lovely is the definitive interpretation of Marlowe.)

			The movies discussed here range from the lowest of the Bs to the biggest of the As, and this book is going to make you want to run out and locate every one of them (and good luck to you; finding The Devil Thumbs a Ride could take a lifetime). Through Barry Gifford’s eyes we begin to see their similarities and their value. What Sarris did for the mainstream film in The American Cinema, Barry does here for the crime film.

			Barry is not strictly speaking a critic (and this book is not in any formal way criticism) but rather a novelist and cultural observer who has written well and variously about the American scene of his times. He brings to these pages his gifts—tapped-out humor, dignified anger, an ear for the subtlest and most valuable kind of gossip—that can illuminate not only the movies but also our own experience. This book will show you what’s been going on in this country the past four decades. These writers and directors and actors and actresses (take particular note of Ida Lupino) insisted on talking about the culture not as it should be or we’d like it to be, but as it was. They were purveyors of sometimes difficult and bleak truths, and like all such people they were rarely applauded for their troubles; indeed, they were held in a kind of contempt by their more suntanned peers.

			Film noir, however you choose to define it, is inexorably American, even when the Brits get hold of it (as in the vastly underappreciated Get Carter), and that is what Barry understands most of all, that noir is the cinematic fever chart of the American dream in this century, from the doomed teenagers of Rebel Without a Cause to the middle-class concerns of Mildred Pierce.

			This is a book of very special gifts, some of which will enlighten, some of which will provoke, all of which bring you the joy of encountering a formidable intelligence and a look at our country and times that you probably haven’t encountered before.

			—Edward Gorman and Dow Mossman

			

		

	
		
			Ace in the Hole

			(Also known as The Big Carnival) 1951. Directed by Billy Wilder. Starring Kirk Douglas, Jan Sterling, Richard Benedict, Robert Arthur, and Porter Hall.

			The bronc bucked on the red Wyoming license plate as the battered purple pickup carrying two men in black cowboy hats lurched along the highway past the outskirts of Albuquerque. I followed close behind, wondering where in wide-open Wyoming they were from and what they were doing this far from home. An empty beer bottle rolled off the back of the open truck tailgate and crashed just ahead of my maroon ’55 Buick Century, crunching under the right front tire.

			I decided to try and pass the pickup and see what these two boys looked like. It was a two-lane, and after topping a rise I swung the Buick out to the left into the opposite lane and stabbed it. When I pulled even with the pickup cab I slowed a moment and stole a look. They were two old fellas, looked like they just tumbled in off the range, jagged sideburns, beards half-full, lean and wiry, in their late fifties, sixties-and-some, both grim-mouthed and eyes set to the sunset blue-red road in front of them. I moved the Buick past, taking a curve sharper than I should have, tires squealing, leaving the old boys behind.

			I decided to stop for coffee at a café west of town. I sat at the counter. There were two other customers in the place, an old man and an Indian kid, both of whom sat at the far end of the long side of the L-shaped counter eating chili out of dark blue enamel bowls. The old man did not look up while he ate. The Indian kid glanced over at him every few seconds to see that the old man was doing all right.

			Then the angel appeared. I was sure she was an angel, an omen, a fawn-child no more than thirteen years old in a white waitress uniform, platinum hair tied tight to her head, clear blue eyes surrounded by an inky path of make-up, Lolita-like with skirt stopped top of the thigh and disdainful lip no doubt dealt with midnight truckers, small town wifely sneers, all men mad to unwrap and sup at the sweet sap purity tap. But there was so much coldness, hardness in her stare that I had to avert my eyes, blink blindly at the menu, then gaze again, unable to convince myself that this was no vision, no lie, but the pearl of New Mexico.

			I couldn’t help but follow her movements carefully, and didn’t dare look away when she bent to retrieve a fallen utensil, revealing the underside of her thighs and flash of flame-pink cotton. I coughed and she brought me a glass of water. I ordered coffee and scrambled eggs and toast.

			Outside again I spat out the window and drove on, leaving the angel of the desert café to her Hollywood dreams, to age, to what I couldn’t touch but what I could not help but be touched by.

			Algiers

			1938. Directed by John Cromwell. Screenplay by John Howard Lawson with additional dialogue by James M. Cain. Starring Charles Boyer, Hedy Lamarr, Sigrid Gurie, Joseph Calleia, Alan Hale, and Gene Lockhart.

			This is a remake of Pepe le Moko, the French classic that starred Jean Gabin as a gangster sequestered in the Casbah, from which he controls a network of criminals. In English, it’s Charles Boyer as Pepe. The French police come to Algiers determined to apprehend Pepe, suggesting a house to house search, at which the Algerians scoff. Joseph Calleia plays the native cop who actually hangs out at Pepe’s and tells him he’ll get him one day. But Pepe is protected in the Casbah maze—anyone who means him harm would never get out of there alive.

			Scripted by one of the Hollywood Ten with clean-up work by a master of American menace, Algiers’s premise is that Pepe is tired of life behind the walls, even though he has money, women and power. The French want him back for crimes he’s committed there, and the Algiers police have no recourse but to wait him out. Sooner or later, Calleia knows, something will lure him from his stronghold. Of course, it turns out to be a woman, Miss Hedy Lamarr, straight from her Czechoslovakian Ecstasy, wherein she appeared topless and caused a sensation. In truth, her body wasn’t so great but her face was exquisite. She was one of the all-time great beauties of the 1930s and ’40s. She’s with a group of tourists when Pepe meets her, and the suave Boyer, in black shirt and white tie, is immediately captivated. Her name is Gaby, and she is intrigued by this slick, powerful figure, the notorious Pepe le Moko, living legend of The Casbah.

			Pepe has a main squeeze, Sigrid Urie, who becomes insanely jealous, and conspires with the lackey Gene Lockhart to allow the cops to get him. Pepe winds up going after Hedy, leaving the compound, running to the harbor and shouting for her to come back as her ship is about to sail, only she can’t hear him because of the ship’s horn. Just as Javert doggedly pursued Jean Valjean in Les Miserables, Calleia pursues Pepe, and as the boat moves away from the dock, the detective’s hand clamps down on the doomed Pepe’s shoulder.

			That’s the basic story. The movie contains some great sixteen-millimeter footage of the ferret-like scurryings in the Algiers streets. The nefarious characters who populate the quarter are examined like in a National Geographic film—“Negroes from every corner of the African continent! Women of all shapes and sizes willing to please the taste of any man!” It’s a great sideshow.

			It’s Hedy Lamarr who interests me most of all, of course. It was impossible for Pepe not to be swept away once he looked into her perfect face. He was ready for the fall; in fact, he needed it. And that’s the point. Pepe had to mark his own fate, to be willing to get caught, to find something or someone worth giving himself over for. It wasn’t the sultry Hedy who mattered so much as that it was the right time for it to happen. The only way to avoid disaster is to convince yourself that happiness is what you’ve got. And then you’ll never know whether you’re right or wrong. Pepe made it happen, and when he toppled, he was ready. He’d really just gone as far as he could in that place. Hedy played the role of the tethered goat at the tiger trap. It would have taken a lesser man to not take the leap.

			The American Friend

			1977. Directed by Wim Wenders. Based on Patricia Highsmith’s novels Ripley’s Game and Ripley Underground. Starring Bruno Ganz, Dennis Hopper, Sam Fuller, Nicholas Ray, Lisa Kreuger, and Gerard Blain.

			This movie seems to confuse people. They find it flawed, verbose, prolix, boring. Of all the “homage” films made since the 1940s and ’50s meant to evoke noir, The American Friend succeeds more than most because of the spaces, the sputters, and sudden shifts of energy that allow the characters to achieve veracity.

			Bruno Ganz is a picture framer in Hamburg who learns he’s going to die within a short time, though he’s still a young man with a wife and child. Through a series of circumstances he agrees to murder a mobster for money to leave his family after he’s gone. The man he is to kill is in Paris. Dennis Hopper is a wealthy alcoholic American—the Friend of the title—involved in a painting forgery scheme with Nick Ray (who’s in New York doing the forgeries; Hopper sells the paintings in Europe). Hopper gets hip to Ganz and their relationship takes over the movie, Hopper doing a bizarre imitation of William S. Burroughs when he helps Ganz out by murdering a guy on a train. As is usual in Highsmith’s stories, there is a strong suggestion of homosexual association here. Ganz is driven mad by the whole plot and the runover. Sam Fuller, the director, appears as a porno filmmaker who’s also involved in the gangland murders. Hopper lives in a huge, half-empty roundhouse in Hamburg. One of his best scenes takes place in a state of drugged self-absorption one night, snapping photos of himself like masturbating, passing out in a delirious seminightmare.

			The real dramatic life of this movie is in the undertow, the way Wenders meanders broodingly, using Ganz as his amanuensis, stroking the viewer with images, making all colors seem brown at their core—the world turning to shit. Startling shots of the Hamburg harbor from the Ganz family’s apartment windows don’t help alleviate the doomed countenance of the picture. Ganz’s wife, Lisa Kreuger, doesn’t understand what’s happening to her husband. She reacts in that mean, sexy way, with her powerful German jaw and warrior’s eyes, straining to involve herself, which she does until the whole thing’s played out on a bleak wintry beach.

			Wenders allows the mood to become heavy, savage, uncontrollably black/brown. There are gaps designed to involve the viewer, to convey the experience of desperation and madness, depression. A dim worldview, to say the least. Everyone and everything’s fraud, like the forged paintings. What kind of future is there for Ganz’s kid? The wife probably takes the child and moves to Hawaii after this. I would.

			Angels with Dirty Faces

			1938. Directed by Michael Curtiz. Starring James Cagney, Humphrey Bogart, The Dead End Kids, Pat O’Brien, and Ann Sheridan.

			Billy Halop, Huntz Hall, Gabe Dell, Leo Gorcey, and the others got the name “Dead End Kids” from the 1937 movie Dead End, in which they portrayed slum kids on New York’s Lower East Side. They went on to make a series of films as The Bowery Boys, a moderately successful run that carried into the 1950s, by which time most of the “boys” were, if not exactly approaching decrepitude, certainly not capable of carrying off successfully the illusion of being gang kids pulling silly adolescent pranks. Hollywood rode the charade too far, and their later movies are just plain junk. However, the early efforts, where they are teamed up with Bogart, Cagney, and Garfield (They Made Me a Criminal, 1939), among other leading actors of the day, are terrific. Not least among them is this one, Angels with Dirty Faces. It is, in fact, even more than Dead End, the quintessential Dead End Kids movie. Most of the credit for this must go to Cagney, who, as the gangster Rocky Sullivan, plays to the hilt the older version of the kids themselves: he’s what they’ll be in a few years if they continue to live their punk lifestyle. Rocky is released from prison a hardened criminal, and goes back to his old neighborhood—the Lower East Side, of course. The kids don’t know who he is when they spot him walking down the street; they figure he’s some simple mark and they lift his wallet, then run off. Rocky, however, tracks them to his old lair, a basement hideout, and surprises them as they’re counting his money. He sticks an empty hand under his jacket pocket and pretends to point a gun at them. Most of the boys quake and shiver and beg for mercy, but Billy Halop, the leader, sneers and says, “Shut up, rats!” He’s the tough guy, the up-and-coming Rocky. Rocky shows them his initials carved into the basement wall, done years before, and they’re in awe. It’s Rocky Sullivan! So he becomes the kids’ idol and mentor. They all want to be just like him. Rocky goes after Bogey, his former partner, to collect what’s due him, so the kids get involved in the world of big-time, real-life hoods.

			

			At the beginning of the movie, however, we see Rocky as a kid, with his young pal Jerry. They’re running from the cops and Rocky helps Jerry get away, but he gets caught and sent to reform school. Jerry grows up to be Pat O’Brien, a priest, of course. But he and Rocky are still friends, and they vie for the loyalty of the boys. “Whaddya hear, whaddya say?” is Rocky’s familiar greeting. His upper lip’s permanently curled. He romances Ann Sheridan, his neighbor and sister of Bobby Jordan, one of the kids. Ann’s a good girl—everybody good in this movie is Irish. When Rocky gets nailed for murder and is about to go to the chair, the Catholic church really raises its head and flares its nostrils. It’s not enough that Rocky allows Father Jerry to talk him out of dying in a shootout with the cops, but instead of walking to the electric chair and taking his jolt like the tough guy he is (Cagney does manage to spit in a guard’s face just prior to the execution), Jerry convinces him to act scared in order to turn the kids away from him, to dissuade them from living like him, to ennoble himself though it’ll look like he went to the chair a frightened rat. It’s a hell of a lot to ask, Jerry admits, but the Lord will understand. Rocky tells Jerry to stuff it, but at the last minute he breaks down and kicks and screams. “I don’t wanna die!” he yells. “I don’t wanna die!” And the Good Father closes his eyes and prays for the deliverance of Rocky’s soul. Rocky’s really a good kid underneath all the bravado.

			This ending stinks. The kids can’t believe it the next morning reading the newspaper headline Rocky dies yellow. Just like the crime reporters at the execution were shocked by Rocky’s cave-in. “I told you he wasn’t so tough,” one of ’em says to another. The kids are horrified, like baseball fans finding out that Joe DiMaggio or another hero took bribes, threw games, was queer. And Father Jerry comes to see the boys, huddled in their collective sadness, shock, and disappointment in the basement clubhouse. Sure, Father Jerry knows about the place: those are his initials carved in the wall right next to Rocky Sullivan’s. The boys are his, a gift from Rocky. Sentimental glop. But the movie’s full of great lines, lots of action, Bogey and Cagney at their snide, stinging best. The world-as-a-simpler-place category. Raw, dumb America before World War Two. You can feel this movie’s stupid joy from start to finish.

			The Asphalt Jungle

			1950. Directed by John Huston. Based on the novel by W. R. Burnett. Starring Sterling Hayden, Sam Jaffe, Louis Calhern, Jean Hagen, Marilyn Monroe, Barry Kelley, Marc Lawrence, and James Whitmore.

			Considered classic noir, The Asphalt Jungle does not disappoint on repeated viewing. Though Huston’s movies have never had the edge, the unpredictability of Nicholas Ray’s, Huston was able to consolidate the borrowed effects of B-movie innovators, such as Edgar Ulmer and Jacques Tourneur, and utilize them in such a smooth way that they seem almost original. Huston was a master at integrating seemingly disparate styles and effects to create a coherent whole, delicately textured and free of mistakes. Jungle reflects two shades: dark and darker. Huston proved, in movies like this and Treasure of the Sierra Madre (1948), and later in Night of the Iguana (1964), that he could create atmosphere not so dependent on clever dialogue as in The Maltese Falcon (1941), Across the Pacific (1942), or Key Largo (1948).

			Harold Rossen’s photography follows the RKO mold of severe half-face close-ups of Sterling Hayden and Jean Hagen—the rawboned country boy Hayden is highlighted like Walker Evans’s Depression-era photographs—giving a stark reality to the movement; and Louis Calhern’s suave weakling, with his elegant mustache, especially in the kissing scene with the nymphet Marilyn Monroe. Huston knew how to handle his cargo here, how to maneuver them in such a way that shadows inform flesh, filter feelings through lips, eyes, bodies. An ingenious robbery caper is planned by ex-con Doc Riedenschneider, played with appropriate gentility and vulnerability by Sam Jaffe, and he hooks up with crooked lawyer Calhern to back him financially; the robbery team includes an expert safecracker (Anthony Caruso), and Sterling Hayden as the “hooligan,” the strongarm guy, and James Whitmore as the getaway driver. The robbers are on the level but Calhern’s not, and a bunch of things go wrong, unforeseen difficulties that ultimately queer the entire operation and result in everyone’s death or capture. There is a certain amount of moralizing on the part of the police chief (John McIntire), and even a crooked cop is exposed. But the charm of this film is its relentless domino action, the clack of one piece falling against the next until the entire row collapses.

			

			Each character has real individuality, a personality absolutely distinct from the next person, and each is fascinating to watch. Jaffe is the mastermind with a weakness for young girls. There’s a great scene toward the end in a roadhouse, where he gives a bunch of nickels to a teenaged girl (Helene Stanley) so that she can play the jukebox and he can watch her dance, which she does as sexily and prettily as the little old German Jew ex-con could ever imagine; he gets his money’s worth, but he also gets caught and is bemused by the circumstances, his flaw. Calhern almost succeeds in stealing the movie, playing softly off the brutish violence displayed by the thug cops and avaricious hoods. The scene where his luscious mistress Monroe pulls away as she kisses him, not really giving him the goods and he too genteel/thankful to press for more, is exquisite. Hayden is the noble one, the hardcase, loyal Kentuckian with a troubled relationship with a girl; and Jean Hagen as “Doll” is an equally loyal type who ends up clinging to her man savagely, as perfect contrast to Monroe/Calhern. Whitmore’s also a stand-up guy, a good friend to Hayden. But nobody can gain in this universe: everything turns up empty, a hustle on both sides of the law, which itself is a scam. The word “criminal” carries a convoluted definition; the streets are filled with spiders and their webs enfold the earth. There’s no way out, only memory and money—pure pieces of the puzzle.

			Autumn Leaves

			1956. Directed by Robert Aldrich. Starring Joan Crawford, Cliff Robertson, and Vera Miles.

			Other than Mildred Pierce, this is the Joan Crawford film most generous to Joan, the one that places her as the object of sympathy. Her looks are hard but in this case it’s understandable: she’s on the verge of becoming an old maid, a certain spinster, keeping mostly to herself, typing manuscripts, and living in a little apartment in a side court in L.A. She has a friendly, too-yappy older neighbor, the landlady, her only pal. Joan’s lonely, and when she accidentally meets a young, decent-looking fellow, played by Cliff Robertson, she’s intrigued. His crooked smile, self-deprecating manner, brash-but-gentle, good-natured behavior disarms her, charms her. The problem, to her, is that he’s younger than she is by a few years. Joan’s bothered by this, it doesn’t sit right with her. Reluctantly she drifts into the affair. Cliff makes her feel good, cajoles her out of her conservative, frightened, mousey ways, kisses her in public and makes her feel like a woman, a real woman, like she’s never felt before. She’s giddy, wild with the smell of love and she’s not sure what to do about it.

			But of course there’s a catch. Cliff moves in with her, they marry, and all seems well. Joan’s neighbor-friend is happy to see her so happy. Cliff seems nice enough, a pleasant, slightly cocky young man. Then things begin to go wrong. He’s nuts. He doesn’t have a job anymore. Joan comes unglued. He gets violent. She doesn’t know what to do now, how to get rid of him, how to regain the universe as she knew it. This is the price of taking a chance, she thinks, her worst nightmare.

			My mother had a husband like this. A handsome, charming Irishman who seemed fine and then one day just wouldn’t get out of bed. He lay there, catatonic, not moving. Turned out he had a metal plate in his head, he’d been injured in the war. Finally she had to get him moved to the Veterans hospital where they told her he’d never be completely well. He’d work for a while, make good money as a salesman and then go off-center for several months. They were married for six months, and my mother got an annulment. Once, after that Bartelby-like attack at our house, I met him with my mom at a park and he looked ragged, worn, unshaven, and scary. His normally blue-green eyes were dark gray; they’d given him drugs in the hospital, maybe primitive electro-shock treatments, I don’t know. He wanted to come back, to live with us again but my mother refused. I was upset because I liked him so much; he was always good to me and a fine athlete who played with me a lot. I missed him. But later I understood my mother’s decision. He’d never told her about his disability, his spells; he couldn’t drive a car, he told her, because of bad vision, not because he was subject to these periodic freak-outs without warning. He’d misled her and she was sympathetic but angry, also confused and sad. Some years later, when I was about thirteen, I spotted him walking down the street in front of a big hotel. He was wearing a long blue overcoat, he needed a shave, he fixed his eyes straight ahead of him and walked fast, seemingly purposefully, not noticing others around him on the sidewalk. I wanted to say something, to stop him, but he looked unstoppable, unapproachable, mad.

			My mother’s favorite song, other than La Vie en Rose, was Autumn Leaves, and she used to play the piano and sing it when I was a kid. It’s the theme song of this movie, a sad song for a sad story.

			Badlands

			1973. Directed by Terrence Malick. Screenplay by Terrence Malick. Starring Martin Sheen, Sissy Spacek, and Warren Oates.

			Based on the Charles Starkweather-Caril Fugate murder spree of the mid-1950s, Badlands was Malick’s first directorial effort—he’d written the Paul Newman/Lee Marvin movie, Pocket Money, among others, before this. It’s narrated by Sissy, a 15-year-old semimoron in a small Dakota town, who gets swept away by the older Sheen, a garbageman with fancy cowboy boots. They tear up the upper west for a few weeks, killing her father—played by Warren Oates, a sign painter—first, then whoever gets in the way. Daddy doesn’t want this strange, good-looking sociopath (the James Dean look-alike thing is played up heavily), Sheen, to have anything to do with the skinny, freckle-faced teenaged kid. Sheen attempts to reason with Oates, but then just has to shoot him. And we’re off and running.

			There’s great music—Mickey and Sylvia’s “Love is Strange” is most apropos—and beautiful photography. It pays to see this one in color, but it works as well in black and white: the great test! It’s a marvelously intelligent movie, a rarity. Sheen hijacks a big old Eldorado and they cross the country avoiding roads altogether, tapping fuel from the oil well setups owned by private companies. For a time they live like Tarzan and Jane, literally swinging from a tree. Sheen prepares for an invasion, and when it comes, his guerilla preparations pay off: he manages to kill them before they kill him. Sheen insists on being polite to almost everyone, his madness just a wee bit below the surface. He disarms people before wasting them.

			Sissy just kind of goes along with it all, excited and thrilled by Sheen’s seeming self-assurance, but always scared. She wants to get away but can’t figure out how, so she makes the best of it. When he deflowers her she asks, “Is that what everybody gets so excited about?” And he says, “Yeah, that’s it.” Not the exact words but you get the point—it’s a real moment, and their faces are perfect. They dance in the middle of the prairie by kerosene lantern, spend a bizarre spell in the house of some rich people in a small town where Sheen is curious about their mute black maid, as if she—and not he—were from some other planet. After he and Sissy make love by a river he says he’s going to keep a big rock he finds by the spot in order to commemorate the event; after a few steps he tosses it away and picks up a smaller one, then tosses it, too. This is an episodic, narratively hungry movie: these two are mad but ingenuous; killing is only part of what they do.

			The manhunt becomes gigantic, and Sheen is finally caught, handcuffed, chained, and taken to an air force base where all the young National Guard guys strain themselves to get a good look at him: an instant legend, James Dean as mass murderer, the role following Giant. On the helicopter at the end, Sheen—whose name is Kit—asks his guard if he thinks the authorities will give him special consideration for having turned himself in. “You’re quite an individual, Kit,” says the guard (played by John Womack, a buddy of Malick’s from Harvard who wrote a great book about Emiliano Zapata). The character of Kit is a lot like the structure of this movie: it meanders but it’s meaningful as hell.

			The Big Combo

			1955. Directed by Joseph H. Lewis. Screenplay by Philip Yordan. Starring Cornel Wilde, Jean Wallace, Brian Donlevy, Richard Conte, Lee Van Cleef, and Earl Holliman.

			I have to admit my affection for The Big Combo is even greater than it is for Joseph Lewis’s earlier Gun Crazy. Chiaroscuro is Lewis’s domain. There are several remarkable scenes in this movie that belong at the top of the shadow game. The story line is adequate: detective Wilde goes after gangster Conte to shut him down. Trouble within the mob boils over when Donlevy tries to take over for Conte. Conte’s moll, Jean Wallace, crosses over to the Wilde side, helping to do Conte in. That’s basically it. Lewis liked to use icy blondes the way Hitchcock did. In Gun Crazy it was Peggy Cummins; here it’s Jean Wallace. But the difference is that Hitchcock’s women were classier: Grace Kelly, Kim Novak, Tippi Hedren, etc. Lewis’s women are more overtly sex-kittenish, raunchier, like the difference used to be between nudes in Playboy as opposed to, say, Rogue or Escapade. Hitchcock had a bigger budget, too.

			Donlevy double-crosses Conte, tries to get Conte’s henchmen, Lee Van Cleef and Earl Holliman, to knock off the boss and follow him; but the dupe fails and Van Cleef and Holliman turn their machine guns on Donlevy. Before Conte tells them to pull the trigger, he walks over to Donlevy and removes his hearing aid; we see the guns fire in the dark, bright flames spitting at the stunned Donlevy, but there’s no sound. We become Donlevy, the tentacles of light directed at us and slowed down so that the smoke curls and wraps around the darkness like reticulate pythons. Later in the movie Conte decides to dispose of Van Cleef and Holliman. He hands them a package of what they think is money, food, guns, I forget—they’re in a basement hideout—but it’s dynamite. When it blows it’s in slow motion again, the white piles of flame and smoke slithering over and around each other, another exquisite maze of deathclouds.

			Darkness disguises cheap sets—witness even the recent Blade Runner—but it takes a visual artist to make the black work, to infect it with just enough light so that anything other than dark seems wrong, uncomfortable, unnatural. Nocturnal contact is different from that of daylight: sex and danger come to the surface much more readily, they inform the frame, the background fills up and comes closer, threatening to overwhelm, to overcome any puny attempt to hold it back. Lewis managed to drain anything unnecessary from this image, to hold it up in dim matchlight for an instant, then snuff it out.

			The Big Heat

			1953. Directed by Fritz Lang. Based on the novel by William P. McGivern. Starring Glenn Ford, Gloria Grahame, Lee Marvin, Jocelyn Brando, Alexander Scourby, Jeanette Nolan, Carolyn Jones, and Dorothy Green.

			Glenn Ford as Detective Sergeant Dave Bannion is really Crusader Rabbit as he goes up against crooked cops, city politicians, and big-time gangsters and manages to bring “the big heat” down on them all. Along the way he sacrifices the lives of his wife and three other women, at least two of whom he considers no good anyway, and jeopardizes the safety of his daughter, in order to set things straight. In this pursuit of justice he becomes a robotic, maniacal individual, incapable of rest until the bad guys are dead or in custody. The Big Heat would be a perfect vehicle for Chuck Norris, and in fact bears no small relation to Norris’s Code of Silence, his best picture to date.

			Ford is investigating the suicide of another cop and is told to lay off by his superiors. The dead cop left a letter implicating crime boss Mike Lagana (Alex Scourby) and his widow is using it to blackmail Lagana. The suicide’s mistress is killed, and when Ford doesn’t back off, so is Ford’s wife. When Ford faces up to his own boss about a tie-in to Lagana, Ford is kicked off the force. Undaunted, Ford hides his daughter so the thugs can’t get to her, and goes after Lagana even harder. He tracks down one of Lagana’s gunmen, Vince Stone, played to the ruthless end by snarling Lee Marvin, and tries to convince Marvin’s moll, Gloria Grahame, to talk to him. She refuses to cooperate, but when Marvin sees her with Ford he thinks she’s spilling and he throws a cup of scalding coffee in her face, disfiguring her; of course this turns her to Ford.

			Gloria Grahame becomes the focus of the movie, the most compelling figure in the entire mess. She’s now the whore/saint, bent to wreak vengeance on the miserable Marvin and root out the whole stinking heap. Grahame’s sharp-angled face is savage enough to begin with, but after she’s burned by the coffee she becomes a kind of she-creature, an untouchable sex bomb. Ford is a machine, and something of a dunderhead besides, so Grahame makes more sense as a person. She squeals without compunction now to them about how Lagana and Marvin committed the murders, and hips Ford to the co-opting of the cop commissioner. Grahame gets back at Marvin directly, splattering his face with hot coffee, but getting shot in the process. She dies with her ugly side hidden in her fur coat, sleeping with her relaxed, angelic, smooth profile face up to Ford. Ford cracks the crime ring and gets his job back.

			McGivern gave the story a perfect cop-opera ending, when he wrote: “Now he was starting over, not with hatred but only sadness. That wasn’t too bad, he thought.” It’s the first rational thought Dave Bannion’s had so far, but it’s still pathetic. Fritz Lang seized on the brute-cop/brute-criminal state of mind to make this movie a tour de force of insensitive behavior. That’s why Gloria Grahame comes out looking like Mary Magdalene, a slender cut above all the other sick fools caught in the bad light. “Anyone who holds a frying pan owns death,” wrote William Burroughs, a perfect epigram for this one.

			The Big Steal

			1949. Directed by Don Siegel. Starring Robert Mitchum, Jane Greer, William Bendix, Patric Knowles, and Ramon Navarro.

			One of Don Siegel’s first feature films, The Big Steal is nowhere near as complicated as Mitchum and Greer’s effort of two years earlier, Out of the Past. It’s a highly successful chase picture, with plenty of zippy dialogue made livelier than usual by the dynamic between the two leads. Mitchum beats it down to Vera Cruz to recover a stolen army payroll from Patric Knowles. Mitchum himself is pursued by Bill Bendix, his army superior, a captain, who thinks Mitchum was in cahoots with Knowles and is meeting up with him to split the loot. Mitchum figures he’d better locate Knowles first and hand over the money personally to Bendix or nobody will ever believe he wasn’t in on it. Greer is also in pursuit of Knowles because he hustled her for a couple of grand; Mitchum’s after three hundred thousand.

			Bendix attacks Mitchum in his ship’s stateroom just prior to debarkation, but Bob manages to knock Bendix out. He bumps into Greer on the dock and they have a humorous, innuendo-filled conversation about a parrot Mitchum buys from a vendor. They don’t know one another. Greer locates Knowles first, but he smooth-talks his way around her, and by the time Mitchum shows up, she’s in the shower and Knowles has split. They hook up after relating their stories to each other and take off after Knowles, who’s headed inland with the money to a small town. Bendix comes after them, so it’s like the Indy 500 down Mexico’s Route 66. The automobiles careen around precipitous corners like Evel Knievel, narrowly avoiding donkeys, carts, kids, sheep, cows. Bendix shoots at them as he drives, cracking their rearview mirror, but Mitchum manages to evade him. He takes a side road under construction and Greer convinces the road workers that the bad guy chasing them is her evil father who’s trying to force her to marry an ugly old man, not the handsome young Mitchum with whom she’s in love. The road gang gets them on their way and blocks Bendix, allowing Mitchum and Greer to get to the town ahead of him. There they connect with the local captain of police who has already got an eye on Knowles. Mitchum fills the cops in on the deal and follows Knowles to the fence’s hideout over a rough road in the mountains. The weaselly fence has three thugs on guard but Mitchum kills one, wounds another, and gets through to the house where he confronts Knowles. The fence has offered Knowles $150,000 in unmarked bills for the stolen $300,000, pleading difficulty in unloading the hot cash. Soon after Mitchum and Greer stumble in, Bendix crashes the scene: it turns out he’s the one in league with Knowles, and Knowles is working for him. He doles out a share to Knowles and then shoots him in the back as he starts to leave with it. Mitchum starts a ruckus and the town cops arrive and everything gets straightened out in a hurry. Mitchum recovers the payroll and gets Greer to boot.

			The plot is simple but Siegel makes it lively as hell, with wild cutting during the chase scenes. It’s easy to pick out the sequences shot exclusively in the studio; they’re hokey but topsy-turvy and it’s fun to watch Mitchum and Greer goose each other like Bogart and Bacall. Short, sweet, and not too deep.

			Black Narcissus

			1947. Written and directed by Emeric Pressburger and Michael Powell. Adapted from a novel by Rumer Godden. Starring Deborah Kerr, David Farrar, Sabu, Jean Simmons, Kathleen Byron, and Flora Robson.

			One of the spookiest and well-crafted films of all time, but not one that could even loosely be categorized as noir. Marvelously photographed in color by Jack Cardiff, the movie is shaped by degrees of light and darkness that propel the story. A convent school is established on a remote, windy mountaintop in the Himalayas, in a palatial edifice formerly the residence of a maharajah’s harem. The nun in charge of overseeing the sisters’ religious and educational duties is played by Deborah Kerr, a relatively young woman whose first such assignment this is. Having committed herself to the church following a failed love affair, Kerr has difficulty adjusting to the rigors of her responsibility, especially with the restless, sexually frustrated Sister Ruth, convincingly portrayed by Kathleen Byron, whose wild-eyed, erratic behavior eventually erupts in an attempt to murder Kerr. Sister Ruth throws off her habit, puts on a brilliant-red dress, and applies bold red lipstick, then flees the convent and unabashedly pursues with romantic intentions the British agent who has been assisting the nuns. The man wants nothing to do with the defected and defective sister. His fascination, if any, is with Deborah Kerr, from whom he keeps a respectful distance, his only offense having been to show up drunk at a Christmas gathering at the convent.

			There are exciting, if predictable, depictions of misguided as well as desperate behavior, most frighteningly exemplified by the insane Sister Ruth, and by the increasingly erotic flirtation between a native girl (Simmons) and the handsome young local prince (Sabu). These two ultimately do come together, the girl tempted by the prince’s elegance and bejeweled finery, and he by her tantalizing, overtly sexual allure. Flora Robson, as an older nun, also loses, if not her devotion, her dedication to her station. Difficulties abound, nobody is satisfied, and the convent is closed, the sisters forced by their Order to abandon this experiment in the Himalayas, all of them to be reassigned elsewhere. Despite their having been posted nearer the Heavenly Reach, the result is disappointment and failure.

			Black narcissus is the name of a flower of the amaryllis family that supposedly blooms only at a high elevation. The implied symbolism is not lost on what is essentially a horror film, albeit a gorgeously produced, exceedingly sensuous one. The Catholic Legion of Decency banned the film, prompting Powell and Pressburger to make cuts, after which it was allowed to be shown in theaters.

			I’ve never seen another film to which I can reasonably compare Black Narcissus. Powell and Pressburger, championed by Martin Scorsese and other directors, were nonpareil. To say that this movie is over the top is insufficient; it is, like the Himalayan convent, unquestionably at the top.

			Blood on the Moon

			1948. Directed by Robert Wise. Starring Robert Mitchum, Robert Preston, Barbara Bel Geddes, Phyllis Thaxter, Tom Tully, Walter Brennan, and Frank Faylen.

			This is the truest western noir ever made, straight out of the RKO corral. Robert Wise was a graduate of the Val Lewton School of Shadows and Camera Murk (The Body Snatcher, Curse of the Cat People, etc.), and Blood on the Moon moves through the same territory as The Leopard Man and Cat People.

			Mitchum plays Jim Gary, a would-be cattle rancher who’s lost his herd and goes to work for his old pal Robert Preston. Preston is trying to manipulate a group of homesteaders, featuring Walter Brennan, against a cattleman, Tom Tully, in a struggle over land. What the homesteaders don’t know is that Preston’s cooked up a deal on the side with the Indian Bureau man, Frank Faylen (who went on to play Dobie’s dad in the T.V. series The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis), wherein the two of them stand to cash in to everyone else’s disfavor. Preston’s a conniving snake, romancing rancher Tully’s older daughter, Phyllis Thaxter, in order to get information out of her concerning a cattle drive. He hires a couple of thugs to ride with the homesteaders, and with the outfit bolstered by his buddy Mitchum, the only guy he knows who’s as tough as himself, there seems no way Tully can survive.

			The real romance, though, is between Bel Geddes, the younger, feistier, cute-not-pretty, Annie Oakley-like daughter of Tully’s, and Big Old Lazy-Eyed Hunk-o’-Man Mitchum. Mitch cuts through Tully’s land on his way to join up with Preston, not knowing yet what he’s riding into, and stumbles across wildcat Bel Geddes, defender of her father’s domain and integrity. So they get off on two wrong feet but of course are mightily attracted to one another and we know where this game is headed. It’s the perfect playoff for the deceitful Preston and his use of Thaxter, who is made to betray her own father for The Music Man.

			Everything in the movie is dark, cloudy—even the scenes in daylight on a snowy mountain where Mitchum kidnaps Faylen after Mitchum turns on Preston and sides with Tully. There never seems to be more than two hours of available light in a day here. It predates McCabe and Mrs. Miller, Robert Altman’s moody, long-suffering neo-western, by a quarter of a century. The only later western to come close to Wise’s in terms of feel and look is Stan Dragoti’s Dirty Little Billy (1972), with Michael J. Pollard as Billy The Kid in one of the slimiest, filthiest, muddiest movies of all time—a real little masterpiece too-little known, another noir Night of Nausea (Look out the ghost of J.-P. Sartre!).

			

			Walter Brennan, who looked like he was sixty when he was in his early twenties, plays a pivotal role in Blood, coming back to assist Mitchum after first running out when his son is killed by one of Tully’s men during a stampede instigated by Preston. Brennan plays his usual crotchety, Wicked Witch of The West/Rumplestiltskin character—the stoic with a heart, though, in this one. Eight years before, he’d been Judge Roy Bean in William Wyler’s The Westerner, an unredeemed, nasty son of a bitch; but here he comes through for Mitchum and Bel Geddes against Preston’s hoods after Mitchum is stabbed in the stomach. Bel Geddes has a pudgy but pert nose—she’s the head side of the coin on which Peggy Cummins (Gun Crazy, 1949) is the tail; kid-sister tough but just enough of a sex kitten to claw her way up Mount Mitchum.

			A dark, cranky, realistic, serious western with enough moonlight and blood on the trail for anyone this side of Dragoon Wells Massacre (1957).
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