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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 show-prints 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.

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

The Observer

... each manages to give a sense of the film in question as it unfolds, without falling back on tedious explanations. The background information is finely researched and gracefully communicated.

The Times Saturday Review

The BFI's excellent new Film Classics series

Literary Review

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

New Statesman & Society
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'SUFFERIN' SCIATICA!'

SYNOPSIS: Harold Bissonette owns a small-town grocery store in New Jersey, running the daily gauntlet of his nagging wife, demanding daughter, loud-mouthed small son, prudish townspeople, blind or just plain ornery customers, rapacious salesmen and, of course, Baby LeRoy. But his dream to up stakes and run an orange farm in California is made possible by the death of a rich relative, Uncle Bean. To the horror of his wife and the tears of his daughter, Mr Bissonette (pronounced Bissonay) sells the grocery store and drags his family in a battered jalopy westwards across the continent. The orange ranch is not what it seemed in the brochure, but Harold Bissonette triumphs in time for the final credits to roll.

THE CRITICS RAVE: 'It is about time that the Fields enthusiasts got together and demanded that their hero have a production worthy of him. It's a Gift looks as though it had taken two days to make, had cost $100, and had been photographed with one of the early Biograph cameras.

It is clumsy, crude and quite amateurish in its appearance. It merely happens that a great comedian appears in it and has a free hand in his brilliant clowning, with the result that the defects become unimportant, and the film emerges as a comedy delight. Just for a change, though, a skillful production might be accorded Mr Fields, just to see what the effect would be.' 'Argus', The Literary Digest, 1935

[image: ]


Over a back-projection of urban-Hollywood streets, a battered 1930s motor car springs into view, bearing the archetypal American family: Pop and Mom, bickering in the front seat, while daughter and small boy fret in the back. The soundtrack wells up in that crackling 'Noiseless Western Electric' recording of 'California Here We Come'. The titles rack forward on the screen. Those familiar names, that long gone age: ADOLPH ZUKOR, W. C. FIELDS, BABY LeROY. Directed by NORMAN MCLEOD. Produced by WILLIAM LeBARON. The backdrop changes to a country road. The sequence fades.

We have entered a country that has become part of our dreams. The land of the 'nefilim': the giants before a more mundane creation gave us the pigmies of the cathode-ray tube. In our day they too have become pigmies, trapped in the cycle of rescheduled repeats on 'terrestrial' and 'extra-terrestrial' venues. Technology can now flesh out their spectral black and white to a pasty delirium of colours, and soon will be able to give us the powers to alter the very fabric of the dream itself, to rewrite plots, to change the endings. The clowns themselves will not have the last laugh. . .

But let's pretend that we have walked back into the past, not to change it to fit our impoverished conceits, but to experience it in all its fading glory. The picture fades in to show the postman walking up to the front of an old three-storeyed apartment house in a suburban street. He extracts a letter: to Harold Bissonette, 27 Clint Avenue, Wappinger Falls, New Jersey. No matter that there is not a Wappinger Falls in New Jersey, though there is one in New York state. But the right name is more important here than mere geographical accuracy, as we will find out.

We cut to the interior of this home. A small boy is rushing about on his skates. Mom, an archetypally austere figure, reads the letter, which is from Aunt Matilda: 'Uncle Bean has been in very bad health for weeks. We're all afraid he will never get up again.'

The small boy babbles breathlessly: 'If Uncle Bean dies, Pop says he'll buy an orange ranch and we'll go off to California to live.'

'Your father says a lot of things,' says Mom.

The young, prim daughter is upset. She rattles the bathroom door: 'Pop, hurry up, I want to come in.'

'Come in, I'm only shavin',' comes that grating drawl, in reply.

The scene is set for the first of many titanic struggles between Harold Bissonette and the universe. The apparently mundane setting of the bathroom is an arena full of pitfalls and obstacles. There will be a battle of wills between father and daughter, between male and female, between Man and a variety of uncontrollable objects: bathroom cabinets, hair brushes, mirrors, chairs. There is mortal danger. A cutthroat razor in the hand versus a faceful of lather, to be tamed at all costs.

The closing and opening of the bathroom cabinet mirror leave the shaving man frozen in place, razor dangerously poised. He moves behind his daughter to face the mirror's new location, as she brushes her hair, only to receive a wad of hair in the mouth. Giving up and moving across the bathroom to try to shave in the reflection from a tin can, he is stopped in his tracks by her gargling.
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'Mortal danger': Harold tries to shave



HAROLD: You want me to cut my throat, keep that up. She gargles on.

HAROLD (mumbling): You evidently do ...

The wavy image in the can almost makes him cut his ear off. He fixes a small round mirror to the ceiling and tries to follow it as it revolves, swinging savagely at his throat as it comes round. No use. He tries sitting on the back of the bathroom chair to raise himself to the mirror, but falls down into it. Finally he tries shaving while lying on his back on the chair. His daughter, Mildred, leaves, just as the little boy, Norman, followed by Mom, rushes in to find him in this bizarre posture.

MRS BISSONETTE: What kind of tomfoolery are you up to now?

HAROLD BISSONETTE: Ah'm shaving . . .

MRS BISSONETTE: Well, why don't you shave over there? (Points to perfectly available bathroom cabinet.)

HAROLD: What ...? Oh ... Uh . . .

MRS BISSONETTE: Of all the drivelling idiots! Hurry up and come to breakfast!

Hastening to obey, and sticking a flower in his buttonhole – 'Beautiful morning, isn't it?'– Mr Bissonette trips on his son's skate
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