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BFI Film Classics: A brief history

The BFI Film Classics series grew out of a project initiated by the National Film and Television Archive (NFTVA), a division of the BFI, to build a collection of ‘perfect showprints’ of 360 key films in the history of cinema. These films were to be screened at the Museum of the Moving Image (MOMI) in London in a year-round repertory. The ‘360 list’ of classic films was drawn up by David Meeker of the NFTVA, and the BFI Film Classics books were commissioned to stand alongside the Archive project.

Distinguished film critics and scholars, film-makers, novelists and poets, historians and writers from other spheres of the arts and academia were approached to write on a film of their choice from the ‘360 list’. Each volume was ‘to present the author’s own insights into the chosen film, together with a brief production history and detailed credits, notes and bibliography.’ In a time before DVDs and screengrabs, the books’ ‘numerous illustrations’ were specially made from the Archive’s own prints and sourced from the BFI’s stills’ collection.

The series was developed and its first titles commissioned by Edward Buscombe, then Head of Publishing at the BFI. Colin MacCabe and David Meeker acted as series consultants. Rob White was the Series Editor at the BFI from 1996 to 2005.

The series was launched in May 1992 with four titles: The Wizard of Oz by Salman Rushdie; Double Indemnity by Richard Schickel; Stagecoach by Edward Buscombe and Went the Day Well? by Penelope Houston.

A sister series, BFI Modern Classics, was launched in 1996 to respond to notable films of modern and contemporary cinema. Over 60 titles were published in this series before it was absorbed within the main Film Classics series in 2007, and the combined series was relaunched with a new cover and text design. There are currently over 160 titles in print in the Film Classics, Modern Classics and combined Film Classics series.

A BFI Film Classics series advisory board, comprising representatives from the BFI, as well as leading film scholars and critics, was established in 2007. Since 2008 BFI Publishing titles, including the BFI Film Classics series, have been published by Palgrave Macmillan in partnership with the BFI.
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Foreword

If you’ve seen Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver (1976), you may remember a brief sequence that occurs relatively late in the narrative. Travis Bickle (Robert De Niro) is sitting in his dark, cluttered, one-room apartment watching television, a gun in his hand. As he takes aim at the TV, we see on the small black-and-white screen an African–American teenaged boy dancing with his girlfriend. The boy is tall and slim and he’s dressed in a classic preppy outfit – an argyle-plaid sweater knotted around his shoulders over a neatly pressed white shirt. The show is the popular American Bandstand and the song to which the boy and his partner, and the other couples, are dancing is Jackson Browne’s melancholy country ballad about lost love, ‘Late for the Sky.’ The happiness of the dancers, especially this boy who is the camera’s favourite – watch how elated he is as he navigates his partner, a pretty African–American girl with straightened hair, into a backward dip – belies the poignancy of the song, so much so that we must consider the possibility that Scorsese removed the original music from the clip and substituted the Jackson Browne song in order to allow both Travis and the audience to feel, for a brief moment, the pain in recognising that his life is worth nothing to him or anyone else.

Writing in 1999, I devoted a mere eleven lines to this scene. I noted that although there are flashes of anger in Travis’s eyes, he looks bereft. And I speculated that the sadness, which for a moment overwhelms the character that screenwriter Paul Schrader, quoting Thomas Wolfe, dubbed ‘God’s lonely man,’ allows viewers to identify with a racist, misogynist psycho-killer. The American Bandstand sequence is not as iconic a solo turn for De Niro as the ‘You talking to me?’ monologue, in which Travis challenges his own mirror image, rehearsing a murder that is also, potentially, a suicide. Even people who’ve never seen Taxi Driver know the line ‘You talking to me?’. It has taken on a life of its own outside the movie, mostly treated as a joke. The American Bandstand scene is more subtle, and yet when I saw the movie a few days ago, the image of Travis aiming his gun at the TV close-up of the smiling kid was horrifying enough to stop the narrative dead. What I noticed for the first time, because, of course, it could not have been noticed in 1976 when the film was initially released, or in 1999 when I scrutinised the DVD dozens of times, or even in 2006 when restored 35mm prints were shown worldwide in honour of the film’s 30th anniversary, was that the smiling African–American teenager on American Bandstand – the kid at whom Travis aims his gun – is a dead ringer for the adolescent Barack Obama, as we’ve now seen him in blurry family photographs.

I thought of Taxi Driver when, in January of 2011, a deranged young man with his head shaved like Travis (albeit without the mohawk) employed automatic weapons, similar to those Travis uses in the film’s climactic massacre, in his attempt to assassinate Arizona Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords, who, he seemed to believe, was the cause of all his troubles. Giffords survived, but her brain injuries were so severe that she could not stand for re-election. In all, eighteen people were shot in the attack, six of whom died. Taxi Driver is also in the back of my mind most mornings when I go online to check the headlines, and having confirmed that no one has shot the President, feel free to get on with the business of the day. I am not suggesting that there is a causal connection between political assassinations and Taxi Driver or any other movie. It is simply that Taxi Driver evokes the conditions that create a Travis Bickle and gives us such a vivid depiction of his tortured subjectivity that the film has become a fetish object – a substitute and a shield (as Laura Mulvey would put it) – for the actually, which is more frightening and complicated. Travis acts alone. But even if we are not prone to conspiracy theory paranoia, are we ever completely satisfied with the verdict that this or that assassin acted on his own?

In the thirty-six years since Taxi Driver’s release, New York has changed considerably. The Times Square area, which was Travis’s cruising ground, has been cleaned up, not by the ‘hard rain’ he wished for, but by the corporations that employ this urban Disney world to push their products to tourists. Most New York cab drivers are, as they always have been, either immigrants or first generation born. In Travis’s day, the majority of those immigrants were Caucasians from southern and eastern Europe. Today they are more likely to have come from the Middle East, Africa, and the Far East. In other ways – arguably more important ways – New York and indeed the entire United States is in the midst of a rerun of the mid-1970s. As it was then, the economy is depressed, in part because of the cost of two wars – Iraq and Afghanistan – , both failures like the war in Vietnam was a failure. Taxi Driver, I wrote in 1999, is a film steeped in failure – a failed war, a failing economy, and the failure of masculinity as a set of codes on which to build a life.

The threat to white male privilege from ‘the other’ – women and people of colour – has only intensified in the past decades, and the racist and misogynist responses to that threat have become, if anything, more virulent and more mainstream. The politics of ‘family values’ – a code phrase for patriarchal politics – are back with a vengeance. Just as that smiling middle-class black teenager on American Bandstand enraged Travis, Obama’s presidency has inflamed the racism that is entrenched in the American psyche. Oh yes, we recognise Travis: he’s the guy outside the abortion clinic, screaming baby killer (and using his gun, in more than a half dozen incidents, to kill doctors and staff.) But he is also the millions of Americans who claim that Obama has no right to be President because he is a Muslim and in cahoots with those who attacked us on 9/11. What they are really thinking but dare not say is that he is black, black, black. When we look at Taxi Driver today, Travis’s racism is in our face in scene after scene; and Scorsese and Schrader’s decision to pull their punches by making his victims three white scumbags (‘There would have been riots in the theatres, if they were black’ they both said at the time) seems more than ever, like a lost opportunity and a flaw in an otherwise extraordinary, mythic American movie.

More than Scorsese or Schrader, De Niro has borne the burden of being identified with Taxi Driver; and I regretted not interviewing him when I was writing this book. ‘We all knew that it was a very good script, but we never predicted that it would have this lasting effect,’ he told me when we talked early in 2012. ‘You never know that kind of thing in advance.’ He seemed barely to remember that he was responsible for the film’s most quoted line. He had improvised the scene where Travis talks to himself in the mirror, basing it on the routine of a stand-up comedian he had seen in a downtown club. ‘Most of the time we stayed with Paul’s script,’ he explained, ‘but Marty also let us improvise.’ He had more vivid memories of the bald wig he wore in the massacre scene. ‘I was going to start work on The Last Tycoon right after we finished and I couldn’t show up for [Elia] Kazan with a shaved head. I don’t like wigs, but this one was very well crafted. It was very tight and it made me hold my head stiffly which was right for Travis.’

The bald wig may have been on De Niro’s mind because as I was leaving his office, he pointed out a painting which was leaning against a table. Every surface in the room is covered with family photos and books, and there are movie posters and many paintings, most of them by his father, the fine abstract-expressionist Robert De Niro Sr, stacked all over. But this particular painting would have caught my eye even if he hadn’t called my attention to it. It was perhaps 36” by 18” and it obviously had been copied from a still of Travis in the massacre scene. In the painting, Travis’s head and facial features are reduced to a crude black outline, all the better to show off the blood-like splatters of red which descend from his face and neck onto the bare canvas. ‘Someone sent me this a few weeks ago,’ De Niro said. ‘Was it a stranger?’ I asked. ‘Yes’ he said. ‘I get a lot of things like that.’ He showed me some of his father’s paintings, as if we needed an antidote. ‘When you get into a taxi, do you ever think of Travis?’ I asked, as I was half way out the door. ‘No, never,’ he answered. ‘I never have either,’ I said, and we shook our heads, as if that was one more proof of Taxi Driver’s contradictions. Of the many ways audiences project themselves into the nightmare world of Travis Bickle, travelling by taxi is not one of them.

Last week, I saw for the first time Taxi Driver projected as a Digital Cinema Package. From this year forward, when you go out to the movies, DCPs are what you will see. Some museums and cinematheques will occasionally show celluloid prints, until their projectors break down and the existing prints are worn out. Beautiful 35mm restoration prints of Taxi Driver were released again just last year by Rialto, the same company that now is pushing the DCP version. It was not accidental that the language of the movies, especially the expressive qualities of the image, developed in tandem with the psychoanalytic concept of the unconscious, where subjectivity involves what is elusive, shadowy, unfocused, as much as what we think we and everyone else know (and see) as blazing truth. As an expressionist film – a neo-noir if you will – Taxi Driver comes at us out of the shadows, every image combining the
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