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INTRODUCTION



In the fifties, Evanston, Illinois, was a paradise distinguished by a million leafy elms, a beautiful lake, a world-class university, a block-by-block array of stately homes. But who the hell even noticed? I certainly didn’t.

Far more interesting were its three movie theaters.

It was in one of those theaters that I misspent my youth. From the first second I’d seen a movie, I knew I had discovered a home far more nourishing than the one into which I had been born. I had an immediate imaginative connection with the images on the screen. What happened up there was as real to me—more real, in fact—as anything in the otherwise unglamorous career in mediocrity better known as my childhood. I should have been in school, I should have been doing my homework, I should have been mastering sports, small talk with girls, simple arithmetic, all skills that to this day elude me. But I was at the Valencia, fifteenth row, right-hand aisle seat.

The Valencia was the tawdry B-house of Evanston, located in the southern end of the small downtown, where the class and elegance of the Sherman Avenue corridor had begun, ever so gently, to decay. Architecturally, it expressed its affinity for the Spanish motif of its namesake by a style called “El Cheapo.” The screen was set in a ludicrous papier-mâché castle wall, complete to parapets and ramparts, all painted a dreadful mauve. The floor was eternally sticky, the bathrooms eternally smelly. Jujubes sealed in mucus dotted its ceiling. In the lobby, the Affy Tapples snared flies in their caramel tar, the Coke cup came out of the machine crooked and wasted a nickel’s worth of sugary bubbles, and the popcorn had been popped before the Second World War.

Naturally, the place showed films appropriate to its location in the movie food chain: all the crumb-bum double features, a new one every week, the raw, the violent, the cheap, the sensational, the pitiful, the inept. Guns fired, blood splattered, mules talked, monsters mashed, pies flew, throats spurted, cities flattened, and planes crashed. Everyone said it was ridiculous. And, as is so often the case, everyone was wrong.

To me, the stories were thrilling, the stars—the Ken Tobeys, the Frank Lovejoys, the Rory Calhouns, the Stephen McNallys, the Dan Duryeas—gigantic, the themes of heroism and male supremacy utterly convincing. I also liked the guns. Those movies were filled with guns, used in every creative way. Swords were neat too, as were airplanes, but not as neat as the guns, which dangled in low-slung gunfighters’ holsters or were carried with a tough sergeant’s insouciant I-don’t-know-what as part of the cool messy GI look.

You couldn’t see guns elsewhere, at least not in such weekly profusion. You couldn’t see them at the posh Varsity slightly uptown, abutting that temple of Sherman Avenue upscale consumerism, Marshall Field’s. The Varsity was a cathedral of swank with twinkly lights in its dome suggesting stars in the firmament. It exhibited the A pictures of the decade, the MGM musicals, the inspirational biblical dramas, the blubbery Douglas Sirk melodramas, the big-budget Broadway and literary adaptations, like Marjorie Morningstar, which I didn’t and still haven’t and happily never will see. They actually cleaned the urinals at the Varsity. But there were very few guns—much less gunfights, fistfights, sword fights, dogfights, and monster attacks—at the Varsity.

Nor were there many guns at the Coronet further downtown, boldly located in a yet more decayed area which was dangerously closer to the actual Berlin Wall between black and white Evanstons. This was the art house where Bergman first played, and Kurosawa, where small, dark wonderful pictures changed world cinema but no cities were ever squished flat under a prehistoric paw. Immediately upon entering it—my insane father took me a couple of times, to films he couldn’t get my mother to go to; I remember Samurai and The Magician—you understood you were in a different culture with different expectations. You had left the mainstream, a daring thing to do in the fifties, and were grasping at something strange. I picked up on this even if I couldn’t articulate it, and I suppose I responded. But still: It was provocative, it was mind-spinning, it was different. But it wasn’t me.

Left to my own devices, I far more happily spent my time in the Valencia. And that perhaps explains why I became the second film critic in America to win the Pulitzer Prize in 2003. I was—here’s the Cap-I irony—educating myself exactly to the job I would someday be lucky enough to hold. I learned more in the Valencia than I did anywhere on earth, in any school, in the army, in a marriage, and in the features departments where I would spend my life. And that’s also why I still prefer to sit in the fifteenth row, right-hand aisle seat.

This volume collects what I believe to be my best work from The Washington Post, but as I assembled it, I was astounded by how much more it seemed to do with what was playing at the Valencia in the fifties than with the present; it ends up examining in a loosey-goosey way the process by which the genre pictures of the forties and fifties became the mainstream movies of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. It shows why the Valencia was America in the fifties and how America of the oughts came out of the Valencia.

I’ve organized by genre, which of course is never quite neat enough (nothing is) and leads to a certain untidiness at the margins. Each genre corresponds to a lost pleasure of the Valencia—those vulgar categories that still proclaimed that movies were meant to be fun, not art, without really realizing that the fun was the art. I must say rereading my own work wasn’t much fun, and I kept coming across little tricks that seemed funny two minutes before a deadline but now seem pretty dreadful. And at a certain point it became clear to me that maybe I don’t have the true movie-mind that believes there is no other life than the life on the screen. If you want that, plenty of critics can provide it, geniuses all. I don’t thrive on arcane cinema data and can’t remember entire crews down to third assistant grip. I’m not even sure what a grip is. Even as a critic, I’ve never really left the Valencia: I want the Valencia’s pleasures, which are escape, excitement, provocation, most of all an emotional journey. Otherwise, I lose interest and don’t care what lens was used.

So I’m really only selling one product: my attempt to convey the awe and joy at what’s on screen, and the bitterness when it’s absent. It’s not much, I admit. You won’t learn a lot, except by accidental inference: a sense of why we go to the movies, what we want from them, what we in fact get from them, and why they are so damned important to us. And the answer, I suspect, has much to do with your childhood and how you first saw them. Lord help you if The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms was your first experience.

—S.H.









One

WESTERNS




Stand on a hilltop in this widest of open spaces and look a hundred miles in every direction, and there’s not a human construct in existence except the vehicle that brought you there.

But John Wayne is here. You can feel him in the wind, you can see him through the mirages, in the clumps of cottonwoods, you can sense him where the streams cut the rolling land. He’s here in the landscape.

The skies are magnificent: No artist born since 1900 could capture the subtlety of tone fused with the vastness of scope. The green of prairie, unnatural this late in the summer, runs toward forever. Antelope actually play. Buffalo actually roam.

It’s a land for big men, almost a cathedral. In The Searchers, Wayne’s greatest film, the Comanche chief Scar called him “Big Shoulders,” and only an emptiness like this, vaulted by a sky like that, seems capable of accommodating those shoulders, that distinctive, graceful way of carrying so much muscle and authority, the look of ferocity that came so quickly to his face and warned all and sundry to steer clear or face lethal consequences. Ask Liberty Valance: He found out the hard way.

Indoors, John Wayne is even more prominent. Here in Ingomar, Montana, population 125 people, 17,650 cattle, 20 bison, 2 llamas, and 247,532 prairie dogs, the town center is an agreeable old bar called the Jersey Lily, where the beer is cold, the steaks tough, and the beans plentiful. On the dust-blown streets it always looks as if a gunfight is about to erupt, but inside it’s warm and friendly. Discouraging words are not heard; folks smile a lot more than they frown and will generally drink to or with anyone.

But here’s the cool part: If you close your eyes after a beer or two, or a bean or 700, you can see him standing there at the end of the long stretch of bar. He’s wearing that pinkish bib shirt, that leather vest, that dirty pale-tan hat. He’s got beef everywhere on his body, but not fat. The gun, worn high on his hip in working cowman’s practicality, not low after the gunslinger style, is the Colt Single Action Army .38-40, with the yellowing ivory grips. The eyes are wary, rich in wisdom, impatient with pilgrims, tenderfeet, and blanketheads, possibly incapable of expressing love because they are so fixed on duty. He is what for decades was a vision of the ideal man.

Now it gets even cooler: Put down that beer, relax those eyes, and you can see that it’s not a writer’s florid fantasy. The Duke is there, as I’ve described him; well, a full-size movie cutout, from the days when the studios advanced their products by sending such cardboard images of the star to stand sentinel in the nation’s movie houses. Somehow the Lily got one—it’s from early-seventies Wayne; I would guess Chisum or Big Jake or possibly The Train Robbers.

But that’s not all. Look in the other direction, and he’s there, too. His portrait hangs at the bar’s other end, though it’s not the classic Duke from the pictures, but the mature, prosperous rancher Duke, with a lot of miles on him, but a sense of abiding peace in his eyes as well. You’re in a bar but you’re also in a sacred glade, a place of worship, pilgrim.

And the Duke is back there in your swank, stuffier East, too. I saw him on the tube there. A beer commercial, just as clever as previous versions, in which by some digital magic he is computer-inserted into a modern scenario, demonstrating that 20-odd years after his death, he’s still a star. His antagonist is some kind of yuppie entrepreneur who wants to close a neighborhood bar. The Duke—the images appear to be purloined from the great John Ford classic of Irish schmaltz, The Quiet Man—appears and gives him a good going-over. The beer’s on him, literally, as someone douses the yup with a pitcher of brew, wilting his $4,000 Armani suit, and it’s so wonderful!

Wayne’s a staple on AMC and TCM, those two wondrous small-screen custodians of the movie past, where you’ll encounter him at various ages, in various positions of command or valor, fighting on till the end. In fact, American Movie Classics featured a thirty-six-movie Duke package during its Film Preservation Festival last month.

He’s even there in his absence. I had a professional obligation ten days ago to sit through a film called American Outlaws, which was a horror so intense it would have frightened Joseph Conrad, connoisseur of horror. Among the things it lacked, besides plot and character and intelligence and emotion, was a star. It was full of Peter Pans who walked ever so light in their boots, almost as if flying. The hero looked to be about seven. Soaking wet, with pockets full of nickels, he might have weighed 100 pounds. He had the gravitas of a minnow.

The old Hollywood knew and the new Hollywood doesn’t: You don’t get gravitas by pointing a camera at a pleasant young face and turning it on. You get gravitas by some special alchemy between face and film as transmuted through lens and tweaked by light, until what registers is larger and more powerful than what is. Wayne had this, though not at the start and possibly not at the end. Still, along with Bogart and Monroe and Grant and maybe one or two others, his physical radiance—that is, the accumulation of face and body and movement, small things like the carriage of the hands and the tilt of the jaw—he imprinted himself upon the consciousness of a generation.

So many of us rode the big wave in baby flesh that rolled across the country between 1946 and 1960, and those were the Duke’s best years, when he ruled at the box office and in the imagination. He was the man we wished our fathers were, and of course they were too busy to notice, too busy catching up for the four years the Nazis and the Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere stole from them. So he raised us more than they did.

As I say, he did not come to this point easily. His career, in fact, may be divided into six parts. In the beginning, he was merely beautiful; then he became heroic if still simple; then, a full adult in command of his considerable powers, he was complex; then, like an angry, disappointed father, he turned bitter and contentious; he was finally avuncular, a self-parody, a king during an idyll, I suppose. And we are in the sixth stage right now.

Wayne, born Marion Michael Morrison in Winterset, Iowa, in 1907, came west as a child and grew up in California. The story of his rise is well enough known:As a college student, he was a movie roustabout when not playing football for USC. That devil-genius in the guise of Irish blarney and guile known as John Ford took a liking to him. As Ford would later say, “I never knew the big son of a bitch could act.”

Well, at first he couldn’t. His early roles in cheesy westerns—Randy Rides Alone would be my favorite, not that I’ve seen it—are negligible. He got a break in 1930, when Raoul Walsh, under Ford’s urging, starred him in The Big Trail. It was a catastrophe, and if you’ve been able to sit through four or five minutes of it, you know why: He has almost no resources, as an actor. He just sits there; his untrained voice, particularly, is a disgrace, a light, wispy thing that cracks often and is almost uninflected. You think: Really, this guy should go back to pushing the props around the set.

That humiliation gone by, he then endured nine more years of near-starvation in the poverty-row westerns. But as he aged, he got less pretty and far more interesting. His face acquired weight, density, and a webbing of creases; it came to appear geologic, as fissures of wisdom ruptured its serenity. His eyes grew savvy; when the camera came on, you didn’t sense panic, and before he spoke, he didn’t take a deep breath; he’d learned to avoid two early flaws.

The new Wayne was defined as a star in a single movie, Ford’s Stagecoach in 1939. Talk about a moment. Nobody ever got one like the Duke in this picture. The camera finds him, in buckskins, wary and tired, on the run. His horse has been shot and he stands by the side of a Monument Valley road, carrying a saddle and a rifle, as the titular vehicle approaches. The camera zooms in—the only zoom in the picture—and Wayne, as the Ringo Kid, does this cool move with his sawed-off, large-levered Winchester (a ’92, also .38-40 for all of you who demand to be in the know); he spins it, cocking it as it flashes under his armpit. Only a 6-foot-4 guy could do that; Chuck Connors had the same move on fifties TV in The Rifleman, and he was another honest 6-foot-4.

It was a moment of such grace and power and masculine majesty, rivaled by only a few others. It contained in an instant all that would become classic Duke: the Westerner, lean, laconic, isolated, grandly picturesque but totally repressed, graceful, and direct. He’d never be a sex guy: His movie love affairs were more like buddy deals, where love was expressed in affectionate needling, but never the abject statement of pure emotion. He was most usually a duty guy, doing what had to be done. If it involved killing, as it so often did, the killing was done out of necessity, not out of pleasure. He acquired wisdom that built toward a command presence like no other. And this was at a time when the gift of command was so important.

The war arrived—Wayne was thirty-four, with four kids at home, so he fought it on the home front—when his maturity and natural authority made him the perfect officer or sergeant. He commanded marines and Seabees, fighter pilots, paratroopers, submarines, naval vessels, almost every single fighting contrivance in almost every theater of war, though he did miss the Aleutians. I suppose he missed North Africa, too.

Our fathers cheered him then; we cheered him later. In the fifties, that is, when these movies were rerun endlessly on TV, which also carried ads for his new movies, so that it was a Duke-rich environment wherever you turned. I discovered him during commercials for Hondo, one of his lesser pictures, but even shrunk small by a black-and-white TV, his charisma was vivid enough to leap from the small screen and ensnare a kid’s inner brain. Joan Didion said it best: John Wayne “would control the shape of our dreams.”

When Wayne worked with excellent directors, the result, embarrassing for everyone, was that rare thing called art. He said (I love this quote): “I never had a goddam artistic problem in my life, never, and I’ve worked with the best of them. John Ford isn’t exactly a bum, is he? Yet he never gave me any crap about art.”

That may have been true. But the best directors—Ford in at least six great movies: Stagecoach, The Long Voyage Home (1940), They Were Expendable (1945), She Wore a Yellow Ribbon (1949), The Quiet Man(1952), and, of course, The Searchers (1956), but also Howard Hawks in Red River (1948), and William Wellman in The High and the Mighty(1954)—located a darkness within him. They saw through the delusions of the über-male’s perpetual righteousness, and found a tragic dimension in his stubborn strength, his insane heroism, his need to dominate and rule.

That’s why, of all the performances, I like best his Ethan Edwards in The Searchers, for here is a man so crippled by hate, so riddled by anger and the need for blood vengeance, that he loses his way. His will is titanic; his rage is more titanic; it dries up his love, and though he performs an Odyssey-scale task of heroism in finding the kidnapped daughter of his dead brother and though in the end he steps back from the cruelest savagery, it is too late. He is exiled, and that sad last scene lingers forever: The door closes and he’s condemned, like the Comanche brave whose eyes he shot out earlier, to wander between the winds.

We knew, somehow, that Wayne had a darkness in him. But we trusted he would use it only against enemies. He would protect us. That is why we loved him so. Then we thought he used it against us. That is why we hated him so.

The war in Vietnam, of course, sundered families everywhere. It sundered, too, the metaphorical family of John Wayne the father and his children, the baby-boom generation. He insisted that the war that would kill us was a war like the one he had known, where the enemy was absolute, where the nation itself and its way of life were at stake, where the necessary killing and inevitable dying were sanctified by its higher justification.

We believed it was a new thing, a war of national liberation, and that it didn’t endanger our culture. We also believed—I think it’s safe to say this now—that we didn’t want our asses wasted in some jungle hellhole.

Who was right? That fight still goes on, and if I have an answer I will keep it to myself. Symbolically, however, it was waged most bitterly over Wayne’s film—he starred and directed—The Green Berets, which was loathed by millions of kids and loved by millions of other Americans. (Did you know it was the fourth-top-grossing movie of 1968? It was really quite a hit.)

Well, it is pretty awful. The first half is a not-quite-convincing account of the defense of a Special Forces camp (the pine trees of Fort Bragg, where it was shot, somewhat dilute the illusion that we’re in Vietnam) and the wooing of a liberal journalist to the hawk side; the second is an even lamer secret mission behind enemy lines to snatch a general, complete with a dragon-lady secret agent and some of the most condescending sequences of Asian culture ever shot. In its way, it answers the question: Why are we in Vietnam? But the answer is not the one Wayne thought he was giving; it was: because we thought that Vietnam was North Carolina and our Asian allies were children or seductresses, and that the sun sets in the east.

Wayne was truly damaged by the outrage his film stirred, and the bitterness his presence engendered. From then on, he just played John Wayne over and over again, in a series of unpersuasive but occasionally amusing films (True Grit, for Henry Hathaway, was his Oscar winner, but lord, I wish Pappy Ford had directed it!), growing older and fatter and somehow more ridiculous. His two most absurd films occur in this period (I am discounting 1956’s insane The Conqueror, where he played Genghis Khan): his two Dirty Harry/Bullitt rip-offs, McQ and Brannigan. John Wayne should never wear a suit coat, because his shoulders are so big it looks like a monkey jacket; he should wear his gun outside, where it can be part of his posture, not in a concealment holster; he should ride a horse, not a Mustang; he should never be forced to act against weightless performers like Eddie Albert or Richard Attenborough.

And that hairpiece. It looked like he’d mugged Howard Cosell in an alley and stolen his cigar, his wallet, and his rug!

He had one great performance left, and how sad that it’s not in a great movie: a kind of summing up, directed by old pro Don Siegel, called The Shootist. He was dying then, after his fifth operation, from lung cancer. But he never showed it, in a dignified adult performance of an old gunfighter with a crab in his guts, determined to go out the way he came in, with guns in hand. Not a great movie, but there’s so much mythic lion-hood up there you think: “Boy, that big son of a bitch can act.”

What is going on now, I believe, is something quite magnificent: It’s not a rediscovery of John Wayne or a rebirth or a renaissance. It’s something like a reconciliation.

I see in the Duke’s reemergence something I never thought I would see: some healing of the scars of Vietnam. Maybe enough time has passed. We forgive him. He forgives us. It’s okay now. We can be blanketheads and pilgrims again, though we’re in our fifties, and he can be the wise, tough old scout who knows what has to be done. In our old age, his old age is comforting. Daddy’s home. It’s fabulous.

(AUGUST 26, 2001)

After all these years, my darling High Noon has not forsaken me on this, our viewing day.

Fred Zinnemann’s revered 1952 Western, which is opening today in a dandy new 35mm print at the AFI’s cathedral to the religion of the Old Movie out in Silver Spring, remains, now as then, a terrific piece of filmmaking. It’s taut, believable as it unspools. It’s charismatic, with a slow buildup of tension in near-real time that finally explodes into a blast of violence. Then it’s over; then it goes away.

Regarded as fifties melodrama, it’s nearly perfect: I love the strokes of the deceptively simple plot, the way each incident magnifies the dramatic situation without waste or frill. I love Gary Cooper’s tight, controlled performance, which achieves mythic poetry without a single moment of hamminess or self-indulgence. I love the formality of Zinnemann’s camerawork until he reaches a key moment and then abandons formality for pure German expressionism—I’m thinking of a weirdly angled shot of the clock’s pendulum, photographed so that it looks like a descending blade from a Poe story, lowering itself to slice our noble hero in two.

The premise is simplicity itself: Will Kane, the retiring marshal of a town called Hadleyville, somewhere in the West, is about to marry a pretty Quaker gal (the luminous Grace Kelly) when he learns that three men are in town, awaiting the arrival of the fourth on the noon train (an hour and a half away). The four men will kill him to settle an issue of vengeance. His first reaction is to flee. Then he returns, believing in the power of community to stand together. But the community, faced by naked force from the outside, disintegrates, and the sheriff is left alone to face the four as high noon draws ever closer. Tick-tock, tick-tock.

Of course the movies has entered our lore for extra-cinematic reasons. It’s seen as metaphor as well as melodrama. For many—particularly the writer, Carl Foreman, who was blacklisted shortly after completing the script—it was an allegory of McCarthyism, with a committee of gunmen, like a committee of congressmen, coming to town to destroy someone innocent, and nobody in the community with the guts to stand up to them.

But both producer Stanley Kramer and Zinnemann have denied that such a meaning was intended, and the anger between Kramer and Foreman was so intense that the two never spoke after the project. As recently as last year, a second generation of combatants—Foreman’s disciple Lionel Chetwynd and Kramer’s widow, Karen—were still fighting bitterly over the issue, which was raised in a PBS documentary Chetwynd had made on the two men, called explosively Darkness at High Noon.

But, as others have pointed out, High Noon is so simple and nuance-free, with its brute division of good and evil, that it can support any number of meanings.

It pretty much means what you want it to mean, open-endedly. Given its placement in time in 1952, it’s just as easy to argue a conservative, rather than a liberal, metaphorical meaning. In this case, the evil gunman Frank Miller and his gang of three are Commies and the town is Korea. Guess what, nobody wants to fight to stop the Commies. Come on, it’s only Korea, for God’s sake. So the hero, Gary Cooper and obviously standing in for the U.S. of A., has to go it alone, as the country did (largely, but not entirely) in Vietnam. In this respect, High Noon’s true fifties brother would be Howard Hawks’s The Thing, a cautionary fable (closing line: “Watch the skies!”) that offered the wisdom that it was so much more sensible to blow strangers and strange ideologies away than to attempt to understand them.

Yet watching the film in the AFI Silver, another possible meaning forced itself on me. So, for the hell of it, here it is: If you look at High Noon without assumptions, it seems to me that the dichotomy it describes falls along rural vs. urban lines, rather than political lines. It’s about the wicked city taking over the pristine rural town, and implicitly returning vices—prostitution, gambling, drinking, the Tenderloin—to a middle-class dream. And in that light, certain things that have made no sense suddenly fit together neatly.

I’ve always been disappointed in Ian MacDonald, who played the evil Frank Miller. When we finally see him, after an hour and a half of buildup, he’s a major disappointment. Far from an icon of towering Western evil—think, for example, of Jack Palance’s gunslinger in Shane—he’s a squirrelly little man in pressed pants and shirt, with a bow tie. He looks about as cowboy as Sonny Corleone.

And that’s it, exactly. He’s not a cowboy, he’s a gangster. Look at that face, with its acne, its dark, feral eyes, its quickness. He looks as though he should be a hit man, a loan shark enforcer, not a Western outlaw. In fact, MacDonald came to the film after a long career as a character actor. He was far from a Western icon, with roles in such films as Joe Palooka in the Big Fight, Malaya, and Where the Sidewalk Ends to his credit; after High Noon, of course, he became a Western staple, but not before.

As the film has it, he’s clearly been sponsored by some sort of big political machine with an interest in taking over and restoring Hadleyville to its former corrupt glory as a profitable sin town. Originally sentenced to hang, Frank was spared the gallows when that sentence was commuted to life, and now he’s been pardoned “by the politicians up north”—clear indications of a kind of political clout or favor of the sort endemic to big cities.

His mission is to kill Will Kane and reopen the town for exploitation. That’s why the townsmen are so frightened. They realize that Frank stands for the process of urban corruption, not just a force of random violence in the world.

Perhaps the most vivid visualization of this meaning is Frank’s arrival. He arrives by train (itself suggesting modernity), but as the train pulls across the prairie into the station, it issues a horrendous belch of smoke, dark and roiling, that defiles the beauty of the land. That’s the smoke of city and industry, the smoke of modernity, coming to Hadleyville.

In this sense, High Noon’s closest sibling would be It’s a Wonderful Life, where another man, George Bailey (the great Jimmy Stewart), stood alone against an avaricious force that came to destroy the beauty of the small town. Frank Miller may have been bringing to Hadleyville what Jimmy Stewart prevented in It’s a Wonderful Life: Potterville, the squalid den of avarice Bedford Falls would have become under the rule of the film’s greedy nemesis. I suppose another irony is this: Look out the window, or on TV, and where are you in America in 2003? Well, you’re in Potterville, despite the efforts of Cooper and Stewart.

Well, whatever it means or doesn’t mean, it sure is nice to see this old classic on a screen the right size, in perfect focus, and with its heroes and villains bigger than life, as they were.

(MAY 30, 2003)

Listen here, pilgrims. Kevin Costner’s Open Range talks too much talk, but it walks enough walk. And it’s got great hats. So it’s a pleasure to report, minor caveats aside, that it’s a fine, old-fashioned two and a half hours at the Bijou.

The movie basically represents a balancing act of some considerable courage and grace. It’s poised between corny and mythic and between vanity project and work of art. How close it comes to parody, and how much it yearns to memorialize the great Costner mug—but for the most part, the artist in this guy overpowers the egoist, at least until the final scenes.

The myth that underlies Open Range is the primal American definition of freedom as space. We’re a people who like to move about. When we see an empty horizon, we yearn to know what’s beyond it. That freedom is what’s resonantly at stake in this account of a brutal range war between cattle-industry factions in a vast green cathedral of 1882.

Somewhere beyond the mighty Mississip, a big rancher (Michael Gambon, sporting muttonchops and brogue) claims all that verdant protein under all that blue sky is his, even if he doesn’t own or hasn’t fenced it. A gypsy crew of “free-grazers” meanders onto his self-claimed sea of grass with their pitiful herd and their four men, meaning but to let the cows feed, then move them on. They are attacked for their transgression; one man dies, another is seriously wounded. The two unhurt survivors—Costner’s laconic, embittered ex-gunhand Charley Waite and Robert Duvall’s more avuncular cracker-barrel speechifier Boss Spearman—are told to git.

But there ain’t no git in these boys, so they strap on the long guns, chat up a pretty gal, buy a chocolate bar, smoke a real nice cee-gar so as to sample a little of life’s pleasures at what they suspect is its end, and head down to the O.K. Corral. Okay, okay, it’s not the O.K. Corral, but for all the fat blobs of lead that are slung in its confines, pardner, you wouldn’t want to live on the difference.

Has Costner the director seen other westerns? And how. Clearly he’s studied the majestic pictorialism and languid story rhythms of George Stevens’s Shane. He’s loved the bickerin’ and feudin’ that marked the internal dynamics of The Wild Bunch. He’s watched the young Clint Eastwood saunter down the ramshackle street of a Roman cow town, and draw first and shoot faster than greased mercury. He’s seen the dark interiors of John Ford’s My Darling Clementine, and noted how in the movie the old black powder cartridges left seething fumes in the air. He remembers how much the Duke’s Hondo loved his dog. He may even have seen his own Dances With Wolves, with its appreciation of thorny warrior psychology.

But even as you feel the self-conscious manipulation of these influences, you are taken aback by how brilliantly the movie tweaks them to its own uses. In fact, that’s the strategy behind the whole picture: to re-create the traditional but find an unconventional expression for it. It’s a revisionist western whose main revision is to de-revise the western back to its original form.

That aesthetic finds its fullest deployment in the issue of design: Open Range is a superb piece of movie construction that achieves a near-perfect balance between the remembered and the seen-anew. It re-creates the traditional structures—the main street, the townies’ restaurant, the stable, the marshal’s office—yet it finds ways, continuously, to make them fresh. I note with particular satisfaction that site of endless oater confrontations as well as ritual consumption of rotgut from unlabeled bottles of amber liquid, the Saloon.

If you’re of a certain age, you’ve been in at least 10,000 saloons, usually called the Long Branch and usually with the Marshal, the tall feller with the star played by James Arness. But Marshal Dillon is nowhere to be found, and this saloon is different: It’s dark and paneled, with wickered windows. It has mirrors, like the Long Branch, but the glass is definitely nineteenth-century for the wavery reflection it casts. Stop and reflect a bit: Someone has thought about the quality of glass in 1882. (Smeary glass is a visual motif of the movie.)

In other ways, the movie is full of bold, original, seemingly authentic details: I loved the river of mud that runs down the main street, and the collapsed, out-of-kilter building frame that tilts toward surrealism in the middle of a gunfight, and the way the blacksmith (Michael Jeter) rides a rope in and out of the frame. I love the joke the two heroes play on the unstated homoerotic meanings of the partner-western, when Duvall’s yakky Boss says to Costner, “Hell, we’re just like a old married couple.”

Yet the movie isn’t quite realistic. While it sports enough true grit and gloppy mud for a dozen anti-sentimental westerns, it’s also reaching forever to the universal. There’s more mythic posing against that beautifully evoked, endless green landscape than the four presidents on the mountain in the Black Hills. And all that hazy glass: Perhaps that’s a way of documenting the process by which myth blurs reality toward an ideal. The music is grand, stirring and shows the influence of too much Elmer Bernstein. And maybe even too much Leonard Bernstein. The writing—or is that overwriting?—occasionally feels built for sound bite: “There’s some things,” says Costner’s Charley, just before the elegant launch of a gleamy tobacco gob into the mud, “gnaw on a man worse than dying.” Or, he says, “Boss, I’m all right with killing. I’ve always been all right with killing.” His romantic interest, played by a handsome if underused Annette Bening, says, “I have had my disappointments.”

The story progresses, but it never hurries. Each scene plays out in real time (admittedly, a lot of it), as the actors speak in one continuous shot, until they’re finished, without a lot of jazzy editing. Costner insists, perhaps overdogmatically, on spelling out motives and emotions. He’s not one for new-movie shorthand techniques. He may be the best director of 1957.

Possibly the screenplay, by Craig Storper, is too clunky. Or possibly the original novel, by Lauran Paine (author of 899 other books!), was too clunky. In either case, Costner, an earnest plodder much of the time, frequently can find no way to cinematically express ideas, so his characters just baldly state them in revelatory oratory. Charley, for example, confesses that he’s an ex-guerrilla (presumably of the Confederate psycho Quantrill’s sponsorship), too used to killing. How much better if Boss had simply noticed his spectacular dexterity in handling the Colt, asked how Charley came by it, and was rewarded with a guerrilla’s thousand-yard glare more telling and more chilling than all the speeches in the world.

The tendency to explain rather than dramatize reaches its apex in the too many minutes left in the movie after the big gun-down, when Charley pitches woo toward the movie’s least satisfactory character, Sue (Bening). I suppose Costner is making a good-faith effort to portray the realities of Victorian courtship, but on and on it goes, in dialogue too wooden to be believed. Anyone can write this stuff, which almost sounds something like, “Why, ma’am, I jist wanted to tell ya, my heart’s thrummin’ like a butterfly at the prospect that you might look with favor upon my petition to come spoonin’ sometime when all this cruel fracas has at last come to a just finish.” Meanwhile, the poor gal only wants a date. She seems to age a decade or so while he spits out his speeches.

I hate to point that out, given the general fabulousness of the film, but until the end, Costner has been content to let Duvall’s spunky Boss be the show. Boss has the good lines and is the driving force, while Charley broods in the distance, a sullen, beautiful Achilles with issues. At the end, however, Costner reclaims the center of the movie with that solid fifteen of unnecessary face time. It feels ever so slightly indecent.

But the movie is psychologically insightful enough to make Charley’s issues interesting, in the modern way. Unlike the thousand heroes of Republic Pictures and other Poverty Row factories, he’s reflective enough to feel unworthy. He’s a man who has killed, a lot; he feels himself to be an infection upon society and has sought to purify himself in the isolation of the cattle drive and to spare civilization his predations. It isn’t stated, but one assumes he’s the whoring kind of man, not the marrying kind. But in the spasm of violence that concludes the action arc of the movie, he sees a different possibility. Instead of being one of John Ford’s facilitators, destined tragically to restore order and then be exiled to wander bitterly between the winds (Wayne in The Searchers), it’s his humble need to return. Too bad the movie can’t find a more eloquent way to express that.

But as an action director, Costner is at his best. What a fine shootout to bring it to an almost-end. Maybe you have to have a taste for this stuff to see the distinctions, but in my narrow mind, he finds many ways to reinvent a stock occurrence. It’s actually three gunfights in one, or one gunfight in three acts. The first is pure O.K. Corral action, men at close range, shooting straight-up, a lot, in a few seconds, until only a few are standing. Then it’s a running gun battle, through streets and buildings (someone has seen High Noon). And finally it’s almost an expression of community will, as the bloodied Charley faces antagonists at the font of corrupt civic power, the marshal’s office (in Eastwood’s Joe Kidd it was a judge’s office), and the townsfolk have joined in an act of revolutionary restoration.

Flawed and talky, sinuous and violent, funny and warm, the movie does it’s main thing, its raison d’être, brilliantly: It tells you how the West was won.

(AUGUST 15, 2003)

The Hi-Lo Country is the movie that the late, great Sam Peckinpah yearned to make all those years ago. Under other guidance, it has finally reached the screen and unsurprisingly it turns out to be about a one-man wild bunch.

That Big Boy Matson, he’s a heroic sumbitch, wild, crazy, free, smart, tough, violent, and of course funny in that needley sergeant’s way, infinitely amused at the scrabblings of the less testosterone-endowed. As played (or should I say occupied) by Woody Harrelson, he’s all of a piece, all man, and all trouble. He’s too big to play by rules or adjust to the changes coming across the West. That makes him interesting, dangerous, and doomed.

His primary misfortune is that it’s not old Mexico, 1914, just before a big war; it’s New Mexico, 1946, just after a big war. The times they are a-changing; fellow can’t just up and do what he wants. Cowboying across an open range is a dying profession. Makes more sense to ship the critters by truck to the railhead. That is, if some corporate Jimmy-gimme hasn’t bought up all the cattle.

Big Boy’s story is conventional, as derived from a novel by an authentic cowboy named Max Evans. One can certainly see the elements that attracted Peckinpah, a specialist in the double-edged weapon of machismo, so attractive, so tragic, and the elegiac sense of a frontier slowly closing down. And Peckinpah’s most successful screenwriter, Walon Green (he wrote The Wild Bunch, among other films), is behind the keyboard on this project. Green writes exceptionally good pick-a-fight dialogue; he loves those little cosmic riffs of antagonism where two cowpokes pick at each other’s scabs in incrementally escalating scorn until violence is inevitable. (The Wild Bunch was full of such nasty pleasures, too.)

But what’s the Britisher Stephen Frears doing behind the camera; does the director of Dangerous Liaisons seem an ideal choice for a western? Well, remember that Liaisons, as well as another film in the Frears oeuvre, The Hit, were about male predation at its ugliest. Frears may not know the geography, but he certainly knows the territory.

The story is narrated from the point of view of Pete Calder (Billy Crudup, who looks astonishingly like Tommy Lee Jones before his face crinkled up like the floor of the Mojave Desert). Pete loves Big Boy and almost becomes his little brother, but there are complications: The first is that Big Boy already has a little brother, called Little Boy (Cole Hauser); the second is that as much as he loves him, Pete hates him, too, for Big Boy is currently having a big whoopee with the beautiful Mona (Patricia Arquette), whom Pete secretly lusts after. Now, just to keep it interesting, Mona is the wife of Les (John Diehl), the foreman of big greedy ranch owner Jim Ed Love (Sam Elliott).

Does the foregoing suggest there’s enough material in The Hi-Lo Country for any three or four movies? And I didn’t even mention the blizzard, Jim Ed’s ambitions to buy up all the cattle and range, the poker scene, a long rodeo sequence, and a final blast of squalid domestic violence.

Way too much movie. Not enough time. It’s a kind of triangle-orama, in which Jim Ed and Big Boy both love the land; Big Boy and Pete both love Mona; Big Boy and Les both love Mona; Pete and Little Boy both love Big Boy; Big Boy and Pete both love a horse called Old Sorrel; Hoover Young and Jim Ed both love the cattle business; Mona and Josepha both love Pete (a little, at least). And I don’t even have room to tell you who Hoover Young (James Gammon) is.

By the end, the film has lost all the semblance of coherent narrative and become a collection of almost random episodes. Each is amusing or powerful, but they don’t connect into something meaningful. The theme about Big Cattle taking over, in the form of Sam Elliott? Forgotten, utterly. Elliott, after dominating every scene he’s in with that squint-eyed look of ironic superiority, vanishes. The love affair between Pete and Josepha (Penélope Cruz, a big Spanish movie star in her first American film)? Lost. Blown away.

But for a long time, the movie’s some kind of fun. It has a wonderful sense of not one but two distinct styles in American history: the West and the forties. It offers some crackerjack fight scenes, and a gut-busting rodeo thing when two crazed stuntmen actually get in the ring with one very large, angry bull that doesn’t know it’s in the movies.

And, bless his soul, Frears has studied the iconography of the American western with enough attention to offer some old, lost movie thrills: the sweep of prairie giving away to blue mountains in the distance, the course of a lone rider across the plains, a sense of the incredible dynamism and danger in cattle ranching, particularly as it applies to large bovine morons who also don’t know they’re in the movies and don’t like the rope just tossed around their necks. On that score alone, I took some pleasure from the film. Too bad, in the end, it was all hat and no cattle.

(JANUARY 15, 1999)

Those who have seen it know that the old Sergio Leone western The Good, the Bad and the Ugly should more accurately be called The Not Very Good, the Pretty Darn Bad and the Sort of Ugly.

The movie, which arrived on these shores in 1966, was the third of the Leone westerns that established Clint Eastwood as a world star, after A Fistful of Dollars and For a Few Dollars More. Then, it was about seventeen hours and twenty-nine minutes long. Now a completely restored version of the film has arrived and it is at its full length, nineteen hours and forty-seven minutes.

I exaggerate, but not by much. Actually, about fifteen minutes of film has been added, and the print looks terrific. And the movie, which will be shown September 4, is otherwise the movie exactly as it always was: not a narrative so much as a folk opera on western themes as interpreted by an Italian director somewhere amid what appears to be a giant construction project outside Rome. It ambles, it riffs, it indulges: It lacks the toughness and precision of the first two films (with their plots stolen from the Japanese), and guess what—it’s not even really about Clint Eastwood’s character!

It’s magnificent, but is it a western? Or, to put it another way, is it a great western or is it a great Italian western? I would hold to the latter interpretation out of pure nativist pride. No damn furriner has made as good a tale of cowboy life and culture, of courage and conflict and cattle, of race and hate and bitter spite, of horses and Indians and lawmen and Colts, as John Ford’s The Searchers or Howard Hawks’s Red River or any of the dozens of smaller, but hardly remembered films, like the Anthony Mann–Jimmy Stewart jobs or the Randolph Scott–Budd Boetticher series or the great run of Sam Peckinpah films.

But…this is a great movie, whatever strange estuary of the western river it occupies. To see it in the old (but restored) AFI Silver, that cathedral of art moderne, that vault of streamline, to see it big on the big, big screen, to hear that total screwball electrified music—waa-WAA-waa—belching out and filling the lit space above your eyes: Baby, it doesn’t get much better than that.

Leone’s genius was both big and small, an astonishing mix of gifts. He was really good on faces and, in fact, this film begins with a close-up out of Brueghel: one of the countless Italian extras Leone chose for warts, bumps, crevasses, swellings, scars, and wattles. In fact, the close-up is so gigantic that you are astonished to learn that this guy is there merely to die, rather ignominiously, too, at the hands of the Sort of Ugly, Eli Wallach’s Mexican bandit Tuco.

In short order—no, actually, in long order—Leone introduces us to the other components of his film: The Not-So-Good, i.e., Eastwood, as a nameless adventurer who will grow into A Fistful of Dollars’s Man With No Name (this is a prequel to that film), and then the Pretty Darn Bad, played, in his greatest role, by American expat Lee Van Cleef, who had one of the most feral of faces in all of human genedom. Van Cleef, a minor character actor in Hollywood westerns (he’s the second guy to die in High Noon), got to Italy early and, God bless him for his enterprise, hacked out a pretty good and completely unanticipated career in the spaghetti oaters, where he became a big star. Once it has established these three faces, the movie then tracks them across the Southwest in search of a lost payroll shipment. However, the Civil War keeps getting in the way.

And you say: Uh, Steve, the Civil War, she was not fought in the Southwest. Don’t tell me; tell Signor Leone. If he knew, he didn’t care. So amid desert cactus and Mexican villages (which were really outside of Rome), the Civil War is refought, and Leone is far more interested in that than in his story, which is pretty incomprehensible also.*

That lets him express his genius for the big, as in probably the best Civil War battle sequence ever filmed, with its moving subtext of bitter commitment to duty—very powerful stuff in 1966, during the height of Vietnam. A mad colonel, men dying on the scale of that scene in Gone With the Wind where the camera pulls back to show Scarlett standing amid thousands of wounded, towns bombarded, trains pulling across the bleak landscape and, of course, through it all, the Good, the Bad and the Ugly hunting each other and the gold. Waa-WAA-waa.

(AUGUST 22, 2003)

For Roy Rogers, the compass always read true west, the clock always said high noon and every town was Dodge City. And the good guys—notably himself—always won.

The West was a dream of decency and justice, manifest destiny was the better path, men were noble, women were schoolmarms or best pals like Dale Evans, children were li’l pioneers. As glorious as the past had been, the future looked even better. Happy trails to you and you and you. That’s what Roy stood for, that’s what Roy meant.

And if now we no longer believe it, maybe that’s our problem, not Roy’s, and that gives us no license to laugh at the great cowboy star, who died yesterday at the age of 86 at his home in Apple Valley, California, after a long illness.

Still, it can be a little hard to stifle a snicker today, particularly if you’ve seen the dusty, bitter, haunted things that westerns became. After all, after the trashy killers of The Wild Bunch or even sweaty, shaky Gary Cooper in High Noon, Roy always looked a little foolish, like some Eastern dude’s view of the campy Westerner. Sophistication wasn’t in him: He was foursquare, forthright, but without tragic foreboding.

Yet to laugh at him, and to feel smugly superior to the uncomplicated virtues he represented, is to somehow miss the point. He was exactly what he seemed: courtly, gentlemanly, a man of the Old West—even if he’d been born under the graceless name Leonard Slye in Cincinnati in 1911—who did all the cowboy things with sure, convincing ease.

His wardrobe was almost as lovingly assembled as the armor of a knight about to joust for his lady. He wore two engraved, highly polished six-guns in a double-holster rig, the leather engraved in the high Mexican style and adorned with silver conchos. He never wore jeans, but tight whipcord pants, with squared pockets sporting bright piping to make them stand out. His boots were tall and shiny, also elaborately engraved, usually brightly colored. He often wore a peculiar shirt, dazzling to Easterners, with buttons and pockets at strange angles, contrasting patterns of checks, a flutter of fringe spangling the chest.

Such shirts! Sometimes they had drawstring necks and sometimes that double placket of buttons running in a V up the torso. Fascinating shirts, like feats of engineering, shirts that took a blueprint to put on each morning. And of course he always wore a neckerchief tight about his throat and a white hat unstained with sweat. He rode a magnificent palomino, a horse so golden it could have come from an argonaut’s dream, and he commanded it—Trigger, “the smartest horse in the movies”—atop a saddle as magnificent as a king’s, festooned with silver as well. And when he rode, he was sentimental poetry in motion, with that easy Western authority, posture rigid yet flexible, standing in the stirrups, the wind battering him but never blowing that white hat away. Like all the great cowboys, he was great on horseback, good with animals and guns and the elderly, infinitely courtly to women, and steady of gun hand or fist with bad guys, all of whom, by some weird code of etiquette, forgot to shave that morning.

Of course he was the ceremonial cowboy; each of his implements or accouterments had its roots in authentic cowpoke or cattle-drive culture, but each had been removed from it, shined, polished, turned to artifact, almost as if to be inserted into a museum. His was the blemishless West, a museum West, a boy’s West.

So it was not merely consistent but also mandatory that although he was man of justice, he was never a killer, a gunman, a shootist, a sociopath. He was never a man with no name and no past or future: He had a name and a past and a future—it was America. He hailed from the age where they didn’t know the prefix to “hero” was necessarily “anti-.” When he drew and fired it was never to kill, but only to knock the firearms out of his opponent’s hands.

And this played well. It’s easy to forget that for nearly a decade before the box miniaturized him and made him a mere touchstone in the pop-cult meltdown of baby-boomer prepubescent memory, he was a genuine movie star. After migrating to California in 1929 and spending time as a fruit picker and truck driver, he tried to convey his sweet but hardly overpowering singing voice into a radio career.

“Leonard Slye” sounding like a child molester in a novel by Dickens, he changed his name to Dick Weston, to little avail, but when he changed it again, to Roy Rogers, and founded the western singing group the Sons of the Pioneers, he began to get radio jobs.

As a singer, he’s credited as one of the founders of the western sound, and has been voted into the Country-Western Hall of Fame twice, first as part of the Sons of the Pioneers (in 1980) and then as a solo artist in1988. His standards included “Tumbling Tumbleweeds,” “Cool Water,” “I’m an Old Cowhand (from the Rio Grande),” and, of course, “Happy Trails,” which he recorded with his second wife, Dale Evans, who wrote it and who survives him.

He broke into films in 1935 with four Sons of the Pioneers movies, when the concept of the Singing Cowboy wasn’t cornball but deadly earnest. His competitors included Gene Autry and even John Wayne, who was reduced to playing “Sandy the Singing Cowboy” in late ’30s B-westerns.

Rogers, with his low-key skills and pleasant singing voice, prospered, getting his first starring role in Under Western Stars in 1938. Soon he began his association with the avuncular, bewhiskered, and comical George “Gabby” Hayes. In his few mainstream films, like Dark Command, he hardly registers, but in the lively, informal world of the B-westerns, he found his milieu and the perfect outlet for his talents. In 1942 he starred in and earned the nickname “King of the Cowboys,” beginning a run that lasted throughout the forties and into the early fifties, when he was voted the No. 1 western star for nine consecutive years.

Always a shrewd businessman, he understood early on that TV would kill the B-westerns, so he got into it as soon as possible, beginning a TV series that would last from 1952 until 1957.

As an actor, his prime virtue was his low-key likability. There was something open and uncomplicated in his face, and he seemed unplagued by deeper states of anxiety. Nothing ever fazed him, nothing ever perturbed him. He was without doubt or hesitation. His sureness of character, his lack of rancor and pain, his lack of complex sexual or masculine edge made him the ideal small-screen star. He took to television without a crumb of trouble and quickly rose to prominence just when the new medium was taking over the American family. He assembled a superb cast of second-line comic players, as well as the wonderful animal sidekicks, like Bullet, a German shepherd, and Trigger, that golden horse. And there was always Pat Brady, struggling with his fickle jeep Nellybelle, good for a laugh.

With other theatricalized cowboys like Autry and Hopalong Cassidy and the Lone Ranger, he starred in hundreds of televised morality plays, usually sponsored by a cereal company or a chocolatey milk enhancer, and in less than an hour led justice to triumph. As such, he became part of the collective unconscious of the baby-boomer generation, a lodestone memory so intense that men in their fifties who make hundreds of thousands of dollars a year will this day feel just a little chill of mortality as they look down from the city from behind the tinted glass of their fifty-fifth-story corner offices. If death can come to the King of the Cowboys, they’ll think, it can come for me, too.

(JULY 7, 1998)









Two

CRIME AND SUSPENSE




For connoisseurs of the paradox, here’s a good one: The best film noir of the past decade doesn’t even know it’s a film noir.

That can only be Curtis Hanson’s superb L.A. Confidential, which just opened to an almost universal chorus of praise and looks to be one of the big fall films. No wonder: The movie is a font of the old Bijou pleasures of that most bracing of all American genres. In the density of its plot, it recalls such noir classics as The Big Sleep and Chinatown. In the intensity of its violence it recalls The Big Heat and The Killers. In the bleakness of its perspective—the titillation of nihilism, don’t you know?—it recalls Out of the Past and the oh-so-juicily depressing Body Heat. Even its really cool title allies it with previous noirs, like Kansas City Confidential, New York Confidential, and Miami Expose. It’s everything a film noir ought to be, except that in one very firm sense, it’s not a film noir at all.

But perhaps we are ahead of ourselves. Some weeks ago, I confidently threw the term into a piece and was confounded with enough calls from baffled readers the next day to realize that what is a staple of the professional movie-viewing business and this particular critic’s key trope may not be widely understood by those among you who live in the real world, you poor things. So let us begin with this: What is film noir?

And here’s the answer from someone who once taught a course in it at a prominent educational institution so elite that it would never have admitted him as an undergraduate: I don’t know.

Note that I don’t say: I have no idea. In fact, I have too many ideas. This would all make much more sense if I knew less about it. But it’s all so confusing.

The crux of the issue seems to come down to a debate over style versus meaning. Is noir both, or is it only one or the other? The style is familiar: the shadowy night look, almost abstract urban landscapes, a surreal sense to the play of light and dark, highlights of neon and reflections off puddles or dampness; fog; tilted angles; the visual correlative of a diseased or excited mind. The themes are also familiar: urban decay, moral compromise, powerful, evil women (the “femme fatale”), corruption and conspiracy everywhere. Like pornography, you know it if you see it.

As a concept, we can certainly root film noir in time. The term—from the French, meaning “black film”—refers to a genre of movies that dominated the American film industry in the late forties and early fifties, which many ascribe to the exhaustion and depression that necessarily followed a massive social effort to win a global war. The films had one other attribute in common—almost always they boasted a title that had a hard urban lyricism, a tough guy’s poesy: The Big Clock, Criss Cross, He Walked by Night, The Asphalt Jungle, D.O.A., Cry Danger.

What is so fascinating about film noir is that it just will not go away. Even after other genres like westerns, biopics, costumers, monster movies, and space operas come, blossom and wither, film noir in some form or other retains its intrinsic power to shock and unsettle, and young filmmakers persist in making their reputations through it. Lawrence Kasdan got his start with Body Heat, which some believe remains his best film; more recently John Dahl has worked out a very decent niche with Kill Me Again, Red Rock West, and the unforgettable The Last Seduction. Quentin Tarantino must have certainly seen every film noir ever made, as Reservoir Dogs and Pulp Fiction make clear; Joel and Ethan Coen broke into the big time with Blood Simple and then reached greatness in Fargo, both films as noir as it comes; and even Oliver Stone has noir impulses, indulged in Natural Born Killers and in the upcoming U Turn.

Of course in their original form, the movies did not just pop into existence from nowhere. Indeed, their emergence after the war may be viewed as a congruence of disparate cultural themes that met, commingled, struck sparks in the night, and somehow amalgamated into something that felt entirely new. But that simply points out the truism that everything used to be something else, and that something else also used to be something else.

Part of the “something else” was German expressionism, that gaudy expression of Weimar decadence that flowered in the rubble of the defeated German empire. The Key Theatre in Georgetown is still showing M, Fritz Lang’s sublime 1931 film set in the Berlin underground, about the search for a child murderer, and to see it is to be present at the creation of what would become noir. Lang had the look and the feel down pat: a dark world of twisty alleys and wet pavement, the milieu of professional crime and the games between hunter and hunted. He would eventually emigrate to the United States, where he made You Only Live Once, The Big Heat, While the City Sleeps, and Clash by Night, among others, and Lang’s career, in this sense, is not only brilliant in its own right but also highly symbolic. It stand for the careers of dozens of other film artists (like directors Raoul Walsh, Michael Curtiz, André de Toth, Anthony Mann, Billy Wilder, and Otto Preminger, and cinematographers Joseph Biroc, Karl Freund, Russell Metty, Ernest Laszlo, and Karl Struss) who were dislocated by Nazism, fled to the New World, and, under the sunny California skies, let their pessimism and world-weariness leak into the American body filmic. They shot L.A. through a lens of Weimar and made it look like a city invented by Kafka. Fair enough. But noir’s European antecedents must be considered to go back even further than that.

Surely a key concept in noir is the importance of the subconscious and of unknowable motivations like guilt, compensation, envy, even out-and-out psychopathology (like Lang’s driven, terrifying, yet pathetic child murderer). The imagery from which noir is largely built is a visual metaphor for the unconscious. The very concept of the flashback, such a key noir narrative ploy, is Freudian, for it is founded on the idea of the subconscious as a kind of eternal tape recorder, always absorbing information and able to re-create entire scenes from out of the past when necessary to advance the plot. All this, of course, dates back to Herr Doktors Freud and Jung, and their discoveries that the rational world that we so trusted and its neat order that we so believed in really rested on a teetering internal edifice that could collapse at any second. Yes: the edifice complex!

Noir movies, therefore, tend to emphasize highly anxious states of being; noir heroes are always haunted, or terrified, or desperate, or suicidal. They live in baths of clammy sweat and their eyes always bulge; they swallow, smoke, drink, have white dry gunk on their lips, and probably could use a shower, but at your house, not mine. They’re like Edvard Munch’s screamer on the bridge in the orange fog, their heads distended as a howl of despair tears out of their lungs like a burning rat fleeing a fire. It’s so damned European it makes you hunger for Gauloises, espresso, a beret, and nice Luger to pet under your trench coat.

All that is certainly true. But then again, to complicate matters even more, it is equally if contradictorily true that much of the energy that came into noir had American literary antecedents as well. (I told you this stuff was hard.) Noir, in a sense, was the arrival into film of an American literary movement called hard-boiled, itself descended from Raymond Chandler and James M. Cain and Dashiell Hammett out of Ernest Hemingway and Mark Twain and Herman Melville before them. For what the hard-boilers represented was a reclamation of the vernacular American language, poetic not in its complexity of structure or the ornamentation of its rhetoric, the loftiness of its thought, the delicacy of its imagery, but in its blunt precision. “He looked like a tarantula on a piece of angel food,” Chandler wrote in an early novel, a simile so powerfully American it almost brings tears to the eyes.

With the clarity in language came a clarity of vision toward the city and the body politic: The hard-boiled writers refused to sentimentalize and they saw through things. They knew how stuff really worked. They didn’t see downtown as a magic place but as a cesspool with a skyline, and they knew that all politicos were just bagmen in suits, with “4 Rent” tattooed on their foreheads. They saved their sense of romance for heroes who kept their higher morality hidden desperately and survived among the sharks only by pretending to be sharks. The last thing a Philip Marlowe or a Sam Spade would want known about himself was how honest he really was and what a code of honor he secretly adhered to. These guys survived in the jungle by taking on the leopard’s spots.

And because so much of noir was visual in its meaning, some painters must be hauled in here, too. Certainly the visual poet laureate of noir is Edward Hopper, who painted the haunting emptiness in the city, something that the best noirs always get. His Nighthawks could be a poster from any of dozens of forties movies, with its all-night sentinels pouring down cups of joe in a bath of hot light against a night so empty it appears as if the Reds had gone ahead and dropped the neutron bomb. Reginald Marsh is another artist of the lost city who captured the sense of death in the streets, and he haunted New York for urban vistas.

Two of the earliest and best noirs were drawn directly from Hammett and Chandler, and both starred the greatest hard-boiled dick of them all, Humphrey Bogart. The first was 1941’s The Maltese Falcon, where Bogart’s Spade tracks down the killer of a partner he didn’t even much like (he was sleeping with the jerk’s wife), not out of honor or vengeance but because it’s what you did when your partner got killed. Spade is a smart piece of work, all right, tough and resilient, and he looked good smoking a Camel in a trench coat under a slouchy fedora, three now-lost American arts. But, man, as good as The Maltese Falcon was, it couldn’t hold a match, much less light a Camel, to The Big Sleep.

Directed by Howard Hawks, co-written by William Faulkner (probably drunk at the time) from the novel by Chandler, it’s the movie to which L.A. Confidential owes the most. Bogart’s Philip Marlowe, private shamus and ex-DA’s man, sees through everything. Hired by the dying old millionaire General Sternwood to find Sean Reagan, a missing chauffeur, he cuts through a plot surprisingly like Confidential’s, involving gangsters, a high-end porn ring, beautiful decadent women, corrupt cops, all of it so headily mixed it would take a graduate student to figure out. Yet it works, much in the same way that Confidential works, primarily in the sureness of its storytelling and the swagger of its star and the pizzazz of its style. It is said—possibly apocryphally—that there’s still one murder in the plot that Faulkner couldn’t figure out and that Chandler, who later became a very fine scriptwriter himself, was of no help. But that’s no matter: The Big Sleep caught the allure of Los Angeles and made you see how its pleasure eroded character and sense and how it took a very special kind of honor to survive them. That’s Confidential’s point, too.

You can see how complicated all this gets. Is any crime film a film noir? No. Not if it’s merry, witty, in color, its view of the universe optimistic, its vision epic as opposed to claustrophobic. Are the first two Godfathers film noir? No. For two reasons: The first is that they are too great, too expansive, too humanistic, too Shakespearean, too resonant, and their pleasures too powerful for film noir. That’s the difference between a great genre film and a great film. It’s also the difference between Chandler’s Farewell, My Lovely and Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment, a great genre novel and a great novel. The second reason is that I say so, and what I say goes, because I’m a film critic, and we rule.

That, in fact, is another cause of the persistence of noir: its intellectual fascinations to a certain justly despised class of American scum—film critics. We crits won’t let it die because the movies are so rich in meaning and texture and so useful as a way of explaining other movies that they continue to be evoked and studied by pointy-heads who write on film professionally, and much that has been written is brilliant. Before he was a director and screenwriter, Paul Schrader wrote something like the ultimate noir essay, called merely “Notes on Noir,” in which he traced the genre’s rise and fall through three distinct stages, and judging Robert Aldrich’s Kiss Me Deadly (1955) as the final noir masterpiece. But Schrader was writing as if the genre were gone—in the early seventies, even before he himself wrote Taxi Driver, and he didn’t foresee noir’s next development, which might be called ironic noir.

That is the film noir we have been seeing lately—films by directors like Dahl and Tarantino and Schrader and Kasdan that are different from the films that came before them chiefly because they are aware of them. By now, noir has been codified into a certain look, a certain set of thematic concerns, a certain philosophical stance, a certain set of permitted permutations, and those are played with endlessly, almost achieving a state of parody. They are, in other words, post-film-school noirs, noirs made by men who love movies more than they love stories and themes more than they love characters. They get everything about noir except what’s so cool about it, and the results are almost always sterile and inert. The movies aren’t bad, but in some way they’re not serous; they’re playful, witty, full of sight gags and visual jokes (the Coens in particular and also Tarantino), but they lack weight. You feel about them the same way you feel after watching an impersonator do a famous movie star; you yearn for the real thing.

And that is exactly, to make a game attempt to bring this around to where it started, what is so fine and so fresh about L.A. Confidential—the wondrous Hanson, either through stupidity or blind luck or lack of a proper education, hasn’t thought terribly hard about the conventions of noir and has made a movie as if he’s completely unaware of them. Maybe he is. But he hasn’t overdirected: The movie doesn’t have that studied, grad school look to it, where it’s consciously aping other films, even quoting from them, and there’s no moment when you can sit up and say, “Oh, that’s just like the moment in The Asphalt Jungle where Sam Jaffe ogles the little girl.”

Particularly, he’s avoided the self-conscious visual trappings of the style, like the alleys, the neon, the puddles, the wet streets, what Pauline Kael called “the candy of filmmaking.” We don’t have a feeling of a style imposed from without, but rather one emerging, spontaneously, from within, as was so true of the original noirs. So what we get is an oddly paradoxical creation: a movie that bears an intense resemblance to noir in its substance, in its attitudes, in its ideas, and that jacks energy out of those connections; but at the very same time it has consciously disconnected itself from the visual conventions of noir.

Hanson is straight-ahead and showy; he wants every vintage car he’s rounded up to get on screen, every wide, loud tie and pleatless fifties trouser, every woman’s Joan Crawford red nails, all the guns right (it was an all-Colt world back then: Detective Specials and .45s); his universe is sun-filled, and even the night shots are abnormally bright and lustrous.

The despair at the core of L.A. Confidential comes from within. Like the great film noirs, it’s not a product of art direction or fog machines, but an examination of souls rubbed raw by evil and pain. It wears its nihilism proudly, because it takes itself so seriously. It doesn’t look like a film noir, but in the most important way, it feels like one.

(SEPTEMBER 21, 1997)

L.A.Confidential has the lowdown, the true gen, the inside skinny all right, but not merely behind the news; it knows what goes on deep in the heart and the reptile part of the brain as well. It’s a look at L.A. in the fifties, before Disneyland but after the Fall of Man, and it sees a city so seething with corruption and squalor one wonders why the God who fried Sodom hasn’t issued a cosmic eviction notice for this blighted burg as well.

“Down these mean streets,” another surveyor of this moral miasma once wrote, “a man must go who is not himself mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid.” Well, that was L.A. in the forties, the author was Raymond Chandler, and one man was enough, especially if his name was Philip Marlowe. In James Ellroy’s L.A. of the fifties, as Curtis Hanson’s brilliant adaptation of Ellroy’s best novel has it, it takes three men to work the mean streets, all cops, and ironically one is mean, one is tarnished and one is afraid.

Bud White (the Aussie Russell Crowe) is the mean one, tough and fearless, formed by pain. His sense of life is pain: He can dish it out and if need be take it. He likes to break things and men, and when New York thugs come west to sniff around the paradise left unguarded by Mickey Cohen’s incarceration, they get a meat sandwich courtesy of Bud’s fists and are sent home with smashed mouths and broken jaws. But maybe under his beef, his scarred knuckles, and the well-worn Colt Detective Special he carries, he has a brain, a heart, and a primitive sense of justice.

Ed Exley (another Aussie, Guy Pearce), by contrast, is afraid, at least in the beginning, when his lack of force, his nervousness, prevent him from stopping a police riot. Lacking strength, he is a creature of intellect: Bespectacled and quick of wit, he looks more like a grad student than a cop, and his greatest strengths are investigation and interrogation. He sniffs weakness and inconsistency. He tracks men best not on the streets but through files and documents. He’s a reader, a thinker, and aggressively ambitious. He also has well-oiled political instincts and knows which butts to kiss, which backs to stab.

And finally there’s Jack Vincennes (Kevin Spacey), as tarnished as an old urn. He stands for corrupt charm. He has the social ease indicative of a narcissistic personality disorder, the ability to mingle, cajole, and schmooze. He’s oleaginous and smooth, a dapper boulevardier of a cop who supports himself in style—he has great clothes—by doing favors for a sleazy tabloid reporter, wrecking this or that career for the sake of a buck. But possibly he, too, has the potential for redemption.

In fact, redemption is the central theme of L.A. Confidential, for each of the main characters will perform a beastly act and each will face his own evil and recoil from it and try to atone, thereby becoming heroic. In a city named for its angels, they and they alone seem to believe in Heaven and hope for a ticket to it.

One thing they know from the get go: They are not there yet and that’s because of where they are. What the film gets best of all is the sense of L.A. as a paradise lost, a land of milk, honey, and sex turned rancid in the sun, as the harshly held Puritan disciplines of the East yield to the temptations of the city’s nighttime fragrances.

What galvanizes the three not-yet-heroes is the infamous Nite Owl massacre. Six people in an all-night eatery, three killers, three shotguns: The result is Edward Hopper’s Nighthawks with blood spatters by Jackson Pollock on an amphetamine high. When quick detective work suggests three black men might be the culprits, L.A.’s finest act with the brutal decisiveness that would make them so famous many years later when the quarry was Rodney King. It falls to Bud and Ed to arrest them and to Ed to break them in interrogation rooms; when they escape—hmmm, wasn’t that a bit easy?—it’s Ed who tracks them down and deals with them.

That’s exactly what the city loves the cops for. They are heroes. The important captain Dudley Smith (James Cromwell) approves, and with his approval the brass happily get into the reception line. But even ambitious Ed, whose career has been made by the episode, begins to suspect that maybe what happened was a little too pat. Bud, who hates Ed for his rectitude, begins to look into the same case, even while he’s falling in love with a prostitute (Kim Basinger) who looks a little too much like Veronica Lake. At the same time, the charming Jack has begun to tumble to an odd little racket going on behind the curtains of the stylish mansions of the Hills: Someone’s running a vice network so pricey that it can afford to use hookers who’ve been surgically altered to look like movie stars. Gradually, as each cop begins to pick at his own private loose ends, a deeper, darker picture emerges.

The plot’s not a conspiracy theory but a conspiracy actuality. Everything is a front concealing a cynical ruse where smart, vicious sociopaths are running a mean-spirited, lethal scam, taking over L.A. from the inside. In truth, there’s probably too much plot, and even then it’s been simplified from Ellroy’s original, a text so thick with confusion that you needed to carry a compass to find the next page. But the screenplay, which Hanson wrote with Brian Helgeland, cross-pollinates clues, and we watch as the wrong cop learns the right thing, and we know, before the three cops do, that if they actually could put their spite aside, they could figure it out.

The movie may actually make sense if you take careful notes and hire three graduate students to diagram it in cyberspace, but more to the point, it feels coherent and pleasing as it builds to a big moment when the master player is revealed and ultimately a form of justice achieved. And getting there is the fun.

Hanson delivers something even rarer in film culture, not a new film noir but an old-fashioned total movie, somehow of a single piece. Nearly everything works, with the possible exception of Danny DeVito, vainly clinging to his star persona and unwilling to be truly loathsome as a publisher of a sleazy proto-tabloid. But the actors are fine, particularly Crowe’s doughty, stolid, brave Bud Smith, the cinematography (by Dante Spinotti) appropriately lurid with the colors of the night, and the action sequences well-designed and compelling. I particularly like the climactic gunfight, in which heroes cower in a San Berdoo motel while bad guys shred the walls with machine-gun fire, suggesting the complete fragility of the universe and the strength it takes to stand against such reality.

L.A.Confidential isn’t a great film, but it plays one in the movies.

(SEPTEMBER 19, 1997)

There are seven kinds of cool, and Jackie Brown celebrates all of them. It is, at its most basic level, a symphony in the key of cool, with various hipster stylings interweaving on a tiny field of conflict, syncopated to seventies rock (very cool) and occasional gunplay (even cooler), from Quentin Tarantino out of Elmore Leonard. It’s the coolest damn thing you ever saw.

 

Cool No. 1: Urban Street Cool.

Samuel L. Jackson plays Ordell Robbie, who’s so cool he’s scary. He looks more like a sax man than a gunman and arms merchant, with a braided goatee, large wardrobe of hats, shades, and magenta clothes, and Miles Davis’s processed leonine mane of reddish hair. Mood indigo, Ordell? No, Ordell’s mood is survival. He’s got the throaty rap of a player and one of those cunning street-honed brains that see three moves ahead. No psycho, he kills as a business matter, usually those he knows will betray him, even before they know it. But his real medium of expression is language, specifically the N-word, which he uses as five of the eight parts of speech, always with a poetic flourish that stings like the tip of a whip. The movie’s No. 1 moving target, he’s being hunted by ATF for weapons violations—the killings feel incidental—and it’s the agent’s ambition that gets us to—

 

Cool No. 2: Beautiful-Women-Who-Are-Also-Wise Cool.

We men are such fools. We respond to women with our loins and hearts and they respond to us with their shrewd brains. So it is with Jackie Brown (Pam Grier), a flight attendant fallen on hard times who is making a little pickup change by smuggling money to Ordell’s Mexican accounts. Everybody who looks at Jackie, magnificent in carriage, sculptural in body, sultry in movement, thinks she can’t be smart. Bad career move. She’s the smartest of them all, and is able to secretly commandeer the caper that all the guys think they’re controlling, tilt it to her own benefit and, to the complete surprise of her supervisor, the ATF’s Ray Nicolette, who represents—

 

Cool No. 3: Ruthless Cop Cool.

With his feral eyes and deadpan face camouflaging the burning fury within, Nicolette (Michael Keaton) wants to bring Ordell down and thinks he can use Jackie to do so. It’s classic cop stuff: Cut into the outfit, turn an underling, play the underling against the big man by setting up a caper that’s compromised from the start—in this case, smuggling Ordell’s half-mil back into the country so he can invest it in some machine guns. Use people, advance toward a greater good while secretly enjoying the sheer pleasure of the hunt and the kill. But like so many, Ray thinks he’s a puppet master when he is actually the marionette. What’s so cool about Keaton’s Ray, though, is his patience; he’s a background guy for the longest time, muted and muttering and seemingly a nobody. But gradually, as the film whistles along, he looms larger and larger until finally in the end, his gun locked in a pro’s two-handed grip, he’s the Man, not even aware of how he’s been cast in the part. In fact, the only one who’ll know besides Jackie is someone who is the essence of—

 

Cool No. 4: Old Coot Cool.

This is Robert Forster, who had another of the ruined careers Tarantino loves to repair, as a smart bail bondsman named Max Cherry with a crush on Jackie, but smart enough to see how smart she is. His coolest thing, besides quiet loyalty and willing acceptance of a lieutenancy in her two-person unit, is that he knows himself, exactly. It doesn’t bother him that he’s fifty-six and has a hair transplant and that it’s not going to get a whole lot better. The movie’s center of moral decency, he’s the one guy you hope survives, with the possible exception of Exhibit A of—

 

Cool No. 5: Wasted-Junkie-White-Trash Cool.

Robert De Niro. How cool is he? He’s way cool. You wonder, what’s he doing here? An ex-cellmate of Ordell’s, his Louis Gara is the new man in the outfit, but the comic trope of his appearance is that he just sits there. His is the cool of utter indifference. As Ordell, with his preacher’s fire and brimstone and his pimp’s delight in manipulation, explains things to Louis, you can tell none of it is registering. He’s done so much junk that his eyes are dead as old pennies and his brain is obviously as holey as a wheel of Swiss. He just gets high off a bong he shares with Bridget Fonda (see Cool No. 6), and she also talks fast and he appears not to get it. When at last he swings into action, he fails with such a resounding thud that it’s the comic punch line of the film and the ultimate expression of the feckless Tarantino universe, a place of grand plans, shot nerves, capers that don’t scan, and existential squalor everywhere in the dingy buildings, comic riffs, and beat-up cars. And predators, as in—

 

Cool No. 6: Surfer Bimbo Cool.

She’s beautiful, young, smart, and mean. Fonda’s Melanie is so beautiful and damned, she hates everything and everyone. Lounging about in a bikini and toe rings and subsisting on a diet of marijuana, Evian, and old movies on daytime TV, she’s like a harpy put on Earth to fire bolts of grief at all the hopeless wankers who fancy her. She’s probably every girl who would never go out with the director when he was a vid-store geek. Tarantino expertly charts the angst she releases into this hermetically sealed world with her utter superiority and the playful though ultimately wasteful way it redounds upon her, causing everything to fall down go boom, as expertly coordinated by the foremost practitioner of—

 

Cool No. 7: Vid-Geek-Turned-Director Cool.

He’s annoying. He talks too much, too fast. His jaw sticks out too far. There’s no way he should be dating Mira Sorvino. He’s been hiding from his talent for years, acting in and producing crap. But he’s revitalized the business and he’s profoundly talented, and this film, one of the year’s absolute best, despite a dull stretch or two, restores him to his proper place in the universe, which is behind the typewriter and then the camera. Quentin Tarantino: He’s baaaa-aaack!

(DECEMBER 25, 1997)

It is said that the average police gunfight takes place in the dark at a range of seven feet, in which four or fewer shots are fired. The whole thing lasts less than two seconds.

The rules for surviving such an encounter would therefore seem to be:


1) Shoot first.

2) Shoot first.



And of course,

3) Shoot first.


That is not how they do it in the movies, where the gunfight has been a staple of human interaction for ninety-five years, since The Great Train Robbery. As the movies have it, these to-dos almost always take place in daylight or at least in a clean, well-lighted place—a nightclub full of big-breasted dancers or a steel foundry where sparks pour from the rusty struts overhead or on Main Street at high noon. It’s always one against many, which means that the many are seriously outgunned and have no chance. The whole thing has the air of Mardi Gras, Fellini, and NFL instant replays. It almost never looks scary. It never looks like it would leave you shaken for life. It doesn’t look like you’d have trouble sleeping for years afterward.

It just looks like fun.

What compels these observations is the arrival of The Replacement Killers, directed by Antoine Fuqua in the style of John Woo. Its gunfights are so far beyond realism that to use them in the same sentence with the word “realism” is somehow an affront to logic. Instead, they’re so expansive and madly choreographed that they resemble Busby Berkeley numbers with guns.

For the current variation of Wooified Hollywood gun fighting, the survival rules are also three:


1) Shoot two guns with two hands while diving through the air in slow motion.

2) Use the very best in industrial-strength mousse.



And of course,

3) Choose really cool sunglasses.


But gunfights are like anything else in film culture—subject to the laws of fashion and consequently expressive of considerable evolution over the years. They didn’t just start where they are now. Nothing could be that spontaneously stupid. No, they’ve had to work hard to get stupid.

Ironically, the first filmed gunfight remains one of the most realistic. That’s a scene in The Great Train Robbery that is notable for its artlessness. For, of course, gun battles must be artless. But in Edward M. Porter’s version, two groups of men—a posse and a gang of robbers—just blaze away through the trees at each other in a wild panic. The guns—little smokeless powder in 1903!—belch thunderous clouds of dense, white fog, obscuring the battlefield, turning everything to chaos. Every once in a while, someone spins to the ground, arms flung out, mouth wide open. Then, just as abruptly, it’s over. The sequence is hard to watch. Nobody has thought about directing it. It’s in one continuous shot, and it just happens, untidy and almost ridiculous. There’s no beauty to it, and as the art form developed, beauty became the governing aesthetic in gunfire exchanges.

For the longest time, gun violence was the province of the western. It unspooled by certain rules, all of them having more to do with dramatic camera placement than with reality. But for nearly fifty years, it was the same: the slow stride of two gladiators down a deserted main street, the intense gaze as each shootist met the other’s eyes, then, at an agreed-upon signal, the blur as each man reached for iron. Inevitably, one was a bit faster, and the other fell to the ground.

Within this small compass, amazing variations were worked. In Vera Cruz, for example, Burt Lancaster smiled, spun his guns, returned them to his holster, then dropped dead. In A Fistful of Dollars, Clint Eastwood shot first. In The Tin Star, Anthony Perkins drew and fired both guns, toppling Neville Brand. In High Noon, Gary Cooper killed the gang that was hunting him in reverse order of hierarchy: little guys first, big guys last. In Silverado, Kevin Costner stood at a corner and took out an opponent down each intersecting street. On and on it went, all of it bogus.

There’s very little evidence that such friendly encounters ever happened in the Old West, where the real-world rule prevailed, and he who shot first usually won. That’s clear merely from the holsters. The Buscadero-style holster, holding the gun low, with all of grip, hammer, and trigger guard exposed, and tied down to facilitate the fast draw, wasn’t invented until the 1920s—for the movies. Old-time gunmen, according to historical photos, carried their revolvers in high holsters mounted at waist level, in the Mexican style, where the point was to protect and carry the gun, not access it quickly. The gun was sunk deep, almost completely encased in leather. If trouble was brewing, the owner took it out. Billy the Kid and John Wesley Hardin, for example, were both slain by men who had already removed and cocked their pistols. That’s not to say frontier gunmen couldn’t shoot fast and well, but that gunfights then were like gunfights now: nasty, brutish, and short.

It’s clear, however, that the fast-draw ritual was expressive of chivalric values that underlay the western for much of its time as America’s reigning genre. It spoke of the magnificence of virtue, the malevolence of evil. In the crunch, morality would express itself in the swiftness of hand to gun, and evil would doubt itself, slow down, fumble or miss. The better man would be the faster man, so fast he could react and still beat his opponent. There was a connection between reflexes and morality, as if a just God were the true director. Even John Wayne, down to his last four rounds, lets the bad guys shoot first in Stagecoach. Coop, facing four men in a naked street under a remorseless sun, lets them make the first move.

Even in other genres, it was clear nobody really cared about reality. Think about some of the famous shootings in movie history. Remember Rick Blaine drilling Major Strasser at the end of Casablanca? He holds the gun low, down by his hip. The range is about fifteen feet. He doesn’t aim, he just shoots. I tried the same shot with the same gun (a Colt hammerless .380) on a man-size silhouette once. It’s hard. (I missed the first six times and finally, by trial and error, got it right on the seventh. Would the major have allowed Rick six tries?) He hit because he was a Good Guy, not because it occurred to him to aim the pistol.

What about the shot Chico takes on Tony at the end of West Side Story? It’s about fifty feet, in the dark, with an unfamiliar handgun on a moving target. Bang, he nails Tony cold, just as he’s about to hug Maria. Only in the movies.

Chaos in gunfights arrived at just about the time chaos arrived in society—in the sixties. Suddenly, gunfights became swirling whirligigs, most notably in The Wild Bunch, the magnum opus of gunfight movies. Expressing the ambivalent morality of the Bunch, director Sam Peckinpah plunged the dying shootists into a world of complete craziness. The clarity of action broke down as absolutely as the clarity of morality, as the fights became mad skeins of fast and slow motion knit together in a thousand microcuts, and the bloody strike of bullet on flesh was fetishized. But how realistic was this?

Well, probably not very. Again, the exchanges were governed more by an aesthetic sensibility than by a realistic one, despite the increased quotient of gore. The increasing percussiveness of the editing and the new rhythm of fast motion–slow motion excited your respiratory system and had the effect of exhilaration. The fights were no longer simple, but there was no sense of danger to them, even though we saw people die, perforated a dozen times. Peckinpah gave a dozen interviews pointing out that the film—quite controversial in 1969—was “anti-violence.” All spin: In fact, one sees those fights and is drawn to them so totally that it’s the pleasure centers of the brain that are being stimulated, not the flight-or-fight centers. They mesmerize you, take you in, like a thunderous symphony. They’re gun music, and that’s why The Wild Bunch was one of the most influential movies ever made, its theories of aesthetic violence dominating American movies for decades afterward.

It’s that pleasure center stimulation that Woo and his Hong Kong acolytes have played with in their depictions of gun violence. At their purest, the Hong Kong gunfight films are a combination of the Western obsession with gun violence and the Eastern tradition of martial arts. They are informed not merely by incredible gore but also by an acrobatic freedom from gravity, physics, and reality. Woo does them spectacularly, and his influence had spread even before he moved to the United States. Even a film from so stoic a craftsman as Walter Hill showed the imprint of the Woo style in the absurd Last Man Standing, which featured Bruce Willis as the diving two-handed shooter. That seems to be where we are now, so far from reality that the meaning of violence has all but vanished.

For the truth is that despite the incredible number of gunfights that have been filmed, almost nobody in movies ever thought about a violent exchange rigorously. That is why the exchanges are so inflated and preposterous.

Here are some of the things about guns that Hollywood doesn’t care about, and never gets right. First off, they are very loud. If you shoot them without ear protection, you deafen yourself. If you are surprised by their sound at close range, you flinch wretchedly. Your ears ring for hours or, as in my case, forever. Guns are also large, heavy, and dirty. Carrying one, despite the immense evolution in holster technology, is no fun; it’s always slipping this way and that, and it gives you a backache. A shoulder holster, so beloved in the movies, is really more like a brassiere with a brick in it. Most detectives take theirs off in the office. Guns wear out your clothes, either by abrasion or oil stain. They smell of oil. They go off accidentally far too often. (I’ve only seen one accidental shooting in movies, in Pulp Fiction, where John Travolta accidentally shoots the guy in the backseat.)

And what about the event itself? Probably the most filmed act of all time, the gunfight has almost never been portrayed accurately. Hollywood has still taught us that it’s slick and beautiful. It’s not. It’s short and ugly. Filmmakers know nothing about it. We never get the dump of a ton of adrenaline into the blood that necessarily accompanies the presentation of weapons. We never get the auditory exclusion, as the hearing shuts down. We never get the tunnel-vision effect, as time slows down and the world closes down almost all visual information except the gun in the hands of the man shooting at you. We never get the kicking-in of the fight-or-flight mechanism where, beyond your will, you turn instantly into tiger or pussycat. We never get the coarse thickness of the hands as small motor movements become impossible. We never get the brain fog as the skull overloads with blood and the IQ drops a hundred points in the firing of a single synapse.

And the aftermath: We never get the blood, the pain, the screams of the hit. We never get the immense squalor that attends an act of violence and the ripples of revulsion that spread out from it, unsettling all who see it or are affected by it. We never get the post-combat stress syndrome, which is composed of nightmares, remorse, crying jags, flashbacks, irrational fears, sleeplessness, intense fatigue, inability to communicate, disinterest in sex or food. We never get the months, even years, it takes to come back from such an event, if you ever do.

Only one movie, to my way of thinking, has ever captured a taste of that experience. At the end of Bullitt (1968), Steve McQueen, as a San Francisco police detective named Frank Bullitt, has to shoot an armed man in the lobby of an airport. It’s probably the best movie shooting, at least in terms of realism and impact on society. McQueen is very close, he aims carefully after finding the good shooting position, and he fires fast, three times. The shots are incredibly loud, and people dive and shriek; they are shaken to their essence. The gunman is hit and falls forward with all the dignity of a sack of flour going off a shelf. He hits the ground and in seconds is an island in an ocean of blood as people scream in disgust. Bullitt keeps him covered, his own face a mask of frozen tension. Finally, he walks over, kicks the gun away and, irrationally but believably, sheds his sports coat to cover the dead man’s face and blood from the crowd. He looks shocked, spent, used, finished, washed out. We sense his life has changed forever. There’s no triumph, only survival.

Let’s see that in a movie, one more time, instead of dances with guns.

(FEBRUARY 8, 1998)

Imagine that someone is watching you. He’s intimately familiar with your family, with the particular dynamics of love and hate and fear that occur only behind your closed doors; you have no secrets from him. He’s insinuating himself more deeply into your life, and he’s come to have profound feelings about you.

Now here’s the scary part: It’s Robin Williams.

AIEEEEEEE!!!

That’s One Hour Photo, which develops into something extremely queasy. This is good, not bad. Queasy is harder than scary, subtler than creepy, and more powerful than smarmy. It’s the one that lingers for days, eroding your confidence in your ability to cope, wrecking your sleep, making you snap at loved ones. I love it when that happens.

For Williams it’s a tour de geek: He plays one of those apparently anonymous men bathed in the perpetual glow of a retail store’s fluorescents, so helpful in their little uniforms behind their little counters, an essay in banality written in unprepossessing flesh.

Seymour “Sy” Parrish: To know him is to ignore him. Does he exist? Is there a man behind the blue apron and the “Sy” nametag? Sy runs the one-hour photo department at Valuebuy—or perhaps it’s Sav-A-Lot or Markets-R-Us or Goods-A-Plenty.

In fact, he is the department. He’s clean, obedient, organized, on time, and friendly. He smiles. He cares. He knows his customers by name. He cares about his customers. He loves his customers. Isn’t it wonderful?

No, not actually. Behind it all, Sy is the poster boy for inappropriate emotional attachment. Under that retail blandness and apparent love lurks the heart and soul of a twisted puppy. Sy—for reasons that become heartbreakingly vivid at movie’s end—has given himself over to the worship of an ideal family: a handsome, smiling husband, successful and capable; his beautiful and kind wife, who always remembers Sy’s name; and their spunky li’l kid. He knows these people through two media: their snapshots and his fantasies.

Too bad that the Yorkin family is real, and that their pathetic reality—alcoholism, promiscuous consumerism, infidelity, career difficulties, child neglect bordering on abuse—can never live up to the fabled model that floats so majestically in Sy’s mind. So of course, they must be punished.

What a spooky conceit. It gets at the evil power of the ideal, and the fact that no one, not even the fabulous Yorkins, can live up to it. And it gets at the insidious ways in which fantasy as a substitute for life works: Sy invests totally in his notions of the Yorkins as perfect, based on his habit of duplicating every shot they’ve had him develop, and now those dupes paper a whole wall of his lonely-guy apartment. So when photographic evidence emerges that Will Yorkin (Michael Vartan) is cheating on the fabulous Nina Yorkin (Connie Nielsen) and ignoring poor li’l Jake Yorkin (Dylan Smith), Sy goes ballistic. His carefully modulated life begins to teeter out of control.

The movie is cast as a madman’s confession. Sy, so meek and polite, sits in the police interrogation room while a detective quietly played by Eriq La Salle asks probing questions, and we sink back through Sy’s memory, illuminated by the foreknowledge that something terrible has happened.

Williams has a special gift for this sort of character. He conveys ever so subtly what we have suspected of this gentleman since the days of Mork: Under the id-driven scream of consciousness of that crazy stand-up and talk-show persona, there’s a delicate, shy, meek little man. Oh, he’s still crazy as a loon, or course, but it’s a different kind of crazy. It’s the smirky crazy of the man who pays too much attention and who shows too much empathy. Oooh, that’s the scary one.

But the brilliance of the film isn’t just in Williams’s ultra-disturbing performance. It’s that the movie has been extremely thoroughly thought out by writer-director Mark Romanek. This young man appears to be the rare music-video director who has a solid sense of character to go along with his glib visual brilliance. He may have read a book or two. He develops a coherent theory of Sy’s pathology: Sy isn’t strange just because the movie’s better that way. His strangeness has been manufactured by various stresses; he’s been machined toward the deviant.

It is, therefore, no accident that he’s the one-hour-photo man: He is a man who lives through photography because reality is so disappointing. Even his hobby is snapshots, and his fantasy history, when he shares it, is built around snapshots. At one point he shows Nina a photo of a kindly, matronly figure in a sepia-tinted old print. “My mom,” he says to her, eyes all melty with remembered love—and it’s clear that he believes it, even though we’ve seen him buy it for a buck five minutes earlier.
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