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INTRODUCTION

Philip C. DiMare

The second half of the nineteenth century was marked by the explosive growth of
American industry, with the railroad leading the way in defining how this industrial
process would unfold. As rail systems flourished after the completion of the transcon-
tinental railroad in 1869—their development eagerly supported by local, state, and
federal governments that provided monies and land grants; and aided by technological
advancements, such as steel rails that could carry heavier locomotives, and new cou-
plers, braking systems, and signals—these systems became foundational elements in
growing America’s market economy. Literally connecting the nation’s sprawling territo-
ries, railroads employed thousands of workers and created large-scale industrial
bureaucracies to manage their operations. They also defined the business model that
would be adopted by leaders of other important U.S. industries, such as steel and iron,
petroleum, electricity, mass-produced foods and clothing, and farm machinery
(Heilbroner and Singer, 1999).

The first great American industrialists, shrewd and often ruthless men like Jay
Gould, Cornelius Vanderbilt, J. P. Morgan, Andrew Carnegie, and John D. Rockefeller
dominated the late nineteenth-century business world. Employing the processes of
“vertical” and “horizontal” integration, which allowed owners to control all aspects of
specific industries and to drive competitors out of those particular markets, these early
industrialists, often referred to as “robber barons” by their critics, created monopolistic
mega companies such as U.S. Steel and Standard Oil. Forming themselves into large
and powerful business “trusts,” which gave a limited number of trustees dictatorial
control over extensive, interconnected corporate networks, these business leaders drove
industrialization in America during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
until, by the 1910s, American industrial production would comprise one-third of the
world’s total output (Morris, 2000).

Xix
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Industrialization and the Rise of American Cinema

Significantly, America’s entry into world cinema was intimately connected to the
industrial expansion that occurred during the second half of the nineteenth century
and to the extraordinarily gifted inventors it spawned. Thomas Alva Edison (see:
Edison, Thomas Alva) for instance, who had invented the phonograph in 1876, was
instrumental in driving the development of the film industry in the United States
during the last two decades of the nineteenth century. Edison was intrigued by reports
that Eadweard Muybridge (see: Muybridge, Eadweard) had invented a machine
called the “zoopraxiscope,” which could project moving images onto a screen. In early
1888, Muybridge literally took his show on the road, touring the United States and
screening his short motion picture Animal Locomotion for amazed viewers. When the
Muybridge tour stopped over in Orange, New Jersey, in February of that year, Edison
invited Muybridge to visit his lab in West Orange. Impressed by Muybridge’s zoopraxi-
scope, Edison suggested that the two become partners. (Although Edison denied it in
his journals, the story still circulates that during their meeting, Edison pitched the idea
to Muybridge of joining together his phonograph and the zoopraxiscope in order to
create motion pictures with sound!) Although they were interested in each other’s
ideas, the partnership was never formed, and the two inventors went their separate
ways. Still fascinated by the zoopraxiscope, Edison took the technology Muybridge
had utilized to develop his invention and fashioned a more efficient projector, which
came to be called the Kinetoscope. Sadly for Muybridge, after Edison filed patents
for the kinetograph (the camera) and the kinetoscope (the viewing implement) in
1891, Muybridge and his contributions were all but forgotten (Sklar, 2002).

Edison debuted his Kinetoscope at the Brooklyn Institute of Arts and Sciences in
1893. Customers were able to step up to his moving-picture machine and view short
film clips such as the “Blacksmith Scene,” which ran for 20 seconds and showed three
of Edison’s employees hammering on an anvil. What was considered Edison’s first
“film” bore the rather cumbersome title Edison’s Kinetoscopic Record of a Sneeze. Also
known as Fred Otts Sneeze, the short film captured the eponymously named Edison
employee in the midst of sneezing. Other Edison films followed—American Gymnast,
for example, which showed a young woman performing a somersault, and The Barber
Shop, which recorded the everyday activities of barbers as they serviced their clients
(Sklar, 2002).

In regard to their format, all of Edison’s early motion pictures were the same: they
were simply descriptive recordings of some sort of action, what came to be called
“actualities.” Edison did expand on this notion of descriptive recording, presenting
audiences with two filmic series that possessed more entertainment value. The first of
these displayed the European muscleman Eugene Sandow set against a black backdrop
and moving through a number of different poses in order to show off his remarkable
physique. The other series featured a dancer named Annabelle Whitford, who, like
Sandow, was positioned in front of a black backdrop. For her part, Whitford danced
for her audiences in short films such as Annabelle Serpentine Dance and Annabelle
Butterfly Dance. Edison even made the first picture that shocked viewers. Titled 7he
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Kiss, the film depicted a rather awkward kiss between two stage actors, May Irwin and
John Rice. The first cinema “still” of a motion picture image—the actors poised with
lips together—was drawn from Edison’s film, appearing in an American newspaper
and raising even more eyebrows. In the end, The Kiss elicited the first calls for censor-
ship of the radical new medium (Lewis, 2008).

Edison had neglected to secure international patents for his kinetoscope, and invent-
ers in Europe began to develop their own motion picture projectors. Two of the most tal-
ented of these European inventors were the French-born brothers Auguste and Louis
Lumicre (see: Lumiere Brothers, The). Familiar with, and inspired by, Edison’s kineto-
scope, the Lumieres created a complex machine that was camera, projector, and film
developer rolled into one. Much more practical than Edison’s machine, the Lumieres’
cinématographe ran at 16 fps (frames-per-second), which became the standard for silent
pictures. It also allowed images to be taken “out of the box,” as it were, and to be pro-
jected on a screen so that they could be viewed by multi-member audiences.

Toward that end, the Lumicres rented out the basement of the Grand Café in Paris
on December 28, 1895, and the brothers became the first filmmakers to screen their
cinematic offerings for a paying audience when they exhibited a series of motion pic-
ture shorts. They opened their 1895 screening with a picture titled La sortie des usines
Lumiére (Leaving the Lumiere Facrory). In a certain sense the picture was much like
those produced by Edison, as it merely recorded workers leaving a factory in Lyon after
a long day of work. Yet La sortie des usines had a very different feel to it, as the film-
makers had staged the scene—Dby the use of special lighting, camera position, and the-
atrical blocking—in a way that gave it a certain expressive depth. Other films followed
that had the same depth-level quality, perhaps the most famous the startling Larrivee
d’un train en gare d la Ciotat (The Arrival of a Train at la Ciotat), which legend has it
had viewers covering their eyes and turning away from the screen for fear that the train
would land in their laps.

The Creation of Narrative Films and the Spread of Early Movie Houses

Unlike Edison, then, the Lumicres by way of their use of innovative filmmaking
techniques, began to define what came to be known as the cinematic mise-en-sceéne.
Borrowed from the stage, the phrase, which may be translated as “putting on the scene,”
defines the process by which the film set (much like the theatrical stage) is framed—how
it is lit, where the camera is placed, where the actors are positioned. Rather than just
recording action, then, filmmakers began to “put on scenes” that conveyed meaning to
their viewers. Ironically, the first filmmaker who began to make a name for himself as a
master of mise-en-scéne in America was another Frenchman, Georges Mélies (see:
Meélies, Georges). Mélies was a magician who had experimented with trick photography
and what would come to be understood as special effects. Although like other filmmakers
he had begun his cinematic career by making actualities, he eventually began to make
motion pictures that told stories—Barbe-Bleue (Bluebeard) in 1902, for instance, and
later, La sirene (The Mermaid) in 1904 and Le diable noir (The Black Imp) in 1905.

xx1
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Certainly his most famous offering, though, was Le voyage dans la lune (A Trip to the
Moon), which was released in 1902. Although like almost all the films of the day, Le voy-
age dans la lune was shot as if the viewer were looking at a theatrical stage, Méli¢s used
what would now be considered crude special effects—such as making moon men disap-
pear in clouds of smoke and shifting scenery around the set in unexpected ways—that
gave his motion picture a narrative quality that actualities did not possess.

The possibility of screening narrative motion pictures such as Mélies’s Le voyage
dans la lune for ever-larger audiences was facilitated by Edison’s development of the
Vitascope during the mid-1890s. Dubbed by some Edison’s “Greatest Marvel,” the
Vitascope was instrumental in attracting increasingly larger audiences to film-viewing
venues. Individual viewers had initially watched moving pictures in film houses such
as the Holland Brothers’ Kinetoscope Parlor. For a small fee, customers were entitled
to view the filmic fare that flickered to life on five separate machines, an experience
they thought well worth the price. Kinetoscope parlors quickly became wildly popular,
springing up in cities across the country. Eventually, though, film shorts began to be
screened for multiple-member audiences who were attending vaudeville shows, the
most popular form of entertainment during the late nineteenth century. When vaude-
ville performers went on strike in 1900, theater owners wagered that audiences were so
enthralled by motion pictures that they would not care if the live acts were dropped
and they were presented with “all-film” shows. Much to the delight of the owners their
wager paid off, as audiences flocked to theaters to see these all-film programs.

By the early twentieth century, the popularity of motion pictures gave rise to the
creation of nickelodeons (see: Nickelodeon Era, The), movie houses that got their
name as a result of owners charging customers a nickel to view a program of film
shorts. By 1908, New York City could boast that 600 nickelodeons had opened there,
and other large cities also saw the growth of this cinematic craze. Nickelodeons were
not exclusively urban phenomena, however, as these early film venues spread to rural
areas, as well—indeed, by 1910, nickelodeons were even popular in Oklahoma, which
at that time was still considered “Indian Territory.”

Filmmaking Becomes a Business

The five-cent charge for entry into a nickelodeon made these public spaces available
to thousands of immigrants who made their way to America during the last decades of
the nineteenth century and the first two decades of the twentieth. Largely illiterate and
initially unable to speak English, these immigrants, especially those from different
countries in Europe who settled in East Coast urban centers such as New York City,
became part of a lower- and middle-class consumer culture that began to dominate
America’s increasingly industrialized and urbanized twentieth-century landscape.
Capitalizing on the creation of this rapidly emerging consumer culture, investors with
money and vision began to provide competition for Edison. One of his former
employees, W. K. L. Dickson, for instance, helped found the American Mutoscope
and Biograph Company, which ultimately came to be called simply Biograph. Work-
ing with a 70mm film format, which provided audiences not only with much larger
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but also much clearer images, Biograph became a force in the burgeoning film indus-
try. Its founders, especially Dickson, were fascinated by the new medium and sought
to advance it technologically. Toward this end, they developed innovative equipment
such as a panning-head tripod that allowed the camera to swivel, at least in a basic
way, from side to side. The possibility of even rudimentary camera movement repre-
sented a vastly important step forward in the evolution of moving pictures: Instead
of being limited to viewing simple action sequences from a single perspective, audi-
ences were now treated to screen images that seemed increasingly lifelike.

Biograph did not break completely from its predecessors, churning out its own list
of actualities; yet, by 1900, they were already making what can be considered early nar-
rative films. Largely cautionary tales concerning the evils of alcohol, infidelity, and
prostitution, they bore titles such as The Downward Path, She Ran Away with a City
Man, and The Girl Who Went Astray. The company also produced a series of shorts
that provided viewers with troubling racist messages. Three of these films—Dancing
Darkies, A Watermelon Feast, and A Hard Wash, the last depicting an African American
woman desperately scrubbing her child in order, audiences were left to infer, to wash
away the child’s “blackness”—appeared in 1896, the same year that the U.S. Supreme
Court handed down its disturbing Plessy v. Ferguson decision that ushered in the Jim
Crow era of a “separate but equal” America (Lewis, 2008).

Edison fought back against Biograph by piecing together his own mega firm in
1908, the Motion Picture Patents Company (MPPC). A powerful corporate trust
in the manner of John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil and J. . Morgan’s U.S. Steel,
Edison’s MPPC joined together nine of his competitors—including Biograph. Like
Rockefeller and Morgan, who used the business practices of horizontal and vertical
integration to gobble up smaller companies and to dominate every aspect of their
respective industries, the MPPC overwhelmed the film industry during the first decade
of the twentieth century. Taking advantage of their monopolistic position in the indus-
try, MPPC built larger studios, streamlined their productions, and became ever more
technologically advanced. Their commitment to organizational excellence allowed
MPPC to reap huge profits; it also led to the production of better films and lower costs
for exhibiting those films. By 1910, filmmaking had become a thriving industry, one
that would begin to shape the way that America looked in powerful and often unset-
tling ways.

Surprisingly, MPPC’s monopolization of the industry lasted little more than a year,
as independent companies started to resist Edison’s corporate dominance. A number of
these companies formed themselves into the Motion Picture Distributing and Sales
Company, and by the early 1910s, 30 percent of the industry was controlled by busi-
ness interests not connected to the MPPC. In the end, the U.S. government broke
up the MPPC trust, and the independents were successful in carving out a permanent
place in the industry—they were also instrumental in shifting the geographical center
of the industry from the East Coast to the weather-friendly West Coast mecca of
Hollywood. Although there were attempts to develop filmmaking sites in Florida
and the Southwest, by 1915, the vast majority of people making motion pictures were
doing so in California.
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The Western and the Myth of American Exceptionalism

As motion pictures became an increasingly popular form of entertainment, individ-
ual filmmakers began distinguishing themselves by producing more complex narrative
films. Among the first of these early filmmakers was Edwin S. Porter. Porter, who had
been a navy electrician and a telegraph operator, worked for Edison producing a
series of motion picture shorts before making his first two important films, Life of an
American Fireman in 1902 and an adaptation of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1852 novel
Uncle Tom’s Cabin in 1903 (Sklar, 2002). Porter began to experiment with different
editing techniques in these films, and the latter set an industry standard with a running
time of 15 minutes, a stunning accomplishment during the early years of cinema. After
completing Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Porter turned his attention to the film for which he is
best known, The Great Train Robbery (see: Great Train Robbery, The).

Comprised of 14 individual shots, The Great Train Robbery was a quantum leap for-
ward in filmmaking, representing, as it did, what can be understood as the first modern
narrative motion picture. Although Porter’s shots were mostly stationary, he demon-
strated his extraordinary skills as a filmmaker by cutting back and forth among these
shots, allowing him to express simultaneous action and to provide context to images that
by themselves had little meaning. With a running time of 11 minutes, the film tells the
story of a ruthless band of outlaws who carry out a train robbery, make good their escape,
and who are then hunted down and killed by the members of a posse. Featuring a fight
on top of a moving train, men being brutally gunned down, explosions, and Porter’s sig-
nature final shot of a cowboy (Broncho Billy Anderson) looking directly into the camera,
raising his gun, and firing it at the audience, The Great Train Robbery amazed viewers
with its imagistic articulation of human cruelty, revenge, and retribution.

Although it stands as a predecessor to later action adventure and hardboiled detective
movies, The Great Train Robbery can propetly be understood as the first of what many
consider the quintessential American film type, the western. Sweeping tales of heroic
men who conquered an ever-expanding frontier, westerns gave expression to iconic
notions of American exceptionalism—John Winthrop’s idea of the Puritans’ new home-
land as a divinely gifted “city upon a hill,” Thomas Jefferson’s description of the hard-
won republic as an agrarian paradise, John L. O’Sullivan’s claim that it was the nation’s
“manifest destiny” to spread west all the way to the Pacific shore. Generally set in the
post-Civil War era—the period during which the nation’s destiny was conclusively ful-
filled—and set in territories west of the Mississippi, the western “created its own land-
scape, its own character-types, and its own narrative forms as a way of investing this
time and place with mythic significance” (see: Western, The).

Oddly enough, by the time The Grear Train Robbery was released in 1902—the
same year that Owen Wister published The Virginian, generally considered the first
“cowboy novel”’—the American frontier had been “closed” for more than a decade.
The closing of the American frontier during the late nineteenth century had been
noted by figures such as Josiah Strong in his 1886 publication Our Country: Irs Possible
Future and Its Present Crisis and Frederick Jackson Turner in his seminal paper “The
Significance of the Frontier in American History,” which Turner initially presented at
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the 1893 meeting of the American Historical Society convened at the Columbian
Exhibition in Chicago. In his paper, Turner had rather ominously suggested that the
closing of the nation’s frontier might have dire consequences, as “[u]p to our own
day American history has been in large degree the history of the colonization of the
Great West.” In Turner’s mind, it had been the nation’s “perennial rebirth” along a
frontier line,” its “expansion westward with its new opportunities,” that had furnished
the “forces dominating American character” (Turner, 1997).

Interestingly, the western provided the filmic framework for Turner’s notions con-
cerning the conquest of the frontier: over and over again on the big screen—inidially
in hundreds of B-westerns made during the first three decades of the twentieth century,
and then in dozens of classic westerns made from the late 1930s on—audiences
watched with rapt attention as the American West was won from the forces of evil—
Indians, Mexicans, cattle barons, railroad owners. Why, though, if the West had
already been won by the time film westerns became so popular, did audiences flock
to see these motion pictures?

Josiah Strong, perhaps, provided an answer to this question in Our Country. As
sometimes happens, although he published his book a number of years before Turner
presented his 1893 paper, Strong’s work was not greeted with the same enthusiastic
response with which Turner’s was met—it was Turner, after all, who was credited with
defining the “Frontier Thesis.” This lack of recognition accorded Strong and his work
is somewhat surprising, as Strong, much more so than Turner, it seems, appeared to
understand just how desperately the nation’s people would cling to the idea that
America had been singled out—by God, Strong would argue—as an exceptional place.

Casting his discussion in much the same way that Turner would cast his, Strong laid
the foundation for his arguments in a chapter of Our Country entitled “The Exhaus-
tion of the Public Lands.” Here, Strong suggested that the “rapid accumulation of
our wealth, our comparative immunity from the consequences of unscientific legisla-
tion, our financial elasticity, our high wages, the general welfare and contentment of
the people hitherto have all been due, in large measure, to an abundance of cheap
land.” The problem, he went on to say, was that “when the supply is exhausted, we
shall enter upon a new era, and shall more rapidly approximate European conditions
of life.” Regardless of “how we may look at the matter,” warned Strong, it “seems cer-
tain that, in twenty-five years’ time, and probably before that date, the limitation of
area in the United States will be fel” (Strong, 1963).

Clearly, this was essentially the same argument that Turner would make in his 1893
paper. Strong, though, went much further than did Turner in describing the unique
qualities of the people who tamed the American frontier. In a stunning chapter of
Our Country entitled “The Anglo-Saxon and World Future,” Strong began by sug-
gesting that the Anglo-Saxon “is representative of two great ideas, which are closely
related.” The first of these was the notion of “civil liberty,” an idea that Strong claimed
was enjoyed almost exclusively by “Anglo-Saxons: the English, the British colonists,
and the people of the United States.” In “modern times,” said Strong, “the peoples
whose love of liberty has won it, and whose genius for self-government has preserved
it, have been Anglo-Saxons.” The “other great idea,” according to Strong, was that of
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“a pure spiritual Christianity,” what he understood as a Protestant Christianity. It was,
reasoned Strong, the “fire of liberty burning in the Saxon heart that flamed up against
the absolutism of the Pope” during the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth cen-
tury. In Strong’s opinion, this could only lead to one conclusion: “the most spiritual
Christianity in the world” was to be “found among Anglo-Saxons and their converts,”
a group that had now become, especially in America, the “great missionary race.”

According to Strong, the weaving together of the love of civil liberty and pure spiri-
tual Christianity ultimately gave rise to “another marked characteristic of the Anglo-
Saxon,” what he called “an instinct or genius for colonizing”: “His unequaled energy,
his indomitable perseverance, and his personal independence, made him a pioneer.
He excels all others in pushing his way into new countries. It was those in whom this
tendency was strongest that came to America, and this inherited tendency has been fur-
ther developed by the westward sweep of successive generations across the continent”
(Strong, 1963). It is hard to imagine a better description of the heroic figures who
populated film westerns: undaunted by the terrible task that lay ahead of them, and
infused with a powerful sense of God and nation, they were perfectly fitted to accom-
plish what Strong identified as the westward sweep across the continent. This, it seems,
is what made these western heroes so appealing to American film audiences. Bound
together in cinematic solidarity in darkened theaters across the country, viewers could
live out the conquest of the savage frontier and the building of their great nation again
and again.

The War Film and American Imperialism

Strong made no secret of the fact that he believed that the “solution for the spiritual,
economic, and political problems of the day” lay in the spread of Anglo-Saxon ideals
across the land—Dby force if necessary. Indeed, declared Strong in Owur Country,
“God, in his infinite wisdom and skill,” was “training the Anglo-Saxon race for an hour
sure to come in the world’s future.” Then, intoned Strong, “will the world enter upon a
new stage of its history—the final competition of races for which the Anglo-Saxon is
being schooled” (Strong, 1963). According to Strong, because America’s frontiers
had all been conquered—and its uncivilized peoples subdued—the final “competition
of races” would necessarily be played out in foreign, and often exotic surroundings.

Strong’s prediction, as it turns out, proved correct, as little more than a decade after
he published Owur Country, the United States would wage a war against Spain that was
not only fought on foreign shores but which also exposed a deeply troubling sense of
racial intolerance that many Americans harbored. The Spanish-American War broke
out in Cuba in 1898, and was quickly extended to the Philippines. Both of these island
territories had for centuries been colonial possessions of Spain, and the indigenous
peoples who populated them chafed at being controlled by their European overseers.
When Cuban nationalists began a 10-year struggle for independence against the
Spanish in 1868, most Americans supported the rebels, although few advocated armed
intervention. This was especially true in the South, where, despite the “long-
standing . . . desire to acquire the island, memories of the Civil War combat were too
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vivid, the trials of Reconstruction were too immediate, and southern racial apprehen-
sions were too pervasive” (Fry, 2002). Although the rebellion was ultimately put down
by Spain—without U.S. military involvement—resistance to Spanish rule remained
strong among Cubans throughout the 1880s. In 1896, the rebellion in Cuba once
again exploded, and Spain sent 150,000 troops to the island. Led by General Valeriano
“The Butcher” Weyler, the Spanish military sought to cut off rebel forces from the
island’s workers by forcibly relocating thousands of the latter into reconcentrados, over-
crowded, disease-ridden prison-camps, within which some 200,000 Cubans eventually
died. As a result of this, many Americans, including numerous members of Congress,
began to campaign for military intervention in Cuba on humanitarian grounds, a posi-
tion that was fueled by “muckraking” reports coming back from the island.

Although a number of congressional resolutions urging U.S. military involvement
were debated, President McKinley was worried that a Caribbean war would stall the
economic recovery that finally seemed to be lifting the United States out of a severe
1890s depression. McKinley, then, pursued a policy of diplomacy, an executive posi-
tion that was supported by both military leaders and businessmen who agreed that it
would benefit the United States enormously if Spain put down the rebellion itself. This
would remove the “distraction” of Cuba while also protecting U.S. commercial inter-
ests on the island, allowing America to turn its full attention to the “new frontier of
exports” in Latin America and Asia (Williams, 2009).

All of this would change, of course, once the American battleship Maine exploded
in the harbor of Havana in the spring of 1898, killing 260 sailors. Although the explo-
sion was probably an accident caused by some problem onboard ship, an American
naval court attributed it to an external mine planted by the Spanish. American newspa-
pers, blaming mysterious Spanish spies for the catastrophe, now ran headlines that
“seemed deliberately intended to inflame the public”: “ “The warship Maine was split
in two by an enemy’s secret infernal machine’; ‘Caprain Sigsbee practically declares that
his ship was blown up by a mine or torpedo’; ‘Strong evidence of crime . ..”; ‘If this
can be proven, the brutal nature of the Spanish will be shown in that they waited to
spring the mine until after all men had retired for the night.”” One headline in particu-
lar spoke volumes about the tone of the time: “THE WHOLE COUNTRY THRILLS
WITH WAR FEVER” (Wisan, 1955).

The editors of America’s newspapers did their part by publishing the muckraking
stories sent back from Cuba accompanied by prowar illustrations depicting such things
as cheering crowds sending their troops off to war or “Uncle Sam” hailing his “latest,
greatest, shortest war.” News agencies also utilized the recently developed form of
reportage that would come to be known as photojournalism, releasing heroic and often
startling images of brave American troops and starving Cubans. Film, however, would
become the medium of choice for spreading America’s message concerning the “march
of freedom” in Cuba (see: War Film, The).

Significantly, even though “no motion-picture films were made of the fighting in
Cuba,” the “war with Spain in 1898 gave regular film producers their first opportunity
for spectacle” (Sklar, 1994). Albert Smith and the British-born J. Stuart Blackton, for
example, produced for the Vitagraph Company what is considered the first
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commercial combat picture, Tearing Down the Spanish Flag. The short film, comprised
of a single, enormously powerful scene with a flagpole set against the sky and a pair of
hands reaching up and taking down the Spanish flag and replacing it with Old Glory,
was shot on a Manhattan rooftop. Blackton and Smith took advantage of the fervent
audience response to their first combat film, following it up with the more complex
production of The Battle of Santiago Bay, a cinematic depiction of the victory of the
U.S. Navy over the Spanish fleet in Cuba.

America’s “Splendid Little War,” as it was dubbed, lasted only a few short months,
with United States troops quickly driving the Spanish from both Cuba and the
Philippines. The war would prove to be a great political and economic success, as the United
States forced Spain not only to surrender its sovereignty over Cuba, but also to cede to
the United States Puerto Rico, Guam, and several other small islands and to give up its
colonial authority in the Philippines. Ironically, however, once it had won the war, the
nation found itself in an unsettling position, having to decide whether or not to take
imperial control of the Philippines. Although he claimed that he never wanted all of
the islands that made up the Pacific territory, President McKinley ultimately came
down on the side of annexation. This was necessary for several reasons, suggested the
president. The islands, of course, could not be given back to Spain, as that would
be “cowardly and dishonorable.” They also could not be turned over to economic rivals
of the United States, such as France or Germany, as that would be “bad business and
discreditable.” Nor could they be left on their own, as they were clearly “unfit” to gov-
ern themselves and self-rule would soon lead to “anarchy and misrule” that was worse
than that in Spain. The only solution to this colonial dilemma, claimed McKinley, was
to “take control of the islands and to educate the Filipinos, and uplift and civilize and
Christianize them, and by God’s grace do the very best we could by them, as our fellow
men for whom Christ also died” (Zinn, 1999).

McKinley’s message concerning the need to uplift and Christianize uncivilized for-
eign populations, so much like that preached by Strong, would be taken up and refined
by political leaders such as Theodore Roosevelt, who became president after McKinley
was assassinated in 1901, and Woodrow Wilson, who was elected to his first term in
the White House in 1912, on the eve of World War I. Filmmakers also did their part
in communicating the idea that America bore a responsibility to intervene militarily
in order to tame foreign frontiers, churning out a slew of war films between 1898,
when the Spanish-American War began, and 1914, when World War I began. Bearing
titles such as A Day with the Soldier Boys, Rally Round the Flag, Faithful unto Death, and
None but the Brave Deserve the Fair, these films
moved, calculated to stir the emotions and stun the intelligence” (Butler, 1974).

were in effect recruiting posters that

Wilson resisted calls for America to enter WWI during his first term in office, argu-
ing that what was going on across the Adantic was strictly a European affair. Film-
makers followed suit, shifting their focus away from the production of prowar films,
like those released during and after the Spanish-American War, toward antiwar pictures
such as Be Neutral (1914), War Is Hell (1915), and The Terrors of War (1917). These
films acted to support President Wilson’s 1914 isolationist call for the public to be
“neutral in fact as well as in name,” “impartial in thought as well as action,” reinforcing
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the message of his first term that the European conflict was “a war with which we have
nothing to do, whose causes cannot touch us” (Horowitz, 2005).

Although the United States refused to become directly involved in the war that
raged in Europe during its eatly years, geopolitical concerns eventually led Wilson to
become a wartime president after he was reelected in 1916. Now seeking to convince
the American people that the United States should enter the war in order to make
the world “safe for democracy”’—especially after he had asked them to reelect him
because he had “kept them out of war”—Wilson turned for advice to one of his most
loyal supporters, George Creel. Appointing Creel head of what came to be called the
Committee on Public Information, the president allowed this powerful figure to shape
the nation’s war message (see: Committee on Public Information, The).

Taking advantage of the extensive resources provided to him by the U.S.
government, once appointed, Creel immediately set about developing a core group
of public relations people and professional historians to assist him in putting in motion
a campaign of “moral publicity.” He also called on his entertainment industry associ-
ates to produce propaganda pictures that could be used to demonstrate the whole-
someness of American life and to “slander all things German.” Wilson had himself
seen the power of the cinematic message firsthand when he allowed D. W. Griffich’s
The Birth of a Nation to be screened in the White House in 1915 (see: Birth of a
Nation, The). Considered by most film historians as the most important motion pic-
ture of the silent era that extended from 1915 through 1929 (see: Silent Era, The),
The Birth of a Nation was a technically brilliant example of early filmmaking that gave
expression to a profoundly troubling message concerning black-white race relations in
America. Adapted from the Thomas Dixon novel The Clansman, a work that depicted
the post—Civil War Ku Klux Klan as the last, best hope of Southern whites beset by
emancipated, maniacal blacks, Griffith’s film depicted “the creation of a new nation
after years of struggle and division, a nation of Northern and Southern whites united
‘in common defense of their Aryan birthright,” with the vigilante riders of the Klan
as their symbol” (Sklar, 1994).

Realizing that The Birth of @ Nation was extremely controversial, Dixon, who had
known Wilson when both attended Johns Hopkins University, approached the
president and invited him to attend a screening of the picture. Fearing that it might
appear unseemly for him to venture out while he was mourning the death of his wife,
Wilson suggested that the film be screened in the White House. After watching the
film, Wilson, who had displayed his own racist attitudes after he was elected in 1912
by creating separate work spaces for blacks and whites in Washington, D.C., is pur-
ported to have uttered, “It is like writing history with lightning. And my only regret
is that it is all so terribly true.”

Although it was met with a great deal of resistance, especially from black leaders such as
Booker T. Washington and social progressives such as Jane Addams, the founder of Hull
House, The Birth of a Nation played to packed houses across the nation and garnered
glowing reviews. It also set the tone for war films created by filmmakers working in con-
junction with Creel’s Committee for Public Information. Filled with salacious images of

crazed Germans and bearing titles such as The Prussian Cur (1918), The Hun Within
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(1918), and The Kaiser: The Beast of Berlin (1918), the films spread a message of racial
hatred and exclusionary nationalism that helped to usher in one of America’s most
conservative political, cultural, and religious eras, a period extending roughly from the
end of WWI in 1918 until the election of Franklin Roosevelt in 1932.

The Golden Age of Film Comedy

Beyond the many westerns and war films that made their way to the big screen
during the first decades of the twentieth century, hundreds of film comedies were also
made during this time. Indeed, the silent era years that stretched from 1915 to 1929
came to be identified as the Golden Age of Film Comedy. In retrospect, it is not sur-
prising that film comedies became so popular at this point in time, as the thousands
of viewers who watched these films were in desperate need of some relief from an
increasingly troubled world. Already overwhelmed by what felt like the ceaseless pres-
sures of industrialization and urban life, people had been shocked by the horrifying
carnage wrought by a Great War that left millions dead and millions more physically
and psychologically wounded. Before they could come to grips with what had seemed
the impossibility of a worldwide military conflict, they were once again rocked, this
time by an influenza pandemic that swept across the globe and in two short years
between 1918 and 1919 left between 20 and 40 million dead—more than had peri-
shed during all of World War I. If only for brief time, then, film comedies provided
movie audiences with a chance to laugh.

Golden age film comedies traced their roots to the vaudeville programs that had
become so popular during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Character-
ized by song, dance, juggling, and acrobatics, vaudeville programs also typically
included comedy acts, most of which were oriented around physical comedy. As
motion pictures became more sophisticated, and more profitable during the silent
era, gifted physical comedians such as Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton, and Harold
Lloyd, all deeply influenced by vaudeville, began to showcase their skills on the big
screen (see: Chaplin, Charlie; Keaton, Buster; and Lloyd, Harold).

Chaplin, Keaton, and Lloyd were all enormously talented—and willing to put
themselves in harm’s way by performing their own stunts—and film fans flocked to
theaters to watch their pictures. Like dozens of other lesser known film comedians,
Chaplin, Keaton, and Lloyd all relied on lowbrow humor—pratfalls and sight gags,
strung together one after another, wrapped around flimsy narratives in an attempt to
elicit laughs—they just did it better than the others. Given this, however, the social sig-
nificance of the pictures produced by these three filmmakers should not be underesti-
mated. Ironically, in the very same moment that the filmic idea of the American hero
was being defined in westerns and war films, Chaplin, Keaton, and Lloyd were shaping
their own versions of what can be understood as the antihero: the little guy—given par-
ticularly poignant expression by Chaplin with his “Little Tramp” character—mercilessly
buffeted about by an increasingly mechanized world and forced to use his ingenuity,
physical abilities, and childish charm to survive. Like the vast majority of viewers who
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watched their films, the antiheroic characters played by Chaplin, Keaton, and Lloyd were
invariably knocked down by life; they never failed to get back up, however, in hilariously
appealing ways, and to soldier on in a world that too often left litde time for laughter.

The Movie Star, Scandals, and Censorship

Although Chaplin, Keaton, and Lloyd all became major motion picture stars, it was
Chaplin who became the offscreen sensation. Wildly popular with his fans, Chaplin
was able to use his celebrity—and the profits it generated—as a bargaining tool in
his negotiations with studio heads over his salary and his demand for creative control
of his pictures. Understanding the power of the cinema to convey messages to the pub-
lic—and believing that his celebrity allowed him the privilege to speak his mind in
ways that the average person could not—Chaplin began to make his political ideas
known to the public, both on-screen and off. Although personally anti-militaristic,
Chaplin supported America’s entry into WWI; attempting to enlist, he failed his
physical and was turned away. He did his part for the war effort, however, touring with
fellow motion picture stars Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks on the third Liberty
Bond Drive. Ironically, Chaplin caused a stir in 1921 when, readying himself for a
return to his homeland in England, he was asked what he thought of Bolshevism.
The normally forthright Chaplin provided an answer that many found ambiguous,
leading some to conclude that he was a communist sympathizer, a problematic posi-
tion during the conservative 1920s. During the early 1940s, as America entered
WWII, Chaplin ran afoul of FBI director J. Edgar Hoover over his political affiliations,
and, after a decade of accusations—and facing a second paternity suit—Chaplin effec-
tively went into exile in Switzerland.

Interestingly, Chaplin’s offscreen troubles only seemed to make him more popular
with his adoring fans. Such expression of adoration for motion picture personalities
emerged early on in film history, as audiences began to recognize the actors who
appeared in various roles in different films. These first film fans began to press studios
for behind-the-scenes information about their favorite actors; realizing that selling
their stars could be extremely profitable, studios responded by setting aside sections
in their trade publications in which they profiled popular film personalities. By
1911, the first fan magazines began to appear. With titles like Motion Picture Story
Magazine and Photoplay, the information in these “gossip columns” was tightly con-
trolled by the studios (Sklar, 2002) (see: Movie Star, The).

The first male silent movie stars were men like Rudolph Valentino and Douglas
Fairbanks, who played swashbuckling heroes on-screen (see: Valentino, Rudolph;
Fairbanks, Douglas; Action-Adventure Film, The). The two stars could not have
been more different. Although the smoldering Valentino made women swoon in thea-
ters, his personal life was rife with romantic despair, as he never seemed to be able to
find the right relationship. His willingness to titillate audiences by creating characters
marked with a thinly veiled androgyny also made him a controversial figure among
male viewers, most of whom seemed deeply to resent—and fear, it seems—his
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extraordinary appeal. Fairbanks, on the other hand, was a man’s man, the ideal “Ameri-
can type’—"“instinctive, rugged, and fiercely independent” (Lewis, 2008).

Female movie stars were every bit as popular as their male counterparts during the
carly years of cinema, none more so than Mary Pickford (see: Pickford, Mary).
Known for her girlish good looks—she continued to play adolescent roles well into
her twenties—Pickford replaced the first female movie star of the silent era, Florence
Lawrence, becoming the new big-screen “it” girl by the mid-1910s. A true rags-to-
riches success story, Pickford began playing bit parts in 1908, earning a respectable
$5 per week. By 1913, now a member of Adolph Zukor’s Famous Players, she was
bringing in an amazing $2,000 per week. In order to assure production quality, Zukor
eventually gave Pickford, who by that time was earning a staggering $10,000 per pic-
ture, her own division, Artcraft. Demonstrating that women could be equally influen-
tial figures in the film industry, Pickford joined her future husband, Douglas
Fairbanks, along with Charlie Chaplin and D. W. Griffith to found United Artists.
Seeking exclusive control over their film projects, the company proved untenable in
the hands of its founders, who ultimately turned over the day-to-day operations of
United Artists to Joseph Schenck.

Pickford’s seemingly perpetual girlishness was the polar opposite of Theda Bara’s
wickedly erotic vamp persona. The first example of a star who was created by a studio,
Bara was born Theodosia Goodman in Ohio. She was given the name Theda Bara—an
anagram of Arab Death—by William Fox (who launched the Fox Film Corp.), and
after exotic stories were concocted about her being the daughter of a sheik and an
Arabian princess who was involved in the “black arts,” she became notorious for play-
ing the “vamp”—a vampiress whom men could not resist. The studio released incred-
ibly provocative publicity photos of Bara, and she did her part on screen playing vamps
that exist only to seduce and destroy powerful men (Sklar, 2008; Lewis, 2002).

As the decade of the Roaring Twenties dawned, film fans began to demand increas-
ingly personal information about what their stars were doing when they were not busy
making films. Some stars, who were making more in a single week than most working
people made in an entire year, lived lives of conspicuous consumption, spending
untold sums on houses, cars, and elaborate, often drug-fueled parties—and fans longed
to know what that was like, even if only vicariously. Realizing that there was money to
be made, mainstream newspapers began to run stories about the decadent lifestyles of
Hollywood celebrities, which film fans could hardly wait to read and share with each
other.

Although much of what was reported in the stories about movie stars was fabricated,
a distressing amount was true. The first star scandal with fatally tragic consequences
exploded in 1920, when a Ziegfeld Follies showgirl named Olive Thomas was found
dead of an apparent drug overdose in a room at the Hotel de Cirillon, in Paris. The
incident, which turned out to be a bigger story than it probably would have been
had not Thomas been married to Jack Pickford, Mary’s brother, led Archbishop
George Mundelein to publish a cautionary work on the motion picture industry enti-
tled The Danger of Hollywood: A Warning to Young Girls. Although Mundelein’s warn-

ing seemed overweening to many, it proved prescient when one of the most
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notorious scandals in film industry history broke in 1921. Although details of the case
were sketchy at best, it involved accusations that film comedy star Roscoe “Fatty”
Arbuckle had raped and murdered a young starlet named Virginia Rappe at a sensa-
tional party—even by Hollywood standards—that had stretched from L.A. to San
Francisco, 400 miles away. Although Arbuckle was never convicted of the crime, his
career was effectively over after he was put on trial in 1922 (Lewis, 2002).

Realizing that some aspects of Hollywood were, indeed, out of control, and that sto-
ries such as that involving Arbuckle could negatively affect their financial bottom line,
the studios created the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America
(MPPDA) in 1922 (see: Motion Pictures Producers and Distributors of America).
The MPPDA was headed up by former postmaster general Will Hays, to whom fell the
task of convincing local and state-level reform groups that the film industry was every
bit as concerned as they were that Hollywood remain scandal free and concern itself
only with producing films that were wholesomely entertaining and that provided
appropriate social messages. Although there were those in Hollywood who supported
the creation of the MPPDA for the right reasons—to act as an oversight agency that
could help to prevent situations like that involving Arbuckle—most were simply wor-
ried that if the process of censorship was carried out by reform groups, Hollywood
would become overly regulated (see: Hays Office and Censorship, The).

Censorship had been an issue since the birth of cinema—once it became clear that
motion pictures were more than simply entertainment novelties and that they actually
could be used to communicate messages to viewers, questions immediately began to
arise concerning what those messages should be and how some of them might be
censored—so it is hardly surprising that in a post-WWI America marked by the rise
of the second Ku Klux Klan, the Red Scare reaction to communism, the Scopes Trial
and the articulation of a formal Christian fundamentalism, two-thirds of the nation’s
states were actively attempting to pass regulatory legislation that would act to control
an industry that had grown as powerful, persuasive, and, many thought, as perverse
as filmmaking. What is surprising is that the creation of the MPPDA actually con-
vinced 35 of 36 states that were considering imposing regulatory legislation on the dis-
tribution and exhibition of motion pictures that it was safe to halt their efforts. Much
of this, it seems clear, had to do with the appointment of Hays to head the organiza-
tion, as he was considered by almost everyone—inside and outside the industry—as
just the kind of no-nonsense, morally appropriate man who could get the job done.
At least for now, then, the film industry would be left to police itself.

Technological Innovation, the Studio System, and New Forms of Censorship

On October 6, 1927, moviemaking changed forever when The Jazz Singer opened
in New York City’s Warners’ Theatre (see: Jazz Singer, The). Considered the first
sound film, The Jazz Singer starred Al Jolson, a Jewish singing star who was already
well known as a stage performer. Jolson had made a name for himself in vaudeville,
often darkening his face and whitening his lips with makeup and performing his num-
bers before eager white audiences in what came to be called “blackface” (see:
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Blackface). Although it received rather tepid receptions from audiences and lukewarm
reviews from critics when it was first released—]Jolson was lauded for his singing but
universally panned for his attempt at acting—the film is noteworthy for ushering in
a new era in cinema, one marked by increasingly sophisticated expressions of sound
that made motion pictures seem even more lifelike (see: Sound).

The Jazz Singer was not actually a synchronized sound film, as it had been shot as a
silent picture with the soundtrack added later. Indeed, except for the musical numbers,
there are only two dialogue sequences in the picture—one of particular note, where
Jolson looks directly into the camera and, prophetically as it turned out, enthusiasti-
cally says to the audience: “Wait a minute. Wait a minute. You ain’t heard nothin’
yet!” The changeover to synchronous sound did not occur overnight. In fact, like
The Jazz Singer, the majority of early sound films, such as William Wellman’s Wings
and FE W. Murnau’s Sunrise, were really hybrid offerings, mixing together silent and
sound formats. But there was no disguising the fact that viewers wanted pictures with
sound, and after 1927, studios invested heavily in producing the sound films that their
audiences craved.

Although it did not have quite the effect on film production and viewing that sound
did, the introduction of color nevertheless dramatically changed the way films were
produced and viewed (see: Color). Experiments with coloring film date back to the
middle of the nineteenth century, and by 1905, the French Pathé company had moved
from hand tinting film to running it through tinting machines, making the process
much less labor intensive and time consuming. It also allowed them more effectively
to create motion pictures that expressed “moods”—individual segments could now
quickly be colored with particular shades expressive of different emotions and experi-
ences. In 1915, the Technicolor Corporation was formed, and in 1917, the company
showcased a new two-color process they had developed in 7he Gulf Between. By the
early 1930s, Technicolor had developed a three-color process that would become the
industry standard for two decades—the Technicolor process required that films be shot
with special cameras, which Technicolor owned and leased to studios, allowing the
company to dominate their segment of the industry until Eastman Kodak introduced
a single-color process in 1950 that could be used on a wide number of cameras avail-
able on the market.

Although moviemaking had always been a complex process, the introduction of
new technologies, especially sound, made the process infinitely more complicated—
and financially risky. With the advent of sound, for instance, a “myriad of technical
problems was created whose solution demanded the soundproofing of studios, the wir-
ing of cinemas and the employment of a whole new range of technicians whose services
had never previously been necessary” (Schindler, 1996). The expense and expertise
required for filmmaking, coupled with the responsibility of self-regulation, increas-
ingly shifted the control of producing, distributing, and exhibiting films to a small
group of very powerful studios—the “Big Five,” Loew’s, Inc., RKO, Twentieth
Century-Fox, Paramount, and Warner Bros., and the “Little Three,” United Artists,
Columbia, and Universal Studios—which were headed by enormously influential cor-
porate leaders. Mostly Eastern European Jews—a blow to those in the industry such as
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Edison and the other company heads at MPPC with anti-Semitic sensibilities who had
done their best to keep men of Jewish descent out of the corporate world of cinema—
studio heads such as Carl Laemmle, William Fox, Adolph Zukor, Marcus Lowe, and
the four Warner Brothers were not filmmakers, at least not in any artistic sense. Rather,
much like the industrialists who had come before them, they were shrewd—and often
ruthless—businessmen who created what came to be called the “Studio System” (see:
Studio System, The). Seeking to limit competition and to maximize profits, these
men each created a studio that functioned as a “self-contained filmmaking factory with
its own labor pool of producers, directors, writers, players, and technicians, turning out
many films a month during the years of peak production”—roughly from 1930 to
1950 (Kolker, 2000).

Will Hays did his part to help insulate the studios during the late 1920s by offering
up the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America’s first formalized self-
regulatory system of censorship. Comprised of a list of “Don’ts” and “Be Carefuls,”
Hays’s censorship system sought to regulate “what the uneducated, unwashed masses
that consumed motion pictures so avidly might do with what they saw up there on
the screen” (Lewis, 2008). This notion of regulating what was viewed by the less than
civilized masses harkened back to the very beginnings of cinema, when what proved
so problematic about motion pictures for many reformed-minded Americans was the
fact that they were largely marketed to immigrants and native-born members of the
lower classes who represented the majority of the nation’s newly emerging industrial
mass-consumer culture. Now that the afuence of the 1920s had swollen the ranks
of lower- and middle-class mass consumers, Hays and the MPPDA felt responsible at
least to suggest to filmmakers what was appropriate for inclusion in their motion pic-
tures. The list of Don’ts, which included things that Hays deemed inappropriate “irre-
spective of the manner in which they are treated,” included profanity, “suggestive or
licentious nudity,” miscegenation, childbirth, and drug trafficking. The Be Carefuls
were especially concerned with depictions of crime—theft, robbery, safecracking,
arson, smuggling, and rape—that might prove to be “potentially informative” to mem-
bers of the lower classes who might be tempted to cross over legal lines (Pramaggiore
and Wallis, 2005).

Although Hays’s lists were well intentioned, they had little effect on the way that
motion pictures were made, as most studios simply ignored the MPPDA regulations.
Now convinced that the industry could not—or would not—regulate itself, church-
related and public organizations—Mothers of Minnesota, Combat, the NAACP, the
Catholic War Veterans, the Parent Teacher Association—pooled their efforts in an
attempt to force studios to produce more appropriate material. Concerned about pro-
tecting the studios from becoming overly regulated by citizens” groups, Hays turned to
Father Daniel A. Lord, a Jesuit priest, to develop an even more formal censorship
document than the MPPDAs lists of Don'ts and Be Carefuls (see: Religion and Cen-
sorship in Film). Unrestrained by the sort of relationship to the film industry that
obviously influenced Hays’ decisions concerning censorship, Father Lord made his
position clear in the Motion Picture Production Code (MPPC), which he was instru-
mental in defining in 1930. Unlike the merely suggestive Don’ts and Be Carefuls, the
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MPPC set out, in minute detail, 12 areas of grave concern, including Crimes Against
the Law, Sex, Profanity, Religion, Obscenity, National Feelings, and Repellent Sub-
jects. Ironically, although he took no part in producing it, the MPPC was ultimately
labeled the “Hays Code.”

Although it seemed that should they want to avoid the wrath of church and citizen
groups, the studios would have to abide by the Production Code, between 1930 and
1934 they largely ignored it, much like they had Hays’s Don’ts and Be Carefuls. Pro-
ducing dozens of what came to be called “pre-Code” films between 1930 and 1934—the
Code was in place during this time, just disregarded—the studios thumbed their noses
at those who sought to control them—especially the Catholic Church. From Mae West
comedies like She Done Him Wrong (1933), to monster films such as Frankenstein (1931)
and King Kong (1933), to melodramas like Madam Satan and Young Sinners—which
sought to seduce viewers into theaters with the tagline “Hot youth at its wildest . . . loving
madly, living freely”—the studios allowed their filmmakers to produce motion pictures
that flaunted the very things the Code sought to regulate.

No motion picture genre violated the Production Code more than did the gangster
film (see: Gangster Film, The). It is certainly no coincidence that early sound-era
gangster films began to be made at just the moment that the Production Code was ini-
tially put into effect in 1930. After a decade of relative prosperity during which
increasing numbers of Americans were able to afford what had once been considered
luxuries, the nation was stunned when the stock market crashed in 1929 and the coun-
try—indeed, the entire world—descended into the dreadful depths of the Great
Depression. By the time Franklin Roosevelt took office in the spring of 1933, unem-
ployment stood at a staggering 25 percent and more and more banks were failing.
Unprotected by any sort of government-backed financial guarantees—the Federal
Insurance Deposit Corporation (FDIC) was not put into place until 1936, under
Roosevelt’s so-called second New Deal—many Americans had arrived at their banks to
find the doors locked and their hard-earned savings gone. Even after Roosevelt instituted
a four-day banking holiday the day after he was inaugurated, and was eventually able to
stabilize the banks, the monies that had been lost were never recouped.

Bitter and confused, many people blamed the banks for losing their money; and thus
it was not surprising that they showed litde sympathy when these institutions began to be
robbed with alarming frequency by Depression-era gangsters. By the early 1930s, gang-
sters had already become part of American culture. Figures like Al Capone—incredibly
violent, ultra-organized thugs who dressed in silk suits and portrayed themselves as
men of the people—had emerged during the Prohibition era of the 1920s. Born and
raised in New York, and eventually rising to the top of Chicago’s criminal underground,
Capone controlled speakeasies, bookie joints, and houses of prostitution. Other flashy
outlaws, such as Bonnie and Clyde and Pretty Boy Floyd, became prominent during
the Depression Era, most notably as bank robbers. Although like Capone, Bonnie and
Clyde and Pretty Boy Floyd were nothing more than ruthless thugs who cared nothing
about the lives they destroyed, their extravagant, uncontrolled lifestyles had a certain
appeal for average people overwhelmed by poverty and despair.
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Realizing how appealing many Americans found the nation’s criminals to be, film-
makers began producing dozens of gangster pictures during the 1930s. Three of the
most important of these were Mervyn LeRoy’s Liztle Caesar (1931), starring Edward
G. Robinson, and Howard Hawks’s Scarface (1932), starring Paul Muni, both of which
were loosely based on the criminal life of Al Capone; and William Wellman’s The Pub-
lic Enemy (1931). Making stars of their leading men, all three of these films were
immensely popular with audiences, a fact that supporters of the Production Code
found troubling. Even though the criminals in these pictures almost always fell from
grace and died in the end, reform-minded members of church groups such as the
Catholic Legion of Decency, which emerged in 1933, still felt that gangster films
glorified their immoral lifestyles.

Although by 1934 the studios had resisted attempts at censorship for more than a
decade, what they had not counted on was the willingness of the Catholic Church to
call for its members, which numbered in the hundreds of thousands in America, to
boycott inappropriate films—or more ominously, all motion pictures. This was no
small threat, as George Mundelein, for instance, who had written 7he Danger of Holly-
wood: A Warning to Young Girls in 1921, and who was now Bishop of Chicago, had a
huge account with a Wall Street firm that administered mortgages for a number of
Hollywood studios, and the prominent Catholic A. P. Giannini was president of Bank
of America. Finally convinced that they had misplayed their hands by ignoring the
mandates of the MPPDA and that the industry could indeed be hurt by boycotts,
the studios began to abide by the Hays Code in 1934. In July of that year, the MPPDA
created the Production Code Administration (PCA) as an industry oversight agency
that would insure the studios continued to produce what were deemed appropriate
motion pictures. Hand-picked by Bishop Mundelein, the lay Catholic, staunchly
pro-censorship Joseph Breen was tapped to head the PCA in 1934—his reign would
last for the next two decades, during which the Hays Code would greatly affect how
motion pictures were made.

Musicals, Romantic Comedies, and Populism during the Depression

As the Depression deepened, Americans, much as they had in the past, turned to the
cinema for relief, especially to a new film type that took full advantage of the industry’s
evolution toward sound. Not surprisingly, one of the film genres that benefitted most
handsomely from the introduction of sound was the movie musical (see: Musical,
The; Music in Film). Although it initially proved difficult to produce musicals that
audiences liked—large, cumbersome cameras made it tricky to film dance numbers,
and film directors found themselves at a loss to determine how to transpose stage-
oriented variety shows to the big screen—the genre took off in 1933 when Warner
Bros. began to release the first in a series of musicals oriented around show-business
narratives with dance numbers choreography by Busby Berkeley (see: Berkeley,
Busby). In pictures such as 42nd Street (1933), Gold Diggers of 1933 (1933), Footlight
Parade (1933), and Dames (1934), Berkeley “completely freed the musical from
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adherence to stage conventions,” allowing the camera to soar over the heads and even
between the legs of scores of scantily clad female dancers, much to viewers’ delight
(Sklar, 2002).

Another incredibly popular form of film musical that appeared alongside the
Berkeley spectacles of the 1930s focused on individual performers and their romantic rela-
tionships. Although it was often necessary to suspend disbelief as everyone on screen
broke into a show number, audiences loved watching their favorite performers dance their
way into each other’s hearts—especially Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers (see: Astaire,
Fred). Rogers was already a seasoned screen professional by the time she linked up with
Astaire, having carved out a niche as a “wisecracking dame” in pictures like Har Check Girl
(1932) and Professional Sweetheart (1933) and also having worked with Berkeley on 42nd
Street and Gold Diggers. Astaire, who had danced for years with his sister, had finally given
Hollywood a shot, giving rise to one of the most famous screen test evaluations in cin-
ematic history: “Can’t sing. Can’t act. Slightly bald. Can dance a little.” Believing that
being able to “dance a little” was, perhaps, enough, RKO gave him a chance. They almost
killed his career before it could get going, though, when they loaned him out to MGM,
who paired him with Joan Crawford in the abysmal Dancing Lady (1933). Luckily,
RKO brought him back and teamed him with Rogers in Flying Down to Rio (1933),
and the die was cast: Fred and Ginger—as they were affectionately known to fans—would
dance together in nine films between 1933 and 1939. In films such as Zop Har (1935) and
Swing Time (1937), scored by composers such as Irving Berlin (“Cheek to Cheek”),
Jerome Kern (“The Way You Look Tonight”), and George Gershwin (“A Foggy Day”),
Fred and Ginger wowed audiences with their elegantly staged, beautifully articulated
musical numbers.

In 1934, just a year after Fred and Ginger were flying down to Rio and falling in
love, three motion pictures were released that defined another new film type, the
romantic comedy (see: Romantic Comedy, The). Although they bore similarities to
the comedies that had been so popular during the golden age of film comedies, /t Hap-
pened One Night, Twentieth Century, and The Thin Man provided audiences with
something different: film couples who, although they did not usually dance and sing
together, still possessed “slangy, combative, humorous, unsentimental” and “power-
fully romantic” sensibilities, and who, in the end, overcame adversity to live happily
ever after (Harvey, 1987).

Although films about romance certainly had the potential to cross over the censor-
ship boundaries put in place by the MPPDA—Frank Capra’s Ir Happened One Night,
for instance, finds its lead characters, Peter and Ellie, forced to spend the night together
in the same motel room, although they are not married—(see: It Happened One
Night) the scores of romantic comedies that were made between 1934 and 1954, the
years during which the Production Code exercised its greatest control over Hollywood
filmmaking, were generally representative of the wholesome, morally appropriate cin-
ematic offerings for which reform groups had been calling. Indeed, unlike the gangster
films that reform groups found so objectionable because of their glorification of the
profligate lifestyles of criminals, many romantic comedies, especially the screwball
variation of this genre, poked fun at the extravagance displayed by the members of
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the upper class, suggesting that it rendered them incapable of understanding the plight
of the average person. As the middle-class, everyman Peter says to the upper-class Ellie
after giving her a piggyback ride in Ir Happened One Night: “To be a piggybacker
requires complete relaxation—a warm heart and a loving nature.” “And rich people,”
asks Ellie, “have none of these qualifications I suppose?” “Not one,” Peter responds.
“You're prejudiced,” says a chastened Ellie. “Show me a good piggybacker,” declares
Peter, “and I'll show you somebody who's a real human. Take Abraham Lincoln for in-
stance—a natural piggybacker.”

In the minds of many, the allusion to Lincoln as a real human might just as easily
have been applied to Franklin Roosevelt, who, in 1934, was deeply involved in trying
to resolve a national crisis that seemed in many ways as profoundly unsettling as that
which Lincoln had faced almost a century earlier. Roosevelt had swept into office in
the spring of 1933 and immediately began to implement his New Deal programs.
Although initially not as radical as what would come during his second term, when
he would put in place huge social service programs such as Social Security—when he
entered office in 1933, Roosevelt agreed with Herbert Hoover that financial support
for those who were suffering from the devastating effects of the Depression should
come by way of work programs and not through the creation of a modern welfare state
such as those that would be fashioned in European countries—New Deal programs
such as the National Recovery Act (NRA) and the Civilian Conservation Corps
(CCC) went a long way toward helping middle-class citizens who had fallen into pov-
erty to get back on their feet.

Although Roosevelt had come from privilege, the majority of Americans—who
elected and reelected him four times—saw him as a man of the people. Roosevelt
played his part, reassuring the American people, especially by way of his “fireside
chats,” that things would be okay. Filmmakers during the 1930s and early 1940s gave
expression to the president’s New Deal sensibilities on the big screen with populist
offerings that provided hope to a desperate nation. Of the many gifted directors who
were making motion pictures that expressed populist sentiments during this time—
one thinks of Michael Curtiz’s Dodge Cizy (1938), or William Wyler’s The Westerner
(1940), or John Ford’s The Young Mr. Lincoln (1939) and The Grapes of Wrath
(1940)—perhaps the filmmaker who is most closely connected to the populist cinema
of the 1930s and "40s is Frank Capra. Capra followed the success of It Happened One
Night with Mr. Deeds Goes to Town (1936), Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (1939),
and [t5 A Wonderful Life (1946) (see: Mr. Deeds Goes to Town; Mr. Smith Goes to
Washington; It’s a Wonderful Life). Capra chose the perfect leading men for these
three pictures, Gary Cooper for the first and Jimmy Stewart for the latter two. Both
were tall and a bit gangly, and neither possessed the matinee-idol good looks of some-
one like Errol Flynn—in other words, they were more like us. Cast as Longfellow
Deeds, Jefferson Smith, and George Bailey, respectively, Cooper and Stewart repre-
sented “classic Capra heroes—small town, shrewd, lovable, and triumphant by virtue
of their honesty and sincerity” (Schindler, 1996).

While Jefferson Deeds must reconcile the problems that come with becoming sud-
denly rich—he inherits a $20 million estate in Manhattan—and Jefferson Smith must
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fight the good fight of the people in Washington, D.C.—he suddenly becomes a U.S.
senator—George Bailey never leaves his bucolic home of Bedford Falls. Like most of
us, he has grand plans—he wants to travel the world and to design buildings that soar
to the sky. His plans are foiled, again and again, however, and he ends up on the verge
of suicide before a charmingly clumsy angel named Clarence (Henry Travers) steps in
and shows him what would have happened had he never been born. George is sut-
prised to learn that, in his own simple way, he has actually made the world a much bet-
ter place and that he really does have a wonderful life.

The War Years and Postwar Discontent

Capra’s message was clear in Its A Wonderful Life: it is family, friends, and commu-
nity that count most, that make a man truly wealthy—“A toast to my big brother
George,” says Harry Bailey. “The richest man in town.” It is not insignificant that it
is Harry Bailey who gives this toast, as he makes it back to Bedford Falls just in time
to celebrate George only because his brother saved his life when they were boys. A
Navy pilot, Harry is a decorated war hero who himself saves the lives of scores of
American soldiers aboard a transport ship by shooting down a Japanese plane. Referen-
ces to Harry’s heroic deed provide us with a context for Capra’s film, which was
released in 1946. By the time the film was in theaters, Roosevelt and Hitler had both
died and Churchill was out of office, Germany had surrendered and the plans for Hit-
ler’s “Final Solution” had been revealed, and atomic bombs had been dropped on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, killing hundreds of thousands almost instantly and forcing
the Japanese to surrender, as well. People across the globe also received the sobering
news that World War II had been even bloodier than the Great War, with 55 million
people perishing during the course of this long, brutal struggle.

Although it might have seemed natural for post-WWI filmmakers to produce
motion pictures that depicted the United States as the heroic power that had turned
the tide in a global conflict, especially given how many “rally-round-the-flag” pictures
were released after the Spanish-American War, once the true horrors of the Great War
were revealed, American filmmakers began to make the first antiwar pictures—D. W.
Griffith’s Hearts of the World (1918), King Vidor’s The Big Parade (1925), and Lewis
Milestone’s All Quier on the Western Front (1930) are powerful examples. During and
after WWII, however, as the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet
Union began to heat up and U.S. troops were deployed to Korea, filmmakers began
churning out prowar pictures. From Capra’s Why We Fight series—supported by the
government’s Office of War Information—to Wellman’s The Story of G. I. Joe, these
films, and scores of others like them, depicted the invincible American hero fighting
a just war in order to maintain America’s democratic stability and religious freedom
(see: War Film, The). Although there were non-genre war films released at this time,
such as Michael Curtiz’s Casablanca (1942) and William Wyler’s The Best Years of
Our Lives (1946), that were more narratively complex, almost without exception for-
mulaic, prowar combat films, set in Europe and the Pacific, and to a lesser extent in
Korea, would continue to be made until Americans grew tired of war and its brutal
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effects after the nation suffered its first military defeat in Vietnam in the mid-1970s
(see: Casablanca and Best Years of Our Lives, The).

Oddly, in the same moment that audiences were flocking to theaters to view combat
pictures that picked up and extended the filmic myth of American exceptionalism, they
were also being drawn toward a new motion picture type, eventually dubbed “film
noir” in the 1950s by French critics and filmmakers (see: Film Noir). Alchough film
noir—literally “black,” or “dark” film—is often defined as a film genre, it is probably
not correct to think of it in this way; film noir is actually better understood as a style
of filmmaking that crosses over genres and is often used in non-genre films. Character-
ized by both a look—low-key lighting, a predominance of night scenes, darkened,
rain-splashed streets—and a feel—labyrinthine, psychologically convoluted narratives
and characters—that perfectly captured the sense of alienation, fear, and fragility expe-
rienced by many in the postwar world, noir-style pictures had both cinematic and,
especially, literary roots. Clearly resonant with pre-Code gangster films—in particular
The Public Enemy and Little Caesar—noirs were also deeply indebted to the “hard-
boiled pulp and pop fiction of James Cain (Double Indemnity, The Postman Always
Rings Twice, and Mildred Pierce), Dashiell Hammett (The Maltese Falcon and Red
Harvest), and Raymond Chandler (Farewell, My Lovely and The Big Sleep)” (Lewis,
2008). In addition, a number of film historians have also suggested that although it
is not thematically oriented around crime and punishment, Orson Welles' 1941 Ciz-
zen Kane nevertheless was instrumental in helping to lay the foundations for the noir
pictures that would appear during the 1940s and 1950s (Kolker, 2000; Lewis, 2008;
Schatz, 1981). Citizen Kane, says Robert Kolker in A Cinema of Loneliness, “altered
the visual and narrative conventions of American film.” Indeed, says Kolker, “in the
years immediately following it, the darkness of its mise-en-scene began to inform
much of Hollywood’s output, particularly those films involving detectives, gangsters,
and lower-middle-class men oppressed by lust and the sexuality of destructive women”
(Kolker, 2000).

Drawing on pre-Code gangsters films, the work of their literary forbearers—some
of whom wrote screenplays for noirs—and Citizen Kane, noirs provided audiences
with multi-dimensional characters and narratives that often dealt with crime and pun-
ishment in intriguingly complex and modern ways. Unlike the one-dimensional crimi-
nal characters of 1930s gangster films, for example—“cthnic monsters” such as Rico
Bandello in Liztle Caesar and Tom Powers in The Public Enemy, for whom their lives
of crime seemed foregone conclusions long before they arrived to live them—most of
the men who are caught up in extralegal activities in noirs are not “professional crimi-
nals.” Generally ordinary guys doing ordinary things—one thinks of Fred MacMur-
ray’s Walter Neff in Double Indemnity (1944) (see: Double Indemnity), who sells
insurance and stops off at the local bowling alley after work to relax, or of Alan Ladd’s
Johnny Morrison in The Blue Dahlia (1946), who just wants to get on with his life
after serving his country as a bomber pilot in the Pacific—these men are usually over-
whelmed by incredibly beautiful, sexually available women—classic femme fatales—
Barbara Stanwyck’s Phyllis Dietrichson to MacMurray’s Walter Neff and Veronica
Lake’s Joyce Harwood to Ladd’s Johnny Morrison—who seduce them into departing

xli



Introduction

xlii

“from the boring reality of middle-class life into a fictive world of sexual pathology and
illegal enterprise” (Lewis, 2008). Throughout the 1940s and 50s, then, film noirs
“played on basic themes of aloneness, oppression, claustrophobia, and emotional and
physical brutality, manifested in weak men, various gangsters and detectives, and
devouring women who lived—or cringed—in an urban landscape that defied clear per-
ception and safe habitation” (Kolker, 2000).

HUAG, the Hollywood Blacklist, and Resistance to Censorship

As film historians have pointed out, gender-bending characterizations of noir men
and women—the anxiety-ridden males, so different from the heroic men who popu-
lated scores of genre westerns and combat pictures, and the dangerously aggressive
females who represented perversely attractive obverses to the loyal, demure women of
the majority of Hollywood films—were so pervasive in these pictures “that they must
have been responses to some profound, if unconscious, shifts in the way the culture
was seeing itself” during the 1940s and early ’50s:

Perhaps it was a response to the deep trauma of fascism, a brutality so profound that
the culture had to deal with it, in part, through representations of lesser, more know-
able and contained brutalities and helplessness. Perhaps the vicious noir woman was
somehow a response to the fears of returning soldiers that the sweethearts they left at
home were busy betraying them—or even more terrifying, successfully working at
their jobs? . .. Perhaps she was a more general representation of the misogyny par-
ticularly rampant in the culture and its films after the war, or a dialectic response
to this misogyny in the figure of women who would free themselves from the
restraints of the domesticity portrayed as normal in so many films. (Kolker, 2000)

While noirs offered viewers little in the way of fear reducing redemption—by picture’s
end both the fatal female and the wayward male were usually dead—the postwar com-
bat pictures that were released during the 1940s and *50s seemed wholly redemptive.
Reflective in their own way of the shifts in how American culture was seeing itself after
the end of the war—although in radically different ways than were noirs—the combat
pictures that audiences viewed during the 1940s and 50s provided comfort, at least
temporarily, from the specter of Cold War communism.

Much as it had been after the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, communism was
blamed for almost everything that was wrong in America during the Cold War years:
labor unrest, racial tension, gender problems, and a host of other issues. In response
to the threat of communism, a congressional committee was formed in 1946 to inves-
tigate “un-American activities.” The committee eventually came to be known as the
House Un-American Activities Committee, or HUAC (see: HUAC Hearings, The),
and between 1947 and 1954 it called witnesses from the film industry to testify about
Communist influence in Hollywood. The committee initially called a number of
“friendly witnesses,” prominent among them Walt Disney, Jack Warner, and Ronald
Reagan. Unable to get these men to “name names,” the committee then called a second
group of witnesses, 2 number of whom—notably Elia Kazan and Roy Huggins—
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agreed to cooperate with the members of HUAC. Ten of those who would not
cooperate—nine screenwriters and the director Edward Dmytryk, who had made
Crossfire in 1947, a film that drew the attention of committee members—were eventu-
ally dubbed the Hollywood Ten.

The first official Hollywood blacklist was instituted on November 25, 1947, the day
after the 10 men of the group were cited for contempt (see: Hollywood Blacklist,
The). In a press release issued a week later by Eric Johnston, then head of the Motion
Picture Association of America, 48 of the most powerful studio heads in the industry
stated that they “deplore[d] the actions of the 10 Hollywood men who have been cited
for contempt by the House of Representatives.” Although they claimed that they did
not “desire to prejudge their legal rights,” they nevertheless declared that they had no
choice but to “forthwith discharge or suspend without compensation” each member
of the “10 until such time as he is acquitted or has purged himself of contempt and
declares under oath that he is not a Communist.” All of the members of the group were
ultimately fined and jailed for their refusal to bow to the dictates of Congress and
industry heads.

The HUAC hearings and the institution of the Hollywood blacklist had a chilling
effect on the film industry. Although most industry figures had nothing to do with
communism, and those that did were guilty of no legal wrongdoing, hundreds from
the filmmaking community were eventually blacklisted. Anticommunist fears were
only exacerbated when Joseph McCarthy, a Republican senator from Wisconsin, came
to prominence after giving a speech in February 1950 in which he claimed that he had
the names of over 200 communist spies who had infiltrated the federal government.
Although McCarthy was discredited and ultimately censored by his congressional col-
leagues, the fear he inspired remained palpable until 1954.

The Hollywood blacklist remained in place until 1960, and had lingering effects
even after that. Unable to get work, many of those who refused to cooperate with the
HUAC investigations lost everything they had worked so hard to attain. Interestingly,
because they were able to work behind the scenes, some screenwriters were able to hire
“ghosts” to front for them, notably Dalton Trumbo, whose script for The Brave One
(1956) won an Academy Award. Not surprisingly, the situation divided the filmmak-
ing community, with those who were blacklisted accusing those who had named names
of betraying their colleagues simply so they could continue working. Without question
the most celebrated figure who chose to cooperate was Elia Kazan. Ironically, Kazan
had directed progressive stage productions before making his way to Hollywood, a
number of which were produced by the Group Theatre, which was eventually targeted
by HUAC in the late 1940s. When he began working in Hollywood, he was praised
for producing socially relevant films such as Gentlemen’s Agreement (see: Judaism in
Film), an indictment of anti-Semitism for which he won his first Oscar for direction,
and Pinky, which examined the issue of a light-skinned African American woman
who “passes” in the white community (see: African Americans in Film)—because
the latter picture dealt so openly with race and miscegenation, it was actually banned
in many areas of the South. In 1948, Kazan founded the Actors Studio, where some
of Hollywood’s leading “method actors” of the 1950s—Marlon Brando, Montgomery
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Clift, Eli Wallach, Kim Hunter, Eva Marie Saint—studied (see: Method Acting). In
1951, before he was called to testify before the HUAC committee, he directed A Street-
car Named Desire, which featured a brooding, existentially fragile Marlon Brando as
Stanley Kowalski.

Kazan’s testimony before HUAC was met with a great deal of criticism from his
industry colleagues. He responded with the “trenchant blacklist allegory” On zhe
Waterfront, which also starred Brando. Despite portraying itself as a populist celebra-
tion of the common man—Brando as the physically and psychologically bruised and
battered Terry Malloy, who stands up for himself and his fellow dockworkers against
the mob—On the Waterfront is really a “deeply reactionary film, as it implausibly cele-
brates the nobility of naming names” (Lewis, 2008). Kazan would go on to make some
of most highly regarded films ever to come out of Hollywood during his post: HUAC
career, including East of Eden (1955), which starred another method actor phenome-
non, James Dean; Baby Doll (1957); A Face in the Crowd (1957); and Splendor in the
Grass (1961), which Warren Beatty credited with launching his career. When Kazan
was honored in 1999 with a Lifetime Achievement Award from the Motion Picture
Academy, though, many in Hollywood refused to celebrate the renowned director,
demonstrating how controversial the whole sordid situation had been—and continued
to be 50 years later.

The Decline of Production Code Censorship

While the imposition of the MPPDA’s Production Code and the HUAC purges hit
Hollywood hard, the industry also faced threats from other problematic sources. In
1948, the U.S. Supreme Court weighed in on the issue of violation of antitrust laws
by Hollywood studios, who were accused of creating a market monopoly that limited
the possibility of competition in the filmmaking industry. The Supreme Court had
made its voice heard early on in American film history, deciding in the 1915 Murual
case that although plays and novels were protected by the First Amendment right of
free speech, films were not—the thinking being that those who watched plays and read
novels were sufficiently sophisticated not to be negatively affected by what they con-
sumed, while those who watched films—the uneducated masses—were not. The Para-
mount case of 1948—so named because Paramount was the first studio listed in the
suit, the others being RKO, Warner Bros., Twentieth Century-Fox, Loew’s-MGM,
Columbia, Universal, and United Artists—was decided against the studios. Deemed
trusts by the Court, the studios were forced to divest themselves of their extraordinarily
profitable theater chains—in major cities, the studios controlled as much as 70 percent
of first-run theaters. The decision had an immediate effect on the studios, whose reve-
nues plummeted during the late 1940s and early 1950s.

Ironically, in writing the majority opinion in the Paramount case, Justice William
O. Douglas, a staunch civil libertarian, took the time to revisit the Mutual case of
1915, declaring that the decision violated the rights of filmmakers. The practice of
punishing theater owners with fines if they exhibited films that did not bear the PCA
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stamp rendering them appropriate for viewing, wrote Douglas, was unconstitutional.
Although the Hays Code remained very much in effect until the mid-1950s, this loos-
ening of free speech restrictions was at least a step toward the more radical filmmaking
that characterized the late 1950s and 1960s.

Interestingly, the decline in revenues that resulted from the Paramount decision,
exacerbated by the increasing popularity of television, which kept potential moviegoers
at home, led to attempts by certain filmmakers to defy the PCA and to make pictures
that would bring audiences back to the theaters. One of those filmmakers was the
Eastern European émigré Otto Preminger, who had already made a number of com-
mercially successful films in America, including the early offering Laura (1944). Pre-
minger raised eyebrows in 1952 when he purchased the rights to a stage play that
had garnered a reputation as a rather risqué Broadway comedy, The Moon Is Blue.
Thrilled at the thought of adapting the play and making it into a motion picture, Pre-
minger signed William Holden and David Niven to star. When PCA head Joseph
Breen got wind of the fact that Preminger was going forward with the production,
he contacted him and informed the director that he had seen the play on Broadway
and that it was wholly inappropriate. Preminger was undaunted by what he considered
the threat from the PCA and signed a distribution deal with United Artists. Assuming
that the lack of a PCA stamp would be the kiss of death, Preminger, and a great many
others in Hollywood, was pleasantly surprised when 7he Moon Is Blue went on to gross
over $4 million in its initial release.

Buoyed by the success of The Moon Is Blue, Preminger decided that he wanted to
adapt a hard-hitting novel by Nelson Algren, The Man with the Golden Arm, whose
antiheroic protagonist suffers from unchecked ambition and drug addiction. Although
Joseph Breen had by this time been replaced as head of the PCA by the more liberal
Geoffrey Shurlock, who understood the desire of Hollywood filmmakers to produce
edgier and more complex films, The Man with the Golden Arm (1955) seemed so far
beyond the Production Code pale that Shurlock advised Preminger not to go forward
with the project. Ignoring Shurlock’s warning, Preminger signed Frank Sinatra to play
the luckless protagonist Frankie Machine, and once again signed a distribution deal
with United Artists. The film went on to become a major box office hit, and Sinatra
earned an Oscar nomination for Best Actor for his performance.

In addition to the adult-themed movies that were made at this time, the industry
also began to make what came to be known as “teen films,” which pushed against the
boundaries of the Production Code. Marketed to a newly minted group of consumers,
teen films exposed the troubled—and troubling—Ilifestyles of America’s disaffected
adolescents and young adults, who, much to the surprise of their parents and the
nation’s leaders, did not feel part of the postwar “affluent society.” The first financially
successful teen film, The Wild One (1953), starred Marlon Brando as the leader of a
motorcycle gang that terrifies the hapless citizens of a town in rural America. Directed
by Liszlé6 Benedek, the picture was part narrative film, part documentary, as it was
loosely based on the experience of townspeople in Hollister, California. Although the
picture seemed frightening to average, upright Americans who were terrified that their
ordinary, peaceful lives could be disrupted in this way, it was, in the end, Production

xly



Introduction

xlvi

Code friendly, as the motorcycle toughs, who were seen as wholly different from
typical teenagers, ultimately get what they deserve.

The same cannot be said of Richard Brooks’s cautionary 1955 tale The Blackboard
Jungle, which was banned in certain American cities—in Memphis it was characterized
as antisocial—and pulled from the Venice Film Festival by the State Department,
which described it as anti-American. What was, perhaps, most unsettling about the
film was that it was set in an American high school, the kind of place, parents had
always hoped, that could provide a safe and secure refuge for their adolescent children
while they learned how to be good citizens. In the “blackboard jungle,” however, typi-
cal teens turn out to be juvenile delinquents who terrorize their teacher and each other.
The teacher, Mr. Dadier (played by Glenn Ford), even after he is accosted by some of
his students, takes the side of the kids, hoping to guide them, in the manner of Sidney
Poitier in 7o Sir with Love, along the right path. The task proves a difficult one, and it
takes the actions of a marginalized student (Jamie Farr), who runs the class bully (Vic
Morrow) through with a flagpole, to set things right. Even though an American flag
hangs from the flagpole—a suitable postwar image of American virtue—and the film
ends with the progressive message that the nation’s educational system can, indeed,
be there for its kids, the picture proved disturbing to many.

Also appearing in 1955, Nicholas Ray’s Rebel Withour a Cause proved even less
comforting than The Blackboard Jungle (see: Rebel Without a Cause). Starring James
Dean, the picture follows teens who, it seems, live their lives devoid of parental super-
vision. Driven by the extraordinarily powerful performance of Dean, it may be argued
that the picture is framed by its most recognizable set piece, the so-called chicken run
where young men race their cars toward the edge of an abyss daring each other not to
turn “chicken” and jump from their vehicle before it plunges over the precipice. When
the Dean character Jim asks his antagonist Buzz (Corey Allen) why they do it, Buzz
gives expression to the alienation that all the teens in the film seem to experience when
he quickly responds: “You gotta do something, don’t you?” The film, still extremely
popular today, was seen by many as a “wake-up call, a warning to parents, even wealthy
white parents living in posh suburbs, to start listening to their kids, to start taking care
of them” (Lewis, 2008).

A New Production Code and the Rise of Contemporary Auteurs

Convinced that American audiences wanted more mature films, and that the stu-
dios were going to make them regardless of PCA objections, Shurlock, with the sup-
port of Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) president Eric Johnson,
decided that the censorship code in Hollywood had to be changed. Realizing that the
1930s Production Code was prohibitive because it forced filmmakers to make motion
pictures that were effectively “one-size-fits-all” offerings, the MPAA sought to put in
place a code that would allow not only family-oriented films to be made, but also films
with mature themes, such as The Man with the Golden Arm and Rebel Without a Cause.
What can be considered the filmic test case came in 1966, when Warner Bros. decided
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to release Mike Nichols’s provocative adaptation of Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of
Virginia Woolf? (see: Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?).

Nichols was among the second generation of American directors that were consid-
ered autenr filmmakers—“authors” of their films (see: Auteur Theory). Imported to
America by film scholar and critic Andrew Sarris (see: Sarris, Andrew), auteur theory
had been labeled La politique des auteurs in the 1950s by French film critics André
Bazin, Erich Rohmer, Jean-Luc Godard, Jacques Rivette, and Frangois Truffaut—the
last four also directors—in the avant garde film journal Cabiers du cinéma. It was
adopted in the United States during the early 1960s. Although Sarris certainly under-
stood that filmmaking was a collaborative process, he argued that directors—at least
certain directors—were the figures who provided what the Cahiers critics understood
as cinematic authorship to motion pictures. In his article entitled “Notes on the Auteur
Theory in 1962,” Sarris identified directors such as D. W. Griffith, Charlie Chaplin,
John Ford, Alfred Hitchcock, and Orson Welles as auteurs. Griffith and Chaplin had
emerged during the silent era and had crossed over into the sound era. The latter three
directors were still making important and entertaining films during the 1950s and 60s,
when things were changing so radically in Hollywood, and all continued to work into
the 1970s and later—Ford’s genre-breaking westerns The Searchers and The Man Who
Shot Liberty Valance were released in 1956 and 1962, respectively (see: Searchers, The;
Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, The); Welles’s self-conscious noir thriller Zouch of
Evil (see: Touch of Evil) in 1958; and Hitchcock’s Rear Window, Vertigo, and Psycho
in 1954, 1958, and 1960, respectively (see: Vertigo; Psycho).

Directors like Ford, Hitchcock, and Welles had a powerful effect on the next gener-
ation of American filmmakers, figures such as Nichols, Arthur Penn, Stanley Kubrick,
Francis Ford Coppola, Martin Scorsese, Oliver Stone, Robert Altman, and Woody
Allen. In regard to Nichols, by the time he made his film adaptation of Whos Afraid
of Virginia Woolf?, the MPAA had chosen Jack Valenti as its next president, and it
would be Valenti who would have to deal with the question of whether or not this
explosive film would be released. Starring Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton as
Martha and George, a bitter, spiteful husband and wife—Taylor and Burton were
real-life mates who shared their own tempestuous relationship—the film made Valenti
uncomfortable. Reluctant to censor the picture, however, Valenti compromised with
Warner Bros.—the word “screw” was removed from the dialogue, while “hump the
hostess” stayed in. Hired to rethink the Production Code such that some form of it
could be kept in place while still allowing for films such as Who's Afraid of Virginia
Woolf? to be made, Valenti hit on an initial solution that moved things in the right
direction. Whos Afraid of Virginia Woolf? would be released with a PCA exemption if
Warner Bros. agreed to label it “For Mature Audiences Only,” leaving the decision to
exhibit it to the nation’s theater owners. Effectively creating a trial run for a multirating
coding system, Warner Bros., Nichols, and the rest of the industry waited anxiously to
see how the film would fare at the box office. They need not have worried, as Who’
Afraid of Virginia Woolf? ended up grossing over $10 million by the end of 1966,
finishing third behind two other mature-themed pictures, the James Bond thriller
Thunderball and the historical epic Dr. Zhivago.
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Although Valenti sought to calm fears that the PCA’s decision to give Who’s Afraid of
Virginia Woolf? an exemption was not the end of cinematic censorship altogether, for
all intents and purposes, at least as far as the old notion of the Production Code was
concerned, it was. In 1966 alone, six more films received the MPAA’s rating of For
Mature Audiences Only, with Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? receiving its own special
designation: no person under 18 admitted unless accompanied by a parent. The flood-
gates had now been opened, and by 1967 the number of For Mature Audiences Only
pictures had increased to 67.

The possibility of making more mature films provided the opportunity for two of
America’s most important films to be made in 1967, Nichols’s follow-up to Who'’s
Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, The Graduate, and Arthur Penn’s Bonnie and Clyde. Both
films shocked and moved audiences, the first with its unflinching examination of
upper-middle-class banality, alienation, and sexuality, the second with its exploration
of human degradation, fragility, and violence (see: Graduate, The; Bonnie and
Clyde). Reacting to what by now was understood to be inevitable, Valenti issued a
press release in October 1968 in which he announced that a new rating system for
motion pictures had been put in place: G, suggested for “General Audiences”; M, sug-
gested for “Mature” audiences; R, “Restricted,” no one under 16 admitted unless
accompanied by a parent or adult guardian; X, no one under 16 admitted. Pictures
that received a G, M, or R rating would be given MPAA seals; those that received X
ratings would not. Valenti’s rating system was quickly adopted, and a Code and Rating
Administration (CARA) was established to determine which pictures would receive
which rating. At this point, the question of whether or not what had once been consid-
ered pictures in violation of the Production Code would be made had been resolved—
they would. The only question now was whether or not directors wanted to risk having
their pictures labeled with a more restrictive rating by choosing to include scenes that
were considered too provocative by CARA.

Realizing that provocative—even pornographic—pictures could still make money,
most directors pushed the limits of the rating system, some almost to the breaking
point. Non-mainstream, pornographic films such as Gerard Damiano’s Deep Throat
(1972) and The Devil in Miss Jones (1973), and Jim and Artie Mitchell’s Behind the
Green Door (1972), although they were rated X and were released without the MPAA
seal, proved remarkably popular, out-earning all but a few of the highest-grossing
mainstream pictures—they also made household names of “actors” such as Linda
Lovelace and Harry Reems. Most directors—along with their studios—were unwilling
to risk an X rating, however, and thus, they reluctantly pulled scenes whose language,
or depictions of sexuality and/or violence, would push them beyond the R rating. John
Schlesinger’s 1969 release Midnight Cowboy was an exception, becoming the first and
only X-rated film to earn an Academy Award nomination for Best Picture. Another
startling 1969 offering was the Dennis Hopper/Peter Fonda picture Easy Rider. Pro-
duced independently, and made for just $375,000, it grossed an amazing $19 million
in its initial 1969 release, proving that there was a tremendously lucrative youth market
just waiting to be tapped—it also made clear that an influential counterculture had
developed in America during the tumultuous 1960s.
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Second-generation auteurs continued to make significant films throughout the
1960s and ’70s. Penn, for instance, followed Bonnie and Clyde with his own genre-
breaking western, Listle Big Man (1970)—an anti-Vietnam War exposé that made its
point by way of an exploration of the tragic implications of nineteenth-century coloni-
alism and the ideology of manifest destiny—while Nichols continued to build his rep-
utation after Whos Afraid of Virginia Woolf? and The Graduate with Carch-22 (1970)
and Carnal Knowledge (1971)—the latter an R-rated film that flirted with an X rating.
Excited by the success of Easy Rider, studio heads at Warner Bros. gave Francis Ford
Coppola, a little-known figure in Hollywood at the time, $600,000 to develop
youth-oriented projects. Coppola set himself up in San Francisco, gathered around
him a group of young filmmakers, and got to work. A year later, he pitched four ideas
to Warner Bros., none of which sounded to studio heads remotely like Easy Rider. The
studio rejected all four ideas—much to their regret, as it turned out, as the four pro-
posed projects were ultimately developed into George Lucas’s dystopian sci-fi offering
THX 1138 and his teen hit American Graffiti and Coppola’s own Apocalypse Now and
The Conversation.

Supporting himself by making technical films and television commercials, Coppola
got the break for which he was waiting when he was brought on to help write the
screenplay for the big budget war film Parton (1970). The co-written script that
Coppola produced won him his first Oscar (shared with Edmund North); it also duly
impressed studio heads at Paramount, who turned to Coppola to direct their own big-
budget film, The Godfather (see: Godfather Trilogy, The). Although it seems an
extraordinary gamble to have placed such an important project in the hands of a neo-
phyte director like Coppola, in a certain sense the studio had little choice, as it had
been turned down by an exhaustive list of Hollywood’s best directors—Richard
Brooks, Kazan, Penn, and Fred Zinnemann among them. As it turned out, though,
Paramount could not have made a better choice, as Coppola produced a grand, glossy,
sweeping epic about gangsters in America. Powerfully acted and exquisitely shot, 75e
Godfather won numerous awards and broke records for box-office grosses that had
stood for three decades—on a budget of only $6 million it took in $80 million in its
initial release and has probably earned over $250 million if re-releases are included.

A nation away from the California-based Coppola, another Italian American direc-
tor, Martin Scorsese, was making a different kind of gangster film. Unlike The
Godfather, which relates the story of mobsters who are almost transcendentally power-
ful, Scorsese’s Mean Streets—released the year after Coppola’s picture—follows the lives
of a group of neighborhood gangsters in New York City who often seem befuddled by
the demands of their criminal careers. Compared with 7he Godfather, which co-starred
a young Al Pacino, Mean Streets, which co-starred a young Robert De Niro, is a small,
spare picture. Interestingly, De Niro would go on to co-star in The Godfather, Part I
and to make a series of pictures with Scorsese, including Zaxi Driver (1976) and Raging
Bull (1980) and Scorsese’s own glossy gangster films, Goodfellas (1990) and Casino
(1995).

Oddly enough, Stanley Kubrick, who is most often included in the list of second-
generation auteur directors, had made nine feature films by the time The Godfather
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and Mean Streets were released in the early 1970s—among them, two antiwar films,
Paths of Glory (1957) and Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love
the Bomb (1964); a period epic, Spartacus (1960); the philosophically surreal sci-fi pic
2001: A Space Odyssey (1968); and the ultraviolent exploration of societal control,
A Clockwork Orange (1971). Although he was only in his early forties, and one of the
most highly regarded American directors in the industry, he would only make four
more films after 1971: another period piece, Barry Lyndon (1975); the horror film
The Shining (1980); the post-Vietnam antiwar film Full Metal Jacker (1987); and the
erotic melodrama/thriller Eyes Wide Shur (1999), on which he was working at the time
of his death. Yet, even though his body of work is quite small compared to his much
more prolific colleagues, Kubrick demonstrated a certain filmmaking genius, produc-
ing what are considered some of the best films in a number of different genres.

Like Coppola and Kubrick, Oliver Stone and Robert Altman also produced antiwar
films. Stone would follow Michael Cimino’s The Deer Hunter, Hal Ashby’s Coming
Home, and Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979), with a Vietnam trilogy: Platoon
(1986), Born on the Fourth of July (1989), and Heaven and Earth (1993). He would
also become one of the nation’s most controversial directors as a result of the questions
he raised concerning historical veracity and poetic license in films such as /FK and
Nixon. For his part, Altman made his antiwar film, M*A*S*H* while Vietnam still
raged. Set in a mobile army surgical hospital in Korea, the film, with its ultrarealistic
depiction of the blood and guts of wartime medicine, was a thinly veiled statement
about the tragic loss of life and profound alienation caused by the Vietnam War. Alt-
man also added to the list of genre-breaking westerns—which would eventually
include not only Ford’s The Searchers and The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance and
Penn’s Little Big Man, but also Sam Peckinpal’s The Wild Bunch (1969), George Roy
Hill's Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969), Kevin Costner’s Dances with Wolves
(1990), and Clint Eastwood’s Unforgiven (1992)—with the ethereal McCabe and Mrs.
Miller (1971) (see: Wild Bunch, The; Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid;
Dances with Wolves; Unforgiven; McCabe and Mrs. Miller).

Although the second-generation auteurs largely involved themselves in making dra-
matic films, Woody Allen (see: Allen, Woody) built his career writing, directing, and
usually starring in spoofs and mature-themed comedies. Much like Charlie Chaplin
literally turned himself into the antiheroic Little Tramp in numerous silent and early
sound era productions, during the second half of the twentieth century, Allen embod-
ied the figure of a quirky, hapless, lovable antihero in a series of contemporary films. In
the first of these, Take the Money and Run (1969), he plays the would-be crook Virgil
Starkwell—the name, it appears, a play on Charlie Starkweather, the notorious mass
murderer whose brutal crime spree, much of it carried out with his girlfriend Caril
Ann Fugate, inspired the films Badlands (1973) and Natural Born Killers (1994).
Unlike Starkweather, though, Virgil is a bumbling criminal who seems hardly able to
get out of his own way, a characterization that Allen would adopt and refine in cultural
spoofs such as Bananas (1971), Everything You Always Wanted to Know aboutr Sex
(1972), Sleeper (1973), and Love and Death (1975). In 1977, with Annie Hall, Allen
shifted his filmic emphasis from the realm of cultural satire to that of autobiographical
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existential inquiry. Still playing an antiheroic lovable loser, Alvy Singer in this case,
Allen starred opposite Diane Keaton, who played the eponymous Annie. The film,
which garnered Oscars for Best Picture, Directing, Writing, and Best Actress for
Keaton, made Allen a houschold name; after the dark, brooding /nzeriors (1978), made
as an homage to director Ingmar Bergman, Allen again struck gold in 1979 with
Manbattan, another autobiographical comedy. He continues to make movies today,
occupying, along with certain of his filmmaking colleagues, the rarefied space of the
auteur.

The New Hollywood: Race and African Americans in Film

Although better known as a writer, another comedian who, like Allen, made the
transition to directing pictures for the big screen was Mel Brooks. After writing for
Sid Caesar’s Your Show of Shows and other prime-time television shows during the
1950s, Brooks made The Producers in 1968 and Blazing Saddles in 1974. Both, and
especially the latter, were “crude, lewd, and outrageous,” and set the stage for other
prurient, lowbrow comedies—Animal House (1978), Dumb and Dumber (1994), and
Theres Something Aboutr Mary (1998) come to mind. The Producers, as it turned out,
would be adapted from the screen to the stage by Brooks and Thomas Mechan, and
would go on to have successful runs on Broadway. Blazing Saddles, a tasteless offering
that played to the basest instincts of adolescent males from 15 to 50, had little to rec-
ommend it—a farting contest among cowboys huddled around a campfire was touted
as a highlight—except for the fact that it teamed Brooks’s stalwart Gene Wilder with
African American co-star Cleavon Little and, at least on one level, attempted to speak
to serious questions concerning black/white race relations in America.

Depictions of people of color in American films have, unfortunately, overwhelm-
ingly reflected the racist attitudes that have haunted the nation since its beginnings
during the late cighteenth-century (see: African Americans in Film; Native Ameri-
cans in Film; Ethnic and Immigrant Culture Cinema). In landmark American films
such as Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation (1915) and Victor Fleming’s Gone with the
Wind (1939) (see: Gone with the Wind), for instance, African Americans—who were
played by whites in blackface in Griffith’s picture—were portrayed on screen as
embodiments of nineteenth-century minstrel stereotypes: the “Mammy,” “Zipcoon,”
the “Uncle,” the “Sambo,” the “Pickaninny,” the “Black Buck.” These extraordinarily
destructive images of African Americans appeared in countless pictures throughout
the twentieth century—and, it may be argued, are still seen in twenty-first-century
pictures—influencing the way that hundreds of thousands of film viewers saw African
Americans. Beyond non-genre pictures such as The Birth of a Nation and Gone with the
Wind, genre westerns and war films were every bit as damaging, depicting Native
Americans, Mexicans—both of which, like African Americans in film, were often
played by whites—Cubans, Filipinos, Germans, the Japanese, Koreans, the Vietnam-
ese, and Arabs as nameless, faceless, savages who wanted nothing more than to kill
Americans and destroy the nation’s Christian-Democratic foundations (see: War Film,
The; Western, The; Native Americans in Film).

i
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In addition to starring with Cleavon Little in Blazing Saddles, Gene Wilder would
also star in a number of pictures with the talented African American stand-up comic
Richard Pryor—Stir Crazy (1980) is an example. Although Pryor was really at his best
onstage—he made a string of acclaimed concert films, such as Richard Pryor: Live in
Concert (1979) and Richard Pryor: Live and Smokin—he was nevertheless featured in
a number of film comedies— Uprown Saturday Night (1974), for instance, with fellow
African American comedians Flip Wilson and Bill Cosby, and Car Wash (1976); one of
his most poignant roles was as “Piano Man,” in the dramatic biopic Lady Sings the
Blues (1972), opposite Diana Ross and Billy Dee Williams.

Significantly, Uptown Sarurday Night and Stir Crazy were both directed by Sidney
DPoitier, who had become one of America’s most well-known, highly regarded, and
bankable stars during the 1960s. Poitier had begun making motion pictures in the
1950s, but had broken through with his starring role as Walter Lee Younger in A Raisin
in the Sun in 1961. In 1967, he would make three powerful pictures, 70 Sir with Love,
Guess Who's Coming to Dinner, and In the Heat of the Night—the latter two films were
both nominated for Best Picture Oscars in 1968, with In the Heat of the Night taking
the honor. While all three of these films raised important questions about black/white
race relations in America, some in the African American community criticized them—
and Poitier’s appearance in them—as accommodationist, all of them, it was argued,
depicting their protagonist as a black man who could be safely assimilated into the
white community. Given this criticism, it is interesting to note that Poitier would help
to initiate another movement in black cinema, “blaxploitation,” a “term that affirms
the anticipated (black American) audience and celebrates the genre’s production style
and marketing scheme (exploitation)” (Lewis, 2008).

Although he would act in blaxploitation pictures, Poitier’s role as an initiator of the
movement would come as a director, when he stepped behind the camera to helm Buck
and the Preacher in 1972. Black directors had largely been prevented from making
films during the early years of American cinema, although Oscar Micheaux distin-
guished himself as both a director and a producer during the silent and early sound
eras, making a series of what were called “race movies” in the 1920s and 1930s. Later,
African American filmmakers such as Melvin Van Peebles, Ossie Davis, and Ivan
Dixon would challenge audiences with 1970s blaxploitation offerings—Van Peebles’s
Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (1971) and Watermelon Man (1971), for instance,
along with Davis’s Cotton Comes to Harlem (1970), and Dixon’s The Spook Who Sar
by the Door (1973). Perhaps the two most important Blaxploitation pictures, though,
were Gordon Parks’s Shaft (1971), which starred Richard Roundtree as the ultracool,
seemingly invincible detective John Shaft, and Gordon Parks Jr.’s Super Fly, which
blended filmic images with the music of Curtis Mayfield to create an unsettling exami-
nation of drug lords and the degradation of lower-class black neighborhoods.

Besides being powerful tropological pieces in their own right, Shaft and Super Fly
also provided the prototypic framework for female blaxploitation pictures, such as
Cleopatra Jones (1973), Three the Hard Way (1974, directed by Parks Jr.), and Foxy
Brown (1974). The first of these starred Tamara Dobson as a secret agent, while the lat-
ter two featured Pam Grier playing ultraviolent populist saviors (see: Grier, Pam).
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Together with the other Blaxploitation pictures of the early 1970s, films like these
pointed the way toward latter-day comedy-dramas such as 48 Hours (1982) and Beverly
Hills Cop (1984), both of which starred notable stand-up comic Eddie Murphy.
Intriguingly, they would also influence white directors such as Quentin Tarantino,
who produced his self-proclaimed blaxploitation offering Jackie Brown—which
featured Grier—in 1997.

The directorial efforts of African American filmmakers like Micheaux, Poitier, Van
Peebles, Davis, and the Parks, laid the cinematic foundation for latter-day figures such
as Spike Lee. Lee became a popular and highly respected director—many have character-
ized him as an auteur—by making hard-hitting films that addressed black/white race rela-
tions in America and that were viewed by both black and white audiences. Although he
had already been working in the film industry, Lee first became recognizable to white
audiences by way of a series of innovative Nike ads—which featured the basketball super-
star Michael Jordan—in which he developed the enigmatic character of Mars Blackmon.
Lee had brought Mars Blackmon to life in his first feature film directorial effort,
Shes Gotta Have Ir (19806). Although the picture focused on the loves and losses of Nola
Darling (Tracy Camilla Johns), Lee stole the show with his performance as Blackmon.
In his Nike commercials, Lee further satirized the self-consciously stereotypical
Blackmon—in a way that few whites, who unknowingly laughed at Lee’s buffoonish
actions, seemed to understand.

The Nike commercials made him famous, and the ambitious Lee made the most of it,
negotiating a deal with Universal to direct Do the Right Thing (1989), a “big studio film
that deals unflinchingly with racial conflict in urban America” (Lewis, 2008). Although
to some a problematic choice, after the success of Do the Right Thing Lee was tapped
to make the big-budget studio film Malcolm X (1992). Adapted from The Autobiography
of Malcolm X, the film starred Denzel Washington as the controversial civil rights leader
who was assassinated in 1965. Washington’s enormously powerful performance would
earn him his first Best Actor Academy Award nomination—although he lost for Malcolm
X, the gifted actor would become the first African American to win a Best Actor Oscar,
for his brutally intense performance as Detective Alonzo Harris in Training Day
(2001). Lee and Washington would go on to make a number of other films together after
Malcolm X, including He Gor Game (1998) and Inside Man (2006). Lee’s work, although
not as popular as it once was, has influenced a host of talented African American direc-
tors, including Rusty Cundieff, Vondie Curtis-Hall, Carl Franklin, Albert and Allen
Hughes, David Johnson, Darnell Martin, and John Singleton.

The New Hollywood: The Question of Gender

While women have been prominent figures in the film industry since its inception,
they have consistently been restricted from filling positions of power in the field.
Forced to the cinematic margins by powerful men who have worked particularly hard
to put and to keep the industry’s patriarchal structure in place, women have been
objectified on-screen while being prevented from making decisions about how motion
pictures are made. As film historian Robert Sklar points out in his World History of
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Film, “less than a handful of women directors who worked before the 1980s have been
talked about, even by specialists—Alice Guy-Blaché for the early years, Lois Weber
after World War I, Dorothy Arzner in the 1930s, Ida Lupino after World War 11—
although there were considerably more.” While women screenwriters fared somewhat
better in the first few decades of American filmmaking, this only “makes more clear
the fate of women directors until recently: when a job took on prestige or became
high-paying, women were frequently shunted aside” (Sklar, 2002).

By the time she made her way to America, Alice Guy had made 180 films for the
Gaumont Company in France. Having been hired by Léon Gaumont as a secretary
for his fledgling film company, she was made head of production in 1896, making
scores of motion pictures over the next decade, culminating with The Life of Christ in
1906, a project on which as many as 300 extras worked. Guy married Herbert Blaché
in 1907, after which she was known as Guy-Blaché. When Herbert was appointed pro-
duction manager of Gaumont’s U.S. operations, he and Alice emigrated from France
and began work in America. By 1910, they had formed an independent film company,
Solax, which Alice headed until 1920.

Although most of the work that she produced in America has been destroyed, the
film for which Guy-Blaché is probably best known, 7he Making of an American Citi-
zen, is still available. Dealing with issues of immigration and domestic violence, it is
a surprisingly modern film. With films such as The Making of an American Citizen,
Guy-Blaché paved the way for women filmmakers in America during the 1910s, which
turned out to be a particularly fertile time for female directors. By 1916, for instance,
Universal had seven female directors under contract: Ruth Ann Baldwin, Grace
Cunard, Clio Madison, Ida May Park, Ruth Stonehouse, Elise Jane Weber, and Lois
Weber. Of these women, Lois Weber had the biggest impact on American filmmaking.

Interestingly Weber began her filmmaking career in 1905, when she went to work
for Gaumont (see: Weber, Lois). After marrying Phillip Smalley in 1906, she left
her public life to become a homemaker, returning to the industry in 1911 when she
and Smalley took over the Rex Film Company from Edwin S. Porter. Hired by Univer-
sal, she ultimately became the studio’s highest-paid director—a distinction she earned
by producing profitable films such as Where Are My Children? (1916). After establish-
ing her own production company in 1917, she signed a lucrative contract with Famous
Players-Lasky, earning a remarkable $50,000 per film.

Like Guy-Blaché, Weber made films that were socially relevant. The People vs. John
Doe (1916), for instance, dealt with capital punishment, while The Hand Thatr Rocks
the Cradle (1917) explored the life of controversial birth control advocate Margaret
Sanger, and Shoes (1916) sought to expose the problematic issue of unequal pay for
women. Understanding herself as a political evangelist, and cinema as the tool by
which she could make her message heard, Weber made what many consider her
masterpiece in 1921, The Blot. A statement about what Weber felt were the disturbing
implications of capitalism, The Blor dealt with the struggles of a proud but poor family
that is desperately trying to avoid taking charity in order to survive.

While Weber’s pictures proved popular during the height of the Progressive Era,
they fell out of favor during the conservative 1920s—in 1923 she was forced to return
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to making films for Universal. This fall from grace, it seems, was connected to a general
backlash against women who, during the 1910s, were becoming increasingly vocal
advocates for women’s rights. Although unsettling, it is not surprising that in the very
moment that women like Guy-Blaché and Weber were making films that expressed
progressive sensibilities, the industry was literally creating the persona of Theda Bara
and casting her in “vamp” pictures like The Stain (1914), A Fool There Was (1915),
The Devil’s Daughter (1915), When a Woman Sins (1918), and The Siren’s Song
(1919). Ironically, although the women that Bara portrayed on screen possessed their
own forms of power—they were able to seduce men into doing anything they wanted
them to do—they actually seemed less menacing to the men who controlled the film
industry than did women like Guy-Blaché and Weber, who threatened to bring down
the entire patriarchal structure that had been so carefully erected (Lewis, 2008).

It is too neat an explanation to suggest that Dorothy Arzner was able to emerge on
the filmmaking scene during the 1930s because the decade represented a return to the
progressive ideals of the 1910s (see: Arzner, Dorothy). Indeed, although she did make
the majority of her films during the New Deal era of the 1930s, she honed her craft
during the 1920s, distinguishing herself by editing, writing, and ultimately directing
films during this conservative decade. In 1929, Arzner made The Wild Party, a film that
explored the decline and fall—and eventual redemption—of the college girl gone
wrong, Stella Ames (Clara Bow), who is rescued from her fate by her staid professor
(Fredric March). Although in many ways a formulaic melodrama, in Arzner’s hands
The Wild Party became more than that, raising questions about the implications of
overweening morality and making judgments about people based only on appearances.
Arzner would go on to direct pictures such as Sarah and Son (1930), Christopher Strong
(1933), Craigs Wife (1936), and Dance, Girl, Dance (1940), working with talented
actresses such as Ruth Chatterton, Katharine Hepburn, Rosalind Russell, and Maureen
O’Hara.

Ida Lupino carved out a successful acting career during the 1930s and *40s, first in B
pictures such as Peter Ibbetson (1935) and The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes (1939),
and then in features such as High Sierra (1941) and The Sea Wolf (see: Lupino, Ida).
She eventually won the New York Film Critics award for her work in The Hard Way
(1942). Desiring to participate in other areas of filmmaking—she had a certain degree
of success as a composer—she began to express interest during the mid-1940s in
directing and producing motion pictures. In 1946, she worked behind the scenes as
an uncredited co-producer on War Widow, and in 1948 she co-produced the low-
budget thriller The Judge. In 1949, Lupino and television producer Anson Bond
formed Emerald Productions, which was later renamed Filmmakers. When the man
slated to direct Emerald’s Noz Wanzed suffered a heart attack, she stepped in to com-
plete the picture. Like the female directors who came before her, Lupino made socially
topical pictures: Not Wanted, for instance, addressed unwed motherhood, while Ouz-
rage (1950) focused on rape, Never Fear (1949) on the effects of polio, and Hard, Fast,
and Beautiful (1951) on the impact of a domineering mother on a young tennis player.

Although women continue to struggle to establish themselves as directors in Holly-

wood, figures such as Guy-Blaché, Lois Weber, Dorothy Arzner, and Ida Lupino
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opened doors—at least a crack—for the talented female filmmakers who have followed
them. Oddly, while the feminist movements of the 1960s and 1970s were helping
American women to break through the nation’s glass ceiling, in the film industry,
men continued largely to prevent this from happening. Even though gifted editors
such as Dede Allen and Thelma Schoonmaker (see: Allen, Dede; Schoonmaker,
Thelma) and screenwriters such as Nora Ephron (see: Ephron, Nora), have left their
very considerable marks on significant films—Allen, for example, edited The Hustler
(1961), Bonnie and Clyde (1967), Little Big Man (1970), Serpico (1973), The Breakfast
Club (1985), Wonder Boys (2000), and john Q (2002) before her death in 2010; while
Schoonmaker has edited every one of Martin Scorsese’s films since she worked on Rag-
ing Bull (1980), including Goodfellas (1990), Casino (1995), Gangs of New York,
(2002), The Departed (2006), and Shutter Island (2010); and Ephron wrote Silkwood
(1983), When Harry Mer Sally (1989), Sleepless in Seattle (1993), You've Gor Mail
(1998), and Julie and Julia (2009)—very few female directors have been given a chance
to work on feature films.

A number of female directors did revive the teen films that were so popular in the
1950s, although they gave them a comedic twist and articulated the teenage angst
expressed in them in very different ways. Amy Heckerling (see: Heckerling, Amy),
for instance, gave us Fast Times at Ridgemont High (1982) and Clueless (1995), while
Martha Coolidge provided Valley Girl (1983) and Real Genius (1985). Susan
Seidelman, whose Smithereens (1982) was the first American independent film to be
accepted in the prize competition at Cannes, made the adult-themed comedy Desper-
ately Seeking Susan in 1985—with a newly minted pop star named Madonna. The
multitalented Barbra Streisand (see: Streisand, Barbra) produced, co-wrote, starred
in, and directed Yent/ (1983), about a Jewish girl who pretends to be a boy so that
she can get an education, and then produced, starred in, and directed 7he Prince of
Tides. Having starred in the hit television sitcom Laverne & Shirley in the 1970s, Penny
Marshall stepped behind the camera to stay in the 1980s, scoring a major hit with her
second feature, Big. A child star who grew into a major movie star, Jodie Foster made
the poignant Little Man Tate (1991) and the dystopian family comedy Home for the
Holidays (1995). In 1993, Jane Campion made 7he Piano, which was heralded as a
feminist anthem, and followed it with the controversial /n the Cut in 2003, while
Sofia Coppola, the daughter of Francis Ford Coppola, adapted Jeffrey Eugenides’s
novel The Virgin Suicides for the screen and went on to make the popular and critically
acclaimed Lost in Translation in 2003,

Not surprisingly, the work produced by these women raised the same kinds of ques-
tions that had been raised about the work of Guy-Blaché, Weber, Arzner, and Lupino;
most notably, were the films made by these directors simply “women’s films,” or were
they films that just happened to be made by women? Many men seemed unwilling
to consider the latter, arguing, at least implicitly, that women should not be allowed
behind the camera. Streisand, for instance, was accused of indulging her ego when
she made Yentl, although as many critics, both women and men, pointed out, if a
man had made the same kind of film, which a great many had, would he come under
the same kind of attack? Members of the male-dominated Academy seemed to make



Introduction

their position clear by nominating 7he Prince of Tides for the Best Picture Oscar while
leaving Streisand off the list of those nominated for the award for Best Direction.

Although unfortunately things have not changed a great deal since the 1980s in
regard to the place of female directors in Hollywood, perhaps what occurred with
Kathryn Bigelow between 2008 and 2010 has at least begun to move things in the right
direction. Having gone against the grain by making a series of testosterone-fueled
action pictures early in her career—Blue Steel (1990), Point Break (1991), and Strange
Days (1995)—Bigelow turned her attention to the Iraq War in 2008, when she made
the character-driven indie film 7he Hurt Locker. Gaining an increasingly devoted fan
base by way of word of mouth, the picture was ultimately nominated for a Best Picture
Academy Award in 2010—and unlike Streisand, Bigelow was not left off the list of
Best Director nominees.

When the nominees were announced, it seemed that Bigelow would have to settle
for being honored that she and her picture had even been nominated. The Hurt Locker
faced stiff competition, after all, especially because for the first time in decades there
were ten films being considered for the Oscar instead of five, and because one of them
was Avatar, the most expensive motion picture ever made—and, of course, no woman
had ever been awarded the Oscar for Direction. Complicating matters even more was
the fact that Avatar had been directed by the award-winning James Cameron, who just
happened to be Bigelow’s former husband. When the smoke cleared on Oscar night,
however, not only had The Hurt Locker won for Best Picture, Bigelow had done the
unimaginable, walking away with the award for Best Director.

Hollywood in the Twenty-First Century

The prominence of the work of filmmakers such as the second-generation auteurs
during the 1960s and early 1970s made it seem as if Hollywood had changed forever.
Serious, socially relevant films were now the rule—filmmakers, and their studios, it
seemed, would continue to provide audiences with “thinking films.” Something began
to change in Hollywood in 1972, however, when Coppola’s first Godfather film grossed
an astonishing $80 million. The next year, George Lucas released American Graffiti—
one of the film ideas that Coppola had pitched to Warner Bros. in 1970 and that the
studio had rejected—which had been made for a mere $750,000 and that eventually
grossed over $21 million in its first run. Studio heads, who had become increasingly
concerned about their declining revenues, took notice, especially when two years later,
in 1975, Steven Spielberg’s Jaws broke the box-office record that had been set by The
Godfather, becoming the first motion picture to earn over $100 million, and then
two years after that, Lucas’s Star Wars shattered the record that had been set by Jaws,
earning an astonishing $210 million in a first run that lasted from May 1977 to
April 1978.

Although both Spielberg and Lucas are gifted filmmakers—especially Spielberg,
who has crossed over genres from the family-oriented sci-fi adventure £.77 (1982) to
the adult-themed drama Schindler’s List (1993), and almost everything in between—
they have been roundly criticized for bringing about the demise of the auteur
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renaissance that directors like Coppola had initiated during the 1960s and early 1970s
(see: Lucas, George; Spielberg, Steven). Whatever the case may be in that regard, the
success of films like American Graffiti, Jaws, and Star Wars did change—irrevocably, it
seems—the way that Hollywood understands itself. Studio heads now look forward to
the so-called summer season, when they can release big budget, action-oriented “block-
busters,” which alone may make enough money to carry the studio through the year.
Lucas’s and Spielberg’s films have been particularly important in defining the block-
buster phenomenon: for Lucas, American Graffiti and the Star Wars films, and for
Spielberg, Jaws, E.T., and Close Encounters of the Third Kind; and his franchises—
why make one when you can make more?—the Raiders and Jurassic Park films. Franch-
ises have become vastly important in driving the success of the blockbuster, allowing
studios to create brand-name recognition, both in regard to their films and in regard
to offscreen promotions. The Bond films, Rambo, Lethal Weapon, Die Hard, Batman,
Star Trek, The Matrix, Lord of the Rings, Harry Potter, Spiderman, X-Men, Pirates of
the Caribbean, the Bourne films—the list seems inexhaustible.

As counterintuitive as it seems, though, it may be that the blockbuster is the very
thing that has created a space—by way of the revenues they produce—for the work
of established and newly minted auteurs, and of other filmmakers, to continue to be
made. Indeed, major studios such as Sony, Paramount, and Fox, seeking to capitalize
on the success of alternative filmmakers such as Quentin Tarantino, Steven Soder-
bergh, Tim Burton, David Lynch, and Joel and Ethan Coen, have even created indie
labels—Fox’s Fox Searchlight and Time Warner’s Castle Rock, New Line, and Fine
Line, for instance. Even the best known of the indie labels, Miramax and Focus Fea-
tures, have “become ‘specialty units’ within their parent companies, Disney and Uni-
versal, respectively” (Lewis, 2008). Whatever the future holds for the American
cinema, however, it seems clear that movies will continue to be made, that they will
continue to reflect and shape the nation’s history, and that they will be viewed and
enjoyed by film audiences for years to come.
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ALI. Michael Mann’s 2001 filmic biography of boxing legend and cultural icon
Muhammad Ali (Will Smith) is book ended by Ali’s first and second heavyweight
championship fights, beginning during his preparations for the 1964 defeat of Sonny
Liston and ending immediately after his 1974 upset of George Foreman in Zaire
(“The Rumble in the Jungle”). The film dramatizes a politically turbulent decade when
Ali’s biggest controversies occurred, including his admission to the Nation of Islam, his
refusals of military induction for the Vietnam War, and his subsequent suspension
from boxing in 1967.

Ali is illustrative of Mann’s powerful cinematic technique. His complex narrative
approach invites viewers to use their powers of analysis and relies on stylized visuals
and musical choices to convey emotional depth. Mann sought to bring a sense of real-
ism to A/i that would make it stand out from what he saw as the theatrically staged
bouts in the Rocky series (1976-2006) and Martin Scorsese’s impressionistically con-
structed battles in Raging Bull (1981). Toward this end, he developed a small camera
that enabled him to shoot his rapidly moving actors at extremely close range. He also
cast real boxers to work with Smith in the fight scenes, which were meticulously cho-
reographed to mirror what actually transpires in the ring.

Ali’s opening montage encapsulates the film’s thesis: that Ali’s motivations and
worldview resulted from his personal experience of "60s politics and culture. Mann
cuts between a live performance of “Bring It on Home to Me” by Sam Cooke (David
Elliott), shots of Ali’s training regimen, flashbacks to his childhood experience of seg-
regation and early awareness of the civil rights struggle, and sequences involving his
engagement with Malcolm X’s political ideas. The juxtapositions draw connections
between boxing and art, sports and celebrity, black culture and politics. As the song cli-
maxes, Ali—silent up to that point—bursts through double doors to begin a harangue
about rival Sonny Liston, signifying that his famous braggadocio was a product of
those formative experiences.

Interestingly, Mann was hired after Smith was attached to a screenplay for A/,
which was unusual in that Mann normally plays a larger part in developing his films.
However, he radically revised the existing script with Eric Roth, his collaborator on
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Actors Michael Bent and Will Smith film a scene in A/i shot in February 2001 in Los Angeles. Bent
portrays boxer Sonny Liston and Smith portrays boxer Muhammad Ali. In this scene the duo fights
for the title in 1964. (Peter Brandt/Getty Images)

The Insider (1999), making Ali aesthetically and thematically his own. Like many of
Mann’s other films, including Heat and Miami Vice, Ali weaves a preoccupation with
masculinity and work into a morality play. The film depicts Ali’s inner conflicts, which
seem to emerge out of his relationships with various paternal figures: his conformist
Christian father; the radical Muslim leader Malcolm X, seen advocating black self-
reliance and retaliation in contrast to the nonviolent civil rights establishment; trainer
Angelo Dundee, whose devotions appear completely professional; and iconic sports-
caster Howard Cosell, who may have understood and respected Ali more than anyone
else in his life.

The picture marks an important turning point in Smith’s dramatic film career. Not
only did the role earn him his first Academy Award nomination, it also changed how he
was perceived by many in Hollywood. Indeed, playing the young Muhammad Ali—
who, before he became a beloved elder statesman, was understood as radical, alien, and
unpatriotic—Smith altered his image in the eyes of many of his critics, who had accused
him of homophobia and immaturity because he had refused to perform a homosexual
kiss in Six Degrees of Separation (1993), and of allowing himself to be portrayed as a



supplicant “negro” whose sole purpose is to serve affluent whites by accepting his role in
The Legend of Bagger Vance.

While Smith’s performance was applauded, critical response to the film itself was
mixed. Reviewers commonly complained that it painted an inadequate picture of Alj,
identifying that deficiency in various ways: the film’s limited coverage of his life; its fail-
ure to explore Ali’s impact on historical events outside of boxing; and its tendency to
dwell on scenes marked by a certain narrative vagueness, sparse dialogue, and ambigu-
ous characterization of Ali’s psychological motivations. Ironically, especially because
the film was directed by Mann, it seems that some critics saw A/i as flawed because it
failed to meet genre expectations of biopics, sports movies, or historical films; Ali, for
example, although he is the central character, does not have a clear and singular adver-
sary, nor does the film have distinguishable plot points.

See also: African Americans in Film; Mann, Michael
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ALIEN. Ridley Scott’s 1979 picture Alien is a groundbreaking science fiction film.
Notable for its extraordinary special effects, it is also unusual in that it features a
woman, Sigourney Weaver, in the lead role. It was also the first of several major hits
for Scott, including Blade Runner (1982), Thelma and Louise (1991), Gladiator
(2000), and Black Hawk Down (2001).

Alien takes place on the Nostromo, a spaceship that transports mineral ore back to
Earth from mining operations on other planets. On its return, the ship receives a dis-
tress signal from a nearby planet. The crew is instructed to respond to the signal and
lands on the planet. Once they land, they find that the distress signal is coming from
an alien spaceship. They discover the corpse of an alien and a room full of eggs. One
of the eggs hatches and a small alien creature latches onto the face of Executive Officer
Kane (John Hurt). The crew returns to the Nostromo with Kane. Eventually, the alien
detaches itself from Kane’s face and dies on its own. Later, a seemingly healthy Kane
begins to choke during a meal, and in what has become an iconic film moment, an
alien being explodes from his chest.

From that point forward, the Alien begins to hunt and kill the seven-member crew
one by one. Because the spaceship is a civilian vessel, the crew has to improvise weap-
ons to use against what seems to be the unstoppable Alien. The film follows the crew
members, led by Warrant Officer Ripley (Weaver), in trying to track down and destroy
the Alien, which continues to grow, reaching its full size within hours.

Alien
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Sigourney Weaver in the role of Ripley in the 1979 film Alien.
(Hulton Archive/Getty Images)

Perhaps the most striking fea-
ture of the film is Weaver’s char-
acterization of Ripley as the
assertive, even aggressive leader
of the hunt for the Alien. While
female stars had been a mainstay
of Hollywood films for decades,
their roles usually involved glam-
orous portrayals. Weaver’s Ripley
is a strong, physical character,
one who uses both her intelli-
gence and physical abilities to
destroy the Alien. This turn as
the heroic Ripley launched Weav-
er’s career, making her one of the
hottest properties in Hollywood.
Unfortunately, even though the
Ripley character as a filmic pro-
tagonist was cheered by audi-
ences, and pointed the way
toward casting women as intellec-
tually and physically capable fig-
ures—such as Linda Hamilton
in the Terminaror sequels and
Demi Moore in G. 1. Jane—
Hollywood has resisted portray-
ing female characters in these tra-
ditionally male roles.

The production design of
Alien is superb. Very few directors
demonstrate Scott’s attention to
detail in regard to set design, cos-
tumes, and makeup. While his follow-up, Blade Runner, is often considered to have
had more influence on subsequent science fiction films, Alien already displayed many
of the design elements that mark his later films. Thus, like Blade Runner, the future
in Alien is depicted as a grimy, decaying, postindustrial world. Interestingly, while dys-
topian themes had long been a feature of science fiction films, the narrative settings
were traditionally brighter and more efficient. In Alen, though, the ship, where almost
all the action takes place, is a clunking hulk, its corridors narrow and dark; and because
the story is set in space, there obviously is nowhere for the crew members to go.

Scott faced much the same problem that Steven Spielberg confronted when he
made Jaws in 1975: as with a 25-foot shark, even an alien with an elongated head
and long, razor sharp teeth dripping with toxic saliva becomes less frightening the
more audiences see it. Like Spielberg, Scott chose not to reveal too much too soon.
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Throughout the film, then, the true horror of the alien creature is revealed to us slowly,
part by part. Scott’s decision proved to be a good one, as keeping the alien hidden away
within the dark recesses of the ship, and not revealing exactly what it looks like, kept
audiences on the edge of their seats.

Alien was produced for $11 million and made $81 million domestically. It was
nominated for Best Set Design and took home the Oscar for Best Visual Effects. The
film spawned three sequels: Aliens (1986), Alien 3 (1992), and Alien Resurrection
(1997). Although Weaver starred in all three sequels, Scott would not return to direct
any of them.

See also: Scott, Ridley; Science Fiction Film, The
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ALL ABOUT EVE. In the history of the American cinema, no other film has set
more records than A/l abour Eve. Opening at New York’s Roxy Theatre on October 13,
1950, the picture was nominated for 14 Academy Awards (a record matched only by
James Cameron’s Titanic), including Best Actress nods for Bette Davis and Anne
Baxter. Joseph L. Mankiewicz won awards for Best Screenplay and Best Director, and
by the end of the evening, the film had captured six Oscars, including Best Picture.

Mankiewicz based his script on a short story/radio play by actress/playwright Mary Orr
that appeared in the May 1946 issue of International Cosmopolitan Magazine as “The
Wisdom of Eve.” He began work on Best Performance (as it was initially titled) in the fall
of 1949 and found his greatest challenge to be casting the lead roles. Although Darryl
Zanuck’s preference for the female lead was Marlene Dietrich, Mankiewicz prevailed
and he signed Claudette Colbert to play the part. Two weeks before filming was to begin,
however, Colbert was forced to withdraw because of an accident. Enter Bette Davis.

All about Eve is a classic tale of ambition and deception in that most sacrosanct of
institutions, the theatre. It is the story of Margo Channing (Davis), an aging actress
who, upon reaching the dreaded age of 40 is experiencing, in Mankiewicz’s words,
“a kind of professional menopause” and feels the dazzling light of her celebrity
beginning to fade (Mankiewicz and Carey, 1972). Perhaps that is why she is vulner-
able to the mawkish adoration lavished upon her by the young ingénue Eve Harring-
ton (Baxter), who is impatiently waiting in the wings to take Margo’s place. Eve is
ruthless, calculating, and thoroughly manipulative. From a very early age, she con-
structed a fantasy life for herself, and, by her own admission, “it got so that I
couldn’t tell the real from the unreal except that the unreal seemed more real to me...”

(Mankiewicz and Carey).
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Mankiewicz’s inspiration for the character of Margo Channing was Peg Woffington
of the Old Drury Lane, a formidable actress of eighteenth-century English theatre.
When All about Eve was released, however, it was rumored that Margo was modeled
on the life and career of Tallulah Bankhead. Davis did not have to borrow from anyone
else’s life, though, as she could well identify with the character of Margo. A celebrated
actress, Davis, who was 41 herself, was dropped by Warner Bros. and feared that her
career was over. But she was cheered by critics for her work in A/ abour Eve—many
characterized it as her “signature performance”—and after the film was released, Davis
was back on top. In addition to her Oscar nomination, she won the prestigious New
York Critics Circle Award as well as the award for Best Female Performance at the
Cannes Film Festival.

Described as a brilliant “needle-sharp study of bitchery in the Broadway theater”
(Time, 1950) and as “the greatest woman’s picture of all time” (Geist, 164), All abour
Eve explored the dilemma confronting the 1950s woman forced to choose between a
career and marriage. The nineteenth-century ideal of the “cult of domesticity,” it
may be argued, was reborn in post—World War II, suburban America, with hearth
and home once again marking out the proper domain for the 1950s woman. Faced
with mounting pressure to conform to society’s expectations, women were now marry-
ing earlier and forgoing careers. Indeed, even Margo Channing, the tough, fiercely in-
dependent, enormously successful actress, is given to self-doubt on this issue and fears
one day ending up an “old maid.” She even admits to Karen that she feels incomplete
without a man in her life. In the end, Margo—leading the way for her adoring female
fans—chooses wedded bliss over a career, literally falling into the strong, protective
arms of her lover who allays her fears: “Bill’s here, baby. Everything’s all right, now.”
The lion is tamed, then, and society can rest assured that gender balance has been
restored.

See also: Melodrama, The; Women in Film
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ALL QUIET ON THE WESTERN FRONT. Released in 1930, A/l Quiet on the
Western Front was directed by Lewis Milestone and starred Lew Ayres as the principal
character, Paul Baumer. Adapted from Erich Maria Remarque’s 1929 novel /m Westen
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Nichts Neues, it won the Academy Award for Best Picture and Best Director. Since its
release, it has been cited on many lists as a classic American film. In 1990, it was
selected for preservation by the Library of Congress’s National Film Registry.

Author Remarque was 18 years old when he volunteered for service in the German
army and was sent to the Western Front. He suffered a leg injury, was hospitalized,
and survived the war. After working as a school teacher for a time, he gained sudden
fame—and considerable notoriety—when /m Westen Nichts Neues was published. At
the time, National Socialism was becoming a powerful tool in promoting the militaris-
tic ambitions of the Varerland. Although the novel was remarkably apolitical and dis-
passionate in its refusal to take sides in regard to the Great War, it was banned in
Germany. In a poignant passage near the end of the book, the narrator speaks rhetori-
cally to the enemy: “Why do they never tell us that you are just poor devils like us, that
your mothers are just as anxious as ours, and that we have the same fear of death, and
the same dying and the same agony—Forgive me, comrade; how could you be my
enemy? If we threw away these rifles and this uniform you could be my brother. . ..”
Still later, as he is dying, the soldier declares in his diary: “I am young, I am twenty years
old; yet I know nothing of life but despair, death, fear, and fatuous superficiality
cast over an abyss of sorrow.... Our knowledge of life is limited to death... .
What would our fathers do if we suddenly stood up and came before them and
proffered our account?” When Hitler and the Nazis burned /m Westen Nichts Neues
after they came to power in the 1930s, Remarque regarded the act as a badge
of honor.

Both book and film pick up the action in August 1914, when the German Schlief-
fen Plan was succeeding in carrying the Kaiser’s armies through Belgium and deep into
France. By early 1915, however, British and French resistance brought the advance to a
standstill. The war of maneuver was over; now the perversely stultifying fight on the
Western Front would be waged between opposing armies dug into trenches that
stretched for hundreds of miles while sometimes lying only yards apart.

The narrative is viewed through the eyes of a German infantryman. As opposed to
the book’s impressionistic scattering of sketches, episodes, and flashbacks to the prewar
days, Milestone’s adaptation rewrites the story into a chronological narrative, adding
many sequences of actual combat. We see the protagonist, Paul (Lew Ayres), leave
his school, slog through the trenches, endure the horrors of amputation and disease,
enjoy a brief respite with some German peasant girls, return home on leave to a home-
land that he neither recognizes nor understands, return to battle, and suffer a leg injury
that places him in the hands of surgeons all too eager to amputate and nuns blinded to
the war by an insular faith. In a climactic scene not included in the novel, while
trapped in a trench in “No-Man’s-Land,” Paul is shot dead while reaching up to touch
a butterfly.

If there is a villain here, it is the schoolmaster, Kantorek (Arnold Lucy), whose patri-
otic exhortations to his students conclude with the line, “Won’t you join up, com-
rades?” In a powerful scene that is not found in the book—it was conceived by
playwright Maxwell Anderson—Paul returns to his village after years of fighting.
When he visits his old teacher, he is shocked to hear him delivering the same patriotic
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speech to the new students. Paul angrily turns on Kantorek and delivers a stern warn-
ing to him and the students about the brutality of war.

In his study of the film, Andrew Kelly (Kelly, 2005) sums up the qualities that
qualify it for inclusion in the company of other great World War I films: “It brings
together—indeed, helped establish—the classic themes of the antiwar film, book, play
and poem: the enemy as comrade, the brutality of militarism; the slaughter of trench
warfare; the betrayal of a nation’s youth by old men revelling in glory, the incompe-
tence of the High Command; the suffering at home .. . the dead; and the forgotten
men who survived.”

See also: War Film, The
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ALLTHE KING’S MEN. Robert Rossen’s A/ the King’s Men is a 1949 film version
of Robert Penn Warren’s novel by the same name. The novel appeared in 1947, and
Rossen’s picture was the first film version to appear. Steven Zaillian’s remake appeared
in 2006. The film presents the corrupting power of politics and the danger of dema-
goguery; the film and the novel also make claims about the pervasiveness of corruption
among all human beings.

The film contains all of the main characters of the novel, but it gives primary atten-
tion to Willie Stark (Broderick Crawford), while it could be argued that Jack Burden
and Willie Stark are at least equally important in the novel. The later film version
comes closer to capturing the essence of the novel, focusing more on the Burden char-
acter and his philosophical ruminations.

Set in a southern state, Stark is first seen as a candidate for county treasurer who
draws attention to greed and malfeasance by some local elected officials. Although he
loses the election, he is successful at exposing a crooked arrangement between the
county government and the builder of the local school. He subsequently gains notori-
ety when faulty construction leads to the death of a number of schoolchildren. At this
point he is depicted as an honest politician possessing genuine care for the people.

Eventually, Stark is recruited to run for governor as a means of dividing the rural
vote and ensuring the victory of the candidate of the city-based political machine. In
the midst of the race, there is an abrupt transformation in Stark. He realizes that he
has been duped and instead of giving up, he becomes the voice of the people. He labels
himself a “hick,” just like the poor citizens of his state, and presents himself as their
advocate, running a tireless campaign against the machine. As a political figure, the



All the King’s Men

Broderick Crawford addresses the crowd from the balcony of his campaign headquarters in the 1948
political drama A/l The King’s Men, based on the life of Louisiana governor Huey Long. The film was
directed by Robert Rossen for Columbia. (Hulton Archive/Getty Images)

Stark character is patterned after Huey Long, the flamboyant Louisiana politician who
was elected governor in 1928 and assassinated in 1935, most probably because of his
support for policies such as transferring wealth from the rich to the poor.

While Stark loses his first campaign for governor, he develops a taste for politics and
wins an impressive victory in the next race. As governor, he breaks the law and runs
roughshod over the state legislature, ruling as a demagogue and a tyrant. There is
always a sense of mixed motives in Stark. He starts out as a faithful husband, a man
who is restrained in his appetites; but the seductive quality of political power seems
to unleash his desires. After becoming governor, he frequently imbibes and satisfies
his sexual urges with a string of mistresses. His relationship with his wife becomes a
formality, and in his relationships with his father and son he is cold and distant. Ironi-
cally, it seems that the more personally corrupt he becomes, the more he fights for his
dispossessed citizens.

Significantly, while most of the characters in A/l the King’s Men are portrayed as
politically corrupt, they are not all depicted in this way. Politics, then, according to
Warren and Rossen, is not necessarily an inherently corrupting practice; but it certainly
contributes to and encourages corruption. As was mentioned, the novel and the film
are not only about political corruption: they also suggest that all people tend toward
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the corrupt. With this in mind, the character of Jack Burden acts as the prophetic pres-
ence in both the novel and film, giving expression to this notion of the ubiquity of
human imperfection.

Cautionary tales, both the novel and the film still end on a redemptive note. In the
novel, Burden ultimately commits to do the good work of the populist politician; and
in the film, he and Sadie Burke, who had been Stark’s lover and political collaborator,
agree in a brief scene to carry on the good work that Stark had initiated.

See also: Politics and Film
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AMERICAN GRAFFITI. Before Star Wars, before Indiana Jones, before critics such
as Peter Biskind and David Thomson blamed him for the “decline” of American cin-
ema, George Lucas made American Graffiti, a film about a land not so far away in a
time not so long ago. The film won rave reviews, spawned a hugely successful and
influential soundtrack, earned five Oscar nominations (including Best Picture, Best
Director, and Best Screenplay), and pulled in over $100 million at the box office—a
figure that, adjusted for inflation, places it among the top fifty grossing films in Ameri-
can history. Over 40 years later, the film retains its position within the popular pan-
theon—as evinced by its inclusion in the American Film Institute’s list of the 100
greatest American films in 1998 and 2007

Lucas could have scarcely imagined such success when he began the screenplay after
the failure of his debut film, 7HX 71138 (1971). He set his story in 1962, the year he
graduated high school, and based most of the exploits of the film’s main characters
on his own teenage experiences. Lucas wanted to document the world he once knew
and communicate that memory to Americans too young to have experienced it
firsthand.

The film unfolds over the course of one long summer night, centering on events in
the lives of John Milner (Paul Le Mat), Terry Fields (Charles Martin Smith), Steve
Bolander (Ron Howard), and Curt Henderson (Richard Dreyfuss). John is a 22-
year-old drag racer who senses his own obsolescence, while Terry remains wedded to
the mythology surrounding John. If this duo is tethered to a dying world, Steve and
Curt are poised to break out of it. They are scheduled to depart the next day for col-
lege. Initially the most enthusiastic advocate of escaping their “turkey town,” Steve ulti-
mately cannot bear to leave his girlfriend, Laurie (Cindy Williams). The bright but
indecisive Curt reverses Steve’s trajectory. The night’s events compel him to reconsider
his reluctance to leave his hometown. As such, the next morning Curt leaves alone.
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Mel’s drive-in from American Grafitti (1973), directed by George Lucas. (MCA/Universal Pictures/
Photofest)

Postscripts reveal their fates: John dies in an automobile accident; Terry is reported
missing-in- action in Vietnam; Steve sells insurance in Modesto; Curt lives and writes
in Canada.

American Graffiti rekindled a fascination for the “long ’50s,” that period extending
roughly from the end of World War II through our beginnings in Vietnam, 1945—
1965. It also inspired a wave of imitators—including the long running, immensely
popular sitcoms Happy Days and Laverne & Shirley. These two shows underscored their
connection to American Graffiti by casting Ron Howard and Cindy Williams as leads.
While Happy Days would undertake some culturally dubious projects in sanitizing the
era, it would be a mistake to project its cultural sins back upon the film that inspired it.
American Graffiti does not posit the long ’50s as a better, simpler, more innocent time.
It endorses Curt’s decision to embrace the ’60s. He certainly fares better than those
who cannot, or will not, leave the *50s behind. Steve retreats to the suburbs, choosing
a career, insurance, that by its very nature privileges safety and caution. John, the *50s
greaser, dies a violent death, one that symbolizes the passing of the *50s and its hot-rod
culture. Terry’s fate speaks to the cultural consequences of the Vietnam War, which left
the nation adrift, lost, its cultural narratives besieged, its sense of self embattled.

While Curt does not emerge from the *60s unscathed, he is alive and pursuing a
career that allows for self-expression. Indeed, Curt’s fate is expressive of Lucas’s basic
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maxim: we should embrace freedom while accepting the uncertainties our choices
entail. In that sense, Curt resembles THX, Lucas’s first hero, who, having been sen-
tenced to a prison with no restraints other than the fear of its inmates, escapes by simply
walking out. Like THX, Curt shuns the security of a constrained, regimented world for
a freer, more uncertain future. This message, and its encoding of the shift from the ’50s
to the ’60s as a moment of liberating possibilities, would also serve as the keynote for a
series of cinematic meditations on the transition from the *50s to the ’60s, including
The Wanderers (1979), Dirty Dancing (1987), and Pleasantville (1998).
See also: Lucas, George
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AMERICAN IN PARIS, AN. Vincente Minnelli and Gene Kelly’s second collabora-
tion (following 1948’s The Pirate) was one of the most celebrated musicals of its time,
receiving six Academy Awards, including honors for screenplay, musical score, cinema-
tography, and as the best picture of 1951. It also provided the occasion for Gene Kelly’s
only Oscar, an honorary award bestowed “not only because of his extreme versatility as
an actor, singer, director, and dancer, but because of his specific and brilliant achieve-
ments in the art of choreography on film.”

Conceived as a platform for the music of the Gershwins, the plot is straightforward.
Jerry Mulligan (Kelly), a former GI, has remained in Paris to pursue the life of a painter.
Jerry lives in the same building as his friend Adam (Oscar Levant, a well-known Gersh-
win associate), a concert pianist who never performs. Jerry meets and falls in love with
Lise Bouvier (Leslie Caron), a young woman engaged to Henri Baurel, an entertainer
(Georges Guétary, in a part originally intended for Maurice Chevalier) who, it happens,
once employed Adam. Though Lise feels indebted to Henri for sheltering her during
the war, she cannot deny her connection with Jerry. Meanwhile, Jerry becomes involved
with a wealthy divorcée, Milo Roberts (Nina Foch), who routinely “sponsors” artists as
away of picking them up. On the eve of Lise and Henri’s marriage, the major characters
attend a ball, where Henri overhears Lise telling Jerry that they cannot be together.
Broken-hearted, Jerry confesses his feelings for Lise to Milo, who is stung; a deleted
scene indicates that Milo will next sponsor Adam. Henri and Lise depart, and Jerry
re-imagines his pursuit of Lise in the form of a ballet. Following the ballet, Henri and
Lise return—apparently Henri has gallantly stepped aside so that Lise and Jerry can
be together. Lise and Jerry run toward each other and embrace on the steps.

Jerry’s reverie is the film’s climax, an extraordinarily ambitious 17-minute ballet set
to Gershwin’s tone poem “An American in Paris.” Virtually a separate production—
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Minnelli even employed a different cinematographer, John Alton—the initial budget
for the ballet added over $500,000 to the film’s cost of about $2 million, and it
required six more weeks of production time. Unsurprisingly, these plans met with re-
sistance, but Minnelli, Kelly, and producer Arthur Freed were adamant. Minnelli had
experimented with increasingly elaborate ballet sequences in Ziegfeld Follies (1946
[shot 1944]), Yolanda and the Thief (1945), and The Pirate; the milestone British film
The Red Shoes (1948), along with Kelly’s well-received ballet in On the Town (1949),
suggested to them that audiences were prepared for the complexity of the “American
in Paris Ballet.” The production depicts Parisian locales in the style of paintings associ-
ated with them: the Place de la Concorde fountain a la Dufy, a flower market a la
Manet, the Place de 'Opéra a la Van Gogh, and so on. The dancers form part of these
tableaux—for instance, Kelly dances in a Montmartre café while costumed as
Toulouse-Lautrec’s Chocolat—so that the ballet evokes a series of choreographed
three-dimensional paintings. Rather than transferring dance to the screen like The
Red Shoes, the film offers what Kelly termed a “cineballet,” an artform that truly merges
cinema with ballet.

During rehearsals, Kelly’s wife Betsy Blair was named in Red Channels, a publication
that allegedly identified subversives working in the entertainment industry. Blair’s poli-
tics were forthrightly leftist (she once attempted to join the Communist Party), and she
was soon blacklisted. Relatively more moderate, Kelly was still a progressive—for in-
stance, he was a member of the Committee for the First Amendment, formed in sup-
port of the Hollywood Ten. Though outwardly apolitical, An American in Pariss
representation of the pitfalls of entangling “sponsorships”—whether Henri’s sponsor-
ship of Lise or Milo’s of Jerry—seems influenced by anxiety that even well-meaning
affiliations with the wrong people can have disastrous consequences. That the narrative
resorts to a fantasy ballet as the solution to this problem suggests that the filmmakers
believed that art could somehow transcend politics. Of course, reality is less forgiving:
partly because of the political climate, Kelly was not present to accept his honorary
Oscar—he and his family moved to Europe in late 1951.

See also: Kelly, Gene; Musical, The
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ANGELS WITH DIRTY FACES. The gangster films of the 1930s provided the first
significant test of the new Production Code adopted by the board of directors of the
Motion Picture Producers and Distributors Association in 1930. Although adherence
to the Code was voluntary until the formation of the Production Code Administration
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Angels with Dirty Faces

James Cagney (left) stars as Rocky Sullivan and Pat O’Brien as Jerry Connolly in Angels with Dirty
Faces, 1938. (Silver Screen Collection/Hulton Archive/Getty Images)

16

(PCA) in 1934, films such as Little Caesar (1930) and The Public Enemy (1931)
attempted to mitigate objections that they glorified criminal behavior by claiming—
as did the tite card of The Public Enemy—that they sought only “to honestly depict
an environment that exists today in a certain strata of American life.” Angels with Dirty
Faces (1938) was the first film of this genre to respond specifically to the provisions of
the Code by offering the “compensatory values” that PCA chair Joseph Breen
demanded.

In the film, boyhood friends Rocky Sullivan (James Cagney) and Jerry Connolly
(Pat O’Brien) attempt to commit a petty crime and are chased by the police. Jerry
escapes, but Rocky is caught and sent to reform school, beginning his descent into a
life of crime that is illustrated through a rapid montage of blazing guns, gangland
attacks, and blaring newspaper headlines. After a stint in prison, Rocky returns to his
old neighborhood where Jerry is now the pastor of the urban Catholic parish where
he and Rocky were once altar boys. Inadvertently, the two friends become locked in a
battle for the hearts and souls of a gang of delinquents (the Dead End Kids), and while
the earnest priest coaches their basketball team in a decrepit gym, Rocky’s charisma
and prosperous lifestyle prove more seductive. Jerry then spearheads a reform effort



Angels with Dirty Faces

that leads to the arrest and conviction of Rocky, who is sentenced to death. In prison,
Jerry asks Rocky for a final sacrifice—to go to the chair a coward as an object lesson for
“the boys” he fears he has otherwise lost. Although Rocky initially refuses to surrender
his dignity in this way, he breaks down as he is led into the execution chamber and begs
not to die. In the final scene, Jerry confirms to the boys that Rocky indeed died a cow-
ard, and then leads them out of their basement hideout to “say a prayer for a boy who
couldn’t run as fast as I could.”

Counterpoising the criminal Rocky with the virtuous Jerry allowed the film to
exploit the explicit violence of the gangster movie genre—a formula that guaranteed
profit—while simultaneously responding to the concerns of Breen and the PCA. As a
devout Catholic, Breen not only controlled the imprimatur of the PCA, but he had
tremendous influence over the newly formed Legion of Decency, a public pressure
group that, perhaps even more than the PCA, gave teeth to the Code. Although the
Irish Catholic Rocky exemplified the ethnic stereotypes of urban violence to which
Breen and the Legion objected, the character of Jerry offered a compensatory figure
who, like Rocky, was also the product of an urban Catholic childhood. Not only did
the character provide the necessary moral recompense that ameliorated any opposition
the PCA or the Legion might retain toward the film, but O’Brien’s saintly depiction of
Fr. Jerry became the prototype of the courageous cinematic priest, who personified the
moral conscience of a nation at a time when Catholicism was still viewed with deep
suspicion by most Americans. From Spencer Tracy’s Fr. Flanagan in Boys Town
(1938) to Karl Malden’s Fr. Barry in On the Waterfront (1954), the tough-minded
Catholic priest—preferably one of Irish extraction who, like Fr. Jerry, could take down
an opponent with a single punch—became an unlikely American hero.

Despite Jerry’s impeccable virtue, however, the significance of Rocky’s final actions
(presented only in shadows) remains murky. Explicitly, the film resolves the question
of Rocky’s breakdown in favor of Jerry’s request, as Jerry tearfully gazes heavenward
while Rocky begs for mercy. Implicitly, however, the motivation for Rocky’s action
remains ambiguous, with the moralizing ending preferred by the PCA offering only
one possible interpretation. In popular culture, Cagney’s unrepentant Rocky became
the more enduring character.

See also: Gangster Film, The; Hays Office and Censorship, The
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Annie Hall

ANNIE HALL. Annie Hall (1977) is considered Woody Allen’s first masterpiece, a
film that redefined the romantic comedy. It is the story of the rise and fall of the
romantic relationship between Alvy Singer (Allen) and Annie Hall (Diane Keaton).
The film was a tour de force, employing numerous cinematic and narrative techniques,
including animation, visual effects, flashbacks, and breaking the fourth wall by having
the lead character directly address the audience. It also established Diane Keaton as a
star, and made the character of Annie Hall into a pop culture phenomenon, with thou-
sands of women adopting her quirky style of dress and favorite catch phrase: La-dee-
da, La-dee-da. The film opens with Singer, who is a stand-up comic, addressing the
audience directly. He relates two jokes that define his adult life as it pertains to relation-
ships with women, announces that he and Annie broke up, and then briefly describes
his childhood. The juxtaposition of these narrative elements serves to establish the con-
text for his character and how his childhood (which is examined later in the film)
played a key role in his relationship with women.

Annie Hall begins with a joke and ends with a joke. In framing this incredibly com-
plex, and oddly serious, film in this way, Allen may be turning our attention back to
Freud and his work, Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious. There, Freud described
the joke as a linguistic envelope containing sublimated desires and complex ideas.
Allen, it seems, agrees; and thus, with Annie Hall, he appears to be reminding the
viewer that while comedy shouldn’t be taken too seriously, for him it remains the best

way to explore the seriousness of life.

Actor Diane Keaton talks to actor and director Woody Allen on the roof of a building in a still from
Allen’s film Annie Hall. (United Artists/Getty Images)

18



Apocalypse Now

In the opening monologue, Allen says of his breakup with Anne, “I just can’t get my
mind around it.” While at first this may seem to be merely another way of saying he’s hav-
ing a difficult time reconciling the situation, in the next scene we realize that the statement
has a deeper philosophical meaning. After Alvy returns from meeting Annie in California,
he is watching a rehearsal of his play. The stage scene being rehearsed is a reenactment of
the last meeting between Alvy and Annie, except that in the play, “Sally” agrees to return
to New York with “Alvy,” confessing her love for him. Once it is revealed to the (film) audi-
ence that Alvy has created a scene that alters the reality of his situation, he looks directly
into the camera and says: “What do you want? It was my first play. You know how you're
always trying to get things to come out perfect in art because it’s real difficult in life.” Here,
it seems, what Allen appears to be saying is that the struggle to get his “mind around” the
situation represents an attempt, both filmically and literally, to trope and redefine emo-
tional boundaries—again, the frivolity of comedy exposing the seriousness of life.

Allen originally envisioned this movie as a murder mystery, with a subplot about a
romance. During script revisions, he decided to drop the murder plot, which he and
Marshall Brickman later revisited in Manhattan Murder Mystery (1993). Interestingly,
the film’s working title was “Anhedonia”—the inability to feel pleasure. It could refer
to Annie’s incapacity to feel anything without the aid of marijuana—Alvy tries desper-
ately to convince her that she does not need to smoke in order to enjoy sex: isn’t he
enough?—but it also may refer to Alvy’s failure to enjoy life. Annie likens him to the
“dying city” of New York, an island incapable of feeling. Film critic Roger Ebert claims
that the film establishes its tone by constantly switching tones. This switching reflects
the restless mind of the filmmaker, but also implicates his surroundings, New York
City, which he and Alvy refuse to leave. As Allen demonstrates in the opening sequence
of Manhattan, the artist struggles to find his voice.

Annie Hall won four Academy Awards, including Best Picture, Best Director, Best
Screenplay, and Best Actress (Keaton). Annie Hall marks Allen’s transition away from
screwball comedy and toward the seriocomedy subgenre he would master in the
1980s. Annie Hall is also the first of three films that explore the relationship between
the artist and his art. The others are Manhattan and Stardust Memories.

See also: Allen, Woody
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APOCALYPSE NOW.  Apocalypse Now (1979) was supposed to be the first major
studio film to address the Vietnam War since The Green Berets in 1968. Co-written
and directed by Francis Ford Coppola, the film’s production was fraught with prob-

lems—a typhoon, political unrest, health emergencies, among others—that took it
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Actor Robert Duvall watches as bombs explode in the distance in a scene from Apocalypse Now shot
on May 15, 1976, in the Philippines. The movie was one of a number of anti-war films made from
1978 to 1989 that depicted the gruesome brutality of the conflict in Southeast Asia and that sug-
gested that the American presence in Vietnam had been tragically wrong. (Getty Images)

millions over budget and years past its planned release date. Eagerly awaited but
derided as “Apocalypse Never” in the press, it was preceded in 1978 by Michael Cimi-
no’s The Deer Hunter, which created a sensation that blunted the later film’s impact on
both critics and the public. Eventually grossing over $150 million worldwide,
Apocalypse Now garnered six Academy Award nominations but just two wins, for cin-
ematography and sound editing, the latter an acknowledgment of its pioneering use
of surround sound. The film did not inspire a national conversation about the Viet-
nam War, as Platoon would seven years later, but its disturbing collage of brilliant
imagery, hallucinatory music, and literary allusion established it as an iconic text of
the era and cemented Coppola’s reputation as a virtuoso filmmaker.

Inspired by Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, Apocalypse Now also contains allu-
sions to The Odyssey and Dante’s Inferno as it follows Captain Willard on his quest to
assassinate Colonel Kurtz, a rogue American officer who has formed a murderous war-
rior cult deep in the Cambodian jungle. Willard and his naval escort travel upriver, a
metaphorical journey that represents the United States’ descent into the Vietnam quag-
mire, humanity’s descent into the madness of war, and a mythic voyage away from civ-
ilization and into the primitive past. The film unfolds as a series of bizarre vignettes
that comment on the Vietnam War’s internal contradictions and the seductive nature
of violence: a devastating helicopter assault on a pastoral but well-armed Vietnamese
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village so that American soldiers may surf the nearby waters; a USO show in which
pinups dressed as cowgirls and Indians invoke the link between sex and savagery as
they whip their GI audience into a riotous frenzy; and a bridge at the furthest reaches
of American influence, where soldiers rebuild every day only to be bombed every
night, and no one is in command. The little boat on which Willard and company
travel represents order and reason, but the jungle slowly encroaches: a tiger and later
spear-throwing natives attack them, the men use palm fronds to replace a damaged
canopy, and they coat their faces with the shadowy greens of camouflage paint. When
the survivors arrive in Kurtz's realm, they find a wonderland of violence and despair.
Kurtz, filmed solely in silhouette and hatchet light, is an articulate but brutish giant
of martial authority who has clearly gone insane. Everywhere, the fruits of his madness
are realized as corpses dangling from the trees. And yet Kurtz’s assessment of the war
seems remarkably clear: “We train young men to drop fire on people, but their
commanders won’t allow them to write ‘fuck’ on their airplanes because it’s obscene.”

In this irony, Apocalypse Now exposes the madness of war itself, and in some ways
the film offers an explicit critique of the Vietham War, which did encompass elective
battles fought for dubious gain, the slaking of rapacious sexual appetites, and futile
campaigns to destroy bridges and other military objectives (in reality, Vietnamese
bridges, repeatedly targeted by American bombs). At the same time, the original cut
of the film makes no attempt to establish the postcolonial, political context of the
war, an omission the more didactic Apocalypse Now Redux (2001) amends with lengthy
scenes at a French plantation. Apocalypse Now treats the Vietnam War as myth, deper-
sonalizing its critique of American imperialism by rendering the war in grotesquely
broad strokes that preempt the audience’s emotional identification with the main char-
acters. While 1979 audiences may have read antiwar sentiment into the film—the title
is a twist on the slogan “Peace Now!”—their own memories of the conflict probably
informed that interpretation. Divorced from its post-Vietnam context, the film is
politically ambiguous, as it fetishizes violence by depicting helicopters and napalm
strikes in beautiful tableaux.

Apocalypse Now ends with the actual ritual slaughter of a water buffalo crosscut with
footage of Willard butchering Kurtz, suggesting sacrificial purification to serve the
greater good. For his actions, Kurtz’s followers seem to regard Willard as a god, and
when he drops his weapon, they drop theirs. Willard leads the sole survivor of his origi-
nal cohort back to the boat, and it heads downstream. Kurtz offers a final voice-over
benediction, “The horror, the horror,” borrowed directly from Heart of Darkness. Cop-
pola shot footage for months without an ending in mind, rendering the production of
the film as aimless as the war itself. The bizarre resolution Coppola stumbled upon left
audiences confused and failed to provoke a consistent emotional response that might
have coalesced into a cultural reevaluation of the Vietham War and American soldiers’
role in it. By his own admission in the film’s printed program (there were no credits on-
screen), Coppola’s intent was not to tell a story, but rather to “create a film experience
that would give its audience a sense of the horror, the madness, the sensuousness, and
the moral dilemma of the Vietnam War.” Apocalypse Now placed ambivalence and
ambiguity at the center of the Vietnam narrative and, in so doing, approximated an
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essential truth of America’s Vietham misadventure, which remains a heavily disputed
tangle of myth and memory.
See also: Coppola, Francis Ford; War Film, The
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BADLANDS. Terrence Malick’s Badlands (1973) is representative of the kind of mov-
ies directed by a relatively small number of brilliant ilmmakers—Arthur Penn, Roman
Polanski, Martin Scorsese, Francis Ford Coppola, and Robert Altman come to mind—
whose work acted as a disruptive force in American cinema during the tumultuous decade
of the 1970s. Badlands was Malick’s second film, and in it, he began to knit together a the-
matic thread—the haunting, frightening experience of the fragile human being unceremo-
niously thrown into a capricious, indifferent state of nature—that would weave its way
through his subsequent works Days of Heaven (1978) and The Thin Red Line (1998). Fea-
turing two young actors making their feature film debuts—Martin Sheen as Kit and Sissy
Spacek as Holly—the film was loosely based on the real life story of Charles Starkweather
and Caril Ann Fugate, who went on a killing spree in Nebraska and Wyoming in 1957.

After another stultifying day working as a garbage collector, 25-year-old Kit spies 15-
year-old Holly twirling a baton in her front yard. Holly is immediately drawn to the boy-
ishly charming Kit, and the two begin to spend more and more time together, much to
the consternation of Holly’s father (Warren Oates), who is disturbed not only by the dif-
ference in their ages, but also by Kit’s profession. An argument ensues between the two
men after Holly’s father returns home one night to find Kit and Holly together in his
house. When Holly’s father goes to the phone to call the police, Kit pulls out a gun and
casually asks him, “Suppose I shot you, howd that be?” Startlingly, we have the sense that
Kit is posing some sort of depth-level existential question: How would it be if I shot some-
one? When he pulls the trigger a few seconds later, the moment seems both horrifying
and strangely inevitable—for Kit, there is no other choice, fate has determined that he
must have the answer to his question. (In a voice-over, Holly tells us that one of the things
that attracted her to Kit was the fact that to her, he looked like the actor James Dean.
Interestingly, this intertextual reference to James Dean, who had died tragically in a car
accident in 1955, links the angst-filled actor not only to the filmic character Kit, but also
to Sheen, who would go on to become a Vietnam-era filmic representative of dispossessed
American youth).

After her father is killed, Holly decides to flee with Kit in his car. The two survive by
living off the land until they are discovered by a group of bounty hunters. Kit manages
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to dispatch the entire group with rounds from a rifle, launching the couple’s killing
spree in earnest. Because Badlands followed what for its time was the hyperviolent Bon-
nie and Clyde, which had shocked, and thrilled, audiences when it was released in
1967, viewers had come to accept—and even to expect—Dbig-screen carnage. Unlike
Bonnie and Clyde, however, who were depicted as tragic antiheroes, Kit and Holly were
deeply troubling characters—joyless, bored, anesthetized, they seem unredeemable. In
the end, Kit is thrilled by his celebrity, even offering the man who is guarding him after
the two are captured his comb as a souvenir.

The breathtaking cinematography and spare, unsettling narrative focus of Malick’s
film impressed critics, most of whom knew they were watching something special.
Although it was a critical success, however, audiences generally stayed away, and the
film proved a box-office disappointment. The picture made its mark on other film-
makers, though; indeed, Oliver Stone—who directed Sheen’s son, Charlie, himself a
late twentieth-century/new millennium-era filmic representative of dispossessed
American youth, in Platoon—would revisit this theme in his 1997 film Natural Born
Killers. Oddly, Malick has only directed three other films since he made Badlands:
the aforementioned Days of Heaven and The Thin Red Line, and most recently The
New World (2005), a period piece about the clash between John Smith and the native
peoples he encountered in colonial Virginia. Even with this limited output, however,
Malick has established himself as an important American filmmaker.
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BAMBI. Walt Disney’s fifth animated feature film, Bambi (1942) is based on the 1923
book Bambi: Eine Lebensgeschichte aus dem Walde (Bambi: A Life in the Woods) by the
Austrian-Hungarian Jewish writer Felix Salten. Although Salten’s book is an adult alle-
gory, showing the growing threats toward European Jews in the period between the
World Wars, Disney, who had started working on the movie in the 1930s when the num-
ber of whitetail deer in the United States had been severely reduced, turned it into a seri-
ous film about the mismanagement of the U.S. forests, sending a message to American
audiences to treat nature with care and to defend it against human incursion. Signifi-
cantly, while Salten’s book was banned by the Nazis in Austria in 1936, after the release
of the film in the United States, Disney confronted vehement protests from the American
Rifleman’s Association, which accused him of having an antihunter bias.

Bambi is a coming-of-age story of a whitetail deer. As a fawn, Bambi explores the
forest with his closest friends, the rabbit Thumper, the skunk Flower, and the



doe-fawn Faline, and is introduced to its dangers by his mother. During the winter,
his mother is killed by a hunter, and Bambi, the son of the Great Prince of the For-
est, has to learn to live without her. When spring returns, Bambi, now taller and
stronget, falls in love with Faline and is forced to fight a rival buck who wants her
for his own. One morning, a fire sweeps through the forest. Bambi saves Faline,
who is being chased by hunting dogs, but during the escape, a dog bites his leg.
Close to giving up, he is reminded by his father that he needs to be strong; summon-
ing his courage, Bambi makes good his escape. One year later, Faline gives birth to
twins, and Bambi, watching his father leave, takes over his role as the new Great
Prince of the Forest.

Bambi lost money at the box office when it was initially released—Disney failed to
duplicate the success of Snow White (1937)—although it did receive three Academy
Award nominations for Best Sound, Best Song, and Original Music Score. While to-
day the film is highly regarded—a sequel was made in 2006, and in 2008 the American
Film Institute included it on its list of the ten best animated movies—in 1942,
critics and audiences alike were deeply unsettled by the picture’s realism. War-weary
Americans, it seems, whose husbands and sons were dying in battle thousands of
miles from home, wanted to escape from reality rather than confront it in their local
movie theatres.

Bambi does indeed contain some of the most dramatic and frightening moments in
Disney animated film history: the forest fire; Faline’s desperate flight from fierce hunt-
ing dogs; Bambi’s clash with a rival buck; and especially the death of Bambi’s mother—
which still brings tears to the eyes of moviegoers and leaves many wondering if this
should even be considered a “children’s movie.” Interestingly, Disney’s own daughter
repeatedly reproached him for having Bambi’s mother die, but he argued that it was
part of the original novel.

Despite the criticism—and its lackluster commercial performance—Bambi proved
to be an important movie for Disney, particularly from a technical standpoint, as it
provided the special effects foundation for future animated feature films. Disney had
his artists carefully study the anatomy of real-life animals before they drew their filmic
characters, and this attention to detail showed in the strongly naturalized stylistics of
the picture, which captured even the smallest details of Bambi’s wildlife world.

See also: Animation; Coming-of-Age Film, The; Disney, Walt
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BATMAN. Tim Burton’s 1989 film Batman brought the fictional hero to a post-
Reagan-era America. Originally created by Bob Kane for DC Comics in 1939 as part
of the burgeoning “superhero” genre, the character of The Batman had gone through
several incarnations prior to the release of the film. Inspired by Frank Miller’s critically
acclaimed 1985 graphic novel Batman: The Dark Knight Returns, Burton’s protagonist
was no longer merely a “do-gooder” or an example of “pop art camp,” but a dark,
avenging force working against the cabals of modern organized crime.

After the success of the 1978 film Superman, “Batfilms Productions” was launched
to bring Superman’s contemporary and longtime comic book partner to the big screen.
After several attempts, the production team that finally produced results was that of
Peter Guber and Jon Peters. With a script by Sam Hamm and Warren Skaaren, a score
by Danny Elfman—with additional songs by musical sensation Prince—and Burton,
hot off of his back-to-back successes as director of Pee Wees Big Adventure (1987) and
Beetlejuice (1988), the release date of the new Bat-film was slated for the 50th anniver-
sary of the character’s debut.

Starring Michael Keaton as Batman/Bruce Wayne, Kim Basinger as his love interest
and acclaimed reporter Vicky Vale, and film icon Jack Nicholson as the equally iconic
villain the Joker, the film presents a dark and dangerous futuristic Gotham City in the
clutches of organized crime, its police and politicians as corrupt as the villains they are
allegedly seeking to bring to justice. As the story begins, rumors abound among the
underground of Gotham that a creature known as “The Batman” prowls the night, pun-
ishing evildoers. The audience soon learns that this vigilante is actually multimillionaire
Bruce Wayne, whose parents were killed, when he was a boy, by a common street thug,
inspiring him to dedicate his life to fighting crime in all its macabre forms. Early in the
film, Bruce meets Vicky, who has come to Gotham to investigate The Batman.

The film’s primary antagonist is the Joker. Originally hired thug Jack Napier, he is
caught in a liaison with the girlfriend of his employer, Boss Carl Grissom. Grissom sets
up Jack, who, while evading the police—and The Batman—falls into a vat of acid, per-
manently altering his appearance, making his skin ghostly white and his hair bright
green. Looking much like a Joker from a deck of cards, the now-insane Napier pro-
ceeds to wage war on Gotham and Batman. Before the story reaches its climax, Batman
learns that the Joker is in fact the person who murdered his parents. As the film con-
cludes, Batman has made a truce with Gotham Police Commissioner Jim Gordon
and provided the police with the symbolic “Bat-Signal” that allows them to call him
should he once again be needed.

The release of Batman gave rise to a wave of “Bat-mania” around the country. Part of
what made the film so popular, it seems, was its reintroduction of a decades-old charac-
ter that was relevant for a new generation. This Batman fought against the greed and
corruption that had become commonplace in the “me decade” of the 1980s. For those
whose only memory of Batman was the 1960s television series figure played by Adam
West, or the 1970s Saturday morning cartoon Superfriends, Burton’s Batman seemed a
startling reimagining of the character. But for those who had followed the comic series
religiously—particularly the gritty Denny O’Neil/Neil Adams offerings of the 1970s
and early ’80s—the film captured the joyfully disturbing quality of the real Batman.



Battleship Potemkin

Hoping to build on the positive audience reaction to the 1989 picture, filmmakers
produced a series of increasingly unsuccessful sequels throughout the 1990s: Bazman
Returns (1992), also directed by Burton; Batman Forever (1995), directed by Joel Schu-
macher and starring Val Kilmer; and Batman and Robin (1997), also directed by Schu-
macher, and starring George Clooney. After the disappointing returns on Batman and
Robin, the franchise would take a long hiatus undl finally returning to critical acclaim
in 2005 with the reboot film Basmman Begins, directed by the very talented Christopher
Nolan. It is likely that this hero and Hollywood will remain partners for many years
to come.

See also: Action-Adventure Film, The
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BATTLESHIP POTEMKIN. It is nearly impossible to overstate the significance of
Sergei Eisenstein’s Bartleship Potemkin (1925) in the development of world cinema.
Simultaneously a government-sponsored ode to the anti-Tsarist revolutions of 1905
and a bravura experiment in the use of montage, Potemkin is the greatest product of
the Russian Kuleshov School and the best example of Eisenstein’s cinematic theories
in action. Potemkin is worthy of consideration as one of the greatest films of all time,
particularly given the tremendous influence it had on the development of film editing
and on the overall work of scores of filmmakers inspired by Eisenstein’s work. Devotees
of the film usually praise either its formal qualities as a work of art or its ideologically
subversive messages and its status as an artifact of revolutionary propaganda under the
Soviet regime.

The latter has helped to make Potemkin into a hugely contentious film in the
West, one that was frequently edited for presentation or banned outright by various
governments. In England, the film was banned until 1954 for fear it might incite a
working-class revolution; even then it was released only with the controversial “X”
rating. By then the film had been recognized by the film community as a classic,
and was voted as greatest film in the first-ever international poll of critics and film-
makers at the 1958 Brussels World’s Fair. Today, Potemkin shows up in most univer-
sity film curriculums, and Eisenstein is mentioned with the great directors of the early
cinema.

Depictions of the revolutionary uprisings at the Black Sea port of Odessa were
originally meant to be a single episode in a larger film. Eisenstein had intended to
make an epic film to mark the 20th anniversary of the events of 1905, but found that
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A group of sailors with animal carcasses in a scene from the film Battleship Potemkin, directed by
Eisenstein in 1925. (Picture Post/Getty Images)
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the mutiny by the crew of the Potemkin contained enough drama to make it the focus
of a feature film. The film was based closely on the events of 1905, but as Roger Ebert
has noted, the film version of the story has become accepted as fact in some quarters.
After suffering a crushing naval defeat at Tsushima in May 1905 as part of the
Russo-Japanese War, the Russian Navy experienced a severe decline in morale, some-
thing that the Social Democratic Organization sought to exploit with anti-Tsarist
mutinies during the fall of 1905. Before this could happen, the crew of the Potemkin
spontaneously rebelled against poor shipboard conditions, killing seven officers and
creating chaotic conditions in Odessa.

In Eisenstein’s version of the events, the brutal and corrupt officers and an
Orthodox priest are shown to be complicit in their mistreatment of the crew, physically
abusing the sailors and feeding them maggot-infested meat that the chief medical offi-
cer deems edible. Using mostly nonprofessional actors to get the proper look for each
character, Eisenstein creates a collection of nefarious and authoritarian archetypal fig-
ures designed to elicit disgust for the Tsarist order and sympathy for the mutineers.
In protest of the rancid meat, the crew refuses to eat the soup provided for them.
The captain of the ship selects a group of men to be placed before a firing squad for
this transgression. It is here that the crew is inspired to revolt by the extremely
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Stalinesque Grigory Vakulinchuk (Aleksandr Antonov), a simple sailor who already has
some revolutionary inclinations. The uprising is successful, although Vakulinchuk is
killed.

Vakulinchuk’s body is then laid in state on the pier at Odessa, and his resting place
becomes a make-shift shrine and gathering place for revolutionary-minded citizens
who enthusiastically sail out to the ship with fresh supplies. The spectacle of the battle-
ship Potemkin and its surrounding supporters is enough to draw a large crowd to the
steps leading down toward the pier. Here begins what is arguably one of the most
famous sequences in the history of film, the Odessa Steps. Organized ranks of imperial
soldiers advance upon the terrified spectators, firing indiscriminately into the crowd,
causing a mass exodus of people from the steps. Men and women, the old and the
young, amputees, children, and babies all fall victim to the soldiers. The fleeing mob
is met below by Cossacks on horseback, who add to the carnage. The entire piece is
masterful, painting the Tsarists as bloodthirsty oppressors, and the masses as innocent
victims. By the end of the sequence, as the guns of the battleship Pozemkin roar in
response to the massacre, the faceless inhumanity of the Tsarist regime vindicates all
revolutionary sentiments. The Odessa steps sequence has been sampled by filmmakers
ever since, with perhaps the most famous homage coming in Brian De Palma’s 7he
Untouchables (1987). Other notable films that feature versions of the Odessa steps
are The Godfather (1972), Brazil (1985), and The Naked Gun 331/3: The Final Insult
(1994), where both Potemkin and The Untouchables are spoofed.

Potemkin's final reel concerns a squadron of ships that are dispatched to deal with
the wayward battleship, but in the end, they too are enticed to join the revolution.
Eisenstein’s film about the failed revolution of 1905 is therefore able to end on an opti-
mistic note, just as his government demanded. Battleship Potemkin was an effective
piece of propaganda for the Soviet state; but it is also a remarkable film, far outpacing
Eisenstein’s earlier effort from the same year, Strike. Jay Leyda notes how in watching
the two films in a single day, one can see the incredible speed with which Eisenstein
developed into a mature filmmaker. Potemkin was his first real artistic triumph, and
this film laid the groundwork for his later ones: October (1928), Alexander Nevsky
(1938), and fvan the Terrible (1944).

See also: Eisenstein, Sergei; Intellectual Montage; Silent Era, The
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BEST YEARS OF OUR LIVES, THE. A sensitive and realistic drama that reflects
the experiences shared by millions of Americans, The Best Years of Our Lives MGM,
1946) is the seminal drama of post—World War II America. The sixth and last film
made by the producer/director team of Samuel Goldwyn and William Wyler, it fol-
lows the difficulties three servicemen face adjusting to life after the war.

The film begins with the three veterans, Army Air Force captain Fred Darrow
(Dana Andrews), Marine sergeant Al Stephenson (Fredric March), and Navy seaman
Homer Parrish (Harold Russell), flying home to fictional Boone City. The men are
equally apprehensive about reuniting with their loved ones, and each faces a particular
set of difficulties adjusting to his old life. Al finds that he will no longer be able to relate
to either his wife, Milly (Myrna Loy), or his children, and feels guilty about his finan-
cial success as a banker while other veterans are suffering. Homer, who lost both hands
in the war and now wears a set of hooks, rarely feels sorry for himself, but is constantly
faced with his family’s grief over his disfigurement. Moreover, he fears that Wilma
(Cathy O’Donnell), his high school sweetheart, will no longer love him. Fred married
a woman he barely knew as he went off to war, and now, discovering that she is shallow
and selfish, he is increasingly drawn to Peggy (Teresa Wright), Al’s caring daughter. A
decorated war hero, Fred is utterly without practical skills—his only work experience
is as a soda jerk and a bombardier. He struggles to find meaningful employment, even-
tually returning to the drugstore where he worked as a teenager, selling perfume to cor-

pulent housewives.

Dana Andrews speaks to Virginia Mayo in a still from the film The Best Years of Our Lives, directed
by William Wyler, 1946. (RKO Pictures/Courtesy of Getty Images)

30



Best Years of Our Lives, The

While the film resolves each man’s difficulties, it does so without resorting to easy
solutions. Al vows to fight for veterans’ rights, particularly by securing loans from his
bank for needy ex-Gls, but becomes increasingly dependent upon alcohol in order
to mask the guilt he feels at his own prosperity. Homer, believing Wilma would be
unable or unwilling to care for him if they were married, tries to communicate to
her the difficulties they would face, but she proves strong and constant, and the pair
finally agrees to wed. Fred plans to leave town after being fired from his demeaning
job and discovering his wife’s adultery. While waiting for his flight, he wanders
through an airplane graveyard, passing endless rows of bombers discarded by the mili-
tary when it no longer needed them, just as Fred, and so many others, had been
thrown on the junk heap after the war. Rather than running from his problems, how-
ever, he decides to stay in Boone City, securing a job in construction and reuniting
with Peggy at Homer’s wedding.

The universal nature The Best Years of Our Lives was the key to its tremendous artis-
tic and commercial success. Based on MacKinlay Kantor’s novel Glory to Me, which
was commissioned by Goldwyn, it spoke to all those who had fought for their country
during the war and who had then returned home, and to the loved ones who had
awaited them. Al, Homer, and Fred served as a cross-section of American fighting
men, representing among them the various ages, classes, ranks, and branches of service
that comprised the nation’s military. Significantly, Wyler and Goldwyn produced the
film in the narrow window of opportunity prior to the Cold War, when American
self-analysis and criticism were still possible. By utilizing this critical eye, Wyler was
able to examine the human cost of the war, whether Homer’s disability or Fred’s strug-
gles to find work. The film avoided propaganda, sentimentality, and melodrama,
instead focusing on, in cinematographer Gregg Toland’s words, “a simple reproduction
of life.” Wyler and Toland rejected style in favor of realism, utilizing long, naturalistic
takes and deep-focus photography over the “glamour close-ups” and heavy makeup
that were popular at the time. This verisimilitude was enhanced by the casting of Rus-
sell, an actual double amputee who had lost both hands in an accident while training to
be a paratrooper.

The Best Years of Our Lives was a critical and commercial hit, not only in America
but around the globe. It dominated the 1947 Academy Awards, garnering eight nom-
inations and winning seven of them, including Best Picture, Director (Wyler), Actor
(March), and Supporting Actor (Russell). Russell received an additional special Oscar
for serving as an inspiration to disabled veterans, making him the only performer to
win two Academy Awards for the same performance.

See also: War Film, The; Wyler, William
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BIG. When we were young, and small, all of us, it secems, wished we could be Big.
Alas, in real life, we do not have the luxury of magically making our wishes come true.
As we enter adolescence, we are generally not allowed to drive, to do important work
that will bring us untold riches, to have sexual relationships, and to begin to fall in
love. Rather, we find ourselves struggling through one of the most painful stages of life,
where our dreams remain just out of reach. In the cinematic world, however, every-
thing can be gloriously transformed. Indeed, in the cinematic world, a young boy, with
the help of a Zoltar wish-granting machine and a strong wind, can get exactly what he
wants: he can be Big.

In Penny Marshall’s 1988 masterpiece, Josh Baskin is a typical 12-year-old: he toler-
ates his mom, he has a best friend for whom he cares deeply in an endearingly childish
way, he longs to be with the prettiest girl in school, he plays video games and adores
fascinating gadgets, and, of course, he wants to be Big. To accomplish the latter goal,
Josh, after getting frustrated by an amusement park carny who tells him he is too small
to ride the Ferris wheel, is drawn toward a mysterious Zoltar machine that tempts him
to pay his money and to make a wish. After some mechanical cajoling, Josh is able to
get the machine to work long enough to allow him to offer up his wish: I want to be
Big. “Your wish is granted,” replies the Zoltar gypsy; and ultimately Josh does become
big, at least physically.

Beyond Marshall’s adept direction, the fairytale narrative, and the coming-of-age
sensibilities of the film, perhaps what makes Big so wonderfully appealing is Tom
Hanks’s brilliant performance as the adult Josh. There have been any number of films
that have explored this same theme—FEighteen Again (1988), Vice Versa (1988), and
Thirteen Going on Thirty (2004) are examples—Dbut no one has played the child-in-
the-adult body better than Hanks. In one of the most charming and memorable scenes
in the film, for instance, Hanks, as Big Josh, proudly walks about a swanky dinner
party in a stark white tuxedo and awkwardly eats baby corn as if it were corn-on-the-
cob. Later, during dinner, he takes a bite of caviar and spits it out; then, with disgust,
wipes the inside of his mouth with a paper napkin. This is exactly how one imagines
a 12-year-old boy would react in similar situations. Without question, Hanks is spot-
on as he skillfully articulates the frenetic physicality and painfully joyous yet tortured
emotionality of an adolescent boy.

Given all of this, however, it may be that what makes Hanks’s performance most
impressive is the poignancy that he brings to the scenes in which he is expressing the
moments of despair that are inevitably woven through every adult life. One thinks,
for example, of the heart-breaking scene where Josh curls into a fetal position on a dirty
hotel bed, crying for his mother, and wishing to go home. He is obviously nervous,
scared, and, although charming, basically alone in an often cruel and uncaring adult
world.

Big, like most great comedies—one thinks of the best of Charlie Chaplin and Buster
Keaton here—is filled with pathos. Adulthood, while certainly appealing when seen
through the eyes of a 12-year-old, is anything but idyllic once one really arrives there;
something that Josh learns in a distressing yet redemptive way. Being Big, Josh comes
to understand, does not resolve the problems of childhood; in fact, just like in
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the world of children, the adult world has its fill of bullies, backstabbing, and bad
behavior. Interestingly, it is all of this adult mess that pushes Josh to want to go home,
to be small again. Being Big, it seems, is not all it’s cracked up to be. And further, we
need our childhoods, if only to steel ourselves for the messiness that lies ahead.

See also: Coming-of-Age Film, The
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BIG CHILL, THE. With The Big Chill (1983), writer-director-producer Lawrence
Kasdan set out to explore what happened to “his generation” and their ideals once they
left the nurturing confines of college. His musings struck a chord with filmgoers who
made Kasdan’s second directorial effort one of the biggest hits of 1983. As impressive
as its theatrical run was, especially for a film that largely bypassed the youth market,
box-office figures alone do not capture the film’s cultural imprint. Its soundtrack went
muldplatinum and became even more influential than the film—as evinced by Vanizy
Fair naming it as the tenth greatest soundtrack of all time in 2007. Beyond commercial
success, the film earned strong reviews and nabbed Oscar nominations for Best Picture,
Best Screenplay, and Best Supporting Actress (Glenn Close). Finally, The Big Chill suc-
ceeded in generating discourse. Several commentators cited the film as a quintessential
example of Reaganite cinema and debated what that status said about the position of
the 1960s in American politics and memory. Certainly, the film’s pronouncements
on the “’60s generation” elicited a plethora of objections from individuals who ecither
participated in the movement or sympathized with its ideals and values.

Patterned after The Return of the Secaucus 7 (1980), The Big Chill transpires over a
weekend as a group of friends who met at the University of Michigan, Kasdan’s alma
mater, reunite to bury Alex, the group’s lodestar. For Kasdan, an uncompromising
idealist, Alex’s suicide symbolized the passing of the *60s and the folly of clinging to
its memory.

Alex’s death leads Sarah (Close), Karen (JoBeth Williams), Meg (Mary Kay Place),
Michael (Jeff Goldblum), and Sam (Tom Berenger) to decry the choices they have
made, the lives they have lived, and the people they have become since college. Kasdan
neither agrees with these lamentations nor works to privilege them. Indeed, he uses
four other characters to complicate or condemn this elegiac narrative.

Two of these characters are outsiders to the group. Coming of age after the *60s,
Chloe (Meg Tilly), Alex’s last girlfriend, accuses his friends of romanticizing Alex.
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Director Lawrence Kasdan (front) stands with the male cast

Coming of age before the 60s,
Richard (Don Galloway), Karen’s
husband, objects to their whini-
ness and self-absorption. Taken
together, Chloe and Richard
bracket the "60s generation and
offer an unflattering commentary
on its allegedly defining charac-
& /2~

A% '*ﬁ: f i From within the group, Har-
it old (Kevin Kline) and Nick (Wil-

liam Hurt) offer similarly caustic

teristics.

assessments. Harold, a successful
entrepreneur who migrated from
rust belt to Sunbelt, finds the
self-flagellation tiresome. He even
questions the efficacy of ’60s
activism. Nick, a Vietnam veteran
rendered impotent by the war,
functions as Kasdan’s mouth-
piece. Significantly, Nick gets the
] last word on their “activism” and

L R o : _ \ their “friendship.” For the latter,
B B F St he denies that they shared a pro-
found bond. As he reminds them,

of his film The Big Chill. Pictured are actors (left to right) they knew each other only for a
Tom Berenger, Jeff Goldblum, Kevin Kline, and William short time and then grew
Hurt. (Columbia TriStar/Courtesy of Getty Images) estranged. In regard to their ideal-
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ism and activism, he insists that

their true, authentic selves lie not
in the ideas they espoused in college but in the lives they lived afterwards. Nick then
concludes that the group mourns Alex not because he died, but because his suicide
forced them to acknowledge that, for most of them, the ideals he embodied died long
ago. Ironically, Nick’s prognosis sounds an even more reactionary note than the film’s
detractors generally discern. After all, Nick casts the *60s generation not as sellouts,
but as poseurs who had no principles to betray, whose politics was just fashion, and
whose idealism was the painless, feckless posturing of affluent university students.

It is unclear whether these dreary pronouncements explain the film’s success or
whether other factors such as the excellent soundtrack, talented cast, or witty, albeit
somewhat superficial, script, were more responsible. What is clear, however, is that
The Big Chill remains a touchstone among mainstream films of the 1980s. It is also
clear that the film—despite its popularity—remains an anomaly among Hollywood
depictions of *60s activism, which have tended to tell stories of activists remaining true
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to the spirit of the "60s or reconnecting with their youthful idealism after a period of
apostasy.
See also: Kasdan, Lawrence
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BIG HEAT, THE. Democratic Senator Carey Estes Kefauver of Tennessee became
synonymous with the Senate Special Committee to Investigate Crime in Interstate
Commerce that he convened in 1950. Kefauver’s interest in crime grew out of his con-
versations with mayors who suspected that the rackets had become so entrenched that
local authorities could make little headway against these criminals. The Kefauver hear-
ings took place over 92 days, in 14 cities, with over 600 witnesses testifying. Prominent
gangland figures, among them Willie Moretti, Joe Adonis, and Frank Costello,
appeared before the committee. Not only did these televised hearings wreck certain
political careers and advance others, they also revealed for the first time a criminal syn-
dicate referred to as the Mafia. Furthermore, Kefauver discovered that this Mafia was
entwined willingly or unwillingly with local governments. Revelations of organized
crime’s pervasive corruption of America’s justice system captivated American television
audiences. The Kefauver hearings garnered double the ratings of the previous year’s
World Series. Life magazine wrote: “Never before had the attention of the nation been
so completely riveted on a single matter. The Senate investigation into interstate crime
was almost the sole subject of national conversation.”

The Kefauver hearings also exerted considerable influence on Hollywood, playing a
part in the conception of a new sub-genre of films: crime movies about Mafia corrup-
tion in city administration. After the hearings, Hollywood studios began releasing pic-
tures such as The Enforcer (1951), which included a prefatory statement by Kefauver,
The Mob (1951), Kansas City Confidential (1952), Captive City (1952), and Hoodlum
Empire (1952). Fritz Lang’s The Big Hear (1953) belongs to this sub-genre. The Aus-
trian director, who eventually immigrated to America, was no stranger to the subject
of organized crime. Indeed, in one of his early European films, the classic Dr. Mabuse,
he created the prototypical character of the elite criminal mastermind. In addition to
making Mabuse sequels, Lang also went on to depict an underground crime organiza-
tion in M (1930), his brilliant thriller that dealt with the psychological perversity of the
criminal mind, and which began to define the look and feel of what would come to be
known as film noir.
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Gloria Grahame as Debby Marsh and Glenn Ford as Dave
Bannion from the 1953 film The Big Heat, directed by Fritz
Lang and produced by Columbia Pictures Corporation.
(Hulton Archive/Getty Images)
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After coming to America,
Lang began to pave the way for a
future generation of filmmakers
with pictures such as The Big
Heat. Extending the noir themes
that marked films such as Mabuse
and M, The Big Hear explored
police corruption and a metro-
politan crime syndicate operating
in the fictional town of Kenport.
David Bannion (Glenn Ford), a
tough-talking, two-fisted, homi-
cide police sergeant bent on
revenge, sets out to bring down a
violent crime ring. A corrupt
cop, Tom Duncan, commits sui-
cide and leaves a detailed letter
for the district attorney that
explains his relationship with
hoodlum chieftain Mike Lagana
(urbane Alexander Scourby).
Duncan’s greedy wife Bertha
(Jeanette Nolan) wants the pay-
offs to continue, so she hides the
letter and blackmails Lagana for
$500 a week. Bannion appreci-
ates the magnitude of his latest
case. “When a cop kills himself,
they want a full report,” he says
to a fellow police detective at the scene of the suicide. Bannion generates a lot of hos-
tility in compiling that “full report,” not only among the paranoid criminal figures
but also among his superiors—some of whom are on the take.

When the hero’s pretty wife Katie (Marlon’s older sister Jocelyn Brando) dies from a
car bomb meant for him, Bannion turns up the heat on the criminals and sends his
daughter off to live with some friends while he starts brutally tracking down the bad
guys. Eventually, since the police commissioner is on Lagana’s payroll, Bannion quits
the force and goes after the criminals on his own, before some of his honest colleagues
decide to support him. Bannion eventually turns into a rogue investigator who does
not seem much different from the thugs that he wants to arrest for the murder of his
innocent, defenseless wife.

In the end, Lang, harkening back to what he did in Mabuse and M, leaves viewers in
doubt at the end of The Big Heat by troping the customary noir model. Instead of
women destroying men in this unsettling film, just the opposite occurs: Bannion,
who is warned by a colleague about his “hate binge,” winds up destroying four women,
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including his own wife, in his crusade for justice. Lang, it seems, was seeking to provide
his American audiences with a cautionary tale about the dangers of overzealous inves-
tigation.

See also: Film Noir; Hard-Boiled Detective Film, The; Lang, Fricz
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BIG PARADE, THE. For director King Vidor, The Big Parade (1925) was the first
“honest war picture.” Written in part by Laurence Stallings, co-author of the popular
play What Price Glory? and an ex-Marine who lost his leg in France, Vidor believed
the story cut through fantasies about courageous officers and glorious battles. In the
wake of World War I, Vidor sought to explore the question that was so often posed:
“Why do we have war?” The director approached this theme from “the soldier’s
viewpoint,” focusing on the common experiences of American “doughboys.” Viewed
by some as patriotic, and by others as an antiwar statement, the silent film resonated
with post-WWI audiences hoping to better understand their father’s, son’s and
brother’s war.

The film portrays the experiences of three young men from varying social classes,
who, for one reason or another, join the U.S. Army after President Woodrow Wilson
calls for a declaration of war against Germany. James Apperson (John Gilbert), the
son of a millionaire factory owner; Bull O’Hara (Tom O’Brien), a bartender; and
Slim Jensen (Karl Dane), a “blue-collar” steelworker, all follow the march to war in
Europe. The social differences that kept them apart in civilian life are overcome
when Jim, Slim, and Bull form intimate wartime bonds during their training and
in battle.

The idea that patriotic causes can unite men into a nationalistic brotherhood would
ultimately become a foundational notion of the World War II films that were made
during the 1940s,’50s, and ’60s. Unlike films about World War II, however, the vision
of war in The Big Parade is one that is devoid of heroes: it is purposeless and wasteful.
Though Slim proves himself skilled at killing, he quickly becomes someone else’s vic-
tim. When Bull and Jim attempt to rescue Slim, Bull is killed and Jim suffers a crip-
pling leg wound. Infuriated by the death of both of his friends, Jim shoots a German
sniper; poised to strike the final blow he cannot bring himself to finish off his enemy
with a bayonet. In a surprisingly compassionate moment of self-awareness, Jim instead
gives the dying man one last cigarette.

Although Vidor did not believe the film was necessarily an antiwar statement, he
thought it would elicit an “antiwar feeling” in audiences. Jim’s homecoming, for in-
stance, reinforced the reality that the physical and emotional scars of war last far
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beyond the “heroics” of the battlefield. He survives the war, but he does not return
home a hero. Instead, the war costs him his “brothers,” one of his legs, and the love
of his longtime girlfriend Justyn (Claire Adams). Jim’s love for Melisande (Renée
Adorée), a young Frenchwoman, is perhaps the only good that comes to him from
the war. In a sentimental turn at the end of the picture, Jim travels back to Europe
and reunites with Melisande.

While the film’s portrayal of lost youth certainly struck a chord with post-WWI
Americans, it is perhaps the epic scope of Vidor’s film and its realistic representation
of trench warfare that truly captivated audiences. Indeed, the director strove for
authenticity in every scene. In preparation for making the picture, he watched dozens
of hours of U.S. Army Signal Corps combat footage. He also hired two former soldiers
as technical advisors and asked the War Department for 200 trucks, 3,000 to
4,000 men, and 100 airplanes. Although Vidor did not always follow his advisors’ sug-
gestions, the combination of his ingenuity and the military’s resources allowed the
director to produce a film that depicted as closely as possible the actual experiences
of soldiers in combat.

Widely regarded as one of the finest war films of any era, The Big Parade was Vidor’s
first major picture, as well as MGM Studios’ first big box-office success. It played at the
Astor Theater on Broadway for two years and the Grauman’s Egyptian Theater in
Hollywood for six months. After a few years, the $245,000 production had grossed
more than $15 million. The picture had a profound influence on Lewis Milestone,
who would go on to make another iconic war film: Al Quiet on the Western Front
(1930). Ultimately, The Big Parade was not only a soaring technical achievement, it
was one of the most important filmic representations of the horrors of war.

See also: War Film, The; Vidor, King
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BIG SLEEP, THE. Howard Hawks’s The Big Sleep (1946) is remembered today
mainly for two things: its impossibly convoluted plot, and the offscreen romance
between its two principal actors, Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall. Though often
subsumed under the film noir rubric, Hawks’s film in fact exhibits relatively few of that
genre’s distinctive characteristics, and it can best be studied as one of a number of off-
beat crime movies—along with the novels that inspired them—that achieved enor-
mous popularity during the *40s.
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Hawks’s screenwriters, William
Faulkner, Leigh Brackett, and
Jules Furthman, stayed as close to ; HUMPHREY
the twisty plot of Raymond Chan-

dler’s 1939 novel of the same p |
name as human ingenuity and

the Production Code would allow.
In both the original novel and the
film, Chandler’s iconic hero/anti-
hero, Philip Marlowe (Bogart), is
hired by a wheelchair-bound mil-
lionaire named General Stern-
wood (Charles Waldron) to settle ]
the gambling debts of his B\
nymphomaniacal younger daugh- '
ter Carmen (Martha Vickers),
who is being blackmailed by
underworld figures, and whose
wild behavior poses a threat to
the entire family. In addition, pilbdl]
Marlowe is urged to find the ! . .
whereabouts of a Sean Regan— MAR{HAWEHEHSHUHUTHYMMUNE HAWH S
the General’s assistant and pro- o =
tégé—who has gone missing under

 —
%\; Mj NEW WARNER SENSATION!

mysterious circumstances. Before
LGl\g/i:ﬁf)svi:fi(i)sg:/telrl:tcﬁ:torI:gZags Howard Hawks, 1946. (Warner Bros./Getty Images)
is not missing but dead, and that
the gambler who is blackmailing Carmen—FEddie Mars (John Ridgely)—knows that it
was Carmen, in a jealous rage, who killed Regan, hence the blackmail. In the book, the
General’s older daughter Vivian (Bacall) is well aware of her sister’s crime and conspires
with Mars to cover it up, an unpleasant situation that Hollywood could not abide, so that
by film’s end, when Mars is mistakenly killed by his own men, Vivian promises Marlowe
that Carmen will be institutionalized, while the blame for Regan’s death will be pinned on
the now-deceased Mars.

Even in bare-bones summary, this story line sounds confusing, and to add to the
viewer’s perplexity, there is at least one murder that remains unaccounted for. As legend
has it, when Bogart innocently asked Hawks “Who pushed Taylor [a minor character
whom we never meet] off the pier?” Hawks turned to Faulkner, who had no idea.
The studio then telegrammed Chandler, hoping that at least the author would know
the answer, but even he was unable to resolve this mystery. Nor are the relationships
among the principal characters any clearer.

Fearing that the Hays Office would censor any faithful rendering of the literary
original, Hawks’s screenwriting team was forced merely to hint at Carmen’s

AGAIN THEYRE TOGETHER! AGAIN ITS A SMASH!

Promotional poster for the film 7he Big Sleep, starring mar-
ried actors Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall, directed by
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drug-and-sex addiction while completely suppressing any suggestion of a conspiracy
engineered by her older sister. As for the assortment of gangsters and lowlife figures that
cluster around the sisters, we never really probe the extent of their intimacy with the
Sternwood gitls, simply because they are conveniently dispatched in the course of the
movie by having them shoot each other in what sometimes seems like a particularly
deadly game of musical chairs. Marlowe, of course, survives largely unscathed, and by
the end of the film has both an alibi for the police and Vivian Sternwood well in hand.

Though movie critics have complained loudly and often about the sheer implau-
sibility of this film, contemporary audiences clearly enjoyed watching Bogart and
Bacall engage in verbal foreplay, and as the 1940s embodiment of cynical courage
and defiant wit, Bogart quickly became the moral and emotional focal point of this
film. In a sense, Bogart’s Marlowe is a reprise of his earlier portrayal of Sam Spade in
The Maltese Falcon (1941), where his detective-hero displays the same shrewd worldli-
ness and remarkable survival instincts in the face of violence and duplicity that
Marlowe is forced to rely on. This is, after all, the age of the “hard-boiled” private
eye—or “shamus” as Marlowe calls himself—and along with Dashiell Hammett and
James M. Cain, Raymond Chandler was responsible for elevating pulp fiction charac-
ters to a level of literary respectability that they had not hitherto enjoyed. Hawks
sensed that Bogart’s appeal to wartime moviegoers was in part his ability to project
coolness under fire, and even when no one is pointing a gun at him, Bogart’s demeanor
suggests that he knows his life is perpetually on the line.

There are two substantially different versions of 7%e Big Sleep, and each version repre-
sents a different stage in the editing and distribution of this film. The first version was
released in 1945, to American soldiers stationed in the Philippines, and it contains a
somewhat lengthy scene in which Marlowe explains to a skeptical D.A. just what role
he has played in the Sternwood case, and all the killings that surround it. In the second
version, released commercially a year later, 18 minutes of the original print were edited
out, and 20 additional minutes of additional scenes, consisting largely of sexual banter
between Bogart and Bacall, were added in. It is this later version of the movie with which
most viewers and critics are familiar, and although the second edition of The Big Sleep
leaves audiences puzzled about who kills whom, its compensating virtue is that it leaves
no one in doubt about the romantic relationship of its high-profile protagonists.

See also: Film Noir; Hard-Boiled Detective Film, The; Hawks, Howard; Hays
Office and Censorship, The
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Birth of a Nation, The

BIRTH OF A NATION, THE. 1In 1915, D. W. Griffith released his artistically scun-
ning yet intensely disturbing film Birth of @ Nation. Griffith’s picture was adapted from
the Thomas Dixon novel The Clansman, a work that depicted the post—Civil War Ku
Klux Klan as the last, best hope of Southern whites beset by emancipated, maniacal
blacks. A native of North Carolina and a popular Baptist minister, Dixon claimed that
he had written The Clansman in an attempt to “awaken the American people to the
Black Peril.” Giving expression to a divisive dogma built on a foundation of “fervent
racism and the fear of sexual relations between blacks and whites,” Dixon used his
novel to ridicule “Black Reconstruction and the desire of Negroes to attain political
rights” (Sklar, 1994).

Born in 1864, one year before the end of the Civil War and the beginning of the
conflict-ridden Reconstruction period that extended from 1865 through 1877, Dixon
was only eight years old when he reportedly accompanied his uncle to a session of the
South Carolina legislature. Growing up surrounded by whites who wanted nothing
more than to “redeem” the antebellum South, Dixon became increasingly upset by
what he believed to be the “false and biased” reports concerning the Civil War and
Reconstruction that were being circulated by northerners. Believing that he had an
obligation to “set the record straight” in regard to his beloved southern homeland,
Dixon committed himself to writing a Reconstruction trilogy, the first volume of
which would be entitled The Leopard’s Spots: A Romance of the White Man’s Burden
(Mintz and Roberts, 2001).

Originally published in 1903, The Leopard’s Spots was an immediate success, selling
100,000 copies in a few short months and eventually being translated into numerous
foreign languages. Dixon now became a highly sought-after lecturer and writer, whose
fame and fortune allowed him to begin the second volume of his trilogy, The Clans-
man: An Historical Romance of the Ku Klux Klan, which he wrote in a scant 30 days.
Two years later, the three-book set would be completed when Dixon finished the final
volume, The Traitor: A Story of the Rise and Fall of the Invisible Empire.

Emboldened by the enormous success of The Clansman, Dixon began to think that
the novel might be turned into a drama that could be performed onstage. Working on
the project himself, Dixon was able, in a matter of months during 1905, to rewrite the
story of The Clansman as a dramatic play. When it eventually went on tour, the power-
ful production attracted what were large audiences for a stage production and was ulti-
mately heralded as “The Greatest Play of the South. . . . A Thrilling Romance of the Ku
Klux Klan.” Although Dixon was proud of what he had accomplished as a playwright,
he believed, correctly it seems, that the “endless repetition of plot and scene before rel-
atively small audiences was not a very effective medium for the dissemination of ideas”
(Franklin, 2001). Books, too, he felt, although a powerful tool for spreading one’s mes-
sage, and one that he would continue to use, were “limited in their appeal” in regard to
a national audience. There was, however, a new medium that was becoming more and
more popular, the motion picture, which Dixon believed would be perfect for deliver-
ing his message to the vast population of the United States.

The problem with converting The Clansman to film, however, as Dixon learned
when he shopped the novel to motion picture producers, was that the cinema to this
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DW.GRIFFITH'S
IMMORTAL MASTERPIECE

FIRST TIME

IN SOUND/

D. W. Griffith’s 1915 film The Birth of a
Nation, a paean to the Civil War Ku Klux
Klan, sparked controversy throughout the

country and contributed to the emergence of
a second KKK. (Library of Congress)

point had been used mainly to communicate
short comedic or action sequences. The Clans-
man, said the producers whom Dixon
approached, was “too long, too serious, and
too controversial.” Dixon did not give up on
his dream, however, and at the end of 1913 he
was rewarded for his perseverance when he
was introduced by Harry E. Aitken to a bold,
young director named David Wark Griffith.
Griffith, who was from Kentucky and the son
of a Confederate officer, apparently swallowed
Dixon’s hateful message whole and agreed to
make the picture.

Significantly, where movies at this time were
generally 10- to 12-minute-long, one- or two-
reelers, Griffith’s Birth of a Nation was a
$100,000 12-reeler that ran over three hours
in length. A cinematic masterpiece, the film
used techniques such as irising, close-ups,
split-screen images, tracking shots, mood-
setting lighting, and cross-cutting to influence
the viewer’s experience. After a documentary-
style opening segment that instructed audiences
on the origins of slavery in America, the
abolitionist response to this “peculiar institu-
tion,” and the inexorable turn toward the “great
Civil War”—"The bringing of the African to
America planted the first seed of disunion,” we
are told on an intertitle card—the film follows
the story of two families, the Camerons and
the Stonemans, as they make their way from
the antebellum to postbellum periods of the
mid-nineteenth century.

The first half of Birth of a Nation focuses on
the antebellum lead-up to the war and the war
years themselves. Setting the scene for what is
to come, Griffith opens the narrative portion
of his film by introducing the two families.
The Camerons—mother, father, two daugh-
ters, and three sons—are elite planters from
Piedmont, South Carolina, who have carved
out an idyllic, genteel plantation existence.
Masters to a vast slave population, the

Cameron men see themselves as benevolent fathers to their loyal, childlike servants,
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who happily labor in their “parents’” extensive cotton fields. The Stonemans are
northerners from Pennsylvania; they are led by their powerful and morally upright
patriarch Austin Stoneman, a United States senator—patterned after the Radical
Republican congressman from Pennsylvania, Thaddeus Stevens—a staunch
abolitionist, and father to two sons and a beautiful daughter, Elsie (Lillian Gish).

The Cameron and Stoneman boys are boarding-school friends. Although worlds
apart ideologically, the families are linked by their elite cultural positions. Missing
the company of their friends, the Stoneman sons, Phil (Elmer Clifton) and Tod
(Robert Harron) travel to the Camerons’ Piedmont estate. While there, Phil falls in
love with the Camerons’ eldest daughter, Margaret (Miriam Cooper); and, shown a
picture of Elsie, Benjamin (Henry B. Walthall), the eldest Cameron son, realizes that
she will be the love of his life: “He finds the ideal of his dreams in the picture of Elsie
Stoneman, his friend’s sister, whom he has never seen.”

The war, of course, tears the families apart, as both pledge themselves to their
respective, “just” sides—“Conquer We Must for Our Cause is Just: Victory or Death,”
reads a flag carried by Southern troops. A microcosm of the masses who are involved
in the conflict, the Camerons and Stonemans experience the death, destruction,
and despair of the struggle. Representing the unity of the families, Benjamin—the
“Little Colonel”—and Elsie are finally joined together in an army hospital where
Elsie has volunteered and Ben languishes near death from wounds experienced on
the battlefield.

In the second half of The Birth of a Nation, Griffith made it clear that although the
war finally ended, the North’s victory in the conflict continued to have dire consequen-
ces for whites in the South. Returning home after his wounds are healed, Ben
finds the family estate, and the South in general, devastated by the war. Subject to
the Reconstruction policies of the Radical Republicans in Congress, southern whites
are now terrorized by the formerly docile slaves who are whipped into a frenzy by
Carpetbaggers and “uppity negroes” from the North. Allowed to run free, once loyal
servants are now used in an attempt to “crush the white South under the hell of the
Black South.”

Portrayed as vengeful, petulant, spoiled, even lustful children, blacks—played in the
film by whites in blackface—are shown pushing whites off of sidewalks into the streets,
taunting white families, and acting like imbeciles in the legislative halls of the South,
where they sneak drinks from hidden flasks of liquor, remove their shoes only to expose
their malodorous feet, and pass tyrannical laws that act to oppress what are now dis-
possessed whites. Griffith brings things to a disturbing, dramatic climax in what has
become one of the film’s most iconic scenes: the renegade Gus (Walter Long), unable
to control his insatiable desire for the youngest Cameron daughter, chases after her
until she finds herself forced to the edge of a towering cliff; terrified, and perhaps
deciding that death is preferable to being violated by an indomitable “black buck,”
she topples from the precipice.

It is at this point, when all hope seems lost, that the mighty, masked force of the Ku
Klux Klan rides to the rescue. Cross-cutting among four scenes in one of cinema’s most
memorable technological moments—Elsie Stoneman being symbolically raped by the
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mulatto Silas Lynch, members of the Stoneman and Cameron family besieged by
blacks in a tiny cabin on the edge of town, Piedmont overrun by a frenzied black
mob, and a glorious collection of elegantly attired Klansmen desperately riding in to
save the frightened victims from their horrendous fate—Griffich presented audiences
with a breathtaking, and stunningly modern, final sequence. Arriving just in the nick
of time, the rescue of all by the masked riders of the Klan provided viewers with a
happy and redemptive ending.

Once the film was finished, Griffith graced it with a new name, changing the picture’s
title from The Clansman to The Birth of a Nation. This was necessary, it seems, because
in Griffith’s mind, and certainly in Dixon’s, this was precisely what this vastly important
narrative was about: “the creation of a new nation after years of struggle and division, a
nation of Northern and Southern whites united ‘in common defence of their Aryan
birthright,” with the vigilante riders of the Klan as their symbol” (Sklar, 1994).

Although the reaction to The Birth of a Nation was positive when it was initially
screened in New York in February 1915, resistance to the wide release of the film was
formidable. A large number of Americans thought that the film was “a travesty against
truth as well as an insult to an entire race of people,” and they were “determined to pre-
vent the showing of the film,” working tirelessly to “bring about its doom” (Franklin,
2001). Many underestimated the resourcefulness and unbounded energy of Dixon, how-
ever, who worked equally hard to ensure that this film would be seen by millions of
Americans. Amazingly, Dixon was able to turn to the president of the United States,
Woodrow Wilson, for assistance in accomplishing his goal, as he and Wilson had
become friends when they were both students at Johns Hopkins University. Dixon rea-
soned that if the president approved of the picture, this would go a long way toward
silencing those who were seeking to censor it. Dixon approached Wilson at the White
House and was warmly greeted by the president. When asked if he would attend a
screening of the film at a community theater, Wilson informed Dixon that although
he was interested in seeing the picture, he was still mourning the death of his wife and
thus it would be unseemly for him to be seen out in public for such an event. If Dixon
could arrange to have the film shown in the East Room of the White House, however,
the president, his family, and the members of the cabinet and their families would be
happy to view it. On February 18, The Birth of a Nation was screened in the White
House for the president and his guests. After watching the film, Wilson is purported
to have uttered, “It is like writing history with lightning. And my only regret is that it
is all so terribly true.”

Dixon did not stop at showing the film to the president; he went on to show it to
the members of the Supreme Court and many members of the Senate and the House
of Representatives at a formal gathering in the ballroom of the Raleigh Hotel in
Washington. The Chief Justice of the Court, Edward D. White, initially rejected Dix-
on’s offer to view the film, declaring that he was not interested in motion pictures and
that he and the other members of the court had far better things to do with their time.
But once Dixon explained to him that the film was the “true story of Reconstruction
and the redemption of the South by the Ku Klux Klan,” the Chief Justice, who
informed Dixon that he himself had been a member of the Klan, agreed to see the
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picture. With the support of the president and members of both Congress and the
Supreme Court, much of the resistance to the film from censors was muted. Although
there continued to be a great deal of opposition to the film, and some cities still refused
to screen it, The Birth of a Nation ultimately opened in New York on March 3, 1915,
playing to huge audiences for 47 weeks at the Liberty Theater. Eventually, the film
played to audiences across the country, and although figures like Jane Addams, the
founder of Hull House in Chicago, and Booker T. Washington, the influential African
American leader, condemned the film, it received glowing reviews.

It was not a coincidence that the release of The Birth of a Nation coincided with the
rebirth of the Ku Klux Klan. The Klan had first emerged during the Reconstruction
period. Founded in 1866 as a sort of fraternal “social group” by a collection of
southern veterans in Pulaski, Tennessee, the Klan soon became a “powerful and fright-
ening vehicle of vigilante violence and lawlessness.” By 1871, anti-Klan legislation and
congressional investigations into the group diminished the influence of the movement,
although its heritage remained a powerful force in American society throughout the
rest of the nineteenth century. Indeed, it was the legacy of the Reconstruction-period
Klan that moved historians, novelists, and filmmakers to produce their twentieth-
century paeans to the movement. This latter-day support for the ideology of the origi-
nal Klan gave rise to a second and perhaps even more troubling alliance, a so-called
“second Klan,” which was founded at Stone Mountain, Georgia, by William J. Sim-
mons and later taken over by the incredibly powerful, future Imperial Wizard of the
movement, Hiram W. Evans. Although still a violent organization, the twentieth-
century “Knights of the Invisible Empire” differed from the original, Reconstruction-
era Klan in that it attracted millions of men, and women, not just from the South
but from all over America (Boyer 2001).

While Birth of a Nation was clearly a cinematic celebration of the original Ku Klux
Klan and a filmic justification for the rise of the second Klan, perhaps what was even
more significant about the picture was how successful it was in helping to develop a
virulent twentieth-century antiblack sensibility in the United States. The film not only
reinforced antebellum and postbellum images of blacks—Sambo, Mammy, Uncle, Zip
Coon, Pickaninny, Black Buck—Dbut recast them in what was an even more destructive
twentieth-century form. This was especially true in regard to the image of the young
black male, whose “vicious bestiality,” which had been depicted as frighteningly
obvious during the nineteenth century, Griffith now portrayed as being cunningly hid-
den behind the grotesque mask of the grinning, sycophantic “darkie.” For many,
including some of the most important people in the United States, Griffith’s picture
became the filmic representation of America’s struggle against insidious blacks, who,
argued Imperial Wizard Evans, were responsible for causing the first cracks in Ameri-
ca’s moral foundation during the tragic period of the nation’s late nineteenth-century
history. Even worse, suggested Evans, was that during the twentieth century, the
“sacredness of [America’s] sabbath, of our homes, of chastity, and finally even of our
right to teach our children in our own schools . ..” were being threatened not only
by blacks but by Catholics, Jews, Southern and Eastern European immigrants, civil
libertarians, and socialists (Carnes 1995).
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In the end, The Birth of a Nation was a vastly important film not only because it
acted as a panegyric to the rise of the first Klan and provided cinematic legitimation
for the explosive growth of the second Klan, but also because it helped to define the
destructive racial boundaries that were put in place during the first part of the twenti-
eth century. Indeed, the racist themes articulated in Griffith’s Birsh of a Nation would
set the tone for the filmic depiction of the WWI combat “enemy” as a heartless and
debased threat to the civilized world, one that needed to be stopped at all costs.

See also: African Americans in Film; Griffith, D. W.; Silent Era, The
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BLADE RUNNER. Director Ridley Scott’s 1982 feature is still visually stunning,
even by contemporary standards. Combining the best of science fiction and film noir
by way of a novel by the ubiquitous Philip K. Dick, whose stories formed the basis
for numerous other films including Zozal Recall (1990) and Minority Report (2002),
Blade Runner is still the example by which all other films depicting a futuristic dysto-
pian society are judged. Scott’s vision of Los Angeles in 2019 is dark, gritty, dominated
by Asians, continually soaked by rain, and covered with clouds. Harrison Ford leads
the cast with his sardonic portrayal of Rick Deckard, a “blade runner” who is hired
to find and terminate some rogue replicants, service cyborgs who have turned on their
human masters. Since the replicants are nearly impossible to detect when mixed in
with the human population, Deckard is forced to do basic detective work in order to
find them. The four escapees are military model replicants who return to earth because
they are motivated by a desire to extend their purposefully limited four-year life span.
They are led by Roy, played with terrifying charm by Rutger Hauer, and they have
begun to develop human emotions they are not prepared to process. Further compli-
cating matters is the fact that Roy has developed a romantic relationship with Pris
(Daryl Hannah), a “pleasure model” replicant.

Blade Runner was one of the first features to have a “director’s cut,” and releases of
the various versions have forced fans and critics alike to reassess their perspectives on
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the film. Critical responses to the film were mixed when it opened in 1982, but became
more positive with rereleases of the original film and releases of Scott’s different direc-
tor’s cuts. Early influential critics such as Pauline Kael and Roger Ebert derided the
inhumanity of the original film, with the former concluding that the picture had not
been “thought out in human terms” and the latter suggesting that Blade Runner is com-
prised of “dreams of mechanical men.” By the time the film was rereleased in 2007,
however, Ebert, buoyed by 25 years of Blade Runner-influenced cinema, embraced it
as part of the modern cinematic canon.

One of the disquieting paradoxes of the film, especially Scott’s first director’s cut,
concerns the question of whether or not Deckard is a replicant. A close viewing of this
version shows that Deckard may very well not be human, although we can never quite
be sure. Clues to the fact that he is, indeed, a replicant are scattered throughout the
film: the pictures in his apartment are evocative of a bygone era because they are
fabrications based on his implanted memories; the police suggest that Deckard is
needed to track down the replicants because he is undoubtedly the best “man” for
the job, but it is clear that he, like the replicants, is expendable; and the beautiful rep-
licant Rachel, who believes that she is human, questions Deckard as to whether or not
he has ever taken the replicant test or killed a human by mistake—all clearly signs that
the audience should question Deckard’s humanity. The film, it seems, continually
blurs the boundaries between what is human and what replicates humanity.

Blade Runner also functions, it may be argued, as a moral parable. The replicants, in
the metaphorical role of so many of America’s human Others, come to Earth precisely
because it is the only place where they stand a chance of extending their lives. Having
achieved a sense of self-awareness, they are desperate to escape their preordained fate.
In the end, however, they still must be eliminated. There is a climactic moment of
Christlike redemption, though. In an attempt to prevent his systems from shutting
down, Roy, representing the crucified Christ, pierces his palm with a nail and “for-
gives” Deckard before he expires. As Roy’s systems shut down, bringing on his own
nonhuman brand of death, his “soul” is symbolically released in the form of a dove
who floats upward, giving us a glimpse of the only patch of blue sky we have seen
during this entire dark film. Whether moving toward a sort of heaven, or merely
toward oblivion, we are left to decide.

See also: Action-Adventure, The; Film Noir; Science Fiction Film, The; Scott, Ridley
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BLAIR WITCH PROJECT, THE. The Blair Witch Project (1999) is a horror film
with the look and feel of a documentary shot with a handycam. In this unique work,
three young filmmakers lose their way in the woods near Burkittsville, Maryland, while
making a documentary about their search for the legendary Blair Witch. The Blair
Witch Project created a stir because of its alternative style, cult status, and small budget.
For movie audiences today, the shaky camera movement, extensive use of oblique
angles, and the self-conscious use of equipment are not quite as startling given that
more recent films, such as Cloverfield (2008) and Districr 9 (2009), make use of these
techniques as well. In contrast to similar mainstream movies, however, The Blair Witch
Project occupies a distinct place in American filmmaking not only because of the way it
was made and its budget, but because it generated a significant following by way of
some creative marketing. A website created by the movie’s producers, along with the
release of the mockumentary Curse of the Blair Witch (1999) (the latter was produced
by Haxan films—which released Blair Witch—for the Sci-Fi Channel before the
release of The Blair Witch Project) promoted not only the film but the entire Blair
Witch phenomenon. Indeed, by the time the actual film was released, there had already
been extensive Internet discussions about this highly anticipated movie (Higley and
Weinstock, 2003). The carefully crafted myth surrounding this independent film,
then, helped to establish it as a cult classic in American cinema.

Heather Donahue turns the camera on herself during a harrowing five-day journey through Maryland’s
Black Hills Forest in the 1999 low-budget thriller 7he Blair Witch Project. The film, a mock documen-
tary, is about three students who trek into the Black Hills Forest outside of Burkittsville, Maryland to
shoot a documentary about a local legend, “The Blair Witch.” (Artisan Entertainment/Getty Images)
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Directed by Daniel Myrick and Eduardo Sanchez and produced by the independent
film company Haxan Films, The Blair Witch Project was released by Artisan Entertain-
ment in 1999. The most widely cited budget for The Blair Witch Project is $35,000;
amazingly, however, the film earned nearly $30 million in its first weekend (Harris,
2001). The production company consisted of five former graduates of the University
of Central Florida, who used documentary techniques to help create the “realistic”
look of the film. Significantly, it may be argued that the film was a precursor to a spate
of contemporary television series about the paranormal that make use of similar light-
ing, editing and camera techniques to create suspenseful supernatural dramas. The use
of overexposed lighting for faces and the shaky movement of the handycam are now
ubiquitous in paranormal television shows such as Most Haunted, Psychic Investigators,
and Rescue Mediums, all of which, like The Blair Witch Project, rely on the fusion of
documentary techniques and supernatural content.

It may be that the popularity of The Blair Witch Project was largely due to the pur-
ported “realism” of the picture. Interestingly, prior to the 1999 release, the producers
declared that the footage was indeed “real”; and they reiterated this in Curse of the
Blair Witch (1999). Further, the film itself projects at least a kind of pseudo-realism
by omitting the traditional opening credits of a narrative film and providing audi-
ences with an introductory statement in which it is claimed that the film consists of
footage found after three filmmakers disappeared in the woods around Burkittsville,
Maryland.

Arguably, the cult status of the film may be attributed to the self-reflexive creation
of a Blair Witch phenomenon through the use of various media. It would seem that
those familiar with the faked BBC documentary television drama Ghostwatch—
supposedly a live telecast from a haunted house in London with real television
journalists on hand—would have approached the claims that the events depicted
in Blair Witch were in fact real with more suspicion. Given that most Americans
were probably not aware of the controversy that surrounded Ghostwatch, however,
as well as the very different contexts within which these supernatural narratives were
consumed (United States versus United Kingdom), and the different modes of
audience response (Internet communities in the United States as opposed to letter
writing and telephone feedback in the United Kingdom), it is not surprising that
Ghostwatch was exposed as a fake, while The Blair Witch Project became the
phenomenon it became.

The sequel to The Blair Witch Project, Book of Shadows: Blair Witch 2 (2000),
directed by documentary filmmaker Joe Berlinger did not enjoy the financial or critical
success of its predecessor. Oddly enough, the storyline focused on a group of people
examining the fandom surrounding The Blair Witch Project, and the widespread public
interest in the legend of a witch near Burkittsville. While the film’s premise of self-
consciously examining the concept of cult films in general is an interesting example
of intertextual play, the sequel lacked the aesthetic minimalism of the first film; instead
it tried to make the Blair witch more tangible and sensationalistic by including depic-
tions of violence and gore more commonly associated with the typical horror film. In
the end, then, it may be that the horror of Book of Shadows was just too imagistically
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present; what was lacking, perhaps, was a space for what can only be imagined—
which, most would agree, is always far more frightening.

See also: Independent Film, The
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BLUE VELVET. Blue Velvet (1986), written and directed by David Lynch, is a mixed
genre offering, surrealistically amalgamating film noir and elements of mystery and art
films. The title of the picture is borrowed from Bobby Vinton’s 1963 song, which is
incorporated into the story when the mysterious Dorothy Vallens (Isabella Rossellini)
sings the tune in a bar while the creepy Frank Booth (Dennis Hopper) holds in his
hand a piece of blue velvet he has cut from the singer’s robe. The film became notorious
for its perverse depiction of sexuality, and for the return of Lynch’s peculiar directorial
style, both in terms of cinematography and narrative, which some thought he had
abandoned in making such critical and commercial failures as Dune (1984).

The narrative of Blue Velver revolves around a kidnapping case: Dorothy’s husband
and son are held captive by Frank. The plot is set in motion when Jeffrey Beaumont
(Kyle MacLachlan) arrives home from college to check on his father, who has suffered
a stroke. Leaving the hospital after visiting his father, Jeffrey discovers a severed ear in a
vacant lot. He picks up the ear, takes it to the police, and an investigation ensues.
Jeffrey meets Sandy (Laura Dern), the daughter of the detective assigned to the case,
and they decide to start a private investigation into the life of the enigmatic Dorothy.
As they delve deeper into the mystery, Jeffrey and Sandy find themselves embroiled
in an otherworldly case marked by sexual perversion, fear, aggression, and desire.
The story concludes with a somewhat uneasy “happy ending,” with Dorothy reunited
with her son, Sandy and Jeffrey together, and the problem of the ear resolved—it turns
out that it belonged to Dorothy’s deceased husband.

Blue Velvet is replete with psychoanalytic themes. Freud’s notion of the “primal
scene,” for instance—a foundational element of the Oedipal drama during which the
child witnesses a parental moment of copulation—is literally played out in a sequence
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in which Jeffery, hiding in a closet and peeping out through the lamellas of the door,
observes a particularly aggressive sexual encounter between Frank and Dorothy.
Abounding in disturbing expressions of sadism, masochism, and voyeurism, the film,
says film scholar Laura Mulvey, marks out a “site of the strange persistence of the Oedi-
pus myth [in] twentieth-century popular culture” (Mulvey, 1996). Beyond being
woven through with psychoanalytic themes, Blue Velvet is also characterized by numer-
ous noir elements. Jeffrey, for instance, whose own moral standards are seriously called
into question throughout the film, finds himself powerfully drawn to Dorothy, the
older woman representative of the dangerous, raven-haired femme fatale, while he is
also carrying on his relationship with the innocent, much younger, flaxen-haired
Sandy. Literally framing his characters—almost trapping them, one might say—within
a darkly lit, high-contrast cinematographic world, he gives them the eerily ambiguous
feel of classic film noir figures.

Several of what would become Lynch’s directorial trademarks are already present in
Blue Velver. the presence of the mysterious Yellow Man, for instance, who is the fore-
runner of other enigmatic characters—dwarves, giants—scattered throughout both
subsequent movies (Lost Highway [1997] and Mulholland Drive [2001]) and episodes
of his widely acclaimed television series, Twin Peaks (1990-91). Although it is not
always clear what Lynch is attempting to do in this picture—a feature of all his work,
it seems—Blue Velvet nevertheless remains provocative filmmaking.

See also: Lynch, David

References

Bordwell, David and Kristin Thompson. Film History: An Introduction. New York: McGraw-
Hill, 1994.

Mulvey, Laura. Fetishism and Curiosity. Bloomington: Indiana University, 1996.

Pfeil, Fred. “Home Fires Burning: Family Noir in Blue Velvet and Terminator 2. In Copijec,
Joan, ed. Shades of Noir: A Reader. London: Verso, 1993.

—Zoltdn Dragon

BOND FILMS, THE. Before the advent of the James Bond film series, Hollywood
treated film franchises as second-class stepchildren. Virtually every film series with
recurring characters—Twentieth Century-Fox’s Charlie Chan or Universal’s Sherlock
Holmes, for example—was comprised of low-budget B-movie offerings. Hollywood
maintained this practice until 1962, when United Artists released the first Bond film
and changed the way cinematic franchises were made.

“My name is Bond. James Bond.” Sean Connery uttered those immortal words in
the first 007 extravaganza, 1962s Dr. No, and Her Majesty’s least anonymous secret
agent has since rarely been out of the limelight. Adapted by Albert R. Broccoli and
Harry Saltzman from novels written by former British navy intelligence officer Ian
Fleming, the Bond films were forged in the crucible of the Cold War. Interestingly,
though, Bond producers refused to demonize the Soviet Union. Indeed, the USSR
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played only a minor role in the first seven Bond pictures, with the infamous Soviet
security agency KGB replaced by the criminal organization SPECTRE, the Special
Executive for Counterespionage, Terrorist, Revenge and Execution. In fact, although
the Soviets were visible in Bond movies, they were not villains. SPECTRE tried to
pit America against the Soviets in You Only Live Twice, while SPECTRE employed
Soviet defectors to dupe a KGB agent in From Russia with Love to kill 007. During
the Roger Moore era (1973-1985), the Bonds included more Soviet characters,
but they never qualified as mortal enemies. The KGB joined forces with British
Intelligence in The Spy Who Loved Me; exposed a renegade Kremlin general commit-
ted to trigger World War III in Octopussy; and tried to eliminate a villain who threat-
ened global security in A View to a Kill. One Bond villain actually snubbed the
communists—Dr. No turned his nose up at both factions: “East and west, merely
points on the compass.”

Although Saltzman sold his half of the franchise in the 1970s, the Broccoli family
has maintained its hold on James Bond. Since the series started, the producers have
shifted the emphasis rather haphazardly between gritty realism and science fiction fan-
tasy. Ironically, Bond was first incarnated as an American. An hour-long CBS-TV
adaptation of Casino Royale in 1956 as an episode in its anthology series Climax! cast
Broadway actor Barry Nelson as “Card Sense” Jimmy Bond. The Nelson Bond, how-
ever, made no impression. Aside from Fleming’s novels, Bond disappeared for eight
years. After several false starts, Fleming’s hero made his big-screen debut in director
Terence Young’s Dr. No. Saltzman and Broccoli had persuaded reluctant United
Artists’ executives to give them a million dollars. Scenarist Richard Maibaum, who
wrote 13 Bond movies, created the basic formula. Some act of violence is perpetrated
against a British subject or some mysterius entity threatens the integrity of Her
Majesty’s Government, and British Intelligence dispatches 007 to sort things out.

Although in today’s global cinematic marketplace it may seem odd, United Artists
worried that American audiences would snub a movie with “a Limey truck driver play-
ing the lead.” Peter Hunt, who edited the first five films in the series and then directed
the sixth Bond, On Her Majesty’s Secret Service, remembered the studio’s contempt for
Dr. No: “United Artists didn’t like it at all, quite frankly. They thought it was a piece
of rubbish.” The studio held no premiere for Dr. No and distributed it without fanfare
to drive-in movie theaters and in second-run Midwestern cinemas. Dr. No’s success
surprised everybody, including UA studio heads and Saltzman and Broccoli. Hunt
elaborated, “We certainly didn’t think this was going to be a series—we thought it
was just a onetime thriller.” Sean Connery attributed the runaway success of Bond pic-
tures to “a lot of sex, a lot of color, but all tastefully done . . . sort of sadism for the
entire family” (Giammarco, 2002).

President John F Kennedy bolstered Fleming’s book sales when he said he enjoyed
the novel From Russia with Love, and Saltzman and Broccoli adapted it as the second
007 caper. In 1963, From Russia with Love proved Fleming’s exotic mixture of “sex,
sadism, and snobbery” was no fluke. Goldfinger (1964) erased any trepidation about
the profitability of the Bond franchise. Moreover, Goldfinger triggered “Bondmania.”

James Bond amounted to “a truly international phenomenon.” Time magazine
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recognized 007 as “the biggest mass-cult hero of the decade.” Italians referred to him
colloquially as ‘Mr. Kiss Kiss Bang Bang.” Thunderball (1965) made even more money
than Goldfinger.

Competitors rushed to imitate these outrageous, fast-paced, gadget-riddled, global
spectacles featuring trendy violence, witty dialogue, voluptuous damsels, and megalo-
maniacal villains. ‘Bondmania’ peaked with Connery’s last Bond, You Only Live Twice
(1967). On Her Majesty’s Secret Service (1969) introduced unknown Australian actor
George Lazenby as Connery’s replacement. Broccoli and Saltzman decided to curb
the science fiction technology and resume the realism of From Russia with Love, but
OHMSS performed poorly. Not only did Connery return for Diamonds Are Forever
(1971), but the producers reinstated science fiction technology. Roger Moore of TV’s
The Saint replaced Connery after the latter refused to star in Live and Let Die
(1973). Saltzman sold his interest in the Bonds and left Broccoli as sole producer after
The Man with the Golden Gun (1975). Roger Moore appropriated the Bond persona
with The Spy Who Loved Me (1977) and Moonraker (1979). The success of these Bonds
grew out of Broccoli’s love for science fiction technology. Indeed, the success of Star
Wars had prompted Broccoli to put Bond into orbit. Conversely, these excesses later
motivated Broccoli to swing from fantasy back to realism with the gadget-less For Your
Eyes Only (1981), the nuclear warhead-themed Ocropussy (1983), and 1985’s A View to
a Kill. When A View to a Kill failed, Moore withdrew from the role.

Bond proved profitable enough with Timothy Dalton in The Living Daylights
(1987), but the bottom fell out of 1989’s ultrarealistic License to Kill. Broccoli had
shoved the Bond formula about as far right as he could while embracing the current
antipathy for South American drug czars. After Broccoli’s death, his daughter Barbara
and his stepson Michael G. Wilson altered the Bond series irrevocably because of esca-
lating budgets. Like Moonraker, Die Another Day took the franchise in the direction of
sci-fi technology with an invisible car. Now, Broccoli and Wilson followed in the foot-
steps of George Lucas, who had rebooted his Star Wars franchise with a trilogy of pre-
quels. Similarly, Broccoli and Wilson rebooted Bond with Daniel Craig as 007 in the
prequel/sequel Casino Royale (2006), which contained a first-ever black-and-white pre-
credit sequence. Broccoli and Wilson showed how Bond obtained his license to kill.
Craig’s Bond differed from previous Bonds. Craig played Bond as a sinister, trigger-
happy thug who shot first and asked questions later. He still drank vodka martinis,
but the producers downplayed Bond’s traditional characteristics. Nevertheless, Casino
Royale and Craig won audiences over, and the success of Bond’s adaptability continued
with Quantum of Solace (2008). Critics, however, attacked Quantum of Solace for
relieving Bond of his identity, suggesting that the film’s producers had simply tried to
imitate the streamlined Bourne trilogy, in which Matt Damon stars as the laconic
everyman—albeit with almost superhuman, super-spy abilities—Jason Bourne. The
producers, critics lamented, suppressed everything that had made James Bond
revolutionary.

The Bond villains—and what would Bond be without his villains—were fit into
various molds. They could be megalomaniacal, like Dr. No in Dr. No; Ernst Stavro
Blofeld in Thunderball, You Only Live Twice, On Her Majesty’s Secret Service, and
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Diamonds Are Forever; and Eliot Carver in Tomorrow Never Dies—all of whom want to
initiate war between the East and West so that the superpowers will eventually destroy
each other. The incredibly ruthless Karl Stromberg in The Spy Who Loved Me and
Hugo Drax in Moonraker are so bent on domination that they actually want to destroy
civilization and begin anew. The remaining villains—MTr. Big in Live and Let Die,
Goldfinger in Goldfinger, Francisco Scaramanga in The Man with the Golden Gun,
Aristotle Kristatos in For Your Eyes Only, Max Zorin in A View to a Kill, General Georgi
Koskov in The Living Daylights, Franz Sanchez in License to Kill, and Alec Trevelyan in
GoldenEye—are coldblooded indeed, but showed no interest in global domination.
The World Is Nor Enough was the first Bond to promote a female villain, Eleketra King,
who proved more powerful than her co-villain, the anarchist Renard.

Fleming’s suave but indestructible protagonist remains the most popular super-spy
hero in cinematic history. The release of more than 20 films has kept Fleming’s best-
selling novels in print, and Bond has received a new lease on life with recently penned
action novels and the advent of increasingly sophisticated video games. The release of
each new 007 picture qualifies as a worldwide media event. Indeed, James Bond’s lon-
gevity—a Cold Warrior who still exists in the early twenty-first century—testifies to his
and his fans” adaprability.

See also: Action-Adventure Film, The; Hard-Boiled Detective Film, The
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BONNIE AND CLYDE. Director Arthur Penn sets Bonnie and Clyde (1967) in
motion by flicking through—as if he were using a slide projector—a series of grainy,
sepia-toned photographs that are intercut with the picture’s opening credits, which
themselves turn from white to blood red as we read them on the screen. The rapidly
displayed snapshots purport to be family photos of the legendary outlaws, although
it is difficult to tell, especially because Penn offers us two final images in the series,
one each of Bonnie and Clyde, with informational captions, that are really pictures
of Faye Dunaway and Warren Beatty—the actors playing the film roles—dressed up
as Bonnie and Clyde. Penn, it seems, is teasing us a bit with this intriguing opening,
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playing with the myth of the real
Bonnie and Clyde in the process
of creating his own fictional
account.

That Penn would choose to
introduce Bonnie and Clyde by
way of this cinematic sleight-of-
hand makes perfect sense if one
considers that the picture’s
screenwriters, Robert Benton
and David Newman, had origi-
nally taken their script to France
and shopped it to the avant-
garde filmmakers Francois Truf-
faut and Jean-Luc Godard.
Although both Truffaut and Go-
dard were intrigued, each finally
passed on the project due to com-
plications related to their respec-
tive shooting schedules. Instead,
Penn, a little-known American
director with only three films to
his credit, was tapped to make
the picture. Ironically, however,

Penn turned out to be an inspired Actors Faye Dunaway and Warren Beatty in a scene from the

choice for the project, even
though his only cinematic success
to that point had come with the
very traditional 1962 offering
The Miracle Worker, which was nothing like the films being made in France by direc-
tors such as Truffaut and Godard. Oddly enough, though, his other two films—the
box-office failures The Left Handed Gun (1958) and Mickey One (1965)—had reso-
nances with the iconoclastic filmmaking of what was being called French New Wave
cinema. The Lefi Handed Gun, for instance—a biopic about Billy the Kid—although
technically traditional and released right at the beginning of the French New Wave
era, was still a revisionist western that sought to deconstruct the myth of the heroic—

Getty Images)

or in this case, the antiheroic—westerner; while Mickey One, which most viewers—
the few that saw it—admittedly found incomprehensible, was characterized by a unique
use of camera, lighting, and mise-en-scene, albeit, for Penn, still in embryonic form
in 1965. Almost everything that ultimately made Bonnie and Clyde an example of
brilliant filmmaking, then—what made it so much like the best of French New Wave
filmmaking—was there in inchoate form in The Left Handed Gun and Mickey One,
waiting, as it were, to be drawn together by Penn into a cinematic whole.

1967 film Bonnie and Clyde, directed by Arthur Penn. The
movie won two Academy Awards. (Michael Ochs Archives/
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One notices from the very beginning of the narrative portion of Bonnie and Clyde
the influence of the work of Truffaut and Godard—in particular Truffaut’s Shoor the
Piano Player (1960) and Jules and Jim (1962) and Godard’s Breathless (1960). Penn,
for instance—working with, it must be noted, his gifted editor on this film, Dede
Allen—{flaunts convention by providing his viewers with a nontraditional establishing
shot. Instead of the usual framing shot filmed from a distance, Penn opens the narra-
tive portion of Bonnie and Clyde with an extreme close-up of Bonnie—actually of just
her lips. When the camera pulls back, we realize that she is in a small, spare, bedroom.
Naked, save for her sheer panties, she moves about the room like a sexually charged,
caged animal. Flopping on the bed, she pounds at its metal frame, the bars of which
look very much like those of a prison cell. Penn makes the situation clear: Bonnie is
dying—literally in the end—to be free from her oppressive surroundings.

Wandering over to her second-floor window, she gazes out at the bucolic scene
unfolding below. Spying a strange man lurking around a car parked in front of the
building, she inquires, in a scolding tone, what he is doing around her mamma’s car.
Startled, the man—it turns out to be Clyde—looks up, and their eyes lock. As film
historian Robert Kolker points out, once Penn has connected the characters in these
opening scenes by way of their flirtatious gaze—for her part, Bonnie remains provoca-
tively bare during the exchange—they are never again apart throughout the rest of the
picture (Kolker, 2002). Clyde is rendered childishly silent as he stares up at Bonnie,
unsure of how to explain his actions. Bonnie orders him to stay where he is. Hastily
throwing a thin dress over herself, she storms down the stairs leading outside the
building. Interestingly, Penn shoots Bonnie’s mad dash down the stairs from an
extreme low angle, also canting the camera so that the frame is tilted, giving the shot
a strangely expressionist feel—almost as if Bonnie is hurrying into some chaotic, oddly
surreal world.

And so she is. Still buttoning her dress, she moves out onto the porch. “You want to
go into town with me? How'd that be?” says Clyde. “I'm going to work anyway,” Bon-
nie tells him, coquettishly. And so the scene is set for what is to come: two fragile peo-
ple, with few prospects, bound together by way of a profound sense of both desire and
despair. As they stroll together along an eerily empty small-town street—in West Dal-
las, it turns out—Bonnie is surprised, and a bit chagrined, when Clyde accurately iden-
tifies her as a waitress. She is even more surprised—and increasingly excited—when he
tells her that he has been in state prison for armed robbery, and eventually pulls out his
revolver to make his point. Bonnie strokes the hard barrel of the gun, uttering only a
throaty, “Yeah ...” as she looks down at the weapon. “But you wouldn’t have the
gumption to use it,” she says, with a note of challenge in her voice—and suddenly
we are unsure exactly to what Bonnie is referring—the gun or what it represents. Phal-
lic images abound in this sequence: the gun, of course, but also soda bottles, and even
the matchstick that Clyde flicks around in his mouth. As will become very clear, this
phallic doubling will function as one of the film’s central themes: repressed desire dis-
placed onto something or someone else, revealing itself in painful and often disturb-
ingly violent ways.
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Penn provides immediate support for this suggestion, as Clyde takes up Bonnie’s
challenge, strolling into a grocery store after instructing Bonnie to keep her eyes open.
Backing out of the store moments later, he turns and flashes a wad of money at Bonnie.
As he runs across the street, he glances back and, seeing that the shopkeeper has fol-
lowed him out of the store, fires a shot—above the man’s head. Pushing Bonnie into
a car—not theirs obviously—he pops the bonnet, deftly starts the engine, and they
roar off. A master at allowing farce to unfold into tragedy, Penn brings us into the
car with the newly minted outlaws, as Bonnie literally throws herself on Clyde, all
her pent-up passions released by the excitement of armed robbery. Penn cross-cuts
from inside the car—where Bonnie continues to accost Clyde, who struggles to free
himself from her—to outside the car, providing us with exterior shots of the vehicle
careening from side to side, off the road and on again, forced to swerve crazily in order
to miss a slowly moving horse-drawn wagon. Finally pulling off into a grove of trees,
Clyde laughingly implores Bonnie to “slow down,” until, unable to control her desire,
he roughly pushes her away, the scene suddenly turning dark and embarrassingly tense.
Pushing his way out of the car, Clyde circles away from and then back to the vehicle, as
Bonnie, with shaking hands, anxiously lights a cigarette. “Alright now,” says Clyde,
thrusting his head back in the car, “I may’s well tell you right off, I ain’t much of a lover
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boy.” “You're advertising is just dandy,” an out-of-breath Bonnie tells Clyde, as she
straightens her clothes and aggressively combs out her tousled hair.

Trying to calm her, Clyde reaches into the car toward the disappointed Bonnie, who
now pushes out the other side of the vehicle. Clyde yells after her: “If all’s you want is a
stud service, than you get on back to West Dallas and you stay there the rest of your
life.” Lover boys, Clyde makes clear, can be found on every corner in any town; but
they won't care about Bonnie, not the way that Clyde will. They only want to “get into
your pants,” warns Clyde, and thus, are not capable of seeing in her what he sees.
Moved to follow him to a diner, Bonnie listens as Clyde accurately describes her des-
perate life. “And you sit in your room,” he says, leaning toward her seductively, “and
you wonder when and how am I ever gonna get away from this ... and now you
know.” Leaving the diner, Bonnie dutifully walks to the car in which they arrived;
but Clyde heads for a different vehicle. Scurrying across the parking lot, she jumps in
beside Clyde and they drive off together; and so their life of crime together begins.

That Penn weaves together so many of the film’s narrative threads in and around
cars is no coincidence. Bonnie and Clyde first encounter each other over her mother’s
car; and their first explosive moment of shared—and frustrated—desire is played out
in and near a car. Cars, after all, represent freedom, a way to move from place to place
quickly and easily; and so it is for Bonnie and Clyde. Cars whisk them away from West
Dallas, ferry them across the country, and allow them to escape their pursuers. But this
is all too simple, Penn seems to be saying, for as soon as Bonnie climbs in beside Clyde
in that first stolen car, their fate is sealed—they will die, bloody and alone, although
together, in and around yet another stolen car.

The second stolen car, we assume, brings them to a broken-down farmhouse, as
Penn cuts from the theft at the diner to a room in which Bonnie awakens—on the only
furniture available, a set of old car seats—to find Clyde gone. Frightened, she calls out
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for him; from outside, he walks toward the building. Talking to her through a broken
window—a first instance of their being together but just out of reach—he explains that
he slept out by the car. Looking around, she points out to him that “these accommoda-
tions ain’t particularly deluxe’—no grand hotel, and not even her man to keep her
warm. Clyde explains this away by stating simply that “if they’re after us,” he “wants
“the first shot.” Instructing her to come outside, Clyde demonstrates his prowess with
a gun by shooting bottles off a fence while standing on a porch some 20 feet away—
impressively, he does not miss. The process of phallic doubling is once again at work
in this scene—while one weapon does not work at all, the other, we are reminded,
works with deadly precision.

Significantly, Penn cuts from the couple’s point of view on the porch as Clyde
begins firing to a reverse shot that allows us to look back over the fence and the explod-
ing bottles at the couple in middle distance. Although the viewer may not notice it at
first, Penn’s intentions are more than just aesthetic here, as from the second perspective
we are provided with a quick glimpse of a sign that informs us that the property is
owned by “Midlothian Citizens Bank,” and that “Trespassers Will Be Prosecuted.”
Penn makes effective use of the sequence, linking together a number of important nar-
rative elements. Excited by watching Clyde shoot, Bonnie willingly takes another gun
that Clyde hands her, and with her second shot is able to start a tire swing spinning.
Joyous, she listens as Clyde explains that he will get her a Smith & Wesson—a gun that
will fit more comfortably in her hand. So enthralled are they by what they are doing,
that they do not notice a figure approaching from behind. When he calls out to them,
Clyde spins around, gun at the ready; but it is just a farmer—the man who used to own
the place until the bank took it away from him, making him merely a “trespasser.”
Penn allows the camera quietly to take in the scene, cutting and panning to reveal
the “dust bowl” family of the farmer, packed and waiting in the car, as well as his black
hired hand, who comes strolling into the scene from out of the distance. After shooting
a number of holes through another bank sign—this one bigger than the first—Clyde
hands the gun over to the two men, who not only shoot at the sign, but turn the
weapon on the windows of the farmhouse with a certain restrained enthusiasm. As
the farmer walks away, Clyde calls out after him, “We rob banks.” The farmer turns
back, his face revealing litdle; apparently he realizes, even if Bonnie and Clyde do
not, that the outlaws have nothing to offer—they are not heroes, and their actions
are not heroic. They are no more than common criminals whose notorious behavior
will not change anything, except for the lives of the family members of the innocent
people that Bonnie and Clyde gun down.

The real Bonnie and Clyde—Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow—were active
between 1931—Bonnie was 21 when they met, Clyde 22—and 1934, when they were
killed by police in a roadside ambush in Louisiana. Initiating their crime spree at the
end of Herbert Hoover’s single term in office, they continued it after Franklin Roose-
velt was inaugurated in the spring of 1933. By the time Roosevelt took office, the Great
Depression had devastated the nation; banks were failing at an alarming rate, unem-
ployment stood at 25 percent, and the economy was in crisis, with many Americans
losing everything they had. Within days after being sworn in, Roosevelt took steps to
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save the banks and to put people back to work. The economy continued to struggle,
however, and outlaws such as Bonnie and Clyde, who robbed the banks that most
Americans believed bore a substantial responsibility for the economic crash, gained a
certain reputation as Robin Hood-like, savior figures.

Penn does not let Bonnie and Clyde descend into some sort of populist morality tale,
however, decrying the horrors of capitalism and celebrating the criminal activities of a
likable pair of outlaws. Preventing this from happening, one imagines, would have
been no easy task for this talented director, especially given that his Bonnie and Clyde
were played by the extraordinarily attractive Faye Dunaway and Warren Beatty. Penn
succeeds, however, by keeping us painfully close to the couple as they accumulate their
partners in crime—C. W. Moss (Michael J. Pollard) and Clyde’s brother and sister-in-
law, Buck Barrow (Gene Hackman) and Blanche Barrow (Estelle Parsons)—and live
out their stultifying, banal, increasingly desperate lives.

In the film, the crime spree of Bonnie and Clyde begins badly. Clyde sits nervously
in the passenger seat of a car, trying to reassure a much calmer Bonnie, who is driving
them to their first bank job, that everything will be alright. Penn again plays the scene
as farce, with Clyde bursting into an empty bank—it had failed three weeks before—
and demanding money that is no longer there. Embarrassed, he forces the sole bank
employee outside so that he might explain the situation to Bonnie. As Bonnie laughs
uproariously, Clyde fires bullets through the bank window, as if somehow this will
resolve his criminal impotence. True to form, Penn allows farce to unfold into tragedy
in the next scene. Broke, Clyde is forced to steal food from a small grocery store. Kid-
ding with the store owner about his lack of peach pies, Clyde is suddenly attacked from
behind by a beast of a man wielding a meat cleaver. A deadly struggle ensues, as the two
crash their way across the store, Clyde desperately trying to free himself from the man’s
grasp. Finally able to flee after brutally smashing his assailant in the head with the butt
of his gun, Clyde staggers to the car, entering as Bonnie roars away. Penn again takes us
into the car, allowing us to witness Clyde’s childish incomprehension, as he rails against
the man who he has left beaten and bloody back at the store: “He tried to kill me!” yells
Clyde. “Whyd he try to kill me? I didn’t want to hurt him. . . . I ain’t against him ...
ain’t against him.”

Of course, what Clyde doesn’t understand, what he will never understand, is that he
is very much against these honest, hard-working people—a point that will be expressed
with deadly consequences during their next bank job. Having enlisted the aid of C. W.
Moss as a getaway driver, Bonnie and Clyde successfully rob a bank, only to exit the
building and find that C. W. has parked the car. Finally able to extricate the car from
its parking space, C. W. must drive past the bank to make good their getaway. Caught
up in the moment, the bank manager jumps onto the vehicle’s running board, hanging
precariously to the side of the car with his face pressed up against the window. Penn
gives us the bank manager’s point of view, as we see Clyde raise his gun; quickly cutting
to a view from inside the car, we hear the gun go off and see the window shatter as a
bullet crashes through it into the instantly bloodied face of the bank manager, who,
dead, tumbles into the street.
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The scene is important for several reasons, not the least of which is the fact that it rep-
resented, for the period, one of the most shockingly violent moments in American cin-
ematic history. Unlike so much of today’s gratuitous, anesthetizing violence, however,
Penn does not simply allow the moment to pass casually by, as he follows the bank scene
with one which finds Bonnie, Clyde, and C. W. sitting in a darkened theatre distraught
over what has happened—at least Clyde and C. W. are distraught; Bonnie seems
unfazed by the awful moment, happily watching a Busby Berkeley-choreographed
song-and-dance number—“We’re in the Money” from Gold Diggers of 1933, although
in the film’s chronology it is only 1931—at one point shushing the boys so she will
not be disturbed. For his part, Clyde sits behind C. W. paternalistically berating him,
and informing the overwhelmed young man that they are all now wanted not only for
bank robbery but for murder, as well.

Penn follows the scene in the theater with what is arguably the most important
scene in the film. In yet another dark, spare room, Bonnie sings her version of “We're
in the Money” while she prances before the mirror. Clyde nervously fiddles with his
revolver. Confronting Bonnie, he tells her that things have now changed, and that if
she wants to leave and go back home, now is the time. She refuses to go. They begin
to touch each other, hesitantly at first, but then with more passion. Penn does not clut-
ter the scene with dialogue; indeed, the two do not utter a word as they gently stroke
each other, softly touching their lips and bodies together. Their eagerness for each
other growing, they wrap their bodies together in a raw embrace—until it becomes ap-
parent that Clyde once again cannot perform. Bonnie sits up abruptly, gripping the
metal bed frame—reminding us of that opening scene in her own bedroom. Falling
back across the bed, her face literally comes to rest on Clyde’s hard unyielding gun.
Disgusted with himself, Clyde rolls off the bed; turning his back on Bonnie, he says
quietly, “At least I aint a liar. I told you I wasn’t no lover boy.” Bonnie has nothing to
say. Turning to him, she smiles sadly, shakes her head, and shrugs.

Although their relationship will, finally, be consummated, it is too little too late—
indeed, Penn juxtaposes the scene of their single successful act of lovemaking with a
scene in which they are betrayed by C. W.’s daddy, who sells out Bonnie and Clyde
to the “laws” in order to save his son. From that powerfully disturbing moment in
the rundown hotel bedroom, then, where their desires are once again frustrated, their
alienation from each other is finally made complete—all hope is lost, and they begin
spiraling downward toward their inevitable bloody deaths.

The specter of that death appears in the figure of Frank Hamer, a former Texas
Ranger who carries on an all-consuming crusade to track down Bonnie and Clyde.
Although the police are depicted as Keystone Kop buffoons throughout the first half
of the film, all of this changes dramatically once the character of Hamer is introduced.
The chain-smoking, six-foot-four-inch Hammer was actually a real-life Texas Ranger,
who left his position after suffering through a series of political disputes with his supe-
riors, and who then began to hire himself out as a bounty hunter. He gained a reputa-
tion as being fearless in the face of danger, purportedly gunning down some 80
criminals during his career as a lawman; he was the perfect choice, then, to hunt down
America’s most notorious outlaws.
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Days after fighting their way out of an ambush at a motor hotel—during which
they kill three police officers—the “Barrow Gang,” as they are now being called, drive
along while Buck reads an account of the shootout. When they pull off the road beside
a lake for a bathroom break, another car glides silently to a halt just out of sight of the
gang. The man who emerges from the car turns out to be Hamer, and he advances on
their car. Before he can capture the gang, however, Clyde shoots the gun from his hand
and he is suddenly their captive, his hands secured with his own handcuffs. Unsure
what to do with the man—should they kill him?>—Bonnie suggests they take his
picture—surrounded by the members of the Barrow Gang—and send it to the news-
papers, embarrassing the big, strong Texas Ranger. As they set up the shot, Clyde
chides Hamer, pointing out that the common people, in an expression of populist rage
that Clyde does not really seem to understand, are actually on their side. As it turns
out, they would have been better off killing Hamer, as, after this humiliating incident,
he pursues them with unrelenting determination.

The frivolity with Hamer ends abruptly after the gang kidnaps a staid couple in
their own car, taking them for a joyride. Velma (Evans Evans) and Eugene (Gene
Wilder) become increasingly comfortable with the gang members, even sharing a
fast-food meal with them. They laugh at the suggestion that they might join the
gang—what would the folks back home think of that! “Hey, what do you do anyhow?”
asks Bonnie. “I'm an undertaker,” says Eugene innocently. Once again Penn turns a far-
cical scene tragically dark. He gives us a close-up of Bonnie’s face: “Get them out of
here,” she says, now with fear in her voice. Of course, it is much too late to alter their
fate by turning this undertaker out of the car—another is waiting, just down the road.

Shaken by her experience of unwittingly sharing an intimate moment with an
undertaker, Bonnie begs Clyde to take her to see her mamma. Clyde agrees, but at
their family picnic, when he attempts to reassure Mrs. Parker that he will protect her
daughter, and that they might even settle down near her, Bonnie’s mamma pointedly
tells him that he “best keep on running.” Taking Mrs. Parker’s advice, they find their
way to yet another motor hotel. The walls seem to Bonnie to be closing in around
her, the other members of the gang, save Clyde, a cloying omnipresent force. “You
know,” she says to Clyde, “when we first started out, I thought we was really going
somewhere . . . and this is it.” Ambushed twice more, Buck is killed and Blanche taken
prisoner. Both Bonnie and Clyde are wounded, but along with C. W. they escape.
Stealing another car, they make their way to a makeshift campground filled with
“Okies,” farming families displaced by the Depression. Although Clyde has main-
tained his populist mythology about the status of the gang in the eyes of the common
people, their short visit at the camp proves otherwise. Too weak and hurt to get out of
the car—C. W. asks if they might get some drinking water—the outlaws are sur-
rounded by their campground hosts. Staring into the car—one man actually reaches
in and paws at Clyde, as if to see if he is real, it appears—the people treat them not
as heroes but as zoolike curiosities.

Finally tracked by Hamer to the home of C. W.’s daddy, Malcolm Moss (Dub Tay-
lor; Ivan Moss in the credits), Bonnie and Clyde are ambushed on the very back roads
they travelled with such carefree abandon. Penn ends things where they began, with
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Bonnie and Clyde bound together by way of their gaze—just before the guns eruptand
their bodies are riddled with bullets, their bodies jumping and jerking uncontrollably,
Penn gives us a rapid series of reverse-cuts, close-ups of the eyes of each, locked on
those of the other. As the slow-motion death-scene sequence comes to a graceful,
dreamlike end, men, led by Hamer, walk from their hiding places behind a clump of
trees. Penn gives us one last shot—from inside the car, Hamer and the others framed
by the windows and the open door of the vehicle. The men say nothing as they stand
over the lifeless bodies of Bonnie and Clyde—grim, spent, they are silent witnesses
to the very worst that humans have to offer.

See also: Allen, Dede; Beatty, Warren; Film Editing; Gangster Film, The; Penn,
Arthur
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BOWLING FOR COLUMBINE. When Barack Obama was elected President of
the United States on November 4, 2008, gun sales skyrocketed. It was rumored that
once Congressional Democrats took office, they, with the support of the new
president, would restrict access to guns. Fearing this, many in America feverishly began
to build up their personal arsenals of weapons. Gun rights activists believed that they
were simply protecting their constitutional rights, while gun control advocates argued
that loosened gun laws had already placed weapons in the hands of some who went on
to commit unspeakable acts of violence. Interestingly, Michael Moore had opened
a window onto this critical, and often divisive debate, with his 2002 documentary,
Bowling for Columbine.

Moore’s cautionary examination of gun violence in America centers on the dis-
turbing events that occurred in 1999 when two boys at Columbine High School in Lit-
tleton, Colorado, opened fire on their teachers and fellow students, killing several of
them. The title of Moore’s film refers to the fact that the two Columbine shooters, Eric
Harris and Dylan Klebold, had gone bowling on the morning of the day of the tragedy.
Moore took his cameras to this conservative, upper-middle-class community, where he
found that the memories of the horrific episode, and the outrage to which it gave rise,
had already begun to fade.

In a move that many found controversial, Moore at least implicitly draws a connec-
tion in Bowling for Columbine between certain members of the NRA and members of
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white supremacist groups, both of whom he claims seek to whip up support for loosen-
ing gun laws by claiming that gun ownership is a fundamental right of American citi-
zens. In making this connection, Moore, it seems, is suggesting that Columbine must
not be seen as merely an isolated incident when confused teenagers ran amok, but
rather, that this tragic event is representative of a deeply disturbing societal problem
that government, and particularly the administration of George W. Bush, failed to
address. Although Moore seems to favor very strict gun laws, he is actually, surprisingly
enough, a member of the NRA; and thus, he does not appear to be advocating that
guns should be banned altogether. Rather, in Bowling for Columbine he seems not to
be attacking guns or gun ownership in general, but what he understands to be the
perverse love of violence and idealization of gun ownership shared by far too many
Americans.

As he did after the release of Roger & Me and Fahrenheit 9/11, Moore was harshly
criticized after the release of Bowling for Columbine. Many argued that the film was
not really a documentary, as Moore, by way of his narration and intrusive presence as
a sort of on-screen investigative reporter, had deliberately manipulated the storyline
to discredit the people he depicted. Indeed, argues Bill Nichols, a leading scholar on
documentaries, in his films Moore “reduces most of the individuals he portrays to vic-
tims and dupes” (1991, 71). Many of the interviewees in Bowling for Columbine, for
instance, including the faded Hollywood star Charlton Heston, who agreed to be ques-
tioned in his own lavish Los Angeles home, seemed unaware of Moore’s political
agenda. Willing to share their nonconformist, and in some cases, violent beliefs with
the director, they appear confident that Moore has their best interests at heart and
would never use the information they give him to destroy their credibility. Speaking
to this issue, Christopher Sharett and William Luhr (2005) take Moore to task in their
review of Bowling for Columbine, claiming that the filmmaker “places himself at the
center of his work” (253) and masks social criticism with a goofball sense of humor.
They also direct attention to the common accusation that Moore has been violating the
“objective” documentary style by representing only one side of a topic. Although
the authors admit that the idea of objectivity in documentary filmmaking is a myth, they
still find Moore’s haphazard way of editing and assembling his footage problematic,
especially because it has inspired other filmmakers to attempt to replicate his “irreverent
door-stepping techniques” (80). Despite this criticism, Bowling for Columbine won the
2002 Academy Award for Documentary Feature; and it brought in record revenues for
a documentary film, topped only by Moore’s Fahrenheir 9/11 in 2005.

See also: Documentary, The; Moore, Michael
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BOYS IN THE BAND, THE. The Boys in the Band was a landmark 1970 film
depicting a slice of contemporary gay male life. Directed by William Friedkin and pro-
duced by Mart Crowley, it was adapted by Crowley from his Off-Broadway play that
ran for 1,001 performances beginning in 1968. The play, though a hit, received mixed
responses, and the film was no different. While critics and viewers alike applauded the
first mainstream film depicting an “insider’s” view of gay attitudes and relationships,
the picture was, and has remained, controversial. Significantly, despite the film’s sub-
ject, the MPAA rated it R rather than branding it with the X that soon was associated
with pornography.

Set in Manhattan, the story revolves around six gay men—Michael, Emory,
Donald, Bernard, Hank, and Larry—throwing a birthday party for their friend
Harold. Complicating the festivities is a phone call from Alan, a college friend of
Michael’s, who wants to see him and then shows up at the apartment. Rounding out
the cast is “Cowboy,” a young hustler who is Emory’s gift to Harold, and Harold him-
self (Leonard Frey). Before Harold’s arrival, Alan had reacted strongly to Emory’s
effeminacy, calling Emory a “faggot,” a “fairy,” and assaulting him, yet staying on at
the party. Michael suspects Alan is also gay but in denial, and the evening turns
darker, both literally with a rainstorm that drives everyone inside, and psychologi-
cally with a telephone game that renders the atmosphere increasingly claustrophobic.
The object, insists Michael, is for each man to gain points by calling the one person
he has truly loved, and what unfolds are the sometimes wrenching experiences of
growing up gay in America. Meanwhile Hank and Larry, a couple, are working
out Hank’s impending divorce and Larry’s unwillingness to be monogamous.
Although Alan calls his wife when his turn comes, his sexuality remains ambiguous
in the wake of his departure.

Not surprisingly, the film is less cinematic than theatrical: most of the action is con-
fined to the apartment’s living room and the plot is driven by dialogue and character.
Also, at Crowley’s urging, all of the play’s Off-Broadway cast reprised their roles in
the film, exposing a much broader audience to the notable performances of Kenneth
Nelson as Michael and Cliff Gorman as a wonderfully campy Emory, as well as Frey’s
finely tuned Harold. The stagy feel is enhanced by the screenplay, which Crowley left
with “almost every line of bitchy, fake-elegant dialogue, intact” (Canby, 1970).

It is these same performances and words that have generated hot debate among
queer viewers and critics. To many, The Boys in the Band was dated even as it pre-
miered: only nine months had passed since the 1969 Stonewall riots rocked Greenwich
Village and drew national attention to a more visible, militant, and proud gay libera-
tion movement that had been brewing for years. The 1968 slogan “Gay is Good”
was a direct attack on the kind of self-loathing many see in Michael’s breakdown at
the end of the film, and possibly in Alan’s aversion to all things queer. At the same
time, internalized homophobia is hardly outdated, and fans remind us that finally here
was a film in which gays outnumbered straights, none of them is a murderer, and no
one dies, by his own or another’s hand. As Michael says, “It’s not always like it happens
in plays. Not all faggots bump themselves off at the end of the story.”
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The film was released on DVD in 2008, marking the 40th anniversary of the play’s
opening. Present and future generations may find it difficult to identify with types that
can slip into stereotypes or tokens (flaming decorator, athlete, Jew, African American),
the semi-hidden and insular gay world, and some characters’ ambivalence about their
sexuality, but that, too, may be valuable. In showing us where some Americans were,
The Boys in the Band also demonstrates how far attitudes have come.

See also: Friedkin, William
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BOYZ N’ THE HOOD. In the early 1990s, an increasing number of African
American filmmakers and actors were beginning to give narrative expression to the
“black experience.” One example of such a filmmaker is the director John Singleton,
whose 1991 Boyz N’ the Hood had a powerful commercial and critical impact on
American viewers.

Singleton began writing the story of Boyz N’ the Hood while enrolled in the USC
School of Cinema-Television’s Film Writing Program. According to the director, it
was extremely important to him that his film communicate to audiences, both black
and white, the essential relationship between Furious Styles (Laurence Fishburne)
and his son, Tre (Cuba Gooding Jr.). With this in mind, Singleton went to great pains
to portray Furious not only as an educated, financially successful homeowner, but also
as a stern and loving father to his son, one who understands the many pitfalls that
threaten Tre (Donaldson, 2003). Realizing that Tre seems destined either to break free
from his South Central, L.A., community or die on its streets, Furious is committed to
teaching his son the hard lessons of life (Doherty, 1991).

Tre’s family life is juxtaposed to that of two of his friends, Ricky (Morris Chestnut)
and Doughboy (Ice Cube). Ricky and Doughboy are brothers who share the same
mother, Ms. Baker (Tyra Ferrell), but who have different fathers. Ricky, his mother’s
darling, is provided with bountiful support from Ms. Baker, and with his tremendous
athletic talents is poised to enter college on a sports scholarship. Doughboy, however,
who is ultimately rejected by his mother, has been defined by the violence and crime
that have infected his South Central neighborhood. Tre’s future is thrown into doubt

65



Breakfast Club, The

66

when Ricky is murdered in a drive-by shooting. Tre and his friends bring Ricky’s blood-
ied body home but leave immediately, seeking revenge. Tre, with gun in hand, goes with
Doughboy and three other friends to find and kill those responsible for Ricky’s murder.
While in the car, waves of emotion overcome Tre, and he decides he must flee. Moments
later, Doughboy and the others find the murderous crew and kill them. The fateful deci-
sions made by Tre and Doughboy propel us toward the point of the film’s narrative res-
olution: Tre heads off to college, while Doughboy is killed by a rival gang.

When Boyz N’ the Hood premiered at the Cannes Film Festival in the spring of
1991, audiences sensed that they were viewing something unique. When the film
was received with raucous applause and critical praise, TriStar Pictures readied it for
a summer release in the United States. When Boyz N’ the Hood opened nationwide
in over 900 theaters on July 2, 1991, it gave rise to violence in cities across America.
Reports surfaced that a man was fatally shot at a showing near Chicago, and at least
31 people were wounded in incidents from Seattle to Minneapolis (Stevenson,
1991). Although TriStar knew that there were certain risks associated with releasing
the film, Boyz N’ the Hood was a financial success for the studio, becoming the
highest-grossing film of 1991 and earning a total of $60 million domestically.

The film garnered 13 major award nominations, including Oscar nominations for
Singleton for Best Director and Best Screenplay Written Directly for the Screen. While
he did not win either award, Singleton’s nominations were still significant. He was
the first African American director to be nominated for Best Director, and at 23, the
youngest, besting Orson Welles by almost a year. In 2002, the film received the presti-
gious honor of being entered into the National Film Registry. The legacy of Boyz IV’ the
Hood remains strong today. Singleton’s writing and direction and the powerful perfor-
mances he was able to pull from his actors demonstrated that African American film-
makers could be a force in Hollywood.

See also: African Americans in Film; Singleton, John
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BREAKFAST CLUB, THE. Often referred to as the quintessential coming-of-age
film of the 1980s, The Breakfast Club, written and directed by John Hughes (a driving
force in the genre—he also wrote and directed Sixteen Candles [1984], Pretty in Pink
[1986], and Ferris Bueller’s Day Off[1986]), is a commentary on stereotypical American
social groups. It is widely considered to be one of the defining films of Gen X, though
its influence extends well beyond this generation.



In the film, five high school stu-
dents—played by members of
what came to be known as the
“Brat Pack”—are required to serve
weekend detention for various
infractions they have committed.
Significantly, each student is a
microcosmic representative of a
1980s high school subculture:
Claire Standish (Molly Ringwald),
the pretty, popular prom queen;
Allison Reynolds (Ally Sheedy);
the dark, strangely attractive mis-
fit; Brian Johnson (Anthony
Michael Hall), the nerdy, likable
smart kid; John Bender (Judd Nel-
son), the misunderstood, scary
druggie; and Andrew Clark
(Emilio Estevez), the straitlaced,
obsessively driven uber-jock. Dis-
gruntled all, they are joined
together in common cause: to
thwart the efforts of Principal
Richard Vernon (played superbly
with over-the-top delight by Paul
Gleason) to force them to write a
life-lesson essay.

Though at first the five stu-
dents cannot believe they could
possibly have anything in
common, after smoking a bit of
marijuana and having a series of
heart-to-hearts, they begin to
understand that in many ways
they are, in fact, very much alike:

Breakfast Club, The

THEY ONLY MET ONCE, BUT IT CHANGED THEIR LIVES FOREVER.
They were five total strangers, with nothing in common,
meeting for the first time.
A brain, a beauty, ajock, a rebel and a recluse

Before the day was over, they broke the rules,
Bared their souls.
And touched each other in a way

they never dreamed possible

Movie poster for John Hughes’s The Breakfast Club (1985).
Starring members of the so-called “Brat Pack,” like many of
Hughes’s other films, The Breakfast Club attempted to break
down teen stereotypes. (Photofest)

often scared and lonely, in need of attention from family and friends, and desperate

to fit in. In the span of a single day—obviously a much too short coming-of-age

moment, but one forgives Hughes this slight violation of poetic license boundaries

simply because he sets the scene so well—they are able to break down many of the

social barriers that divided them in the past. The dialogue is quick and authentic,

and the relationships that develop between and among these five figures drive the nar-

rative forward. Questions concerning teen angst, self-doubt, familial and communal

discord, discrimination, bias, and social hierarchy abound, and Hughes is able to open

up a forum for discussion—Dboth on the screen and off. Indeed, since its release, The

67



Breaking Away

68

Breakfast Club has done more than just entertain audiences; it has been used in training
programs and as a tool for those carrying out studies in fields such as counseling, ado-
lescent development, psychology, and sociology. Educators have also found the film
useful for opening up dialogue among members of different social groups who must
negotiate the perpetually troubled waters of the high school experience.

See also: Coming-of-Age Film, The
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BREAKING AWAY. Deindustrialization and economic recession are not the kind
of topics to which Hollywood is usually drawn. Although the Great Depression
did generate some social realist cinema and a few Hollywood classics like The Grapes
of Wrath (1940), the economic downturn of the 1970s inspired filmmakers about as
much as Jimmy Carter’s infamous 1979 “malaise speech” generated public sympathy
for the president. One exception is Breaking Away (1978), which succeeded in part
because it is a drama about American deindustrialization and global economic
change wearing the guise of a more market-friendly genre: the comedic, inspirational
sports film.

Filmed on location in Bloomington, Indiana, Breaking Away focuses on four local
high school graduates and the volatile combination of envy and resentment they feel
toward their more privileged peers who come from all over the state and beyond to
attend Indiana University. All of the boys’ fathers were or are stonecutters in Bloom-
ington rock quarries, a declining industry that provides little new employment. The
college students disdainfully refer to all locals as “cutters,” but as townie Mike (Dennis
Quaid) laments while planning to leave Indiana for Wyoming, “To them it’s a dirty
word, to me it’s just another thing I'll never have a chance to be.” Industrial decline
in Breaking Away, then, does not just bring economic hardship, but also identity crisis
to Bloomington’s working class. The younger generation’s predicament even has a
powerful visual symbol in the film: they hang out at water-filled, abandoned rock quar-
ries, where they can either swim or flounder.

Although town-grown conflict drives the film’s narrative, including its climactic
bicycle race, Steve Tesich’s Academy Award-winning script achieves much of its reso-
nance in its portraits of generational change. Breaking Away centers on the family of
cyclist Dave Stoller (Dennis Christopher), whose father (Paul Dooley) enjoyed stone-
cutting when he was “young and slim and strong,” but has since suffered myriad health
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problems and traded his dusty overalls for a white shirt and clip-on tie that he wears to
sell used cars. At dinnertime, he spends several moments staring dolefully at the zuc-
chini and lettuce on his plate that his wife serves before he forces himself to eat them.
He tells Dave that he was proud of his role in building the university, but when con-
struction ended, “the damndest thing happened. It’s like the buildings were too good
for us. Nobody told us that, it just felt uncomfortable, that’s all.” The father is a figure
from a time when working-class men in the Midwest had few choices yet shared in
postwar prosperity and enjoyed the certainty of a meat-and-potatoes understanding
not just of diet but also of what it meant to be an American. Their sons, in contrast,
faced confusing choices between menial service jobs, college, and posthippie utopias
out West, and saw how Vietnam and global economic competition produced anxiety
about their country’s role in the world.

While much of the literature on deindustrialization bemoans these changes, Break-
ing Away, as its title indicates, ultimately finds reason for optimism in a situation in
which the guys do not have the choice of following in their father’s footsteps. Whereas
Mike is the dejected dreamer, Dave is the optimistic schemer who eventually figures it
all out. At first, in a comedic reversal of the assimilationist American Dream, Dave
embraces globalization by “becoming” Italian. He worships Italian bike racers, listens
to opera, and temporarily wins the affections of a coed by masquerading as an Italian
exchange student. Dave eventually drops the Italian shtick and finds a more permanent
solution to the question of who he is by biking for the “Cutters” team and, urged by his
father, by taking an Indiana University entrance exam.

Among the first to appear in a major Hollywood feature film, the bicycling scenes
in Breaking Away are beautifully shot. The depiction of the sport, then not one of the
United States’ most popular, in a Middle America setting is anything but incidental to
the film’s themes. The focus on an up-and-coming international sport in College
Town U.S.A. is central to one of Breaking Away's most impressive accomplishments:
It is an entertaining genre picture that provides an insightful on-screen portrait of
an America adjusting apprehensively to the changing world of the late 1970s.

See also: Coming-of-Age Film, The
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BREATHLESS. Before directing Breathless (1960), Jean-Luc Godard announced his
presence to the world of cinema in bold reviews for the Paris-based film journal Cahiers
du cinéma. His first feature nevertheless caught audiences by surprise. Breathless
remains a landmark of the French New Wave, the revolution in film production and
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cinematic treatment that captivated audiences in France and the United States in the
late 1950s and early 1960s. Preceded by the directorial efforts of fellow Cahiers critics
Claude Chabrol and Francois Truffaut, Breathless was notable for its innovations in
cinematography, sound, and editing, and for its play with the signs and dreams of a
youth culture burgeoning on both sides of the Atantic.

The plot, based on a sketch treatment by Truffaut, reads as if ripped from one of the
American noir films beloved by its antihero. A young thief, Michel Poiccard (Jean-Paul
Belmondo), steals a U.S. military officer’s car in Marseilles and drives northward to
Paris with a few tasks to accomplish: retrieve money that is owed to him and convince
Patricia Franchini (Jean Seberg), the young American for whom he has fallen, to escape
with him to Italy. He runs into trouble en route and ends up shooting a cop with a gun
from the glove compartment. In Paris, Michel shuttles between amorous encounters
with Patricia and attempts to secure the money. Meanwhile, news of the crime pulsates
throughout the city in photographs blanketing the daily papers and police updates
flashing on a news marquee.

Media are everywhere in Breathless, signifying the fast-paced urban society that the
New Wave would make the backdrop of many of its modestly budgeted productions,
and also framing Michel’s and Patricia’s comings and goings. A darkened cinema shel-
ters the couple from a detective, but Michel’s newfound fame speeds his eventual cap-
ture when a man on the street (Godard, in a cameo) recognizes him from the papers
and points him out to the police. “To live dangerously until the end!” reads a movie
poster that Michel passes by early in the film. Breathless captures Michel’s attempt to
live out this catchphrase. The rest remains a mystery. The rakish thief’s actachment
to Patricia is no more explained than his admiration for Humphrey Bogart, whose
thumb-to-lip gesture he imitates throughout the film. Breathless is likewise uninter-
ested in discovering why the young American agrees to abandon her Sorbonne studies
and her work at the New York Herald Tribune. After telling Michel she may be preg-
nant with his child, Patricia puts on a record and grooms in her bathroom, where the
camera dwells on her mugging in front of a mirror. The film shuns tidy resolution:
Michel abruptly chooses not to flee after Patricia reneges and calls the police, who
shoot him down in the street.

The technical innovations of Breathless contributed as much to its freshness as its
insouciant mood. Critics have enshrined the film’s frequent jump cuts in the canon
of New Wave technique, yet Godard’s daring long takes were equally a part of the film’s
narrative deviousness. We cannot tell when important action will unfold, or whether
important action is what we are following in the first place: the film cuts from Michel
flecing the crime on foot to him riding around Paris in a different car, while a scene of
the couple idling in Patricia’s room lasts for over 20 minutes. Cinematographer Raoul
Coutard’s purposefully unsteady camerawork gives Breathless a documentary
immediacy. Meanwhile, the overlay of uncharacteristically loud recorded music atop
dialogue contributes to the picture’s radical departure from the conventions of norma-
tive cinematic soundtracks.

Godard celebrated the genius of the director in his auteur-centered reviews, but
Breathless benefited from an unusual conjuncture of cultural and economic factors.



Bridge on the River Kwai, The

During the 1950s, both the French and American film industries grappled with declin-
ing audiences drawn to competing forms of leisure, like television and the automobile
getaway (the legal obverse of Michel’s hot-wirings). In France, one solution of André
Malraux’s Ministry of Culture was to increase government subsidies for experimental
projects. Low-budget was the order of the day. Breathless profited as well from
demand-side factors. Declining domestic production rendered the American market
unusually open to European imports during the Wave’s peak. It was a new kind of
moviegoer—new in that the mass-market strategies of old were re-forming during
the postwar period around segmented audience demographics—that helped to elevate
Breathless to the status of an instant classic: the young cinephile delighted by the char-
acters’ casual banter and hungry for the film’s brash treatment of taboo subjects like
sex. Yet, in the end, five decades have not spent the film’s hurtling modernist energies.
See also: French New Wave

References

Lev, Peter. The Euro-American Cinema. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1993.
Neupert, Richard. A History of the French New Wave Cinema, 2nd ed. Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 2007.

—Diana Lemberg

BRIDGE ON THE RIVER KWAI, THE. The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957)
begins with British troops trudging through the jungles of South Asia toward the
prison camp that will be their new home. On the surface, the film is about these sol-
diers’ commander, Colonel Nicholson (Alec Guinness), and his near obsession to build
a proper bridge in order to revive morale and discipline among his battalion. The film
is really an affirmation of the West’s role in the postcolonial world following the fall of
the British Empire. Toward the end, Nicholson reminisces about his time in the service
and concludes that his life spent in India was worth the sacrifices of being away from
home. As he stands on the completed bridge that his men designed and built, he
expresses his conviction that this project brought a measure of progress to a small
corner of South Asia.

Nicholson’s entry into the camp begins with a quarrel with Saito that establishes for
the viewer the significance of the West’s position in South Asia. Saito tells the new pris-
oners that all of them, including officers, will do manual labor in order to complete the
bridge before the May deadline from Japanese command. The Geneva Convention,
Nicholson maintains, explicitly forbids manual labor for officers. The colonel later
states, “without law . . . there is no civilization.” He refuses to work and is threatened
with mass execution. The ensuing scenes see Nicholson and his officers tortured as
Nicholson’s Western rule of law is juxtaposed to Saito’s Japanese code.

The blundering bridgework continues and Saito falls far behind schedule. Eventu-
ally, he concedes to Nicholson’s will and allows the British officers to command their
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(Left to right) British actor Alec Guinness, William Holden, and Jack Hawkins on the set of the film
The Bridge on the River Kwai, directed by David Lean. (Columbia TriStar/Getty Images)
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men rather than work alongside them as originally ordered. This change, Saito states, is
due in part to the celebration of that day: the Japanese victory over the Russians in
1905. Ironically, many historians have described this victory as one deriving, in part,
from the Japanese ability to learn and use Western tactics against the West. This irony
becomes all too clear as Nicholson’s tour of the bridgework raises concern among the
officers. Not only has the discipline and morale of the battalion eroded, but the archi-
tecture, engineering, and construction of the bridge are found to be severely lacking.
These problems can be remedied, we learn in a meeting with Saito that evening, which
sets the stage for the import of Western-styled modernization. As Nicholson remarks,
he plans “to teach these heathens a lesson” about what Western science, technology,
and knowledge can achieve.

Nicholson’s officers, engineers with experience on major building projects in India,
begin to recite pressure and tonnage figures, a new time study of the project, and new
efficiency predictions. Western knowledge not only brings a modicum of freedom for
him and his officers, but also instantly confers privileges on them. Saito watches with
embarrassment as Nicholson takes control of his project. One officer reports that trees
in the area might allow the bridge to stand over 600 years, a monument to Western
achievement.



Brokeback Mountain

As work begins, enlisted men rally behind their colonel, but plans are also in the
works to destroy the bridge. The British build a newer, stronger, better bridge across
the River Kwai, but Shears (William Holden), who had earlier escaped the prison,
returns with British commandos to blow up the new strategic expanse that would allow
the Japanese improved access to India and the West. Newly invented plastic explosives
are wired to the pylons and strung downriver, awaiting the arrival of Japanese troops
on the first train to cross the Kwai. But as they open the bridge, Nicholson notices wires;
the water level has dropped overnight. An inspection takes him to the plunger and the
commando preparing to destroy the colonel’s creation. The ensuing struggle almost
saves the bridge. However, Nicholson, at last realizing his mistake, makes his way to
the plunger himself, only to be struck lethally on his way. As he perishes, he falls forward,
depresses the detonator, and destroys the bridge. Not only does the West have the power
and knowledge to bring progress to South Asia, but as the viewer witnesses, it also has
the power to take that very progress away. A critical and box-office success, the movie
establishes modernization as the proper role of the West in postcolonial South Asia.

See also: War Film, The
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BROKEBACK MOUNTAIN. Brokeback Mountain (2005) is a tragic gay love story
and one of the most culturally significant movies in recent memory. Known far too
pithily as “the gay cowboy movie,” the film is actually a tragic romance that subverts
many assumptions of the western genre as it presents the lifetime love of Ennis del
Mar (Heath Ledger) and Jack Twist (Jake Gyllenhaal) and the “destructive rural homo-
phobia,” in author Annie Proulx’s words, that keeps them apart.

The story’s journey to the screen was long, despite the remarkable pedigree of its
screenplay. Pulitzer Prize-winning author Annie Proulx’s short story, first published in
the New Yorker in 1997 and the winner of prestigious awards itself, was the basis for the
screenplay written by Pulitzer Prize-winner Larry McMurtry and Diana Ossana. The
screenplay was legendary in Hollywood as a great unproduced work, even as it bounced
around for years. Finally, director Ang Lee, best known for the multiple Oscar-winning
Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000), became attached, and production moved for-
ward with the respected young actors Ledger and Gyllenhaal cast to play the gay lovers.

Both the short story and the film, though released eight years apart, emerged in an
historical period when gays and lesbians were gaining more, if contested, acceptance
and were increasingly visible in American culture. In the years of Bill Clinton’s

presidency (1993-2001) and beyond, gays and lesbians had more support and many
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more came out, resulting in more Americans knowing gay and lesbian people. In
popular culture, from situation comedies like Ellen and Will and Grace to reality shows
like Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, gays and lesbians, even if they were often presented
in stereotypes, were more visible, too. With increasing visibility came civil rights gains,
as when Vermont became the first state to recognize gay civil unions (2000); the
Supreme Court ruled sodomy laws unconstitutional in Lawrence v. Texas (2003); and
gay marriage became legal in Massachusetts (2004).

At the same time, of course, acceptance was far from universal. For example, in
1998, Matthew Shepherd, a gay college student in Wyoming, the state where Broke-
back Mountain is set, was tortured and killed; and in 2004, in response to gay marriage
legalization in Massachusetts and as part of a strategy to rally conservative voters,
eleven states voted on and approved bans on gay marriage. Thus, as gay and lesbian vis-
ibility increased, there was surely cultural space available to produce a film like Broke-
back Mountain; by the same token, continued discomfort with homosexuality ensured
controversy, as well as the film’s continued relevance to American life.

The film debuted in December 2005 to strong reviews and good business, filling the-
aters in conservative “red state” cities, as well as places like San Francisco and New York.
In particular, the late Heath Ledger’s performance as the stoic, mumbling, and emotion-
ally tortured Ennis drew rave reviews. Some negative criticism came predictably from
conservatives, who proceeded to offer examples of the very homophobia that the film
addresses, but it also came from some on the left, including gays, who felt that the sex
in the film was presented as a heterosexual’s idea of what the “rough love” between
men must be like and wondered why all gay stories told in the mainstream seemingly
had to end in tragedy. Overall, however, the film was recognized as beautiful and mov-
ing as it effectively makes clear the costs of denying something as basic as sexuality, both
for gay people and for those who surround them, such as spouses and family members.
In particular, Michelle Williams’s performance as Ennis’s wife, Alma, is devastating,

Of the eight Academy Awards for which it was nominated, the film won three, includ-
ing Best Adapted Screenplay and Best Director. However, it was denied the big prize of
Best Picture, which, somewhat surprisingly, was won by Crash (2005). Critics such as
Kenneth Turan of the Los Angeles Times viewed this as clear evidence of lingering discom-
fort with gay sexuality, even in liberal Hollywood. Given the lack of additional main-
stream films centered on gay characters since the box-office success of Brokeback
Mountain, it is in fact unclear how much the movie industry has been changed by the film
and it may well remain singular, and thus historically significant, for many years to come.
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BULWORTH. The 1998 picture Bulworth provided Warren Beatty, a longtime
member of the Democratic Party and liberal activist, an opportunity to express his
political and societal views to film audiences. Beatty directed, co-wrote, co-produced,
and starred in the film. Interestingly, the picture was largely financed by Fox Studios,
which provided Beatty with $30 million to resolve an earlier contract dispute. Bul-
worth depicts politicians as being completely controlled by their desire to collect cam-
paign contributions and as being totally unconcerned with the plight of racial
minorities and the poor.

Beatty plays Jay Billington Bulworth, a California Senator secking reelection in the
Democratic primary in 1996. Realizing that he is going to lose to a moderate chal-
lenger, and having grown tired of politics, he contemplates suicide. Instead of killing
himself, however, he arranges for his own assassination so that the proceeds from a
large insurance policy can go to his daughter; part of the arrangement is that he will
make a vote that will benefit the insurance industry. Knowing that his days are num-
bered, and that he does not have to worry about being reelected, Bulworth stops giving
the clichéd speeches that have been prepared for him by his campaign and begins
instead to speak his mind. In one scene, for instance, he tells a large crowd of African
American voters gathered at a church that they have been ignored by the white estab-
lishment, both because they have supported O.]. Simpson and because they have
not given enough in the way of campaign contributions. Speaking at a high-priced
fundraiser, attended by wealthy constituents, he jokes about Jewish dominance in
Hollywood; and at a staid political dinner, he actually begins rapping to the audience
members, providing them with his uncensored opinions on the state of things in
America: “One man, one vote/now is that really real? /The name of our game is lets
make a deal....” “The people got their problems/The haves and the have-nots/but
the ones who make me listen/pay for 30-second spots.”

Discovering meaning in his newfound voice, Bulworth begins to expand his cultural
boundaries. He meets and is immediately drawn to a young, extraordinarily attractive
African American woman, Nina (Halle Berry). Accepting her invitation to learn about
her world, he soon adopts the outward appearance of a young urban African American
male. Free from the constraints of his high-priced, button-down white world, and fall-
ing in love with Nina, Bulworth begins to regret his decision to hire a hit man to assas-
sinate him. Attempting to cancel the lethal contract, and frustrated that he cannot,
Bulworth is shocked to discover that Nina is actually the assassin. In the end, Nina
does not kill Bulworth; ironically, he is gunned down by an assassin hired by the very
insurance industry with whom he has colluded—the industry, it seems, fears America’s
turn toward socialized medicine.

The issues of corporate special interests and political corruption are of central con-
cern in Beatty’s film; indeed, what Beatty seems to be suggesting in Bulworth is that
many of the ills that plague America arise as a result of the actions of crooked politi-
cians who are beholden to corporate interests. Jay Bulworth, for instance, has been
forced to abandon his progressive political ideals in order to attract the monies he
needs to be elected to office—and to stay there. Interestingly, Bulworth was released
at a point when campaign expenditures were skyrocketing and many people—both

Bulworth
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inside and outside of government—were demanding that the influence of “soft-
money” donors on political parties and other governmental organizations be reined
in by limiting how much these donors could contribute. In 2002, the McCain-
Feingold bill was passed and signed into law as the Bipartisan Campaign Reform
Act. As the McCain-Obama election cycle proved, however, the problem of campaign
funding is still an extremely divisive political issue in America.

In addition to taking on campaign financing, Beatty used his film to draw attention
to what he deems the nation’s health care crisis. Speaking (literally rapping) through
Jay Bulworth, Beatty makes his point that the health care industry is more interested
in its profits than it is in taking care of the people it insures—or refuses to insure. Only
by way of shifting toward some form of socialized medicine, Beatty argues, can the
health of all Americans be protected.

Although generally praised, Beatty’s film was not without controversy, as many in
the African American community were harshly critical of what they saw as his unflat-
tering depiction of blacks in Bulworth. Although many agreed with Beatty’s call for
average African Americans to lead the way in breaking down existing political arrange-
ments and pushing for a radically reimagined America, some resented Beatty’s implica-
tion that black leaders had failed their communities.

See also: African Americans in Film; Beatty, Warren; Politics and Film
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BUTCH CASSIDY AND THE SUNDANCE KID. The screen flickers to life in
George Roy Hill’s 1969 Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid with scenes from a “silent
movie.” Presented as genuine documentary footage of Butch Cassidy’s “Hole in Wall
Gang” robbing the Union Pacific Railroad’s Overland Flyer sometime during the early
twentieth century, this silent movie is meant to frame the legendary story that is told in
Hill’s late twentieth-century picture. A title card inserted between the close of the silent
movie sequence and the opening of the film itself suggests that “Most of what follows is
true.” It is difficult to know exactly which parts of Hill’s film actually are true, however.
Some of this has to do with the poetic license taken by Hill and screenwriter William
Goldman in developing their filmic narrative; but much of it results from the fact that
the biographical details of the lives of the real Butch Cassidy and Sundance Kid are
obscure. Indeed, making reference to a “real” Butch and Sundance complicates things
even more, as these are actually the pseudonymous identities adopted by Robert Leroy
Parker and Harry Longbaugh. Born sometime during the second half of the nineteenth
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Robert Redford (left) as the Sundance Kid and Paul Newman (right) as Butch Cassidy in a scene
from the movie Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, which was released on October 24, 1969.

(Michael Ochs Archives/Getty Images)

century, Parker and Longbaugh were united during the 1890s when Parker decided to
create what was effectively a crime syndicate and took on Longbaugh as his partner. By
this time, Parker had changed his family name to Cassidy and had begun to be called
Butch after a stint as a butcher; Longbaugh had acquired his nickname of the Sun-
dance Kid after serving time in a Sundance, Wyoming, jail. Successful outlaws who
preyed upon largely unprotected banks and trains, the members of the gang became
the stuff of legend while still alive; this was especially true of Butch, who garnered a
reputation as a latter-day Robin Hood who willingly shared his loot with friends and
acquaintances.

After a number of daring train robberies—in particular, robberies of trains belong-
ing to the Union Pacific Railroad, which was then under the direction of E. H.
Harriman—the Pinkerton Agency was hired to track down the members of the gang.
Fearing for their lives, Butch and Sundance, along with Sundance’s companion, Etta
Place, fled to South America, by way of New York City, during the early twentieth cen-
tury. As the story goes, Etta eventually returned to the United States, while Butch and
Sundance made their way from Argentina to Bolivia. During an early morning shoot-
out with Bolivian police and soldiers in November 1908, both men were badly
wounded; unwilling to be taken alive, Butch purportedly killed Sundance and then
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turned the gun on himself. The legend did not end there, however, as numerous people
claimed to have seen both outlaws in the United States long after they supposedly died
in Bolivia. In fact, in her biographical work, Buzch Cassidy, My Brother, Lula Parker
Betenson maintained that Butch not only made his way back to the United States,
but lived there in anonymity for many years, even attending a family reunion in 1925.

Whatever the historical case may be, when we first meet Butch and Sundance in
Hill’s film, they have already sealed their partnership and Butch has formed the Hole
in the Wall Gang. After robbing the Union Pacific’s Overland Flyer, the gang splits
up and Butch and Sundance head to a brothel run by Fannie Porter—an actual stop-
over point for the real outlaws. Relaxing on the brothel’s balcony, the men look on
as, down below, the town’s hapless sheriff (Kenneth Mars) attempts to form a posse
to chase down the Hole in the Wall Gang. Hill uses this pivotal sequence to great
effect, cross-cutting between the scene on the ground and that on the balcony not only
to locate his characters along the film’s historical timeline, but also to begin to reveal
the despair that marks the lives of these fragile, dispossessed men. Initially, Butch and
Sundance seem in control of their situation, as they share beers and chuckle at the sher-
iff as his exhortations fall on deaf ears—the townspeople are civilized folk, after all,
who lack the horses, guns, and will that are required to chase down armed bandits.
In the middle of their revelry, however, Fannie appears on the balcony and invites them
inside to join a going-away party for her piano player who is heading off to war.
“Which war?” asks Sundance. “The war with the Spanish,” responds Fannie. “Remem-
ber the Maine,” says Butch.

The Spanish-American War occurred over a matter of weeks during the spring and
summer of 1898, resulting in a decisive U.S. victory, with Spain ceding colonial con-
trol of Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines to America by way of the Treaty
of Paris, which was signed in December of that year. Interestingly, Hill gives us the
impression that we are witnessing the record of the last months of the lives of Butch
and Sundance, although they did not have their infamous shootout in Bolivia until a
decade after the war ended in 1898. Rewriting the legend of Butch and Sundance,
however, such that it entails the outlaws living out their last frantic months during
the Spanish-American War—at the very end of the nineteenth century, then—is
important to the narrative flow of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Returning to
the balcony scene, we find that Butch and Sundance linger for a bit after Fannie deliv-
ers her invitation and goes back inside. Butch wanders over to the doorway and gazes at
the partygoers; turning back to Sundance, he makes the following poignant revelation:
“You know when I was a kid, I always thought I was gonna grow up to be a hero.”
“Well, it’s too late now,” says Sundance, turning away from him. Wounded, Butch
reacts much like a child would: “Whatd you say something like that for . .. you didn’t
have to say something like that.”

Of course, Sundance is right, it is too late for Butch to become a hero. Indeed, the
days of the western outlaw—the days of the Wild West—are over. Increasingly indus-
trialized as the nineteenth century comes to a close, America has left men like Butch
and Sundance behind; a fact given expression in the same sequence when the sheriff
is nudged aside by a pushy salesman: “Meet the future,” says the salesman, displaying
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a shiny new bicycle. “The horse is dead,” he declares—and so too men like Butch and
Sundance. On the run after once again robbing the Overland Flyer—E. H.
Harriman is tired of them picking on his Union Pacific Railroad and outfits a special,
relentless law enforcement crew to track them down—Butch and Sundance make their
way to the office of Sheriff Ray Bledsoe (Jeff Corey), who is partial to them. They seek
to make a deal with Ray: they will enlist and go fight the Spanish, and the government
will drop all the charges against them. “You're crazy,” says Ray, “they’'d throw you in jail
for a thousand years each.” When he notices Sundance looking out the window, he says
softly, “There’s something out there that scares you, huh?” And so there is; not just the
deadly crew on their trail, but a new, twentieth-century America. “It’s too late,” says
Ray, “you should have let yourself get killed a long time ago while you still had the
chance.” “It’s over ... don’t you get that? Your times is over; and you're gonna die
bloody . .. and all you can do is choose where . . .”

See also: Hill, George Roy; Newman, Paul; Western, The
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CADDYSHACK. Following on the heels of the successful Animal House (1978),
another bawdy comedy hit theaters in the summer of 1980. Caddyshack is a film that
mirrors the irreverent, antielitist attitude of its fraternity-house predecessor, moving
the setting from the hallowed halls of academe to the confines of a high society country
club. Writers Harold Ramis (who also directed), Douglas Kenney, and Brian Doyle-
Murray construct a biting, timeless farce about social status that is more a series of
vignettes than a linear, coherent narrative.

What began as a comedy about the life and times of a young caddy is now remem-
bered for its cast of comedy heavyweights Chevy Chase, Rodney Dangerfield, Ted
Knight, and Bill Murray. It is their performances that elevated Caddyshack above its
contemporaries, and made bona fide stars out of both Dangerfield and Murray, who
went on to even greater successes.

The plot follows the challenges facing a caddy at Bushwood Country Club, Danny
Noonan (Michael O’Keefe), who dreams of going to college and breaking free from his
blue-collar, Irish-Catholic status. Although his character serves as the film’s centerpiece,
he is overshadowed by his more outrageous companions. The presentation of Bush-
wood itself bears all the conventional marks of an antielitist view of a country club,
with its mocking tone toward aspects like its exclusive membership requirements and
its hierarchy based on social position and influence.

The head of the club is Judge Elihu Smails (Ted Knight), who views Bushwood as
his personal fiefdom, which he must defend from those persons he deems unworthy
of membership. Smails personifies stereotypical “old money” snobbery at its finest, sur-
rounded by his intellectually vacuous wife, his spoiled grandson, and his rebellious
niece, the daftly named Lacy Underall (Cindy Morgan). Smails’s ire escalates with
the arrival of construction mogul Al Czervik (Rodney Dangerfield), whose boorish
manners and sarcastic attitude undercut the values that Smails embodies. Smails and
Czervik are polar opposites, and their interaction provides Caddyshack with its primary
comedic tension.

Between these two extremes is eccentric playboy Ty Webb (Chevy Chase), whose
privileged background does not hide his disdain for high society. Although his father
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helped found the country club with Smails, Webb’s attitudes are more in line with
those of Czervik. This mixed background puts Webb in the middle of the battles
between Smails and Czervik, with often hilarious results. Greenskeeper Carl Spackler
(Bill Murray) is the film’s most outlandish personality. A disturbed Vietnam veteran
with a penchant for marijuana and tall tales, Spackler spends his time attempting to
subdue a gopher that is wreaking havoc on the golf course. This amicable rodent, with
its cheap hand-puppet charm, remains one of Caddyshack’s most enduring icons.

Although released in 1980, Caddyshack reflects the sociopolitical tensions of late
1970s America, a time when the mainstreaming of 1960s countercultural values
clashed with the worldviews of “the greatest generation.” Likewise, the film’s mockery
of social elitism parallels a general populist antagonism toward influence derived from
wealth and family name, a characteristic typical of the inflation-strapped, high unem-
ployment malaise of late 1970s popular culture. The antielitism of Caddyshack resem-
bles the anarchic sarcasm of the Marx Brothers of the Depression-era 1930s, another
time when Hollywood used archetypes of moneyed wealth as comedic targets.

The friction between Smails and Czervik recalls the disdain of high society toward
the new industrialists during the industrializing age of late nineteenth century
America. While the wealth of upstarts (whether “robber barons” or “yuppies”) may
give them access to social and political institutions, they are not deemed worthy of
such a position by their elitist forebears. Caddyshack is classic Hollywood social com-
mentary, almost vaudevillian in its approach, albeit sprinkled with the more liberal
societal attitudes toward sex and drug use popular with younger audiences of the time.

Audiences disagreed with the derisive film critics, making Caddyshack one of the
top-grossing comedies of 1980. It maintains a cult following thanks to its quotable
one-liners and outrageous characters, and earned its place at number 71 on the list of
“America’s 100 Funniest Movies” by the American Film Institute. While it is unlikely
that viewers care about Danny Noonan’s existential dilemma or catch the film’s socio-
political underpinnings, Caddyshack remains an iconoclastic comedy classic.
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CARNAL KNOWLEDGE. Premiering in 1971, Carnal Knowledge was director
Mike Nichols’s fourth feature film. He had already gathered a huge following by
directing both the torturous Richard Burton/Elizabeth Taylor vehicle Who’s Afraid of
Virginia Woolf (1966) and the landmark offering The Graduate (1968). Catch-22
(1970), however, his third feature, although a critical success, had failed miserably at
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the box office, and Carnal Knowledge welcomed Nichols back to the ranks of successful
directors. A darkly comedic picture, Carnal Knowledge examines the “sexual revolu-
tion” of the 1960s, and more particularly the impact of what can be understood as
the “second-wave feminism” that focused on issues such as equality in the workplace
and reproductive rights. The screenplay was written by the celebrated Jules Feiffer,
whose leftist political cartoons in the Village Voice had earned him notoriety in the late
1950s.

The story follows friends Jonathan (Jack Nicholson) and Sandy (Art Garfunkel)
from their college years at Amherst in the late 1940s to their embittered and mature
present (which is also the film’s contemporary present). Jonathan is an unrepentant
sexist, and encourages the impressionable Sandy, through thought and deed, to be
exactly the same. When the film begins, the men tacitly compete to see who can be
the first to lose his virginity. When Sandy begins dating Susan (Candace Bergen), Jon-
athan—who fancies himself the wise, big man on campus—also pursues her, and a love
triangle develops. Susan, to the men’s chagrin, is determined to be “a lady lawyer.” Jon-
athan, confused by her unwillingness to bend to his wishes, berates her until she
chooses Sandy.

After the men graduate college, Susan and Sandy wed, while Jonathan lives on as a
bachelor—bemoaning the advances in women’s liberation. He meets Bobbi (Ann-
Margret), an actress and model with a figure that Jonathan believes will cure his strug-
gles with impotency (which, he is convinced, are linked to changing sexual mores).
Jonathan’s relationship with Bobbi is a tormented one, and their union finally ends
after his controlling behavior forces her into a suicidal depression. Jonathan and
Sandy’s friendship also ends; this, when Jonathan refuses to accept what he believes is
Sandy’s middle-aged delusion that he has found his “love guru” in an 18-year-old hip-
pie. In the film’s final, quite unsettling scene, Jonathan visits a prostitute, and must
summon up an erection that will allow him to achieve sexual satisfaction by reciting
a self-abnegating speech that in reality acts to indulge his sexism.

Carnal Knowledge became a source of public controversy due to its graphic discus-
sions of sexuality and—for the time—shocking scenes of (brief) nudity. It was also
the first Hollywood picture to exhibit a condom, and the film sported the newly
minted X-rating. Despite the fact that the film did not actually show any explicit sexual
acts, it inaugurated a new attitude toward the depiction of sex in the American cinema
of the 1970s. In January 1972, the film was seized from an exhibitor in Georgia who
was later convicted of distributing obscene material (in a decision later upheld by the
state’s Supreme Court). In light of the landmark 1973 case Miller v. California, which
established the “community standards” test for determining obscenity regarding por-
nographic material, the U.S. Supreme Court overturned the decision in June 1974.
The Supreme Court ruled in the film’s favor because, although “ultimate sexual acts”
were understood to occur, “the camera does not focus on the bodies of the actors at
such times. There is no exhibition whatever of the actors’ genitals, lewd or otherwise,
during these scenes.”

While the picture was critically well received when it was released, some feminist
scholars who went on to explore portrayals of women in film found it troubling. Molly
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Haskell, for instance, suggested that it was simply another example of a film that rep-
resented Hollywood’s patriarchal sensibilities. The picture, argued Haskell, rather than
acting as an indictment of Hollywood’s patriarchal values, actually succeeded in fixing
those values more firmly in place (Haskell, 1987). Capitalizing on the growing popu-
larity of Nicholson, Bergen, Garfunkel, and Ann-Margret, however, Carnal Knowledge
neverthelessdid well at the box office. Nicholson’s portrayal of Jonathan would begin to
define him as a Hollywood superstar, and a superstar womanizer—both on-screen and
off; while Ann-Margret’s performance as Bobbi would earn her an Academy Award
nomination for Best Actress in a Supporting Role. And though he was known pri-
marily for his musical partnership with Paul Simon, Art Garfunkel would garner praise
for his co-starring turn as Sandy (actually his third collaboration with Nichols—they
had worked together on the soundtrack for The Graduate, and Garfunkel had featured
prominently in Cazch-22). Although most critics do not include it among Nichol’s very
best films—how does one compete with Virginia Woolf and The Graduate’—and
although it would not be considered scandalous by today’s standards, Carnal Knowl-
edge still broke new ground in the history of American filmmaking.
See also: Nichols, Mike; Nicholson, Jack
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CASABLANCA. Taking its cues from the real-life drama of World War II, Casa-
blanca is a melodramatic tale of romance, international intrigue, and personal sacrifice
in a time of war, set in the exotic global mélange of the title city. Directed by Michael
Curtiz, and distributed by Warner Bros., the film ushers audiences into the world of
Rick’s Café Américain—a neutral meeting ground for those on all sides of the war: ref-
ugees seeking passage to safety, black marketers who prey on them, French officials rep-
resenting the collaborationist Vichy regime that controls Morocco, and their German
overlords.

Rick Blaine (Humphrey Bogart), owner of the café, is a bitter American expatriate
torn between his lost ideals and his cynical determination to remain politically neutral
and thus stay in business. Louis Renault (Claude Rains), the corrupt prefect of police
who Rick befriends but also bribes, “blows with the political wind,” and counsels Rick
to do the same; but Ilsa Lund (Ingrid Bergman), a former lover who reenters his life,
stirs the passion and idealism that lay beneath his armor of cynicism. Married to Victor



Laszlo (Paul Henreid), a leader in the
Czech Resistance, she needs travel
passes—which only Rick can supply—
to get him safely out of Casablanca
and the reach of the Nazis. Rick’s
involvement with the pair draws him
back into the political turmoil he had
forsaken. By facilitating Ilsa and Victor’s
escape from Morocco, Rick is trans-
formed from a cynical and disinterested
bystander to an active opponent of the
Nazi occupation, thereby fulfilling his
destiny.

The film’s long-standing popularity
has led to numerous interpretations,
ranging from the semiotic to the
Freudian. The most common, how-
ever, is that of political allegory. A
battered idealist, hardened through
years of disillusionment, Rick stands
as a thinly veiled metaphor for Ameri-
can isolationism. Caught in the midst
of a struggle for freedom, he is forced
to come to terms with the consequen-
ces of inaction, and take up his role in
support of the struggle for freedom
against the Nazis. In his book Casa-
blanca: Script and Legend (1973), one
of the film’s screenwriters, Howard
Koch, also directly compared Rick’s
transition to a stance against Nazism
to Franklin D. Roosevelt’s similar
shift in perspective during World
War II.

For American audiences, this, and
other ties to the political realities of
the era, gave the film a dual role, as
both entertainment and wartime
propaganda. An international cast,
many of whom had, in reality, been
made refugees and exiles by the con-
flict, brought the full emotional force
of occupation and resistance to the
screen. In one of the film’s best-known
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scenes, Victor leads the multinational patrons of Rick’s in a proud and heartfelt rendi-
tion of La Marseillaise in an effort to drown out an equally determined Nazi chorus of
“Die Wacht Am Rhein,” shifting the conflict from the battlefield to the tenuous space
of their everyday world, and focusing the viewer’s attention on issues of freedom, loy-
alty, and national pride.

These emotional strategies were not lost on American audiences, who had been
anxiously watching developments in Europe. At the time of the film’s production, the
power of the Axis nations (Germany, Italy, and Japan) weighed heavily on the minds
of American moviegoers. German troops were threatening Russia; Rommel and his
Afrika Korps were making bold moves in North Africa; and Japanese forces, already
occupying Singapore, Burma, and French Indochina, had drawn the United States into
the war by attacking Pearl Harbor. In France, the Vichy regime had collaborated with
the country’s Nazi occupiers and mimicked the policies of the Third Reich, including
the internment of “undesirables” both at home and in its North African territories,
including Morocco. Casablanca’s premiere, originally scheduled for the spring of
1943, was pushed forward to coincide with the Allied invasion of the French colonies
in North Africa, taking advantage of publicity and enthusiasm associated with the
military operation.

Consistently ranked near the top of the American Film Institute’s “100 Best” film
lists, Casablanca has also been cited by 7Time magazine and the Writers’ Guild of
America as among the top films ever produced. Although considered a dark horse
nominee with little chance of winning, the film was honored with three Academy
Awards in 1943: Best Picture, Best Director, and Best Writing (Adapted Screenplay),
surpassing such acclaimed films as Heaven Can Wait and For Whom the Bell Tolls. Over
45 years later, in 1989, Casablanca was among the first films of “cultural, historical, or
aesthetic significance” to be selected for preservation by the National Film Registry.

The film’s iconic status has consistently inhibited attempts to remake it, and films
that have substantially reprised the story—Cabo Blanco in 1980 and Havana in
1990, for instance—have changed settings and character names to avoid direct com-
parisons. Two short-lived television series based on the characters—one in 1955-56
and one in 1983—were set in the years before the events in the film occurred, for sim-
ilar reasons. When broadcast mogul Ted Turner paid $450,000 to have the film color-
ized in 1988, ratings for its initial television broadcast were lackluster and home video
sales were limited. Critics of Turner’s efforts, meanwhile, used terms like “mutilation,”
“desecration,” and “vandalism” to describe the process.

Traces of the film, however, can be found throughout popular culture, from the
continued popularity of its signature song, “As Time Goes By,” to a steady stream of
references to its scenes, characters, and dialogue. Its influences are seen across enter-
tainment genres: in the comedy of films like the Marx Brothers’ A Night in Casablanca
(1946) and Woody Allen’s Play It Again, Sam (1972), the caustic commentary of tele-
vision’s Mystery Science Theater 3000, and the adventure of the “Great Movie Ride” at
Disney’s Hollywood Theme Park. The film’s dialogue has been continually reused and
recontextualized, becoming a taken-for-granted part of American culture, and the
bonds between countless pairs of fictional characters alternately mocked and celebrated
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with lines such as “Here’s looking at you, kid,” “We'll always have Paris,” and the film’s
oft-quoted final line: “this could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”
See also: War Film, The
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CAT ON A HOT TIN ROOF.  Cut on a Hot Tin Roof focuses on one day in the life
of the Pollitt family. They have come to the Mississippi plantation of their father, Big
Daddy, to welcome him back from the hospital and celebrate his 65th birthday. The
older son’s family spends most of the first two acts cheering his return, while the father,
sensing a certain degree of what he calls “mendacity” in their motives, focuses on the
more genuine, sexually appealing Maggie, wife of younger son Brick. As the events
unfold, divisive topics such as terminal disease, alcoholism, sexual hunger, money,
and nihilism are examined; the theme of homosexuality, however, central to Tennessee
Williams’s play, is hidden away in the film.

Tennessee Williams wrote his play Caz on a Hot Tin Roof in 1954. In 1955, Elia
Kazan, in collaboration with Williams, brought it to Broadway. In 1958, Richard
Brooks, with James Poe, adapted it for the screen, with Brooks directing. The film fea-
tured Paul Newman as Brick, Elizabeth Taylor as Maggie, and Butl Ives as Big Daddy.
The screen adaptation transformed the play in two ways. The first came at the sugges-
tion of Kazan, who wanted a more sympathetic Maggie and an ending that would see
Brick restored to physical and emotional health. The second change came at the insist-
ence of MGM studio heads, who demanded that any hint that Brick was gay (and may
have carried on a covert sexual affair with high school friend Skipper) be removed from
the script. Debate continues over Williams’s original characterization of Brick: was the
young man struggling with his own sexuality and finally unable to admit he is gay; was
he a closeted homosexual—still all too common in the 1950s; or perhaps, a homopho-
bic homosexual? By the time the character made it to the screen, however, the point
was moot, as Brick is portrayed in the film as a rather stereotypical emotionally arrested
son and husband, fixating on his high school glory days and carefree life with sports
buddy Skipper. At the heart of the filmic Brick’s nihilistic descent into alcohol and
lethargy, then, is simply heterosexual, macho angst, a much different descent, it seems,
than Williams had in mind when he wrote the play.

Despite what turned out to be somewhat confusing narrative changes, the film
proved to be a huge box-office and critical success, garnering six Academy Award nom-
inations. It would not be until 1959, however, with the release of Suddenly, Last
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Summer, another picture adapted
from a Williams’s play, that a
homosexual character, already
dead as the film begins and only
seen in flashbacks, would finally
appear on the big screen. It would
be three more years before the
release of Touch of Pink, in which
Gig Young’s psychiatrist thinks
his patient is having an affair with
the character played by Cary
Grant, and Walk on the Wild Side,
in which a New Orleans madam
is suspected of having an affair
with one of her girls. It would
not be until 1970, when The Boys
in the Band was released, that gays
would be depicted as real people,
not simply—and disturbingly—
as child predators, mama’s boys,
or prostitutes.

Although it left aside the issue
of homosexuality in America,
Cat on a Hot Tin Roofwas notable
for its focus on a dysfunctional
family ruled with an iron fist by
an oppressive patriarch, a theme

also explored in the lesser-known
Paul Newman and Elizabeth Taylor have a conversation ina 1958 releases God ’s Little Acre

still from the film Caz on a Hot Tin Roof; directed by Richard 4 z7,# Spell. These films, some-

Brooks, 1958. (MGM Studios/Courtesy of Getty Images) times called dynastic or male-

oriented melodramas, pushed
against restrictions by depicting
adultery, out-of-wedlock desire, and other taboos of American culture in the 1950s.
See also: Kazan, Elia; Newman, Paul; Taylor, Elizabeth
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CHINATOWN. When Roman Polanski’s Chinatown opened in the summer of
1974, America was at a crossroads. As the long and ultimately disastrous war in Viet-
nam wound down, an energy crisis shook the national economy, the revelations of
the presidential scandal known as Watergate accelerated, and the country’s exalted
position as a world power seemed surprisingly uncertain. Significantly, although set
in mid-1930s Los Angeles, Chinatown can properly be described as a cautionary tale
about the fragile state of the American psyche during the 1970s. Lushly filmed, with
great attention to period architecture and fashion, the picture featured an Oscar-
winning screenplay by Robert Towne and a soundtrack that evoked in audiences a
sense of both mystery and alarm. Polanski’s brilliant direction gave the film an uncanny
feel, a sense that, instead of being locked safely away, the unspeakable evils of the world
were frighteningly close to hand. Interestingly, the chilling cinematic perspective that
Polanski brought to bear in making Chinatown may, in large part, have been shaped
by his experience of the brutal murder of three family friends and his pregnant wife,

Director and actor John Huston (1906-1987) speaks to actor Jack Nicholson, wearing a bandage
over his nose, in a still from the film Chinatown, directed by Roman Polanski. (Paramount Pic-

tures/Getty Images)
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the actress Sharon Tate, by members of the Manson Family in 1969. Wrapping his
own personal tragedy within the disquieting social context of 1970s America, Polanski
created a cinematic gem. Heralded by critics and viewers alike, Chinatown was uld-
mately nominated for 11 Academy Awards, and remains, decades after its initial
release, a classic of the American cinema.

A tale of parallel stories of political and moral corruption, the narrative structure of
Chinatown is built on a series of revelatory moments during which the film’s main
characters confess to crimes committed. The elegantly dressed private investigator
J.J. (Jake) Gittes (Jack Nicholson), a former Los Angeles police officer assigned to the
city’s Chinatown district, has made a good life for himself in Depression-era America,
specializing in “matrimonial work,” uncovering cheating spouses for suspicious clients.
One such client soon presents herself to Gittes. Claiming to be Mrs. Evelyn Mulwray
(Diane Ladd), she tells Jake that she suspects her husband of having an affair. That
her husband, Hollis Mulwray (Darrell Zwerling), is the Los Angeles Water and Power
chief engineer is duly noted by Gittes and his two operatives (Joe Mantell and Bruce
Glover). Following Mulwray’s movements, Gittes and his assistants appear to hit a dead
end as the chief engineer seems interested only in tracking the condition of the city’s
ever-dwindling water supply. Finally, however, Mulwray is seen with a lovely young
woman, and Gittes takes incriminating photographs, which are soon front page news.
Only then does the real Evelyn Mulwray (Faye Dunaway) appear in Gittes’s office,
announcing her intentions to sue the private investigator. When Mulwray dies in what
is reported to be a drowning accident, Evelyn hires Gittes herself, as she is convinced
that her husband was murdered because of his reluctance to support a suspicious dam
project. Water plays a key role in the film, as Gittes proceeds, rather unwittingly, to
uncover a plot to divert the city’s water supply that has been orchestrated by the rich
and powerful Noah Cross (John Huston). Cross, Mulwray’s former business partner
and also Evelyn’s father, is secking to use his considerable political connections
to reroute water to the distant Los Angeles valley in order to cash in on the lucrative
housing construction boom.

Loosely based on the career of William Mullholland and the events surrounding the
rapid, and some would say corrupt, development of Los Angeles during the early twen-
tieth century, Chinatown spoke to America’s growing sense of cultural insecurity
during the 1970s. The film’s labyrinthine narrative ultimately leads its viewers to a
stunning conclusion: Noah Cross is not only guilty of figuratively raping the citizens
of Los Angeles, he is also guilty of literally raping, and impregnating, his daughter Eve-
lyn when she was a teenager. In one of the film’s most powerful and disturbing scenes,
Gicttes forces Evelyn to admit that Evelyn’s sister, Katherine, is also her daughter. In the
end, Gittes is incapable of saving either Evelyn or her sister/daughter, much less the
city of Los Angeles, from the Noah Crosses of the world. “Forget it Jake,” he is told,
“it’s just Chinatown.”

See also: Film Noir; Hard-Boiled Detective Film, The; Nicholson, Jack; Polanski,
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CINDERELLA. The idea of a young, friendly woman who is treated like a slave by
her cruel stepmother and wicked stepsisters, who, through hard work and a morally
superior character, attracts a prince, escapes her miserable life, becomes a princess,
and thus elevates all other women in the kingdom, has been attracting audiences for
centuries. Based on the 1697 French fairy tale “Cendrillon ou la petite pantoufle de
verre” by Charles Perrault, Disney Studios released its feature film Cinderella in
1950. It was at the height of the Cold War, when Walt Disney himself found that fairy
tales were a good way to calm the American psyche, especially in regard to the per-
ceived threat of Communism.

In this very colorful animation, Cinderella is abused by her stepmother and two
stepsisters. Despite her misery, she sings and dances with animals that are her friends,
especially two mice called Jaq and Gus. When the king arranges a Royal Ball, her ani-
mal friends make a dress for Cinderella that her stepsisters destroy. A fairy godmother
appears before weeping Cinderella, and with her magic wand and some “Bibbidi-
Bobbidi-Boo,” she turns Cinderella into a beautiful young lady. At the ball, Cinderella
immediately wins the prince’s heart. When the clock strikes midnight, however, she has
to escape before her true identity is revealed, as the magic is gone. Rushing away, she
loses one of her glass slippers, which the prince uses to search for her. He travels the
kingdom, finally arriving at Cinderella’s house. Hoping the shoe will fit one of her
daughters, Cinderella’s stepmother locks her in her room. Resourceful mice steal the
stepmother’s key, however, unlocking the door and allowing Cinderella to be reunited
with her prince. Kneeling before her, the prince gently slides the slipper onto Cinder-
ella’s foot—a perfect fit, and he knows he has found his true love.

In urgent need of a hit in order to win back audiences, Disney risked animating the
film. Though he also had Alice in Wonderland (1951) in production, he concentrated on
Cinderella, hoping that this picture would recapture the magic of earlier animated films
such as Snow White (1937). He reimagined whole scenes of Cinderella, which allowed
him to reduce the cost of animation. Initially shot with actors, Disney used these images
to create his first fully animated film since Bambi in 1942. With the release of Cinder-
ella, Disney became synonymous with family entertainment. Loved by audiences and
critics alike, the film received three Academy Award nominations for Best Sound, Origi-
nal Music Score, and Best Song for “Bibbidi-Bobbidi-Boo.” Due to its popularity, the
story of Cinderella has been adapted for the screen and performed onstage numerous
times. In addition, Disney Studios produced two more sequels: Cinderella II: Dreams
Come True (2002) and Cinderella III: A Twist in Time (2007).
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While reminiscent of Snow White, it may be argued that Cinderella presents us with
a more culturally complex protagonist. On the one hand, this character was stereotypi-
cally representative of what was then understood as the ideal American woman: desper-
ately secking a way out of her dreadful situation, and assisted by a fairy godmother and
a host of helpful animals, she is rescued by a husband/prince who enables her to live
“happily ever after.” On the other hand, although beautiful, the narrative at least sug-
gests that what makes Cinderella so very attractive are her tenacity, optimism, and
kindness. Indeed, in what may be understood as both a violation of postwar gender
standards and an indictment of upper-class privilege, the film depicts Cinderella as
rejecting her domesticity and ultimately realizing her dreams despite her lower-class
status. Interestingly, after the film was released, Disney officially conducted a series of
contests across the United States, looking for local Cinderellas with personality, charm,
and good natures—not just physical beauty. Today, then, the story of Cinderella pro-
vides us with a cautionary tale: although all too often we still teach young women that
they should rely on their beauty to attract a princely savior, what we should be teaching
them is that their beauty lies within their strength of character and soaring spirits.

See also: Animation; Color; Disney, Walt; Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs
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CITIZEN KANE. Though it is one of the most acclaimed films ever to come out of
Hollywood, Citizen Kane was as much an object of controversy as of praise, even
before its theatrical release in 1941. Film historians have debated endlessly over the
authorship of its screenplay as well as over the precise role played by its omnitalented
director, Orson Welles, in the conception and execution of this work, but no one today
doubts its stature, or the influence it cast upon filmmakers in the decades that fol-
lowed. If Citizen Kane is not, as some have insisted, the “greatest” film ever made, it
was certainly Orson Welles’s most important contribution to the art of filmmaking
and the work by which he is best remembered today.

The circumstances surrounding the making of Citizen Kane were almost as improb-
able as those of a stereotypic Hollywood melodrama. After a brief but wildly successful
career on the stage and in radio, Welles was signed to a multipicture deal by RKO in
1939, in the hope that he could work some of his wunderkind magic on an ailing stu-
dio. The terms of his contract were unprecedented for its time: Welles was given a free
hand to choose his cast, write his own script, select whichever cinematographer he fan-
cied, and most important of all, he was given the right of final cut. For a young man
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Orson Welles wrote, produced, directed, and starred in Citizen Kane. In this movie still “Kane” is

shown with a billboard of himself in the background. (Underwood & Underwood/Corbis)

(Welles was all of 25) who had no prior experience directing a feature film, this was an
extraordinary gesture of faith on the part of RKO, and one that George Schaefer (the
studio head) later had reason to regret. However, Welles and his Mercury Theater play-
ers had electrified the country a year before with their broadcast of a dramatic version
of H. G. Wells's War of the Worlds, and RKO obviously thought that if Welles could

startle and delight millions on radio, he was sure to do even more on the silver screen.
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Welles’s initial plan was to adapt Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, but he scrapped
that idea and a second “literary” subject in favor of an original screenplay about a news-
paper tycoon whose life could be seen as emblematic of both the transformative and
corruptive power of money and fame. The original working title of this film was cither
The American or John Citizen USA, from which we can surely deduce that Welles
thought of his protagonist, Charles Foster Kane, as a representative American hero/
antihero, and one whose life would encapsulate many of the qualities Americans both
admired and deplored in their leaders. And while Welles and his co-scriptwriter, Her-
man Mankiewicz, thought of the fictitious Kane as a composite figure whose traits
were drawn from several well-known publishing moguls, it was William Randolph
Hearst, whose pillar-of-society public persona and far less appealing private personal-
ity, who provided them with the life-model for which they were looking. Neither
Welles nor Mankiewicz particularly liked Hearst, nor, as ardent supporters of FDR
and the New Deal, did they particularly admire Hearst’s conservative political views,
so it was hardly surprising that they found in Hearst a combination of personal arro-
gance and right-wing political sanctimony that practically cried out for ridicule.

Once Hearst got wind of what Welles-Mankiewicz had in mind—namely, a movie
that portrayed him as an emotionally unstable demagogue and that hinted broadly at
his extramarital relationship with the actress Marion Davies—he was not slow to react.
His first impulse was to try and put them out of business. Failing to convince a local
draft board to induct Welles into the army, Hearst then sought to convince his friends
in Hollywood that it would be worth their while to prevent Citizen Kane from being
released. Toward that end, Hearst persuaded Louis B. Mayer (studio head of MGM)
to offer RKO’s Schaefer a substantial bribe either to stop production of the film or, fail-
ing that, to destroy all available prints. Fortunately, RKO held firm, and what film
scholars have subsequently referred to as the “Battle Over Citizen Kane” was won by
Welles and company, at least in its first round. However, Hearst was not ready to con-
cede defeat, and after failing to suppress the film, he utilized the resources of his vast
newspaper empire to bad-mouth both Welles and his film, with the result that atten-
dance at movie theaters was far less than anyone at RKO had anticipated. Although
subsequently nominated for nine Academy Awards, including Best Actor and Best
Director, the only award Citizen Kane finally received was for Best Original Screenplay.
Historians have wondered since then to what extent Hearst’s influence over the film
community dissuaded members of the Academy from bestowing the honors on the
picture it so obviously deserved. Yet, for all the scurm und drang associated with its
production and its less-than-spectacular reception, Citizen Kane was far from being a
flop, and when rereleased after the war, its reputation continued to grow, both in the
United States and in Europe. Certainly by the 1960s, film critics had already come
to see it as one of the landmark achievements of Hollywood’s golden age.

Interestingly, for all its complexities of structure and tone, Citizen Kane tells a rela-
tively simple, almost admonitory tale of a man who, in the words of Kane’s (Welles)
accountant, Mr. Bernstein (Everett Sloane), “lost almost everything he had.” The rea-
sons for this loss, and the consequences of Kane’s moral failures, demanded a compli-
cated story arc and multiple perspectives on the man and the many contradictions that
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defined his personality. Nevertheless, the final judgment on Kane’s moral character is
rendered unambiguously by Jedediah Leland (Joseph Cotten), Kane’s closest friend
and ultimately his most bitter enemy: “All he really wanted out of life was love. That’s
Charlie’s story, how he lost it. You see, he just didn’t have any to give.” Seen from this
perspective, Kane’s rags-to-riches life story is almost a distraction from the real inner
drama that Welles clearly wants to explore, and while it is possible to see Kane as the
central fixture in a melodramatic political satire, it is Kane’s inability to love, or to
respond appropriately to those who love him, that seems to interest Welles more than
anything else.

The decision to tell this story over and over again, from differing and even conflict-
ing points of view, was one for which both Welles and Mankiewicz were responsible, at
first separately and then in concert as they pieced together the fragments of testimony
that would form the substance of their plot. Mankiewicz’s term for their method of
nonlinear narrative presentation was “prismatic,” but in fact the five component narra-
tives (presented as flashbacks) represent more than just different perspectives on a sin-
gle stationary subject. Each narrator is at once reliable and unreliable—each has his or
her own judgmental view of Kane and what he meant to them—and while a mosaiclike
image of their subject finally emerges by the end of the film, no single observation
about Kane can be taken as objective truth. The film’s narrative methodology forces
us to carefully observe the tellers of each tale, and to factor in what we know about
their personal biases. The truths that emerge from this process are therefore necessarily
subjective and relative; but that is all we can hope for in a film that deliberately with-
holds something like old-fashioned authorial omniscience.

There is a fundamental irony, it should be noted, in Welles’s decision to present his
modernist satire-cum-biography of The Great Man in pseudo-documentary form.
From the very beginning we are invited to view the film that is unfolding before us
not as a type of public history so much as a kind of intimate exposé, complete with pri-
vate interviews and equally private memoirs, all assembled in the hopes of discovering
the meaning of Kane’s deathbed utterance, “Rosebud.” That quest, as Welles observed
later, was the movie’s gimmick, its narrative “hook.” Yet, no matter how hard the mov-
ie’s investigative reporter, Jerry Thompson (William Alland), tries to piece together all
of the scattered facts that he has gathered about Kane’s life and loves, he still cannot
unravel the one mystery he was asked to solve. Of course, it is the viewer who puts
the last piece of that puzzle into place, as Kane’s childhood sled, with the word Rose-
bud emblazoned on it, is being fed into a furnace: this is a privileged perception,
reserved for the audience alone, for like the spectators of classical drama, it is the audi-
ence that literally sees things the characters in the play cannot. Not surprisingly, then,
the final moments of Citizen Kane exhibit none of the “Voice of God” rhetoric of the
mock-March of Time obituary that is flashed on the screen near the beginning of the
film. Instead, Welles’s ultimate comment on Kane’s life in the concluding frames of
the film takes a wordless, symbolic form, as the smoke from Xanadu’s furnace curls
up into the atmosphere. Kane’s life, literally and figuratively, has gone up in smoke,
but no one except the camera’s eye (and the viewer’s) is allowed to perceive it. As Welles
intimates in the opening shots of this film, we have been “trespassing” on a private
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domain of memory and perception, and have seen things that no biographer is likely to
discover.

Significantly, Citizen Kane's preeminence in the history of American film is not sim-
ply a reflection of either its psychological depth or narrative intricacies. It is, without
question, the most technically innovative film of its time, and while earlier filmmakers
had experimented with many of the formal devices that Welles and Gregg Toland
(Citizen Kane's cinematographer) utilized throughout their picture, few did so as con-
sistently or as effectively. The list of such devices is impressively long: overlapping dia-
logue; unusual camera angles (requiring the construction of ceilings on each set);
stylized editing techniques, like wipes and dissolves; montage scenes and images that
condense the passage of time; chiaroscuro lighting effects that create pools of light
and shadow; flashbacks and flash-forwards; and relatively long takes. Most important
of all, however, was Toland’s use of deep-focus shots that create a depth of visual field,
allowing a larger amount of visual data to enter the picture frame. Where shorter lenses
would not achieve this effect, Toland used matte shots to crowd as many figures and as
much information as possible onto the screen without sacrificing clarity of representa-
tion. Nothing really escapes the camera’s eye in Citizen Kane, and it is precisely this
type of photographic hyperrealism that allowed Welles to dwell on certain objects that
take on emotionally charged significance.

Chief among those objects is the glass ball/paperweight that Kane fixates on when
his second wife, Susan Alexander Kane (Dorothy Comingore), leaves him, and that
drops from his hand at the moment of his death, shattering on the floor as he mutters
“Rosebud” for the last time. We initially spot this object in Susan Alexander’s room on
the occasion of her first encounter with Kane, but its deeper associations become clear
once we recognize that Kane has appropriated this ball as a symbol of his lost child-
hood, as the snow-laden cabin inside the ball reminds him of his mother’s boarding-
house and the maternal love that was taken from him forever. A similar
transformation of object into visual motif occurs when the camera fixes on Susan’s jig-
saw puzzles, presented in a montage sequence that marks the passage of seasons one
into the next. Susan’s growing boredom, the stultifying idleness of her life, and her
sense of imprisonment at Kane’s hands are all objectively conveyed by a roving camera
that silently comments on what it sees.

No less memorable are the breakthrough performances of Welles's Mercury Players,
particularly those of Cotten as Jedediah Leland, Sloane as Mr. Bernstein, and Agnes
Moorehead as Kane’s mother. None of these actors had had any feature film
experience—though all three had extensive theatrical résumés—and their adaptation
to the new medium and their nuanced interpretation of roles—which might easily have
degenerated into caricature—is all the more remarkable for their being screen novices.
Of course, it is Orson Welles’s portrayal of Kane that not only dominates the film but
remains longest in the minds of viewers; indeed, without his presence at the center of
this drama it could scarcely have had the impact it did. Welles’s conspicuously theatrical
style of acting—entirely appropriate given the flamboyant character he is portraying—
the subtle shading of his often sonorous voice, the changes in gesture and in gait that
characterize the aging Kane, all combined to create the illusion of a man whose obvious
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egotism and less obvious generosity of spirit are woven together into a painfully delicate
existential balance.

See also: Film Editing; Film Noir; Welles, Orson
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CITY LIGHTS. At the conclusion of Cizy Lights (United Artists, 1931), the Tramp
(Charlie Chaplin) looks wistfully at the Flower Girl (Virginia Cherrill) and asserts,
with the hopeful inflection of a question, “You can see now?” She replies, “Yes, I can
see now,” and it seems as if the whole of the film could be contained in the ambiguous,
equivocal meaning of that exchange. City Lights is a richly romantic, tragic, and—at
the same time—comic film that speaks powerfully of the difficulty of inhabiting a
world from which one is in danger of being ejected. Written, directed, produced,
and scored by Chaplin, Cizy Lights took almost two years and $1.5 million to finish,
though it made nearly $2 million over the course of its run; it was a commercial as well
as a critical success. Today, it remains one of the most moving and significant films in
American history.

City Lights addresses several themes typical of Chaplin’s Tramp films—the flaws
endemic in the world of luxury, the struggle of the alienated individual in urban
America, the moral superiority of the working poor—and others specifically related
to the role of sight in American cinema at the dawn of sound. As the film opens, the
title appears in lights over an energetic evening cityscape; in the distance we see a
monument to “Peace and Prosperity” that will be unveiled in the next scene. This
vignette sets the stage for the story to come, presenting a picture of urban America
from the privileged perspective of the wealthy and those who are accepted. The
modern, forward-looking city becomes an anonymous site of misery, misrecognition,
and pitilessness for the Tramp. As the monument is unveiled, amidst the quacking of
the city’s elite, we see the Tramp ironically curled in the arms of Prosperity, where he
has slept the night before. Offended, the crowd commands him to remove himself.
The Tramp wanders the bustling city street, and to avoid the gaze of a nearby police-
man, he climbs through a waiting car to the other side where he meets the Flower Girl.
After purchasing a flower, the Tramp discovers that she is blind—for her part, having
heard the car door slam shut, believes him to be something he is not. Unable—and
perhaps unwilling—to correct her misrecognition, he observes her for a time, under
the cover of her blindness. Returning that evening to the shabby flat she shares with
her grandmother (Florence Lee), she dreams of her wealthy suitor.
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Later, the Tramp encounters an inebriated Millionaire (Harry Myers) attempting
suicide by drowning; he is in despair because his wife has left him. The Tramp saves
him, though both fall into the river several times during the process. Returning to
the Millionaire’s luxurious home, they drink heavily under the disapproving eye of
the butler (Allan Garcia). After the Millionaire again attempts suicide, the two head
out for an evening under the city lights, the Tramp in his new friend’s borrowed
clothes. At a stylish supper club, the two frenetically dance the night away. In his
inebriated state, the Millionaire gives the Tramp his car. He sees the Flower Girl pass-
ing, and retrieves a few bills from the Millionaire to buy all of the Flower Girl’s mer-
chandise before driving her home. When he returns, the Millionaire has sobered up
and forgotten the camaraderie of the night, though the routine is once again played
out later that evening. The next morning, the two awake in the Millionaire’s bed—
one of several homoerotic moments in the film. Despite his mighty struggle to remain
in that world, the Tramp is again thrown out.

Visiting the Flower Girl, he learns that she is ill. Saddened, he is determined to earn
money to help her and her Grandmother. Under the gaze of Peace and Prosperity, the
Tramp, newly employed as a street cleaner, shovels animal droppings into his bin. Later
that afternoon, he calls on the Flower Gitl, who eagerly awaits his arrival. He arrives
laden with gifts of food; he tells her of a Viennese doctor who not only has a cure for
blindness, but cures the poor for free. The two share a comfortable visit, until he dis-
covers a letter informing her of impending eviction; now the Tramp is even more in
need of funds, but he has lost his job as a street cleaner. A crooked boxer offers him easy
money if he will participate in a rigged fight, but, wanted by the law, he flees, leaving
the Tramp with a robust new opponent (Hank Mann). He attempts to ingratiate him-
self, smiling winsomely, and awaits his fight as boxer after boxer returns, badly beaten.
In the ring, still wearing his bowler, it looks for a brief moment that the Tramp might
indeed succeed, but after the second round, the Tramp is carried out, dazed. Later, he
wanders the city streets, searching for a way to help the Flower Girl; a wave of well-
dressed people rushes by him, and among them he encounters the Millionaire, who,
once again drunk, takes him home.

Unbeknownst to all, two burglars await. The Tramp explains his troubles to the
Millionaire, who is touched and gives the Tramp $1,000. Discovering a gun on the
floor, the Tramp worries that his friend will again seck to take his life; as they argue,
a burglar creeps up behind them with a sap, eventually knocking the Millionaire
unconscious. By the time the police arrive, the burglars have fled, the Millionaire does
not remember the Tramp, and the Tramp has a wad of money in his pocket. He escapes
in the confusion of the darkened room, and runs to the Flower Girl, giving her the
money for her trip to the eye doctor. After leaving, however, he is captured by the
law. For close to nine months, the Tramp is incarcerated; meanwhile, the Flower Girl
has regained her sight and opened a successful shop. When we next see her, she is serv-
ing a handsome, well-dressed man, and for a brief moment, she thinks he must be her
suitor; he leaves, however, without recognizing her.

Released from prison, the Tramp seems broken. He aimlessly wanders the streets in
torn pants, dirty bowler, and safety-pinned jacket, a far cry from either tidy vagrant or
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gentleman in borrowed clothes. On the street, he is mocked and tortured by paper-
boys, and when he finds some flowers swept into the gutter from the shop, he stoops
to pick one up only to endure the boys tearing at his exposed underwear. After he
chases them away, the Tramp recognizes the Flower Girl and gazes with such force
she wonders if she has made a conquest; she gives the funny vagrant a coin and flower
to replace the one from the gutter that he had crushed in his astonishment. As they
touch, she recognizes him; she acknowledges that she can see, but in her eyes there is
sadness, for he is not the man she thought he was. The camera fades out on the Tramp’s
shy, hopeful smile.

Among Chaplin’s numerous financial and personal crises during the production of
City Lighrs, the advent of sound threatened to make his most well-known character—
and the moral-aesthetic sensibility he represents—a relic of a bygone era. As part
owner of United Artists, however, Chaplin was able to enjoy the privilege of indulg-
ing his spontaneous production habits and the freedom to reject dialogue. In the late
1920s, cinema was quickly passing the Rubicon marked by synchronized sound-on-
film; Cizy Lights, not a true silent film but a “silent talkie,” would attempt to nego-
tiate this new technological terrain by employing a synchronized soundtrack but no
dialogue. Chaplin’s score is notable in its use of sound effects that not only comple-
ment the film’s physical comedy but also suggest a kind of commentary on the empty
noise of talking pictures—in the opening sequence, for instance, the pompous city
luminaries “speak” through kazoos. Despite this satirical commentary, there is also a
nostalgic quality about the film especially resonant for its Depression-era audiences.
City Lights seems aware of itself as an anachronism, much like the Tramp himself,
who belongs to none of the worlds he so desperately wants to inhabit. The Flower
Girl’s unresolved choice at the conclusion of the film is thus not hers alone.

See also: Chaplin, Charlie; Silent Era, The
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CLEOPATRA. Released in 1963, Cleopatra has sometimes been referred to as the
biggest movie failure in film history. Twentieth Century-Fox was in financial difficul-
ties, and Cleopatra was originally conceived as a low-cost production. With easily
affordable second-tier actors such as Peter Finch, Stephen Boyd, and Joan Collins,
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the film’s producers reasoned that they could easily stay within the limits of their
$2 million budget. Production costs began to balloon almost immediately, however,
when Fox agreed to Elizabeth Taylor’s salary demand of $1 million. Still, filming began
on an optimistic note at the Pinewood Studios in London under the direction of
Rouben Mamoulian; but 16 months and $7 million later, after Elizabeth Taylor had
almost died of pneumonia and most of the sets were destroyed by rain, the production
was shut down. A year passed before it was resumed, now with Joseph Mankiewicz,
who had directed Taylor in the highly successtul Suddenly Last Summer, in charge.
The surviving ten minutes of usable film from the London shoot was discarded, Rex
Harrison and Richard Burton replaced Peter Finch and Stephen Boyd as Caesar and
Mark Antony, and filming was moved to Rome and various locations in Spain.

Things began to break down again, though, as Mankiewicz began rewriting the script
and filming scenes in the order that they were written, which created costly time delays.
During these delays a romance developed between Taylor and Burton. The affair
became a bigger story than the film itself, since both Taylor and Burton were married
at the time. Taylor was still in the tabloids for, some believed, having stolen Eddie Fisher
away from his first wife Debbie Reynolds, soon after her own husband, Michael Todd,
was killed. This new scandal brought condemnation from the Pope and even reached
the floor of Congress, where attempts were made to revoke Taylor’s passport.

Mankiewicz wanted to make Cleopatra an historical epic with the emphasis on “his-
torical.” He hired thousands of extras and pushed his set and costume designers to
make everything he was going to shoot as historically accurate as possible. Conceiving
the film as an extended, six-hour production, Mankiewicz suggested that the picture
would be divided into two three-hour segments that would be released separately.
Darryl Zanuck, who took control of Fox during the final phase of production, when
costs were again spiraling out of control, opposed the two-part release and forced Man-
kewicz to cut first two, and then three hours from the film. While Cleopatra still man-
aged to be nominated for nine Oscars, including Best Picture, and did eventually break
even at the box office, critical opinion was mostly negative. Mankewicz believed that
the final product was a poor substitute for the grand film spectacle that he had imag-
ined, and the actors grumbled that their best scenes had been left on the cutting-
room floor. Taylor was so upset she refused to attend the opening,.

Because it followed other successful historical epics, such as The Ten Commandments
(1956), Ben Hur (1959), Spartacus (1960), and E/ Cid (1961), there was good reason
to believe that Cleopatra, especially with its stellar cast, would be successful. Epics, after
all, were popular enough to compete with television for audiences; and it was thought
that another big-budget extravaganza would bring people back to theaters. Epics, it was
argued by many in Hollywood, were good investments because they shared several
common features: longer running times, that allowed for advance ticket sales and inter-
missions; multiple storylines; heroes who experience setbacks but whose deaths or suf-
fering have redemptive qualities; star-studded ensemble casts; and unified action,
where the various storylines and characters serve one overarching theme. Unfortu-
nately, because historically Cleopatra was less heroic than seductively disruptive, there
was little about her, or her story, that seemed redemptive. Even the forbidden



Clockwork Orange, A

relationship between Taylor and Burton, which was eerily close to that of Cleopatra
and the men she brought down and which was now being played out on the screen,
could not save the picture; indeed, because the stars were less than discreet about their
affair, their relationship may have angered audiences, keeping them away from thea-
ters. In the end, the dismal failure of Cleopatra effectively brought a close to the
studio-financed, big-budget epic. With the development of computer-generated
imagery, however, making filmic spectacle possible without the expense of “casts of
thousands,” the historical epic returned in 2000 with the highly successful Gladiaror.
See also: Taylor, Elizabeth
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CLOCKWORK ORANGE, A. One of the most controversial films in the history of
American cinema, A Clockwork Orange (1971) is, perhaps, director Stanley Kubrick’s
darkest assessment of the human condition, even though it stands within a body of
work that is replete with similar bleak observations. One of the few American cin-
ematic offerings initally to receive an X-rating and yet still be considered for Best Pic-
ture at the Academy Awards (the other was Midnight Cowboy), Kubrick made slight
changes to the film to earn it an “R” rating, thus allowing it to be seen by larger audi-
ences and to become financially successful. And successful it was, earning more than
10 times its estimated budget in its American release alone. Critics were sharply di-
vided over the film, which may be reflected in the fact that although A Clockwork
Orange was nominated for a plethora of mainstream awards (four Oscars, seven
BAFTA Awards, and three Golden Globes), it failed to win any of them. Probably
the least likely of Kubrick’s films to be shown on cable television, and banned with
Kubrick’s consent from presentation in England for nearly 30 years, the film has
remained a cult classic, earning over 2 million pounds in a 2000 English rerelease after
the death of the director in 1999.

A Clockwork Orange follows the story of Alex (Malcolm McDowell), a young
Beethoven-loving malcontent who terrorizes the inhabitants of a futuristic, style-
conscious, and dystopian England with his fellow “Droogs.” His story is divided into
three interconnected narrative segments. In the first, we see Alex and his friends raping,
fighting, and pillaging for the sheer thrill of it. In the next, Alex is imprisoned and
medically reconditioned to reject violence (and, accidentally, Beethoven) through a
new behavioral technique that eliminates his free will. In the final section, a now
reformed (and helpless) Alex retraces his steps from the first section of the film, and
is preyed upon by his former victims in a nightmarish sequence that eventually results
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Malcolm McDowell in a scene from Stanley Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange, which shocked audi-
ences when it was released in 1971. (Michael Ochs Archives/Getty Images)
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in an attempted suicide. It is this act that breaks his conditioning, and in the final
sequence of the film, the audience is treated to a gloriously depraved look inside Alex’s
mind, with the promise of more violence and sex to come. Once again free to choose,
Alex returns to his former life as a violent street thug.

Like his prior film, 2001: A Space Odyssey, A Clockwork Orange is suftused with rich,
original, complex, and shocking images, all expertly filmed by cinematographer John
Alcott. While the violence and sexuality of the movie have received a great deal of
attention, the film’s most enduring images may be those focused on Alex’s eyes: his
audience-directed glare in the film’s opening shot; his gleeful, masked expression after
he croons “Singin’ in the Rain” during a rape sequence; and the terror-stricken stare
when his eyes are forced open during the administration of the unsettling behavioral
process, called the Ludovico technique in the film. In a perverse way, Kubrick compels
us to view the world, literally and figuratively, through Alex’s eyes. As Thomas Allen
Nelson suggests, it is through the use of this filmic device that Kubrick attempts to turn
his audience members into voyeurs who cannot tell the difference between their own
fantasies and the ones depicted on the screen.

The stylistic imaginings of Alex’s futuristic violent youth culture were certainly
meant to be terrifying; but for Kubrick, it seems, they were also meant to be compre-
hensible as a real, and vital, part of our world. It may be argued that in leading his
audiences to sympathize with Alex, even as they recoil in horror from his disturbing
behavior, Kubrick was secking to expose humanity’s deep fascination with deviant



forms of sex and violence, a fascination that continually threatens to burst forth from
within the boundaries imposed by civilized societies striving to regulate the appetites
and consequences that accompany these base activities. Given that Alex’s life is really
only threatened when he becomes suicidal after losing his ability to choose his own
path, what Kubrick may have been saying with A Clockwork Orange was that humans
are nothing more than pathetic wind-up toys if they do not have choices, even if those
choices sometimes unleash the most disquieting elements of our existence.
See also: Kubrick, Stanley
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CLUELESS. Clueless, a 1995 film directed by Amy Heckerling, is a modern-day
adaptation of Jane Austen’s Emma. This update of the Austen novel features Alicia
Silverstone as Cher Horowitz (the contemporary Emma Woodhouse), a matchmaker
who speed dials her love matches from her cell phone in a Beverly Hills mall. Though
Cher does not involve herself in matchmaking as a result of a deal or a bet, she does feel
it is her responsibility (as the most popular gitl in her Beverly Hills high school) to
make over an out-of-place transfer named Tai (Brittany Murphy) and find her a suit-
able boyfriend. Little does Cher realize that love has been what she herself has been
looking for all along.

The film opens at an outdoor pool party. Hordes of impossibly beautiful and weal-
thy teenagers are splashing one another as Cher narrates the scene, taking the audience
on a brief introductory journey through her life. Cher, a late twentieth-century teenage
girl, picks out her daily outfits from a computer-programmed closet, refuses to date
high school boys, and has an older, ex-stepbrother named Josh (Paul Rudd), who
accuses her of having only one direction in life: “toward the mall.”

Anxious to prove there is more to her than a superficial exterior, Cher embarks on a
crusade of selflessness. She begins by playing matchmaker to two of her teachers, the
nerdy Mr. Hall (Wallace Shawn) and lonely Miss Geist (Twink Caplan). Her next
project is to make over Tai, a “tragically unhip” new arrival at their high school. After
a trip to the mall, Cher attempts to set up Tai with Elton (Jeremy Sisto), a popular,
good-looking boy in school, although Tai has her eye on a skateboarding stoner, Travis
(Breckin Meyer). Cher discovers Elton actually prefers her and is left to comfort the
distraught Tai, who feels betrayed by her mentor. That weekend, Cher brings Tai to
a party, and she ends up falling for Josh. Cher’s experiment soon turns sour when Tai’s
popularity surpasses her own, as Tai morphs into a self-obsessed monster who has no
idea how “clueless” her mentor really is. Crushed by Tai’s rejection (and upset by her

Clueless
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inability to pass her driver’s test), Cher goes on a soul-searching expedition (which
includes a shopping spree at the mall). Vowing to make a stronger effort at a more pro-
ductive life, Cher volunteers for a disaster-relief drive and makes amends with Tai,
encouraging her to go out with Travis. She also begins to spend more time with Josh,
coming to understand that what she took to be the most unappealing things about
him—his intellect, his commitment to hard work, his rejection of Cher’s superficial
lifestyle—are the very things she now finds most attractive about him.

Clueless was the first in a series of modern filmic remakes of classic novels that were
aimed at teenage audiences. Filmmakers had often turned to works by authors such as
Shakespeare, Dickens, and Austen, but most of the pictures they produced were
“straight” adaptations of literature to the screen. In adapting classic literary works as
teen films, however, studios were attempting to broaden the appeal of these narratives
and market them to younger audiences (Davis, 2006). Other teen films that followed
the trend set by Clueless include 10 Things I Hate about You (a 1999 remake of Taming
of the Shrew), Cruel Intentions (a 1999 remake of Dangerous Liaisons), and O (a 2001
remake of Othello).

Although widely popular with audiences, Clueless split critics. Many praised the
film, seeing it as an indictment of the “cult of popularity” that acted to marginalize
teens without the financial or emotional resources to become part of the affluent “in-
crowd.” Others saw Clueless as nothing more than a “makeover film,” one that brought
consumption to the forefront of teenage consciousness, masking superficiality and
opulence with satire and references to popular culture, and demonstrating that anyone
can be popular through shopping and by prescribing to the right beauty conventions.
Disturbingly, they argued, films such as Clueless, and later, She's All That (1999) and
Never Been Kissed (1999), made the mall into a kind of utopian sacred space wherein
social outcasts could be normalized and carried from the “lowest high school social
rung to the top” of the social ladder (Quart, 2003).

See also: Coming-of-Age Film, The; Heckerling, Amy
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CONVERSATION, THE. The Conversation is a film written and directed by
Francis Ford Coppola. Released between the first two installments of his Godfather tril-
ogy, it won the Palme d’Or at the 1974 Cannes Film Festival and was nominated for
three Academy Awards, including Best Picture. Surprisingly, perhaps because of its nar-
rative opacity, it was not a box-office success, although it has since grown in influence.
Coppola has referred to it as his favorite of the films he has made.
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The movie follows Harry Caul (Gene Hackman), a private surveillance expert hired
by the Director (Robert Duvall) to record the conversation between his wife, Ann
(Cindy Williams) and her lover, Mark (Frederic Forrest). Using a number of different
listening devices, he is able to piece together much of their exchange. A comment by
Mark, “he’d i/l us if he got the chance,” troubles Caul, as he believes that the lives of
Ann and Mark are in danger. Although he meets the Director’s assistant, Martin (Har-
rison Ford), Harry refuses to hand over the tapes he has recorded.

Ironically, Harry’s skill at exposing the most intimate secrets of those on whom he
spies is the very thing that makes his private life so disturbingly sterile. Terrified to
open up to anyone else, including his assistant Stan (John Cazale) and his girlfriend
Amy (Terri Garr), he turns to the only person with whom he feels somewhat safe, his
priest. In a painful act of contrition, Harry confesses that in the past his work led to
the deaths of two people. Now, he believes, the same thing might happen if he reveals
what was said during the conversation between Ann and Mark.

Although Harry hides the tapes, they are stolen by the Director’s operatives. When
summoned to the office of the Director so that he can be paid for his work, Caul finds
his client in a state of rage over what he has heard on the tapes. Believing that the
Director is planning to kill his wife and her lover at a meeting in a hotel that had been
mentioned during the conversation between Ann and Mark, Harry decides to listen in.
He bugs the meeting room and overhears a confrontation between the couple and the
Director. Overwhelmed by what he is hearing, Harry peeks through a window into the
meeting room and is startled to see the results of a bloody struggle. Horrified and
impotent, Caul retreats into his own room. After regaining his composure, he sneaks
into the adjoining room to find that it has no mark of a struggle. When he flushes
the toilet, however, blood flows out and Harry is certain that he has been complicit
in at least one more murder.

Later, Caul is shocked to find that Ann is alive and well, and that it is the Director
who is dead. Realizing that he has been a pawn in a plot to murder the Director, it
dawns on Harry that what Mark had said to Ann was really, “He’d kill us if he got
the chance.” The fateful statement, it is now clear, had been a justification for murder.
Returning home, he receives a call instructing him not to discuss the murder with any-
one and warning him that he is under surveillance. Terrified, Harry dismantles his
apartment piece by piece, but cannot find a bug.

Coppola points to Michelangelo Antonioni’s Blow Up (1966) as the inspiration for
The Conversation. Like Antonioni’s film, The Conversation explored the technological
blurring of lines between the private and public spheres and the real-world consequen-
ces, both psychological and political, to which such technological acts of elision can
give rise. Interestingly, although conceived before the Watergate scandal rocked
America, The Conversation was released just months before President Nixon was forced
to resign in the summer of 1974, after it was revealed that he had recorded plans for a
cover-up of the break-in at Democratic Headquarters. The parallel between the fate of
The Conversation’s protagonist—Harry Caul is exposed by the very technology that he
believed would keep him safe—and that of President Nixon was one of the things that
led to the film’s cult status.
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COOL HAND LUKE. Coo! Hand Luke is a 1967 Stuart Rosenberg film depicting
one man’s encounter with discipline and punishment within the confines of a 1940s
chain gang. The tenor of Cool Hand Luke and its release during the late 1960s reflects
the spirit of an era in the midst of civil transformation.

Paul Newman in his role as “Lukas ‘Luke’ Jackson,” delivers a performance charac-
terized by non-conformity and a skepticism about the infallibility of institutions of
control. Serving a two-year sentence in a correctional facility, Luke finds himself
entangled in a web of trivial rules and regulations. His unwillingness to operate within
these formal boundaries, his clever wit, and his calm demeanor earn him the name
“Cool Hand Luke.”

Soon prison inmates befriend Luke for his carefree attitude, appetite for adventure
and constant defiance. These antiheroic qualities can be found in scenes where Luke’s
resistance reverses the legitimacy and efficacy of institutionalized masculinity, disci-
pline, and punishment; in effect revealing the social ironies of a correctional system
designed to diminish one’s sense of self.

In one example of this resistance, Luke finds himself embroiled in a dispute with
another inmate named “Dragline,” played by George Kennedy. As prison rules and
hypermasculinity take hold, Dragline and Luke begin to settle their dispute through
a fight. With bets riding and the fervor of male competitiveness growing, Dragline
delivers a vicious beating to Luke. Disadvantaged in both size and strength, Luke’s
stubborn posturing and reluctance to give up somehow drains Dragline of his determi-
nation.

As the fight comes to an end, the seriousness of the violence becomes more appar-
ent, and the excitement of onlookers transforms into disgust. In the end, the crowd
of observers disperses and Dragline walks away leaving Luke badly beaten. Despite
his obvious loss, Luke’s willingness to continue his fight, even though he knows he
has no chance of winning, impresses all who witness the performance. This critical
scene emphasizes the brutality of the violence and draws out the absurdities of making
such behavior an acceptable negotiating mechanism for prisoners.

Luke’s unflappable personality is also accompanied by an amusing tact for dealing
with boredom; often resulting in the entertainment and inspiration of his fellow
inmates. In one illustrative scene, Luke wins a wager that he can eat 50 eggs in one



Cool Hand Luke

Paul Newman, playing a banjo, and George Kennedy talk in a still from the 1967 film Coo! Hand
Luke, directed by Stuart Rosenberg. Newman was nominated for a Best Actor Oscar while Kennedy

won a Best Supporting Actor Oscar for their roles in the film. (Warner Bros./Getty Images)

hour. Although this scene appears to be a farcical episode of senselessness, the event
suggests a rethinking of the impossible, while encouraging the unthinkable.

Throughout the movie a growing tension emerges between definitions of incarcera-
tion and freedom. In one of the most popular scenes, the “Captain” of the facility,
played by Strother Martin, castigates Luke for escaping; uttering the now-famous
phrase “What we’ve got here is [a] failure to communicate.” Herein a paradox exists
where such a communication breakdown could only be possible under the circum-
stances of an imbalanced distribution of power.

Although Luke makes three attempts to escape, a subtext of his venturesome life
within the prison suggests that he is only physically incarcerated, while his mind and
soul remain virtually free. During one of Luke’s escape attempts, he mails the inmates
a picture of himself nuzzled between two attractive women with a postscript that reads,
“Dear Boys, Playing it Cool, Luke.” The picture becomes an article of veneration for
the inmates, one that appears to provide a sense of optimism for a life beyond the pris-
on’s fences. Yet, upon being apprehended and returned to the facility, Luke concedes
that the photograph was a fake—paid for and doctored merely to entertain. In a telling
scene that follows, the inmates struggle to accept Luke’s admission, somehow holding
onto the notion that such a system of control and incarceration is surmountable. Yet,
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in this instance, and indeed at the end of the film when Luke’s final escape ends in his
death, such a notion of romantic invincibility proves illusory. Given the release of this
film during the civil unrest of late 1960s, such a theme seems to have resonated with
audiences engaged in a similar form of futile resistance, irrespective of an unprec-
edented show of opposition toward conventional values.

See also: Newman, Paul; Politics and Film
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CRASH (1996). One can scarcely imagine a more sympathetic filmmaker to adapt
the late J. G. Ballard’s novel Crash than David Cronenberg (the novel was released in
1973, the film in 1996). One of the few truly radical sensibilities operating in main-
stream cinema, Cronenberg is equally preoccupied, as critic Gavin Smith notes, with
“the communion of characters with technology, disease, narcotics, telepathy, and Oth-
erness” (1997). One has only to recall the loners and malformed techno-creatures that
populate other Cronenberg films— Videodrome, The Fly, and Naked Lunch, for example—
to understand Smith’s point.

Ballard’s brilliant, controversial novel probes contemporary society’s obsessions with
sex, death, and the automobile. Flesh and metal, blood and gasoline, copulation and
collision run like bright threads through the narrative—frequently intertwined, some-
times fused—forecasting a transcendent, disastrous apocalyptic moment. According to
Ballard, the story grew out of a concatenation of circumstances, including a bad acid
trip, a personal preoccupation with earth-shattering cataclysm (foregrounded in his
1960s science fiction novels), and a museum exhibit he organized himself in 1970,
which displayed three car wrecks and was introduced to the public by a topless female
guide. The latter event, he says, was his “green light” to write Crash. Public response
was one of immediate shock and indignation. “This author is beyond psychiatric help,”
moaned one commentator.

In his novel, Ballard literally wrote himself into the narrative as the central character—
the author gave his protagonist the name James Ballard and made him a filmmaker at
London’s Shepperton Studios, Shepperton being the name of the suburb in which the
real-life Ballard lived. The story unfolds from the point where Ballard survives a nearly
fatal car crash and quickens to the erotic charge of a culture given over to traffic jams
and automobile accidents, as well as to a subculture of sex-and-crash freaks huddled at
society’s margins. Ballard indulges in every aspect of automobile sex with a host of
bizarre friends and acquaintances: Robert Vaughan, a former actor who now spends
his time photographing accidents and plotting out imaginary collisions for himself
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and others; Catherine, his nymphomaniacal wife; Dr. Remington, a survivor of Ballard’s
crash; Gabrielle, an accident survivor whose body has been patched and shackled with
metal braces; and Seagrave, a stunt driver who revels in his work. “The motor car,”
writes Ballard, “was the sexual act’s greatest and only true locus.”

What follows is not so much the evolutionary unfolding of a plot as the depiction of
a series of violent encounters, described in highly graphic—some would say porno-
graphic—detail. Ballard and his companions seem to have been stunned by the glare
of approaching headlights and damaged by the concussive force of metal meeting
bone. Their bodies, like their automobiles, are broken and twisted into bizarre shapes
that elicit experiments in new forms of erotic activity. “[Their] wounds,” says Ballard,
“were the keys to a new sexuality born from a perverse technology.” It is an arc of
steadily intensifying activity that leads to Vaughan’s unsettling obsession with stage-
managing a crash that will kill actress Elizabeth Taylor. In the end, it is Vaughan, not
the actress, who lies dying in the crumpled metal. Ballard is left to mourn Vaughan,
ultimately coming to the realization that he must begin designing the elements of his
own car crash, which, as it turns out, will be but a small part in a global apotheosis
of carnage: “In his mind Vaughan saw the whole world dying in a simultaneous auto-
mobile disaster, millions of vehicles hurled together in a terminal congress of spurting
loins and engine coolant.”

Cronenberg’s faithful film adaptation of the Ballard novel received a mixture of
cheers and boos—it won the Special Jury Prize at Cannes in 1996, but received a chilly
reception in America from distributor Ted Turner. Except for a minor change in loca-
tion (from London to Toronto) and the excision of the Elizabeth Taylor motif, it
retains intact the novel’s major elements. James Ballard (James Spader) is a filmmaker
who encounters Helen Remington (Holly Hunter), the widow of a man killed in a
crash. She introduces Ballard to a strange, dark man named Vaughan (Elias Koteas),
the guru of car crashes. Slaughter, it seems, feeds Vaughan’s hunger, extends his vision,
and arouses in him a sense of both pain and fulfillment. He hangs around hospitals
taking pictures of accident victims. He and his friends sit at home watching videocas-
settes of crash-test dummies being slammed about. They stage reenactments of famous
auto disasters (a plot detail only hinted at in the novel). In front of a bleacher full of
onlookers, Vaughan reprises the James Dean collision—and almost kills himself in
the process. (He will, in fact, eventually kill himself in an attempt to restage the Jayne
Mansfield accident, in which the star was purportedly decapitated.)

Meanwhile, our hero, James, has been sampling, on his own, all kinds of automo-
bile sex. His strange encounters are more like emotional and psychological collisions,
random and anonymous. James, finally, is left with no other desire than to wander
the freeways looking for disaster and sex. In a departure from the novel, the climactic
scene has him impulsively running Catherine’s (Deborah Ungar) car off the road. He
scrambles down the embankment and embraces her broken and bleeding body. Is he
glad she’s still alive; or is he disappointed she did not die? “Maybe the next one, dar-
ling, maybe the next one,” he says enigmatically. The camera lifts up and away—Ileav-
ing the scene of an accident, as it were—in a panoramic act of voyeurism, allowing us
to witness James and Catherine having sex before the image fades to black.
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Aside from this shocking ending, which is not an alteration so much as a visualiza-
tion of the prophecy in the novel’s penultimate paragraph, the film’s most sensational
moments stem directly from the book—the homosexual encounter between Ballard
and Vaughan, the bizarre sex scene between Ballard and the metal-braced Gabrielle
(Rosanna Arquette), and the lyrically dazzling carwash sequence that intercuts back-
seat lovemaking with the orgasmic frenzy of the squirting sudsy water and flailing
cloth pads.

Crash has the panoply of imagery and props typical of a Cronenberg film—the mat-
ing of flesh and metal, the dehumanization of the sex act, the invasive presence of
broadcast media, etc. The sex scenes are frequent (there are three encounters within
the first minute of screen time), blunt, and graphic. It earned its NC-17 rating. Signifi-
cantly, however, the film version of Crash, like Ballard’s novel, chronicles all this in a
cold, remote fashion, regarding the floundering and cruelties of the characters with a
dispassionate gaze—as if they were mere reflections spreading across the sleek surface
of polished metal. Cronenberg eschews stylistic hype, the expected hard-rock sound-
track, the token frenzied handheld camera, and the predictable frenetic cutting.
Instead, the characters and the story seem to driff, a gasoline-inhaling machine moving
at full throttle but with the clutch all the way in. As Gavin Smith writes, “Cronenberg’s
film exemplifies cool, hieratic austerity. His setups and cutting have never been more
inhumanely deliberate and exact. .. . In its subdued, subtractive minimalism and
almost oppressive formal control, Crash toys with the possibilities of enervation and
entropy” (Smith, 1997). Ballard and Cronenberg aspired to force us into a disturbing
imaginative space, it seems, one in which the flame of fantasy burns with an intensely

cold dystopic heat.
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CRASH (2004). Paul Haggis’s Crash (2004) is about racial and social tensions in Los
Angeles, and is a harsh critique of the hypocrisy of multicultural thought, political cor-
rectness, and the abuse of stereotypes. The story was inspired by a real-life incident in
which Haggis’s car was carjacked outside a video store in 1991. The film won three
Academy Awards: Best Picture, Best Original Screenplay, and Best Editing.

“In L.A., nobody touches you. We’re always behind this metal and glass. I think we
miss that touch so much, that we crash into each other, just so we can feel something.”
So says Detective Graham Waters (Don Cheadle) to his colleague and partner, Ria
(Jennifer Esposito), as they head to a crime scene at the beginning of the film—Waters
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will come to find out that the victim at the scene is actually his brother. Spinning off
from this opening, Crash proceeds in flashback, as a series of seemingly unrelated yet
ultimately intersecting storylines, which are organized around the jarring, flecting rela-
tionships that are established among members of different racial groups. The white,
upper-middle-class Cabots—D.A. Rick (Brendan Fraser) and his wife Jean (Sandra
Bullock)—"“crash” into two black thieves, Anthony (Chris “Ludacris” Bridges) and
Peter (Larenz Tate), when the young men draw guns and carjack their vehicle. Shaken,
Jean must now deal with the aftermath of the unsetting event by having the locks
changed at their house. Disturbed by the appearance of a Puerto Rican locksmith,
Daniel (Michael Pefia), who is performing the service, Jean demands of her husband,
within earshot of Daniel, that he have the locks changed again in the morning—this
time, one assumes, by someone who, as Jean sees it, is not a gang member. A racist
policeman, John Ryan (Matt Dillon), humiliates a middle-class black couple, the
Thayers, Cameron (Terrence Howard) and Christine (Thandie Newton), when, after
pulling them over, he sexually molests Christine while supposedly frisking her—as
her outraged but helpless husband is forced to watch. Later, John will be have the cultural
tables turned on him when he must try to convince a black social worker, Shaniqua
Johnson (Loretta Devine), that his father needs government-funded assistance; and, in
a cruel irony—for both people, it seems—he actually saves Christine’s life after she is
in a car accident. Finally, Officer Ryan’s politically correct partner, Tom Hansen (Ryan
Phillipe), who prevents Cameron from being shot by other cops, ends up shooting
Peter—whom he thinks is reaching for a gun. Peter, it turns out, is the brother of Detec-
tive Waters. There is more woven among these complex storylines—a disturbing narra-
tive sequence in which an Iranian shopkeeper, Farhab (Shaun Toub), who thinks that
Daniel has robbed him after Daniel is called out to look at Farhab’s locks, almost kills
Daniel’s young daughter—but Haggis’s powerful point about racial hatred can be lifted
from any of the individual vignettes.

Although audience and critical responses to the film were exceptionally good, espe-
cially given that it focuses on subject matter that makes many viewers uncomfortable,
some found certain aspects of Crash problematic. Its portrayals of certain ethnic
groups, for instance, especially Asians and Asian Americans, were sometimes degrad-
ing; and, as film critic Paul Gromley pointed out, the portrayal of the character Farhab
lapses into caricature, suggesting that the Iranian shopkeeper is driven by some primi-
tive belief in blood revenge, and thus appears to be nothing more than a “deranged,
paranoid individual.” Because of this, argues Gromley, the film’s message risks being
subverted, as the prejudice it criticizes is sometimes cinematically directed toward the
members of particular ethnic groups (Gromley, 2007).

According to film critic Roger Ebert, however, because the characters in Crash “say
exactly what they are thinking, without the filters of political correctness,” the film,
even with its flaws, is ultimately about “progress,” representing, as it were, a cultural
awareness of Otherness.

See also: African Americans in Film; Ethnic and Immigrant Culture Cinema
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CRYING GAME, THE. Neil Jordan’s controversial 1992 film 7he Crying Game
explores issues surrounding the creation of national, gender, racial, and sexual iden-
tities. Although 7he Crying Game received six Academy Award nominations, it won
only one, for Jordan’s screenplay.

The film begins at a fair where IRA terrorists kidnap a British soldier in order to use
him to ransom IRA prisoners. Fergus (Stephen Rea), a reluctant IRA member, is
entrusted with keeping an eye on the prisoner, Jody (Forest Whitaker). Hidden away
in a barn at a countryside cottage, prisoner and guard begin to establish a bond, one
that becomes so intimate that Jody asks Fergus to make sure his gitlfriend, Dil (Jaye
Davidson), is safe in case he should die. Fergus is ultimately ordered to execute Jody,
although he is unable to carry out the task. Head covered by a sack and hands tied
behind his back, Jody desperately tries to escape; eventually stumbling onto a road,
he is run down and killed by a British military vehicle. Disturbed by what he has seen,
and by his role in it, Fergus flees to London, recreating himself as a Scottish construc-
tion worker. Seeking to fulfill his promise to Jody, Fergus finally contacts Dil. In an
interesting parallel to the evolving relationship that was established between Fergus
and Jody, Fergus and Dil now establish their own increasingly intimate relationship.

Scene from the 1992 film 7he Crying Game, directed by Neil Jordan. (Photofest)
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In one of the most unsettling, and redemptive, scenes in modern cinema, an excited
Fergus slowly undresses Dil, only to discover that “she” is a man. Shocked, Fergus
wants nothing more to do with Dil; and yet he cannot tear himself away from her—
their bond has already grown too strong. When he is imprisoned after failing to carry
out an IRA plan, Dil faithfully visits him in jail, now as his girlfriend.

Jordan does a masterful job drawing his audiences in: by the time Dil’s identity is
disclosed to us—moviegoers and critics were urged not to “reveal the secret” to those
who had not yet seen the movie—we, like Fergus, have already come to care about
Dil, making it all but impossible for us to dismiss her as some infectious Other. Inter-
estingly, Jordan created musical bookends for his narrative: in the opening sequence we
hear Percy Sledge’s “When a Man Loves a Woman”; and during the final scene, we hear
Lyle Lovett’s rendition of “Stand by Your Man.” Respectively blues and country ballads
about the torturous dynamics of heterosexual relationships, their use in The Crying
Game seems to represent Jordan’s attempt to trope normative notions of love and
responsibility. The director goes further by weaving through the narrative three distinct
interpretations of the song “The Crying Game.” Offered three times, by three different
artists, using three very different musical styles, the song has a way of segmenting the
plotline, emphasizing its visual and narrative dimensions and guiding the interpreta-
tion of particular scenes and of the film itself.

A complex and provocative picture, The Crying Game was controversial on many
levels. One of the most notorious—and politically relevant—moments in the film
was the seduction scene set at the carnival. Preparing the way for Jody’s kidnapping,
Jude (Miranda Richardson) assists him at the bathrooms (an act that is later repeated
between Jody and Fergus), and afterwards offers herself to the soldier. Critics were
angered by what they saw as a problematic plot point: a British paratrooper is played
by an African American actor, who is seduced by a white, female Irish Republican
Army activist, played by a British actress. Scholar Patrick McGee interprets this scene
within a nationalist context, suggesting that Jude’s act of sexual surrender may be
understood as the symbolical mother of the Irish nation (Kathleen Ni Houlihan—a
maternal symbol of Ireland and Irish nationalism) offering herself up for violent inva-
sion (McGee, 1997). Although seemingly an interpretive stretch, it must be remem-
bered that the film’s release coincided with brutal IRA terrorist attacks on London.
Director Jordan even claimed that the original box-office failure of his film could be
attributed to the contentious political issues upon which it touched. Interestingly, after
the film was released in the United States—becoming a huge hit—it was successfully
rereleased in Great Britain.
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DANCES WITH WOLVES. Kevin Costner’s Dances with Wolves (1990) reimagines
the West as a place where Indians, and not whites, rule the plains, at least for a time.
Offering audiences a revisionist perspective on the West, and on the western itself,
the film depicts a world in which at least some whites have a genuine interest in learn-
ing about the lives and customs of Native Americans.

In the early 1980s, Michael Blake’s screenplay about a Civil War soldier’s relationship
with Dakota Indians found its way to Kevin Costner, who was greatly impressed by it.
Costner suggested that Blake turn it into a novel, which Blake did. The novel was
released with little fanfare, and Costner quickly optioned the work; the two collaborated
to write the screenplay for the film. Dances with Wolves tells the story of Lt. John Dunbar
(Costner) and his journey to a military outpost in the Dakota Territory during the Civil
War. The film opens with a wounded Lt. John Dunbar inadvertently leading Union
troops to victory on an otherwise stalemated battlefield. Hailed as a hero and allowed
to decide where he wants to be stationed, he chooses the Western frontier. Asked by a
major, “You wish to see the frontier?” Dunbar responds, “Yes sir, before it’s gone.”

Arriving at the deserted frontier outpost, Dunbar realizes that he is not only alone,
but the only white person for miles. He diligently works at a daily routine that includes
recording his experiences in a journal. Dunbar also attempts to befriend a wolf, whom
he affectionately nicknames Two Socks for the two white patches of fur on its front
paws. Unbeknownst to the isolated soldier, members of a neighboring Sioux Indian
tribe are watching him with interest. These native peoples have seen the Spanish and
then the Mexicans come and go, but they are convinced that the white man will not
leave once he arrives, and they want to learn all they can about him.

Members of the tribe, including the openly disagreeable Wind In His Hair and the
more patient and inquisitive Kicking Bird, eventually encounter Dunbar face-to-face.
Further meetings ensue, and cultural barriers begin to be broken down. Dunbar duti-
fully details what occurs at each meeting in his journal, at one point exclaiming,
“Nothing I have been told about these people is correct. They are not thieves or beg-
gars. They are not the boogeyman they are made out to be. On the contrary, they are
polite guests and I enjoy their humor.”
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Scene from the 1990 film Dances with Wolves, directed by and starring Kevin Costner. (Photofest)
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Most of the remainder of the film depicts the growing relationship between Dunbar
and the Sioux. Hoping to cross the language barrier and to deepen their conversations,
Kicking Bird asks a tribe member named Stands With Fist to act as their translator.
Stands With Fist, a white woman who was rescued by the Sioux as a young gitl after
a Pawnee attack that killed her entire family, is reluctant at first, but acquiesces because
she recognizes Dunbar’s importance to her tribe. When Kicking Bird and Chief Ten
Bears ask Dunbar to tell them how many whites will be coming, the increasingly unset-
tled Dunbar, now feeling part of the tribe, assures them that many whites will be com-
ing, in fact “as many as the stars in the sky.” Dunbar’s adoption into the tribe is
completed when he is given the name “Dances With Wolves,” after his interaction with
Two Socks.

Now part of the tribe, Dunbar comes to understand the very different vision of the
world that his new community holds. Now, as Dances With Wolves, he participates in
both the sacred ritual of the Bison Hunt and a necessary attack on the violent Pawnee.
He ultimately marries Stands With Fist and completely rejects his former life. Literally
leaving behind the military outpost he had established, Dances With Wolves prepares
himself to move with the tribe as the seasons change. Initially exuberant, Dances With
Wolves remembers that he has left his journal behind at the outpost. Realizing that the
book contains incriminating information, he attempts to retrieve it from the outpost,
only to be taken prisoner by newly arrived United States soldiers. They intend to
court-martial him for abandoning his post and “turning Injun.” Wind In His Hair
leads a rescue party that is able to free Dunbar and reunite him with Stands With Fist.
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Understanding that more soldiers will come, however, and that they will not rest until
they have killed Dunbar, he and Stands With Fist, now caught between two cultures,
wander off alone.

One of a number of films that sought to deconstruct the myth of the West, and of
the western, Dances with Wolves gave expression to the Native American story from
the perspective of the “Indians.” Costner utilized the Dakota language for 25 percent
of the dialogue in the film, hired over 2,000 Native American extras, and sought the
counsel of numerous Native American tribespersons in creating the story. Dances with
Wolves was nominated for 12 Academy Awards, winning seven, including Best Direc-
tor (Kevin Costner) and Best Picture (Kevin Costner and Jim Wilson).

See also: Costner, Kevin; Native Americans in Film; Western, The
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DAYS OF WINE AND ROSES. Among Hollywood’s most unflinching, complex
depictions of alcoholism, and a film notable for the courageous performances of leads
Jack Lemmon and Lee Remick, Blake Edwards’s Days of Wine and Roses (1962) was not
the first major feature to deal with this sensitive topic, but it was groundbreaking none-
theless. Originally a television drama, the film tells the tragic story of San Francisco
advertising executive Joe Clay (Lemmon) and his wife, Kirsten (Remick), “social
drinkers” who both wind up in the grip of an addiction that destroys their respective
careers as well as their marriage. Eventually, Joe turns to Alcoholics Anonymous, but
Kirsten resists sobriety to the end, leaving the couple’s future in question.

Days’refusal to provide audiences with a resolution to its characters’ problems rep-
resents just one of several artistic risks taken in the making of the film. Also significant
is how the story links alcoholism not principally to the characters’ personal struggles or
individual flaws, but to underlying uncertainties in what appears on the surface to be a
flourishing society. Whereas Don Birnam (Ray Milland), the main character in the
classic Lost Weekend (1945)—a film to which Days is often compared—is an unsuccess-
ful writer pained by past relationships, Joe appears to live an enviable life. He has a
high-paying job working in an office adorned with fashionable abstract art and
designer furniture; he woos and marries his client’s beautiful assistant; and the couple
moves into a lavish apartment featuring a picture-window view of San Francisco Bay.
Why does addiction wreck these apparently successful lives?

To the film’s credit, the answer in Days is not obvious. On the one hand, this
reflected increasingly influential theories of alcoholism, promulgated by a growing
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professional treatment community, as well as by AA, which saw addiction as much in
medical as psychological terms. As Joe’s AA sponsor (Jack Klugman) explains to him,
“It’s a lottery, Joe, and you lost.” Yet in Edwards’s rendition of a script by J. P. Miller, alco-
holism also has its origins in the social milieu of American business, in middle-class “fear of
falling” (to use Barbara Ehrenreich’s term), and in longings for intimacy in not-as-
functional-as-they-seem families. Especially in its portrayal of Joe, Days seems to argue that
alcoholism is a symptom of anxiety within urban postwar America and its abundance-
fueled dreams of social mobility. Rejecting his public relations profession, Joe laments,
“I'm a garbage man, a eunuch in a harem,” and adds that he has failed to make his life bet-
ter or substantively different than that of his parents, who were vaudeville entertainers. In
this respect, the film could be seen as part of a growing critique of middle-class lifestyles
found at the same time in the work of writers such as John Cheever and John Updike.

A final key feature of Days is the film’s depiction of alcoholism as a family disease,
one that affects both men and women, often as a codependent pair, as is the case with
Joe and Kirsten, who only know how to bond via booze. Unlike female alcoholic char-
acters in films such as I'// Cry Tomorrow (1951), Kirsten is not a celebrity or eccentric,
but a typical young woman who shrieks when she encounters bugs in her apartment
and wishes her father (Charles Bickford), who runs a nursery on the Peninsula south
of the city, paid more attention to her. A woman who grew up surrounded by beautiful
plants and flowers, Kirsten inexplicably tells Joe, “The world looks so dirty to me when
I'm not drinking . . . I want things to look prettier than they are.” Kirsten’s story sug-
gests that the roots of addiction lie in Americans’ constant longing for something
more, even though they tend to have more than enough.

Days of Wine and Roses reflected several important developments in the cultural his-
tory of alcoholism in the United States, including the receding into the past of temper-
ance crusades and the increasing influence of 12-step programs and treatment
specialists. The film marks a shift into an era in which addiction had come to be seen
as something more than fodder for tabloids and nightclub comics. Addiction, the film
shows, was not simply a foible of quirky characters but a complex ailment located at
the very core of American culture.

See also: Melodrama, The
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DEAD POETS SOCIETY. Although it was forced to vie for audiences with block-
busters such as Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, Batman, License to Kill, Ghostbusters
11, Back to the Future Part II, and Lethal Weapon 2 when it was released in the summer
of 1989, Peter Weir’s small, arty Dead Poers Society grossed $236 million worldwide,
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outperforming most of its compet-
itors. Earning an Academy Award
for Tom Schulman’s original
screenplay, as well as nominations
for picture, Weir’s direction, and
Robin Williams’s performance as
John Keating, Dead Poets Society
became a contemporary cinematic
classic.

Detailing the events of the fall
semester of 1959 at Vermonts fic-
titious Welton Academy, Dead
Poets Society examines the issue
of institutional control during
the era of Cold War conformity.
Hired to teach courses on poetry,
John Keating has returned to
Welton, the school that had pre-
pared him for the world when he
was a young man. He immedi-
ately demonstrates his passion
for his subject matter, demanding
that his students rip the sterile,
academic introductions from
their poetry textbooks. Carpe
diem, gentlemen, seize the day,
he tells them. And so they do,
embracing the ideas of their
unusual—and to Welton admin-
istrators, disturbing—new ins-
tructor and ultimately reviving
the Dead Poets Society that Keating had founded when he was a student at Welton.

Leadership of the next-generation Dead Poets Society falls to Neil Perry (Robert
Sean Leonard), an honor student whose unrelenting father (Kurtwood Smith) forbids
him from acting in local stage productions, insisting that Neil concentrate on his stud-
ies so that he can secure his place at an Ivy League university. Confronting similar fam-
ily pressure is Neil’s roommate, Todd Anderson (Ethan Hawke), the brother of a
former Welton valedictorian whose anxiety has given rise to a terror of public speaking.
Along with Charlie Dalton (Gale Hansen), Steven Meeks (Allelon Ruggiero), Gerard
Pitts (James Waterston), Richard Cameron (Dylan Kussman), and Knox Overstreet
(Josh Chatrles), Neil and Todd convene late-night sessions of the Dead Poets Society
in a dark and eerie cave, during which they read poetry and participate in ritualistic,
wholly un-Welton-like forms of cathartic expression. Enthused by what Mr. Keating
has released in him, Neil takes the part of Puck in a production of A Midsummer

Scene from the 1989 film Dead Poets Society, directed by Peter
Weir and starring Robin Williams. (Photofest)
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Nights Dream; when his father discovers what his son has done, he pulls Neil out of
Welton and enrolls him in military school. Overwhelmed, Neil commits suicide, and
the school uses Keating as a scapegoat, claiming that Neil’s participation in the Dead
Poets Society is what led him to take his own life. Keating is forced to resign from
Welton; but as he exits his classroom for the last time, certain of his charges jump upon
their desks—ignoring the demands of their headmaster (Norman Lloyd) to “sit
down”—and shout out honorific words for their teacher: “O Captain, my Captain,”
the stirring refrain from Walt Whitman’s poem in which he declares that “the prize
we sought is won.”

Though the film earned a reputation as an inspiring, feel-good piece of cinema,
director Weir imbues it with a strong sense of ambiguity. Although a talented, commit-
ted teacher, in the end Keating cannot stop his students from involving themselves in
juvenile pranks, nor can he mend the relationship between Neil and his father; and
although Todd’s act of rebellion in the film’s soaring climatic scene may be understood
as an extraordinary moment of personal release, his hero remains out of a job, Neil is
still a victim of the era’s repression, and the majority of the academy’s students, faculty,
and administrators never understand just what it is that Mr. Keating was trying to
teach them about life beyond Welton’s hallowed halls.

See also: Coming-of-Age Film, The; Melodrama, The
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DEER HUNTER, THE. For almost a decade, the U.S. government deployed
American soldiers in Southeast Asia. As U.S. involvement in the conflict increased,
the nation’s emotions intensified. Although the American people had generally been
supportive of the war during the early 1960s, as the decade unfolded and more of
the nation’s young men died in the jungles of Vietnam, attitudes toward the war began
to sour. Images of protests, especially on college campuses, often juxtaposed with
images of the war itself, appeared with increasing frequency on nightly newscasts.
Significantly, although dozens of combat pictures had been made by the 1960s
about the many conflicts in which the United States had been involved, American film-
makers had been reluctant to turn their attention to movies about Vietnam. This was
especially true after more and more voices began to be raised in protest against U.S.
involvement in the war, and particularly after it became apparent in 1975 that the
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Director Michael Cimino (left) confers with actor Robert De Niro on the set of Cimino’s film 7%e
Deer Hunter. (United Artists/Getty Images)

United States had suffered what was perceived by many in the nation as a shameful
defeat in Southeast Asia. With the exception of a few unremarkable pictures, then, it
was not until the late 1970s that movies about Vietnam began to be made by U.S.
filmmakers. Interestingly, although it was Francis Ford Coppola who would turn out
to be the driving force behind the production of combat pictures about Vietnam, his
landmark offering, Apocalypse Now, did not make its way into theaters until 1979, a
year after the release of Hal Ashby’s Coming Home and Michael Cimino’s The Deer
Hunter.

Unlike the vast majority of American combat pictures that preceded them,
Apocalypse Now, Coming Home, and The Deer Hunter all proved to be antiwar films.
All of them were also powerful, and highly disturbing, character studies that sought
to deconstruct the myth of the members of the American military fighting and dying
in order to keep the world “safe for democracy.” All three pictures had their own
unique characteristics. Ashby’s Coming Home, adapted from the novel of the same
name, focused on veterans struggling to reenter society after their experiences overseas,
while Coppola’s Apocalypse Now focused almost entirely on the soldier’s experience of
the war itself. Lacking the almost surreal quality of Coppola’s Apocalypse Now,
Cimino’s The Deer Hunter had a raw, visceral feel that many viewers at the time found
deeply unsettling. Cimino’s film is admittedly difficult to watch, a fact many attributed
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to the picture’s length—it runs just over three hours. Yet, even though the picture is
much longer than most contemporary studio movies—Cimino took the time to flesh
out the elements of his major characters in painstaking detail—7%e Deer Hunter moves
along just as it should, slowly, sometimes seeming almost to stand still, much like the
lives of the characters it depicts.

It may be argued that The Deer Hunter is not really one film but three—a sort of
segmented triptych bound together by way of the complex characters who populate
the movies-within-the-movie. Cimino gets the first hour-long segment of The Deer
Hupnter just right, as he opens up his narrative by exploring the lives of a group of fast
friends who live—exist—in a Pennsylvania steel town. The film opens with a noirish,
blue-tinted establishing shot: a dimly lit steel mill just before dawn, framed by a
heavy-pillared overpass, smoke billowing from the factory smokestacks. A semi truck
enters the frame and roars toward the factory, kicking up snow as it makes its way
relentlessly toward some unknown destination. From here, Cimino deftly cuts to a
shot of the truck careening around a corner and continuing its mad dash down a road
in back of the factory. He allows the camera to linger on the still dark street as the truck
passes from view: neon streetlights glow an unearthly green, illuminating slick streets
made wet by melting snow; power lines crisscross the sky, inorganic reflections of the
leafless, lifeless trees that cannot disguise the cold; a nightclub sign flickers red in the
distance. Another cut and we are suddenly inside the hellish heat of the steel mill:
sparks fly and flames leap toward the ceiling; heavy machinery moves hulkishly, inexo-
rably; and figures appear—human beings, they must be—dressed up like strange
robotic, medieval knights, armored against temperatures from which they cannot be
protected.

We are relieved when Cimino takes us from that demonic place, moving us along
with the men as they strip off their suits, and make their way up and out of the factory
to the world above. In one smothering sequence, Cimino makes us hate the place, and
to feel glad that we will not be forced to labor inside those walls; he also allows us to
understand that these men will go back inside—that they must go back, over and over
again, until their bodies and spirits are too broken to go on. This is their life, and there
is lictle that awaits them outside the factory—their sparsely furnished houses, their beer
and whiskey, their love affair with sports, their perversely childish adult male rituals of
friendship, their stultifying sexual and romantic relationships.

This is a special day, though, as one of the members of the group, Steven (John
Savage) is getting married. Although they have just worked all night, the other mem-
bers of the group—Rusyn Americans whose families, Ukrainians, Slovaks, Poles, stem
from the region around the Carpathian Mountains—head with Steven to a local bar,
where they begin drinking. As they stroll to the factory parking lot, Michael (Robert
De Niro) suggests that the day is auspicious, that the group should embark on a deer
hunting trip later that night. Michael, as it turns out, is the resident philosopher—a
spiritual guide whose strength and courage are admired by his friends, but whose ideas
about the world they find peculiar. Steven, of course, points out that he is getting mar-
ried that night, and plans for the deer hunting trip are put aside. There will be hunts,
however, although it is never quite clear exactly what their significance might be. “One
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shot,” declares Michael, the deer has to be taken with just one shot. One assumes that
there will ultimately be some connection made between Michael’s odd spiritual
notions about hunting and what goes on in Vietnam, but there never really is—some-
thing, it seems, that Cimino gets wrong in his film.

While the men drink throughout the day—one is hard pressed to understand how
they will be coherent for the wedding that evening, after working all night and drink-
ing all day—the women prepare for the celebration. Steven is marrying Angela
(Rutanya Alda), who, according to Steven’s very old-world mother (Shitley Stoler), is
not only a “strange girl”—she is not Rusyn American—but also not “so thin,” if you
get her meaning. Angela will seek support from the members of her wedding party,
one of whom, Linda (Meryl Streep), is involved with the third member of the trio that
will head for Vietnam, Nick (Christopher Walken). We learn at the wedding celebra-
tion that evening—an elaborate affair conducted first in a resplendent Russian
Orthodox church and then in a local community center equipped with a bar, a stage
for the band, and signs indicating that in this community the people are “Serving
God and Country Proudly”—that Michael, Nick, and Steven will soon head off to war.

The second segment of The Deer Hunter takes us to Vietnam. Here, Cimino seems
much less sure of what he is doing with his film. He does not linger long in Vietham—
at least not in the war zone. Once he gets Steven, Nick, and Michael there, they are
quickly captured and forced to play out one frightening round of Russian roulette after
another for the enjoyment of their captors. It is unclear how often these horrifying
games of chance actually took place in Vietnam, or if they took place at all, but Cimino
is not concerned with the historical accuracy of these scenes, using them rather as
microcosmic expressions of the overarching idea of both the brutality and the senseless-
ness of war. The sequences in Vietnam, however, fail to get this point across, as they
seem to be more about demonstrating Michael’s extraordinary courage, commitment,
and resignation to the terrible task at hand than they do about communicating a
message about the horrors of war.

Initially terrified at the prospect of playing Russian roulette, Nick ultimately
becomes obsessed with it. Cimino leaves him in Vietnam, a psychologically anes-
thetized figure who becomes a local legend known for his willingness to take his
chances with the game—with a great deal of money on the line—and the eerie length
of time he has survived. In the end, the game will cost him his life. Steven is returned to
America; legless and emotionally broken, he languishes in a veterans’ hospital until he
is taken back home by Michael. The last segment of The Deer Hunter focuses on
Michael—in particular on how much he has been changed by his experiences in
Vietnam. Unwilling to celebrate his successes fighting for his country—a patch on
his uniform identifies him as an Army Ranger and his service stripes indicate that he
has served for three years—Michael is reluctant to discuss what he has gone through.
Once home, he secks out Linda, to whom he has always been drawn. Bound through
Nick, and through the loss of him to the war, they begin a romantic relationship that
seems tender and tortured in the same moment. Cimino eventually brings the friends
back together—at Nick’s funeral. Gathered together at the bar after the burial, the
friends sing a stanza of “God Bless America” and raise a final toast to Nick.
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Assuming that he meant his ending to be taken seriously, it is certainly heavy-
handed, especially given all that has come before—for three hours Cimino appeared
to be saying that the idea of proudly serving God and country, at least in relationship
to the Vietnam War, was naive; and then “God Bless America,” an ending suitable
for the dozens of prowar films that had preceded The Deer Hunter. Perhaps, though,
Cimino was saying something important about family, friends, and community—
perhaps he was saying that they stand with us against an all too often senseless world.

See also: War Film, The
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DELIVERANCE. Director-producer John Boorman sets Deliverance in a Georgia
river valley soon to be flooded by a hydroelectric dam. Taking a last opportunity to
canoe the river are four suburbanites: Lewis (Burt Reynolds), a macho weekend out-
doorsman; Ed (Jon Voight), Lewis’s domesticated foil; Bobby (Ned Beatty), a buffoon
who condescends to the locals; and Drew (Ronny Cox), a quiet, contemplative soul.
Before their journey, the men stop at a gas station where Drew on guitar and a retarded
local boy on banjo play “Dueling Banjos,” a traditional bluegrass piece that serves as
the score of Deliverance and has since become synonymous with the film. As the canoe
trip commences, a vertiginous tracking shot affords us Drew’s point of view. He pad-
dles under a bridge and looks up at the banjoist swinging his instrument, suggesting
a pendulum clock and foreshadowing Drew’s few remaining hours.

After a day of canocing, the men are camping, drinking, and joking, when Lewis
hears a suspicious sound. In one lengthy take, Lewis walks off-camera to investigate,
leaving the three frightened men on-screen, and then reenters the shot in a striking
close-up, startling his friends. Lewis finds nothing, but the unusual take suggests pos-
sible unseen threats. The next morning, Ed cannot steady his nerves to shoot a deer,
indicating that he is unprepared to face these threats.

The men then endure a series of ordeals. Two armed mountain men assault Bobby
and Ed. Bobby is raped; Ed nearly so. Lewis kills one attacker, but the other escapes.
Drew insists that the law demands they report the incident, but the canoeists vow to
remain silent, bury the dead man, and continue downriver. Drew then inexplicably
falls overboard and disappears. Confused, the remaining three capsize and are washed
through violent rapids. Lewis, badly injured, claims that Drew was shot. Fearing their
attacker’s return, the men hide in a gorge. Ed scales the cliff where they believe their
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Actors (from left) Ned Beatty, Burt Reynolds, Jon Voight, and Ronny Cox pull their canoes through
the shallows of a river in a still from director John Boorman’s film Deliverance. (Warner Bros./Getty

Images)

attacker has taken position, kills a rifleman, and injures himself in the fight. The men
dump the corpse in the river and continue downstream. Doubts plague them. Was
Drew shot? Did Ed kill the right man? Next, they discover Drew’s corpse but find no
obvious bullet wound, increasing their uncertainty. They sink Drew’s body and con-
coct a cover story.

The survivors arrive in a town that will soon be flooded by the dam, and receive
quiet sympathy from some elderly locals and medical attention. Deliverance novelist-
screenwriter James Dickey plays the local sheriff, who deduces what has occurred but
lacks sufficient evidence to make arrests. The film ends with Ed at home dreaming of
a hand emerging from the water—a recurring image in Boorman’s films.

The thematic tension of Deliverance, like that of many Boorman films, lies between
civilization—associated with domesticity, law, and pampered decadence—and nature—
associated with aggression, anarchy, and a brutal but uncompromised authenticity.
Lewis tries to connect with nature, bemoans the destruction of “the last wild, untamed,
unpolluted . . . river,” and characterizes the valley’s development as a “rape” of the wil-
derness. However, Lewis, a product of civilization, fails to connect with nature. In a line
characteristic of the film’s resonant dialogue, Drew states, “He learned [the woods]. He
doesn’t feel them. That’s Lewis’s problem. He wants to be one with nature, and he can’t
hack it.” Nature exacts vengeance. As civilization metaphorically rapes the valley,
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nature’s symbolic representatives rape Bobby. Drew, who insisted on society’s laws, dies
on the river. Ed’s nightmare implies that the ordeal will always haunt the survivors.

Boorman’s cinematography emphasizes nature’s beauty and power, particularly that
of rushing water. The 1.66:1 aspect ratio showcases the wide valley’s lush greens, colors
both magical and foreboding throughout Boorman’s films. Tellingly, the deepest greens
appear in the grove where Bobby is assaulted and the mossy gorge atop of which Ed
commits murder.

The film’s title suggests rescue and salvation but is tinged with irony. Though the sur-
vivors are delivered from their ordeal, they are not truly saved. Indeed, they are threat-
ened with another kind of deliverance: a guilty verdict. Seeking salvation, Drew and
Bobby pray in moments of hardship (“Lord, deliver us...”). However, religion, one of
civilization’s institutions, offers only fleeting solace—an idea symbolized by the reloca-
tion of a church, the first building the canoeists see after their ordeal. Its bell tolling omi-
nously, the church is trucked out of the valley to avoid the rising waters. In Boorman’s
vision, the deliverance promised by society’s institutions is a transient delusion.

See also: Action-Adventure Film, The
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DIE HARD. In addition to launching a very successful series that has yielded four
films to date, Die Hard (1988) established Bruce Willis as one of America’s most popu-
lar action movie heroes. Fresh from Moonlighting, the ABC television series in which
he played private investigator David Addison, Willis created a similarly likeable char-
acter as the indefatigable, wisecracking New York City cop, John McClane.

With a script by Jeb Stuart and Steven E. de Souza that was loosely based on Roderick
Thorp’s 1979 novel Nothing Lasts Forever, director John McTiernan set out to make an
action movie with an everyday, imperfect hero. The character and film struck the right
chord in the late 1980s, and Die Hard made over $80 million in U.S. box-office
receipts.

Die Hard begins on Christmas Eve. Officer McClane flies to California, hoping to
reconcile with his estranged wife, Holly (Bonnie Bedelia), who moved to L.A. for her
job at the Nakatomi Corporation. During her company’s Christmas party, international
terrorists storm Nakatomi’s high-rise headquarters and begin taking hostages. McClane,
who was relaxing in Holly’s office when the terrorists arrived, escapes to the upper floors
and overhears the terrorist leader, Hans Gruber (Alan Rickman), planning to take
$640 million in bearer bonds from the building’s vault. When Gruber shoots Nakatomi
executive Jo Takagi (James Shigeta) for refusing to give him the vault’s combination,
McClane realizes he must act to foil their plan. Taunting and outmatching the terrorists
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Scene from the 1988 film Die Hard, directed by John McTiernan and starring Bruce Willis.

(Photofest)

with his relentless banter and perseverance, McClane picks them off one by one until
only Gruber is left, holding Holly at gunpoint. Ultimately, McClane outwits Gruber
and is reunited with Holly.

Like many Reagan-era macho movies, Die Hard attempts to revitalize a traditional
notion of American masculinity after decades of decline precipitated by defeat in
Vietnam, the loss of manufacturing jobs, and the gradual encroachments of feminism.
At the start, McClane is a blue-collar cop in danger of losing his white-collar wife. His
conservative East Coast values appear out of touch with progressive California, where
a man kisses him after wishing him Merry Christmas. He is awed by the affluence of
the Nakatomi Corporation, visually represented by the towering skyscraper, and
clearly signifying Japan at the height of its economic power. Gradually, however,
McClane’s rugged individualism proves superior to his adversaries. He not only
single-handedly defeats the team of highly skilled European terrorists, but he does so
in spite of the LAPD and FBI, incompetent bureaucracies that, in their ignorance,
thwart him at every turn. By the end, McClane leaves the Nakatomi building in
flames. With Holly at his side, he is unquestionably the hero.

What separates Die Hard from other Reagan era macho movies is the way it highlights
its hero’s vulnerabilities. Although Willis clearly buffed up for the role, he does not display
the sculpted physique of iconic 1980s action heroes like Arnold Schwarzenegger or
Sylvester Stallone. The prominent scar on his left shoulder and his receding hairline
mark Willis as a flawed, average-guy hero. He has no specialized training apart from
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being a New York cop. When Gruber derisively calls him a cowboy, McClane does
not identify with John Wayne but Roy Rogers, better known for his singing than
gunslinging. The most obvious sign of McClane’s vulnerability is that he is barefoot
throughout the movie. In a key scene in which McClane is pulling shards of broken
glass from his feet, he apologizes for not understanding all that his wife has endured
to gain her position.

Despite these efforts to undermine its macho hero, Die Hard takes a reactionary
stance toward feminism. Holly may be a successful business executive, but she still
relies on her husband to save her. At the film’s climax, McClane frees Holly from Hans
Gruber’s dangerous grip by unclasping the Rolex watch she was given by Nakatomi’s
president. At the end, when McClane introduces her to a fellow officer using her
maiden name, Gennaro, she corrects him, calling herself Holly McClane.

With its entertaining portrayal of 1980s cultural conflicts, and its title subtly allud-
ing to the president’s survival of an assassination attempt early in his first term, Die
Hard may be the ultimate Reagan-era movie.

See also: Action-Adventure Film, The; Hard-Boiled Detective Film, The
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DIRTY DANCING. “That was the summer of 1963, when everybody called me
Baby, and it didn’t occur to me to mind ..., when I couldn’t wait to join the Peace
Corps, when I thought I'd never find a guy as great as my dad.” So says the main char-
acter Frances “Baby” Houseman (Jennifer Grey) in the opening voice-over of the
1987 musical-romance Dirty Dancing. Thinking back to her experiences as an inno-
cent, and initially hopelessly naive 17-year-old, Frances whisks us back to a 1960s
world marked by erotic dance, sex, passion, love, and unsettling expressions of class
conflict, racial marginalization, and gender oppression.

At the vacation resort, Kellerman’s, where Baby and her upper-middle-class Jewish
family escape the city, she is rescued from what appears to be yet another terminally
boring summer, when she meets the worldly dance instructor Johnny Castle (Patrick
Swayze), who is part of the working-class entertainment staff. Behind closed doors,
she is introduced to, and then literally seduced by, the staff’s “dirty dancing.” When
Johnny’s dance partner, Penny Johnson (Cynthia Rhodes), gets pregnant, Baby, rapidly
emerging from her infancy, secures money from her father for an illegal abortion and
becomes Johnny’s secret dance partner as he readies himself for an important
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performance. Over the course of
a few short days, largely spent in
grueling practice sessions, Johnny
not only teaches Baby to dance,
but the two become lovers, violat-
ing the clearly defined class boun-
daries that define the communal
relations at the resort. When
Baby’s strict but kindhearted
doctor-father (played by the won-
derfully endearing Jerry Orbach)
finds out that Penny’s abortion
has been botched, he treats her,
despite the legal and cultural
ramifications. Disturbed by these
sordid events and Baby’s partici-
pation in them, however, and
mistakenly believing that it was
Johnny who had impregnated
Penny, Dr. Houseman demands
that Baby stay away from her
“man” and his unsavory crowd.
Ignoring her father’s orders, Baby
steals off and performs with
Johnny. Much to Baby’s dismay,
Johnny is subsequently wrongly
accused of stealing wallets from
guests; and even though Baby
provides an alibi, pointing out
that she was with him when the
thefts occurred, he nevertheless
loses his job. On Baby’s last eve-
ning at the resort, however, he returns and boldly strides up to the table where she sits
disconsolately with her family. Uttering the clichéd and yet strangely poignant line,
“Nobody puts Baby in a corner,” Johnny takes his love in his arms and whisks her up
onto the stage. In a last, rousing dirty dance of the season, during which all cultural
barriers tumble down and it seems that Baby has, ironically, gotten a man very much
like her strong, ethical father after all, everything is reconciled.

Dirty Dancing was a huge box-office hit, especially among teenagers, and earned an
Academy Award for “(I've Had) The Time of My Life” as Best Original Song.
Although dancing had obviously been a large part of many other musicals before this
film was released, it had rarely been shown in quite such a provocative manner. Signifi-
cantly, dancing functions on multiple levels in the film, exposing the class, racial, and
gender tensions that haunted 1980s America. For example, when dancing among

Scene from the 1987 film Dirty Dancing, directed by Emile
Ardolino and starring Patrick Swayze and Jennifer Grey.

(Photofest)
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themselves, literally on the margins of the resort where they are housed, the staff mem-
bers exude an erotic energy and sensual intimacy that seems to meld them together
into a wildly passionate communal whole; while dancing with their cultural “superiors”
in the resort’s centrally located activity hall, however, the staff members’ movements are
staid and emotionless, expressing the vast distance that exists between the groups even
while these group members are literally joined together. Set in the 1960s, yet plainly a
cautionary tale about the repressive attitudes that characterized the Reagan years, Dirzy
Dancing may be seen as a popular, and then contemporary, attempt to transgress
authoritarian and conformist culture boundaries. Building on the success of iconic
films such as Wesr Side Story (1961) and Sarurday Night Fever (1977), Dirty Dancing
gave expression to the angst-filled experiences of a new teen generation. Although it
cannot be considered “great filmmaking,” the picture remains topical and is still popu-
lar among latter-day teens.
See also: Coming-of-Age Film, The
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DIRTY HARRY. Don Siegel’s Dirty Harry depicts an iconoclastic San Francisco cop
on a crusade against a psychotic criminal. Ostensibly based on the real-life Zodiac
killer who had terrorized the Bay Area during the 1960s, the character of Scorpio
(Andy Robinson) has no qualms about targeting minorities, Catholic priests, and
young women. Although Inspector Harry Callahan—one of Clint Eastwood’s iconic
film roles—captures Scorpio, the District Attorney is forced to turn him loose on a
legal technicality. Callahan, it seems, violated Scorpio’s civil rights in bringing him to
justice: he failed to Mirandize his prisoner, tortures him, and confiscates his weapon
without a search warrant. Harry is fully aware he has violated Scorpio’s rights. His
rationale? He was racing against a deadline to rescue a helpless kidnap victim that
Scorpio had buried with a limited supply of oxygen. Despite Callahan’s warnings that
Scorpio will strike again if he is released—“He likes it,” says Harry—the District Attorney
frees the prisoner. Not surprisingly, Scorpio does strike again: he hijacks a school bus
loaded with children and demands $200,000 in ransom money and a jetliner. Capitulat-
ing to Scorpio’s demands, Harry’s superiors call on the disgruntled cop to serve as a liaison
between the city and the madman, a call he refuses. Instead, Callahan takes matters into
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his own hands. He chases Scorpio
down, kills him, and, disgusted
by a legal system in which the
rights of criminals seem to come
before the rights of their victims,
hurls away his badge.

Significantly, Dirty Harry was
not forged in a vacuum, but
grew out of the politically turbu-
lent 1960s. In the 1966 Miranda
v. Arizona case, Chief Justice Earl
Warren and the U.S. Supreme
Court ruled that individuals in
police custody had certain con-
stitutional guarantees when
authorities questioned them
about crimes. The court enacted
this mandate so suspects and
prisoners would not be forced
into incriminating confessions.
Although the Constitution states
that authorities have no right to
compel an individual to act as a
witness against him or herself,
police were not required to
inform the suspect that anything
said could be used against them.
The Miranda ruling changed
everything. Authorities now had to advise suspects and prisoners about the right to
counsel before and during police interrogation. Furthermore, suspects and prisoners
had to waive their rights before questioning could commence. Enraged citizens and
police complained that the Supreme Court had gone “soft on criminals.”

Dirty Harry not only redefined police procedural thrillers as political discourses for
decades to come, but it also captured the ambivalent feelings that law enforcement
held about the Miranda legislation. Most hard-boiled detective films depicted their
heroic protagonists blatantly ignoring the rights of suspects. Siegel’s highly politicized
film galvanized public debate over victims’ rights. Liberals criticized Dirty Harry as a
law-and-order manifesto, while conservatives hailed it as a “justice-at-any-cost”
masterpiece. Interestingly, even Siegel was ambivalent about the film. A political
liberal, Siegel found himself at odds with Callahan’s conduct. As the director told an
interviewer after the film was released, “This doesn’t mean I agree with him.”

See also: Action-Adventure Film, The; Eastwood, Clint; Hard-Boiled Detective
Film, The

Actor Clint Eastwood as Inspector “Dirty” Harry Callahan in
a scene from Don Siegel’s thriller Dirty Harry, 1971. (Silver
Screen Collection/Hulton Archive/Getty Images)
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DO THE RIGHT THING. Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing (1989) explores racial
tension and associated socioeconomic problems in Brooklyn’s Bedford-Stuyvesant
neighborhood. Inspired by incidents such as the 1983 arrest and subsequent death of
graffiti artist Michael Stewart and the 1986 racially motivated attacks in New York’s
Howard Beach, the film takes place over a 24-hour period of intense summer heat
and follows protagonist Mookie (Lee), an African American pizza delivery man, as he
navigates his way through work, family, and his neighbors, many of whom will riot
by film’s end.

The film’s characters represent various ethnic populations and, in some cases, evoke
racial stereotypes. We meet Sal (Danny Aiello), an Italian American pizzeria owner and
Mookie’s employer; Sal’s two sons, one of whom, Pino (John Turturro), is an outspoken
racist; Jade (Joie Lee), Mookie’s pragmatic sister who insists he behave responsibly and
find more lucrative employment; Tina (Rosie Perez), a quick-tempered Puerto Rican
woman who makes similar demands of Mookie and is the mother of his child; Buggin’
Our (Giancarlo Esposito), an angry black radical who organizes a boycott of Sal’s
pizzeria; Radio Raheem (Bill Nunn), an intimidating African American man whose

Director Spike Lee on the set of Do the Right Thing, 1989. (Photofest)
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boombox constantly blares rap group Public Enemy’s “Fight the Power”; Da Mayor
(Ossie Davis), the neighborhood drunk and attenuated village elder; Mother Sister
(Ruby Dee), the community matriarch who is critical of Da Mayor’s behavior; Smiley,
a mentally challenged African American who sells photographs of Malcolm X
and Martin Luther King Jr.; Mister Sefior Love Daddy (Samuel Jackson), a DJ
whose on-air badinage narrates the story; and a Korean couple who own the local
bodega.

Lee’s frenetic composition and fast-paced editing underscore the film’s conflicts.
Radio Raheem appears larger than life in Dutch tilts and in-your-face, wide-angle
close-ups. In one such shot, Raheem borrows dialogue from The Night of the Hunter
(1955) to explain to a shaky, handheld camera how love defeats hate, the two emotions
symbolized by the gold jewelry on his hands. Raheem’s assertion is laden with dramatic
irony in light of the circumstances of his death later in the film. In another striking
sequence—one that interrupts the film’s otherwise traditional narrative progression—
characters directly address dollying cameras and deliver angry, racist soliloquies. Color-
ful costumes add to the film’s visual intensity and serve as metaphors for ethnic diver-
sity. Coupled with the oppressive summer heat, the mise-en-scene suggests a
community approaching the boiling point.

Poverty and economic disparity fuel the interpersonal and racial tensions. Repeat-
edly, characters are admonished to “get a job.” Jade, Mother Sister, and other characters
accuse Mookie, Da Mayor, and others of laziness or irresponsibility. Though the com-
munity is largely African American and Puerto Rican, Korean Americans and Italian
Americans own the local businesses. Clifton (John Savage), the neighborhood’s only
apparent homeowner, is of northern European descent, drawing attention to the issue
of gentrification. The entitlements of white and Asian property owners engender addi-
tional hostility within the black and Puerto Rican community.

This hostility comes to a head when Buggin’ Out organizes a boycott to compel Sal
to add photographs of African Americans to his “Wall of Fame” honoring Italian
American celebrities. Though Raheem and Smiley participate in the boycott, other
neighbors decline, citing their friendship with Sal or dismissing the matter as incon-
sequential. As Sal’s restaurant closes for the day, the boycotters storm the pizzeria and
renew their demands, while “Fight the Power” blasts from Raheem’s radio. Prior to this,
Sal had been a conscientious, charitable citizen, expressing gratitude for the patronage
of the minority community and challenging Pino’s racism. However, with the boycot-
ters’ intrusion, Sal erupts with racist epithets and smashes Raheem’s radio. The ensuing
brawl brings the police, who arrest Buggin’ Out and kill Raheem as he violently resists.
Mookie joins the crowd the incident has drawn and incites a riot that sets the pizzeria
ablaze. As the chaos ebbs, Smiley hangs a photo of Malcolm X and King on Sal’s wall,
and smiles at what seems to him a successful conclusion of the boycott.

This resolution is ambiguous. Did Mookie and his neighbors do the right thing by
rioting? Was the boycott a trivial matter that ended tragically or a worthwhile fight in
the name of equality and cultural identity? Can a diverse neighborhood function, or
is the balkanization favored by some of the characters preferable? The film ends with
two quotations: one from King denouncing violence as self-defeating and another
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from Malcolm X equating violence in self-defense with intelligence. The viewer is left
to decide which perspective constitutes “the right thing.”
See also: African Americans in Film; Lee, Spike
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DOUBLE INDEMNITY. Billy Wilder’s Double Indemnity is seen today as one of
the best examples of the film noir genre; but even at its initial release in 1944, long
before the “noir” label had been affixed by French film critics to crime melodramas
of this era, audiences recognized that this film confronted them with a compelling nar-
rative of self-consuming desire and fated death. Based on a novel by James M. Cain
(first published in 1936), Double Indemnity posed a seemingly insurmountable prob-
lem for Wilder and his co-writer Raymond Chandler, as they set to work adapting
Cain’s violent and salacious novel to the screen. The Production Code, which, for over
three decades determined what American filmmakers could place before audiences, vir-
tually forbade any open representation of sexuality and demanded that criminal acts be
punished unequivocally and with finality. Cain’s novel, however, turns on the actions
of two adulterous lovers who plot the murder of a man and the theft of thousands of
dollars in insurance payments (the “double indemnity” clause that gives the story its
title). The fact that Cain evokes a measure of empathy for his killers, or at least with-
holds judgment against them by allowing them to explain their morally deviant emo-
tions, was seen as a challenge to the rigid moralism of the Code, and threatened to
scuttle the project before it began. To satisfy his censors, and to tone down the amoral
detachment of Cain’s novel, Wilder went so far as to shoot a final scene in which his
male protagonist is seen going to his death in the gas chamber, only to cut that scene
entirely from the final version of the movie—presumably because his principal charac-
ters had already been punished enough to satisfy conservative moral standards. Never-
theless, executives at Paramount initially doubted that Wilder could adapt a subject
that defied established standards of good taste, and when the film was passed over for
several Academy Awards, that seemed to confirm earlier suspicions that Double Indem-
nity was simply too daring for its time.

Still, for all its notoriety, Double Indemnity drew a sufficiently large audience to
insure that Wilder would remain on Paramount’s A-list of directors, and much of the
success of this film derives from the extraordinary performances of its principal actors.
Barbara StanwycK’s portrayal of Phyllis Dietrichson—a heartless and homicidal femme
fatale—startled audiences in the '40s, and even today her icy determination to betray
and destroy all of the men in her life still has the power to shock and dismay. Her
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Scene from the 1944 film Double Indemnity with Barbara Stanwyck, Fred MacMurray, and Edward

G. Robinson. (Apic/Getty Images)

amorality may represent either a belated recognition of the new economic power and
psychological independence that working women had achieved during wartime, or
(negatively viewed) a more intense and open misogyny than anyone in Hollywood
had, to that point, felt free to express. In contrast, Edward G. Robinson’s Barton
Keyes—a blustering but ultimately soft-hearted claims manager for the “All Risk”
insurance company—serves as the emotional and moral center of this film, providing
a bracingly unambiguous judgment of the hopelessly corrupt world around him, while
at the same time expressing an unexpectedly ambivalent and even empathic view of a
friend and colleague who is driven to commit murder and fraud.

That colleague, Walter Neff, portrayed by Fred MacMurray, assumes throughout
the film the role of both criminal and judge, as he plots the murder of Phyllis’s husband
and passes judgment on his own character at every juncture of the story. By allowing
Neff to narrate this film, Wilder accomplishes two objectives: He allows the audience
to glimpse his character’s ineffectual struggle to resist the criminal impulses that will
ultimately destroy him, while at the same time conveying (paradoxically) a sense of
inevitability, as Neff repeatedly compares his situation to that of someone riding a trol-
ley car to the last stop—straight down the line”—with no hope of arresting the engine
of fate that he has set in motion. The very fact that this film unfolds through a series of
voice-over flashbacks insures that once we have returned to present time we will be
convinced that the past is more than merely a prologue to the present: it has become
its determining force.
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Wilder’s choice of Fred MacMurray as his male lead was in part fortuitous, as the
studio’s preferred “stars” turned him down, one after another. It was at that point in
the casting process that Wilder turned to MacMurray: a second-tier actor who had
appeared only in comedies, and who openly doubted that he could carry off a tragic
role. Evidently, what Wilder was looking for was an actor who could project at least
a measure of decency and remorse, and who would serve as a dramatic foil to Stanwyck’s
relentless and incorrigibly evil nature. As an insurance agent who takes “all risks” for
either love or money, MacMurray’s Walter Neff is as much a victim of his own char-
acter flaws as the perpetrator of unforgivable crimes, and all the more believable for
his confusion.

Film historians tend to focus on two remarkable aspects of this film: its hard-edged
dialogue and its atmospheric photography. The latter achievement is the work of John
Seitz, Double Indemnizy's director of photography, whose moody low-key lighting and
tight framing soon became the visual signature of later noir movies. The fast-paced
and often sardonic dialogue, however, was the collaborative achievement of Wilder
and Chandler, who tried to fashion speech patterns that not only echoed the lingo of
hard-boiled detective fiction of this period, but also that captured the cynicism and
desperation of the antiheroes whose crimes and punishments form the dramatic focus
of this film.

See also: Film Noir; Hard-Boiled Detective Film, The; Wilder, Billy

References

Gemunden, Gerd. A Foreign Affair: Billy Wilder’s American Films. New York: Berghahn Books,
2008.
Schickel, Richard. Double Indemnity. London: British Film Institute, 1992.

—Robert Platzner

DR. STRANGELOVE. Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove, Or: How I Learned to Stop
Worrying and Love the Bomb, is the second film in what amounts to an antiwar trilogy,
beginning with Paths of Glory (1957) and concluding with Full Metal Jacker (1987).
Each of these films has its own special take on what Kubrick saw as the insanity of
war, but of the three, Dr. Strangelove is the most obviously satiric and self-consciously
surreal account of a warrior culture that Kubrick directed.

Using Peter George’s novel Red Aler—first published in Britain under the title 7o
Hours to Doom—as his initial inspiration, Kubrick initially intended to create a cold-
war melodrama focused on the dangers of an accidental nuclear holocaust, and the
early drafts of his script (entitled, alternately, Edge of Doom and The Delicate Balance)
suggest that he wanted to remain as close as possible to the literary original. But at
some early point in the evolution of his script, Kubrick’s concept of this film took
a sharp turn toward dark comedy, and with the assistance of screenwriter Terry
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Southern, he refashioned his
characters and plot—not to men-
tion the subtitle of his film—into
a mixture of apocalyptic fantasy
and farce.

In spite of its comic mayhem,
though, the narrative structure of
Dr. Strangelove is rather tightly
controlled, and Kubrick moves
his plot along by employing a
constantly shifting mise-en-
scene, cutting from one set loca-
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to a third. The first locale, “Bur- y/ y .
pelson” Air Force Base, is an A e “\ THER{I

operational center for the Stra-

tegic Air Command, and its com-
manding general, Jack D. Ripper,
is quite clearly insane. Played by
Sterling Hayden with appropriate
manic intensity, General Ripper
(not unlike his criminal name-
sake) is suffering from both hom-
icidal impulses and paranoid
delusions, and his decision to
send a fleet of nuclear-armed

Actor Slim Pickens sits atop a nuclear weapon prop during
production of the movie Dr. Strangelove, or: How I Learned

to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb, directed by Stanley

B-52s hurtling toward Russia sets Kubrick. (AP/Wide World Photos)
Kubrick’s plot in motion. His

second-in-command, Group Cap-

tain Mandrake (one of three roles

played by Peter Sellers) tries unsuccessfully to dissuade Ripper from carrying out this mis-
sion, but he soon discovers that Ripper is mad as a hatter, and that he cannot convince
Ripper that fluoridated water is not a “Commie” plot, nor that the general’s sexual
impotence has nothing to do with an imagined Russian invasion. Ripper’s sexual dys-
function, in fact, serves not only as the absurd catalyst for irrational command decisions
but also as a metaphor for even scarier patterns of irrational behavior at the highest levels
of political power.

From the claustrophobic confines of General Ripper’s base office, whose blinds are
kept tightly shut, we cut to the second locale: the even more cloistral interior of
a B-52, commanded by Major T.]. “King” Kong. Slim Pickens plays Major Kong as
a seemingly low-keyed, good-old-boy Texan, complete with ten-gallon hat, whose first
reaction to the order to attack is to suspect that his crew has been playing a practical
joke on him. Once convinced that the order is real, however, “King” Kong puts on
his warrior-persona and exhorts his crew to patriotic duty in one of the film’s more
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memorably comic speeches. Interestingly, though, for all his outlandishness, Kong
emerges as a loyal and resourceful officer, and our last image of him is both laughable
and strangely poignant, as he rides a nuclear bomb to its destination, astride his
weapon as if he were riding a rodeo steer. Throughout these B-52 scenes we hear the
familiar battle song “When Johnny Comes Marching Home” on the soundtrack, and
as in Full Metal Jacket, one cannot be entirely certain that Kubrick doesn’t secretly
admire the desperate heroism of his soldier-protagonists.

The third locale—arguably the most important from the perspective of political sat-
ire—is the Pentagon War Room where President Merkin Muffley has assembled the
Joint Chiefs, the Russian Ambassador, and a German scientific advisor whose pros-
thetic arm is forever attempting to give the Nazi salute. Peter Sellers’s talent for verbal
mimicry and playing multiple characters is put to the test during these scenes as he
switches from the bland American speech patterns of President Muffley to the heavily
accented Germanic English of Dr. Strangelove, with all of the personality quirks that
go along with each character. Sellers’s Strangelove is a masterpiece of satiric caricature:
a mad scientist whose ideas about nuclear war and personal survival are so fundamen-
tally evil that he periodically loses control of both his mind and his voice, and imagin-
ing himself back in Nazi Germany he finally shouts out “Mein Fuehrer” when
addressing the American president.

Strangelove’s comic counterpart in these scenes is the head of the Strategic Air
Command, General “Buck” Turgidson (George C. Scott in one of his many over-
the-top performances). Turgidson is widely believed to be a caricature of the real-life
head of the Air Force during the 1950s and ’60s, General Curtis LeMay, whose bluster
and anti-Communist vitriol made him a favorite target for leftist satire; but Scott’s
oversexed and overbearing Turgidson is torn between his desire to annihilate the
“Russkies” and his faltering realization that any attack against Russia will result in
mutual annihilation. Kubrick’s original script called for a food-fight between Turgid-
son and the Russian ambassador (amusingly called De Sadesky: i.e., De Sade), and
though, happily, he scrapped that scene, Kubrick’s consistent view of the War Room
and its inhabitants is that no one, during this mother-of-all crises, ever manages to
behave like a morally responsible adult.

Kubrick’s final version of nuclear apocalypse takes the form of the Russian
Doomsday Machine—a computer-operated system that responds automatically and
with maximum lethality to a perceived attack on the Motherland—which we ulti-
mately discover cannot be deprogrammed or outsmarted in any way. It is, in effect,
more intelligent than any merely human brain, and it emerges by the end of the film
as Kubrick’s central trope for both the savage mindlessness of modern warfare and
the equally mindless fatalism that seems to infect our ruling class. As mushroom
cloud follows mushroom cloud in the film’s final frames, and while the lyrics of a
popular World War II song (“We’ll meet again, don’t know where, don’t know
when”) ring in our ears, Kubrick’s disarming and deceptive subtitle comes into ironic
focus at last: we have every reason to worry and fear the latent nihilism of our
conflict-ridden age.

See also: War Film, The
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DRIVING MISS DAISY. Based on the Pulitzer Prize-winning play by Alfred Uhry,
Bruce Beresford’s Driving Miss Daisy (1989) is a deceptively simple story about two
outsiders living in postwar Atlanta, Georgia. Told from the perspective of Daisy
Werthan (Jessica Tandy), a proud old Jewish lady with considerable wealth, the film
chronicles the delicate relationship she fosters with Hoke Colburn (Morgan Freeman),
her black chauffer. The film is pleasant, if at times idealistic, but it is also sincere, and
through its sincerity manages to capture a truth about American race relations many
films ignore: the problem of /atent racism. Daisy doesn’t consider herself prejudiced,
and in fact scoffs at her son for even suggesting it; but through her interactions with
Hoke the audience begins to see that while she may not exhibit the characteristics
attributed to ideological racists like George Wallace, her own dormant prejudices are
just as damning. In this way, Beresford’s film illuminates a social problem pertinent

Scene from the 1989 film Driving Miss Daisy, directed by Bruce Beresford and starring Morgan
Freeman and Jessica Tandy. (Photofest)
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to post—civil rights America, but does so in a traditional format through a straightfor-
ward narrative rooted in themes of compassion and understanding.

The changes in Daisy’s attitude toward black folk happen over a 25-year period
(1948-1973), during which she is forced to confront, and reevaluate, her racist opin-
ions based on her dealings with Hoke, who is hired by Daisy’s son, Boolie (Dan
Aykroyd), to chauffer her around town after she backs her car into the neighbor’s yard.
Hoke is patient with the stubborn Daisy, who initially refuses his services, and eventu-
ally wears her down. As the narrative unfolds, Hoke is revealed to be smart and savvy; a
man who knows how to work southern whites to get what he wants. His calm, pleasant
disposition enables him to subvert Daisy’s authority without making it seem like a
transgression has taken place. Witness the scene where Hoke replaces a can of salmon
he took from Daisy’s pantry because he found the pork chops she left for him too stiff,
or when he defiantly pulls the car to the side of the road to relieve himself because no
gas station would allow him to use their restrooms. As the years progress, Daisy and
Hoke warm to one another, though the residue of Daisy’s earlier prejudice continues
to linger. After her Temple is bombed by a group of white supremacists, Hoke links
the event to his own memory of seeing his childhood friend’s father hanging dead from
a tree, the victim of a lynch mob, but she refuses to see the connection. Later she goes
to a fund-raising dinner to hear Martin Luther King Jr. speak. As she sits in the ban-
quet hall with an empty seat beside her, Hoke stays in the car waiting for her return.
This troubling scene acts as the film’s climax. The change that occurs between the
two characters here is never committed to dialogue; rather, it is communicated through
their facial expressions as the voice of Dr. King narrates the subtext of the scene.
Finally, by the late 1960s, aged and senile, Daisy reveals to Hoke what her own preju-
dices have prevented her from recognizing all along: “Hoke, you're my best friend.”

Interestingly, Driving Miss Daisy was released during the same year as Spike Lee’s
incendiary allegory of post—civil rights American race relations, Do the Right Thing.
The two films could not have been more dissimilar in their content and reception.
While Daisy was showered with critical attention, including nine Academy Award
nominations, Do the Right Things bold exposition of simmering racial hostilities in
1980s urban America polarized critics, some of whom anticipated riots would erupt
after screenings. Today, Lee’s picture is frequently regarded as the most important film
about American race prejudice, yet despite this, Daisy still has much to offer contem-
porary audiences, especially in the way it exposes the damaging effects of latent racism
on human relations. More than this, however, it also shows the value of compassion
and understanding—two qualities needed to overcome the trials present in post—civil
rights America.

See also: African Americans in Film
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DUCK SOUP.  Duck Soup (1933) is considered by many to be the Marx Brothers’
finest movie. It is pure satire, taking jabs at government, war, diplomacy, and affairs
of state. It was so well done that Benito Mussolini banned it in Italy after seeing its
stance on fascism and totalitarianism. The brothers were very proud of that fact.
The movie lacked the harp and piano scenes and love interests that were found in ear-
lier work. It was darker than the Brothers’ previous movies, as well.

Duck Soup was directed by Leo McCarey and was Paramount Studio’s last release of
a Marx Brothers film. It was written by Bert Kalmar and Harry Ruby and contained
more of a plot than previous Marx Brother movies, but was highly absurdist and laced
with so many skits that the plot was superficial at best.

Comedy actors the Marx Brothers star in the Paramount Pictures production Duck Soup in 1933.
Pictured are (left to right) Chico Marx, Zeppo Marx, Groucho Marx, and Harpo Marx. (American

Stock/Archive Photos/Getty Images)
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The movie is based in the fictional country of Freedonia. The country needs money,
and the only person that can get it is Mrs. Teasdale (Margaret Dumont), who will only
do so if Rufus T. Firefly (Groucho Marx) is made president. The coronation scene is a
direct poke at affairs of state. Even the man of honor, Firefly, doesnt take his entrance
seriously, arriving late and entering via a fireman’s pole. National anthems are not
immune from the Marx Brothers’ attacks as shown by a musical number that proclaims
Firefly will be a tyrant while he plays a fife between verses. This is also where the Ambas-
sador of Sylvania, Trentino (Louis Calhern), rival to Firefly, is introduced. Angered when
Firefly is installed, Trentino hires Chicolini (Chico Marx) and Pinky (Harpo Marx)
as spies.

The cabinet scene lampoons the running of government as Firefly turns it into lit-
tle more than monkeyshines over which his Minister of War resigns. Chicolini is
hired as secretary of war after passing an inane quiz highlighting the seemingly arbi-
trary appointment of people to cabinet posts. Diplomacy is mocked as the scenes
between the Ambassador and Firefly are shown to be no more than insults and child-
ish posturing. Antiwar sentiment is expressed as war between the two countries is
provoked over little more than Firefly and Trentino fighting over Mrs. Teasdale and
a simple slap.

The musical scene that follows Freedonia’s declaration of war is the only musical
number in all of their movies in which all of the Marx Brothers appear at once. The
music it is set to is a mixture of a Negro spiritual, patriotic music, and folk music.
As the two countries engage in war, the scenes become increasingly absurd. Firefly
switches into uniforms from many different eras including the American Civil and
Revolutionary Wars, suggesting that the Marx Brothers felt that all war was absurd
regardless of cause. Firefly fires on his own troops at one point. Even after Freedonia
claims victory, Mrs. Teasdale is pelted with fruit while singing the national anthem,
demonstrating that victory is not necessarily winning when war is involved.

Aside from the political satire, there were also scenes of slapstick. The scene with the
lemonade vendor (Edgar Kennedy) is a classic hat-switching sequence where the hats
of the Pinky and the vendor fall off and the vendor eventually ends up with Chicolini’s
dunce cap on his head. The mirror scene, although not original to Duck Soup, is
another example of excellent physical comedy and one of classic scenes of American
comedy. While sneaking around Firefly’s mansion to steal Freedonia’s war plans, Pinky
breaks a large mirror while dressed like Firefly. Firefly enters the scene, and not wanting
to be caught, Pinky pantomimes Firefly’s actions move for move in an artful vaudevil-
lian, silent scene. The act is broken when Chicolini enters the scene dressed as a third
Firefly.

The movie did not fare well at the box office. The Depression hurt sales, and there
was a general outcry at the time at the lack of respect shown by the Marx Brothers for
politics. Later years showed Duck Soup for the classic it was, and in 1990, the Library
of Congress deemed it “culturally, historically, or aesthetically significant” and opted
to preserve it in the National Film Registry.

See also: Marx Brothers, The
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E.T.: THE EXTRA-TERRESTRIAL. The story of a marooned alien explorer and
the boy named Elliott (Henry Thomas) who befriends him, £.7. is one of the most suc-
cessful movies ever made in the United States. It altered the fortunes of science fiction as
a cinematic genre, and of its director, Steven Spielberg. Its title character was unique not
only for its alien appearance, but for its role in the film: a being as curious, vulnerable,
and occasionally overwhelmed as the human children who become its allies.

Released in June 1982, E.T. spent 16 weekends as the top-grossing movie in
America, 27 among the top five highest-grossing movies, and 44 among the top ten
(Box Office Mojo, 1982). It displaced Star Wars (1977) as the highest-grossing movie
of all time, a title it held until it was displaced in turn by 7itanic (1997). E.T. remains
among the top five highest-grossing movies in history. Its extraordinary success,
coupled with that of Alien (1979) and the initial Star Wars trilogy (1977, 1980,
1983), revived the studios’ interest in the science fiction genre, which (with scattered
exceptions like 2001: A Space Odyssey and Planet of the Apes) had been moribund since
the early 1960s.

E.T. begins and ends in a dark forest “enchanted” by the presence of aliens, and
much of what happens between owes more to fantasy than science fiction. Focused
squarely on children and told through a child’s eyes, it can be read as a fairy tale
(“The Frog King”), dressed in science fiction trappings and set in a California suburb
rather than a European village (Gordon, 2008). E.T'—along with Raiders of the
Lost Ark (1981) and his contribution to Twilight Zone: The Movie (1983)—made
Spielberg’s name synonymous with stories where good triumphed handily over evil
and the forces of light decisively dispelled those of darkness. It gave Spielberg a reputa-
tion for sentimentality—a quality absent from his early thrillers like Due/ (1971) and
Jaws (1975)—that he has never entirely lost. The reputation followed him to more
serious projects, such as 7he Color Purple (1985), Schindler’s List (1993), and Saving
Private Ryan (1998), and led to frequent suggestions that he was ill-suited to direct
more adult dramatic pictures such as these.

The sentimentality of E. 7. made it unique at the time of its release—and nearly so
since—among science fiction movies featuring aliens. Two polar-opposite images have
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Scene from the 1982 film E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial, directed by Steven Spielberg. (Photofest)
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dominated cinematic portrayals of extraterrestrial visitors to Earth since the early
1950s. One, introduced in The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951) and repeated in films
such as 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) and Conzact (1997), presents aliens as godlike fig-
ures: distant, aloof, unknowable, and possessed of powers (whether natural or techno-
logical) beyond human comprehension. The other, introduced in The Thing from
Another World (1951) and repeated in films as varied as nvasion of the Body Snatchers
(1956), The Andromeda Strain (1970), and Independence Day (1996), is aliens as
malevolent figures: violent, destructive, treacherous, and bent on the extermination
or enslavement of humankind. E.T. confounds both sets of expectations. He possesses
the ultimate godlike power—resurrection—but is gentle and approachable rather than
aloof. He comes in the night, avoids authority figures, and infiltrates Elliott’s home and
family by stealth and subterfuge, but he is gentle rather than destructive—more fright-
ened than frightening.

The film insists that E.T. is, despite his strange appearance, ultimately like us. The
central tension in the film is not between humans and aliens, but between humans
who are willing to accept an alien Other into their midst (the children who befriend
and shelter E.T.) and those who are not (the scientists who chase and imprison him).
Adults’ encounters with E.T. function as a kind of litmus test for their true character.
Elliott’s mother, Mary (Dee Wallace)—initially suspect because her divorce from
Elliott’s father has left the boy feeling lonely and miserable—shows her true maternal
colors when she protects the alien. The leader of the scientists—initially suspect
because he is affiliated with them—becomes sympathetic when he confesses to Elliott
his own childlike desire to meet and befriend an extraterrestrial.
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The idea of aliens as mirrors in which we see our true selves reflected—kindred
spirits who, by our treatment of them, show us who we are—has become a recurring
theme in a quarter-century of science fiction movies, from Starman and The Brother
Sfrom Another Planet (both 1984) to District 9 (2009). Though well established in print
science fiction long before the 1980s, this idea entered the American cinematic lexicon
with E. T

See also: Science Fiction Film, The; Spielberg, Steven
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EAST OF EDEN. East of Eden (1955) is one of Elia Kazan’s best-known movies of
the 1950s; a critical and box-office success that initiated the career of the iconic young
actor, James Dean. The film manages to offer a commentary on both the Eisenhower
era of the 1950s and the World War I era in which the story was set. Kazan envisioned
the film as an anti-Puritan statement against what he saw as the oppressive conserva-
tism of the 1950s.

Previewing the film for teens, Kazan was astonished at their reaction to Dean’s pres-
ence on the screen. East of Eden struck a nerve in the conformist 1950s, especially
among teens, who apparently located their own emotions in Dean’s anguished por-
trayal of Cal, an unloved, rebellious son. The 1950s was openly criticized as a decade
of stifling conformity in such best-selling books as 7he Organization Man and The
Man in the Gray Flannel Suit. Oddly, though, it was also the decade of Elvis, Rock ‘n
Roll, existentialism, and modern jazz. A lot was boiling beneath the surface, and Dean,
like other “method” actors such as Marlon Brando, who also worked in Kazan’s films,
was capable of exposing the turbulent feelings of young Americans.

Based on a John Steinbeck novel, East of Eden is technically brilliant and beautifully
acted. Utilizing both color and wide screen technology for the first time in his career,
and working closely with screenwriter Paul Osborn and cinematographer Ted
McCord, Kazan created what many critics saw as a unique, modernist film. Employing
raked camera angles in certain scenes and adding an offbeat, musical score by Leonard
Rosenman—one with odd, contrapuntal melodies, quirky excursions, and an orches-
tration that was unlike the majority of lush Hollywood scores—Kazan dazzled audi-
ences and critics alike with the look of his film. He was also able to evoke raw,
emotional performances from his actors, who provided rapt audiences with a realist
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version of natural speech—Ilines that were mumbled, interrupted, and broken with
hesitation—that was still powerfully poetic in its expression.

Kazan focused the film’s narrative on the final portion of Steinbeck’s novel, high-
lighting the story of Cal. Cleatly inspired by the biblical narrative—Cain is banished
to a place “East of Eden” after he kills his brother Abel in the Genesis story—the film
depicts an unloving father, Adam (Raymond Massey), a stiff, self-righteous man who
dotes on his older son, Aron (Richard Davalos), and his “intended” Abra (perfectly
realized by stage actress Julie Harris), and pays little attention to his younger son.
Interestingly, the traditionally trained Massey was infuriated by Dean’s demands for
script changes, profanity on the set, and method-acting-hostility toward his on-
screen father. Knowing that Dean was estranged from his own father, Kazan encour-
aged the mutual hostility between the two actors in order to make the scenes sharper
and more persuasive.

In the film, Cal and Aron are told by their father that their mother, Kate (Oscar
winner Jo Van Fleet), is dead; but Cal learns that she is actually alive and overseeing
a brothel in nearby Monterey. In an attempt to discover who he is and why his
father dislikes him so, Cal seeks out his estranged mother, establishing a tenuous
relationship with her. When his father loses most of his investment monies on a
business venture to ship refrigerated produce by rail, Cal strikes out on his own,
backed by a loan from his mother, ultimately making a fortune selling beans to the
U.S. military that will be used to feed American soldiers during the war. Trying des-
perately to earn his father’s love, Cal offers him a large monetary birthday gift to
replace the monies Adam has lost. Adam, who is overjoyed by the birthday gift that
Aron gives him—the revelation that he and Abra are going to be married—rejects
Cal’s gift, declaring that he won’t benefit by way of war profiteering. After Adam suf-
fers a stroke, and is counseled by Abra to let Cal in, there is finally reconciliation
between Adam and Cal: Cal will nurse his father as he lives out the rest of his diffi-
cult life.

Dean’s anguished performance was heralded by critics, who described him as a bril-
liant and charismatic young actor. Unfortunately, the radiant Dean would dic in a
tragic car accident in September of 1955, depriving the cinematic world of what would
surely have been a stellar acting career.

Many critics regard East of Eden as Kazan’s finest film, due in no litte part to the
presence of Dean. Rich in social commentary, skillfully crafted, and with an excellent
cast, it remains as startling and contemporary as when it was released in 1955.

See also: Method Acting
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EASY RIDER. Easy Rider appeared in 1969 and had an immediate impact on
American cinema and society. Made on a limited budget and shot in an improvisa-
tional style, it was a collaborative effort: directed by Dennis Hopper; produced by
Peter Fonda; written by Hopper, Fonda, and Terry Southern; and starring Hopper,
Fonda, and Jack Nicholson. The film encapsulated the tumultuous counterculture
era of the preceding decade, becoming an enormous box-office hit and critical success.
Indeed, Easy Rider became a cult phenomenon, with mass-produced poster images of
Fonda and Hopper, resplendent on their choppers, gracing the walls of thousands
who sought to imitate their hip biker personas.

The film opens with a pair of jarringly discordant scenes. The first portrays Wyatt
(Fonda)—also known as Captain America—and Billy (Hopper) buying cocaine in a
Mexican village. We could be in the world of Sam Peckinpah’s Wild Bunch; but this
Mexico is a businesslike space of mutual exploitation—and oddly nonviolent. From
Mexico, the film shifts to a Los Angeles no-man’s land, where the cocaine is sold to a
rich, white young man (Phil Spector) in a Rolls-Royce. California, dream destination
of the Hollywood western, has become a consumer playground, and in Easy Rider,
the protagonists’ point of departure. They cram the plastic-wrapped cash they have
received into the gas tanks of their motorcycles and head for New Orleans to enjoy a
carnival bacchanal. What follows seems, at first, to be a road movie.

Significantly, Hopper and Fonda envisioned themselves making a modern-day
western, with Billy (as in The Kid) and Wyatt (as in Earp) ranging over America’s back
roads on two-wheeled, gasoline-powered horses. Although this peculiar vision gave the

Dennis Hopper (left) and Peter Fonda in a scene still from Easy Rider, 1969. (Bettmann/Corbis)
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film a kind of overarching narrative structure, it did not force Easy Rider within tradi-
tional linear boundaries. In fact, the picture is really more a series of filmic episodes
loosely but effectively strung together. Much of the film’s intensity results from the
imaginative camera work of cinematographer Laszlo Kovacs and from the powerful
performances that Hopper and Fonda were able to draw out of the diverse cast mem-
bers, many of whom were nonactors. And then there are those cinematic images of rap-
turous landscapes and unaffected communion among ordinary people, which at their
best evoke in us the feeling that we are experiencing a sort of Woody Guthrie-like
“This Land is Your Land” pastoral.

The film’s pastoral sensibilities are expressed early on in a scene where Captain
America repairs his bike at a ranch. He compliments the rancher for “living off the
land,” bringing to mind a latter-day notion of Grapes of Wrath populism. The rancher
measures time naturally, by the seasons and crop cycles—in contrast to Captain
America who keeps time with a watch, a consumer-culture artifact that he ultimately
flings to the ground in disgust. Interestingly, though, we begin to sense something a
bit unsettling at this point, as we come to realize that the rancher is strange and that
the disturbing cultural distance that exists between him and his Mexican wife seems
to violate what we assumed would be a relational idyll.

Billy and Wyatt go on to meet two very different emblematic characters as the film
unfolds. One is a hippie-ish commune leader (Luke Askew), who dutifully wipes down
Captain America’s bike at a filling station as payment for a ride, speaks up in defense of
Native Americans, and opines on the need for spiritual awakening. His commune is
dressed out in the clichés of flower power, complete with mime troupe; but as with
the ranch, it seems almost creepy—in a Charles Manson, Spahn Ranch sort of way—
its leader less a wise man than a manipulative hustler. Perhaps, Hopper and Fonda
seem to be saying, the American pastoral no longer exists—or maybe it never did.

The second emblematic character Billy and Wyatt encounter is an ACLU lawyer,
the black sheep of a leading Southern family. George Hanson—Nicholson in his
breakout role—is an alcoholic loser, even if his heart is in the right place. He takes a
bold and fateful step, however, by abandoning his old life and joining Billy and
Captain America. Ironically, George finds a certain joy in their journey that seems
strangely lacking in Billy and Wyatt—indeed, his soliloquy on freedom, with its
indictment of those who are afraid to admit they are not free, is more poignant than
almost anything Billy and Wyatt have to offer.

Upon reaching New Orleans, Billy and Wyatt wander among thousands of Mardi
Gras revelers. These scenes are shot in grainy 16mm, giving them both a realistic and
a nightmarish feel. In a particularly powerful scene in a bordello—in which the erotic
and the religious are incongruously joined—Captain America comes to understand the
debasing nature of prostitution. Realizing that he is complicit in the capitalism he
claims to hate, he refuses to become a partner in this most unholy union. After drop-
ping LSD in an old cemetery, he breaks down when long-buried emotions connected
to his mother rush to consciousness—an intertextual cinematic moment, it appears,
during which character and actor became one, as Fonda has revealed that these scenes
were inspired by his own feelings about his mother’s suicide.
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Given how thoroughly audiences embraced Easy Rider, its unremittingly tragic end-
ing is striking. Unredeemed, Captain America must admit that “We blew it”—their
journey, based as it was on ill-gotten gains, has been a waste. George is beaten to death,
while Billy and Wyatt are literally blown from their bikes by shotgun blasts fired by
good old boys in a pickup truck—dying, then, on the American back roads that
seemed to hold so much promise. In the film’s last sequence, the camera swoops up
and away from the horrible scene on the road, revealing a majestic river that continues
to flow despite all that has happened.
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ERIN BROCKOVICH. Erin Brockovich, released in 2000 and based on a true story,
seeks to demonstrate the significance of environmental damage and its effect on local
residents as well as the means by which ordinary citizens can challenge industries that
have produced those harmful effects. In some ways, it could be regarded as an updating
of Mr. Smith goes to Washington. Instead of a gullible politician taking on the political
establishment, however, it is a plucky and passionate paralegal who leads the fight
against a large corporation whose environmental disregard leads to grievous harm for
neighboring residents.

Directed by Steven Soderbergh, who, at the time, was best known for producing the
original and provocative picture Sex, Lies and Videorape, the film follows the struggles
of the eponymous title character, played by Julia Roberts, who won the Best Actress
Academy Award for her performance. The film opens with Brockovich, an unem-
ployed single mother of three, searching for a job. While she is conducting her search,
she is injured when her dilapidated car is smashed into by a runaway Jaguar. She goes
to court seeking damages but loses the case—some suggest that her skimpy outfits,
rough language, and revelations about her failed marriages make her less than a sympa-
thetic character with the jury.

Brockovich finagles her way into a job with the law firm that had unsuccessfully
argued her case, and while working through what seems to be little more than routine
paperwork, she discovers information indicating that an inordinate number of peculiar
illnesses have been suffered by the firm’s clients in Hinckley, California. Convinced
that something is amiss, Brockovich doggedly works to expose a plot by the Pacific
Gas & Electric Company to hide the fact that it has been dumping harmful chemicals
into the ground around its plant in Hinckley.
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Albert Finney and Julia Roberts in a scene from the film Erin Brockovich, which won Roberts an
Oscar for Best Actress in 2001. (AFP/Getty Images)
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Brockovich invests herself emotionally in the case and will not let the firm’s legal
team turn aside from the matter. Ed Masry (Albert Finney), the lead attorney and
Erin’s boss and father figure, is often the voice of rational analysis—he is not sure it
is worthwhile proceeding with the case. In the end, however, he is moved by Brockovich’s
passion and agrees to support her. Brockovich comes to know the residents of Hinckley,
and they come to trust her. Her commonsense touch and empathy are somewhat sim-
plistically contrasted with the cold reason of the high-powered attorneys. In addition
to examining the issue of powetless citizens confronting powerful corporations, the film
also explores the problem of class-based prejudice—some individuals in a position to
help, such as certain personal injury attorneys, are often inhibited from doing their best
because of their own prejudices.

The lawyers who are assigned to the case advise binding arbitration rather than a
jury trial. Although she very much wants her clients to have their day in court, Brock-
ovich comes to understand that the strategy is the most prudent one to pursue. There
are no dramatic courtroom scenes, then, as the real case involved the examination of
reams of technical data and the eventual disclosure that Pacific Gas & Electric Com-
pany officials knew full well that the plant was dumping dangerous chemicals in the
areas around Hinckley. In the end, there is no rousing, redemptive moment when
the jury comes back with a guilty verdict; due to the perseverance of Brockovich, how-
ever, the case is decided in favor of the Hinckley residents.

Significantly, the film encouraged other firms to put together class-action lawsuits
alleging that other companies had been guilty of environmental damage—a result that
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not all believed was positive. While fear of lawsuits may have led potential polluters to
resist the temptation to save money by dumping their toxic waste instead of disposing
of it propertly, it has been suggested that unscrupulous attorneys have made billions by
way of class-action suits that have helped their vast numbers of clients very litde. In
regard to the film itself, while audiences loved it, some critics argued that it oversimpli-
fied the science and painted too simple a picture of corporate heads as faceless, name-
less robber barons with no regard for anyone but themselves. A. O. Scot, for instance,
a reviewer for the New York Times, characterized the film as being filled with clichés
and suggested that Roberts’s portrayal of Brockovich provided viewers with little more
than a heavy dose of “moral vanity and phony populism.”
See also: Women in Film; Male Gaze, The
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EXORCIST, THE. During the 1960s, various events—including the assassination
of President John F. Kennedy, the seemingly interminable Vietnam War, and an
increasingly bloody civil rights movement—shattered America’s optimistic political
and social climate. Amidst the nation’s rapidly rising fears, the release of George A.
Romero’s Night of the Living Dead and Roman Polanski’s Rosemarys Baby in 1968 ush-
ered in the modern era of the horror film (Waller, 1987). Prior to the release of these
seminal works, horror films had generally been set in another time and place—usually
in the past and/or in remote locales. By contrast, Romero and Polanski brought terror
into our everyday lives by setting their tales in contemporary America (Waller, 1987).
The Exorcist, in a profoundly disturbing way, continued this unsettling trend.

By the time The Exorcist was released in 1973, the nation’s confidence in the American
Dream—peaceful, prosperous lives centered on nuclear families—had eroded.
A sequence of events that had begun five years earlier suggested that the United States
was becoming increasingly violent. In March 1968, American troops brutally massacred
hundreds of Vietnamese citizens at My Lai, a widely publicized atrocity that appalled
and angered many. Only one month later, pacifist civil rights movement leader Martin
Luther King Jr. was assassinated. Since King’s faith, grace, charisma, and influence had
helped calm an intermittently violent movement, his murder was both symbolic and a
turning point.

After King’s death, race riots erupted across the United States while millions of anti-
war protesters took to the streets. The general climate intensified when, in May 1970,
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The silhouette of Father Merrin outside the McNeil home in a still from the film 7he Exorcist,
directed by William Friedkin, 1973. (Warner Bros./Getty Images)
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members of the Ohio National Guard shot and killed four student antiwar protesters
at Kent State University. Campuses across the country erupted in response. Young
people seemed to be dangerously out of control; the free-spirited hippies who had
reveled in peace, love, and happiness at Woodstock in August 1969 appeared to have
morphed into violent rebels. For many, the stabbing death of African American
Meredith Hunter at the Altamont Speedway Free Festival only four months later, in
December 1969, set the tone for 1970s America. Even the sacrosanct office of the
U.S. president was under attack as the Watergate scandal raged; only seven months
after the release of The Exorcist, Nixon, facing impeachment, became the first president
to resign.

In early 1970, widely publicized details about the 1969 Manson Family murders
contributed to Americans’ growing sense of unease and bewilderment. Cult leader
Charles Manson had directed his followers to carry out two sets of brutal killings in
Los Angeles. Their goal was to instigate what Manson called “Helter Skelter,” an inevi-
table apocalyptic war Manson believed would be precipitated by growing racial ten-
sions in the United States. The Family members who committed the murders were
in their late teens and early twenties, and the connection Manson made between his
cult’s beliefs and various songs on the Beatles’ White Album exacerbated Americans’ dis-
trust of an increasingly rebellious youth culture.
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Moreover, the Manson Family, headed by father figure Manson, made a macabre
parody of the American family and symbolized its breakdown. During a time of social
violence and political deceit, not even family life could provide Americans a sense of
security. Divorce was on the rise; throughout the United States, single-parent house-
holds became more common. Also, after the Civil Rights Act of 1964 forbade gender
discrimination, women had begun joining the work force in increasing numbers.
Many Americans questioned whether this change was positive and speculated about
its impact on social stability. Adding to the turmoil, women joined together—on the
streets and in the name of a sisterhood of solidarity—to create a liberation movement
that grew exponentially in the early 1970s. Americans connected youthful rebellion to
lax parenting, which inevitably led to the breakdown of the nuclear family and women’s
increasing independence. The Exorcist reflected their concerns.

The film’s main character is a 12-year-old named Regan (Linda Blair), whose single
mother works as an actress. Left alone to entertain herself, Regan contacts and
befriends a demon by way of what is ostensibly a child’s toy: a Ouija board. As her
mental and physical states deteriorate, medical doctors and psychiatrists fail to find a
cause, much less a cure, for her illness. In a remedy suggestive of the pro-nuclear family
sentiment of the day, Regan’s nonreligious mother asks a Catholic priest, Father Damien
Karras, to help her family by exorcising the demon (Phillips, 2005).

This process is a difficult one, in part because Karras fears he is losing his own faith.
In a scene that conflates youth culture, decadence, and evil, he expresses his concern to
a fellow priest at a bar while the Allman Brothers Band’s song “Ramblin’ Man” plays
loudly in the background. Significantly, Father Lankester Merrin, the senior priest
the Catholic Church asks to assist with the exorcism, is in Woodstock writing a book
when he receives word about the possession. He reads the letter from the Church while
walking slowly through a forest; the subtle message is that Merrin will return from
bucolic, pre-Altamont times to restore order to contemporary America by casting evil
from young Regan.

In the meantime, Karras is experiencing problems caused by the breakdown of his
own family. His mother, who lives alone with only a radio to keep her company;, is il
with an injured foot. If her nuclear family unit were intact, she would be cared for;
in actuality, however, her brother visits infrequently and eventually commits her to a
psychiatric hospital so she can receive the medical care neither he nor her son can pro-
vide. Eventually Karras’s mother does return home; but she dies, broken and alone—
her body lying undiscovered for a number of days.

The demon uses Regan’s possession to provoke Karras about his mother’s death.
When Karras first visits the teen, the demon claims it has his mother, and that its
goal is to unite the priest with “us.” It accuses Karras of leaving his mother alone
to die and claims she will never forgive him. Later, it plays tricks on him by adopting
the physical guise of his mother and, speaking in her voice, asking him why he
treated her poorly. Father Merrin cautions Karras to beware the demon’s mixing of
lies and truth. For viewers in 1970s America, this warning recalled President Nixon’s
comments about the American media as it probed the breaking story of Watergate

(Cull, 2000).
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Near the end of the exorcism, Karras determines that the strain of possession is
causing Regan’s heart to fail. The situation worsens when the elderly Merrin dies
during the rite. When the demon giggles about his death, Karras physically attacks
Regan’s body. He angrily instructs the demon to leave her and to take possession of
him instead. Once it does, he struggles not to kill Regan, finally meeting his demise
after jumping out the girl’s bedroom window. Karras’s sacrifice saves Regan’s life and
her family.

The Exorcist does not present Regan as an entirely passive victim. Significantly, her
name is an allusion to a thankless child in Shakespeare’s King Lear (Cull, 2000, 48).
During a time of seemingly uncontrollable youths, The Exorcist depicts that quintes-
sential teenage haven—the bedroom—as a source of evil. The film presents shots of
Regan’s closed door before revealing each round of hideous atrocities within the room
(Kermode 2005, 42): the girl swears, strikes her mother, vomits on a priest, and mas-
turbates fervently with a crucifix.

Violence perpetrated by university students inspired a key scene in The Exorcist
(Cull, 2000). Regan’s mother, Chris, is shown acting in a film that portrays dissent at
Georgetown University. While in character, she implores students to work “within
the system.” Ironically, the film places the “real” Chris outside the system by suggesting
she invited evil into her home because she is not a full-time mother.

As Americans debated motherhood, female bodies became a source of anxiety.
Wide availability of birth control pills beginning in 1960, followed by the Roe v. Wade
decision to legalize abortion in January 1973, meant women could choose their repro-
ductive futures—and therefore their destinies—for the first time in history. At a time
when many Americans questioned this newly acquired freedom, The Exorcist show-
cased a frightening female body beyond control (Cull, 2000); Regan even defies natu-
ral order by rotating her head 360 degrees.

When William Peter Blatty wrote the eponymous book on which The Exorcist is
based, he fictionalized the 1949 account of a 14-year-old Maryland boy’s exorcism.
Blatty’s decision to change the possessed from a teenage boy to a female on the cusp
of womanhood complimented issues current in 1970s America. That Blatty set the
story in Georgetown, just outside Washington, D.C., strengthens the film’s political
and social statements (Cull, 2000, 49). The Exorcist equates the evils of the modern
world with Satan and, therefore, presents religion and traditional morality as their sole
antidote (Kinder and Houston, 1987). Although Blatty intended this conservative
message to be the film’s focus, director William Friedkin packed The Exorcist with
terror-inducing delights that kindled audiences’ love of the horror genre (Phillips,
2005). Arguably, in 1973 Americans were poised to be scared.

See also: Horror Film, The
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FAHRENHEIT 451. Throughout history, book burning has been used to eradicate
particular ideas. In the science fiction film Fabrenbeit 451 (1966), directed by Frangois
Truffaut and starring Oskar Werner and Julie Christie, book burning serves a more far-
reaching goal, the elimination of individual thought. Based on Ray Bradbury’s novel of
the same name (1953), Fabrenbeit 451 shares with George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-
Four (1949) a critique of authoritarianism and censorship. In both tales, censorship
and propaganda are used to control the populace. But in Nineteen Eighty-Four, they
support a totalitarian state; while in Fahrenheit 451 censorship begins with the major-
ity, which has lost its desire for books.

The protagonist is Guy Montag, a “fireman.” In this future dystopia, firemen don’t
put out fires. They burn books. But Montag undergoes a change of heart. One day he
meets a young woman on a train who asks why he burns books, if he’s happy, and if he
ever reads the books he burns. The next day, he hides a book and brings it home to
read. This little act of defiance grows into an obsession, apparently triggered by
another event. Montag’s unit is called to burn books at the house of an old woman,
where they find an immense library. They are ordered to burn down the whole house,
but the woman refuses to leave, instead, choosing to burn with her books.

At home, Montag lashes out, telling his TV-obsessed wife and her friends, “You're
nothing but zombies, all of you. Just like those husbands of yours you don’t even know
anymore. You're not living, you're just killing time!” Turning off the TV, he insists they
listen to him read. And as he reads a passage about a man whose wife is dying, one
woman cries, “I can’t bear to know those feelings. I'd forgotten all about those things.”
The more Montag awakens from his stupor, the more he sees how numb and lifeless
people are. But in books he finds truth, meaning, and remembrance.

Book burning, in this story, is about more than books. As the books are burned, so
are the thoughts, feelings, and histories they contain. As people reject books, they reject
thinking and accept distractions like propaganda, drugs, and games. The burning is a
metaphor for the myriad ways people conform rather than think, and the ways indi-
viduality and meaning are lost. In this world, people are hedonists whose only goals
are pleasure and happiness. Conflict is anathema to this, so they eliminate it by
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burning difference away. With their differing views, books are the enemies of peace.
The chief explains, “We've all got to be alike. The only way to be happy is for everyone
to be made equal. So, we burn the books.” But the result is a false happiness, underlaid
with fear, anger, and rage.

As Montag begins to think for himself, he starts to see the monotony that surrounds
him and the dull, lifeless character of his relationships. But he remains unaware, as yet,
of the rage he feels within. What is missing most of all in this world is remembrance.
Without books, no one remembers the past, or even what happened yesterday. Neither
Montag nor his wife remembers where or when they met. But in books, Montag finds
a way out of the lackluster, alienated life he shares with others in his society. This is
visualized in the film through dull, languid expressions and a monotony of sameness,
like the rows of invariable gray coats at the school.

Back at work, Montag attempts to resign. But he is asked to stay for one more call.
When they arrive at the house, he realizes it is his own, and that Linda has turned him
in and packed her bags. When the chief asks Montag to do the honors, he takes the
torch and burns his bed. He burns his TV. And then he burns his books. Finally, in a
release of pent up rage he hardly seems aware of, he burns the chief, an act both sym-
bolic and real. Afterwards, he escapes, and joins a group of homeless dissidents called
“the Book People.” They memorize books, and then burn them to avoid arrest. Later,
the books are passed on to the next generation, as the Book People lie in wait for the
day when books, and the things they represent, are once again desired.

See also: Science Fiction Film, The; Truffaut, Francois
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FAIL-SAFE. The United States dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki
in 1945, the Soviet Union successfully tested its own bombs in 1949, and within a few
years the Cold War rivals possessed nuclear arsenals that could destroy the planet many
times over. It was not until the late 1950s and 1960s, however, that Hollywood pro-
duced its most significant films dealing with nuclear holocaust and the U.S.-Soviet
arms race. From the end of World War II through Joseph McCarthy’s political witch
hunts of the early to mid-1950s and the launching of the Soviet satellite Sputnik in
the late 1950s, fears of Soviet domination seemed to make the topics too inflamma-
tory. In Hollywood, of course, McCarthy-era blacklists also discouraged the making
of films based on such controversial themes. Filmmakers tended to try to lighten things
up with screwball comedies like The Atomic Kid (1954), or to sublimate fears of
communism in paranoid sci-fi thrillers about alien attacks on the United States, most
famously in Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956). But then, in 1959, On the Beach



launched a half-decade period during which several of the most enduring films about
nuclear anxiety were released, culminating in 1964 with two of the best-known Cold
War pictures, the absurdist classic Dr. Strangelove and the tense drama Fail-Safe.

While the penetrating black humor of Dr. Strangelove often leaves viewers con-
cluding that a satirical approach is the only fruitful way of dealing with Cold War
nuclear confrontation, Sidney Lumet’s straight, serious counterpart was innovative
and illuminating in ways that are perhaps difficult to imagine almost a half-century
later. In the film, written by blacklisted screenwriter Walter Bernstein, a mechanical
glitch in mainframe computers at Omaha Strategic Air Command generates errone-
ous orders for an Alaska-based Air Force squadron to drop two 20-megaton nuclear
bombs on Moscow. Communications fail, and the planes quickly surpass “fail safe,”
the point at which they cannot be called back through normal protocols. The film
then builds suspense as a drama of human improvisation during a crisis created by
machines, with characters’ behavior conditioned by years of Cold War political and
military training.

Fail-Safe contributed to the demystification of the U.S. national security state sim-
ply by imagining people interacting in top-secret settings like Omaha SAC, the presi-
dential bunker, and the Pentagon. Scenes in the Pentagon “war room” frame the
discussion about what to do as a debate about the lessons of World War II. When dov-
ish Gen. Warren Black (Dan O’Herlihy) proposes that the United States must do
everything it possibly can to abort the mission or shoot down the planes, civilian
adviser Professor Groeteschele (Walter Matthau) disagrees and argues that the bomb-
ing should be carried out because the Russians will surrender after Moscow is
destroyed. When he is told, “We don’t go in for sneak attacks, we had that done to
us at Pearl Harbor,” he argues that Pearl Harbor was justified and that the Japanese
blundered by not attacking harder, adding, “They paid for that mistake at
Hiroshima.” Matthau’s character is based on political scientist Herman Kahn, whose
best-selling 1960 book On Thermonuclear War argued that nuclear war was winnable
and survivable. Fail-Safé’s overzealous Cold Warrior is a Jew who says he learned
from the Nazis the importance of striking first, but he is alone in recommending the
bombing of Moscow.

If Groeteschele is Fil-Safé’s post-traumatic madman, its paragon of sensitivity and
diplomacy is the nameless American president (Henry Fonda), who communicates
with the Soviet premier through young translator Buck (Larry Hagman) on an iconic
Cold War crisis telephone. The men’s intelligent, emotionally realistic negotiations
and their militaries’ atctempt to work together to end the standoff amounted to a
humanist counter-fantasy for a nation long taught to think of Soviet leaders as mon-
sters. To modern viewers, Fail-Safé’s war room graphics may look like a primitive
video game, and the film may seem grandiose and humorless. Understood in its his-
torical context, however, it directly confronted a topic that had been avoided or trivi-
alized for years by dramatizing a crisis made no less plausible by the disclaimer in the
end credits in which the U.S. military reports, “a rigidly enforced system of safeguards
insure that occurrences such as those depicted in this story cannot happen.”

See also: War Film, The
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FALLING DOWN. Joel Schumacher’s Falling Down (1993) follows the story of a
laid-off middle-class white male named William Foster (Michael Douglas), who is
known throughout the film mainly by the name on his vanity license plate: D-FENS.
Foster was formerly an engineer who developed nuclear missiles, and as the film begins,
he is stewing in a hellish Los Angeles traffic jam. In a masterful sequence directly
inspired by the opening of Federico Fellini’s 8, D-FENS sits in bumper-to-bumper traf-
fic that is completely immobile. The heat is stifling, the air conditioner and the driver-
side window handle are broken, and a fly consistently bites Foster while evading his
attempts to kill it. Outside of the car, horns are blaring, lights on a construction sign
flash incessantly in his face, and the surrounding bumper stickers proclaim messages
of Christian sacrifice, economic liberation, and confrontation. The faces around him
are devoid of all but negative expressions, and they seem to be staring at him: a
“Garfield” window stick-on with a toothy grin, the weary man whom D-FENS can
see in his rearview mirror, a woman putting on lipstick and watching D-FENS through
her rearview mirror, the deadened expression of a student on the bus next to him. And
finally, the little girl directly in front of him, holding a doll and staring at him with a
totally blank expression. She is about the same age as his own daughter, Adele (Joey
Hope Singer), and a particularly painful reminder that he has not been invited to her
birthday celebration, which is scheduled to occur later on during this momentous day.

All of these forces assail D-FENS as he boils away in his little car; but rather than
floating away like Fellini’s Guido, D-FENS makes the ill-fated decision to abandon
his car, telling the stunned driver behind him only that “I'm going home.” As he walks
toward what we assume to be his Venice Beach residence, he makes his way through
some of the worst neighborhoods in Los Angeles, encountering all manner of what
he concludes are depraved and morally bankrupt individuals. His antagonists, xeno-
phobically depicted as ethnic caricatures that exist, it seems, only because the rage of
D-FENS must have some sort of rationale, represent the “melting pot” of a dystopic
Los Angeles, and he metes out violent justice to each of them with the various weapons
he acquires during his journey. Eventually we come to understand that there may be
something seriously wrong with D-FENS’s sense of reality; most notably, that he and
his wife Beth (Barbara Hershey) are divorced and that he no longer resides with her
and his daughter in Venice Beach. Indeed, Beth has a restraining order against her for-
mer husband. In the end, he must be stopped by a policeman on his last day of work,
Lt. Prendergast (Robert Duvall), who, ironically, seems to be the only person in Los
Angeles who can identify with the raging D-FENS.



Interestingly, Schumacher and screenwriter Ebbe Roe Smith were developing Fall-
ing Down as Los Angeles was ripped apart by the 1992 L.A. riots that exploded after
a jury acquitted four police officers in the beating of Rodney King. The film, it seems,
captured the angst-filled zeitgeist of 1990s urban America, with its tragic antihero, pot-
trayed brilliantly by Douglas, evoking in audiences fear, rage, and ultimately pity: “You
mean I'm the bad guy?,” asks a disillusioned Foster when confronted by Prendergast.
Yet, even in a film that exploited the frustrations and anxieties of ordinary Americans,
and provided an unlikely vigilante to respond to them, the status quo of the existing
social order is reaffirmed: Foster’s vigilante is dispatched, and Prendergast decides to
continue on as a policeman. The film, if understood as a cautionary tale and not
merely as a rationalization for the marginalization of ethnic Others, is a successful
attempt to categorize the anxieties of the early 1990s, providing the audience with a
cathartic story that purges violent impulses through an everyman figure for whom they
could cheer.
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FARGO. Fargo (1996), written, produced and directed by Joel and Ethan Coen, is at
once a rural deconstruction of traditional film noir pictures, an “American Gothic” com-
edy of errors, and a symbolic allegory pitting the agents of creation and life against those
of entropy and death. It is also an homage to all things Minnesotan, as evidenced by the
numerous location shots throughout the film and even a veiled tribute to Minneapolis
music legend Prince, whose symbol is seen turned on its side in the credits. Fargo also
owes much to the 1967 Richard Brooks true-crime film /n Cold Blood, going so far as
to claim—falsely, it turns out—that the events in Fargo were based on real events that
occurred in Minnesota. If the Brooks film was reality presented as fiction, then the Coen
Brothers offering may be understood as a fictitious expression of reality as fiction.

Like a negative image of classic film noir, Fargo is set in a vast whiteness. The snowy
landscape of the Northern Plains stretches toward the horizon along grey roads and
fence lines as far as the eye can see. Unlike the urban noir detective movie, where mys-
tery is expressed by the chiaroscuro of dim streetlights against claustrophobic darkness,
here clarity is obscured by too much whiteness, by snow blindness, by the glaring can-
dor of evil committed in the light of day and by the slow fade to a white screen.

The movie opens with a scene in which strapped-for-cash car salesman Jerry Lunde-
gaard (William H. Macy) meets with kidnappers-for-hire Carl Showalter (Steve Bus-
cemi) and the pale and mysteriously taciturn Gaear Grimsrud (Peter Stormare).
Lundegaard is there to work out the details of a plot to kidnap his wife and to extort
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Scene from the 1996 film Fargo, directed by Joel and Ethan Coen and starring Frances McDor-
mand, shown here kneeling over a dead body. (Photofest)
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ransom money from his wealthy but antagonistic father-in-law. An hour late for the
meeting and derisively chastised for his infraction by Showalter, Lundegaard nervously
excuses himself, repeating the prophetic line, “Well, that was a mistake, then.” As the
story unfolds, mistake builds upon mistake as the conspiratorial scheme devolves from
a relatively benign hoax into a surreal pastiche of horrific murders.

Standing over against the darkly humorous, conniving criminals Showalter, Grimsrud,
and, in a different way, Lundegaard, is the small-town sheriff of Brainerd, Minnesota,
Marge Gunderson, played by Frances McDormand—]Joel Coen’s wife—in a role that
earned her the Best Actress Academy Award. Marge personifies Good. She is honest,
noble, diligent, trusting and trustworthy; and she is pregnant, a constant reminder that
Marge is the calm, life-bearing antithesis to the chaotic, abyssal Lundegaard, Showalter,
and Grimsrud. She carries life, the appreciation of life, and the promise of life within
her, even as she confronts situations that are beyond her understanding. In one of the
most poignant scenes in the film, Sherriff Gunderson speaks to one of the murderers as
he rides in the back seat of her patrol car after she has arrested him:

So that was Mrs. Lundegaard on the floor in there. And I guess that was your accom-
plice in the wood chipper . . . and those three people in Brainerd. And for what? For a
lictle bit of money. There’s more to life than a little money, you know. . . . Don’tcha
know that? And here ya are, and it’s a beautiful day. Well . .. I just don't understand it.

In the end, that Marge does not understand—that she can never understand—is the
very thing that makes her a redemptive character. The positive universal force with
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which Marge is infused radiates out from her, even in the midst of all of that evil that
surrounds her. Nowhere is this more movingly expressed than in the scenes between
Marge and her husband Norm. As the film draws to a close, Marge, cleansed of the
filch and degradation that she has touched up against in her role as sheriff, snuggles
with Norm in their bed, safe and warm against the Minnesota cold. A wildlife painter,
Norm shares with Marge the bittersweet moment of finding out that one of his images
has been chosen to appear on a postage stamp, although not on the most expensive
one. Pleased, yet disappointed that he is again second best, he turns to Marge for
reassurance:

Norm: “People dont much use the three-cent.”

Marge: “Oh for Pete’s sake, of course they do! Whenever they raise the postage, people
need the little stamp . .. when they’re stuck with the old ones.”

The film ends with Marge—now as wife and mother—in the arms of her husband
making small talk, both looking forward to the end of winter and the birth of their
child in the spring. Ever nurturing, Marge soothes away the memory of incomprehen-
sible evil by celebrating the importance of small stamps and small dreams—the
extraordinary things of our wonderfully ordinary lives.

See also: Coen, Joel and Ethan; Film Noir
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FAST TIMES AT RIDGEMONT HIGH. A filmic representative of 1980s teen
life, Fast Times ar Ridgemont High (1982) was declared by the American Film Institute
one of “America’s Funniest Movies”; it was added to the National Film Registry in
2005. The picture was adapted for the screen from Cameron Crowe’s book Fast Times
at Ridgemont High: A True Story, an account of Crowe’s experiences when he went
“undercover” at a San Diego high school while working as a reporter for Rolling Stone.
Teaming with Crowe, director Amy Heckerling crafted a disturbingly realistic film that
explored the confusing world of American teens as they attempt to negotiate their way
through the minefield of adolescence.

The film follows a dizzying array of characters that populate a fictional Southern
California high school. At the heart of Fasr Times, however, are the stories of Stacy
Hamilton (Jennifer Jason Leigh) and Mark Ratner (Brian Backer). These two innocent

165



Fast Times at Ridgemont High

Scene from the 1982 film Fast Times at Ridgemont High, directed by Amy Heckerling and starring
Sean Penn as Jeff Spicoli, shown here with Ray Walston, playing the part of teacher Mr. Hand.
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idealists are guided through the trials and tribulations of high school romance by their
more experienced friends, Linda Barrett (Phoebe Cates) and Mike Damone (Robert
Romanus). Unfortunately, their ongoing attempts to establish a romantic relationship
suffer from bad timing, differing levels of sexual maturity, and betrayal.

While the narrative flow of the film revolves around the experiences of Stacy and
Mark, the picture’s most notable character may be Jeff Spicoli, the stoner/surfer played
brilliantly by Sean Penn. Penn developed an endearing caricature of the quintessential
class clown who wants nothing more than to enjoy his high school years by doing as
little as possible. Creative, insubordinate, and full of life, Spicoli’s ability to coast
through the educational system without learning a thing is put to the test by Mr. Hand
(Ray Walston), an eccentric history teacher who engages in a humorous, if lopsided,
intellectual tug-of-war with the young burnout. Walston shines as the rigid arbiter of
knowledge, and his reactions to Spicoli’s various provocations, such as having a pizza
delivered to Mr. Hand’s classroom, show him to be the young man’s better in this cru-
cial game of life.

While there are many unforgettable scenes in Fast Times, perhaps the most memo-
rable is one involving the masturbatory fantasy of Stacy’s brother Brad (Judge Rein-
hold). Helplessly desirous of the ethereal Linda (Phoebe Cates), Brad indulges
himself in his bathroom while imagining his dream girl slithering out of his swimming
pool and walking toward him in slow motion while she seductively removes the top of
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her bright red bikini. Set to the sounds of “Moving in Stereo” by the Cars, the fantasy
ends in jarring fashion when the real-life Linda bursts into the unlocked bathroom,
discovering Brad in the act. Frequently parodied in other films and on television
shows, the scene is often mentioned by radio DJs when they play the Cars’ “Moving
in Stereo,” just one of the hit songs that appears on the film’s popular soundtrack,
which features music from artists such as the Go-Go’s, Oingo Boingo, Jackson
Browne, and Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers.

Significantly, Amy Heckerling would go on to make Clueless (1995) and Loser
(2000) and Cameron Crowe Almost Famous (2000), solidifying their places as pop-
culture anthropologists who have been able to give expression to the tortured world
of teenage angst and redemption in profound and entertaining ways. Perhaps unex-
pectedly, Fast Times at Ridgemont High became for Generation X audiences what
George Lucas’s American Graffiti (1973) became for baby boomers: a nostalgic
coming-of-age picture that expertly captured the spirit of the times for suburban teens.

See also: Coming-of-Age Film, The
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FATAL ATTRACTION. Released in 1987, Fatal Attraction concerns a married man—
a devoted husband and father—who has a weekend fling with a business associate while his
wife and daughter are out of town; when he seeks to end the affair, the woman relentdessly
pursues him. A box-office hit that garnered six Academy Award nominations, the film
proved extremely controversial, generating wide-ranging and often vitriolic discussions
about misogyny, gender roles, stalking, and fidelity.

Alex Forrest—played against type by Glenn Close, who transformed her big-screen
persona from devoted wife/mother into sultry seductress—becomes obsessed with Dan
Gallagher (Michael Douglas) after their illicit weekend. She calls him repeatedly and
even insinuates herself into Dan’s familial space by talking her way into his house—
returning home from work one evening, Dan is shocked to find Alex casually chatting
with his unsuspecting wife, Beth (Anne Archer). As her obsession escalates, she spies on
the family, threatens to expose Dan, and finally breaks into the Gallagher house and
kills the family’s pet rabbit by boiling it in a large pot. As the film draws to an increas-
ingly intense conclusion, Alex takes Beth and her daughter prisoner in their own home.
Violently attacking Beth, Alex is finally killed by the aggrieved wife. Interestingly, early
versions of the script called for Alex to kill herself at the end of the film; but audience
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Scene from the 1987 film Fatal Attraction, directed by Adrian Lyne and starring Glenn Close and
Michael Douglas. (Photofest)
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responses to a prescreening of the picture with that ending were largely negative—
viewers, it seems, felt that Beth should have her revenge.

Although critics pointed out the obvious similarities between Fazal Attraction and
Clint Eastwood’s 1971 offering Play Misty for Me—most suggested that Eastwood
had done it better—audiences flocked to theaters to see the 1987 picture and it became
the second-highest-grossing film of the year. Reactions to Faral Attraction from film
scholars, especially feminist scholars, were not as favorable, however. Many argued that
the film was explicitly misogynistic, implying that Dan had been lured into the situa-
tion by the wily Alex. When he repents of his sins—evidently absolved—he is merci-
lessly put upon by an increasingly psychotic force. Further, the family structure that
Dan had helped to shake appeared to be threatened only by the unbalanced Alex;
and Beth, who should quite naturally be outraged by her husband’s behavior, suppor-
tively welcomes him back into the fold and ultimately defends him with her life.

Ironically, some feminist critics saw something quite different in the character of
Alex: instead of reading her as just another filmic stereotype of a crazed woman who
is used and discarded by another irresponsible man, they saw her as a strong and inde-
pendent figure standing firm against patriarchal oppression. This latter interpretation
of Alex seems problematic in its own way, suggesting as it does that female strength
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and independence can only be expressed by way of hysterical behavior. Equally trou-
bling was the reaction of many men, who appeared to see nothing wrong with the
way Dan’s behavior was characterized in the film but saw him as a cautionary figure
meant to warn them about the dangers of unscrupulous women lurking around every
corner—make one little mistake, and you could lose everything you worked so hard
to accomplish!

See also: Male Gaze, The; Women in Film
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FERRIS BUELLER’S DAY OFF. Released in June 1986, Ferris Buellers Day Off was
an enormous hit for Paramount Studios and writer/director John Hughes, taking in
roughly $70 million at the box office, as well as launching the career of star Matthew
Broderick. The film marked the end of a spectacular streak of creativity for Hughes, who,
between 1984 and 1986, directed a string of era-defining teen films, including Sixzeen
Candles (1984), The Breakfast Club (1985), Weird Science (1985), and Pretzy in Pink (1986).

The film opens with scenes of high school junior Ferris Bueller (Broderick) lying in
bed and pretending to be sick while trying to convince his parents (Cindy Pickett and
Lyman Ward) that he should stay home from school. Ferris’s sister, Jeanie (Jennifer Grey),
annoyed by her brother’s charmingly manipulative ways—and the fact that he gets away
with everything—sets out to derail his scheme. Ferris once again gets his way, however,
and after a number of establishing shots of the beautiful spring day that awaits, puts the
case to the audience: “How can I possibly be expected to handle school on a day like this?”

The adventure begins with Ferris coaxing his hypochondriac friend Cameron Frye
(Alan Ruck) to drive over to Ferris’s house—you got the car, reasons Ferris, I only got
a computer. Meanwhile, Ferris's nemesis, Dean of Students Edward R. Rooney (Jeffrey
Jones), realizing that his wayward charge is not coming to school, hatches a plan to “put
one hell of a dent” in the young Bueller’s future by catching him in his tenth act of tru-
ancy. Ferris’s plan to include girlfriend Sloane (Mia Sara) in his day-off high jinks, hits a
snag, forcing Ferris and Cameron to steal the prized possession of Cameron’s father, a
mint-condition, 1961 red Ferrari—which, it seems, means more to the senior Frye
than does his own son. With Chicago as the backdrop and the pounding rhythms of
an eclectic soundtrack, featuring the likes of Yello and Sigue Sigue Sputnik, driving
them along, Ferris and Sloane set off to show Cameron “a good time.”
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Ferris Buellers Day Off

Scene from the 1986 film Ferris Bueller’s Day Off; directed by John Hughes and starring Matthew
Broderick. (Photofest)
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Significantly, one could point to any of Hughes’s films that appeared in the mid-1980s
as exemplary of the era’s dystopic Reagan-era zeitgeist; all are characterized by representa-
tions of absentee parents, the obsession with aesthetic superficiality, male pubescent fan-
tasy, dialogue inflected by pop culture references, and the division of high school students
into caste categories such as the “jock,” the “geek,” the “criminal,” and the “prom queen.”
The teenagers in these films—most of whom feel abandoned by their own families—turn
to each other in order to forge surrogate families that they hope will keep them safe and
secure. Such is the case with mother and father figures Ferris and Sloane, who offer guid-
ance and tough love to their overly intro