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Cinema is a fragile medium. Many of the great films 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, part of the British Film Institute’s Collections Department, has compiled a list of 360 key works in the history of the cinema. The longterm goal of the Archive is to build a collection of perfect showprints of these films, which will then be screened regularly at the National Film Theatre in London in a year-round repertory.

BFI Film Classics is a series of books intended to introduce, interpret and honour these 360 films. Critics, scholars, novelists and those distinguished in the arts have been invited to write on a film of their choice, drawn from the Archive’s list. The numerous illustrations have been made specially from the Archive’s own prints.

With new titles published each year, the BFI Film Classics series is a unique, authoritative and highly readable guide to the masterpieces of world cinema.

The best movie publishing idea of the [past] decade.

Philip French, The Observer

A remarkable series which does all kinds of varied and divergent things.

Michael Wood, Sight and Sound

Exquisitely dimensioned . . . magnificently concentrated examples of freeform critical poetry.
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Memory is the Master of Death.

Wole Soyinka, Death and the King’s Horseman

For Rachel and Marc Friedman,

who carry within them memories

of the past and hopes for the future


INTRODUCTION

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

They put a hundred and eighty-seven bullet holes in Clyde, Bonnie Parker and the car they were driving. Bonnie was eating a sandwich. … I remember thinking at the time, it wouldn’t be a bad way to go, if you have to.

Jack Foley to Karen Sisco in Elmore Leonard’s

Out of Sight (1996)

Few films in the history of the American cinema inspire more passionate discussion and generate greater scholarly debate than Bonnie and Clyde (1967). Along with The Graduate (1967) and Easy Rider (1969), director Arthur Penn’s seductive evocation of Depression era life on the run, delivered with visual panache and a hip sensibility, ushered in an era quickly dubbed ‘The New American Cinema’. This artistic renaissance, which energised both the production and consumption of cinema, resulted from a unique nexus of conditions within the American film industry and the society which surrounded it: the economic breakdown of Hollywood’s studio system; the shift toward explicit depictions of sex and violence; the escalation of the war in Vietnam; the aesthetic influence of European art house films; the creation of a new film rating system. These three films challenged the moral, ideological and communal values which had dominated American culture – and consequently its movies – since the end of World War II.

From our comfortable historical vantage point in the 1990s, it seems relatively easy to discern why these three watershed films captured the spirit of a turbulent America in the late 60s and early 70s. It was an era lacerated by cultural divisions that grew wider, deeper and more bitter in the jagged trajectory from the Woodstock Nation to the Weathermen, from the siege of Chicago to the massacre at My Lai. While none of these films paints a broad cultural portrait of the social and political issues gnawing at society’s institutions, each encapsulates part of the fierce clash of cultural beliefs. So, for example, Ben Braddock (the archetypal college graduate) personifies his generation’s fear and loathing of their parents’ plastic existence, judging the existing social order as devoid of personal loyalty and professional values. Easy Rider (1969), which today seems like a quaint period piece, offers a countercultural alternative to the stultifying suburbs: a liberating life on the road heightened by the pleasurable stimulation of sex, drugs and rock and roll. Both films reflect the fears of a profoundly anxious generation that saw its options reduced to early death in Southeast Asia or stagnation back at home.

Yet Bonnie and Clyde, the only film in the trio formally set in the past, most poignantly evokes the exuberance, confusion and, ultimately, the deep disillusionment of those times. Screenwriters David Newman and Robert Benton clearly intended their engaging outlaws to resonate with the countercultural sensibilities of the 60s: ‘It is about people whose style sets them apart from their time and place so that they seemed odd and aberrant to the general run of society. Most importantly, they did this by choice. … What we were talking about was what is now know as – The Sixties.’1 For the new heroes of a youth culture bursting into prominence during this time, acting ‘odd and aberrant to the general run of society’ was precisely their goal. Their joys and discontents gushed forth in a magical mystery tour of flowing hair, hallucinogenic drugs, war protests, psychedelic music, expansive bell-bottoms, flower power, free love and radical politics. To them, the anarchic Bonnie and Clyde became historical counterparts of their own personal and communal struggles: a young and attractive couple fighting the restrictive moral codes and repressive social institutions of their time.

Bonnie and Clyde fired a shot across the prow of the American ship of state: ‘Arthur Penn’s Bonnie and Clyde was perhaps the first full statement of the new cinema’s values; it was as influential on the American films that followed it as Breathless was in France or Open City in Italy.’2 By so doing, the film forced an older generation of moviemakers, critics and audiences – all shaped by the Great Depression and World War II – to confront their rebellious progeny – moulded by the assassination of John F. Kennedy and the Vietnam War. It also inaugurated the New American Cinema, a unique period in American film history (1967–80) that, among other stylistic choices, emphasised the visual rather than the narrative aspects of moviemaking.3 More than its importance to the development of the cinema, however, Bonnie and Clyde exemplifies the intimate connections between the creation of great films and the societies which spawn them, even those exceptional films which transcend the eras that surrounded their birth.

Bonnie and Clyde imaginatively mirrored and profoundly influenced American society during a pivotal clash of moral and cultural values. The film itself, along with the public’s passionate reaction to it, reflected the intense challenge to fundamental precepts and institutions that shattered the complacent 50s and begot the fragmented 60s: the Hollywood studio system crumbled under the impact of new media; film criticism shifted from stodgy Bosley Crowther to pugnacious Pauline Kael; fashion designers emulated Hollywood not Paris; American visual styles incorporated European aesthetics; film attained intellectual legitimacy; sex replaced romance; conspicuous violence supplanted subtle innuendo; revolutionary fervour overwhelmed moderate political participation; young film-makers wrested creative power from the World War II generation; youthful audiences demanded innovative Hollywood products. Given its distinctive position in the evolutionary contours of American culture and cinema history, Bonnie and Clyde must be viewed within the societal framework which generated it and recognised as a vital force in highlighting these acute conflicts and profound transformations.


THE CREATORS

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

A photograph is a moral decision taken in an eighth of a second, or a fifteenth, or a hundred-and-twenty-fifth.

Salman Rushdie, ‘Ovid Meets hip-hop’

The Screenwriters: David Newman and Robert Benton

David Newman and Robert Benton, the screenwriters of Bonnie and Clyde, found themselves working together at Esquire magazine in the early 60s, the former as an editor and the latter as an art director. (There, among other things, they created the still-thriving ‘Dubious Achievement Awards’.) On the surface, the gregarious, fun-loving Newman, a New York City native, and the taciturn, intense Benton, raised in Waxahachie, Texas, seemed as unlikely a duo as Woodward and Bernstein. Yet they quickly discovered a shared and equally intense love of the movies that dated back to their childhoods. In fact, they spent much of their time thinking about movies, talking about movies and going to movies. Captivated by the zest and spirit of the French New Wave directors, particularly François Truffaut and Jean-Luc Godard, they simultaneously discovered the giants of the American cinema as well: Howard Hawks, Alfred Hitchcock, John Ford and Orson Welles. But the film that caused them to talk seriously about writing movies was Breathless (1960), Godard’s first feature. Though utilising a conventional gangster narrative, the French critic turned director dazzled audiences with a liberated visual style that rejected linear continuity and embraced the freedom of unsteady hand-held shots, disorienting jump cuts, stunning long takes, impulsive location shots and vibrant non-star performers.

With images of the love-obsessed, antihero Michel Poiccard (John-Paul Belmondo) of Breathless in their minds, it seems natural that when Newman and Benton started banging script ideas off each other, lawbreakers flouting society’s conventions became an obvious and engaging subject. Newman and Benton instinctively understood that in the age of Abbie Hoffman, it was cool to be an outlaw. Brought up in East Texas, Benton recollected hearing about the exploits of a legendary duo from his childhood and even remembered how kids dressed up as Bonnie and Clyde on Halloween. Given this background it is not too surprising that, when they actually sat down to write a script, ‘the first idea, the very first one, was a movie about two Texas desperadoes named Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow’.4
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Screenwriter Robert Benton, who grew up in East Texas, was well aware of Bonnie and Clyde’s exploits



As Newman and Benton relate in their 1972 essay about the film’s genesis, three factors coalesced to inspire them to move from magazine to movie writing: 1. The overwhelming response to their June 1964 Esquire article, ‘The New Sentimentality’, which convinced them a new sensibility was omnipresent in American culture; 2. The publication of John Toland’s The Dillinger Days, whose small section on the Barrow gang prompted them to learn more about the ‘professional love affair’ that characterised Bonnie and Clyde’s relationship; and 3. An Alfred Hitchcock retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art (accompanied by a monograph by Peter Bogdanovich) which gave them an education in cinema at its best. As a result of these influences, the pair felt the overwhelming need to create films: ‘We had to make movies the way one has to breathe.’5

Yet when they actually wrote the various drafts that would eventually evolve into the screenplay for Bonnie and Clyde, it was not the radically innovative Godard who influenced them most, but rather his fellow Cahiers du Cinéma critic-turned-director, the more emotional and romantic François Truffaut. For Newman and Benton two of Truffaut’s films provided lasting inspiration during the entire gestation period: Shoot the Piano Player (1960), with its stylish combination of humour and darkness within a milieu of noir gangsterism, and Jules and Jim (1961), a love triangle drenched in an atmospheric past which spoke to the problems of the present. All these elements appeared in Bonnie and Clyde, though with a decidedly American sense of style and energy quite distinct from its French counterparts.

Eventually Truffaut was offered the opportunity to direct Bonnie and Clyde (as was Godard) and, though he ultimately declined in order to make Fahrenheit 451 (1966), he provided Newman and Benton with a series of crucial visual and dramatic ideas that found their way into the final script. As Matthew Bernstein points out in his illuminating analysis of the script’s evolution, Truffaut made many specific suggestions such as emphasising high-angle shots of the swerving car on country roads, playing up the humour of Clyde’s humiliating initial attempt at bank robbery, stressing the scenes where Bonnie and Clyde
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