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      Introduction

      
         
         
         
      

      
      Through much of the twenty-three years that Pauline Kael was a movie critic at the New Yorker (1968–1991), she was a sensation. Kael was a lightning rod not just for film buffs
         and people who became rabid about the power of movies by the end of the 1960s, but
         also to many individuals across America who recognized in her a great essayist, argumentative
         and imploring, commonsensical yet passionately enthusiastic in her belief that film,
         particularly American film, might explore politics, sexuality, and violence with means
         unfathomed only a decade earlier. Yet since her retirement from regular reviewing
         in 1991 and her death in 2001, many film students, filmmakers, and even film critics
         have been unaware of her phenomena and have never read a page of her sometimes overwrought
         prose. What this collection attempts, and where I believe it wonderfully succeeds,
         is in capturing Kael’s intelligence, her commanding knowledge of the movie industry
         and movie history, her bravado and zest for reviewing, argument, and transforming
         her best reviews into transcendental explorations of the abundant contradictions in
         American life. 
      

      
      Perhaps it is impossible to know Kael without attempting to understand her as a grandmother,
         retiree, lioness in winter, the way two of her closest personal friends, Polly Frost
         and Ray Sawhill, did and so luminously convey in their fine essays in part I of this
         collection. Their insights, love for Pauline, and respect for her strength, her perseverance,
         even her demands expose many sides of the Pauline Kael who was not a movie critic,
         a woman few people knew. No finer essays about the many facets of her vulnerabilities
         and humanity have been written. Each of these essays surprises and endlessly charms.
         On a lighter note, humorist Roy Blount Jr. weighs in with his experiences as Kael’s
         neighbor, yard man, and, eventually, her very good friend in Great Barrington, Massachusetts.
         Kael read every written response to her criticism that she received and dutifully
         answered those she felt were intelligent, critically astute, sincere, or not threatening.
         Her correspondence spawned lasting friendships across the years. In their interesting
         and moving reminiscences, Toronto   Star entertainment columnist Martin Knelman, Wall   Street   Journal sportswriter Allen Barra, and corporate legal manager for Turner Broadcasting Lee
         Tsiantis talk about meetings with her in New York, tours around her manse at Great
         Barrington, even a trip with Pauline to the Cannes Film Festival. 
      

      
      To be a Paulette, what critic Richard Corliss waggishly called the members of Kael’s
         charmed circle of young critics in training, was an exhilarating, heady, and often
         unnerving role for any aspiring film reviewer. No one has written so perceptively,
         or honestly, about Kael as a great teacher, mentor, and generous hostess to a groundbreaking
         generation of American film critics than current New   Yorker critic David Denby. His ability to recognize both Kael’s genius and her liabilities
         as frequently inseparable elements of a powerful, magnetic personality make his essay
         one of the strongest and most affecting in the collection. Director and screenwriter
         Paul Schrader tells of his gratitude to Kael, his eventual break with her, and finally
         his relief and satisfaction at their reconciliation shortly before her death. Joan
         Tewkesbury, screenwriter for Robert Altman’s Nashville and Thieves Like Us, wryly describes Altman’s bringing Kael on his set, and mysteriously allowing his
         cast and crew to ask “who was that tiny masked lady?” Sanford Schwartz, frequent art
         critic for the New York Review of Books, close personal friend of Kael’s since the 1960s, and tapped by her to author the
         introduction to the Library of America’s selection of her reviews, writes a stirring,
         brilliantly informed account of the forces, goals, and visionary impulses of Kael’s
         forever romantic, always pleasure-seeking reviews. As Schwartz would know, the force
         winds of Kael’s imagination reached all parts of America. Philip Martin, movie critic
         for the Arkansas   Democrat-Gazette, and Noel Murray, a film critic for the Onion, write about discovering Kael as college-age film lovers, finding her voice, language,
         and style in their heads, and though vehemently disagreeing with many of her opinions,
         recognizing that Kael’s wit, passion, and love of language would make each of them
         movie critics for life. 
      

      
      No group of close readers of Pauline has been as fascinated, or as often repulsed,
         by Kael’s opinions as American college professors, who have chided her for inconsistency,
         outright contradictions, overwriting, and a refusal to adhere to either critical standards
         or critical theory. Steve Vineberg, however, leads off this section of the collection
         with a nuanced and discerning look at all ten collections of her reviews, gracefully
         charting the emphasis of each collection, identifying the best essays and some of
         the best language in each book, and thus beautifully summarizing the shape of her
         critical career. Susie Linfield pairs Kael’s interests, background, and critical perspectives
         with an unlikely opposite, German film theoretician Siegfried Kracauer, only to discover
         they were highly kindred spirits. With feminist insight, Amanda Shubert discusses
         the void Kael’s retirement from reviewing has left in film criticism and film culture
         nearly twenty-five years later, and the denial, confusion, or anger with which many
         male critics continue to regard Kael’s reputation, authority, and power. Jason Kelly
         Roberts carefully dissects an overlooked Kael essay, “Movies on Television,” revealing
         Kael to be an incisive social historian and a prescient observer of the power of developing
         technologies to misshape the significance, meaning, and continuity of film history
         and the film past. Finishing the academics off, Wayne Stengel locates the source of
         Kael’s persuasive critical power over thirty years in her vocal and rhetorical resources
         as a self-conscious sound-effects artist, a sensuous warbler to a generation of American
         male twenty-somethings whom she avidly courted so that these lost boys might generate
         a radically romantic kind of American film criticism and filmmaking.
      

      
      In the fifth section of the book, three commentators impressed with Kael’s style and
         erudition ask: What experiences, influences, or other critics shaped and molded the
         young seamstress, cook, college tutor, and advertising copywriter in her transformation
         into the commanding, hyper-articulate godmother of the movies? Maureen Karagueuzian
         takes us on a fascinating trip back to the 1950s and Kael’s several years as manager,
         program director, and publicist for twin movie houses in Berkeley. Karagueuzian’s
         essay demonstrates that Kael’s dexterity and finesse in writing terse hundred-word
         blurbs describing a variety of movies, foreign and domestic, showing at these theaters
         first convinced Kael that she might be a reliable critical voice whose tart, aphoristic
         style was to enhance the briefly noted movie section of the New Yorker a decade later. Lisa Levy, blogger for Dead Critics, searches for Kael’s greatest mandarin critical influence and compellingly finds
         it in Kael’s fascination with a literary crush from her Berkeley days: the esteemed
         R. P. Blackmur, whose definition of the critic’s task and description of any work
         of art as always exceeding the consciousness of the critic to express it fits Kael’s
         example like a glove. In one of the most charming essays in the collection, Steven
         Rubio contends Kael’s scope and range display great influence beyond movie reviewing
         or the contemporary essay or studies in rhetoric. For Rubio, Kael’s expansive subjectivity
         and her lifelong war with “saphead objectivity” demand that each reader mesmerized
         by her lucidity and passion give truth to power and discover a vision beneath any
         society’s dominant theories, paradigms, narratives, and always-crippling assumptions.
      

      
       What better way to end this collection than with two hail and farewell notes from
         authors who have written generously about Kael’s lasting contribution to twentieth-century
         media criticism. Brian Kellow, Kael’s first biographer, discusses his impulses and
         motivations for writing Pauline Kael: A Life in the Dark, his well-received biography of this public figure who so zealously guarded what
         she had of a past and of a private life. Recognizing a subtext for his study of Kael
         in the theme of loss, Kellow contends Kael will be remembered as the greatest chronicler
         of the last great age of theatrical movie worship, a movie culture that in its distribution
         and access mechanisms, as in Kael’s transparent and overwhelming adoration in experiencing
         the movies, is gone forever. Will Brantley, who like this editor, compiled a collection
         of essays on Kael, his published in 1996, discusses meeting Kael as college student
         and film society organizer, and recognizing in her an inspiration, a provocateur,
         a great critic of consciousness, and a rebellious political spirit who fueled loyalty,
         friendship, and the desire from many who have known her to talk about Pauline Kael.
      

      
      So who was Pauline Kael anyway, and what lasting imprint on thinking about the movies
         has she left? Some bizarre amalgam of the friendly, motherly, nurturing spirit of
         Molly Goldberg; the rat-tat-tat acidic one-liners of Joan Rivers; and the acerbically
         anti-theoretical, intellectually incisive pronouncements of Camille Paglia? She certainly
         contained all of these elements, and more. Yet she also achieved for film criticism
         all of the grace, elegance of thought, and startling sophistication that Shaw brought
         to his criticism of the London stage, that Walter Kerr wittily lavished on his Broadway
         theater reviews. Culture critic John Leonard fondly observed that Pauline Kael was
         better than the movies. W. H. Auden, writing in his introduction to the Collected Film Reviews of James Agee in 1959, noted that Agee created a phenomenon by which readers all over the country
         turned to Agee’s reviews in the Nation and Time before they looked at anything else in these magazines. From her perch at the New Yorker, Pauline Kael certainly had this effect on tens of thousands, some of whom never
         went to the movies. I hope that this collection catches the excitement and buzz that
         a great Kael review could generate, in unlikely places, in her heyday. My contributors
         have done a monumental job in getting her many, many facets down. Thanks and kudos
         to them all. Read this collection in the spirit of her over-the-top exuberance, her
         movie-famished Rabelaisian personality. Enjoy.
      

      
      
   
      Part I

      Friends, Neighbors, Confidantes

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
      Chapter 1

      Performing Pauline

      
         
         
         
         Polly Frost

         
         
      

      
      Pauline Kael liked to dial up her friends at all hours, engaging in long conversations.
         She was both a great talker and—less well known—a great listener. I first spoke to
         Pauline when she called a mutual friend with whom I happened to be collaborating on
         some humor pieces. I was living in Los Angeles and was in his apartment at the time.
         She asked him to put me on the phone. Pauline and I hit it off right away. We were
         both Californians, and also Western cowgirls at heart, who deeply loved the arts.
      

      
      When, in the fall of 1983, I met her in person, she stared up at me. At 6'0", I was
         a foot taller than Pauline. She gasped, “Oh, my. You have John Wayne legs.” She meant
         it as a compliment. I think part of why Pauline liked hanging out with me was my height.
         If ever anyone should have been six feet tall, it was Pauline. She was an Amazon trapped
         in a tiny spark plug of a grandmother’s body. I always suspected that she felt vicariously
         tall when we walked together.
      

      
      Soon I started writing on my own, and she generously gave a humor piece of mine to
         Daniel Menaker, her former editor at the New Yorker. I owe my first solo sale to Pauline. I soon learned that I wasn’t the only writer
         she’d helped, not by a long shot. Pauline was easily the most generous major writer
         I’ve ever met. Not only that, but her magnanimity was unadorned with the kind of ceremony
         most celebrated intellectuals demand. If, indeed, they actually do anything for younger
         aspirants, it’s usually just to grant them an opportunity to worship. Pauline didn’t
         simply help writers get published; she loaned money to those who were struggling,
         handed out lots of advice, picked up checks at restaurants, and listened to endless
         tales of publishing woes. I think she had a deep feeling that an arts person had to
         give more to the field than she got from it. Only in that way would the arts really
         have a chance to flourish.
      

      
      I also learned I was one of the few young writers who became friendly with Pauline
         without having been a devotee beforehand. Even though I’d loved movies since I was
         a kid, and despite her public eminence at the time, Pauline wasn’t one the critics
         I followed regularly. Instead, when I wanted a blast of thinking about the movies
         I turned to Manny Farber’s criticism in places like Film Comment and Artforum. So when Pauline and I started talking about movies, she and I often differed.
      

      
      We’d sit at opposite ends of her long sofa in the dark and cozy, high-ceilinged living
         room of her Victorian house in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, and free associate.
         That was another California-ism we shared: a love of meandering conversation. We’d
         toss around ideas and opinions and let our minds venture onto subjects other than
         movies. She was also more tolerant of my opinions than I was of hers. I had a hard
         time forgiving her for not loving one of my favorite films, George Axelrod’s satire
         about Southern California and 1960s teen beach movies, Lord Love a Duck. I loved Dirty Harry and Clint Eastwood in it; I was a fan of early Werner Herzog and Rainer Werner Fassbinder.
         Pauline would mutter, “Oh, oh, oh,” when I raved about some film or performer she
         couldn’t stand. Sometimes she’d give me an impatient “Oh, honey!” and roll her eyes.
         Particularly hard for her to understand was why I saw profundity in the Technicolor
         melodramas of Douglas Sirk. She really peered at me through those big eyeglasses of
         hers over that one. Most of the time, though, she drew me out and was eager to hear
         why I liked something she didn’t. She’d never talk about it, but one thing Pauline
         radiated was a conviction that being a writer isn’t just about carefully crafting
         your words. It’s about being part of—and contributing to—the artistic community. And
         Pauline, contrary to the impression some people had of her, would never have wanted
         everyone in the artistic community to agree with her.
      

      
      As we talked in the winter, snow and ice would pile up outside her house. In the summer,
         mosquitoes would hover outside her screen door as evening approached. The sun would
         set and she’d say, “Pol, would you mind turning on a little light?” I’d get up and
         switch on one of her Tiffany lamps. “That’s nice,” she’d happily murmur. Pauline didn’t
         just have strong reactions to films: she reacted fully to what each moment brought
         her. (“Ghastly” was one of her favorite things to utter when she didn’t like something
         or someone.) Then we’d talk some more. 
      

      
      Early on in our friendship, Pauline introduced me to Ray Sawhill, one of her favorite
         young writers; within a few years Ray and I got married. (Pauline often claimed, with
         a mischievous smile, that matchmaking our marriage was one of her proudest achievements.)
         I’ve sometimes suspected that a major reason she paired us up was that I didn’t object
         to the amount of time the two of them spent talking to each other. Ray and Pauline
         yakked for hours, and nearly every day. Many wives and girlfriends were jealous of
         the attachment their men felt toward Pauline, but not me. I was relieved that Pauline
         and Ray had each other to gas on with. 
      

      
      The three of us spent many a New York City evening seeing a movie or two and then
         going to dinner afterward at one of the restaurants she favored: Cafe Un Deux Trois,
         a Japanese restaurant where she always ordered the eggplant, or the branch of Fiorella’s
         on the Upper East Side. Pauline always brought a collection of herbal teas with her
         in a small plastic bag. Despite all the time Pauline had spent living in the Northeast,
         and despite her extreme sensitivity to the heat, the humidity, and the cold—it always
         seemed as though the Northeast weather was really torturing her—she never abandoned
         her Northern California habits of dress. She never learned how to dress for the cold,
         for example. When she and I would visit Bloomingdale’s together I’d steer her toward
         the sensible, heavy coats, but she inevitably wound up buying yet another pale-colored,
         lightweight quilted kimono jacket. 
      

      
      Ray and I spent dozens of weekends with Pauline at her house in the Berkshires. The
         guest bedrooms on the third floor were painted in shades of blue and yellow that reminded
         me of the palette of her artist friend Jess—Art-Nouveau-meets-1950s-San-Francisco
         colors. The bathrooms didn’t have showers, just ancient claw-footed bathtubs. In the
         alcove off her living room was an old upright piano that Jess had decorated and a
         huge bookshelf full of books about the movies. Tucked under tables all around the
         house were stacks of screenplays and manuscripts filmmakers, screenwriters, and novelists
         had sent her, wanting her feedback. The place had an airy and spacious feeling; it
         was collage of old wood, fresh sheets, magazines and books, the bouquets of flowers
         that she adored, and the chunky tomato sauce that was almost always simmering on her
         stove. It expressed such a Northern California aesthetic that I kept expecting to
         see the Golden Gate Bridge every time I looked out one of her windows. In the mornings,
         as Ray slept late up on the third floor, Pauline and I would idle away a few hours
         in her kitchen. She’d pad around, heating up bread and tending to her beloved windowsill
         violets. She’d put out a spread of cheeses and fruit, and bread from a local bakery.
         If we were lucky, the critic Steve Vineberg would have been by and dropped off one
         of his delicious braided Challah loaves. Some mornings I’d make a quick run into town
         and return with the New York Times, which the local news store always kept for her.
      

      
      We’d sit side-by-side on high stools at her butcher block table. She was a wonderful
         cook who didn’t need high-tech gadgetry. The stove seemed to be from the 1950s, the
         sinks from the 1910s. She didn’t use a microwave, a Cuisinart, or an automatic dishwasher.
         She always had a stack of magazines and clippings in the kitchen that she was eager
         to gab about. Many of these pieces were by friends and acquaintances. Pauline kept
         up with just about all her friends’ published writings, theater productions, screenplays,
         and shows of their art. It didn’t matter how small the magazine was or how obscure
         the gallery. If you were her friend, she wanted to see, read, or hear what you’d created—and
         then weigh in, whether you wanted her to or not. 
      

      
      We’d pass our mornings in an easygoing burble of gossip, food, and reading, punctuated
         by Pauline saying one of her pet phrases with a laugh, “It’s a funny world.” We’d
         share nostalgic memories of California and the natural egalitarianism of life there.
         She’d rave about something her young grandson Will Friedman had recently done. Will
         and I got along famously and Pauline liked that. We’d pause to “ooh” and “aah” about
         the goat cheeses she had on hand. She always proffered a sweet little vintage China
         plate with three or four lumps of cheese on it. Pauline could be famously tough on
         movies, but I don’t believe she ever met a goat cheese she didn’t adore.
      

      
      Despite all the reading and gossip, our morning conversations always came back to
         food. Both of us were deeply interested in the topic. Not that we didn’t differ about
         food as much as we did about movies. I thought the low-fat vegetarian diet she followed—she
         hoped it would help her troublesome heart thrive—was dumb. In turn, she’d sigh over
         the rich French food I preferred to cook and eat. “Oh, Pol,” she’d murmur with disapproval,
         “that’s killer cuisine.” Then we’d giggle. I’d sip my latte; she’d sip her herbal
         tea. During the years I knew Pauline, I never saw her consume anything caffeinated.
         Then we’d start to plan out what we’d have for lunch and dinner. I loved hanging out
         with such a brilliant and charmingly intractable personality.
      

      
      Even so, there was one area where there was tension between us. It had to do with
         my development as a creative person and my own career as a writer. Pauline may have
         been okay with me differing from her in my movie tastes, but she dearly wanted me
         to become a critic. Not that that made me super-special. Pauline wanted nearly every
         young writer she liked and had hopes for to write criticism. It was her chicken-soup
         solution for any bit of confusion any of her young friends ever expressed to her.
         A number of the young writers who genuinely wanted to be critics embraced her advice
         and accepted her help, and then, almost inevitably, went through some Freudian drama
         of rejecting her, often in public. I found these dramas unfortunate. How could people
         who owed so much to her inflict this on her later? But she seemed to accept their
         acting-out-in-public as a kind of inevitability. 
      

      
      I found it flattering that Pauline would want me to write criticism. Imagine having
         one of the greatest critics of all time insisting that you had it in you to become
         a great critic too. But I also found her fixation odd. I was young and unformed; god
         knows I was in need of guidance; and people seemed to enjoy talking to me about the
         arts. But one thing I knew for certain was that my interests where my own writing
         went tended in the direction of humor, fiction, and theater. Why would she not pick
         up who I really was? 
      

      
      At first, I’d try to explain what I was looking for to Pauline. “Oh, Pol,” she’d murmur,
         taking out one of the little lozenges she was always treating herself to, especially
         when she was disgusted with what you were trying to say. “Virginia Woolf and Graham
         Greene both did criticism as well as fiction. It was good enough for them. But not
         you?” She was a virtuoso at the blindside nudge. Then she’d peer at me accusingly
         through her big glasses with a mixture of disgust and disbelief, as though I was failing
         completely to see the light. When I tried to evade her, she’d track me down. She’d
         have been one hell of a lawyer.
      

      
      And all right, all right—at one point I did give in. How could I not? Pauline was
         so smart, so encouraging, and so warm, but she was such an unrelenting bulldozer too.
         In the early 1990s, when I was doing a lot of journalism for glossy magazines, a woman’s
         magazine asked me to take over their movie reviewing. So, for a stretch, first at
         Harper’s Bazaar and then at Elle, I played the professional movie-reviewer game: going to screenings, scrapping with
         P.R. people, dueling with editors over space and which movies to cover, and ginning
         up enthusiasm about movies I didn’t really care much about. 
      

      
      Pauline was thrilled. Suddenly I was doing what she thought I should be doing. She
         badgered me to see all my copy before I published it. I resisted every time—every
         time except once, when I was trying to capture what I had loved so much about the
         Andre Gregory/Louis Malle film Vanya on 42nd Street. Her editing suggestions were brilliant and helpful on that review, and she didn’t
         try to impose her voice or to change my reaction to the film. 
      

      
      As pleased as I am with some of the writing I did during that stretch, I loathed being
         a critic. The paychecks and deadlines were fine with me; what I mainly disliked was
         panning people and telling the world what they’d done wrong. It’s a question of temperament.
         Even when I dislike an art or entertainment thing, I’m always prone to thinking about
         how hard the artist has worked, and how many hopes he or she has that it will please
         people. Nobody tries to make a bad work of art. And anyway, are artists, even bad
         artists, causing wars or bringing down financial systems? I don’t think so. So why
         not try to see what they’ve done in a positive light? 
      

      
      Needless to say, Pauline thought my attitude made me a wuss. She liked artists too,
         but in her worldview, artists—and audiences too—really had to receive her opinions
         and reactions, both positive and negative. She was driven by a deep, genuine feeling
         that the world needed to hear what she thought and felt. “Pauline,” I’d say, “I just
         don’t think my opinions and reactions to movies are of that much importance.” She’d
         give me a disgusted “Oh . . .” and change the subject. 
      

      
      After two years of reviewing, I was miserable. I’d set aside too many of my own creative
         projects; when movie people called or wrote to complain about my reviews, I’d agree
         with them and apologize. One day in yoga class, a woman came up to me while I was
         doing downward dog and told me that a negative review I’d written of a movie a friend
         of hers had made had hurt that friend deeply. I felt so bad that I toppled out of
         the pose. I even developed a whopping case of carpal tunnel syndrome. I was ecstatic
         the day my review column got cancelled at Elle, and in the years since I’ve never written another piece of criticism or pursued
         another reviewing position.
      

      
      My decision to abandon criticism really bugged Pauline. She thought that my getting
         fired was a sign I should redouble my efforts. That was not in the cards, to put it
         mildly. I needed to find my own way of being a writer. But how was I to maintain my
         friendship with Pauline even as I went my own way? Would it even be possible? I tried
         to bond with her by talking about fiction. But she didn’t like the novelists and short
         story writers who’d had the biggest impact on me, popular-fiction authors like Ira
         Levin and Jacqueline Susann. Instead, she’d push a copy of the New Yorker at me, folded open to a story by someone like Alice Munro or Allegra Goodman, and
         she’d tell me she thought these writers were “really getting at something.” I’d try
         to explain that I had no feeling for this kind of contemporary literary fiction and
         that I couldn’t get through more than a few paragraphs of their stories. More peering
         at me through those big glasses. More taking out of throat lozenges.
      

      
      After a few years, I felt I’d sufficiently found my own footing. I no longer needed
         to have that wall between us. That snowy January I made a trip up to Great Barrington
         by myself. I walked up the stairs and into her kitchen, where the tomato sauce was
         bubbling on the stove, and I nearly burst into tears because I’d missed Pauline and
         that memory-laden house so much. I was glad I’d kept my dark glasses on. Pauline wasn’t
         one for sentimentality, let alone discussing relationships, or apologizing, or hashing
         things out. She just brought out a plate of cheeses. “This new goat cheese is quite
         yummy, Pol. You must try it.”
      

      
      I feel very lucky that our rapprochement happened before she died. We don’t always
         get that kind of chance. Pauline and I went back to hanging out in her kitchen, gossiping,
         reading, and going out to restaurants in town. In those final five years, as her heart
         problems and Parkinson’s disease knocked her down over and over again, I was fortunate
         to be one of the people who spent a lot of time helping out and taking care of her.
         In the decade following Pauline’s death in 2001, I often missed her. Ray and I both
         found it a strange and empty feeling not having her as a constant presence in our
         lives. When the phone would ring, I’d pick it up expecting to hear her say, “Hi Pol,
         I’d love to get both your and Ray’s takes on Maureen Dowd’s latest column. I think
         she’s really onto something.” I’d be in certain restaurants and think: “Now this is
         a place that Pauline would have loved!” I’d pass the photos we have of her in our
         apartment and feel pangs of loss. How quickly she seemed to be receding from our lives.
         
      

      
      They were pangs not just for my own sake, but for how quickly she seemed to be receding
         as well from the culture. 9/11 happened just days after she died and took the country
         in a whole new direction, toward the security state and constant inroads on civil
         liberties. (Pauline had often expressed her feeling that G. W. Bush would be a disaster.)
         And would Pauline have been as stalwart a defender of Obama as she’d been of Clinton?
      

      
      I started meeting young film buffs who’d never heard of her. At first that was impossible
         for me to believe. A few years later, the opposite would be true: when I ran into
         a young film buff who actually did know who she was, I found that even harder to believe.
         It was strange to see how movies from the Pauline era didn’t matter much to the young
         filmmakers and screenwriters we were meeting. Many of them hadn’t seen Robert Altman’s
         Nashville or Bernardo Bertolucci’s Last Tango in Paris. The 1970s movies our young movie friends wanted to talk about instead were films
         that Pauline had either not been interested in, or had been barely aware of: Italian
         giallo thrillers, Japanese “Pink” films, and horror movies like The Last House on the Left.
      

      
      And then there was the internet. Ray and I both have memories of Pauline standing
         in front of a Mac with a baffled smile of incomprehension. She was notoriously terrible
         with machines. Yet she loved it, during the 1990s, when friends gave her printouts
         of articles that had appeared online. But how would she have felt about the internet
         disrupting and displacing the world of print magazines and books in which she had
         flourished? A lot of the magazines Pauline loved subscribing to started having terrible
         business problems. Pauline had always felt that part of her duty was to battle the
         gatekeepers. In the years since her death, I’ve often found myself wondering: What
         would Pauline have made of a world without gatekeepers, a world in which anyone with
         a computer could hit a button and publish him/herself? Who needed to hire, let alone
         pay, a movie critic when everyone now had a megaphone? I watched sympathetically as
         a number of writer friends had breakdowns, gave up, or just became depressed and angry
         at the way the media world was evolving. 
      

      
      Ray was released entirely by the arrival of the web; he created and co-wrote a popular
         culture blog, 2Blowhards. (He’d never enjoyed doing professional writing anyway.)
         As for me, though I began running my own website in 2002, I’ve never had a love affair
         with the internet. Still its arrival released me in a different way. With Ray and
         a talented young filmmaker named Matt Lambert, I produced a webseries, The Fold, which we like to describe as Barbarella meets The Matrix and the Three Stooges. (Matt, a brilliant director out of NYU, had barely heard of
         Pauline Kael.) We tried to get some of the movie reviewers we’d known through Pauline
         to look at The Fold, but most of them weren’t interested in looking at a webseries. Despite these adventures,
         my strongest instincts ran in the direction of live performance. In an age of infinite
         reproducibility, maybe what would mean most to people would be live appearances. So
         I dragged Ray into collaborating with me on a theater project titled Sex Scenes, an ongoing series of X-rated satires set in the moviemaking world; we put on episodes
         monthly at Greenwich Village’s Cornelia Street Cafe, using terrific New York actors
         who read our scripts as though they were radio plays. Putting these shows on, I began
         learning things I’d never known how to do before: how to meet and work with actors,
         how to line up a venue, how to attract attention without going broke buying ad space,
         how to emcee shows. 
      

      
      If a young Pauline were coming along in these new days, would she have been a movie
         reviewer at all? Pauline was becoming less and less of a presence in the culture,
         and less and less of a presence in my own brain. I had looked for her so often in
         that decade since her death, but eventually I knew she was gone. I even stopped having
         conversations with her in my mind. One day I was passing through our apartment and
         realized that the large black and white photograph of her that we have on our living
         room wall was fading from the bright sunlight that streamed through our south-facing
         window. It’s a window that once looked directly out at the World Trade Center. I moved
         the photo into a shadowy spot, wondering as I did what her legacy was. Was there going
         to be any legacy at all? 
      

      
      In 2011, I wrote How to Survive Your Adult Relationship with Your Family, my first one-woman show. After a decade of experimenting in the new media world,
         and after thousands of hours of sitting in front of computers, what I’d come to feel
         I really wanted to do was connect with the oral tradition that existed not just before
         the internet but before print entirely. I performed the show in more than a dozen
         cities across the country. In 2012 I wrote and began performing my second show, Bad Role Models and What I Learned from Them. (Not to worry: though she makes a brief appearance in the show, Pauline isn’t one
         of the bad role models.) 
      

      
      By a strange twist of fate, my turn to live performing coincided with the publication
         of Brian Kellow’s excellent biography, Pauline Kael: A Life in the Dark, and the publication in the prestigious Library of America of Sanford Schwartz’s
         The Age of Movies: Selected Writings of Pauline Kael. Suddenly Pauline was rediscovered. She was back in the news, even back on the front
         page of her beloved New York Times Book Review. Ray and I were among the sources for the biography, and we’ve become friends with
         Brian Kellow since. We appeared with Brian once at the 92nd Street “Y” in Tribeca,
         and it was heartening to see how many people still felt an intense engagement with
         her work.
      

      
      With the books’ publication and my turn to live performing, my inner connection with
         Pauline has been rekindled. In my one-person shows I’m sharing ideas, reflections
         on art, personal observations, and stories. I’m throwing just about everything I’ve
         thought, felt, and experienced into them. Pauline is a great inspiration for that.
         After all, she didn’t just evaluate movies in her reviews. They were vehicles for
         her entire being, for everything she’d come to believe and think about the world.
         She brought a number of disciplines and fields she knew a lot about to her criticism.
         She knew philosophy and sociology; she knew architecture and design. She hung out
         with Bay Area poets and painters of the Beat era. She’d run a salon at her house in
         Berkeley and knew how to play hostess to a crowd; it always seemed to me that her
         writing reflected her experience as a party-giver. 
      

      
      I’m going to venture a thought that some Pauline fans may find hard to assimilate:
         she wasn’t just one of the greatest critics; she was also one of the greatest performance
         artists. That may seem like a strange assertion to some people who see her only as
         a reviewer, but one of the most striking things about her writing is its dramatic
         urgency. Each of her columns is as arced as a play or a movie. If you take any one
         of Pauline’s reviews and read it aloud, you’ll see how beautifully it works as a performance
         piece. As a critic, she started out reading her reviews on the Bay Area station KPFA.
         And that background in radio stayed with her, I think. Pauline, much more than other
         writers, saw her columns as oral performances. She read her reviews aloud to friends
         and editors as she honed them. This performing and revising, performing and revising,
         was her creative method. And for a reason: she never wanted her readers to feel as
         though she wasn’t talking directly to them. She was very tuned in to her listeners’
         responses, and she deepened and elaborated her pieces as she tested them on friends
         and editors just the way that theater people do workshops of plays in front of friends
         and colleagues before mounting productions.
      

      
      It’s seldom appreciated either how much of a jazz buff she was. She’d often talk to
         us about what jazz meant to her as a writer. (She loved opera as well, but I can’t
         remember her talking about opera being an influence on her approach to writing.) She
         liked the way jazz performers improvised on top of solid structures, and she loved
         the way they took you along for a ride. Above all she didn’t want anything to sound
         canned. Her reviews show her love of that music: she varies the tempi; she has fun
         with her themes; she goes off on long riffs. She once said to Ray and me in a Q&A
         we published in Interview magazine: “I want what I do to move along by hidden themes. I rarely try to think
         anything out ahead of time. I want it, paragraph by paragraph, through the whole structure,
         to surprise me. I want the fun of writing. I don’t want to take the juice out of that.”[1]   
      

      
      And let’s not forget that when she started out as a young writer, she wanted to be
         a playwright. She once gave Ray and me some of her early plays to read. I could sense
         the brainy, provocative talent behind the writing, and she certainly displayed real
         playwriting skills as far as structure went. However, I could also feel that Pauline’s
         heart wasn’t in creating fictional characters for the stage. It was as though she
         couldn’t give over to the characters she created, or even let them say what they believed.
         When we returned her manuscripts to her, I was apprehensive about telling Pauline
         what I thought of her plays, but she insisted I do so.
      

      
      “They seem a little constrained to me,” I said.

      
      “What do you mean?”

      
      “I sense you wanting to tell your characters what they really should be doing,” I
         finally said. “You seem kind of annoyed with them.”
      

      
      “Oh, oh, oh,” she whimpered, looking a little dismayed and popping a lozenge.

      
      Then she brightened and said, “That sounds about right.” She knew deep down that creating
         characters and fictional worlds wasn’t her métier. 
      

      
      Still, if Pauline knew about anything, it was performing. Among writers for the page,
         she was unusual—an extrovert who embraced performance. The real-life Pauline saw herself
         both as an intellectual weighing in on culture and as an entertainer with a regular
         gig and a connection to an audience. She was, along with everything else, a trouper
         who never wanted to let her readers down. In her criticism she laid far more emphasis
         on the power and allure of performers than most intellectuals writing about the movies
         do. She may have had very little drive to create fictional worlds and characters other
         than herself. But she had a powerful drive to play herself and to discuss the real
         world around us through her persona. 
      

      
      But that persona was, in fact, a creation. I don’t think this has been emphasized
         enough in discussions about her. I’ve found that many people, discussing Pauline Kael,
         the writer and public figure, seem to think they’re also discussing Pauline Kael,
         the real person. It’s a mistake that sophisticated people like Pauline’s fans make
         again and again. I can understand why. The character she played in her reviewing wasn’t
         one of those branded characters we’re all familiar with: Jackie Gleason, with his
         “and away we go”; Tom Wolfe with his sartorial dandyism; Jack Benny with his way of
         folding his arms. Pauline’s portrayal of “Pauline Kael,” by contrast, always looked
         natural. She seemed very spontaneous and schtick-free. She didn’t dress up, either for TV appearances or in her prose on the page.
         There was never anything that seemed processed or prepackaged about her writing or
         appearances. She comes across instead as a very real personality, leaping off the
         page, out of the TV. She always seemed to be speaking directly . . . to you. Small
         wonder that so many people carried on conversations with “Pauline” in their heads
         in a way they didn’t with many other public personalities.
      

      
      This “Pauline” overlapped a lot with the real Pauline Kael, but there were sides of
         the real Pauline that didn’t show up much in the public “Pauline.” Given the exuberant,
         barreling-ever-forward quality of her published prose, her physical fragility often
         took me by surprise. The first time I walked around New York City with her I thought
         she’d own the sidewalk. Instead she was physically very vulnerable, covering her mouth
         with her scarf to protect against cold and grit, shrinking from the aggressive and
         fast-moving crowds, and reaching for my arm to steady herself. She had tissue-paper
         skin that flushed a lot more than I expected. 
      

      
      Given Pauline’s public persona, I imagined she would dominate any dinner table—but
         for someone who came across as a diva in print, she could be surprisingly deferential
         in real life toward other people and gave them plenty of room to speak. Many people
         were surprised by Pauline’s speaking voice. Given the ferocity of her New Yorker columns, you’d have expected her to sound like a growling, gruff Bea Arthur. But
         in in-person conversation, Pauline wasn’t a belter; she was a wafter. Her sentences
         were breezes on which brilliant ideas and observations floated. Of course, sometimes
         those breezes of hers carried enough acerbic punch to knock you down. The Pauline
         Kael she played in her reviews came out of the gate with hurricane-force opinions,
         but the Pauline Kael I knew was more prone to stewing and noodling. She gnawed away
         at the movies she’d seen; she gnawed at how her friends behaved; she gnawed over the
         sentences she was composing for her reviews. She gnawed and wouldn’t let go until
         she broke through to the essence of something and understood it. 
      

      
      Going into this phase of my own career, I didn’t know in advance that learning how
         to perform myself would be the vitally important creative issue it’s turned out to
         be. To the extent that I thought about it all, I believed that playing myself and
         speaking in my own voice would be easy and natural. In fact it’s been a major creative
         challenge. The character you play has to be something you can move into easily and
         directly—otherwise you’d never be able to play yourself night after night. But it
         also has to be something that isn’t quite the real you, because you need some protection
         as well as a little creative distance and control over what you’re projecting. Besides,
         you only have the one evening to make your impact, so you need to move quickly.  To
         use my own performances as an example: Onstage I play up my spacey California side
         for comic effect. While in real life I can often be shy and insecure, onstage I try
         to project confidence, even as I talk about times in my life when I’ve lacked it.
         The trick is to turn yourself into a bit of a caricature—yet one that’s also a living,
         breathing three-dimensional person. The years I’ve spent developing my performance
         as “Polly Frost” have given me a new appreciation for Pauline’s achievement. Pauline
         Kael may have failed at being a playwright, but she went on to create “Pauline Kael,”
         one of the most resonant characters in American literature, theater, or the movies.
         Pauline Kael is an explorer in the world of aesthetics who not only shared tips and
         responses, but also led the reader into brilliant, labyrinthine, Henry James–like
         sentences that take Beat poetry turns and finish on the stand-up comedy stage. She’s
         as good as Friedrich Nietzsche at exploding widely accepted notions in a single sentence.
         She’s a heroine who promises to take Americans through the heart of our puritanical
         darkness and into an incandescent red-light district where pop culture and high culture
         bring out the best in each other. In her reviews Pauline is a feisty cowgirl who doesn’t
         have any truck with those Americans who bow down before European culture, yet she
         can hold her own with any scholar when talking about the cultural canon. She can rave
         about the Ritz Brothers but also swoon for a filmmaker like Jean Renoir with his Old
         World poetry. She’s a no-nonsense wisecracking dame out of 1930s screwball comedy,
         yet one whose jokes always deepen the discussion. 
      

      
      There’s another dimension of my new life as a performer that has brought me into intense
         conversation with Pauline: It’s almost as though the two of us are back sitting on
         opposite ends of her couch having one of those long conversations we used to have.
         It has to do with the kind of relationship necessary to cultivate with audiences.
         When I began performing, I was disconcerted. After nearly all my performances, audience
         members would come up to me and introduce themselves. Then they’d want to talk to
         me about their own lives. At first I found this very unsettling, and I’m afraid that
         I didn’t handle it well. Exhausted from having just given a ninety-minute performance,
         I’d think, Why are these people demanding more from me? Can’t they just tell me how much they
            loved me and go away? My perplexity was compounded by how personal my shows are. I felt intensely vulnerable.
         At the same time I felt bad about not meeting their eagerness to connect with some
         friendliness and appreciation of my own. 
      

      
      I recognized that, as proud as I was of the show itself, this was a problem I needed
         to wrestle with. What would Pauline have to say about how to handle the situation?
         If ever there was a writer who wrote for, loved, and was inspired by her audience,
         it was Pauline. A lot of writers, bless their hearts, are very private people. Pauline,
         by contrast, wrote for and wanted to connect with a sizable public. In fact, I don’t
         know that she would have written at all had it not been for the chance to connect.
         She liked meeting people in public. She loved speaking to large auditoriums full of
         people. She maintained a huge ongoing correspondence with her fans and followers.
         Her dining room table always had a six-inch-deep stack of letters she’d received,
         and it was one of her writerly joys to sit down and tend to it. Aside from psychos
         and whackos, she wrote back—often a short note but sometimes a sizable letter—to nearly
         everyone who wrote her. I know people who received responses from Pauline who’ve treasured
         them their entire life. She created reactions in her readers and then absorbed and
         was inspired by the energy they gave back to her. 
      

      
      It has seemed to me that one of the most pressing questions for any performer is the
         issue of “likability.” The writing—and especially the intellectual—set generally chortles
         when topics like this one come up, but all performers know how central they are to
         the performing arts. How do you win your audience over? Using what qualities in yourself?
         Where these questions go, Pauline was an interesting case. She lived to tweak and
         provoke. She was nothing if not challenging, and she had a deep dislike for artists
         who pursue being liked or admired too directly. She was irritated by Tom Cruise’s
         desire to be endlessly likable and she groaned over Meryl Streep’s Vassar-valedictorian
         respectability. She preferred Marlon Brando’s brutality and Debra Winger’s messiness.
         Some critics have an aesthetic that they promote in their writing, but not in their
         life. With Pauline, the aesthetic she believed in went to the core of her own being.
         Take her review of Martin Ritt’s 1963 Hud. At one point she writes: “Rape is a strong word when a man knows that a woman wants
         him but won’t accept him unless he commits himself emotionally. Alma’s mixture of
         provocative camaraderie plus reservations invites ‘rape.’”[2]   Strong stuff. If she wrote that passage today, would it even be published? And
         if it were published, what kind of hate fest would it set off? Over and over, Pauline
         went after complacent, self-congratulatory beliefs. She’d zing feminists, gay activists,
         right-wingers, and left-wingers alike. She knew that part of the primal power of movies
         is that they take us to places we intellectually think we shouldn’t go, yet we can’t
         resist. 
      

      
      Despite what some people saw as perversity and aggression, many other people went
         back to her reviews week after week. What drew them? It was partly her mischief, partly
         her piercing intelligence, partly her depth, partly her zeal as an educator, and partly
         her spirit. She was also a great journalist and observer of life; she was illuminating
         about the world around us. But maybe above all it was her honesty. She was nothing
         if not, always and everywhere, true to her own feelings and muse. How do you resist
         somebody who was so fully, unapologetically, exuberantly herself? Her effrontery,
         even her rudeness, became endearing. 
      

      
      Maybe part of it as well was that she was championing an underappreciated form. Hard
         to imagine in these days, with pop culture and glitzy technology running rampant and
         traditional culture on the defensive, but at the time she wrote she was making a case
         for a popular form that a lot of people had a great fondness for but had considerable
         intellectual misgivings about too. In a sense, she was on the side of the underdog
         and was making us feel good about being Americans, and showing how to do so without
         being either flag-waving patriot or cultural rube. She alternated between appalling
         her audience and winning them back. She antagonized them, and then cracked them up.
         She pushed their buttons; then she seduced them. It seems to me that this quality
         is a big part of where the “dramatically effective”—in other words, galvanizing—quality
         in her work comes from. She’s always putting you off then winning you back. It’s that
         dramatic force that gives her portrayal of “Pauline Kael” much of its power. It may
         be the main reason why many of her readers carried on conversations with her in their
         heads for days after a review of hers was published. I knew people who had carried
         on conversations with Pauline in their heads for years. (She’d show me the passionate,
         furious letters they’d write her.) Tom Cruise needs his audience to like him. Pauline,
         by contrast, liked her audience and liked performing for them, and that’s where much
         of her own likability came from.
      

      
      Then there’s the question of actually dealing with audiences. It’s the very practical
         question of how to manage your direct, in-person contacts with them. Before my earliest
         performances I needed a good half hour in the green room to focus, away from everybody.
         I didn’t have the stage nerves many people do. I found performing very enjoyable,
         but I needed to pull my energies together and get my feelings in order. I wanted to
         go out on stage, right at the outset, as a ball of entertainment energy. Then, after
         the show was over, I would be completely drained. When people who’d watched me came
         up afterward and wanted to talk to me, I’d be prickly. Not good. What did Pauline
         have to suggest to me on a practical level? Pauline enjoyed writing, and enjoyed time
         by herself, but she was much more extroverted than most writers are. When I was out
         with Pauline, people would often come up to her and start arguing with her about a
         recent review. She was never put off by their advances. Pauline knew what effect she
         had on people. She wanted her writing to have a vividness equal to the best movies.
         I don’t think I’m the first to say that her reviews were often more powerful than
         the films she wrote about. Reading her, fans created their own movies in their heads.
         Pauline’s energy had been a huge influence on my own performances. In my own way I’ve
         tried to create shows that take on a movie-like quality in my audience’s minds. It’s
         just me up there, alone on stage. But I want my audiences to leave the show feeling
         that they’ve experienced something as big, as heightened, and as emotional as a movie.
      

      
      In my mind I could hear Pauline telling me that if I was going to enter into an intense
         relationship with my audience, then I had better be willing to deal with the consequences
         of it. So now I’ve entirely changed my approach to the people surrounding me before
         and after a performance. Before a show I no longer hurry to the green room to sit
         by myself. Instead I mingle, with both the theater staff and the arriving audience
         members. At the end of my shows I now announce that I’ll be sticking around for a
         half hour and would love to meet people. I’m deliberately blurring the lines of where
         a show can be said to start and end. What I’m looking for these days is for people
         to feel a little less that they’re here to see a show in a conventional sense and
         more that they’re just spending some time with me. (Then—blam!—I can hit them with
         my jokes, observations, and emotions. As I’ve opened myself to this way of running
         an evening, I’ve found myself really enjoying a lot of these pre- and post-show moments.
         A few of the people who have introduced themselves to me after my shows have become
         real-life friends.) I suspect that one of the reasons Ray and I, and a few others,
         became as close to Pauline as we did was that, even during her peak years, we understood
         that there was a distinction between the public and private Pauline Kael. It was one
         of the reasons we grew even closer to her during her decline too. She’d created one
         of the great characters of our age and had given one of the era’s great performances,
         but in her final years she didn’t want to bother turning it on any longer. Performing
         “Pauline Kael” would demand energy and confidence that her Parkinson’s disease was
         taking away from her. I had loved being around the “Pauline Kael” she played with
         such irrepressible gutsiness. Yet now I loved even more the Pauline Kael I saw at
         the end of her life: a woman who had always liked to give more than she received,
         but who now needed help from her friends. And then she was gone. 
      

      
      What makes someone’s personality remain vividly alive in our hearts and minds even
         when they’re no longer with us? Our personalities are something many of us wrestle
         with. We go to shrinks to get over our flaws and neuroses. We try to model ourselves
         after bosses, celebrities, artistic idols—people we think are better than we are.
         We can think that who we are is keeping us from who we want to be, or even a wall
         between us and the rest of the world. What Pauline realized is how valuable our individuality
         is. How the various components that make us uniquely ourselves can be the very thing
         that connects us to others, to the world. She showed us how filtering what we’ve experienced
         through our personalities can illuminate the world for others—how our personalities
         can be the basis for great art. 
      

      
      Pauline taught me that in the end it’s all in how you play yourself.

      
      Notes
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      Chapter 2

      Lustily Vigilant

      
         
         
         
         Roy Blount Jr.

         
         
      

      
      
         Nobody else has written about movies with such dash as Pauline Kael, and nobody else
               has seen movies with such a depth of perspective.

      

      After Pauline Kael was featured in People some years ago, a friend who had read the article called her and said, “Where’s ‘Ochi
         Chyorniye’?” That is the folk song the music boxes play in Ernst Lubitsch’s lilting
         romantic comedy The Shop Around the Corner. What was missing from the article, the friend was suggesting, was Pauline’s tune—or
         Kael’s, I should say here, so as not to sound too familiar, although she has been
         one of my best friends for nearly twenty years. Maybe I can hum a few bars.
      

      
      Nothing too lilting. She spent a recent massage session (it’s therapeutic, for her
         Parkinson’s—she is determined not to tremble like Katharine Hepburn) lying prone and
         listening to piped-in classical composers and marveling, “How did they get away with
         some of that crap?” As a moppet in Northern California, she cut short her own violin-prodigy
         career by getting up before a synagogue audience, whose expressions of fond expectancy
         rubbed her the wrong way, and swinging into “Onward Christian Soldiers.” If you are
         among those readers whose favorite movies Kael has ripped the underbellies out of,
         you might see that performance as an early sign that the key to her is perversity.
         No, I’d say it’s D-sharp, for Dionysian acuity. No, not acute Dionysianism. True,
         she led off her review of one of her favorite movies, Nashville, by calling it an orgy. But just try to slip something really dirty past her, as
         she thought the director of A Clockwork Orange did.
      

      
      
         When I pass a newsstand and see the saintly, bearded, intellectual Kubrick on the
            cover of Saturday Review, I wonder: Do people notice things like the way Kubrick cuts to the rival teenage
            gang just so we can have the pleasure of watching that gang strip the struggling girl
            they mean to rape? . . . That girl is stripped for our benefit; it’s the purest exploitation.
            . . .
         

         
         How can people go on talking about the dazzling brilliance of movies and not notice
            that the directors are sucking up to the thugs in the audience?
         

      

      
      Generally vigilance is defensive, but Kael has had no theory or system, aesthetic
         or political, to defend. She has been lustily vigilant. She no longer reviews movies,
         because, at seventy-five and in frail health, she doesn’t feel up to the physical
         effort. She stepped up to all comers (within reason) with her heart on her sleeve
         and her mind working overtime. No wonder she took it so personally when movies stank,
         or when they inspired “goofy rapture,” or when they were just not quite all that one
         might have wished: “And so the ironies in The Man Who Would Be King go by fast—when we want them to vibrate a little.” This helps to account for the
         enormous resentment she stirred in many readers, who may have felt that she wouldn’t
         let them pick up a movie’s vibes for themselves: it was as if she were telling them
         how they were turned on by a lover, or why they shouldn’t have been. But it also helps
         to account for why her reviews are still great reading, and not just as personal essays
         but as inspired and hearty attempts to evoke on the page a movie’s “Ochi Chyorniye.”
      

      
      Kael’s latest book, For Keeps: Thirty Years at the Movies, is professedly her last—her own selection from a 3-million-word corpus of criticism
         and reporting. She retired from regular reviewing for the New Yorker three years ago, and for several years before that she was casting a cold eye on
         her own powers, like a great athlete who wanted to be the first to detect the slowing
         of her reflexes. “I don’t jump out of bed every morning eager to work anymore,” she
         told me when her writing was still full of vigor, “and I don’t remember every detail
         of the movies I see.”
      

      
      “Pauline,” I said, “I’ve been that way since I was fourteen.” I told her I had finally
         caught up to one of her favorite entertainments, the 1940 Thief of Bagdad. “Oh, good,” she said, and asked me about a minuscule bit of business she wasn’t
         sure she remembered correctly from seeing the film when it came out. I had seen it
         the night before, and I didn’t even remember the scene.
      

      
      In the late 1960s and the 1970s her schmoozy yet magisterial apercus inspired widespread
         emulation among the young. Now college kids tend not to have heard of her. Nearly
         all of Kael’s thirteen books are still in print in England, but in this country most
         of what is available is For Keeps.
      

      
      It’s more than 1,300 pages long, and more than 600,000 words: “a brick,” as she puts
         it. Bullion, I would say, to use a word that not only means “gold in mass” but also
         derives from an old verb meaning “to bubble, to boil.” In the interests of full disclosure,
         I should say that back in the 1970s Kael talked a couple of movie studios into giving
         me my only two screenwriting gigs, and the $50,000 or so I realized carried me through
         an otherwise hardscrabble period as a freelance writer. The purely financial benefit
         of knowing her has probably not been entirely offset by the looks of horror that influential
         Hollywood figures gave me in succeeding years when I told them she was one of my heroes,
         so perhaps I should recuse myself from writing about her book and her.
      

      
      But knowing a person she is reviewing has never inhibited Kael. Some years ago I gave
         her and another woman, who was meeting her for the first time, a ride from New York
         City to western Massachusetts, where Kael and I are neighbors. Kael remarked regretfully
         that her review of Stardust Memories had caused Woody Allen to end their friendship.
      

      
      “What a shame,” the woman said, “that he took it so personally.”

      
      “Oh, no,” Kael said. “It was vicious.”

      
      Merciless, anyway, in its assault on a widely cherished yet repellent film. Kael has
         always had a particular taste for (as in Brian De Palma) “the dirty fun of a bad boy.”
         Allen was the darling of New York taste-setters for having gone beyond such fun to
         a higher-toned mixture of introspection, sentiment, and satire. Kael picked up on
         not only what Stardust Memories was curdled by but also what it was all about: Allen’s slide into self-hatred, sentimentality,
         and disdain for his audience. Now that accepted opinion deplores Allen as a self-absorbed,
         dysfunctional stepfather, Kael’s review of Stardust Memories, reprinted in For Keeps, resonates like a perfect-pitch blow of the whistle. The semi-autobiographical character
         Allen plays, she wrote in 1980, “is superior to all those who talk about his work;
         if they like his comedies, it’s for freakish reasons, and he shows them up as poseurs
         and phonies, and if they don’t like his serious work, it’s because they’re too stupid
         to understand it. He anticipates almost anything that you might say about Stardust Memories and ridicules you for it.”
      

      
      To such a challenge Kael was bound to rise. While she was at it, she gave Allen’s
         earlier work its due: he “helped to make people feel more relaxed about how they looked
         and . . . about their sexual terrors and everything else that made them anxious.”
         But if there is anything that Kael can’t abide (besides trendy propaganda), it is
         contempt mixed with bogus romanticizing.
      

      
      “Manhattan was also full of naughty, self-centered types: he contrasted their lack of faith
         with the trusting, understanding heart of a loyal child—played by Mariel Hemingway.
         (What man in his forties but Woody Allen could pass off a predilection for teen-agers
         as a quest for true values?)”
      

      
      Neither this assessment nor Allen’s personal reaction to it meant that Kael had turned
         her back on his work. She praised several of his movies after Stardust Memories, and after she quit reviewing, she urged all her friends to see his post-scandal
         comedy Manhattan Murder Mystery. If she had never liked his work, she would never have been friendly with him. Tell
         Kael that you enjoyed a movie that she thought was, as she might put it, not . . .
         very . . . good, and she will say “Oh” in a certain tone and look at you—whoever you
         are, even if you are, say, me—as if you’d said you’d gotten a kick out of Goebbels’s
         speech the other night. Some people find this absolutism off-putting—well, everybody
         does. She can say things that make you feel that the room has been flushed with acid.
         But she’s an affable, cheery person to meet. She was quite cordial to one of my son’s
         friends whom I took to meet her one night at dinner. This young man, a big fan of
         hers, confided that The Man Who Came to Dinner was his favorite movie. “Oh,” she said. “See it again. It won’t be.”
      

      
      Filmmakers sometimes arranged early screenings for Kael and called to ask her what
         she thought. She was the most eloquent appreciator in print of Richard Pryor’s best
         work, but when he called to ask her opinion of his dispiriting autobiographical JoJo Dancer, Your Life Is Calling before its release, she gave it to him straight: it was hopeless. In her heyday several
         tables in the downstairs rooms of her big turreted shingle house in Great Barrington,
         which she and her daughter, Gina, restored from a shambles in 1970 (she made the down
         payment on it with what the New Yorker paid her for running her Citizen Kane book in installments), were always covered with neatly stacked book manuscripts,
         screenplay drafts, and unplaced articles sent to her by friends, acquaintances, and
         strangers asking for private opinions. She devoted an enormous amount of time to this
         reading, and to energetic encouragement and discouragement.
      

      
      She is the least guilt-inducing woman I have ever known. Once when I was giving her
         a ride to the country, a big rain came up and flooded the Saw Mill River Parkway.
         I took an ill-considered detour through a great accumulation of water—don’t worry,
         I told her, I got this figured—and the car conked out. There I was, in a rickety Plymouth
         Horizon bumper-deep in the middle of rushing water that must have been two hundred
         yards across, with a physically delicate, environmentally hypersensitive (bugbites
         swell her up disastrously), sixty-odd-year-old woman who was the most acerbic critic
         in America; to boot, I didn’t know exactly where we were, except probably in the state
         of New York. It was getting dark. The water was rising. I have had a loving mother
         and several eminently capable-of-wading sweethearts who would have given me deserved
         grief at that point. Kael’s demeanor was perfectly sunny. I would have carried her
         to Massachusetts on my shoulders if necessary, but as it happened, I got the car cranked
         and we rooster-tailed out of there.
      

      
      She slipped on ice and broke her nose trying to get to my one-man show off-Broadway,
         and because I knew she had trouble getting around in the city (also because I wasn’t
         sure I knew what I was doing onstage), I hadn’t even asked her to come. When I heard
         about her injury, from someone else, she pooh-poohed my concern. “We’ve never let
         each other down,” she told me once. I don’t think anybody else has ever actually told
         me that.
      

      
      She doesn’t talk about her past much, but I can tell you a few things you probably
         don’t know about her. For instance, in the finals of a California high school debate
         competition one year in the mid-1930s, Kael’s opponent was Carol Channing. Perhaps
         this is one of those supernal matchups you would prefer to speculate about endlessly
         (Who would win, Captain Marvel or King Kong? Mother Courage or Auntie Mame?), but
         I am constrained to report that according to Kael, Carol Channing was very bright
         and her team came in first, but Kael prevailed in the one-on-one.
      

      
      Here’s a poser: Who would win, Kael or Dr. Johnson? She has bestridden film criticism
         as colossally as he in his day bestrode letters, and neither of them—in print or in
         person—left room for disagreement. Johnson was acknowledged as a giant. The Kirkus review of For Keeps fell in with many of Kael’s past critics by calling her intelligence “quirky” and
         averring that she “thought quite highly of herself and her judgment.” Kael would be
         the last person in the world to plead from gender, but I asked her recently, “Would
         your reception be different if you were a man?”
      

      
      “Yes,” she said.

      
      Maybe even if she were taller. Her physical tininess should have no more to do with
         her “Ochi Chyorniye” than Johnson’s hulkingness with his, but, she says in her introduction
         to For Keeps, “I think that the disjunction between my strong voice as a writer and my five-foot
         frame somehow got to people. . . . People who don’t like my writing find it both Olympian
         and smart-alecky. I guess at some level it is.”
      

      
      She was the youngest of five kids, growing up on a farm in Petaluma. Her brothers
         used to throw her back and forth between them like a ball, to her delight. The animals
         chased her. As a child, she was regarded as such an inspired comedian that her parents
         thought she might be the next Fanny Brice. Before she got into movie reviewing she
         wrote plays that were produced for radio but never for the stage. “Back then, no one
         produced anything unless it had jugglers in it.” She once had a husband (she had a
         few, but this is about all I know of her marital history) who, believe it or not,
         made her feel that she couldn’t do anything right, the way Katharine Hepburn’s fiancé
         does in Pat and Mike. Once, in a hardware store in Great Barrington, a salesman who did not know her pointed
         to a sign saying Father’s Day Special and said, “That goes for you, too, Mom.” Kael’s
         response was, “Fuck you, too, Charlie.”
      

      
      She is almost certainly the only New Yorker writer who ever said to William Shawn, that magazine’s late, sainted, editor, “Oh,
         come off it, Bill,” dragged him downstairs, and made him play the piano at an office
         party. She used to make Shawn turn bright red in the face (more from apoplexy than
         embarrassment) by insisting on keeping explicit sexual references in her copy. Shawn
         was himself a connoisseur of bawdy humor, but he was as obsessed with keeping smut
         out of his magazine as Joe McCarthy was with getting Communists out of the government.
         (Once, he turned down a piece of mine that entailed a man and a woman getting Super
         Glued together, quite nonsexually, in a dry-cleaning establishment, because he worried
         about how they would go to the bathroom.)
      

      
      I have always felt that Renata Adler attacked Kael so hysterically in the New York Review of Books in 1980 because Adler, a paragon of New Yorker tone, resented Kael’s having managed to keep her own voice. Other women writers at
         the New Yorker, Kael claimed, would cry in order to get their way with Shawn. Kael had the nerve
         to ask Shawn to rewrite his introduction to her 5001 Nights at the Movies because she found the first version to be “overflorid.” And he did.
      

      
      After all, she had occasionally consented to make alterations for Shawn. Once, she
         showed me proofs of her forthcoming review of Reds. Warren Beatty, she had written, played John Reed as “p____y-w_____d.” That’s the
         way it had been set in type, presumably because even the compositor was horrified.
         Shawn had adjured her to come up with some other term. She couldn’t understand why.
         It was the right word, she insisted.
      

      
      “Jesus, Pauline,” I said. “You can’t say ‘pussy-whipped’ in the New Yorker!” (You couldn’t then.) “How about ‘uxorious’?” She rolled her eyes. Eventually she
         gave in to Shawn on that one, and recast the sentence, but I still feel proud of her
         for trying. Let me think how to put this: the two most startling and refreshing moments
         of my intellectual life as a semi-apostate male Georgia Methodist emigre were when
         I realized that Kael really didn’t see why she could not use in the New Yorker a down-home adjective that I would hesitate to use in conversation among close female
         friends, and when she observed during a very brief biblical discussion in my car one
         afternoon that the New Testament was “a bit sticky.”
      

      
      In For   Keeps she has not included her review of Reds. It was largely negative, partly because she found it trendily old-Hollywood leftist.
         I attended the special screening of Reds that was held for her. This was not long after she had returned to reviewing after
         being lured by Beatty out to Hollywood to become, at fifty-nine, a producer-consultant
         at Paramount.
      

      
      During this period Kael felt, to my astonishment, that I could write a movie, and
         arranged a development deal for me. She didn’t intervene in the writing of the script,
         although she got it Xeroxed for me, because I couldn’t afford to at the time. She
         liked it. Paramount didn’t. Though she received no screen credits during her five
         months in the business, she says she helped get several movies into production, including
         The Elephant Man. Kael returned to Great Barrington and the New Yorker no more compromised by having worked for Paramount than Orwell was by fighting in
         the Spanish Civil War.
      

      
      I would like to be able to report that her discernible reactions at the Reds screening were somehow revealing. But it was usually hard to tell how Kael had responded
         to a movie until she started talking about it, some minutes after it was over. Sometimes
         I would feel impelled to state my reaction before she had a chance to. I remember
         that as soon as the credits for Jonathan Demme’s Something Wild had finished rolling, I turned to her and said, “Now, I liked that!” “You did, huh?”
         she said in a steely sort of way. For a minute I thought she hadn’t liked it, but
         I think that she was just still tasting it. She came away from Reds looking the same way she looked leaving other movies that disappointed her: let down.
      

      
      I don’t know how to suggest that the general reader take For Keeps into his or her life. I know that 5001 Nights at the Movies richly accompanies my own watching of old movies on television. Many people with
         whom I have argued about Kael have said, “Okay, she’s a good writer. But her opinions
         about movies . . .” are perverse, or quirky. No, they aren’t. Try watching Love in the Afternoon, with Gary Cooper and Audrey Hepburn. The newspaper listings or your standard movie-on-TV
         guide will probably pronounce it a classic. But if you are like me, when you watch
         it you think, Jeez, this is a maundering old guy somehow assumed to be attractive to this beautiful
            gamine. So you pick up 5001 Nights and you read, “Gary Cooper, looking as if he knows how unappealing he is in the role.
         . . .”
      

      
      I also recommend taking 5001 Nights along with you to the video store. Wonder whether Voyage Surprise, by the Prevert brothers, is worth taking home? Could be, if only to satisfy your
         curiosity over Kael’s note: “With Martine Carol, and the dwarf Pierre Pieral, who’s
         like a miniature Bette Davis.” Tempted to check out Summer and Smoke? Maybe not after reading “There’s supposed to be something on fire inside Alma, Tennessee
         Williams’ lonely, inhibited preacher’s daughter, but from Geraldine Page’s performance
         and Peter Glenville’s direction ’tain’t smoke that rises—just wispy little old tired
         ideas goin’ to rejoin the Holy Ghost.”
      

      
      For Keeps is not such a handy reference. It’s one of the thickest one-volume compendiums (two
         and eleven-sixteenths inches) of anybody’s work I’ve seen. It’s shaped like something
         you might want to pull off the shelf and read aloud from with the whole family gathered
         around, but you’d need to have a family that is receptive, all together, to sentiments
         like “a little nose-thumbing isn’t enough. . . . We want the subversive gesture carried
         to the domain of discovery.” The publisher talked her out of calling it The Bedside Pauline Kael, but bed is a good place for it—I have myself more than once drifted off to dreamland
         savoring a passage like (on Vanessa Redgrave) “she can be majestic more fluidly than
         anyone else (and there’s more of her to uncoil).”
      

      
      Reading For Keeps also provides an opportunity to argue with Kael without her being there. It’s no
         fun to disagree with Kael about a movie. It’s like arguing with an umpire. She has
         made her call. Trying to talk to her about what might be wrong with her opinion of
         a movie is no more rewarding than it would be to talk to the director about what might
         be wrong with the movie after it’s out; she doesn’t seem to have second thoughts.
         Of course, who does have much interest in going into what’s wrong with what he or
         she has already done? It’s not surprising that directors break off their dialogue
         with Kael after she has disparaged their work. Paul Schrader remained her friend after
         she wrote, about his Hardcore, “For Schrader to call himself a whore would be vanity: he doesn’t know how to turn
         a trick.” But then, their friendship dates back to well before he became a director.
      

      
      When I told Kael, some years ago, that I didn’t like Robert Altman’s Nashville (which she called, among other things, “the funniest epic vision of America ever to
         reach the screen”), she was content to reply that southerners of her acquaintance
         tended to have such a reaction. Well, damn right. But it wasn’t just that Nashville seemed to me culpably ignorant of Nashville and country music. (Kael in fact has
         been good on several other movies involving southern culture.) I’m an Altman rooter,
         but—no doubt partly because Kael’s ecstatic review had so raised my expectations—Nashville struck me as slack, overblown, and full of stragglers (for instance, Jeff Goldblum
         driving up portentously on a motorcycle at odd moments). And the songs! Whoever got
         the idea that Hollywood actors could write their own, bad or good, country songs?
         Rereading her review, I still keep saying, “What?” It bothers me that I am so unmoved
         by a movie about which she wrote, “You don’t get drunk on images, you’re not overpowered—you
         get elated. I’ve never before seen a movie I loved in quite this way: I sat there
         smiling at the screen, in complete happiness.”
      

      
      It is also hard for me to see why she loved Last Tango in Paris quite so much. This and Nashville were her two most over-the-top enthusiasms. She reviewed both of them well ahead of
         their general release, and she found both of them to be enormous advances in movie
         consciousness. Well, when your drinking buddy or your favorite teacher introduces
         you to the person he or she has fallen head over heels for and you can’t see the attraction,
         maybe you’re jealous. Maybe you had to be there, at the advance screening. I wasn’t
         present when Last Tango was shown for the first time, at the New York Film Festival on the night of October
         14, 1972—a night Kael compared, in her review, to the night Le Sacre du Printemps was first performed. If I had been, maybe I, too, would have been “in a state of
         shock,” or I could have talked Kael out of it. (Ha!) When I did hie myself to a theater,
         expecting to see something that “altered the face of an art form,” I was impressed
         by Maria Schneider’s nakedness, but as a figure of graphic lust she was no Georgina
         Spelvin. “She carries the whole history of movie passion in her long legs and baby
         face”? I didn’t find Marlon Brando’s grunting possession of her to be so drastically
         erotic. Call me old-fashioned, but I found him more pansexual when, as in A Streetcar Named Desire, he kept his pants on.
      

      
      I think Kael reserves her highest admiration for movies that get the better of her,
         or at least push her to the limits of her acumen. She wants to lose it at the movies,
         for movies to be good enough for that to happen. It’s a seemly desire, rare in an
         exacting critic. In another review she wrote, “The Moment of Truth raises emotions that neither its moviemaking team nor we can fully comprehend, and
         so the material draws us in and stays with us.” Of Tango she wrote, “It’s like seeing pieces of your life, and so, of course, you can’t resolve
         your feelings about it—our feelings about life are never resolved. Besides, the biology
         that is the basis of the ‘tango’ remains.” She got that right.
      

      
      People have often accused her of reacting against popular views. In her earliest writings,
         to be sure, she devoted a good deal of energy to disparaging the opinions of other
         critics. But once she got established herself, she overlooked conventional wisdom.
         Check out her review of The Color Purple. Other reviewers charged Steven Spielberg with taking a modern African-American classic
         and turning it into a cartoon. Kael ignores the assumption of classic and transcends
         the shorthand of cartoon. She doesn’t debunk the notion that Alice Walker is a great
         writer; she just alludes in passing to Walker’s “rampant female chauvinism,” takes
         note of the novel’s “joyous emotional swing,” and, after accusing Spielberg of approaching
         this “serious” project with timidity, allows that “the Walker material has about as
         much to do with character studies as Disney’s Song of the South did. . . . The people on the screen are like characters operated by Frank Oz. But
         they’re not much phonier than the people in the book: Spielberg’s problem is that
         he can’t give the material the emotional push of that earthy folk style of Walker’s.
         He just doesn’t have the conviction that she has. . . .
      

      
      “He sees Georgia in 1909 the way a European director might; visually the picture suggests
         Song of the South remade by Visconti.”
      

      
      Nobody else could have written that—not because nobody else has written about movies
         with such dash but because nobody else has seen movies so disabusedly, with such a
         depth of perspective. No one is likely to read For Keeps straight through. I dipped around in it, thinking not so much “What great writing”
         as “What an interesting movie that was.”
      

      
      Much has been averred about Kael’s prose style, but most of it has been reductive.
         Here, from her review of Diva, is a quick snatch of prose that might seem quintessential: “The unfazable Alba is
         the post-Godardian tootsie—in her short-short skirts and transparent plastic coat,
         she’s a lollipop wrapped in cellophane.” To those who think that her use of words
         like sleazo and klutzburger is what typifies her style, “post-Godardian tootsie” may seem emblematic. And hey—it’s
         sharp and it fits, both the character and the film. But it’s just a snippet. What
         impresses me, as a person who labors to say what he means in magazines, is the jam-packed
         fluidity of such passages as these, which deal with, respectively, Marilyn Monroe,
         Steven Spielberg, and Brian De Palma:
      

      
         Her mixture of wide-eyed wonder and cuddly drugged sexiness seemed to get to just
            about every male; she turned on even homosexual men. And women couldn’t take her seriously
            enough to be indignant; she was funny and impulsive in a way that made people feel
            protective. She was a little knocked out; her face looked as if, when nobody was paying
            attention to her, it would go utterly slack—as if she died between wolf calls.
         

         

         
         Nobody cuts faster on shots full of activity than he does, yet it’s never just for
            the sake of variety: it’s what the movie is about that generates the images and the
            cutting pattern, and there’s a constant pickup in excitement from shot to shot—a ziggety
            forward motion.
         

         

         
         In the Metropolitan sequence (the interiors are actually the Philadelphia Museum of
            Art), we catch glimpses of figures slipping in and out at the edges of the frame,
            and there are other almost subliminal images; we’re playing hide-and-seek along with
            Kate, and her pickup. Later, there’s a visually layered police-station sequence: the
            principal characters—Mike; Dr. Elliott; Kate’s whiz-kid son, Peter (Keith Gordon);
            a loud, brash investigator, Detective Marino (Dennis Franz); and a pretty, investment-minded
            hooker, Liz Blake (Nancy Allen)—are in different rooms or in the hallway, but they
            can see each other through the glass partitions, and the interplay among these people,
            most of whom have never met before, seems to be happening on about eighteen different
            levels of deception, eavesdropping, and all-around peeping. . . .
         

         
         Dressed to Kill isn’t as imaginatively dark as The Fury; the evil was luxuriant in that one—nightshade in bloom. There’s nothing here to
            match the floating, poetic horror of the slowed-down sequence in which Amy Irving
            and Carrie Snodgrass are running to freedom: it’s as if each of them and each of the
            other people on the street were in a different time frame, and Carrie Snodgrass’s
            face is full of happiness just as she’s flung over the hood of a car.
         

      

      I can’t tell you how pleased I am by that writing. (That punctuation. When she was
         still living in the Bay Area, she says, a rumor got around that she had done away
         with herself, because someone found an anonymous suicide note on the Golden Gate Bridge
         “that displayed my use of the colon.”) It resists being focused on as fine writing—the
         last sentence is an unselfconsciously seamless joining of, say, Elizabeth Bowen and
         James M. Cain. Nobody cuts faster on shots full of activity than Kael does, yet it’s
         never just for the sake of variety. It’s what the prose is about that generates the
         images and the cutting pattern, and there’s a constant pickup in excitement from sentence
         to sentence—a ziggety forward motion.
      

      
      Now I want to talk about rape. If there is anyone who is above (or below—whichever
         is superior) political correctness, it is Kael. (“Women’s lib sensitivity may be the
         worst blow to drama since fifties-TV Freud.”) I have heard her express the opinion
         that the woman on whose story the movie The Accused is based should have had more sense than to vamp drunkenly in a poolroom full of
         buttheads. Here is what she wrote about Hud in 1964:
      

      
         I suppose we’re all supposed to react on cue to movie rape (or as is usually the case,
            attempted rape): rape, like a cattle massacre, is a box-office value. No doubt in
            Hud we’re really supposed to believe that Alma is, as Stanley Kauffmann says, “driven
            off by [Hud’s] vicious physical assault.” But in terms of the modernity of the settings
            and the characters, as well as the age of the protagonists (they’re at least in their
            middle thirties), it was more probable that Alma left the ranch because a frustrated
            rape is just too sordid and embarrassing for all concerned—for the drunken Hud who
            forced himself upon her, for her for defending herself so titanically, for young Lon
            the innocent who “saved” her. Alma obviously wants to go to bed with Hud, but she
            has been rejecting his propositions because she doesn’t want to be just another casual
            dame to him; she wants to be treated differently from the others. If Lon hadn’t rushed
            to protect his idealized view of her, chances are that the next morning Hud would
            have felt guilty and repentant, and Alma would have been grateful to him for having
            used the violence necessary to break down her resistance, thus proving that she was
            different. They might have been celebrating ritual rapes annually on their anniversaries.
         

         
         Rape is a strong word when a man knows that a woman wants him but won’t accept him
            unless he commits himself emotionally. Alma’s mixture of provocative camaraderie plus
            reservations invites “rape.”
         

      

      Okay, now read this from Kael’s review of De Palma’s Casualties of War, in 1989. Her paean to this movie has often been cited as evidence that her judgment
         had grown erratic: how could a director long fascinated by violence against women
         do justice to such a serious matter as GI rapists in Vietnam? But Casualties of War is the one genuinely hard-to-swallow Vietnam movie.
      

      
         The men climb high above the valleys and set up a temporary command post in an abandoned
            hut in the mountains; it’s here that the sobbing, sniffling girl is brutalized. (Thereafter,
            she’s referred to as “the whore” or “the bitch.”) . . .
         

         
         And, whatever the soldiers say or do, there’s the spectre of the dazed, battered girl
            ranting in an accusatory singsong. The movie is haunted by Oanh long before she’s
            dead. The rapists think they’ve killed her, but she rises; in our minds, she rises
            again and again.
         

      

      There is no stance in either of these passages. There is genuine feeling and receptivity.
         There is a roundness within which ambivalence pulses and so does violation. I admire
         Kael for how much she “hated” (a word not used lightly) Alan Parker’s despicable Mississippi Burning, and for how much she relished Jonathan Demme’s at-that-point-unrecognized Citizens Band. I tip my hat to her for hailing Jessica Lange (in King Kong, which as a whole I did not treasure as much as she did) and Morgan Freeman well
         in advance of other critics, and for calmly outflanking Lillian Hellman and Diana
         Trilling and Mary McCarthy and Jane Fonda and Dashiell Hammett and whoever “Julia”
         may have been in her review of Julia, and for taking ungushy but resounding pleasure in Rip Torn and Bette Midler and
         Cary Grant and Marguerite Duras and Sam Peckinpah (whose movies, after all, are far
         more lively than those of Howard Hawks and John Ford and other testosteronic directors
         whom the auteurists accuse her of slighting) and Barbra Streisand and Robert Mitchum
         (“this great bullfrog with the puffy eyes and the gut that becomes an honorary chest”)
         and The Stunt Man and (insufficient vibration aside) The Man Who Would Be King.

      
      But I suggest that when contemporary dusts have settled and people are reading what
         was written about movies in our time, what will be most salient about what Kael has
         written will not be that she was slangy or that she put many people off but that she
         watched movies so well that she was able to help us to see rape, for instance, steady
         and see it whole.
      

      
      Note

      
         This essay originally appeared in the Atlantic Monthly, December 1994, 1–15. Reprinted with permission.
         

      

      
      
      Chapter 3

      “If you’re good enough, they’ll have to take you.”
      

      
         
         
         
         Ray Sawhill

         
         A Memoir in the Style of a Long Blogposting about a Friendship with Pauline Kael

         
         
      

      
      I began writing letters to Pauline Kael in the middle 1970s, when I was a pretentious,
         confused college kid enraptured by her New Yorker columns and hoping to enjoy some kind of future of my own. By the early 1980s I’d
         become a friend, and she and I remained close until she died in September 2001.
      

      
      Thanks to a job interview Pauline helped set up, I was working as a flunky at Newsweek magazine in 1979 when Pauline turned sixty, quit the New Yorker, and moved to Hollywood. We were on the phone regularly by that point. She complained
         to me about her frustrations first with Warren Beatty and then with Paramount, she
         marveled at how much the press was making of her adventures, and she talked with me
         about her uncertainties when she began thinking of quitting the movie business and
         returning to the New Yorker. There’s no way I can overemphasize how thrilled I was that an arts-star was taking
         me into her confidence.
      

      
      It was after she started writing for the New Yorker again that Pauline and I hit it off in person. Pauline lived in the Berkshires and
         came to the city for three or four days every couple of weeks to see movies and friends,
         and to go through the editing, fact-checking, and revising process at the New Yorker. During her stays in the city we’d meet up for meals, often at a Japanese place on
         West 44th Street. I’d drop by her New Yorker office and hang with her as she went through her mail and her galleys; we’d attend
         screenings and other cultural events; and we’d run errands together. 
      

      
      As I met her friends and acquaintances—there were some steady presences in her circle
         as well as a constant churn of new and different faces—some of them became buddies
         of mine. One person I met through Pauline was a writer just starting out named Polly
         Frost; within a few years Polly and I married. (Polly’s very evocative memoir of Pauline
         is also found in this volume.)
      

      
      My friendship with Pauline certainly wasn’t unique. Pauline was a very social creature
         with a big circle of friends and acquaintances. She had people from her long-ago past
         whom she maintained deep, warm relationships with, and there was no one she cared
         about more than her daughter Gina and, eventually, Gina’s son Will. 
      

      
      At first I was just another face in her circle, but soon I became a little more than
         that. Pauline and I got into the habit of talking on the phone every day, often several
         times a day. (How I wish I’d taken regular notes during these chats.) It wasn’t long
         before I was spending a weekend at her house in the Berkshires nearly every month.
         
      

      
      By the mid-1980s, Polly and I were among Pauline’s closest current friends. Among
         the others: Roy Blount Jr., David Edelstein, James Wolcott (until he broke with her),
         Robert Walsh, Craig Seligman, and Sanford Schwartz. Pauline and I would share reactions
         to movies, we’d gossip about friends, and we’d compare notes about news and politics.
         
      

      
      Pauline would read early versions of her columns to me over the phone, and in person—whether
         at the New Yorker or over meals—she’d show me later drafts. Early on, I was shy about giving reactions;
         but soon, encouraged by Pauline, I advanced to making suggestions; finally, I became
         a kind of unofficial early editor for her. (You can bet that I used her as a soundboard
         and an editor for my own writing efforts, too.) As the years went by, I grew used
         to seeing jokes, observations, editing suggestions, and turns of phrase that I’d made
         to Pauline turn up in her columns. Pauline was always happy to spice her columns up
         with other people’s cracks and descriptions. Usually she’d ask for permission. “Oh,
         that’s good,” she’d say. “Can I use that?” But not always. The world is full of people
         who were startled to see a remark they’d made in her presence show up in her column
         in the New Yorker.
      

      
      My world broadened enormously thanks to her friendship. I was with her outside Alice
         Tully Hall when we crossed paths with Jean-Luc Godard, who was strolling along, accompanied
         by Myriem Roussel, the star of his movie Hail, Mary. Pauline had been rough on his most recent film, and she and Godard circled each other
         warily for a minute before finally hugging and talking animatedly. Sue Mengers’s charming
         and smart husband Jean-Claude Tramont shared regular lunch dates with Polly and me
         for a couple of years. Along with about a thousand other people, I maintained an on
         and off friendship with James Toback. Polly and I were with Pauline when Robert Towne
         screened an unfinished version of Tequila Sunrise and asked her for advice about the editing of its final act. (I piped up with a few
         thoughts of my own, and Towne seemed to pay attention. Wasn’t I moving up in the world!)
         
      

      
      All that said, I never viewed myself as a Paulette, and I was seldom if ever identified
         in the press as one. I was as worshipful and as heavily influenced by Pauline as any
         of the Paulettes, but the Paulettes were people who either wanted to be critics or
         who already were critics. Though over the years I wrote about some movies here and
         some books there, I was never set on having a career as a reviewer. I hadn’t written
         reviews for the college paper, and I hadn’t elbowed my way onto the staff of an alternative
         newspaper. It wasn’t a life-path that appealed to me. There weren’t many positions
         in the country for movie reviewers; reviewers were often laid off. . . . It seemed
         like a crazily uncertain occupation, and what I wanted from a job was ease, nonboringness,
         and security. Fulfillment for me, if it was to come at all, would arrive courtesy
         of my free time, not my work hours.
      

      
      What I approached Pauline initially hoping for was much dumber than help in becoming
         a reviewer. I’d grown up as a smart, middle-class kid in a small Republican town in
         central-western New York State — virtually the Midwest — and I’d been shoved into
         fancy schools in the belief that schooling, per se, would magically do me some good.
         When I emerged from college, I had nothing to offer but diplomas. I knew I loved the
         arts but I had no idea who I might really be or what I might really be interested
         in, let alone of what use I might conceivably be in the world. My hyper-driven mother
         had recently died, so though I was now free of that pressure I was rudderless and
         motorless, and I was in urgent need of some way to pay the bills. What I wanted help
         with was in shedding the suit of armor I felt I’d been encased in by my upbringing
         and my schooling. Surely life held a sexy destiny in store for me—how could it not?
         My hope in introducing myself to this mythical figure “Pauline,” whose writing I adored,
         was no less than that she would help me find myself. 
      

      
      To my amazement, Pauline took me on. She laughed at my pretensions and my personal
         style but she seemed to think I might have a little something to offer. She also seemed
         to think it would be amusing to see if she could guide and set free this lost and
         arrogant young man. God knows that I was thrilled. Maybe a sexy and exciting fate
         really did await me. 
      

      
      Over the years Pauline became my best friend and second mother, as well as (occasionally)
         my shrink and mentor. We spent an immense amount of time together. As I pulled this
         essay together, I came up with a few ballpark figures of how often we were in touch
         during the eighteen or so years when we were close. We probably saw around eight hundred
         movies together; we probably yakked on the phone around five thousand times; I probably
         spent around one hundred weekends visiting with her at her house in Great Barrington,
         Massachusetts. If these figures are off, by the way, they err on the low side.
      

      
      Though I’ve been amused and annoyed by the number of misconceptions that continue
         to circulate about Pauline, it has to be admitted that misconceptions abounded about
         her while she was alive too. It was a simple fact of having Pauline as a friend that
         you’d encounter many people who thought they were experts about her, based simply
         on having read her or on the possession of bits of gossip that were making the rounds.
         An amazing number of people were completely convinced they knew what she was really
         like, what her psychological makeup really was, what her drives really were, and what
         the Freudian key to her personality really was. People who didn’t know Pauline at
         all often thought they knew her best; usually they spoke about her with far more confidence
         than people who did know her. 
      

      
      Many people had (and some evidently still do have) intense fantasy relationships with
         Pauline, in other words. I take this as a tribute to the power of her work—a sign
         of how deeply she affected people’s minds, feelings, and imaginations. I think it
         also had to do with Pauline’s hyper-vivid actual nature, but it was also partly a
         consequence of her approach to expressing herself and communicating: she wanted to foreground informality, immediacy, directness, and contact in her writing, as
         well as in her public appearances. Reading her, and/or seeing her and listening to
         her in her media appearances, you almost couldn’t help feeling that you were getting
         to know the real Pauline.
      

      
      Inconsistent Pauline: Leftist but No Feminist; a Wildly Extroverted Fan of the Avant-Garde
         but No Film Geek
      

      
      Since I knew Pauline very well, in this essay I’d like to tell the story of my friendship
         with her. I’d also like to shoot down what I think of as some common misconceptions
         about Pauline the person, and to suggest a few ways of picturing Pauline the person
         that strike me as accurate and helpful. 
      

      
       (1) Best not think of Pauline as a normal person. Pauline simply wasn’t some normal-range
         intelligent person with a passion for movies, who happened to write really well about
         them. Most of the usual psychological rules and mechanisms didn’t seem to apply to
         her. There are many good-to-excellent writers about the arts in the world; I’ve known
         a number of them. Pauline was something a little different. She was to most people
         who discuss the arts what Michael Jordan was to most athletes, or what Orson Welles
         was to most filmmakers—a creature born to do what she did. Forces of nature don’t
         arise from neuroticism, trauma, or conflict. They’re just forces of nature, barreling
         along, looking for an outlet, and then spewing forth their energies once they find
         a suitable one. 
      

      
       (2) Best not to think of Pauline as complicated and/or neurotic. In her talk at the
         memorial ceremony for Pauline that was held in New York City, Pauline’s daughter Gina
         said that Pauline wasn’t self-reflective; I agree 100 percent with Gina on this. Pauline
         had immense amounts of drive, talent, and brains, as well as vast reserves of mischief.
         But she wanted to live in the present and move forward, not hash over the past, let
         alone think about herself much. 
      

      
      Many seem to want to nail Pauline for having this imagined complex or that one, but
         she had far fewer psychological booby traps in her than most people do. Though no
         beauty herself, for example, Pauline had zero complexes about being a plain woman.
         She was immensely competitive where her writing went—she indisputably wanted to make
         a big mark with her work. But as far as looks went, she was one of the least competitive,
         least jealous women I’ve ever known. She adored gorgeous women, in fact, and she loved
         how beautiful, powerful, and charming women can sometimes be. During one of our conversations
         Pauline was rhapsodizing about how beautiful women’s bodies can be. She said that
         she found the stretch from the breasts to just below the waist particularly “lyrical,”
         and said that she loved watching that part of women’s bodies at dance performances.
         “And when you don’t have it anymore yourself,” she said, “you miss it.”
      

      
      Her appreciation of women’s beauty and power led some readers to wonder if Pauline
         was a lesbian. Not as far as I (or anyone else I knew who knew her) could tell. Pauline
         had a lusty appreciation of life but she didn’t lust specifically after gorgeous women;
         she just thought they (and their gorgeousness) were great. She’d tell a story about
         how, during her years on the radio in Berkeley, men would call her up and ask her
         out on dates. She knew they’d been excited and inspired by her radio persona, and
         she’d ask them what they thought she looked like. Invariably they’d launch into erotic
         reveries about how she must be a tall, curvy dominatrix. Pauline chuckled as she told
         about how she’d straighten them out about what she really looked like and would then
         see if they still wanted to date her. 
      

      
      (3) Best not to think of Pauline as someone who made a lot of sense. There was little
         that Pauline disliked more than hearing her writing described as feminine. There’s
         a famous video clip where she snaps at some guy for saying that her writing was (horrors!)
         “impressionistic.” As big a fan of Pauline’s as I was, I always thought that Pauline’s
         adamancy on this point was pretty funny. Where Pauline saw herself as writing tightly
         reasoned, logical pieces, I saw her as someone who was strongly moved by emotions,
         and who was mainly motivated by instinctive likes and dislikes. She made a lot of
         great points, of course, but her reasoned-seeming cases were mainly in support of
         gut-level preferences and aversions.
      

      
      Pauline had one of the most high-powered brains I’ve ever encountered, and as a youngster,
         before the arts got to her, she’d studied philosophy and had considered becoming a
         law professor; I never saw her meet her match in debate. But she was mainly driven
         by feelings, pleasures, and dislikes. If you could get on board her emotional wavelength,
         then as a reader and/or a friend you might well be along for quite an exciting ride.
         But if you couldn’t find her wavelength, her pieces and her in-person discussions
         and jokes could look like overheated, overwrought nonsense.
      

      
      All that said, I remember a moment when Pauline was in the midst of reading Richard
         Schickel on Brando and was moaning a bit about Schickel’s treatment of her enthusiasm
         for Brando. “It’s so implicitly sexist,” Pauline said, “that if I liked Brando’s work
         it was because I was hot for him sexually. Nobody seems to want to take on arguments
         or reactions; they seem to feel there must be something personal about it.” I asked
         her if she didn’t in fact have a thing for Brando. “Not really,” she answered. “I
         find him incredibly beautiful to watch and I love his acting, but he never really
         entered my fantasy life.” She laughed—in her marveling-at-it-while-laughing-about-it
         way—and told me about how Schickel made fun of her for her enthusiasm for Last Tango in Paris . . . “and then he goes on to say that he thinks the movie is pretty good!” She didn’t
         understand why people objected to the way she compared the movie to Stravinsky’s “The
         Rite of Spring.” “Have they heard the piece?” she asked. “It’s about sex. Why do they object to anything being compared
         to it? There’s a critical point implicit in the comparison—and that’s why I made the
         comparison.”
      

      
      (4) Consistency was not one of her defining characteristics. One flagrant example
         of her lack of consistency had to do with the question of popular fiction. Though
         in her own writing she often made a case for the potential greatness of popular movies,
         and though she enjoyed a lot of popular music, Pauline had less than zero interest
         in popular book-fiction. I’d maintain to her that the same arguments she made for
         popular movies could be made for popular fiction. If she could be deterred from testily
         changing the subject, she’d respond by saying that she’d read her share of popular
         fiction as a youngster and that she’d grown out of it and moved on. The fact was,
         as far as I could tell, that she simply preferred reading Philip Roth (God almighty,
         did she ever like reading Philip Roth), Alice Munro, and other literary writers to
         reading the work of popular fiction authors, even the best of them. 
      

      
      Pauline was sometimes seen as uncritically promoting her favorites and unsympathetically
         panning those she didn’t like. That seems to me unfair—somewhat unfair, that is. Pauline
         had her favorites, god knows—Altman, Peckinpah, Brando—but she panned a lot of their
         work too. And she praised work by people she had no personal feeling for. She unquestionably
         made efforts to be fair. But I find it hard to deny that she praised and panned her
         favorites in a different way than she panned or praised work by people she had no
         personal affection for. For all her reasoning powers and her prowess at argumentation,
         the subjective and emotional element of her writing swept all—or nearly all—before
         it.
      

      
      (5) Don’t worry about whether she was a radical or a feminist. One objection that
         got made to Pauline was that she wasn’t sufficiently edgy or avant-garde. People who
         felt themselves to be radicals would sometimes scorn her for being downright middlebrow.
         It’s certainly true that Pauline was generally more interested in movies that might
         reach a large audience; it’s also true that she was determined to have a writing career
         that would support her—and the New Yorker wasn’t about to pay her to review short, experimental videos with one-day runs at
         Anthology Film Archives. (Little-known fact: Pauline had to get William Shawn’s okay
         about which movies she’d cover in her column.) But she in fact saw a lot of avant-garde
         and obscure movies. Pauline spent a few days every year watching avant-garde short
         films for the Carnegie Foundation; she wrote beautifully about Godard, Antonioni,
         Rosi, the Tavianis, Wenders, Marker, and Duras. If she was regularly on the phone
         with Robert Towne and Barbra Streisand, she also helped line up grants for Manny Farber
         and Stan Brakhage. 
      

      
      And it wasn’t just movies she kept up with. She avidly attended Andrei Serban productions
         at La Mama. (She felt that Serban’s main actress, Priscilla Smith, was a genuine great.)
         She’d known the composers Lou Harrison and Samuel Barber; she read volumes of strange
         poetry by oddball acquaintances. Several of her closest friends were art critics,
         and she used their tips to keep up with art shows. Among her lifelong friends were
         the San Francisco poet Robert Duncan and the painter (and Duncan’s partner) Jess,
         more avant-garde than whom it’s really hard to get. In person, Pauline’s familiarity
         with a wide range of culture was impressive, and she had much more patience with creative,
         marginal oddballs than I do (and I say that as someone who often likes creative, marginal
         oddballs). If the person so described is really “middlebrow,” then I don’t know what
         the rest of us qualify as. 
      

      
      Pauline was a woman who had big drive to work and achieve in the world, but, much
         as she was sometimes attacked by radicals, she was often put down by feminists. I’d
         ask her about this. Pauline’s explanation: “Women like me show that you don’t have
         to be a victim, and the feminists want everyone to believe that women can’t help but
         be victims.” I don’t know how well she’d ever have done with feminists, though, given
         her fondness for men and her lusty approach to life generally. During the “no means
         no” years, when academic feminists were obsessed with the importance of sexual consent,
         Pauline once made a face and said to me, “What about those women who want to get drunk and be forced into sex? The feminists aren’t taking them into account, are they?” If Pauline were writing today, with political correctness
         having become the water we all swim in, the true believers would be clamoring for
         the New Yorker to fire her.
      

      
      (6) It may be best not to think of Pauline as an intellectual. Knowing Pauline forced
         me to wrestle with the question, “What’s an intellectual?” Here Pauline was, a respected
         critic, brainy as hell, a major force in American culture. If she wasn’t an intellectual,
         then who was? Yet often I found myself reflecting about Pauline: “She’s discussed
         as this intellectual, but she isn’t like any other intellectual I’ve ever known.”
      

      
      For me, an “intellectual” isn’t just “someone with smarts,” or even someone with a
         powerful interest in culture and ideas. Instead an intellectual is someone who has
         a particular kind of temperament. An intellectual is someone who primarily processes
         things in the brain, and who is drawn to creating models and theories. You’re a bit
         nerdy; you’re a bit of a prof.
      

      
      Pauline was none of these things. She may have had books and magazines everywhere
         around her house and office, she may have given every issue of the New York Review of Books and Partisan Review close scrutiny, but temperamentally, she had almost nothing in common with the usual
         egghead. She disliked theorizing, and she always refused to turn her approach to movies
         into a theory, something that bothered many film intellectuals to no end. And, as
         far as models went, her preference wasn’t to build them, but to drop bombs on them.
         Another puzzler: despite her anti-theoretical temperament, Pauline went out of her
         way to champion the very intellectual film criticism of Paul Coates, who wrote a slim,
         difficult book titled The Story of the Lost Reflection that she loved.
      

      
      Pauline was as much a creature of her emotions and her senses (as well as her pizzazz
         and her chutzpah) as she was of her intellect. Her beautiful Victorian house was a
         relaxed, easygoing, spare, and head-clearing mélange of colors, artifacts, fresh air,
         food, flowers, and fabrics. She went to films as many people go to farmers markets—testing,
         tasting, whimpering, experiencing attractions and aversions. 
      

      
      (7) Although her dissidence was frequently internalized, Pauline always remained a
         leftie. I once asked her about Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, who I’d never read. Was he
         any good? She let out a moan. “Oh, no, no. He’s just awful. When he writes factual
         things about the camps you can’t object much or find much fault, but any time he makes
         a speech or says anything political it’s just horrible. Arlene Croce, who’s the most
         reactionary person I know, every now and then sends me a clipping or a transcript
         of a speech or a statement he’s made, and she expects me to be impressed by it—she
         thinks it’s wonderful. And I’m just appalled. But Arlene’s a black-hearted reactionary—no,
         not black-hearted, but in some naive way her politics links up with her idealization
         of ballet.” Pauline and Arlene were good friends, by the way.
      

      
      (8) Pauline was also, it can’t be stressed enough, an extrovert. This is something
         rather few writers, let alone intellectuals, are. Most are fond of being by themselves
         and aren’t at their best in or before a crowd. Pauline was a born ringleader, someone
         who loved bustle and people, and who adored getting out in front of an audience. She
         thrived on the outside world. Some (though certainly not all) of the people she kept
         closest to her—Polly and me, Roy Blount, Toback—were extroverts, or at least semi-extroverts,
         too. She loved hosting parties, dinners, and gatherings. She’d been quite the prima
         donna in her Berkeley/San Francisco days, and—although she’d given up booze and cigarettes
         by the time I knew her—she still loved presiding and performing. She loved hosting
         rap sessions, and she loved little more than playing the role of queen bee of the
         rap session.
      

      
      Only a few intellectuals, and perhaps even fewer writers, are like that, in my experience.
         This helps explain why so many intellectuals disdained her and so many introverts
         resented her. She simply wasn’t one of them. 
      

      
      (9) Best not to think of Pauline as a film critic, let alone a film geek. Though Pauline
         wrote criticism, and though when pressed she could do a great job of it, as a person
         she had little in common with the usual critic type. I’ve known more critics than
         the average person, and—if I can be allowed to generalize—they tend to be a peculiar
         subset of humanity. They’re even a peculiar subspecies of arts fan. The more serious,
         devoted critics can be quite unpleasant. They’re judgmental, petty, and picky—they’re
         critics, you know? Criticizing is what they do. How much do you really like being among people
         whose main mode of self-expression is criticism? They can also be very ambitious and
         territorial. They tend to feel that their pickiness and negativity are positive contributions,
         and (strangely enough) they want to be loved for them. 
      

      
      Pauline knew that her role as a reviewer required her to champion and pan movies,
         and she’d hit you hard with her preferences and dislikes. She had a virtuosically
         discerning mind and set of senses. But despite her vehemence, pickiness and judgmentalness
         weren’t central to her character. Geekery wasn’t central to her character either.
         She was hyperknowledgeable about movies and movie history; she owned a big library
         of film books; she had run an art house theater; there were old film posters on many
         of the walls of her house. She had friends in the film world; she had seen many thousands
         of movies, and she was making a living as a film critic/movie reviewer. But she had
         as little in common with everyday film geeks as she did with the typical intellectual
         or critic. She wasn’t endlessly fascinated by trivia and lore, for example. She didn’t
         collect much of anything film-related; and, above all, she hated making lists, whether
         of favorites or least-favorites.
      

      
       It comes as a surprise to many to learn that Pauline didn’t relax by watching movies.
         During her New York City visits she took in loads of new movies. While in the city
         and on the job she was always on the quest for something to recommend or, if she ran
         across no such thing, something she could at least wring a juicy column out of. But
         when she was at home, she mainly relaxed with food, family, friends, music, books,
         and magazines. Oh, and the news. She kept CNN on for much of the day; she was one
         of the biggest news junkies I’ve ever known. But where relaxing with culture goes,
         she was far more of a books, magazines, and music person than she was a movie-watcher.
         She was amazed and amused when she encountered people whose idea of a good time was
         to root around in old trash movies, for example. There were a hundred other things
         she’d rather do with her spare time.
      

      
      It’s true that she only rarely watched a movie more than once. She had an amazing
         memory for movies she’d watched decades before, and when she saw a new movie, she
         reacted fully to it and filled up an entire reporter’s notebook with scribbles about
         it. She was set. Things I didn’t pick up on and dots I didn’t connect until I watched
         a movie a second or a third time were perfectly apparent to her right off the bat.
         I was with her once when she did watch a movie for a second time: Last Tango in Paris, which had just come out on DVD. After watching it again she told me that, having
         gone so far out on a limb on its behalf back in 1972, she had turned the film on with
         some apprehension. “But I think it holds up,” she said. She agreed, though, that its
         power was diminished by being viewed on a small screen. 
      

      
      On Rejecting Kael’s Example

      
      Just how did Pauline transform my life and ambitions? I spent my working years at
         Newsweek magazine, and my situation there was always a point of contention between Pauline
         and me. It was a real tug of war. Pauline wanted me to strive to get ahead; I was
         far more interested in how I could lessen my job’s burdens and get more benefits out
         of my employer. Being in touch with Pauline was a big part of my life at Newsweek. I spent a lot of my work hours on the phone with her; sometimes I’d use Newsweek’s research facilities to help her with a research question, or I’d photocopy off
         old articles she was hoping to read and send them to her.
      

      
      At Newsweek I peaked as an arts reporter, spending fifteen years pitching story ideas, helping
         out with other people’s stories, and writing pieces of my own every now and then.
         It was an interesting enough job, but it was also a frustrating and exhausting one.
         One reason was my really stunning lack of success in getting ideas that interested
         me into the magazine. But the main reason I found it exhausting was that the job was
         a compromise between my slacker nature and Pauline’s ambitions. The position half-suited
         me (it was a culture/media job, and I was among bright people) but it half didn’t
         suit me at all. It was a job that really should have belonged to some ambitious eager
         beaver.
      

      
      Pauline would stare at me in disbelief (or, if we were on the phone, she’d gasp) when
         I talked about my anti-goals. At one point, very pleased with myself, I let Pauline
         know that I’d turned down a raise from the magazine in exchange for a shorter workweek.
         This to me represented a huge triumph. Pauline rolled her eyes in exasperation and
         disgust.
      

      
      The absurdity of Pauline’s ambitions for me at Newsweek reached a crescendo at one point in the late 1980s when Pauline announced to me that
         the time had come for me to inform the magazine’s higher-ups that I deserved to be
         their next arts editor. Now it was my turn to hoot. Not only did I not want such a
         position; as someone who barely qualified as a flunky at the magazine I was in no
         position to put myself forward for such a post. How unrealistic could she be?
      

      
      But I was one of Pauline’s pet projects in a variety of ways. I’d venture to her that
         maybe, in my spare time, I should become an artist; after all, I definitely had some
         interest in exploring this mysterious “creativity” thing. So Pauline urged me to take
         arts classes—writing, acting, painting, photography. I’d moan to her about having
         been raised in a rigid way. I wasn’t a total square by any means. I’d done a lot of
         drugs, and on evenings when I wasn’t out with Pauline and her crowd I was usually
         out with another gang of friends, exploring downtown’s punk rock scene. But I felt
         I had a lot of freeing-up that I still needed to do. So Pauline urged me to get out
         and sleep with a lot of women. Coincidentally enough, I often wound up dating spunky,
         earthy, smart Jewish women, women who, in temperament and appeal, weren’t entirely
         unlike Pauline. Hmmmm.
      

      
      She and I talked a lot about sex. She was thirty-five years older than I, and there
         was no sexual tension whatsoever between us, but she loved playing the wicked and
         naughty coach and I loved goading her along and hearing what she had to say. At one
         point she told me about male friends of hers who had developed techniques that enabled
         them to stay hard despite having had an orgasm. She seemed to think this was key to
         being a good lover. At another point, triggered off by a Spike Lee movie we’d seen,
         she recalled having had a black man as a lover. “He was so gorgeous to look at!” Pauline
         recalled. She confessed that during her year with the guy she had the feeling that
         other black men she would run into could tell she was involved with a black guy. “Were
         you sure that wasn’t just your own feeling?” I asked. “No, I was pretty sure they
         knew,” she laughed in delight. “It was creepy. And I got to like it, in a creepy way.”
         At another point I told Pauline that I’d caught myself saying the same thing to one
         woman that I’d said to an earlier girlfriend. “Oh, you’re developing a line,” said
         Pauline. “But what was weird was that I meant what I was saying, even though I was
         saying it for a second time,” I protested. “What makes you think that men who have
         a line don’t mean it when they use it?” said Pauline.
      

      
       Despite the worldly and experienced airs that she liked to put on where sex went,
         during the years I knew her Pauline didn’t seem to have any sex partners at all. She
         was apparently done with that part of her life; her current life was devoted to making
         her mark as a writer. The number of lovers that she’d tell stories about from her
         past was surprisingly small too. I’m quite sure that the numbers I racked during the
         years when she was urging me to get some sexual experience dwarfed her own lifetime
         total. 
      

      
      When my energies for these activities would flag, Pauline saw an opening and moved
         in: Why wasn’t I writing freelance cultural criticism? Feeling a little pumped, I’d
         write and send out essays and reviews. I wound up publishing a lot of freelance writing,
         and even doing some regular reviewing. Pauline was thrilled, but I didn’t like reviewing
         much. Although seeing my name in print was a genuine, if small, kick, I didn’t adore
         keeping up with new movies, I had trouble persuading myself (let alone anyone else)
         that my opinions about them were terribly important, and giving my precious spare
         time and energy over to writing movie-review columns for minute paychecks left me
         feeling very blue.
      

      
      So over time a pattern developed. With Pauline’s urging, I’d write a few pieces, I’d
         peddle them around, I’d land some assignments . . . and within a few months I’d feel
         like an ass, and I’d quit. The two of us lived through this cycle numerous times.
         Pauline found my aversion to pushing myself on the world and “making something” of
         myself beyond perverse, and she started teasing me about being “Bartleby the Scrivener”—a
         reference to the Melville story about a scrivener whose response to most worldly demands
         and opportunities was “I would prefer not to.” (Pauline adored Melville almost as
         much as she adored Henry James.) “I don’t mind what you’re going through as long as
         you get through it,” she said to me at one point. “I’m willing to give you a couple
         of years.”
      

      
      For many of my years with Pauline her circle of friends was one of my circles of friends
         too. At first I was thrilled to be part of Pauline’s world. There was a witty, Algonquin
         Round Table side to her crowd. There really was: these were smart, eccentric, snappy
         people, fizzing over with quips, observations, and outrageousness. In my credulous-newcomer-to-the-world-of-culture
         years, I simply accepted these people, and gratefully. I guess this is what smart,
         creative culture people are like, I thought. Best to learn and enjoy.
      

      
       Over time, though, I came to mistrust many of the people in Pauline’s orbit. Some
         of the regulars, as well as some of the people who passed through, were dark, troubled,
         neurotic, guilty, and needy personalities. Things could get downright Dostoyevskian,
         in fact. Deceits, projections, collapses, resentments, back-stabbings, and extreme
         levels of hot-headedness weren’t in short supply. Some of the people in Pauline’s
         circle were terrific. But some were smooth, calculating opportunists, and others were
         wormy misfits, genuine underground people, some of whom struck me as borderline crazy,
         and a few of whom struck me as completely crazy. The competition for Pauline’s attention
         and approval (and help) at gatherings could be overwhelming. “Why you and not me?”
         was the subtext behind too many of the bon mots her disciples flung about at meals.
      

      
      Where did this side of Pauline come from? These were people she chose to surround
         herself with, after all; the general atmosphere in the room was mostly of her own
         creation. Part of the explanation, it seems to me, was Pauline’s romanticism about
         the arts. In her mind, creativity, talent, and craziness were related; when she liked
         something, one thing she was prone to say was, “It has a wonderful craziness to it.”
         That was her way of saying “Thumbs up!” Uptight propriety and good manners were understood
         to be the enemy of creativity, so craziness needed to be tolerated, and maybe even
         encouraged. Outsiders and underground people, people desperate to make an impact (and
         maybe wreak some revenge) on a society that treated them cruelly—this was where real
         brains and creativity were to be found.
      

      
      But there had to be other explanations for this Dostoyevsky/Kafka side to her circle.
         Pauline, it has to be said, had a weakness for people with no boundaries: incomplete,
         symbiotic-relationship, “All About Eve”/“Single White Female”–type people who seldom
         wished each other (let alone anyone else) well. Their deviousness had the urgency
         of some primal survival instinct. Many of them clearly had grown up feeling like losers,
         and many had clearly taken Pauline’s ideas and aesthetics and inflated them into Superman
         fantasies for themselves. 
      

      
      What on earth were they ambitious for? Given how few positions as film critics were
         available in the real world, one had to wonder if practical considerations had anything
         at all to do with their fanaticism. So what did knowing Pauline symbolize to them?
         My guess: They felt that Pauline represented their one chance in life to come to anything
         at all, and so winning and holding Pauline’s attention was a matter of life or death
         to them.
      

      
      And what did Pauline get out of knowing them? To Pauline these were all smart and
         gifted people. But there are smart and gifted people in the world who aren’t nutty
         and unstable. Did surrounding herself with the crowd she did enable Pauline to externalize
         aspects of herself and thereby get hold of her own energies?
      

      
      There were some exceptions to my generalizations: Roy Blount Jr. and Steve Vineberg,
         for example, are big-hearted and gifted people who are givers, not takers. But if
         you didn’t thrive on this kind of company—if you, say, disliked untrustworthy and
         competitive people, and if you didn’t like having your soul and energies be chewed
         up by other people’s craziness—then you had no choice but to push many of these people
         away.
      

      
      Starting in the mid-1980s, my interests began to drift away from movies. I’d loved
         the movie world of the 1960s and 1970s, but movies, as the 1980s passed by, grabbed
         me less and less. Unlike many culture people, especially those my age and older, I
         understood digital technology, and I was able to see the implications of the technology
         for culture generally. A digital wave was coming that was going to do to the traditional
         media what water does to sugar cubes, and this development struck me as far more important
         than the new novels and new movies, let alone the silly trends, that most culture-news
         outlets and reviewers covered. But when I showed computers to Pauline and tried to
         talk to her about their implications for culture, she stared at me blankly. She wasn’t
         impolite; but she had no real interest. 
      

      
      As I found my own path, I wandered further and further from doctrinaire Pauline-ness.
         My college-era amateur interest in evolutionary biology and paleoanthropology flowered
         into a conviction that science would prove to be the only counterweight to political
         correctness and egalitarianism. I held my nose and explored the history and theory
         of classicism (partly because Pauline was such an anti-classicist) and wound up feeling
         that the classicists made a lot of excellent, as well as hard-to-dispute, points;
         and the vision of American culture generally put forward by the black intellectuals
         Albert Murray and Ralph Ellison rang far more true to me than did the Pauline (or
         Leslie Fiedler or Norman Mailer) vision. 
      

      
      I also started to notice how often, in the accounts of Northeastern media intellectuals,
         my own people—small-town Republicans—played the role of demons, and I wasn’t thrilled
         about that. When I’d make the case to Pauline that, although horizons could certainly
         be a little narrow in the heartland, the people I grew up with were often genuinely
         sweet, as well as trustworthy in ways that urban leftists could seldom appreciate,
         she’d give me a withering look. Farm-girl and Westerner though she was, and as willing
         as she was to be charmed by the populist rural comedies of early Jonathan Demme and
         the Midwest-set bicycle-racing comedy-drama Breaking Away (the films that reminded me most of my own upbringing), Pauline, nonetheless, had
         a mind that was furnished with a preset cast of good guys and bad guys, and she didn’t
         want that lineup to be questioned too terribly often.
      

      
      Where writing went, Pauline could be brilliant, but where conducting a life or running
         a career went, she could hand out a lot of seriously bad advice. She felt, when in
         doubt, write a critical piece. Her writing, her creativity, and her life had come
         together when she started doing criticism. Therefore, yours should too. Pauline was
         as sweetly enthusiastic as could be about my occasional attempts at writing. Though
         her real hopes—as in “professional career” hopes—were invested in David Edelstein,
         Terrence Rafferty, James Wolcott, and Elvis Mitchell, she saw me as an intriguing,
         oddball case. I might not want to review; I might not even want to get my thoughts
         out there on a regular basis. But I was thoughtful, and I often had fresh and unexpected
         things to contribute. 
      

      
      I submitted completely to Pauline’s way of proceeding only once, pulling together
         a long look at the career of Robert Altman on the occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary
         of the release of Nashville. I wrote the piece as a kind of experiment in submitting to Pauline totally, in fact.
         It’s my piece: the words, the reactions, the rhythms, the voice and style, the thoughts,
         the jokes, and the observations are all mine. But the piece’s scale, ambition, and
         oomph all came from Pauline. 
      

      
      It turned out very well. Salon magazine ran it as a cover story, and it generated a lot of favorable notice and comment.
         People to this day, more than a decade after it was published, volunteer to me how
         much they liked it. It made more of an impact than any other single piece I’ve ever
         published professionally, and I’m certainly very proud of it. The piece was nothing
         if not a vindication of Pauline’s approach and energies. 
      

      
      But, that said, pulling that piece together was a miserable experience for me. Working
         in Pauline’s super-focused, hyper-intense, swinging-for-the-bleachers way—expressing,
         pushing, revising, bearing down, layering, then doing it all over again—didn’t suit
         me at all. An approach that brought out all her juiciness went totally against my
         nature and left me feeling pulverized. The piece’s success left Pauline genuinely
         thrilled for me, and god knows I enjoyed my tiny moment in the sun. But neither of
         us tried to initiate or realize such a project again. 
      

      
      Kael: The Critic as Jewish Immigrant/Outsider to American Culture

      
      Before elaborating more helpful ways of thinking about Pauline, I’ve neglected something
         very basic: Pauline made very little sense unless you know Jews, and unless you appreciate
         American-Jewish culture. This is so key to understanding who Pauline was, what she
         accomplished, and what she was like that I’ve long been amazed that so little has
         been made of it. It’s useful in understanding her place in American cultural life,
         for one thing. Doesn’t she deserve to be seen as part of that huge, dynamic wave of
         Jewish talents—Leslie Fiedler, Norman Mailer, Philip Roth, Harry Levin, Cynthia Ozick,
         Lionel Trilling, Henry Roth, Paul Goodman, Saul Bellow, Irving Howe, Norman Podhoretz,
         Harold Bloom, Ayn Rand, and so many others—who, in the mid-twentieth century, swept
         through and transformed American universities, magazines, publishing houses, arts
         institutions, and more? Many of them were, as personalities, intense and ecstatic
         prophet/visionary types. They weren’t short on ambition either: “making it” was something
         Pauline wanted to do too. 
      

      
      It’s also useful for understanding Pauline as a person. Pauline was as secular as
         could be, and she had far too much refinement to fit any of my crude stereotypes.
         But in her personality she combined conventional Jewish characteristics in generous
         ratios. Let me list some nouns that could easily be applied to her: lustiness, brains,
         earthiness, drive, humor, brashness, devotion to charity and culture, reverence for
         intellectuality. Is this particular set of descriptors often applied to the most inhibited,
         repressive, American WASPs? Not in my experience.
      

      
      Here are some more of Pauline’s “leading” characteristics: Pauline had some of the
         kindly Jewish grandma to her, and some of the kvelling, pushy, guilt-tripping Jewish mother too. Her opinions, her ideas, and her feelings
         didn’t just matter a lot; the entire world really needed to know about them. Pauline
         was, furthermore, very much of the “I need to be part of the club that won’t have
         me” generation and crowd. She wasn’t very materialistic but she had a huge drive to
         be a success, and an even more massive one to take her work to a high level. She obsessively
         craved playing with the big boys. Imagine what you want about her feelings about her
         father, and about her relations to and praise for certain big-time directors, by the
         way. The “alpha” thing definitely meant a lot to her. This is one topic on which I
         think it’s perfectly valid to get psychological and analytical about her. 
      

      
       Two of the personalities I was often reminded of when I was with Pauline were Don
         Rickles and Bette Midler. I don’t think it’s off-base to think of Pauline as being,
         in part, an aggressive insult comic. It’s simply a fact that she was often abrasive
         and blunt. She could really dish it out. (She could usually take it too, though there
         were times when she proved to be surprisingly thin-skinned.) I wasn’t by any means
         the only person to pick up the phone after having sent Pauline something I’d done
         only to be startled by Pauline’s voice saying, “It’s shit, honey.” You grew to like
         this kind of cheekiness, maybe even to be a little thrilled by it; if you didn’t develop
         a taste for this kind of treatment, you probably didn’t pursue a friendship with Pauline.
         Maybe what she was sharing wasn’t insensitivity; maybe it qualified instead as refreshing
         bluntness. And isn’t that stimulating? And in truth, an undercurrent of “You’re really
         talented” always accompanied the rudeness, er, bluntness. Pauline may not have thought
         much of the specific thing you’d given her, but she believed in you, and she knew
         you could do better—and knowing that Pauline Kael believed in you was a very great
         thing indeed. So why weren’t you getting back to work and trying harder? 
      

      
       She liked people who could take it too. Despite the long-running notoriety of her
         supposed feud with Andrew Sarris over auteurism, Pauline, in fact, didn’t give it
         much thought. The few times she spoke about it to me, what she mainly expressed was
         surprise that Sarris wasn’t willing to make up and be buddies. They’d had a debate,
         and now it was time to go out for drinks together. It seemed peculiar to her that
         Sarris wanted nothing to do with her. Why had he taken her attack so personally?
      

      
       As for the Midler comparison: Pauline had a personality that was prone to excess
         and vehemence. In person, she didn’t sashay around and put on extravagant airs—that
         wasn’t her physical way, and she knew how to be quiet and enjoy calm times. But she
         did have an irrepressibly camp sense of humor; she did adore and indulge mockery and
         mirth, and she wasn’t short of talented, witty, dizzy, and adoring friends, many of
         them gay men, whom she enjoyed performing for, as well as entertaining. We’d often
         marvel at gay men, in fact. Pauline once said, “It’s such a good subject, gay guys
         and food. And nobody ever addresses it. It’s like gay men and art—why are they so
         drawn to it?” She sighed. “There’s so much out there in front of writers that they
         could get into but don’t.”
      

      
       Much of what Pauline said and wrote—much more of it than many people seem to realize—was
         intended to be humorous, in fact. A lot of the Pauline things that I’d hear people
         arguing over or being horrified by were things that I recognized as funny. They were
         often insightful, brilliant, and helpful things, yes—but they were funny too. The
         humor was part of her vision and temperament—part of her meaning. Take her infamous
         lines about people who voted for Nixon: “I live in a rather special world. I only
         know one person who voted for Nixon. Where they are I don’t know. They’re outside
         my ken. But sometimes when I’m in a theater I can feel them.”[1]   In this, I don’t hear the lofty disdain for Middle America that some do. Instead,
         I hear Pauline’s ruefulness, her self-amusement, her excessiveness, and her general
         attitude of “It’s a funny world.” She wasn’t putting mainstream America down; she
         was bemusedly taking note of her special circumstances in the midst of American life.
      

      
      Many of the people whom Pauline let grow close to her weren’t people who took her
         every word literally. They were, instead, people who got her humor, who chuckled at
         it, and who understood that two-thirds of what she said was intended to be funny.
         In addition to everything else she was, Pauline was a wisecracking, brassy fireball,
         and the more you let her be her precocious self—the more amused you were by Pauline
         the brilliant brat—the more likely you were to enjoy easy, fun times with her.
      

      
       She had a pronounced tendency to see and portray the moviemaking world as a matter
         of “the artists versus the businessmen.” This was a theme that turned up over and
         over again in her writing and her conversation. Once I outgrew some of my youthful
         gullibility, I began scratching my head over this. All respect paid to the way artists
         and businesspeople in the movie business often do drive each other nuts, still . .
         . to me, the movie world appears to be a money-, ego-, and sex-driven entertainment
         industry. Aren’t the businesspeople and the artists both, like it or not, basically
         in the same boat, and sometimes, the same people? I didn’t investigate this confusion
         in Pauline’s thinking until a shrink— Jewish—who I was seeing explained to me that
         in Jewish families there’s often a fierce rivalry between the businessperson child
         (the money- and materialism-oriented kid) and the artist or rabbi child (i.e., the
         less practical, more ideas- and culture-driven kid). Pauline’s theme about the movie
         business was, in other words, a projection of common Jewish family dynamics.
      

      
       Pauline’s personality and soul burned with a red-hot, near-mystical fervor. I find
         Stanley Rothman and S. Robert Lichter’s book, Roots of Radicalism: Jews, Christians, and the Left, very helpful in understanding this aspect of Pauline’s character.[2]   The basic fact Rothman and Lichter observe is how many of America’s twentieth-century
         radicals were Jewish immigrants or the children or grandchildren of Jewish immigrants;
         and one of their main ideas was that, freed in the United States to bring their talents
         and brains into the secular world, recent Jewish arrivals did so with immense, often
         Messianic, drive. In her writing, Pauline would bear down, revise, branch off, and
         intensify until she really felt she “had something.” The perceptions would glitter,
         the jokes would explode, the rhythms would become incantatory, and the words themselves
         would be boiling and exultant. A kind of visionary light would finally glow through
         her columns. In person as well, though her style wasn’t flushed and wild-eyed, Pauline
         certainly radiated charisma and fervor. She was excellent at downtime, but much of
         her life she spent in as “on” a state as any showboating vaudeville star. Given that
         she was a short, somewhat roly-poly (at least until advanced old age) grandma type,
         her charisma was unexpected. But it was also undeniable. And the Messianic side of
         her had its own momentum. Much of that wasn’t under Pauline’s control, it seemed to
         me—she was often shocked and dismayed by how seriously and personally some people
         took her. But she was definitely a galvanizer, and she certainly took it as part of
         the natural order of things that she should be the center of the action. 
      

      
       Pauline had an immense gusto for work. Many reviewers I’ve known have loved their
         jobs. That said, after they’re done watching new movies, they generally write up their
         reactions and thoughts in a matter of a few hours. Pauline, by contrast, spent days on her columns. She’d get a good first draft down in an afternoon or so—one that
         any normal reviewer would be happy to publish—and she’d then spend three or four full
         days reworking it. I accompanied her through this process many times, listening to
         first drafts over the phone and then sitting by her side in her office going through
         revisions with her. The hard, churning, passionate energy she devoted to her columns
         helps account for their excitement as well as their textured density. She’d bear down,
         rip apart, fuse back together, rewrite, then do it all over again. She wanted her
         work to read fast and sound conversational but to have layer after layer of meaning,
         humor, and feeling going on beneath the surface, and she wasn’t going to quit until
         the column was achieving that effect. She worked harder on her writing than any reviewer
         I’ve ever met, and she loved every minute of it.
      

      
       She was generous. She picked up a lot of checks; she gave a lot of her harder-off
         friends and acquaintances loans, and she didn’t bug them if they conveniently forgot
         that they owed her. She had a soft spot for nonprofits, charities, and good causes.
         She’d even grant interviews to magazines based on whether she liked them and thought
         they could use a little help. She knew that her name was an attraction and that an
         interview with her would attract some notice and some new readers, so why not use
         that to help out? Her concern wasn’t with promoting herself so much as with helping
         out worthy people. 
      

      
      She was an enthusiastic networker and gossip. This to me helps explain some people’s
         conviction that Pauline was forever trying to populate the film-criticism world with
         clones. (She wasn’t.) Because she was a famous, influential writer with many friends
         and acquaintances throughout the writing, filmmaking, and publishing worlds, it wasn’t
         uncommon for editors, when they had jobs to fill, to ring her up and ask her for recommendations.
         I was with her in her New Yorker office when several of those calls came in. She didn’t back away from urging her
         favorites on these editors—why would she? And she certainly made her suggestions in
         a Pauline-ish, which is to say, fervent, way. But she had precisely zero control over
         what these editors made of her suggestions. She made her suggestions, she hung up
         the phone, and she got back to reworking and intensifying her column. Pauline herself
         had had a hard time getting started as a writer, and she wanted to make things a little
         easier, if she could, for younger people whose talents she respected. 
      

      
      Performance Habits of a Bad Girl: A Creatively Driven, Egalitarian, California Farm
         Girl at the Close of the Print Publishing Era
      

      
      For the record, some things need to be said about Pauline in a constructive way that
         could help people who didn’t know her get a reasonably accurate picture of her. 
      

      
      She was someone who came into her own when she wrote about movies. Writing about movies
         wasn’t, for her, a matter of doing film criticism in the usual, let alone the academic,
         sense—analysis, evaluation, geekery. Instead it was a platform for sharing her personality,
         and for talking about people, sex, history, politics, and art. 
      

      
      She was someone who was determined to have a career as a writer. I didn’t know Pauline
         in her early years, when she was struggling to be noticed. (She didn’t mind admitting
         that she wished she’d been able to get an earlier start.) Even so, it was clear to
         me that, as a writer, Pauline’s main drive wasn’t to express herself, or to have fun,
         or to contribute to the culture. These were all big, genuine drives in her—it’s true.
         But her major drive was to be a writer, and to get herself paid for her writing. Pauline
         very badly wanted to have a career as a writer. That was another way she resembled
         and identified with the directors she championed—she was going to make a career happen
         or die trying.
      

      
      Nonetheless, Pauline wasn’t remotely socially ambitious—she was a California farm
         girl, and was one of the most egalitarian people I’ve ever known. She didn’t like
         (and, as far as I could tell, wasn’t very good at) playing office politics, and her
         material demands were very modest. For all her drive and competitiveness, once she
         had an ongoing gig that suited her and paid her reasonably well, she was completely
         content to work hard and enjoy life.
      

      
      Despite her own lust for the big time, she was very appreciative of small-scale, noncommercial
         creativity—local art shows and community theaters, self-published chapbooks of poetry,
         amateur musical quartets. She was appreciative and generous in her reactions to this
         kind of work, and she was well aware of how big a role love, curiosity, and rapture
         play in the life of culture and ideas. But if you were in her orbit, she was a force
         that wanted you to push yourself on the world in exchange for decent remuneration.
         
      

      
      Pauline was a bad girl. I know that some people think Pauline had an obsession with
         (and a vendetta against) Meryl Streep, but in my experience Pauline didn’t give Meryl
         Streep all that much thought. Streep was out there a lot, performing in a lot of much-noticed
         and highly praised movies, and Pauline felt Streep needed to be dealt with. But Pauline
         was covering Streep’s work out of journalistic duty, not out of obsession. The dynamic
         that was at work in Pauline’s discussions of Streep wasn’t pretty girl/plain girl; it was
         respectful good girl/irreverent bad girl. Pauline didn’t dislike most of Streep’s
         performances because Streep was a beautiful blonde; she disliked Streep’s performances
         because they struck her as bloodless and fussy, and Pauline—who generally responded
         to wildness, soulfulness, messiness, and fire—didn’t like bloodless and fussy performers.
         I recall Pauline talking about having enjoyed Streep on stage when Streep was a spirited
         young actress, but Streep as a movie star seldom displayed any of the qualities Pauline
         valued.
      

      
      It was fascinating to me that, despite feeling like an outsider herself, and despite
         having a lot of Midler and Rickles in her own personality, Pauline didn’t have many
         complexes vis à vis WASPs. She liked me, she liked Polly (a tall, blonde Pasadenan),
         she was completely besotted with Sam Peckinpah, she was very close to some white southerners
         (Roy Blount Jr. and William Price Fox, especially), and she wrote appreciatively and
         beautifully about performers like Katharine Hepburn and Cary Grant. Despite this,
         Pauline had almost no understanding of what it’s like to have an emotionally reserved
         temperament. Like many expressive people, she couldn’t help thinking that “reserved”
         equals “repressed,” and that repression was always and everywhere the enemy. 
      

      
      The one case where I thought she wasn’t being honest about her feelings wasn’t Meryl
         Streep; it was Clint Eastwood. The vehemence of Pauline’s attacks on Eastwood struck
         me as plain weird. I’d needle Pauline about her feelings about Eastwood, and she’d
         smile, take the teasing, and talk wistfully about how good-looking Eastwood had been
         as a young man. I eventually came to understand that there was something about Eastwood’s
         combination of inexpressiveness, traditional masculinity, and handsomeness that turned
         Pauline on. For some reason, while she was nearly always frank about her passions,
         she couldn’t find it in herself to admit that Clint Eastwood stirred her libido. Peckinpah
         fit into her this-turns-me-on-and-that-doesn’t-turn-me-on framework—he was an embittered,
         extravagant, self-destructive romantic. But Eastwood was so self-contained as to be
         wooden. The fact that he got to her anyway just didn’t compute. So she assailed him
         instead.
      

      
      But the bad-girl thing was a strong and consistent theme in her life. It seems to
         me best to understand the famous 1980 episode when Renata Adler attacked Pauline in
         the pages of the New York Review of Books as a clash between a good Jewish girl and a bad Jewish girl. (Adler on Pauline’s
         then-current collection: “jarringly, piece by piece, line by line, and without interruption,
         worthless.”)[3] Pauline was irrepressibly irreverent and informal. If she wasn’t the only writer
         at the New Yorker to call William Shawn “Bill,” she was one of the few. She enjoyed bargaining with
         “Bill” about how many obscenities she’d get to use in her column, and she could seldom
         resist seeing how far she could push him. She enjoyed playing the role of populist,
         shit-kicking Westerner invading the hush-hush elitist Northeast faculty club that
         was the New Yorker. Adler by contrast was austere, a writer of difficult prose, a thinker of somber
         thoughts, and an upholder of Northeast intellectual proprieties. They were like sister-rivals
         for the affections of the impossibly maddening Jewish father, namely William Shawn,
         with the dutiful, studious good girl demonstrating her contempt for the sassy, jazzy
         bad girl by standing up for Daddy’s stuffy values. Once again, I’m taking note of
         Jewish family dynamics. Incidentally, for all her irreverence about, and occasional
         rage at, the New Yorker, Pauline loved being part of the New Yorker team. She was a regular speaker at events the New Yorker organized for advertisers, and in her cabinets at home she kept a collection of New Yorker tumblers. Even in retirement she wrote notes on New Yorker notepaper and mailed them in New Yorker envelopes. 
      

      
      Pauline was a performer. Despite her impressive mental horsepower, despite her written
         body of work, and despite her reputation as an ideas person, as a character type Pauline
         was far more of a performer than an intellectual. She could do literary things well,
         and she has won her place in American literary history. But you’ll have a much more
         accurate impression of what she was like as a person if you picture her as the snappy,
         wisecracking comedian in your college’s theater crowd than you will if you try to
         imagine her as the school’s premiere sober, bookish intellectual. 
      

      
      I don’t believe Pauline would have written at all if she didn’t think she was going
         to connect with an audience. She didn’t keep journals; she didn’t do any private writing. Writing for her was a way of getting up in front of audiences, or
         it was nothing at all. While most everyday people (me included) dread finding themselves
         in front of a crowd, real performers are most themselves in front of an audience.
         (I never saw Pauline have a bit of stage fright.) Though she had massive writing skills
         and talents, and was determined to make it as a writer, I think Pauline would have
         been just as happy being a TV or radio personality. 
      

      
      Pauline wasn’t the actress type—she wasn’t much good at putting herself in other people’s
         shoes. She had more in common with other kinds of performers, the big-personality
         types: opera singers, standup comics, musical-comedy people. She was a hyper-vivid,
         colorful, theatrical personality that happened to come with a huge brain attached
         to it.
      

      
      Performers, theater, and showbiz people often understood Pauline better than writers
         and intellectuals did. They took her as one of them. And she understood performers.
         She recognized their courage and daring, and she respected them for being out there
         on the front lines of entertainment; they’re far more visible and vulnerable than
         writers and directors are. That’s the main reason she sometimes argued that performers
         are nearly always the most important factor in a movie experience. (This was central
         to her quarrel with the auteurists.) Often the directors she responded to the most
         were excessive personalities themselves—performers in their own way. They were artists
         who foregrounded performers, and who believed that their performers were their most
         important expressive material. In her pieces, Pauline always made strong choices.
         She was always asking herself, “Why would a person want to read this?” Her reviews
         and essays are dramatic experiences in their own right, full of shock effects, arcs,
         climaxes, quiet stretches, and impact.
      

      
      Pauline was a diva, in short, with all the recklessness, the generosity, and the self-centeredness
         the word implies. In the last five years of her writing life, she was a diva who knew
         she’d done it all before. From my perspective, some of her late columns represent
         some of her best writing. But there’s no denying that the exultation of self-discovery
         and the joy of creation were no longer a big factor in her work. Pauline was trouping,
         often brilliantly, but her main drive during these years was a simple one: a desire
         to save up some money to pass along to daughter Gina and grandson Will. 
      

      
      Having done it all before was the main reason Pauline leaned on me (and, for all I
         know, a few others) as heavily as she did during this stretch. The columns Pauline
         published during her final years of writing were her columns start to finish: her
         reactions, her opinions, her observations. She was very much the old master, in magisterial
         command of her medium. But she was leaning on me more heavily than she’d leaned on
         me before. (During these years, she published some columns that she didn’t show me
         at all, but not very many.) She’d call me up—or she’d meet up with me in person—explicitly
         asking for help in making her column more lively. Though I was no longer following
         new movies regularly, when there was a movie Pauline wanted to talk over for her column
         that we hadn’t seen together, I’d sneak out of the office and attend a screening of
         it. She wanted some fresh words and some different angles that she could work with,
         and if I couldn’t come up with any that would work, maybe my reactions, words, observations,
         and opinions would trigger a few new ones in her. We talked a few times about how
         she would have been happier during this stretch as an editor. Despite her huge personality,
         she could be awfully good at setting herself aside and helping other people realize
         their own best work. She felt it was tragic that no one had the wit to ask her to
         work as an editor.
      

      
      On a personal level, during this same stretch, I finally learned to stop looking to
         Pauline for advice, and I also learned how to evade her when she’d get into one of
         her nudgey moods. I’d smile and agree with her—yup, I certainly was a strange one;
         yup, my refusal to devote my life to criticism, let alone to conquering the world
         in career terms, was certainly nothing other than perversity. Then I’d change the
         subject. 
      

      
      After she retired in 1991, and as her health started a long, slow decline—Pauline
         turned more and more to Polly and me. She trusted us, and a few others: Blount, Vineberg,
         Edelstein, and Seligman especially. I think this was mainly because we let her be
         herself—not the “Pauline Kael” of legend, but the quirky person who’d created and
         put over that larger-than-life character. 
      

      
      Pauline didn’t miss the writing. For one thing, the Parkinson’s made it impossible
         for her to get down more than a sentence or two. (Pauline always wrote by hand—she
         never learned to type.) The Parkinson’s was slowly crippling her, and she didn’t mind
         talking about it—but she never became, like so many old people, a cranky complainer.
         For another thing, she knew that she’d done her best with her writing and had given
         it her all. She’d realized her karma.
      

      
      The last ten months of Pauline’s life coincided with a cancer crisis of my own, and
         I wasn’t able to help out during her final decline as much as I’d have liked to. Polly
         instead was up in Massachusetts a lot, bouncing back and forth between my travails
         and Pauline’s. But Pauline and I stayed in touch by phone nearly as much as ever.
         Pauline didn’t have the panicky, hectic dread of dying so many people do. She was
         quite a Stoic. We wept a few times, but we also indulged in a lot of gallows humor.
         
      

      
      In early September 2001, just a few weeks before the World Trade Center towers came
         down, we picked up a phone message from Gina letting us know that Pauline had died.
         She’d been a great writer as well as quite a character. On a personal level, she introduced
         me to the woman who became my wife. She showed me how the arts and media worlds work.
         She’d demonstrated how to live a rewarding bohemian life. I’d come to Pauline out
         of admiration, full of youthful ego and foolishness, and looking for help in realizing
         myself. I wound up learning about the world, shedding some uptightness, figuring out
         how to deal with other people’s drives and ambitions, and acquiring some skills. 
      

      
      All that said, and said with an infinite amount of gratitude, Pauline’s energies and
         influence had really been something to contend with, even for as big a fan as I was
         and remain. Her single-minded, charismatic-ecstatic, larger-than-life personality
         created a huge distortion field. Her conviction that others should do as she’d done
         and that if they did it with conviction things would work out for them as they had
         worked out for her . . . her bewildering mixture of the sensitive and the insensitive,
         the domineering and the permissive . . . her drive to succeed crossed with her loving
         indulgence of fringe oddballs . . . her ambitions for herself (and for just about
         anybody she liked) mixed with her ability to relax and enjoy herself. Regardless of
         these great contradictions, she wasn’t a complicated person. Her karma here on earth
         wasn’t to make sense of these conflicts; it was to embody them, to put them out there
         in her work, her relationships, and her wisecracks, and to move forward. 
      

      
      Did all this imply a degree of narcissism? Who am I to say? Still, I’d argue that
         if Pauline was a narcissist, she was a very unusual one: a narcissist who was genuinely
         interested in other people, and who was more generous (with money, time, and emotional
         support) than most nonnarcissists are. While most of the narcissists I’ve known can
         barely tear their eyes off of their own reflections, Pauline truly didn’t like thinking
         about herself. And it was extremely easy to get Pauline to read, watch, visit, or
         listen to—to pay attention—other people’s work, from local theater productions, to
         self-published books, to tiny-budget independent movies. So maybe it makes more sense
         to discuss her as egotist rather than narcissist. Most people in show business are
         one or the other, sometimes both. How could they not be? And Pauline was, in her soul,
         a showbiz baby.
      

      
      Very soon after Pauline died, and while I was still recovering from cancer surgery,
         I ditched my job as an arts reporter at Newsweek and took a job in the magazine’s background, becoming a kind of supervising researcher/assistant
         managing editor—someone who walked around with a clipboard making sure that the magazine’s
         pieces fell into place. I was now doing mid-level grunt work; I had no connection
         to the magazine’s content any longer. For the first time in decades, I felt relatively
         free. No longer did I have to pretend to have strong opinions about subjects that
         I didn’t care about. No longer did I have to chase around after, let alone try to
         care about, what was new and hot. Finally, I had a job that I could leave behind at
         the office.
      

      
      About a year after Pauline died, with my recovery from cancer surgery going well and
         my new situation at work suiting me, I found the energy to start doing two things.
         With an old college friend I co-founded a blog, 2blowhards.com, and with my wife I began co-writing fiction. After years of accepting Pauline’s
         view of me—that I was defined and limited by a perverse determination not to succeed—I
         was more than a little surprised when the blog caught on. Over the years it racked
         up millions of page views. 
      

      
      At the same time, the fiction Polly and I co-created was enjoying success. Our plays
         were produced; a couple of them won awards. Our ongoing Sex Scenes project tickled downtown audiences at monthly shows for five years at Robin Hirsh’s
         great Cornelia Street Cafe. 
      

      
      Funnily enough, as a blogger, I became a bit of a ringleader myself. The blog not
         only attracted a big readership but also became a regular hangout for many of the
         people who stopped by it. The blog became, in fact, an ongoing party for cultural
         dissidents. Visitors to 2Blowhards regularly expressed to me some of the sentiments
         that I’d seen in letters from readers that Pauline had shown to me, and that I’d once
         shared with her myself: feelings that they’d felt they were alone in the world and/or
         semi-crazy until they ran across my writing.
      

      
      I also like giving my work away. Blogging and co-creating with Polly aren’t careers
         for me, in fact quite the opposite. They’re glorified hobbies. I feel that’s what
         writing should be, at least for me. It turns out that when my own energies are released,
         they aren’t about climbing, achieving, pushing, bearing down, or breaking in; instead
         they’re about, and they’re triggered by, being free, arbitrary, impractical, foolish,
         and silly. 
      

      
      As we advanced into the early 2000s, I was as amazed as anyone at the number of eras
         that were closing out. The era of the great mystical-rabbinical Jewish intellectual-creator
         was one. After Pauline’s death in 2001 and Mailer’s in 2007, only Roth, Bloom, and
         Ozick are still holding on; they’re all in their eighties, and none of them appear
         to be active any longer. The era of traditional print publishing, once it started
         to topple, went even more quickly. Most of the people I was once friendly with in
         book publishing have either retired or have left New York City and hung out freelance
         shingles.
      

      
      As for movies: now that adequate technology and distribution systems are in place,
         movies have very quickly evolved into what I think of as long-form digital entertainments,
         and they bounce far more off of television and advertising and other pop-media experiences
         than off of traditional film history. The era of professional film criticism and movie
         reviewing is breathing its last too. One after another, writers who had been able
         to make livings as movie reviewers are being laid off. Pauline’s genetic line came
         to an end too, when, in 2007, her grandson Will committed suicide.
      

      
      The new world of everyone-has-access, impossible-to-get-paid electronic media suits
         me very well, and god knows, the old world of print-on-paper, celluloid, and paid
         commentary had its horrors. But it produced many glories too, Pauline’s writing among
         them. Did it deserve to be so quickly done away with? Not that the opinions or evaluations
         of we culture people and culture-chat people matter in the least, of course. As we’ve
         all come to learn, our new era is one in which culture-chat can no longer match business-chat,
         science-chat, technology-chat, or finance-chat in importance or influence. 
      

      
      I was extraordinarily lucky to have been able to spend the final decades of the old-media
         world as a close friend of Pauline Kael. She may have had zero temperamental ability
         to understand a slacker-hobbyist who needed to pay some bills, but that was no fault
         of hers. Besides, her worldliness, her spirit, and her brains inspire me still. When,
         thanks to the new media, I finally was able to cut loose on my own terms, the freedom I felt, the confidence I could draw
         on, and the skills I was able to martial—nearly all of those I owe to Pauline. And
         the warmth, the ease, the loyalty, and the humor that Pauline and I were able to enjoy
         when we were just hanging out were immensely rewarding in themselves. The friendship,
         at least, was uncomplicated and wonderful. 
      

      
      Notes

      
      

      Bibliography

      
      Adler, Renata. “The Perils of Pauline.” New York Review of Books, August 14, 1980, 21.
      

      
      Kael, Pauline. “I Live in a Rather Special World.” Newsweek, February 9, 1973, 59.
      

      
      Rothman, Stanley, and Robert S. Lichter. The Roots of Radicalism: Jews, Christians, and the New Left. New York: Oxford University Press, 1982.
      

      
      
         
            1. Kael, “I Live in a Rather Special World,” 59. 

            

         

         
            2. Rothman and Lichter, Roots of Radicalism, 9–17.
               

            

         

         
            3. Adler, “The Perils of Pauline,” 21.

            

         

      

   
      Part II

      Knowing Pauline: 
At Home and at the Movies
      

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
      Chapter 4
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      “Was it a duck or a goose?”

      
      Pauline Kael was asking the question with a tone of urgency. Unable to answer it,
         I felt a sense of failure.
      

      
      This was the first time I’d been invited to her sprawling apartment on Central Park
         West, which she shared with her daughter, Gina James, and their dog, Bushy. 
      

      
      At the time (fall of 1968), I was the twenty-five-year-old-movie critic for the Toronto Star, on assignment covering the New York Film Festival. Having read and reviewed Kiss Kiss Bang Bang (her second book), I considered her the rock star of movie criticism, and was eager
         to meet her. 
      

      
      Kael, then forty-nine, had recently found her destiny in the pages of the New Yorker, where she covered movies from October through April (alternating with Penelope Gilliatt).
      

      
      I was greeted at the apartment door by a tiny, fast-talking woman holding a lit cigarette
         with the longest unflicked ash I had ever seen. 
      

      
      It did not take long for me to realize that I had just encountered not only the most
         brilliant film critic of the era but also one of the most dazzling and provocative
         talkers of all time. 
      

      
      The conversation soon turned to her review of Jean-Luc Godard’s Weekend, which I had just seen at the festival. 
      

      
      I hadn’t seen the movie yet (nor had New Yorker readers), so I did not know it was a stunning piece. 
      

      
      She had the galleys from her editor at the magazine, and was on deadline to make final
         changes. And she was somewhat agitated about one detail. In the movie there’s a barnyard
         scene in which a duck is decapitated.
      

      
      With a sense of urgency, she asked me: “Was it a duck or a goose?”

      
       Well, how would I know? I was a city boy who had grown up at the north end of Winnipeg.
         Surely Pauline, who grew up on a ranch in Petaluma (near San Francisco), would know
         a lot more about barnyard matters than I did. 
      

      
      Indeed, after moving to New York, Kael never forgot where she came from. Her earthy
         prose seemed as disruptive in the world of haute writing as the arrival of a cowboy
         with dung on his boots at a high-society cocktail reception.
      

      
      The public got occasional tidbits about her family, her childhood, and her generation
         at college, because she wrote about movies as part of her personal past. 
      

      
      She came late to writing about movies. I knew some sketchy details, starting with
         the fact that she had grown up the youngest of five children. Her parents were Jewish
         immigrants, and she boasted that her grandfather had been an advisor to the king of
         Poland. At Berkeley she had been accepted for entrance to the law school, but told
         me she had lost interest in law and got into a circle of artists and poets.
      

      
      Around that time, she once confided, her mother remarked that the more educated she
         became, the more Pauline talked like a truck driver.
      

      
      When she first tried to write, by her account, she doubted her talent. 

      
      “I was very pedestrian at first because I’d had a lot of university and was a very
         good student. I knew how to footnote and do those things they teach you that turn
         you into a bore. I didn’t think I could ever loosen up enough as a writer, but I found
         I loosened up when I wrote about movies.” 
      

      
      Kael always worked long and hard to make her prose sound casual and conversational.
         On deadline she would stay up half the night trying to get it right, and then when
         her galleys came back from the magazine, she would spend hours making changes. She
         cared and fussed over every detail. As she said more than once, she could never utter
         those obscene words: “It’s only a movie.”
      

      
      Eventually thousands of readers came to know her as a great writer and critic. But
         only a relatively small circle had a chance to observe Pauline in conversation with
         friends. 
      

      
      For more than thirty years, I was one of the lucky people. A bonus was that through
         Pauline I met many of her friends, and several of them became lifelong friends of
         mine. 
      

      
      Going to the movies with Pauline was always fun, even if the movie was bad, because
         of her hilarious comments. 
      

      
      A year after we met, we attended a media screening of The Secret of Santa Vittoria, with Anthony Quinn and Anna Magnani. Looking forward to it, I told Pauline I felt
         her critiques of earlier Kramer movies had been too harsh. I said I had interviewed
         him (when he was promoting Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner) and found him likeable and intelligent. And, I added, he was surprisingly open to
         discuss flaws in his movies. 
      

      
      The Secret of Santa Vittoria turned out to be one of Kramer’s all-time worst—not just bad, but hide-under-your-seat
         bad. After the most excruciating scene, Pauline whispered into my ear: “You and Stanley
         Kramer are going to have a lot to talk about.” 
      

      
      Even more enjoyable than going to the movies with her was the experience of talking
         with Pauline, whether it was at a restaurant or her Central Park West apartment or
         the hilltop gingerbread house in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, where she resided
         after moving out of Manhattan.
      

      
      At Pauline’s apartment in 1973, I joined her for Katharine Hepburn’s star turn as
         Amanda in a TV version of The Glass Menagerie. She got an Emmy nomination for it, but Hepburn’s take on the role was bizarre; she
         seemed to share the character’s delusions of grandeur.
      

      
      Pauline stared at the screen open-mouthed and horrified. 

      
      “Even I’m a better actress than that,” she said. “And I’m a terrible actress!”

      
      At the peak of the art-porn fad following the release of Deep Throat, while walking to a restaurant after a disappointing sex movie, she seemed about
         to say something profound in a soft, thoughtful way. I leaned over to catch it. 
      

      
      “The trouble with art-house porn,” she said, pausing before getting to the point,
         “is that, well, cocks and cunts aren’t very aesthetic.” 
      

      
      In the fall of 1971, she was in an uncharacteristically distressed mood. In late summer
         she had prepared in advance for her return to the magazine, after six months off.
         William Shawn, the legendary editor of the New Yorker, had hired both Kael and the British-born Penelope Gilliatt to cover movies. They
         alternated in six-month chunks. And it would be an understatement to say they had
         very different opinions and writing styles. 
      

      
      In 1971 it so happened that the opening of Sunday Bloody Sunday—directed by John Schlesinger from Gilliatt’s original screenplay—coincided with Kael’s
         return to the magazine.
      

      
      Kael and Shawn often had heated arguments over her copy, but this time, she told me,
         was so upsetting she almost quit. She confided that Shawn told her that what came
         through her very long and detailed review was that she hated the movie. He did not
         want to publish the piece, and asked her instead to write about some other movie.
         
      

      
      In the end, the dispute was resolved. Kael’s piece, though critical of Schlesinger,
         was extremely positive about the script. And she ended it by saying: “Miss Gilliatt
         and I are ships that pass each other in the night every six months. It is a pleasure
         to salute her on this crossing.”
      

      
      When I visited Pauline’s apartment just days after that issue of the magazine was
         released, she told me she had just received a note from Gilliatt, but couldn’t decipher
         her handwriting. She handed it to me, and I read aloud to her: “This is a wave from
         the other ship. Love, Penelope.”
      

      
      During the three decades of my friendship with Pauline, I attended the Cannes Film
         Festival fourteen times, but there was only one year when Pauline was there. It happened
         in 1977, when she was a member of the festival jury. One day she called me at my hotel
         and asked if I could join a group she was organizing for dinner.  
      

      
      That night at a cramped French restaurant, squeezed into a corner table, there were
         eight of us, including her fellow jury member, director Jacques Demy, his wife and
         equally noted director Agnes Varda, critic Roger Ebert, and my Canadian friend Sydney
         Newman (then head of the National Film Board). It was a rowdy, hilarious evening.
         
      

      
      One afternoon on the terrace of the Carlton Hotel, Toronto Film Festival co-founder
         Dusty Cohl was presiding over drinks with a group that included a couple of film buyers
         interested in Outrageous!, a low-budget Canadian movie Dusty was promoting. 
      

      
      Spotting Dusty, whom she had previously met, Pauline came over to his table and said:
         “Dusty, I hear your movie is wonderful. Can you get me into a screening?” 
      

      
      Of course that sparked the interest of the potential buyers at the table, and Dusty
         later told me: “I could have kissed her!”
      

      
      It was not until we were back in North America that Pauline told me about a shocking
         dust-up during jury deliberations. 
      

      
      Pauline did not speak or understand French, so she had been given a personal translator
         for jury sessions. But on the final day, when winners were being chosen, her translator,
         whom she liked and counted on, failed to turn up. 
      

      
      According to Pauline, there was strong pressure from the festival’s directorate to
         give the Palme d’Or to A Special Day—a dull and high-minded drama produced by Carlo Ponti and starring his famous wife,
         Sophia Loren, and Marcello Mastroianni. 
      

      
      Pauline made a strong case for another Italian film, made by unknowns, and enough
         other jurors agreed with her that the Palme d’Or went instead to Padre Padrone, the breakthrough movie made by the Taviani Brothers. 
      

      
       Before leaving Cannes, Pauline ran into the missing translator on the street—who
         said she had been instructed not to attend the final session, claiming she was told
         Pauline didn’t like her and didn’t want her around. 
      

      
      A number of important and powerful people were upset when the prizes were handed out.
         A few weeks later, Roberto Rossellini, the legendary director who was chair of the
         jury, died. Some blamed troublemakers at the Cannes jury, suggesting the argumentative
         sessions hastened his death. 
      

      
      In 1979 Kael was persuaded by Warren Beatty to take a leave of absence from the New Yorker and move to L.A. to take charge of Love and Money, a movie created by James Toback that Beatty was planning to produce with Paramount
         Pictures. Beatty’s idea was that instead of analyzing a movie as a critic after it
         was finished, she could make the movie better by offering her ideas while it was being
         written and developed. 
      

      
      That may have sounded like a good idea, but things did not go smoothly. After frustrating
         battles with Toback, Beatty, and Paramount executives, Kael left Hollywood. 
      

      
      The problem, she told me, was that Toback, the writer-director, rejected her suggestions
         for script changes—ending their collaboration and their friendship. 
      

      
      When she asked Beatty to intervene, she added, Beatty advised her to take the project
         away from Toback. 
      

      
      “Warren had the mistaken idea that I was a tough boss lady,” she told me. “He didn’t
         realize that I could never fire an artist from his own project.” 
      

      
      After dropping the Toback project, Beatty got Paramount to take her on as an advisor,
         but she decided to leave the studio because, she told me, its executives thought if
         they paid her a lot of money, they could ignore her advice. 
      

      
      (More than thirty years later, during a Santa Barbara Film Festival party, Beatty
         told me that he was angry at Kael because she had asked Diane Keaton to help persuade
         him to make drastic changes in the script for his Reds, his epic about John Reed and the Russian Revolution, in which Keaton was co-starring
         with Beatty. “She went to my girlfriend!” said Beatty.)
      

      
      Kael moved back to Great Barrington and resumed writing about movies in the New Yorker in 1980. Though she had outlasted her rival, Penelope Gilliatt (exiled after a plagiarism
         scandal), and was able to cover movies twelve months of the year instead of only six,
         the frequency of her appearance dwindled over the years from once every second week
         to once every four weeks.
      

      
      In early 1991, Pauline phoned to tell me she had just told Robert Gottlieb (who had
         succeeded Shawn as the editor of the magazine) that she had decided to retire, and
         would not be writing any more columns. 
      

      
      A major reason for her decision, she explained, was that a forthcoming movie she had
         recently seen was so bad she couldn’t face writing about it. 
      

      
      “What about Perfectly Normal?” I asked. 
      

      
      That was a little-known comedy from Canada I had recommended. She had seen it and
         liked it, but it was suitable for the second part of her next column, not for the
         lead. She had already drafted her review. As always, it was handwritten, and in this
         case it had not been given to her typist.
      

      
      She faxed me her draft—which memorably said that Michael Riley, who does a drag routine
         in the film, reminded her of Stan Laurel in comedies from a half-century earlier when
         he played Oliver Hardy’s wife. 
      

      
      During the next decade, a funny thing happened. Her followers refused to let her disappear.
         Devoted readers did not like being unable to find out what she thought of the movies
         they were watching. 
      

      
      Within the industry, conversation still buzzed with reports of what Pauline thought
         about this or that movie. Famous directors would send prints of their unreleased movies
         for special screenings at a local theater near her house. Even if she wasn’t going
         to write about them, they craved her approval. 
      

      
      For years after she signed off, there seemed to be more discussion at dinner parties
         and in the press about her opinions than there were about those working at the time
         as film critics. 
      

      
      The last time Pauline and I went to a theater to see a movie was in 1997. We were
         driving back to her house after visiting with writer Veronica Geng, who had terminal
         cancer at the time. I noticed on a marquee that one current attraction was When We Were Kings, the documentary about the legendary 1974 heavyweight championship match between
         Muhammad Ali and George Foreman. 
      

      
      “I haven’t seen that,” I said. 

      
      “Neither have I,” she replied. “Would you like to see it right now?” 

      
      As we were settling into our seats, just before the lights went down, she looked around
         at the audience and remarked: “I hate being the oldest person in the theater.” 
      

      
      The last movie we watched, on the small screen in her living room, was Franco Zeffirelli’s
         Tea with Mussolini. The film was unspeakably bad, but the comments from the other side of the sofa were
         hilarious. 
      

      
      When a character played by Cher explains to Luca (a boy loosely based on the young
         Zeffirelli) that she talked his mother out of having an abortion, Pauline quipped:
         “You see, the whole movie is an argument against abortion, because it would have been
         terrible if the world had been deprived of Franco Zeffirelli.” 
      

      
      Pauline had a cane and was suffering from Parkinson’s in June, 1999, at an unforgettable
         celebration—her eightieth birthday party at her home in Great Barrington. 
      

      
      Almost one hundred friends and relatives attended the indoor/outdoor party, including
         several critics (Michael Sragow, David Denby, Joe Morgenstern, Arlene Croce), director
         Paul Schrader, actor/writer Wallace Shawn, and humorist Roy Blount. 
      

      
      After several impromptu speeches full of anecdotes, Kael replied: “You’ve said a number
         of things about me, and some of them are even true.” 
      

      
      Throughout her retirement years, Kael shunned public appearances but kept up with
         movies and remained one of the world’s great talkers. 
      

      
      “The big movies of the 1990s were mostly dismal,” she said in 2000 when I interviewed
         her for the Toronto Star, “worse than in any period I’ve experienced. Of course there have been some startlingly
         good ones, but they have hardly ever been the big hits.” 
      

      
      Among her favorites from the preceding decade were Three Kings, The Matrix, The Apostle, Vanya on 42nd Street, Dumb and Dumber, Pulp Fiction, and The Fisher King.  
      

      
      When I asked whether she had any regrets about retiring, Kael said: “I loved writing
         about movies, and I miss it, of course. But look, I was lucky. I lived in the century
         of pop. Culture without pop freezes my soul. 
      

      
      “Pop is what makes Hollywood movies so appealing to people around the world. And a
         little trashiness can be good for the soul. Certainly it can tickle you and relax
         you. Of course, we must be apprehensive when pop dominates a culture, but let’s not
         deny its sweet potency. Pop represents a real aesthetic. Perhaps it could be called
         the American aesthetic.”
      

      
      By the time Pauline Kael died quietly at home on September 4, 2001, she was very frail
         and her weight had dropped to about eighty pounds. She’d not only suffered from Parkinson’s
         and occasional blackouts but had also had heart surgery. 
      

      
      “Pauline Kael did with the movies in the magazine what Edmund Wilson had done for
         literature,” David Remnick told me a few hours after her death. On the phone from
         his Manhattan home, the editor of the New Yorker explained: “Her writing was full of joy and pleasure week after week. She broke down
         the false dichotomy between the high and the low.” 
      

      
      As Remnick recalled, Kael’s profaneness often gave fits to William Shawn. “But theirs
         turned out to be a great collaboration,” Remnick concluded. “The New Yorker turned out to be the perfect perch for her.” Near the end of her life, Pauline was
         as mentally lively, witty, and dazzling as ever but her voice was so soft you had
         to listen extra carefully to catch what she was saying.
      

      
      In June 2001, my wife (Bernadette Sulgit) and I drove down to spend a weekend with
         Pauline. I had become alarmed when she phoned to say she had forgotten the name of
         someone for whom I had asked her to inscribe a book, because just as she was about
         to do it, she was taken to the hospital. 
      

      
      Gina, her daughter, told me Pauline had been in bed for several days and was too weak
         to come downstairs. 
      

      
      It was nearly midnight when Bernie and I arrived. Pauline had told us she would leave
         the kitchen door unlocked. We were tiptoeing around when I heard a faint voice inviting
         me to come upstairs and say hello. 
      

      
      We talked for an hour, until I was too tired to continue. The next day she perked
         up enough to come downstairs. At one point, she asked me to bring her a drink. After
         I delivered it, she told me the mug I had used was too heavy for her to lift, so I
         replaced it with a lighter glass. When it was time for us to drive back to Toronto,
         Pauline squeezed my hand, and I sensed she knew it was a final goodbye. 
      

      
      
      Chapter 5

      Knowing Pauline

      
         
         
         
         Allen Barra

         
         
      

      
      I met Pauline Kael in the fall of 1985 when, to my shock, she called me at the Village Voice. I was usually at the Voice office just once or twice a week and never found out why she thought to reach me there.
         She mentioned a film piece I had written for a free weekly, the East Village Eye, and said she had also liked the piece I had done for the Voice on the New York Mets. (It didn’t occur to me till years later that it was probably
         James Wolcott, a baseball fan and then the TV critic for the Voice, who had passed it on to her.) She invited me to meet with her and some friends at
         Café Un Deux Trois, a few doors from her beloved Algonquin on West 44th. At dinner
         were English critic Paul Coates, the novelist Charles Simmons, and, though I did not
         recognize her at the time, humorist Veronica Geng. I liked the company but was bored
         by the conversation, which, for some reason long forgotten, centered around the plays
         of Edward Albee. I began tapping out the rhythm to a Django Reinhardt-Stephane Grappelli
         rendition of “Limehouse Blues” that was playing in the background. 
      

      
      I lost track of the conversation, and after a minute or so looked up to see Kael beaming
         at me across the table, tapping out the same beat. She told me she knew the tune from
         her youth when she had played jazz violin in an all-girl band. She loved Django, she
         said, but Grappelli’s fiddle sometimes got too syrupy. She preferred an American jazz
         violinist named Joe Venuti. I was happy to tell her that my father knew Venuti from
         an Italian neighborhood back in Philadelphia. From then on, Pauline and I were friends.
      

      
      My wife and I would often join her when she was in Manhattan for screenings, picking
         her up at the Algonquin. One thing about watching a movie with Pauline: you never
         had the slightest doubt about what she was feeling. Hearing her sigh “Oh, my,” “Oh,
         God,” and “Oh, no” would cause waves of giggles in the audience. Occasionally someone
         would object. One middle-aged man seated in front of us turned to her and said, “Please!”
         to which she would reply in the sweetest voice possible, “Relax, sweetie.” 
      

      
      In Good Morning, Vietnam, there’s a scene where someone tells Robin Williams that the Buddhist monks are “searching
         for enlightenment.” “They’re not going to find it in this movie,” she said loud enough
         for everyone to hear.
      

      
      For Pauline, screenings were more than just work. They were a chance for her to get
         together with other writers and artists to gossip, swap news, and share impressions
         of film, theater, books, and music. I got her together once with Robert Christgau,
         the Village Voice rock critic whom she had recommended for a grant; he brought her some cassette tapes
         of several bands she had heard of but not heard. Another time I joined her at Un Deaux
         Trois to meet Paul Coates, the English critic whose book, The Story of the Lost Reflection, was one of the few works of film criticism that Pauline admired without reservation.
         Paul and Pauline were polar opposites in most ways. Coates was an academician who
         embraced film theory; Pauline’s eyes would roll when people started talking about
         almost any kind of theory. Nonetheless, they hit it off instantly. Paul delighted
         her with his description of The King of Marvin Gardens, which they both loved: “Relentlessly existential,” Paul pronounced.
      

      
      I believe that one reason why Pauline made such an effort to be with people when she
         was in Manhattan was because she disliked the city so much. At the time she was just
         starting to suffer the symptoms of Parkinson’s disease; she explained to my wife,
         Jonelle, that she very much feared being knocked down on the street and breaking something,
         which could put her off her feet for life. She once called from Great Barrington to
         tell us she would be down “to that awful city” on Monday and were we available? It
         turned out to be a fateful trip.
      

      
      The movie we saw was inconsequential; I can’t remember anything about it except there
         was a scene where Glenn Close and Mary Stuart Masterson were dancing in the kitchen
         to Van Morrison’s “Into the Mystic,” which Pauline called “absolutely the worst use
         of a Van Morrison song in any movie ever.” Afterward we went to eat at a Thai restaurant
         on Ninth Avenue in the fifties. This was several years before gentrification came
         to the area. Sitting at the window, we saw an altercation on the sidewalk in which
         a man was stabbed, staggered out into the street, and fell. I went out onto Ninth
         Avenue and tried to direct traffic around his body until the police arrived. Pauline
         was quite cool about it, but later her daughter Gina told us the incident had shaken
         her badly.
      

      
      The New Yorker covered her car service to Manhattan, but whenever possible she hooked a ride with
         friends. In 1989 we met her car near Lincoln Center close to James Toback’s apartment.
         Toback was throwing a party for his documentary on life and death, The Big Bang. Waiting for the film to start, I moved from room to room, bookcase to bookcase,
         and noticed that every fiftieth or sixtieth book was David Thomson’s Overexposures. I bumped into a striking redhead who was working her way through the bookshelves toward
         me.
      

      
      “How many have you found so far?” she asked.

      
      “About thirty,” I told her. “What’s with this?”

      
      Grinning, she took one down from the shelf and flipped to the contents page. “There’s
         a profile of Jim in it,” she said.
      

      
      We started counting together; as I recall there were more than sixty. Apparently Toback
         had purchased copies by the bulk and scattered them around. We went to tell Pauline
         of our discovery. She burst out laughing. “Jim must have every copy ever reprinted.”
         Then, “I hope what Thompson wrote about Toback is more accurate than the crap he wrote
         about me.
      

      
      “By the way, do you know who your fellow snoop is?” I told her I didn’t. “That’s Veronica
         Geng. Isn’t she a dear? She and Roy [Blount Jr.] are my favorite humorists.” Pauline
         and Veronica were good friends until Geng’s death from brain cancer in 1997.
      

      
      We spent many weekends at Pauline’s enormous Northern California–style house in Great
         Barrington, Massachusetts. The ride up there, mostly on the Taconic Parkway, was lovely,
         with the Berkshires looming in the distance. Our landmark as we approached was the
         famous bronze newsboy statue, erected in 1895 by owners of the New York Daily News. We would stop and call from Manhattan Pizza and tell Pauline and whoever was there,
         almost always her daughter Gina and grandson William, to start setting the table,
         that we were picking up pizza—always vegetarian for Pauline, who was starting to deal
         with dietary restrictions. (She had to settle for nonalcoholic beer and often lamented
         she couldn’t have a glass of wine or shot of whiskey.) 
      

      
      Her house, with a long, sloping, tree-filled front yard, was like an old hotel. If
         you came in through the front door, you were in the living room with its round walls
         reflecting the turret outside the house. The mahogany ceiling matched the floors.
         If you came in the back way, you were in the kitchen. The first time my wife saw the
         kitchen, she said she expected to see Julia Child standing at the huge restaurant-style
         stove, washing vegetables at the enormous sink, and chopping onions on the butcher-block
         table. A towering Christmas cactus filled the kitchen window. There was a dumbwaiter,
         used to haul books to the second and third floors, which my daughter turned into a
         carnival ride when playing with William. 
      

      
      The parlor off the entry hall had high ceilings and was lit during the day by two
         tall windows. The left wall was covered with a ceiling-to-floor bookshelf where she
         kept most of her books on film. To the right was one of her dearest possessions, an
         upright piano on which an artist friend had painted a scene from The   Wizard of Oz in, I think, egg tempera above the keys. The table in the center of the room was
         always covered with stacks of letters—the overflow was stacked underneath—and almost
         always a vase of flowers. “I love them dearly,” she said of her many fans who sent
         her lengthy letters, which she did her best to answer, “but they always write back, and the mail sacks get bigger and bigger.” 
      

      
      Sometime late at night I’d come downstairs and read some of the letters. There was
         one from Morgan Freeman congratulating her on her retirement from the New Yorker, saying, “I hope to be retiring myself soon.” When I asked her about it, she smiled.
         “He doesn’t really mean that.” A note from Elliot Gould inquired about her health
         and advised her to skip a movie he was in. A note from Piper Laurie told her she had
         just finished a new painting and was sending it to Pauline as a present.
      

      
      I remember a long letter from the comedienne Brett Butler, about how, when she was
         a young girl in a small town in Alabama, she remembered her father reading Pauline’s
         books and underlining passages. Yet another was from the fine, underrated Irish novelist
         Brian Moore, who was then living in California, on the subject of why his novels—particularly
         The Lonely Passion of Judith Hearne, which Pauline loved—had been made into excellent movies that no one went to see.
      

      
      There were built-in bookcases on every floor; I spent hours sifting through her library,
         reading chapters of then-out-of-print books by Edmund Wilson and Robert Warshow. The
         landings on the wide stairs even had bookcases. There were snapshots of family and
         friends everywhere, particularly photos of Gina and William when he was a toddler.
         There were paintings on every wall, most by Gina and other artist friends.
      

      
      The bathrooms, like the kitchen, had not been updated in years but were still comfortable
         with huge claw-footed bathtubs that took forever to fill. And on a summer day with
         the window open, soaking in the tub was a joy.
      

      
      Her office was on the second floor. Until Parkinson’s had taken away her ability to
         hold a pen, she wrote everything by hand on legal yellow pads on a drafting desk.
         Her daughter Gina would type and then fax it on to the New Yorker. The office walls were covered with famed letters, including a Happy Birthday from
         Jean Renoir. But the focal point of the room was a three-foot-long, multicolored paper
         maché chicken, Mexican I think, which Pauline said inspired her. A door from her office
         led to a file room the size of an average Manhattan apartment. I went through it once,
         helping her look for something. File cabinets were filled with letters she had saved,
         articles she had pulled from various newspapers and magazines, photographs of friends,
         family, and places she loved, especially small towns in Northern California. 
      

      
      Her bedroom was in the back of the house across from the door to the dumbwaiter. A
         huge bay window overlooked her favorite tree, a towering cedar. The room was always
         littered with William’s collection of museum animals. There were toys in every room,
         and a double bedroom/sitting room next to the office featured a collection of old
         toys as well as a door out to a tiny balcony. (The photographer Jim Hamilton took
         the photo of her eightieth birthday party from that balcony, looking down at the guests
         assembled on the lawn.) 
      

      
      The third floor, where we stayed, had piles of old scripts and an entire wall of movie
         books by and about movie actors, directors, and writers, alphabetized. It was a magnificent
         house. If it had a fault, it was the living room, which had a big, handsome stone
         fireplace (with a painting of clown faces Gina had done when she was a child) on one
         angled wall. It was a comfortable TV room for Pauline, who could sit close to the
         large screen and was careful not to lose the remote. But it was too long and narrow
         to be a comfortable TV room when there was company because the chairs were mostly
         at ninety-degree angles to the TV. Yet we managed. 
      

      
      One of the few times I really saw Pauline get excited was the day of the Lennox Lewis–Evander
         Holyfield heavyweight championship fight. She loved the atmosphere of big fights and
         enjoyed having her friends over. A very close friend was her former son-in-law, the
         artist Warner Friedman, Will’s father, who also loved a big fight. 
      

      
      I remember she was indignant at the judge’s decisions when Oscar De La Hoya lost to
         Shane Mosely. We all scored the fight and had De La Hoya winning by a substantial
         margin. It was pretty much the same thing for the Holyfield-Lewis contest—we all thought
         Holyfield had won by a sizeable margin. “Could you please explain to me how they score
         these things?” she asked me after the fight. I went into some detail about aggressiveness,
         defense, and something called “ring generalship.” She shook her head. “Why don’t they
         just give it to the fighter who lands the most punches? Aren’t all of those other
         things summed up by that?” I had to agree she had a point. 
      

      
      The living room, though, was where she and I had our best talks, usually late at night.
         Aside from discussing films that were just opening, I don’t recall her ever initiating
         a conversation about movies. She always asked “What are you reading, sweetie?” When
         asked about her favorite novelists, she generally said Tolstoy, but I believe her
         favorite two novels were Stendhal’s The Red and the Black and The Charterhouse of Parma, which inspired her daughter’s name, Gina. I told her one of my favorite lines from
         any book was from The Red and the Black, “The mention of politics in a work of art is like a pistol shot in the middle of
         a concert.” She told me that Stendhal had also used that line in Parma; I read it again just to see, and by God, she was right.
      

      
      She had studied philosophy in college, and her favorite philosopher was Bertrand Russell.
         “I could never understand,” she once remarked, “why people go nuts for thinkers who
         are so murky and undecipherable as [Walter] Benjamin and [Theodor] Adorno and ignore
         Russell. I sometimes get the feeling that people who say they love Benjamin love him
         because they can impose their own interpretations on what he’s saying.”
      

      
      She had an old leather-bound volume of the collected poems of Francois Villon, the
         Rossetti translation, I believe. She loved the famous line “But where are the snows
         of yesteryear?” “Whenever I would see an edition of Villon’s poems,” she once confessed,
         “I’d flip it open to see how that line was translated.”
      

      
      Because it was larger, better lit with bay windows, and had built-in seats, the dining
         room—connected to the kitchen by a real butler’s pantry—was where most of the good
         conversation happened, under a breathtaking Tiffany overhead lamp. When Sandy Schwartz,
         the art critic, was there, I mostly listened. When the guests included David Edelstein,
         Elvis Mitchell, Polly Frost, Ray Sawhill, Steve Vineberg, or Craig Seligman, the topic
         was usually movies. 
      

      
      I don’t know where the stories came from about not being able to disagree with Pauline
         about film. Joe Morgenstern once told me that after their first verbal tussle he couldn’t
         remember what film it was about—she laughed and said, “That was fun, honey. Let’s
         get a cup of coffee.”
      

      
      At her house there was a lot of give and take. When someone voiced an opinion she
         disagreed sharply with, she usually made a joke of it. I remember once saying that
         I loved Philip Kaufman’s The Wanderers and she took the occasion to do a theatrical “Oooohhhhhhhh” as she raised her arms
         to clutch her head. 
      

      
      On Sundays I would ride over to the news and tobacco shop to pick up her copies of
         the Sunday New York Times and sometimes the Washington Post, whose book section she thought superior. I’d also stop for muffins and coffee, and
         we’d all sit on the porch going through sections of the papers. You never knew who
         was going to drop by. One Sunday morning as I finished off a corn muffin, I saw an
         amiable-looking fellow bopping up Kael’s driveway. As he got closer, I could hear
         him singing, “Any ordinary man would have given it up by now. . . .” It’s the song
         sung by the Swanky Modes—Sam Moore of Sam and Dave and Junior Walker—in Tapeheads, a movie that we both loved.
      

      
      Another weekend, as my wife and I returned with coffee and newspapers, our daughter
         Maggie, then age 8, ran from the kitchen to the dining room and collided with Wally
         Shawn. She pointed at him: “You’re in The Princess Bride.” 
      

      
      “That’s right,” he beamed. 

      
      Though most of the gabfests took place in the dining room, most of my conversations
         with Pauline were late at night in the living room. I’ve read that Pauline would never
         watch a movie twice, but that’s inaccurate. She only had to see a movie once to write
         about it. She would often watch old favorites like Treasure of the Sierra Madre, with her grandson and my daughter. The last movie we watched with her was The Third Man. Sometimes she would give in to William’s taste; once we sat through The Great Escape. When Steve McQueen was climbing out of the tunnel, William, who was about twelve
         then, was beside himself with excitement. When McQueen sprinted into the woods to
         freedom, Pauline glanced at me, whispering softly, “Thank God the stars made it out.”
         
      

      
      When William was younger, we watched the mostly unlikely movies with Pauline, who
         doted on her grandson and always wanted to make him happy. When he was six, we watched
         Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles several times. She nudged him toward better movies like Newsies, which we all loved. When he turned twelve he became obsessed with martial-arts movies,
         particularly Enter the Dragon with Bruce Lee; William would often watch it twice during our visits. I remember
         Pauline saying, “I do believe I’ve seen that film more often than any other.” 
      

      
      Movies and books aside, the most important thing in Pauline’s life was Gina and William.
         She dearly loved Gina and worshipped William, who moved in with her after a disagreement
         with his mother over going to college. A photographer friend came by and took some
         lovely black and white photos of Pauline and William on the porch. When Pauline, who
         was then eighty-one, gave us a copy, she sighed and said, “If only Gina had been there.”
         
      

      
      I think my daughter Margaret was the last person to interview Pauline. She was ten
         years old and after listening to an interview tape of me and James Ellroy, which I
         had done for Interview magazine, Maggie said, “I want to interview Pauline.” So she did on our last trip
         to Great Barrington. Pauline was totally charmed that Maggie didn’t want to talk about
         movies but about what it was like when Pauline grew up and what her parents were like.
         Pauline died two months later.
      

      
      We recorded the interview, and ten years later, while Maggie was in film school, we
         watched it together. Maggie was saddened: “I wish I could go back just one more time.
         There’s so many questions I want to ask her now.” I know exactly how she felt.
      

      
      
      Chapter 6

      Encounters with Kael, 1975

      
         
         
         
         Lee Tsiantis

         
         
      

      
      It began, of course, with the books. It was 1968 and I was fourteen years old—a movie-obsessed
         adolescent growing up in Columbia, South Carolina, reading just about everything film-centric
         that I could get my hands on. The local county library had the old standards: Arthur
         Knight’s history The Liveliest Art, Arthur Mayer and Richard Griffith’s coffee-table book The Movies, and Andrew Sarris’s compiled Interviews with Film Directors. But I found precious little criticism in the library. Still, what I uncovered turned out to be gold: Pauline Kael’s first
         two volumes of collected writings, I Lost It at the Movies and, more importantly, Kiss Kiss Bang Bang. Now here was a writer! I responded immediately to Kael’s startling, immediate, perceptive
         (said this fourteen-year-old), and devastatingly funny critical voice. When she felt
         the subject warranted it, her praise was hyperbolic and her put-downs merciless. She
         also possessed something I wanted from a critic: a passionate awareness of film history. For me the most intriguing portion of Kiss Kiss Bang Bang was her “Notes on 280 Movies,” which seemed to span the medium’s history, from Dreyer’s
         The Passion of Joan of Arc to Kent Mackenzie’s The Exiles. When I obtained my own copy of the book, I would check off, one-by-one, my viewings
         of the titles about which she wrote, aided by my eventual participation in the local
         university’s student union film committee.
      

      
      Then, in 1970, I first read her New Yorker appreciation of D. W. Griffith’s 1916 history-sprawling, four-story, silent epic Intolerance: “In movies, a masterpiece is of course a folly. Intolerance is charged with visionary excitement about the power of movies to combine music,
         dance, narrative, drama, painting and photography—to do alone what all the other arts
         together had done.”[1]   She called it the greatest of all films. As I had just purchased an 8mm print of
         Intolerance and been dazzled by its ambition and scope, reading Kael on the film was literally
         a coup de foudre. It was as if she had rummaged around my mind, collated all my amorphous thoughts
         about Griffith’s masterwork, and committed them to print. Then and there, I made a
         resolution. We had to meet someday.
      

      
      Fast forward to January 1975. I’m now twenty years old, a senior in college with a
         lot more films under his belt and a certain degree of confidence in both his critical
         voice and knowledge of film history, cultivated in no small part by Kael’s writings.
         Now was the time to get in touch with her. With the what-the-hell, what’s-to-lose
         attitude of youth, I wrote an admiring two-page, single-spaced letter to her, suggesting
         a collaboration on a book about Intolerance. What I had in mind was a volume of frame-grabs I would curate taken from every shot
         in the film, much in the manner of Richard Anobile’s books then in vogue that illustrated
         an entire classic film, shot by shot and line for line. I proposed to Kael that she
         compose an introductory essay to accompany the stills in the manner of “Raising Kane,”
         her chronicle of the making of Welles’s masterpiece, but here dealing with her beloved
         Griffith.
      

      
      Several weeks passed. I expected to get, at best, a form letter from a New Yorker secretary thanking me for my interest and acknowledging Kael’s busy schedule, making
         her unable to reply personally. What I got instead was a phone call from Kael herself.
         With barely a moment to catch my breath, Kael’s voice—almost girlish, but musical,
         and whip-crack in its intensity, greeted me with the words “I got your letter!” For
         the next ten minutes or so, I was greeted with a rapid-fire chronicle of facts as
         she went through, point-by-point, the questions I had posed to her. To my delight,
         her conversation was peppered with the expletives that the New Yorker’s editor-in-chief William Shawn would never have allowed her to get away with on
         his pages. As to what she did during her six-month “sabbatical” from criticism, which
         I felt would give her time to research the Griffith piece, she acknowledged, with
         no small amount of exasperation, “I try to make a living!” To my astonishment, she
         revealed that she was only paid some $800 per piece for her weekly columns—shockingly
         little, even by 1975’s standards—and especially over a six-month period. She confirmed
         that she took speaking engagements in her off months. As to what good film criticism
         there was to read, she suggested I check out Robert Warshow’s The Immediate Experience and Otis Ferguson’s writings. And as for the project I proposed to her? “Honey, no
         one will read it”—that “Honey” meant to soften the blow she knew she was dealing me.
         She then mentioned The Citizen Kane Book’s soft sell at bookstores, that for all her hard work on “Raising Kane,” she was
         paid only in the low four figures by Shawn for publication rights in the magazine.
         Needless to say, her candor and frankness was an eye-opening lesson and a corrective
         to what I perceived as a certain kind of “celebrity.” It was humanizing, to boot.
         She ended the conversation with an invitation for us to meet the next time I was in
         New York City, and we said our good-byes, leaving me on cloud nine and with a great,
         almost unbelievable story to relate to friends and my professors. 
      

      
      I was determined to follow through on Kael’s invitation. And sure enough, in my next
         visit to the city, she delivered. That December of 1975, she told me to meet her in
         the lobby of the Royalton Hotel, just around the corner from the New Yorker’s offices on West 43rd Street. At the appointed time, she arrived, carrying an overnight
         bag, her diminutive stature belying her intensity. I had, of course, pictured her
         as larger than life. She greeted me with an outstretched hand, one that invited me
         to hold, not shake, it. To my surprise, she was checking in. I soon discovered she
         actually lived in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, and came to the city—on her own
         nickel—for several days each week to edit and then deliver her most recent piece and
         to see new films. Rather than wait in the lobby, she invited me up to her room and,
         while unpacking, handed me the latest copy of the New Yorker, featuring her rave review of Huston’s The Man Who Would Be King. She had just come from the awards meeting of the New York Film Critics Circle (“Dick
         Schickel was wearing his Barry Lyndon button!”) and kept up a running commentary, even while brushing her teeth. Other
         conversational tidbits included her dilemma as to whether or not she should attend
         Woody Allen’s New Year’s Eve gathering (“He gives so few parties”) and her complaint
         that the magazine’s fabled art critic Harold Rosenberg made so much more money than
         she did for less than half the work. Throughout all of this, I was in a daze. Was
         this happening to me?
      

      
      Then it was off to dinner at her favorite Hunan restaurant on Second Avenue. The menu
         was utterly incomprehensible to me, but she volunteered to order for both of us. “If
         you don’t like it, we’ll order something else.” I peppered her with questions and
         had a list of films and directors about which to ask her. What about Sam Fuller and
         his delirious Forty Guns? Thumbs down, which was a disappointment. Unfortunately, she felt Sam Peckinpah’s
         surreal fever-dream, Bring Me the Head of Alfredo Garcia, released during the previous summer when she wasn’t reviewing, wasn’t among Sam’s
         best, despite her great admiration for his talent (“It’s sloppy filmmaking”). But
         we both loved the bone-rattling sequence when Warren Oates, gasping for breath, exhumes
         himself from a grave after being buried alive. I knew she had no love whatsoever for
         Ken Russell’s excesses, but I had to ask her thoughts on his beautiful BBC film on
         Delius, Song of Summer. She would have none of it: “I hate his habit of dumping on the artist.” As I wasn’t about to lock horns with Pauline Kael, I quickly shifted
         us back to common ground: Intolerance, and the project I had proposed. Again, she reiterated that the subject was entirely
         too rarified to succeed as a book, despite the film’s greatness. 
      

      
      We next got into a discussion of watching films more than once; this was obviously
         a sore point; “Why the fuck do people insist that one has to see a film more than
         once in order to write critically about it?” I innocently volunteered what was the
         harm in sharing a cherished film with friends by experiencing it a second time? She
         responded that one viewing of a movie was all she ever needed to absorb it. Her initial
         response was the purest and the most valuable. I was later to find out that the issue
         spoke to her intense frustration over being labeled, from time to time, an “impressionistic”
         critic. It was a word that sent her into a rage, as it seemed a term directed by males
         squarely against female writers. As if I needed further proof, her phenomenal memory
         was exactly that. The capsule reviews of revivals she contributed for the “Goings
         on about Town” section of the magazine were penned entirely from memory, and often
         from viewings decades old. As for upcoming films, she had recently seen—and loved—Scorsese’s
         Taxi Driver. She also revealed to me that the film’s composer, Bernard Herrmann, had died two
         nights before, just after finishing the film’s final scoring. This was a bombshell:
         not only told that an artist I greatly admired was gone, but also told so by Pauline
         Kael!
      

      
      After dinner (she picked up the check; “I make more money than you do”—again a recurrent
         motif), we headed back to the Royalton, where I proceeded to help her open the week’s
         mail. There was an invitation to be on “Critic at Large” David Littlejohn’s TV show,
         and the regular sheaf of responses from readers across the country. I saw now that
         I wasn’t alone, although I couldn’t imagine that any of the letters proposed projects
         like mine. When I asked her if she often tracked down the phone numbers of respondents
         so as to get in touch with them directly, she replied, “Occasionally, but it was obvious
         you knew what the hell you were talking about,” and I beamed with pride. The only mention
         of the New Yorker’s “other” film critic, Penelope Gilliatt, came in the guise of an anecdote. According
         to Kael, Gilliatt had a script that she asked Francis Ford Coppola to read and help
         set up with a studio. When Coppola declined, Gilliatt’s constant companion, the New York Times film critic Vincent Canby, ostensibly got revenge on Gilliatt’s behalf by panning
         Coppola’s The Godfather, Part II. Whether one event presaged the other was, to my mind, a matter of conjecture, but
         Kael’s face said it all. How could anyone worth his critical salt have reason to trash
         Coppola’s masterpiece? Finally, it came time for us to say our goodbyes. We embraced
         and her final comment was a promise to write a letter of recommendation on my behalf
         to anyone for any purpose. “And it will be a good one!” she assured me. I left her
         room armed with the copy of the magazine she had given me. My feet seemed to be barely
         touching the carpet of the hotel corridor.
      

      
      Although I was to have several other encounters with Kael, including seeing a so-so
         movie with her, none captured the unique qualities of the events of 1975. Confirming
         her generosity to me, I would discover that she often reached out to cheeky upstarts
         who thoughtfully responded to the immediacy of her prose as well as to more established
         critics whose writing she read and admired. She was interested in cultivating nascent
         talent, but could also be ruthlessly critical. These acolytes whose careers she shepherded
         came to be known as “Paulettes,” satellites in her orbit, but it was a term that she
         hated. Unfortunately, my personal path saw me diverging from a potential career in
         film criticism, which explains the distance that grew between us. I later taught an
         introductory film class in graduate school (she was not a fan of academia, despite the fact that she welcomed its honoraria and honorary
         degrees) and worked on researching a film-history series for South Carolina public
         television. But Kael taught me, in no small way, that virtually anything was possible.
         Much later, after she had retired, I gave this account of meeting Pauline, and the
         watershed event it had become for me, to her good friend David Edelstein. Since he
         regularly visited Kael at her Great Barrington home, he asked if he could print out
         my story to share with her, as she didn’t have e-mail. The day she passed away in
         September 2001, I got in touch with David to ask if she had remembered me. He said
         she had. In my follow-up note to her after our 1975 visit, I mentioned that she gave
         us all so much of herself in her writing. I thanked her for giving me so much more
         on that December evening.
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      I became a follower of the New Yorker movie critic Pauline Kael, or a “Paulette,” as her acolytes were later derisively
         known, in the spring of 1969, when I answered a summons and showed up at her apartment
         at 93rd Street and Central Park West. At the time, I knew her only slightly. I had
         been introduced to her two years earlier by Paul Warshow, the son of the critic Robert
         Warshow, and we had later met a few times and laughed a lot—in person, she was always
         funny. In 1969, I was a graduate student hiding on a shadowless California campus
         and putting off my life as much as I could. I was trying, I suppose, to find a way
         of easing into writing. Earlier that spring, I had written a letter to the New York Review of Books teasing the surly shenanigans of the avant-garde troupe the Living Theatre. The letter
         wasn’t much—a mere gloss on a piece that critic Robert Brustein had already published
         in the Review—and it was never printed, but Pauline, noticing my odd, crablike gestures toward criticism,
         demanded to see it. 
      

      
       “Give!” she said as I entered her apartment. She had snatched the pages from my hands,
         and without looking them over began to read to her guests, a documentary filmmaker
         with a publishing executive. Pauline read the letter the way that she read her own
         work on the radio—slowly, with a schoolteacher’s weighted emphasis that brought out
         the structure of the sentences. As she read in her radio voice, my heart pounded violently,
         and my ears turned red. I knew that hiding was no longer possible—the public reading
         was some kind of laying on of hands. 
      

      
      Not a singular honor, of course. Pauline had taken up many young people before me,
         and would famously take up a great many more later on. Young readers who dropped her
         a combative note about something she had written, or who sent her some pieces they
         had written themselves, even in a tiny small-town paper, might get called up and invited
         over or asked to send more writing. Pauline, who lived with her twenty-year-old daughter,
         Gina James, liked having company at night when she wasn’t working. The Central Park
         West apartment, an odd, inviting place, had become a kind of minimalist writing-and-talking
         theater. A previous tenant had knocked down a couple of walls, leaving an irregular
         open area facing the park. Pauline worked on a slanted architect’s table, which dominated
         one side of the room; her narrow bed, lying open on all sides, was behind it, only
         a few feet away. In the center of the room, there was a circular oak table illuminated
         by a hanging Tiffany lamp. At night, the lamp created a pool of light that threw the
         surrounding area into darkness, and Pauline, facing the windows and the park, her
         legs gathered under her, would sit at the table and sip a glass of watered white wine.
         Laughing steadily as a way of keeping the ball in play, she argued with the guests,
         leaping up now and then to provide food or drink or to kiss one of the barkless, hairless
         dogs—basenjis—that lived with her and Gina. She praised, ardently and in detail, and
         she blamed. Mainly she blamed, scalding the reputation of virtually every writer in
         town. 
      

      
      She had recently completed her second year of work at the New Yorker (in those days, she and Penelope Gilliatt alternated in six-month periods), writing
         sentences that leaped off the page with a brazen force unknown among the magazine’s
         critics at the time. The sainted Ingmar Bergman, she wrote, had become “a tiresome
         deep thinker of second-rate thoughts . . . the Billy Graham of the post-analytic set.”
         About Charly, the Cliff Robertson–Claire Bloom weeper, she wrote, “And now there’s Charly, with that primitive, garbage-y appeal that seems to reach through sophistication
         and education right to the primordial jerk. College students study Ionesco and Beckett
         and Artaud and then respond to—Charly. A surprising number of people seem to be educated beyond their own tastes.” In her
         first two years at the magazine, she wanted to pep up the readers’ ideas of what art
         could be, and, quickly, she set out her notions of the hybrid nature of the movie
         medium, celebrated D. W. Griffith’s Intolerance and the career of Luis Buñuel, dismissed English directors as inept, and made the
         case for a gimmicky pop American movie, Planet of the Apes. As a writer, she had the natural beat of a good musician, alternating the tension
         and weight of a long sentence with the brutal, quick jab of a short one. Her prose
         was so urgent and heated that a completely argued piece seemed to burst forth in a
         single unbroken stream of words that combined sternly proper syntax with free-ranging,
         rowdy habits of phrasing. She was a master of informal rhetoric—the bullying mock
         question, the interjected taunt—and a great liberator of critical language, establishing
         the right, by means of charged rhythm and color, to speak one’s mind on the page,
         as one might talk to one’s friends over a drink. She used slang, contractions, hype,
         insult, syncopated compound adjectives—anything for greater speed. The point was to
         write as an intellectual without closing the top button of your prose and thereby
         choking a strong, easy breath. Her New Yorker column was the most exciting regular writing about movies to have appeared in English
         since James Agee gave up his job at the Nation in 1948. Two years before Pauline arrived at the magazine, the paperback version
         of her first collection of pieces, I Lost It at the Movies, had sold more than 150,000 copies, an almost unimaginable number for a book of criticism.
         At fifty, after knocking around for years and falling in and out of many jobs, including
         many reviewing jobs, she had suddenly become successful and famous, and she was cocky,
         overbearing, and friendly all at once. 
      

      
      Pauline Kael was short (five feet), and she wore (typically) a flowered print shirt,
         slacks, and sneakers. Except for her eyes, which were a beautiful blue and eagerly
         darted this way and that, she was an ordinary-looking woman who spoke in a breathy,
         liltingly feminine voice (it was teacherly only when she read aloud). In that soft
         voice, however, she tore through conversations like a projectile. The first time I
         met her, in 1967, she couldn’t believe that Paul Warshow and I had enjoyed The Graduate or that we had identified with Dustin Hoffman’s Benjamin, a silent naïf adrift in
         a world of rancid grown-ups. She sighed, giggled, and then said, “Do you think that
         grown-ups are all predatory and corrupt?” Her voice reached into upper registers,
         suggesting that all of rationality lay on her side, none on ours. Well, no, we didn’t
         think that. More sighs and musically insinuating questions: “How could you identify
         with someone who doesn’t have an idea in his head?” Well, we shared some of his feelings.
         “But he’s a blank. Aren’t you projecting your own feelings onto him?” She asked questions, she poked
         you to see what you were made of, and then she knew: some people had it, and some
         didn’t. Among moviegoers, there were taxi drivers who knew what a good movie was,
         and there were famous intellectuals, including a few movie critics, who did not.
      

      
      I must have said something that impressed her as sensible, or I wouldn’t have been
         invited back. In all the years since then, I have never met any man or woman so quick
         to understand what someone else was up to, so eager to honor ambition in the arts
         or in writing. Not all her friends were young, but she had a special way with the
         young, rousing the intellectual appetite and worldly ambition in, say, a surly twenty-five-year-old
         stuck in a pointless job or a graduate student drifting toward a half-dreaded academic
         career. In those days, she was nearly magical in her powers, a good witch with a wicked
         tongue. If you said something unfortunate, expressing a reservation about, say, Aretha
         Franklin or Gilbert & Sullivan or Claudette Colbert or a liking for Anaïs Nin, Frank
         Capra, John Wayne, or Clint Eastwood, she would gasp and offer a summary judgment
         on your taste, sometimes addressed to another person in the room (“Gee, he’s really
         a very conservative boy, isn’t he?”), but offered (usually) with such humor and cajoling
         affection that those who didn’t turn away in a rage were convinced that she was rough
         on them for their own good. At least, that was the promise. 
      

      
      Pauline Kael was motherly but brilliant, erudite but entirely informal, morally alert
         but as bawdy as a San Francisco madam. She responded to everything she saw and felt—registering
         a soft breeze coming off the water or a curious-looking dog in the park, along with
         movies and books and people—and her responses were immediate, fearless, paralyzingly
         funny, and rarely altered or withdrawn. She never pretended that she was objective
         or above the fray, and she refused to place her opinions on the table as just another
         view. She insisted that she was right, right about everything, and you would be right,
         too, someday, if you worked like hell and stayed loose. To anyone in flight from the
         academy, she offered a shackle-breaking song of liberation: you didn’t need the citations,
         the habits of obeisance, the props of authority; you had to experience an art form
         directly, stand on your own ground, and express yourself forcefully as an ordinary
         person. What she said and wrote came out of her reading and viewing and also from
         her experience of life; and so, for many of us, her tossed-out judgments on movies
         or books, and particularly her personal remarks aimed at us, kindly or razor-edged,
         were accepted as a pure expression of spirit—an authentic, spontaneous creation. People
         sought her praise so energetically because there was little chance she would ever
         give it out of politeness. And that praise, when it arrived, was enthralling. Literally
         so—some people got so addicted to it they belonged to her forever. Whatever they did
         in their lives, or didn’t do, they felt that their existence was at least partially
         justified by Pauline’s love. 
      

      
      To be included within that pool of light around her table and to be privileged to
         exchange opinions and to hear the work of well-known people analyzed (i.e., put down)
         was an electrifying experience for a young man or woman struggling with self-doubt.
         She read our own writing with violent attention, implying that she cared more about
         what we wrote than we did ourselves, an outrageous presumption that nevertheless kicked
         many a stalled young writer into gear. “It’s shit, honey,” she said to me about one
         piece still in the works, “and if you don’t make it better I’ll stick pins in you.”
         She was highly encouraging, sometimes impassioned on my behalf, and full of shrewd
         career advice. At the end of the summer, while I was still a graduate student, she
         recommended me for a movie-reviewing job at the Atlantic Monthly. 

      
      Those who started out in film criticism in the late 1960s and early 1970s—everyone,
         not just Pauline Kael’s friends—slowly realized that they had stumbled into a happy
         moment. After years of the Vietnam War, the culture had attained a degree of bitter
         self-knowledge, a mood more productive of serious popular work than the shocked rage
         and frenzy and with-it giddiness of the 1960s, which yielded movies too often shrill,
         jumpy, consciously zeitgeisty—Richard Lester having a fit, Easy Rider careening out of control. Things were settling down aesthetically; a highly developed
         visual style, and such narrative elements as ambiguity, unresolved feelings, even
         unhappy endings were suddenly possible. Art was possible—the audience, sometimes in
         sizable numbers, was up for it. Young directors like Robert Altman, Martin Scorsese,
         Francis Coppola, Brian De Palma, Woody Allen, Steven Spielberg, Hal Ashby, and the
         documentary filmmaker Frederick Wiseman, taking advantage of that mood, were just
         beginning to work, and critics led the charge for them and for the ongoing work of
         Bergman, Buñuel, Godard, Truffaut, Fellini, Bertolucci, Antonioni, Polanski, Kurosawa,
         Mizoguchi, and many other great directors from abroad. We were just a bunch of journalists,
         not political revolutionaries or the founders of a new science or philosophy, but,
         still, there was a spirit of insurgency in the air, and we were part of it. Like the
         boldest of the rock critics, Pauline was sure that American mass culture at its best
         was plugged into the country’s most vital instincts—anti-authoritarian, even subversive,
         individualistic, but yearning for community. “Good movies,” she wrote wistfully in
         1968, “make you care, make you believe in possibilities again. If someone in the Hollywood-entertainment
         world has managed to break through with something that speaks to you, then it isn’t
         all corruption. . . . Sitting there alone . . . you know there must be others perhaps
         in this very theater in this city, surely in other theaters in other cities, now,
         in the past or future, who react as you do.”
      

      
      The people she had gathered around her made up one such community of moviegoers. Hoping
         to extend that community outward, she promoted an explosive American popular art in
         which violence and eros would join together, an art freed of the austere reticence
         and formal rigors that she thought often squeezed the life out of European high culture.
         In that period and just after, many of the young critics worked under the aegis of
         Pauline’s canonical anti-canonical statement from 1964: 
      

      
         There is more energy, more originality, more excitement, more art in American kitsch like Gunga Din, Easy Living, the Astaire and Rogers pictures like Swing Time and Top Hat, in Strangers on a Train, His Girl Friday, The Crimson Pirate, Citizen Kane, The Lady Eve, To Have and Have Not, The African Queen, Singin’ in the Rain, Sweet Smell of Success, or more recently, The Hustler, Lolita, The Manchurian Candidate, Hud, Charade, than in the presumed “High Culture” of Hiroshima Mon Amour, Last Year at Marienbad, La Notte, The Eclipse, and the Torre Nilsson pictures. 
         

      

      In 1970, as that specifically American energy—raw, playful, yet serious—was breaking
         out in such movies as M*A*S*H and Frederick Wiseman’s Hospital, I left school after getting the Monthly job and returned home to New York, where I spent a fair number of evenings at Pauline’s
         apartment gabbing until two or three in the morning. “That’s enough for you,” she
         would say with a laugh, when we were both too tired to speak. Sometimes I needed another
         hour or two to calm myself down before I could fall asleep. She had made me a writer,
         or at least a job holder—and it turned out, a member of an increasingly notorious
         group of disciples. Around town a look of misery and fatigue (what, another one?) passed over the faces of established critics when I ran into them.
      

      
      Pauline Kael had many friendships, and other people will have different stories to
         tell. What I know of her is largely confined to my own observation and experience,
         much of it dating back thirty years or more. In my hearing, she never revealed much
         of her earlier life (which she regarded as a failure), except for the things that
         everyone knew—that she had grown up on a chicken farm and then on a ranch in Sonoma
         County, California; that she had gone to Berkeley in the late 1930s as a philosophy
         major but had run out of cash and had not graduated; that she had been married and
         divorced a couple of times; that she had worked as a seamstress, a nanny, an advertising
         copy writer, and other such jobs while struggling to find a steady reviewing berth.
         When I asked her about her early writing, she mentioned plays and philosophical essays
         and sighed, “Oh, you know, honey, it was dead; it was shit.” In the 1950s and 1960s,
         she ran twin film-revival houses in Berkeley on Telegraph Avenue—“they made money,
         pots of money”—and did critical broadcasts on KPFA, the renegade radio station. 
      

      
      In the pieces written at that time, and in her later appearance in New York, Pauline
         presented herself as the Western country girl, direct, plainspoken, a natural democrat
         amused by East Coast “cultural snobbery.” She was not impressed by fancy art talk
         and big reputations and by what she took to be the pomp of degrees and job titles.
         Some of this self-mythicizing was just bluster. Pauline was an intellectual; she learned
         a lot more from Partisan Review than from the chicken farm. People who deplored the colloquial brashness of her prose
         failed to notice the steel frames that held the bursting rhetoric together. In her
         own free-slinging way, she was as highly syntactical as Henry James, one of her heroes.
         She was an intellectual, however, in a raucous style perhaps not seen since the bohemian
         rebels of the 1920s. 
      

      
      Her early years as a success in New York, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, caused
         a sensation. Goethe is supposed to have said that when we are faced with the great
         superiority of another person we have no means of safety but love. Love? When Pauline
         Kael arrived in New York, many of the entrenched critics in town responded with loathing.
         It’s quite true, however, that she frequently brought this on, or enhanced it, herself,
         by shooting an arrow into the heart of another writer’s vanity. She was insistent,
         rude, always funny, often perverse, even perversely commonsensical. She enjoyed shocking
         the most important people in the room. From her point of view, she was merely setting
         them straight for their own good. In response, they piled up anecdotes against her,
         waiting for her to go up in a puff of smoke. Their frustration was palpable, but what
         could they do? If they took her on, they got knocked off their feet, more often than
         not, by a lightning comeback. “John, you’re too old still to be writing like a punk,”
         she informed the elaborately educated Europhile slasher John Simon at a meeting of
         the National Society of Film Critics. Some of the men walked away murmuring, “Ball
         breaker.” 
      

      
      This charge, which I heard many times and in many versions, completely missed the
         point. Pauline was just as tough on women as on men, and, so far from hating macho,
         she had a deeply romantic appreciation of such leathery, hard-drinking types as John
         Huston, Sam Peckinpah, and Robert Altman. She loved the swagger and panache of critics
         like the Australians Clive James and Robert Hughes and the young American James Wolcott.
         No, the problem with the American movie critics was they weren’t ballsy enough, or at least not in the right style. One of them described her in print as “a wet
         hen,” and for years she congratulated herself for not calling him “a dry rooster”
         in response. Apart from her self-censorship on this one occasion, she believed in
         assertion, not in reticence or modesty, though she couldn’t stop herself from correcting
         almost every assertion she heard. The compulsion to tell people off ran wild at times.
         She had the peculiar notion that everyone should possess exactly the right opinion
         of his own achievements. If you were mistakenly cast down, she would raise you up;
         if you had a swelled head, she would shrink your cap size. Since virtually no one
         has exactly the right opinion of his or her own worth, she became a sort of self-appointed
         vicar of criticism, restlessly extirpating the sin of inappropriate self-evaluation.
         She wanted to straighten out the world.
      

      
      When she was young, Pauline had hung around with poets and artists in New York and
         San Francisco, but she had no mentor herself—she was self-created—and she never used
         the word mentor, which she rejected in interviews as corny and false. Perhaps it’s obvious why she
         considered the subject hard to talk about: over the years, she consciously attempted
         to shape the careers and the morale of dozens, maybe hundreds, of young men and women,
         and she accepted their love as her due. She was a den mother who probably could never
         have accumulated so extensive a brood if she weren’t female and welcoming—her maternal
         tones softened barbs that would have been warlike or humiliating if received from
         a man. Yet in her tough-kindly way, she was more interested in power than any man
         or woman I’ve ever met. 
      

      
      Apart from bestowing recognition and entertainment and straightening us out, what
         did she do for the young group that gathered around her? The most important thing
         was the sizzling example of her own practice. Pauline kept a notepad at her bedside
         and scribbled in the middle of the night. At dinner, among friends, she would suddenly
         dive into her bag and retrieve the pad, attacking it with a mysteriously sharpened
         little pencil, writing things down while laughing at the conversation going on around
         her. The first drafts of her reviews were composed very rapidly. Fearing that she
         would end up a secretary, she never learned to type, so Gina would run the review
         through the typewriter while Pauline took a break, drinking a little watered wine,
         or talking to a friend on the telephone. Then, staring at the piece in horror and
         exclaiming at her own ineptitude, she would tear it apart, scissoring and recombining
         the paragraphs, writing in new observations and jokes in the margins or above the
         lines, at which point the piece would be typed again. The process continued without
         interruption at the office, where, like Proust after an injection of caffeine, she
         would assault the galleys, rearranging and rewriting and subtracting still more jokes—on
         and on, until the pages were reluctantly yielded to the press. 
      

      
      From week to week, she resisted fashion and studio-bought publicity and celebrated,
         when she could, the creative life in unheralded movies made by fresh talent; she looked
         below the surface of a movie without ever giving up on that surface, which is where
         the action was—the transfigured flesh, the hurtling movement, the sensuous and erotic
         power that drew people to the medium in the first place. She dealt firmly with studios
         and even with directors (Altman, Huston, Woody Allen, Warren Beatty), those overwhelmingly
         seductive creatures whom she occasionally befriended and, sooner or later, amid cries
         of betrayal from them, panned. Her young friends were dazzled, for here was the real
         thing, a genuinely independent person existing as an American writer, and with singular
         force. She was indifferent to clothes, casual about such worldly goods as furniture—the
         apartment, and, later, her house in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, was outfitted
         with “sticks,” as she called the Bay Area–bohemian couches and Tiffany glass that
         she threw together with considerable taste. However much she loved power, she didn’t
         give a damn about the outward trappings of it. In public, she did not carry herself
         like a woman aware of her position in the world; her tongue was her only weapon. One
         of the minor highs of hanging out with her was to see publicists, directors, and other
         critics quail before so unprepossessing-looking a person.
      

      
      Fearless herself, Pauline created courage in others. But she also created conformity
         in some of the same people, and that paradox produced not only trouble between us
         but also the public talk of “Paulettes.” Pauline liked people with spirit, but she
         liked to win, too. You couldn’t agree with her too quickly, or you lost her respect,
         but, in the end, you did have to agree; in my experience, she could not remain friends
         for long with anyone who consistently fought her. She cajoled and honeyed the people
         drawn to her, but, if we held our opinions, she tried to pull the rug out from under
         us. The generic form of her rug pulling was “Oh, honey, you’ve never been fucked by
         a bear.” That is, we had never been down and out, living in a cold-water flat, selling
         goods over the phone; we had never taken care of someone else’s children or done any
         of the body-numbing chores she had performed when she was young. This was certainly
         true. We were mainly upper-middle-class boys falling out of university into journalism.
         But no matter how protected, anyone who loved movies, I thought, had the right to
         an opinion.
      

      
      I was not submissive by nature, and neither were any of the others, but we acquiesced
         in the bullying, in my case with increasing discomfort. Her need to dominate may also
         have accounted for her social habits: after all, she spent a lot of time hanging out
         with us, not with the literary and journalistic celebrities who were her peers. In the group
         of young admirers there were no equals or rivals, as there would have been at a Manhattan
         literary watering hole like Elaine’s. The group became a cult that never admitted
         its existence, a circle that never discussed its exclusions, a set of friends that
         never acknowledged how much enmity lay around it, not even after articles that had
         been written fingered us as guilty parties, complete, in some publications, with mug
         shots.
      

      
      It was not just Pauline’s rhetorical powers and her insatiable need to win arguments
         that made sustained disagreement with her so difficult. There was something in the
         nature of movies as well—a peculiar aesthetic indeterminacy that she understood and
         celebrated, and also used opportunistically to quell other people. As far as Pauline
         was concerned, there was no curriculum or method that one had to master in order to
         write criticism, though she certainly had a personal canon—all the movies mentioned
         in the passage quoted earlier from I Lost It at the Movies and also screwball comedies in general; the films of D. W. Griffith, Abel Gance,
         Jean Renoir, Preston Sturges, Luis Buñuel, Vittorio De Sica, Carol Reed, Louis Malle,
         and Robert Altman; the early work of Franḉois Truffaut, Jean-Luc Godard, Marco Bellocchio,
         Bernardo Bertolucci, Samson Raphaelson, Jules Furthman, Ben Hecht, Herman Mankiewicz,
         and Robert Towne; the acting of Cary Grant, Laurence Olivier, Bette Davis, Katharine
         Hepburn, and Marlon Brando. She admired such schoolroom classics as the early films
         of René Clair, Sergei Eisenstein, and Carl Dreyer, but she was sure that there was
         no academic tradition in film that could not be overturned in an instant. The old
         distinction between high and low, for instance, didn’t much matter to her, for in
         movies, she was sure, art might not look like art, or at least what people had been
         taught to respect as art—something formally composed, balanced, elegant. Movie art
         might be rough and raw, even messy. She preferred vitality to refinement; the irregular
         and jagged to the well proportioned; the aggressive, lunging uproar of American pop
         to the contained austerity of certain kinds of European art. The young Europeans she
         loved—the lusciously sensual Bertolucci of The Conformist and the word-happy and graphically dazzling Godard—were prized for their audacity.
         “An intellectual who is not afraid of sensation,” critic Robert Brustein called her.
         
      

      
      For her, film aesthetics was eternally in a state of becoming—it had to be that way,
         for the movies, as she never tired of saying, were the mongrelized bastard child of
         the arts, a compound of theater, photography, the novel, carnival, pornography, journalism,
         and exploration, and any pure-cinema definition or even descriptive grammar (montage
         or deep focus or, later “the male gaze”) omitted too many of the miscellaneous and
         even anomalous pleasures that were part of the fun as well as the art of the movies.
         She loved praising small parts of bad movies—a muttered aside, a single graceful number
         in an overweight musical. Apart from the great movies, which were all of a piece,
         subversion (a term of praise), she thought, came in small acts of protest by talented
         people trapped in a machine. In writing about movies, you had to know film history
         and to have seen a lot, but, finally, no method or aesthetic was sufficient, and knowledge
         of the other arts—literature, painting, opera, dance—not only was necessary but also
         was what separated the true critics from the screening room pedants with their airless
         theories and overwrought praise for auteurist “masterpieces,” a form of praise, she
         thought, that often congratulated a director for doing the same thing, with tiny variations,
         over and over (in effect, the critic was valuing his own connoisseurship, not the
         movie).
      

      
      Pauline wanted sensation in the movies, not the banality of serious, explicitly stated
         “themes,” and she believed that sensation, at its most intricate and demanding, could
         force audiences into complexities of response unknown in the other arts. Sensation
         would inevitably arouse the brain of the canniest moviegoers, for the senses and the
         intellect were combined, not opposed. No critic I’m aware of has longed so ardently
         for faces, bodies, landscape, décor, clothes, sex, and violence (austerity was truly
         her enemy), while demanding, at the same time, that a movie hang together morally.
         At her most rapturously exultant, as in her review of Scorsese’s 1978 Taxi Driver, she approached the ecstasy of synthesis, a merging of the senses so powerful in
         its effect that extinction might be the only release from it: 
      

      
         Scorsese’s New York is the big city of the thrillers he feasted his imagination on—but
            at a later stage of decay. This New York is a voluptuous enemy. The street vapors
            become ghostly; sport the pimp romancing the baby whore leads her in a hypnotic dance;
            the porno theatres are like mortuaries; the congested traffic is macabre. And this
            Hell is always in movement.
         

      

      At the same time, she insisted the movie’s alienated landscape was a protest against
         “urban indifference.” This constant tangling and untangling of the sensual and the
         ethical kept her judgments fresh, startling, seemingly contradictory. For it was never
         mere sensation that she wanted; violence had to mean something expressively, as it
         did in Bonnie and Clyde and The Wild Bunch, or she was repelled—a distinction easy enough to understand but willfully ignored
         by such attackers as Renata Adler (herself a failed movie critic) in a notoriously
         wrongheaded piece in the New York Review of Books from 1980. People who seized on one or two of Pauline’s pieces and then built generalizations
         about her taste invariably got her wrong; they missed the largeness and variety of
         her thinking. Often surprisingly earnest and responsible and, if anything, concerned
         to a fault—as if she were the only one to whom a movie really mattered—she fretted
         over popular successes that she thought worthless (Dirty Harry) and good movies that failed (Band of Outsiders); she grieved over audiences too priggish to respond to the sensuality of screen
         violence and those too savage to reject primitive kicks. The world, particularly Hollywood,
         needed to listen to reason, her reason. She never tired of her arguments, never fell
         into the usual vices of pop-culture criticism—disgust, fatigue, or self-canceling
         irony. Sometimes the good talk seemed to go on forever, stretching into dubiously
         omniscient evaluation of the psychology and soul of the movie’s creators. She anticipated
         readers’ objections and flummoxed enemies yet to appear on the horizon. She wanted
         to do everything—not only show us the movie but also bring us the candy, sweep up
         the theater, and walk us to our car after the show.
      

      
      Pauline’s protest against classy surfaces and formalism was enormously influential
         on an entire generation of critics—not just Paulettes—who have celebrated every vestige
         of energy in American pop for the last forty years. By the 1980s, however, the notion
         that pop could be subversive was beginning to look a little tattered and even delusional.
         The conglomerates were tightening their grip on the studios, and the period of lawless
         creativity, which had produced such masterpieces as the Godfather movies and Taxi Driver and Chinatown, was clearly over. It’s not clear now whether Pauline’s writing helped produce the
         shift to pop or whether the change, driven by the marketplace, would have happened
         exactly as it did even if she had never written. Certainly, she had prepared the way
         critically, and the irony of her later years was that she was still looking for subversion
         when she should have known better than anyone that there was none to be found.
      

      
      In the end, she was reduced to looking for it in more and more trivial movies. Her
         old revolt against the highbrow orthodoxy had turned into a new pop orthodoxy of her
         own. Her terms of praise included crazy, jazzy, scruffy, zizzy, nutty, or some other jumpy y-word. She was too hard on quiet, non-y directors like Eric Rohmer, too dismissive of the entertaining deadpan malice in
         Peter Greenaway’s one good movie, the teasing formalist exercise The Draughtsman’s Contract. She virtually lost interest in movies as threats to her all-American vitality. Of
         Herzog: “His goodness saps our strength.” Of Wenders’s Wings of Desire: “It’s enough to make moviegoers feel impotent.” It’s as if her vital juices were
         being drained by too serious art. 
      

      
      By the late 1980s, the kind of deep-dish European “art films” she had ridiculed in
         the 1960s (Last Year at Marienbad, Persona, and so on) had virtually disappeared, the schoolroom she hated so much was rapidly
         losing its authority, and the new ritual in this country was not respect for high
         culture but contempt for it. In the universities, ambitious younger faculty and graduate
         students were beginning to mount the canting ideological attack on “dead white males.”
         It was the years of the curriculum wars. If the Western classics enraged so many people,
         I thought, maybe there was something subversive about them, and I wound up writing a long celebratory book about the experience of rereading
         at the age of forty-eight the core curriculum courses in Western classics at Columbia.
         Once the book was done, however, I realized that by trying to get away for a while
         from pop—which had become omnivorous, threatening to swallow the entire culture—I
         was also trying to throw off a personal influence that no longer fit. 
      

      
      In retrospect, I see nothing so terrible about a group of critics speaking as a single
         voice at a breakout time in the arts. During the 1920s, and afterward, Carl Van Vechten
         and the philosopher-critic Alain Locke and a group of young disciples promoted what
         became known as the Harlem Renaissance. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, the thuggish
         but brilliant Clement Greenberg gathered a cadre of critics around him and helped
         the Abstract Expressionist painters find their audience and their buyers. Art movements
         attract ardent critical supporters who want desperately to be part of history. In
         the 1970s, Pauline and her group were not the only ones pushing Scorsese, Coppola,
         Altman, Spielberg, and others, but we did it early, we did it hard, and we helped
         a group of directors make their way. The problem was not so much the united critical
         push as the habit of internal conformity to a mentor, so harmful to spirit and morale.
         
      

      
      In movie criticism, Pauline is unlikely to have a successor. It is not a matter simply
         of talent. There’s plenty of critical talent around, in part because of her example.
         But the movie culture has changed, and movie criticism with it. Movies have become
         a major business story, but, for long stretches of the year, a minor artistic story,
         and without heroic movies we are not likely to have heroic movie critics. In the 1970s,
         when an American movie was bad, people got mad about it—they felt outraged, even betrayed,
         because the possibility of art, or at least superior entertainment, was real. If a
         movie was bad, Pauline said so straightforwardly, with scornful wit. But rage is no
         longer possible on a sustained basis when art has been systematically eliminated.
         Who wants to whip her- or himself into a froth every day or every week? What’s at
         stake? In response to the new situation, critics have reduced their expectations and
         lowered their voices. Yet critics as a tribe may be more necessary than ever. It is
         a period in which a good part of the press—and even many of the bloggers—has been
         absorbed into the marketing effort for movies, and regard anything that isn’t pop
         as “elitism,” thereby identifying with corporate interests in the guise of populist
         fervor (a trick Pauline would have despised). At such a time, a few honest reviewers
         keeping score may be the only force standing between the movie companies and the public.
         Could the situation become more healthy? If an American culture, under pressure of
         war and disgust for lying corporate and political leaders, should reach a crisis once
         again, if alternate funding sources produce a healthy independent cinema, if an up-from-the-bottom
         micro-budget revolution should spring forth, then movies could leap back onto center
         stage artistically, and the critics could claim their small but necessary piece of
         the action. Pauline Kael’s influence—her notion that popular art could be cleansing,
         even subversive—may lie more in the future than in the past. 
      

      
      She retired in 1991, and in the years before her death in 2001 I saw her only once—at
         her eightieth birthday party, in 1999, at her house in Great Barrington, Massachusetts,
         a large, happy gathering of family, friends, disciples, and ex-disciples. She had
         been ill a long time, and she was then tiny and frail, a grandmother more than a mother.
         I wanted to speak to her; I tried twice, but even though she had invited me to the
         party, she was silent when I came around, just as she had been silent on the telephone
         in recent years. “In both abundance and quality,” I wrote in her obituary, published
         two years later in the New Yorker, her work “was a performance very likely without equal in the history of American
         journalism.” Those felt like the right words, and it felt good to write them. And
         I laughed out loud when, the day after I finished the piece, late at night, as I was
         falling asleep, a small voice deep inside me said, “I wonder if Pauline liked that
         obit I wrote about her.”
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      Describing the Italian film The Night of the Shooting Stars, in 1984, in the New Yorker, Pauline Kael wrote, in words that readers of hers over the years might have used
         to describe her own reviews, that the movie “is so good it’s thrilling.” Kael’s movie
         criticism, with its racing, urgent, crystal clear way of making us see the depth,
         liveliness, or speciousness of whatever film she was handling, and the funny and uncannily
         intimate way she got into the skin of actors, or presented miniaturized biographies
         of directors, drew out the larger social or ethical implications of a given film,
         affected readers in precisely that manner. We were given writing replete with so many
         separate, brilliant awarenesses as to take us, as we absorbed them, to another sphere.
         The very phrasing Kael used about the Tavianis’ movie—“so good it’s thrilling”—has
         her transformative power. The words are plain and conversational, yet they have been
         brought together with a blunt assurance that makes us pause and see them anew.
      

      
      When she stepped down from writing movie reviews at the New Yorker, in 1991, at seventy-two, Kael’s retirement was a national news story. For the little
         over two decades she had been at the magazine she was undoubtedly the most fervently
         read American critic of any art. But her renown was based on far more than her coverage
         of the films of the 1970s and 1980s. In a 1977 review of Steven Spielberg’s Close Encounters of the Third Kind, she wrote that Spielberg “is a magician in the age of movies,” and perhaps more
         deeply than any other writer Kael gave shape to the idea of an “age of movies.” In
         a career that began in the mid-1950s and was fully underway by the early 1960s, she
         explored movies as an art, an industry, and a sociological phenomenon. A romantic
         and a visionary, she believed that movies could feed our imaginations in intimate
         and immediate—and liberating, even subversive—ways that literature and plays and other
         arts could not. But she also understood the financial realities and artistic compromises
         behind moviemaking, and she described them with a specificity and pertinacity that
         few other critics did. As concerned with the audience reactions as with her own, she
         could be caught up in how movies stoke out fantasies regardless of their qualities
         as movies. 
      

      
      She was also, as she wrote, “lucky” in her timing. Her tenure as a regularly reviewing
         critic coincided with the modern flowering of movies, the period, primarily the 1960s
         (for foreign films) and the 1970s (for American films), when moviemakers were working
         more than ever with the autonomy associated with poets, novelists, and painters. While
         hardly always laudatory (and to some readers plain wrongheaded), she nonetheless,
         in the earlier decade, gave a breathing, textured life to the aims and sensibilities
         of Ingmar Bergman, Jean-Luc Godard, Federico Fellini, Satyajit Ray, Akira Kurosawa,
         François Truffaut, and Michelangelo Antonioni, among other European and Asian directors,
         and she endowed Robert Altman, Martin Scorsese, Paul Mazursky, Brian De Palma, and
         Francis Ford Coppola, among American directors of the following decade, with the same
         full-bodied presence. 
      

      
      Kael’s grasp of film history was encyclopedic. She had seen silent films as a child,
         in the 1920s, sometimes taking them in on her parents’ laps. Speaking for her generation,
         she could thus write of motion pictures that “we were in almost at the beginning,
         when something new was added to human experience”; and in her full-length reviews
         and essays (put together over the years in eleven volumes), and her short notices
         on films (collected in the mammoth 5001 Nights at the Movies), she encompassed much of that “something new.” (Her literal output can be gauged
         by noting that Kael described her 1994 For Keeps, an over twelve-hundred-page selection of what she thought was her best writing,
         as representing about a fifth of her complete work.)
      

      
      She had few occasions to write about silent films, but she kept them a living part
         of her universe by maintaining, for instance, that D. W. Griffith’s Intolerance was “perhaps the greatest movie ever made” and that Maria Falconetti gave possibly
         the “finest performance ever recorded on film” in Carl Dreyer’s The Passion of Joan of Arc. Her views on individual America, European, and Asian movies of the 1930s, 1940s, and
         1950s also exist somewhat in the background of her work as she wrote about them mainly
         in compressed reviews. But these highly factual and irresistibly readable reviews,
         which appear in 5001 Nights alongside entries on movies made up through the 1980s, provide for countless films
         what feel like both perfect introductions and last words.
      

      
      What gives Kael a distinctive place in American writing, however, has as much to do
         with what movies prompt in her as it does with her capturing so much of the breadth
         and lore of movies. Following through on her conviction that movies release us from
         our normal emotional and social guardedness, she built her criticism, whether her
         subject is an epochal masterpiece or a tinny Hollywood product, on her most spontaneous
         and sensory reactions. In a body of work that as a result sometimes has the impact
         of a single long, indirect, and utterly original kind of autobiography, she immerses
         us in a flow of dazzlingly stated, unpredictable, sometimes needling and exhortatory,
         and always humanly large and forthright perceptions. Speaking with the insights of
         simultaneously a drama coach, a club comedian, a social agitator, a connoisseur, and
         a psychotherapist, she illuminates the ways that artists of any kind succeed or fail.
         When she shows how movies can excite, demean, frighten, or stretch us, she makes it
         seem as if she were talking about the power and capacities of art no matter what its
         form. Her deepest subject, in the end, almost isn’t movies at all—it is how to live
         more intensely. 
      

      
      Kael might have been describing herself when she called François Truffaut’s The Story of Adèle H. “damnably intelligent—almost frighteningly so, like some passages in Russian literature
         which strip the characters bare.” Kale had such an intelligence. Analyzing, say, political
         movies (whether Z, The Battle of Algiers, or The First Circle), or movies with or about stand-up and TV comedians (including Lenny Bruce, Sid Caesar,
         or Richard Pryor), or movies based on literary works of some stature (by D. H. Lawrence,
         Henry James, Melville, Joyce, or Henry Miller, among others), her observations were
         often so fresh, percipient, and commanding that a reader believed it was this particular
         subject that drove her to write about movies in the first place. She often said of
         movie stars she particularly loved—Laurence Olivier, Sean Connery, or Morgan Freeman—that
         everything they did was permeated by a sense of wit. Kael’s own prose certainly was.
         But except in the case of terrible movies, when only sarcastic observations could
         do justice on the depressing products on hand, her own humor was more like a pervasive
         tone. There were zingers, of course, as when she wrote about a moment of comic confusion
         at a gravesite in Indiana Jones and the Lost Crusade, the “It’s a good gag—I’ve always liked it,” or noted of John Boorman that many of
         his movies might have been thought “classics if we hadn’t known English”—or said of
         a scene in Young Frankenstein that “the laboratory machines give off enough sparks to let us know that’s their only
         function.” 
      

      
       As memorable as her jokes were Kael’s little torpedoes of common sense, perceptions
         that could lodge in a reader’s mind, such as her observation about “message” Westerns
         that their message was that the “myths we never believed in anyway were false,” or
         when, analyzing the bogus hustle of the movie business, she wrote that “Hollywood
         is the only place where you can die of encouragement.” About movie-going habits, she
         could note that some people “go to the innocuous hoping for the charming.” 
      

      
      Kael’s consistently richest writing, though, may be her descriptions of actors. She
         brings actors to life and gives them at times the fullness of characters in fiction—as
         when she said that Ava Gardner “never looked really happy in her movies, she wasn’t
         quite there, but she never suggested that she was anywhere else, either,” or called
         the young Katharine Hepburn (whose work Kael often thought glorious) “someone who
         could be intensely wrong about everything.” Paul Newman, she commented, “is good at
         small blowhards who reveal the needs behind their transparent lies.”
      

      
       Kael’s reactions to performers could lead her far beyond the subject at hand. She
         wrote of Orson Welles in Citizen Kane, for instance, that he rouses in us “the kind of empathy we’re likely to feel for
         smart kids who grin at us when they’re showing off in the school play. It’s a beautiful
         kind of emotional nakedness—ingenuously exposing the sheer love of playacting—that
         most actors lose long before they become ‘professional.’” At times, by analyzing technique
         alone, Kael brings back the precise spirit of an actor and even of an era. John Candy
         in Splash, she said, “makes you aware of his bulk by the tricks in his verbal timing: when
         [Tom] Hanks has said something to him and you expect him to answer, his hesitation—it’s
         like a few seconds of hippo torpor—is what makes his answer funny.” Sometimes Kael
         needed less than a sentence to catch the essence of a performer, telling us, for instance,
         that in Big Business Bette Midler “breezes through, kicking one gong after another.” 
      

      
      Pauline Kael herself seemed to breeze through the many aspects of her heroically large
         subject. Our chief source of information about her formative years—her unpublished
         letters to her college friends the poet and writer Robert Duncan and Violet (Rosenberg)
         Ginsburg—show that her confidence was there from early on. In these letters dated
         from the late 1930s to the mid-1940s, when she was in her early twenties, her voice
         as a writer was little different from the voice she would have years later as a published
         critic. We hear it in her telling Duncan, in 1940, that Civilization and Its Discontents is perhaps Freud’s “worst work,” having a “logical structure that is more baffling
         and stupid than genuinely provocative”—or when, in 1944, first reading film history,
         she found that film writers “don’t conceive that acting can be an extension of understanding
         and knowledge.” But the setbacks she experienced in being a child of the Depression,
         and a woman, and the fact that movies as a subject took hold over her only over time,
         meant that it was a matter of decades before that voice was heard by a large audience.
      

      
      Born on June 19, 1919, in Petaluma, California, she was the fifth and last child of
         Judith and Isaac Kael, who had moved west from New York City with their two sons and
         two daughters before Pauline’s birth. In 1927, Isaac lost his money. The family had
         to give up its egg farm and move down to San Francisco, and from the time she entered
         the University of California, Berkeley, in 1936, at seventeen, until some thirty years
         later, when she landed work on national publications, Kael generally needed to take
         on one “crummy” (as she called them) job after another to make ends meet. When non-crummy
         work was available, positions such as writing advertising copy and editing manuscripts
         at a publishing house—at which she was clearly good and which would have led to promotions—she
         had to turn them down because they would have exhausted her energies for her own writing.
         So over the years she answered demands for a nanny or a cook, edited manuscripts for
         clients on a private basis, taught violin, and worked as a seamstress. In college,
         she graded papers for as many as three professors at a time and, as a teaching assistant,
         saw students in an office after school, where, according to her detailed letters,
         she occasionally offered frank life-counseling advice—as when “I suggested to some
         prissy students from Piedmont that their grades mightn’t be so low if they would get
         their minds dirtied up a bit and provided book titles for the process.” 
      

      
      Kael’s major at Berkeley was the philosophy of history, and she took part in left-wing
         causes on campus and was on the staff of the Grizzly, a student journal. She vaguely thought she might go on to law school. But although
         she was usually an A student, she was unhappy in college. Her teachers, courses, and
         fellow students often seemed simply insufficient to her, and as a sign of her boredom
         she didn’t take a course required for her major, and so did not receive a degree.
         Her mind was set, in any event, on getting to New York, where she went, in 1941, with
         the poet and dance critic Robert Horan. Especially at the beginning, she had to live
         quite frugally, sometimes even pawning her fountain pen for a needed sum, and she
         told about weeping on the subway while on one of her grueling job searches. But her
         letters also bubble up with shared gossip about friends and are full of lively accounts
         of attending political meetings chaired by Dwight Macdonald (about whose thinking
         and public-speaking style she had grave doubts), and going to concerts and the theater,
         art shows, movies, jazz clubs, and dance performances—sometimes in the company of
         Samuel Barber, whom she met through Robert Horan (and about whose music she also had
         doubts). 
      

      
      She wrote plays and short fiction in her free time. But her letters suggest that she
         was most fired by reading authors in great depth and making notes for critical articles.
         In college, her chief concerns—Marx, John Dewey, Freud (on whose work she wrote an
         immensely long paper)—had not been essentially literary. Stimulated perhaps by Robert
         Duncan, himself equally involved in poetry, fiction, and political theory, Kael now
         plunged into the great modernist and nineteenth-century American and European writers,
         and they became over time her touchstones for all artistic achievement. Even as an
         undergrad, she kept up with small literary and political quarterlies, particularly
         Partisan Review, and before leaving for New York she wrote, with Horan, an article (which found no
         takers) on contemporary American fiction, and contemplated a piece on recent literary
         criticism. The writing style she would become known for, with its brusque assertiveness
         and belief that artworks must be seen as part of a larger social or moral terrain,
         was much the house style of Partisan Review. 

      
         Like other writers associated with the magazine, including Alfred Kazin and Saul
         Bellow, Kael was the child of European Jewish immigrants. It is a detail that may
         help account for her affinity for American themes and artists (as was the case for
         Kazin), and her desire to sound “American” in her prose (as it was for Bellow)—even
         while she was concerned, like many Partisan writers, with the differences in substance and energy between American and European
         creators. Kael was especially drawn to the critic and poet R. P. Blackmur, whose work
         she was intimate with already in college. In New York, she read in depth the writers
         he tackled and, as she later acknowledged, he probably had an influence. Her portrait
         of Marlon Brando, for example, in her 1966 “Marlon Brando: An American Hero,” as an
         artist who is too big and awkward for his time and culture, and becomes an eccentric
         and a clown to preserve himself, clearly echoes Blackmur’s writing about the idea
         of failure and his conception of the isolated Henry Adams.
      

      
      Kael returned to San Francisco in 1946, and became close to Weldon Kees, James Broughton,
         and other writers and experimental filmmakers in the area. With Broughton, she had
         a child—named Gina James—in 1948, but she and Broughton didn’t marry and Gina was
         brought up entirely by Pauline, which gave her the very real stigma at the time of
         being an unwed mother. It wasn’t until 1953, with a negative review of Chaplin’s Limelight, that Kael finally got into print. But there was no money in writing about films,
         nor was she paid for a show on movies that she began on radio station KPFA. 
      

      
      She was able to live off movies at least to a slight extent when, in the latter half
         of the 1950s, she ran the Berkeley Cinema Guild and Studio. She had initially been
         approached by the owner of the repertory theaters, Edward Landberg, for advice. She
         and Landberg married, and Kael took over every aspect of theater management—and made
         it a thriving business. She programmed the various revivals, answered the phone, hired
         and fired people, and wrote notices about the films for the theaters’ mailed-out programs.
         She even made the posters for the display cases by the entrance (and some were painted
         by a friend, the artist Jess Collins, who would become known as Jess). 
      

      
      By 1960, her marriage to Landberg and her involvement in running movie theaters was
         over, and she had more opportunity to write about new movies, publishing in Sight and Sound, Film Quarterly, and elsewhere. Yet it was only in 1965, when her first collection of essays and
         reviews, I Lost It at the Movies, was met with national acclaim—and she and Gina moved to New York and Kael began
         reviewing for mass-circulation magazines—that she, at forty-six, could actually live
         off her writing. Even then there were hitches. Her writer’s voice turned out not to
         suit the editors at Life or McCall’s or a number of other magazines. In 1966 and 1967, she had more space to write at
         the New Republic, but differences with her editor led to her being let go there as well. 
      

      
       In 1967, she also had two significant essays taken by the New Yorker, “Movies on Television” and a long analysis of Bonnie and Clyde. So it was not altogether unexpected when William Shawn, editor of the New Yorker, offered her a job reviewing movies. It was doubly providential since Kael, fired
         by the New   Republic, had no job and no idea where to turn, and at the New Yorker she was given the secure berth and the wide national audience she had sought for
         years.
      

      
      Kael was always looking, in any endeavor, for a freedom from rules and expected structures.
         Growing up with a great love of jazz and dancing (she played in a girls’ jazz band
         in her youth), she was after, it might be said, an unstructuredness that yet had a
         backbone to it. Her feelings for plot lines where the audience has little idea of
         what is coming next year and yet the story as a whole has an organic unity is what
         drew her to write with such excitement and perception about Robert Altman, Jean-Luc
         Godard, John Guare, and the screwball comedy screenwriters of the 1930s. Kael’s own
         writing has precisely this sense of apparently structureless tautness. Her reviews
         barely begin with setting-the-stage introductions and they rarely end with grand wrap-ups.
         They manage to be entirely lucid even while seeming almost improvisatory in the way
         the material has been set out. 
      

      
       Her thinking conveys the same simultaneity of disparate elements. Her criticism has
         a Shakespearean variety of heroes, heroines, villains, conflicts, and expressions
         of social or artistic value; and her multifariousness is in good part what keeps her
         such an energizing writer. Kael had an unusually many-sided idea of what makes for
         beauty or power in art. Writing at age 25 to Robert Duncan about Joyce, she said it
         was “disgusting to have his morality aestheticized out of existence,” and she remained
         impatient with purely formal approaches to art. Part of her desire to write about
         movies in the first place was because, as commercial products, they weren’t only aesthetic
         objects; they were inherently about the battle film artists faced with the corporations
         that control which pictures get made and how they are made. 
      

      
      Kael knew in her bones how entangled art, personal freedom, and economic dependency
         are. Her experience surely fueled the scathing and moralistic way she treated the
         Hollywood moguls who created the studio system and the faceless executives who followed
         them. (Her anger can be heard in a letter she wrote even before film became her chosen
         subject.) In words that one is surprised to read were published in the New Yorker in the 1970s, she hit out repeatedly, to give a sense of her invective, against the
         industry’s “thieving, high-salaried executives and their entourage of whores and underlings.”
         
      

      
      She was in love, however, with the idea of a sensual and amoral world. Like writers
         before her, she perceived, and wanted to celebrate, that there was something inherently
         sexual in the nature of movies. But her belief in the power of sheer carnal energy
         was hardly tied to movies alone. Kael saw the erotic force as inhibition-breaking.
         Her certainty in the matter is what made her so ready to champion Bernardo Bertolucci’s
         1972 Last Tango in Paris, where sexuality was presented with a new frankness and was practically the movie’s
         subject. By the same token, she might state in a characteristic moment that “a pretty
         fair case could be made that a little corruption is good for the soul; it humanizes
         you.” 
      

      
      As deep as her feeling for the sensuous was her need for a story or a character to
         ring true in emotional terms. The “revelation of human character,” she wrote, is the
         highest dramatic function of movies (and of the stage). It was because the characters
         in genre movies, whether Westerns, science fiction, or film noir, were almost by definition
         impersonal, stock types that these kinds of films generally seemed stunted and vaguely
         wearisome to her. 
      

      
      Describing the particular power of movies, Kael set forth a kind of rationale for
         popular culture no matter what its form. In a major 1968 essay, “Trash, Art, and the
         Movies,” she held that, watching movies, we can dispense with “the proper responses
         required of us in our official (school) culture.” We are relieved of the “responsibility
         to pay attention and to appreciate,” and in this zone of freedom and irresponsibility
         we can often get closer to the real spirit of art—we can “develop our own aesthetic
         response.” Kael’s prose, with its colloquial and slangy expressions, its contractions
         and “you feel” constructions, demonstrated in itself how “our official” culture could
         be shed. 
      

      
      Her social predilections were a piece with this aim. She had an instinctive affinity
         for questioners and dislodgers of propriety. Her longstanding high regard for Marlon
         Brando, whom she saw as “our genius” among American actors, and for Norman Mailer,
         who, despite her not much caring for his movies and his biography of Marilyn Monroe,
         held the same standing among our writers for her, owed much to the way that she saw
         both seeking, in their respective arts, to bring unorthodox, disruptive, even perilous
         feelings up to the surface of life. 
      

      
      Kael’s taste, though, was hardly that of a populist. She wrote that art has “got to
         be too much or it’s not enough,” and surely few critics pointed out so continually
         and exasperatedly how vacuous and cliché-ridden movies generally are. Her heightened
         degree of opinionatedness—her ability to have at the very moment crisply definitive
         feelings about everything in her path—was, actually, mesmerizing (and a little alienating).
         Critics are supposed to have strong opinions and to be able to change their minds
         about their subjects over time. But, regarding any kind of artist, Kael could go from
         admiration to antipathy overnight, and whichever way all at once. If a reader didn’t
         agree with her view, it could come as a personal challenge; one felt the need to square
         one’s view with hers. 
      

      
      And where most critics, when they have an opinion that isolates them from the general
         taste of their time—such as Edmund Wilson dissenting on Kafka or Clement Greenberg
         rejecting Picasso’s later work—tend to leave the issue once it has been voiced, and
         so let it come to seem like an aberrant or private notion (thereby making people feel
         they don’t have to take it seriously), Kael reiterated and forthrightly explored tastes
         and emotions of hers that were radically different from that of consensus thinking.
         She wasn’t the only critic to believe, for example, that Alfred Hitchcock was wildly
         overrated or to find most of Stanley Kubrick’s films cold and rigid, but her clear
         and essential rejection of the regular claims of importance for them, and her similar
         clarity about what she felt were the profound limitations of Fellini, Antonioni, and
         Ingmar Bergman (at different times in his career), remains salutary, even if one disagrees
         with her specific conclusions. Few writers, by their example, have said so forcefully
         and inspiringly that, in judging the arts, no artists are above criticism. 
      

      
      Much of the seductive power of Kael’s first book, the best-selling I Lost It at the Movies, which brought together pieces she wrote when still in Berkeley, came from the way
         she seemed to offer alternatives to conventional thinking of every stripe. Often quoting
         the notices the movie under review had already been given by New York critics, and
         then talking back to those critics, she presented the voice of a Californian. Describing
         how unimpressed she was with such vaunted European films of her time as Hiroshima Mon Amour, or 8 ½, she seemed to speak, in addition, for a completely valid other, and very American,
         way of responding. With her wisecracking and ballsy tone, she even gave some readers
         a new idea of what a woman writer could sound like. 
      

      
      I Lost It at the Movies remains perhaps Kael’s best-known collection, but it isn’t her richest book (she
         certainly didn’t think it was). She had real sympathy with only elements of recent
         European filmmaking, and, in articles that became almost sociological attacks on the
         educated audience that was responding to the new movies, her voice could be hectoring
         and strident. But Kael’s questioning of theories that said there were inherent values
         in certain kinds of movies, whether the “auteur theory” or any other, was tonic, and
         her overall thinking, which was that of a liberal writer admonishing what she saw
         as the myopia of her fellow liberals, had much the same drive that Jane Jacobs, in
         her 1961 classic The Death and Life of Great American Cities, brought to her encounter with what she saw as the theory-driven blind spots of architects
         and city planners. When we read Kael clearing the air of academic systems of grading
         movies, and getting us to put more trust in our visceral and instinctive reactions
         to movies, we are only a step away from Jacobs describing in everyday language how
         free-flowing and unregimented city life usually is when it is making the greatest
         numbers of its residents happiest. 
      

      
      In her later work, Kael’s viewpoint was much less that of a gadfly. In the 1970s,
         at the New Yorker, she seized opportunities to delve into aspects of American filmmaking—or the “American
         consciousness,” as Mailer put it—that she found elating, whether writing about the
         movies past or developments in current movies. For Kael the second half of the 1930s
         represented a high point in American films but one that had not been given its due.
         She redressed the issue in the juicily detailed 1971 “Raising Kane,” about the making
         of Citizen Kane, and in the 1975 “The Man from Dream City,” a profile of Cary Grant. However different
         their subjects, the essays concern a time, as Kael presents it, when the deprivations
         of the early Depression years had subsided, Hollywood was buoyed up by wry, witty,
         and ornery screenwriters from the East Coast, and the best American movies had a formal
         glamour, an adult sexiness, a hardboiled disdain for sentimentality, and a sense of
         what she called a “happy effrontery” that the studio system hardly matched again.
      

      
      Citizen Kane, for her—it is not everyone’s idea of the film—was the “culmination” of that “sustained
         fear of careless magic we call ‘thirties comedy’”; and the same verbal slapstick that
         animated what has also been referred to as the “newspaper comedy” (which Orson Welles’s
         film certainly is in many ways) was a core ingredient in fashioning Cary Grant’s glistening,
         romantic, and farcical screen presence. Both studies revolve, in a sense, around an
         original and poetic way of thinking about the word shallow. Kael pointedly employed the word as early as 1956, in “Movies, the Desperate Art,”
         to distinguish an American, as opposed to a European, response to experience, and
         she did not mean it pejoratively. Shallow for her could connote energy, joy, and sass combined, and she somehow makes it a
         meaningful accolade for Citizen Kane, Cary Grant, and the time they came out of.
      

      
      In the American movies of the 1970s, though, Kael was tracking edgier and riskier
         responses to experience. Already in her probing 1967 analysis of Bonnie and Clyde she had spotted a new kind of American film. With its then-novel mixture of bloody
         deaths and absurdist humor, coolly untouched by any accompanying moral lessons, Arthur
         Penn’s movie, she saw, was a rarity in being a commercial Hollywood venture whose
         unsettling spirit owed a lot to the French New Wave and whose candor about death reflected
         a new mood of disillusionment in the country. (She didn’t mention the Vietnam War,
         but its presence is felt in her piece.) The film was a harbinger of a period of more
         personal and experimental, and more emotionally and physically violent, American movies—a
         period that Kael was prepared to meet head on. 
      

      
      During the 1970s, Kael seemed to be putting in perspective, in the very weeks the
         movies opened, what the onrush of new directors, new actors, and new themes meant
         to the large audience responding to them. She was in her fifties and many of her most
         dynamic subjects, including Altman, Spielberg, Scorsese, De Palma, and Coppola, were
         a good bit younger, if not half her age. Yet she moved without hesitation into their
         different imaginative worlds and intuitively grasped the relative significance of
         their efforts. It is hard to imagine that there will be better evocations of the rash
         and explosive spirit of Scorsese’s early films, the muffled and disorienting beauty
         of Altman’s McCabe & Mrs. Miller, the believable sweetness of Spielberg’s early fables, the blend De Palma made of
         the scary, the pictorially sumptuous, and the ingenious, or of the way Coppola’s The Godfather attained what she called “a new tragic realism.” 
      

      
      It was Kael’s close involvement with current filmmaking that prompted Warren Beatty
         to propose that she leave reviewing and work as an executive consultant at Paramount
         Pictures, doing for films before they were made what she did in print. This made sense
         to her, and for five months in 1979 she had an office in Hollywood, talking, she said
         in a later interview, “to anybody who stopped by and wanted to talk” (a position oddly
         echoing what she did with fellow students at Berkeley four decades earlier). But Kael
         “missed writing,” she said, and returned to the New Yorker in 1980. She came back from Los Angeles confirmed in her belief that the movie industry,
         which a few years back had let itself be galvanized by a number of talented moviemakers
         with fresh approaches, was now in a state of retrenchment. It had found ways, she
         wrote in the 1980 “Why Are Movies So Bad? or, The Numbers,” to insure itself against
         financial losses—and therefore could bottle up the artistically challenging as well.
         In her last decade at the New Yorker Kael worked with the sense that film as an art and as a mirror of national life had
         lost its momentum and urgency. She continued, however, to find certain directors and,
         especially, actors exciting. She was eager to mark the arrival of emerging filmmakers
         from Australia, New Zealand, and Spain, the resurgence of John Huston and Kon Ichikawa
         at the end of their lives, and the coming into their own of, among others, Richard
         Pryor, Barbra Streisand, Burt Lancaster, Diane Keaton, and Daniel Day-Lewis. 
      

      
      Movie reviewing itself, though, had become arduous. Kael had bought a house in Great
         Barrington, Massachusetts, in 1971, and came to divide her time between New York,
         where she saw movies and turned in her articles, and the Berkshires, where she wrote.
         By the late 1980s, when she was in her late sixties, the commuting began to wear on
         her. In the ten years of life that remained to her after her retirement—she died on
         September 3, 2001, at eighty-two—she suffered considerably from heart ailments and
         Parkinson’s disease. But her concern for movies, for the screenplays she was sent
         to comment on, and for books and music, remained unabated. Kael’s openness throughout
         her life to so many unrelated artists and themes makes one understand why, of all
         directors, Jean Renoir, whom she covered in a number of short reviews and often mentioned,
         may have meant the most to her. With her hip, wary, street-smart language and insights
         and her desire for sheer contemporaneity, she didn’t always seem temperamentally connected
         to the French director, whose films often expressed a sympathetic awareness of people
         no matter what their motivations or behavior. Yet there was a part of Kael that clearly
         did have a rapport with the elemental naturalism, and the kind of filmmaking that
         doesn’t call attention to itself, that can be associated with Renoir. Her feeling
         for such a view of art, and people, was certainly evident over the years in her writing
         on Satyajit Ray and Jan Troell. And in some of her strongest pieces from the late
         1970s and 1980s, whether on The Deer Hunter, Melvin and Howard, The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith, The Leopard, or Casualties of War, she described the stories and textures of the films in ways that showed her to be
         this kind of artist herself. She increasingly could write with the same calm, wide
         empathy for events as they unfolded that marked some of Renoir’s strongest films.
         
      

      
      She came increasingly, as well, to label as comedies movies she particularly loved,
         and her use of the word was as distinctive and personal as her use of shallow in that she often called a film a comedy even when it wasn’t especially funny. Kael
         was, of course, in her language, a bit of a comedian herself, and she wrote that some
         of the best reasons to go to movies in the 1980s were to see Bill Murray, Bette Midler,
         or Steve Martin, among other comic performers, in action. But comedy for her meant more than jokes, or flashes of impudence, or a feeling for the absurdity
         of some experiences. The word suggested that a movie, or any artwork, had a self-awareness.
         It could take itself seriously and stand outside itself at the same time. It could
         bring together sorrow and violence and silliness and wild exaggeration and a lyrical
         beauty and make them all feel like part of one fabric. This is what Kael’s own vast
         body of work does, and perhaps it also can best be called a comedy—a comedy of awareness
         and perception. 
      

      
      Note

      
      
         This essay originally appeared in Sanford Schwartz, ed., The Age of Movies: Selected Writings of Pauline Kael (New York: Penguin, 2011), xi-xxiv. Reprinted with permission.
         

         
      

      
      
      Chapter 9

      My Family Drama

      
         
         
         
         Paul Schrader

         
         Pauline Kael, 1919–2001

         
         
      

      
      I’ve always feared Pauline Kael’s death, almost from the day I first met her. At first
         my reasons were simple and selfish; later they became more complex. 
      

      
      I met Pauline in the summer of 1967 in New York City. As a college student I’d become
         interested in “cinema,” specifically the European films of the 1960s. I’m not sure
         if it was because of their extraordinary vitality or because my church (and consequently
         my college, Calvin) had proscribed motion-picture attendance and other “worldly amusements.”
         Probably the latter. Revolt was in the air, and advocating movies was a way to be
         simultaneously an artist and a rebel. Definitely more prestigious than drinking, vandalism,
         or shoplifting, my previous forms of rebellion. 
      

      
      The problem was, there was no way to see foreign films in Grand Rapids, Michigan.
         (The local soft-core theater had attempted a run of Bergman films; it petered out.)
         So I saved my money and applied for summer courses at Columbia’s film school. I stayed
         at John Jay, worked in the cafeteria, and took introductory courses in film history.
      

      
      One night, after a European film-history course, I found myself sitting as usual at
         the West End bar (the New York drinking age was eighteen). Pauline’s second book,
         Kiss Kiss Bang Bang, had just come out in paperback, and I was in a pitched discussion with the fellow
         beside me. We were both mad for the book. “So,” he said after he returned from a bathroom
         break, “let’s go see her. You want to?” His name was Paul Warshow. His father, Robert
         Warshow, had been a film critic for The Nation, writing seminal articles on the Western and gangster films. Robert Warshow had died
         young, and Pauline had been a friend to Paul ever since. A day or two later I got
         a message from Paul: he had spoken with Pauline, and we were going to her apartment
         for dinner. 
      

      
      I remember that first evening as vividly as a first date. Sitting around an oak table,
         beneath a spider-patterned Tiffany lamp, we ate and drank and argued: the quintessential
         Kael experience. I had only seen a couple dozen films but had strong opinions. I couldn’t
         understand how she could champion L’Avventura, but not La Notte. She found my advocacy of Buñuel and Bergman quaint. I thought she was being harsh:
         later experience made me realize she was being kind. Pauline was then writing for
         the New Republic. She had recently reviewed Masculin-Feminin after it had lasted but a week at the New Yorker theater. Her review, blown up and
         mounted outside the movie house, brought Godard’s film back for a successful run.
         Her bully pulpit techniques, the ones she’d honed at the Berkeley Cinema Guild, now
         worked in New York: she was on the cusp of exercising her clout. That headiness, that
         evangelical purpose, permeated the room. 
      

      
      The hour grew late, and Paul Warshow left. Having drunk excessively, I ended up on
         the sofa. The following morning, after scrambled eggs and toast, she escorted me out.
         “You don’t want to be a minister,” she told me. “You want to be a film critic. We
         are going to keep in touch.”
      

      
      Thus I was ushered into the Paulettes. I saw her again that summer and corresponded
         after returning to Calvin College, sending her articles I’d written for the college
         paper. She had offered to help me get accepted at UCLA film school. UCLA was then,
         as now, very difficult to get into, the acme of film schools, but she was friends
         with its head, Colin Young. She assured me that her word would have weight. 
      

      
       Those were the days when I would go to bed at night and pray to God to keep Pauline
         alive. I dreaded picking up the paper and reading she’d died. She was my only way
         out of Calvin, the Christian Reformed Church, and Grand Rapids. If she died I’d just
         be trapped there forever! Please God, just let her live another year. I won’t ask
         anything else.
      

      
      Well, she lived, I was accepted at UCLA, and my life changed. She helped me get a
         weekly reviewing gig at the LA Free Press. Like her other acolytes, I read her religiously, sent her everything I wrote, and
         waited for her call. The phone would ring. Pauline, in that passionate, bullying voice,
         would explain that such and such a film (La Chinoise, for example) needed our support, and to the barricades we’d run. 
      

      
      Pauline was a complex mentor. On one hand, she infused your life like a whirlwind,
         dominating your thinking, affecting your personal relationships, demanding fealty;
         on the other, she could not respect anyone who would not stand up to her. Love her
         too little and she attacked you; love her too much and she disregarded you. It was
         a formula for heartbreak, a heartbreak I think the acolytes felt more deeply than
         the mentor. Mine came in two stages. 
      

      
      The first was Christmas 1971. I had flown to New York to visit her. Even though I
         was increasingly influenced by the structuralist criticism of Screen magazine in London, I still considered her my mentor. I had been writing criticism
         for several years, editing a film magazine, and working on a book. I was ready for
         the next step. At that time, newspapers and magazines around the country would solicit
         Pauline’s recommendations before hiring a film critic; she was the clearinghouse.
         She explained that she was thinking of me for a paper in either Chicago or Seattle;
         Seattle, she felt, would be best. It was an arts town—a movie town, a serious town.
         I could develop a readership. I was in doubt. I had never made a living as a writer.
         Yet I was torn. I explained to her that I’d been experiencing some personal turmoil
         and had been thinking about writing a screenplay. If I left Los Angeles, I said, I
         was afraid that possibility would be gone forever. If I didn’t try now, I never would.
         She was unmoved: “I need an answer.” I asked her if I could have a week to think about
         it (it was the holidays after all). She said no. She needed my answer now. I said
         something to the effect of “If you need the answer now, the answer would have to be
         no.” Silence. Some cold chitchat. My time, I realized, was up. I excused myself, left,
         returned to my hotel room, and made a plane reservation for Los Angeles. On the plane
         home I thought to myself, Well, you messed that up. You’re no longer a film critic. You’d better try to be a
            screenwriter.
      

      
      The second break was in 1979. I was preparing American Gigolo at Paramount. Pauline also had an office on the lot, having been brought out by Warren
         Beatty to develop scripts. (Warren is the master of patient seduction. He is also
         the master of patient revenge. In manipulating Pauline, the critical bête noire of
         commercial Hollywood, he accomplished both.) I had seen her a couple times in the
         intervening years. I’d sent her the script of Taxi Driver and had dinner with her and Brian De Palma at the Algonquin after the film’s release.
         She’d seemingly forgiven me for forsaking criticism. Now I was hearing disturbing
         stories. She’d told David Chasen, a vice president at Columbia, that I was a good
         writer but a terrible director. I asked her to lunch on the lot. I explained that
         she was free to say anything about me in print, but when she bad-mouthed me at a cocktail
         party she was not acting as a critic but as a Hollywood insider. And was thus my enemy.
         The break was then complete. Communication ended. I used to look forward to her comments.
         Now I appreciated when, for whatever reason, she chose not to review a film I was
         involved in. 
      

      
      I began to fear her death anew. My mother had died in 1978, and I blamed myself for
         not expressing my love for her until after it was too late. What if this ultimate
         family drama were to be reenacted? What if Pauline, my second mother, the enabler
         of my creative life, were to die before I had a chance to express my gratitude? 
      

      
      Fortunately, an opportunity for rapprochement availed itself ten years later. Not
         all family dramas end in silence and darkness. Terry Rafferty, New Yorker film critic, moved near my country house in Chappaqua. He mentioned Pauline, and
         I asked if he would call her, speak to her on my behalf. Terry arranged for us to
         drive up to Great Barrington and visit Pauline. I got out of the car with trepidation,
         walked toward her rambling brown Victorian. Terry trailed thoughtfully behind. She
         appeared on the porch, smaller than I’d remembered, and opened her arms. After a sustained
         embrace she said to me, “I saw your film, Comfort of Strangers. I liked it. You’ve become a good director.” I didn’t care so much if she thought
         I was a good director; what mattered was that she cared for me. 
      

      
      Over the last decade I visited Pauline most summers. One occasion stands out. I was
         returning from Canyon Ranch in the Berkshires: I called and said I’d like to stop
         by. I knew she had just returned to Great Barrington after two operations in Boston.
         She said she wasn’t fit for company. I said I would stop by nonetheless. Her daughter
         Gina ushered me up to Pauline’s bedroom, and I was taken aback by her appearance.
         Always small, she now seemed skin and bones. I could encompass her wrist between my
         thumb and forefinger. I pulled up a chair and began time-honored bedside chatter:
         how are things, fall is early, blah, blah, blah. But she would have none of it. She
         wanted my opinions on movies. I spoke in gentle tones, clearly a mistake. Retorts
         shot from her mouth like spinning razor blades, adjectives zipping past my head, adverbs
         cutting my bare arms, clauses battering my torso. Ever formidable. I told her the
         thing I had never told my own mother on her deathbed. I told her that I loved her.
         
      

      
      Two years ago, on her eightieth birthday, there was a convocation of the tribes in
         Great Barrington. Pauline had always resisted attempts to honor her. (Once, Altman,
         Bertolucci, and I attempted to manage a tribute at the Museum of Modern Art. Pauline
         firmly declined. “I’m too small to put on a pedestal,” she told me by phone.) Now
         Gina had convinced her to have a birthday fest. Her sister came from Berkeley. As
         did three generations of acolytes, most, if not all, with emotions as conflicted as
         my own. From the first generation, there were David Denby, Joe Morgenstern, and I;
         from the second, Terry Rafferty and Meredith Brody; from the third, David Edelstein
         (and others I’ve neglected to mention). 
      

      
      James Hamilton took a group photo and mailed it to all the participants. It hangs
         in my office.
      

      
      Note

      
         This essay originally appeared in Film Comment, November/December 2001, 42–44. Reprinted with permission.
         

      

      
      
      Chapter 10

      Courting Favor

      
         
         
         
         Joan Tewkesbury

         
         
      

      
      Pauline Kael was the high priestess of unvarnished opinions. Brian Kellow, in his
         2011 biography A Life in the Dark, calls her the Cassandra of film criticism. To me she was the brainy, witheringly
         funny, smart-mouthed, and fearless caretaker of what went on in the movie theater.
         She was the testy companion from New York who showered her readers with information
         regarding the best or the worst of the week, whether they wanted it or not. No thumbs
         up or down for her. No shrinking point of view. She wrote essays that told you the
         ins and outs of filmmaking and often predicted that the entire movie business was
         “going to hell in a hand basket.” She was tough.
      

      
      Robert Altman loved an audience, he loved to make movies, and he loved it when you
         loved the movies he made. He too was funny and smart and tough. He had potent powers
         of observation that made him an exceptional director. He was also Machiavellian, sometimes
         mean and very charming. Altman loved to work and was really good at making things
         happen. His budgets were low and he massaged and maneuvered strategies to keep work
         coming to him. Support from respected critics could help a film earn its money back.
         If nothing else, good reviews got your name in papers and gave a necessary boost to
         raising money for future projects. Altman’s confidence was seductive and persuasive;
         he used it to court those who should have thought twice before accepting an invitation
         to enter his world. But an open door to the set, the party, to the environment that
         was so exclusively Altman . . . who could resist?
      

      
      When Pauline Kael discovered Robert Altman she fell in love with his stylish messiness:
         his dark humor, his energy and passion, his way of working with actors and crew, all
         the elements of his magic act. Her sensibility and Altman’s joined up in the darkened
         theater and she became his biggest supporter. This is not to say she liked all of
         his efforts, nor was she ever afraid to say what she thought. Regarding Altman’s Images, she said, “Occasional flat improvised lines are like peanut shells stuck in jewelry.”[1]   It seems Altman’s loose way with words in a screenplay didn’t always impress her,
         but she invariably admired his imagination and fierce spirit.
      

      
      Springtime in Mississippi in 1973 was gorgeous, lush with blossoms. Everything was
         bright green, even the kudzu. We were shooting Thieves Like Us in locations that still looked like the 1930s and my first adapted screenplay was
         coming to life. One morning we were in the busy flow of crew and cinematographer getting
         “camera ready” for a short scene with T-Dub and Lula and Chicamaw before we moved
         on to a scene with Mattie and the kids. Altman, who loved the unpredictability of
         making movies and sharing the experience with people he deemed worthy, walked into
         the crowded living room leading a pleasant-looking woman with soft, brown hair by
         the hand. She kept her head down to watch where she was going, but her gesture seemed
         more an attempt to remain unnoticed as they wove in and out of furniture, cables,
         and light strands. The crew had no idea who she was. However, some of us sensed that
         the woman whose hand Altman was holding was definitely “worthy” and the sight of her
         was thrilling. Had she been summoned? Had it been planned? It wasn’t on the call sheet.
         Why was she there? Some poor assistant asked if the woman was Judith Crist, only to
         be reprimanded by a visual consultant with a dark personality and voice to match that
         we should know better. The woman tip-toeing through the set was none other than Pauline
         Kael, the esteemed movie critic for the New Yorker.

      
      Altman walked her through every room gesticulating and explaining, tour-guide style,
         all the action that would take place in his playground that day. Completely absorbed,
         she took it all in while those of us who read her religiously tried to look busy and
         pretend she wasn’t there. When they finally wandered back into the living room, her
         head was up and you could see her bright, curious, no-nonsense eyes scouring the place
         for details, while keeping riffraff at bay. Altman stopped to introduce her to the
         cast and to Jean Boffety, the cinematographer. She was polite. She smiled and shook
         hands, but she didn’t make conversation. When she finally turned and saw the rest
         of us eagerly waiting for some sort of acknowledgment, her intense gaze was rapid,
         fleeting, and dismissive. She had come to see the boss.
      

      
      Altman liked to keep these kinds of visitors close to the vest. No need to diffuse
         the guest’s observations about him or the experience of his carnival with a round
         of forgettable introductions. He turned to Tommy Thompson, the first assistant director,
         and said they’d better get started; she had a plane to catch. She stayed briefly to
         watch Altman direct a couple of takes, but then she had to go. Altman helped her out
         of his world and into a waiting car. When he came back, it was as if the lady from
         New York had never happened. Later, wanting clarification, I perversely asked who
         the guest was and why was she there. Knowing full well that I knew better, he smiled
         mischievously and winked. “A friend,” he said, turning, and then he walked away. I’m
         told that a few years later Kael came to Nashville while we were shooting. My guess
         is that it was after hours, and just to see Altman. That movie was going to be a hard
         sell and he knew it. 
      

      
      Predictably, the next time I saw her was in New York at the first screening of Nashville. The movie wasn’t finished and it was very long. When the preview was over, the audience
         was a little stunned, friendly but stunned. It took a few moments for everyone to
         get up and file out. Not Ms. Kael. She was already at the back of the theater standing
         with a cluster of well-wishing viewers and right next to Altman, deep in conversation
         with him about the movie not being a final cut, not sound mixed, nor color corrected.
         From the look on her face none of that mattered. He’d met all of her expectations
         and produced the movie she’d always known he was capable of.
      

      
      In Ms. Kael’s preemptive airstrike (some called it presumptive) of a New Yorker review, “Coming: Nashville”; she called the film “an orgy for movie-lovers.” She
         wrote that she’d “sat there smiling at the screen in complete happiness,” and mentioned
         that it “told a story without a clanking plot.” She analyzed the movie’s constant
         discovery of overlapping connections and said that it avoided resolutions “because
         the people in the movie were too busy being alive to be locked in place.”[2]   For her grand finale, she threw garlands of praise at the director’s feet. 
      

      
      Needless to say her early review gave the film enormous attention and substantial
         printable quotes, but it brought Kael harsh criticism and attacks on her ethics. In
         a lengthy New York Times, snide-in-tone article, Vincent Canby, the Times movie critic, chastised Kael for extolling the virtues of an unfinished film while
         parodying her writing style. Other critics facetiously suggested that she might want
         to open a press agency so she could use her delirious enthusiasm to promote her favorite
         clients and not worry about rules of critical neutrality. But much to Altman’s delight,
         her opening, premature salvo had brought a firestorm of reaction and unparalleled
         love/hate reactions to the movie, “the funniest epic vision of America ever to reach
         the screen,” according to Kael.[3]  
      

      
      A few years later when I started to direct, I prayed for a Pauline Kael review, even
         though she wasn’t much for female directors. Instead, I received the odd observations
         of Penelope Gilliatt, who’d arrived late to my screening after a long lunch with martinis
         and quickly took a nap. Just as well. Looking back, my fondest memory of Pauline Kael,
         besides my weekly New Yorker tutorial, was the look of pure joy on her face that night in New York.
      

      
      My God, how she loved the movies.
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      Chapter 11

      An Elitist Bag Lady

      
         
         
         
         Philip Martin

         
         
      

      
      No one starts out wanting to be a sportswriter. 

      
      We long to be in the arena, and not just because that’s where everyone’s attention
         is focused and where the contests are decided. It is a cleaner and simpler way to
         live. We long, like Alexander Portnoy, “to be a center fielder, a center fielder and
         nothing more.”[1]   
      

      
      It’s only when we begin, as Dirty Harry Callahan instructs us, to understand our limitations[2]   that we begin to negotiate the compromise and insinuate ourselves into the periphery.
         We can’t be the quarterback, but we may, for a while, be able to chase or block for
         him. We can’t stand out in front of the band, perhaps, but maybe we can play the drums,
         and if not that, load equipment on the bus. Finding ourselves less special than we
         assumed, we end up going to school, obtaining credentials, and acquiring skills that
         may allow us to be of use to the world. 
      

      
      We discover ourselves as our possibilities foreclose. As we are thwarted, we are shaped.
         
      

      
      I wanted to be a shortstop and I saw no reason why I couldn’t be that, except that
         some other boys were stronger and faster than I was. But the books of John R. Tunis
         promised me I could grow and improve, and if I did enough of that—if I ran the extra
         lap, focused keener or wanted more—I could overtake my betters. 
      

      
      And so I carried bricks in either hand as I ran up and down stadium stairs, and I
         read Ted Williams on The Art of Hitting. I told myself the lie we all secretly believe: that I was not like the others, that
         there was within me a kernel that would inevitably erupt into greatness. 
      

      
      When I first started reading Pauline Kael, I was still convinced of my own specialness.
         I thought very little about the movies. Before I started reading Kael, movies were
         just movies, something to do on a Saturday night. (Or, more often, a Tuesday night
         when we could go for a dollar.) Oh, I liked them, because who doesn’t like movies?
         But I gave no more thought to how they came into existence, to who made them or why,
         than I considered the manufacturing processes of vanilla ice cream or Coca-Cola. 
      

      
      The precise reasons why I looked up her review of Bernardo Bertolucci’s Last Tango in Paris in the New Yorker in the Airline High School library are obscure to me forty years later, though I
         imagine they had to do with the movie’s “scandalous nature.” I expect that I had heard
         something about Brando and butter, and the overtness of Maria Schneider that convinced
         me I wanted to know more. In any case, I’m sure I was hoping for photographs. But
         I was unprepared for the exotic thing my eyes flushed from the page—a wild-colored
         plume of flapping verbiage smacked me in the face:
      

      
         The movie breakthrough has finally come. Exploitation films have been supplying mechanized
            sex—sex as physical stimulant but without any passion or emotional violence. The sex
            in Last Tango in Paris expresses the characters’ drives. Marlon Brando, as Paul, is working out his aggression
            on Jeanne (Maria Schneider), and the physical menace of sexuality that is emotionally
            charged is such a departure from everything we’ve come to expect at the movies that
            there was something almost like fear in the atmosphere of the party in the lobby that
            followed the screening. Carried along by the sustained excitement of the movie, the
            audience had given Bertolucci an ovation, but afterward, as individuals, they were
            quiet. This must be the most powerfully erotic movie ever made, and it may turn out
            to be the most liberating movie ever made. . . . Bertolucci and Brando have altered
            the face of an art form. Who was prepared for that?[3]  
         

      

      Certainly not this fourteen-year-old infielder. 

      
      I don’t mean to suggest I was a feral kid. I grew up around books and a touching suburban
         veneration of books that verged on fetishism. Our house had bookcases tight with yards
         of Reader’s Digest condensed hardbacks, book club editions of popular novels, a rich trove of paperbacks,
         and a few volumes that reflected some fairly esoteric interests in Greek mythology
         and poetry. (My father was a fan of Philip Larkin and Alfred Lord Tennyson; he also
         had a copy of E.E. Cummings Collected Poems 1922–1938, although I got the feeling he didn’t much care for any of them, aside from “i sing
         of Olaf glad and big,” which he could recite from memory.) 
      

      
      We had two sets of encyclopedias—Grolier’s Encyclopedia Americana and their New Book of Knowledge (which I imagined I had outgrown by the time I went looking for intelligence on Last Tango) and a ten-volume set of Grolier’s Classics bound in red leatherette. (And that I
         was studiously working my way through. I read abridged versions of Lamb’s Essays for Elia and La Rochefoucald’s Maxims and Reflections before I ever read Pauline Kael.) 
      

      
      While my parents did not subscribe to the New Yorker, they took many magazines in their Bossier City home—among them National Geographic, Time and Newsweek both, Redbook, and, for a time, McCall’s (briefly Kael’s employer, though I never noticed). 
      

      
      But Kael was different than the other writers I had noticed—there was a sense of urgent
         performance driving her words. She wasn’t just talking about the show in the manner
         of certain genial sportswriters I liked reading; there was a sense that, at least
         in some way, her work was the show. Or at least a show. Kael wasn’t simply describing what was happening in the movie—reading the review
         I didn’t even get much of a sense of what happened in the movie—she was using the
         occasion of the movie to talk about things unrelated to whether Last Tango in Paris was an amusing diversion. She seemed to be communicating something important about
         the way we could live in the world. And though I didn’t completely understand what
         she was saying, I was intoxicated by the rhythm and rack of her words, mesmerized
         by the sparks they made as they knocked me one against the other:
      

      
         His first sex act has a boldness that had the audience gasping, and the gasp was caused—in
            part—by our awareness that this was Marlon Brando doing it, not an unknown actor.
            In the flat, he wears the white T-shirt of Stanley Kowalski, and he still has the
            big shoulders and thick-muscled arms. Photographed looking down, he is still tender
            and poetic; photographed looking up, he is ravaged, like the man in the Francis Bacon
            painting under the film’s opening titles. We are watching Brando throughout this movie,
            with all the feedback that that implies, and his willingness to run the full course
            with a study of the aggression in masculine sexuality and how the physical strength
            of men lends credence to the insanity that grows out of it gives the film a larger,
            tragic dignity.[4]  
         

      

      This was not what I had expected, it was different than the way my friends and I talked
         about, or thought about, movies, and at the same time, I doubt I understood much of
         what Kael was going on about. I thought of “Francis Bacon” as some dead Englishman
         in a ruffled collar (thank you, Encyclopedia Americana). I had a vague notion of Stanley Kowalski as the character who hollered “Stella!”
         in A Streetcar Named Desire, but I’m not sure I associated the role with Marlon Brando—who I knew only as Don
         Corleone. 
      

      
         The colors in this movie are late-afternoon orange-beige-browns and pink—the pink
            of flesh drained of blood, corpse pink. They are so delicately modulated—that romance
            and rot are one.[5]  
         

      

      I was in no position to have an opinion about Kael’s opinion; her verdict was inconsequential
         to me. What mattered to me in that moment, and what matters to me today, was that
         voice—erudite yet chatty, and charged with an urgent, rapturous enthusiasm that made
         me want to understand whatever foreign language she was speaking.
      

      
      It would be years before I’d have a chance to see Last Tango. 
      

      
      When I did, I couldn’t help but be a little disappointed. Bertolucci’s film didn’t
         strike me the same way it had Kael a decade before, in part because we hadn’t seen
         the same film. It wasn’t fresh for me as it was for her; I’d seen various paler and
         more lurid iterations of the film in the meantime; I had seen the Mad magazine parody. (And possibly a Saturday Night Live skit? Maybe I dreamed it.) I had been wised-up about Brando and seen One-Eyed Jacks and On the Waterfront and become the sort of person who took movies more or less seriously. But I knew
         that didn’t matter because I’d been attending to Pauline Kael since that moment in
         early 1973. 
      

      
      I knew it was okay to disagree with that insistent, clangorous voice. I knew that
         was one of the things consenting adults did—disagree about works of art. I read Kael
         religiously for years before I ever thought that having a writing life was possible
         for me. (I was twenty-three years old and writing a column that ran on the front page
         of a newspaper three days a week before I realized that a writing life was possible
         for me.) It is only in retrospect that I realized that the crazy lady writing about
         movies in the back of the New Yorker was one of the chief influences on my so-called career.
      

      
      Kael was a firestarter, a flashy writer. I was a box of tinder. 

      
      She wasn’t the only flashy writer I have ever loved, of course; she probably wasn’t
         even the first. But she is the one who has stayed with me, even as I’ve outgrown other
         enthusiasms. I think fond thoughts for Bukowski and Fitzgerald and Vonnegut, but when
         I read them these days I am slightly embarrassed by the avidity with which I consumed
         them in my youth. I love them still, but I understand that at least part of why I
         love them has to do with nostalgia for my own callowness. I imitated them, I stole
         what I could, and now I feel a little sheepish in their presence. 
      

      
      Other novelists retain their difficulty—I still wrestle with Roth and Bellow and Updike
         (and Donald Harington, and others more obscure and too numerous to mention), though
         sometimes I am too aware of what the wise money says. And I think of Kael in the same
         way I think of these enduring novelists of the mid-twentieth century, coming to grips
         with a world that changed faster than it ever could have before, between my twelfth
         and fifteenth birthdays, when I still thought it possible that I could be a shortstop.
         
      

      
      It wasn’t until 1986 that I started writing about movies in earnest.

      
      An editor sent me down to write a column about a group of Vietnam veterans who were
         attending an advance screening of a movie called Platoon, written and directed by another Vietnam veteran, Oliver Stone. I think that I knew
         about Stone only because Kael—and other critics I’d discovered after I’d encountered
         her—had turned me into something like an avid moviegoer—more avid than my friends,
         who still saw the movies as something to default to on an unpromising night. I had
         seen his film Salvador and liked it, more than she did actually: “The director . . . is probably aiming for
         a Buñelian effect—a vision so intensely scummy that it clears the air,” Kael wrote.
         
      

      
         If the result, with its grime and guilt, comes closer to suggesting a hyperkinetic,
            gonzo version of Graham Greene, that’s still nothing to be ashamed of. Written by
            Stone and the free-lance foreign correspondent Richard Boyle, the movie presents the
            civil war in El Salvador during the years 1980 and 1981 as some kind of ultimate bad
            trip. . . . What Stone has here is a right-wing macho fantasy joined to a left-leaning
            polemic. He writes and directs as if someone had put a gun to the back of his neck
            and yelled “Go!” and didn’t take it away until he’d finished.[6]  
         

      

      Kael could take or leave this sort of thing, but Salvador was the sort of movie I genuinely loved, in part because in those days, a gritty artifact
         that reflected what I pretended was my own experience of the world. Having come of
         age in the 1970s and early 1980s, having just missed being exposed to the draft (as
         well as the lures of free love), Stone’s sensibility appealed to me. But I wasn’t
         prepared for Platoon.
      

      
      Many of the veterans walked out of that screening, but not because they were offended
         by Stone’s politics or bored by the film. They had tears in their eyes. For some,
         the movie was just too much like what they had lived through. Only a few could compose
         themselves enough to talk to a reporter. And they all said that what they lived through
         wasn’t like the movie, but the movie was more like what they lived through than anything
         else they’d seen. Platoon flat out tore those boys up.
      

      
      This seemed, and still seems, odd to me. I have never been in combat but it’s difficult
         to believe that a simple film could evoke such emotion. While people are touched by
         movies all the time (people cry at sentimental trifles like Steel Magnolias and The Notebook), I had not expected that a man who’d been in-country could be reduced to racking
         sobs by a mere movie. 
      

      
      I wrote my column about the vets’ reactions to Platoon, and then, since I’d already seen the film, the newspaper’s feature editor asked
         if I might like to write up a review. And I was ready to do just that. 
      

      
      I wish I could find that review. Or maybe I don’t. It survives, somewhere, on microfiche,
         I suppose. I’m sure that it was clumsy and obvious. It couldn’t have been very good.
         At that point in my life, I hadn’t watched enough movies, or thought hard enough about
         them. 
      

      
      But I tried to write the hell out of it. 

      
      I tried to reach up from the page, grab readers by the collar, and make them attend
         to what I had put down there, to my reaction to this thing that was more powerful
         than I’d supposed it’d had any chance to be. I meant to put every ounce of feeling
         I could muster into it, to use every device at my disposal to tell my truth about
         what I had seen and to inform whoever happened upon that piece that I genuinely cared
         about Platoon. 
      

      
      They ran it in the newspaper and nobody said anything to me about it, which I took
         as encouragement. I’ve been writing about movies ever since. 
      

      
      Sometime later I read Kael’s review of Platoon—she disagreed with me. She didn’t care much for the film; she thought Stone took
         “too many melodramatic shortcuts, and that there’s too much filtered light, too much
         poetic license, and too damn much romanticized insanity.”[7]   That’s fair, as was her observation that Charlie Sheen’s narration was a regrettable
         device. I would probably think that now, but Platoon, like Last Tango, is a different movie these days. 
      

      
      Or maybe her take would change. She famously rarely saw any movie more than once.
         I understand that—I rarely re-see films, myself, and there’s only a handful—The Searchers, Citizen Kane, Animal House, and Hiroshima Mon Amour—I’ve seen more than a few times. You write from your first instinct.
      

      
      I know she disapproved of many of the films I loved, and made me reevaluate and check
         my work. Writing of Kubrick’s Clockwork Orange, she made the critical point that
      

      
         [at] the movies, we are gradually being conditioned to accept violence as a sensual
            pleasure. The directors used to say they were showing us its real face and how ugly
            it was in order to sensitize us to its horrors. You don’t have to be very keen to
            see that they are now in fact de-sensitizing us. They are saying that everyone is
            brutal, and the heroes must be as brutal as the villains or they turn into fools.[8]  
         

      

      I agree with her on this, and yet I love some truly violent films. Not just Clockwork Orange, but Stone’s Natural Born Killers, which she abhorred. But one of the things Kael taught me is that not all thinking
         people think the same. 
      

      
      Kael probably wasn’t the first movie critic I ever read, but she was the first who
         actually got under my skin, the first one whose byline I sought out. And to this day
         I haven’t shaken off her influence. This came back to me some years ago, when one
         of her old friends, an editor of note, wrote to me to say that he detected her mark
         on me. I took that as the compliment he meant it as; I’m not embarrassed to be a third-generation
         Paulette. 
      

      
      I’ve read and admired lots of critics; I have made a study of them. Some of them have
         been friends. (For years I didn’t appreciate Roger Ebert, but then I started reading
         him.) But Kael was my first, and remains the prime source, even as I find myself chuckling
         and smiling at some of her outré judgments. 
      

      
      Ever since I became aware of her, which wasn’t long after she’d started writing for
         the New Yorker, she’d been a wild old lady, full of spit and strong opinions. I remember the first
         time I caught sight of her, being interviewed by Tom Snyder on Tomorrow. She was talking about how the old, tired aesthetic standards didn’t apply to movies—that
         movies had everything to do with the way human beings respond to human faces and subversive
         gestures, “moments of excitement sustained longer and extended into new meanings.”[9]  
      

      
      Kael found words to express what I understood—or at least hoped to understand: movies
         were, or at least could be, important. They could be—they were—more than mere commercial
         ventures, entertainments plotted and designed by sleek, empty men with no interest
         beyond the profits they might realize. 
      

      
      Even, or especially, in the trashy movies she sometimes found a glimpse of something
         fine and provoking. She knew movies didn’t have to make sense to be worthwhile, that
         they didn’t always have to follow the rules established by the “schoolmarms”[10]   and the guardians of official high culture. Kael understood that it was okay for
         movies to be incoherent, to take on the textures of dreams, to be what they were.
      

      
      At William Shawn’s New Yorker, she was the house hysteric, the one capable of being impolite, the one who wasn’t
         always slightly bemused and above it all. Kael was the fierce one, the sometimes-vulgar
         one, the one capable of making an absurd judgment and yet plunging ahead, grasping
         at loose threads like a Tarzan swinging for jungle vines, a force gathered and splurting
         across the page. 
      

      
      That’s the trick, isn’t it? No one starts out wanting to be the sportswriter; everybody
         wants to be the center fielder. No one wants to write about the movies; they want
         to be in movies, or to live movies, or, at the very least, to make movies.
      

      
      A critic is such a pale, stupid thing to want to grow up to be. But the point, and
         what Kael demonstrated more than any critic since Edmund Wilson, is that there is
         a difference between hack critics and real ones. And real criticism—the kind you hardly
         ever see anymore—is more than consumer-information reporting, more ego-driven and
         personal, closer to actually making art than pulling the wings off it. 
      

      
      The secret is that you have to be willing to fail big, to make huge leaps, to say
         apparently absurd things in the service of getting to your point, of expressing your
         idea. Kael thought actors were more important than directors; she thought Orson Welles
         was overrated;[11] she thought Jean-Luc Godard was “the Scott Fitzgerald of the movie world,”[12]   by which I guess she meant he was all beautiful style unencumbered by intellectual
         rigor. She wrote the best pans ever—the wrath of Kael was wonderful to behold. 
      

      
      It didn’t matter whether she was “right” or not. What mattered was that she was engaged.
         In the game. In the ongoing conversation. 
      

      
      It is easy to get sick of movies these days because most of them are noxious con games,
         advertisements for dubious notions, insincere flattery. As a people we’ve become scared
         of the best films, afraid to embrace the possibilities of the form. We go to the movies
         to escape, not to have our consciousness raised—we’re spending our hard-won dollars
         for comfort, not for challenge. It is easy to argue that movies are commodities, that
         they exist only to sell us stuff. 
      

      
      Kael maybe felt more and more that way, and maybe that’s why she retired, or at least
         part of it. I wouldn’t know and I wouldn’t try to guess. All I know is she wrote about
         movies with lust, and that she understood that the act of writing about film was in
         itself a creative action. She wasn’t embarrassed by making her own art; she didn’t
         worry that her snap judgments mightn’t prevail. 
      

      
      I love her writing, I love the way she banged verb against noun. When she retired
         from the New Yorker I imagine a lot of people were glad to see her go; a lot of people thought she was
         pretentious; a lot of people probably wished she’d just tell them what the movie was
         about.
      

      
      Kael was a romantic. Sometimes it seemed she loved the lowbrow and sensual sensation
         beyond reason, but she longed for true art—in the movies and in her typewriter, in
         the world at large.
      

      
      She was as important to our film culture as any director—maybe as any movie star.
         I never met her. But I have met Oliver Stone. She didn’t like him and the feeling
         was mutual. She called him a “brazen vulgarian” and a “pounder”[13]   without “an ounce of variety or nuance in his work.”[14]   He called her “an elitist bag lady.”[15]   I think they are both right. 
      

      
      And that they are both wonderful.

      
      Notes

      

      Bibliography

      
      Brantley, Will, ed. Conversations with Pauline Kael. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1996.
      

      
      Grobel, Lawrence. Above the Line: Conversations about the Movies. New York: Da Capo Press, 2000.
      

      
      Kael, Pauline. For Keeps. New York: Plume, 1994.
      

      
      ———. “Godard among the Gangsters.” New Republic, September 10, 1966, 27–28.
      

      
      ———. “Little Shocks, Big Shocks.” New Yorker, January 12, 1987, 92–96.
      

      
      ———. “Stanley Strangelove.” New Yorker, January 1, 1972, 50–53.
      

      
      ———. “Tango.” New Yorker, October 28, 1972, 130–38.
      

      
      ———. “Trash, Art, and the Movies.” In The Age of Movies: Selected Writings of Pauline Kael, edited by Sanford Schwartz, 201–34. New York: Library of America, 2011.
      

      
      Roth, Philip. Portnoy’s Complaint. New York: Random House, 1969.
      

      
      
         
            1. Roth, Portnoy’s Complaint, 6. 
               

            

         

         
            2. Spoken by Clint Eastwood as Callahan in Magnum Force.
               

            

         

         
            3. Kael, “Tango,” 130

            

         

         
            4. Ibid.

            

         

         
            5. Ibid.

            

         

         
            6. Kael, “Little Shocks, Big Shocks,” 92.

            

         

         
            7. Ibid.

            

         

         
            8. Kael, “Stanley Strangelove,” 50.

            

         

         
            9. Kael, “Trash, Art, and the Movies,” 210.

            

         

         
            10. Ibid., 203. 

            

         

         
            11. Kael, For   Keeps, 275. 
               

            

         

         
            12. Kael, “Godard among the Gangsters,” 28.

            

         

         
            13. Ibid. 

            

         

         
            14. Brantley, Conversations with Pauline Kael, 137. 
               

            

         

         
            15. Grobel, Above the Line, 82. 
               

            

         

      

      Chapter 12

      How Loving Pauline Kael Taught Me How to Disagree with Pauline Kael

      
         
         
         
         Noel Murray

         
         
      

      
       “You should be reading Pauline Kael.” That’s what my comparative literature professor
         said to me when I was a junior at the University of Georgia, roughly a year after
         I’d started writing movie reviews for the student newspaper, the Red and Black. I knew Kael’s name—anyone who becomes a student of cinema learns about Kael pretty
         early on—but I became a paid film critic in the summer of 1990, less than a year before
         Kael retired. As a poor college student, I couldn’t afford to buy the New Yorker, so I’d never actually read her. My professor liked my Red and Black pieces, but he could tell I was raw, both as a cinephile and as a writer. He didn’t
         just point me to Kael; he explained to me how I should read her. He didn’t say word
         one about what she wrote; he was enamored of how she wrote. “She writes until she’s done,” my professor said. “She says everything
         she wants to say about a movie, and when it’s all on the page, she stops.”
      

      
      Like most movie buffs of my generation—the ones who grew up in the 1970s and 1980s,
         that is—the first film critics I ever heard of were Roger Ebert and Gene Siskel. I’d
         watched them first on PBS and then in syndication every week throughout my teen years
         and well into my twenties. Siskel and Ebert have gotten a bad rap from some (including
         Kael, occasionally) for reducing film criticism to soundbites and thumbs. But to a
         boy like me, growing up in suburban Tennessee, relying on video stores and the one
         or two art-house screens in nearby Nashville, Sneak Previews and At the Movies were absolutely essential. I didn’t need Siskel and Ebert to tell me to go see Ghostbusters; I needed them to introduce me to Spike Lee and the Coen brothers, to tell me about
         documentary filmmakers and European directors that I otherwise might have missed.
         What people forget about Siskel and Ebert is that they were well-rounded movie buffs
         who’d dedicate segments and sometimes entire episodes of their shows to Hollywood
         classics and foreign films. They encouraged their viewers to know the canon.
      

      
      Kael was different. After my comp. lit. professor pulled me aside to suggest I read
         Kael, I began to haunt the “Movies and Television” sections of used bookstores in
         Athens and Atlanta, snatching up cheap paperback and hardback copies of I Lost It at the Movies and Kiss Kiss Bang Bang. I worked at a movie theater then, and during the frequent lulls on my shift, I devoured
         my Kael. The biggest revelation to me, especially from those early books, was how
         unimpressed she often was with films I’d been told over and over that I had to love. One of my cinema-studies professors was a major advocate of what he called
         “cine-literacy.” So I spent many sleepy morning classes trying to wrap my head around
         the likes of Hiroshima Mon Amour, Blow-Up, and 8½. I struggled with poetry in those days—and with any kind of abstraction, really.
         I wasn’t that good at advanced physics or calculus either, so I assumed that any difficulty
         I was having with the artier French and Italian directors was entirely due to my own
         stupidity.
      

      
      But then I read Kael on Hiroshima Mon Amour (“The audience for Hiroshima Mon Amour feels virtuous because they want to buy peace. And the question I want to ask is:
         Who’s selling it?”),[1]   and on Blow-Up (“The perfect movie for the kind of people who say, ‘Now that films have become an
         art form . . .’ and don’t expect to understand art.”).[2]   She was particularly exasperated with 8½: (“The director seems primarily interested in glorifying his self-imprisonment. And
         this failure to reach out imaginatively—which traditionally has been considered artistic
         suicide—is acclaimed as a milestone in film art by those who accept self-absorption
         as ‘creativity.’”).[3]   Ah-ha! So it wasn’t me. It was Alain Resnais’s fault, and Michelangelo Antonioni’s, and Federico Fellini’s.
         They were pretentious, and I, like Kael, was one of the smart ones who could see through
         them.
      

      
      I had a friend back then who found this strain of anti-intellectualism in Kael maddening.
         My friend grew up in an impoverished community in rural West Virginia. He took fine
         arts and challenging literature much more seriously than I did, since they were his
         ticket out of Appalachia. He’d been reading the New Yorker since he was in high school. He complained to me that Kael seemed to hold filmmakers
         who showed any ambition to an impossible standard. I understood where he was coming
         from. I sometimes bristled at how Kael turned against directors she’d once supported
         after they dared greatness—including two personal favorites of mine, Stanley Kubrick
         and Martin Scorsese. But she also stood up for comedies and minor-key dramas more
         than a lot of other critics in the 1970s and 1980s. Her appreciation for the eccentric,
         off-beat films of Robert Altman and Brian De Palma helped me to understand why I myself
         responded so strongly to them.
      

      
      I still love Altman and De Palma more than any other directors, living or dead. But
         something happened to my taste in movies in my early thirties. As a film critic, I
         started attending major international film festivals regularly. I was becoming acclimated
         to filmmakers whose techniques were so rigorous they made Resnais look like Spielberg.
         My sense of what made a movie “good” broadened. I started examining the historical,
         cultural, and personal context of a film, rather than automatically rejecting anything
         that didn’t speak immediately to my upbringing as a sheltered Southern suburbanite.
         I watched 8½ again and loved it. I rewatched Blow-Up and Hiroshima Mon Amour, and found getting on their wavelengths much easier. In other words, I changed my
         mind—something that Kael herself rarely did, since she famously preferred not to rewatch
         films.
      

      
      But my rejection of some of Kael’s opinions didn’t lead to a rejection of Kael. Quite
         the contrary. If anything, learning to examine the art of the movies from different
         perspectives—taking into account where, when, and who a movie came from—applied meaningfully
         to Kael’s vision for the possibilities of the movies. Her writing doesn’t exist in
         a vacuum. She has a vivid, distinctive history. She was raised in rural California,
         apprenticed in West Coast bohemia, underestimated for much of her early career because
         of her diminutive stature and her gender. The world of criticism she emerged from
         was dominated by a variety of blowhards: tasteful moralists of the major print media,
         joyless academics who dismissed Hollywood altogether, and young rebels who tried to
         justify their boyhood love of genre pictures by fitting them into grand theories and
         cosmologies. Kael took all of these writers on directly, unwilling to be told what
         to think or why. She stood up for filmmakers who strived to entertain, and filmmakers
         who valued the individual, because that’s exactly what she did in her writing. She
         wrote pieces that were exciting to read, that expressed who she was. She was the self-consciously
         gendered inversion of Robert Warshow’s famous maxim that “a man watches a movie, and
         the critic must acknowledge that he is that man.”[4]   (And goodness, could this woman ever write.)
      

      
      The battles Kael fought with her colleagues haven’t gone away. As a working critic,
         my greatest frustration with other critics and even with readers is that the subjects
         (and grades) of reviews often matter more to them than what the author actually has
         to say. When I watched Siskel and Ebert as a teenager, I favored Siskel, because he
         had more exacting, elevated taste, while Ebert was more idiosyncratic, and was inclined
         to give thumbs-up to disreputable lowbrow fare if it struck him the right way. Then,
         in college, I actually started reading Ebert, and realized that unlike Siskel (a solid critic if a merely competent writer),
         Ebert wrote reviews that were lively, entertaining, and persuasive. 
      

      
      For those who see the critic’s function as a consumer guide, then critics like Ebert
         and Kael can seem easy to dismiss. Kael frequently trashed “essential” films, while
         Ebert gave a pass to movies that were hardly high art. But if criticism is an art
         form in itself—and certainly Kael demonstrates again and again how it could be one
         —then what a critic likes or dislikes shouldn’t be the primary way of judging her.
         Prose style and passion figure far more. Great reviews, like the ones Kael often wrote,
         are complicated pieces of literature that capture the times, the subject, and the
         personality of the writer. It’s easy for a critic to hide behind consensus, and presume
         an objective “good,” as though they were little more than reporters, recording facts.
         Kael’s work, on the other hand, has specious arguments, lapses in judgment, and assertions
         made from her aesthetic prejudices . . . all a part of who she was. Never accept or
         reject a movie, or a Kael review, based on its surface tensions. Always grapple with
         the artist’s mode of expression, how to respond thoughtfully and thoroughly to the
         ways an artist, or a critic, wants to provoke you. 
      

      
      I learned that from Pauline Kael.
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         Movies turn into something else when you get close to them—like those firecrackers
            that look like candies until you bite on them and part of your head gets torn off.
            With movies it takes a while for that to happen.—Pauline Kael
         

      

      
         To see what is in front of one’s nose needs a constant struggle.—George Orwell

      

      In an appreciation called “George Orwell: The Critic as Honest Man,” Paul Fussell
         boils down Orwell’s critical ethic to five essential commands. “The critic should
         read everything all the time,” should beware “generic snobbery,” should “go in fear
         of any orthodoxy,” should “exercise his sense of humor and proportion,” should be
         interested in absolutely everything, and should strive for scrupulous honesty, whatever
         the cost. Orwell’s “legacy to succeeding critics can be summed up in a word: sense.”
         
      

      
      Film critics, however, are notoriously wanting in sense, as well as in that most baffling
         and elusive of qualities, sensibility. They’re forever telling you that the dog in
         front of your eyes is a racehorse, or—far worse—that the only music worth listening
         to is the drone of the familiar, the conventional. James Agee, who wrote on movies
         for the Nation and Time in the 1940s, had both sense and sensibility; so did Robert Warshow, whose handful
         of film essays from the late 1940s and early 1950s, published among other pieces on
         popular cultures in The Immediate Experience, are classics. And no one who’s written about movies has ever had either in such
         substantial doses as Pauline Kael, who signed the “Current Cinema” column in the New Yorker from 1967 until early last year—not counting a leave of absence between March 1979
         and June 1980, some of which she spent in Hollywood, at Paramount. (In the 1960s and
         1970s, she shared her columns with Penelope Gilliatt, each writing for six months;
         in her last two years, she alternated weeks with Terrence Rafferty, who’s gone solo
         since her retirement.) Through the years, Kael’s reviews and essays have been collected
         in eleven volumes, from I Lost It at the Movies (1965) through Movie Love (1991), including the formidable 5001 Nights at the Movies—expanded last year—which contains close to a thousand pages of film notes, often
         of older movies in revival, penned for the “Goings on about Town” section of the magazine.
         
      

      
       Kael is the closest I can think of, among critics in any field, to an embodiment
         of the Orwellian ideal. She’s a famous bucker against critical systems (“the ad hoc is always preferable to any system” was Orwell’s credo), and God knows she walks
         without fear of orthodoxies—critical, political, or cultural. In her pre–New Yorker days, when she broadcast reviews on San Francisco’s KPFA, wrote liner notes for the
         twin revival houses she managed in Berkeley, and freelanced for a variety of magazines,
         she had the temerity to pan both Hollywood blockbusters like West Side Story and The Sound of Music and art-house favorites like Last Year at Marienbad and Blow-Up, as well as merrily taking on other critics like Bosley Crowther and Andrew Sarris—a
         practice well established in other arts, but that no one had thought to do for movies
         before Kael. (That there was no history of public debate among movie reviewers was
         evident from the often-shocked and hurt reactions of her colleagues to her spirited
         tirades.) And two and a half decades of writing for America’s classiest weekly did
         nothing to loosen her tough-mindedness or stiffen her elegantly idiomatic prose.
      

      
       In a realm not noted for integrity or perceptiveness or comprehensiveness, her complex
         understanding of the individual elements of moviemaking, her ability to place movies
         in the various contexts of their cultures and their sources as well as the previous
         work of their creators, her absolute honesty about her personal responses to the movies
         she sees, and her fidelity to the experience of each one—that is, her insistence on
         getting it down on paper as specifically and accurately as possible—have compelled
         her to take what has amounted to one controversial stand after another. She was Sam
         Peckinpah’s most eloquent and enthusiastic interpreter, and she’s consistently championed
         Brian De Palma over Alfred Hitchcock (whom she once called “the master of a piddling
         domain, a petit maître if there ever was one”). She lauded Last Tango in Paris months before its general release—after its world premiere at the New York Film Festival
         in October 1972—risking the inevitable barrage of insults she received from other
         critics when she said no movie had made so strong an impression on her since she’d
         begun reviewing. Almost everyone who wrote about Bertolucci’s film when it came out
         felt obliged to respond to Kael’s review—to choose sides. She attacked Sarris’s auteur theory, and later, in the “Raising Kane” article, furnished evidence that Herman Mankiewicz
         was the author—not the co-author, with Orson Welles—of Citizen Kane, a claim that made the auteurs foam at the mouth. (Peter Bodganovich accused her of “assassination,” conveniently
         forgetting it was Kael who’d defended Welles when his stock was low with the press
         and his late masterpiece, Chimes at Midnight, went virtually unnoticed. Bogdanovich and her other detractors evidently misread,
         too, the moving eulogy to Welles’s achievement at the end of “Raising Kane”: “In a
         less confused world, his glory would be greater than his guilt.”) She refused to be
         cowed by the epic Holocaust documentary Shoah, which she said “closes your mind,” accusing the director, Claude Lanzmann, of moral
         blackmail. And she repeatedly made use of her observations of the film industry (as
         early as 1966, she published a detailed first-hand account and analysis of the filming
         of Sidney Lumet’s adaptation of Mary McCarthy’s The Group) to make highly unpopular judgments about its operation—unpopular not only with producers
         and studio heads, but also with critics who toadied to them and readers who didn’t
         want to believe that the system was corrupt, or that they’d been suckered by sophisticated
         advertising campaigns into buying a shoddy product.
      

      
      Kael once wrote that part of the beauty of movies is their informality—that you don’t
         have to do obeisance to them, that jeering at one won’t provoke the same kind of head-shaking
         that putting down a revered piece of classical music or literature will. Yet, perhaps
         because movies are both so sensuously potent and so accessible, even casual filmgoers
         have a stake in what they think about what they’ve seen, and if you slam their favorite
         picture—Women in Love or A Clockwork Orange, Gandhi or Places in the Heart, Born on the 4th of July or Dances with Wolves—likely as not they’ll take it as a personal insult. Every critic who’s ever attended
         a dinner party has learned that lesson. And it’s even more perilous for a reviewer
         to lavish praise on a film the audience has rejected or ignored, because it may be
         taken as a sign that you think you’re superior and they’re stupid. As early as 1956,
         in a piece called “Movies, the Desperate Art” (reprinted in a collection called Film: An Anthology), Kael wrote:
      

      
         The film critic no longer considers that his function is the formation and reformation
            of public taste . . . the old independent critic who would trumpet the good, blast
            the bad, and tell his readers they were boobs if they wasted their money on garbage,
            gives way to the amiable fellow who feels responsible not to his subject matter but
            to the tastes of his stratum of the public. 
         

      

      Kael believes fiercely in that function, however démodé, and despite the frequent
         charges that she’s perverse, with bewildering, unpredictable preferences in movies,
         in fact an unmistakable aesthetic with a strong, though flexible, classical basis
         emerges from the very first in her reviews—as well as a definite notion of what a
         film critic’s role is and what its qualifications might be. 
      

      
      Her aesthetic is most overt in essays like “Movies, the Desperate Art” and the celebrated
         “Trash, Art, and the Movies” (in Going Steady), and in the extended discussions in I Lost It at the Movies and her second collection, Kiss Kiss Bang Bang, on groups of movies that follow different trends—“The Glamour of Deliquency,” “Commitment
         and the Straitjacket,” “A Sense of Disproportion,” “So Off-Beat We Lose the Beat.”
         Kael believes in the integration and interdependence of meaning and style; she believes
         that in a great movie, “the range of meaning is so imaginatively new, compelling,
         or exciting” that we are permitted to share “a new vision of human experience.” She
         favors risk-taking, subversiveness, excessive displays of talent (“Art doesn’t come
         in measured quantities; it’s got to be too much or it’s not enough”), vulgarity, variety,
         both blessed sanity (Altman’s M*A*S*H) and inspired folly (Griffith’s Intolerance), truth to one’s experience, and the courage of moviemakers who explore unresolvable
         emotions and experiences (Bertolucci in Last Tango)—as opposed to movies that are merely confused (like Marienbad). She’s a passionate humanist, which explains her deep love for De Sica and Satyajit
         Ray, and her preference for Renoir over Eisenstein. She approves of art that is either
         rigidly structured (like Max Ophüls’s The Earrings of Madame de . . .) or appears to be in the process of discovery (De Sica’s Shoeshine), artistry that is either self-consciously exciting (Citizen Kane) or buried (Grand Illusion), and virtuosity of different kinds (in imagery, as in Gance’s Napoleon; in performance, as in Buster Keaton’s hat routine in Steamboat Bill, Jr.). She may appreciate a movie experience that isn’t “pure” and can’t be included
         in any genre, like the 1973 adaptation of Dylan Thomas’s Under Milk Wood or Clouzot’s Le Mystère Picasso—or even an oddball that’s not very cinematic, like the film of Balachine’s Midsummer Night’s Dream or the TV compilation Ten from Your Show of Shows. 
      

      
      She supports talent in all forms—which is why, in her review of Bogdanovich’s The Last Picture Show, which seems conventional among the adventurous crop of late 1971, she makes sure
         that she reiterates her support for filmmakers who aren’t working in the same popular
         mode, “talented people whose movies have been chaotic disasters.” She loves to be
         surprised, and she’s open to surprises from unexpected quarters—in a Hollywood extravaganza
         like Hawaii or The Bible, for instance, or the film version of a banal Broadway play like I Never Sang for My Father, or a wonderful new movie by a director she’s just about given up on (Bergman’s Shame). She’s always on the lookout for what she calls, in When the Lights Go Down, “a demonstration of the creative force”—even if it comes in the bizarre form of
         Marguerite Duras’s The Truck. She embraces both great art (The Rules of the Game) and great entertainment (Tootsie), and can distinguish between them, and though she applauds classic and New Wave
         European pictures that comprehend the failures and complexities of human behavior,
         she also embraces the energetic-trash tradition in American movies, both because it
         can provide streams of pleasure in otherwise dull, hack movies and because “our best
         work transforms kitsch, makes art out of it.” As she says at the end of “Trash, Art,
         and the Movies,” “good work is continuous not with the academic, respectable tradition
         but with the glimpses of something good in trash. . . . Trash has given us an appetite
         for art.” No one has ever been sharper, not only at rescuing the unnoticed good movies,
         but also at isolating the good moments in bad work (or the limitations of good work).
         Few movie critics even try, accepting movies as all or nothing—a sure sign that they
         can’t tell the difference between a good scene and a bad one, or the contributions
         of directors and screenwriters and performers. 
      

      
      She’s against wholesomeness, virtuousness, sanitization, pedantry, reductionism (by
         the right or the left), emotional manipulation (as opposed to honest emotion—she explains
         the difference clearly in “The Freedom to Make Product,” in Going   Steady), good taste as a critical criterion, and film theory. She rejects the idea, forwarded
         by the auteurs, that an artist’s greatness is visible in every work he or she produces
         (a point of view she compares to buying clothes by the label), and that only a director
         whose stamp is recognizably on every movie he turns out is an artist. She also objects
         to the equally absurd notion, trumpeted in the press, that “a man who accomplishes
         a great deal is . . . a ‘genius’ who should be able to cut through all obstacles,
         and if he can’t (and who can?), what he does is too far beneath what he should have
         done to be worth consideration.” (Here she’s speaking about Orson Welles.) She doesn’t
         buy any of the following popular misconceptions: that movies are supposed to serve
         as role models; that what moves us is necessarily great; that any movie is better
         than TV; that technique is either all there is to movies or completely dispensable
         (Kael’s view: it “counts for so much when a picture doesn’t have it, [and] counts
         for so little when it’s all a picture has”); that using your critical faculties diminishes
         the pleasure a movie can offer; that a movie on a grim subject is necessarily “depressing”;
         that “slow”—usually applied to a complex or subtle movie by a viewer weaned on movies
         that do all the work for us—is necessarily a quality to be avoided by filmmakers.
      

      
      “Criticism is written by the use of intelligence, talent, taste, emotion, education,
         imagination and discrimination,” Kael writes in I Lost It at the Movies, and a few pages later, referring to the French critic André Bazin, she adds knowledge,
         experience, sensitivity, perception, fervor, dedication, and lucidity; “you must use
         everything you are and everything you know that is relevant,” because of the “multiplicity
         of elements” in movies. “Movies operate in a maze of borderlines; criticism is a balancing
         act, trying to suggest perspectives on the emotions viewers feel, trying to increase
         their enjoyment of movies,” she postulates in the foreword to Reeling; in I Lost It at the Movies, she says that it is also about “perceiving what is original and important in new work and helping others to see.” In Deeper into Movies, in a 1971 piece called “Notes on Heart and Mind,” she adds that the film reviewer’s
         job is to provide “a touchstone for movie lovers—so that they have a basis for checking
         themselves out—and for all those actively involved in movies.” 
      

      
      
         Most of the new pictures that try to break the molds risk confusing audiences, and
            just about all the pictures that express new social impulses or that are critical
            or rebellious are small-budget pictures. If a few critics don’t go all the way for
            them, the public doesn’t hear about them in time to keep the directors working and
            to keep the art of film alive.
         

      

      
      It may be hard for 1990s audiences, for whom movies are likely to mean Terminator 2 or Fried Green Tomatoes, to relate to the phrase “to keep the art of film alive”; it may sound inflated in
         a way that it didn’t back in 1971, when the concepts of art and film weren’t as frighteningly remote from each other. The job of the movie reviewer, already
         suspect as a useful function in society when Kael wrote “Movies, the Desperate Art”
         thirty-five years ago, has become synonymous—thanks to the TV critics and network
         talkfests and cable-movie shows—with cheery, celebrity-focused chit-chat and vague,
         arbitrary, sound-byte judgments issued by teddy-bear Neros wagging their thumbs. Kael’s
         judgments often come in the form of essays. In Reeling (the most breathtaking of her collections, occasioned by the most dazzling whirl
         of movies during her time at the New Yorker—those released between the autumn of 1972 and the summer of 1975), she spends seven
         pages on Altman’s Thieves Like Us, nine on Scorsese’s Mean Streets, ten on Last Tango in Paris, eleven each on The Long Goodbye (my favorite, I think, of all her reviews) and The Godfather, Part II. These essays, daringly forthright and passionate, are still moist and buzzing; the
         excitement of the moviehouse and the long-into-the-night discussions still rise like
         steam from the page. And in the pieces that identify new problems with our movies,
         or the rampant spread of old ones, you can hear urgency and commitment—an affirmation
         that there is, indeed, an art to keep alive. 
      

      
      Kael’s writing style is casual, hung with modifiers like gorgeous long strings of
         tinsel (“Lenny Bruce’s gleeful, surreal, show-biz Yiddish-jive dirtiness”), and punctuated
         with vernacular (“Right now going to big movies is like asking for a shot of bourbon
         and having Niagara come down on your head. You’re stoned without getting high”) and
         imaginative pop analogies (she compares Busby Berkeley’s production numbers to the
         Watts Towers and says that the chorus girls in The Night They Raided Minsky’s have “faces like slipped discs”). Her voice is unmistakable: down-to-earth, juiced
         by the possibilities of movies, intimate. She tells you all kinds of things about
         herself—that she grew up on a Sonoma County ranch, that she once broke up with a man
         over West Side Story, that she worked as a governess, that she almost walked out on Katharine Hepburn
         in Alice Adams because the performance was so naked and revealing, that she laughed so hard at Harry
         Ritz in Kentucky Moonshine she fell off her seat (and her date never asked her to another movie), that she doesn’t
         drive. There’s a sharing quality to these reminiscences; she assumes that we know
         how complicated it is to read a story to a child and how tough it is to sustain a
         relationship, and that those of us who love movies as much as she does also dreamed,
         as teenagers, of meeting other filmgoers who share our tastes. Always a humanist,
         Kael keeps trying to establish a human connection with her readers. 
      

      
      The personal tone of Kael’s reviews links up with the way great directors move right
         into our bodies, if we let them. That’s why she mentions the lovers’ quarrel that
         preceded her viewing of Shoeshine: the emotions the movie stirred in her got all tangled up with her unresolved feelings
         about the fight, heightening them in the mysterious way art has of entering and completing
         and even exalting the most private chambers of our lives. That’s why, writing about
         Casualties of War, she recalls a time she witnessed a child being abused in the street and was powerless
         to help: De Palma’s movie is about the psychological implications of that kind of
         powerlessness, and it stays with us precisely because De Palma, by implicitly reminding
         us of our own first-hand knowledge of it, crosses over the line that separates our
         experiences from that of his protagonist, Eriksson. 
      

      
      Kael’s style can have the effect of disguising the density of information she supplies
         and the layers of knowledge and experience behind her observations and opinions. (That
         may explain the frequent charge that she’s “anti-intellectual”; she’s not, but as
         a stylist she’s ferociously anti-academic.) She points out that the mix of genres
         in Truffaut’s Shoot the Piano Player has antecedents in Hollywood movies of the 1940s, traces D.W. Griffith’s influence,
         discusses Bertolucci in terms of the movement of film from a democratic art to a minority
         one, identifies the new ground Altman breaks as a narrative filmmaker in Nashville. Her review of Yellow Submarine contains a short history of animation; her 1975 profile of Cary Grant chronicles
         the development of screwball comedy. She can refer, with authority, to writers and
         painters, composers and philosophers: Cabaret suggests Beckmann, Munch, Schiele, Ensor, Grosz, and Lautrec; The Elephant Man conjures up images by Turner, Archipenko, Picasso, and Bill Brandt. When she writes
         about The Cotton Club and Bird, her memories of seeing Buck & Bubbles out on the West Coast and of hearing swing
         and bop in New York clubs form part of the fabric of her opinions. She’s phenomenal
         on O’Neill (The Iceman Cometh) and on the way Chekhov’s The Sea Gull works. 
      

      
      And writing about an art form that absorbs the world outside the movie theater and
         shines it back on us, usually in weird, refracted ways, she’s attuned to how Godard
         captures the chic amorality of a kind of 1960s youth in Band of Outsiders and Masculin-Feminin and La Chinoise, how Bonnie and Clyde transforms the put-on into a cinematic style, how movies like Irvin Kershner’s Loving and Up the Sandbox and Scorsese’s Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore reflect new moods in the country, new attitudes about sex and gender, and how both
         artists and hacks work with images of the increasing violence in American cities (and,
         in the Vietnam years, in the jungles). She was the first critic to acknowledge, in
         any sustained fashion, the relationship between our movies and the zeitgeist, and
         rereading her reviews from the 1960s and 1970s and 1980s whips you back to the various
         pasts our lives have propelled us through. (Robert Warshow saw the importance of the
         zeitgeist, too, and you can see the influence of his brilliant essays on Kael’s work.
         But he died young and didn’t leave behind enough movie pieces to add up to a complete
         vision of an art form.) 
      

      
      Reading Kael on Godard and Truffaut in the 1960s, on Altman and Mazursky, Scorsese
         and De Palma in the 1970s, you share her sense of discovery, and as these and other
         directors’ careers develop, her reviews accumulate into a comprehensive view of them—far
         more insightful, far richer, than any monograph published on any of them. Kael’s analyses
         of Altman—from his great period, 1970 to 1975, through his late-1970s decline, and
         into his surprising resurrections in the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s, have
         an incomparable fullness—and, because they’re contemporary with the pictures themselves,
         given on the spot, they retain their electric immediacy as well. You can hardly believe
         how much she gets out of these movies at a single viewing (she doesn’t see them twice),
         or how consistent she is; she never reverses herself, and in retrospect you can tell
         how often she’s caught a gifted director, an unusual writer, a talented actor the
         first time out. (The Black Stallion was a fulfillment of the promise she saw in Carroll Ballard when, on a visit to UCLA,
         she was shown his student work.) 
      

      
      Her writing on actors hasn’t received as much attention as her director pieces and
         her pieces on the film industry, partly because it’s more scattered about, but on
         favorite performers who’ve built up a large collection of major work, like Brando
         and Streisand (whom she calls in 1972 “a complete reason for going to a movie, as
         Garbo was” and “the greatest camera subject on the contemporary American screen”),
         she’s nearly as comprehensive as she is on a Truffaut or a Spielberg. I don’t remember
         a more precisely detailed profile on any actor than “The Man from Dream City,” from
         1975, about Cary Grant (it leads off When the Lights Go Down), or a more economical and revealing passage on acting than the following, from 1983:
         
      

      
         There’s a scene in Silkwood in which Karen and the other employees of the Kerr-McGee plutonium and uranium fuel
            plant near Crescent, Oklahoma, are having lunch, and Karen, who likes to titillate
            her co-workers by showing them how freewheeling she is, nuzzles close to one of them
            . . . and then, swinging her hips and moving from table to table, starts to take a
            bite out of somebody else’s sandwich. Meryl Streep imitates raunchiness meticulously—exquisitely.
            She does a whole lot of little things with her hands and her body; she’s certainly
            out to prove that she’s physical, and she seems more free here than in her other starring
            roles. But she hasn’t got the craving to take that bite. If the young Barbara Stanwyck
            had grabbed the sandwich, we’d have registered that her appetite made her break the
            rules; if Debra Winger had chomped on it, we’d have felt her sensual greed. With Streep,
            we just observe how accomplished she is. 
         

      

      It’s thrilling to read her first New Yorker column, “Movies as Opera” (January 1968—the opening entry in Going Steady), which sets terms, beginning with a summary of how directors have delved into the
         possibilities of movies, and how businessmen then became enthroned in the world of
         filmmaking and set about preventing that kind of delving. Her choice of subject is
         significant: she reviews China Is Near by the renegade Italian director Marco Bellocchio, establishing her taste for bringing
         offbeat, often-unnoticed work of interest to the forefront. (The next week she looks
         at Norman Mailer’s Wild 90.) Each of these early columns allows her to expand luxuriously on an issue—like the
         limitations of Ken Loach’s semi-documentary technique and the much-touted “frankness”
         of the late-1960s movies. She was surely the first movie critic to focus attention
         on Fred Wiseman’s documentaries, to spot the Vietnamization of American movies in
         the early 1970s, to bring the politics and ethics of Hollywood deal-making into a
         discussion of contemporary films.
      

      
      In the “renaissance” years—roughly 1971 through 1975—when movies became almost too
         good to be true, she guided film lovers through the wondrous and bewildering changes.
         First she catalogues the near-sinking of the studios under the weight of post–Sound of Music big-time losers like Star! Hello, Dolly! and Paint Your Wagon; then she records how phenomenally gifted directors like Altman, Coppola, Mazursky,
         Kershner, and Scorsese move into the spaces these failed blockbusters have vacated.
         She reviews Altman’s McCabe and Mrs. Miller in July of 1971 (substituting for Penelope Gilliatt), and by the time she returns
         in the fall the studios and arthouses are raining down miracles large and small—Sunday Bloody Sunday, The Last Picture Show, The Trojan Women, Murmur of the Heart, Fiddler on the Roof, Born to Win, The Garden of the Finzi-Continis, Made for Each Other, and, in the new year, Cabaret and The Godfather and The Sorrow and the Pity. (These reviews can be located in the last section of Deeper into Movies.) “I think that maybe everyone who has kept going to the movies has . . . felt the
         excitement of what was happening. The old commercial crust was being cleaned away,”
         she writes in October 1971, and, in her last column of 1971–1972, “This has been a
         legendary period for movies.” She introduces Reeling with the comment, “A few decades hence, these years may appear to be the closest
         our movies have come to the tangled, bitter flowering of American letters in the early
         1850s.” When Altman releases Thieves Like Us in early 1974, she compares the relaxed freedom of the filmmaking to Renoir’s A Day in the Country; and if you’ve read her pre–New Yorker pieces on Godard and Truffaut, where she addresses the difference between the commercial
         (Hollywood) method of making movies and the allusive, unfettered European approach,
         you can feel that a dream’s been fulfilled—for Kael, and, through her efforts to signal
         her readers that something amazing is going on, for other movie-lovers as well. 
      

      
      You remember her “few decades hence” as—in When the Lights Go Down, Taking It All In, and the starkly titled State of the Art, and then in Hooked and Movie Love—the movies seem to get worse and worse, with brief, unaccountable fruitful phases,
         like the fall of 1980 (covered in Taking It All In), shortly after Kael’s return from her year away in Hollywood, or the fall of 1986
         (Hooked). I have a special fondness for Taking It All In, especially the first half. You can feel Kael’s delight at being back on the job,
         even when she’s dealing with a drag like Kubrick’s The   Shining; her reviews here have the fullness and depth of her early columns for the magazine,
         when it seemed she couldn’t wait to return every week with a new batch of movies and
         a fresh topic. When the proliferation of turkeys in the theaters began to sap her
         energy (she admits to falling asleep in the middle of reviewing Walter Hill’s abysmal
         Crossroads), and there are only so many observations to be made about how easily the young audiences
         are tumbling for chintzier and chintzier pictures, she searches for a new style: brisker,
         more shorthand. She tests it out in State of the Art (“Hot is in. And she isn’t the only girl”). She’s got it by Hooked, where she’s brief even on movies she loves, like Roxanne and Wish You Were Here; by Movie Love the shorthand has become dense—once again she’s making amazingly pithy comments while
         she appears to be doodling. And her phrasing, with its trails of allusion, swirls
         gracefully on top of the previous decades of reviewing; she cashes in on the relationship
         she’s built up with her New Yorker readership. Mike Leigh “uses absurdism to modernize realism, to syncopate it,” she
         writes in her review of High Hopes. Regarding Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown: “The movie links Carmen Maura’s Pepa to the Hollywood goddesses who blew a trumpet
         to announce that they were entering the house of passion.” On Nick Nolte in Life Lessons: “He’s like the man with a hoe: you can read his muscles.” 
      

      
      Kael has always defended the right of the movie reviewer to take a sociologist’s role
         (just as she has sometimes been a literary or drama critic, and occasionally a Hollywood
         business reporter), and the kinds of responses audiences have to new pictures are
         endlessly fascinating—as well as exasperating—to her. She never berates audiences
         for liking crap, the way the old-fashioned critic she speaks of in “Movies, the Desperate
         Art” would have, but she understands their limitations. “An American director who
         makes a movie on the assumption that the audience is as intelligent and sensitive
         as he is a beautiful dreamer,” she writes in 1968, in praise of Noel Black’s Pretty Poison, a film virtually no one saw. But she adds, in parentheses, “Yet can an artist work
         any other way?”
      

      
      Kael herself is a beautiful dreamer. Every time she lauds a wonderful little movie
         like The Late Show or The Devil’s Playground, Dreamchild, or Hour of the Star, you can hear the hope in her voice that enough people will share her discovery and
         her delight, that the movie will make a little money, a little difference. And can
         a movie critic work any other way? She wants the artists to deserve their audience.
         “On the Future of Movies,” written in 1974, exhorts them: 
      

      
         Perhaps no work of art is possible without belief in the audience—the kind of belief
            that has nothing to do with facts and figures about what people actually buy or enjoy
            but comes out of the individual artist’s absolute conviction that only the best he
            can do is fit to be offered to others. It’s what makes a director insist on a retake,
            even when he knows he’s going to be penalized for it; it’s what makes young dancers
            drop from exhaustion; it’s what made Caruso burst his throat. You have to believe
            in the audience, and believe that your peak effort just barely makes you worthy of
            it. . . . Honor in the arts—and in show business, too—is giving of one’s utmost, even
            if the audience does not appear to know the difference, even if the audience shows
            every sign of preferring something easy, cheap, and synthetic. The audience one must
            believe in is the great audience: the audience one was part of as a child, when one
            first began to respond to great work—the audience one is still part of.
         

      

      She wants the movie audience to deserve the greatest artists we’ve got; that’s why
         at the conclusion of her Pennies from Heaven review, she quotes Wagner’s words after the premier of Götterdämmerung: “Now you have seen what we can do. Now want it! And if you do; we will achieve an
         art.”
      

      
      Note

      
         This essay originally appeared in the Threepenny Review (Summer 1992): 25–27. Reprinted with permission.
         

      

      
      
      Chapter 14

      Kael and Kracauer

      
         
         
         
         Susie Linfield

         
         The (Very) Odd Couple

         
         
      

      
      To discuss Pauline Kael and Siegfried Kracauer in the same essay seems, at first glance,
         exceedingly odd. And not just first glance.
      

      
       Kracauer (1889–1966) honed his views, and developed his values and obsessions, in
         the modernist hothouse of Weimar Germany and its convulsive political and social divisions.
         Influenced by Freud, Marx, and the sociologist Georg Simmel, he attempted to ferret
         out the hidden ideological implications of movies and other forms of mass culture—ideologies
         that, he charged, offered “a soft pillow for those who do not want to be awakened”[1] and blinded the German people to the impending catastrophe of fascism. To counter
         this, he hoped that his cultural criticism would act as a truth serum, or what he
         called an “intervention into social reality.”[2] Kracauer was schooled in high-German culture and classical philosophy, was friends
         with Marxist intellectuals such as Ernst Bloch, Walter Benjamin, and Theodor Adorno
         (whom he tutored in Kant), experienced exile and statelessness, and suffered the deaths
         and suicides of relatives and close friends during the Holocaust.
      

      
      Kael (1919–2001) was the echt American girl, raised on a farm in the beautiful, wide-open spaces of Northern California,
         where independence and freedom were the highest values. She shunned the pretensions
         of the East Coast intelligentsia and lovingly immersed herself in what she called
         “the rhythm of American life”[3] and its vernacular culture. Kael was a staunchly anti-ideological critic who was
         deeply immersed in, and indeed enamored of, the immediate experience that movies offer.
         She yearned to be swept away by, overcome by, what was on the screen; she exalted what she called “the special aphrodisia of
         movies—the kinetic responsiveness, the all-out submission to pleasure.”[4] She reveled in the new and glorious ways that American movies, and the larger culture,
         stretched themselves in the late 1960s.
      

      
      Both Kracauer and Kael are emblematic figures of twentieth-century intellectual life;
         both documented astonishing, far-reaching social and cultural transformations in their
         respective countries. But they represented, or rather experienced, radically different
         aspects of that century. To combine them under the rubric of “modernism” creates a
         false, or at least too-easy, unity that hides the wide chasms separating them. And
         yet despite all this, I believe that these two critics shared important concerns,
         outlooks, hopes, and values, though I am not sure that either of them would have acknowledged
         such affinities.
      

      
       Siegfried Kracauer is probably best known in America, if he is known at all, as the
         author of From Caligari to Hitler: A Psychological History of the German Film, which is now regarded as a classic of psycho-sociological film history. Written
         in English and published in 1947, it analyzed Weimar films—which, Kracauer believed,
         reflected “those deep layers of collective mentality” that exist “below the dimension
         of consciousness”[5] —as a way to understand, or attempt to understand, the German people’s turn to the
         irrational barbarism of the Third Reich. (Kracauer was hardly alone in this quest
         to comprehend the incomprehensible; after the war other German intellectuals, including
         Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Erich Fromm turned their attention to this obviously urgent
         topic.)[6] Kracauer’s subsequent works—Theory of Film: The Redemption of Physical Reality (1960) and History: The Last Things Before the Last (published posthumously in 1969)—were increasingly theoretical. All these books were
         written, and published, during Kracauer’s exile in New York. But it is his Weimar-era
         articles on movies and other aspects of popular culture—written in German for a wide
         audience and published, as daily journalism, in the Frankfurter Zeitung (FZ), a highly respected newspaper—that I will concentrate on here.
      

      
      Kracauer wrote almost two thousand pieces of cultural commentary for the FZ between 1921 and 1933 (with the ascension of Hitler, he was fired); they appeared
         “below the fold” on the front page. He reviewed scores of movies but was also intensely
         interested in the new forms of mass culture that were increasingly dominating, exciting,
         and bewildering the unsettled, unsettling lives of post–World War I Germans. In Kracauer’s
         view, the more quotidian these forms, the better, at least for the purposes of sociological
         insight. “We must rid ourselves of the delusion that it is the major events which
         have the most decisive influence on us,” he wrote. “We are much more deeply and continuously
         influenced by the tiny catastrophes that make up daily life.”[7] He turned his attention to circuses, tourism, bestsellers, hotel lobbies (he had
         trained as an architect), dance extravaganzas, sports events, illustrated magazines,
         detective novels, murder trials, arcades. . . . In his concern for—his respect for—the cultural significance of daily life’s ephemera, Kracauer can rightly be regarded
         as a founder of contemporary cultural studies.
      

      
      Weimar Germany (1918–1933) is often remembered as an exuberant explosion of creativity:
         in literature, film, photography, painting, philosophy, psychoanalysis, politics,
         sexual relations, architecture, journalism, music, and theater. And it was. It was
         also, as the historian Peter Gay has written, “a dance on the edge of a volcano”:[8] anxious, fearful, nihilistic, polarized, fragmented, unstable, paranoid, and wracked
         by political violence. As Kracauer observed in a 1930 essay: “It cannot be denied
         that the world war, the political and social changes it engendered, and not least
         the new technological discoveries as well have indeed shaken up and transformed the
         daily life. . . . These developments have had the same effect . . . as the theory
         of relativity has had in physics.”[9] For Kracauer and some of his colleagues, including Benjamin, Weimar represented a
         culture not of creativity or rebirth but, rather, of decay, disenchantment, and disintegration.
         The old, dessicated cultural values had died; new meanings, new narratives, could not be found or sustained; and a potentially apocalyptic future—fascism—loomed.
         It is this sense of melancholic loss, alienation, and potential doom that permeates
         many of Kracauer’s Weimar writings. In a 1924 review of Karl Grune’s film The Street, he described modern life as “deprived of substance, empty as a tin can, a life which
         knows nothing but isolated events that form ever new series of images in the manner
         of a kaleidoscope.”[10] 
      

      
      Unlike many avant-garde artists and intellectuals, Kracauer did not celebrate the
         new forms of visual culture—films, photographs, newsreels, advertisements, illustrated
         publications—that were bedazzling Berliners. On the contrary: he was withering in
         his criticism of, and contempt for, photographs and, in particular, for the hundreds
         of illustrated newspapers and magazines that were flooding Weimar’s readership as
         a result of the country’s newly unfettered press. In the hodgepodge of images—Kracauer
         called them “a jumble that consists partly of garbage”[11]—history was buried, connections severed, meaning occluded, memory destroyed. In his
         1927 essay “Photography,” Kracauer thundered against photographic images like an Old
         Testament prophet railing against wayward Israelites. “In order for history to present
         itself, the mere surface coherence offered by photography must be destroyed,”[12] he proclaimed. “Never before has a period known so little about itself. In the hands
         of the ruling society, the invention of illustrated magazines is one of the most powerful
         means of organizing a strike against understanding.”[13] Kracauer would reiterate this view in his 1930 series on white-collar workers; illustrated
         newspaper and magazines, he charged, “function like magical incantations to plunge
         certain substantive matters forever into the abyss of pictureless amnesia. . . . The
         flight of images is the flight from the revolution and death.”[14] And though we may remember Germany’s interwar film era as a kind of golden age—Billy
         Wilder! Fritz Lang! Marlene Dietrich!—Kracauer viewed it as anything but. Surveying
         “Film 1928,” he found virtually nothing to like: the movies were “stupid, false, and
         often mean.”[15] The evasiveness of these films, the waste of these films, grieved and enraged him:
      

      
         It is not the employment of genre clichés that is so reprehensible. . . . What is
            so reprehensible about these films is their attitude. . . . Our social reality is evaporated, petrified, and distorted in a manner that
            is sometimes idiotically harmless and sometimes pernicious. The very things that should
            be projected onto the screen have been wiped away, and its surface has been filled
            with images that cheat us out of the image of our existence.[16] 
         

      

      Two years later, he averred that The Blue Angel was “an outstanding achievement”[17] but wondered, “to what purpose?”[18] In personalizing the characters’ dilemmas, the film “suppresses the social environment.
         . . . It tears the performers out of any social context . . . and places them in a
         vacuum. . . . It is less the reality of their existence that is to be demonstrated,
         than the existence of reality that is to be veiled.”[19] 
      

      
      Kracauer’s main interest was not in the aesthetic quality of these films; it was their
         effect on, and reception by, the audience that drew his real interest. In his essay
         “The Little Shopgirls Go to the Movies,” which ran as part of an eight-part series
         in 1927,[20] he scoffs, rightly, at the movies’ determined denial of Germany’s escalating political,
         economic, and social crises: “They will risk depicting a successful revolution in
         historical costumes in order to induce people to forget modern revolutions, and they
         are happy to satisfy the theoretical sense of justice by filming struggles for freedom
         that are long past. . . . The courage of these films declines in direct proportion
         to their proximity to the present.” [21]  He scorned, too, the escapist romantic fantasies—rich man marries poor girl—which
         he viewed as an opiate. But he also mocked—and this is where things get more problematic—the
         young, white-collar female workers “with their silly little hearts” [22]  who shared in these fantasies: “The little shopgirls want so badly to get engaged
         on the Riviera.”[23] 
      

      
      What’s most interesting about Kracauer, though, is that the falseness and banality
         of a film made it more rather than less valuable to him as an object of sociological
         scrutiny. For Kracauer, movies were a key to the audience’s collective unconscious—an
         attitude shared, as we’ll see, by Kael. “The more incorrectly” that films “present
         the surface of things,” he argued, “the more correct they become and the more clearly
         they mirror the secret mechanism of society. . . . Stupid and unreal film fantasies
         are the daydreams of society, in which . . . its otherwise repressed wishes take form.”[24] 
      

      
      Kracauer was clearly no populist (nor, for that matter, was Kael), but he believed,
         or at least hoped, that the seeds of mass culture’s transformation were embedded within
         it and, if brought to bloom, might nurture revolutionary forms of consciousness and
         action; this is what he meant when he wrote that the critic should work through, rather
         than reject, the “empty and superficial shallowness”[25] of popular culture. And in Kracauer’s view, movies and photographs were absolutely
         central to this process of demystification. Film, Kracauer noted, created a truly
         collective, and therefore potentially democratic, mass audience: “Today the smallest
         village has a cinema, and every halfway passable film passes through one of a thousand
         channels to the masses in city and countryside alike. What do these films convey to
         their mass public and in what sense do they influence it?”[26] And despite what he saw as photography’s tremendous dangers—its surface coherence,
         unearned authority, spurious objectivity, and demagogic power—it opened up radically
         unprecedented ways of perceiving the world. For Kracauer this placed it, as the critic
         Miriam Hansen wrote, “at the crossroads of modernity.”[27] Photography, Kracauer posited, “is the go-for-broke game of history.”[28] 
      

      
      And despite Kracauer’s distrust of the silly little shopgirls—a class that, it should
         be noted, he correctly feared would be particularly susceptible to fascism’s propaganda
         and promises—he praised the innate intelligence of Weimar’s mass audience. He admired
         the way it rejected lofty, genteel forms of bourgeois culture “which cultivate outdated
         noble sentiments in obsolete forms”[29] —exactly the kind of culture that Kael, too, loathed[30] —and searched instead for honestly vulgar entertainments that spoke to its predicaments
         and needs. In a 1926 piece on movie palaces called “Cult of Distraction,” Kracauer
         observed, “Berlin audiences act truthfully when they increasingly shun these [high]
         art events (which, for good reason, remain caught in pretence), preferring instead
         the surface glamour of the stars, films, revues, and spectacular shows. Here, in pure
         externality, the audience encounters itself; its own reality is revealed in the fragmented
         sequence of splendid sense impressions.”[31] 
      

      
      As the 1920s, and the crises, progressed, the emergence of a critical, discerning,
         democratic mass audience became of increasingly desperate concern. The sense of disorder
         and chaos conveyed by the mass entertainments to which audiences were flocking just
         might “enable them to evoke and maintain the tension that must precede the inevitable
         and radical change,” Kracauer wrote in 1926. “In the streets of Berlin, one is often
         struck by the momentary insight that someday all this will suddenly burst apart.”[32] Even in his bleakness, he held out hope for a new kind of, or new use of, popular
         culture, one that “exposes disintegration instead of masking it. It could be done
         in Berlin, home of the masses—who so easily allow themselves to be stupefied only
         because they are so close to the truth.”[33] 
      

      
      So close: but never close enough. In June 1930, Kracauer would lament, “With the same
         din with which savages drive away evil spirits, people here want to stifle unpleasant
         realizations, i.e., realizations which make us conscious of that reality from which
         we are fleeing.”[34] He was no alarmist. In federal elections later that year, the Nazis dramatically
         increased their number of seats in the Reichstag to become Germany’s second-largest
         political party. Two and a half years later, Hitler was in power, Kracauer was in
         exile, and the concentration camp at Dachau was up and running. The “radical change”
         had arrived.
      

      
      We do not know what Siegfried Kracauer thought of Pauline Kael, if he thought anything
         at all. Nor do we know her thoughts on Kracauer’s daily film reviews. But we know
         her attitude toward his more theoretical work; in 1962 she reviewed Kracauer’s Theory of Film for the British film magazine Sight and Sound.[35] The article was called “Is There a Cure for Film Criticism?” which hints at what
         was to come: scorn, sarcasm, even cruelty. Kael begins:
      

      
         Siegfried Kracauer is the sort of man who can’t say “It’s a lovely day” without first
            establishing that it is day, that the term “day” is meaningless without the dialectical
            concept of “night,” that both these terms have no meaning unless there is a world
            in which day and night alternate, and so forth. By the time he has established an
            epistemological system to support his right to observe that it’s a lovely day, our
            day has been spoiled.[36] 
         

      

      This is funny, but the joke—how ridiculously over-intellectualized these uptight Europeans
         are!—wears increasingly thin as Kael repeats it, in various forms, throughout her
         lengthy essay. In fact, Kael exhibits some of her least attractive qualities here:
         brattiness, anti-intellectualism, and a juvenile need to provoke. This does not mean
         that her critique of the book was mainly wrong; Theory of Film received, as the historian Martin Jay wrote, “rough treatment . . . at the hands
         of most commentators”[37] due to its narrowly conceived, doctrinaire positions, which Kael forcefully argued
         against.
      

      
      But Kael had her own kinds of doctrines. She claims, for instance, that art has “only
         one rule,”[38] which can be summed up as “Astonish us!”[39] Of course, astonishment is one thing that art can evoke—but not all art does, or
         has to. Her complaint that Kracauer’s theory “excludes, limits, rejects”[40] is true of all theories. Indeed, given Kael’s animus toward any systematic approach
         to film criticism, assigning her to review Theory of Film was a bit like asking a creationist to assess Darwin. There are also problems of
         tone, or rather tone-deafness, in the Sight and Sound essay. The way in which Kael mocks the “German pedantry” of “so many people who fled
         from Hitler”[41] makes her sound like an American know-nothing—did she really want to blithely dispose
         of Adorno, Marcuse et al.?—and showcases her ignorance about the daunting difficulties
         the German exiles faced in adapting to a foreign country and a foreign language. (“Now
         is the last station, the last chance,”[42] Kracauer wrote to Adorno when the Kracauers finally arrived in New York.) Kael’s
         tone-deafness would resurface periodically, most glaringly in her 1985 review of Claude
         Lanzmann’s Shoah. In that now-notorious piece, she complained about her restlessness and boredom and
         dismissed the film as “a long moan” but not “a great moan,” whatever that means.[43] 
      

      
      And Kael’s brashness in the Sight and Sound piece cannot hide the fact that, in trying to make mincemeat of the German pedant,
         she sometimes did not know quite what she was talking about. Twice, for instance,
         she identifies Kracauer with Hegel. But Hegel was the philosopher whom Kracauer “spent
         much of his adult life opposing,”[44] as Martin Jay observed; Kracauer himself would write of “my lifelong aversion to
         Hegel.”[45] (Is it churlish to note that Kael failed two philosophy courses in her senior year
         at Berkeley?) This sort of ignorance would sometimes surface in Kael’s reviews. In
         her 1972 piece on Marcel Ophüls’s The Sorrow and the Pity, a documentary about collaboration and resistance in Vichy France, she wrote that
         “the French were the only people to cave in and support a regime . . . that actively
         collaborated with Hitler.”[46] This is an astonishing claim, and would come as big—really big—news to millions of Yugoslavs, Romanians, Hungarians, Czechoslovakians, Netherlanders,
         Greeks, and others.
      

      
      But the biggest problem with Kael’s attack on Kracauer was her utter lack of interest
         in even trying to understand how and why his preoccupations might differ from hers
         and her inability, therefore, to learn anything from those differences. Kracauer’s
         book was subtitled The Redemption of Physical Reality, a concept that Kael carelessly tossed away:
      

      
         What do movies have to do with the “redemption” of “physical reality”? Our physical
            reality—what we experience about us—is what we can’t redeem: if it’s good, marvellous;
            if it isn’t, we can weep or booze, or try to change it. Redemption, like sublimation,
            is a dear, sweet thought.[47] 
         

      

      For Kracauer, redemption was anything but dear or sweet, and had little to do with
         liquor or tears. Given his pessimistic view of modernity—a view that turned out, alas,
         to be not nearly pessimistic enough—the question of redemption, albeit in secular
         terms, was present even in his early writings. In a disintegrating world, what could
         be salvaged, saved, preserved, restored—redeemed? By the time Kracauer wrote Theory of Film, he was safely ensconced in the United States, but he had experienced searing personal
         losses (including the Nazis’ murder of his mother and Benjamin’s suicide, almost at
         his side), desperate years of statelessness, the decimation of his culture, and the
         near-annihilation of his people. The go-for-broke game of history had been decisively
         lost in the gas chambers of Auschwitz. Yet despite these colossal defeats, or perhaps
         because of them, “one of the central motivations underlying”[48] Kracauer’s work remained: “to rescue the contingent from the flux of time and redeem
         it from oblivion,”[49] as Martin Jay observed. It’s safe to say that redemption was of no interest or import
         to most Americans of the early 1960s—and, clearly, of no interest or import to Kael.
         But her flippant rejection of Kracauer’s aesthetic and ethical concerns strikes me
         not as humorous, smart, or sassy but, rather, as a deep failure, both moral and intellectual,
         on her part.
      

      
      And yet, Kael’s aversion to theory, along with her narcissism, were also sources of
         strength. There’s little doubt that her disregard for other people’s concerns and
         ideas helped her maintain an unapologetic, unmediated, guilt-free access to, and confidence
         in, her spontaneous emotional responses. And it was those responses, along with her
         graceful, invigorating language, that made her best work so thrilling to read.
      

      
       It would be absurd to ignore, or attempt to downplay, the extremely wide chasms—experiential,
         intellectual, linguistic, aesthetic—that separated Kracauer and Kael. In addition
         to everything discussed above, they had wildly different approaches to the role of
         emotion in film. In the late 1970s, Kael worried that the American audience was becoming
         emotionally repressed, as she wrote in her 1978 essay “Fear of Movies,” and she explicitly
         attributed this repression to the aftermath of the “guilty mess”[50] of our war in Vietnam. Kracauer, on the contrary, feared the irrationality, sentimentality,
         and hysteria of his fellow Germans; like Brecht, he wanted Weimar-era Germans to think
         a lot more and emote a lot less. (“Reason,” Kracauer wrote in 1931, “in today’s increasingly
         urgent situation is more necessary than ever.”[51] ) Yet, if you read large chunks of Kael and Kracauer, striking similarities do emerge.
      

      
      One of the things that made movies important to both critics is that viewing them,
         experiencing them, is a public activity. We watch movies with our fellow citizens (or at least
         we used to, before the advent of DVDs and Netflix); we criticize them, praise them,
         argue and gossip about them with others. Movies are part of a public conversation;
         they surge through a culture’s bloodstream. That is why Kracauer insisted that “the
         film critic of note is conceivable only as a social critic”;[52] that is why he believed the movies could become, as Thomas Y. Levin has written,
         “a site of enlightenment.”[53] And he believed that the critic must be intimately involved in this process.
      

      
      Kael believed all these things too. Though she argued that viewers should use their
         intellects as well as their emotions in watching a film, she is known, not unfairly,
         mainly as a phenomenological critic, a critic of passionate, subjective feeling. (“Astonish
         us!”) Yet it is striking how many of her reviews focus on audience reactions and,
         á la Kracauer, on the subterranean social and political meanings contained in the
         movies, especially those that were popular. Movies, she wrote in her 1969 essay “Trash,
         Art, and the Movies,” have “become cultural and psychological equivalents of watching
         a political convention, [allowing us] to observe what’s going on. And though this
         has little to do with the art of movies, it has a great deal to do with the appeal
         of movies.”[54] Like Kracauer, she combined social critic, psychoanalyst, and sociologist.
      

      
      In fact, this is the hallmark of her most important work. Take, for instance, her
         seven-thousand-word review of Bonnie and Clyde, which put her on the cultural map of New York in 1967 and won her a reviewing job
         at the New Yorker. (Kael’s biographer Brian Kellow calls it “the most important essay Pauline would
         ever write” in terms of her career.)[55] Kael discussed the film’s acting, cinematography, script, and editing. But what excited
         her most was the film’s use of the American past to force the audience into a confrontation
         with the present: just what Kracauer had demanded of Weimar-era films. She approached
         Bonnie and Clyde not just as a work of art but in terms of what it said about contemporary American
         politics; indeed, its ability to channel the collective unconscious of the American
         psyche was the source of its power. “Our best movies,” she wrote, “bring to the surface
         what . . . is always just below the surface.”[56] In other words, movies are the “daydreams of society” of which Kracauer wrote.
      

      
      The real focus of Kael’s review is the audience, which she mentions three times in
         the first, ecstatic paragraph (and several more times throughout). It is a paean to
         the democratic potential of the movies:
      

      
         Bonnie and Clyde is the most excitingly American movie since The Manchurian Candidate. The audience is alive to it. . . . When an American movie is contemporary in feeling,
            like this one, it makes a different kind of contact with an American audience. . .
            . Bonnie and Clyde divides audiences . . . . [It] brings into the almost frighteningly public world
            of movies things that people have been feeling and saying and writing about. And once
            something is said or done on the screens of the world, once it has entered mass art,
            it can never again . . . be the private possession of an educated, or “knowing,” group.
            But even for that group there is an excitement . . . in seeing something of its own
            sensibility become part of our common culture.[57] 
         

      

      Though the word Vietnam never appears, the war—along with the protests against it, the social movements for
         civil rights and black power, the violence in the streets—lurks behind every word
         of her review. Kael argued that Bonnie and Clyde’s screen violence, which other critics had disparaged, could be understood only in
         the context of the country’s real political violence. Such violence, in turn, not
         only justified the film’s gore but also made it morally necessary:
      

      
         The whole point of Bonnie and Clyde is to rub our noses in it [violence], to make us pay our dues for laughing. The dirty
            reality of death . . . is necessary. . . . Suddenly, in the last few years, our view
            of the world has gone beyond “good taste.” Tasteful suggestion of violence would at
            this point be a more grotesque form of comedy than Bonnie and Clyde attempts. Bonnie and Clyde needs violence; violence is its meaning.[58] 
         

      

      And she expressed an almost-unbearably poignant hope: that movie violence, rather
         than inuring us to cruelty, would “so sensitize us that we get a pang in the gut if
         we accidentally step on a moth.”[59] 
      

      
      Within the space of a few short years, this hope—and the concurring belief that a
         new kind of intelligent, ethically alert movie could create a new kind of intelligent,
         ethically alert audience—would be cruelly dashed. Indeed, many of Kael’s reviews of
         the late 1960s and early 1970s read, like Kracauer’s, as a diary of disappointment.
         A new audience had arisen, but it didn’t spend much time worrying about crushed moths; instead, as Kael
         grimly observed in her 1971 review of The French Connection, it was “highly volatile . . . unstable, often dazed.”[60] The separation between cinematic violence and actual (though not necessarily political)
         violence had virtually disappeared: “You feel that the violence on the screen may
         at any moment touch off violence in the theatre. . . . It’s like being at . . . a
         miniature Altamont.”[61] Worst of all, this screen violence sorely lacked any ethical underpinning; it presented
         sensation for sensation’s sake and blunted empathic identification. Kael’s desolation,
         and her anger, are palpable as she assessed her fellow moviegoers: “I don’t see how
         one can ignore the fact that the kind of entertainment that attracts them now is often
         irrational and horrifyingly brutal. . . . [The French Connection] is, I think, what we once feared mass entertainment might become: jolts for jocks.”[62] (The film would win five Academy Awards, including Best Picture.)
      

      
      It would be incorrect to say that, as the 1960s morphed into the 1970s, Kael lost
         her movie-love. In fact, in early 1972, she wrote that “this has been a legendary
         period in movies”[63] —she cited, among others, Bertolucci’s The Conformist, Altman’s McCabe & Mrs. Miller, Schlesinger’s Sunday Bloody Sunday, and Coppola’s The Godfather—and added, “A reviewer could hardly ask for more from any art, high or popular, and
         that list shows how far movies have gone in blurring the distinction.”[64] What she had lost was faith in the cinematic uses of violence and in the mass audience’s judgment.
         (Other than The Godfather, most of the movies she cited were not mainstream successes.) Of Clint Eastwood’s
         1971 Dirty Harry, she noted: “This action genre has always had a fascist potential, and it has finally
         surfaced.”[65] Sam Peckinpah’s rape-happy Straw Dogs, released the same year, was marked by “an aesthetic of cruelty”[66] and had the dubious honor of being “the first American film that is a fascist work
         of art.” [67] 
      

      
      But her real cri de coeur was a 1974 piece called “Killing Time,” in which she reviewed Eastwood’s Magnum Force. It is hard to tell whether the movie or the audience hurt her most:
      

      
         With a Clint Eastwood, the action film can—indeed must—drop the pretense that human
            life has any value. . . . In Magnum Force, killing is dissociated from pain; it’s even dissociated from life. The killing is
            totally realistic—hideously, graphically so—yet since it’s without emotion it has
            no impact on us. We feel nothing toward the victims. . . . The fundamental mechanism
            of melodrama has broken down, I think: the audience at action pictures reacts to the
            killing scenes simply as spectacle . . . making it an impersonal, almost abstract
            exercise in brutalization.[68] 
         

      

      As with Bonnie and Clyde, Kael assessed the film within the context of America’s social and political crises:
         “Our ethical fabric [has been] torn to shreds in this last decade.”[69] German fascism seemed to haunt her: Kael refers to the film’s cops as “Nazi-style”[70] and “Storm Troopers” and to their chief as a “Führer.”[71] (Both Kael and Kracauer were Jewish.) Most startling of all, she seemed frightened
         of the audience: “There’s something deeply wrong about anyone’s taking for granted
         the dissociation that this carnage without emotion represents. Sitting in the theater,
         you feel you’re being drawn into a spreading nervous breakdown.”[72] Kracauer wrote something strikingly similar when, in 1928, he noted the “emotional
         confusion and irreality”[73] of the movie-going audience, lamented “the emptiness of our films and the way in
         which they strangle every decent tendency,”[74] and worried: “Something is very wrong here.”[75] 
      

      
      The nervous breakdown that Kael feared in 1974 echoes the sudden bursting apart that
         Kracauer predicted in 1926. But even here, the differences between the two critics,
         which is to say in the eras they lived through and the societies they inhabited, should
         not be minimized. For Kael, fascism was metaphorical; for Kracauer, it was fact. The
         failures of America’s progressive protest movements led to Nixon and Watergate; the
         failures of German democracy led to Hitler and Sobibor.
      

      
       Yet in their attempts, albeit defeated, to keep faith with the democratic possibilities
         of the movies and the mass public—their attempts to keep faith with modern life—Kracauer
         and Kael are kin. They understood that to treat movies solely as aesthetic objects
         shortchanges films and filmgoers alike; each therefore practiced movie criticism as
         a form of social criticism. Each wanted movies to plunge viewers into, rather than
         offer shelter from, the social and political storms that were buffeting them. Each
         was urgently invested in understanding what was happening in, and to, the hearts and
         minds of their fellow filmgoers. Each expected a lot of the audience. Each had their
         hopes betrayed.
      

      
       In their less extreme, less didactic moments, Kael and Kracauer shared a fundamental
         set of expectations about what the movies could do and how they could do it. In his
         essay “Film 1928,” Kracauer observed that to make a good movie, “There is no recipe.”[76] What was needed? “Uprightness, the gift of observation, humaneness.”[77] These are the very values that Pauline Kael embraced, celebrated, and fought for.
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      Chapter 15

      The Ghost of Pauline Kael

      
         
         
         
         Amanda Shubert

         
         
      

      
      In a Berkeley coffee house, 1952, Pauline Kael was arguing with a friend about Charlie
         Chaplin’s Limelight when a man came over to their table. His name was Peter D. Martin and he had just
         founded the magazine City Lights; he had been eavesdropping on their conversation. Impressed, he offered Kael a writing
         assignment on the spot. That’s the story of how Kael got her start as a movie critic,
         and in a sense she never left the coffee house—more people just started listening
         in. Her voice was already enlarged for an audience; as it evolved, it never lost that
         basic conversational pull that hails readers into dialogue and makes them talk back
         to the page.
      

      
      My own frequent conversations with Pauline Kael have taken place solely in my head.
         There’s a good reason for that: I was only thirteen years old when she died in 2001.
         At the time I wasn’t aware of Kael, or movie reviewing, or really much of anything
         that got reported in newspapers or magazines—I was the kind of kid who took refuge
         in books, throwing myself into fiction and poetry with the total irresponsibility
         and emotional daring most teenagers reserve for their social lives. I was hungry for
         experiences and capable of feeling them deeply; as a result, I felt that living my
         life was a form of reading, and not the other way around. Books had rescued me from
         the boredom and confusion of daily life, but they also returned me to reality by ingraining
         in me a more sophisticated responsiveness, both emotional and interpretive, to what
         was happening around me. And so it was this, more than anything, that drew me to the
         reviews and essays of Pauline Kael when I was on the brink of my adult life. Kael
         was the first writer to shed light on what I had been doing, exactly, in all those
         omnivorous years of reading. She wrote about movies as a series of awakenings, and
         she could theatricalize the perceptions that made those awakenings possible—going
         to the movies for her was a comedy, a voyage, a grand romance. Emily Dickinson had
         told her friend T. W. Higginson, “If I feel physically as if the top of my head were
         taken off, I know that is poetry.”[1] Kael had the same idea. Art didn’t have to be lofty or rarified or cerebral; if you
         wanted to be moved, you had to throw your body into it. You had to take risks. I related
         to this carnal appetite and romantic spirit; I read Kael’s books the way girls and
         women once read The Diaries of Anaïs Nin, not for the private details but for the intensity of feeling, the sense of life
         passionately, fully lived.
      

      
      Like much of the literature I loved, Kael’s work belonged to the past but came alive
         to me in the suspended present of the reading experience; she was a voice in my ear,
         a ghost interlocutor. I never bothered reading her work in chronological order, but
         I was drawn first to the audacity of her early reviews. Although she was already forty-six
         when she published I Lost It at the Movies, the bounding, show-stopping extravagance of many of those pieces have an unmistakably
         adolescent element. Her review of West Side Story, with its marvelous opening about the perils of dating while smart, was one of her
         funniest pieces, but it was also spiky and cluttered and overlong; in “Fantasies of
         the Art-House Audience,” which critiqued the hypocrisy of educated moviegoers, Kael
         was brilliant (and hilarious) but her digs were barbed and her best ideas were still
         inchoate. Those pieces, and many others, were late-bloom juvenilia. She didn’t sit
         with moments of ambiguity and uncertainty; she barreled over them, which made her
         both dazzling and, sometimes, shrill. “I have always wanted to remonstrate with my
         moods,” Roland Barthes wrote, describing his love of certain photographs, “not to
         justify them,”[2] and Kael’s worst quality as a critic was that, in her rapture, she could confuse
         the two. Perhaps naturally, even this appealed to my taste. It excited me; it was
         freeing.
      

      
      More than any other critic, Kael captured what Robert Warshow memorably described
         as the immediate experience of movies,[3] and she could express not only what that immediacy meant to her but also what it
         could mean socially, for the culture at large. She saw movie-going as a national art
         form; underneath their brusque workaday disguise she thought ordinary Americans possessed
         artists’ souls, and she set out to vocalize that soulfulness, much as Walt Whitman
         had in Leaves of Grass. She was far more of a philosopher of social experience than she was a polemicist,
         and, contrary to what many people think, far more reflective than she was visceral—you
         saw that increasingly in later books like Deeper into Movies, Reeling, When the Lights Go Down, and Taking It All In, where the super-fine gradations to her perceptions combined with the magisterial
         scope of each review recalled the essays of Henry James. Her review of The Long Goodbye begins as a reflection on Los Angeles (“it’s the fantasy-brothel, where you can live
         the fantasy of your choice”), opens into a comparison between Raymond Chandler’s detective
         pulp and Robert Altman’s pop art (“Pop culture takes some nourishment from the ‘high’
         arts, but it feeds mainly on itself. . . . The movie achieves a self-mocking fairy
         tale poetry”), and concludes by explaining why Chandler soothes the public while Altman’s
         picture has enraged them (“the detective story on the screen became a thriller in
         a much fuller sense than it had been on the page, and the ending of the movie wasn’t
         like shutting a book. The physical sensations that were stirred up weren’t settled;
         even if we felt cheated, we were still turned on”).[4] There was an urgency and heat to her most complex and abstract thinking, an ecstatic
         surfeit. The film critic David Thomson described sitting next to her at a New York
         preview of The Fury: “She was reeling off sentences in the dark,” he wrote, “with a momentum that never
         seemed to lose touch with the film. I felt she was writing with it.”[5] When you read her best work, you are sure of it.
      

      
      At the same time, Kael was writing alongside her readers. Some writers have that gift
         of appearing to have made room for you—especially for you—within the work itself,
         and like many readers I felt that Kael had left a chair open for me at the café where
         she was perpetually seated, waving her arms as she extolled the virtues or the follies
         of some new picture. Reading her loosened my tongue. It sharpened my voice. There
         was freedom and purity in reading this way: the eternal coffee house of her prose
         was still open for business, but the woman herself had long since quit the scene.
      

      
      Not that Kael, as a personality, ever particularly dominated her work. Although she
         was the subject of intense scrutiny, both from other critics and from the legions
         of readers with whom she dutifully corresponded for years, and she forged deep friendships
         not only with colleagues but also with actors and directors too, her personal life
         was neatly tucked into her writing. After retiring, Kael compiled For Keeps, a compendium of her reviews and essays, and in her introduction, the last original
         piece of work she would publish, she made one thing abundantly clear: the writing
         was to represent the woman, and not the other way around. “I’m frequently asked why
         I don’t write my memoirs,” she concluded. “I think I have.”[6] To an extent, it was true. In the fast-paced, deadline-driven, embattled environment
         of weekly reviewing, in articles that were astonishing partly because they overcome
         their own inconsistencies and flaws by the sheer soaring force of their energy and
         intelligence, Pauline Kael had become her own greatest literary creation. And in For Keeps, her final book released when ill health had diminished her, the body of work that
         had once been her life force soon stood as her epitaph. But it didn’t take long before
         the culture she had written for—written with—all those years started clawing at her grave.
      

      
       

      
      * * *

      
       

      
      Today, Pauline Kael’s attempt to vanish into her writing has produced an ironic reversal:
         the culture’s obsession with her personality has outlived its interest in her work.
         Most of her books, including For Keeps, are out of print. Yet for many people she still exists in a phantom present—not
         the present tense of the reading experience, where I first encountered her, but the
         neurotic present of unresolved emotion. “An awful lot of our colleagues are still,
         in both senses, mad about her,” A. O. Scott explained a few years ago in the New York Times.[7] The outpouring of articles and reviews in the wake of the dual release of Brian Kellow’s
         biography Pauline Kael: A Life in the Dark and the Library of America collection The Age of Movies in 2011 was a resounding confirmation. What had made them so mad? And why, twenty
         years after her retirement from public life, were they still feeling that way?
      

      
      In the late 1990s, the critic James Wolcott wrote a notorious article in Vanity Fair sounding the death knell on the late great days of movie reviewing when he, as a
         young man, had attended screenings with Pauline Kael. (Kael was a sort of surrogate
         mother to Wolcott—he writes about her at length in his memoir Lucking Out.) It wasn’t that the movies were better in the 1970s and 1980s—“there’s a lot of
         gangrene around the edges of this Golden Era,” he wrote[8] —but that movie critics had mattered. Now, the only critics left—those who had, like
         him, hung around with Kael in her more vital days, had sustained major Pauline Kael
         damage. They were “Paulettes”: sycophants who “have one eye and ear cocked to Pauline’s
         opinions as they try to re-create her glory days.”[9] It was difficult to understand exactly how the Paulettes were accomplishing this feat, since Wolcott wrote his piece in 1997,
         six years after Kael retired from the New Yorker and when her Parkinson’s disease made it impossible for her to regularly attend preview
         screenings of new films. The Vanity Fair piece was character slander, not critique: the gangrene was on everybody but him.
         And yet it was more insidious than that. His profile of the Paulettes was a devastating
         exposé on his own friendship with Kael. “Like staunch Catholics stuck in a bad marriage,”
         he wrote, “they can’t leave.”[10] It wasn’t hard to see that his feelings for Pauline Kael were the motor behind this
         argument. And they had left him bitter and trapped.
      

      
      He wasn’t the only one. In 2002, David Denby published the personal essay “My Life
         as a Paulette,” a sort of I-was-once-a-Communist confessional about his relationship with Kael. He had once been part of Kael’s circle, he explained: praised,
         promoted, and counseled by the great writer herself. But soon he learned that all
         this came with a price. Kael wanted to mold critics to her own taste. Yet when they
         began to imitate her—as Denby had, she explained to him one day over lunch—she brutally
         rejected them. You get the feeling that, for Denby, Kael was the Oedipal father as
         Jewish mother: fearful of being usurped and always nagging. “She probably could never
         have accumulated so extensive a brood if she hadn’t been female and welcoming,” Denby
         wrote, but he was crushed when she had the audacity to betray this maternal contract.[11] 
      

      
      In his obituary for Kael a year earlier, Denby had written: “She wanted to do everything—not
         only show us the movie but bring us the candy, sweep up the theatre, and walk us to
         our car after the show.”[12] He meant it as a compliment, a testament to the flesh-and-blood power of her prose.
         But maybe this figure of speech could stand a moment’s scrutiny. The writing cannot
         in fact do any of those things. Only we are responsible for the way a writer’s work
         makes us feel. And this—this little slippage between what a writer wants and what
         we want from a writer—is the hallmark of the raging hailstorm that surrounds Kael’s
         legacy. “She wanted to do everything,” Denby says; or is it Denby who wants her to
         do everything, or fears that, left unchecked, she just might? If Pauline Kael encouraged
         sycophancy, why did Denby want to be friends with her in the first place? Isn’t it
         possible that the power Kael wielded in her friendships with other critics had as
         much to do with the desires and expectations of the critics themselves—readers who
         had fallen in love with the woman on the page before meeting her in the flesh? Denby
         and Wolcott’s articles had in common more than just their shameless injustice collecting.
         They both, in different ways, avoided taking responsibility for the effect she had
         on them personally. They saw themselves as victims.
      

      
      I dwell on the examples of these two articles for a reason: their public acting out
         of animosity and resentment have dominated Pauline Kael’s legacy. These days, you
         are hard-pressed to find an article about Kael that doesn’t refer to her as bullying,
         patronizing, mean-spirited, conniving, or caustic. David Thomson’s praise for her
         in his New Biographical Dictionary of Film is tempered by his view of her work as a casualty of her brash, unlikeable personality.
         (He also credits her with only “ten vital years”—ten!)[13] But for Clive James, who reviewed the book for The Atlantic in 2011, Thomson’s ambivalent, left-handed compliments were too adulatory for Kael.
         “I was briefly a Paulette myself,” he explained contemptuously, “and I saw enough
         of her to know that if she were to come back now from the ethereal cackle-factory
         where she spends eternity sticking pins in her wax doll of Hal Holbrook—for some reason
         she hated him—she would be deeply pleased to see an entry for her cropping up in the
         alphabetical order just between Raul Julia and Garson Kanin.”[14]  Frank Rich, who was friendly with Kael but quick to distinguish himself from her
         “acolytes,”[15]  acknowledged in the New York Times Sunday Book Review that she transformed movie criticism “mostly for the better, despite her bullying
         personality (in print and in life), her sloppy professional ethics and her at times
         careerist escapades in self-dramatizing contrarianism.”[16] 
      

      
      I have to ask: is it likely that James Agee or Norman Mailer would ever be treated
         to the left-handed, backbiting praise and shameless invective these men reserve for
         Pauline Kael? Or that a moniker like “Paulette,” with that patronizing diminutive,
         would be assigned to followers of a male writer? (I always thought it made the men
         in Kael’s circle sound like back-up singers in a 1960s girl band.) And since when
         is a writer’s ruthlessness to put his or her truth on the page a morally questionable trait? Wouldn’t we otherwise call this integrity? In respect to these double standards,
         Brian Kellow’s biography of Kael did piteously little to set the record straight.
         Kellow documented the conflicts Kael stirred up without addressing them; he couldn’t
         seem to get a handle on her motives, and so he retreated behind her judgment of the
         movies as a benchmark of her character. (It’s the perceptions, not the judgments,
         that reveal the writer’s portrait.) And so, even with the biography and her own Library
         of America anthology, Kael has become a blank canvas onto which the culture has projected
         its cruelest fantasies of forceful, dominating women.
      

      
      No, it wasn’t the mere fact of her gender that angered people. (It’s almost never
         so simple.) Instead, I believe it was the very quality that attracted me to her work
         in the first place—the way her reeling, unstoppable intelligence, and her conversational
         jive, and her belief in an aesthetic of critical subjectivity claimed a masculine
         authority but were unapologetically feminine. How often does a woman critic size up
         her reader and hold them to account? Joan Didion didn’t: her self-described neurosis
         is part of her narrative journalism. Nor did Susan Sontag, who could never bring about
         the erotics of art she so rapturously described—she became patrician and cold. The
         fact is readers are less perturbed by brilliant female voices if they come by way
         of self-effacing anxiety or if they borrow the specialized language of the academy,
         if they undermine themselves or don’t hold the majority of us to account. Kael was
         something new. She wanted to remain an outsider, only while being on the inside. She
         was a West Coast girl in New York, a woman in the boy’s club. The closer she kept
         to her emotional roots, the more her otherness as a writer was assured, and the more
         alien and new she sounded, the more intimate and powerful a voice she became.
      

      
      But that’s a trick she may have learned from the poets and the fiction writers: what
         is more unassailably unique and yet more seductively relatable than individual experience?
         Much of her ingenuity in blending the personal and the analytical took up where Virginia
         Woolf, in A Room of One’s Own, left off. “When a subject is highly controversial,” Woolf wrote,
      

      
      
         one cannot hope to tell the truth. One can only show how one came to hold whatever
            opinion one does hold. One can only give one’s audience the chance of drawing their
            own conclusions as they observe the limitations, the prejudices, the idiosyncrasies
            of the speaker.[17] 
         

      

      
      Woolf unfurled her argument about women needing rooms of their own in the form of
         a story—she knew that this way her audience would experience it as a dawning realization.
         That was Kael’s method, too. She could make you feel like you were watching the film
         with her—like you were breathing with her. But if, like Woolf, Kael invited readers
         to share her skin, she was also more deliberately provocative. She wanted to get under
         their skin, too. She put her subjectivity on the line in order to make demands on
         her readers, just as controversial directors like Sam Peckinpah and Brian De Palma
         did with audiences, not to goad or censure them but to open up an experience of astonishing
         fullness. Greil Marcus wrote that the feeling Kael stirred in him wasn’t admiration
         or envy, but “a kind of wonder: what would it feel like to write like that—to feel
         that alive?”[18] 
      

      
      While she was writing, Kael dared her readers to experience the movies with her. Her
         articles allowed them to enlarge their view of a movie, whether they agreed with her
         basic points or forcefully rejected them. After her death, these readers were all
         on their own. And so in death, more than in life, she has come to seem all-powerful.
         What other reason could there be for the profusion of articles that shadow box with
         her memory as though she could really fight back? (“I can see her sneering at that
         right now,” Thomson riffed in the middle of his entry on her for his Dictionary.)[19] Even Andrew Sarris himself, her chief antagonist after Kael published, in 1963, a
         critique of his auteur theory, used his Village Voice obituary for Kael to dust off a forty-year-old feud and settle the score. “She never
         had to say that she had been wrong or that she was sorry,” he wrote. “That was for
         us ordinary mortals. Her word was final and eternal. We all change as we get older,
         and our perceptions of film change with us—all of us, that is, except Pauline. Her
         first impressions are engraved in stone forever and ever.”[20] Sarris re-ran the points he’d made years earlier, in his review of When the Lights Go Down, an article that Greil Marcus, in Rolling Stone, called sexist character assassination.[21] But here his sardonic portrait masked a paranoid fear. Kael’s work was more than
         mortal, final, and eternal, engraved in stone. In life, for Sarris, she had been the
         dead hand. In death, she was defiantly alive.
      

      
      This contradictory view goes to the very heart of the mad confusion of Pauline Kael’s
         legacy. An obituary is supposed to help the living lay the dead to rest. That’s precisely
         what writing about Kael has failed again and again to do. For Sarris, for many critics,
         there’s just no killing her—she comes back endlessly, menacingly, as though she were
         haunting them. But when a writer retires or dies, it is not her work that keeps her
         alive but the way, as a culture, we choose to relate to it. It is no coincidence that
         Wolcott’s Vanity Fair article showed up in the middle of Kael’s retirement, Denby’s the year after her
         death, or that, since then, critics still refer darkly to her affinities and biases
         and condemn her for her Svengali influence, as though to explain away the force with
         which she once took hold of the culture. They stage their rejection of her but they
         cannot let her go. They drag her back into the ring to deliver, once and for all,
         the sucker punch that will knock her to the floor, only to prop her up so they can
         once again demonstrate their own virility and strength. The anxiety over Kael’s absence
         is enormous, the fantasies it has provoked encompassing. We haven’t buried her. We’ve
         buried her alive.
      

      
       

      
      * * *

      
       

      
      When the literary critic Harold Bloom coined the phrase “anxiety of influence,” he
         was referring to a patriarchal literary culture in which artists seek to overthrow
         the father in order to become creative independents. But Pauline Kael was the powerful
         mother of film criticism—she seized the masculine public sphere of letters for her
         own, squaring off with its intellectual machismo and boy’s club gentility from a woman’s
         perspective. Could it be that the stormy accounts of Pauline Kael’s personality, of
         the emotional-intellectual sycophancy into which she forced young, vulnerable male
         writers and her Machiavellian plots to overthrow critics like Sarris who presumed
         to disagree with her, are really misdirected responses to Pauline Kael’s writing—to
         her voice on the page? And that these attempts to put Kael in her place, as a bully
         or a bitch, are not indications that the culture has grown past her authority or influence
         but rather the opposite: that we have never found a way of separating from her?
      

      
      One of the best critiques of Kael was David Thomson’s essay “The Godmother” (published
         in his 1981 collection Overexposures) because it wrestled, sometimes uncomfortably, with the powerful lure of her voice
         and its effect on him as a male reader. “I feel the sexuality in the thing she offers
         to all of us,” he wrote, and he could get caught up in her speed and daring and gleeful
         vulgarity, but he distrusted it, too; his tone in the article is often a mixture of
         admiration, envy, and rebuke.[22] I suspect he conveys a feeling toward her that many people have shared, and it’s
         an honest feeling, honestly expressed. Far less honest is the attempt to reduce Kael’s
         criticism to the personality behind it, as though to dispel the authority of the writing
         by implying that she was a poseur or a con. I feel within those curdled remarks a far more primitive urge: not the
         desire to kill the father, as Bloom argued that male writers want to do, but the desire
         to discipline the mother—to seize authority by finally putting her in her place.
      

      
      It is a token of Kael’s achievement as a writer that she appears to many of us to
         be more than just a writer—that if you are swept up by her work, you feel as though
         her presence has been incarnated in your life. She challenged her readers emotionally
         and intellectually, often both at once, in the way that creative artists often do.
         But artists work those feelings over on their readers through an imaginative realm,
         a high that we come down from. (“It’s just a movie,” we remind ourselves when we get
         too revved up.) Kael didn’t have a protective layer of fiction. I think that made
         her seem more demanding to readers who wished they could dismiss, say, her blissed-out
         review of Last Tango in Paris as an act of fancy; the picture, which disturbed many, was at least a work of imagination,
         but Kael’s response—“The movie breakthrough has finally come. . . . This must be the
         most powerfully erotic movie ever made”[23] —brought it closer to the reality in which we are all implicated. (Is that why so
         many people accused her of hyping the picture insincerely—to safely commute her review
         into a form of fiction?) Yet the relentlessly personal tack she took in her reviewing
         and her condemnation of what she insisted on calling “saphead objectivity” also made
         her more vulnerable, because she collapsed the polite distance many critics put between
         themselves and their responses. I think that the readers who once reacted to the raw
         forcefulness of her writing—her knack for effrontery, her delicious cruelties, and
         the way she could deflate a director’s pomposity in a single line—forget now that
         she wasn’t laying down the law but revealing the peculiar alchemy of her own appetite.
      

      
      It strikes me that the liberties she took, and the fearlessness with which she took
         them, have come to be interpreted as an imposition on readers. The writing asks us
         to find our own comparable freedom, on our own terms. The early pieces collected in
         I Lost It at the Movies, when she was still honing her voice, can become strained and hectoring, but ultimately—especially
         once she could rely on a readership and no longer had to raise her voice—it is the
         way the phrases find pleasure in their own fulfillment, the way her intelligence breathes,
         that is so inviting. And, possibly, infuriating. What happens when a woman loses it
         at the movies without losing anything at all—without sacrificing intelligence or analytic
         rigor or wit? By surrendering herself to the sights and sounds of the screen, Kael
         didn’t become passive—she gained authority, grandeur, and influence. And if we accept
         her playful double entendres about movie-going and sexual ecstasy, then her power as a writer may be even more
         challenging for the very masculine world of filmmaking and reviewing. The libidinous
         joy of being dominated by a movie did not make her submissive. Nor did it frighten
         her into protecting herself against what movies had to offer, the “special, private,
         hidden feelings” that movies arouse, as she wrote in her introduction to Reeling, and that make “some people feel that they’re on the receiving end, being attacked.”[24] She invited the experience of being possessed.
      

      
      It may be because of this Gothic aspect of the movies—both ghostly and erotic—that
         Kael was able to write in the way she did, and it may be that the special, private,
         hidden feelings she was able to evoke in her readers sometimes made them feel like
         they were on the receiving end, being attacked. But for me, Kael’s writing confirmed
         that you could find yourself by being possessed by the wilder intimacies found both
         in the arts and in life—that it is the people who guard themselves against sensation,
         not the ones who surrender to it, who end up feeling resentful and haunted. Pauline
         Kael lingers in a half-life in the cultural imaginary, unjustly pigeonholed and damned
         by derision and faint praise. It would be a grace finally to allow her to die. How
         else can we give her work a rebirth?
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      Chapter 16

      So Meaninglessly Present

      
         
         
         
         Jason Kelly Roberts

         
         Pauline Kael Watches Movies on TV

         
         
      

      
      In 1967, Pauline Kael worked on a pair of articles for the New Republic that were eventually sold to William Shawn and published by the New Yorker, thus beginning a relationship that culminated in the strongest association between
         a film critic and a magazine in American journalism history. The first piece, “Movies
         on Television,” appeared on June 3 and discussed cinema’s migration from the big screens
         of movie theaters to the small screens of living rooms. Four months later, Shawn ran
         Kael’s Bonnie and Clyde review. Needless to say, the latter piece immediately overshadowed the former and
         still does. “Movies on Television” seldom factors into accounts of Kael’s career,
         as exemplified by a recent biography that devotes only a sentence to the article.[1] Conversely, the Bonnie and Clyde review secured Kael’s job as a New Yorker staff writer and became a touchstone of 1960s American culture.
      

      
      Despite its minor stature, “Movies on Television” warrants revisiting now because
         it can expand and complicate our current understanding of Kael. Given her distaste
         for rewatching movies and her qualms about media theory, she might be the last person
         we would expect to write such an article. Yet “Movies on Television” was a pioneering
         attempt to grapple with the burgeoning relationship between film and television as
         media and as media industries. None of the most prominent voices during the so-called
         Film Generation (e.g., Stanley Kauffmann, Dwight Macdonald, Andrew Sarris, and John
         Simon) published an article like “Movies on Television.”[2] Moreover, they paid less attention to television’s wider imprint on filmmaking and
         film culture than we might assume today.[3] While the practice of broadcasting feature-length films that were originally released
         in theaters has been declared “the most significant change in the way Americans viewed
         films during the latter half of the twentieth century,” Film Generation critics often
         neglected or ignored film and television’s evolving partnership.[4] For instance, when New York Post critic Archer Winsten testified on behalf of Otto Preminger as the director sought
         “final cut” for broadcasts of Anatomy of a Murder, the judge asked him: “Do you watch movies on television?” “Not if I can help it!”
         Winsten replied.[5] 
      

      
      Film Generation critics neglected or ignored television because they did not respect
         it as a medium or as an industry. Perhaps more damningly, they thought television
         had no respect for film as a serious art form. “Movies on Television” reiterated the
         Film Generation’s consensus on the subject: “Movies are a combination of art and mass
         medium, but television is so single in its purpose—selling—that it operates without
         that painful, poignant mixture of aspiration and effort and compromise,” Kael wrote.
         “We almost never think of calling a television show ‘beautiful,’ or even of complaining
         about the absence of beauty, because we take it for granted that television operates
         without beauty.”[6] Yet the question of film’s relationship to television proved to be of no special
         or lasting interest to Kael. She took advantage of the market for movie-watching guides
         aimed at television viewers, but hardly spoke of the issue again in criticism or interviews.[7] Therefore, “Movies on Television” cannot be easily assimilated in a summary of Kael’s
         career, and her motives for writing it will probably always be a little mysterious.
         This helps to explain the article’s obscurity but also suggests its potential fascination
         for fans and scholars alike.
      

      
      “Movies on Television” is also worth revisiting for the way it illuminates the larger
         history of American film criticism in moments of major technological change, from
         the coming of sound to debates on home video (e.g., VHS, DVD, Blu-ray, and online
         streaming). In particular, the article interprets television’s appropriation of movies
         as a shift that transformed film culture’s model of material and experiential scarcity
         into one of plenitude, a central theme in the critical conversation about home video,
         too. In doing so, “Movies on Television” begins with a mixture of Kael’s signature
         brio and an unusual emphasis on autobiography. Although her colloquial diction inspired
         intimate bonds with readers, Kael only sporadically divulged private details in her
         writing. The opening paragraph of “Movies on Television” is a notable exception to
         this personal rule. Here, Kael recalls circling her native Northern California in
         an airplane waiting for landing clearance:
      

      
         Spread out under me were the farm where I was born, the little town where my grandparents
            were buried, the city where I had gone to school, the cemetery where my parents were,
            the homes of my brothers and sisters, Berkeley, where I had gone to college, and the
            house where at that moment, while I hovered high above, my little daughter and my
            dogs were awaiting my return. It was as though my whole life were suspended in time—as
            though no matter where you’d gone, what you’d done, the past were all still there,
            present, if you just got up high enough to attain the proper perspective.[8] 
         

      

      At first glance, her reverie may sound nostalgic and pleasing, but Kael wanted to
         give the opposite impression. Hovering over the past in its totality demeaned her
         “sense of the passage of life,” a phrase she uses in the article’s conclusion.[9] “Sometimes,” Kael writes, she felt “a comparable sensation” to that flight when she
         “turn[ed] from the news programs or the discussion shows on television to the old
         movies,” an experience that was defined as well by the indiscriminate nature of its
         temporal and historical overabundance.[10] Accordingly, watching old movies on TV had a damaging effect on her feeling for film
         history. The voracious recycling of Hollywood content throughout television’s broadcasting
         flow, a process that reached its zenith as Kael wrote “Movies on Television,” made
         all films seem equally available, accessible, and valuable to her, and thus not as
         significant.[11] 
      

      
      Since the emergence of home video in the 1970s, popular and academic film critics
         have decried its deleterious impact on film culture for the same reason. For example,
         in a foreword Jonathan Rosenbaum appended to the reprinted version of his 1982 book
         Moving Places, he notes that he did not have a VCR at the time and contends that the “historical
         address” of the book would have been “less valuable” if he had. “For the mindset I
         was working from,” Rosenbaum recounts, was “closely allied to what . . . Raymond Bellour
         [called] ‘the unattainable text.’ This was what still gave movies much of their magic
         and pungency—the slim likelihood in most cases that one would ever see them again.”[12] Film historian Stephen Prince subsequently agreed with Rosenbaum; in A New Pot of Gold: Hollywood Under the Electronic Rainbow, 1980–1989, Prince remembers: “Before video, when access to individual films was more restricted,
         the opportunities to see or screen them were more privileged. A chance to see Citizen Kane or Seven Samurai or A Star is Born was special because it was rare, and value was based in scarcity.” But “with access
         to nearly any film on video,” he laments, “one’s encounter with an individual title,
         no matter how fine or special that title, grew more unremarkable.”[13] Home video takes the blame from film critics for harming the American cinephilia
         that had flourished with the Film Generation, while broadcast television’s significance
         for film history and film culture is obscured or forgotten.[14] 
      

      
      However, revisiting “Movies on Television” allows us to see that such an argument
         is not an inevitable response to home video but one that seeks to naturalize home
         video as the cause of a split in film history and film culture. Even though Kael also
         regarded plenitude as a threat to film culture’s survival, “Movies on Television”
         nevertheless reveals that the prevailing argument against home video’s plenitude is
         technologically determinist.[15] While the respective types of plenitude fostered by broadcast television and home
         video are not identical, the critical responses to them are strikingly similar, forming
         a rhetorical pattern in which urgent pleas against technological change and new media
         are common and even redundant. In order to highlight this underappreciated article
         and show how it speaks to contemporary film culture, the remainder of this essay situates
         “Movies on Television” within the context of Kael’s career, and within the context
         of American film criticism, especially in moments of major technological change.
      

      
      Kael starts mapping the terrain of film culture’s newly paradigmatic plenitude in
         the article’s second paragraph. Tracing the consequences for the ongoing formation
         of film tastes, the preservation of established film canons, and the phenomenology
         of moving-image spectatorship, Kael enfolds television’s varied repercussions into
         a novel but discomfiting cultural horizon:
      

      
         So much of what formed our tastes and shaped our experiences, and so much of the garbage
            of our youth that we never thought we’d see again—preserved and exposed to eyes and
            minds that might well want not to believe that this was an important part of our past.
            Now these movies are there for new generations, to whom they cannot possibly have
            the same impact or meaning, because they are all jumbled together, out of historical
            sequence. Even what may deserve an honorable position in movie history is somehow
            dishonored by being so available, so meaninglessly present. Everything is in hopeless
            disorder, and that is the way new generations experience our movie past.[16] 
         

      

      Measured against the breadth of her entire career, this diagnosis is uncharacteristic.
         Kael’s desire to fix the meanings and values of old movies and shield them from new
         audiences is difficult to square with her anti-pedagogical rebelliousness, just as
         her earnest worrying over the film canon contrasts with her aesthetic iconoclasm.
         As Sanford Schwartz argues, Kael usually “reiterated and forthrightly explored tastes
         and emotions of hers that were radically different from that of consensus thinking.”[17] Likewise, Richard Combs has attributed Kael’s oppositional poses to her temperamental
         orientation “against the house” of film criticism’s reigning dogmas.[18] 
      

      
      But as television sparked another skirmish in the unending battle over what we should
         watch and how we should watch it, “Movies on Television” mounted a conservative defense
         of cultural elitism—conservative for Kael, that is. “In the other arts,” she reasons,
         “something like natural selection takes place: only the best or most significant or
         influential or successful works compete for our attention.”[19] To the contrary, film and television’s messy union violated the principles of aesthetic
         “natural selection” as Kael understood them; “accidents of commerce” resulted in movies
         being “sold in blocks or packages” to the networks, and then television executives
         blindly exhibited “the worst with the mediocre and the best, the successes with the
         failures, [and] the forgotten with the half forgotten.” The natural ecology of aesthetic
         value worked correctly for literature and music in Kael’s estimate, but cinema circumvented
         these organic laws because the public was too willing to embrace the medium’s readily
         available “fodder” on television. “If it took some effort to see old movies,” she
         conjectures, “we might try to find out which were the good ones, and if people saw
         only the good ones maybe they would still respect old movies. As it is, people sit
         and watch movies that audiences walked out on thirty years ago.”[20] 
      

      
      Our collective ability to discern the value of individual films and film in general
         were therefore at stake in television’s bottomless and indifferent appropriation of
         movies. Kael reacted to the new reality by espousing the belief that value is inherent
         to aesthetic objects, an axiology in conflict with the purported relativism for which
         her more conservative peers had taken her to task. But it would be most accurate to
         say that Kael’s theory of value was fluid and swung between conventional elitism and
         full-throated populism. If “art” was an honorific label for her that few films earned,
         she also thought lofty ambitions only hampered most movies. The average film, and
         many of the films that gave her the most pleasure, were definitely not art (in her opinion), and no apologies were necessary for liking the superficial
         thrills in a good bit of “trash.”[21] As she said with the inimitable frankness of her upbringing in the American West,
         “Loving movies is a very peculiar love-hate relationship. I mean, you love what they
         can be, but you also love the crap they are.”[22] When a movie really was better than run-of-the-mill crap, Kael gushed; she compared
         The Godfather, Part II to Tolstoy, and Last Tango in Paris to Stravinsky.
      

      
      Ultimately, Kael’s self-appointed role as a tastemaker spotlighted the central paradox
         of middlebrow cultural criticism: she tried to elevate popular tastes, which required
         her to denigrate what was already popular, yet she also tried to dignify the mass
         audience’s own judgments, which required her to celebrate what was already popular.
         No one combined biting elitism with populist irreverence quite like Kael, but she
         never reconciled the evident gap between these poles. (It would also be fair to say
         that cultural critics of all stripes still struggle with the same conundrum.) At the
         outset of “Movies on Television,” then, Kael said that film culture had lost its fortifying
         scarcity and gained an alarming plenitude in the bargain; even the best films were
         “dishonored by being so available, so meaninglessly present.” According to Kael, the
         facile, disorganized access to film history that television provided had degraded
         popular tastes and diminished cinema’s reputation as a medium, and television’s cheap
         plenitude had diminished her cinephilia in turn.[23] 
      

      
      Broadly speaking, Kael’s preoccupation with film history throughout “Movies on Television”
         marks a difference between the critical reception of television’s exhibition of films
         and the receptions of prior technological changes, the coming of sound foremost among
         them. To many silent-era aficionados, synchronized sound and speech could kill the
         fragile medium, thwarting its long-foretold maturation into a bona fide art form.
         Gilbert Seldes’s comments in the 1928 article “The Movies Commit Suicide” are representative
         of this concern: “After some twenty years of being only in its infancy, the moving
         picture which gave promise of an interesting adult life, has gone suddenly senile—and
         garrulous.”[24] When evaluating the coming of sound, silent-era aficionados looked to cinema’s unrealized
         future, not its actual (or even idealized) past. Television and home video, on the
         other hand, are accused of trampling on the history of an art form that has already
         won huge discursive and institutional victories in its bid for legitimacy. Rather
         than halting the medium’s tantalizing promise, as was the case for synchronized sound
         and speech, the rise of television and other extra-theatrical platforms have been
         greeted by film critics as an affront to cinema’s cherished, protected, and reified
         past. Since at least Kael, such critics have routinely faulted plenitude when denouncing
         the decline or demise of film culture.
      

      
      In addition to such questions of ontology and phenomenology, Kael also considered
         film and television aesthetics in “Movies on Television.” Her predominantly negative
         assessment of the way television affected cinematic style has since been echoed in
         American film criticism, which complains of, among other abuses, the way that television
         encouraged more close-ups in films because they translate better on TV screens. And
         Kael was annoyed just as much as her successors would be by domestic cinema’s cardinal
         sin: distorting the visual and temporal integrity of films in the service of television’s
         traditionally square aspect ration and need for commercial breaks. “Big” movies, such
         as The Robe and so many anonymous Westerns, suffered from an ironic conversion back into a shape
         more suitable for the small screen. “Not only the size but the shape of the image
         is changed, and, indeed, almost all the specifically visual elements are so distorted
         as to be all but completely destroyed,” she bemoaned. “There isn’t much for the art-cinema
         person on television” either, she said, because his preferred films “lose too much.”[25] The films of the great stylists, including Josef von Sternberg, Max Ophüls, and Satyajit
         Ray, were “not as lively or as satisfying [on television] as the plain good movies
         of lesser directors.” As seen on TV, The Magnificent Ambersons, which Kael labeled an “uneven work that is nevertheless a triumphant conquest of
         the movie medium,” looked “as lifelessly dull as a newspaper Wirephoto of a great
         painting.”[26] 
      

      
      But if “Movies on Television” leans toward condemning the experience of watching and
         rewatching movies on TV, Kael’s irreverence about the self-serious pursuits of popular
         and academic film theory also opened the door for a less partisan treatment of television’s
         effects on cinema. Along these lines, Kael’s most idiosyncratic position was her belief
         that movies should be seen a single time and no more because it was impossible to
         properly appreciate them outside of their own historical moment—an idea that continues
         to baffle and infuriate many film critics and cinephiles. She was also drawn to movies
         more for their sensual and erotic qualities than for their intellectual, political,
         or philosophical content. These views dovetailed with her intolerance for pretention.
         Kael relished every available opportunity to mock and parody the most egregious pieties
         of the whole film-as-art Weltanschauung, and she expressed her disdain on many occasions. In “Movies on Television,” she
         wrote: “The educated person who became interested in cinema as an art form through
         Bergman or Fellini or Resnais is an alien to me (and my mind goes blank with hostility
         and indifference when he begins to talk).”[27] In the controversial and widely read 1969 essay “Trash, Art, and the Movies,” she
         lambasted leading members of the Film Generation for propagating film-as-art discourses:
         “There is so much talk now about the art of the film that we may be in danger of forgetting
         that most of the movies we enjoy are not works of art.”[28] But her relentless (and hilarious) takedown of Siegfried Kracauer’s Theory of Film is possibly the best-known example. Agonizing over medium specificity struck Kael
         as nothing more than misguided pedantry, dangerously capable of sapping what was truly
         vital in cinema or any other art form. Of the mania for medium specificity in Theory of Film, she cracked: “Who cares whether the objects on screen are accessible or inaccessible
         to the stage, or, for that matter, to painting, or to the novel or poetry? Who started
         this divide and conquer game of aesthetics in which the different media are assigned
         their special domains like salesmen staking out their territories—you stick to the
         Midwest and I’ll take Florida?”[29] 
      

      
      Detractors may have dismissed Kael’s understanding of the medium as the ravings of
         a Philistine in an elite’s clothing, but her snarky tone was also complemented by
         a progressive theory of the medium’s ontological and cultural hybridity, which she
         believed made movies a truly democratic form when they were at their best. In “Trash,
         Art and the Movies,” Kael argued: “Because of the photographic nature of the medium
         and the cheap admission prices, movies took their impetus not from the desiccated
         imitation European high culture, but from the peep show, the Wild West show, the music
         hall, the comic strip—from what was coarse and common.”[30] When she received the National Book Award in 1974, Kael reaffirmed these comments
         and extended them to cover her critical ethos as well:
      

      
         Movies are a hybrid, all-encompassing art and I suppose that what I’ve devised for
            dealing with them is a mongrel form of criticism. But systematic criticism seems to
            me a violation of the very qualities that make movies such a powerful art form. It’s
            an attempt to impose order on a medium which incorporates the appeal of the circus,
            the wild-west show, the penny dreadful, of theatre, opera, and the novel, a medium
            that bites off chunks of anthropology, journalism, and politics, and a medium that
            is always, of course, the domain of eros. Movies can take in so much from the other
            arts, and so much from the world, that the job of the critic is to not close himself
            off.[31] 
         

      

      We are a long way here from the silent era’s medium-specific essentialism. Yet television
         is also conspicuously absent from Kael’s list of forms that contribute to and comprise
         film art. Or at least its absence appears conspicuous now, after television has gone
         through its own process of cultural legitimation and when such terms as remediation and convergence have widespread currency.[32] Kael was happy to scold her colleagues for hanging onto outmoded ideas about medium
         specificity, but crediting television was still a step too far, even for her.
      

      
      So it is certainly a surprise to find Kael outlining in “Movies on Television” a series
         of exceptions that made rewatching movies on TV compelling. First of all, movies were—as
         any Film Generation critic would have concurred—unquestionably superior to television’s
         original content. Never mind how the small screen or commercial interruptions ravaged
         a film: “An old movie [is] more entertaining than almost anything new on television,”
         she averred. And films with “good, fast, energetic talk seem better than ever on television—still
         not great,” she qualified, but “better than what is great” in new TV shows.[33] More distinctively, Kael thought rewatching movies on TV had uncovered a secret history
         contained within classical Hollywood cinema. Always profoundly invested in actors,
         she now saw their erstwhile performances as a record of cultural assimilation: “Through
         our window on the past we see the actors acting out other dramas as well. The Middle
         European immigrants had children who didn’t speak the king’s English and, after the
         Second World War, didn’t even respect it so much.”[34] Inspired by her concentration on actors, Kael also recommended rewatching movies
         on TV for the “glimpses of something really good even in mediocre movies—the quickening
         of excitement at a great performance, the discovery of beauty in a gesture or a phrase
         or an image.” These moments “made us understand the meaning of art as our teachers
         in appreciation courses never could.” Consequently, rewatching a movie on TV could
         have been the basis for reevaluation, a rare rhetorical event in Kael’s criticism.
         Seeing old movies again on television gave us the chance to “make our own, admittedly
         small, discoveries or rediscoveries,” she wrote.[35] However, if Kael’s rewatching of movies on TV resulted in her revising a prior opinion,
         she kept it to herself. One of the other reasons Kael said she had no desire to rewatch
         movies was her unshakable certainty that her judgments were right the first time around.
         As might be imagined, this attitude tended to rankle her peers.[36] 
      

      
      Lastly, in conjunction with her campaign against the genteel notion that art should
         be good for you, Kael borrowed a page from Manny Farber, implicitly singing the praises
         of “termite” art: “Even after this sense of the greater and the higher is developed,”
         she asserts, “we still do not want to live only on the heights. We still want the
         pleasure of discovering things for ourselves; we need the sustenance of the ordinary,
         the commonplace, the almost-good as part of the anticipatory atmosphere” of cinephilia.[37] And Kael’s most generous position in “Movies on Television” reflects her faith in
         childhood impressions, a long-standing conviction nourished by her hatred of academicism
         in American cultural life. “Sometimes the experience of reseeing is wonderful,” she
         admits, because it can furnish “a confirmation of the general feeling that was all
         that remained with us from childhood. . . . We re-experience what we once felt, and
         memories flood back. Then movies seem magical [again]—all those madeleines waiting to be dipped in tea.”[38] Kael’s staunchest critics would guffaw at the predictability of her recommending
         that we rewatch old movies just to prove we were right about them all along, but upon
         reading such elegant affirmations of rewatching movies, one wonders anew why Kael
         so steadfastly maintained they should only be seen once.
      

      
      The largest doubts, anxieties, and fears about watching and rewatching movies on TV
         that she articulated in “Movies on Television” finally coalesced around a figure—the
         media-saturated adolescent male—who was, and remains, an object of persistent highbrow
         ridicule and a project for middlebrow reformers. Kael is at her worst and most sociologically
         clichéd in the passage below, in which she paints a portrait of isolated disaffection
         that echoes the discourses of media panics spanning the last century, from the superhero-addled
         brains of the comic-book scare to the basement-dwelling anoraks of the blogosphere:
      

      
         There is a kind of young television watcher seeing old movies for the first time who
            is surprisingly sensitive to their values and responds almost with the intensity of
            a moviegoer. But he’s different from the moviegoer. For one thing, he’s housebound,
            inactive, solitary. Unlike a moviegoer, he seems to have no need to discuss what he
            sees. The kind of television watcher I mean (and the ones I’ve met are all boys) seems
            to have extreme empathy with the material in the box (new TV shows as well as old
            movies, though rarely news), but he may not know how to enter into a conversation,
            or even how to come into a room or go out of it. He fell in love with his baby-sitter,
            so he remains a baby. He’s unusually polite and intelligent, but in a mechanical way—just
            going through the motions, without interest. He gives the impression that he wants
            to withdraw from this human interference and get back to his real life—the box.[39] 
         

      

      Kael painted the “television generation” with a broad brush, though she is merely
         one of many cultural critics to contrast the critical capacity allegedly possessed
         by moviegoers with the intellectual complacency of television watchers. Fifteen years
         later, Kael restated this appraisal, telling an interviewer: “Kids now watch television
         and when the program’s over, or even in the middle, they turn to the next one. There’s
         always more television going on on other channels so they never really talk about
         what they’ve seen in the same way. It isn’t an intense experience that stays with
         them and they’re less likely to develop critical reactions.”[40] In other words, television is plenitude, which then enfolded cinema and rendered it indistinguishable from television.
         But we should also remember that cinema was already too plentiful for some silent-era
         film critics. Vachel Lindsay, for example, encountered a material and experiential
         abundance that made cinema a microcosm of modernity’s plenitude. “No one can pretend
         to a full knowledge of the films,” Lindsay conceded: “They come faster than rain in
         April.”[41] 
      

      
      Kael exploited her clout as a cultural authority to lash out at a relatively powerless,
         and relatively harmless, avatar of changing media-consumption habits, but she also
         empathized with these imagined boys, making them all the more haunting as visions
         of America’s future. Her critique of their consumption of film, television, and movies
         on TV pointed to analogous dispositions in her own cinephilia. She acknowledged as
         well the tenuous partition that divided her cinephilia from the psychological risk
         of becoming absorbed in mediated fantasies and losing touch with reality. It would
         be easy to dismiss Kael’s observations as snobbery if she were not so careful to gesture
         toward the continuities she saw between the forms of escape enjoyed by her generation
         and a new generation that she thought had exaggerated the use of mediated escape all
         out of proportion. “If they can find more intensity in this box than in their own
         living, then this box can provide constantly what we got at the movies only a few times a week. Why should they move away from
         it, or talk, or go out of the house, when they will only experience that as a loss?”
         she wonders. “Of course, we can see why they should,” she answers. The trick was in
         refusing television’s unedifying and narcotizing plenitude while simultaneously managing
         one’s relationship to the past in all its manifestations: “Their inability to make
         connections outside is frighteningly suggestive of ways in which we, too, are cut
         off. It’s a matter of degree. If we stay up half the night to watch old movies and
         can’t face the next day, it’s partly, at least, because of the fascination of our
         own movie past; [but] they live in a past they never had, like people who become obsessed by places they have
         only imaginative connections with.”[42] But moviegoers, too, were vulnerable to film and television’s conjoined and regressive
         seductions. “For some,” Kael surmises, “movies probably contribute to that self-defeating
         romanticizing of expectations which makes life a series of disappointments. They watch
         the same movies over and over on television, as if they were constantly returning
         to the scene of the crime—the life they were so busy dreaming about that they never
         lived. They are paralyzed by longing, while those less romantic can leap the hurdle.”[43] Kael must have counted herself among the “less romantic” about movies but nonetheless
         felt hounded by a creeping sense of self-recrimination for a life misspent at and
         with the movies, a perennial hazard for film critics, from Alexander Bakshy to David
         Thomson.
      

      
      Movies on TV were, in Kael’s eyes, an abundant resource that lacked sensible organization.
         Re-presented carelessly, movies on television did not unfold along a linear trajectory
         or make sense next to one another. This upset her sensibilities as a self-described
         “FOOF,” a “Friend of Old Films,” but it also upset the control she could wield in
         writing the narrative of her own personal history. More crucially, though, she thought
         that the very pastness of movies—both their ability to index and specify time and
         their status as cultural artifacts—belonged precisely in the past. This is why she
         so disliked the sensation of flying above all the signs of her own history in a single
         pass, and why the sudden plenitude of film culture was equally disturbing to her.
         “There is always something a little shameful about living in the past; we feel guilty,
         stupid,” she avowed, “as if the pleasure we get [from movies] needed some justification
         that we can’t provide.”[44] 
      

      
      The ending of “Movies on Television” yokes all of its troubling threads into a remarkably
         naked confession of betrayal and loss that combines theories of photography, film,
         and television with reflections on human mortality and the psychological necessity
         of accepting death. As captured by still photography, Kael writes, “the past has a
         terror and a fascination and a beauty beyond almost anything else. We are looking
         at the dead, and they move and grin and wave at us; it’s an almost unbearable experience.”
         Curiously, Kael is not talking only about still photographs, but still photographs
         as seen on television. Writ large, she argues, photographs provoke “our wonder and
         our grief,” but when seen on TV, they “are interrupted or followed by a commercial,
         [and] we want to destroy the ugly box.” Selling, television’s raison d’être, marred the ineffable, disquieting beauty otherwise generated by still photographs.
      

      
      As opposed to the pain caused by television’s use of still photographs, however, “old
         movies,” when seen on TV, “don’t tear us apart like that,” Kael said. “They do something
         else, which we can take more of and take more easily: they give us a sense of the
         passage of life.” How did they do that? By giving us the chance to watch an actor
         age across the arc of her career. “Here is Elizabeth Taylor as a plump matron,” Kael
         writes, “and here, an hour later, as an exquisite child.”[45] Rewatching movies on television was not an opportunity to make new evaluations or
         refine prior judgments, nor was it a chance to make film criticism more scholarly
         through much-needed access to movies; instead, rewatching movies on TV was most valuable
         to Kael when it supplied her with the opportunity to circumvent television’s vacuous
         plenitude and restore her “sense of the passage of life.”
      

      
      Following actors as they aged (or magically grew younger) allowed her to hold a mirror
         up to the inevitability of her own mortality, and Kael needed to be reminded of her
         own mortality because television’s plenitude, which had engulfed film culture as well,
         promised the opposite—immortality in television’s infinite presence. “Old movies on
         television are a gigantic, panoramic novel that we can tune in to and out of,” Kael
         cautions in the article’s final paragraph. “People watch avidly for a few weeks or
         months or years and then give up; others tune in when they’re away from home in lonely
         hotel rooms, or regularly, at home, a few nights a week or every night.” Within this
         regime of plenitude and access, “The rest of the family may ignore the passing show,
         may often interrupt, because individual lines of dialogue or details of plot hardly
         seem to matter as they did originally.”[46] In her feeling that the precious “details” of movies had become insignificant or
         vanished altogether within television’s ever-running flow, Kael anticipated Fredric
         Jameson and Jean Baudrillard’s overlapping diagnoses of postmodernity as a condition
         that signaled the loss of history and affect, and for which television was the ultimate
         emblem.[47] As a cinephile, or as whatever term she would have used to describe her love of movies,
         Kael cared deeply about the medium, and about those details in which a younger generation
         seemed to have no interest or investment.
      

      
      Kael sometimes tried to ensure that cinema never drowned in the pleas to recognize
         its aesthetic legitimacy, but she just as often laid bare how she, too, like Sarris,
         loved movies “beyond all reason.”[48] Her program note for a repertory screening of Shoeshine is probably the most quoted example of her cinephilia. Kael humbly confesses in the
         note to seeing the film upon its release in 1947 “after one of those terrible lovers’
         quarrels that leave one in a state of incomprehensible despair.” Her grief compounded
         when she exited the theater and “overheard the petulant voice of a college girl complaining
         to her boyfriend” about the film’s failure to match its critical acclaim. Kael then
         slipped into despondency, “crying blindly,” she writes, “no longer certain whether
         my tears were for the tragedy on the screen, the hopelessness I felt for myself, or
         the alienation I felt from those who could not experience the radiance of Shoeshine. For if people cannot feel Shoeshine,” she asks, “what can they feel?” Coincidentally, her lover had also seen Shoeshine that night and “emerged in tears” from the theater. “Yet our tears for each other
         and for Shoeshine did not bring us together. Life, as Shoeshine demonstrates, is too complex for facile endings.” This is the kind of passion that
         Greil Marcus, one of Kael’s most ardent admirers, counted as one of her greatest strengths:
         “The result [of reading Kael] isn’t admiration or envy. It can be a kind of wonder:
         what would it feel like to write like that—to feel that alive?”[49] Her passion fueled her sensitivity to life, and to movies, which is why she bristled
         at what she took to be the insensitivity toward movies in the young woman leaving
         Shoeshine, and in a younger generation for whom a “movie on television is no longer just a
         drama in itself; it is part of a huge ongoing parade. To a new generation, what does
         it matter if a few gestures and a nuance are lost, when they know they can watch the
         parade on all the channels at all hours anyway?”[50] As Jeffrey Sconce remarks, one of the key components of television’s “liveness” is
         our awareness that television marches on without us, “even when the set is turned
         off.”[51] In Kael’s words, “The television generation knows there is no end; it all just goes
         on.”[52] Television was the electronic incarnation of plenitude, and, in Kael’s estimate,
         cinema had submitted itself to television’s ontological and cultural hegemony.
      

      
      “Movies on Television” may be most important now for helping us to expose the technological
         determinism underneath the claim that home video caused a radical break in film history
         and film culture, but I believe the article demands our time and attention for another
         reason as well. Notwithstanding the many valid objections we might have to Kael’s
         insistence on not rewatching movies, an element of this multifaceted ideology still
         possesses the power to unsettle a cinephile’s most cherished assumptions, a legacy
         for which Kael would undoubtedly be proud. In her conviction that movies should be
         pinned permanently to the moment of their creation (or to the moment in our lives
         when we first encountered them), Kael refused the allure of ahistorical nostalgia
         and dreams of immortality. She wanted us to move forward without pity or regret and
         never demurred from the stance that movies, and our memories of them, should recede
         into the past. This unconventional and frankly unpopular idea can serve us today as
         a bracing tonic and as a riposte to decades of brows furrowed by the medium’s purported
         fragility. As we agonize over the disappearance of celluloid and the random role home
         video plays in the preservation of film history, Kael invites us to think more profoundly
         about the possibility that we cling too tightly to the movies, and to the technologies
         used to create, distribute, and exhibit them. In doing so, though, Kael never asks
         that we forego our love of movies, which she herself never relinquished.
      

      
      Notes
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      Chapter 17

      That Voice, That Voice, That Sensuous Voice

      
         
         
         
         Wayne Stengel

         
         Performance Art and the Siren Songs of Pauline Kael

         
         
      

      
      In her twenty-three years as movie critic for the New Yorker, Pauline Kael cultivated the most distinctive, jarring, and sexualized performance
         voice of any culture critic America has produced. She manipulated that voice through
         a range of scales and calibrations to further three aesthetic contentions. First,
         for Kael, a vivid movie review of an audacious film should reproduce, even mimic,
         the imagery of that film. Then, good criticism records the sensibility of a movie
         by identifying ways that film penetrates the consciousness of the culture around it.
         Finally, outstanding evaluation exults in movie-going as a somatic, visceral, even
         orgasmic experience. These rare predilections, combined with an extravagantly witty,
         muscular, always dogmatic writing style and an incontestably encyclopedic knowledge
         of film history, literature, and philosophy made Kael, if not the greatest, certainly
         the most formidable of all twentieth-century film critics, stylists, and voices.
      

      
      No critic has written as compellingly about the powerful components of Kael’s critical
         voice as current New Yorker film critic David Denby:
      

      
         As a writer, she had the natural beat of a good musician, alternating the tension
            and weight of a long sentence with the brutal quick jab of a short one. Her prose
            was so urgent and heated that a complexly argued piece seemed to burst forth in a
            single unbroken stream of words that combined sternly proper syntax with free-ranging,
            rowdy habits of phrasing. She was a master of informal rhetoric—the bullying mock
            question, the interjected taunt—and a great liberator of critical language, establishing
            the right, by means of charged rhythm and color, to speak one’s mind on the page as
            one might talk to one’s friends over a drink. She used slang, contractions, hype,
            insult, syncopated compound adjectives—anything for greater speed. . . . Pauline wanted
            sensation in the movies, not the banality of serious, explicitly stated “themes,”
            and she believed that sensation at its most intricate and demanding, could force audiences
            into complexities of response unknown in the other arts.[1]  
         

      

      Kael clearly experienced some of her favorite American movies, movie stars, and directors
         as just such galvanic forces, powers, bodily jolts, wantonly ecstatic and rapturous.
         Film scholar David Thomson speaks with fascination and authority about Kael’s desire
         to be seduced by movies and, likewise, to entice her critical audience into a similar
         seduction.
      

      
         Here is a passage from 1978 on Brian De Palma’s The Fury, where the language embodies her perception of a film, and where the fervent pace
            suggests the bliss of someone being seduced by a movie: “De Palma has such a grip
            on technique in The Fury that you get the sense of a director who cares about little else; there’s a frightening
            total purity in his fixation on the humor of horror. It makes the film seem very peaceful,
            even as one’s knees are shaking.”
         

      

      Then Thomson relishes interpreting the sexual intensity of Kael’s voice: 

      
         Kael’s style is most alive when mooning over the look and come-on of photographed
            skin. She may not always realize that she is conjuring with the prospect of an actor
            or a movie screwing us. But when she does, it makes her prose taunt and daring. .
            . . Her best writing matches the rush and zoom we feel with “roller-coaster” films,
            movies like The Fury in which thematic responsibility, novelistic ideas, or “content” have been abandoned
            to the splurge of the medium. She loves the superstitious process of sitting in the
            dark and going with speed, losing it at the movies.[2]  
         

      

      As a critic who championed certain American films for their pure sensation, admiring
         the force of these movies to overwhelm a viewer, and as a voice and stylist evoking
         similar feelings in her audience, Kael was necessarily transparent about her goals.
         Brian Kellow introduces A Life in the Dark, his 2011 biography of Kael, with her gutsy confrontation with an audience member
         during one of many speaking engagements. Puzzled and disbelieving regarding her insistence
         that she viewed every film she saw only once, Kael’s antagonist here contended that
         after seeing Louis Malle’s Murmur of the Heart a second time he found the film sentimental and unconvincing, strongly implying that
         if Kael would break her ridiculous and unlikely shibboleth, she might respond similarly.
         He wondered if she still recalled the film with her initial enthusiasm.
      

      
      “Yes,” said Kael, “I do.”

      
      “Really?” pressed the questioner.

      
      After a stiff silence punctuated only by the clearing of throats and the rustling
         of programs, Kael fixed her gaze on the man for a moment and gave him a catnip smile.
      

      
      “Listen,” she finally asked. “Do you remember your first fuck?”

      
      “Sure,” he answered, flushing, struggling to hang on to his composure. “Of course
         I do.”
      

      
      “Well, honey,” said Kael, after another perfectly weighted silence, “just wait thirty
         years.”[3]  
      

      
      This quip effectively delivers one element of Kael’s stylistic energies in a single
         gag line. Often less concerned with a film’s stature or conventional artistry, she
         wanted movies and film artists to assault, threaten, ideally to violate some respectable
         American standard of safety, complacency, conformity. Her memory of a movie was ultimately
         less important than her bodily imaging of how a movie aroused, excited, or disturbed
         her, watched only once and channeled many years later.
      

      
      Yet the rarely examined stylistic and emotive questions remain: How was her sensual
         language translated into sound effects, an alluring force field of words, metaphor,
         and injunction that gripped a very slender but avid generation of American film enthusiasts
         between 1968 and 1980? What exactly did this voice sound like? For what audience was
         it carefully pitched and self-consciously orchestrated? Moreover, who listened? Whom
         did it magnetize and ensnare? Some of the answers to my insistently rhetorical questions
         are implied in an interview Kael conducted with a personal friend, arts journalist
         Ray Sawhill. Sawhill asks Kael if gender was a factor in her approach to film criticism.
      

      
         RS: If you had been Paul Kael, how might things have been different?

         
         PK: (laughs) I don’t know. Who can say? Because I very specifically took a woman’s
            point of view. And I used bitchery as a tool. So I can’t say I wasn’t putting myself
            up there for it.
         

         
         RS: Why did you so deliberately take a woman’s point of view?

         
         PK: Because so many movies were being judged in what I thought were absurdly masculine
            terms. Cowboy movies and war movies, and everything else, too.[4]   
         

      

      As Kael acknowledges, her voice was one of temerity, audacity, a constant pushing
         of the envelope of propriety, critical convention, and received opinions about what
         the movies should do or can achieve. If hers is a feminine voice, it is that of a
         tough, outlandish, and aggressive persona, a woman deprived of status or position
         for many years (she was forty-eight when William Shawn tapped her to share the position
         of film critic at the New Yorker with Penelope Gilliatt) clearly compensating, making up for lost time and stolen
         kisses. She displays continual delight in having at last struck ground in the largely
         male enclave of film criticism. Finally positioned in the men’s locker room, she will
         out-talk, outsmart, and out-write any male in the equally competitive screening room.
         
      

      
      Summing up the obvious contradictions between her diminutive five-foot height, softly
         caressing speech patterns, and hectoring, zealous critical pronouncements, Kael describes
         a pervasive vocal tic she achieved in many of her favorite reviews published in the
         collection, For Keeps, in 1994: “I think that the disjunction between my strong voice as a writer and my
         five-foot frame somehow got to people. . . . People who don’t like my writing find
         it both Olympian and smart-alecky. I guess at some level it is.”[5]   Always attempting to sound oracular but commonsensically down-to-earth, knowledgeable
         and erudite but punchy and tart, and often successfully bridging this sound divide,
         made Kael a smart woman with a wise-guy’s lingo, a hard-nosed journalist always straining
         for effect. For nearly twenty-five years at the New Yorker, Kael would be blisteringly honest about what she considered the false pieties and
         deadening entertainment values of so many movies, both commercial American fare and
         the European art-house masterworks so beloved by American film critics who pretentiously
         regarded themselves as intellectuals. 
      

      
      Kael’s language and style want to sweep away the suffocating gentility of too many
         American movie critics of the 1950s and 1960s, the Bosley Crowthers, Archer Winstens,
         and Hollis Alperts, replacing their stodgy, effeminized voices with the sound of a
         ballsy, brash, intellectually invigorating, and down-to-earth connoisseur of pleasure,
         sensation, and uncomplicated emotion at the movies. This voice, that of a gifted,
         highly intelligent woman, sometimes sounds like Rosalind Russell’s Hildy Johnson in
         His Girl Friday, sometimes breathes with the purring come-ons of Barbara Stanwyck in The Lady Eve, yet successfully creates a rhetorically rich, complicated American music unlike
         any other modern media critic. This voice was half-male insistence, cutting quickly
         to the essence of an aesthetic argument and deploring the ingratiating plot summaries
         and the fawning awe before Hollywood genre films of so many press releases that passed
         for intelligent movie reviewing in Kael’s lifetime, and still do. Yet the other half
         of her amazing vocal resources was far more delicate, cajoling, whimsical: deliriously
         in love with the potentials for screen comedy, great and unexpected performances,
         and the power of even stupid or offensive movies to get under our skins and into our
         bloodstreams, keeping us thinking, wary and complicit days and weeks after we’d seen
         them. This complex voice became a siren call to a small but devoted army of young
         men invited—indeed implored—to share her vision of the importance of the movies to
         American life, of the desperate need for an urgent revitalization of the American
         film industry, and with it the genesis of a new aesthetic energy in film criticism
         that might keep the best movies alive.
      

      
      But why were there so few female Paulettes, so few women who were enraptured and mesmerized
         by the nagging, often disappointed but always enveloping passion of her conclusions?
         If Freudian psychology applies to our fixations with those musicians, poets, and soothsayers
         who first hypnotize us, why do many men have trouble breaking away from the womb,
         the cord, the first great mouth that feeds them, while women and daughters often make
         accommodation, with deference or evasion, to the mirroring image that wants to control
         and fashion their lives? Moreover, since Kael reveled in the movies’ power to arouse
         and assault, what young female critic would want to make herself a disciple of the
         stylist and sensualist who believed the movies were coming to get her?
      

      
      Kael was always acutely aware of the audience that she had been assiduously courting
         her entire career. Her clarion call to a certain variety of American adolescent is
         sounded as early as an essay like “Movies on Television,” appearing in the New Yorker in 1967. In this piece she takes direct, poignant notice of the glassy-eyed male
         teenager without social skills, or any communication skills whatsoever, watching hour
         after hour of deadening television in a darkened basement rec. room, trying to connect
         the screen’s empty images with an equally empty adult world. Even earlier, in an essay
         like “Movie Brutalists,” published in the New Republic in 1966, Kael transforms this social misfit into a young male avant-garde or experimental
         filmmaker, disaffected by the numbing aesthetics of much current movie product, but
         reacting simplistically by making ugly, technically awkward, and poorly acted movies
         to demonstrate that he is above the cant of Hollywood professionalism. 
      

      
      The heyday of Kael’s allure and the perfect audience for her voice arrived at the
         end of the 1960s and into the early 1970s. Here, for the first time since the American
         1930s, was the stagnation of an employable, educated, and, in this period, draft-dodging
         collective of young men, immobilized not by a great depression but by the affluence
         of a decadent culture whose only use for their brains and imaginations was to send
         them to war. Torn apart by the lure of civil disobedience, a sea change in sexual
         mores, the civil rights, women’s liberation, and gay liberation movements, some reachable
         sliver of this generation of young men, Kael believed, could be convinced to have
         a future in making films or film criticism the two greatest consciousness-raising
         arts in the brief cultural history of America. Thus for at least twenty-five years
         in and out of her criticism, Kael was an intentional Pied Piper, an overtly sensuous
         trumpeter, Pan with hope not panic, who with lute and timbrel lured a group of intellectually
         wayward young men into a messianic faith that writing about or making movies could
         change their lives and our culture.
      

      
      Always a teacher and rabble rouser, Kael, the Berkeley 1930s leftie, was a contemporary
         Emma Goldman, promoting unrest at the uptight New Yorker with her program for malcontented, unruly twenty-something males firmly embedded
         in the sensuality of her critical rhetoric. Nurtured herself on 1950s social visionaries
         and their liberating prophecies, works like Paul Goodman’s Growing Up Absurd and Norman O. Brown’s Love’s Body, Kael played an irresistible symphony for one tiny subset of the counterculture.
         Dozens of richly talented film critics learned from her advice and followed in her
         wake. They, in turn, influenced many others. At least twenty gifted American film
         directors were inspired by her music and advice, but women largely resisted her Dylanesque
         tambourine, too tightly strung for more than one gender.
      

      
      Kael’s voice as performative, her self-imposed critical tasks as kinds of performance
         art are suggestive lenses through which to consider the scope of what she was attempting
         in her zealous, vituperative exploration of the sensuality she found in the movies
         from the late 1930s to the 1990s. Like Robert Christgau, Greil Marcus, Lester Bangs,
         and Ellen Willis, great rock critics spawned in the turbulence of Vietnam and Watergate,
         who used intellect and erudition to penetrate the sounds of the revolutionary music
         they were describing, Kael desired to accomplish a similarly unlikely feat in movie
         criticism. She cultivated visceral, kinetic language as a prism for the film imagery
         she dissected in the mostly sedate pages of the New Yorker.
      

      
      By the late 1960s, Kael began to see the movies as a series of performance circuits,
         networks, synergies that made the serious endeavor of film criticism arduous but imperative.
         The first performance circuit that Kael assessed, and the one that she knew best,
         was the responsible obligation of the critic to evaluate the relative merits and lasting
         vitality of the movie she was reviewing. In response, Kael filled her writing, particularly
         her early reviews, with scathing attacks on her fellow critics for their failure to
         judge, their critical allegiance to pandering entertainments, even for their plain
         inattention to the movie in front of them. 
      

      
      Kael’s next critical imperative was her belief in the reactive loop created by the
         audience response to a movie at the time of its opening. All her critical life, she
         felt the power of informed movie criticism was to educate, reform, and challenge the
         American movie audience to accept the unconventional, the poetic, and the unlikely,
         however rarely they emerged in pre-processed Hollywood product. 
      

      
      The third confluence of forces in Kael’s reviews was their realistic assessment of
         the movie industry as a vast commercial enterprise, rife with unscrupulous bottom-line
         producers, advertisers, distributors, and studio moguls who sometimes gave a disingenuous
         nod to artistic aspirations but, on Monday morning, valued only box-office receipts.
         As Sanford Schwartz adroitly recognizes in his excellent introduction to the Library
         of America’s Selected Writings of Pauline Kael: “Part of her desire to write about movies in the first place was because, as commercial
         products, they weren’t only aesthetic objects; they were inherently about the battle
         film artists faced with the corporations that control which pictures get made and
         how they are made.”[6]   
      

      
      Next, Kael is in search of that mysterious dance of forces that owns, controls, or
         gives a unifying sense of authorship to the movie she is evaluating. Although she
         gained notoriety for “Circles and Squares,” her infamous 1963 attack in Film Quarterly on Village Voice critic Andrew Sarris’s classification of Hollywood film directors by the standards
         and systemization of the Cahiers du Cinéma critics Truffaut, Chabrol, and Godard, Kael was, in a different sense, the ultimate
         auteurist. In reviews that praise the film she is discovering, Kael demands to know
         what director, actor, writer, cinematographer, editor, even producer is responsible
         for the satisfying components of the organically collaborative movie before her eyes.
      

      
       A fifth element of Kael’s criticism lies in her prescient ability to draw incisive
         connections between contemporary American cultural and social movements, their intersection
         with American movie history, and the fate of a Coppola, Scorsese, or Altman movie
         opening this week in Manhattan. No weekly movie reviewer before her had known film
         history and the currents of her own time so well to recognize so powerfully film tradition
         and the individual talent. With satisfying regularity, Kael was able to place an interesting
         or strikingly talented new director in the context of the movies that have come before
         her work and in the social milieu in which her movie was emerging.
      

      
      Kael first maximized her talents in her famous October 1967 review of Arthur Penn’s
         Bonnie and Clyde. Many New York critics had savaged the film for what they considered its gratuitous
         use of violence. Yet New Yorker editor William Shawn was so impressed by the literary intelligence of this review
         that he offered Kael a permanent position at his magazine shortly after this piece’s
         publication. Kael’s brilliant analysis of the movie justifies its wild, seemingly
         discordant fusion of comedy and horror. She contends that Arthur Penn’s jarring pyrotechnic
         stylization of his material becomes a stunningly effective device for retrieving historical
         qualities of the American Depression, and beyond this, for understanding the psychology
         of violence in American life.
      

      
         Because of the quality of American life at the present time, perhaps there can be
            no real comedy—nothing more than stupidity and “spoof” without the true horror in
            it. But the whole point of Bonnie and Clyde is to rub our noses in it, to make us pay our dues for laughing. The dirty reality
            of death—not suggestions but blood and holes—is necessary. Part of the power of art
            lies in showing us what we are not capable of. We see that killers are not a different
            breed but are us without the insight or understanding or self-control that works of
            art strengthen. The tragedy of Macbeth is in the fall from nobility to horror; the comic tragedy of Bonnie and Clyde is that although you can’t fall from the bottom you can reach the same horror. Bonnie and Clyde, by making us care about the robber lovers, has put the sting back into death.[7]  
         

      

      In Kael’s fascinating tightrope walk across both its shallows and its depths, she
         insists the power of Bonnie and Clyde rests in the Brechtian tricks the film plays on us. We become stooges, rubes, and
         straight men to the movie’s demonic bravado, the gory visualization of its Flatt and
         Scruggs soundtrack. Yet the laughter sticks in our throats and turns to horror when
         the blood falls into our hands as soon as Bonnie and Clyde begin to kill.
      

      
      Despite her intellect and exacting standards for the possibilities of the movies,
         what most often rankled literary critics about Kael’s judgments was her refusal to
         be either formalist or purist regarding the guilty pleasures she perpetually found
         at the movies. In a 1964 review of Martin Ritt’s Hud in Film Quarterly, “Hud, Deep in the Divided Heart of Hollywood,” Kael rewards the movie for its fundamental
         confusions, its sense of contradiction and inconsistency, believing that its jarring
         lapses give the film an energy and vitality far surpassing the streamlined, seamless
         inanities of so much mechanically made Hollywood dreck. Shallow work at odds with
         its thin characterizations or disarrayed by unlikely plot developments could constitute,
         for Kael, life and exuberance in a satisfyingly schizophrenic American movie. 
      

      
         Is a commercial piece of entertainment necessarily a poor one if its material is confused
            or duplicit, or reveals elements at variance with its stated theme, or shows the divided
            intentions of the craftsmen who made it. My answer is no, that in some films the more
            ambivalence that comes through, the more the film may mean to us or the more fun it
            may be. Commercial products in which we do not sense or experience divided hopes and
            aims and ideals may be the dullest ones in which everything alive is processed out,
            or perhaps ones that were never alive even at the beginning. Hud is so astutely made and yet such a mess that it tells us much more than its message.
            It is redeemed by its fundamental dishonesty.[8]  
         

      

      Such paradoxical, hyperbolic statements have endeared Kael to film lovers who believe
         that the origins of art in the movies, particularly American movies, exist in feelings
         antithetical to the goals of high art in American culture. Other film enthusiasts
         insist that Kael’s belief that a healthy internal inconsistency gives American movies
         an urgency, transparency, vibrancy is not only anti-intellectual, but also justifies
         Hollywood as a cynical movie graveyard. In “Trash, Art, and the Movies,” published
         in Harper’s in 1969, Kael celebrates the vitality of certain American movies because of their
         emptiness, their self-conscious shallowness and flagrant resistance to responsibility,
         or any firm rules of art or craft. Subversively, this essay argues that in the darkness
         of a theater, away from school, authority, and custodians of culture, young Americans
         have always embraced the pleasure principle in movies that exalt freedom, spontaneity,
         and irreverence, hardly the values by which American school children are trained to
         read, understand, and interpret literature, art, or theater.
      

      
      In this, her most consciously populist and anti-academic essay, Kael appeals to the
         id in the sensual movie watcher. Few works in American cultural criticism, high or
         low, have been as arrestingly primal as this outcry against rigid aesthetic standards
         for American movies. Like Emerson’s assault on a foolish consistency as the hobgoblin
         of little minds, Kael exceeds herself in theorizing anti-theoretical principles of
         movie-going pleasure.  
      

      
         Far from supervision and official culture, in the darkness at the movies where nothing
            is asked of us and we are left alone, the liberation from duty and constraint allows
            us to develop our own aesthetic response. Irresponsibility is part of the pleasure
            of all art; it is the part the schools cannot recognize. If, even as children, we
            accept the cultural standards of refined adults, if we have so little drive that we
            accept “good taste,” then we will probably never really begin to care about movies
            at all. . . . It’s the subversive gesture carried further, the moments of excitement
            sustained longer and extended into new meanings. . . . Who at some point hasn’t set
            out dutifully for that fine foreign film and then ducked into the nearest piece of
            American trash? . . . When you clean them up, when you make movies respectable, you
            kill them. . . . If we’ve grown up at the movies we know that good work is continuous
            not with the academic, respectable tradition but with the glimpses of something good
            in trash, but we want the subversive gesture carried to the domain of discovery.[9]  
         

      

      I believe that Kael will be best remembered for her unsurpassed ability to recognize
         young talent at the beginning of impressive careers, directors whose fascination with
         sin and corruption in American life hurtled these wunderkind into the revelations
         of art. Kael quickly spotted intuitively gifted performers with the ability to push
         subversive gestures into realms exploratory and sublime. Her New Yorker reviews of Coppola’s Godfather movies and Scorsese’s breakthrough work in Mean Streets and Taxi Driver insist that the success of these movies and the future of these directors’ careers
         rests with the audience: in the ability of other critics and, hopefully, a savvy,
         young, and discriminating movie-going public to welcome these films’ intensely stylized
         technique fused with their florid operatic content. Marveling at the canny melding
         of Coppola’s polished directorial skills with the pulpy extravagance of Mario Puzo’s
         novels, Kael likens the power of the Godfather movies to an acrobatic feat, a sensual tango of Coppola’s artistry with Puzo’s lurid
         potboilers: great craft mingling with riotous trash. Reviewing The   Godfather, Part II, two and a half years after the first film, Kael acknowledges a deepening of Coppola’s
         aesthetics. She applauds his Proustian ambition to reclaim the past, fully realized
         in the second movie, as well as Coppola’s growing authority as screenwriter and consummate
         Hollywood diplomat able to seduce studio money men into believing that his artistic
         vision for the sequel would prove even more profitable. And so it was. 
      

      
         If ever there was a great example of how the best popular movies come out of a merger
            of commerce and art, The Godfather is it. Francis Ford Coppola, who directed the film, and wrote the script with Mario
            Puzo, has stayed very close to the book’s greased-lightning sensationalism and yet
            he has made a movie with the spaciousness and strength that popular novels such as
            Dickens’ used to have. He has salvaged Puzo’s energy and lent the film narrative dignity.
            . . . It’s as if The Godfather II satisfied an impossible yet basic human desire to see what our parents were like
            before we were born and to see what they did that affected what we became—not to hear
            about it, or to read about it, as we can in novels, but actually to see it. It really
            is like the past recaptured.[10]  
         

      

      With equal perception, Kael identified those forces of obsession and dread that have
         made Martin Scorsese’s movie characters feral anti-heroes whose repressions, fears,
         and guilt generate a dark subterranean expressionism.
      

      
         In Mean Streets what Scorsese has done with the experience of growing up in New York’s Little Italy
            has a thicker-textured rot and violence than we have ever had in an American movie.
            . . . The zinger in the movie is the way that it gets at the psychological connections
            between Italian Catholicism and crime.[11]   
         

Scorsese’s expressionism in Taxi Driver pushes discordant elements to their limits. The street vapors become ghostly; the
            porno theatres are like mortuaries; the congested traffic is macabre. The fact that
            we experience Travis’ need for an explosion viscerally; and that the explosion itself
            has the quality of consummation, makes Taxi Driver one of the few truly modern horror films.[12]  
         

      

      One of the best ways to conclude an appreciative assessment of Kael’s sound and style
         is by excerpting strands from one of her happiest and most astute longer essays, “The
         Man from Dream City,” on Cary Grant, first in the New Yorker in 1975. This piece not only luxuriates in the delight she took in describing film
         comedy and comic performance, but also showcases Kael’s mastery in finding metaphors
         for the power of the movies in other artists and art forms. In this essay Kael likens
         Grant’s exaggerated comic caricaturing to the fluent brush strokes of a superior cartoonist
         and she compares his intentionally shallow comic cads to the self-consciously composed
         emptiness of a gifted modernist painter like Dufy. Rereading highlights of this gracious,
         expertly textured mini-biography of Grant raises serious doubts that any American
         film critic working today possesses half her knowledge of American film history or
         could distill the iconography of a great movie star with her wit, brio, and consummate
         writing skills. Kael rhapsodizes:
      

      
         He became Cary Grant when he learned to project his feelings of absurdity through
            his characters and to make a style out of their feeling silly. Once he realized that
            each movement could be stylized for humor, the eye popping, the cocked head, the forward
            lunge, and the slightly ungainly stride became as certain as the pen strokes of a
            master cartoonist. . . . Everyone thinks of Cary Grant affectionately, because he
            embodies what seems a happier time—a time when we had a simpler relationship to a
            performer. . . . He appeared before us in his radiantly shallow perfection, and that
            was all we wanted of him. He was the Dufy of acting—shallow but in a good way, shallow
            without trying to be deep. Cary Grant’s romantic elegance is wrapped around the resilient,
            tough core of a mutt, and Americans dream of thoroughbreds while identifying with
            mutts. So do moviegoers the world over.[13]   
         

      

      The greatest movie critic America has produced was something of a mutt herself. Until
         her tenure at the New Yorker, an outcast to the worlds of high culture and more respectable art forms, she nonetheless
         persisted in transforming brilliant descriptions of American movies and American actors
         into dazzling social history and cultural mythologizing. Her collected reviews generate
         an unparalleled theater of memory, shocks of recognition, and unapologetic critical
         energy. Kael’s insatiable drive was to register the tingling electricity between the
         sensual and the ethical in the films that most riveted her mind’s eye. Her certitude
         was that the finest movies possess this energy which, like reality itself, is without
         a clear resolution of one force over the other. This continually dramatized assertion
         is one transcendent quality that makes Pauline Kael one of the most exemplary American
         critics in any art form. No one cared so much, wrote so vividly or with such Olympian
         authority, nor loved even deeply flawed movies with so much smart-alecky relish. Kael’s
         style and sound taught us that bad movies can bruise and damage, but the best are
         unlimited sources of joy, pleasure, and freedom.
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      Although Pauline Kael sometimes claimed she’d been married three times, she had in
         fact only one husband, Edward Landberg, the owner of a Berkeley art house. When he
         heard her reviewing movies on Berkeley public radio station KPFA, he remembered how
         much he’d liked her article “Morality Plays Right and Left” in the English publication
         Sight and Sound.[1]   It wasn’t her discussion of Night People and Salt of the   Earth that he found so engaging, nor the political thrust of the article; it was her writing
         style. In June of 1955, he wrote her to that effect and, after they met several months
         later, asked her to help him out at the theater.[2]   In that situation, she would display her unique writing voice for over half a decade.
      

      
      Landberg had exhausted his savings three years earlier in the course of transforming
         a vacant market into the Cinema Guild theater, where he started showing movies on
         weekends. Just a few blocks from the University, at 2436 Telegraph Avenue near Haste,
         it was his first permanent location.[3]   He’d been renting places like school auditoriums and brotherhood halls in different
         cities of the Bay Area but, for one reason or another, always had to move on. Hiring
         Pauline Kael was part of his ongoing attempt to upgrade his theater. About the time
         they met, he had the space divided, separating off “an intimate little cinema,” according
         to its announcement, “fitted with excellent projection and sound equipment and loge-type
         push back seats.” It was named “The Studio.”[4]  
      

      
      Pauline Kael and her employer quickly became lovers—at her suggestion, he maintained.
         Then, mainly because they were short of money, they decided to move in together. She
         was raising a seven-year-old daughter on her own in a San Francisco apartment,[5]   and he couldn’t afford anything larger than a studio in the East Bay. Just about
         six months after their first meeting, they married, also because it made sense financially,
         or so both of them claimed.[6]  
      

      
      Yet they seemed compatible, despite having come from different social classes: the
         son of a Viennese physician, he had arrived in the United States at age 8; she spent
         her first eight years on a Northern California chicken ranch. Ed Landberg was a year
         younger than Pauline Kael—she was three years from forty—and they had in common a
         Jewish background. After getting a bachelor’s degree in English at the University
         of Iowa, he had earned a master’s in its Writers Program; she was a philosophy major
         at the Berkeley campus of the University of California but left at the end of her
         senior year without a degree. Whereas she was trying to succeed as a writer, getting
         by on odd jobs like freelance editing or taking telephone messages for San Francisco
         businesses, Ed Landberg had settled into a livelihood that reflected his interest
         in European film, which Pauline, who was now using his surname, shared. 
      

      
      He’d been announcing coming attractions at the theater in a flimsy booklet approximately
         8.5 x 6 inches, in which advertising for local businesses was prominent.[7]   After Pauline began working for him, the announcements appeared in a new format,
         without advertising. It was also a booklet, but printed on heavier paper, its cover
         page displaying the names of the twin theaters in large, cursive letters, its back
         page leaving a small space for a mailing address and, below it, one twice as large
         for commentary. Handling the publication revealed that it had been folded and, more
         importantly, prompted an unfolding that revealed what was inside: a full page—actually
         the reverse of the cover page—divided into two columns headed “Cinema Guild” and “Studio”
         and, under each heading, brief descriptions of coming attractions for the next two
         months. In the center of the page, between the listings, was a narrow space where
         days of the week and dates were aligned with the movie titles and reviews.[8]   The new publication would eventually have a print run of seven thousand, with five
         hundred copies mailed to subscribers and drama or movie critics at Bay Area newspapers
         and magazines, the rest left in small piles at local businesses and coffee shops,
         around the Berkeley campus, and opposite the box office, where patrons coming out
         of the theater could pick them up and make plans to return.[9]  
      

      
      Ed Landberg’s announcements had listed facts that would make an offering attractive
         to prospective audiences: the names of its stars, perhaps of its director, the writer
         of the screenplay, or the book the movie was based on. Occasionally, he added one
         or two short sentences, typically quoted from newspapers like the New York Times or the Los Angeles Daily News. Quotations continued to be the mainstay of the announcements after Pauline was hired,
         but the range of sources was extended to include periodicals like Film or Sight and Sound, and, after she started writing the publication that would come to be known as the
         Program Notes, some reviews consisted solely of quotations, but more often quotations
         served as introductions or conclusions to her own comments.[10]  
      

      
      The brief review of the single offering for January 6 through 8, 1956, is unmistakably
         Pauline’s. In a matter-of-fact tone of approval, she opens by describing the 1937
         movie Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs as “the high point in the peculiar magic of the animated cartoon.” After mention
         of how long the movie lasts, however, her tone grows warmer: “Ninety minutes of return
         to the child’s universe that all of us have shared.” Had the review ended here, it
         would have been better than adequate. A link has been established between the reviewer
         and her readers. But, as Pauline continues, a deeper note emerges that is reinforced
         with dashes that push emotion to the forefront and commas that prepare for the quieter,
         falling movement of the sentence’s conclusion: “—and lost—and that Disney, since then,
         has lost as well.”[11]   Underlining the finality of her judgment as the initial sound of lost is echoed at the end of as   well, she has managed to make what she sees as the decline in the quality of Disney’s
         work seem not inevitable like the passing from child to adulthood, but simply rather
         sad. 
      

      
      Pauline was highly attuned to the kind of elements she had utilized to achieve this
         effect. She had read and discussed a great deal of poetry both in and outside the
         classroom at Berkeley, where—to the dismay of the social studies professor she worked
         for, who claimed he didn’t understand poetry—she introduced relevant poems into discussion
         sessions with the students whose exams and papers she graded.[12]   And she had spent hours and hours talking about the work of younger poets like
         Dylan Thomas with her friend and occasional lover Robert Horan, whose own poetry,
         eventually published in Yale University Press’s Younger Poets series, she criticized
         in detail, once writing him that she “stumbl[ed] at the sound” created by one of his
         images.[13]   Listing Jean Renoir’s 1939 film The Rules of the Game (La Regle du Jeu), which was to be screened at the studio during the first week of 1956, Pauline is
         less creative than in her review of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. Although she opens effectively, describing the film as a “shattering image of pre-World
         War II decadence,” she goes on to include facts that seem to be cited almost mechanically—that
         it was “banned as immoral by Vichy” but “appears on the list of the best films of
         all time in the poll of 63 international film critics”—and concludes with a quotation
         from Film that is almost the same length as her own words.[14]   What she had written about The Rules of the Game probably didn’t satisfy her, but she would have an opportunity to add more zesty
         details when she listed the film again. 
      

      
      All the same, people who hadn’t heard her reviewing movies on KPFA, after checking
         out what would be playing at the twin theaters in early January 1956, would have begun
         forming an impression of the reviewer at the Cinema Guild-Studio theater: matter-of-fact
         but sensitive, enlightened, well-informed, someone to be trusted. She was also witty:
         her parents had found her so entertaining that they imagined she might end up a star
         like Fanny Brice, who played radio’s cheeky toddler Baby Snooks. Displaying that talent,
         she ends her four-line review of The Gay Desperado, which was to be shown at the Cinema Guild in February 1956, by crediting Rouben
         Mamoulian with “demonstrat[ing] that he is perhaps the only Hollywood director who
         discovered what to do with opera stars: give them a good story and don’t let them
         sing too much.”[15]  
      

      
      Pauline didn’t hesitate to use extensive quotations in her reviews; but, when she
         couldn’t find a satisfying description of a movie, she would write as much as she
         considered necessary—over a hundred and twenty words on A Letter to Three Wives, which was also screened in February of 1956. Probably because it presents the kind
         of social and sexual situations American moviemakers tended to skirt around, given
         the restrictions imposed by the Hays Office, she labels it “sophisticated comedy,”
         the kind that “has all but disappeared from the American screen.”[16]   As much highbrow as low, she places Marcel Carne’s 1938 Port of Shadows (Quai   des   Brunes), to be shown during the same month, in the category of “films which helped to create
         the French cinematic style of adult, subtle handling of human relationships in an
         atmosphere of poetic fatalism” and views its “defeatism” as “a breath of fresh air
         to American viewers brought up on empty optimism.”[17]  
      

      
      Urging her readers to see a movie they might ignore, Pauline seemed completely honest.
         She admits that the first offering at the studio in May of 1956, the broad 1940 comedy
         The Great Profile, “exploit[s] John Barrymore’s latter-day buffoonery and self-caricature,” but asserts
         that the “pleasure” to be experienced from “his antics” and “play with words” makes
         it worth seeing.[18]   And, although her political views may have influenced her opinion—she’d been a
         Trotskyite at the University—she suggests that she uses the standard of honesty in
         judging movies about historical figures, commenting on Viva Zapata!, which was to play at the same theater in July of that year, “In the performance
         by Marlon Brando, Zapata” is “not the sentimentalized straw man of typical Hollywood
         biographies but a believable leader among men.”[19]  
      

      
      She dealt with situations that might have been cause for complaint in the same way.
         Listing The Wizard of Oz, which was to play in July of 1956, she refers to its earlier presentation on the
         Cinema Guild’s much-too-small screen, “Note: This is not the Cinemascope headless,
         legless version recently exhibited but the film in its proper proportions.”[20]   In September, she took a more personal approach in apologizing to people who had
         “lined up without getting seats during the July showing” of A Nous La Liberte and A Day in the Country: “If you are coming from any distance and plan to come on a week-end night, we suggest
         that you check with us by phone, so that you will not be kept waiting.”[21]   
      

      
      On the desk in the Landberg living room were two phones, one for personal calls, one
         for business. Rather than being annoyed when that second phone rang, Pauline always
         chatted at least briefly with anyone who called. She could engage with patrons of
         the theater in real life as well as in her reviews. 
      

      
      Even so, her readers must have recognized that some of these notes weren’t her best
         work. (She may well have occasionally run out of time or energy: while she was writing
         for the twin theaters, she was also working on longer reviews that she taped every
         two weeks for her radio broadcast, as well as on pieces she hoped to have published
         in national magazines.) Reviewing The Strange Ones (Les Enfants Terribles), which was to be screened in May of that year, she seemed more interested in displaying
         her knowledge than describing Jean-Pierre Melville’s film. After terming “the music
         by Bach-Vivaldi . . . a perfect paradigm for this fusion of Cocteau-Melville,” she
         adds, “(who but a musicologist can say whether Bach orchestrated Vivaldi or Vivaldi
         orchestrated Bach?).”[22]   And providing so little information, and that in lackluster style, on the double
         feature Crime and Punishment and The Brothers Karamazov, on which she surely had much to say, she left a very noticeable empty space in the
         studio’s listings for July since the films played for a good two weeks. 
      

      
      Despite such occasional slips, Pauline’s wording often came close to perfection. She
         was able to keep her readers both entertained and attentive by using a single, relatively
         surprising word: she chose contradictory adjectives reinforced by alliteration (The Thirteenth Letter, shown in September, is “a nice, nasty murder mystery”); sometimes a contradiction
         alone (the Marx Brothers’ A Day at the Races, which played in November 1956, is “highly satisfying derangement”); or an additional
         heightening adjective emphasized by punctuation (Tom, Dick and Harry, listed for August, includes the heroine’s “three charmingly stylized—almost choreographed—dreams
         ”).[23]  
      

      
      In 1957, her second year of writing for the twin theaters, Pauline used literary terms
         with ease and clarity. She explains that Marcel Carne’s Children of Paradise (Les Enfants du Paradis), which played in March 1957, “does what few films have ever done: it unfolds new
         meanings with each viewing.” It is, she explains, “a romance . . . ; an aesthetic
         problem on the relation of art and life; a comparison of dramatic modes.” “Encompassing
         all of these,” she adds, “it is a film poem on the nature and varieties of love.”[24]   (Forty-five years later, reviewing the restored version of the 1945 film, Roger
         Ebert would credit Pauline Kael with pointing out its “five categories of theatrical
         performance” and also quote her twice.)[25]

      
      At times she was educating her readers. Listing the 1928 film Battleship Potemkin for November of 1957, she defined its technique: “Sergei Eisenstein opened up a new
         technique of psychological stimulation by means of rhythmic editing—‘montage.’” She
         also points out that, in depicting the mutiny of the battleship’s sailors and the
         slaughter of their supporters, Eisenstein used montage for “revolutionary political
         purposes” and that, when “policies in the U.S.S.R. changed,” the film’s narrative
         and technique “could no longer be sanctioned.”[26]   
      

      
      Pauline was doing well at publicizing movies. While working at American Book in New
         York City in 1944, she had exasperated her supervisor by making fun of the educational
         textbooks it was her job to edit; but she really enjoyed writing advertising copy
         for some of them and was hoping to do only that. Describing her goal to a friend,
         she added with uncharacteristic modesty, “My ads are pretty good.”[27]   Thirteen years later at the twin theaters in Berkeley, she was doing better than
         that.
      

      
      Her tone had been exuberant in the summer of 1957 as she boasted, “We’ve assembled
         what we think is the best group of films that has ever been presented in a two month
         period anywhere.” Exaggerating, she continues, “We have slaved, we have cajoled, we
         have paid exorbitantly” and lists the directors whose work will be shown during the
         next two months.[28]   Jean Renoir’s name appears first. 
      

      
      Reminding her readers that, for several years, every Renoir film obtainable had been
         screened at the Cinema Guild-Studio, she presented them with a surprise: “Renoir had
         heard of the showings of his films here and recently visited the paltry site; he suggested
         that perhaps we might like him to speak with the audience—and we leaped at the suggestion.”[29]   His 1951 film The River would be shown only once that evening, Pauline warned, to allow for more time with
         the director. Renoir’s 1957 visit would be the high point of her experience at the
         theater.
      

      
      In March of 1958, after two years of marriage, the Landbergs separated, and three
         months later, in filing for divorce, Pauline requested that her maiden name be restored.
         The divorce agreement provided that she continue to work at Cinema Guild-Studio, focusing
         on reviews, displays, and public relations.[30]   Ed Landberg, who had been gradually distancing himself from the everyday work of
         running the theater while she was becoming recognized by the general public as its
         driving force, usually appeared only late in the evening to count the box-office receipts.
      

      
      The verve that distinguished Pauline Kael’s best reviews belied the effort that went
         into their writing, and, as Ed Landberg became less active in running the theater,
         she took on the practical tasks that preceded that work. First she had to choose movies
         with attention to variety and expected popularity; then she ordered them for specific
         dates over two months, sometimes pairing related movies or, on occasion, showing movies
         in tandem simply because they were available at the same time. If some of her selections
         turned out to be unavailable, she had to scramble to find replacements and change
         the scheduling. Finally, she got to the activity she really enjoyed. She began that
         work by determining which information culled from various sources would be most effective
         in making the offerings attractive. Her considerable knowledge of movies was verified
         and enriched by ready access to a wide range of books and periodicals that were an
         important part of the repertory theater’s property. 
      

      
      She could go from one extreme to the other in writing a review. Describing Red River in the March–April 1958 edition of the Program Notes, she writes, “In 1948 one of
         the finest young actors in the country put on cowboy jeans and, overnight, Montgomery
         Clift became the hottest thing in Hollywood.” She also provided facts and figures
         on this particular movie, indicating that, because it rained “for several weeks while
         6,000 cattle rented at $10 a head a day waited to be photographed,” the movie’s cost,
         originally estimated at $1,750,000, eventually became $3,200,000.[31]   Her readers would remember the gist of this information, if not the details. 
      

      
      As she increased attendance at the twin theaters, Pauline Kael was using a tone recommended
         by Robert Warshow, whose writing on movies and popular culture she admired. In a letter
         he wrote her as an associate editor at the New   Republic in 1955, about a year before she started working for Ed Landberg, making no mention
         of the title or the subject of the piece he was rejecting, he’d told her it was “too
         academic, too solemn,” “not colloquial enough.” He added that he couldn’t “imagine”
         her “speak[ing] about the movies in anything like the tone” of her article.[32]  
      

      
      Warshow’s advice may well have been in the back of Pauline Kael’s mind as she wrote
         her reviews, but she probably adapted rather easily to writing the way he had suggested
         because she was doing exactly what she had done years earlier in writing to her friends.
         As she described her immediate reaction to theater, art, music, or movies in New York
         in the 1940s, her comments are similar in tone and content to the reviews she wrote
         for the Cinema Guild-Studio in Berkeley. But those reviews had to be honed to perfect
         their casualness, and commenting on the offerings at the two theaters over two months,
         most of them playing for only one week, required maintaining a certain pith.
      

      
      The space on the back of those reviews was suddenly being used to maximum advantage.
         Originally, under the segment reserved for the subscriber’s address, brief, enthusiastic
         recommendations of particular movies had been printed in large type; now stills from
         movies appeared there, along with related quotations of anywhere from 100 to 350 words
         taken from articles in magazines like the New Yorker or the New Republic. But most of that space was used for Pauline Kael’s own commentary, even as early
         as the July–August issue of the Program Notes for 1957, where she discusses Howard
         Hawks’s movies in the context of social change. Insisting that their “simple-mindedness
         and . . . slick professionalism . . . are so refreshing that the tawdry ’40’s may
         seem like a golden age,” she reminds her readers that “some of these movies seemed
         quite daring in those days when daring meant sexy.” Terming Lauren Bacall in The Big Sleep “just one of a collection of sophisticated monsters who talk in innuendoes,” she
         observes in a self-satisfied tone, “But how reassuring it is to know what the second
         layer of meaning refers to.”[33]   After listing events in more recent films—“in Ingmar Bergman’s, THE VIRGIN SPRING,
         a little girl is raped and murdered on her confirmation day; . . . in . . . KAGI,
         a middle-aged man . . . stimulates his sexual appetites by encouraging [his wife]
         to have an affair with his prospective son-in-law,” Pauline Kael asks her readers,
         “Don’t the ’30’s and ’40’s look better now?”[34]  
      

      
      She also used this space to keep her audience aware of the workings of the theater.
         Almost 350 words in the same issue of the Program Notes explain the various reasons
         why movies requested by patrons hadn’t been shown, concluding in the kindly tone Pauline
         Kael had perfected that made palatable her obvious conviction that she was better
         equipped to make critical decisions about movies than they were: “Sometimes people
         cherish fond memories of a film and ask for it,” she writes. “If we haven’t seen it
         and it is available, we screen a preview print—and sometimes it seems wiser not to
         jolt the fond memories.”[35]   
      

      
      At the same time, her presumption and arrogance could be off-putting. In September
         of 1956, she had characterized Top Hat, which starred “Rogers and Astaire,” as “such obvious and glorious trash, only a
         prig wouldn’t enjoy it.”[36]   By March of 1959, reviewing Unfaithfully Yours, which had never attracted much of an audience, she asks accusingly, “What is it
         anyway, that scares you off—the stupid title? The presence of Linda Darnell? Have
         you no courage or, even worse, have you no taste?”[37]   As she lists Unfaithfully Yours again in the July–August 1959 Program Notes, explaining that “for years,” it has
         been shown “regularly for ourselves and a few devotees,” she almost seems to be using
         the royal plural.[38]   She is also careful to point out that “droves” of people had come to see the movie.
         Although the dramatic increase in attendance was due to Pauline Kael’s audacity, the
         majority of those who came to see it just out of curiosity might have ended up agreeing
         with her about Unfaithfully Yours. In the same July–August 1959 Program Notes—and in the same freewheeling vein—she
         identifies the stars of The Rainmaker by stating, “The lady suffering from drought is Katharine Hepburn and the con man
         delivering the rain is played by Burt Lancaster.” The movie is, she declares, “the
         sort of fairy tale people need to see now and then to remind them of what they used
         to believe in.”[39]   
      

      
      The increase in Pauline Kael’s audacity is also evident in her descriptions of The Seventh Veil. When it was screened at the studio in May of 1956, the first year she was writing
         the Program Notes, she had described James Mason as “the smoldering and savage bachelor
         who coerces Ann Todd into a great career as a pianist.”[40]   In July, when The Seventh Veil was shown again, she retained her original description of Mason, but suggested the
         drama intensifies by adding that the “pianist . . . believes she will never play again.”[41]   By her September 1960 note, she reveals a disdain only hinted at playfully in her
         former descriptions of Mason. Condescendingly, she says she finds it “amazing how
         many people who call to get the starting time for The Seventh Seal slip and ask when The Seventh Veil is going on” and remarks, “It’s probably what they wish they were going to see.”
         James Mason, now termed “Heathcliff-Svengali,” is still “the smoldering cause of it
         all,” but Pauline Kael adds parenthetically “(his fires always seem to be banked).”
         “All this nonsense” is “highly entertaining,” she declares, pointing out that “maybe
         with a few veils stripped away, most of us have a fantasist inside who gobbles up
         this sadomasochistic sundae with its culture-sauce.” She has more to report: “The
         N.Y. critics said the film was for adult minds—meaning, no doubt, that they liked
         it.”[42]   
      

      
      Although the attitude displayed in comments like these can be attributed to the quality
         of the movies Pauline Kael was reviewing, it is also attributable to her situation.
         She was worried not just about money but also about her future as a writer. Many of
         the pieces she sent out to national magazines were rejected, and she had to make do
         with publication in little magazines that paid meagerly or, worse, in free subscriptions.
         She had also been growing increasingly resentful about the extent of the work she
         was doing at the theater, despite having signed an employment agreement that listed
         in detail what would be required of her.[43]   That resentment grew when Ed Landberg left Berkeley for about six months, during
         which he took a course at the Los Angeles campus of the University of California and
         went on a trip to Mexico with a woman he paid $2,000 for writing a screenplay.[44]   Unlike her ex-husband, Pauline Kael didn’t have a new partner. What certainly increased
         her resentment even more was the news that he and the woman he had gone to Mexico
         with were engaged. As Landberg remembered it, she said she hoped they would make each
         other “perfectly miserable.” Writing to him after their marriage, Kael referred to
         his wife as “Roslyn, your rodent spouse.”[45]   
      

      
      In all her exhaustion, Pauline Kael had acquired a helper, Myrsam Wyxman, who was
         a graduate student in linguistics. In exchange for doing whatever was needed, he lived
         rent-free from 1959 to 196l in the cottage behind the Landberg home,[46]   which she had received in the divorce settlement. She owned a car but never drove,
         so he took her wherever she wanted to go; and, because the cottage had no cooking
         facilities, usually ate dinner with her. In time, they became fairly good friends.
         Wyxman was in and out of the house frequently and, when Pauline Kael was busy, would
         sometimes answer the phone. Overhearing him talking with one of the theater’s patrons,
         she might ask that, in the future, he adopt the pronunciation she preferred—he remembered
         her asking him to use “Fawlcon” in talking about The Maltese Falcon, a pronunciation more in line with the cultivated image she generally presented on
         KPFA. Wyxman’s most important work required his being stationed at the typewriter
         in the living room, sometimes typing quickly to Pauline Kael’s dictating, sometimes
         waiting patiently while she stopped to consult a dictionary in search of just the
         right word or paced back and forth, deliberating about what to say next. Typing pieces
         longer than her brief reviews, Wyxman copied what she had written out on yellow, legal-size
         paper at the drafting table in the living room. 
      

      
      Assembling the dummy pages of the Program Notes required cutting and pasting and,
         with rewriting, more cutting and pasting. Consideration of space was necessary: whether
         Pauline Kael was writing a review for the first time or deleting or adding to one
         previously published, its length had to match the space that designated the dates
         and days of the week the movie would be playing. The length of her commentary was
         also limited. Nevertheless, because the Program Notes had become a showcase for her
         writing and her opinions, she often found that she had much more to say. Morgan North,
         the owner of the shop where the Program Notes were printed, testified to this tendency:
         “Pauline Kael invariably brought in too much copy, and even when advised that it would
         not fit, demanded that it be set in type.”[47]   Just as she had done when she came into the shop with Ed Landberg, before and after
         their divorce, she would insist that type be reset, often more than once, unconcerned
         about the cost of the overtime work that would be necessary to get the Program Notes
         printed and folded on schedule.
      

      
      The first step in getting them out to the public usually took almost all night, with
         a frequently refilled glass of Wild Turkey restoring energy. The addressograph machine
         was kept in the cottage, and she and Wyxman would be in that small space for hours.
         When the machine didn’t function properly—as luck would have it, often after midnight—a
         repairman who had the right tools to repair it would have to be called. In such an
         event, Pauline Kael and Wyxman had to turn quickly from alcohol to coffee. As they
         worked on getting the Program Notes ready to be mailed out—much later than her usual
         2:00 a.m. bedtime—Pauline Kael was “frequently quite tipsy,”[48]   Wyxman recalled. But she always got up to make her daughter’s lunch and see her
         off to her private school, even if she had to go back to bed afterward.
      

      
      She gave a prominent place in the July–August 1960 Program Notes to a statement that
         appeared in the July l issue of Variety: “No cinema in the United States, except the Thalia in New York and the Cinema Guild
         in Berkeley, has ever made a serious attempt at presenting cinema repertory.”[49]   It was a posting that validated all the effort Pauline Kael had put into making
         the theater such a success. Undoubtedly feeling completely justified because she had
         written all of the reviews for the Program Notes, she had been quick to take advantage
         of Landberg’s absence earlier in 1960, going to the print shop and having the copyright
         changed from the name of the theater to her own. She surprised the printer again in
         October by paying for the November–December 1960 printing in advance rather than waiting,
         as had been customary, until the job was finished. Giving him a check, she told the
         printer that under no circumstances was Ed Landberg to see her copy or the completed
         Program Notes. When the printer asked her to tell him who owned the theater, she complied;
         he then said emphatically that he would not hesitate to show Ed Landberg the final
         edition of the year if he asked to see it.[50]   
      

      
      Pauline Kael didn’t want her ex-husband to read the letter she had written to patrons
         of the Cinema Guild-Studio because—contrary to the terms of the employment agreement
         she had signed, which listed a specific time frame for resignation—it announced that
         she would no longer be working at the theater. The first of its three short paragraphs
         stakes out the role she had played there: “For five-and-a-half years I have written
         these programs, made up the displays, and talked with thousands of you over the telephone.
         I think the Cinema Guild and Studio has been the only theater in the country for which
         the taste and judgment of one person—the writer—has been the major determinant in
         selecting films.”[51]   What is just as important, the final sentence of her letter suggests that she had
         come to consider the theater’s patrons her friends: “Though I say goodbye to the Cinema
         Guild and Studio,” she writes, “I hope to see you again.”[52]  
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      Chapter 19

      Criticism, the Desperate Art

      
         
         
         
         Lisa Levy

         
         
      

      
      Before she was Pauline Kael, New Yorker movie critic, Pauline Kael was one of many young American writers in the sway of
         the great critics of the 1930s. In his 2011 biography, Pauline Kael: A Life in the Dark, Brian Kellow singles out R. P. Blackmur as a particular favorite of Kael’s while
         she was an undergraduate at UC Berkeley: “Pauline always loved the passionate tone
         of Blackmur’s writing, and later she would always be flattered when her criticism
         was compared with his.”[1]   Kellow doesn’t give a source for this statement, but a closer reading of Kellow
         uncovers this comment from Kael herself: “I read Blackmur with a great deal of pleasure.
         I probably identified with him [more] than with any other critic. I can’t explain
         that to you now, but Blackmur, when I first read him, just struck some chord with
         me.”[2]   Kael left Berkeley in her senior year to make her way as a writer. One of her projects
         soon after was an essay on Blackmur and two other major critics of the day, Kenneth
         Burke and Lionel Trilling, which she described in a letter as “rather complex.”[3]   From the start, Kael was ambitious. 
      

      
      The reviews of both Kellow’s solid if perfunctory biography (the kind of life where
         the subject is always going out to dinner but we never know what she ate) and the
         exemplary introductory essay by Sanford Schwartz to the Library of America’s The Age of Movies: Selected Writings of Pauline Kael both make Kael sui generis, which she was, and an iconoclast with no grounding or precedent in a critical tradition
         at all, which she was not. Kael was reading both literary and film critics long before
         she became a movie critic. Although her voice is entirely her own, she should be treated
         as part of a genealogy of American criticism. (In the interview where Kael praises
         Blackmur, she looks to James Agee as supplying a precedent for outstanding movie criticism.)[4] Kael did not spring pen in hand from the head of Zeus, nor was she innocently nursing
         a soda and scribbling about Bonnie and Clyde at Schwab’s when William Shawn came along and decided to make her a star. But she
         was reading (and later publishing in) the Partisan Review.[5]   The obsession with what Kael spawned—both the Paulettes and the reactions against
         her passion and hyperbole—has eclipsed the notion that something or someone might
         have come before her, that Kael might have had influences as well as having been an
         influence on other critics. 
      

      
      Passion and pleasure, associated with Blackmur above, are obvious components of Kael’s
         criticism. She has been hailed as excitable, visceral, gutsy, schmaltzy, a critic
         not afraid to admit when she was moved or repulsed or outraged. Yet there are other,
         far more specific elements in Kael’s writing that can be attributed to Blackmur’s
         influence. In his 1933 essay, “A Critic’s Job of Work,” Blackmur states: 
      

      
         A good critic keeps his criticism from becoming either instructive or vicarious, and
            the labor of his understanding is always specific, like the art which he examines;
            and he knows that the sum of his best work comes only to the pedagogy of elucidation
            and appreciation. He observes facts and he delights in discriminations. The object
            remains, and should remain, itself, only made more available and seen in a clearer
            light.[6]  
         

      

      Blackmur’s beef is with dogmatic or ideological criticism. He argues against critics
         who apply psychology or the class struggle or historicism to a work—usually a poem—without
         appraising a work’s nuances. He advocates for a critical discourse in which “one art
         informs another,” as opposed to defining it.[7]   Kael’s 1956 essay, “Movies, the Desperate Art,” in which she rails against the
         inflated scale and “massive staleness” of the current cinema,[8]   demonstrates Blackmur’s influence. In it, she comes to the movies without preconceived
         notions and applies Blackmur’s standards for good criticism while developing her own
         irrepressible style.
      

      
      In “The Desperate Art” Kael outlines the sad state of movies at the present time.
         She opens, “The film critic in the United States is in a curious position: the greater
         his interest in the film medium, the more enraged and negative he is likely to sound.”[9]   The critique that follows anatomizes exactly what critics should be angry about:
         first, the outrageous size and scale of movies designed to compete with the new medium
         of television. “The big film is the disenchanted film,” Kael writes. “The picture
         becomes less imaginative in inverse ratio to its cost.”[10]   Here, utilizing Blackmur’s tenets, she is examining the art of the movies, elucidating
         what is wrong with them but never giving her reader the sense that she does not appreciate
         their strengths. She examines a variety of movie genres, citing specific films that
         would have been made better on a smaller scale in another time. She is always delighting
         in “observing facts and delighting in discriminations.”[11]  
      

      
      She makes another Blackmur-like argument about what she deems “pressures,” what we
         today we would call socially redeeming or message movies like the anti-anti-Semitism
         Gentleman’s Agreement (1947). These movies, which are earnest and well-meaning, do not make particularly
         good entertainment or edifying art (a failure that Kael scorns). “Art, perhaps unfortunately,
         is not the sphere of good intentions,”[12]   Kael writes, and it should be noted that Kael is not being didactic here, but rather
         weary of film productions that wear their hearts and sentiments on tattered sleeves.
         She argues for a cinema derived from actual human experience, on a human scale, with
         human actors (or perhaps a few movie stars, as she has some choice words to say about
         wooden, lifeless performers, too).[13]   Her critical objective never wavers: she stays planted firmly in the present situation,
         making her case by explaining and illuminating what is wrong with cinema in 1956.
         
      

      
      In the final section of the essay, “Who Cares about Movies?” Kael changes tacks and
         focuses her gaze on the state of the small film in America, which she posits as a
         viable alternative to Hollywood’s lifeless, swollen productions. “Criticism must be
         concerned,” Blackmur writes in his 1933 essay, “first and last—whatever comes in between—with
         the poem as it is read and as what it represents is felt.”[14]   Substitute movie for poem and seen for read, and Kael’s conclusions in “Movies, the Desperate Art” are exactly in line with this
         statement: she adamantly demands restoring feeling to the movies so that audiences
         can again respond to films as pleasures, as emotional and cultural expressions. Unfortunately,
         Kael feels, foreign films like Renoir’s and Cocteau’s have been better in evoking
         emotion than American ones. But it remains popular American films that still might
         have the potential to reach a wide audience and to dramatize problems and conflicts
         in American life. Kael says: “All too frequently, after an evening of avant-garde
         cinema, one wants to go see a movie (at least a little fresh air comes in through
         the holes in Hollywood plots).”[15]   Her sentiments here are prescient. A little more than a decade later, American
         independent films captured the ozone pleasures of a little Hollywood air while also
         attacking the mythologies that made so many 1950s American films stale, predictable,
         and lethargic. In this period the movies Kael best loved exploded onto the landscape:
         films like Bonnie & Clyde (1967), The Godfather (1972), McCabe & Mrs. Miller (1971), and Taxi Driver (1975) generating great passion and pleasure in her criticism. She wrote about these
         movies with the requisite stylistic exuberance and brio that Blackmur suggests any
         good critic should.
      

      
      Yet Kael’s reviews in this era link her to Partisan Review predecessors and contemporaries in still another way. Kael was a first-generation
         American, like most of the major Partisan figures, and her reviews habitually examine what makes a movie American, and in turn,
         how American movies define Americans. She is fascinated by Robert Altman’s inversion
         of the myth of the Western in McCabe: “It’s not much like other Westerns”; she writes, “It’s not really much like other
         movies.”[16]   What Altman has done is to remake the Western as his own vision, much as Kael transforms
         movie criticism through her own subjectivity. One can easily imagine Kael taking the
         same stance Warren Beatty’s McCabe does in the film, a highly ironic speculation as
         Kael in 1978 briefly left her own partisan review, the New Yorker, seduced by Beatty to work for him in Hollywood as a “poetic producer.” As Beatty
         says in the film: “I’ve got poetry in me. I do. Ain’t gonna try to put it down on
         paper . . . ain’t fool enough to try.”[17]   Altman, however, is able to put his poetry on film, and Kael became so enamored
         of his imaginative leaps that she mirrored Altman’s chaotic, subterranean impulses
         in many of her reviews of his films. “Can an American director get by with a movie
         as personal as this—personal not as in ‘personal statement’ but in the sense of giving
         form to his own feelings, some not quite defined?”[18]   Kael wonders, just as Blackmur speculated that responsible criticism should search
         for and attempt to record those deep-seated feelings in an artwork beyond choate understanding.
         In receiving Altman’s film in the spirit in which it was made—languid, dreamy, and
         destructive of the myth of hero versus villain for something far more complex and
         far more ambiguously poetic—Kael argues that we will see whether “we are ready to
         let American moviemakers grow up to become artists.”[19]   Judging by the movies Altman and his peers went on to make, we were. 
      

      
      Another place Kael performs her own musical riffs on the changing evolution of American
         movie history is in her review of Francis Ford Coppola’s The Godfather. She admires Coppola’s achievement in transforming a “trash novel”[20]   into a work of art, and harkens back to another Partisan movie critic, Robert Warshow, who linked mobster movies with “what we are and what
         we want to become” as Americans.[21]   Kael recognizes The Godfather’s (and organized crime’s) primordial link to American life: “In The Godfather we see organized crime as an obscene symbolic extension of free enterprise and government
         policy, an extension of the worst in America—its feudal ruthlessness. Organized crime
         is not a rejection of Americanism, it’s what we fear Americanism to be.”[22]    The Godfather—like Martin Scorcese’s Taxi Driver—proves instructive about the American present in much the way Altman’s film was about
         the American past. By delving deeply into the audience’s expectations for genre films
         and inverting conventional movies’ increasingly unstable and empty morality, Kael
         recognizes the ability of the best films and movie criticism to expose repressed and
         volatile fears in American life and to detonate those truths our culture no longer
         holds dear. The themes these filmmakers took on as their crusade—the alienation of
         Americans (especially American men from the conflict and brutality of their own society),
         the corruption of institutions and systems, the impulse to escape through drugs, sex,
         and/or violence—were Kael’s as well. No one had more insight into our national psyche,
         and the movies were the most immediate reflection of America’s preoccupations and
         obsessions at the time. Kael was our best reader of movies by far. When human feeling
         was restored to the movies, and Blackmur insisted that criticism play a major role
         in artistic restoration, Kael was there, pen in hand, ready to report on how the movies
         might more honestly represent who and what Americans can be. No one saw the object
         of the movies “in a clearer light” than Kael. Using some of the critical tools so
         ably endorsed by Blackmur—passion, pleasure, discrimination, the search for national
         identity—and always impatient with the methodologies of a narrow cultural criticism—theory,
         formulas, ideology, prescriptions, and presuppositions—no one shone that light more
         shrewdly, more precisely, and with more pleasure than Kael. She saw enchantment come
         back to American filmmaking, and, in turn, enchanted us. 
      

      
      Notes

      

      Bibliography

      
      Blackmur, Richard. “A Critic’s Job of Work.” In Selected Essays of Richard Blackmur, edited by Denis Donoghue, 19–45. New York: Ecco Press, 1986.
      

      
      Frost, Polly, and Ray Sawhill. “Pauline Kael.” Ray Sawhill website, 1989. https://sites.google.com/site/raysawhill/home/interviews/pauline-kael
         (accessed April 9, 2015).
      

      
      Kael, Pauline. “Alchemy.” In The Age of Movies: Selected Writings of Pauline Kael, edited by Sanford Schwartz, 316–22. New York: Library of America, 2011.
      

      
      ———. “Movies, the Desperate Art.” In The Age of Movies: Selected Writings of Pauline Kael, edited by Sanford Schwartz, 1–22. New York: Library of America, 2011.
      

      
      ———. “Pipe Dream.” In The Age of Movies: Selected Writings of Pauline Kael, edited by Sanford Schwartz, 279–83. New York: Library of America, 2011.
      

      
      Kellow, Brian. Pauline Kael: A Life in the Dark. New York: Viking, 2011.
      

      
      
         
            1. Kellow, Life in the Dark, 23–24.
               

            

         

         
            2. Frost and Sawhill, “Pauline Kael.”

            

         

         
            3. Kellow, Life in the Dark, 26.
               

            

         

         
            4. Frost and Sawhill, “Pauline Kael.”

            

         

         
            5. Kellow, Life in the Dark, 49. Blackmur, “A Critic’s Job of Work,” 19.
               

            

         

         
            6. Blackmur, “A Critic’s Job of Work,” 25.

            

         

         
            7. Ibid., 19.

            

         

         
            8. Kael, Age of Movies, 5.
               

            

         

         
            9. Ibid., 1.

            

         

         
            10. Ibid. 

            

         

         
            11. Blackmur, “A Critic’s Job of Work,” 25.

            

         

         
            12. Kael, Age of Movies, 14.
               

            

         

         
            13. Ibid., 17.

            

         

         
            14. Blackmur, “A Critic’s Job of Work,” 37.

            

         

         
            15. Kael, Age of Movies, 21.
               

            

         

         
            16. Kellow, Life in the Dark, 169.
               

            

         

         
            17. Kael, Age of Movies, 280.
               

            

         

         
            18. Ibid., 282.

            

         

         
            19. Ibid., 283.

            

         

         
            20. Ibid., 316.

            

         

         
            21. Ibid., 322.

            

         

         
            22. Ibid.

            

         

      

      Chapter 20

      Kael’s Influence

      
         
         
         
         Steven Rubio

         
         Expansive Subjectivity

         
         
      

      
      If you visit the fine website Rockcritics.com, you will find what you might expect
         there. There is an archive of interviews that includes such names as Richard Meltzer,
         Dave Marsh, Lester Bangs, Gina Arnold, Jim DeRogatis, Greil Marcus, and others. You
         will also find more than two dozen separate postings tagged with the name “Kael.”
         You don’t often see connections between movie critics and their rock-critic counterparts.
         That Kael was close to fifty when rock criticism was making its first tentative steps
         in the world only makes the connection more remarkable. (Marcus, probably the rock
         critic most influenced by Kael, released his first book, an anthology he edited, the
         year Kael turned fifty.) 
      

      
      I mention this as an addendum to my contention that Pauline Kael continues to be an
         influential writer more than a decade after her death, and more than two decades since
         she wrote her last reviews. Shortly after September 3, 2011, many American film critics
         explained what Kael meant to them. I would argue that Kael influenced many of the
         readers of these critics, even if they didn’t know her actual work. You can extend
         my premise to critics in other popular arts. As jazz critic Francis Davis wrote, “Pauline’s
         insistence that art happens in the real world and that it should be an instrument
         of pleasure has become a governing principle in writing about rock and pop. Her importance
         as a movie critic cannot be overestimated, but it pales before her influence as a
         critic period—and as a writer.”[1]      
      

      
      This progressive passing along of influence is a tricky thing, but it is a real phenomenon.
         One problem, in Kael’s case, is the existence of the “Paulettes.” The name referred
         (and still refers) to movie critics, many of whom Kael took under her wing, said to
         follow her in lockstep. The problem with the so-called Paulettes was that they reputedly
         suppressed their own opinions in order to ask, “What would Pauline say?” For their
         reading of a film, what matters are Kael’s opinions, even the opinions of those whom
         she influenced.  
      

      
      Yet one of the defining characteristics of Kael’s writing (which is far more than
         just her opinions) was the means by which she created a unique and vivid sensibility
         that wasn’t hidden behind artificial objectivity. Her deeply subjective approach was
         personified by the beginning of her review of De Sica’s Shoeshine: “When Shoeshine opened in 1947, I went to see it alone after one of those terrible lovers’ quarrels
         that leave one in a state of incomprehensible despair.”[2]  
      

      
       It was her insistence on the individual, sometimes even the willful viewer, that
         makes any concept of the “Paulettes” problematic. For the critic who truly wanted
         to follow in Kael’s footsteps, subjectivity would necessarily be crucial, and that
         subjectivity would ensure that the critic wasn’t merely parroting Kael. To a question
         in an excellent 1994 interview in Conversations with Pauline Kael by Hal Espen about what she called “saphead objectivity,” she said:
      

      
         Our responses to a movie grow out of our experience, knowledge, temperament—maybe
            even our biochemistry. . . . I tried to put my background and predilections right
            out on top, so that the reader could know what my responses came from. . . . Ideally,
            criticism is a matter of your intelligence and all your intuitions coming into play
            . . . but you can’t make an objective judgment in any of the arts.[3]   
         

      

      Kael’s influence hardly relies on our agreeing with her opinions. Her lasting resonance
         comes from her perspective to writing criticism, what I would call an “expansive subjectivity.”
         It is easy enough to reduce Pauline Kael to her pronouncements, and indeed, those
         of us who remember her with passion will often find ourselves slipping into the Paulette
         mode of wondering, “What would Pauline think?” However, the reason Kael is featured
         on a website devoted to rock criticism is the reason I am writing this essay: to attempt
         some explanation for the ineffability, the magic, the lasting power of her voice.
      

      
      In the summer of 2013, I attended a play called Love in the Dark: Pauline Kael and the Movies, which tried to dramatize Kael’s writing and speech. (It was mostly a one-woman show,
         although another actor did portray an interviewer at one point.) The small theater
         in Berkeley was full, although this might have been attributable to the fact that
         we were in the Bay Area where Kael had gotten her start. The audience seemed to be
         older; the friends I was with were in their mid-forties, and they appeared to be among
         the youngest people there. The play did its best to appeal to what an audience might
         have already known or heard about Kael. We would most likely not have attended an
         evening of Roger Ebert’s epigrams about movies and actors in the movies. Nor was it
         Kael’s famous stridency, her rapier putdowns and lacerating wit, that brought us to
         the theater. Instead, it was the opportunity to hear once again Kael’s words—rhythmic,
         staccato, sometimes lyrical words. These words mattered far more than her opinions.
         
      

      
      Introducing the play, Joe Christiano (who adapted Kael’s writing) noted the conversational
         tone in her work. Indeed, actor Mary Baird’s varied readings were easy on the ears,
         reminding us that Kael spent part of her early years as a critic reviewing movies
         for a radio audience. Love in the Dark was not a biography of Kael. Yet, as we heard bits and pieces culled from her reviews
         over the years (presented, as far as I could tell, in chronological order), it was
         easy to imagine that we were hearing not just finely written words, but also the story
         of Pauline Kael. This theatrical experience mirrored Kael’s famous comment introducing
         the anthology of her favorite collected writings, For Keeps: “I’m frequently asked why I don’t write my memoirs. I think I have.”[4]   The evidence was right there on stage, where Kael’s public voice frequently suggested
         the “real” person behind the words.
      

      
      The key word here is suggested, for the real Pauline Kael, the one who turns up in Brian Kellow’s fine biography,
         Pauline Kael: A Life in the Dark, is not the same person as the “Pauline Kael” we experience on the printed page.
         When she said she had written her memoirs in her criticism, she wasn’t just pointing
         out how personal her review writing could be. She was also insisting that “Pauline
         Kael” was as close as we would ever get to Pauline Kael.
      

      
      Her reference to memoir writing suggests the occasionally, surprisingly confessional
         nature of her work. Still Kael was not offering her personal experience of seeing
         Shoeshine because she wanted to promote confessional writing. She was trying to get to the
         core of the movie itself. “The greatness of Shoeshine is in that feeling we get of human emotions that have not been worked-over and worked-into
         something.”[5]   Her immediate emotional response was a very large part of her subjective reading
         of Shoeshine, but she wasn’t showing off her sensitivity; she was connecting herself to what Shoeshine nakedly revealed.
      

      
      Examining Kael’s language in this light leads to the many pleasures evoked by reading
         an influential and culturally sophisticated stylist. Kael demonstrated the freedom
         a critic could have to be subjective, but to this quality she added her understanding
         of the humanities in general. I learned more about the original novel in her review
         of a movie like The Bostonians than most literary critics ever teach in writing about a novel. Kael didn’t confine
         her review to the film adaptation; she also discussed in detail James’s novel and
         James’s life, and considered the effectiveness of the movie as a vision of the writer.
         Yes, her approach was subjective, but it was expansively subjective. For Kael, the
         movies did not exist solely for her opinions about them; she was no solipsist.
      

      
      Kael wrote in at least two modes, a division that isn’t often noted in consideration
         of her work. Her lengthy reviews in the New Yorker fill ten volumes, and are, as much as anything, her legacy. But she also wrote short
         blurbs for films. She had been at work on these composite reviews since her days running
         a repertory movie theater in Berkeley in the late 1950s and early 1960s, where these
         paragraphs served as program notes for the film she screened. At the New Yorker by 1968, Kael contributed to the magazine’s section that featured notes on movies
         currently running in the city. These snapshot reviews were something of a hybrid.
         She was against the idea of publishing a collection of them, “because they are often
         written hurriedly and are frequently dependent on my old, spotty memories,” adding
         that “many of the (later) notes are vandalized from my own reviews.”[6]   These New Yorker Current Cinema entries interest me greatly because in these brief self-vandalized impressions, Kael
         reveals much about the process that informs both modes of her writing.
      

      
      Again, Shoeshine provides a useful example. Her note, as it appears in the collection 5001 Nights at the Movies, is an almost-verbatim rearrangement of the final paragraph of her initial standard-sized
         review. She is expansive once again in her ability to reach outside of movies:
      

      
         It [Shoeshine] has a sweetness and a simplicity that suggests greatness of feeling, and this is
            so rare in films that to cite a comparison one searches beyond the medium. If Mozart
            had written an opera set in poverty, it might have had this kind of painful beauty.[7]   
         

      

      The original review had five paragraphs. The second paragraph reflected on the reaction
         of James Agee to the film; the third quoted Orson Welles; in the fourth, she wondered
         why so few people had seen the film. The fifth included what I quoted above, and offered
         a concise presentation of her take on the movie.
      

      
      What is missing, not only on the page but also in its contribution to what Kael has
         to say about the movie, is the first paragraph, the one that is so often referred
         to as quintessential Kael, where she begins with the lovers’ quarrel, then talks about
         how she felt on leaving the theater:
      

      
         I came out of the theater, tears streaming, and overheard the petulant voice of a
            college girl complaining to her boyfriend, “Well I don’t see what was so special about
            that movie.” I walked up the street, crying blindly, no longer certain whether my
            tears were for the tragedy on the screen, the hopelessness I felt for myself, or the
            alienation I felt from those who could not experience the radiance of Shoeshine. For if people cannot feel Shoeshine, what can they feel? . . . Later I learned that the man with whom I had quarreled
            had gone the same night and had also emerged in tears. Yet our tears for each other,
            and for Shoeshine did not bring us together. Life, as Shoeshine demonstrates, is too complex for facile endings.[8]  
         

      

      The Shoeshine of the review, and the Shoeshine of the notes, are presented in much different manners, even though the latter is
         taken practically word for word from the former. The notes version offers an elegantly
         written brief on the film. (I am reminded of rock critic Robert Christgau’s “consumer
         guide” work, which manages in a few sentences to make several essential and significant
         points about a particular record.) But I would argue that the complete review is the
         one that works best, precisely because of the anecdotal emotions in the opening. In
         five paragraphs, she moves from her subjective reaction on leaving the theater, through
         the aforementioned “feeling of human emotions” that connect the film to her personal
         reaction, and finally to a summary of the movie as a whole. That summary is clear,
         if highly, individualistically emotive, yet still serves as a fine and useful addition
         to any basic, or sophisticated, interpretation of Shoeshine and De Sica’s artistry. But the brilliance of Kael’s technique, the brilliance that
         was so influential, can only be found in the original where she realizes that art
         is luminously strong, it can bring people together, but finally its force is never
         enough to keep lovers, or love, lastingly bound.
      

      
      Kael’s writing, conversational, filled with idiomatic slang, and focusing on a popular
         art form, placed her at considerable remove from academic writing. This was not accidental.
         In her famous essay, “Trash, Art, and the Movies” (1969), she wrote, “If we’ve grown
         up at the movies we know that good work is continuous not with the academic, respectable
         tradition but with the glimpses of something good in trash, but we want the subversive
         gesture carried to the domain of discovery.”[9]   Crucial to understanding Kael’s influence is that her rejection of a “respectable
         tradition” does not mean she was anti-intellectual. Here is yet another instance where
         the expansive side of her subjectivity matters, and matters profoundly. She regularly
         linked the less-than-coherent, failed, even trashy movie at hand to other finer, higher,
         more respectable arts, and she never tried to hide her intelligence nor her range
         of reference in making connections between high culture and bastard, hybrid, but equally
         valid artistic impulses. She loved the pedigreed and the cur with equal ardor.
      

      
      Kael had often been disparaged for disavowing any theoretical framework for her opinions.
         A. O. Scott recognizes, “You will search Kael’s collected work in vain for a theory,
         a system, or even a consistent set of principles.”[10]   Roger Ebert addresses this point:
      

      
         Pauline had no theory, no rules, no guidelines, no objective standards. You couldn’t
            apply her “approach” to a film. With her it was all personal. . . . She wrote about
            her immediate experience, about what she felt. She’s accused of being inconsistent
            and contradicting herself. Directors would fall in and out of favor. With her there
            was no possibility of inconsistency, because she always wrote about what she felt right now.[11]  
         

      

      Appropriately, the defining event of Kael’s early career came when, in 1963, she contested
         Andrew Sarris’s views on auteur theory. Rather than ever constructing a theory of
         her own, Kael was perpetually, masterfully disputing the theories of others. So, how
         does a writer who lives in the moment by her wit, style, bombast, and immediate passions
         influence others? She isn’t passing along a rulebook of dos and don’ts; she is leading
         by example. Still, her example, its influence, overwhelms other writers, thinkers,
         critics, and artists.
      

      
      Similarly, many individuals have written about the ways Kael has inspired them in
         ways that have little to do with her role as a great film critic. In 2013, Richard
         Kramer, TV producer and writer of Thirtysomething and My So-Called Life, wrote a remembrance for Salon, “Pauline Kael Was My Mentor.” He begins with an anecdote about their initial meeting
         when he was sixteen. Later, he describes his feelings from that first meeting and
         from all of the time he spent with Kael. “She also left me with a lesson I could never
         get anywhere else: the key step in life is the step back to the place where you can
         hear your own voice, think your own thoughts, come to conclusions that defy the discourse
         of power that so easily keeps us willing consumers of the safe.”[12]  
      

      
      As I try to survey my own feelings about Pauline, I see that what I got from her was
         less a way of looking at movies than a way of looking at life. Challenge   everything, I hear her say in the lines, and often between them. An opinion is an action, a
         flag planted, a flare shot to the sky. Movies and love and life are one. Know everything,
         and then know more. Or, as Greil Marcus wrote in an obituary, “Many people today live
         far more fully than they would have if Pauline Kael had never written. . . . I don’t
         know if the world is a better place after the more than 40 years she wrote, but I
         know it’s more of a place.”[13]   
      

      
      Just about the time Kael was finishing her long run with the New Yorker, my wife and I attended the tenth-anniversary celebration for the National Women’s
         History Project. One speaker asked us to think of the woman who had the most influence
         on us. We then took turns telling the stories of our influential women to whoever
         was sitting next to us. Most people seemed to pick their mother or their lover. I
         know if I had been completely and conventionally honest, I would have chosen my wife,
         since she has transformed my life for the best. But this little exercise we were given
         seemed to invite some kind of experiment, some existential intention or purpose in
         which art, passion, and joy are all connected, as in Kael’s movie reviews, to daily
         living. So, when it was my turn, I looked at the person next to me and said, “The
         most influential woman in my life was Pauline Kael.”
      

      
      It is as true now as it was then.

      
      Notes

      

      Bibliography

      
      Dargis, Manohla, and A. O. Scott. “Mad About Her: Pauline Kael, Loved and Loathed.”
         New York Times, October 14, 2011, D4.
      

      
      Davis, Francis. Afterglow: A Last Conversation with Pauline Kael. Cambridge, MA: Da Capo, 2002.
      

      
      Ebert, Roger. “Knocked Up at the Movies.” RogerEbert.com, October 22, 2011. 

      
      Espen, Hal. “Kael Talks.” In Conversations with Pauline Kael, edited by Will Brantley, 161–76. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1996.
      

      
      Kael, Pauline. 5001 Nights at the Movies. New York: Holt, 1991.
      

      
      ———. Going Steady. Boston: Little, Brown, 1970.
      

      
      ———. I Lost It at the Movies. New York: Bantam, 1966.
      

      
      Kellow, Brian. Pauline Kael: A Life in the Dark. New York: Viking, 2011.
      

      
      Kramer, Richard. “Pauline Kael Was My Mentor.” Salon.com, February 3, 2013. 

      
      Love in the Dark: Pauline Kael and the Movies. Directed by Joe Christiano, performed by Mary Baird and the Shotgun Players. Berkeley,
         CA, May 2013.
      

      
      Marcus, Greil. “Remembering Pauline Kael.” Salon.com, September 3, 2001. Rockcritics.com,
         October 10, 2013.
      

      
      
         
            1. Davis, Afterglow, 25–26.
               

            

         

         
            2. Kael, I Lost It at the Movies, 102. 
               

            

         

         
            3. Espen, Conversations with Pauline Kael, 161. 
               

            

         

         
            4. Kael, For Keeps, xxii. 
               

            

         

         
            5. Ibid., 16.

            

         

         
            6. Kael, 5001 Nights at the Movies, vii.
               

            

         

         
            7. Ibid., 676. 

            

         

         
            8. Kael, I Lost It at the Movies, 102. 
               

            

         

         
            9. Kael, Going Steady, 129. 
               

            

         

         
            10. Dargis and Scott, “Mad About Her,” D4.

            

         

         
            11. Ebert, “Knocked Up at the Movies.”

            

         

         
            12. Kramer, “Pauline Kael Was My Mentor.”

            

         

         
            13. Marcus, “Remembering Pauline Kael.”

            

         

      

   
      Part VI

      Writing about Pauline Kael

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
      Chapter 21

      Detective Story

      
         
         
         
         Brian Kellow

         
         Notes from a Biographer

         
         
      

      
      Recently, at a party in Connecticut, the mother-in-law of a friend of mine began grilling
         me about my work as a biographer. In a tone of classic mother-in-law skepticism, she
         wanted to know, “When you interview all these people, how do you know when they’re
         telling the truth? I mean, how do you really know?” It was a good question, and I explained to her that I did my best to confirm any
         significant point or anecdote several times over before I used it in one of my books.
         Then, she asked another, even more obvious, yet challenging, question about my last
         book: “Why did you want to write a biography of Pauline Kael?” To say, “Because I
         admire her work so much” seemed pitifully inadequate, and although I had been asked
         subtler versions of the question by interviewers, I suddenly found myself stumbling
         a bit—because the real answer was so difficult to convey in a casual conversation.
      

      
      It was a dreary, drizzly Saturday afternoon in Tillamook, Oregon, in the winter of
         1972 when I discovered Pauline Kael. Already stricken with movie fever at age 12,
         I was scanning the cinema book section of the county library when I spotted a copy
         of her second volume of criticism, Kiss Kiss Bang Bang. I took it off the shelf and turned to the section titled “Notes on 280 Movies: From
         Adam’s Rib to Zazie.” At that point, I didn’t know a thing about either Adam’s Rib or Zazie, but from the moment I began to read, I was transfixed.
      

      
      That day in 1972, I turned to Kael’s brief note on All about Eve, and I was surprised by what I found. She did not seem to find the movie the ultimate
         statement on the denizens of the golden-age Broadway theater that I had taken it to
         be. Instead, she wrote, “The dialogue and atmosphere are so peculiarly remote from
         life that they have sometimes been mistaken for art,” and dismissed Joseph L. Mankiewicz’s
         “nonsense about ‘theatre.’” What was this woman talking about, exactly? Yet I was
         struck by her blazing confidence, mixed with a love of films so intense that it practically
         catapulted off the page at me. I was sure she must be wrong about All about Eve. (At least she was astute enough to write, “It’s hard to believe that Anne Baxter
         could ever be a threat to Bette Davis”—a fact that was plain even to my twelve-year-old
         self.)[1] I kept reading, and soon I was panting to see most of the other movies in the “Notes”
         section, simply because of the way she wrote about them. Take her observation, in
         her note on Spellbound, that Ingrid Bergman’s “famous ‘sincerity’ has rarely been so out of place as in
         this confection whipped up by jaded chefs.”[2] After reading that sentence, how could I not want to see the film? As I read on,
         I had the sensation that, as I would later have with great stage actors or opera singers,
         she was pitching her performance to me alone. So many of the movie critics I had read
         up to that point, working within tight space restrictions, laid out for the readers
         in a cut-and-dried manner what they liked or disliked about a movie; their reviews
         were sort of like expanded report cards. But Pauline reached me deeply as a writer, with her way of talking to each of us, in the most challenging and intimate way,
         every week, in the pages of the New Yorker. For someone who loved movies, this was the most thrilling magazine serial imaginable.
      

      
      I kept on reading her through high school, and college. Seeing the listings for the
         revival movie theaters at the front of the New Yorker filled me with an insatiable lust to get myself to New York—where surely everyone
         talked about the things that mattered to me, just like the characters in Woody Allen’s
         Manhattan. I got myself to New York, and kept reading Kael. Always I had a sense that she was
         here, somewhere, within reach. Even if I never met her, there was something tantalizing
         about the proximity; it was like knowing that if you kept walking up and down First
         Avenue in the 1950s, you might catch a glimpse of Garbo.
      

      
      One morning, nine years after I came to the city, I opened the New York Times and read that Pauline Kael would be leaving the New Yorker. In that moment, it seemed to me that an incalculably huge part of life in New York—a
         huge part of what had brought me to the city in the first place—had just been wiped
         out in a kind of landslide. There could be no replacing Pauline Kael. Even when the
         films she wrote about were stinkers, she never gave the reader the impression that
         she was bored. No one else could be so incisive, so witty, so ballsy, so provocative
         while remaining rational; no one else could let her passion for the movies, for what
         they could be, should be, and mostly weren’t, spill out on the page with such urgency.
      

      
      By 2007, I had published three biographies. All had been positively reviewed, and
         when my agent asked whose biography I was thinking of writing next, I mentioned Pauline
         Kael. I was aware that many people would probably think me odd casting as her biographer.
         Although by now I considered myself quite film-literate, I had never worked as a professional
         film critic, and while I had attended two of Kael’s lectures and spoken with her a
         few times, both in person and on the phone, I couldn’t claim to know her.
      

      
      My two phone conversations had been brief but memorable, for entirely different reasons.
         At some point in the mid-1990s, I had called her from Opera News, where I worked as managing editor, to ask if she might be interested in writing
         an essay on Werner Herzog, whom the Met had hired to direct a new production of Die Zauberflöte. I thought I was being incredibly idealistic—but I had managed to snare Elizabeth
         Hardwick, Elizabeth Spencer, Jan Morris, Lanford Wilson, Edwin Newman, and Reynolds
         Price to write for the magazine. Why not try for Pauline Kael? I tracked down her
         phone number and called. When I told her why I was calling, she sounded both dismissive
         and amused by my chutzpah. “I’m afraid,” she giggled, “you’ll have to get someone
         who feels more strongly about Werner’s work than I do.”
      

      
      My second encounter with her came a couple of years later. Again, I was calling on
         behalf of Opera News, which had launched a series called “Going to the Opera With . . . ,” written by
         the magazine’s future editor-in-chief, F. Paul Driscoll. The idea was to take celebrities
         from outside the world of music to a Met opera, one that somehow connected with their
         own work; F. Paul would then take them out to dinner and record their response to
         the performance they had just heard. Knowing Kael was an opera lover, I phoned her
         and made the offer.
      

      
      “Oh, honey,” she said, in a voice that seemed much softer and frailer than the one
         that had come over the phone lines just two years earlier. “Thank you, but I can’t.
         I have Parkinson’s, and I can’t go to things like this. It wouldn’t be fair to the
         people sitting around me. I shake like an old washing machine.”
      

      
      After Kael died on September 3, 2001, I assumed it was only a matter of time before
         a biography appeared. None did. By 2007, I was burning to take up the challenge myself,
         and my agent, Edward Hibbert, negotiated a good contract for me with Viking. And it
         was then that an unrelenting terror set in.
      

      
      How was I going to pull off this book? Kael’s four siblings were all dead, as were
         several of her nieces and nephews. Practically nothing was known about Kael’s early
         life, although I did make a trip to Petaluma, California, an hour or so north of San
         Francisco, where I found the house where she was born still standing, and found a
         lot of interesting information about her father, Isaac Kael, at the Petaluma Historical
         Society and through the offices of the local newspaper. I also was lucky enough to
         gain access to the house she had occupied for several years at 2419 Oregon Street
         in Berkeley. The present owner, Ann Bassart, took me on a tour of a house that was
         in many respects unchanged from Kael’s time: the Harry Jacobus harlequin-colored tiles
         were still in the kitchen, the hardwood floors were intact, and the brilliantly colorful
         murals, drawn by the artist Jess Gregg, who lived with Kael and her daughter Gina
         for a time, hadn’t been touched. Walking through the rooms, I had a sense of the great
         parties that Kael had thrown there for her artist friends during the years when she
         was programming the Berkeley Cinema Guild, the nation’s first twin art house, operated
         by her very-short-term husband, Edward Landberg, during the glory days of the Berkeley
         Renaissance. I was delighted to learn that Landberg was still living, and I got an
         interview with him, although he didn’t yield much in the way of concrete information.
         Decades after the Cinema Guild had closed, he was still deeply resentful that Kael’s
         name, and not his, was the one most closely associated with the theater; clearly,
         he felt that Kael owed him a debt that had never been properly acknowledged by her
         or by anyone else. He even claimed not to remember exactly where he and Kael had been
         married. “I’ve tried to forget it ever happened,” he said to me one day. (Kael later
         told friends that Landberg had fried his brain with too many drugs in the 1950s.)
      

      
      Soon I made my way to Kael’s personal archive at Indiana University’s Lilly Library,
         where altogether I made three week-long visits. One of the biggest coups was finding
         a stash of letters from Kael to her good friend from Berkeley, Violet Rosenberg. These
         provided me with a fascinating road map of Kael’s first run at New York, in the first
         half of the 1940s. Her letters to Vi were remarkably detailed, full of the excitement,
         arrogance, and sense of discovery recognizable to just about anyone who has moved
         to New York from across the country. Reading the letters, I had an exhilarating sense
         of Kael’s tastes and sensibilities—strongly present from the beginning—plunging to
         greater depths. There were also boxes and boxes of letters she had received from the
         famous and not-so-famous—everyone from Woody Allen and Gregory Peck and Marlene Dietrich
         to regular readers of her New Yorker columns from the South and Midwest. It was endearing that she answered nearly every
         letter someone took the time to write to her; she would scribble in pencil on the
         letter itself “Answered 7/15” or “Phoned 9/23.” She loved engaging her readers in
         spirited discussions of the movies she had seen, both by phone and by mail, and she
         never stopped learning from these encounters. The ways in which average people responded
         to movies, what they loved, detested, and feared about them—as well as what she felt
         they pretended to think, in an attempt to pass themselves off as au courant or politically sensitive—often
         made its way into her writing.
      

      
      There was one crucial player in Pauline’s life, however, that I didn’t land: her daughter,
         Gina James. Gina gave the matter serious thought. We exchanged notes and spoke by
         phone a few times. She pleaded a spotty memory and nervousness about entering into
         the project. Finally, the answer was no. “I’ve always known someone would do this,”
         Gina said to me on the phone one day, “and I know that my refusal isn’t going to stop
         you.” She had her reasons for not participating—private reasons that I respect.
      

      
      Despite Pauline’s often-stated wishes that she didn’t want a biography written—“I
         don’t want anyone digging up my old boyfriends,” she used to sigh to her friends—I
         wasn’t quite sure I believed her. Her archive was too meticulously preserved to make
         me entirely sure she didn’t want a biography written. As someone said to me about
         my next book project, a life of Hollywood agent Sue Mengers, “Sue wouldn’t be happy
         that you’re doing this book. Only one thing would make her unhappier: that you weren’t doing it.”
      

      
      Certainly, I found that most of Pauline’s close friends, colleagues, and associates
         were happy to talk about her. Nearly all of the “Paulettes”—the appellation given
         to the younger writers whose work she encouraged—were generous with their time. I
         also wanted my book to include the viewpoints of the directors, screenwriters, and
         actors whose work Pauline reviewed; I wanted to know what sort of impact her words
         had on them. Here too I was lucky to speak with many of the film artists whose work
         she had written about, and with whom she had “fraternized”—the word that her critics
         invariably leveled at her. After assessing the situation carefully, I concluded that
         this so-called “conflict of interest” was a charge against her that was easily dismissed.
         I liked the fact that Pauline, for all her mighty intellect, seemed as star struck
         as many who write about the arts. But she was also, for the most part, scrupulously
         honest about the achievements of her favorites, reprimanding them for shoddy, manipulative,
         dishonest work. They did what they did. She did what she did. She expected them to
         be tough enough to withstand her censure. And I came to believe that her “fraternization”
         with certain directors and writers was far from a conflict. It was (however much the
         appearance may have bothered others) a sign of her independence. “Fraternizing” might
         make other critics soften, but for the most part, I don’t think it made any difference
         in Pauline’s final verdict.
      

      
      There was one major shock, and it threw me for a while: my discovery that she had
         cribbed much of her research for her famous essay “Raising Kane,” in which she pushes
         the contributions of screenwriter Herman Mankiewicz at the expense of director/star
         Orson Welles, from UCLA film professor Howard Suber. I contacted Suber in Los Angeles.
         After some deliberation, he agreed to tell me his story. This sort of revelation is
         an occupational hazard for biographers; I simply reported what I had found as objectively
         as I could. I do think the Howard Suber/Kane incident was an aberration in a professional life that was otherwise, for the most
         part, honest and straightforward. One “Paulette,” upset by my reporting, would later
         accuse me of having made up the whole thing. To what end? The evidence sits in Pauline’s
         archive at the Lilly Library for anyone to see. But their discomfort did underline
         an important facet of being a “Paulette”: many of them are still, all these years
         after Pauline’s death, seeking her approval, and in some cases, wondering if they
         ever fully had it. Speaking with so many of the “Paulettes” made me grateful that
         I had never had a powerful mentor. A relationship with one’s mentor is a highly charged,
         complicated, and ultimately poisonous one. In Pauline’s case, James Wolcott may have
         been the only one of the “Paulettes” to play Sandy to her Miss Jean Brodie, yielding
         to the impulse to “assassinate” her. But I find it hard to believe that a few of the
         others didn’t fantasize about doing it.
      

      
      But now that I was in possession of a great many of the facts of Pauline Kael’s life—what
         to do with them? Eudora Welty once observed:
      

      
         I’ve always been tenacious in my feeling that we don’t need to know a writer’s life
            in order to understand his work and I have really felt very opposed to a lot of biographies
            that have been written these days, of which the reviewers say they’re not any good
            unless they reveal all sorts of other things about the writer. . . . It’s brought
            out my inherent feeling that it’s good to know something about a writer’s background,
            but only what pertains.[3] 
         

      

      Although I think Welty was being unduly squeamish, literary biography is without question
         a tricky genre. Although it can be reasonably said that most fiction writing has an
         autobiographical source somewhere, however indirect or alchemized it may be in the
         process, any biographer who tries to underline too heavily the shape and meaning of
         a story or a novel by drawing parallels to the author’s life runs the risk of painting
         himself into a treacherous corner; the temptation is to misinterpret the real intention
         of the author in a fictional work by forcing it to correspond to the facts of the
         author’s life. And for most fiction writers, the process of creation is far too complex
         and mysterious to be pinned down in such an elemental way. Perhaps this is a large
         part of what Elizabeth Hardwick was complaining about when she once, in a 1984 interview
         with Darryl Pinckney, sniffed that biography was “a scrofulous cottage industry, done
         mostly by academics who get grants and have a good time going all over the place interviewing.”[4] A biographer’s most important mission may be to suggest the influences and obsessions
         and habits that make up a life, and to maintain a certain “separation of powers” policy
         when discussing the work. For in the end, doesn’t the author’s work really have to
         speak for itself?
      

      
      Pauline was not a fiction writer—her early attempts at scriptwriting and playwriting
         are not successful; many of the characters speak in a similar voice, and they do not
         have the breath of life; they seem to be mere mouthpieces for the author’s not-fully
         fleshed-out ideas about art and marriage. Still, it struck me that more than any other
         film critic, Pauline’s working methods were not unlike those of a fiction writer.
         The structure of her reviews was precise and carefully worked out, while giving the
         feeling of spontaneity, and the crucial points, like the big moments in a good novel
         or play, are almost always made at precisely the right moment; she doesn’t fail you
         at the moment of climax. If my book was going to work, I would have to render a portrait
         of her life as I saw it while at the same time staying out of her way. This meant
         that I was going to have to resist the temptation to make my own personal comments
         on her critical viewpoints when I disagreed with her. In this I didn’t succeed entirely—as
         in my comments on her puzzling review of Martin Scorsese’s Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore, to my mind, still one of the most frustrating reviews she wrote, and one of the
         few instances of a review where I feel she didn’t articulate her feelings properly.
         Mostly, however, I tried to avoid this approach. And of course, I knew that to draw
         too many connecting lines between Pauline’s personal life and what wound up in her
         New Yorker columns would be pat, reductive, and of no interest. (Here, too, I fell into the
         trap now and then: when I sat down to write about her response to Ingmar Bergman’s
         1978 mother-daughter drama Autumn Sonata, it was impossible not to connect her sharp feelings about the movie with her own
         relationship with Gina.) Mostly, I tried to follow my own rules, breaking them only
         when I felt I couldn’t get around doing so.
      

      
      So why was I writing her biography? I wanted to try to give the reader a sense of the passions
         and obsessions and blind spots that drove Pauline Kael and how that, in a broad way,
         led to her responses to the movies. Of equal importance to me was to try to write
         a dual biography—not only of Pauline but also of the changing movie eras that she
         witnessed. That ever-changing body of moviemaking, from the 1940s to the early 1990s,
         when she retired, came to seem in many ways the most important character in my story—a
         palpable presence that, more than any lover or husband could have been, more even
         than Gina could have been, was her true partner on the dance floor of her career.
         I wanted to convey some of the richness of movie-going during those times, particularly
         during the decade that Pauline believed was the most rewarding of all, the 1970s.
         When the decade began, I was in the fifth grade, and when it ended, I was a junior
         in college. I had gone to the movies during those ten years with an almost-breathless
         excitement. From my vantage point in the bitterly economically challenged times we
         now live in, the 1970s seem to me—I think I have a firm grip on my nostalgia—as a
         long-ago golden era, not only for the movies but also for music and theater as well.
         Surely, I thought, I could bring something of that era to life, and show how deeply
         Pauline belonged to it, and how that era belonged to her. In each of my books, there
         has been a point of identification when my own drives and concerns coincide with those
         of the subject, and as I worked, I realized that in a sense I was writing my own movie-going
         autobiography of those years.
      

      
      Once I had completed the bulk of my research, I sat down to write in early December
         2009. Two months later, my partner became gravely ill with a rare form of meningitis,
         and after a six-week stay at Mount Sinai Hospital, underwent a long and arduous recovery
         at home. Much of my writing was done between the hours of midnight and 4:00 a.m.,
         but I did manage to complete it by Viking’s deadline. What I turned in exceeded the
         length stipulated in my contract by about a third. I was horrified that the book had
         mushroomed to such a length, and set about reviewing the editor’s deep cuts. Most
         turned out to be acceptable; some made me wince. I was sorry to lose discussions of
         several whole films, including The Garden of the Finzi-Continis, Carnal Knowledge, Cries and Whispers, and Mommie Dearest.
      

      
      The old-time character actress Iris Adrian (incidentally, a great favorite of Pauline’s)
         once told me in an interview, “Kid, opening night on Broadway is when you pray to
         God to die.”[5] I prayed to God to die several times before the reviews of Pauline Kael: A Life in the Dark appeared.
      

      
      The reviews, however, turned out to be more than any biographer could reasonably wish
         for. And now, three years after the book was published, there is only one notice,
         good or bad, that I puzzle over. It was a very positive one that came from Janet Maslin
         in the daily edition of the New York Times. After writing a number of lovely things about the book, she summed up, “Mr. Kellow’s
         clear, independent view of his subject is his book’s most valuable surprise. . . .
         Kael liked to disparage what she called ‘saphead objectivity.’ But Mr. Kellow is no
         saphead, and he makes objectivity a great virtue.”[6] 
      

      
      Is there really such a thing as an objective biography? I am grateful for Ms. Maslin’s
         review, but it doesn’t seem to me that I could possibly have approached a literary
         life as rich and intoxicating as Pauline’s with anything resembling “objectivity.”
         Her passion for movies that I felt bouncing off the page at me as a schoolboy, and
         her passion for the times that produced those great films of the 1970s and early 1980s,
         ultimately connected with my own, and with my passion for her work. That was something
         I felt through every moment of the writing of my book.
      

      
      Great writers enlarge our world, and help to explain that world to us. And when they
         die, no matter how old they may be, we feel a devastating sense of abandonment. They
         have been guiding us for so long that we feel the loss not only of them but also of
         the times they captured, illuminated, were inextricably a part of. Looking back at
         the time when I wrote Pauline Kael: A Life in the Dark, it seems to me that the feeling that nagged at me throughout the process is one
         of immense loss—the loss of an intoxicating time in American culture, a time that
         was brilliantly recorded by Pauline week by week in the pages of the New Yorker. The great decade of 1970s films was in some ways heartbreaking to write about, because
         I knew too well the end of the story: they hadn’t lasted. It was that sense of loss,
         I now think, that was perhaps my true subject as a biographer.
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      Every year or two Pauline Kael would speak at schools within a specific region—in
         the South, for instance, where I met her in 1979, shortly before she left reviewing
         for what would become a brief stint as a Hollywood consultant. Although she wrote
         from a premier platform for criticism, Kael was upfront about the New Yorker’s remittance, which did not enable her to support herself without additional income,
         some of which she received from her collected reviews, and some of which was provided
         from speaking engagements at colleges and universities. I think I represent the many
         students that Kael befriended during such engagements. The difference in my case is
         that we stayed in touch, I wrote about her work (collecting every reference I could
         gather in the pre-internet era), and I convinced her to let me edit a volume of her
         interviews, which was published as Conversations with Pauline Kael in 1996.
      

      
      As an undergraduate English major who spent a lot of time in Atlanta’s used bookstores,
         I found it easy enough to discover I Lost It at the Movies and Kael’s other early collections. What would it be like, I recall thinking, to
         possess a range of vision and experience as broad as hers, and to be able to write
         like that—to produce sentences that dazzle with perception and justified outrage?
         I wanted to see the world through her eyes, and eventually I wanted to explain why
         and how I thought her work mattered. And, of course, I wanted to meet her.
      

      
      As director of the student film series at Georgia State University, I invited Kael
         to lecture. She declined at first, but she did so in a handwritten note designed to
         placate any driven movie nut:
      

      
         March 18 [1977]. Dear Mr. Brantley, Thank you for your invitation. I don’t actually
            do any tours—I think I might turn into a ham actor if I did. I try just to accept
            a few invitations each year to stay in contact with students—that way I can do something
            fresh each time. I’m committed to writing & other tasks for the months ahead, so I
            can’t propose any dates. However, if you’d still be interested in having me next Spring,
            perhaps you could drop me a card in about six months, & maybe we could dope it out.
            Best, & with apologies, Pauline Kael.[1] 
         

      

      Kael must have known that she wouldn’t escape easily, so she called and said that
         she would come to Georgia State, followed by appearances at a junior college nearby
         and at the University of South Carolina in Columbia. “Don’t get too excited,” she
         warned. “I’m just a tired, old broad.” She was baiting me. Kael valued her younger
         readers, and she knew that we were ready to meet the small woman with the large critical
         voice.
      

      
      “An Evening with Pauline Kael” took place on a warm Saturday night, April 7, 1979,
         in Georgia State’s Urban Life Auditorium. Kael said the plush urban setting was not
         what she had known in her college days at Berkeley. The large auditorium was full,
         and the audience listened attentively before posing questions about the films of the
         year (the Academy Awards were coming up) and the blockbuster trends that were altering
         the industry that had seemed so vital for most of the decade. I recall one administrator
         wondering why so many people would show up for a film critic. Even a few detractors
         turned out for the opportunity to spar in person.
      

      
      The opening remarks were vintage Kael:

      
         I would like to say a few words about the films which were praised excessively in
            the past few weeks; these include Hair, The China Syndrome, Norma Rae, and a number of other films which it seems to me are being praised for a certain
            kind of liberal good will and for tying in with something in the zeitgeist at the
            moment instead of for their aesthetic properties. And, it occurs to me that people
            who don’t trust their local critics might be better advised to go to films they pan
            instead of films they praise and then they might see pictures like The Warriors and Up in Smoke and Invasion of the Body Snatchers and films that have some life in them.[2] 
         

      

      Kael admitted to her enjoyment in writing against the tastes and expectations of many
         New Yorker readers, and she echoed an argument that she had recently presented in “Fear of Movies”:
         “Raw energy scares off people in this country. They think it is something vulgarly
         American, which is part of the reason for the overpraise of rather tedious European
         films.”[3] Before taking questions, she said, “If there were an ideal life for a critic, it
         would be to write only when there was a movie you really loved or you really hated
         and let all of those in between go by the way. But that would mean you were writing
         perhaps every three or four weeks and that is not the way criticism works.”[4] 
      

      
      A journalism student from the University of Georgia in neighboring Athens asked if
         Kael thought that critics had too much power. “No,” she replied, “they have too little
         power in general. It’s the advertisers who have the power.” Another student asked
         about the future of women’s movies. “If by that you mean Girlfriends or An Unmarried Woman, I would hope that we get beyond that stage pretty fast. They are really like a feminine
         version of Stalinism.” Kael’s intent here was to provoke, but she prompted applause
         when she said that such films were a “terrible drag,” particularly for women like
         herself who had been doing what they wanted to do all along. “It’s rather tiresome,”
         she added, “to make it appear as if there were some big revolution ten minutes ago
         and suddenly, women are different.”[5] Kael explained her preference for films that aren’t thesis driven and that explore
         the effects of shifting sexual mores on men as well as women. In A Life in the Dark, his biography of Kael, Brian Kellow says that “Pauline’s idea of being a feminist
         was to live her life rather like a Jean Arthur career woman: proving herself by doing
         her work better than any man, but always maintaining a sense of humor about herself.”
         Kellow cites a remark by Karen Durbin, who worked with Kael at the New Yorker: “The pure nerve of the way Pauline would say what she thought and not mince anything—it
         must have been God’s own battle for her to create that permission for herself. And
         she lived by it. But that doesn’t mean that there wasn’t underneath that permission
         a tremulous place—‘Am I getting away with this?’”[6] 
      

      
      When asked if she could detect a unifying thread in her criticism, Kael turned the
         question back on her Atlanta audience: “What unifying thread is there in the work
         of any critic who tries to approach the works of his period and deals with them in
         the best way he can?” She then provided one of the most elaborately rendered retorts
         of the evening:
      

      
         The only unifying thread in my work is that I have always tried to deal with movies
            in the many ways they hit us, in terms of the whole sensual impact of movies, in the
            way they scare us, the ways they sneak around our wariness and affect us emotionally
            even if we disapprove of the ideas in them. I think I have always tried to deal with
            films as they are and maybe it’s because my own background is in philosophy that I
            don’t respect these simplistic theories as much as some people.[7] 
         

      

      The simplistic theory under scrutiny was the auteur theory, which was still a major
         source of debate in the late 1970s. Students in film courses knew Kael and Andrew
         Sarris from compilations such as the one edited by Gerald Mast and Marshall Cohen,
         Film Theory and Criticism: Introductory Readings, and Kael assumed that students—already accustomed to talking about an author in
         literature classes—might be persuaded to see a flaw in Sarris’s elaborately constructed
         pantheon of great directors: “If you applied the auteur theory to literature, you
         would have something utterly ridiculous. You would be proclaiming Shakespeare’s minor
         history plays as great as the great plays.”[8] Apparently unconvinced, one detractor later asked if criticism not rooted in theory
         reveals more about the reviewer than the work under review. “Not necessarily,” Kael
         replied. “Shaw did not apply a theory or yardstick of any kind. I can’t think of any
         great critic who has applied a theory.” Kael then provided the essence of her anti-theory
         stance:
      

      
         Art doesn’t work by theory and if you have a theory, you generally are blind to new
            work. . . . If you have an appreciation of theory, you know a lot of theories, not
            just one. The great thing about art in any medium is that it violates theories. If
            there were a theory you could apply, then everyone could be a great artist. Instead
            you have to use all your understanding and experience, you have to react to everything
            you know, which means all your emotions, all your thoughts, all the movies you’ve
            ever seen.[9] 
         

      

      Kael’s appearance was followed by a large dinner at the Country Place in Atlanta’s
         Colony Square, and the next day she and I saw Franco Zeffirelli’s remake of The Champ from 1931. While waiting outside the Lenox Square Theatre, Kael said, “You wouldn’t
         think the owner of the first twin art house would need to stand in line for tickets.”
         I agreed. She also said, “I’ve been holding on to you all afternoon, and you’re still
         calling me Miss Kael.” Before the screening I recalled a line from “She Came at Me
         in Sections,” Kael’s review of Romeo and Juliet: “Zeffirelli is very high on dust,” from Going Steady.[10] Twice during the screening, Kael removed a small pad and pencil from her purse and
         took note of a detail or two—and she pointed to the dust as it went by on screen.
         We dined afterward and talked about life and politics in the South, including Jimmy
         and Rosalynn Carter, whom Kael had met and liked, and we talked about my future plans
         for a doctoral program. She offered to make some calls on my behalf.
      

      
      The final night of Kael’s visit dovetailed with the Academy Awards. She spoke briefly
         at Clayton State College because she wanted to return for the awards telecast. Unhappy
         with the TV set in her room at the Omni Hotel, she asked if mine at home was in better
         shape. I had to say no since I was still living with my parents and could not quite
         see bringing a worldly critic to my southern gothic home.
      

      
      I missed the opportunity to watch the Academy Awards with Pauline Kael. I have relived
         that decision many times.
      

      
      I went on to write an interdisciplinary MA thesis in which I provided an intellectual
         rationale for Kael’s critical approach, and which I subsequently condensed for an
         article in the New Orleans Review: “In Defense of Subjectivity: The Film Criticism of Pauline Kael.”[11] When I began thinking seriously about Kael in the late 1970s, literary critics were
         looking for ways to move beyond the formal analysis that had defined the New Criticism
         and that had often determined the ways that literary texts were studied and talked
         about in the classroom. But critics were also turning to theory, specifically that
         of deconstruction, to think about texts in new if not always revealing ways. Kael,
         most insistently, rejected theory as a viable aid to criticism, but she was at the
         forefront of the critical movement against formalism. Like the French critics of consciousness,
         Kael set out to feel and render a film’s central impulse. One could find no better
         example than the opening of her well-known review of Taxi Driver, a seminal film from the Kael decade, the 1970s:
      

      
         Taxi Driver is the fevered story of an outsider in New York—a man who can’t find any point of
            entry into human society. Travis Bickle (Robert De Niro), the protagonist of Martin
            Scorsese’s new film, from a script by Paul Schrader, can’t find a life. He’s an ex-Marine
            from the Midwest who takes a job driving a cab nights, because he can’t sleep anyway,
            and he is surrounded by the night world of the uprooted—whores, pimps, transients.
            Schrader, who grew up in Michigan, in the Christian Reformed Church, a zealous Calvinist
            splinter (he didn’t see a movie until he was seventeen), has created a protagonist
            who is an ascetic not by choice, but out of fear. And Scorsese with his sultry moodiness
            and his appetite for the pulp sensationalism of forties movies, is just the director
            to define an American underground man’s resentment. Travis wants to conform, but he
            can’t find a group to conform to. So he sits and drives in the stupefied languor of
            anomie. He hates New York with a Biblical fury; it gives off the stench of Hell, and
            its filth and smut obsess him. . . . Travis becomes sick with loneliness and frustration;
            and then, like a commando preparing for a raid, he purifies his body and goes into
            training to kill. Taxi Driver is a movie in heat, a raw tabloid version of Notes from Underground, and we stay with the protagonist’s hatreds all the way.[12] 
         

      

      Kael shows how and from what sources the film manifests its central impulse, and the
         subjective intensity of her writing, as I noted in the New Orleans Review, captures and conveys the emotional charge of the work itself. Ironically, it was
         Kael’s sometime-nemesis, Susan Sontag, who called for such “acts of criticism which
         would supply a really accurate, sharp, loving description of the appearance of a work
         of art,” a mode of criticism that seems “even harder to do than formal analysis”[13] 
      

      
      In “Circles and Squares: Joys and Sarris,” her major debunking of the auteur theory,
         Kael said that a critic achieves greatness “if by his understanding and feeling for
         the work, by his passion, he can excite people so that they want to experience more
         of the art that is there, waiting to be seized. . . . The art of the critic is to
         transmit his knowledge of and enthusiasm for art to others.”[14] In her talk at Georgia State, Kael acknowledged an affinity between her approach
         and that of the literary critic R. P. Blackmur, who claimed that the critic “has to
         run the risk of a greater degree of consciousness than his mind is fit for.” Blackmur
         said that this risk is necessary because “the critic brings to consciousness the means
         of performance.”[15] 
      

      
      Kael’s longest piece of criticism, the still-controversial “Raising Kane,” is a distillation
         of her critical approach and her most extended attempt to bring a film to “full performance.”
         In this piece we see a whole era of film history through Kael’s eyes, including the
         scandal that surrounded the film’s initial release. Toppling egos as she moves along,
         Kael untangles the collaboration between Orson Welles and his screenwriter Herman
         Mankiewicz, his cinematographer Gregg Toland, and his Mercury Theatre Players. While
         she sees the film as the culmination of 1930s screen comedy, she also notes its darker
         subtexts: “There is a theme that is submerged in much of Citizen Kane but that comes to the surface now and then, and it’s the linking life story of Hearst
         and of Mankiewicz and of Welles—the story of how brilliantly gifted men who seem to
         have everything it takes to do what they want to do are defeated. It’s the story of
         how heroes become con artists.”[16] Never do we see Citizen Kane outside Kael’s range of vision. Who else would dare to call this film a “shallow
         masterpiece”?[17] What matters most, however, is the scope of Kael’s consciousness, along with the
         ability to render her vision in prose.
      

      
      Aside from film scholar Howard Suber’s undocumented claim that Kael reneged on a co-writing
         credit,[18] the hostility in response to “Raising Kane,” from Peter Bogdanovich and others, can
         be explained by the way in which it takes down the central premise of auteurism. In
         one notable passage not cited by Bogdanovich, Kael says that “Welles had a vitalizing,
         spellbinding talent; he was the man who brought out the best in others and knew how
         to use it. . . . Citizen Kane is not a great work that suddenly burst out of a young prodigy’s head. . . . It is
         a superb example of collaboration; everyone connected with it seems to have had the
         time of his life because he was able to contribute something.”[19] Kael knew that the auteur theory, with its Great Man emphasis, could not account
         for the complexity of a work like Kane. Nor could it account for those films that don’t approach greatness, meaning most
         films ever made, but that still matter in our film-going lives—commercial works that
         can’t be defined as art but that, as she remarked of Martin Ritt’s Hud, are “sometimes fused by artistry.”[20] 
      

      
      Kael found the auteur theory antithetical to the real nature of a business-driven
         art. In “It’s Only a Movie,” an essay regrettably not included in any of her collections,
         she encouraged teachers of film to stop fetishizing the director and to invite an
         array of moviemakers to address their classes:
      

      
         Not just the great men, the sensitive men, and the frustrated talents, but the hardened
            commercial hacks, the gravel-voiced producers, the ferrety agents, the sentimental
            self-righteous blacklisted writers, the directors who have never made a competent
            movie, the exploitation film makers who didn’t even try, the cutters who couldn’t
            get into the butcher’s union, the dubbers and all the rest; the critics who have always
            panned the great ones, and the blackmailing gossip columnists, and the union bosses,
            and the old stars who will do anything to appear on television as celebrities. . .
            . Show your students the big money makers, the all-time top grossers, those huge displays
            of whore mongering and tastelessness and condescension that are enjoyed by people
            all over the world, and maybe they’ll begin to understand something of what makes
            movies an impossible heart-breaking near-possibility. They’ll learn something about
            the motion picture business.[21] 
         

      

      To be sure, Kael had her favorite directors, but her collected criticism displays
         an engagement with the motion-picture industry in all its complexity.
      

      
      When she spoke with students, or with magazine and newspaper interviewers, Kael focused
         on both the pleasures and vagaries of The Great Bastard Cross-Fertilized Super-Art—her original title for Going Steady.[22] Attuned to the uniqueness of her voice and approach, readers have wanted to hear
         Kael talk about her craft and to engage her in ways that move beyond the reviews.
         The idea for a volume of interviews occurred to me in 1995. I had recently published
         a book on southern women writers with the University Press of Mississippi and knew
         that the press had begun to expand its literary conversations series to include authors
         known primarily for their nonfiction, writers such as Susan Sontag and M. F. K. Fisher.
         I saw that Kael belonged in the Mississippi series, which highlights writers in their
         conversational modes, so I approached her with the possibility. I did assure her that
         I would not include pieces in which she had been misquoted. Beyond that, Kael left
         the selections to me, with the suggestion that I not overlook pieces by female interviewers.
      

      
      Some of the interviews suggest why Kael was so attuned to gender bias. Speaking with
         Leo Lerman in Cosmopolitan, she provided this self-reflective assessment:
      

      
         Not too surprisingly, when a woman becomes a critic, the terms in which she is customarily
            described indicate the condescension and hostility that men seem to be unaware of.
            Whenever one of my books is reviewed the same terms come up. I am described as bitchy
            or nervous or shrill or as impressionistic—that’s a favorite term. “Impressionistic”
            suggests, of course, that the woman doesn’t really have a good mind, but that she
            somehow takes off sense impressions though she can’t organize them. If you think of
            my writing over a period of time, it’s far more analytic than that of most of the
            critics, and that is probably my most serious limitation. But people think of that
            as a masculine trait, and I don’t think I’ve ever been described as analytic. It’s
            astonishing how much nonsense men movie critics can write while thinking of themselves
            as possessors of fine masculine intelligences.[23] 
         

      

      Such a remark sheds light on Kael’s initial objection to the auteur theory with its
         emphasis on the great man who defeats the odds stacked against him, and with its absence
         of any female practitioners.
      

      
      The pieces in Conversations with Pauline Kael cover four decades and offer reflections on what Kael perceived as the immediacy
         of her approach and the forces that sustained her talent. Speaking of her writing
         habits in 1985 to Mike Sragow in the San Francisco Examiner, Kael said, “If I outlined a review, I’d never write it, because the fun for me is
         discovering the connections as I write.”[24] The interviews clarify that Kael never expected readers to share her tastes or final
         assessments. As she remarked in 1989 to Polly Frost and Ray Sawhill in Interview, “We read critics for the perceptions, for what they tell us that we didn’t fully
         grasp when we saw the work. The judgments we can usually make for ourselves.”[25] In the inaugural edition of The Oxford American from 1992, Kael told Mark Smirnoff, “For at least thirty years people said to me,
         why don’t you do something besides criticism? As if criticism was something inferior.
         I think they’re terribly wrong, and I think I can be more expressive as a critic than
         in other forms.”[26] 
      

      
      I wish I could have included more interviews, many of which are not readily available,
         For example, in 1980 Kael spoke with Diana Loevy in the short-lived Home Video, speculating on the ways that video cassettes, then in their infancy, might alter
         the film industry. Asked if the new technology would improve film quality, Kael said
         that she had no “dreamy hopes,” adding that she could not understand the desire to
         own a film library nor even the desire to own a VCR. She changed her mind about the
         VCR as it became more pervasive and travel more difficult, but she did not alter her
         position on the alienating effect of technology: “What I hate is the idea of isolation,
         of people just building libraries of things they’re going to look at over and over.
         Because a lot of technological people are very isolated anyhow.”[27] Kael stressed her love of movies as a democratic art form—expensive to make, but
         inexpensive to view in theaters all over the world. She did not wish to see film become
         a technologically driven medium for an elite audience.
      

      
      After a talk at Berkeley’s Pacific Rim Archive in 1980, Sheila Benson overheard a
         woman claim that “Pauline Kael has the shortest chute from her brain to her mouth
         of anyone I’ve ever heard speak.”[28] One of Kael’s comments from that evening is revealing in hindsight. “I can finally
         have [the New Yorker] job all year, but it comes a little late in life.”[29] Due to failing health, stemming largely from Parkinson’s disease, Kael decided to
         call it quits eleven years later in 1991. Brian Kellow’s biography, which appeared
         nineteen years later, relies heavily on previously published interviews and his own
         conversations about Kael with people who knew her. Kellow’s technique, however, is
         oddly detached. He rarely challenges a commentator’s assessment, and his biography,
         for all its usefulness, reads like a record of settled scores. Kellow seems drawn
         to and yet deeply suspicious of Kael’s passion.
      

      
      Part of Kael’s genius was her ability to stir—and stir up—readers, and she could be
         exacting even to those who were part of only her most extended orbit. In a phone conversation
         in 1994, I asked if she had seen Muriel’s Wedding, thinking that she might have noticed something interesting in the young Toni Collette.
         “No,” she said, “but should I have?” If I used a phrase like “contemporary cultural
         critics,” she would want to know right away who I was including in that designation,
         and why. I think she knew how much I admired what she accomplished on the page, and
         I was pleased when she would call to see if I had come across a reference to her work
         that she had heard about but not yet seen. As she said to Laurie Winer in Mirabella, “Most people don’t understand that a critic has to be a writer. Artists think we’re
         sponging off them, off their art, and they don’t understand how much goes into being
         a writer, and maybe there’s a craft comparable to what they do.”[30] 
      

      
      In her New Yorker interview with Hal Espen, Kael said, “Not many reviewers have a real gift for effrontery.
         I think that may be my best talent.”[31]  Entertainment Weekly columnist Ken Tucker and others have highlighted this element of Kael’s writing—the
         audaciousness, the temerity, and the gall that has generated so much controversy.
         It was Kael’s audaciousness, along with her polemical gifts, that enabled her to dismantle
         a film like Shoah, which had received praise on all fronts; it was her audaciousness and, again, her
         gifts as a polemicist that enabled her to create a new sense of excitement around
         Bonnie and Clyde, a ground-breaking film that had been dismissed by the critical establishment of
         its day. It was Kael’s effrontery that most excited me when I first discovered her
         and that I continue to relish in her collected writings.
      

      
      As an epigraph to her final collection, Movie Love, Kael cited another audacious and controversial writer, Ezra Pound: “What thou lovest
         well remains, the rest is dross/What thou lov’st well shall not be reft from thee/What
         thou lov’st is thy true heritage.”[32] A deep love of the film medium—matched by a deep belief in herself—must have sustained
         Kael through some pretty angry attacks, most notably from Renata Adler in the New York Review of Books, but also from others in other quarters. Although she cultivated readers who waited
         eagerly for each week’s New Yorker, Kael knew that not everyone saw the need for criticism, particularly criticism from
         a woman whose “impressions” were so out of synch with their own. Even disarming interviewers
         and students would attempt to trip her into an acknowledgment of limitations by asking
         if she had ever misjudged a film. Kael gave a memorable reply to this question at
         the conclusion of her 1979 talk in Atlanta. “Oh Lord,” she quipped, “you want me to
         score high points for humility.” Kael then explained why she did not return to a movie:
         “I would see it with all the encrusted opinions and cultural assumptions that have
         formed around it. Where at least when I first saw it, right or wrong, I was true to
         my own reactions.”
      

      
      Kael closed the evening, as she closed her career, with this admission: “I would rather
         stick by my first impulses. That does mean that, very indirectly, I’m saying that
         I’m not very humble.”[33] 
      

      
      Notes
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