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  Introduction


  The three great Hollywood genres are the western, the musical, and film noir. But hold on a moment. Why does one of the quintessentially American genres have a name in French? “When we were making them,” Robert Mitchum once told me, “we just called them B movies.” We were speaking at a tribute at the Virginia Festival of American Film, after a screening of Out of the Past, one of the noir classics included in this little collection.


  American crime films of the 1930s and 1940s create great enthusiasm among French movies, and especially that generation of critics who created the auteur theory. One way of describing that theory: the director, not the writer, is the true author of a film, and its quality can be found in its visual strategies more than its words. Out of the Past is a perfectly ordinary pulp story, but it evokes a world in its images. Because of their work in a disreputable genre, such heroes were crowned as Hitchcock, Fritz Lang, John Huston, Otto Preminger, and Billy Wilder.


  One of the pleasures of a noir film is the world it summons, usually in black and white, often indicated by images surrounded by shadows, tilt shots, and tough talk. Film noir, I wrote in a review once, often involves the way light falls on wet pavement stones, and how a neon sign glows in a darkened doorway. It is about the attitudes that men strike when they feel in control of a situation, and the way their shoulders slump when someone else takes power. It is about smoking. It is about cleavage. It is about the look on a man’s face when someone is about to deliberately break his arm, and he knows it. And about the look on a woman’s face when she is waiting for a man she thinks she loves, and he is late, and she fears it is because he is dead.


  It is also about lonely furnished rooms, and rain, and standing in the window at night looking out into the street, and signaling for someone across a crowded nightclub floor, and about saxophones, which are the instrument of the night. It is about the flat, masked expressions on the faces of bodyguards, and about the face of a man who is consumed by anger. And it is about kissing, and about the look in a woman’s eyes when she is about to kiss a man for the first time. And it is about high heels, and cleavage. I believe I already mentioned cleavage. Some images recur more naturally than others.


  After people see enough movies, they begin to notice that in night scenes it always seems to have just rained–even in usually dry places. That is the result of early noir cinematographers who found that many scenes were set at night, and pavement at night was extraordinarily hard to photograph. They found, however, if streets were wet down with fire hoses before filming, they would reflect street lamps, headlights, and shop windows, and the result would be beautiful, not murky. Two other things they loved were hats and cigarettes. Hats, on both women and men, introduced angles and shadows into an ordinary close-up. And curling cigarette smoke introduced movement into a static shot.


  Sometimes a film can literally be built from such elements and the audience will forgive almost anything else. I draw your attention to Edgar G. Ulmer’s Detour, which in some senses is the worst film on this list. I think my review adequately explains its shortcomings. It was a product of Hollywood’s so-called Poverty Row, low-rent studios specializing in quickie exploitation. The peculiar fascination of Detour is that it works despite its shortcomings–and maybe even because of them, because it is so bluntly what it is, unsoftened by style. At its center is the extraordinary power of Ann Savage’s performance; women in noir were routinely allowed to be more interesting, more independent, than in other genres. And although Tom Neal is a mediocre actor playing a loser, those are the qualities needed here. Otherwise, it is all lonely bars, phone booths, empty highways, bleak hotel rooms, fate . . . and noir.


  Noir at its heart is a cynical genre. People are weak. They get trapped by their weaknesses. It is about sin and not virtue. Look at the demonstration of that in Billy Wilder’s Double Indemnity, which along with his Ace in the Hole and Sunset Boulevard is among the greatest of noirs. For an example of noir cinematography at its greatest–the nights, the shadows, the tilt shots–consider Carol Reed’s The Third Man.


  The French, feeling they had discovered noir and done Americans the favor of pointing it out, were quick to make their own films in the genre, and their masters are included here: Jacques Becker with Touchez Pas au Grisbi and Le Samourai, and Bob le Flambeur, by Jean-Pierre Melville. And the Japanese have a richness of noir, of which I especially recommend Pale Flower, by Masahiro Shinoda. In such relatively recent films you can see how noir retains its fascination for filmmakers and audiences. For example, After Dark, My Sweet, by James Foley; Blood Simple, by the Coen brothers; and Red Rock West, by John Dahl.


  Do I have a favorite genre? Yes, the film noir. Does that make me unusual? Not at all.


  

  ROGER EBERT
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      	A great film

      

    


    
      	

      	G, PG, PG-13, R, NC-17: Ratings of the Motion Picture Association of America

      

    


    
      	G

      	Indicates that the movie is suitable for general audiences
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      	Suitable for general audiences but parental guidance is suggested

      

    


    
      	PG-13

      	Recommended for viewers 13 years or above; may contain material inappropriate for younger children

      

    


    
      	R

      	Recommended for viewers 17 or older
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      	Intended for adults only

      

    


    
      	141 m.

      	Running time

      

    


    
      	2011

      	Year of theatrical release
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  NO MPAA RATING, 111 m., 1951


  
    Kirk Douglas (Chuck Tatum), Richard Benedict (Leo Minosa), Jan Sterling (Lorraine Minosa). Directed and produced by Billy Wilder. Screenplay by Wilder, Lesser Samuels, and Walter Newman, based on a story by Victor Desny.

  


  

  There’s not a soft or sentimental passage in Billy Wilder’s Ace in the Hole (1951), a portrait of rotten journalism and the public’s insatiable appetite for it. It’s easy to blame the press for its portraits of self-destructing celebrities, philandering preachers, corrupt politicians, or bragging serial killers, but who loves those stories? The public does. Wilder, true to this vision and ahead of his time, made a movie in which the only good men are the victim and his doctor. Instead of blaming the journalist who masterminds a media circus, he is equally hard on sightseers who pay twenty-five cents admission. Nobody gets off the hook here.


  The movie stars Kirk Douglas, an actor who could freeze the blood when he wanted to, in his most savage role. Yes, he made comedies and played heroes, but he could be merciless, his face curling into scorn and bitterness. He plays Charles Tatum, a skilled reporter with a drinking problem, who has been fired in eleven markets (slander, adultery, boozing) when his car breaks down in Albuquerque and he cons his way into a job at the local paper.


  The break he’s waiting for comes a year later. Dispatched to a remote town to cover a rattlesnake competition, he stops in a desert hamlet and discovers that the owner of the trading post has been trapped in an abandoned silver mine by a cave-in. Tatum forgets the rattlesnakes and talks his way into the tunnel to talk to Leo Minosa (Richard Benedict), whose legs are pinned under timbers. When Tatum comes out again, he sees the future: He will nail down possession of the story, spin it out as long as he can, and milk it for money, fame, and his old job back east.


  Confronted by a corrupt local sheriff and mining experts, Tatum takes charge by force of will, issuing orders and slapping around deputies with so much confidence he gets away with it. Learning that Minosa could be rescued in a day or two if workers simply shored up the mine tunnel and brought him out, Tatum cooks up a cockamamie scheme to lengthen the process: Rescuers will drill straight down to the trapped man, through solid rock.


  The newspaperman moves into Minosa’s trading post. He finds that the man’s wife, a onetime Baltimore bar girl named Lorraine (Jan Sterling), has raided the cash register and plans to take the next bus out of town. He slaps her hard, and orders her to stay and portray a grieving spouse. He needs her for his story. Even though the film has been little seen, it produced one of those famous hard-boiled movie lines everybody seems to have heard; ordered to attend a prayer service for her husband, Lorraine sneers, “I don’t go to church. Kneeling bags my nylons.”


  Wilder (1906–2002) came to Ace in the Hole right after Sunset Boulevard (1950), which had eleven Oscar nominations and won three. Known for his biting cynicism and hard edges in such masterpieces as (1944) and The Lost Weekend (1945), he outdid himself with Ace in the Hole. The film’s harsh portrait of an American media circus appalled the critics and repelled the public; it failed on first release, and after it won European festivals and was retitled The Big Carnival, it failed again.


  There’s not a wasted shot in Wilder’s film, which is single-mindedly economical. Students of Arthur Schmidt’s editing could learn from the way every shot does its duty. There’s not even a gratuitous reaction shot. The black-and-white cinematography by Charles Lang is the inevitable choice; this story would curdle color. And notice how no time is wasted with needless exposition. A wire-service ticker turns up there, again without comment. A press tent goes up and speaks for itself.


  Although the film is more than half a century old old, I found while watching it again that it still has all its power. It hasn’t aged because Wilder and his cowriters, Walter Newman and Lesser Samuels, were so lean and mean. The dialogue delivers perfectly timed punches: “I can handle big news and little news. And if there’s no news, I’ll go out and bite a dog.”


  That’s what Tatum does with the Minosa story. Not content with the drama of a man trapped underground, Tatum discovers the mountain is an Indian burial ground and adds speculations about a mummy’s curse. Soon gawkers are arriving from all over the country, and others arrive to exploit them: hot dog stands, cotton candy vendors, a carnival with a merry-go-round.


  Meanwhile, Minosa grows weaker and depends on Tatum for his contact with the surface. The pounding drill, growing closer, tortures him. Rival newsmen complain about Tatum’s role: He controls access to the rescue, the story, and the wife. With every day that passes, the story grows bigger. And Tatum manufactures news on a slow day. He plunges into the cave with a priest and a doctor, and finds out from Leo about his anniversary present for the wife who despises him. It’s a fur scarf. Tatum hands it to her and tells her to wear it. She hates it. He almost chokes her with it. She wears it.


  Kirk Douglas (born in 1916) was and still is a ferocious competitor. Little wonder one of his first screen roles was as a boxer in Champion (1949). When I interviewed him for Esquire in 1969, the role of a champion was his central theme: “It doesn’t matter if you’re a nice guy or you’re a bastard. What matters is, you won’t bend!” His focus and energy as Chuck Tatum is almost scary. There is nothing dated about Douglas’s performance. It’s as right-now as a sharpened knife.


  Tatum drives relentlessly toward his goal of money and fame, and if there’s a moment when we think he might take pity on Minosa, that’s just Wilder, yanking our chains. The way Tatum’s thinking evolves about the trapped man is a study in subtlety of direction, writing, and acting. In a lesser movie, Tatum would share our sympathy for the pathetic man. Here, he’s on a parabola in that direction but wants it to intersect with the moment of his own greatest fame.


  Wilder, born in Austria, a refugee from Hitler, certainly became one of America’s greatest directors. But he never bought in to the American dream. What he saw in Europe warned him off dreams. Although Ace in the Hole has always been considered one of his greatest films, its rejection by the marketplace isn’t surprising: Moviegoers like crime, like suspense, like violence, but they like happy endings, and Wilder is telling them to wake up and smell the coffee.


  When the film was released, the press complained about its portrait of news practices and standards, even though the story was inspired by a real media circus when a man named Floyd Collins was trapped in a Kentucky cave. Today, it is hard to imagine some segments of the press not recognizing their hunger for sensation. The same might be said of the public; after the movie was finished, the studio sold admissions to its mountain sets outside Gallup, New Mexico.


  After Dark, My Sweet [image: fourstar]


  R, 114 m., 1990


  
    Jason Patric (Kevin “Kid” Collins), Rachel Ward (Fay Anderson), Bruce Dern (Garrett “Uncle Bud” Stoker), George Dickerson (Doc Goldman). Directed by James Foley and produced by Ric Kidney and Robert Redlin. Screenplay by Foley and Redlin, based on the novel by Jim Thompson.

  


  

  There is something wrong with Collie, but it’s hard to put your finger on it. He tells the bartender he pours a good glass of beer, and the bartender feels like throwing him out of the bar. He looks like a bum, clutching that parcel wrapped in brown paper, but he’s young and handsome and will tell you that he’s an ex-serviceman with a year and a half of community college. He walks unsteadily out of the blinding sunlight of the desert and into a rundown suburb of Palm Springs, where his destiny is sitting in the same bar, smoking a cigarette.


  Her name is Mrs. Fay Anderson. She is pretty clearly an alcoholic. Why else, after Collie beats the bartender senseless, would she follow him down the street in her car and offer him a ride? She does this not because she is drunk, but because widowhood and drinking have put her into the orbit of Uncle Bud, a man whose moneymaking plans require someone like Collie: needy, vulnerable, presentable, persuadable. Individually, these three people are hopeless loners. Together, they are a danger, because they are just smart enough to think up plans they’re stupid enough to try.


  After Dark, My Sweet (1990) tells their story as an inevitable progress toward failure and doom. What makes the story fascinating is the subterranean way Collie understands everything that is going wrong, understands Mrs. Fay Anderson is a good person and needs to be protected, and protects her in a way so subtle she may still be wondering if he did what she thinks he did.


  The movie, based on a novel by Jim Thompson, the poet of circa-1950 pulp noir, has a stubborn, sullen truth to it, focusing on its handful of characters during the course of a particularly incompetent kidnapping. The story is so intimate that everything depends on the performances, and Jason Patric, Rachel Ward, and Bruce Dern, and a character actor named George Dickerson, bring a grim, poetic sadness to the story. Film noir, we are reminded, is not about action and victory, but about incompetence and defeat. If it has a happy ending, something went wrong.


  After Fay (Ward) picks up Collie (Patric), she offers him the use of a house trailer at the far end of her dying palm plantation, a kiss on the doorstep, and a lot of drinking companionship. Through her he meets Uncle Bud (Dern), who says he is a former police detective with “connections on the force,” and who seems to have no life at all apart from sitting in Fay’s living room enlisting them in his scheme to kidnap the son of a rich local man. Fay tells Collie to get away, get out of town: “His scheme’s been cooking for months, and if you go away, it will keep right on boiling until it boils away.”


  Flashbacks inform us that Collie is a former boxer who was in one fight too many—both for his own mental acuity, and for the life of the fighter he beat to death. In an all-night diner, he stumbles into Doc Goldman (Dickerson), who takes one look at him and guesses, correctly, he is AWOL from a mental institution. The Doc has a concerned and kindly manner, which masks sexual desire; he invites Collie into his home, offers to let him stay, gives him employment. But Collie cannot take that form of captivity, and returns one morning to Fay’s door.


  Now Uncle Bud goes into overdrive. He briefs them on his kidnap plan as if it were one of those clever strategies in a heist movie, and not simply a matter of sending Collie to pick up a rich kid in a schoolyard. Collie wonders if maybe there’s a way to get the money without the kidnapping: Like, maybe, Uncle Bud could foil the kidnapping and collect a reward. The problem, says Uncle Bud, is that the plan doesn’t look right unless the hero produces the kidnapper. That would be Collie. At the same time Bud rejects the plan, Collie senses that he sees an angle in it. Get rid of Collie, and the money is only split two ways.


  It may seem I’ve revealed too much of the plot, but After Dark, My Sweet is not about the plot but about the personal and moral decisions that Collie and Fay make in light of how the plot unfolds. The closing twenty minutes of this movie contain masterful storytelling, with important decisions arriving silently, by implication. The last sixty seconds are brilliantly complex, as Collie steps a few feet away into the desert to think things through, and does, and improvises a chain of events that is inevitable, heroic, sad, and flawless.


  The movie was directed by James Foley, born 1953, a USC film school graduate, and one of the most underappreciated filmmakers of his generation. His At Close Range (1986) contained career-defining performances by Sean Penn and Christopher Walken; his Glengarry Glen Ross (1992) was the powerful adaptation of David Mamet’s play about real estate salesmen, with its electric performances by Jack Lemmon, Al Pacino, and Alec Baldwin; his Confidence (2003) had that unforgettable Dustin Hoffman performance as a hyperactive strip-club operator.


  After Dark, My Sweet is the movie that eluded audiences; it grossed less than $3 million, has been almost forgotten, and remains one of the purest and most uncompromising of modern films noir. It captures, above all, the lonely, exhausted lives of its characters.


  Faye lives in a suburban home that looks half-furnished, as if she is moving in, or out. The water in the pool is thick with leaves. We see a lot of drinking in the house, but no eating. How did Uncle Bud drift into her life? We gather he drifts as a mode of living. How does she feel about his kidnapping scheme? Before Collie came along, it gave them something to vaguely plan. She thinks Bud is a fool, but her life is too unfocused for resistance. When she and Collie finally have sex, the sequence is punctuated by fades into darkness, as if they are seeking oblivion as much as pleasure.


  Collie is the central character, the one who retains the ability to decide what he will and should do. Jason Patric’s performance is perfectly tuned to give us a man who finds that, with some effort, he can function in the world, but that he has lost the confidence to prevail. He supplies a narration from the Thompson novel that allows us a glimpse inside his mind. That’s useful, because although he repeatedly tells people that he hates to be thought of as stupid, the narration proves that he thinks more than he reveals. The subplot involving Doc Goldman is a tragedy within a tragedy, above all for the doctor, a pathetic little man with a yearning for the impossible and a bad sense of timing.


  Jason Patric, in movies like this and Rush (1991), Your Friends and Neighbors (1998), Narc (2002) and The Alamo (2004), shows a tough complexity that subverts his good looks or turns them to dark dramatic advantage. True, he was also in Speed 2 (1997), but as the only critic who liked that movie, I cannot complain.


  Rachel Ward, remembered for The Thorn Birds on TV, creates a wounded and drifting Faye, a woman without hope or purpose, her beautiful face rising bravely to a world of those too exhausted or damaged to be moved by it. The precise evolution of her feelings during the final scene is crucial, but I was also touched by her tenderness in earlier scenes; she plays a kind woman who has been deposited into an ugly situation by the inertia and hopelessness of alcoholism. As for Bruce Dern, there is a calculation in the way the movie denies him a life outside the immediate plot. Yes, we get a glimpse of an associate or two at long range, but here is a man who functions for Collie and Faye only in terms of his need to use them. Uncle Bud, who is nobody’s uncle and probably not named Bud, projects the patient intelligence of a man who can convince you of one thing and himself of another.


  That ambivalence is the essence of Thompson’s novel and Foley’s film: It begins with exhaustion and despair, stirs itself into half-hearted evil, and then in a final desperate sequence finds barely enough heroism to bring itself to a stop again. I have seen After Dark, My Sweet four times, and it only deepens with the retelling.
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  NO MPAA RATING, 89 m., 1953


  
    Glenn Ford (Dave Bannion), Gloria Grahame (Debby Marsh), Jocelyn Brando (Katie Bannion), Alexander Scourby (Mike Lagana), Lee Marvin (Vince Stone), Jeannette Nolan (Bertha Duncan). Directed by Fritz Lang and produced by Robert Arthur. Screenplay by Sydney Boehm, based on the serial in the Saturday Evening Post by William P. McGivern.

  


  

  Glenn Ford plays a straight-arrow police detective named Bannion in Fritz Lang’s Big Heat (1953)—unbending, courageous, fearless. He takes on the criminals who control the politics in his town and defeats them. One of his motives is revenge for the murder of his wife, but even before that happens he has an implacable hatred for the gang headed by Mike Lagana (Alexander Scourby) and his right-hand man Vince Stone (Lee Marvin). “Thieves,” he calls them, preferably to their faces. He is the good cop in a bad town.


  That at least is the surface reality of the film. But there is another level coiling away underneath, a subversive level in which Lang questions the human cost of Bannion’s ethical stand. Two women lose their lives because they trust Bannion, and a third is sent to her death because of information Bannion gives her. That may not have been his conscious intention, but a cop as clever as Bannion should know when to keep his trap shut.


  The film is as deceptive and two-faced as anything Lang ever made, with its sunny domestic tranquility precariously separated from a world of violence. Bannion thinks he can draw a line between his loving wife and adorable child, and the villains he deals with at work. But he invites evil into the lives of his wife and two other women by his self-righteous heroism. Does it ever occur to him that he is at least partly responsible for their deaths? No, apparently it doesn’t, and that’s one reason the film is so insidiously chilling; he continues on his mission oblivious to its cost. Oh, he’s right, of course, that Lagana and Stone are vermin. But tell that to the women he obliviously sends into harm’s way.


  He’s working on a case that begins with the suicide of a cop who was sick of being on the mob’s payroll. He questions Bertha, the cop’s widow (Jeanette Nolan), who says her husband killed himself because he was sick. Bannion doesn’t think her story smells right, and then is approached by Lucy (Dorothy Green), the cop’s mistress, who tells him the cop was in perfect health. Bannion unwisely tells Bertha what Lucy told him, she tells Lagana, and Lucy is dumped dead on a county road. If he suspects Bertha and half-believes Lucy, and Bertha is still alive, then she must be talking to the mob. Why didn’t Bannion suspect that? How naive can he be?


  Bannion is told by his boss to lay off the case: “I got a call from upstairs.” That night his wife (Jocelyn Brando, Marlon’s sister) gets a threatening telephone call, and Bannion is enraged. He walks into Lagana’s house, threatens him, and beats up his bodyguard. Does he think this might put his own family in danger? Apparently not, until a bomb goes off when his wife starts the car.


  Within a few days, he threatens Vince Stone and orders him out of the bar where the mob hangs out. Stone’s girl Debby (Gloria Grahame), fed up with Stone, follows Bannion onto the street. He takes her to his hotel room, where they drink and he pumps her for information, and there is just a moment when he almost forgets he is a recent widower.


  Debby was followed to the hotel, and when she returns to Stone, he throws a pot of boiling coffee into her face, in one of the most famous scenes in noir history. Her face half-covered by bandages, she escapes from the hospital and asks Bannion to protect her. He tells her that Bertha the widow has the goods on the mob, is being paid off by the week, and has arranged for the information to go to the papers if she dies.


  Does he tell Debby this because he wants her to kill the widow? Does it even occur to him that she might, as a way of avenging the scars to her face? Does he expect that will lead to her own death? Of course not. In a passive-aggressive way, he blandly sets these women up for death. When the elderly, lame bookkeeper at a junkyard risks her life to give him information about his wife’s killer, he even persuades her to knock on the killer’s door so she can identify him. Dangerous? Yes, but, to Bannion, an acceptable risk—for her.


  Fritz Lang (1890–1976) was one of the cinema’s great architects of evil. His Metropolis (1927) is one of the best of all silent films, but it was with M (1931), and Peter Lorre’s eerie performance as a child murderer, that he stared unblinking at pure malevolence. He fled Hitler and Germany and became a prolific director of Hollywood genre pictures—some competent, some masterpieces of film noir, the greatest The Big Heat. There is a kind of ironic pessimism in his work, undermining the apparent bravery of his heroes.


  Glenn Ford plays a perfectly acceptable honest cop in The Big Heat. He can be quiet and contained and implacable, but that Bannion is for surface and show. When he gets angry, he’s capable of sudden violence—as when he nearly strangles two characters. The Big Heat advances dutifully with Bannion like a conventional police procedural until about the halfway point, when it takes fire with the performances of Lee Marvin and Gloria Grahame.


  This is one of the inspired performances of Grahame, a legendary character who became known as “the Can’t Say No Girl,” and not just because she sang the song in Oklahoma! Her untidy personal life led to four marriages and many affairs; one of her husbands was the director Nicholas Ray, after she worked for him in In a Lonely Place (1950), and another was Ray’s son, Anthony. She won an Oscar for best supporting actress for The Bad and the Beautiful (1952) and should have won again the next year for The Big Heat, where her energy is the best reason to see the film.


  There was something fresh and modern about Grahame; she’s always a little ditzy, as if nodding to an unheard melody. She was pretty but not beautiful, sassy but in a tired and knowing way, and she had a way of holding her face and her mouth relatively immobile while she talked, as if she was pretending to be well behaved. “It wasn’t the way I looked at a man,” she said. “It was the thought behind it.”


  She always seems a little unstrung in The Big Heat, as if she knows she’s in danger and is trying to kid herself that she isn’t. The Marvin character can be brutal to women; he hits one in a nightclub, and she tells Bannion that he hit her, too, “but most times, it’s a lot of fun. Expensive fun.”


  Intriguing, how she half-tries to seduce him in his fleabag hotel room: “You’re about as romantic as a pair of handcuffs. Didn’t you ever tell a girl pretty things? You know, she’s got hair like the west wind, eyes like limpid pools, and skin like velvet?”


  Lee Marvin made a scary foil for her, with his long, lean face and his ugly-handsome scowl. If Alexander Scourby’s mob boss seems like a writer’s conceit, Marvin’s character brings real menace into the picture, coldly and without remorse. The scene with the scalding coffee has become so famous that you forget it happens off-screen.


  Afterward, when the bandaged Debby turns to Bannion for protection, she bravely still tries to keep up her act: “I guess the scar isn’t so bad—not if it’s only on one side. I can always go through life sideways.”


  On the surface, The Big Heat is about Bannion’s fearless one-man struggle against a mob so entrenched that the police commissioner is a regular at Marvin’s poker game. But if that were its real subject, it would be long and flat and dry.


  The women bring the life into it, along with Lee Marvin. We add up the toll. Lucy Chapman, the B girl who loved the suicidal cop and is betrayed by Bannion. Bannion’s wife, who trusted him to protect her. And Debby, who likes him and maybe feels sorry for him, and gets her face scarred as a result, and then is sent to do his errand for him. After he explains to her how the widow’s death will destroy the mob, he quietly mentions that he himself almost killed Bertha an hour ago, planting the seed. (Before she kills the widow, Debby stays in character: “We should use first names, Bertha. We’re sisters under the mink.”)


  When Bannion returns to his job, reclaims his old desk, is greeted by his fellow cops, and goes out on another case, he lets the guys know it’s still business as usual; as he leaves the office he calls back over his shoulder, “Keep the coffee hot.”


  Not, under the circumstances, very tactful. Bannion’s buried agenda is to set up the women, allow their deaths to confirm his hatred of the Lagana-Stone crew, and then wade in to get revenge. Of course he doesn’t understand this himself, and it is perfectly possible for us to watch the movie and never have it occur to us. That’s the beauty of Lang’s moral ambidexterity. He tells the story of a heroic cop, while using it to mask another story, so much darker, beneath.


  The Big Sleep [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 114 or 118 m., depending on version, 1946


  
    Humphrey Bogart (Philip Marlowe), Lauren Bacall (Vivian Rutledge), Martha Vickers (Carmen Sternwood), Dorothy Malone (Book Seller), Peggy Knudsen (Mona Mars), Regis Toomey (Bernie Ohls), John Ridgely (Eddie Mars), Charles Waldron (General Sternwood), Charles D. Brown (Butler), Elishe Cook, Jr. (Harry Jones). Directed and produced by Howard Hawks. Screenplay by William Faulkner, Jules Furthman, and Leigh Brackett, based on the novel by Raymond Chandler.

  


  

  Two of the names mentioned most often in Howard Hawks’s Big Sleep (1946) are Owen Taylor and Sean Regan. One is the chauffeur for the wealthy Sternwood family. The other is an Irishman hired by old General Sternwood “to do his drinking for him.” Neither is ever seen alive; Regan has disappeared mysteriously before the movie begins, and Taylor’s body is hauled from the Pacific after his Packard runs off a pier. Were they murdered? And does it even matter, since there are five other murders in the film?


  One of the best known of all Hollywood anecdotes involves the movie’s confusing plot, based on the equally confusing novel by Raymond Chandler. Lauren Bacall recalls in her autobiography, “One day Bogie came on the set and said to Howard, ‘Who pushed Taylor off the pier?’ Everything stopped.” As A. M. Sperber and Eric Lax write in Bogart, “Hawks sent Chandler a telegram asking whether the Sternwood’s chauffeur, Owen Taylor, was murdered or a suicide. ‘Dammit I didn’t know either,’” Chandler recalled. And Chandler later wrote to his publisher, “The girl who played the nymphy sister (Martha Vickers) was so good she shattered Miss Bacall completely. So they cut the picture in such a way that all her best scenes were left out except one. The result made nonsense and Howard Hawks threatened to sue. . . . After long argument, as I hear it, he went back and did a lot of reshooting.”


  It is typical of this most puzzling of films that no one agrees even on why it is so puzzling. Yet that has never affected The Big Sleep’s enduring popularity, because the movie is about the process of a criminal investigation, not its results.


  The process follows private eye Philip Marlowe (Humphrey Bogart) as he finds his way through the jungle of gamblers, pornographers, killers, and blackmailers who have attached themselves to the rich old general (Charles Waldron) and his two randy daughters (Bacall and Vickers). Some bad guys get killed and others get arrested, and we don’t much care—because the real result is that Bogart and Lauren Bacall end up in each other’s arms. The Big Sleep is a lust story with a plot about a lot of other things.


  That can be seen more clearly now that an earlier version of the film has surfaced. The Big Sleep was finished by Warner Bros. in 1945 but held out of release while the studio rushed to play off its backlog of World War II movies. Meanwhile, ongoing events greatly affected its future. Hawks’s To Have and Have Not (1944), Bacall’s screen debut, was an enormous hit, and the onscreen chemistry between her and Bogart was sizzling (“You know how to whistle, don’t you, Steve? You just put your lips together and blow.”) Bacall then starred opposite Charles Boyer in Confidential Agent (1945) and got withering reviews. And she and Bogart were married (she was twenty, he was forty-four).


  Bacall’s powerful agent, Charles Feldman, who disliked the version of The Big Sleep he saw, wrote studio head Jack Warner in desperation, asking that scenes be eliminated, added, and reshot. Otherwise, he warned, Bacall was likely to get more bad reviews, damaging the career of a promising star who was married to the studio’s biggest moneymaker.


  Warner agreed, and Hawks returned to the sound stages with his actors for reshoots. Bacall’s book minimizes this process: “Howard did need one more scene between Bogie and me.” Actually, he needed a lot more than that. The 1945 release, now restored by archivists at UCLA, is accompanied by a detailed documentary showing what was left out and what was brand new when the movie was finally released in 1946.


  What Feldman missed, he said, was the “insolence” that Bacall showed in To Have and Have Not. In the original version of The Big Sleep, the relationship between Bogart and Bacall is problematical: Marlowe isn’t sure whether he trusts this cool, elegant charmer. The 1946 version commits to their romance and adds among other scenes one of the most daring examples of double entendre in any movie up until that time. The new scene puts Bacall and Bogart in a nightclub, where they are only ostensibly talking about horse racing:


  Bacall: “Speaking of horses, I like to play them myself. But I like to see them work out a little first. See if they’re front-runners or come from behind. . . . I’d say you don’t like to be rated. You like to get out in front, open up a lead, take a little breather in the back stretch, and then come home free.” Bogart: “You’ve got a touch of class, but I don’t know how far you can go.” Bacall: “A lot depends on who’s in the saddle.”


  What you sense here is the enjoyable sight of two people who are in love and enjoy toying with each other. The new scenes add a charge to the film that was missing in the 1945 version; this is a case where “studio interference” was exactly the right thing. The only reason to see the earlier version is to go behind the scenes, to learn how the tone and impact of a movie can be altered with just a few scenes. (The accompanying documentary even shows how dialogue was redubbed to get a slightly different spin.)


  As for the 1946 version that we have been watching all of these years, it is one of the great film noirs, a black-and-white symphony that exactly reproduces Chandler’s ability, on the page, to find a tone of voice that keeps its distance, and yet is wry and humorous and cares. Working from Chandler’s original words and adding spins of their own, the writers (William Faulkner, Jules Furthman, and Leigh Brackett) wrote one of the most quotable of screenplays: It’s unusual to find yourself laughing in a movie not because something is funny but because it’s so wickedly clever. (Marlowe on the “nymphy” kid sister: “She tried to sit in my lap while I was standing up.”) Unlike modern crime movies which are loaded with action, The Big Sleep is heavy with dialogue—the characters talk and talk, just like in the Chandler novels; it’s as if there’s a competition to see who has the most verbal style.


  Martha Vickers was indeed electric as the kid sister, and Dorothy Malone all but steals her scene as a book clerk who finds Marlowe intriguing. But the 1945 version makes it clear Bacall was by no means as bad as Feldman feared she was: She is adequate in most scenes, and splendid in others—but the scenes themselves didn’t give her the opportunities that the reshoot did. In scenes like the “racing” conversation she has the dry reserve, the private amusement, the way of sizing up a man and enjoying the competition, that became her trademark. It’s astonishing to realize she was twenty, untrained as an actor, and by her own report scared to death.


  Bogart himself made personal style into an art form. What else did he have? He wasn’t particularly handsome, he wore a rug, he wasn’t tall (“I try to be,” he tells Vickers), and he always seemed to act within a certain range. Yet no other movie actor is more likely to be remembered a century from now. And the fascinating subtext in The Big Sleep is that in Bacall he found his match.


  You can see it in his eyes: Sure, he’s in love, but there’s something else, too. He was going through a messy breakup with his wife, Mayo, when they shot the picture. He was drinking so heavily he didn’t turn up some days, and Hawks had to shoot around him. He saw this coltish twenty-year-old not only as his love but perhaps as his salvation. That’s the undercurrent. It may not have been fun to live through, but it creates a kind of joyous, desperate tension on the screen. And since the whole idea of film noir was to live through unspeakable experiences and keep your cool, this was the right screenplay for this time in his life.


  Howard Hawks (1896–1977) is one of the great American directors of pure movies (His Girl Friday, Bringing Up Baby, Red River, Rio Bravo), and a hero of auteur critics because he found his own laconic values in many different kinds of genre material. He once defined a good movie as “three great scenes and no bad scenes.” Comparing the two versions of The Big Sleep reveals that the reshoots inserted one of the great scenes, and removed some of the bad ones, neatly proving his point.


  Blood Simple (15th Anniversary) [image: fourstar]


  R, 97 m., 2000


  
    John Getz (Ray), Frances McDormand (Abby), Dan Hedaya (Julian Marty), M. Emmet Walsh (Private Detective Loren Visser), Samm-Art Williams (Meurice). Directed by Joel Coen and produced by Ethan Coen. Screenplay by Joel Coen and Ethan Coen.

  


  

  The genius of Blood Simple is that everything that happens seems necessary. The movie’s a blood-soaked nightmare in which greed and lust trap the characters in escalating horror. The plot twists in upon itself. Characters are found in situations of diabolical complexity. And yet it doesn’t feel like the film is just piling it on. Step by inexorable step, logically, one damned thing leads to another.


  Consider the famous sequence in which a man is in one room and his hand is nailed to the windowsill in another room. How he got into that predicament, and how he tries to get out of it, all makes perfect sense when you see the film. But if you got an assignment in a film class that began with a close-up of that hand snaking in through the window and being nailed down, how easy would it be to write the setup scenes? This was the first film directed by Joel Coen, produced by his brother Ethan, and cowritten by the two. Their joint credits have since become famous, with titles such as Miller’s Crossing, Raising Arizona, Barton Fink, and the incomparable Fargo. Sometimes they succeed and sometimes they fail, but they always swing for the fences, and they are masters of plot. As I wrote in my original 1985 review of Blood Simple: “Every individual detail seems to make sense, and every individual choice seems logical, but the choices and details form a bewildering labyrinth.” They build crazy walls with sensible bricks.


  What we have here is the fifteenth anniversary “director’s cut” of Blood Simple, restored and rereleased. Its power remains undiminished: It is one of the best of the modern film noirs, a grimy story of sleazy people trapped in a net of betrayal and double-cross. When the Coens use clichés such as the Corpse That Will Not Die, they raise it to a whole new level of usefulness. They are usually original, but when they borrow a movie convention, they rotate it so that the light shines through in an unexpected way.


  How exactly is this a “director’s cut”? It runs 97 minutes. The original film had the same running time. The term “director’s cut” often means the director has at last been able to restore scenes that the studio or the MPAA made him take out. The Coens have kept all the original scenes in Blood Simple, and performed a little nip and tuck operation, tightening shots of dialogue they think outstayed their usefulness. It is a subtle operation; you will not notice much different from the earlier cut. The two running times are the same, I deduce, because the brothers have added a tongue-in-cheek preface in which a film restoration expert introduces the new version and claims that it takes advantage of technological breakthroughs made possible since the original came out in 1985.


  Blood Simple was made on a limited budget, but like most good films seems to have had all the money it really needed. It is particularly blessed in its central performances. Dan Hedaya plays the unkempt owner of a scummy saloon, who hires a private eye to kill his wife and her lover. The wife (Frances McDormand) is having an affair with one of the bartenders (John Getz). The detective is played by that poet of sleaze, M. Emmet Walsh. He takes the bar owner’s money and then kills the bar owner. Neat. If he killed the wife, he reasons, he’d still have to kill the bar owner to eliminate a witness against him. This way, he gets the same amount of money for one killing, not two.


  Oh, but it gets much more complicated than that. At any given moment in the movie there seems to be one more corpse than necessary, one person who is alive and should be dead, and one person who is completely clueless about both the living and the dead. There is no psychology in the film. Every act is inspired more or less directly by the act that went before, and the motive is always the same: self-preservation, based on guilt and paranoia.


  Blood Simple is comic in its dark way, and obviously wants to go over the top. But it doesn’t call attention to its contrivance. It is easy to do a parody of film noir, but hard to do good film noir, and almost impossible to make a film that works as suspense and exaggeration at the same time. Blood Simple is clever in the way it makes its incredulities seem necessary.


  In my 1985 review, I tried to explain that: “It keys into three common nightmares: (1) You clean and clean but there’s still blood all over the place; (2) You know you have committed a murder, but you’re not sure how or why; (3) You know you’ve forgotten a small detail that will eventually get you into a lot of trouble.” Those feelings are so elemental that the movie involves us even though we know the Coens are laughing as they devise their fiendish complications. In a strange way, the contrivances also help excuse the blood and gore. If you are squeamish, here is the film to make you squeam.


  Bob le Flambeur [image: ]


  R, 98 m., 1956


  
    Roger Duchesne (Robert “Bob” Montagne), Isabelle Corey (Anne), Daniel Cauchy (Paolo). Directed and produced by Jean-Pierre Melville. Screenplay by Melville and Auguste La Breton, Simone Paris (Yvonne), Guy Decomble (Commissaire Ledru), Gerard Buhr (Marc).

  


  

  Flamber (verb, French): To wager not only the money you have, but the money you don’t have.


  

  “I was born with an ace in my palm.”


  —Bob


  

  Before the New Wave, before Godard and Truffaut and Chabrol, before Belmondo flicked the cigarette into his mouth in one smooth motion and walked the streets of Paris like a Hollywood gangster, there was Bob. Bob le Flambeur, Bob the high roller, Bob the Montmartre legend whose style was so cool, whose honor was so strong, whose gambling was so hopeless, that even the cops liked him. Bob with his white hair slicked back, with his black suit and tie, his trench coat and his Packard convertible and his penthouse apartment with the slot machine in the closet. Bob, who on the first day of this movie wins big at the races and then loses it all at roulette, and is cleaned out. Broke again.


  Jean-Pierre Melville’s Bob le Flambeur (1956) has a good claim to be the first film of the French New Wave. Daniel Cauchy, who stars in it as Paolo, Bob’s callow young friend, remembered that Melville would shoot scenes on location using a handheld camera on a delivery bike, “which Godard did in Breathless, but this was years before Godard.” Melville worked on poverty row, and told his actors there was no money to pay them, but that they would have to stand by to shoot on a moment’s notice. “Right now I have money for three or four days,” he told Cauchy, “and after that we’ll shoot when we can.”


  This film was legendary but unseen for years, and Melville’s career is only now coming into focus. He shot gangster movies, he worked in genres, but he had such a precise, elegant simplicity of style that his films play like the chamber music of crime. He was cool in the 1950s sense of that word. His characters in Bob glide through gambling dens and nightclubs “in those moments,” Melville tells us in the narration, “between night and day . . . between heaven and hell.”


  His story involves a gambler named Bob Montagne (Roger Duchesne), who is known to everybody. Yvonne (Simone Paris), who owns the corner bar, bought it with a loan from Bob. A local police inspector (Guy Decomble) had his life saved when Bob pushed a killer’s arm aside. Paolo (Cauchy) is under Bob’s wing because his father was Bob’s old friend. As the movie opens, Bob sees a young streetwalker named Anne (Isabelle Corey) eat some French fries and then accept a ride from a client on a scooter. Later, when Anne seems about to fall into the power of the pimp Marc (Gerard Buhr), Bob orders Marc away and brings Anne home to his apartment—not to sleep with her, because that would not be cool, but as a favor to Paolo.


  It is 1955. Bob has gone straight for twenty years. Before that, we understand, there was a bank job that led to some time in prison. Bob was a gangster in prewar Paris; “it’s not the same anymore,” he observes. Cauchy, whose memories are included in a filmed monologue on the DVD, explains that the war brought an end to the old criminal way of life: “These days, gangsters are pathetic delinquents. Gangsters back then, there was more to them.” Everybody understands that Bob belongs to the old school.


  Melville (1917–73) was born Grumbach. He changed his name in admiration for the author of Moby-Dick. He was a lover of all things American. He went endlessly to American movies, he visited America, he shot a film in New York (Two Men in Manhattan), and, Cauchy remembers, “He drove an American car and wore an American hat and Ray-Bans, and he always had the Armed Forces Network on his car radio, listening to Glenn Miller.” He inhaled American gangster films, but when he made his own, they were not copies of Hollywood but were infused by understatement, a sense of cool; his characters need few words because so much goes without saying, especially when it comes to what must be done, and how it must be done, and why it must be done that way.


  Bob le Flambeur opens by establishing the milieu. We see water trucks washing the streets at dawn. We follow Bob to the track, to the casino, and finally back to the neighborhood to lose his final two hundred francs. He hears an amazing thing: The safe of the casino at Deauville sometimes contains eight hundred million francs. He determines to assemble a gang of friends and experts and crack it.


  Melville is well aware of the convention where a mastermind uses a chart so his confederates (and the audience) can understand the logistics of a heist, but Bob le Flambeur surprises us: First, Bob walks everyone through their paces inside a large chalk outline of the casino, painted on the grass of an empty field. Then, “here’s how Bob pictured the heist,” the narrator tells us, and we see the gang moving through a casino, which, in this fantasy, is entirely empty of customers or employees.


  The scheme is fairly simple, involving gunmen who hold everyone at bay while an expert cracks the safe. As the expert practices on a duplicate safe, he uses earphones and finally an oscilloscope to hear what the tumblers are doing, and Melville punctuates the intense silence of this rehearsal with shots of the safecracker’s dog, a German shepherd who pants cheerfully and seems encouraged by his progress.


  The safecracker is played by Rene Salgue, who was, Cauchy says, a real gangster. It was not easy for Melville to find successful actors who would agree to work for nothing and drop everything when he had raised more money; Duchesne, who plays Bob, was considered a risk because of a drinking problem. And as for Isabel Corey, whose performance as Anne is one of the best elements of the movie, Melville picked her up off the street. Offered her a ride in his American car. Found out she was almost sixteen.


  Partially as a result of the legend of Bob, famous actors came around later. Melville’s Le Cercle Rouge (1970), which his admirer John Woo restored for a 2003 release, stars Alain Delon and Yves Montand. Delon also worked for him in Le Samourai (1967), and Un Flic (1972); Jean-Paul Belmondo was in L’aine des Ferchaux, also known as Magnet of Doom (1963). Oddly enough, Jean Gabin, the quintessential French crime actor, who specialized in the kind of restrained acting Melville admired, never worked with him.


  The actors are not required to do much. Like actors in a Bresson film, they embody more than they evoke. Most of what we think about Bob is inspired by what people say about him and how they treat him. Duchesne plays the character as poker-faced; he narrows his eyes but never widens them, and after Paolo blabs in bed to Anne about the plan and she blabs in bed to Marc, who is a police informer, Bob slaps her and walks out without betraying any emotion. Oh, first he leaves the key to his apartment with Yvonne, “for the kid,” because he knows Anne will need a place to stay now that Bob knows about Paolo and Paolo knows about Marc.


  Women are the source of most of the trouble in Bob’s world. Anne’s imprudence is repaired in the film, but there is also betrayal from the wife of a casino employee, who finds out about the plot from her husband. Melville liked women, Cauchy tells us, but he preferred to hang out with his pals, talking about the movies. Bob gets Anne a job as a bar girl in a nightclub, notes her quick advancement to cigarette girl and then to “hostess,” and tries his best to prevent Marc from becoming her pimp.


  One night, perhaps because despite her coldness she feels a certain gratitude, she hands Bob a flower. The gesture must have meant something to Melville, whose Le Cercle Rouge also has a man being offered a flower by a cigarette girl.


  The climax of Bob le Flambeur involves surprising developments that approach cosmic irony. How strange, that a man’s incorrigible nature would lead him both into and through temptation. The twist is so inspired that many other directors have borrowed it, including Paul Thomas Anderson in Hard Eight, Neil Jordan in The Good Thief, and Lewis Milestone and Steven Soderbergh, the directors of the Ocean’s Eleven movies. But Bob is not about the twist. It is about Bob being true to his essential nature. He is a gambler.


  Body Heat [image: fourstar]


  R, 113 m., 1981


  
    William Hurt (Ned Racine), Kathleen Turner (Matty Walker), Richard Crenna (Edmund Walker), Ted Danson (Peter Lowenstein), J. A. Preston (Oscar Grace), Mickey Rourke (Teddy Lewis). Directed by Lawrence Kasdan and produced by Fred T. Gallo. Screenplay by Kasdan.

  


  

  Like a tantalizing mirage, film noir haunts modern filmmakers. Noir is the genre of night, guilt, violence, and illicit passion, and no genre is more seductive. But the best noirs were made in the 1940s and ’50s, before directors consciously knew what they were doing (“We called them B movies,” said Robert Mitchum).


  Once the French named the genre, once a generation of filmmakers came along who had seen noirs at cinematheques instead of in fleapits, noir could never again be naive. One of the joys of a great noir like Detour (1954) is the feeling that it was made by people who took the story perfectly seriously. One of the dangers of modern self-conscious noir, as Pauline Kael wrote in her scathing dismissal of Body Heat, is that an actress like Kathleen Turner comes across as if she were following the marks on the floor made by the actresses who preceded her.


  And yet if bad modern noir can play like a parody, good noir still has the power to seduce. Yes, Lawrence Kasdan’s Body Heat (1981) is aware of the films that inspired it—especially Billy Wilder’s Double Indemnity (1944). But it has a power that transcends its sources. It exploits the personal style of its stars to insinuate itself; Kael is unfair to Turner, who in her debut role played a woman so sexually confident that we can believe her lover (William Hurt) could be dazed into doing almost anything for her. The moment we believe that, the movie stops being an exercise and starts working. (I think the moment occurs in the scene where she leads Hurt by her hand in that manner a man is least inclined to argue with.)


  Women are rarely allowed to be bold and devious in the movies; most directors are men, and they see women as goals, prizes, enemies, lovers, and friends, but rarely as protagonists. Turner’s entrance in Body Heat announces that she is the film’s center of power. It is a hot, humid night in Florida. Hurt, playing a cocky but lazy lawyer named Ned Racine, is strolling on a pier where an exhausted band is listlessly playing. He is behind the seated audience. We can see straight down the center aisle to the bandstand. All is dark and red and orange. Suddenly a woman in white stands up, turns around, and walks straight toward him. This is Matty Walker. To see her is to need her.


  Turner in her first movie role was an intriguing original. Slender, with hair down to her shoulders, she evoked aspects of Barbara Stanwyck and Lauren Bacall. But the voice, with its elusive hint of a Latin accent, was challenging. She had “angry eyes,” the critic David Thomson observed. And a slight overbite (later corrected, I think) gave a playful edge to her challenging dialogue (“You’re not too smart, are you?” she says soon after meeting him. “I like that in a man.”)


  Hurt had been in one movie before Body Heat (Ken Russell’s Altered States in 1980). He was still unfamiliar: a tall, already balding, indolently handsome man with a certain lazy arrogance to his speech, as if amused by his own intelligence. Body Heat is a movie about a woman who gets a man to commit murder for her. It is important that the man not be a dummy; he needs to be smart enough to think of the plan himself. One of the brilliant touches of Kasdan’s screenplay is the way he makes Ned Racine think he is the initiator of Matty Walker’s plans.


  Few movies have done a better job of evoking the weather. Heat, body heat, is a convention of pornography, where performers routinely complain about how warm they are (as if lovemaking could cool them off, instead of making them hotter). Although air conditioning was not unknown in south Florida in 1981, the characters here are constantly in heat; there is a scene where Ned comes home, takes off his shirt, and stands in front of the open refrigerator. The film opens with an inn burning in the distance (“Somebody’s torched it to clear the lot,” Ned says. “Probably one of my clients.”) There are other fires. There is the use of the color red. There is the sense that heat inflames passion and encourages madness.


  In this heat, Matty seems cool. Early in the film there is a justly famous scene where Matty brings Ned home from a bar, allegedly to listen to her wind chimes, and then asks him to leave. He leaves, then returns, and looks through a window next to her front door. She stands inside, dressed in red, calmly returning his gaze. He picks up a chair and throws it through the window, and in the next shot they are embracing. Knowing what we know about Matty, look once again at her expression as she looks back at him. She looks as confident and absorbed as a child who has pushed a button and is waiting for a video game to respond.


  Kasdan, born in 1949, worked in ad agencies before moving to Hollywood to write screenplays. His more personal work languished in desk drawers while his first credits were two of the biggest blockbusters of all time, The Empire Strikes Back and Raiders of the Lost Ark. George Lucas acted as executive producer on this directorial debut to reassure Warner Bros. that it would come in on time and be releasable. It was; David Chute wrote in Film Comment that it was “perhaps the most stunning debut movie ever” (which raises the question of Citizen Kane, but never mind). Kasdan’s subsequent career has alternated between action pieces written for others (Return of the Jedi, aspects of The Bodyguard) and quirky, smart films directed by himself (The Accidental Tourist, I Love You to Death, and the brilliant, overlooked Grand Canyon in 1991).


  In Body Heat, Kasdan’s original screenplay surrounds the characters with good, well-written performances in supporting roles; he creates a real world of police stations, diners, law offices, and restaurants, away from which Matty has seduced Ned into her own twisted scenario. The best supporting work in the movie is by Mickey Rourke, in his breakthrough role, as Ned’s friend, a professional arsonist. Richard Crenna is Matty’s husband. “He’s small, and mean, and weak,” she tells Ned, but when we see him he is not small or weak. Ted Danson and J. A. Preston are a DA and a cop, Ned’s friends, who are drawn reluctantly into suspecting him of murder (Danson’s sense of timing and nuance are perfect in a night scene where he essentially briefs his friend Ned on the case against him).


  “Kasdan has modern characters talking jive talk as if they’d been boning up on Chandler novels,” Kael wrote, “and he doesn’t seem to know if he wants laughs or not.” But isn’t it almost essential for noir characters to talk in a certain heightened style, and isn’t it possible for us to smile in recognition? On the night they first make love, Ned tells Matty, “Maybe you shouldn’t dress like that.” She says, “This is a blouse and skirt. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” And he says, “You shouldn’t wear that body.” Chandleresque? Yes. Works in this movie? Yes.


  And there is some dialogue that unblinkingly confronts the enormity of the crime that Ned and Matty are contemplating. In many movies, the killers use self-justification and rationalization to talk themselves into murder. There is a chilling scene in Body Heat where Ned flatly tells Matty: “That man is gonna die for no reason but . . . we want him to.”


  The plot and its double-crosses are, of course, part of the pleasure, although watching the film again last night, aware of its secrets, I found the final payoff less rewarding than the diabolical setup. The closing scenes are obligatory (and the final beach scene is perfunctory and unconvincing). The last scene that works as drama is the one where Ned suggests to Matty that she go get the glasses in the boathouse, and then she pauses on the lawn to tell him, “Ned, whatever you think—I really do love you.”


  Does she? That’s what makes the movie so intriguing. Does he love her, for that matter? Or is he swept away by sexual intoxication—body heat? You watch the movie the first time from his point of view, and the second time from hers. Every scene plays two ways. Body Heat is good enough to make film noir play like we hadn’t seen it before.


  Chinatown [image: fourstar]


  R, 130 m., 1974


  
    Jack Nicholson (J. J. Gittes), Faye Dunaway (Evelyn Mulwray), John Huston (Noah Cross), Darrell Zwerling (Hollis Mulwray). Directed by Roman Polanski and produced by Robert Evans. Screenplay by Polanski and Robert Towne.

  


  

  “Are you alone?” the private eye is asked in Roman Polanski’s Chinatown. “Isn’t everybody?” he replies. That loneliness is central to a lot of noir heroes, who plunder other people’s secrets while running from their own. The tone was set by Dashiell Hammett, and its greatest practitioner was Raymond Chandler. To observe Humphrey Bogart in Hammett’s Maltese Falcon and Chandler’s Big Sleep is to see a fundamental type of movie character being born—a kind of man who occupies human tragedy for a living.


  Yet the Bogart character is never merely cold. His detachment masks romanticism, which is why he’s able to idealize bad women. His characters have more education and sensitivity than they need for their line of work. He wrote the rules; later actors were able to slip into the role of noir detective like pulling on a comfortable sweater. But great actors don’t follow rules; they illustrate them. Jack Nicholson’s character J. J. Gittes, who is in every scene of Chinatown (1974), takes the Bogart line and gentles it down. He plays a nice, sad man.


  We remember the famous bandage plastered on Nicholson’s nose (after the Polanski character slices him), and think of him as a hard-boiled tough guy. Not at all. In one scene he beats a man almost to death, but during his working day he projects a courtly passivity. “I’m in matrimonial work,” he says, and adds, “it’s my metier.” His metier? What’s he doing with a word like that? And why does he answer the telephone so politely, instead of barking “Gittes!” into it? He can be raw, he can tell dirty jokes, he can accuse people of base motives, but all the time there’s a certain detached under level that makes his character sympathetic: Like all private eyes, he mud wrestles with pigs, but unlike most of them, he doesn’t like it.


  Nicholson can be sharp-edged, menacing, aggressive. He knows how to go over the top (see One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest and his Joker in Batman). His performance is key in keeping Chinatown from becoming just a genre crime picture—that, and a Robert Towne screenplay that evokes an older Los Angeles, a small city in a large desert. The crimes in Chinatown include incest and murder, but the biggest crime is against the city’s own future, by men who see that to control the water is to control the wealth. At one point Gittes asks millionaire Noah Cross (John Huston) why he needs to be richer: “How much better can you eat? What can you buy that you can’t already afford?” Cross replies: “The future, Mr. Gitts, the future.” (He never does get Gittes’s name right.)


  Gittes’s involvement begins with an adultery case. He’s visited by a woman who claims to be the wife of a man named Mulwray. She says her husband is cheating on her. Gittes’s investigation leads him to Mulwray (Darrell Zwerling), to city hearings, to dried riverbeds and eventually to Mulwray’s drowned body and to the real Mrs. Mulwray (Faye Dunaway). Stumbling across murders, lies and adulteries, he senses some larger reality beneath everything, some conspiracy involving people and motives unknown.


  This crime is eventually revealed as an attempt to buy up the San Fernando Valley cheaply by diverting water so that its orange growers go broke. Then that water and more water, obtained through bribery and corruption, will turn the valley green and create wealth. The valley has long been seen as a key to California fortunes: I remember Joel McCrea telling me that, on his first day as a movie actor, Will Rogers offered two words of advice: “Buy land.” McCrea bought in the valley and died a rich man, but he was in the second wave of speculation.


  The original valley grab was the Owne River Valley scandal of 1908, mirrored in the 1930s by Towne. In the preface to his Oscar-winning screenplay, he recalls: “My wife, Julie, returned to the hotel one afternoon with two quilts and a public library copy of Carey McWilliams’s Southern California Country: An Island on the Land—and with it the crime that formed the basis of Chinatown.” McWilliams, for decades the editor of the Nation, presented Towne not only with information about the original land and water grab but also evoked the old Los Angeles, a city born in a desert where no city logically should be found. The screenplay explains, “Either you bring the water to L.A. or you bring L.A. to the water.” John A. Alonzo’s cinematography, which got one of the movie’s eleven Oscar nominations, evokes the L.A. you can glimpse in the backgrounds of old movies, where the sun beats down on streets that are too wide, and buildings seem more defiant than proud. (Notice the shot where the bright sun falls on the fedoras of Gittes and two cops, casting their eyes into shadows like black masks.)


  Gittes becomes a man who just wants to get to the bottom of things. He’s tired of people’s lies. And where does he stand with Evelyn Mulwray, played by Dunaway as a cool, elegant woman who sometimes—especially when her father is mentioned—seems fragile as china? First he’s deceived by the fake Evelyn Mulwray and then by the real one. Then he thinks he loves her. Then he thinks he’s deceived again. Then he thinks she’s hiding her husband’s mistress. Then she says it’s her sister. Then she says it’s her daughter. He doesn’t like being jerked around.


  Her father the millionaire is played by Huston with treacly charm and mean little eyes. There is a luncheon where he serves Gittes a fish with the head still on, the eyes regarding the man about to eat it. “Just as long as you don’t serve the chicken that way,” Gittes says. In life and on the screen, Huston (who directed The Maltese Falcon) could turn on disarming charm by admitting to his failings: “Of course I’m respectable. I’m old. Politicians, ugly buildings, and whores all get respectable if they last long enough.”


  Like most noir stories, Chinatown ends in a flurry of revelation. All is explained, relationships are redefined, and justice is done—or not. Towne writes of “my eventual conflict with Roman and enduring disappointment over the literal and ghoulishly bleak climax of the movie.” Certainly the wrong people are alive (and dead) at the end of the film, but I am not sure Polanski was wrong. He made the movie just five years after his wife, Sharon Tate, was one of the victims of the Manson gang, and can be excused for tilting toward despair. If the film had been made ten years later, the studio might have insisted on an upbeat ending, but it was produced during that brief window when Robert Evans oversaw a series of Paramount’s best films, including The Godfather.


  For Polanski, born in 1933 in Paris and reared in Poland, Chinatown was intended as a fresh start in Hollywood. After making several brilliant thrillers in Europe in the early 1960s (Knife in the Water, Repulsion), he came to California and had an enormous success (Rosemary’s Baby, 1968). Then came the Manson murders, and he fled to Europe, making the curious Macbeth (1971), with its parallels to the cult killings. After Chinatown came charges of sex with an underage girl, and exile in Europe. Chinatown shows he might have developed into a major Hollywood player, instead of scurrying to finance bizarre projects such as Pirates (1986).


  For Nicholson, the role had enormous importance. After a decade’s slumming in exploitation films, he made an indelible impression in Easy Rider and followed it with strong performances in Five Easy Pieces (1970), Carnal Knowledge (1971), and The Last Detail (1973). But with Jake Gittes he stepped into Bogart’s shoes as a man attractive to audiences because he suggests both comfort and danger. Men see him as a pal; wise women find weary experience more attractive than untrained lust. From Gittes forward, Nicholson created the persona of a man who had seen it all and was still capable of being wickedly amused. He could sit in the front row at a basketball game and grin at the TV camera as if he expected the players to commit lascivious deeds right there on the floor.


  Chinatown was seen as a neo-noir when it was released—an update on an old genre. Now years have passed and film history blurs a little, and it seems to settle easily beside the original noirs. That is a compliment.


  Detour [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 69 m., 1945


  
    Tom Neal (Al), Claudia Drake (Sue), Ann Savage (Vera), Edmund MacDonald (Haskell), Tim Ryan (Gus), Esther Howard (Hedy), Roger Clark (Cop), Pat Gleason (Joe), Donald Brodie (Car Salesman). A film directed by Edgar G. Ulmer and produced by Leon Fromkess. Screenplay by Martin Goldsmith and Martin Mooney, based on a novel by Goldsmith.

  


  

  Detour is a movie so filled with imperfections that it would not earn the director a passing grade in film school. This movie from Hollywood’s poverty row, shot in six days, filled with technical errors and ham-handed narrative, starring a man who can only pout and a woman who can only sneer, should have faded from sight soon after it was released in 1945. And yet it lives on, haunting and creepy, an embodiment of the guilty soul of film noir. No one who has seen it has easily forgotten it.


  Detour tells the story of Al Roberts, played by Tom Neal as a petulant loser with haunted eyes and a weak mouth, who plays piano in a nightclub and is in love, or says he is, with a singer named Sue. Their song, significantly, is “I Can’t Believe You Fell in Love with Me.” He wants to get married, she leaves for the West Coast, he continues to play piano, but then: “When this drunk gave me a ten spot, I couldn’t get very excited. What was it? A piece of paper crawling with germs.”


  So he hitchhikes to California, getting a lift in Arizona from a man named Haskell, who tells him about a woman hitchhiker who left deep scratches on his hand: “There oughta be a law against dames with claws.” Haskell dies of a heart attack. Al buries the body, and takes Haskell’s car, clothes, money, and identification; he claims to have no choice, because the police will in any event assume he murdered the man.


  He picks up a hitchhiker named Vera (Ann Savage), who looked like she’d just been thrown off the crummiest freight train in the world. She seems to doze, then sits bolt upright and makes a sudden verbal attack: “Where’d you leave his body? Where did you leave the owner of this car? Your name’s not Haskell!” Al realizes he has picked up the dame with the claws.


  Haskell had told them both the same unlikely story, about running away from home at fifteen after putting a friend’s eye out in a duel (“My dad had a couple of Franco-Prussian sabers”).


  In Los Angeles, Vera reads that Haskell’s rich father is dying, and dreams up a con for Al to impersonate the long-lost son and inherit the estate. Waiting for the old man to die, they sit in a rented room, drinking, playing cards, and fighting, until Al finds himself with another corpse on his hands, once again in a situation that makes him look guilty of murder.


  Roberts is played by Tom Neal as a sad sack who seems relieved to surrender to Vera (“My favorite sport is being kept prisoner”). Ann Savage plays Vera as a venomous castrator. Every line is acid and angry; in an era before four-letter words, she lashes Al with sucker and sap. Of course Al could simply escape from her. Sure, she has the key to the room, but any woman who kills a bottle of booze in a night can be dodged fairly easily. Al stays because he wants to stay. He wallows in mistreatment.


  The movie was shot on the cheap with B-minus actors, but it was directed by a man of qualities: Edgar G. Ulmer (1900–1972), a refugee from Hitler, who was an assistant to the great Murnau on The Last Laugh and Sunrise, and provided one of the links between German Expressionism, with its exaggerated lighting, camera angles, and dramaturgy, and the American film noir, which added jazz and guilt.


  The difference between a crime film and a noir film is that the bad guys in crime movies know they’re bad and want to be, while a noir hero thinks he’s a good guy who has been ambushed by life. Al Roberts complains to us: Whichever way you turn, fate sticks out a foot to trip you. Most noir heroes are defeated through their weaknesses. Few have been weaker than Roberts. He narrates the movie by speaking directly to the audience, mostly in a self-pitying whine. He’s pleading his case, complaining that life hasn’t given him a fair break.


  Most critics of Detour have taken Al’s story at face value: He was unlucky in love, he lost the good girl and was savaged by the bad girl, he was an innocent bystander who looked guilty even to himself. But the critic Andrew Britton argues a more intriguing theory in Ian Cameron’s Book of Film Noir. He emphasizes that the narration is addressed directly to us: We’re not hearing what happened, but what Al Roberts wants us to believe happened. It’s a spurious but flattering account, he writes, pointing out that Sue the singer hardly fits Al’s description of her, that Al is less in love than in need of her paycheck, and that his cover-up of Haskell’s death is a rationalization for an easy theft. For Britton, Al’s version illustrates Freud’s theory that traumatic experiences can be reworked into fantasies that are easier to live with.


  Maybe that’s why Detour insinuates itself so well—why audiences respond so strongly. The jumps and inconsistencies of the narrative are nightmare psychology; Al’s not telling a story, but scurrying through the raw materials, assembling an alibi. Consider the sequence where Al buries Haskell’s body and takes his identity. Immediately after, Al checks into a motel, goes to sleep, and dreams of the very same events: It’s a flashback side-by-side with the events it flashes back to, as if his dream mind is doing a quick rewrite.


  Tom Neal makes Al flaccid, passive, and self-pitying. That’s perfect for the material. (In real life, Neal was as unlucky as Al; he was convicted of manslaughter in the death of his third wife.) Ann Savage’s work is extraordinary: There is not a single fleeting shred of tenderness or humanity in her performance as Vera, as she snaps out her pulp dialogue (What’d you do—kiss him with a wrench?). These are two pure types: the submissive man and the female hellion.


  The movie’s low budget is obvious. During one early scene, Ulmer uses thick fog to substitute for New York streets. He shoots as many scenes as possible in the front seats of cars, with shabby rear-projection (the only meal Al and Vera have together is in a drive-in). For a flashback, he simply zooms in on Neal’s face, cuts the lights in the background, and shines a light in his eyes.


  Sometimes you can see him stretching to make ends meet. When Al calls long distance to Sue, for example, Ulmer pads his running time by editing in stock footage of telephone wires and switchboard operators, but can’t spring for any footage of Sue actually speaking into the phone (Al does all the talking, and then Ulmer cuts to her lamely holding the receiver to her ear).


  And it’s strange that the first vehicles to give lifts to the hitchhiking Al seem to have right-hand drives. He gets in on what would be the American driver’s side, and the cars drive off on the wrong side of the road. Was the movie shot in England? Not at all. My guess is that the negative was flipped. Ulmer possibly shot the scenes with the cars going from left to right, then reflected that for a journey from the East to the West Coasts, right to left would be more conventional film grammar. Placing style above common sense is completely consistent with Ulmer’s approach throughout the film.


  Do these limitations and stylistic transgressions hurt the film? No. They are the film. Detour is an example of material finding the appropriate form. Two bottom feeders from the swamps of pulp swim through the murk of low-budget noir and are caught gasping in Ulmer’s net. They deserve each other. At the end, Al is still complaining: “Fate, for some mysterious force, can put the finger on you or me, for no good reason at all.” Oh, it has a reason.


  Double Indemnity [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 107 m., 1944


  
    Fred MacMurray (Walter Neff), Barbara Stanwyck (Phyllis Dietrichson), Edward G. Robinson (Barton Keyes). Directed by Billy Wilder and produced by Joseph Sistrom. Screenplay by Wilder and Raymond Chandler, based on the novel by James M. Cain.

  


  

  “No, I never loved you Walter—not you or anybody else. I’m rotten to the heart. I used you, just as you said. That’s all you ever meant to me. Until a minute ago, when I couldn’t fire that second shot.”


  Is she kidding? Walter thinks so: “Sorry, baby. I’m not buying.” The puzzle of Billy Wilder’s Double Indemnity, the enigma that keeps it new, is what these two people really think of each other. They strut through the routine of a noir murder plot, with the tough talk and the cold sex play. But they never seem to really like each other all that much, and they don’t seem that crazy about the money, either. What are they after?


  Walter (Fred MacMurray) is Walter Neff (“two f’s—like in Philadelphia”). He’s an insurance salesman, successful but bored. The woman is Phyllis Dietrichson (Barbara Stanwyck), a lazy blonde who met her current husband by nursing his wife—to death, according to her stepdaughter. Neff pays a call one day to renew her husband’s automobile insurance. He’s not at home, but she is, wrapped in a towel and standing at the top of a staircase. “I wanted to see her again,” Neff tells us. “Close, and without that silly staircase between us.”


  The story was written in the 1930s by James M. Cain, the hard-boiled author of The Postman Always Rings Twice. A Postman screenplay kicked around Hollywood, but the Hays Office nixed it for “hardening audience attitudes toward crime.” By 1944, Wilder thought he could film it. Cain wasn’t available, so he hired Raymond Chandler to do the screenplay. Chandler, whose novel The Big Sleep Wilder loved, turned up drunk, smoked a smelly pipe, and didn’t know anything about screenplay construction, but he could put a nasty spin on dialogue.


  Together they eliminated Cain’s complicated endgame and deepened the relationship between Neff and Keyes (Edward G. Robinson), the claims manager at the insurance company. They told the movie in flashback, narrated by Neff, who arrives at his office late at night, dripping blood, and recites into a Dictaphone. The voice-over worked so well that Wilder used it again in Sunset Boulevard (1950), which was narrated by a character who is already dead the first time he speaks. No problem; Double Indemnity originally ended with Neff in the gas chamber, but that scene was cut because an earlier one turned out to be the perfect way to close the film.


  To describe the story is to miss the nuances that make it tantalizing. Phyllis wants Walter to sell her husband a $50,000 double indemnity policy, and then arrange the husband’s “accidental” death. Walter is willing, ostensibly because he’s fallen under her sexual spell. They perform a clever substitution. The husband, on crutches with a broken leg, is choked to death before a train ride. Taking his place, Neff gets on the train and jumps off. They leave the husband’s body on the tracks. Perfect. But later that night, going to the drugstore to establish an alibi, Neff remembers, “I couldn’t hear my own footsteps. It was the walk of a dead man.”


  A clever crime. But why did they do it? Phyllis was bored and her husband had lost a lot of money in the oil business, so she had a motive. But it’s as if the idea of murder materialized only because Neff did—right there in her living room, talking about insurance. On their third meeting, after a lot of aggressive wordplay, they agree to kill the husband and collect the money. I guess they also make love; in 1944 movies you can’t be sure, but if they do, it’s only the once.


  Why? Is Neff blinded by lust and greed? That’s the traditional reading of the film: weak man, strong woman. But he’s aloof, cold, hard, terse. He always calls her “baby,” as if she’s a brand, not a woman. His eyes are guarded and his posture reserved. He’s not moonstruck. And Phyllis? Cold, too. But later in the film she says she cares more about “them” than about the money. We can believe the husband died for money if they both seem driven by greed, but they’re not. We can believe he died because of their passion, but it seems more like a pretense, and fades away after the murder.


  Standing back from the film and what it expects us to think, I see them engaged not in romance or theft, but in behavior. They’re intoxicated by their personal styles. Styles learned in the movies, and from radio and the detective magazines. It’s as if they were invented by Ben Hecht through his crime dialogue. Walter and Phyllis are pulp characters with little psychological depth, and that’s the way Billy Wilder wants it. His best films are sardonic comedies, and in this one, Phyllis and Walter play a bad joke on themselves.


  More genuine emotion is centered elsewhere. It involves Neff’s fear of discovery, and his feelings for Keyes. Edward G. Robinson plays the inspector as a nonconformist who loosens his tie, reclines on the office couch, smokes cheap cigars, and wants to make Neff his assistant. He’s a father figure, or more. He’s also smart, and eventually he figures out that a crime was committed—and exactly how it was committed. His investigation leads to two scenes of queasy tension. One is when Keyes invites Neff to his office, and then calls in a witness who saw Neff on the train. Another is when Keyes calls unexpectedly at Neff’s apartment, when Neff expects Phyllis to arrive momentarily—and incriminatingly.


  Does Keyes suspect Neff? You can’t really say. He arranges situations in which Neff’s guilt might be discovered, but they’re part of his routine techniques; perhaps only his subconscious, “the little man who lives in my stomach,” suspects Neff.


  The end of the film is curious (it’s the beginning, too, so I’m not giving it away). Why does the wounded Neff go to the office and dictate a confession if he still presumably hopes to escape? Because he wants to be discovered by Keyes? Neff tells him, “You know why you couldn’t figure this one, Keyes? I’ll tell you. Because the guy you were looking for was too close—right across the desk from you.” Keyes says, “Closer than that, Walter,” and then Neff says, “I love you, too.” Neff has been lighting Keyes’s smokes all during the movie, and now Keyes lights Neff’s. You see why a gas chamber would have been superfluous.


  Wilder’s Double Indemnity was one of the earlier films noir. The photography by John Seitz helped develop the noir style of sharp-edged shadows and shots, strange angles, and lonely Edward Hopper settings. It’s the right fit for the hard urban atmosphere and dialogue created by Cain, Chandler, and the other writers Edmund Wilson called “the boys in the back room.”


  Double Indemnity has one of the most familiar noir themes: The hero is not a criminal, but a weak man who is tempted and succumbs. In this “double” story, the woman and man tempt each other; neither would have acted alone. Both are attracted not so much by the crime as by the thrill of committing it with the other person. Love and money are pretenses. The husband’s death turns out to be their one-night stand.


  Wilder, born in Austria in 1906, arrived in America in 1933, and still a Hollywood landmark, has an angle on stories like this. He doesn’t go for the obvious arc. He isn’t interested in the same things the characters are interested in. He wants to know what happens to them after they do what they think is so important. He doesn’t want truth, but consequences.


  Few other directors have made so many films that were so taut, savvy, cynical, and, in many different ways and tones, funny. After a start as a screenwriter, his directorial credits include The Lost Weekend, Sunset Boulevard, Stalag 17, Sabrina, The Seven Year Itch, Witness for the Prosecution, Some Like It Hot, The Apartment, and The Fortune Cookie. I don’t like lists but I can’t stop typing. Double Indemnity was his third film as a director. That early in his career, he was already cocky enough to begin a thriller with the lines “I killed him for money—and for a woman. I didn’t get the money. And I didn’t get the woman.” And end it with the hero saying “I love you, too” to Edward G. Robinson.


  In a Lonely Place [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 94 m., 1950


  
    Humphrey Bogart (Dixon Steele), Gloria Grahame (Laurel Gray), Frank Lovejoy (Detective Sergeant Brub Nicolai), Martha Stewart (Mildred Atkinson). Directed by Nicholas Ray and produced by Robert Lord. Screenplay by Andrew Solt and Edmund H. North, based on the novel Dorothy B. Hughes.

  


  

  The courtyard of the Hollywood building occupied by Humphrey Bogart in In a Lonely Place (1950) is one of the most evocative spaces I’ve seen in a movie. Small apartments are lined up around a Spanish-style courtyard with a fountain. Each flat is occupied by a single person. If you look across from your window, you can see into the life of your neighbor.


  One apartment is occupied by Dixon Steele, an alcoholic screenwriter who has some success but is now in the midst of a long, dry spell. Across from him is Laurel Gray (Gloria Grahame), a would-be actress and a smart cookie. Steele is a bitter, angry man. Drinking at noon in his usual hangout, he succeeds in insulting his agent, punching a man who is cruel to an aging has-been actor and then getting in a fistfight with the son of a studio chief.


  This concise opening scene, set in a bar inspired by Bogart’s own hangout, Romanoff’s, establishes Dixon Steele’s character and summarizes some of the things we sense about Bogart, that enigmatic man. They both drink too much. They’re both idealists who sympathize with underdogs. They both have a temper. Steele has, and Bogart was always able to evoke self-pity; remember his Dobbs in Treasure of the Sierra Madre. Bogart was at his best in conflicted roles, at his weakest in straightforward macho parts. Steele’s qualities make him an ideal partner for Laurel Gray, who has been around, knows the ropes, and is more likely to fall for a wounded pigeon than a regular guy.


  In a Lonely Place has been described by the critic Kim Morgan as “one of the most heartbreaking love stories ever committed to film,” and love is indeed what it’s really about. It has the look, feel, and trappings of a film noir, and a murder takes place in it, but it is really about the dark places in a man’s soul and a woman who thinks she can heal them.


  As carefully constructed by Bogart, who produced it, and directed by Nicholas Ray, from a great noir novel by Dorothy Hughes, it’s at pains to make its man and women adults who know their way around. Neither is a victim, except of their own natures: Dixon Steele a drinker with rotten self-esteem, Laurel Gray a woman who should know better than to invest in him.


  In the film, Steele is given the job of adapting a trashy best-seller. He needs the work, but he can’t even bear to read the novel. A friendly hat-check girl named Mildred (Martha Stewart) tells him she loved it, and he hires her to come home with him and tell him the story. On their way through his courtyard, they pass Laurel Gray, and Gloria Grahame is perfect in how she conveys to him that she notices him. The storytelling session drags on, Mildred becomes a bore, and Steele sends her away. The next morning she’s found murdered. Steele, seen to leave the bar with her and with a long rap sheet involving assaults and fights, is the logical suspect.


  Did anyone see Mildred leave his apartment? Yes, as it turns out, Laurel says she did, and provides an alibi when she’s brought to the police station. Something happens between Laurel and Dixon in the captain’s office that is unmistakable—and later that day they act upon it, no small talk, hungry with passion and hope.


  Laurel gets Dixon off the sauce. He starts writing again. They’re helplessly in love, a little giddy with happiness. But the possibility lingers that he did murder the girl, and that Laurel testified for him out of instinct more than certain knowledge. An idyllic interlude on the beach suddenly turns ugly and leads to worse. We, and Laurel, are presented with the possibility that her life is in danger, especially if he drinks again. Ambiguity about the true Dixon Steele provides the soul of the film, the fact that they truly love each other its poignancy.


  This is a crisp black-and-white film with an almost ruthless efficiency of style. It taps into the psyches of the three principals: Bogart, who bought the story to produce with his company; Nicholas Ray, a lean iconoclast of films about wounded men (James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause), and the legendary Gloria Grahame (1923–81), whose life story inspired Peter Turner’s extraordinary book Film Stars Don’t Die in Liverpool. Turner was the last of her many loves. She was married to Nicholas Ray but that ended during the making of this film, when Ray found her in bed with his thirteen-year-old son by an earlier marriage. (She and the boy, Tony, were married from 1960 to 1974.)


  Life on the set was obviously fraught with emotional hazards. Ray had modeled the movie’s apartment complex on an apartment he once occupied at Villa Primavera in West Hollywood. When he moved out on Grahame, I learn from critic J. Hoberman, Ray actually moved onto the set and started sleeping there. The relationship between Dixon and Laurel mirrored aspects of Bogart’s own with the younger, strong-willed, nurturing Lauren Bacall. Yet perhaps they all sensed that they were doing the best work of their careers—a film could be based on those three people and that experience.


  In a Lonely Place is a superb example of the mature Hollywood studio system at the top of its form. Photographed with masterful economy by Burnett Guffey (Knock on Any Door, Bonnie and Clyde), it understands space and uses the apartments across the courtyard to visualize the emotional relationship between Dixon and Laurel. Visible to each other, dependent on each other, they never officially move in together but remain enclosed and, no matter what they say, apart. Notice the way Guffey focuses light on Bogart’s eyes during a frightening speech when he imagines how Mildred was murdered.


  “You know, Miss Gray,” he says, “you’re one up on me. You can see into my apartment but I can’t see into yours.”


  “I promise you, I won’t take advantage of it.”


  “I would, if it were the other way around.”


  Bogart is so good at playing vulnerable men. It’s strange he has an enduring image as a tough guy. It would be more accurate to say he was tempered by experience. A decade before this film, in Casablanca, he was already the man drinking alone late at night, afraid of hearing an old song.


  About Grahame’s characters there was often a doomed quality. She and Lee Marvin had an iconic scene in The Big Heat (1953) when he threw a pot of boiling coffee in her face. In It’s a Wonderful Life (1946), she plays the grown-up Violet, who in the nightmare sequence, becomes a prostitute. She won an Oscar for The Bad and the Beautiful (1952), playing an actress who hates the producer who betrayed her. And she gained the unfortunate nickname “the Can’t Say No Girl” after performing that song in Oklahoma! (1955).


  If there is one key element of film noir, it is the flawed hero. That, usually joined with a distinctive visual style and tone, defines the genre. The hero is sympathetic but weak, often haunted by mistakes in the past or fatally tempted by greed or lust. He is likely to discover himself capable of evil he had never dreamed of, and is consumed by guilt and fear.


  Bogart embodies this noir quality flawlessly in In a Lonely Place. He plays a good man with a hot temper who can fly into a rage when he drinks. This gives Dixon a Jekyll and Hyde quality that Laurel awakens to, leading to later scenes of terror. The monster inhabiting him is an acting-out of self-loathing, which infects his success and dooms his happiness. He foresees his fate when he quotes to her a line just written in his new screenplay: “I was born when you kissed me. I died when you left me. I lived a few weeks while you loved me.”


  L.A. Confidential [image: fourstar]


  R, 138 m., 1997


  
    Kevin Spacey (Jack Vincennes), Russell Crowe (Wendell “Bud” White), Guy Pearce (Edmund J. Exley), Danny DeVito (Sid Hudgens), David Strathairn (Pierce Morehouse Patchett), James Cromwell (Captain Dudley Smith), Kim Basinger (Lynn Bracken). Directed by Curtis Hanson and produced by Hanson and Arnon Milchan. Screenplay by Hanson and Brian Helgeland, based on the novel by James Ellroy.

  


  

  The opening scenes of L.A. Confidential are devoted to establishing the three central characters, all cops. We may be excused for expecting that they will be antagonists; indeed, they think so themselves. But the film has other plans, and much of its fascination comes from the way it puts the three cops on the same side and never really declares anyone the antagonist until near the end. Potential villains are all over the screen, but they remain potential right up to the closing scenes. What the three cops are fighting, most of the time, is a pervasive corruption that saturates the worlds in which they move.


  The movie also documents a specific time when the world of police work edged into show business. These days, when we can watch video recordings of cops actually busting suspects, when celebrity trials are shown on live TV, when gossip is the prime ingredient of many news outlets, it is hard to imagine a time when crime and vice lived hidden in the shadows. But they did, and the tipping point when that era ended must have been in the early 1950s, with the rise of instant celebrities and scandalous tabloid magazines such as Confidential, the partnership formed between Hollywood and law enforcement agencies, and the media’s reticence about seamy subject matter ended. L.A. Confidential (1997) shows the current era of sensationalism being born.


  The first voice heard from the screen comes from the confiding, insinuating publisher of Hush-Hush magazine, Sid Hudgens (Danny DeVito). He sets the tone: “Insiders” know the score and are getting away with murder. His most valued contact is Detective Jack Vincennes (Kevin Spacey), the technical adviser on Badge of Honor, a Dragnet-style TV show. Jack also stars in some of Hudgens’s scoops. They set up celebrities or politicians in compromising situations, Vincennes breaks in to bust them, and Hush-Hush gets the story.


  Vincennes will be one of the film’s protagonists. The other two cops are Officer Bud White (Russell Crowe), who believes in bending the law to enforce it, and Detective Ed Exley (Guy Pearce), a straight-arrow type whose self-righteous morality gets on the department’s nerves. These three cops, so different from one another, all possess some essential quality of honor that draws them together in untangling the film’s web of corruption.


  For much of its running time, L.A. Confidential seems episodic—one sensational event after another, with no apparent connection. Mickey Cohen, the head of organized crime in L.A., has just been sent to prison, and now hit squads are rubbing out his top lieutenants. A millionaire named Pierce Patchett (David Strathairn) has sidelines in slick porn and high-priced call girls, and specializes in prostitutes who have had plastic surgery to make them resemble movie stars. A bunch of drunken cops beat up Mexican suspects and get their photos on the front page. Exley and Vincennes, for quite different reasons, testify against their fellow officers, breaking the department’s code of silence. There’s a massacre at the downtown Nite Owl Cafe, and a cop is one of the victims. Calling sternly for justice to be done in all of these cases is ramrod-stiff Captain Dudley Smith (James Cromwell), who presides at morning roll call.


  The plot, based on the novel by James Ellroy, can only be described as labyrinthine. For long periods, we’re not even sure that it is a plot, and one of the film’s pleasures is the way director Curtis Hanson and writer Brian Helgeland put all the pieces into place before we fully realize they’re pieces. How could these people and events possibly be related? We don’t much mind, so long as the pieces themselves are so intriguing.


  Consider the business of the call girls who have been “cut” to make them look like movie stars. One of them, Lynn Bracken (Kim Basinger), looks like Veronica Lake, but the truth is, she’s never had plastic surgery. White tracks her down because she’s the friend of a girl who was killed at the Nite Owl. Then he pays a return visit because he is powerfully attracted to her, and they fall into bed without having had six words of personal conversation. Is that typical behavior for a hooker? Does she have another motive? As the Basinger character plays out, her motives and real feelings coil about one another, creating a deep and sympathetic character. Despite Crowe, Pearce, and Spacey, it may be Basinger who gives the film’s best performance. Her speech to Exley, about how she sees Bud White, is a monologue as simple as it is touching.


  White has compromised himself by sleeping with a potential witness. He is also in deep with Captain Smith, who uses him as a strong-arm man to beat up “suspects,” including out-of-town mobsters (the message: go home). Vincennes compromises himself by ratting on fellow cops, something he says he would never do—until his job on the TV show is threatened. And the straight-arrow Exley believes he could never bend the official rules of conduct, until he discovers that sometimes they need bending.


  It would be unfair for me to even hint at some of the directions the story takes. Let me instead describe superb moments. One of the most famous comes when Vincennes and Exley enter the Formosa Café, a Chinese restaurant close to a Warner Bros. lot, to question the mobster Johnny Stompanato. He’s with a date, who gives them some lip. Exley tells her to shut up: “A hooker cut to look like Lana Turner is still a hooker.” Notice how the camera frames Exley in foreground and holds Vincennes in background, as he confides, “She is Lana Turner.” This line, one of the movie’s most famous, works so well, I think, because of the particular way Spacey delivers it, and the little smile he allows himself, and because Hanson does it in the same shot; a cutaway to Vincennes would have been all wrong.


  Vincennes has another emotionally wrenching experience involving a beefcake “actor” named Matt, who he first met during a bust set up by Hush-Hush. Now Hudgens has a scheme to lure the DA into a “sissy” scenario with Matt, and uses Vincennes to help convince the gullible kid this favor could open the door for him on the TV (“Like Badge of Honor is gonna want him after he’s been cover boy for Hush-Hush twice in a year,” Hudgens gloats). How this assignation ends, and how Spacey as Vincennes reacts, amounts to a self-contained scenario on shame.


  Consider, too, the choreography after two of the characters burst into the district attorney’s office. The DA tries to put them off with a clever line about “good cop, bad cop,” until he finds out in a horrifying way what “bad cop” can really mean. I’ve seen endless hours of violence in movies over the years, but hardly anything to equal what happens to the DA in a minute or two.


  L.A. Confidential is described as film noir, and so it is, but it is more: Unusually for a crime film, it deals with the psychology of the characters, for example in the interplay between the two men who are both in love with Basinger’s hooker. It contains all the elements of police action, but in a sharply clipped, more economical style; the action exists not for itself but to provide an arena for the personalities. The dialogue is lovely; not the semiparody of a lot of film noir, but the words of serious people trying to reveal or conceal themselves. And when all of the threads are pulled together at the end, you really have to marvel at the way there was a plot after all, and it all makes sense, and it was all right there waiting for someone to discover it.


  Laura [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 88 m., 1944


  
    Gene Tierney (Laura Hunt), Dana Andrews (Detective Lieutenant Mark McPherson), Clifton Webb (Waldo Lydecker), Vincent Price (Shelby Carpenter), Judith Anderson (Ann Treadwell). Directed and produced by Otto Preminger. Screenplay by Jay Dratler, Samuel Hoffenstein, Ring Lardner, Jr., and Betty Reindhardt.

  


  

  I’ve seen Otto Preminger’s Laura three or four times, but the identity of the murderer doesn’t spring quickly to mind. That’s not because the guilty person is forgettable but because the identity is so arbitrary: It is not necessary that the murderer be the murderer. Three or four other characters would have done as well, and indeed if it were not for Walter Winchell we would have another ending altogether. More about that later.


  Film noir is known for its convoluted plots and arbitrary twists, but even in a genre that gave us The Maltese Falcon, this takes some kind of prize. Laura (1944) has a detective who never goes to the station; a suspect who is invited to tag along as other suspects are interrogated; a heroine who is dead for most of the film; a man insanely jealous of a woman even though he never for a moment seems heterosexual; a romantic lead who is a dull-witted Kentucky bumpkin moving in Manhattan penthouse society, and a murder weapon that is “returned” to its hiding place by the cop, who will “come by for it in the morning.” The only nude scene involves the jealous man and the cop.


  That Laura continues to weave a spell—and it does—is a tribute to style over sanity. No doubt the famous musical theme by David Raksin has something to do with it: The music lends a haunted, nostalgic, regretful cast to everything it plays under, and it plays under a lot. There is also Clifton Webb’s narration, measured, precise, a little mad: “I shall never forget the weekend Laura died. A silver sun burned through the sky like a huge magnifying glass. It was the hottest Sunday in my recollection. I felt as if I were the only human being left in New York. For Laura’s horrible death, I was alone. I, Waldo Lydecker, was the only one who really knew her.”


  It is Clifton Webb’s performance as Waldo Lydecker that stands at the heart of the film, with Vincent Price, as Laura’s fiancé Shelby Carpenter, nibbling at the edges like an eager spaniel. Both actors, and Judith Anderson as a neurotic friend, create characters who have no reality except their own, which is good enough for them. The hero and heroine, on the other hand, are cardboard. Gene Tierney, as Laura, is gorgeous, has perfect features, looks great in the stills, but never seems emotionally involved; her work in Leave Her to Heaven (1945) is stronger, deeper, more convincing. Dana Andrews, as Detective Lieutenant Mark McPherson, stands straight, chain-smokes, speaks in a monotone, and reminded the studio head Daryl F. Zanuck of “an agreeable schoolboy.” As actors, Tierney and Andrews basically play eyewitnesses to scene-stealing by Webb and Price.


  This was Clifton Webb’s first big starring role and his first movie role of any kind since 1930. He was a stage actor who refused the studio’s demand for a screen test; Otto Preminger, who began by producing the film and ended by directing it, in desperation filmed Webb on a Broadway stage and showed that to Zanuck. “He doesn’t walk, he flies,” an underling told Zanuck, but Webb, who had a mannered camp style, impressed Zanuck and got the role. Vincent Price creates an accent somewhere between Kentucky and Transylvania for his character, who is tall and healthy and inspires Waldo Lydecker to complain to Laura: “With you, a lean strong body is the measure of a man.”


  Lydecker is lean but not strong. Webb was fifty-five when he played the role, Tierney twenty-four. A similar age difference was no problem for Bogart and Bacall, but between Webb and Tierney it must be said there is not the slightest suggestion of chemistry. He is a bachelor critic and columnist (said to be modeled after Alexander Woollcott), and the first time we see him he is sitting in his bathtub, typing. This is after Laura’s body has been found murdered with shotgun blasts, and the detective comes to question her closest friend.


  The scene develops with more undercurrents than surface, as McPherson enters the bathroom, glances at Lydecker, and seems faintly amused. Then Lydecker swings the typewriter shelf away, so that it shields his nudity from the camera but not from the detective. Waldo stands up, offscreen, and a reaction shot shows McPherson glancing down as Lydecker asks him to pass a bathrobe. Every time I see the movie, I wonder what Preminger is trying to accomplish with this scene. There is no suggestion that Lydecker is attracted to McPherson, and yet it seems odd to greet a police detective in the nude.


  Lydecker is Laura’s Svengali. In flashbacks, we follow the progress of their relationship. He snubs her in the Algonquin dining room, then apologizes, becomes her friend, and takes over her life, chooses her clothes, redoes her hair, introduces her to the right people, promotes her in his column. They spend every night together out on the town, except Tuesdays and Fridays, when Waldo cooks for her at home. Then other men enter the picture and leave again as Waldo blasts them in his column. Big, dumb Shelby with his lean, strong body is the latest and most serious threat. Considering this Waldo-Shelby-Laura love triangle, it occurs to me that the only way to make it psychologically sound would be to change Laura into a boy.


  The movie basically consists of well-dressed rich people standing in luxury flats and talking to a cop. The passion is unevenly distributed. Shelby and Laura never seem to have much heat between them. Waldo is possessive of Laura, but never touches her. Ann Treadwell (Anderson), a society dame, lusts for Shelby but has to tell him or he’d never know. And Detective McPherson develops a crush on the dead woman. There is an extraordinary scene where he enters her apartment at night, looks through her letters, touches her dresses, sniffs her perfume, pours himself a drink from her bottle, and sits down beneath her enormous portrait, which is placed immodestly above her own fireplace. It’s like a date with a ghost.


  McPherson’s investigation and his ultimate revelations are handled in an offhand way, for a 1940s crime picture. He is forever leading people to believe they’re going to be charged, and then backing off. Lydecker asks to tag along as the cop interviews suspects; murder is his “favorite crime,” and “I like to study their reactions.” Astonishingly, McPherson lets him. This is useful from a screenplay point of view, since otherwise McPherson would be mostly alone.


  All of these absurdities and improbabilities somehow do not diminish the film’s appeal. They may even add to it. Some of the lines have become unintentionally funny, James Naremore writes in More than Night: Film Noir in Its Contexts, “Where Laura is concerned, the camp effect is at least partly intended—any movie that puts Clifton Webb, Judith Anderson, and Vincent Price in the same drawing room is inviting a mood of fey theatricality.”


  The story of Preminger’s struggle to get the movie made has become Hollywood legend. As he tells it in his autobiography, Zanuck saw him as a producer, not a director, and assigned Rouben Mamoulian to the piece. When the early rushes were a disaster, Preminger stepped in, reshot many scenes, replaced the sets, and fought for the screenplay. Zanuck insisted that another ending be shot; the film was screened for Zanuck and his pal Walter Winchell, a real gossip columnist, who said he didn’t understand the ending. So Zanuck let Preminger have his ending back, and while the business involving the shotgun in the antique clock may be somewhat labored, the whole film is of a piece: contrived, artificial, mannered, and yet achieving a kind of perfection in its balance between low motives and high style. What makes the movie great, perhaps, is the casting. The materials of a B-grade crime potboiler are redeemed by Waldo Lydecker, walking through every scene as if afraid to step in something.


  Le Samourai [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 95 m., 1967


  
    Alain Delon (Jef Costello), Francois Perier (The Superintendant), Nathalie Delon (Jane Lagrange), Caty Rosier (Valerie), Jacques Leroy (The Gunman), Jean-Pierre Posier (Olivier Rey), Catherine Jourdan (Hat-check Girl), Michel Boisrond (M. Wiener). Directed by Jean-Pierre Melville and produced by Eugene Lepicier. Screenplay by Melville, Joan McLeod, and Georges Pellegrin.

  


  

  An empty room. No, not empty. In the shadows we can barely see a man on the bed. He lights a cigarette, and smoke coils up toward a wisp of light from the window. After a time the man gets up, fully dressed, and moves to a hat stand near the door. He puts on his fedora, adjusting the brim with delicate precision, and goes out into the street.


  Like a painter or a musician, a filmmaker can suggest complete mastery with just a few strokes. Jean-Pierre Melville involves us in the spell of Le Samourai (1967) before a word is spoken. He does it with light: a cold light, like dawn on an ugly day. And color: grays and blues. And actions that speak in place of words.


  The man hot-wires a car, and drives it down a forlorn street to a garage where the door gapes open. He wheels it inside. A mechanic is waiting, who changes the license plates. The driver waits and smokes. The mechanic opens a drawer and hands him papers. The driver extends his hand. For a handshake? No, for a gun. He pockets it. He hands the mechanic cash. Then he drives away. Not a word is spoken.


  The man, named Jef Costello, is played by Alain Delon, the tough pretty boy of French movies. He was thirty-two when this movie was made, an actor so improbably handsome that his best strategy for dealing with his looks was to use a poker face. He seems utterly unaware here of his appearance; at times he seems to be playing himself in a dream. A “beautiful destructive angel of the dark street,” film critic David Thomson called him.


  Costello is a killer for hire. The movie follows him with meticulous attention to detail while he establishes an alibi, kills a nightclub owner, survives a police lineup, is betrayed by those who hired him, and becomes the subject of a police manhunt that involves a cat-and-mouse chase through the Paris Metro. All the while he barely betrays an emotion.


  Two women help supply his alibis. A woman named Jane loves him, we guess, although she has a rich lover and Jef knows it. (She is played by Nathalie Delon, his real-life wife.) The other woman, a black musician named Valerie (Caty Rosier) who plays the piano in the nightclub, lies at the lineup, and says she has never seen him. But she knows she has. Is she lying to help him? Or because she knows the men who hired him, and knows they do not want him caught? This question weighs on Costello’s mind after he is betrayed by his employers, and he goes to see the piano player, who is utterly fearless even though he might kill her. Costello’s women seem to reflect his own existential detachment: He does his job, he functions at the top of his ability, he has no values, he is a professional, there is no room for sentiment in how he lives.


  “There is no solitude greater than a samurai’s,” says a quotation at the beginning of the film. “Unless perhaps it is that of a tiger in the jungle.” The quotation is attributed to The Book of Bushido, which I was disappointed to find out is fictional—a creation of Melville’s. The quotation and the whole pose of the Costello character are meant to suggest a man who operates according to a rigid code. But as Stanley Kauffmann points out in his review, “a samurai did not accept commissions to kill merely for money: honor and ethics were involved.”


  Here the honor and ethics seem to be Jef Costello’s loyalty to himself; a samurai was prepared to die for his employer, and Costello is self-employed. Perhaps he should have taken his text from a real book, The Code of the Samurai, from sixteenth-century Japan. It begins with words Melville might well have quoted: “One who is a samurai must before all things keep constantly in mind, by day and by night . . . the fact that he has to die. That is his chief business.”


  The film is masterful in its control of acting and visual style. Against Delon’s detachment and cold objectivity, Melville sets the character of the police superintendant (Francois Perier), who barks commands over the police radio while masterminding the manhunt. He knows Jef is lying but can’t prove it, and there is a slimy scene where he tries to blackmail Jane into betraying Jef. Meanwhile, Jef tries to find the men who hired him, so he can get revenge.


  One of the pleasures of Le Samourai is to realize how complicated the plot has grown, in its flat, deadpan way. With little dialogue and spare scenes of pure action (most of it unsensational), the movie devises a situation in which Jef is being sought all over Paris by both the police and the underworld, while he simultaneously puts his own plan into effect, and deals with both women.


  The movie teaches us how action is the enemy of suspense—how action releases tension, instead of building it. Better to wait for a whole movie for something to happen (assuming we really care whether it happens) than to sit through a film where things we don’t care about are happening constantly.


  Melville uses character, not action, to build suspense. Consider a scene where one of the underworld hirelings calls on Costello, to apologize and hire him for another job, and Jef stares at him with utterly blank, empty eyes.


  “Nothing to say?” the goon says.


  “Not with a gun on me.”


  “Is that a principle?”


  “A habit.”


  Melville is in love with the processes of things in the movie. The sequence when Jef is tailed by cops on the underground has inspired several other films; police are stationed on every platform, but Costello hops in and out of cars, switches platforms and trains, and toys with them. There is also a lovingly directed sequence where two flatfoots plant a wire in Costello’s apartment. And a final scene where Costello returns to the nightclub where the murder took place, and is able to resolve all the plot strands and make his own statement—all while essentially remaining passive.


  Thomson wrote that this film is “so tough that its impassive romanticism is not just fascinating, but nearly comic.” Some of the comic details are so quiet they could be missed. Consider the bird in Costello’s drab hotel room. It is a gray, shabby bird (of course) with an unpleasant chirp. Why would this man have a bird? Is it even his? Did it come with the room? The bird’s chirp provides an amusing payoff after the cops wire the room and set up a tape recorder that records only . . . chirps, for a while. Apart from the bird, the room contains the following personal possessions of Costello: His trench coat, his fedora, his pack of cigarettes, and a bottle of mineral water. At one point, he walks over to an armoire, and on top of it, I was delighted to see, were rows of water bottles and neatly arranged packs of cigarettes. You smile because such details are a very quiet wink from Melville, telling you he knows what he’s up to.


  Jean-Pierre Melville (1917–73) was born Grumbach but renamed himself after the American novelist. He was a hero of the French resistance. After the war, by starting his own studio and making independent films on small budgets, he essentially pointed the way for the French New Wave. “I’m incapable of doing anything but rough drafts,” he once said, but in fact Le Samourai is as finished and polished as a film can be.


  The elements of the film—the killer, the cops, the underworld, the women, the code—are as familiar as the movies themselves. Melville loved 1930s Hollywood crime movies and in his own work helped develop modern film noir. There is nothing absolutely original in Le Samourai except for the handling of the material. Melville pares down and leaves out. He disdains artificial action sequences and manufactured payoffs. He drains the color from his screen and the dialogue from his characters. At the end, there is a scene that cries out (in Hollywood terms, anyway) for a last dramatic enigmatic statement, but Melville gives us banalities and then silence. He has been able to keep constantly in mind his hero’s chief business.


  The Long Goodbye [image: fourstar]


  R, 112 m., 1973


  
    Elliott Gould (Philip Marlowe), Nina Van Pallandt (Eileen Wade), Sterling Hayden (Roger Wade), Mark Rydell (Marty Augustine), and Jim Bouton (Terry Lennox). Directed by Robert Altman and produced by Jerry Bick. Screenplay by Leigh Brackett, based on the novel by Raymond Chandler.

  


  

  Robert Altman’s Long Goodbye (1973) attacks film noir with three of his most cherished tools: Whimsy, spontaneity, and narrative perversity. He is always the most youthful of directors, and here he gives us the youngest of Philip Marlowes, the private eye as a Hardy boy. Marlowe hides in the bushes, pokes his nose up against a window, complains like a spoiled child, and runs after a car driven by the sexy heroine, crying out “Mrs. Wade! Mrs. Wade!” As a counterweight, the movie contains two startling acts of violence; both blindside us, and neither is in the original Raymond Chandler novel.


  Altman began with a screenplay by Leigh Brackett, the legendary writer of The Big Sleep (1946), the greatest of the many films inspired by Marlowe. On that one her cowriter was William Faulkner. There is a famous story that they asked Chandler who killed one of the characters (or was it suicide?). Chandler’s reply: “I don’t know.” There is a nod to that in The Long Goodbye when a character who was murdered in the book commits suicide in the movie.


  Certainly the plot of The Long Goodbye is a labyrinth not easily negotiated. Chandler’s 1953 novel leads Marlowe into a web of deception so complex you could call it arbitrary. The book is not about a story but about the code of a private eye in a corrupt world. It is all about mood, personal style, and language. In her adaptation, Brackett dumps sequences from Chandler, adds some of her own (she sends Marlowe to Mexico twice), reassigns killings, and makes it almost impossible to track a suitcase filled with a mobster’s money.


  I went through the film a shot at a time at the Conference on World Affairs at the University of Colorado, sitting in the dark with several hundred others as we asked ourselves, “What do we know, how do we know it, and is it true?” Many of our questions center on the rich, sex-drenched Eileen (Nina Van Pallandt). Does she desire the death of her husband, Roger Wade, an alcoholic writer played by the gruff old bear Sterling Hayden? Or does she only want free of him? What about that seductive dinner she serves Marlowe (Elliott Gould) on the night Wade walks into the ocean? Does she intend to sleep with Marlowe? She does in the novel, and he is later part of her alibi when she kills Wade and makes it look like suicide. But here she doesn’t kill Wade. What is the link connecting Terry Lennox (the baseball star Jim Bouton), Eileen, and the gangster Marty Augustine (Mark Rydell)? Does Augustine owe Wade money, as he claims to Marlowe, or does Wade owe Augustine money, as Wade implies in a Freudian slip? What is the exact connection between any money owed to anyone and the money in the suitcase? Only a final, blunt speech by Lennox, Marlowe’s unworthy friend, answers some of our questions.


  

  Movie Marlowes


  

  Raymond Chandler’s crime novels all feature private eye Philip Marlowe, the perfect character for big-screen noir thrillers. Noteworthy Marlowes:


  Dick Powell: Murder, My Sweet (1944), based on Chandler’s Farewell, My Lovely, with Claire Trevor, Anne Shirley, and Otto Kruger; directed by Edward Dmytryk.


  Humphrey Bogart: Costarred opposite wife Lauren Bacall in The Big Sleep (1946); directed by Howard Hawks.


  James Garner: Marlowe (1969), directed by Paul Bogart, costarred Rita Moreno and Carroll O’Connor.


  Robert Mitchum: Farewell, My Lovely (1975), with Charlotte Rampling, John Ireland, and Sylvia Miles; directed by Dick Richards. Mitchum also played Marlowe in a 1978 remake of The Big Sleep, directed by Michael Winner.


  

  Elliott Gould says on the Long Goodbye DVD that Altman made many changes to Brackett’s screenplay, but that when she saw the movie not long before she died, she said she was “more than satisfied.” One change is to make Philip Marlowe, that laconic loner with a code of honor, into what Altman and Gould privately called “Rip Van Marlowe.”


  When he awakens at the beginning of the movie, he’s a 1953 character in a 1973 world. He wears a dark suit, white shirt, and narrow tie in a world of flower power and nude yoga. He chain-smokes; no one else smokes. He is loyal to Terry Lennox and considers him his friend, but the movie establishes their friendship only by showing them playing liar’s poker, and Lennox is no friend. Marlowe carries a $5,000 bill for most of the movie, but never charges for any of his services. He is a knight errant, and like Don Quixote imperfectly understands the world he inhabits.


  The earlier movie Marlowes (Humphrey Bogart, James Caan, James Garner, Robert Mitchum, Robert Montgomery, Dick Powell) are terse and guarded. They talk, as Chandler wrote, “with rude wit, a lively sense of the grotesque, a disgust for sham, and a contempt for pettiness.” And they talk a lot, because they narrate the novels. Gould’s Marlowe has these qualities, but they emerge in meandering dialogue that plays as a bemused commentary to himself. In the novel, Marlowe has no pets, but here he has a cat, and in the famous pre-credit opening sequence he attempts to convince the cat he is supplying its favorite cat food, but the cat is not fooled. In a movie that throws large chunks of plot overboard, there is no reason for this sequence, except that it establishes Marlowe as a man who is more loyal to his cat than anyone is to him.


  The plot can be summarized in a few words, or endlessly. The rich playboy Lennox asks Marlowe to drive him to Tijuana. Marlowe does, and is questioned by the cops and jailed after Lennox’s wife is found beaten to death. Released by the cops after Lennox’s suicide in Mexico, Marlowe is visited by the gangster Marty Augustine and his goons. Augustine thinks Marlowe has money Lennox was carrying. In one of the most shocking moments in movie history, he commits an act of cruelty and says, “Now that’s someone I love. Think what could happen to you.”


  Marlowe follows him to the Malibu beach house of the writer Roger Wade and his wife, Eileen, and is later hired by Eileen to track down Roger after he runs away to a shady drying-out sanitarium. How are Lennox, the Wades, and Augustine connected?


  I don’t think the answer to that question concerns Altman nearly as much as the look and feel of the film. He wants to show a private eye from the noir era blundering through a plot he is perhaps too naive to understand. The movie’s visual strategy underlines his confusion. Altman and his cinematographer, Vilmos Zsigmond, “flashed” the color film with carefully calculated extra light, to give it a faded, pastel quality, as if Marlowe’s world refuses to reveal vivid colors and sharp definition. Most of the shots are filmed through foregrounds that obscure: panes of glass, trees and shrubbery, architectural details, all clouding Marlowe’s view (and ours). The famous Altman overlapping dialogue gives the impression that Marlowe doesn’t pick up on everything around him. Far from resenting the murkiness in his world, Marlowe repeats the catchphrase, “It’s all right with me.” The line was improvised by Gould, and he and Altman decided to use it throughout the story as an ironic refrain.


  There is another refrain: The title theme, which is essentially the only music heard in the film. Altman uses it again and again, with many different performers (even a Mexican marching band, with the sheet music pinned to the shirt of the man in front of them). At Boulder, the musician Dave Grusin, who worked on the film, told us Altman gathered a group of musicians on a sound stage and had them spend an evening playing around with different arrangements of the song. Why did Altman use only the one song? I’ve heard a lot of theories, of which the most convincing is, it amused him.


  The visuals and sound undergo a shift after the suicide of Roger Wade. There is a scene on the beach where Marlowe pesters people with questions and accuses them of dishonesty; he sounds like a child, a drunk, or both. But then color begins to saturate the pale visuals, the foregrounds no longer obscure, characters start talking one at a time, and finally in the vivid sunlight of Mexico, Marlowe is able to see and hear clearly, and act decisively.


  Casting is crucial in film noir, because the actors have to arrive already bearing their fates. Altman’s actors are as unexpected as they are inevitable. Sterling Hayden, a ravaged giant, roars and blusters on his way to his grave. As his wife, Altman cast Nina Van Pallandt, then famous as the mistress of Clifford Irving, author of the celebrated fake autobiography of Howard Hughes. She could act, but she did more than act; she embodied a Malibu beach temptress. Mark Rydell, the director, seems to be channeling Martin Scorsese’s verbal style in a performance that uses elaborate politeness as a mask for savagery. And Elliott Gould is a Marlowe thrust into a story were everybody else knows their roles. He wanders clueless and complaining, and then suddenly understands exactly what he must do.


  The Long Goodbye should not be anybody’s first film noir, nor their first Altman movie. Most of its effect comes from the way it pushes against the genre, and the way Altman undermines the premise of all private eye movies, which is that the hero can walk down mean streets, see clearly, and tell right from wrong. The man of honor from 1953 is lost in the hazy narcissism of 1973, and it’s not all right with him.


  The Maltese Falcon [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 100 m., 1941


  
    Humphrey Bogart (Samuel Spade), Mary Astor (Brigid O’Shaughnessy), Gladys George (Iva Archer), Sydney Greenstreet (Kasper Gutman), Lee Patrick (Effie Perine). Directed by John Huston and produced by Hal B. Wallis. Screenplay by Huston, based on the novel by Dashiell Hammett.

  


  

  Among the movies we not only love but treasure, The Maltese Falcon stands as a great divide. Consider what was true after its release in 1941 and was not true before:


  The movie defined Humphrey Bogart’s performances for the rest of his life; his hard-boiled Sam Spade rescued him from a decade of middling roles in B gangster movies and positioned him for Casablanca, Treasure of the Sierra Madre, The African Queen, and his other classics.


  It was the first film directed by John Huston, who for more than forty years would be a prolific maker of movies that were muscular, stylish, and daring.


  It contained the first screen appearance of Sydney Greenstreet, who went on, in Casablanca and many other films, to become one of the most striking character actors in movie history.


  It was the first pairing of Greenstreet and Peter Lorre, and so well did they work together that they made nine other movies, including Casablanca in 1942 and The Mask of Dimitrios (1944), in which they were not supporting actors but actually the stars.


  And some film histories consider The Maltese Falcon the first film noir. It put down the foundations for that native American genre of mean streets, knife-edged heroes, dark shadows, and tough dames.


  Of course film noir was waiting to be born. It was already there in the novels of Dashiell Hammett, who wrote The Maltese Falcon, and the work of Raymond Chandler, James M. Cain, John O’Hara, and the other boys in the back room. “Down these mean streets a man must go who is not himself mean,” wrote Chandler, and that was true of his hero Philip Marlowe (another Bogart character). But it wasn’t true of Hammett’s Sam Spade, who was mean, and who set the stage for a decade in which unsentimental heroes talked tough and cracked wise.


  The moment everyone remembers from The Maltese Falcon comes near the end, when Brigid O’Shaughnessy (Mary Astor) has been collared for murdering Spade’s partner. She says she loves Spade. She asks if Sam loves her. She pleads for him to spare her from the law. And he replies, in a speech some people can quote by heart, “I hope they don’t hang you, precious, by that sweet neck. . . . The chances are you’ll get off with life. That means if you’re a good girl, you’ll be out in twenty years. I’ll be waiting for you. If they hang you, I’ll always remember you.”


  Cold. Spade is cold and hard, like his name. When he gets the news that his partner has been murdered, he doesn’t blink an eye. Didn’t like the guy. Kisses his widow the moment they’re alone together. Beats up Joel Cairo (Lorre) not just because he has to, but because he carries a perfumed handkerchief, and you know what that meant in a 1941 movie. Turns the rough stuff on and off. Loses patience with Greenstreet, throws his cigar into the fire, smashes his glass, barks out a threat, slams the door, and then grins to himself in the hallway, amused by his own act.


  If he didn’t like his partner, Spade nevertheless observes a sort of code involving his death. “When a man’s partner is killed,” he tells Brigid, “he’s supposed to do something about it.” He doesn’t like the cops, either; the only person he really seems to like is his secretary, Effie (Lee Patrick), who sits on his desk, lights his cigarettes, knows his sins and accepts them. How do Bogart and Huston get away with making such a dark guy the hero of a film? Because he does his job according to the rules he lives by, and because we sense (as we always would with Bogart after this role) that the toughness conceals old wounds and broken dreams.


  John Huston had worked as a writer at Warner Bros. before convincing the studio to let him direct. The Maltese Falcon was his first choice, even though it had been filmed twice before by Warners (in 1931 under the same title and in 1936 as Satan Met a Lady). “They were such wretched pictures,” Huston told his biographer, Lawrence Grobel. He saw Hammett’s vision more clearly, saw that the story was not about plot but about character, saw that to soften Sam Spade would be deadly, fought the tendency (even then) for the studio to pine for a happy ending.


  When he finished his screenplay, he set to work storyboarding it, sketching every shot. That was the famous method of Alfred Hitchcock, whose Rebecca won the Oscar as the best picture of 1940. Like Orson Welles, who was directing Citizen Kane across town, Huston was excited by new stylistic possibilities; he gave great thought to composition and camera movement. To view the film in a stop-action analysis, as I have, is to appreciate complex shots that work so well they seem simple. Huston and his cinematographer, Arthur Edeson, accomplished things that in their way were as impressive as what Welles and Gregg Toland were doing on Kane.


  Consider an astonishing unbroken seven-minute take. Grobel’s book The Hustons quotes Meta Wilde, Huston’s longtime script supervisor: “It was an incredible camera setup. We rehearsed two days. The camera followed Greenstreet and Bogart from one room into another, then down a long hallway and finally into a living room; there the camera moved up and down in what is referred to as a boom-up and boom-down shot, then panned from left to right and back to Bogart’s drunken face; the next pan shot was to Greenstreet’s massive stomach from Bogart’s point of view. . . . One miss and we had to begin all over again.”


  Was the shot just a stunt? Not at all; most viewers don’t notice it because they’re swept along by its flow. And consider another shot, where Greenstreet chatters about the falcon while waiting for a drugged drink to knock out Bogart. Huston’s strategy is crafty. Earlier, Greenstreet has set it up by making a point: “I distrust a man who says ‘when.’ If he’s got to be careful not to drink too much, it’s because he’s not to be trusted when he does.” Now he offers Bogart a drink, but Bogart doesn’t sip from it. Greenstreet talks on, and tops up Bogart’s glass. He still doesn’t drink. Greenstreet watches him narrowly. They discuss the value of the missing black bird. Finally, Bogart drinks, and passes out. The timing is everything; Huston doesn’t give us close-ups of the glass to underline the possibility that it’s drugged. He depends on the situation to generate the suspicion in our minds. (This was, by the way, Greenstreet’s first scene in the movies.)


  The plot is the last thing you think of about The Maltese Falcon. The black bird (said to be made of gold and encrusted with jewels) has been stolen, men have been killed for it, and now Gutman (Greenstreet) has arrived with his lackeys (Lorre and Elisha Cook, Jr.) to get it back. Spade gets involved because the Mary Astor character hires him to—but the plot goes around and around, and eventually we realize that the black bird is an example of Hitchcock’s “MacGuffin”—it doesn’t matter what it is, so long as everyone in the story wants or fears it.


  To describe the plot in a linear and logical fashion is almost impossible. That doesn’t matter. The movie is essentially a series of conversations punctuated by brief, violent interludes. It’s all style. It isn’t violence or chases, but the way the actors look, move, speak, and embody their characters. Under the style is attitude: Hard men, in a hard season, in a society emerging from Depression and heading for war, are motivated by greed and capable of murder. For an hourly fee, Sam Spade will negotiate this terrain. Everything there is to know about Sam Spade is contained in the scene where Bridget asks for his help and he criticizes her performance: “You’re good. It’s chiefly your eyes, I think—and that throb you get in your voice when you say things like, ‘Be generous, Mr. Spade.’” He always stands outside, sizing things up. Few Hollywood heroes before 1941 kept such a distance from the conventional pieties of the plot.


  The Night of the Hunter [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 93 m., 1955


  
    Robert Mitchum (Reverend Harry Powell), Shelley Winters (Willa Harper), Lillian Gish (Rachel), Billy Chapin (John), Sally Jane Bruce (Pearl), James Gleason (Birdie), Evelyn Varden (Icey), Peter Graves (Ben Harper), Don Beddoe (Walt). Directed by Charles Laughton and produced by Paul Gregory. Screenplay by James Agee and Charles Laughton, based on the novel by Davis Grubb.

  


  

  Charles Laughton’s Night of the Hunter (1955) is one of the greatest of all American films, but has never received the attention it deserves because of its lack of the proper trappings. Many great movies are by great directors, but Laughton directed only this one film, which was a critical and commercial failure long overshadowed by his acting career. Many great movies use actors who come draped in respectability and prestige, but Robert Mitchum has always been a raffish outsider. And many great movies are realistic, but Night of the Hunter is an expressionistic oddity, telling its chilling story through visual fantasy. People don’t know how to categorize it, so they leave it off their lists.


  Yet what a compelling, frightening, and beautiful film it is! And how well it has survived its period. Many films from the mid-1950s, even the good ones, seem somewhat dated now, but by setting his story in an invented movie world outside conventional realism, Laughton gave it a timelessness. Yes, the movie takes place in a small town on the banks of a river. But the town looks as artificial as a Christmas card scene, the family’s house with its strange angles inside and out looks too small to live in, and the river becomes a set so obviously artificial it could have been built for a completely stylized studio film like Kwaidan (1964).


  Everybody knows the Mitchum character, the sinister “Reverend” Harry Powell. Even those who haven’t seen the movie have heard about the knuckles of his two hands, and how one has the letters H-A-T-E tattooed on them, and the other the letters L-O-V-E. Bruce Springsteen drew on those images in his song “Cautious Man”: “On his right hand Billy’d tattooed the word “love” and on his left hand was the word “fear” / And in which hand he held his fate was never clear.”


  Many movie lovers know by heart the reverend’s famous explanation to the wide-eyed boy (“Ah, little lad, you’re staring at my fingers. Would you like me to tell you the little story of right hand / left hand?”) And the scene where the Reverend stands at the top of the stairs and calls down to the boy and his sister has become the model for a hundred other horror scenes.


  But does this familiarity give The Night of the Hunter the recognition it deserves? I don’t think so because those famous trademarks distract from its real accomplishment. It is one of the most frightening of movies, with one of the most unforgettable of villains, and on both of those scores it holds up as well after four decades as I expect The Silence of the Lambs to do many years from now.


  The story, somewhat rearranged: In a prison cell, Harry Powell discovers the secret of a condemned man (Peter Graves), who has hidden $10,000 somewhere around his house. After being released from prison, Powell seeks out the man’s widow, Willa Harper (Shelley Winters), and two children, John (Billy Chapin) and the owl-faced Pearl (Sally Jane Bruce). They know where the money is, but don’t trust the “preacher.” But their mother buys his con game and marries him, leading to a tortured wedding night inside a high-gabled bedroom that looks a cross between a chapel and a crypt.


  Soon Willa Harper is dead, seen in an incredible shot at the wheel of a car at the bottom of the river, her hair drifting with the seaweed. And soon the children are fleeing down the dream-river in a small boat, while the preacher follows them implacably on the shore; this beautifully stylized sequence uses the logic of nightmares, in which no matter how fast one runs, the slow step of the pursuer keeps the pace. The children are finally taken in by a Bible-fearing old lady (Lillian Gish), who would seem to be helpless to defend them against the single-minded murderer, but is as unyielding as her faith.


  The shot of Winters at the bottom of the river is one of several remarkable images in the movie, which was photographed in black and white by Stanley Cortez, who shot Welles’s Magnificent Ambersons, and once observed he was “always chosen to shoot weird things.” He shot few weirder than here, where one frightening composition shows a street lamp casting Mitchum’s terrifying shadow on the walls of the children’s bedroom. The basement sequence combines terror and humor, as when the preacher tries to chase the children up the stairs, only to trip, fall, recover, lunge, and catch his fingers in the door. And the masterful nighttime river sequence uses giant foregrounds of natural details, such as frogs and spider webs, to underline a kind of biblical progression as the children drift to eventual safety.


  The screenplay, based on a novel by Davis Grubb, is credited to James Agee, one of the icons of American film writing and criticism, then in the final throes of alcoholism. Laughton’s widow, Elsa Lanchester, is adamant in her autobiography: Charles finally had very little respect for Agee. And he hated the script, but he was inspired by his hatred. She quotes the film’s producer, Paul Gregory: “The script that was produced on the screen is no more James Agee’s . . . than I’m Marlene Dietrich.”


  Who wrote the final draft? Perhaps Laughton had a hand. Lanchester and Laughton both remembered that Mitchum was invaluable as a help in working with the two children, whom Laughton could not stand. But the final film is all Laughton’s, especially the dreamy, Bible-evoking final sequence, with Lillian Gish presiding over events like an avenging elderly angel.


  Robert Mitchum is one of the great icons of the second half century of cinema. Despite his sometimes scandalous offscreen reputation, despite his genial willingness to sign on to half-baked projects, he made a group of films that led David Thomson, in his Biographical Dictionary of Film, to ask, “How can I offer this hunk as one of the best actors in the movies?” And answer: “Since the war, no American actor has made more first-class films, in so many different moods.” The Night of the Hunter, he observes, represents “the only time in his career that Mitchum acted outside himself,” by which he means there is little of the Mitchum persona in the preacher.


  Mitchum is uncannily right for the role, with his long face, his gravel voice, and the silky tones of a snake-oil salesman. And Shelley Winters, all jitters and repressed sexual hysteria, is somehow convincing as she falls so prematurely into, and out of, his arms. The supporting actors are like a chattering gallery of Norman Rockwell archetypes, their lives centered on bake sales, soda fountains, and gossip. The children, especially the little girl, look more odd than lovable, which helps the film move away from realism and into stylized nightmare. And Lillian Gish and Stanley Cortez quite deliberately, I think, composed that great shot of her which looks like nothing so much as Whistler’s mother holding a shotgun.


  Charles Laughton showed here that he had an original eye and a taste for material that stretched the conventions of the movies. It is risky to combine horror and humor, and foolhardy to approach them through expressionism. For his first film, Laughton made a film like no other before or since, and with such confidence it seemed to draw on a lifetime of work. Critics were baffled by it, the public rejected it, and the studio had a much more expensive Mitchum picture (Not as a Stranger) it wanted to promote instead. But nobody who has seen The Night of the Hunter has forgotten it, or Mitchum’s voice coiling down those basement stairs: “Chillll . . . dren?”


  Notorious [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 101 m., 1946


  
    Cary Grant (Devlin), Ingrid Bergman (Alicia Huberman), Claude Rains (Alexander Sebastian). Directed by Alfred Hitchcock and produced by Hitchcock and David O. Selznick. Screenplay by Ben Hecht.

  


  

  Alfred Hitchcock’s Notorious is the most elegant expression of the master’s visual style, just as Vertigo is the fullest expression of his obsessions. It contains some of the most effective camera shots in his—or anyone’s—work, and they all lead to the great final passages in which two men find out how very wrong they both were.


  This is the film, with Casablanca, that assures Ingrid Bergman’s immortality. She plays a woman whose notorious reputation encourages U.S. agents to recruit her to spy on Nazis in postwar Rio. And that reputation nearly gets her killed, when the man she loves mistrusts her. His misunderstanding is at the center of a plot in which all of the pieces come together with perfect precision, so that two people walk down a staircase to their freedom, and a third person climbs steps to his doom.


  Hitchcock made the film in 1946, when the war was over but the Cold War was just beginning. A few months later, he would have made the villains Communists, but as he and Ben Hecht worked on the script, Nazis were still uppermost in their minds. (An opening subtitle says: Miami, Florida, 3:20 p.m., April 20, 1946—admirably specific, but as unnecessary as the similarly detailed information at the beginning of Psycho.)


  The story stars Bergman as a patriotic American named Alicia Huberman, whose father is a convicted Nazi spy. Alicia is known for drinking and apparent promiscuity, and is recruited by an agent named Devlin (Cary Grant) to fly to Rio and insinuate herself into the household of a spy ring led by Sebastian (Claude Rains). Sebastian once loved her, and perhaps he still does; Devlin is essentially asking her to share the spy’s bed to discover his secrets. And this she is willing to do, because by the time he asks her, she is in love—with Devlin.


  All of these sexual arrangements are, of course, handled with the sort of subtle dialogue and innuendo that Hollywood used to get around the production code. There is never a moment when improper behavior is actually stated or shown, but the film leaves no doubt. By the time all of the pieces are in place, we actually feel more sympathy for Sebastian than for Devlin. He may be a spy but he loves Alicia sincerely, while Devlin may be an American agent but has used Alicia’s love to force her into the arms of another man.


  Hitchcock was known for his attention to visual details. He drew storyboards of every scene before shooting it, and slyly plays against Grant’s star power in the scene introducing Devlin to the movie. At a party the night her father has been convicted, Alicia drinks to forget. The camera positions itself behind the seated Devlin, so we see only the back of his head. He anchors the shot as the camera moves left and right, following the morally ambiguous Alicia as she flirts, drinks, and tries to forget.


  There are more famous shots the next morning. Alicia awakens with a hangover, and there is a gigantic foreground close-up of a glass of Alka-Seltzer (it will be paired much later in the movie with a huge foreground coffee cup that we know contains arsenic). From her point of view, she sees Devlin in the doorway, backlit and upside down. As she sits up, he rotates 180 degrees. He suggests a spy deal. She refuses, talking of her plans to take a cruise. He plays a secret recording that proves she is, after all, patriotic—despite her loose image. As the recording begins, she is in shadow. As it continues, she is in bars of light. As it ends, she is in full light. Hitchcock has choreographed the visuals so that they precisely reflect what is happening.


  The film is rich with other elegant shots, the most famous beginning with the camera on a landing high above the entrance hall of Sebastian’s mansion in Rio. It ends, after one unbroken movement, with a close-up of a key in Alicia’s nervously twisting hand. The key will open the wine cellar, where Devlin (posing as a guest) will join Alicia in trying to find Sebastian’s secret. One of the bottles contains not wine but a radioactive substance used in bombs. Of course, it could contain anything—maps, codes, diamonds—because it is a MacGuffin (Hitchcock’s name for that plot element that everyone is concerned about, although it hardly matters what it is).


  The Hecht screenplay is ingenious in playing the two men against each other. Sebastian, played by Rains, is smaller, more elegant, more vulnerable, and dominated by his forbidding mother (Leopoldine Konstantin). Devlin, played by Grant, is tall, physically imposing, crude at times, suspicious where Sebastian is trusting. Both men love her but the wrong man trusts her, and the plot leads to a moment of inspired ingenuity in which Devlin is able to escort Alicia out of the Nazi mansion in full view of all of the spies, and the circumstances are such that nobody can stop him. (There is a point earlier in the film where Devlin walks up the same staircase, and if you count his steps you will find that on the way down he and Alicia descend more steps than there actually are—Hitchcock’s way of prolonging the suspense.)


  Throughout Hitchcock’s career, he devised stories in which elegant women, usually blond, were manipulated into situations of great danger. Hitchcock was the master manipulator, with the male actors as his surrogates. Vertigo treats this theme so openly it almost gives the game away. But look how it works in Notorious, where Devlin (like the Jimmy Stewart character in Vertigo) grooms and trains an innocent women to be exactly who he desires her to be, and then makes her do his bidding.


  The great erotic moment in Vertigo is the one where the man kisses the woman of his fantasy, while the room whirls around him. There is a parallel scene in Notorious, and it was famous at the time as the longest kiss in the history of the movies. It was not, however, a single kiss, as Tim Dirks points out in his essay on the film (www.filmsite.org/noto.html). The production code forbade a kiss lasting longer than three seconds, and so Bergman and Grant alternate kissing with dialogue and eye play, while never leaving each other’s arms. The sequence begins on a balcony overlooking Rio, encompasses a telephone call and a discussion of the dinner menu, and ends with a parting at the apartment door, taking three minutes in all. The three-second rule led to a better scene; an actual 180-second kiss might look like an exercise in slobbering.


  The choice of Ingrid Bergman for the role was ideal; she subtly combined the noble and the carnal. Consider Casablanca (all of the viewers of Notorious would have), in which she lives with a resistance hero but in her heart loves a scruffy bar owner, and yet emerges as an idealistic heroine. In Notorious, we never seriously doubt that she is the heroine, but we can understand why the Grant character does. She appears to be a dipsomaniac, and besides, she sleeps with Sebastian. But she does it because she loves Devlin. Devlin has difficulty in loving a woman who would do that; one is reminded of Groucho Marx, who refused to join any club that would have him as a member.


  So many movies have ended in obligatory chases and shoot-outs that the ability to write a well-crafted third act has almost died out. Among its many achievements, Notorious ends well. Like clockwork, the inevitable events of the last ten minutes take place, and they all lead to the final perfect shot, in which another Nazi says to Sebastian, “Alex, will you come in, please? I wish to talk to you.” And Alex goes in, knowing he will never come out alive.


  Out of the Past [image: ]


  NO MPAA RATING, 97 m., 1947


  
    Robert Mitchum (Jeff Bailey), Jane Greer (Kathie Moffat), Kirk Douglas (Whit Sterling), Virginia Huston (Ann), Dickie Moore (Jimmy), Paul Valentine (Joe Stephanos), Steve Brodie (Fisher), Rhonda Fleming (Meta Carson). Directed by Jacques Tourneur and produced by Warren Duff. Screenplay by Daniel Mainwaring, based on his novel Build My Gallows High (both written under the pseudonym Geoffrey Homes).

  


  

  Most crime movies begin in the present and move forward, but film noir coils back into the past. The noir hero is doomed before the story begins—by fate, rotten luck, or his own flawed character. Crime movies sometimes show good men who go bad. The noir hero is never good, just kidding himself, living in ignorance of his dark side until events demonstrate it to him.


  Out of the Past (1947) is one of the greatest of all film noirs, the story of a man who tries to break with his past and his weakness and start over again in a new town, with a new job and a new girl. The movie stars Robert Mitchum, whose weary eyes and laconic voice, whose very presence as a violent man wrapped in indifference, made him an archetypal noir actor. The story opens before we’ve even seen him, as trouble comes to town looking for him. A man from his past has seen him pumping gas, and now his old life reaches out and pulls him back.


  Mitchum plays Jeff Bailey, whose name was Jeff Markham when he was working as a private eye out of New York. In those days he was hired by a gangster named Whit Sterling (Kirk Douglas, electrifying in an early role) to track down a woman named Kathie Moffat (Jane Greer, irresistibly mixing sexiness and treachery). Kathie shot Sterling four times, hitting him once, and supposedly left with $40,000 of his money. Sterling wants Jeff to bring her back. It’s not, he says, that he wants revenge: “I just want her back. When you see her, you’ll understand better.”


  That whole story, and a lot more, is told in a flashback. When we meet Jeff at the beginning of the film, it’s in an idyllic setting by a lake in the Sierras, where he has his arm around the woman he loves, Ann (Virginia Huston). He bends over to kiss her when they’re interrupted by Jimmy (Dickie Moore), the deaf and mute kid who works for him at the station. Jimmy uses sign language to say a stranger is at the station, asking for him. This man is Sterling’s hired gun, named Joe Stephanos (Paul Valentine), and he tells Jeff that Sterling wants to see him in his lodge on Lake Tahoe.


  Jeff takes Ann along on the all-night drive to Tahoe, using the trip to tell her his story—his real name, his real past, how he tracked Kathie Moffat to Mexico and fell in love with her. (“And then I saw her, coming out of the sun, and I knew why Whit didn’t care about that forty grand.”) He tells Ann more, too: How he lied to Sterling about finding Kathie, how he and Kathie slipped away to San Francisco and thought they could live free of the past, how they were spotted by Fisher (Steve Brodie), Jeff’s former partner. Fisher followed them to a remote cabin, where Kathie shot him dead, leaving Jeff behind with the body and a bankbook revealing she indeed had stolen the $40,000.


  The story takes Jeff all night to tell, and lasts forty minutes into the film. Then we’re back in the present again, at the gates of Sterling’s lodge. Ann drives away, and Jeff walks up the drive to square with his past. In the lodge, not really to his surprise, he finds that Kathie is once again with Sterling. This Sterling is a piece of work. Not only has he taken Kathie back after she shot him, he wants to hire Jeff again after he betrayed him. This time he needs him to deal with Leonard Eels, an accountant in San Francisco who keeps Sterling’s books, and is blackmailing him with threats involving the IRS.


  The meeting between Mitchum and Douglas opens on a note of humor so quiet, it may pass unnoticed. “Cigarette?” offers Douglas. “Smoking,” says Mitchum, holding up his hand with a cigarette in it. Something about that moment has always struck me as odd, as somehow outside the movie, and I asked Mitchum about it after a screening of Out of the Past at the Virginia Film Festival.


  “Did you guys have any idea of doing a running gag involving cigarette smoking?” I asked him.


  “No, no.”


  “Because there’s more cigarette smoking in this movie than in any other movie I’ve ever seen.”


  “We never thought about it. We just smoked. And I’m not impressed by that because I don’t, honest to God, know that I’ve ever actually seen the film.”


  “You’ve never seen it?”


  “I’m sure I have, but it’s been so long that I don’t know.”


  That was Mitchum for you, a superb actor who affected a weary indifference to his work.


  There is a lot of smoking in Out of the Past. There is a lot of smoking in all noirs, even the modern ones, because it goes with the territory. Good health, for noir characters, starts with not getting killed. But few movies use smoking as well as this one; in their scenes together, it would be fair to say that Mitchum and Douglas smoke at each other, in a sublimated form of fencing. The director is Jacques Tourneur, a master of dark drama at RKO, also famous for Cat People (1942) and I Walked with a Zombie (1943). He is working here for the third time with the cinematographer Nicholas Musuraca, a master of shadow but also of light, and Musuraca throws light into the empty space between the two actors, so that when they exhale, the smoke is visible as bright white clouds.


  Mitchum and Douglas think the story involves a contest of wills between them, when, in fact, they’re both the instruments of corrupt women. Kathie betrays both men more than once, and there is also Meta Carson (Rhonda Fleming), the sultry “secretary” of Eels the accountant. What’s fascinating is the way Jeff, the Mitchum character, goes ahead, despite knowing what’s being done to him. How he gets involved once again with Sterling and Kathie, despite all their history together, and how he agrees when Meta suggests a meeting with Eels, even though he knows and even says “I think I’m in a frame,” and points out that he’s been given a drink so that his prints will be on the glass.


  The scenes in San Francisco, involving the murder of Eels, the whereabouts of the tax records, and the double-dealing of Meta Carson, are so labyrinthine, it’s remarkable even the characters can figure out who is being double-crossed, and why. The details don’t matter. What matters is the way that Jeff, a street-wise tough guy, gets involved in the face of all common sense, senses a trap, thinks he can walk through it, and is still fascinated by Kathie Moffat.


  He first reveals his obsession in Mexico, when Kathie claims she didn’t take the forty grand.


  “But I didn’t take anything. I didn’t, Jeff. Don’t you believe me?”


  “Baby, I don’t care.”


  And later, although he tells her, “You’re like a leaf that the wind blows from one gutter to another,” he is attracted to her, lured as men sometimes are to what they know is wrong and dangerous.


  Film noir is known for its wise-guy dialogue, but the screenplay for Out of the Past reads like an anthology of one-liners. It was based on the 1946 novel Build My Gallows High by “Geoffrey Homes,” a pseudonym for the blacklisted Daniel Mainwaring, and the screenplay credit goes to Mainwaring, reportedly with extra dialogue by James M. Cain.


  But the critic Jeff Schwager read all versions of the screenplay for a 1990 Film Comment article, and writes me: “Mainwaring’s script was not very good, and in one draft featured awful voice-over narration by the deaf-mute. Cain’s script was a total rewrite and even worse; it was totally discarded. The great dialogue was actually the work of Frank Fenton, a B-movie writer whose best known credit was John Ford’s Wings of Eagles.”


  Listen to the contempt with which Sterling silences his hired gun, Stephanos: “Smoke a cigarette, Joe.” And “Think of a number, Joe.” Listen to Joe tell Jeff how he found his gas station: “It’s a small world.” Jeff: “Yeah. Or a big sign.” Kathie saying “I hate him. I’m sorry he didn’t die.” Jeff: “Give him time.” Jeff’s friend the cab driver, assigned to tail Meta Carson: “I lost her.” Jeff: “She’s worth losing.” Jeff to Kathie: “Just get out, will you? I have to sleep in this room.” Kathie to Jeff: “You’re no good, and neither am I. That’s why we deserve each other.” And in the movie’s most famous exchange, Kathie telling him, “I don’t want to die.” Jeff: “Neither do I, baby, but if I have to, I’m going to die last.”


  The movie’s final scene, between the hometown girl Ann and Jimmy, Jeff’s hired kid at the gas station, reflects the moral murkiness of the film with its quiet ambiguity. I won’t reveal the details, but as Jimmy answers Ann’s question, is he telling her what he believes, what he thinks she wants to believe, or what he thinks it will be best for her to believe?


  Pale Flower [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 96 m., 1964


  
    Ryo Ikebe (Muraki), Mariko Kaga (Saeko), Takashi Fujiki (Yoh), Chisako Hara (Shinko). Directed by Masahiro Shinoda and produced by Shigeru Iwatsuki and Masao Shirai. Screenplay by Shinoda and Masaru Baba, based on the novel by Shintaro Ishihara.

  


  

  At the center of Pale Flower stands a very quiet man, closed within himself, a professional killer. He works for a gang in the Yakuza, the Japanese Mafia, and as the film begins he has returned to Tokyo after serving a prison sentence for murder. He did the prison time as the price to be paid for committing a murder, but although we see his gang boss several times, even in a dentist’s chair, there is no effort to make him seem worthy of such loyalty. He is an ordinary older man. Muraki (Ryo Ikebe), the yakuza, seems loyal more to the ideal of loyalty, a version of the samurai code. It is his fate to be a soldier and follow orders, and he is the instrument of that destiny. He thinks his crime was “stupid,” but he is observing, not complaining.


  Pale Flower is one of the most haunting noirs I’ve seen, and something more; in 1964 it was an important work in an emerging Japanese New Wave of independent filmmakers, an exercise in existential cool. It involves a plot, but it is all about attitude. Muraki, elegantly dressed, his hair in a carefully stylized cut, his eyes often shielded by dark glasses, speaking rarely, revealing nothing, guards his emotions as if there may be no more where they came from. He glides through nights and an underworld of high-stakes gambling clubs and hooker bars, but lives in a rude and shabby room as if it is merely a cave for sleeping.


  After his first night back in his familiar world, he goes to a clock shop where Shinko (Chisako Hara), his young lover, lives and works. She clings to him abjectly, and they have sex without ceremony. He betrays no affection. He advises her to find a husband and start a family. He returns to the customary life of the gang without ceremony, as if dwelling on the prison term would be unseemly.


  He likes to gamble. The movie began with a gambling sequence, there are several more of them, and visually they’re as elegantly composed as a scene by Ozu. The director of Pale Flower is Masahiro Shinoda, whose visual choice is widescreen black and white and whose characters move with the grace of Antonioni’s at about the same time. That Shinoda worked an assistant to Ozu may explain some of his precise framing. The gamblers play the Flower Card game involving thick cardboard chips that click when they touch; listen carefully to the sound track by Toru Takemitsu, the masterful composer who, Shinoda says, told him “record all the sounds and I will use them.” He segues from the clicking of the cards to recorded tap-dancing and then to discordant chords, as if the rhythm of the game gives way to angular interior emotions.


  Seated across from Muraki is a beautiful women, very young, who gambles with the same recklessness she uses to meet his eyes. This is Saeko (Mariko Kaga). Like Muraki, she has no small talk and betrays no emotions. She seems equally indifferent if winning or losing. There is a man at the games who does not play. He is Yoh (Takashi Fujiki), said to be a new employee of the boss. He sits against the wall, regarding the room with aggressive objectivity. Shinoda uses a series of shots in which Muraki leans back to regard this man, who returns his gaze as if to say, “I would kill you or anyone else without a second thought.”


  Saeko asks Muraki if he knows of a game with bigger stakes. She seems addicted to excitement. She betrays emotion only twice, when after a high-speed drag race on empty city streets she begins to giggle almost orgasmically, and again when she giggles after they are almost caught in a police raid. She says that “Yoh,” the malevolent newcomer, seems “exciting.” Perhaps she finds it exciting, too, that Muraki is a murderer.


  Shinoda chose Ryo Ikebe as his star when the actor was at a low ebb, having been fired from a play for freezing onstage. In an interview included with the new Criterion edition of the film, the director recalls Ikebe, depressed, asking, “Why do you want me? I’m just a ham actor.” But Shinoda had seen him in Ozu’s Early Spring (1956) and other films, where he was sleekly handsome, and he says he wanted to feel the quality of a man down on his luck. In this film, Ikebe reminds me of the also handsome Alain Delon in Jean-Pierre Melville’s Le Samourai (1967), another film about a detached hit man. Here the performance depend on Ikebe’s ability to maintain a Charles Bronson–like impassivity. It is the quality of a man wary of emotion, and the story depends on how he becomes helplessly fascinated by Saeko because she seems even more distant and guarded than he is.


  He warns her against drugs. One night she tells him she has shot up. She says a friendly doctor gave her the shot. But Yoh has the skin and the aura of a drug addict. What does Muraki think? He never reveals. But when the boss asks for a volunteer to murder the boss of a rival gang, Muraki says he’ll do it. He doesn’t have to. The boss has already given him an exemption because he’s just finished one prison term. If you meditate on why Muraki volunteers, I think you will close in on his motivation, and find the theme.


  In his interview, Shinoda shows himself familiar with avant-garde art. He was chafing at working within the studio system, and even though Pale Flower was produced by the major studio Shochiku he considers it an independent film, and so, apparently, did the studio. “After the screening, the writer said it wasn’t the film he had written,” he recalls, “and that was the excuse the studio needed.” At a loss for how to deal with it, Shochiku shelved it for months, although when it was finally released it was a great success, no doubt because it captured the sense of both film noir and the emerging European art films.


  The writer, Masaru Baba, began with a novel by Shintaro Ishihara. His approach was apparently conventional, and he disagreed sharply with Shinoda about the gambling scenes. “We just write ‘they gamble,’” he told the director. Shinoda nodded, kept his peace, and used the novel as a basis for shooting the extraordinary card games. The film makes no effort to explain how the game is played, but is visually acute about the details: The goading rhythm of the croupier, the ritual of a card withdrawn from concealment and folded within a cloth, the placing of bets. Shinoda gives great attention to the implacable faces of Muraki, Saeko, and (at a greater distance) Yoh. The gambling scenes are not about the game but about the emotional signals being exchanged by these three; Shinoda has little interest in the other players.


  Not many scenes take place in daytime. The film is shot mostly indoors, or outdoors on sometimes rainy streets. The opening establishes Tokyo, but Shinoda shot mostly in Yokohama, where an older look and many narrow lanes gave him a feeling he was looking for, of the night pressing down on Muraki. One cat-and-mouse foot chase through empty streets and shadows is particularly well done.


  Although the tone of the film is set by Toru Takemitsu’s discordant score, a late climactic killing is scored by an aria from Henry Purcell’s opera Dido and Aeneas. It goes to slow motion, and is intercut with unexpected stained-glass windows. What is happening here, as you will understand when you see the film, is the equivalent of an orgasm created by Muraki for Saeko.


  Film noir is almost always about a central figure who is destroyed by his flaws. This figure often tries to live by a code, even a criminal code, but is defeated by some kind of moral weakness. In noir the fact that you’ve killed someone may not be a moral failing, but simply an expression of the duties of your milieu. Muraki has schooled himself to not feel, and to not care for Shinko, who cares for him. But by her very inapproachability, the mysterious Saeko defeats his defenses and sets in motion those decisions that cause him to kill again, and trap himself. At the end of the film, he discovers what his choices have left him with. It is an ending of bleak sadness and empty destiny.


  Peeping Tom [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 101 m., 1960


  
    Carl Boehm (Mark Lewis), Anna Massey (Helen Stephens), Moira Shearer (Vivian), Maxine Audley (Mrs. Stephens). Directed and produced by Michael Powell. Screenplay by Leo Marks.

  


  

  The movies make us into voyeurs. We sit in the dark, watching other people’s lives. It is the bargain the cinema strikes with us, although most films are too well behaved to mention it.


  Michael Powell’s Peeping Tom, a 1960 movie about a man who filmed his victims as they died, broke the rules and crossed the line. It was so loathed on its first release that it was pulled from theaters and effectively ended the career of one of Britain’s greatest directors.


  Why did critics and the public hate it so? I think because it didn’t allow the audience to lurk anonymously in the dark, but implicated us in the voyeurism of the title character.


  Martin Scorsese once said that this movie and Federico Fellini’s 8 1/2 contain all that can be said about directing. The Fellini film is about the world of deals and scripts and showbiz, and the Powell is about the deep psychological process at work when a filmmaker tells his actors to do as he commands, while he stands in the shadows and watches.


  Scorsese is Powell’s most famous admirer. As a child, he studied the films of “the Archers”—the team of director Powell and writer Emeric Pressburger. Scorsese haunted the late show screenings of their films, drinking in Powell’s bold images and confident, unexpected story development.


  Powell and Pressburger made some of the best and most successful films of the 1940s and ’50s, including The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp (1943), with Roger Livesey’s great performance spanning three wars; The Red Shoes (1948), with Moira Shearer as a ballet dancer; Black Narcissus (1947) with Deborah Kerr as a nun in the Himalayas, and Stairway to Heaven (1946) with David Niven as a dead airman. Then came Peeping Tom.


  It is a movie about looking. Its central character is a focus puller at a British movie studio; his job is to tend the camera, as an acolyte might assist at the mass. His secret life involves filming women with a camera that has a knife concealed in its tripod; as they realize their fate, he films their faces, and watches the footage over and over in the darkness of his rooms. He is working on a “documentary,” he tells people, and only in the film’s final shot do we realize it is not only about his crimes, but about his death. He does not spare himself the fate of his victims.


  This man, named Mark Lewis, has been made into a pitiful monster by his own upbringing. When Helen (Anna Massey), the friendly girl who lives downstairs, shows an interest in his work, he shows her films taken by his father. Films of Mark as a little boy, awakened in the night by a flashlight in his eyes. Films of his father dropping lizards onto his bedclothes as he slept.


  Tapes of his frightened cries. Mark’s father, a psychologist specializing in the subject of fear, used his son for his experiments. When a police psychologist learns the story, he muses, “He has his father’s eyes. . . .”


  There is more. We see little Mark filmed beside his mother’s dead body. Six weeks later, another film, as his father remarries. (Wheels within wheels: The father is played by Michael Powell. Mark’s childhood home is the London house where Powell was reared, and Mark as a child is played by Powell’s son.) At the wedding, Mark’s father gives him a camera as a present.


  For Mark, the areas of sex, pain, fear, and filmmaking are connected. He identifies with his camera so much that when Helen kisses him, he responds by kissing the lens of his camera. When a policeman handles Mark’s camera, Mark’s hands and eyes restlessly mirror the officer’s moves, as if Mark’s body yearns for the camera and is governed by it. When Helen tries to decide whether she should wear a piece of jewelry on the shoulder or at the neckline, Mark’s hands touch his own body in the same places, as if he is a camera, recording her gestures.


  Powell originally thought to cast Laurence Harvey in the lead, but he settled instead on Carl Boehm, an Austrian actor with such a slight accent in English that it sounds more like diffidence. Boehm was blond, handsome, soft. and tentative; Powell was interested to learn that his new star was the son of the famous symphony conductor. He might know something of overbearing fathers.


  Boehm’s performance creates a vicious killer who is shy and wounded. The movie despises him yet sympathizes with him. He is a very lonely man.


  He lives upstairs in a rooming house. The first room is conventional, with a table, a bed, a kitchen area. The second room is like a mad scientist’s laboratory, with cameras and film equipment, a laboratory, a screening area, obscure equipment hanging from the ceiling.


  Helen is startled when he reveals that the house is his childhood home, and he is the landlord: “You? But you walk around as if you can’t afford the rent.” Helen lives with her mother (Maxine Audley), who is alcoholic and blind and listens to Mark’s footsteps. When Helen tells her mother they’re going out together, her mother says, “I don’t trust a man who walks so softly.” Later Mark surprises the mother inside his inner room, and she cuts right to the heart of his secret: “I visit this room every night. The blind always visit the rooms they live under. What am I seeing, Mark?”


  Powell’s film was released just months before Psycho, another shocking film by a British director. Hitchcock’s film arguably had even more depraved subject matter than Powell’s, and yet it was a boost for his career, perhaps because audiences expected the macabre from Hitchcock but Powell was more identified with elegant and stylized films.


  There is a major sequence in Peeping Tom that Hitchcock might have envied. After hours at the film studio, Mark persuades an extra (Moira Shearer) to stay behind so he can film her dancing. She is almost giddy to have her own solo shots, and dances around a set and even into a big blue trunk. The next day, the body is discovered inside the trunk—while Mark, unseen, films the discovery.


  The film’s visual strategies implicate the audience in Mark’s voyeurism. The opening shot is through Mark’s viewfinder. Later, we see the same footage in Mark’s screening room, in a remarkable shot from behind Mark’s head. As the camera pulls back, the image on the screen moves in for a close-up, so the face of the victim effectively remains the same size as Mark’s head shrinks. In one shot, Powell shows us a member of the audience being diminished by the power of the cinematic vision. Other movies let us enjoy voyeurism; this one extracts a price.


  Powell (1905–90) was a director who loved rich colors, and Peeping Tom is shot in a saturated Technicolor with shots such as one where a victim’s body under a bright red blanket stands out against the gray street. He was a virtuoso of camera use, and in Peeping Tom the basic strategy is to always suggest that we are not just seeing, but looking. His film is a masterpiece precisely because it doesn’t let us off the hook, like all of those silly teenage slasher movies do. We cannot laugh and keep our distance: We are forced to acknowledge that we watch, horrified but fascinated.


  Peeping Tom essentially finished Powell’s career, although he made more films. By the late 1970s, however, Scorsese was sponsoring revivals and restorations, and joined Powell on the audio commentary tracks of several laser discs. Indeed, Powell and Scorsese’s editor, Thelma Schoonmaker, fell in love and married, and she assisted him in writing the most remarkable directorial autobiographies, A Life in Movies and Million-Dollar Movie.


  Red Rock West [image: fourstar]


  R, 98 m., 1994


  
    Nicolas Cage (Michael), J. T. Walsh (Wayne), Dennis Hopper (Lyle), Lara Flynn Boyle (Suzanne). Directed by John Dahl and produced by Steven Golin. Screenplay by John Dahl and Rick Dahl.

  


  

  Red Rock West is a diabolical movie that exists sneakily between a western and a thriller, between a film noir and a black comedy. When I saw it at the Toronto Film Festival a couple of years ago, I assumed it would be arriving in theaters in a few weeks.


  Instead, it almost missed theatrical release altogether, maybe because it’s so hard to categorize. After playing on cable and being released on video, it was booked into the Roxie Theater in San Francisco, whose owner liked it so much he thought it deserved to be seen on the big screen. After breaking the theater’s house record for any feature, it went into theaters around the country.


  No wonder. This is a movie like Blood Simple (which it somewhat resembles) or the David Lynch movies, constructed out of passion, murder, revenge, and a quirky sense of humor. The plot is incredibly complicated. It is also easy to follow and, eventually, makes perfect sense. This kind of lovingly contrived melodrama requires juicy actors, who can luxuriate in the ironies of a scene, and the movie has them: Nicolas Cage, J. T. Walsh, Dennis Hopper, and Lara Flynn Boyle. They must have had a lot of fun with this material.


  The movie stars Cage as a poor but honest drifter who arrives, nearly broke, in the small Western town of Red Rock. He walks into the local saloon and is mistaken by the owner (Walsh) for the professional killer from Texas that Walsh has hired to murder his wife (Boyle). Cage plays along with the joke, collects an advance on the hit, and goes out to Walsh’s ranch to visit the wife. There is, of course, an immediate sexual attraction between them. He thinks it only fair to let her in on the secret. She then offers to pay Cage to murder her husband.


  So Cage has two offers on the table when a stranger (Dennis Hopper) drives into town. This is, of course, the real hit man from Texas. Walsh is not amused to discover he has paid an advance to the wrong man.


  OK. So that’s the setup. It’s ingenious, but it doesn’t even begin to suggest the pleasures of this movie, which depend less on plot than on the reactions of the characters to finding themselves in such a plot. Cage’s drifter is especially interesting, because most of the time he’s operating without a good idea of the whole situation; he has to keep quiet and look like he knows what the others think he knows.


  At some fundamental level, all he really wants to do is get out of Red Rock and never come back again, and the movie’s running gag is that he keeps leaving town and finding himself returning to it. The “Welcome to Red Rock” sign turns up in the movie like a signpost in a nightmare. And eventually it’s clear that Cage, and all of the others, are going to be trapped there until they bring their deadly quadrangle to some sort of a conclusion.


  J. T. Walsh, whose character has secrets I will not reveal, is one of the most interesting of recent movie villains because he seems so superficially open and honest (one of his first big roles, significantly, was as a Chicago alderman in Backdraft). Other villains snarl and bluster. He desperately tries to reason things through, to appeal to logic or to dependable strategies such as threats.


  In a way he’s the most confused by the labyrinthine situations he finds himself in, since they don’t seem to respond to reasonable strategies.


  Hopper plays a version of the character he has become famous for: The smiling, charming, cold-blooded killer with a screw loose. All he really wants to do is collect his money and do his job, and he gets dangerous only when he realizes how thoroughly a simple hit has been screwed up. Lara Flynn Boyle, cool under fire, diabolical in her ingenuity, has both Cage and the audience wondering how she really thinks about him; one of the pleasures the movie saves until the very end is a revelation of what she really values, and why.


  Red Rock West was directed by John Dahl, who cowrote it with his brother, Rick. John is thirty-four, Rick is twenty-eight, and this is their second feature. It’s the kind of movie made by people who love movies, have had some good times at them, and want to celebrate the very texture of old genres such as the western and the film noir. In a sense, we’ve been in Red Rock many times before: It’s a town where plots lie in wait for unsuspecting visitors, where hatred runs deep, where love is never enough of a motive for doing anything when cash is available.


  Strangers on a Train [image: ]


  NO MPAA RATING, 101 m., 1951


  
    Farley Granger (Guy Haines), Robert Walker (Bruno Antony), Ruth Roman (Anne Morton), Kasey Rogers (Miriam Joyce Haines), Patricia Hitchcock (Barbara Morton). Directed and produced by Alfred Hitchcock. Screenplay by Raymond Chandler, Czenzi Ormonde, and Whitfield Cook, based on the novel by Patricia Highsmith.

  


  

  The abiding terror in Alfred Hitchcock’s life was that he would be accused of a crime he did not commit. This fear is at the heart of many of his best films, including Strangers on a Train (1951), in which a man becomes the obvious suspect in the strangulation of his wife. He makes an excellent suspect because of the genius of the actual killer’s original plan: Two strangers will exchange murders, each killing the person the other wants dead. They would both have airtight alibis for the time of the crime, and there would be no possible connection between killer and victim.


  It is a plot made of ingenuity and amorality, based on the first novel by Patricia Highsmith (1921–95), who in her Ripley novels and elsewhere was fascinated by brainy criminals who functioned not out of passion but from careful calculation, and usually got away with their crimes. The crisscross murder deal in Strangers on a Train indeed would have worked perfectly—except for the detail that only one of the strangers agrees to it.


  Guy Haines, a famous tennis player, is recognized on a train by Bruno Anthony, whose conversation shows a detailed knowledge of Guy’s private life. Guy wants a divorce from his cheating wife, Miriam (Kasey Rogers), in order to marry Anne Morton (Ruth Roman), the daughter of a U.S. senator. Over lunch in his private compartment, Bruno reveals that he wants his father dead, and suggests a perfect crime in which he would murder Guy’s wife, Guy would murder Bruno’s father, and neither would ever be suspected.


  Bruno’s manner is pushy and insinuating, with homoerotic undertones. Guy is offended by the references to his private life, but inexplicably doesn’t break off the conversation—which ends on an ambiguous note, with Bruno trying to get Guy to agree to the plan, and Guy trying to jolly him along and get rid of him.


  But Bruno does murder Guy’s wife, and then demands that Guy keep his half of the bargain. As a plot, this has a neatness that Hitchcock must have found irresistible—especially since Guy has a motive to murder his wife, was seen in a public fight with her earlier on the day of her death, and even told his fiancée he would like to strangle Miriam.


  Hitchcock said that correct casting saved him a reel in storytelling time, since audiences would sense qualities in the actors that didn’t need to be spelled out. Certainly the casting of Farley Granger as Guy and Robert Walker as Bruno is crucial. Hitchcock allegedly wanted William Holden for the role of Guy (he’s stronger, he told Francois Truffaut), but Holden would have been all wrong—too sturdy, too put off by Bruno (despite the way Holden allowed an aging actress to manipulate him in Sunset Boulevard).


  Granger is softer and more elusive, more convincing as he tries to slip out of Bruno’s conversational web instead of flatly rejecting him. Walker plays Bruno as flirtatious and seductive, sitting too close during their first meeting, and then reclining at full length across from Guy in the private compartment. The meeting on the train, which was probably planned by Bruno, plays more like a pickup than a chance encounter.


  It is this sense of two flawed characters—one evil, one weak, with an unstated sexual tension—that makes the movie intriguing and halfway plausible, and helps explain how Bruno could come so close to carrying out his plan. Highsmith was a lesbian whose novels have uncanny psychological depth; Andrew Wilson’s 2003 biography says she often fell in love with straight women, and her stories frequently use a buried subtext of unstated gay attraction—as in The Talented Mr. Ripley, made into a 1999 movie in which her criminal hero Tom Ripley falls in love not so much with his quarry Dickie Greenleaf as with his identity and lifestyle.


  Although homosexuality still dared not speak its name very loudly in 1951, Hitchcock was quite aware of Bruno’s orientation, and indeed edited separate American and British version of the film—cutting down the intensity of the seductiveness in the American print. It’s worth noticing that Hitchcock also cast Granger in Rope (1948), based on the Leopold-Loeb case; it was another story about a murder pact with a homosexual subtext.


  Strangers on a Train is not a psychological study, however, but a first-rate thriller with odd little kinks now and then. It proceeds, as Hitchcock’s films so often do, with a sense of private scores being settled just out of sight. His obsession with being wrongly accused no doubt refers to a traumatic episode in his childhood, when his father sent naughty little Alfred to the police station with a note asking the sergeant to lock him up until called for. Interesting, in this context, is Hitchcock’s casting of his own daughter, Patricia, as the outspoken young Barbara Morton, kid sister of Guy’s fiancée, Anne. Patricia Hitchcock and Kasey Rogers look a little alike and wear very similar eyeglasses; Bruno is playfully demonstrating strangling techniques at a party when he sees Barbara, flashes back to the murder, and flips out. The kid sister gets the creepiest lines in Strangers on a Train, especially during an early meeting involving Guy and the senator’s whole family; she keeps blurting out what everyone is afraid to say.


  Hitchcock was above all the master of great visual set pieces, and there are several famous sequences in Strangers on a Train. Best known is the one where Guy scans the crowd at a tennis match and observes that all of the heads are swiveling back and forth to follow the game—except for one head, Bruno’s, which is looking straight ahead at Guy. (The same technique was used in Hitchcock’s Foreign Correspondent, where all the windmills rotate in the same direction—except one.)


  Another effective scene shows Guy floating in a little boat through the Tunnel of Love at a carnival; Miriam and two boyfriends are in the boat ahead, and shadows on the wall make it appear Bruno has overtaken them. In a scene where Guy goes upstairs in the dark in Bruno’s house, Hitchcock told Truffaut, he hit on the inspiration of a very large dog to distract the audience from what he would probably find at the top.


  Then there’s the famous sequence involving a runaway merry-go-round, on which Guy and Bruno struggle as a carnival worker crawls on his stomach under the revolving ride to get to the controls. (This shot was famously unfaked, and the stuntman could have been killed; Hitchcock said he would never take such a chance again.) Another great shot shows Bruno’s face in the shadow of his hat brim, only the whites of his eyes showing.


  Hitchcock was a classical technician in controlling his visuals, and his use of screen space underlined the tension in ways the audience is not always aware of. He always used the convention that the left side of the screen is for evil and/or weaker characters, while the right is for characters who are either good or temporarily dominant. Consider the scene where Guy is letting himself into his Georgetown house when Bruno whispers from across the street to summon him. Bruno is standing behind an iron gate, the bars casting symbolic shadows on his face, and Guy stands to his right, outside the gate. Then a police car pulls up in front of Guy’s house, and he quickly moves behind the gate with Bruno; they’re now both behind bars as he says, “You’ve got me acting like I’m a criminal.”


  The Robert Walker performance benefits from a subtle tense urgency that perhaps reflected events in his private life; he had a nervous breakdown shortly after filming was completed, was institutionalized for treatment, and died of an accidental overdose of tranquilizers. (Leftover close-ups from this film were used to finish his final film, My Son John.) Although Hitchcock said in Francois Truffaut’s book-length interview that he didn’t much like either of the actors, Walker’s Bruno has been called one of Hitchcock’s best villains, and Hitch agreed with Truffaut that the audience sympathy was more with him than with Granger’s playboy.


  The movie is usually ranked among Hitchcock’s best (I would put it below only Vertigo, Notorious, Psycho, and perhaps Shadow of a Doubt), and its appeal is probably the linking of an ingenious plot with insinuating creepiness. That combination came in the first place from Highsmith, whose novels have been unfairly shelved with crime fiction when she actually writes mainstream fiction about criminals.


  There’s an intriguing note from a user of the Internet Movie Database, claiming to have spotted Highsmith in a cameo in the film. She’s behind Miriam in the early scene in the record store, writing something in a notebook. No Highsmith cameo has even been reported in the movie’s lore (all the attention goes to Hitchcock’s trademark cameo) but you can look for yourself, in chapter six of the DVD, twelve minutes and sixteen seconds into the running time. To think she may have been haunting it all of these years.


  Sunset Boulevard [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 110 m., 1950


  
    William Holden (Joe Gillis), Gloria Swanson (Norma Desmond), Erich von Stroheim (Max von Mayerling), Nancy Olson (Betty Schaefer). Directed by Billy Wilder and produced by Charles Brackett. Screenplay by Wilder, Brackett, and D. M. Marshman, Jr.

  


  

  Billy Wilder’s Sunset Boulevard is the portrait of a forgotten silent star, living in exile in her grotesque mansion, screening her old films, dreaming of a comeback. But it’s also a love story, and the love keeps it from becoming simply a waxworks or a freak show. Gloria Swanson gives her greatest performance as the silent star Norma Desmond, with her grasping talons, her theatrical mannerisms, her grandiose delusions. William Holden tactfully inhabits the tricky role of the writer half her age, who allows himself to be kept by her. But the performance that holds the film together, that gives it emotional resonance and makes it real in spite of its gothic flamboyance, is by Erich von Stroheim, as Norma’s faithful butler Max.


  The movie cuts close to the bone, drawing so directly from life that many of the silent stars at the movie’s premiere recognized personal details. In no character, not even Norma, does it cut closer than with Max von Mayerling, a once-great silent director, now reduced to working as the butler of the woman he once directed—and was married to. There are unmistakable parallels with Stroheim, who directed Swanson in Queen Kelly (1928), whose credits included Greed (1924), and The Merry Widow (1925), but who directed only two sound films and was reduced to playing Nazi martinets and parodies of himself in other people’s films.


  In Sunset Boulevard, Desmond screens one of her old silent classics for Joe Gillis, the young writer played by Holden. Max runs the projector. The scene is from Queen Kelly. For a moment Swanson and Stroheim are simply playing themselves. Later, when Joe is moved into the big mansion, Max shows him to an ornate bedroom and explains, “It was the room of the husband.” Max is talking about himself; he was the first of her three husbands, and loved her so much he was willing to return as a servant, feeding her illusions, forging her fan mail, fiercely devoted to her greatness.


  In one of the greatest of all film performances, Swanson’s Norma Desmond skates close to the edge of parody; Swanson takes enormous chances with theatrical sneers and swoops and posturings, holding Norma at the edge of madness for most of the picture, before letting her slip over. We might not take her seriously. That’s where Max comes in. Because he believes, because he has devoted his life to her shrine, we believe. His love convinces us there must be something worth loving in Norma, and that in turn helps explain how Joe can accept her.


  Norma, of course, is not a wrinkled crone. She is only fifty in the film, younger than stars such as Susan Sarandon and Catherine Deneuve. There is a scene during Norma’s beauty makeover when a magnifying glass is held in front of her eyes, and we are startled by how smooth Swanson’s skin is. Swanson in real life was a health nut who fled from the sun, which no doubt protected her skin (she was fifty-three when she made the film), but the point in Sunset Boulevard is that she has aged not in the flesh but in the mind; she has become fixed at the moment of her greatness, and lives in the past.


  Billy Wilder and his cowriter Charles Brackett knew the originals of the characters. What was unusual was how realistic Wilder dared to be. He used real names (Darryl Zanuck, Tyrone Power, Alan Ladd). He showed real people (Norma’s bridge partners, cruelly called “the waxworks” by Gillis, are the silent stars Buster Keaton, Anna Q. Nilsson, and H. B. Warner). He drew from life (when Norma visits Cecil B. De Mille at Paramount, the director is making a real film, Samson and Delilah, and calls Norma “little fellow,” which is what he always called Swanson). When Max the butler tells Joe, “There were three young directors who showed promise in those days, D. W. Griffith, Cecil B. De Mille, and Max von Mayerling,” if you substituted Stroheim for Mayerling, it would be a fair reflection of Stroheim’s stature in the 1920s.


  Sunset Boulevard remains the best drama ever made about the movies because it sees through the illusions, even if Norma doesn’t. When the silent star first greets the penniless writer inside her mansion, they have a classic exchange. “You used to be big,” he says. Norma responds with the great line, “I am big. It’s the pictures that got small.” Hardly anyone remembers Joe’s next line: “I knew there was something wrong with them.”


  The plot has supplied Joe with a lot of reasons to accept Norma’s offer of a private screenwriting job. He’s broke and behind on his rent, his car is about to be repossessed, and he doesn’t want to go back to his job as a newspaperman in Dayton. He is also not entirely unwilling to prostitute himself; Holden projects subtle weakness and self-loathing into the role. He goes through the forms of saying he doesn’t want Norma’s gifts, but he takes them—the gold cigarette cases, the platinum watch, the suits, the shirts, the shoes. He claims to be surprised on New Year’s Eve when she throws a party just for the two of them, but surely he has known from the first that she wants not only a writer, but a young man to reassure her that she is still attractive.


  The thing about Norma is that life with her isn’t all bad. She isn’t boring. Her histrionics and dramaturgy are entertaining, and she has a charming side, as when she stages a pantomime for Joe, playing a Max Sennett bathing girl and then doing a passable version of Chaplin’s Tramp. Joe is willing to be kept. The only thing the film lacks is more sympathy between Joe and Max, who have so much in common.


  There is, of course, the young blond Paramount writer Betty (Nancy Olson), who Joe meets early in the picture. She’s engaged to be married (to a young Jack Webb), but as Joe begins sneaking out of the mansion to collaborate on a screenplay with Betty, she falls in love with him. He’s attracted, but pulls back, partly because he doesn’t want her to discover the truth, but also because he likes the lifestyle with Norma. And . . . maybe because, like Max, he has fallen under her spell? His dialogue is sharp-edged and can be cruel. (When she threatens suicide, he tells her, “Oh, wake up, Norma. You’d be killing yourself to an empty house. The audience left twenty years ago.”) But there’s a certain pity, too. “Poor devil,” he says, “still waving proudly to a parade which had long since passed her by.”


  I have seen Sunset Boulevard many times, and even analyzed it a shot at a time at the University of Virginia. But on my latest screening I was struck by its similarity with the 1964 Japanese drama Woman in the Dunes. Both are about men who are trapped in the home, or lair, of a woman who simply will not let them out again. They struggle, they thrash a little, they look for the means of escape, but at some subterranean level they are content to be prisoners, and perhaps even enjoy it. Both women need a man to help them hold back the inexorable advance of the sands—in Norma’s case, the sands of time.


  Of all the great directors of Hollywood’s golden age, has anybody made more films that are as fresh and entertaining to this day as Billy Wilder’s? The credits are astonishing: Double Indemnity, Ace in the Hole, Some Like It Hot, The Apartment, The Lost Weekend, Stalag 17, Witness for the Prosecution, Sabrina. And who else can field two contenders among the greatest closing lines of all time? From Some Like It Hot there is “Nobody’s perfect.” And from Sunset Boulevard, Norma Desmond’s: “There’s nothing else. Just us, and the cameras, and those wonderful people out there in the dark. All right, Mr. De Mille, I’m ready for my close-up.”


  The Third Man [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 104 m., 1949


  
    Joseph Cotten (Holly Martins), Alida Valli (Anna Schmidt), Trevor Howard (Major Calloway), Orson Welles (Harry Lime), Paul Hoerbiger (Harry’s Porter), Ernst Deutsch (“Baron” Kurtz), Erich Ponto (Dr. Winkel), Siegfried Breuer (Popescu), Hedwig Bleibtreu (Old Woman), Bernard Lee (Sergeant Paine), Wilfrid Hyde-White (Crabbin). Directed by Carol Reed and produced by Reed, Alexander Korda, and David O. Selznick. Screenplay by Graham Greene.

  


  

  Has there ever been a film where the music more perfectly suited the action than in Carol Reed’s Third Man? The score was performed on a zither by Anton Karas, who was playing in a Vienna beerhouse one night when Reed heard him. The sound is jaunty but without joy, like whistling in the dark. It sets the tone; the action begins like an undergraduate lark and then reveals vicious undertones.


  The story begins with a spoken prologue (“I never knew the old Vienna, before the war.”). The shattered postwar city has been divided into French, American, British, and Russian zones, each with its own cadre of suspicious officials. Into this sinkhole of intrigue falls an American innocent: Holly Martins (Joseph Cotton), alcoholic author of pulp Westerns. He has come at the invitation of his college chum Harry Lime. But Lime is being buried when Martins arrives in Vienna.


  How did Lime die? That question is the engine that drives the plot, as Martins plunges into the murk that Lime left behind. Calloway (Trevor Howard), the British officer in charge, bluntly says Lime was an evil man, and advises Holly to take the next train home. But Harry had a girl named Anna (Alida Valli), who Holly sees at Lime’s grave, and perhaps she has some answers. Certainly Holly has fallen in love with her, although his trusting Yankee heart is no match for her defenses.


  The Third Man (1949) was made by men who knew the devastation of Europe at firsthand. Carol Reed worked for the British army’s wartime documentary unit, and the screenplay was by Graham Greene, who not only wrote about spies but occasionally acted as one. Reed fought with David O. Selznick, his American producer, over every detail of the movie; Selznick wanted to shoot on sets, use an upbeat score, and cast Noel Coward as Harry Lime. His film would have been forgotten in a week. Reed defied convention by shooting entirely on location in Vienna, where mountains of rubble stood next to gaping bomb craters, and the ruins of empire supported a desperate black market economy. And he insisted on Karas’d zither music (“The Third Man Theme” was one of 1950’s biggest hits).


  Reed and his Academy Award–winning cinematographer, Robert Krasker, also devised a reckless, unforgettable visual style. More shots, I suspect, are tilted than are held straight; they suggest a world out of joint. There are fantastic oblique angles. Wide-angle lenses distort faces and locations. And the bizarre lighting makes the city into an expressionist nightmare. (During a stakeout for Lime, a little balloon man wanders onto the scene, and his shadow is a monster three stories high). Vienna in The Third Man is a more particular and unmistakable place than almost any other location in the history of the movies; the action fits the city like a hand slipping on a glove.


  Then there are the faces: Joseph Cotton’s open, naive face contrasts with the “friends” of Harry Lime: the corrupt “Baron” Kurtz (Ernst Deutsch); the shifty Dr. Winkel (Erich Ponto), the ratlike Popescu (Siegfried Breuer). Even a little boy with a rubber ball looks like a wizened imp. The only trusting faces are those of innocents such as the hall porter (Paul Hoerbiger) who tells Holly, “There was another man . . . a third man,” and the beefy Sergeant Paine (Bernard Lee), Calloway’s aide, who levels the drunken Holly with a shot to the chin and then apologizes. Even the resident exiles are corrupt; Crabbin (Wilfrid Hyde-White), the head of the discussion group, chatters about culture while smoothly maneuvering his mistress out of sight through doors and up stairs.


  As for Harry Lime: He allows Orson Welles to make the most famous entrance in the history of the movies, and one of the most famous speeches. By the time Lime finally appears we have almost forgotten Welles is even in the movie. The sequence is unforgettable: the meow of the cat in the doorway, the big shoes, the defiant challenge by Holly, the light in the window, and then the shot, pushing in, on Lime’s face, enigmatic and teasing, as if two college chums had been caught playing a naughty prank.


  The famous speech comes during an uneasy ride on a giant Ferris wheel; at one point, Lime slides open the door of the car they are riding in, and Holly uneasily wraps an arm around a post. Harry tries to justify himself: “You know what the fellow said: In Italy for thirty years under the Borgias they had warfare, terror, murder, and bloodshed, but they produced Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci, and the Renaissance. In Switzerland they had brotherly love—they had five hundred years of democracy and peace, and what did that produce? The cuckoo clock.” (Greene says this speech was written by Welles.)


  The emotional heart of the movie is Holly’s infatuation with Anna, who will love Harry and be grateful to him no matter what she learns. The scenes between Holly and Anna are enriched by tiny details, as when they visit Harry’s apartment and she opens a drawer without looking—because she already knows what will be inside. Or the way she sometimes slips and calls Holly “Harry.” Everyone in the movie has trouble with names. Holly calls Calloway “Callahan,” and Dr. Winkle insists on “VINK-ell!” And the name on Harry Lime’s tombstone is wrong, too.


  The chase sequence in The Third Man is another joining of the right action with the right location. Harry escapes into the sewer system like a cornered rat, and Reed edits the pursuit into long, echoing, empty sewer vistas, and close-ups of Lime’s sweaty face, his eyes darting for a way out. Presumably there would be no lights in the Vienna sewers, but there are strong light sources just out of sight behind every corner, throwing elongated shadows, backlighting Harry and his pursuers.


  The final scene in The Third Man is a long, elegiac sigh. It almost did not exist. Selznick and Greene originally wanted a happy ending. (Greene originally wrote, “Her hand was through his arm.”) Reed convinced Greene he was wrong. The movie ends as it begins, in a cemetery, and then Calloway gives Holly a ride back to town. They pass Anna walking on the roadside. Holly asks to be let out of the jeep. He stands under a tree, waiting for her. She walks toward him, past him, and then out of frame, never looking. After a long pause, Holly lights a cigarette and wearily throws away the match. Joseph Cotten recalled later that he thought the scene would end sooner. But Reed kept the camera running, making it an unusually long shot, and absolutely perfect.


  The Third Man reflects the optimism of Americans and the bone-weariness of Europe after the war. It’s a story about grown-ups and children: Adults such as Calloway, who has witnessed the results of Lime’s crimes, and children such as the trusting Holly, who believes in the simplified good and evil of his Western novels.


  The Third Man is like the exhausted aftermath of Casablanca. Both have heroes who are American exiles, awash in a world of treachery and black market intrigue. Both heroes love a woman battered by the war. But Casablanca is bathed in the hope of victory, while The Third Man already reflects the Cold War years of paranoia, betrayal, and the bomb. The hero doesn’t get the girl in either movie—but in Casablanca, Ilsa stays with the resistance leader to help in his fight, while in The Third Man Anna remains loyal to a rat. Yet Harry Lime saved Anna, a displaced person who faced certain death. Holly will never understand what Anna did to survive the war, and Anna has absolutely no desire to tell him.


  Of all the movies I have seen, this one most completely embodies the romance of going to the movies. I saw it first on a rainy day in a tiny, smoke-filled cinema on the Left Bank in Paris. It told a story of existential loss and betrayal. It was weary and knowing, and its glorious style was an act of defiance against the corrupt world it pictured. Seeing it, I realized how many Hollywood movies were like the pulp Westerns that Holly Martins wrote: naive formulas supplying happy endings for passive consumption. I read the other day that they plan to remake The Third Man. Do you think Anna will cave in to Holly—or will she remain true to her bitter cynicism and unspeakable knowledge?


  Touch of Evil [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 95 m., 1958


  
    Charleton Heston (Mike Vargas), Janet Leigh (Susan Vargas), Orson Welles (Hank Quinlan), Marlene Dietrich (Tanya), Joseph Calleia (Pete Menzies), Akim Tamiroff (“Uncle” Joe Grandi). Directed by Orson Welles and produced by Albert Zugsmith and Rich Schmidlin. Screenplay by Welles, based on the novel Badge of Evil by Whit Masterson.

  


  

  “Come on, read my future for me.”


  “You haven’t got any.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Your future is all used up.” So speaks a fortune-telling madam, played by Marlene Dietrich, to the drunken sheriff of a border town, played by Orson Welles, in Touch of Evil.


  Her words have a sad resonance, because Welles was never again to direct in Hollywood after making this dark, atmospheric story of crime and corruption.


  It was named best film at the 1958 Brussels World Fair (Godard and Truffaut were on the jury), but in America it opened on the bottom half of a double bill, failed, and put an end to Welles’s prospects of working within the studio system. Yet the film has always been a favorite of those who enjoy visual and dramatic flamboyance. “I’d seen the film four or five times before I noticed the story,” the director Peter Bogdanovich once told his friend Orson. “That speaks well for the story,” Welles rumbled sarcastically, but Bogdanovich replied, “No, no—I mean I was looking at the direction.”


  That might be the best approach for anyone seeing the film for the first time: to set aside the labyrinthine plot and simply admire what is on the screen. The movie begins with one of the most famous shots ever made, following a car with a bomb in its trunk for three minutes and twenty seconds. And it has other virtuoso camera movements, including an unbroken interrogation in a cramped room, and one that begins in the street and follows the characters through a lobby and into an elevator. The British critic Damian Cannon writes of its “spatial choreography,” in which “every position and movement latches together into a cogent whole.”


  Welles and his cinematographer, Russell Metty, were not simply showing off. The destinies of all of the main characters are tangled from beginning to end, and the photography makes that point by trapping them in the same shots, or tying them together through cuts that match and resonate. The story moves not in a straight line, but as a series of loops and coils.


  Some of those loops were removed when Universal Studios took the film from Welles and reedited it, adding close-ups and chopping scenes, so that it existed for years in a confusing 95-minute version, and then belatedly in a 108-minute version that still reflected the studio’s meddling. Now at last Welles’s original intentions (explained in a fifty-eight-page memo to the studio) are reflected in a restored version that is three minutes longer and contains fifty changes, some large, some small. This version was produced by Rick Schmidlin and edited by Oscar winner Walter Murch, inspired by a crucial 1992 article in Film Quarterly by Chicago critic Jonathan Rosenbaum.


  The story takes place in Los Robles, a seedy Mexican-American border town (“border towns bring out the worst in a country”). It’s a place of bars, strip clubs, and brothels, where music spills onto the street from every club. In the opening shot, we see a bomb placed in the trunk of a car, and then the camera cranes up and follows the car down a strip of seamy storefronts, before gliding down to eye level to pick up a strolling couple. They are newlyweds, Mike and Susan Vargas (Charlton Heston and Janet Leigh); he’s a Mexican drug enforcement official.


  At a border checkpoint, they’re eventually joined by the doomed car, which has been delayed by traffic and a herd of goats. Mike and Susan are completing the check when there’s an offscreen explosion—and then finally a cut to the burning car lifting in the air. (I’ve always felt this cut is premature; better to hear the offscreen explosion, stay on Mike and Susan as they run to the burning car, and then cut.)


  Everyone awaits the arrival of Sheriff Hank Quinlan (Welles), a massive, sweaty, rumbling figure who looms over the camera. (Welles was not that big when he made the picture, and used padding and camera angles to exaggerate his bulk.) Quinlan takes charge, “intuiting” that the explosion was caused by dynamite. Vargas, a bystander, finds himself drawn into the investigation, to Quinlan’s intense displeasure; the movie becomes a competition between the two men, leading to the sheriff’s efforts to frame Vargas and his bride on drug and murder charges.


  Viewers familiar with the earlier version will not feel they are seeing a different film, but may be able to follow the plot more easily. The most important changes take place in these opening minutes, when the stories of the Heston and Leigh characters are now intercut (the studio positioned all of the wife’s hazards with a local gang after her husband’s dealings with Quinlan). Another significant change: The opening shot is now seen without superimposed credits (they’ve been moved to the end), and with music from car radios and clubs, instead of Henry Mancini’s title theme (Welles thought source music and sound effects would better establish the atmosphere).


  Welles fills his story with a meaty selection of supporting characters, including Quinlan’s faithful sidekick Menzies (Joseph Calleia), the slimy local crime boss Grandi (Akim Tamiroff), the local madam (Dietrich), a butch gang leader (Mercedes McCambridge), an ineffectual district attorney (Ray Collins, from Citizen Kane), and particularly a sexually obsessed motel night clerk (Dennis Weaver), whose peculiar skittishness may have given ideas to Anthony Perkins for Psycho two years later.


  These figures move back and forth across the border, through a series of grim and grungy locations. Although the plot line is possible to follow, the real point is the way Quinlan veers from the investigation to follow his own agenda. He’s prejudiced against Mexicans, resents Vargas for invading his turf, and supports “hunches” by planting evidence. When Vargas calls him on the fraud, he vows to destroy him.


  As Vargas and Quinlan jockey for position in the investigation, Susan is endangered in scenes that work as a terrified counterpoint. Vargas unwisely checks his wife into a motel run by the local gang, and young thugs terrorize her. Her perils sometimes border on the ludicrous, especially in a scene where they shine a flashlight into her room. Later, a gang rape is implied, but the movie curiously ignores or forgets its repercussions for Susan.


  Menzies, the deputy, has been faithful to Quinlan because the sheriff once stopped a bullet intended for him. The movie establishes his gradual enlightenment, as Vargas proves that Quinlan planted evidence and framed innocent people. Why does Quinlan stoop so low? Thirty years earlier his own wife was murdered, and the killer went free; now he boasts, “That was the last killer that ever got out of my hands.”


  The final sequence involves the disillusioned Menzies wearing a concealed microphone while prompting Quinlan into a confession. Vargas shadows them with a radio and tape recorder. This scene is visually effective, as the sheriff and deputy follow a garbage-strewn canal, but it’s not logical. Vargas wades through water and climbs mountains of debris to stay within radio range of the talking men, when he could simply have hidden the tape recorder on Menzies. And he inexplicably leaves the radio turned up, so Quinlan can hear the echo of his own voice. That works as showmanship even while it fails as strategy.


  The surface themes of Touch of Evil are easy to spot, and the clash between the national cultures gets an ironic flip: Vargas reflects gringo stereotypes while Quinlan embodies clichés about Mexican lawmen. But there may be another theme lurking beneath the surface.


  Much of Welles’s work was autobiographical, and the characters he chose to play (Kane, Macbeth, Othello) were giants destroyed by hubris. Now consider Quinlan, who nurses old hurts and tries to orchestrate this scenario like a director, assigning dialogue and roles. There is a sense in which Quinlan wants final cut in the plot of this movie, and doesn’t get it. He’s running down after years of indulgence and self-abuse, and his ego leads him into trouble.


  Is there a resonance between the Welles character here and the man he became? The story of Welles’s later career is of projects left uncompleted and films altered after he had left them. To some degree, his characters reflected his feelings about himself and his prospects, and Touch of Evil may be as much about Orson Welles as Hank Quinlan. Welles brought great style to his movies, embracing excess in his life and work as the price (and reward) of his freedom.


  Touchez Pas au Grisbi [image: fourstar]


  NO MPAA RATING, 94 m., 1954


  
    Jean Gabin (Max dit Max le Menteur), Rene Dary (Henri Ducros dit Riton), Dora Doll (Lola), Marilyn Buferd (Betty). Directed by Jacques Becker and produced by Robert Dorfmann. Screenplay by Becker, Albert Simonin, and Maurice Griffe, based on the novel by Simonin.

  


  

  Growing older is a balancing act between skills that have never been better and abilities that sometimes betray. At fifty, Max the Liar has never possessed more wisdom about his profession of burglary. But he no longer cares to make the effort, and his dream is to salt away ninety-six kilos in gold bars that have been stolen at Orly Airport. Then he will retire. Max is a solid, well-groomed, impeccably dressed, flawlessly polite man whose code is so deeply embedded that he never refers to it, even indirectly. During the course of three days, he uses all of his wisdom and experience to make his dream come true, and it is almost enough.


  Max is played by Jean Gabin, named “the actor of the century” in a French poll, in Jacques Becker’s Touchez Pas au Grisbi, a 1954 French crime film that uncannily points the way toward Jean-Pierre Melville’s great Bob Le Flambeur the following year. The two films follow similar story arcs and have similar heroes: middle-age men, well liked, able to figure the odds, familiar in their haunts of clubs and restaurants, vulnerable only because of the passions of their hotheaded pals. Gabin plays a man of few words, who displays warmth that is real but understated; a man who is always thinking a step ahead, using brainwork instead of footwork or gunplay to survive in the underworld.


  His weakness is his friendship for Riton (Rene Dary), a sidekick who he calls “Porcupine Head,” and who he has essentially carried for years. Does Max love Riton? Max seems to be the current or former lover of almost every woman in the movie, and yet, yes, Riton is who he loves. There’s a lovely scene where Max outsmarts rival hoods who are trying to tail him, and takes Riton with him to a safe house—an apartment Riton never knew existed.


  There he pours them a bottle of wine, makes a midnight meal of pâté and biscuits, and takes fresh pajamas, blankets, and toothbrushes out of a cabinet and hands them to his friend. Although Gabin’s face reveals nothing, we sense that Max enjoys this domestic interlude more than anything else that happens in the movie; certainly he is bored in nightclubs and tired of crime, and although he visits his elegant mistress Betty (Marilyn Buferd) for conjugal observances, this involves more ritual than desire.


  Max, like Bob and many other French gangsters, lives in Montmartre, a district seen with particular detail in the film. “I believe above all in Paris,” Becker said, and his film shows an instinctive familiarity with the way the city works. The film opens and closes with Max dining in the same restaurant, and notice how quietly the point is made that ordinary civilians are not welcome, no matter how many tables are empty, when Madame Bouche’s favorite gangsters are in the house. Max pays off a young friend’s tab at the end of the evening, and in a later visit, gives Madame some money to hold for him; the restaurant is also his bank and club.


  They all leave, that first night, to escort two showgirls to the strip club where they work; they are Lola (Dora Doll) and Josy (Jeanne Moreau at twenty-five), who Riton regards as his mistress. At the club, we meet the drug dealer Angelo (Lino Ventura) and the club owner Pierrot (Paul Frankeur), aka “Fats.” Max and Angelo seem to be on good terms, but a little later Max opens the door of a dressing room and sees Josy being embraced by Angelo.


  This would come as particularly bad news to Riton, who fancies himself a ladies’ man and thinks Josy belongs to him, but look how elegantly Becker resolves the situation. Instead of telling his pal that he’s a cuckold, Max advises Riton to give up Josy. He points out aging playboys steering hookers around the dance floor, calls attention to the bags under Riton’s eyes, and suggests they go home early. Riton suggests he stay for one more drink. No, says Max, with that flat, calm Gabin delivery; he knows what one more drink will lead to: a bottle of champagne with Angelo, and then having to take the girls out for onion soup, and then having to have sex . . . it’s easier just to leave now.


  The plot resolves itself as a race between Max’s attempts to fence the gold bars through his Uncle Oscar (another cadaverous relic with a young mistress), and Angelo’s attempts to kidnap Riton and find out where the loot is hidden. Max senses something fishy is going on and warns Riton; that leads to their midnight dinner. And as the two old friends turn out the lights, we realize this opening sequence has occupied some forty minutes with flawless storytelling that has consisted almost entirely of small talk in the restaurant and the club, and then a subdued chase as Max is tailed to his home.


  What happens the next day, I will leave for you to discover, describing only an extraordinary scene where Max learns Riton has been nabbed. Max knows this means the gold bars will be required as ransom. But he’s less concerned about the gold than about his pal, and he has a wonderful soliloquy, an interior monologue, which we hear in voice-over, as Max paces his apartment. He talks about what a dope Riton is, and what a burden he has been for twenty years: “There’s not a tooth in his head that hasn’t cost me a bundle.” We understand that Max, who is competent above all things, almost values Riton’s inability to live without his help. At the end of his soliloquy, instead of growing angry as a conventional gangster might, Max opens a bottle of champagne, plays a forlorn harmonica solo on his jukebox, sits in a comfortable chair, and lights a cigarette. He treasures his creature comforts, especially when he might be about to lose them.


  Jacques Becker (1906–60) was not the flashiest of French filmmakers; he had a way of dealing directly with his material. In this film there are no fancy shots. Almost everything is seen at eye level, point of view is respected, and the style shrinks from calling attention to itself. Becker’s directness and simplicity inspired the affection of younger directors such Francois Truffaut. “He invented his own tempo,” Truffaut wrote after Becker died. “He loved fast cars and long meals; he shot two-hour films on subjects that really needed only fifteen minutes. . . . He was scrupulous and reflective and infinitely delicate. He loved to make detailed films about ordinary things.”


  And in his review of Touchez Pas au Grisbi (Don’t Touch the Loot), Truffaut noticed: “He keeps only what is essential in the dialogue, even the essential part of the superfluous.” Surely the monologue about Riton’s teeth is an example of that; we hear it, but we never see the heist at Orly, nor does Max ever talk about it. “The real subjects of Grisbi,” Truffaut concludes, “are aging and friendship.”


  Consider the scene where Riton looks at the bags under his eyes in the mirror, to see if they are as bad as Max said. Remember Max saying he doesn’t want to go to the nightclub because he fears he will get drowsy. And when he goes to the club to enlist Fats in a probably dangerous mission, the club owner’s wife asks Max to take care of her husband, observing: “At my age, there’s no second chance.”


  Gabin himself was almost fifty when he made the film. There’s not a trace of vanity in his performance. Having played the escaped prisoner in Renoir’s Grand Illusion and the dashing criminal in Pepe le Moko, he grew up to play grown-ups. Becker probably met Gabin on one of Renoir’s sets; he was the assistant to the great filmmaker in the 1930s, on Grand Illusion, Rules of the Game, and many other films. His own work includes two titles often ranked with Touchez Pas au Grisbi—Le Trou (1960), about prisoners laboriously trying to escape, and Casque d’Or (1952), with a star-making role for Simone Signoret in a story of love and betrayal during the 1890s.


  The world of French crime films is a particular place, informed by the French love for Hollywood film noir, a genre they identified and named. But the great French noirs of the 1950s are not copies of Hollywood; instead, they have a particularly French flavor; in Touchez Pas au Grisbi, the critic Terrence Rafferty writes, “real men eat pâté,” and this is “among the very few French movies about the criminal class in which neither the characters nor the filmmakers are afflicted by the delusion that they are Americans.” A few years later, in Godard’s Breathless (1960), Belmondo would be deliberately channeling Bogart, but here Gabin is channeling only himself. He is the original, so there is no need to look for inspiration.
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