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Introduction

I wanted a “bumper” book for your laps, a volume where you could keep turning the pages and coming upon juxtapositions of the fanciful and the fabulous (Abbott and Costello go to Zabriskie Point?) or some chance alphabetical poetry that might make your scalp tingle—like Bad Day at Black Rock leading into Badlands. I wanted old favorites to be neighbors with films you’ve never heard of. I wanted you to entertain the unlikely possibility that “everything” is here. Of course, it is not—everything remains out in our scattered “there.”

Choosing their top ten is a game most film critics are accustomed to—and one that allows depressives to ask, “Are there really ten worth keeping?” (This is a healthy doubt, more useful than the routine thumbs up on two or three fresh masterpieces every week.) Writing about a select hundred is a regular form of bookmaking—the exercise of taste makes a moderate-sized book and a harmless pantheon. But going for a thousand is a gesture toward history—it seems to require that the selector weighs the old against the new. It’s like wondering whether Beowulf can talk to Lolita.

How is it that a thousand seems to omit so many more than a whimsical ten? How can ten hundred escape being an outline of the history of the medium and of our jumping tastes? If you’re picking ten, you may not consider the silent era in Sweden. But if you’re doing a thousand, then those Stillers and Sjöströms deserve reappraisal. And they may be among the best early films we have.

Equally, it’s touching to find in Irene Mayer Selznick’s private letters that, in 1927, the cool, inside crowd in Hollywood reckoned Sunrise was the best film they’d ever seen—and surely the harbinger of great creative changes. (The newly founded Academy actually created two types of Best Picture—the Hollywood prize, for Wings, and an arty one for Sunrise.) So it’s a surprise that in Brussels in 1958, a gang of historians put Murnau’s The Last Laugh way ahead of his Sunrise. I can recall a time when “film writing” took that estimate for granted. Yet now The Last Laugh feels like an academic exercise—while Sunrise is different and dangerous every time you see it.

This book is not simply my one thousand preferred films offered with whatever mixture of authority I can muster or generosity you will allow. I like or love many of these movies and I hope you will feel that in the reading and come closer to sharing my pleasure. The first purpose or wish behind the question in my title is not to establish you as an expert in film studies but to give you a good time—or a better time than you have been having.

More than that this is a book created to meet the question frequently asked of anyone with a reputation for knowing about films. It’s “What should I see?” So “Have you seen…?” is a response to that uncertainty.

I knew early on in thinking about this book that I could not face it as David Thomson’s “best” films. My favorites are here—but there is a monotony in writing or reading about just the splendid. As my editor, Bob Gottlieb, observed on reading an early draft, “We’re snowed under with ‘greats’ and I’m still on B!” Enthusiasm is too easy and it can lead to lazy writing and formulaic thinking. Very often in a book like this you can signal your critical stance to a reader with just one bad-tempered dismissal as easily as and more rapidly than a hundred raves will permit. (So The Sound of Music is in here, along with Doctor Zhivago, The Ten Commandments, The Last Laugh, and others. You’ll find them.) A little severity in such writing can be as welcome as the song of the blackbird at the end of a hot day.

So this is a thousand fiction films, going back to 1895 and ranging across the world—the landmarks are here, the problem films, a few guilty pleasures, a few forlorn sacred cows, some surprises, a thousand for you to see. They are arranged alphabetically—but in the back of the book you will find a chronology, too.

The pantheon of film culture is an untidy place: it is every year’s top ten or the survey of critics and filmmakers that Sight & Sound attempts every ten years—with Citizen Kane rated the best film on every survey since 1962 (yet nowhere on the first such list in 1952). It is what “everyone” thinks and knows and takes for granted. God bless “everyone,” but watch how slippery he is. For example, I write for The Guardian in London. I have read that paper most of my life; I love it and its readers. But not so long ago, in 2007, it took it into its head to poll readers on the best foreign language films ever made. Cinema Paradiso won (and it had won a previous poll in 1993). And that’s not the fault of the film in question or of those who made it—and it has little to do with whether Cinema Paradiso is sublime or pleasant. Or not. But Cinema Paradiso surpassed M, L’Atalante, Les Enfants du Paradis, Belle de Jour, L’Eclisse, La Ronde, Ugetsu Monogatari, The Travelling Players, Pierrot le Fou, Tokyo Story, La Règle du Jeu, and Pather Panchali because, clearly, more people in the Guardian’s electorate had seen Cinema Paradiso than the others. If you haven’t read much else, then Ian Fleming’s Goldfinger may be the best book you’ve ever read.

And as we have to learn sooner or later, it is no counter to democracy and general education to deplore the public’s not voting for people not on the ticket. History is, first of all, what happens; and historians know the terrible fallacy of wishing that something else (wiser, more honorable, or funnier) had happened. So the Guardian results in 2007 and 1993 were inescapable history, even if most film writers on the paper kept their fingers crossed and their remarks guarded.

To compile a book like this, you immerse yourself in the history of the best—but in film studies the best has sharply different meanings. One is all about numbers: it deals with which films did best at the box office. And from Birth of a Nation to Titanic, those landmark films claim that their ripeness was our taste. Their sensation testifies to our innocence—or worse. The other measure is all about opinion—and generally speaking it is in the area of opinion that any chance for art in film remains. So I was intrigued to discover a poll in Brussels in 1958 at one of those exhibitions that now and then occur. On that occasion 117 historians and critics were asked to vote on the twelve best films ever made. The results were as follows: Battleship Potemkin (Sergei Eisenstein), 100 votes; The Gold Rush (Charlie Chaplin) and Bicycle Thieves (Vittorio De Sica), 85; La Passion de Jeanne d’Arc (Carl Dreyer), 78; La Grande Illusion (Jean Renoir), 72; Greed (Erich von Stroheim), 71; Intolerance (D. W. Griffith), 61; Mother (V. I. Pudovkin), 54; Citizen Kane (Orson Welles), 50; Earth (Alexander Dovzhenko), 47; The Last Laugh (F. W. Murnau), 45; The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (Robert Weine), 43.

First of all, don’t doubt that this was an honest vote by an informed electorate. In which case you have to allow that in 1958, nine out of thirteen films chosen were silent. But did 1958 really believe that the great work in film had been done thirty years earlier? There’s another remarkable conclusion to that list by today’s standards. It seems unaware of so many things from the fifties that now impress us: for instance, The Searchers (John Ford); The River or The Golden Coach (Jean Renoir); Diary of a Country Priest and A Man Escaped (Robert Bresson); Madame de… or Lola Montès (by Max Ophüls); Ugetsu and Sansho the Bailiff (by Kenji Mizoguchi); Seven Samurai and Living (by Akira Kurosawa); In a Lonely Place (by Nicholas Ray); Les Enfants Terribles (Jean-Pierre Melville); Europa ’51 (Roberto Rossellini); Sunset Blvd. (Billy Wilder); The Third Man (Carol Reed); Singin’ in the Rain (Gene Kelly and Stanley Donen). Further, the poll was just too early for Wild Strawberries, Touch of Evil, Vertigo, and the thing called the New Wave (though Touch of Evil played in another part of the Brussels fiesta—and won a prize).

Some observers in 1958 pointed out how much the Brussels poll lagged behind history. But in those days it was an orthodoxy that Chaplin, Griffith, and Eisenstein were the rocks on which film was built. And notice how few conventional or mainstream films made the list. The only Hollywood films (Intolerance, Greed, and Kane) were notable for having been made against the grain of box-office and popular expectation—and they were all flops. For the rest, so many pictures had come from countries or production systems that could be said to favor individual (or subsidized) expression. That fact predicted the omission of so many “mainstream” things that now seem personal and important—the work of Lubitsch, Hawks, and Keaton, film noir, the musical, screwball comedy.

But 1958 was more of a cusp than anyone appreciated. A year later—at Cannes—we would begin to see the films of a young French generation who had been critics (Godard, Truffaut, Rivette, Rohmer, and Chabrol). These writers had been steadily building an auteur theory for Hollywood and proclaiming the virtues of many of the directors just mentioned. But in the late fifties, the pantheon of film criticism was still closed to this point of view. Sight & Sound (the most reputable film magazine in English) was horrified and amused by the outrageous things being said in Cahiers du Cinema. And film magazines, festivals, and archives held sway in film culture. There was as yet nothing like film academia (we had the Academy instead). There were few books on film. There was hardly any film history. And the ways of seeing films were restricted. There was nothing like video. It was very difficult to see old films, except at the archives, the museums, and the film societies. The Brussels poll was the voice of those film societies and voters who had been young in the twenties or thirties. That Citizen Kane never figured in the Sight & Sound poll for 1952 was because, a failure on release, Welles’s film had gone out of circulation. It was hard to see.

In retaliation against the Brussels poll, the Cahiers du Cinema writers declared their own top twelve in December 1958. They voted first on the best twelve directors, and then the best film by those directors. The result is Cahiers-like in its show-off long-shots, but it’s a more interesting list than Brussels managed: Sunrise; La Règle du Jeu; Journey to Italy (Rossellini); Birth of a Nation; Confidential Report (Welles); Ordet (Dreyer); Ugetsu Monogatari; L’Atalante; The Wedding March (Stroheim); Under Capricorn (Hitchcock); Monsieur Verdoux (Chaplin).

This matter of youth is important, and not the least thing about 1958 in my mind was my being seventeen and available to discover the movies for myself. Young people had always made the movies and gone to see them, but in the forties, say, that was less palpable—perhaps because there was never an age when the cinema was so much everyone’s sport. But by the late fifties, and not just in Paris, a group of young firebrands stood ready to redefine the movies. You could find them all over the world just as young people seemed determined to make movies—as opposed to writing novels or poetry. These people became the first great wave of film students in a climate that saw film ushered into the academy and become a part of general knowledge—not just as film-buff trivia, but as a general, educated awareness of Renoir, Hitchcock, and Welles, say, as styles and attitudes.

That audience found its reward: not just the New Wave films from France but the next generation in Italy (Antonioni, Fellini, Bertolucci), in Germany (Fassbinder, Herzog, Wenders), to say nothing of Scandinavian film, Indian, Japanese, Latin American, and even American. For it’s clear now, I think, that just as Hollywood was in decline by its own standards in the late fifties and sixties, so at the end of the sixties film students were pushing to make their first pictures. Francis Coppola and Martin Scorsese, George Lucas and Steven Spielberg, led that generation and helped deliver a “silver age” of Hollywood in the early seventies—from about the time of Bonnie and Clyde to Taxi Driver.

One way of tracing that shift is to look at the films voted in the top ten in the Sight & Sound polls of 1952, 1962, and 1972. Like it or not, this is the movies changing from current sensation to a subject for study and reflection. It’s the dark now giving way to the library.
What’s most striking about these lists is not the disappearance of Chaplin, Clair, De Sica, and Carné, the persistence of Dreyer’s Joan of Arc, and the arrival of Bergman, Antonioni, and Mizoguchi but the supremacy of foreign language or art-house films. Welles has two films in the top ten by 1972 (and why not?), yet both are anti-Hollywood productions. It’s worth adding that in the runners up in 1972, you could find such relatively recent pictures as Hiroshima Mon Amour, Pierrot le Fou, Vertigo, Mouchette, The Searchers, and 2001. Notice that every film, listed and runner-up, is pretty solemn in outlook—apart from The General. Our talking comedies of undying appeal—Trouble in Paradise, My Man Godfrey, Bringing Up Baby, His Girl Friday, The Lady Eve, The Shop Around the Corner, The
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Philadelphia Story, Midnight, Twentieth Century, To Be or Not to Be (now there is a ten best built for fun)—are not mentioned or remembered. Yet one principle of the book you are holding is that Hollywood has a record of being most entertaining (and most serious) when making comedies. This is a truth that the Academy (the one that gives the statuettes) has had as much trouble with as Sight & Sound polls.

When I was asked to do this book (as something like a companion to A Biographical Dictionary of Film, first published in 1975), I wondered whether I would be idiot enough to take on another half-a-million-word project. Writing the Dictionary had put me in the position of having to reckon which films—as of then—were keepers. And in some ways, I had caught larger moods: the Dictionary argues that Hawks is very important, and Buñuel and Renoir and Mizoguchi and Ophüls—and it asks, really, what is all the fuss over Chaplin, Griffith, Eisenstein, René Clair (really a faded glory), and so on. It’s not regarded as dotty now to say that Cary Grant is the most intriguing actor in the history of movies—yet in 1975 that was still fanciful.

So if you think you were right you don’t allow much room for your mind to change—especially as you grow older and shall we say firmer. This is a book that has had to accommodate that ugly process, and it would not have surprised me if I had included just about every film by my favorite directors. I am an auteurist still. But as I began to sketch out lists (and asked advice from others), a number of things struck me—not least that Chaplin and Eisenstein may be in need of some recovery. Those wheels of fashion keep turning. I still think Keaton is funnier, and sadder, but historically Chaplin towers over so much.

I wondered how different figures and nations would fare, and I started the immense process of reviewing old films. As I worked on the Dictionary, my chief aid was going to the movies—essentially the National Film Theatre in London. There were films on television, of course, but video had not yet begun and it remained very difficult to see certain films. But in doing this book, living in San Francisco, I have access not just to my library of tapes and the libraries of friends but to the resources of Le Video (on 9th Street), one of many outstanding stores in the U.S. There are so many fewer films that are hard to see.

This means that I go to the movies less often—I see fewer films in real dark, in great prints, on enormous screens. I watch the videos on television, and try to adjust to the diminution. There is no going back, and it may be that film studies is about to enter a time of theater withdrawal. But The Testament of Dr. Mabuse, say, is one thing on video and another being projected on a big screen. I lament the loss, but I know that everything in the business and in the treatment of movies is shifting toward small-screen study. Otherwise sensible people write Ph.D. theses on particular movies without ever seeing them on a large screen. And if their writing is a little dry, or a little short of what I recall as magical effects, well, the Ph.D. is a professional achievement. Is it possible that the movies are going to end up as museum pieces—like the way we now study old newspapers? We should remember that the “meaning” of newspaper content had to do not just with the “news” preserved but with the dailiness of the paper, its feel in the hands, its smell, and its illusion of opening up the grubby world.

Movies are always of their time—they never again mean as much as on the day they open. So it’s important to Citizen Kane that it was an anxious look at American success at a moment when most Americans guessed an almighty effort was coming for the sake of survival. That effort required positive thinking (the only critic of America who got away with that in those years was Preston Sturges). Similarly, one reason why Gone With the Wind succeeded in 1939 was that it was a step toward preparing Americans for a new conflict. In Meet Me in St. Louis (1944), a white lie is told to people far from home—this enchanted Smith family will not leave for New York. They will stay at home, “right here in St. Louis.”

The spirit that makes film wants them to succeed now—this weekend above all—and not in that whimsical place, posterity. No one thinks much of fifty years from now, or whether the films will still be seen long after their makers are dead. Yet literary and artistic cultures ask how Dickens, Joyce, George Eliot, and Faulkner are wearing in changing times. It is a marvel to see that things written four hundred years ago are still read or attended to. Will films stand up that long, or are they more perishable? Maybe in the best of our young generation it can be seen and felt that Citizen Kane is as good or as worthy or as much fun as The Great Gatsby, a Frank Lloyd Wright house, an Edward Hopper window, or Louis Armstrong doing “Potato Head Blues.”

But when I say movies are of their time, I have to agree that they share in our time, too. I have a game with film experts, of asking them not just their official pantheon but the pictures they love the most—like your favorite teddy bear. Chances are, those beloveds were seen between ten and fifteen (years of age). So don’t rule out the possibility that the movies are most fit for kids. Sometimes we stretch our youth unreasonably far—and I think there is an interesting book in how far film people (battling being grown up) are especially prey to that sentimentality. My time was 1945 to 1960, I suppose, and it was American film mixed with French—and then the two together in that new ice cream flavor, Nouvelle Vague. If you were to make a graph of when the films in this book were made, there is a great hump that stands for the thirties, the forties, the fifties. I can try to moderate it, but I do not apologize for it. It may just be that I was lucky when I was young.

As I said, I re-encountered many films I had not seen for decades. The results were mixed, as you might expect. But when a film reminded me of what it had meant once, that only encouraged me to believe that there might be a tradition in which films are made and seen, where the past naturally enriches the present. Yet is that so? Films are not what they were. Far fewer of us go to see them. Young people coming to this book are being asked to bear with “restrictions” that they resist in the marketplace—silence, black and white, a lot of smart talk, a sense of morality, et cetera. Very few pictures contribute to the overall wonder at films, a thing that existed from around 1920 to the 1950s, a mood that no one born in that time can forget. Yet many films today are merciless and mercenary, and increasingly they are not even photographed. Story, character, and the innate beauty of the medium are being sacrificed. What does that leave, apart from desperate novelty? Well, The Lives of Others; Eastern Promises; No Country for Old Men; You, the Living… You, the Living? What on earth is that? I can hear you asking. One of the best films of this century, so far. That’s all.

Of course, the latest films do not fare as well in this book as pictures from the thirties and the forties. Too many new films are gestures trying to grab the interest of kids set on war games and PlayStations. We are so ready for shallow amusement that it may be harder to enjoy profound entertainment (like those comedies I listed earlier). This book may come off as helplessly nostalgic—a tribute to an age that is not coming back. But if Preston Sturges does well at video stores—and he does—what would happen to someone like that today if he offered The Lady Eve?

Film is now more or less a hundred-year history. A lot of the estimates of quality made along the way seem ludicrous. For instance, I fill quite a bit of space in this book talking about Academy Awards. In part that is because I have found that readers are interested in such things. But in larger part I do so because so many of the Oscar decisions make us so wary of passing judgments. The Best Picture award in its time has gone to Mrs. Miniver, Gentleman’s Agreement, The Greatest Show on Earth, Around the World in 80 Days, Ordinary People, Terms of Endearment, Driving Miss Daisy, Patton, Dances with Wolves, Braveheart, and Crash. I have to say that the Academy’s opinion seems to me as often wrong as right—and that tells us a lot about how a business system tries to pledge itself to a scheme of quality that it does not quite understand.

The Academy has a modern face, represented by its excellent archive and research library. It is considering a grand movie museum in Los Angeles. But the Academy still insists on awarding prizes for a type of film that is hardly made anymore. And that is misleading and unhelpful in the intelligent regard for movies in America. In a history of excellence, the Academy shows itself in desperate need of reform. Its annual “march past” is as misleading and as vulgar as the display of weaponry that once attended every birthday of the Soviet Union.

None of those winners is in this book. Which doesn’t mean that Oscar splendor is always cut off from real glory. Oscar is supposed to have helped American pictures; I think, more often, he has led them astray. So don’t trust anyone’s opinion or what is called history’s verdict. The Birth of a Nation funded the picture business and it gathered together so many innovations in visual storytelling—still, it is shameful. The Night of the Hunter was a crushing failure when it opened. And today it is treasured as an American masterpiece. For those changes to occur, one thing is necessary: you must look and see and think and decide. I hope there will be films in this book you have never heard of. Be ready to be shocked by what I have left out, but try to see what I have offered.

The last time Sight & Sound polled 145 critics on the ten best, in 2002, this was the result: Citizen Kane, top again, but only five votes clear of Vertigo (46–41), and then La Règle du Jeu (second three times and third once over the decades), the first two parts of The Godfather (now regarded as one film—a natural but sweeping artistic assertion, denying the business reality), Ozu’s Tokyo Story (a welcome newcomer in top tens), 2001, Battleship Potemkin, Sunrise, 8½, and Singin’ in the Rain. That looks pretty good for Hollywood, with six entries, even if 2001 was made in London or Stanley Kubrick’s head, while Sunrise was set in a visitor’s dream of America. Why not? One day we shall see that all movies live in the same place—on a screen, or in dreamscape.

And 2012? Well, I doubt that Vertigo will have passed Kane—though The Godfather might. (I think the urge is growing in what is supposed to be a modern, technological medium to overthrow a film that will be seventy years old.) I’ll guess that La Règle du Jeu and Sunrise will still be in the top ten. I think Dreyer’s La Passion de Jeanne d’Arc will be back. But I look forward to at least one white-hot sensation made between now and then, and as unimaginable now as Kane was in 1936. That’s the year Orson did his voodoo Macbeth up in Harlem. When he was twenty-one. We are famous for our brilliant kids now (or is it just our childlike cool?), but it’s a long time since anyone met a twenty-five-year-old like Welles.




Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein (1948)

Begin as you mean to go on: Practice complete candor. So it was that at one stage in this book’s history I had Abe Lincoln in Illinois as my opening page, trapped by alphabetical order. Now, that is not the worst film you could ever see: It’s Robert Sherwood’s prizewinning play about the young Lincoln, as directed by John Cromwell, with Raymond Massey working hard as Lincoln and Ruth Gordon clearly disturbed as his wife, Mary.

But then a good friend, Michael Barker (of Sony Classics), was looking at my alphabetical list, and he had the wit and the delicacy to know that Abe Lincoln in Illinois could not be first. That film on the first page of the book—no matter how earnest my support for it in five hundred words or so—could not fail to depress the ordinary heart. “You need something wilder, something far greater or far sillier,” said Barker. He was right, of course (and he did not even suggest a Sony Classics picture!). When I offered Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein, his face lit up with the showman’s true excitement. I thank him.

You can argue that this glorious venture of a film was a kind of going-out-of-business sale at what was then Universal Studios. As television closed in, the staples of old movie entertainment were often jammed together into B pictures. At Universal, the original home of so many haunted creatures, Frankenstein was meeting the Wolf Man. What next? Let the monsters of one genre have at those from another: Let Dracula confront Lou Costello, and see which of them cracked up first.

The boys are in the railroad shipping business, you see, when they get two very large crates that turn out to hold Drac and Frankenstein’s monster. By now, alas, the creatures are lovable old frauds serving up comic situations for the boys. In turn, that means this is a movie about Lou’s jitters and his total romantic self-absorption. The plot gives him two sophisticated women (Lénore Aubert and Jane Randolph) who would like to get their hands on his love handles, and Lou can hardly tell one sort of touch from another. The other extras are Bela Lugosi himself, looking very dapper as the count; Glenn Strange as the monster; and Lon Chaney, Jr.—that saddest of all actors—as the Wolf Man.

Charles T. Barton directed (and he was a veteran with the boys), three people were credited with the script, but still Bud Abbott manages to be the most forbidding figure in sight. Deep down, we know that Bud has abused Lou—it is the secret in their films never quite arrived at. So alphabetical order is rescued—with this reminder: Just as the book ends with Zabriskie Point, so it is at the heart of picture romance that Bud and Lou could just as easily have invaded that solemn desert land, or how about Abbott and Costello Meet Persona?


Ace in the Hole (1951)

In the biography of Billy Wilder, Ace in the Hole may be the most important picture. His partnership with Charles Brackett dated from Bluebeard’s Eighth Wife (1938), which they wrote together for Ernst Lubitsch. It included Midnight, Ninotchka, and Hold Back the Dawn as writing projects, not to mention The Lost Weekend, A Foreign Affair, and Sunset Blvd., for which they had been joint writers as Brackett produced and Wilder directed. And then Wilder wanted out of the arrangement. It was clearly his initiative, and Brackett was bewildered by it to the end of his days. Did Wilder want more credit and more of the money? He got both, so it’s worth asking.

Wilder would direct and produce a story started by Walter Newman and Lesser Samuels. Set in the American Southwest, it features a fallen newspaperman, Chuck Tatum (Kirk Douglas), who gets wind of a human-interest story. Leo Minosa (Richard Benedict) is trapped in a cave where he was hunting for Indian relics. Tatum will milk the story into a national sensation to regain his position.

Some charges of cruelty and cynicism had been leveled at Wilder already. Phyllis is hateful in Double Indemnity. Walter is not the insurance man we hope for. The nurse and the barman are harsh figures in The Lost Weekend. And we don’t have to spell out the cruelty in Sunset Blvd. But Ace in the Hole goes much further in its portrayal of a kind of gloating malice. Kirk Douglas holds nothing back. In one scene he slaps Jan Sterling (Minosa’s wife), and she snarls, “Don’t do that again, I might get to like it.” It was even Wilder’s plan to redo the studio logo: The arc of stars would rise above, not the famous mountain, but a rattlesnake in the desert sand. The studio killed the idea, but the snake’s poison runs all through this deeply misanthropic film.

It was shot in New Mexico, in Albuquerque and Gallup, where a huge set was constructed for the cave. Charles Lang was the photographer—John Seitz had been dropped, and Wilder never went back to him. Hal Pereira and Earl Hedrick were the art directors. Hugo Friedhofer did the music. It is a film made under complete control; there seems to be no doubt about the justice in loathing everyone in sight. People are idiots or they are vicious. It is a mercy when Tatum is killed, though the method is hideous—scissors in the stomach—and the scene exploits Kirk Douglas’s masochistic streak to the full.

What is remarkable is that Wilder is uttering these curses from the pulpit of great success. Is it a boast at being free from Brackett, or a kind of self-loathing for the way he got free? No one interested in Wilder should miss the film, but the public hated it and the Academy turned a cold shoulder (Brackett was president of the Academy!). Wilder took shelter in easier films, softer and stranger (The Spirit of St. Louis), and he did not really come back until the end of the fifties, when he was a comedy director—nothing he would have been accused of in 1951.


Act of Violence (1948)

A great film noir out of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer doesn’t sound quite right, a picture in which the “villainy” of Robert Ryan is left uncorrected is unexpected, and a film that begins to destroy your faith in humanism doesn’t feel like Fred Zinnemann’s preferred territory. Yet Act of Violence is all these things. Neglected for years, it is as unforgettable as the dragging sound of Ryan’s limp.

The film came from a story by Collier Young and a script by Robert Richards. We find a young married couple in a small Californian town outside Los Angeles—they are Van Heflin and Janet Leigh. They have a brief idyll. He is a respected citizen, based on war heroism. The sun shines. The world smiles. But then a limping menace appears—Robert Ryan, a gaunt man with little left in life but malice—and he is looking for Heflin. As it turns out, Ryan has a cause, for during the war Heflin behaved like a coward in a prisoner-of-war camp. Men were killed because of his betrayal. Ryan was wounded—and now he is implacable. Not even the pretty wholesomeness of Leigh and her family can prevent fate from taking its toll.

The action shifts to L.A. at night, and Zinnemann was justifiably proud of the location work there, with atmospheric noir imagery from cinematographer Robert Surtees. Another character appears in the city—a hooker, played by Mary Astor—and she is in a way the heart of the film, the one person who knows that bad character and bad luck usually prevail. As a rule, Fred Zinnemann’s films are about the community surviving as heroes stand by principle: The Army endures in From Here to Eternity even if Montgomery Clift dies, the town and law are intact in High Noon despite the civil betrayal. But in Act of Violence, there is a rare, bleak absence of hope, of lives that cannot avoid being destroyed by consequences. It is an unusual picture of the slow stain of war.

So it’s fascinating to see the crack-up in the Heflin character and the gradual way in which Ryan is reclaimed for battered ordinariness. To that extent, it’s a welcome change for Ryan, who was so often encouraged or allowed to be just a very nasty, if not psychotic, guy. But here he is something else: a helpless menace, yet not really possessed by uncommon powers or malice. Equally, Heflin—so often more interesting than his roles—gets a chance to explore panic and a wish to cover up his own past.

So here we have an eighty-two-minute picture, not quite an A movie, not quite a B, but a tough, tight script done economically and effectively, doing its damaging bit to present a real Americana, crowded with weak people and desperate compromises. Later in life, alas, Zinnemann did grander films with big themes and issues and a kind of official tidiness or optimism. Most of those films are nowhere near as absorbing or challenging as this small picture. By 1973’s The Day of the Jackal, Zinnemann was doing set-piece best sellers about empty figures. This is a story of real wrecks.


Adam’s Rib (1949)

It is the case that George Cukor did many successful adaptations, so it’s nice to be able to point out a few works that were movie originals: Pat and Mike, A Double Life, and Adam’s Rib. However, all three of those screenplays were by Garson Kanin and Ruth Gordon, who brazenly wrote their movies as if they had had a couple of years onstage first. Another way of putting it is to say that this team believed in situation, crisis, comedy, and humanity—but situation above all. Thus Adam and Amanda (Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn) are lawyers who are married, and who come to take opposite sides in a domestic-violence case involving Tom Ewell and Judy Holliday.

At first, Tracy and Hepburn are regarded as the sophisticated couple, with Ewell and Holliday the rednecks driven to violence. But as time passes, it is the fun of the enterprise to show that you pick sides at your own risk. So here we are in 1949, amid the dire Cold War, the threat of A and H bombs, et cetera, and Kanin and Gordon have a gem that foreshadows feminism, women in the workplace, and that crackling battle of the sexes for which Hepburn and Tracy were so suited. It was only about fifteen years ahead of Betty Friedanism!

You can hear Kanin and Gordon saying, “Well, you just film it, George”—as if nothing could be easier. And it is very hard to find a hint of strain anywhere, not even when Hope Emerson lifts Spencer Tracy up in court. When Cukor comes to the scene where Holliday (in jail) needs to tell her story to Hepburn, he reads the script and agrees it’s a little piece of theater. Except that he then gives it an uninterrupted nine-minute take, which is something only movies can do. Some said Judy had “stolen” the scene, but Cukor was entirely correct in his counterassertion that the scene belonged to her. That was the only way to play it. If anyone would have banned cutaway reaction shots from Hepburn, it would have been Kate herself.

It’s fair to admit that in most of these sexual duels, the woman caves in first—to get a happy ending and to avoid real subversion. But along the way enormous fun is made of male arrogance, and Tracy has the great good sense to feel the pain and let the prospect of real tragedy sink in. One reason why Cukor’s comedies are so good is that he seldom set out if he didn’t believe in the human or dramatic substance. As with The Philadelphia Story, this could end very badly if Amanda goes another inch too far. As it is, self-pity is not entirely avoided.

There’s also a song from Cole Porter, “Farewell, Amanda,” with David Wayne caustic as the songwriter. As for Judy Holliday, it is a stunning debut in which we have to pick out her huge cunning from her lovely show as a dummy. Jean Hagen is also a lot of fun.


Adaptation (2002)

Screenwriters in America want it every way they can get it. They want the health scheme and the pension, yet they also regret having surrendered their copyright so long ago. Equally, they enjoy the reputation of being the ordinary, decent, regular guys in the picture business as well as the shunned geniuses. But sometimes you get a feeling that they wouldn’t mind the health plan and copyright, attention and worship and the reputation for being filled with lovable common sense. Enough, they say, of the jokes about the actress who was so dumb she screwed the writer! (You take your actresses where you can find them.) To put it yet another way, they’d like their name on a smash-hit franchise and on Charlie Kaufman’s droll Adaptation.

Adaptation was a late admission to this book—to be honest, it was the last, after a weekend spent with old friends, screenwriters both. They pitched me Adaptation just as if it were something they were offering to write, but then they sat me down with the videotape to watch it again. To tell you the truth, I fell asleep just as I had the first time I saw the film, but I remember thinking as I dropped off that Adaptation was very nice and unexpected and very clever and…

No, it is not as startling or transforming as Being John Malkovich, the earlier film written by Kaufman and directed by Spike Jonze. But I could see what my friends meant about the marvel of Kaufman—apparently a very shy fellow—mustering the authority and audacity to write a Sterne-like inquiry into the dilemma of a blocked screenwriter, in which the film itself is compelled to digress because of the writer’s anxiety. Thus, one Nicolas Cage—very untidy and sweaty—is attempting to write an adaptation of Susan Orlean’s book The Orchid Thief, but needs the cheery advice of his much more confident twin brother, a sweat-free Nicolas Cage. Incidentally, Charlie Kaufman plays with the idea that he, too, has a screenwriting partner, just like Cage’s Kaufman does—Donald Kaufman, who in real life seems to be serenely nonexistent.

We see the blocked screenwriter with Tilda Swinton (a very sharp performance as the executive who has commissioned him), with author Orlean (Meryl Streep), and even with the central character from her book, a piratical orchid hunter, John Laroche (Chris Cooper). The result is clever, amusing, and good-natured to all parties. It is a very odd film to come out of America, and it is a halfway witty elaboration on the ghostly identity of the writer in film. At the same time, its intricacy, its achieved comic and dramatic impact, and its intelligence are fairly slight when compared with Celine and Julie Go Boating, a film that effectively summarizes the whole place of movie fiction in our culture. Whether Jonze and Kaufman represent a new wavelet or an authentic fresh hope remains to be seen. I am happy with what they—and a few others—have done, though again, I think they are trailing along behind a man like Paul Thomas Anderson (and not that far ahead of the Buster Keaton of Sherlock Jr.). But it is good for screenwriters to have and pursue enthusiasms, and to seem as daft and lovely as actresses.


The Adventures of Robin Hood (1938)

It may turn out one day that Robin of Locksley was a fraud, a drunk, or someone waiting to be put in a Sam Peckinpah film in which the forest of Sherwood is gradually being cleared by the Weyerhaeuser Company. Meanwhile, if you happen to live in a kingdom where your King Richard (Ian Hunter) has gone off on some reckless foreign adventure called a Crusade, it’s more than likely that the wretched, envious, lifelong supporting player, Prince John (Claude Rains), is going to do all he can to spoil camp life for the boys in Lincoln green.

No, this isn’t history, and don’t look for any kind of peasants’ revolt in this gloss on Olde England. As soon as Richard comes back, our outlaws are bending the knee and tugging the forelock. This Robin Hood is as much of a monarchist as the David O. Selznick who wept when that other “David,” Edward VIII, abdicated.

Enough. In Hollywood, history is just a matter of his story. And I’m not sure if this kind of thing was ever done better. First, equip yourself with a man-child, because the average five-year-old is going to want to watch this splashy revel in stained-glass colors again and again. And since you’re going to be watching with him, you want a movie in which freshness comes back like the dew every morning. Once or twice, plug your ears and simply gaze upon the dye-rich Technicolor—not just the greens but the violet and mauve of Maid Marian’s gown (she is Olivia de Havilland), the reds like spilled strawberry jam on a white cloth. Then close your eyes to get the most out of Errol Flynn’s charming twang, the hiss of arrows, the click-clack of dueling swords, and the flawless enthusiasm of the music by Erich Wolfgang Korngold. Korngold was a child prodigy who wrote operas, and maybe we do him a severe injustice by not knowing that music. On the other hand, his score (it won an Oscar) is not just the perfect accompaniment to this adventure; it is its bloodstream. When people bleed in this film, they bleed music. When they laugh, they sing.

You have Alan Hale as Little John, Eugene Pallette as Friar Tuck, Una O’Connor as Marian’s maid. Then there is Basil Rathbone as Sir Guy of Guisborne, a fencing match for Flynn’s Robin—the faster they fence, the quicker our hearts beat. This is one of the great duels in film history, and honestly, what is sword fighting but pure fun? And Errol Flynn? Yes, he was a joke, but no one laughed or enjoyed it more than he did. And he moved as if hearing the lovely mingle of his own chuckle and Korngold’s flourish.

Michael Curtiz directed—and it looks as if the film is directing itself. There are only seven or eight Curtiz films like that, and they’re all different. So maybe it’s time we thanked Curtiz and saw that he was not merely lightly likeable but a genius who copied the blithe lack of self-regard in Errol Flynn. Sometimes knowing everyone wants you is enough.


Advise and Consent (1962)

Here is the calm antidote to the rising hysteria in Frank Capra’s Washington films. For whereas his idealism was a brittle front for reaction, self-pity, and a refusal to play ball with politics, so this Otto Preminger film is a cool, ironic portrait of an argumentative chamber set on compromise, bargaining, and a final adherence to the virtues of the Code. Democracy is hard work, not righteousness. It is always middling, muddled, and sociable—and very seldom extreme, fierce, filibustering, or based on the incredibly naïve beauty of James Stewart in 1939. Preminger’s ideal senator is homely, sarcastic, seasoned, weary, and ready to deal—witness Seab Cooley (Charles Laughton in his last performance).

Preminger bought the film rights to Allen Drury’s 1959 novel early on, and asked Wendell Mayes to make a script of it. Mayes found the novel very conservative in tone, and he and Preminger wanted to make a picture that was not partisan except in its appreciation of the American process and its checks and balances. Two politicians are caught by life. Robert Leffingwell (Henry Fonda), in the running for Secretary of State, lies to the Senate about his past as a Communist. It is the lie, not the history, that ruins him. Brigham Anderson (Don Murray) has a homosexual past, and again it is the reluctance to be true to the rules and the clubbiness of the Senate that brings him down.

Above all, in Preminger’s chamber, men who sit on opposite sides of the aisle are joined by space and camera movements. They believe in their commitment to the process, no matter the fierce separation of personal opinions. And nothing works better in the film than its spatial integration at the time of crisis, and the way in which “opponents” become players on the same side, or in the same game. It is not so much a forum for brilliance as a place where association and agreement can be made shining examples. And, of course, Preminger the historian of controversy put his finger on issues that meant a lot in 1962—a Red past or a gay subtext.

The picture is beautifully photographed by Sam Leavitt in black-and-white Panavision (a choice that means the film is not seen much today). But the frame lends itself to space, and the monochrome deromanticizes the political figures (or the actors playing them). Above all, Preminger feels for Lew Ayres as the vice president taken too much for granted, and as the man uneasy at being promoted when the president (Franchot Tone) dies.

But those two, and even Laughton, accommodate themselves to what is truly a group portrait. The man who makes this Senate work is actually the majority leader, Senator Munson (Walter Pidgeon), far more urbane than Lyndon Johnson but a nod to that Texan for his major impact on Senate affairs. His chief assistant is played very well by Paul Ford—and with supporting players like Peter Lawford, Gene Tierney, Burgess Meredith, and George Grizzard (as the only villain in sight), the starrier names (Fonda et cetera) are tamed by the casting.


The African Queen (1951)

The C. S. Forester novel had been published in 1935, and there had been movie interest from the outset. Charles Laughton and Elsa Lanchester had thought of doing it together, and then Warners bought the property for Bette Davis. But in 1950, Sam Spiegel and John Huston were able to buy the rights together and float the movie as a Horizon-Romulus production (Romulus being a British company able to send sterling to British East Africa, where the film would be based).

Huston asked his chum James Agee to write a script, and Agee is credited, but it seems that most of his work was unusable and had to be supplanted by the joint efforts of Huston and Peter Viertel. Forester had always been in doubt over his ending (the English and American versions of the novel had different finales), but Huston settled for a happy ending in which Rose and Charlie succeed in their mission to dispose of a German gunboat. A good deal of the filming would be on the Congo River, and it was a heroic, adventurous venture—there is a book by Katharine Hepburn, and there is Viertel’s less than flattering portrait of Huston in the novel White Hunter, Black Heart.

Spiegel and Huston were rascals who never trusted each other, but the picture was delivered—thanks to the photography by Jack Cardiff (a Technicolor triumph) and the art direction of Wilfred Shingleton, but also to the long-suffering attitude of all those on location. Humphrey Bogart was uncertain about taking on Charlie Allnutt, and purists have always had some amusement over his cockney accent—but Huston knew there was a weasel in Bogart, if not a rat, and he happily coaxed the creature out into the light. As for Katharine Hepburn, apart from falling half in love with Huston on the venture, she decided at first to do the relationship as a battle. So Huston had to take her aside and caution her: Be a lady, don’t allow Charlie to be your equal, be like Eleanor Roosevelt.

Would we recognize that from the picture? Probably not. Rose and Charlie are opportunities for eccentric acting; they are an odd couple more than real people. And the problems over their nature are more or less disguised by a great deal of physical action, from manhandling the boat in leech-infested waters to combat with the Germans. For most of the time, it is a two-man show and so odd that plausibility hardly comes into consideration. Let’s just say they got away with it.

Even with two big stars and shooting on location in Africa, the film cost barely $1 million, and it took in more than $4 million. Bogart won an Oscar (defeating Marlon Brando in Streetcar, Montgomery Clift in A Place in the Sun, and Fredric March in Death of a Salesman). Hepburn and Huston were also nominated, but the picture did not get a nod, probably out of a healthy dislike of Spiegel—something Huston and Bogart learned to their rue as their returns on the laborious project were first delayed and then squeezed. Huston and Spiegel never worked together again, though this had been their third picture.


L’Âge d’Or (1930)

Here is the first great film that begins with an essay on scorpions—from which the scene shifts to an absurd desert island, a pile of burning rocks being adopted in the name of Christendom… the saving bishops become skeletons. The History comes back with a second Empire. The foundation stone for a church is laid, with ceremony and dignitaries. Then a cry is heard. Not far away a man and a woman are lying on the ground, “lasciviously rolling in the mud.” Though the action will switch to what is called Imperial Rome and a world of social gatherings, concerts, and jewel-wearing not unlike that of Ernst Lubitsch, these muddied fuckers are the trouble in paradise—or are they the paradise nearly buried in trouble?

L’Âge d’Or is 63 minutes long. I suppose it is a feature film, and I do think that playing it in the same room as Lubitsch’s Trouble in Paradise would be an interesting experiment—I like the idea of that film’s Herbert Marshall, his walk so proper despite his wooden leg, rolling up his trouser leg (with a smile to the middle class) and unscrewing the rifle he uses for a false limb.

This is again a collaboration between Luis Buñuel and Salvador Dali, though I think that Buñuel was by now the leading force—and years later, under the godly Franco, Dali was moved to denounce the film’s anti-Catholicism. I like L’Âge d’Or, and I am fascinated by the way in which its imagery of gamekeepers and orchestral conductors brings not just René Magritte to mind, but many things in La Règle du Jeu—don’t forget that the man in L’Âge d’Or is played by Gaston Modot, the actor who did such a fine job as the frustrated gamekeeper Schumacher in Renoir’s final film of the thirties.

It would be easy to claim mere coincidence, but certain gestures of the gamekeeper figure are so resonant and the role of the conductor is the inner music in La Règle du Jeu. The Renoir film is closer to orgy or abandon than you might think. Just as I would claim that Alfred Hitchcock used his memories of Portrait of Jennie in Vertigo, so I suspect that Renoir had been stirred by L’Âge d’Or. And I am, too—apart from which I am a dedicated believer in Buñuel. But, truth to tell, if I had seen this in 1930, I think I would have still found the island opening fussy, just as I feel only literary shock in the final allusions to the Marquis de Sade.

Whereas the shock in Un Chien Andalou is always in the imagery and the editing, in the sublime transitions, and in the way serene inconsequence keeps blooming with ugly, awkward, hard-on meanings. L’Âge d’Or may be a surreal classic, funded by the Vicomte de Noailles, with Jacques Brunius as assistant director and a cast that includes Max Ernst, Pierre Prévert, and Lya Lys as the woman. But I continue to find Un Chien Andalou more magical and expressive, and a greater clue to the traps and springboards in Surrealist film.


Aguirre, Wrath of God (1972)

Long before its ending, you feel the momentum of this hypnotic film—like a great falls on the river that cannot be avoided—carrying us over the edge. But for what? Is the title, and the last tableau, ironic, mordant, a warning? Or is it exultant?

First things first: It is 1560, and we are with a party of conquistadors in Peru. The leader is named Pizarro (we think we know there was such a man), and he sends a party of forty down the river on a raft. They are looking—so they say, so they think—for El Dorado. Ursua (Ruy Guerra) heads the forty, with his wife, Inez (Helena Rojo). Ursua looks Spanish. But his lieutenant, Aguirre, looks and sounds like Klaus Kinski. There is a priest, Gaspar de Carvajal (Del Negro) and a nobleman, Guzman (Peter Berling). Aguirre has a fifteen-year-old daughter, Flores (Cecilia Rivera).

Things do not go well. There are Indian attacks. Ursua is killed. Inez disappears. Illness and poison arrows pick them off one by one. But the raft is left, with the crooked figure of Aguirre in command, despite the swarming mass of small monkeys, announcing himself as the Wrath of God, with plans to found a dynasty. It is a superb image, and it seems to me mean-spirited to say that it is simply the ultimate disaster. In the blazing eyes of Aguirre, it is a triumph that he has organized—it is madness run riot. The monkeys are his audience. And it is very hard to detect a demurring spirit in Werner Herzog’s film. Whatever the intent of the other conquistadors, their sensible desire for gold and silver, slaves and power, you feel that everything has worked out as Aguirre wished. For the last image is megalomania in excelsis. And from Herzog’s point of view, no matter that he came back from the jungles with a very viable movie, and his own greatest art-house hit, you do feel that some exultant nihilism was ready for only the film to survive. Herzog, Kinski, and everyone else might still be going up the river.

I put it that way because I have never been able to feel that Herzog was much interested in sixteenth-century colonialism, its pluses and minuses. Nor is this film even—like Apocalypse Now, say—a study in how differing manias struggle to command an expedition. Aguirre’s madness is far too sweeping and ultimate, and I think Herzog found it magnificent, just as he found Klaus Kinski very dangerous as an actor or a companion, but irresistible.

Aguirre, Wrath of God is not an adventure film. It’s not a parable about power. Rather, it is a game played on the threat of making a film as daft and giddy as this. In Aguirre, we see so many of Herzog’s future beasts, including the grizzly bears, the ones that man should not talk to. But in this era, the 1970s, Herzog was locked in a wrestling match with Kinski in which each one, I think, played with the idea of killing the other. The spectacle (it was filmed by Thomas Mauch) is stunning, but it’s like watching two mad boys in a dare contest. You wonder if you shouldn’t shoot them both.


Air Force (1943)

Major General Henry (Hap) Arnold, chief of the Army Air Forces, and Howard Hawks had been friends for years. At the moment of Pearl Harbor, Arnold spoke to Jack Warner and called for a movie that would stand up for the air force. Warner, proud of his own rank of “Colonel,” put Hawks on the project with Dudley Nichols to do a script. But it was Arnold who suggested the story of one B-17 bomber flying from Hamilton Field in California as news of Pearl Harbor comes in. This was ideally suited to Hawks’s delight in the small, self-contained unit—this could be Only Angels Have Wings in uniform, flying for the flag. Hal Wallis was put in charge of it all as producer. Warner wanted the picture ready for the first anniversary of Pearl.

But as Hawks researched Florida airfields, Nichols got himself into writing a heartfelt masterpiece. By June 1942, he delivered a 207-page script. A key problem was to get the right B-17 mock-up for scenes supposedly done in the air. To film in the air was to incur many extra problems and flaws in the image—witness the documentary footage done that way. Clearly, the aim of Air Force was to make audiences believe in the real guys, but Hawks was always determined to do it as a feature. It was just that, as a flier, he wanted the air stuff to look as good as Only Angels Have Wings, with its uncanny circular tracking shot for the mountain landing.

The Nichols script was never cut down before shooting. Rather, Wallis trusted Hawks to economize, on the basis of the director’s habit of rewriting. With James Wong Howe as cameraman, and working miracles when lights failed, they shot in Florida and then came back to Los Angeles for the mock-up footage. And Hawks was rewriting (though he liked the Nichols script) and incurring Wallis’s wrath because of it. Wallis was a controlling force, and Hawks was one of the few directors at that time who could make a film up as he went along.

This led to a major row, during which Hawks said he was “ill” and Vincent Sherman was brought in to take over. But Sherman could do nothing with the loyal cast, who played every scene Sherman shot at Hawks’s underplayed level—plus a few degrees further under. So Hawks came back, and when he felt that the pilot Quincannon’s death scene Nichols had written was too sentimental, he enlisted William Faulkner to rewrite it; the result may be the best bit of writing Faulkner ever did for the screen.

So it got done and cut down to 124 minutes, with a Franz Waxman score. It opened in February 1943, taking over from Casablanca—and, truly, it has the same panache, granted its lack of romance and the stress on doing a job. It is hokey, it is fond, it is lyrical—and war is seldom those things. But Air Force was a film for its moment, with John Ridgely (as Quincannon), John Garfield, Gig Young, Arthur Kennedy, Charles Drake, Harry Carey, and George Tobias.


Alexander Nevsky (1938)

One day, we may have a great comedy over the making of Alexander Nevsky—Some Like It Cold, Some Like It Hot, Some Don’t Ask. Here’s how it goes. Sergei Eisenstein, the great Russian filmmaking genius, is in poor standing with his Soviet masters. Early in the thirties, he went off to Hollywood and then to Mexico (see Que Viva Mexico) and was in disgrace at home. Once restored to Mother Russia, he started Bezhin Meadow, but the project was stopped. Desperately, Sergei needed a film. The authorities offered one last chance, and they gave him a list of subjects.

With Russia’s delicate political situation in 1937, the friends of Sergei assessed the list most carefully. They opted for the story of Alexander Nevsky’s defeat of the Germans in the thirteenth century. Why? asked Sergei. Because no one knows anything about him, said the friends, but it’s pro-Russia and anti-Germany. A done deal.

It is clearly a battle film, the good Russians in dark tunics and pointed helmets, the Germans in white
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Anna Christie (1930)







Annie Hall (1977)







À Nos Amours (1983)






Apache (1954)







The Apartment (1960)








Apocalypse Now (1979)






Applause (1929)







The Army of Shadows (1969)






L’Arrosseur Arrossé (1895)






Ascenseur pour L’Échafaud (1958)





Ashes and Diamonds (1958)






The Asphalt Jungle (1950)







L’Atalante (1934)







Atlantic City (1980)







Attack! (1956)







Au Hasard Balthazar (1966)






Autumn Sonata (1978)







L’Avventura (1960)






The Awful Truth (1937)
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