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A PERSONAL NOTE

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

About a year ago I nearly died. I woke up one morning gasping, terrified, unable to breathe. Aremarkably swift and efficient ambulance arrived, an oxygen mask was pushed over my face, and I was carted off to hospital where I was diagnosed (inaccurately, as it turned out) with a ‘perforated intestine’ and told I might not survive the necessary operation. I was by this time fully conscious, able to sign the waiver that absolved the surgeons of responsibility, and was wheeled off toward the operating theatre thinking, ‘Well then, I suppose this is it.’ But what immediately came into my mind was the work of Howard Hawks and specifically the way his heroes confront death (actually, in Only Angels Have Wings, and potentially in Rio Bravo, where only one minor sympathetic character gets killed).

I felt completely calm, and like to think I was smiling (though I probably wasn’t). My partner for the past twenty-five years, Richard Lippe, walking beside me, was far more upset than I was. Writing this book is a labour of love and gratitude. I dedicate it to Richard, and to the memory of Howard Hawks.


1

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

QUESTIONS OF VALUE AND POLITICS

The Author Resurrected

When Roland Barthes announced ‘the death of the Author’ perhaps he did not realise how simply and literally this phrase would be understood by his enthusiastic followers. Somewhere in the course of S/Z,1 if I remember correctly, he pronounces Sarrasine ‘incomparable’, a clear value judgment – and wherein can this value, this incomparability, lie but in Balzac’s individual authorship, the novella not having been produced accidentally by a monkey with a typewriter? Unfortunately, ‘the death of the Author’ has led to the implicit dismissal of ‘value’ as a criterion. We have been taught to look for ‘the rules of classical narrative’, for generic patterns, motifs, recurring iconography, to study works ‘scientifically’ as cultural products (which of course they are). This discipline has been of great importance: it has greatly increased our awareness of the basic raw materials upon which a genre defines itself and out of which individual films are built. But beyond it remains, or should remain – must remain if we are to retain any belief in human creativity and if works are to mean more to us than mere specimens for dissection – the question of value, and that question hinges inevitably on notions of personal authorship. It has not vanished altogether, but today it is seldom seriously discussed, as if there were something rather shameful about raising it. Yet most of us continue to value the Westerns of Ford and Hawks above those of, say, John Sturges, however interesting the latter may be as examples of generic conventions and variants.

I doubt whether you could find a dozen Westerns in which a woman throws a flowerpot through a window or an alcoholic deputy pours a glass of whisky back into the bottle without spilling a drop, but let us suppose for a moment that you can. And one might concede immediately that those two moments in Rio Bravo have a certain resonance in themselves, in isolation, divorced from their realisation in the film. Yet it is the realisation that ultimately matters, the precisions of staging, acting, editing, framing, the timing of their shot-by-shot moments within the context of an organically developing whole, in which what is past is still present for the spectator and what is to come a matter for excited moment-to-moment conjecture. And that realisation inevitably presupposes the existence of a guiding, controlling, creating imagination – in short an author.

I shall attempt some demonstration of this in the book that follows, with this forewarning: the film critic is at a distinct disadvantage relative to the literary critic. When F. R. Leavis proposed his famous definition of the ideal critical exchange (‘This is so, isn’t it?’/‘Yes, but…’), he could quote: the words offered as support for the judgment were there on the page before the reader, who could then decide whether s/ he was convinced. Short of supplying a video of extracts to accompany this book, I cannot do this: even the most elaborate montage of stills cannot communicate the movement of a scene any more than can a verbal description, and it is not for nothing that we define cinema as ‘moving pictures’. I can only send readers back to the film, for confirmation or disagreement.

There is another reason why, today, the question of value is seldom raised in ‘serious’ discourse on film – is abandoned, in effect, to the slick ‘entertainment’ provided by the popular press with its snap judgments, its mere ‘opinions’. The age in which we live is dominated by science and technology, hence by the assumption that everything worth saying can and must be susceptible to ‘proof’: you can prove that a certain motif recurs through a dozen films noirs; you cannot prove, in any fixed, definitive way, that Out of the Past is superior to Double Indemnity, or why. A value judgment cannot, by its very nature, be proven. But that is its strength, not a weakness: a value judgment is there precisely to stimulate thought, debate, argument, to be discussed, modified, rejected; it leads to dialogue, not to the sense that ‘Well, we know that now, let’s pass on to the next’. And what we are discussing, modifying, challenging are at once personal values and the values available in our culture at a given time, their debate leading to refinement, correction, development, change. That is why certain films are called ‘classics’: they continue to resonate, to offer different readings (within reason) to different generations, different individuals… or to the same individual at different periods in her/ his development.

Hawks and Politics

In 1968 the BFI published my book on Howard Hawks, or rather on his films.2 When most of it was written I had a brief meeting with the director in a London hotel (he was here, I think, to promote El Dorado) . It was not a noticeable success, but what interviews with famous people are? He was kind (I was half-petrified and stammered a lot), and he told me at the end that I was ‘good enough’. (Actually, he said that at least I had my questions prepared, unlike most interviewers, and he seemed to recognise that I had seen some of his movies.) I didn’t know how to conduct an interview with a famous person, having never undertaken such a thing before. I still don’t know, thirty-five years later. (It is perhaps complicated when you venerate the person’s achievements.) How can you make – or presume to make – any kind of intimate contact within that unnerving fifteen or so minutes? It is no use saying ‘I love your movies’, because every reporter (who may not have seen even one of the films, or remembered their titles) has already said the same thing, even though it doesn’t mean the same thing.

Hawks allowed the interview to continue for ten minutes longer than the twenty I had been told I was permitted, which was rather surprising because twice I made him somewhat angry. In the minor instance, I suggested that the end of His Girl Friday was unsatisfactory because Rosalind Russell should have walked out on Cary Grant (not, of course, to patch up her relationship with Ralph Bellamy). Grant was too monstrous, too irresponsible on every level, and he would only continue to manipulate and dominate her. Hawks told me, rather touchily, that it was what she really wanted.

The second question almost (I thought at the time) ended the interview, though now I also think that Hawks (although angry and offended) felt a certain respect for my courage in asking it: I don’t think he was used to being challenged, at that stage of his career. I shall have to admit here that I was, in fact, ‘set up’. I had at that time about as much political awareness as the average chimpanzee, but I had brought with me, from Welwyn Garden City Grammar School where I taught English, one of my two most brilliant pupils, David Moran, who can’t have been more than sixteen. David and I had become quite close because of our common interest in film. Having managed to persuade a somewhat bewildered headmaster who had never heard of Howard Hawks to give me a day off for the interview, I daringly pressed further to get permission for David to accompany me, partly for the educational experience, partly for the menial task of monitoring the tape recorder. The offending question was David’s, suggested on the train up to London, but I had promised him that I would raise it. In Hawks’s films foreigners always had minor, and in some ways ignominious, roles and never progressed beyond comic support: ‘Dutchy’ in Only Angels Have Wings, ‘Frenchy’ in To Have and Have Not, Carlos in Rio Bravo. Did Hawks not see that this was a question of racism?

He was plainly upset: it was clear that such an idea had never consciously occurred to him. He glared, he was indignant, but mostly he was visibly hurt. I wanted to disappear through a convenient trapdoor. Then he gave me what still seems tome, for its period, a good, intelligent (if arguably unenlightened) answer. It went something like this: ‘They were performers who came to my films with already developed personas. I helped and encouraged them to develop them further.’ And of course he did: Sig Rumann, Marcel Dalio and Pedro Gonzalez-Gonzalez never gave richer or more rounded characterisations (or less demeaning ones) in any other Hollywood films that I have seen.

The interview was supposed to appear in my book on Hawks, but I was told there wasn’t room for it (I also had to cut the book fairly drastically, not omitting any sections or ideas but shortening and simplifying sentences, omitting any words that were not strictly necessary; it may well have benefited from this in directness and clarity but I think it lost something in nuance). I delivered my typescript and the tape David had recorded, not thinking to keep a copy (this in the old days before computers were dreamed of ).When, after the book’s publication, I asked to have one or the other returned, I was told neither could be found. The interview, then, exists only in my distant memory, but I believe the above account is reasonably correct. What it does, essentially, is suggest Hawks’s (and so many Hollywood film-makers’) innocence of politics, both racial and sexual, and it is this I want to talk about first.

The Answer to ‘High Noon’?

Hawks himself linked Rio Bravo to High Noon in interviews; it has become almost obligatory today to refer to it as ‘the right wing answer to High Noon’. I shall return to Hawks’s own version of the relationship later. Here, I want to challenge a use of the term ‘right wing’ that strikes me as both glib and seriously misleading.

If Rio Bravo is ‘the right wing answer’, then High Noon is presumably left wing. Its chief claim to this (tome) desirable title seems to be that it was widely considered (andbyitsmakers,whoperhaps spread the word) a bold attack on McCarthyism. When it came out in 1953 it was extremely popular, but I cannot recall anyone making this connection (this was of course in England – the situation may have been different in the United States). But then, the connection is not exactly obvious. If we are to think of it in terms of allegory, then what exactly is supposed to
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