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Cinema is a fragile medium. Many of the great classic films of the past now exist, if at all, in damaged or incomplete prints. Concerned about the deterioration in the physical state of our film heritage, the National Film and Television Archive, a Division of the British Film Institute, has compiled a list of 360 key films in the history of the cinema. The long-term goal of the Archive is to build a collection of perfect showprints of these films, which will then be screened regularly at the Museum of the Moving Image in London in a year-round repertory.

BFI Film Classics is a series of books commissioned to stand alongside these titles. Authors, including film critics and scholars, filmmakers, novelists, historians and those distinguished in the arts, have been invited to write on a film of their choice, drawn from the Archive's list. Each volume presents the author's own insights into the chosen film, together with a brief production history and a detailed filmography, notes and bibliography. The numerous illustrations have been specially made from the Archive's own prints.

With new titles published each year, the BFI Film Classics series will rapidly grow into an authoritative and highly readable guide to the great films of world cinema.

Could scarcely be improved upon ... informative, intelligent, jargon-free companions.

The Observer

Cannily but elegantly packaged BFI Classics will make for a neat addition to the most discerning shelves.

New Statesman & Society
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If ever a film opened with a defining moment in a young character's life, that film is Gun Crazy. A peak achievement of film noir, the dark crime and failure stories that dominate the post-war American cinema, Gun Crazy plunges its audience into the shadows from its very first shot. In a bad dream that rapidly becomes nightmare, a dark and private desire is indulged and retribution is instantaneous. This is your life, Bart Tare.

Gun Crazy opens in medias res and in medias noir, in the middle, that is, of Bart Tare's attempted theft of a gun, and in the midst of a veritable cloudburst of classical noir image coding. In a brilliant little expressionist poem, a tableau comprising some nine shots and seventy seconds, Gun Crazy presents us with the fundamentals of the noir formula: a deviant act in a dark and oppressive world, an isolated, alienated and obsessed hero, temptation, failure and defeat. There is a theatrical flavour to it all, a bravura distillation of the essentials, an exemplary vignette captured on stage and in frame in a series of snapshots: a dark, rainy street; a boy, standing, staring at us; the boy framed by and looking in the window; the boy's face, possessed, fascinated, looking; a display of handguns, the centrepiece an ivory-handled Western-style six-shooter; the face receding, a neon sign pulsing behind on–off, on–off; the boy winding up and pitching his rock; the boy posed crucified against the broken window; the sheriff's face, huge and hard; the sprawled boy's look up, a world of wet.

More than a dream, it is a feverish masturbatory fantasy, the furtive hand reaching through the broken glass, the boy trying to get off with his gun, the wetness and the fall, the castrating gaze of the Father and the Law. Introducing the film's basic strategy, the violent is here coloured with the erotic, a conceit enhanced by the long-take shot which builds from the opening credit on, the slow, focused intensity coming to a violent climax, almost comical in its explosive release of tension. We are left with Bart as the butt of the noir universe's joke, the teenager as fall guy, the pathetic loser.

In a stylistic flip-flop somewhat reminiscent of Citizen Kane's famous opening, which fades from the dark inner recesses of Kane's extinguishing consciousness to the bright 'objective ' world of the 'News on the March' account of his life and career, Gun Crazy dissolves from Bart lying in the gutter of his defeated dream to the sun-drenched courtroom of evidence and testimony, law and justice, that seeks to make sense of the boy and his actions. It may seem outrageous to mention Kane in the same breath as our little epic; however, parallels do come to mind. The courtroom scene, for instance, will proceed through the testimony of Ruby, Bart's sister, his friends, and his teacher, each resulting in a flashback (the opening scene logically the sheriff's) as in the main narrative of Kane, as the judge tries to get to the bottom of Bart's obsession with his Rosebud – guns.

During this testimony, the mise-en-scène stresses Bart's impotence, supplying us visually with a set of variations on a still life – a hangdog Bart immobile in a chair – in place of the opening's images of Bart in mesmerised action. The climax of that scene is of course the boy's pitching of the rock at the window through which we view him, an attempt to break into the store, but also a futile attempt to break out, and to reach out, of his constraining world. For Bart freedom evidently resides with the gun, and for his dangerous act of breaking the glass, the law, and very nearly the illusionist distance between audience and spectacle, the boy is banished in the ensuing scene to the far corners of the frame, a series of deep focus compositions holding him to one side and against a courtroom window, a safe distance from the site of testimony in the foreground. Again, the visual design may recall Kane and the image of the young Charlie playing in the snowy distance ('The Union forever'), trapped within the dark window frame before which his fate is being sealed.

In drawing these parallels to the American cinema's most famous and influential work, I am not trying to borrow prestige, or to blur the radical differences that exist. Gun Crazy's stunning achievement is intimately bound up with, and a direct result of, its
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