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About the Author

Introduction

Pause. Rewind. Obsess. was the name of a limited blog I initiated at the start of 2012. Its purpose was to offer a comprehensive review of every film I was to see in the coming year, and intended to self-destruct once that mandate was met. In the twelve months following, I ended up reviewing a grand total of 226 films, which coverage is collected here in more polished, definitive form. The online availability of this material ceased to exist as this manuscript began to be assembled.

Back in October 2005, when I was still editing and publishing Video Watchdog, everybody seemed to be talking about blogs—and I was often asked why I didn’t have one. Considering that I was already moonlighting by writing an additional column for Sight & Sound magazine during this period (2003-2012), I had zero interest in starting a blog of my own… that is, until the name Video WatchBlog suddenly occurred to me. Then I not only had to do it, I launched it later that same day.

I didn’t stop to consider that, by taking this innocent step of enterprise I would essentially be taking on a second marriage. All these years later, Video WatchBlog is a commitment that continues to prod and torment me, whether I have been hyper-active about it or away too long. Last year, in 2022, I published new material on my blog 86 times in 365 days and it was rarely just piddling stuff. This year, I’ve rarely added anything new to it, for personal reasons—which bothers me a lot. 

Be that as it may… on the first day of 2012, as my Sight & Sound column was starting to wind down, I noticed that some of my Facebook friends were marking the New Year by sharing their lists of the films they had watched during 2011. I watch a lot of movies but it had never occurred to me to count them, or to keep a list. Seeing so many such lists threw down a gauntlet for me. And so I decided I would not only keep a list of the new year’s viewings but also to review every single one of them. 

There was to be many a time in the year that followed when I wished I hadn’t made this vow, especially when other pending work caused me to fall two or more reviews behind. When at least one more film is being added to the pile each day, that’s misery.

Despite its subtitle, I must point out that this compendium shouldn’t be mistaken as a collection of reviews of film released to theaters in 2012. Only a few were actually viewed in movie theaters. By my count, exactly 50 of the movies reviewed herein were first released in the 2010s, which is frankly more than I expected to find. At the time I undertook this crazy stunt, I was already disenchanted with most new releases and was far more involved in extending my cinematic education through new Blu-ray and DVD releases, as well as the occasional hard-to-find title accessed by other means. 

While it’s nothing I’m likely to ever do again, I’m proud of this achievement and what it produced. There is much more diversity of genre in my selection than I would have expected. I’m also thankful I accepted this personal challenge because, to be honest, some of the movies I’ve reviewed herein left no permanent mark in my memory. I have no other memory of ever seeing them.

In gathering this material together into book form, I have made some occasional minor changes to the original texts. I’ve also removed the blog’s original randomness by organizing the titles alphabetically, which will better lend them to your perusal. Once-useful information about where and how I had seen each film has been omitted if it served no present purpose. Though some references to availability survive, I have not tried to provide or update such information across the board, as it would only serve to date this material and work against what I hope will be its continued relevance as a collection of criticism. Lastly, added to the core number of reviews is one other (The Room of Chains, 1970), culled from a second short-lived phase of Pause Rewind Obsess, which lasted only through the second half of 2013 and was less a screening diary than a pied à terre away from Video WatchBlog.

This is the second volume in a projected series of books collecting my film criticism from over a period of 50 years. I thank Ben Ohmart of Bear Manor Media for his interest in making this lifetime of work available to new discovery and rediscovery.

T. L. 


A
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ACE HIGH (1968): Above average sequel to Giuseppe Colizzi’s God Forgives… I Don’t (1967) in which returning protagonists Cat Stevens (Terence Hill) and Hutch Bessy (Bud Spencer) lose their newly-1"italic">Chimes At Midnight (1965) in which Fallstaff finds himself publicly shunned by Prince Hal at the moment of his coronation as King Henry V. Wallach acts with great gusto, as always, and the fine supporting cast includes Brock Peters, Livio Lorenzon and Mario Bava favorite Federico Boido. (P.S. In case you’re wondering, the musician Cat Stevens began using the name professionally in 1966.)
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ACROSS 110th STREET (1972): Finally catching up with this slow-cooking cult item taught me that I’d been living with two serious misconceptions: first, that director Barry Shear never made a better movie than Wild In The Streets (1968); and second, that when Quentin Tarantino used Bobby Womack’s theme song from this blaxploitation picture under the main titles of Jackie Brown (1997), he was simply paying homage to one of his favorite films from the era and genre that Pam Grier had ruled like a queen. Turns out his reasons ran considerably deeper than that.

Nothing I’d ever heard about Across 110th Street prepared me for a film that cuts through race to say something true about the dreams we all live with and the goals we set for ourselves to make our daily life bearable. All of its principal characters share something crucial in common with the principal characters of Jackie Brown: they’re getting older, they can feel the dancefloor shrinking under their feet, and they realize that if they’re ever going to grab that brass ring, they’d better try for it now. It’s the story of three working stiffs (Paul Benjamin, Ed Bernard, Antonio Fargas) who pose as cops to rip off $300,000 from an apartment where it’s being counted before being turned over to the Mob boss running Harlem. They’re all 40-something and impoverished, living in tenements with rats and roaches, where flushed toilets back up into their sinks, with their stoic women and their dissolving dreams; Benjamin’s character is also saddled with epilepsy.

But as a character says in Jean Renoir’s The Rules of the Game (1939), “The real hell of life is that everyone has their reasons,” and it’s equally important for Nick D’Salvio (an uncommonly vicious Anthony Franciosa), a 45 year old lapdog to crime boss Don Gennaro (Frank Macetta) who’s been allowed to take it easy for too long, to recover that money and thus meet his mentor’s expectation that he can “take care of” this problem. But even his dreams are trumped by those of police Captain Matelli (Anthony Quinn), who at age 55 feels the tightening noose of retirement and craves one last chance to either redeem himself for a career of corruption or to simultaneously punish and glorify himself with an apparent hero’s death. And then there’s Lt. Kotto (Yaphet Kotto), younger and more principled than the higher-ranking Matelli, who is placed in charge of the case because he’s black and lives for the opportunity to advance in his job because of the man he is rather than for the color he is. As it happens, the dreams of this entire collective begin to unravel when the heist driver Jackson (Fargas) cannot resist celebrating his success by flashing his newfound wealth around similarly disadvantaged friends and hookers who want that piece of the pie for themselves—$100, to them an impossible dream, but in reality no more than a remaining morsel of a $5,000 bounty nibbled down to almost nothing by the middle men spreading the word. 

This theme of time-sensitivity becomes all the more meaningful when we appreciate that this film was scripted by Luther Davis (himself 55 at the time, working from Wally Ferris’ novel Across 110th), and that it was directed by Barry Shear at the age of 49, when the milestone age of 50 must have been weighing heavily on him. It would have weighed twice as much had he known that he would die in 1979 at the age of only 56, and that his seven remaining years would be spent almost entirely in the trenches of television. He would make only one more theatrical feature but it probably wasn’t too happy an experience for him, in that The Deadly Trackers (1973) was a job he took away from another director he must have greatly admired: Samuel Fuller. But with Across 110th Street, whether or not he ever knew it, Shear realized a dream he shared with countless other filmmakers who never got as close: he made a legitimately great American movie. 

ACT OF VENGEANCE, see RAPE SQUAD.
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ADIOS AMIGO (1976): Fred Williamson wrote and directed this comic western, which has the clever idea of casting Richard Pryor as the “wily rascal” arcana figure familiar to Italian Westerns (usually in the form of Eli Wallach); unfortunately, much of the film seems improvised, just as the camera often seems to be on automatic pilot. The set-up is shaggy-dog simple: Williamson—exuding his usual buff charisma—is Big Ben, an honest cowboy minding his own business, who persistently gets blamed for the nearby misdeeds of one Sam Spade (Pryor, with no apologies to Dashiell Hammett), who has a tendency to show up and always leave him in the thick of trouble with the hearty farewell salutation that is the movie’s title.

I personally felt ripped off by the fact that Williamson cast veteran white actor James Brown in a minor role (they’re all minor except the two leads), and made his name large in the advertising, misleading untold numbers of moviegoers into expecting that the Godfather of Soul would dance out of nowhere to teach that knucklehead Spade a lesson. There’s an amusing scene that finds Spade invited to share food at the encampment of an old man and his two pulchritudinous daughters, starved for young male companionship, but all in all, this was dire to sit through. The film isn’t done any additional favors by the video transfers in circulation; even on DVD, the scope framing is missing roughly half of its original image content.
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ALWAYS ON SUNDAY (1965): Ken Russell followed his feature-length The Debussy Film (1965, also reviewed in this book) with this half-length Monitor profile of the primitive painter Henri Rousseau (1844-1910). In keeping his mandate with the BBC to avoid overt drama in his historical profiles, Russell had taken to illustrating his research with amateur actors who were sympathetically and vocationally predisposed to the historical figures they were representing (if not “portraying”). For this film, Russell cast contemporary Scottish primitivist painter James Lloyd—himself the subject of his earlier Monitor profile The Dotty World of James Lloyd (1964)—to not only portray Rousseau but to work out a way of representing Rousseau’s work in a manner that his process could be recreated onscreen. Though it loses far more than Russell’s composer-based program in its lack of color, Always On Sunday is remarkably concentrated for such a short work; it feels longer than it is, not because it’s slow-going but because it encompasses so much detail and covers so much emotional ground in its concise telling.

The story is narrated by Russell favorite Oliver Reed, who shows a real knack for this side art that was rarely exploited elsewhere (his recounting of Athos’ past history with Milady in Richard Lester’s The Four Musketeers, 1974, being a notable exception), with Russell and Melvyn Bragg providing the scoffing blather of the philistine vox populi, not yet ready to recognize Rousseau’s unique brand of genius. In one of its most surprising twists, gamine Annette Robertson (The Debussy Film) shows up in drag to portray Alfred Jarry, “the first beatnik”, and we get to attend the first staging of Jarry’s surrealist play Ubu Roi in 1896. (The film could fairly be accused of overstating the boorishness of Parisian society at the time, but the manner in which it does is perfectly in keeping with the satiric pitch of Jarry’s play.) There is also a blithely ignored appearance by a nude model reclining on a sofa as reference for Rousseau’s final masterpiece “The Dream,” who appears frontally nude a year or so before Antonioni’s Blowup (1966) presented a frontally nude woman (briefly) for what is commonly cited as the first time onscreen. But it’s elsewhere that the film scores its two most striking scenes: when the self-described “Sunday painter” reduces the neighbor woman he loves to fits of cruel laughter by showing off his paintings and offering her the gift of whichever one she might choose, and in a courtroom where a lawyer defends the artist against culpability in a charge of fraud by pointing out that he describes his own manner of painting as “realist.” 
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AMITYVILLE 2: THE POSSESSION (1982): Dino de Laurentiis brought Italian director Damiano Damiani (The Witch In Love, A Bullet For the General) to the States to direct this follow-up to The Amityville Horror (1977). The casting of the film sets up a far more interesting story than Tommy Lee Wallace’s screenplay is capable of telling. In terms of the narrative, a family with three children (two of them teens) moves into the now-abandoned haunted house and strange things start happening: Sonny (Jack Magner), the eldest of the kids, undergoes a devilish personality change that begins with him asking his sister (Diane Franklin) to remove her nightgown (she does! she’s happy to!) and ends up with him fully possessed, even changing physical form, while stalking his family with a shotgun, and shedding his skin in some pre-Brundlefly spfx. Unfortunately, the casting of Burt Young as the family’s short-tempered father subverts everything, as his barely subdued violence places his family under a dark shadow of abuse before they even move into the house. The movie is surprising at times, pushing some unexpected buttons—incest, patricide, fratricide, even Young telling off the local priest (James Olson) during his first welcoming visit—but I found it impossible to believe for a second, and far more laughable than frightening or transgressing. 
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ANATOMY OF HELL (Anatomie de l’Enfer, 2004): Usually, I either like or am intrigued by the work of Catherine Breillat, but this—one of her best-known (or most notorious) pictures, perhaps owing to its sexual explicitness—is one that eludes me. I suppose this could be construed as proof of its success, or perhaps of mine as a human being.

Based on her 2001 novel Pornocracy, which I’ve not read, it’s the simple story of a woman (Amira Casar) who is rescued from a suicide attempt by a gay man (Rocco Siffredi), whom she subsequently hires to attend her for four sequential nights, during which she strips and soliloquizes about sex and sexuality in ways that prompt them both to explore their mutual revulsions. The woman flaunts herself (via Casar’s body double) to a man unlikely to respond to her, and engineers a torturous, exploratory experience for them both that leads to a place of mutual intimacy and flashes of compassion. It’s been called a work of anti-pornography, a film that de-objectifies the body, but I find it more so about what happens to people when they pursue a lifetime of sex based solely in shallow physical attraction, without love. I applaud the film for its willfully literary, conjecturing, confrontational nature, which has become still more uncommon in the years since it was made, but it presents a complete demystification of the erotic, deconstructing male and female carnality beyond the point of crudity, and is overall a punishing experience.

Watching as a straight male, it was curious for me to find a completely nude and visually available woman so unappealing and the male character so much more attractive and vital. It would be interesting to see this film remade by a man sympathetic to Breillat’s intentions, because my response was that the man is objectified here while the woman is merely... autopsied. All in all, it’s one of those films that might push one to seek out interviews with the writer-director, where additional disclosures might complete it; in itself, I found it unfulfilling; a kind of necrophilia story with two hearts beating instead of one.
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ANNA (1967): Directed by Pierre Koralnik from a score and libretto by Serge Gainsbourg, this delightful confection was the first made-for-TV shown in color on French television. Like some other films made in the Pop Art style, it can be reduced to the inverse Cinderella-like story of a man’s search for an animistic image (a woman’s face captured in a high contrast photo)—in this case, a commercial director (Jean-Claude Brialy) thunderstruck by a picture of disconnected eyes, mouth and nostrils and determined to piece together this puzzle of his Ideal Woman. His search has the added tragicomic touch that he cannot recognize her as one of his own confidants, a young woman (Anna Karina) in round spectacles who works as a comic book colorist.

Alternately counseled by his acerbic, worldly best friend (Gainsbourg), by a drop-dead gorgeous date (Marianne Faithfull, looking perfect but fragile in a somewhat gratuitous cameo), and by the object of his quest herself, Brialy exhorts his search in song on crowded streets and in crowded, kaleidoscopic clubs while Karina wallows in her own solipsistic, little-girl world on beaches and abandoned train stations. It’s all very loosely woven, but somehow completely winning—a more roughly hewn, though infinitely more tuneful link between Karina and Brialy’s earlier musical for Godard (A Woman is a Woman, 1961) and Jacques Demy’s The Umbrellas of Cherbourg (1967). Provenance in the genre aside, Brialy is the weak link in all this,  partly for the blindness of his character (which makes him seem flighty and untrustworthy), and possibly because he was also handed the least memorable of the songs, but really because Gainsbourg, in his role as composer, was more interested in the real Anna and getting under her skin.  (His boorish reading of “Boomerang” hobbles an otherwise gutsy backing track.) On the other hand, Karina is absolutely charming (singing “Sous le soleil exactement”, “Un jour comme un autre”, “Roller Girl” and “Pistolet Joe” among others - a couple of them now regarded among the most memorable songs in a distinguished discography), and one is grateful whenever Serge wanders through a scene to drop a few lyrics like so much ash from his Gitanes. That said, in one of the early numbers shared by Gainsbourg with Brialy and another clubgoer, the staging of the song is so awkward, it isn’t quite clear that the music isn’t coming from the club’s DJ until the song is half-over.

For those who come to the film already knowing the soundtrack album (a great record poised between Gainsbourg’s lightweight pop for France Gall and his denser, more mature and sensual productions for Brigitte Bardot—track it down), Koralnik’s staging falls somewhat short of one’s daydreams. It’s possible that Gainsbourg felt the same, as he subsequently pursued a side career as a film director. The music and the mood of the piece are very much linked to its time but, for some reason, its attempts to encompass its time visually (Karina’s workplace has wall decorations in the form of pinball machine lights) are not what sustain it. The image one carries away is of Karina walking along the edge of an empty beach and—as she cries out “Sous le soleil exactement!”—suddenly reaching out like a four-pointed star to claim her dreams. 

[image: tiff]

THE ASTONISHED HEART (1950): Terence Fisher had already made at least one film (1948’s Portrait From Life) that felt made by a master, but this later production finds his grasp of the material overwhelmed by at least one more dominant personality. It may be that of his producer Anthony Darnborough, who co-directed, but this adaptation of Noël Coward’s romantic tragedy was also adapted from the play by, with music composed by, and also stars Coward, who reportedly wrested the lead role away from Michael Redgrave during production. Despite his authorship and there being some authenticity of pain in the writing, Coward is too cold, too primly controlled a personality to convince as conflicted romantic hero in this scenario, in which a happily-married, successful psychologist embarks on a year-long “sophisticated” affair with a former schoolmate of his wife.

Dr. Christian Faber (Coward) and his wife Barbara (Brief Encounter’s Celia Johnson) are a seasoned couple and attempt to deal with this unestranging attraction in an enlightened, tolerant manner, but something unhinges Chris in his careening obsession with Leonora Vail (Margaret Leighton). His possessive jealousies flare up not only in regard to present, unfounded suspicions but about the men in her past, even dead ones. Johnson is the anchor of it all, projecting outward calm and resignation as well as internal suffering, while Leighton’s doe-eyed society clotheshorse has her best moments when reacting with shock to the violent changes in her lover’s character. Coward himself effortlessly embodies the initial protagonist, a man utterly in charge of himself to the point of seeming wholly cerebral, and he’s convincing enough in his final stages, absolutely stricken by an unsalvageable amour fou; however, the all-important transition, the overpowering passion he needs to evoke with Leighton, is accomplished with such restraint and pithy sophistication patter that there’s just no getting under their clammy skins.

Nevertheless, the film is technically very well made and shot (by Fisher’s future Hammer DP Jack Asher), though it looks about five-to-ten years older than it really is. With a different leading man, it might have looked forward in an odd way to the warring repressed and liberated personalities of the tragic hero of Fisher’s underrated The Two Faces of Dr. Jekyll (1961).
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ATOM AGE VAMPIRE (Seddock, l’erede di Satana, 1960): Though I’m listing this under its American title, I watched the original Italian version of this mostly Italian international co-production, which has a decidedly German feel despite being set in France. The English-dubbed version of the film exists only in greatly abbreviated form, the better to initially play on a double feature bill with Antonio Margheriti’s Battle of the Worlds (Il pianeta degli uomini spenti, 1961). The copies now in general circulation tend to run 86 minutes or less—quite a contrast to the Italian version, which runs 102m 40s in PAL (107m 3s at 24 frames per second), making it the longest Italian horror film of its period.

Jeanette Moreneau (Suzanne Loret) is a stripper at the El Hoggar club whose lover Pierre Mornet (Sergio Fantoni) wants her to quit and show her body exclusively to him. When she refuses, Pierre takes a job at sea to forget her, while she—in her tearful despair—loses control of speeding car and is left horribly disfigured. Her case comes to the attention of Dr. Albert Levin (Alberto Lupo) who, with his romantically devoted assistant Monique (Franca Parisi), lures her to his home for experimental treatments with his new miracle drug Derma 28, which miraculously—but temporarily—restores her beauty. Driven insane with lust for his new Galatea, and having used the last drop of a miracle drug it takes ages to distill, Levin murders Monique to harvest the gland from which the cure is distilled and exposes it to radiation to accelerate its effectiveness, exposure to which triggers a surprising transformation in himself. He finds his changed persona useful when his subsequent attacks on other women coincide with the escape of a gorilla from a local zoo. Meanwhile, Pierre returns from three months at sea assured of his love for Jeanette, just in time to save her.

Seddock opened in Italian theaters exactly one week after Mario Bava’s La maschera del demonio, the first huge Italian horror hit, better known as Black Sunday (1960). It was a good month for actor Ivo Garrani, who appears in both, here playing a police inspector who’s trying to stop smoking. The longer Italian version not only restores some near-nudity to Loret’s opening striptease, but an entire subplot about a loony middle-aged female informant (Rina Franchetti) who tells the police the attacks are being perpetrated by a monster named Seddok (with “the face of a beast, the claws of a vulture”) who has appeared to her in dreams since childhood. There’s also more police discussion about Seddok being “a personification of repressed sexual tension” and, most strangely of all, a lot of dialogue pertaining to cigarettes, how valuable and hard to find they are—as if the story was originally written (or set) during wartime. Also cut from US prints were some shots of appreciative, leering black men in the audience during Loret’s striptease, which perfects the setting of a postwar strip club in France, but might have caused riots to break out in some pre-Civil Rights American theaters.

Melodramatic in the extreme, Seddock was the only horror film co-written and directed by former journalist Anton Giulio Majano, and it’s unique in the fever pitch of its sometimes unintentionally funny dialogue. (Here’s a sample of Levin’s bedside manner with Jeanette after presenting her with her own mirrored reflection after her accident: “There’s no doubt of it! Yes, she’s disfigured forever! As if by a cancer that’s beyond control, like leprosy!”) Obviously influenced by Georges Franju’s Eyes Without A Face (Les yeux sans visage) and Victor Trivas’ The Head (Die Nackte und der Satan, both 1959), Seddock is not particularly good—even at full length, it seems choppy and antsy, always cutting from one location to another—but it is atmospherically photographed by Aldo Giordani, moodily scored by Armando Trovajoli, and there is also some innovative work in the special makeup effects department. Jeanette’s first cure occurs before our eyes, achieved in the manner of timelapse photography, periodically exposing the film as the scarred makeup was built up on Loret’s face, and then run in reverse. Similarly, the initial traces of Lupo’s transformation into Seddok were achieved à la Universal’s Wolf Man, but then wonderfully cuts to a creepily stop-motion-animated head and upper torso—so skillfully done, most viewers aren’t aware it’s the Italian equivalent of Dynamation. The end credits cite Ugo Amadoro for make-up, and Euclide Santoli for special effects, but these must be mixed up as Amadoro is always credited as special effects man elsewhere, and Santoli the makeup artist.

Financed by a one-time producer named (or calling himself) Mario Fava, whose credit led to much speculation about the behind-the-scenes involvement of Mario Bava. Its simultaneous production with La maschera del demonio makes this highly unlikely, yet several members of the crew had worked with Bava before and surely had learned from him. On a purely trivial note, the English dialogue is extremely close to what was spoken in the Italian version; I was surprised to hear the phrase “vampiro atomico” spoken, such a commercial idea that it’s incomprehensible why the Italians went with the imaginary name Seddock instead. 
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ATTACK OF THE ROBOTS (Cartes sur table, 1965): When reviewers know enough to mention that Jean-Claude Carrière collaborated with Jess Franco on two produced screenplays, it is almost always to introduce a note of shock. In fact, while it’s true that Carrière had written The Diary of a Chambermaid (1964) for Luís Buñuel, he was also at the same time dashing off a series of Frankenstein pulp novels for Fleuve Noir, à la Don Glut, under the name Benôit Becker—a side career that Franco only pretended to have under the alias David Khunne. In other words, their alliance was not so extraordinary, least of all to Buñuel’s producer Serge Silberman, who put them together in the first place. The script for this Eddie Constantine sci-fi- actioner was their second project, preceded by The Diabolical Dr. Z (covered elsewhere in this book), which was ultimately filmed first in the same year.

In this film, which riffs with true film-lovers’ admiration on Godard’s recently released Alphaville (which featured Franco’s frequent collaborator Howard Vernon) and its themes of mind control and technology gone mad, Constantine plays retired agent Al Pereira, who went on to become one of the most recurring protagonists in Franco’s filmography. (Vernon and Franco himself have played the part in subsequent films.) When a series of political assassinations around the world are carried out by brown-skinned men wearing dark eyeglasses, Pereira—now hustling as a free agent private eye—is approached by the jovially evil Lee Wee (Vicente Roca) who offers him $100,000 to destroy an apparent pretender to his criminal empire; however, when Interpol approaches him with a more insulting offer, that’s the deal he takes—because Al is the kind of hero who drinks only Coca-Cola, never smokes, and never spends the night in a pretty lady’s hotel room, a total piss-take on Constantine’s established screen image. He soon learns that the eyeglasses house a disguised electronic mind-control device that activates something in Rhesus O blood that darkens skin pigmentation and programs people to kill. Fernando Rey (the husband of The Diabolical Dr. Z’s Mabel Karr) and L’immortelle’s Françoise Brion are featured as the pair bent on world domination, and Sophie Hardy plays a fellow Interpol agent posing as (what else?) an exotic dancer.

Coming directly after The Diabolical Dr. Z, which boldly advanced Franco as a stylist in a brave new realm of dark adult fantasy, this film (which, um, shares a title with a certain Agatha Christie novel’s French edition) proposes a well-produced, no-less-witty but comfortable return to the sorts of B-crime pictures he had been cranking out earlier in his career. That said, it is a minefield of cinematic reference points (one year after Goldfinger, Al’s cover name is Frank Fröbe), it perpetuates the mind control themes that preoccupied Franco long before Godard, and it heralds his imminent move toward the sorts of ironic, Pop Art-influenced caper pictures he would make over the next few years—and, indeed, intermittently for the rest of his fecund career.

AVENGERS, THE see MARVEL’S THE AVENGERS.
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BAHIA BLANCA (1984): In his Glittering Images book on Jess Franco, Carlos Aguilár singles out this 1984 drama for special praise, and it’s not hard to see why. Produced by Franco’s own company Manacoa Films (tagging it as a work of personal importance to its creator), Bahia Blanca (“White Bay”) does not belong to his usual genres but refers to them obliquely; it also playfully thwarts the viewer’s expectations, not only in regard to the situation at hand but the human relationships involved. Though the film starts out as a mystery, it does not keep its secrets very long; though it presents us with the set-up of an action picture, it’s a character study consisting almost entirely of dialogue scenes; though it’s neither a horror or fantasy film, it alludes to fantastic island legends; it seems at times to be a kind of contemporary western, though it takes place in a coastal town and its neighboring island. It’s without question one of Franco’s outstanding features of the 1980s, one of the most humane stories he ever told and one of his best-acted. 

It’s narrated by a shadowy figure of indeterminate sex walking along a pier to gaze at the sea, whose identity is not revealed till the story’s end. Ramiro (Juan Solar), a pathologist, is summoned by lawman Carlos Fernandez (Antonio Mayans) to a coastal village to perform an autopsy on the dead body of young Pacho Martín, washed ashore—apparently drowned but covered in mysterious scratches. A local elder, Don Oscar “the Miserable” (Franco), balefully intuits that the young swimmer’s death was caused by his venturing out to the neighboring Isla del Ciervo (“Deer Island”), where legends claim mythic temptresses arise at night from its craters to tempt young men to their doom. But when Pacho’s autopsy reveals a .38 caliber bullet lodged in the back of his head, more earthly causes are indicated—pointing above all to local crime boss Raúl Sebastián (Tony Skios). The local barman León (Trino Trives) is annoyed with his daughter Silvia (Analía Ivars) for becoming engaged to Andy (José Llamas), whose morality is suspect because he works as a bodyguard for Sebastián. When Andy confesses to Silvia, after making love, that he is Raúl Sebastián’s son, she abandons him and their engagement. As Carlos and Ramiro investigate further, they find on Isla del Ciervo a tavern run by Alida (Eva León), a former lover of Carlos, who lives there with her mute kid sister Maria (Lina Romay), whom she supports by entertaining passing seamen, and protects by prostituting herself to them in a room so close by that Maria lies awake hearing every detail. Alida and Carlos resume their old affair, the lawman oblivious to the fact that Alida was responsible for shooting Pacho when she caught him raping Maria—a sport for the local men, as she is beautiful and unable to accuse them. As the story continues to unfold, it becomes the story of a bride’s revenge, closer to Tarantino’s later Kill Bill (2003) than some of its more obvious prototypes (like Truffaut’s The Bride Wore Black) though the film’s rarity in an English-friendly version prior to Severin Films’ limited edition release in 2020 makes it unlikely that Tarantino had seen it. 

The storytelling has an autumnal, almost Hemingwayesque literary feel, with the presentation through a narrator continually reminding us that Franco sat down and committed this story to paper—yet it also presents it in a kind of rough-handled paperback format, at the same time conveying a sense of actions so consequential that they could become the stuff of Don Oscar’s legends, if passed down through the generations. Carefully delineated relationships and dialogue are not something for which Franco’s films are commonly known, yet this film delivers them. It is fitting that it takes its alleged location as a title, because if it has a prevailing theme, it is the limitation these people have imposed on their lives, on their options in life, by remaining there. All their relationships are meager and troubled, yet (as one character says) “We’ve got to cling to what we’ve got.” To feel unhappy in a relationship is, after all, to still feel something, and even an unwanted pregnancy caused by violence can become, to some onlookers, a sign of hope for the future.

The cast is uniformly fine and natural, often summoning depths of ability that actors like Tony Skios, for example, were not commonly called upon to deliver. Lina Romay, who apparently gained weight in real life, à la De Niro, to give herself the believably bulging stomach of a woman in her second trimester, is a touching presence throughout and has one of her finest moments onscreen as she overhears her sister’s ultimate betrayal of their mutual love and trust.

One of the most distinctive (some might say annoying) traits about this film is its use of an untitled song by Julian Sacristán, sung by Isabel Sáenz de Tejada, which carpets the film’s soundtrack nearly wall-to-wall in obsessive repetitions. The film’s unseemly reliance on the song imbues it with a regret that ages, as we follow the storyline, into neurosis. It is an unheard-of indulgence, but not one without precedent in Franco’s filmography if one considers the similarly incantatory way that Lorna the Exorcist (Les possedées du diable, 1974) leans on its guitar score, or the manner in which we hear a song evolve from rough draft to final performance in The Other Side of the Mirror (Al otro lado del espejo, 1974).
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THE BAREFOOT CONTESSA (1954): Writer-director Joseph L. Mankiewicz’s two-hour, ten-minute epic tells the tragic rags-to-riches story of Maria Vargas (Ava Gardner), a Spanish peasant dancer who achieves international fame as actress Maria D’Amata. The story was supposedly inspired by, or based on, the career arc of Rita Hayworth, who made her earliest screen appearances as a dancer billed as Rita Cansino.

Though Hayworth was still alive at the time of filming (she eventually died in 1987 at age 68), the story opens during Maria’s funeral on a rainy day in Italy. Her story is told via interior monologue flashbacks by three different men: her best friend Harry Dawes (Humphrey Bogart), her publicist Oscar Muldoon (Edmond O’Brien), and her husband the Count Vincenzo Torlato-Favrini (Rossano Brazzi). Though Gardner proves elsewhere in the film that she can dance, Mankiewicz never shows us the dance onstage in a Madrid nightspot that initially captured the imaginations of Dawes, Muldoon and the ice-blooded film producer Kirk Edwards (Warren Stevens), nor is any time spent depicting the three films Maria makes under Edwards’ detested wing before his presumptions of ownership spitefully propel her onto the yacht of much-richer Italian producer Alberto Bravano (Marius Goering, sporting a black wig that makes him look like early Bryan Ferry). This relationship sours quickly but she is rescued from its brink with almost mystical coincidence by Brazzi’s Count, with whom she falls in love and marries, though Fate once again conspires to conclude her story as a cautionary tale.

Mankiewicz was one of those writers, like Rod Serling, enamored of his own voice, and the film might well have run thirty minutes shorter had anyone else written it. Everything else in this film—including some of the period’s top stars, Roman locations and the extraordinary sets available to Cinecittà,  and the splendid Technicolor photography of Jack Cardiff—takes a back seat to its not-particularly-profound dialogue, much of which belabors an overly precious and unhelpful parallel to the Cinderella fable. Despite such incessant talk, one is never quite sure what the film’s accumulation of world-weary characters share in common as concerns a prevailing theme; however, by the end of the film, The Barefoot Contessa presents us with something rare in American films, especially those dating from this era: namely, an affecting portrait of the friendship between a man and a woman, mutually devoted and free of the complications of a romance.

A couple of stray observations: Warren Stevens’ Kirk Edwards (was this name inspired by Kirk Douglas’ mercenary producer in 1952’s The Bad and the Beautiful?) strikes me as the most likely template for Jack Palance’s producer Jerome Prokosh in Godard’s Contempt (Les mépris, 1963). I also happened to notice British actress Barbara Shelley working as an extra, standing in the background of the party scene where Stevens and Goering have their verbal duel. Her appearance isn’t mentioned in her IMDb credits, but this would have been her second or third picture, when she was still working under her real name Barbara Kowin. 
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BEGINNERS (2010): Mike Mills (Thumbsucker) wrote and directed this interesting autobiographical clutch of character studies, which won Christopher Plummer his only Academy Award for Best Supporting Actor. In a story that hopscotches forth and back in time, Ewan McGregor plays a graphic artist who is happily, if tentatively, entering into a new relationship with a mysterious actress (Mélanie Laurent, who seems to be channeling Nastassja Kinski) while reliving the story of how his father came out as a homosexual following the death of his mother and became terminally ill while embracing the first sexually rewarding relationship of his life in old age. Mills tips the somber subject matter ever so slightly toward whispery, good-natured whimsy with ideas like subtitling McGregor’s dog, and a surprise twist on McGregor’s notion to pay on unexpected visit on Laurent’s New York apartment; the gentle pressure he applies is generally just enough for us to gladly swallow the bitter with the sweet. Plummer is marvelous, Laurent is intriguing and McGregor, while low-key, clearly relishes the opportunity to immerse himself in an unexceptional, down-to-earth character. In terms of the craft that went into structuring this story, and the freshness of the emotions and dilemmas it evokes, it’s about as diverting as a not-overly-ambitious mainstream dramedy can be.
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BELL BOOK AND CANDLE (1958): Richard Quine, who directed most of Kim Novak’s vehicles for Columbia, doesn’t quite get the most out of this one, but it has an abiding deliciousness about it. You can see it in mutual sense of conspiracy in Novak’s scenes with her feline familiar Pyewacket, the compositional highpoint of James Wong Howe’s curiously muted color photography, and it’s there in the cocktail that this specific combination of players provides. Scripted by Daniel Taradash (Picnic) from a play by John Van Druten, it pairs Novak and James Stewart (just prior to their classic teaming in Hitchcock’s Vertigo, and already comfortable together onscreen) as two neighbors in a Manhattan apartment building, fated to know one another better. Stewart is book publisher Shepherd Henderson, and Novak is Gillian Holroyd, a member of a local witch coven along with beat club bongo player Jack Lemmon and a ditzy aunt played by Elsa Lanchester, given a rare opportunity in her middle age to look (in my view, anyway) as lovely as she was. Stewart is dating painter Janice Rule, an old college roommate of Novak’s who says the wrong catty thing, prompting Novak to disrupt their romance with a love spell that sends Stewart into her arms instead. According to this film’s lore, witches can neither experience love nor shed tears, which sets up a third act twist in which Stewart becomes aware of the spell and Novak finds herself unexpectedly in the grip of real love.

There’s a pleasant enough (if monotonous) supporting role for Ernie Kovacs, as the hapless alcoholic author of popular mondo-themed books whom Gillian conjures back to the Big Apple as a present for Shep, and scenes for Hermione Gingold and Howard McNear. But nearly all the film’s pleasures are sensuous, and thus ideally well-served by Twilight Time’s Blu-ray edition, which presents George Duning’s elegant stereo score on an isolated track and offers Howe’s subtly expressionistic color photography with enough grain to keep its crispness honest.
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BELOVED INFIDEL (1959): Schmaltzily produced by Jerry Wald for 20th Century Fox, Henry King’s adaptation of Sheilah Graham’s candid memoir of her affair with novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald is one of those Hollywood biographies so symptomatic of the 1950s: it deals with heavy dramatic issues like mental illness, extramarital love, money trouble, creative and sexual frustration and, above all, the ugliest sort of alcoholism, but is so fundamentally a “woman’s picture,” one mostly feels the windswept narcissism of the protagonist. To see this film, as I did, in fairly close proximity to Deborah Kerr’s subsequent work in The Innocents (1961), one can see how toiling in such undemanding yet high-profile projects like this would have encouraged her to give so much more of her talents to those rare films genuinely worthy of her. Gregory Peck, badly cast as Fitzgerald but a Fox contract player who had worked extensively with King, doesn’t make a convincing drunk much less a convincing writer.

The film is most interesting not for its disclosures about Fitzgerald, but for its revelations about Sheilah Graham herself. Born Lily Shiels to slum-dwelling parents in Leeds, England, she is introduced as a single, independent woman who brought a self-taught posh accent to America with a book of clippings and fake references that tied her to those north and south of British royalty and basically fibbed her way from cub reporter to Hollywood columnist. (The film depicts her as second in popularity only to Louella Parsons.) It’s extraordinary to think that Graham would have surrendered in her book those very secrets that were the foundation of her success, but further research shows she didn’t surrender them all, at least not in this movie. The film shows her being kissed on the head in farewell by one “John Wheeler” (Philip Ober), but their relationship is not established, glossing over the fact that Graham’s relationship with Fitzgerald began in her last year of marriage to John Graham Gillam, to whom she had been married since 1923. The film acknowledges that Fitzgerald entered into their relationship when his wife Zelda was institutionalized, but it does not admit to Graham’s marital status, much less its duration. Though their cohabitation lasted from 1936 to 1940, the film—shot inexpensively in available spaces like the 20th Century Fox studio lot, on the beach at Malibu, and on the winding streets of the Hollywood hills—makes no attempt to suggest a period piece.

Shot in 2.35:1 CinemaScope by a seldom inspired Leon Shamroy (South Pacific, Planet of the Apes), Beloved Infidel is handsomely presented on Blu-ray by Twilight Time, a label specializing in isolated music soundtrack releases. In this case, the score is by Franz Waxman and one can watch the film on disc with its original four-track stereo mix (unusual for its time, and pleasantly old-fashioned) or with the music isolated in stereo, complete with Waxman’s countdowns and bits of studio chatter. With extensive liner notes by Julie Kirgo and an original theatrical trailer that presents Peck, out of character, referring to Kerr as the film’s “Beloved Infidel.” In fact, it’s Fitzgerald who is depicted as breaking faith with Graham, when a professional disappointment latches him back onto the flowing teat of his other mistress, a whiskey bottle.
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BEVERLY HILLS COP 2 (1987): I don’t think much of the Saturday Night Live school of comedies in the first place, but this sequel has a Rat Pack sloppiness about it, in that few of the returning cast members can be bothered to act or contribute to a believable story. Eddie Murphy’s a-gigglin’ and phonin’ shit in, while Judge Reinhold and John Ashton lurk guiltily in his periphery like actors playing hooky, who have sneaked into a party and must follow Eddie’s mischievous lead or risk getting tossed out. There is a negligible story about Axel Foley (Eddie’s character) investigating an attempted hit on Ronny Cox’s police chief character, which brings in some surprising talent—Jurgen Prochnow, Brigitte Nielsen (looking like a De Palma girl in her most impressive screen outing), Dean Stockwell—but they aren’t given much to do but wear well-tailored clothes. The whole film gleams like a factory-fresh Ferrari under the direction of Tony Scott, a more stylish filmmaker than normally got anywhere near comedy at the time. His out-of-towner’s eye results in views of Los
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