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              Photograph by Lisa Law


               The "Road Hog" bus, El Rito, New Mexico, Fourth of July parade, 1968. Buses, decorated in   

                psychedelic colors, provided a home on the road as groups staged protests and created happenings.
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ANALYZING FILM

LITERARY APPROACH


CHARACTER


STRUCTURE/PLOT


TONE


THEME/IDEAS


SYMBOLISM


POINT OF VIEW

FILM TECHNIQUE

MONTAGE/EDITING


1.  NARRATIVE CONTINUITY


2.  EXPLANATION OF CHARACTER AND MOTIVATION


3.  DIRECTORIAL COMMENTARY


4.  CAMERA WORK/SPECIAL EFFECTS

VISUAL TECHNIQUES


1. THE CAMERA


2. LIGHT, SHADOW, AND COLOR

ACTION AND THE HUMAN BODY

SOUND


1. MUSIC


2. DIALOGUE


3. SPECIAL SOUND EFFECTS

CHAPTER TWO OF A SHORT GUIDE TO WRITING ABOUT FILM
This chapter helps to get a "handle on an experience that has so many different layers: the story, the acting, the editing.

SEEING A FILM WITH ALL YOUR ATTENTION IS THE ONLY WAY TO BEGIN WRITING ABOUT A FILM- EVEN ONE YOU DON'T LIKE!

I. THREE IMPORTANT AREAS OF FILM TO CONSIDER


A. AS AN ART FORM



As an art form, the movies involve literature, the pictorial and plastic arts, music

 

dance, theater and even architecture.


     1. Which art forms most interest you and which do you know the most about?


     2. Could you use your knowledge of literature or painting as a guide to a particular film?


     3. What might be behind the large number of recent adaptations of famous novels?


     4. Might your interest in popular or classical music suggest that you look for a topic in


         movies like Amadeus or Moulin Rouge?


B. EFFECTS OF TECHNOLOGY ON CINEMA



The film industry depends and responds quickly to changes in technology.  If you are



interested technology, prepare to note features of the movie and its story that might



depend on technology.


     1.Does the director make special use of black-and-white film stocks?  Why?


     2.Does sound technology seem to play a large part in the move?


     3.Is the movement (or lack of movement) of the camera related to the kind of camera used

                   (like the hand-held cameras of the French New Wave, which conveyed  a sense of 

                   on-the-spot realism)?


C. COMMERCIAL EFFECTS



Film technology, production, and distribution are commercial and economic enterprises.  

It is crucial to keep this in mind when approaching any movie.  Expectations will be


            different for a low budget independent film like Tarnation than a blockbuster like

                        Spider Man.  The ability to adjust one's expectations does allow a viewer to more 

                        accurately assess the achievements or failures of a movie.


     1.Does reduced cost allow the film to do and say things that a big-budget movie might not

                    be able to?


     2.Conversely, how do some Hollywood movies take advantage of a big budget or make

                    creative of a small budget?


     3.Where is much of the money directed? The stars?  The special effects? The promotion? 

                    And why?

                 4.Does the film seem especially earthy or commercial, or does it try to reach a compromise 

                    between the two? Why?


     5.Who is the intended audience of the film: teenagers? The middle class? Intellectuals? 

                    Men? Women?

HAVING PREPARATORY QUESTIONS IN MIND AS YOU SIT DOWN TO WATCH A MOVIE WILL SHARPEN AND DIRECT YOUR ANALYTICAL ABILITIES (ex. pg. 20)

To write an intelligent, perceptive analysis of the stories and characters in the movies, you must be prepared to see them as constructed according to certain forms and styles that arise from many different historical influences.  This is what analysis of the movies is fundamentally about: examining how a subject has been formed to mean something specific through the power of art, technology and commerce.

II.TALKING BACK TO THE MOVIES  

Questioning and Annotating is one of the surest ways to start any analysis of a movie.  In contrast to literature, however, the special problem with film is that the images are constantly moving, so an analytic spectator must develop the habit of looking for key moments , patterns, or images within  the film-even a second or third viewing.


A.Two guidelines may help initiate this dialogue with a movie:



1. Note which elements of the movie strike you as unfamiliar or perplexing.



2. Note which elements are repeated to emphasize a point or a perception.


B. Recognizing Patterns. Every movie uses patterns of repetition that are contrasted with

                striking singular moments.  Recognizing these patterns and deciphering why they are 

                important is a first step toward analyzing the meaning of a move.


    1. What does the title mean in relation to the story?

                2. Why does the movie start the way it does?

                3. When was the film made?

                4. Why are the opening credits presented in such a manner against this particular

                    background?

                5. Why does the film conclude on this image?

                6. How is this movie similar to or different from Hollywood movies I have seen recently or 

                    from those of an older generation?

                7. Does this film resemble any foreign films I know?

                8. Is there a pattern of striking camera movement, perhaps long shots or dissolves or abrupt

                    transitions ?

                9. Which three or four sequences are the most important?


    10. Example-Being John Malkovich pg 23

Potentially any and every aspect of the film is important.

Jot down information about props, costumes, camera positions, and so on, even during a first screening, and then choose the most telling evidence. These are the first steps in developing a strong and perceptive argument.

III. TAKING NOTES


A. Analysis of a film requires more than one viewing. Ideally, a first viewing can be a free  

                 viewing in which you enjoy the film on its most immediate level.  With the second 

                 screening, you can begin to take more careful and detailed notes.


B. Preliminary notes can be simply a shorthand version of the questions and dialogue a movie

                generates in your mind. The trick is to learn  to make economical use of your time and to 

                recognize key sequences, shots or narrative facts.


C. Limit yourself to noting, with as much detail as possible, what you consider the three or four


     most important scenes, shots, or sequences in a film.


D. Most films offer recognizable dramatic moments or major themes that signal an audience to

                attend to what is happening..  Ex. opening sequence in Citizen Kane.

E. In noting this kind of information, be as specific and concrete as possible; record not only

                the figures and objects in the frame (the content)., but also how the frame itself and its

                photographic qualities (the form) are used to define that content through camera angles, 

                lighting, the use of depth and surface, and editing techniques.


F. Develop a shorthand system for technical information. pg. 27-28.


G. Anticipate a specific argument and essay in order to focus on different kinds of information, 

                 from themes and characters to technical elements and editing structures.

IV. VISUAL MEMORY AND REFLECTION


A. Elaborate on notes shortly after seeing the movie.


B.A memory can be trained and developed; no one should seek to justify careless viewing and 

                annotation by claiming a "bad memory."


C. When reviewing notes, the shape and direction of the argument may begin to appear in an 

                  idea of what you wish to say about the movie.


D. Methodical notes allow a viewer to map accurately what happens in a movie, to record 

                 details about the subject and its meaning that would otherwise fade from memory.
Main Features of Narrative (The Film Experience  by Timothy Corrigan and Patricia White)

A story is the subject matter or raw material of a narrative, the actions and events, usually perceived in terms of a beginning, middle, and an end and focused on one or two characters, those individuals who motivate the events of the story.

Stories tend to be summarized easily, as in "the tale of a man's frontier life on the Nebraska prairie" and  "the story of two woman fighting for equal rights in Pakistan."  

The plot orders the events and actions of the story according to particular temporal and spatial patterns, selecting some actions, individuals and events and omitting others.

The plot of one story may include the smallest details in the life of a character; another may highlight only major cataclysmic events.  One plot may present a story as progressing forward step by step from the beginning to the end; another may present that same story by moving backward in time.  One plot may describe a story as the product of the desires and drives of a character; whereas another might suggest that events take place outside the control of that character.  Thus, one plot of President John F. Kennedy's life could describe all the specifics of his childhood through the details of his adulthood; another plot might focus only on his combat experience during World War II, the major events of his presidency, and his shocking assassination in 1963.  The first might begin with his birth, and the second with his death.  Finally, how the plot is formulated can also differ significantly: one version of this story might depict Kennedy's life as the product of his energetic vision and personal ideals, whereas another version presents his triumphs and tragedies as the consequence of historical circumstances.

Narration refers to the emotional, physical, or intellectual perspective through which the characters, events, and action of the plot appear.  Sometimes, narration is associated just with the action of the camera and occasionally reinforced by verbal commentary on that action. In other instances, as in Memento, the narration becomes identified with the voiceover commentary of a single individual, usually (but not always) someone who is a character in the story; this perspective is call first-person narration, often recognized as the reflection of one person's subjective point of view.  In still other films, such as the epic Gone with the Wind,  the narration may assume a more objective and detached stance vis-à-vis the plot and characters, seeing events from outside the story; this is referred to as third-person narration.

NARRATIVE OUTLINE
NARRATIVE: A CHAIN OF EVENTS IN CAUSE-EFFECT RELATIONSHIP 

           OCCURRING IN TIME AND SPACE

-A FILM DOES NOT JUST START: IT BEGINS.

PLOT AND STORY

STORY: ALL THE EVENTS THAT WE SEE AND HEAR, PLUS ALL THOSE THAT WE 

               INFER OR ASSUME TO HAVE OCCURRED, ARRANGED IN THEIR

               PRESUMED CAUSAL RELATIONS, CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER, DURATION, 

               FREQUENCY,  AND SPATIAL LOCATIONS.

PLOT: FILM'S ACTUAL PRESENTATION OF CERTAIN EVENTS IN THE NARRATIVE.

CAUSE AND EFFECT

-usually the agents of cause and effect are characters

FILM CHARACTERS


Flat


Round

TIME


-temporal order 


     not always chronological

            -flashback


-temporal duration



film's overall plot duration consists of highlighting certain stretches of story 

                        durations


-screen duration: High Noon


-montage for passage of explained time


-story event may appear twice or even more

The plot supplies cues about chronological sequence, the time span of the actions, and the number of times an event occurs, and it is up to the spectator to make inference and form expectations.

SPACE 

-important in films: locale tells part of the story

OPENINGS, CLOSINGS, AND PATTERNS OF DEVELOPMENT

EXPOSITION

PATTERNS

Depend on the ways causes and effects create a change in a character's situation

     -Change in knowledge: character learns something in the course of the action, with the most 

                                           crucial knowledge at the turning point of the plot


-Goal-oriented plots: character takes steps to achieve a desired object or state of 

                                              affairs: searches, investigations 


-Time: the deadline


-Space plots: confined to a single locale

The purpose of a pattern is engage the spectator in making long-term expectations which can be delayed, cheated, or gratified.

A FILM ALSO DOES NOT SIMPLE STOP: IT ENDS


-By the time we reach the end, there may be very few possibilities for further development.

NARRATION: THE FLOW OF STORY INFORMATION

Narration: the plot's way of distributing story information in order to achieve specific effects: the  

                 moment-by moment process that guides us in building the story out of the plot.

RANGE OF STORY INFORMATION: THE NARRATOR

Plots information creates a hierarchy of knowledge; does the viewer know more than, less than, or as much as the characters do.


-FIRST PERSON


-OMNISCIENT NARRATION/ UNRESTRICTED


-THIRD PERSON, FIRST PERSON/RESTRICTED

DEPTH OF STORY INFORMATION

Film's narration manipulates viewer's depth of knowledge

     -OBJECTIVE



-external behavior of what characters say or do

     -SUBJECTIVE



Perceptual subjectivity





-access to what characters see and hear




-point-of-view shot

          Mental subjectivity




-in the character's mind (inner images  that represent memory, fantasy, 

                                     dreams, or hallucinations

The more restrictive, the greater the subjective depth

GENRES


Westerns


Musicals


Science Fiction


Mystery


Romance


Action

CLASSICAL HOLLYWOOD CINEMA

-action primarily from individual characters as causal agents

-narrative invariably centers on personal psychological causes: decisions, choices, and traits of the character

-often an important trait that functions to get the narrative moving is a desire.  The character wants something.  The desire sets up a goal, and the course of the narratives development will most likely involve the process of achieving that goal

-there is a counter force : an opposition that creates conflict.  The protagonist comes up against a 

character whose traits and goals are opposed to his or hers.   As a result, the protagonist must seek  to change the situation so that he or she can achieve the goal.

-the chain of actions that results from predominantly psychological cues tends to motivate most or all other narrative events.  Time is subordinated to the cause-effect chain in a host of ways.  The plot will omit significant durations in order to show only events of causal importance.  The plot  will order story chronology so as to present the cause-effect chain most strikingly.

-specific devices weld plot time to the story's cause-effect chain: 


the appointment-motivates the characters' encountering each other at a specific moment 

            the deadline- which makes plot duration dependent on cause-effect chain

-motivation will strive to be as clear and complete as possible

-tendency for narration to be objective and unrestricted

-strong degrees of closure 

ALTERNATIVE FILM NARRATIVES (from The Film Experience  by Timothy Corrigan and Patricia White)

...their narrative constructions often dramatize the disjunction between how individuals live their lives according to personal temporal patterns and how those patterns conflict with those of the social history that intersects with their lives.

These narratives

-deviate from or challenge the linearity of the narrative

-undermine the centrality of a main character

-question the objective realism of classical narrative

...these movies tell stories while also revealing information or perspectives traditionally excluded from classical narratives in order to unsettle audience expectations, provoke new thinking, or differentiate themselves from more common narrative structures.

MISE-EN-SCENE OUTLINE
THE SHOT: MISE-EN-SCENE/STAGING AN ACTION

From Tim Corrigan A Short Guide to Writing About Film:

"...a French term roughly translated as 'what is put into the scene' (put before the camera),  refers to all those properties of a cinematic image that exists independently of camera position, camera movement, and editing (although a viewer will see thee different dimensions united in one image).  Mise-en-scene includes lighting, costume, sets, the quality of the acting, and other shapes and characters in the scene."
SETTING

COSTUME AND MAKE-UP

LIGHTING


ATTACHED SHADOWS/CAST SHADOWS


FOUR MAJOR FEATURES OF FILM LIGHTING



 QUALITY, DIRECTION, SOURCE, COLOR

           QUALITY



      SOFT LIGHTING

                              HARD LIGHTING

           DIRECTION

                FRONTAL LIGHTING  

                SIDE LIGHTING 

                BACKLIGHTING

                UNDERLIGHTING 

                TOPLIGHTING

           SOURCE

                 AVAILABLE LIGHT

                 KEY LIGHT

                 FILL LIGHT

                 THREE POINT LIGHTING

                 HIGH-KEY AND LOW-KEY LIGHTING

           COLOR

FIGURE EXPRESSION AND MOVEMENT

          ACTING AND ACTUALITY

          ACTING: FUNCTIONS AND MOTIVATION

                            INDIVIDUALIZED OR STYLIZED

                           TYPE CASTING

          ACTING IN THE CONTEXT OF OTHER TECHNIQUES

                   EDITING

                   USE OF SOUND

                   COMBINATION OF SHOTS

                   DISTANCE FROM THE CAMERA

MISE-EN-SCENE IN SPACE AND TIME

SPACE


TWO-DIMENSIONAL VS THREE-DIMENSIONAL




           MOVEMENT

                                               COLOR CONTRASTS

                                                           COOL VS WARM COLORS

                                                           LIMITED PALATE

                                                           MONOCHROMATIC

                                                           BLACK AND WHITE FILM







TONALITIES

                                                                        LIGHT SHADES/DARKER SHADES

                                               COMPOSITIONAL BALANCE





          SYMMETRICAL

                                                          BALANCE RIGHT AND LEFT HALF

                                                          CENTER ON HUMAN BODY

                                                          UNBALANCED SHOTS

                                               SIZE




                      LARGE VS SMALL

                                                          DEPTH CUES





                  
BACKGROUND/FOREGROUND

                                                                        COLOR

                                                                        OVERLAP

                                                                        AERIAL PERSPECTIVE

                                                                        SIZE DIMINUTION







LINEAR PERSPECTIVE

                                              SHALLOW VS DEEP-SPACE COMPOSITION

TIME


RHYTHM

            MOVEMENT/VISUAL BEAT

            STATIC COMPOSITION

            PACE

            PATTERN OF ACCENTS

            STRONGER OR WEAKER BEATS

CHARACTER OUTLINE

CHARACTER: AN EXTENDED (VERBAL OR VISUAL) REPRESENTATION OF A HUMAN BEING, BOTH THE INNER AND THE OUTER SELF THROUGH ACTION, SPEECH, DESCRIPTION, AND/OR COMMENTARY.

MAJOR CHARACTER TRAITS:

A TRAIT IS A QUALITY OF MIND OR HABITUAL MODE OF BEHAVIOR

HOW IS CHARACTER DISCLOSED?

1. WHAT THE CHARACTERS DO

2. HOW THE CHARACTERS ARE DESCRIBED

   - BOTH THEIR PERSONS AND THE ENVIRONMENT THEY CONTROL

3. WHAT THE CHARACTERS THEMSELVES SAY (AND THINK, IF THE AUTHOR 

    EXPRESSES THEIR THOUGHTS)

4. WHAT OTHER CHARACTERS SAY ABOUT THEM

5. WHAT THE AUTHOR, FILMMAKER SAYS OR SHOWS ABOUT THEM, SPEAKING AS

    STORYTELLER OR OBSERVER

CHARACTERS IN MOST FICTION/FILM SHOULD BE TRUE TO LIFE.  THEIR ACTIONS

STATEMENTS, AND THOUGHTS MUST ALL BE WHAT HUMAN BEINGS ARE LIKELY

TO DO, SAY, AND THINK UNDER THE CONDITIONS PRESENTED IN THE STORY:

THIS IS THE STANDARD OF VERISIMILITUDE, PROBABILITY, OR PLAUSIBILITY.

TYPES OF CHARACTERS: ROUND AND FLAT

E.M. Forester in Aspects of the Novel
ROUND

The round character profits from experience and undergoes a change or alteration which may take the narrative form of 

1. performance of a particular action, 

2. realization of a new strength and therefore the affirmation of previous decisions,

3. acceptance of a new condition, or 

4. the realization of previously unrecognized truths.

Skillful authors give us enough details to enable us to understand the dynamic processes by which round characters develop.

FLAT

Flat characters do not grow and are not dynamic.

They end where they begin, are static, and usually highlight the development of the round characters.

They can be like stock characters as in the Comedia dell Arte.


-representative of their class or group

     -characters in repeating situations with common traits

      Ex. class clown, ingénue, inept father, wise father

A DRAMATIC STORY MUST CONTAIN CHARACTERS WHOSE EMOTIONS ARE BEING TESTED IN SOME UNUSUAL CIRCUMSTANCES AND WHOSE REACTIONS TO THESE CIRCUMSTANCES CAUSE THE ACTION OF THE STORY TO MOVE IN A RISING FASHION, GENERATING A BEGINNING, A MIDDLE, AND AN END TO THE STORY.

CHARACTERS MUST EXCITE AND INTRIGUE THE VIEWER WHILE COMMANDING THEIR EMOTIONAL INVOLVEMENT.

THE PROBLEM IS HOW TO TRANSPOSE A CHARACTER FROM THE WRITTEN PAGE TO THE SCREEN WHILE REMAINING FAITHFUL TO THE ORIGINAL WRITER'S CREATION.

FOUR TOOLS FOR DEVELOPING CHARACTER 

1. CREATE SYMPATHETIC OR EMPATHETIC CHARACTERS. OVERCOME NEGATIVE 

    FICTIONAL HEROES.


-IDENTIFICATION EX. PULP FICTION (JULES WINNFIELD)


-ROOTING FOR THE PROTAGONIST EX. A DOLL'S HOUSE

-CHANGES IN SITUATION EX. WIZARD OF OZ

-CHANGING OTHER CHARACTERS EX. WIZARD OF OZ
            -CHANGING THE DIALOGUE EX. BARFLY
2. FOCUS ON RELEVANT BACKSTORY. ELIMINATE AND NARROW DOWN THE   

    ABUNDANT BACKGROUND INFORMATION GIVEN BY THE ORIGINAL WRITER.

-WHAT WILL REVEAL CHARACTER MOTIVATION 

            -WHAT ADVANCES AND MAINTAINS THE TENSION OF THE STORY     

            -STARTING POINT

3. CREATE PRECISE AND BRIEF CHARACTER DESCRIPTIONS. BOIL DOWN TWO 

    PAGES OF CHARACTER DESCRIPTION INTO FIVE OR TEN SUCCINCT 

    DESCRIPTIVE WORDS. 

4. SHOW CHARACTER MOTIVATION. TURN NARRATIVE EXPLANATION 

    INTO VISUAL ACTION.


-TURN NARRATIVE EXPLANATION INTO VISUAL ACTION

            -CONTRASTING CHARACTERS

From Corrigan A Short Guide to Writing About Film
Ask yourself if these characters seem or are mean to seem realistic.

1. What makes them realistic?

2. Are they defined by their clothes, their conversation, or something else?

3. If they are not realistic, why not, and why are they meant to seem strange, or fantastic?

4. Do the characters seem to fit the setting of the story?

5. Does the movie focus mainly on one of two characters (as in The Big Sleep) or on many (as in

    Nashville, in which there doesn't seem to be a central character)?

6. Do the characters change,  and if so, in what ways?

7. What values do the characters seem to represent: 


a. What do they say about such matters as independence, sexuality, and political belief?

THE PHOTOGRAPHIC IMAGE OUTLINE

FILM STOCK



-more or less contrast


            -slow stock: not very sensitive to light, high contrast



-fast stock: more light sensitive, low contrast

     TINTING: DIPPING DEVELOPED FILM INTO DYE

     TONING: DYE ADDED DURING DEVELOPING OF POSITIVE PRINT

     EXPOSURE: REGULATING HOW MUCH LIGHT PASSES THROUGH LENS



-FILM NOIR: underexpose shadowy regions


FILTERS: SLICES OF GLASS OR GELATIN PUT IN FRONT OF LENS TO REDUCE

                            CERTAIN FREQUENCIES OF LIGHT



-FLASHING:film exposed to light before shooting or before processing, adjusts 

                                              contrasts


SPEED OF MOTION: 



RELATION BETWEEN RATE AT WHICH FILM WAS SHOT AND THE RATE

                        OF PROJECTION, CALCULATED IN FRAMES PER SECOND USUALLY 24 

                        FRAMES/SECOND


RANGE: 8-64 FRAMES PER SECOND



-fewer frames per second shot, the faster the screen action



-more frames per second shot, the slower the screen action


PERSPECTIVE RELATIONS: SCALE, DEPTH, SPATIAL RELATIONS



THE LENS: FOCAL LENGTH




1. short-focal length (wide-angle) lens <35mm




         -exaggerates depth



                     -when used for medium or close-up, distortion may occur such as bulging 

                                               at the edges of the frame




        -distances between foreground and background seem greater, so figures 

                                              moving to or from the camera seem to cover ground more quickly




2. middle-focal length (normal) lens 35-50mm





-seeks to avoid perspective distortion





-horizontal and vertical lines are straight and perpendicular





-foreground and background should not stretched apart or squashed 

                                                 together




3. long-focal length (telephoto) lens 75-250mm





-flattens the space along the camera axis





-cues for depth and volume are reduced





-planes seem squashed together





-figure moving toward the camera takes more time to cover what seems

                                                  to be a small distance



THE LENS: DEPTH OF FIELD AND FOCUS




1. depth of field: range of distance before the lens within which objects can be 

                                        photographed in sharp focus





-short focal-length (wide angle) has greater depth of field than long

                                                  focal-length

                                                -(telephoto) lens




2. deep space: way the filmmaker has stage the action on several different 

                                        planes, regardless of whether or not all of these planes are in focus





-selective focus: focus on only one plane and let other planes blur; draws 

                                                  viewer's attention to the main character or object





-deep focus: using shorter-focal-length lens, faster film, and more intense

                                                  lighting resulting in several planes being in sharp focus





-racking focus or pulling focus: object close to lens is in focus and then 

                                                                                                    rack-focus so something in the distance 

                                                                                                   springs into crisp focus or vice versa.

FRAMING


FRAME ACTIVELY DEFINES THE IMAGE



-choosing a position for the camera makes a difference in the framing of the image and

                          how the filmed image is perceived


AFFECTS THE IMAGE 



1. SIZE AND SHAPE OF THE FRAME




aspect ratio:ratio of frame width to frame height




academy ration: 1.33:1, approximately 3 to 2




widescreen ratio: most common, 1.85:1



2. ONSCREEN AND OFF SCREEN SPACE




character enter the image from somewhere and go off to another area

                                  - off screen space




six zones: space beyond each of the four edges of the frame, space behind the 

                                                     set, and the space behind the camera




Filmmaker can imply the presence of things in these zones. 




Character can direct looks or gestures at something off screen.



3. ANGLE, LEVEL, HEIGHT, AND DISTANCE OF FRAMING




ANGLE: STRAIGHT-ON, HIGH, LOW




LEVEL: HORIZONTAL EDGES OF THE FRAME WILL BE

                                                  PARALLEL TO THE HORIZON OF THE SHOT

                                   CANTED: HORIZON AT DIAGONAL ANGLES




HEIGHT:




DISTANCE: SCALE OF THE HUMAN BODY



            EXTREME LONG SHOT: BARELY VISIBLE




LONG SHOT: FIGURES VISIBLE, BACKGROUND DOMINATES




PLAN AMERICAN: HUMAN FRAMED FROM KNEES UP




MEDIUM LONG SHOT: SHOTS AT THE SAME DISTANCE OF

                                                                              NONHUMAN SUBJECTS

                                    MEDIUM SHOT: HUMAN FRAMED FROM THE WAIST UP




EXTREME CLOSE-UP: SINGLES OUT PORTION OF THE FACE




FUNCTIONS OF FRAMING: 

                                   WHAT FUNCTIONS DO THE TECHNIQUES PERFORM IN THE

                                   PARTICULAR CONTEXT OF THE TOTAL FILM





NARRATIVE FUNCTIONS





-camera distance can establish or reestablish settings and character 

                                                  positions





-framing can isolate a narrative detail





-framing can cue the viewer to take a shot as "subjective"- point-of-view 

                                                  shot





-camera distance and angle can situate us in one area of the narrative 

                                                  space





-canted framing may serve to mark shots as distinctly different from the 

                                                  rest of the film





-repetitions of certain framings may associate themselves with character

                                                 or situation





-certain framings in a film may stand out because of their rarity



THE MOBILE FRAME: WITHIN THE CONFINES OF THE IMAGE, 

                        THE FRAMING OF THE OBJECT CHANGES-WITHIN THE SHOT CHANGES OF

                        CAMERA HEIGHT, DISTANCE, ANGLE, OR LEVEL WITHIN THE SHOT.




CAMERA MOVEMENT





PAN: CAMERA ROTATES ON A VERTICAL AXIS





TILT: CAMERA ROTATES ON HORIZONTAL AXIS





TRACKING SHOT: CAMERA AS A WHOLE CHANGES

                                                                                 POSITION, TRAVELING FORWARD,

                                                                                 BACKWARD, CIRCULARLY, DIAGONALLY,

                                                                                OR FROM SIDE TO SIDE





CRANE SHOT: CAMERA MOVES ABOVE GROUND LEVEL





EFFECTS:





-increase information about the space of the image





-objects' positions become more vivid and sharp 





-new objects are revealed





-can be powerful clue for POV shot




1. MOBILE FRAME AND SPACE





-forward tracking shot or zoom puts onscreen space off screen





-camera can move backward and bring something unexpected into the 

                                                 shot's space





-reframing: guides our attention and maintains a balanced composition





-camera can move with object or person subordinating to subject's 

                                                 movement





-camera can move away to reveal something of significance to the 

                                                  narrative




2. MOBILE FRAME AND TIME





3. PATTERNS OF MOBILE FRAMING

DURATION OF THE IMAGE: THE LONG TAKE




-duration of the event on the screen maybe be manipulated by adjustments in the 

                                      camera's or printer's drive mechanism- slow motion or fast motion




-manipulation of screen duration can condense a story duration- can be done in a 

                                      single shot



THE LONG TAKE: UNUSUALLY LENGTHY SHOTS




-a take is one run of the camera that records a single shot




-sequence shot: entire scene is rendered in only one shot




-used selectively usually alternating with scenes that rely heavily on editing




-frequently allied to the mobile frame: panning, tracking ,craning, or zooming




-tend to be framed in medium or long shots




-tends to put more emphasis on performance, setting, lighting

VIEWING CUES

Look for a pattern of compositional distances in a film.  Do there seem to be a large number of long shots? Close-ups? Some other pattern?  How does the pattern reinforce the purpose of the scene or the theme of the film?

How is color used in the film?  For more realism?  For more specific purposes?  Try to identify

one color that strikes you as dominant.  How would you explain the importance of that color?

Examine one or two shots in which camera movement -tracks, pans, zooms, or others-are important.  Why is a moving frame of a single shot used here instead of a series of shots?  How does the movement comment on what is happening?                         

What is the angle at which the camera frame represents the action?  Does it create a high angle, viewing its subject from above, or a low angle, viewing the action from below?   Why?

Does the height of the frame correspond to a normal relationship to the people and objects before the camera; that is, are they at eye level, more or less?  Or does the camera seem to be place at an odd height, too high or too low?  Why?

Does the camera frame ever seem unbalanced in relation to the space and action (called a canted frame)?  Why? 

Besides describing and containing the action, does the frame suggest other action or space outside its borders?  Do important events or sounds occur outside the borders of the frame-in off-screen space?  What is the significance of this off-screen space or its relation to what is seen within the frame?  

DOCUMENTARIES AND EXPERIMENTAL FILM OUTLINE
WHAT IS TRUTH AND HOW IS IT PORTRAYED?
Experimental core of both documentary and experimental movies is intellectual and imaginative insights, an enlarging of what we can know, feel, and see without the primary task of telling a story.

Documentary and experimental practices have aimed to

-accurately portray facts and realties

-communicate new knowledge and information

-alter ways of seeing and thinking

An example of the merging of both intellectual and imaginative insights is Dogtown and Z-Boys.  The film communicates ideas and facts about the birth of a sport and the individuals who help develop it; on the other hand it creates a poetic collage of still photos, music and talking heads capturing the motional energy and visual ballet in skate boarding that many of us many not have previously appreciated.

Documentary Films 


present, presumably, real objects, persons, and events-from sensational news to everyday

            routines

Experimental Films


concentrate on or "experiment with" unconventional forms and actions-from abstract image and 

            sound patterns to strange visionary worlds found in dreams or hallucinations.

The cornerstone of documentary and experimental films are two key and often debated concepts: non-fiction and non-narrative.  Although non-narrative has commonly been applied to both documentary and experimental films, nonfiction has been primarily associated with documentary films

Nonfiction in films refers to the presumed factual descriptions of actual events, persons, or places, rather than their fictional or invented recreation .  

Non-narrative  indicates the organization of films in a variety of ways that eschews or de-emphasizes stories and narratives, while employing such other organizational forms as lists, repetitions, or contrasts as the organizational structure.

VALUES AND TRADITIONS OF DOCUMENTARY AND EXPERIMENTAL FILMS

Documentary and Experimental films suggest important relationships between themselves and society.  They suggest the world is more varied and complex than a story often allows us to see.  Successful documentary and experimental. films offer different kinds of truth and creativity than narrative movies can communicate or provide. They often question the basic terms of narratives, such as the centrality of characters, the importance of a coherent chronology, or the necessity of a narrative point of view.  

They work according to two primary differential values:

1. They reveal new or ignored realities typically not seen in narrative films


-they work to present realistic images through certain perspective or techniques that might 

             seem out of place in a narrative movie., might mean showing people, events, or levels of

             reality we have not seen before because they have been excluded from our social experiences 

            or movie experiences.
Perhaps those images will place us closer to reality by showing us an

            object or place from angles beyond the range of human vision

2. They expand ways of seeing and hearing beyond what narrative films can offer.

     
-they press us to open our sense and our minds in unaccustomed ways.



Ex. Andy Warhol's Empire (1964) creates the illusion of a single shot of the Empire 

                              State Building that lasts eight hours.

     
-they might use unusual filmic techniques or materials such as abstract graphic designs and

             animation, as vehicles for seeing and thinking in fresh ways.

Two Traditions: Social Documentaries and Avant-Garde Films

Social Documentaries


-examine and present both familiar and unfamiliar peoples, cultures, and social activities 


from around the world


-emphasizes one or both of the following goals



1. authenticity, in representing how people live and interact



2. discovery, in representing unknown environments and cultures.


Two spin-offs:


 Political documentary


-aims to explore human suffering and struggle or to celebrate the activities of common

                        men and women


Ethnographic Documentaries


-aim to reveal cultures and peoples in the most authentic terms, without imposing the 


  filmmaker's interpretation.


-transform film into an extension of anthropology, searching out the social rituals and cultural


 habits that distinguish the people of particular, often primitive societies. 

Cinema Verite - French for "cinema truth 


-arose in late 50s to 60s in Canada and France before spreading to United States 


-one of the most important and influential schools for investigating and presenting a true


  picture of the world 


-insists on filming real objects, people, and events in a confrontational way, in which the reality

             of the subject continually acknowledges the reality of the camera recording it


-uses lightweight cameras creating images in jerky immediacy to suggest filmmaker's

             participation and absorption in the events they were recording


-rules of continuity and character development are willfully ignored.  Here reality is not just

             what objectively appears; it is also the fictions and fantasies that the people who are being 

             filmed create for and about themselves and the acknowledged involvement of the filmmaker as 

             interlocutor.


-French cinema verite unlike American counterpart draws particular attention to the subjective

              perspective of the camera's rhetorical position, such as using a voiceover frequently that 

              makes ironic remarks about what is being shown.

 Direct Cinema American version of Cinema Verite

-Developed between 1958-1963


-more observational and less confrontational


-used lighter and more mobile equipment than traditional documentaries, worked in smaller

             crews, and rejected traditional conceptions of script and structure


-sought to study individuals, to reveal the moment by moment development of a situation, to

             search for instances of drama or psychological revelation


-let the action unfold naturally and permitted people to speak for themselves


Example: Primary (1960) a report on the Wisconsin primary contest between John Kennedy

                           and Hubert Humphrey. Richard Leacock, Don Pennebaker, David and Albert Maysles  

Dogma 95 Film Collective   Founder Lars von Triers


-!995 radical call for new kinds of fiction film 


-variation on practice of cinema verite

Manifesto: films should always be made on location using handheld cameras  and available light


      no special effects be added


      genre films are unacceptable


     directors must never be credited

FORMAL STRATEGIES IN DOCUMENTARY AND EXPERIMENTAL FILMS

Documentaries concentrated on developing scientific and materialist approach to life and experimental films focus on an artistic and imaginative approach.

Expositional Practices

-strategies to present information or perspectives without the temporal logic of narrative and 

              with little explicit explanation or commentary.


-observe the facts of life from a distance and organize their observations as objectively as

              possible or to suggest some definition of the subject through the exposition itself.

Three Forms of Expositional Practice

1. Cumulative Exposition


-accumulates a catalogue of images or sounds through the course of the film


.

2. Contrasting Exposition


-organizes its presentation as a series of contrasts or oppositions meant to indicate the different


 points of view on its subject or oppositions meant to indicate the different points of view on its


 subject


-these contrasts may be evaluative, distinguishing positive and negative events


-contrastive exposition may suggest a more complicated relationship between objects or 

              individuals.    

3. Developmental Exposition 


-presents places, objects, individuals, or experiences through a pattern or development with a 
specific non-narrative logic or structure


-for example, an individual or object may be presented according to a pattern that proceeds

             from small to large, as part of a developmental pattern from passive to active events

Imaginative Practices
1. metaphoric forms


-link or associate different objects, images, events, or individuals in order to generate a new


 perception, emotion, or idea.  


-might be done by linking two different images, by indicating a connection between two 
objects or figures within a single frame, or by creating metaphors in the voiceover commentary 
as it responds to and anticipates images in the film


Ex. Eisenstein 1924 Strike juxtaposes images of workers being shot and a slaughtered bull

                  metaphorically describes the brutal dehumanization of those workers.

2. Symbolic forms


-isolate discrete objects or singular images that can generate or be assigned abstract meanings,

 
either meanings already give those objects or images by a culture or ones created by the film 
itself  

3. Structural and Abstract forms


-foreground patterns, rhythms, movements, shapes or colors that are abstracted form real 
actions and objects or created independently from recognizable figures to depict a more pure 
formal art

CINEMATIC INVESTIGATIONS

1. Interrogative or analytical positions


-structure a movie either in terms of an implicit or explicit question-and- answer format or by

 
other techniques that identify a subject as under investigation 


-most common interrogative techniques is the use of a voiceover or on camera voice that asks 
questions of individuals or objects that do or do not respond to the questioning


-may also make the implied question even more complicated by comparing and contrasting 
different images so layered and complex that they are difficult to explain or respond to


-may lead to more knowledge about an experience or may make the question of how we know

 
the different cultures of the world the essential question of the film


Example: Alain Renais's Night and Fog (1955) images of the Nazi concentration camps when

 
the survivors were liberated are alternated with contemporary images of the same empty camps,

 
the complex organizational refrain of the film becomes "Who is responsible?"

2. Expressive or persuasive positions

Expressive


-articulate a perspective either as the expression of emotions, beliefs, or some other personal or

 
social position or an attempt to persuade an audience to feel a certain way


-may emphasize a personal voice or vision as the main subject of the film dramatizes that 
personal presence through such techniques as voiceovers, handheld camera movements, or 
documents such as old pictures, letters.


Example:Ross McElwee's Sherman's March(1986) the filmmaker sets out on a journey to 
document the conquest of the  south by the famous Civil War general: along the way, however,

 
the film becomes more about the filmmakers own failed attempts to start of maintain a

 
romantic relations with the many women he meets.

Persuasive


-attempts to persuade or convince, may downplay the presence of the personal perspective and 
instead use images and sounds to influence viewers through argument or emotional appeal, as 
in propagandistic movies that urge certain politician or social vies.


-can use the power of documentary images themselves, set up revealing contrasts  between 
certain images or between what is said and what is seen, or use voices and interviews in an 
attempt to convince viewers of a particular truth or cause.


Example: Frederick Wiseman's Titicut Follies (1967) works as an expose of a Massachusetts 
prison for the criminally insane ; much of the film's power resides solely in shocking images, 
meant to provoke and outrage an audience about the institutional abuses of the prisoner

QUESTIONS TO APPLY TO FILMS VIEWED IN CLASS
If it is primarily a non-fiction film, describe three facts or realities that are among its primary focus.  Does the film aim to make you see these realities in new ways?  What specific information or knowledge is the film trying to communicate?

If it is primarily a non-narrative film, describe one or tow of its non-narrative forms and patterns.  What is the film trying to communicate thought the presentation of those patterns?

Look into the film's historical background: would it have been viewed differently at the time it was made?  Why and how?

What historical precedents might explain the strategies used in this film?  Scientific treatises?  Essays?  news reports? Abstract art? Does aligning the film with one or more historical precedents shed light on its aims?  Explain.

Explain carefully the formal organization of the film.  Does the way this film is put together follow a clear formal strategy.  Is the strategy expositional, imaginative, or a combination of both?  Explain.

If the film's strategy is primarily expositional, does it use one or more of the associated techniques-cumulative, contrastive, or developmental exposition:  Which one seems more important than the others?  What experience or facts does the film present?

If the film's strategy is primarily imaginative, which of the associated techniques is most important to the film: metaphoric, symbolic, structural, or abstract forms.  Identify the most representative shot or sequence and its meaning.

Compare the subject matter and formal strategies of the film.  Do the dominant techniques seem appropriate to the presentation of the subject?  Can you imagine another way of filming this subject? Explain.

Can the perspective or "attitude" of this film be described as a rhetorical position?  Would you describe the presiding voice or attitude that shapes the perspective of the film as analytic or artistic?  

POINT OF VIEW OUTLINE

QUESTIONS TO APPLY TO FILMS VIEWED IN CLASS
Remember- what is truth and how is it revealed?

Does it 

-accurately portray facts and realties

-communicate new knowledge and information

-alter ways of seeing and thinking

If it is primarily a non-fiction film, describe three facts or realities that are among its primary focus.  

Does the film aim to make you see these realities in new ways?  

What specific information or knowledge is the film trying to communicate?

If it is primarily a non-narrative film, describe one or two of its non-narrative forms and patterns, that is, lists, repetitions, or contrasts.

What is the film trying to communicate through the presentation of those patterns?

CONDITIONS THAT AFFECT POINT OF VIEW

1. Position as an observer

2. Completeness and accuracy of observations    

3. Degree of participation

4. Partiality or impartiality

5. Desire to draw conclusion about an action

6. Situation of the speaker and audience

KINDS OF POINT OF VIEW

FIRST PERSON POINT OF VIEW


When you encounter a first person narrative, determine the position and ability of the narrator.

            First person speakers might report things in a number of ways:


1. What they have done, said, heard, and thought  (first hand experience)


2. What they have observed others do and say (first hand witness)


3. What others have told them (second hand testimony and heresy)


4. What they are able to reconstruct from the information they have (hypothetical or 

                 imaginative information)

Their abilities, position to observe, attitudes, prejudices or self-interest, and judgment of their readers or listeners are to be considered in everything they say.

SECOND PERSON POINT OF VIEW

THIRD PERSON POINT OF VIEW

1. Dramatic or Objective

   - the basic mode of presenting action and dialogue is dramatic or objective point of view



   - narrator reports events in a way that is analogous to a hovering or tracking motion-picture camera

   - as complete and impartial as the speaker's position


as an observer allows.

2. Omniscient

   -when the speaker not only presents the action and dialogue of the work, but also, like God, reports

     what the characters are thinking.

3. Limited, or Limited Omniscient

   -more common, author confines or limits attention to a major character.

   -the central figure on whom things are focused

4. Mingling points of view

   - shift point of view in order to sustain interest, create suspense, or put the burden of response 

     entirely on the readers.

GUIDELINES FOR POINTS OF VIEW

1. FIRST PERSON

   - narrator is involved  to a least some degree in the actions

   - such narrators may have 


1. complete understanding, 


2. partial or incorrect understanding, 


3. no understanding at all.


a. Major participant




1. telling his or her own story and thoughts as a major mover



2. telling a story about others an also about herself or himself as one of the major 

                            movers


            3. telling a story mainly about others, and about himself only tangentially


b. Minor participant



telling a story about events experienced and witnessed


c. Nonparticipating but identifiable speaker learns about events in other ways-listening

                to participants, examining documents, hearing news reports.  The narrator might then tell the 

               story as a report, or as a combination report and reconstruction 

2. SECOND PERSON

3. THIRD PERSON

   - The speaker is outside the action and is mainly a reporter of actions and speeches.  

   - Some speakers may have unique and distinguishing traits even though no separate identity is 

     claimed for them.   

   - Other third person speakers who are not separately identifiable may represent the words and view 

     of the authors themselves 


a. Dramatic or third-person objective


   Narrator reports only what can be seen and heard, thoughts of characters are included only if 

               they are spoken or written


b. Omniscient

                Narrator sees all, reports all, and knows and explains, when necessary, the inner workings of 

                the minds of any or all characters


c. Limited, or limited omniscient  


   The focus in on the actions, response, thoughts, and feelings of a single major character.

THIS INFORMATION COMES FORM FILMSITE.ORG CREATED BY TOM DIRKS

	
	WAR and ANTI-WAR FILMS
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War and Anti-War Films often acknowledge the horror and heartbreak of war, letting the actual combat fighting or conflict (against nations or humankind) provide the primary plot or background for the action of the film. Typical elements in the action-oriented war plots include POW camp experiences and escapes, submarine warfare, espionage, personal heroism, "war is hell" brutalities, air dogfights, tough trench/infantry experiences, or male-bonding buddy adventures during wartime. Themes explored in war films include combat, survivor and escape stories, tales of gallant sacrifice and struggle, studies of the futility and inhumanity of battle, the effects of war on society, and intelligent and profound explorations of the moral and human issues.
Some war films do balance the soul-searching, tragic consequences and inner turmoil of combatants or characters with action-packed, dramatic spectacles, enthusiastically illustrating the excitement and turmoil of warfare. And some 'war' films concentrate on the homefront rather than on the conflict at the military war-front. But many of them provide decisive criticism of senseless warfare. 

War films have often been used as 'flag-waving' propaganda to inspire national pride and morale, and to display the nobility of one's own forces while harshly displaying and criticizing the villainy of the enemy, especially during war or in post-war periods. Jingoistic-type war films usually do not represent war realistically in their support of nationalistic interests, while avoiding the reality of the horrors of war. The good guys are portrayed as clashing against the bad guys (often with stereotyped labels such as 'krauts,' 'commies,' 'Huns,' or 'nips'). These revisionistic, politically-correct and historically inaccurate films, in such diverse examples as Sands of Iwo Jima (1949) and The Alamo (1960), would often redefine the facts. Unpopular wars (such as the Vietnam War), however, have generated both supportive and critical films about the conflict. 

War films are often paired with other genres, such as romance, comedy (black), and suspense-thrillers. A number of war films are actually historical epics, authentic attempts to recreate the experience of war on screen, rather than pure war films. Some are actually westerns masquerading as war films. 
This genre has existed since the earliest years of cinematic production in the silent era. Film-makers have been provided ample opportunities for material from American history, stretching from the French and Indian Wars to the Vietnam War. In particular, the many wars of the 20th century (primarily the First and Second World Wars, but also subsequent wars) have provided rich material for film makers. War films as a major film genre emerged after the outbreak of World War I. 
Earliest War Films: 
The first war film to be documented was a one-reel, 90-second propagandist effort - the Vitagraph Company's fictitious Tearing Down the Spanish Flag (1898), produced in the year of the Spanish-American War. It portrayed a faked, reconstructed version of the seizure of a Spanish government installation in Havana by U.S. Army troops, the removal of the foreign flag, and its replacement by the Stars and Stripes. One of the first to show the necessity for preparedness during the Great War's European conflict, thereby demonstrating the propagandistic power of the new medium, was Vitagraph's silent film drama The Battle Cry of Peace (1915) with Norma Talmadge. 
Early filmmakers steered away from making war pictures because of their enormous cost for extras - uniformed and equipped in massive battle sequences. Hollywood producers did not recognize the box-office potential of propagandist war and anti-war films until the success of D. W. Griffith's influential Civil War epic adapted from Thomas Dixon's The Clansman, 
The Birth Of A Nation (1915)
, focusing on the effects of the war on two families - the Southern Camerons and the Northern Stonemans. The film included semi-documentary, panoramic battle scenes and other historical events during the Civil War era. The following year, Griffith's 4-strand epic 
Intolerance (1916)
 argued for pacifism. 

[Although American Civil War war films are scarce, they include: 
Gone with the Wind (1939)
, the westerns Shenandoah (1965) and The Outlaw Josey Wales (1976), Glory (1989), Gettysburg (1993) and its prequel Gods and Generals (2003).] 
The outbreak of World War I provided Hollywood with one of its greatest sources of plots - and profits. D. W. Griffith's Hearts of the World (1918) was a sentimental, propagandistic film to encourage US entry into the European conflict of the first world war - it included actual battle footage filmed on location in 1917 on the outskirts of the war itself (with the cooperation of the British War Office and the French Government). Griffith's film expressed the effects of the war on a recruit, and displayed the viciousness of the Germans in the person of actor/director Erich von Stroheim, who played the part of a ruthless, cold-blooded, hateful officer - a "beastly Hun." The propagandistic films served mostly as recruitment tools, and as emotional tirades against the enemy, distastefully suggesting that heroic American involvement would bring about victory. The anti-war film that made Rudolf Valentino a star was Rex Ingram's very successful The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (1921) - it used WWI as a backdrop for its story of illicit love. 
Appearing around the same era, to express the freedoms of American democracy was Griffith's epic America (1924), a melodramatic account of the American Revolution with innumerable set-pieces (the ride of Paul Revere, Wintering at Valley Forge, etc.). 
World War I (The Great War) Era Films: 
After the Armistice ending World War I, war films ceased. They were revived in the mid-1920s during peace-time. MGM's and King Vidor's 
The Big Parade (1925)
 was a new kind of war film, and the first to realistically portray the horrors of battle and the struggle for survival by three soldier-comrades (a bartender, a riveter, and a millionaire's son) in the trenches. It also told of a love affair between an American doughboy (John Gilbert) and a French peasant girl (Renee Adoree). Director Raoul Walsh's pacifistic What Price Glory? (1926), Fox's answer to Vidor's film, told of Marines (Victor McLaglen and Edmund Lowe) fighting in WWI in France against the enemy in authentic-looking trench warfare and as rivals among themselves vying for the affection of a French village girl named Charmaine (Dolores Del Rio). [John Ford remade the film in 1952 with James Cagney and Dan Dailey.] 
Soon after, director William Wellman's silent and early anti-war film Wings (1927) appeared, the greatest of the early aviation epics with spectacular dog-fight combat sequences, and the first film (and only silent film) to be awarded Best Picture. Starring both Clara Bow and Gary Cooper (in an early role), it told the twisting romantic story of two aviators (Charles "Buddy" Rogers and Richard Arlen) both in love with the same girl (Jobyna Ralston). Both the first and third Best Picture winners were war films! 
War Films at the Start of the Talkies: 
The start of the talkie era meant that war films would now be supplemented with the realistic sounds of war - aerial dogfights, explosions, gunfire, etc. Millionaire director/producer Howard Hughes' expensive Hell's Angels (1930) featured more impressive WWI aerial battle sequences - and the debut of platinum blonde sex symbol Jean Harlow (speaking the famous saucy line: "Would you be shocked if I put on something more comfortable?") in love with two English brothers who were British Royal Flying Corps pilots (Ben Lyon and James Hall). 
One of the earliest anti-war films to effectively denounce the horrors of war was the stirring, impassionate 
All Quiet on the Western Front (1930)
. Possibly the greatest anti-war film ever made, it was based upon the novel by Erich Maria Remarque that viewed the Great War from the German point of view. All of the young German youths who have gone to the front to voluntarily serve the Fatherland become disillusioned and end up victims of the struggle. Both films portrayed soldiers as human beings who were ravaged by their experiences. A similar, accurate account of the war was German film-maker/director G. W. Pabst's first talkie Westfront 1918 (1930) (aka Comrades of 1918), an anti-war film about the futility of trench warfare for German and French soldiers on the Western Front in WWI. Howard Hawks' melodramatic anti-war film The Road to Glory (1936) portrayed the futility of WWI trench warfare of the French, starring Fredric March and Warner Baxter as officers of a weary regiment of French soldiers. 
Because WWI was a decidedly difficult subject to look back upon, movie-goers preferred to see exciting action/adventure war films rather than condemnations of war, such as The Dawn Patrol (1930), starring Douglas Fairbanks, Jr. and Richard Barthelmess as pilots, which told the stirring, more glamorous story of the British Royal Flying Corps at a remote outpost in France during World War I. [The film was remade eight years later, director Edmund Goulding's The Dawn Patrol (1938), with Errol Flynn in the lead role as a flight commander and Basil Rathbone as the commander officer forced to send amateur pilots into the air against ace German fliers. Flynn also starred in director Michael Curtiz' historically-inaccurate The Charge of the Light Brigade (1936), about the memorable military engagement during the mid-19th century Crimean War, that also included a romantic pairing with 19 year old Olivia de Havilland.] Director Frank Borzage's A Farewell to Arms (1932), adapted from Ernest Hemingway's novel, told a tale of WWI romance between a wounded American officer (Gary Cooper) in the Italian ambulance corps and an English Red Cross nurse (Helen Hayes). 
Pre-WWII War Films: 
For most of the decade of the 1930s, war films went into decline due to increasing US isolationism, and Hollywood made fewer and fewer of them. Then, in the late 1930s, French filmmaker Jean Renoir attempted to signal a warning about warfare's 'grand illusions' with the classic anti-war film La Grand Illusion (1937), set in a WWI German prison camp in 1916 where an aristocratic French officer faced a dilemma regarding his escape with other POWs. Likewise, Renoir's comedy/farce The Rules of the Game (1939) was an indictment of decadent, morally-bankrupt, self-indulgent French upper-class aristocrats. 
When the war in Europe commenced in 1939, British film directors tried to alert Americans about the looming German and Italian Fascist threat. Alfred Hitchcock's political/war-time thriller Foreign Correspondent (1940), his second American film, concluded with a plea to the American public to enter the war ("It's as if the lights were all out everywhere, except in America. Keep those lights burning there! Cover them with steel! Ring them with guns! Build a canopy of battleships and bombing planes around them! Hello, America! Hang on to your lights. They're the only lights left in the world..") 
Charlie Chaplin lampooned Adolf Hitler (in the role of Adenoid Hynkel) and The Third Reich in The Great Dictator (1940), the director/actor's first all-talking picture - it was Chaplin's last film with the Little Tramp character. Hitler banned German audiences from viewing the picture due to its offensive characterization and even some American audiences believed that Chaplin had become self-indulgent. In the late 30s and early 40s, Hollywood began to increase its own number of war-related films, such as director Anatole Litvak's bold Confessions of a Nazi Spy (1939) with Edward G. Robinson and Paul Lukas, about a Nazi espionage/spy ring operating in the US. The beautiful romantic tragedy and tearjerker Waterloo Bridge (1940) told the tale of a ballerina (Vivien Leigh) whose love affair with a British officer (Robert Taylor) was shattered by the events of World War II. For Whom the Bell Tolls (1943), based on the novel by Ernest Hemingway, told the story of Robert Jordan (Gary Cooper), an American demolition expert who gave his abilities to the Anti-Fascist freedom fighters of Spain in the 1930s. 
A realistic portrayal of the demands of career military life just before US involvement in WWII was examined in Fred Zinnemann's multi-awarded, Best Picture-winning From Here to Eternity (1953), based on James Jones' novel. It starred Burt Lancaster as a tough sergeant, Montgomery Clift as a bugler/private, Deborah Kerr as a commander's unfulfilled wife, and Donna Reed as a local prostitute. 
During the war years before the American entrance into the conflict, many Hollywood films were action-adventure features, with caricatures of fearsome Germans and Japanese and clean-living, all-American soldiers. One of the most effective films to promote heroic US patriotism was Sergeant York (1941) starring Gary Cooper (who won a Best Actor Academy Award for his role as a real-life, backwoods, conscientious-objecting Tennessee farmer). The film was a biography of the most decorated and famous American hero of World War I during the Battle of Argonne - pacifist Sergeant Alvin C. York. And in the flag-waving The Fighting 69th (1940), James Cagney starred as one member of a famed Irish-American regiment in the Rainbow Division's 165th Infantry of New York, that fought during WWI. 
Now on the brink of war in late 1941, director Henry King's romantic drama A Yank in the R.A.F. (1941) was designed by producer Darryl F. Zanuck to encourage support for American entry into WWII to aid Britain and France. The film starred Tyrone Power as a brash, playboyish American pilot who enlisted in the British RAF, fought in exciting air battles, and wooed London-based showgirl/dancer and ex-girlfriend Betty Grable. Director Michael Curtiz' Dive Bomber (1941) with exciting aerial footage was released by Warner Bros. only a few months before the Pearl Harbor attack - it cast Errol Flynn as a military aviator/doctor conducting experiments to prevent pilot-blackouts. For lighter fare, audiences watched Abbott and Costello's breakthrough comedy Buck Privates (1941) with the famous pair accidentally enlisting in the Army. 
British War Films After the US Entrance into WW II: 
The British cinema continued to produce many propagandist, flag-waving war films glorifying their "finest hour" of battle against Germany and Japan, including the inspiring In Which We Serve (1942). The story, about a valiant crew of Lord Mountbatten's British destroyer (HMS Torrin) during the Battle of Crete in WWII was told in a non-linear fashion with vignettes/flashbacks. The film was the directorial debut of David Lean with Noel Coward as producer, writer, co-director, and star. Director Carol Reed's semi-documentary Immortal Batallion (1944) (aka The Way Ahead) followed the training of army recruits by David Niven as they became a hardened combat team. 
A British version of the homefront struggle illustrating UK resolve against Nazi aggression was told in a sentimental story of an English middle-class family during the early years of WW II (including the Dunkirk evacuation and the blitz) in William Wyler's multi-award-winning Mrs. Miniver (1942), the Best Picture of its year. The film ended with a memorable speech by the Vicar (Henry Wilcoxon) preaching in a bombed out church: "This is the people's war. It is our war. We are the fighters. Fight it, then. Fight it with all that is in us, and may God defend the right." President FDR had the speech printed and air-dropped over the war-torn European continent. Another UK war/thriller, Went the Day Well? (1942) expressed characteristic British reserve and strength among villagers who thwarted a take-over by Nazi paratroopers posing as British soldiers
Hollywood's War Films of WWII At the Time of the Conflict: 

After the bombing of Pearl Harbor by the Japanese in late 1941, the mood of Hollywood changed dramatically. Once the war began, the US film industry bolstered American support by churning out many war-themed movies. Most of the films were propaganda depicting the U.S. entry into the war as a noble cause, but some displayed the human side as well. The all-time film classic of pre-World War II intrigue, patriotism and romance, 
Casablanca (1942)
 was released just weeks after the liberation of the city itself. The popular film emphasized the atmospheric intrigue and tension surrounding Humphrey Bogart's decision to assist the war effort and get involved by securing transit visas - and give up the one-time love of his life, the often tragic consequences for lovers caught up in wartime experiences. Director Vincente Minnelli's The Clock (1945) another war-time film with a romantic sub-plot, was about a NYC office worker Judy Garland (Minnelli's wife) who fell in love with Robert Walker, a soldier on two-day leave. 
Other films that portrayed the WWII homefront included The Human Comedy (1943) with Mickey Rooney as a telegram delivery boy in a small town, and John Cromwell's and producer David O. Selznick's black and white Since You Went Away (1944), with Claudette Colbert as the mother of two daughters while her husband was away at war: Jennifer Jones (in a doomed romance with departing serviceman Robert Walker) and teenaged Shirley Temple. 
The Best Years of Our Lives (1946)
 depicted the difficulties of demobilization and the problems of three veterans (Dana Andrews, Fredric March, and Harold Russell) adjusting and returning to American civilian life. Fred Zinnemann's gritty The Men (1950), Marlon Brando's first film, examined the problems of WWII veteran paraplegics. 
One of the most rousing, propagandist musicals was 
Yankee Doodle Dandy (1942)
, with Best Actor-winning James Cagney as vaudevillian George M. Cohan - the film included such patriotic hits as "You're a Grand Old Flag," "Over There," and the title song itself. Flag-waving Hollywood films in the mid-1940s that boosted morale also included other technicolor musicals, most notably Rita Hayworth in Cover Girl (1944), Betty Grable in Pin-Up Girl (1944) with the leggy star as a USO entertainer, and Gene Kelly as a dancing sailor (on leave), accompanied by Frank Sinatra, in MGM's extravagant Anchors Aweigh (1945) - the first of their three musicals. (This was the film in which Kelly danced with cartoon mouse Jerry (of Tom and Jerry fame). 
WWII War Films of the Actual Fighting: 
World War II is easily the most popular war choice for Hollywood film-makers, due in large part to its clear-cut political struggle against the Nazi regime. During the early to mid-war years, as the United States struggled and suffered setbacks, many films provided a genuine depiction of the fighting and the human effects of WWII. Most of Hollywood's films were concerned with combat in the Pacific Theatre of the war. Director John Farrow's flag-waving Wake Island (1942), one of the most realistic and factually-based films made about the war, told of gallant US Marines (including Brian Donlevy, William Bendix and Robert Preston) fighting against the Japanese with uneven odds to hold onto a tiny base on the remote S. Pacific island shortly after the attack on Pearl Harbor. Lewis Seiler's exciting, flag-waving, documentary-style adventure film Guadalcanal Diary (1943), with stars Anthony Quinn, William Bendix and Preston Foster, bolstered homefront morale as it portrayed the courageous and bloody battle of the US Marines for the Solomon Islands during the opening stages of the war in the South Pacific. 
Both Paramount's and Mark Sandrich's So Proudly We Hail! (1943), and Richard Thorpe's and MGM's Cry Havoc (1943) attempted to realistically depict the role of women during wartime; the first depicted deglamorized, Red Cross combat nurses in WWII Pacific with Claudette Colbert, Paulette Goddard and Veronica Lake, the second with Margaret Sullavan, Ann Sothern, and Joan Blondell as nurses and other courageous volunteers in the Bataan-Corregidor-Philippines conflicts. 
Tay Garnett's documentary-style Bataan (1943), loosely based on John Ford's earlier film The Lost Patrol (1934), chronicled the rugged exploits of a small US Army platoon in the Philippines (led by Robert Taylor) in 1942 left for rear-guard action in the jungle to fight against the Japanese and blow up a strategic bridge. Ray Enright's ultra-patriotic film Gung Ho! (1943) showcased Robert Mitchum and Randolph Scott as members of Carlson's Marine Raider Battalion fighting a death-defying mission in the Pacific island jungles to retake Makin Island in the Pacific in August, 1942. William A. Wellman's poignant but unsentimental The Story of G.I. Joe (1945), released just after the German surrender, was one of the best of all WWII combat films - the story of Company C, 18th Infantry foot-soldiers chronicled by war correspondent Ernie Pyle (portrayed by Burgess Meredith). [Robert Mitchum earned his only Oscar nomination for this film.] Errol Flynn starred in Raoul Walsh's realistic combat film Objective, Burma! (1945), as Major Nelson - a gung-ho paratrooper captain leading a platoon in an attack against a Japanese radar station jungle outpost in Burma. Their return trip to their own lines, a harrowing, arduous 150-mile foot trek through the jungle, portrayed their sacrifice, pain, and heroism. 

Warner Bros.' action picture Action in the North Atlantic (1943) featured Humphrey Bogart as a commander in the unheralded Merchant Marines, protecting a convoy (carrying valuable cargo to the Soviet allies) against U-boat attacks. Lewis Milestone's modest A Walk in the Sun (1946) followed an American infantry unit (with Dana Andrews as their sergeant) struggling to survive while fighting to take a farmhouse from the Germans in Italy. Zoltan Korda's dramatic action picture Sahara (1943) was centered in the N. African Libyan desert, with Humphrey Bogart as the head of a British-American unit fighting the Germans. Another war film geographically located in N. Africa was John Stahl's The Immortal Sergeant (1943), with Henry Fonda as an inexperienced Canadian Army Corporal forced to take command of the British 8th Army troops in the desert following the battle death of the squad's sergeant (Thomas Mitchell). 
Lloyd Bacon's The Sullivans - re-released as The Fighting Sullivans (1944) told the patriotic true story of five Irish-American brothers who died together in WWII, when their ship was sunk in the South Pacific. [Years later, the film inspired director Steven Spielberg to rework the story into his film Saving Private Ryan (1998).] 
The first significant post-WWII film in the US was MGM's Battleground (1949) - it followed a group of raw American recruits fighting in the Battle of the Bulge. [Later, Robert Aldrich's Attack! (1956), also set during the 1944 Battle of the Bulge, featured Jack Palance in a lead role as a desperate fighting man.] Home of the Brave (1949), notable for being Hollywood's earliest protestation against racial bigotry in the military, depicted a black soldier sent on a S. Pacific island mission who faced prejudicial treatment by white comrades. 
In Jean Negulesco's non-fictional, agonizing Three Came Home (1950), Claudette Colbert starred as American authoress Agnes Newton Keith, penned-up with her young son in a Japanese prisoner of war camp in Borneo (headed by Sessue Hayakawa). Decorated military hero and Medal of Honor winner, Audie Murphy starred in the autobiographical To Hell and Back (1955) about his war-time experiences in the 3rd Infantry Division in S. France and Italy. And Philip Dunne's In Love and War (1958) told the story of three Marine leathernecks (Jeffrey Hunter, Robert Wagner, and Bradford Dillman) from N. California who served in the South Pacific. 
Submarine and Naval-Related Pictures: 

Another propagandistic film, Delmer Daves' quintessential submarine feature film Destination Tokyo (1943), starred Cary Grant as the captain of a submarine crew on a dangerous mission to Tokyo Bay. Archie Mayo's hard-hitting Crash Dive (1943) starred Tyrone Power as an ace PT boat skipper whose assignment to a submarine (commanded by Dana Andrews) led to victories against the Nazis in the North Atlantic, with a romantic adventure subplot (with love interest Anne Baxter). Hitchcock depicted eight survivors from a torpedoed boat adrift in Lifeboat (1944). Director Dick Powell's The Enemy Below (1957) dealt with submarine warfare in the South Pacific between two dueling commanders (Robert Mitchum as the captain of an American destroyer, and Curt Jurgens as the captain of a German U-boat). Another seminal submarine film was Robert Wise's Run Silent, Run Deep (1958) with Burt Lancaster and Clark Gable as two clashing submarine officers. In the same year, Torpedo Run (1958) starred Glenn Ford as an obsessed and merciless WWII submarine commander. John Ford's comedy/drama Mister Roberts (1955) examined the crew of a Navy cargo freighter outside the battle zone in the S. Pacific during WW II. 
Aircraft-Related Pictures: 

Victor Fleming's morale-boosting A Guy Named Joe (1943) told a fanciful war tale of the death of a WWII pilot (Spencer Tracy) who was sent back to Earth (by a Godly Lionel Barrymore) to become a guardian angel to a group of new pilots being trained for missions. [It was later remade by director Steven Spielberg, as the romantic fantasy Always (1989) with Richard Dreyfuss as a fire-fighting pilot - unrelated to the military context.] Director Howard Hawks' Air Force (1943) from Warner Bros.' studios, and with James Wong Howe's cinematographic genius, was a strong propagandistic film about the crew of a B-17 Flying Fortress plane - with believable aerial battles. Mervyn LeRoy's Thirty Seconds Over Tokyo (1944) with Oscar-winning Special Effects, starred Spencer Tracy as Lieut. Colonel James H. Doolittle, famous for leading the first bombing attack on Tokyo during WWII. Director Henry Hathaway's A Wing and a Prayer (1944) told of brave pilots on an aircraft carrier led by a tough flight officer (Don Ameche). In Sam Wood's Command Decision (1948), Clark Gable portrayed a British air force base commander who agonized over sending dangerous bombing squadrons over Germany. Director Henry King's Twelve O'Clock High (1949) featured Gregory Peck (in one of his finest career roles) as a ruthless flight commander straining to lead an England-based American bomber squadron (the 8th Air Force). The film with an all-male cast portrayed the mental and psychological pressures of warfare. 

John Wayne's WWII Films: 
John Wayne starred in the fictionalized The Flying Tigers (1942) as the leader of a squadron of American pilots stationed in early-WWII China that were for-hire to battle the Japanese. In The Fighting Seabees (1944), Wayne also starred as the leader of a crew of civilians in a construction company that eventually formed a tough fighting force in WWII. Back to Bataan (1945) found John Wayne leading US forces in a recreation of the Bataan Death March. Toward the close of the war, John Ford based his realistic, under-rated and bleak film They Were Expendable (1945) upon the true, inspiring story of the Navy's PT boat squadrons based in the Philippines during the early years of the war that faced the advance of Japanese forces, with John Wayne and Robert Montgomery in starring roles. 
In director Allan Dwan's blatantly-patriotic wartime action drama Sands of Iwo Jima (1949) made after the war by Republic Studios, Wayne again starred as a tough and harsh but compassionate Marine sergeant (acquiring his first Academy Award nomination for the role) who trained rebellious recruit-troops in New Zealand in 1943 that were eventually responsible for the strategic re-taking of Iwo Jima (on top of Mount Suribachi) from the Japanese in February, 1945. And in Operation Pacific (1951), Wayne starred as an American submarine captain of the USS Growler - a story adapted from the life of sub-commander Howard W. Gilmore. In director Nicholas Ray's Flying Leathernecks (1951), Wayne played a disciplined, unpopular and macho-tough Marine squadron commander of the Flying Corps in the South Pacific, leading a group to hold Guadalcanal in WWII. Director Otto Preminger's star-studded epic In Harm's Way (1965), another WWII naval adventure, re-teamed Wayne (as a veteran cruiser commander) with co-star Patricia Neal. It appeared two decades after the war's end to present an overlong story of naval life during wartime and a depiction of the attack on Pearl Harbor. 
More WWII-Related Films: 
Emeric Pressburger's and Michael Powell's propaganda film ...One of Our Aircraft is Missing (1941, UK) told about a night-time RAF bomber crew shot down and aided by the Dutch in German-occupied territory. We Dive at Dawn (1943) told of the encounter between a British submarine and a German warship in the Baltic Sea, with John Mills starring as the submarine commander. Director Guy Hamilton's compelling British drama The Colditz Story (1955) revealed the determination of Allied POWs in an escape from Colditz - an escape-proof castle/prison within Germany's Third Reich. Raoul Walsh's Battle Cry (1955), adapted from Leon Uris' best-seller, examined a group of WWII Marine recruits (including Aldo Ray, James Whitmore, Tab Hunter and others) led by their major (Van Heflin) in conflict in the South Pacific. 
Japan's (director Kon Ichikawa) anti-war film The Burmese Harp (1956) portrayed the horror of war and Japanese post-war sentiment in its story of a Japanese soldier (a lute player) separated from his battalion at the close of the Pacific War in Burma, who is overwhelmed by the sight of dead Japanese soldiers in Burma (at the end of the war). The devastating effects of the Hiroshima bombing (and its radioactive fallout and radiation sickness), based on the prize-winning novel by Masuji Ibuse, were chronicled in director Shohei Imamura's award-winning Black Rain (1989). Director Robert Pirosh's Go For Broke! (1951) was one of the few films to show the heroic courage of Japanese-Americans of the 442nd Regimental Combat Team as they battled against the Nazis. 
German director Wolfgang Petersen's sympathetic and realistic Das Boot (1981), adapted from the autobiographical book by Lothar-Guenther Buchheim, followed the heroic efforts of a German U-boat captain and its crew during WWII to patrol the Atlantic and Mediterranean within the claustrophic, cramped confines of their undersea vessel (U-96). And the German anti-war battle drama Stalingrad (1993), from director Joseph Vilsmaier, was released to coincide with the 50th anniversary of the crucial defeat of the Nazi forces in Stalingrad/Russia. The German/Polish film, Europa, Europa (1990) (aka Hitlerjunge Salomon), by director Agnieszka Holland, was based on the true story of a young, circumcised German Jew (Solomon Perel) who survived the Holocaust by posing as an ethnic Aryan German and joining the Hitler Youth, but continually feared being discovered by anti-Semitic Nazis. 
Korean War Films: 

In the 1950s, the Korean War in Northeast Asia served as inspiring content for only a few Hollywood films, including two anti-war films by Samuel Fuller about the madness of war: Fixed Bayonets (1951) and The Steel Helmet (1951). One of the best films about the Korean War was director Joseph H. Lewis' Retreat, Hell (1952), portraying the US Marine Corps' valiant withdrawal from the Changjin Reservoir, with Frank Lovejoy as the Marine Battalion Commander. In Mark Robson's The Bridges at Toko-Ri (1954), based on James Michener's novel, William Holden played the role of a war-weary Lieutenant - a family man recalled from the Naval Reserve to fly a possibly-fateful bombing mission over Communist-protected bridges in Korea. Lewis Milestone's anti-war masterpiece Pork Chop Hill (1959) starred Gregory Peck as an Army Lieutenant of a platoon (King Company) in a no-win situation - commanded to assault a tactically-unimportant, but well-guarded hill held by the N. Koreans and Chinese Communists in the final days of the war. [Milestone had two previous anti-war films for each of the World Wars, 
All Quiet on the Western Front (1930)
 and A Walk in the Sun (1946).] Peck also starred as the rebel general in Joseph Sargent's war drama MacArthur (1977), told in flashback, including his promise at Corregidor in 1942 ("I shall return"), and his firing by President Truman for defying orders during the Korean conflict. John Frankenheimer's chilling The Manchurian Candidate (1962) brilliantly examined the fearful, sinister consequences of Korean War brainwashing, with Laurence Harvey as Raymond Shaw - a military hero programmed to assassinate, and his power-hungry, manipulative mother Angela Lansbury. 
Years later, iconoclastic Robert Altman's anti-Korean war, off-beat dark-comedy M*A*S*H (1970), with its ballad 'Suicide is Painless,' was an outrageous satirization about a group of surgeons and nurses stationed at a Mobile Army Surgical Hospital (MASH) along the Korean 38th parallel. The army surgeons retained their sanity by joking, anti-authoritarian and anti-bureaucratic sentiment, and pranks. Although the film was set in Korea, its real focus of attention was the frustrating Vietnam conflict. Only Burghoff of the superb cast (Elliott Gould, Donald Sutherland, Oscar-nominated Sally Kellerman, Robert Duvall and Gary Burghoff) went on to reprise his role as Radar in the popular, long-running TV series. 
Other 50s and 60s War Films: 
Most war films in the 1950s ignored the Korean conflict, however, and instead looked back at both earlier world wars with films mixing entertainment, history, and drama. Top stars Humphrey Bogart (in an Oscar-winning performance as a cynical, alcoholic boat owner) and Katharine Hepburn (as a stubborn, indomitable spinster missionary) starred together in John Huston's exciting World War I adventure film 
The African Queen (1951)
, shot on location in Africa. Together, as representatives of the American and British positions, they confronted the Germans on the geographical margins of the major conflict. 
Director Edward Dmytryk's The Caine Mutiny (1954), another film with Bogart and an adaptation of the Pulitzer Prize-winning Herman Wouk novel, told the story of shipboard conflict and a mutiny aboard a WWII naval vessel (USS Caine), and the subsequent court-martial trial of the paranoid ship's captain. Billy Wilder's Stalag 17 (1952) examined a group of G.I.s (including Best Actor-winning William Holden) who were thrown together in the notorious German WWII prison camp, Stalag 17. Guy Hamilton's The Battle of Britain (1969), with Michael Caine, Christopher Plummer and Robert Shaw as RAF pilots, accurately captured how valiant the British were 'under fire' during the many air battles and bombing raids of the German Luftwaffe in the summer and autumn of 1940. The true, gripping espionage tale The Man Who Never Was (1955) told of how British intelligence agents fooled the Nazis with fake invasion plans planted on an Allied corpse. Stanley Kramer's chilling On the Beach (1959) dramatized the results of global nuclear war for the last survivors in Australia. 
Another very effective anti-war film of WW I was Stanley Kubrick's 
Paths Of Glory (1957)
, a tale of the fate confronting scapegoated, innocent French soldiers wrongfully brought before a court-martial trial before their execution. The insanity and absurdity of war was never better told in its story of corruption in the French High Command, with Kirk Douglas as the commander of the French regiment stationed along the Western Front. Its WWI warfare scenes, with technically-brilliant tracking shots in the trenches, are some of the most realistic ever filmed. [Australian director Bruce Beresford's courtroom drama Breaker Morant (1980), with English actor Edward Woodward, told a similar story of three British soldiers in the Boer War at the turn of the century, as members of the Bushveldt Carboniers, who were scapegoated and placed on trial for court-martial for shooting POW's.] The UK's historical epic Zulu (1964) recreated the 1879 Zulu warrior siege of Rorke's Drift, a South African outpost held by outnumbered British-Welsh soldiers in Natal, Africa. 
There were two Civil War era war films in the 50s. The confusion and fear of the wartime experience for a young, recruited Civil War Union soldier was presented in John Huston's The Red Badge of Courage (1951), an adaptation of Stephen Crane's 1894 novel, with real-life war hero Audie Murphy in the anti-heroic lead role. Another Civil War film, John's Ford's The Horse Soldiers (1959) (Ford's only Civil War film), starred John Wayne as the tough leader of a contingent of Union soldiers, sent on a mission into Confederate territory in Louisiana to destroy a railroad line and cut off supplies. 
Director David Lean's only pure war film was Columbia's 
The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957)
, a powerful, award-winning, widescreen action/drama and perceptive character study. Its main focus was the 'madness' of war - exemplified by the clash of wills between two fanatical military leaders: Japanese Col. Saito (Sessue Hayakawa) and British Col. Nicholson (Alec Guinness), during the 1943 construction by British POWs of a bridge for the Burma-Siam railway. Robert Wise's The Sand Pebbles (1966), starred Steve McQueen as a naval machinist's mate on board a US naval gunboat (captained by Richard Crenna) on the Yangtze River on the eve of the 1926 Chinese revolution. Its story of tragic warfare and a failed mission (a veiled and subtle comment upon the Vietnam War) was expressed by McQueen's final words: "What the hell happened?" 
Black Comedies/War Films: 
War films that satirized the insanity of war, known as black comedies, included: 
· the Marx Brothers' classic 
Duck Soup (1933)

· Billy Wilder's black comedy/drama Stalag 17 (1953) with Best Actor-winning William Holden, perfectly captured the situation of U.S. POW soldiers in a Nazi prison camp during WWII [The setting of the film was later adapted for the TV series Hogan's Heroes] 
· Stanley Kubrick's masterful anti-war film of the nuclear age, 
Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb (1964)
, similar to Sidney Lumet's Fail-Safe (1964) about a computer malfunction that triggers a nuclear war, with Peter Sellers playing three roles
· Mike Nichols' anti-war satire about the absurdities of war, Catch-22 (1970), told about a defiant WWII bomber pilot (Alan Arkin), one of many fliers stationed in the Mediterranean trying to escape the conflict
· Robert Altman's M*A*S*H (1970), already mentioned
· Ivan Reitman's irreverent military comedy Stripes (1981) focused on the misadventures of unemployed loser Bill Murray as a misfit volunteer in the Armed Forces 
· Robin Williams starred as an irreverent and antagonistic Air Forces Radio disk jockey who boosted GI morale in Barry Levinson's Good Morning, Vietnam (1987) with manic commentary and straight-forward news, but alienated other superior officers
Epic War Films: 
During the 1960s and 70s, a number of war films returned to WWII as their well-documented backdrop. They were often fact-based, historical or biographical epics, such as the following: 

· producer Darryl F. Zanuck's authentic-looking, 3-hour black and white war epic The Longest Day (1962) (dubbed "Z-Day" when the producer bailed out the film with his own finances) about the Normandy landing on D-Day (June 6, 1944) (restaged in Corsica); this landmark film was told from four points of view, with four directors (American, English, French, and German) and in three languages; it required 43 major roles and 23,000 extras
· the Cinerama spectacle of the German's last major stand in Ken Annakin's The Battle of the Bulge (1965) with Henry Fonda and Robert Shaw
· Franklin J. Schaffner's complex biopic Patton (1970) with Oscar-winning George C. Scott (who refused the award) as the legendary, heroically-crazed, and controversial "Old Blood and Guts" military genius, and Karl Malden as the balanced Gen. Omar Bradley
· the Japanese-American co-produced film Tora! Tora! Tora! (1970) of the Pearl Harbor attack told from the perspective of both sides
· Jack Smight's Midway (1976), about the surprise American victory over the Japanese fleet in 1942, with a cast including Charlton Heston, Henry Fonda, Glenn Ford, and Robert Mitchum
· Roland Joffe's Fat Man and Little Boy (1989) about The Manhattan Project which tested and manufactured the devastating atomic bombs that fell on Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

Most of the other war films at this time were all-star World War II buddy films, typically with large groups of stars bonded together in exciting, old-fashioned wartime situations. Films in this category included: 
· J. Lee Thompson's thrilling adventure film The Guns of Navarone (1961) with Gregory Peck heading a guerrilla mission to destroy a German cave fortress with giant, long-range guns
· John Sturges' star-studded POW prison break film The Great Escape (1963), based on a true story of Allied servicemen during World War II, with Steve McQueen as the "Cooler King" 
· Mark Robson's Von Ryan's Express (1965), with Frank Sinatra as the head of a group of escaped POWs in Italy
· The Blue Max (1966), with George Peppard in the starring role as Bruno Stachel, a WWI German bi-plane bomber flier
· Robert Aldrich's The Dirty Dozen (1967), about a group of a dozen death-row military convicts (including Telly Savalas, Donald Sutherland, Jim Brown, John Cassavetes, Charles Bronson, Robert Ryan, George Kennedy and more) sent on a suicide mission (headed by a tough Lee Marvin) behind Nazi enemy lines to destroy a French chateau
· Brian G. Hutton's Where Eagles Dare (1969), with Richard Burton as a secret agent leading a team on a mission to prevent D-Day
· Hutton's Kelly's Heroes (1970) - an offbeat variation on The Dirty Dozen, in which Clint Eastwood (as 'Kelly') and a group of American soldiers decide to steal $16 million of plundered gold bullion behind Nazi enemy lines during WWII
· Richard Attenborough's big-budget A Bridge Too Far (1977) with an all-star cast, adapted from Cornelius Ryan's epic book, told of a daring and failed 1944 WWII mission behind enemy lines in Holland to capture a series of bridges
· Guy Hamilton's Force 10 From Navarone (1978), the 'sequel' to the earlier The Guns of Navarone, with another group of Allied commandos (including Robert Shaw and Harrison Ford) attempting to blow up a Nazi bridge in war-torn Yugoslavia
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	WAR and ANTI-WAR FILMS


Vietnam-War Related Films: 

The Vietnam-War experience produced only one film during the actual era of conflict and it was one of the worst films ever made about Vietnam: the propagandistic, pro-war The Green Berets (1968), a jingoistic, heavy-handed, gung-ho action film starring John Wayne as the leader of elite, hand-picked Special Forces troops. 
It took Hollywood a few years into the 1970s, after the end of the war in mid-1975, until it could no longer ignore the subject of the unpopular Vietnam War. The film industry soon released films of greater substance and violence on the subject of Vietnam, and realistically examined the disturbing effects of the war. [Interesting to note was that almost all of the films about Vietnam didn't include the word 'Vietnam' in the film's title.] 
Sidney Furie's character study 'sleeper' film The Boys in Company C (1977) was one of the first realistic Vietnam war films, about five young and green Marine recruits sent over to fight in SE Asia. Ted Post's under-rated and mostly ignored, low-budget Go Tell the Spartans (1978) examined the 1964 pre-Vietnam War situation in S. Vietnam, with Burt Lancaster as a burned-out, hard-boiled Major in an 'advisory' role in the Military Assistance Advisory Group at Penang. The film commented on American innocence and naivete just before massive American involvement. The classic but controversial Vietnam film, Michael Cimino's compelling Best Picture-winning character study The Deer Hunter (1978), told about three young patriotic steelworkers (Robert De Niro, Christopher Walken, and John Savage) from a Pennsylvania town who found only horror and death in Vietnam. 
The thought-provoking film Coming Home (1978), set in 1968, dramatized the difficulties of post-Vietnam war adjustment experienced within a romantic triangle of characters. While her Marine captain husband (Bruce Dern) was away at war, a housewife (Jane Fonda) volunteered at a San Diego VA Hospital and became unfaithful and intimately involved with one of the paraplegic patients (Jon Voight). Francis Ford Coppola's harrowing epic vision of the madness of the war in Vietnam, 
Apocalypse Now (1979)
 was an exceptionally spectacular war movie loosely based on Joseph Conrad's 1911 novel Heart of Darkness. An American military assassin (Martin Sheen) was commissioned to journey upriver into Cambodia to 'terminate without prejudice' an insane, renegade colonel (Marlon Brando). [The film was later re-released in a new version, Apocalypse Now Redux (2001) with expanded and re-edited footage.] Coppola also directed the grim military drama Gardens of Stone (1987) about the decorated veterans of the Third Infantry (the elite Old Guard) who patrolled, guarded, and served at ceremonial funerals at Arlington National Cemetery. In the realistic drama The Hanoi Hilton (1987), the focus was on the sufferings, torture and brutal treatment American POWs experienced while in North Vietnam's Hoa Lo Prison, the most infamous prisoner of war camp in Hanoi. 
Critically-acclaimed films in the 1980s also examined the Vietnam experience, portraying war as a living hell. The Killing Fields (1984) was an emotionally-moving drama based upon the events surrounding the fall of Cambodia and the American evacuation from the novel The Death and Life of Dith Pran by Sydney Schanberg. It was an account of the friendship between a NY Times reporter and his Cambodian interpreter. Stanley Kubrick's adaptation of Gustav Hasford's The Short Timers was Full Metal Jacket (1987). In two parts, the film presented the exploits of a recruited young Marine Corps soldier (Matthew Modine) with his realistic, dehumanizing South Carolina boot-camp training experience on Parris Island (under drill instructor Lee Ermey), his work as a photojournalist for a military magazine, and his combat soldiering in the 1968 Tet offensive. In a lighter vein, Barry Levinson's Good Morning, Vietnam (1987) was centered on the irreverent, non-conformist, early morning disc-jockey Adrian Cronauer (Robin Williams), heard on Armed Services Radio during the Vietnam conflict. 
Other 1980s and After - More War Films About Various Conflicts: 
In the 1980s, the Sylvester Stallone, 'feel-good' action/war Rambo 'trilogy' with a misfit super-hero, self-righteously portrayed a revenge-seeking, brooding ex-Green Beret Vietnam veteran named John Rambo. He was forced to battle against a variety of enemies in the Pacific Northwest, including a small-town sheriff, a posse, and hundreds of National Guardsmen. These films provided a shallow commentary on the real US conflict in Vietnam: 
· First Blood (1982)
· Rambo: First Blood Part II (1985)
· Rambo III (1988)
Actor Chuck Norris' Vietnam-based box-office smash Missing in Action (1984), a fantasy action film, followed the exploits of an ex-Vietnam POW attempting to rescue other MIA-POWs in the Vietnamese jungle. For the most part, these were pro-military action films disguised as war films with big stars and dazzling special effects during war sequences. There has been the tendency to modify the war-historical events in order to fit the story into the Hollywood mold of war films to tell a story of heroic courage, or to praise Americanism under fire, etc., and make a commercially-viable film. Two such examples included Sidney Furie's hostage-rescue action thriller Iron Eagle (1985), and Tony Scott's slick blockbuster about Navy fighter pilots Top Gun (1986), starring Tom Cruise. The three-handkerchief 'soap opera' An Officer and a Gentleman (1982) told a touching story of romance in a military setting. Michael Bay's Pearl Harbor (2001) highlighted a love triangle amidst the backdrop of a realistic, special effects-heavy attack on the Hawaiian Pearl Harbor base. 
More realistically, director-writer Samuel Fuller's The Big Red One (1980) captured the terror of ill-advised combat in a semi-autobiographical account of a foot-soldier's squadron in the US Army's First Infantry Division (its insignia was dubbed 'The Big Red One') and its intrepid sergeant (played by Lee Marvin) during WWII. It followed their progress from North Africa through Sicily, Omaha Beach and Belgium to the ultimate horror of the concentration camp at Falkenau, Czechoslovakia. Director Peter Weir's heart-wrenching Australian film Gallipoli (1981) was set during WWI - a rich character study of two idealistic best friends in the Australian army (one of whom was a young Mel Gibson in a star-making role) who would vainly fight the German-allied Turks at Gallipoli in 1915. 
The adventure film Uncommon Valor (1983) featured Gene Hackman as a retired Marine Colonel and frustrated father who took matters into his own hands to find his MIA son by bringing together the remaining members of his son's platoon for an attempted, daring POW rescue. Actor-producer-director Clint Eastwood's Heartbreak Ridge (1986) depicted an aging, grizzled Marine gunnery sergeant whose days in the military were numbered, but redeemed with one final chance to train a green platoon to invade Grenada in 1983. And John Milius' Red Dawn (1984) depicted the invasion of the United States by Russian and Cuban paratroopers, and the country's defense provided guerrilla warfare-style by Midwestern, teenaged high school students (Charlie Sheen, Jennifer Grey, Lea Thompson, and Patrick Swayze). 
John Irvin's realistic and disturbing view of the Vietnam struggle in Hamburger Hill (1987), a return to the conventional kind of WWII combat film (transposed to 1969 Vietnam), traced the brutal experiences of a group of GI infantrymen of the 101st Airborne Division from their initial training to their pointless deaths during a fierce, 10-day battle for Ap Bia Mountain (Hamburger Hill). Patrick Sheane Duncan's documentary style film 84 Charlie Mopic (1989) provided a devastating, nightmarish tour of the horrors of Vietnam around 1969 in a filming mission by an army motion picture (MOPIC) cameraman on the front lines. Brian De Palma's thought-provoking Casualties of War (1989) told the true story (from a New Yorker article by Daniel Lang) of a decent Army private (Michael J. Fox) who refused to overlook his squadron's moral responsibility for the kidnap, sexual assault/gang rape, and murder of a native Vietnamese female. Randall Wallace's factual tribute film We Were Soldiers (2002), starring Mel Gibson, chronicled the US' first major bloody, heroic engagement (part of the Pleiku Campaign) between the First Battalion, Seventh Cavalry and the N. Vietnamese in late 1965. (Gibson also starred in Roland Emmerich's melodramatic The Patriot (2000), a tale of Revolutionary War revenge.) 
Oliver Stone's Vietnam Trilogy: 
Writer/director film-maker Oliver Stone, a veteran of the Vietnam War himself, presented a Vietnam 'trilogy': 
1. the ultra-realistic, gutsy and insightful Best Picture-winning film Platoon (1986) - one of the finest, most-acclaimed combat films ever produced regarding the Vietnam War, about the testing of a young infantryman (a star-making role for Charlie Sheen) in the 25th Infantry (Bravo Company) by his two superiors - contrasting Sergeants (tough/compassionate Willem Dafoe and hard/callous Tom Berenger); the popular film won five Oscars, including Best Picture
2. Born on the Fourth of July (1989) (for which Stone won his second Best Director award) - a screen biography of Ron Kovic (Tom Cruise), a Vietnam War recruit and an embittered, disenchanted anti-war activist/paraplegic after rehabilitation
3. Heaven and Earth (1993), about the aftermath of the war reflected in the relationship between a Vietnamese woman and the American soldier (Tommy Lee Jones) she married
Three War Film Best Picture Nominees in 1998:
In 1998 alone, there were three highly popular WWII films, all nominated for Best Picture (but Shakespeare in Love (1998) took the top prize). Writer/director Terrence Malick demonstrated his film-making talent (after an absence of 25 years) with an ethereal re-make of the 1964 film of James Jones' novel about the WWII attack on the strategic island of Guadalcanal - The Thin Red Line (1998). [The film was actually a remake of director Andrew Marton's under-rated The Thin Red Line (1964) with Keir Dullea.] And Steven Spielberg won as Best Director for his monumental recreation of the gory D-Day assault that opened Saving Private Ryan (1998) - a realistic drama about eight WWII soldiers sent into enemy territory to rescue the sole surviving son of a family. The third film was Italian film-maker Roberto Benigni's bittersweet Holocaust fable Life is Beautiful (1998), the Best Foreign Language film of the year. 
American Civil War Films: 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, two realistic Civil War films were released: 
· Edward Zwick's true-account Glory (1989), one of the best historical war stories about the first unit of black soldiers (including Best Supporting Actor-winner Denzel Washington and Morgan Freeman) - the 54th Regiment of Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry led by Robert Gould Shaw (Matthew Broderick)
· writer-director Ronald F. Maxwell's outstanding epic Gettysburg (1993), based on Michael Shaara's Pulitzer Prize-winning novel The Killer Angels, about the famous Civil War battle of July, 1863; Maxwell's four-hour historical-dramatic sequel (actually prequel) was Gods and Generals (2003), based on Jeff Shaara's novel of the same name, with Jeff Daniels reprising his role as Union Colonel Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, and the battles that led up to Gettysburg (at Manassas, Antietam, Frederickburg, and Chancellorsville); these two films were part of a promised trilogy
Later in the decade, director Ang Lee's war drama Ride With the Devil (1999) told about two Southern friends fighting guerrilla-style and side-by-side on the Kansas-Missouri border (with singer Jewel in her acting debut). 
Spy/Espionage War-Related Films: 
Most of the secret agent James Bond action films, beginning with Dr. No (1962), owe their origins to world-dominating tyrants, the Cold War and the Red Menace. Even after the Cold War ended and the agonizing post-Vietnam War period was over, Hollywood produced a number of high-tech, spectacular action-hero films with war-time suspense and superpower conflicts and thrills. These suspenseful spy and espionage films were filled with situations of military and political strife, CIA intrigue, terrorism, submarines, and nuclear warfare, etc. The following were representative examples of these political thrillers: 
· No Way Out (1987)
· The Hunt for Red October (1990) - the first of films starring the character of Jack Ryan (adapted from Tom Clancy's novels), with Alec Baldwin
· Patriot Games (1992), with Harrison Ford as Jack Ryan
· Clear and Present Danger (1994), again with Harrison Ford
· Crimson Tide (1995)
· The Sum of All Fears (2002), with Ben Affleck reprising the role of Jack Ryan
Holocaust Films: 
Steven Spielberg's award-winning epic 
Schindler's List (1993)
 presented the devastating story of the Holocaust through the actions of womanizing German industrialist/war profiteer Oscar Schindler (Liam Neeson) who saved a thousand Jewish lives. Spielberg also explored the Holocaust in his documentary project The Last Days (1999) that brought together the stories of five survivors. And exiled Best Director Roman Polanski's The Pianist (2002), with a Best Actor Oscar for lead actor Adrien Brody, was the harrowing story of survival for Jewish musician Wladyslaw Szpilman during the Holocaust. 
War - The Ultimate 'Reality TV': 
1991's Gulf War military action as Operation Desert Storm was first examined in Courage Under Fire (1996), and then in director David O. Russell's absurdist Three Kings (1999) with George Clooney and Mark Wahlberg. Jean-Jacques Annaud's Enemy at the Gates (2001) went back in history to tell the factual account of the 1942-1943 battle of Stalingrad, a major turning point in WWII. But director John Moore's pro-military action adventure Behind Enemy Lines (2001) with Gene Hackman was set amidst the backdrop of the recent Balkan-Bosnian struggle. Ridley Scott's suspenseful Black Hawk Down (2001) recreated the bloody events surrounding the tragic October, 1993 American ground-force siege of the war-torn Somalian city of Mogadishu. John Woo's Windtalkers (2002) dramatized how a battle-weary, WWII Marine (Nicolas Cage) guarded and befriended a Navajo soldier with code-talking secrets. 
The 'Second' Gulf War (Operation Iraqui Freedom) may soon be the source of future Hollywood interpretations, but it appears that American audiences do not want realistic war dramas -- war is the ultimate 'reality TV' -- during actual wartime. Collateral Damage (2002), an Arnold Schwarzenegger vehicle, about a Los Angeles firefighter seeking revenge for a terrorist bombing (a drug-related, non-Middle Eastern attack), was postponed and delayed in release following the September 11th tragedy, and still did poorly at the box-office.
 Notes from The War Room
by Terry Southern


Reprinted from the journal "Grand Street", issue #49


1962. It was a death-gray afternoon in early December and the first snow of the New England winter had just begun. Outside my window, between the house and the banks of the frozen stream, great silver butterfly flakes floated and fluttered in the failing light. Beyond the stream, past where the evening mist had begun to rise, it was possible, with a scintilla of imagination, to make out the solemnly moving figures in the Bradbury story about the Book People; in short, a magical moment -- suddenly undone by the ringing of a telephone somewhere in the house, and then, closer at hand, my wife's voice in a curious sing-song: 
"It's big Stan Kubrick on the line from Old Smoke." 
I had once jokingly referred to Kubrick, whom I had never met but greatly admired, as "big Stan Kubrick" because I liked the ring and lilt of it. "Get big Stan Kubrick on the line in Old Smoke," I had said, "I'm ready with my incisive critique of Killer's Kiss." And my wife, not one to be bested, had taken it up. 
"Big Stan Kubrick," she repeated, "on the line from Old Smoke." 
"Don't fool around," I said. I knew I would soon be on the hump with Mr. Snow Shovel and I was in no mood for her brand of tomfoolery. 
"I'm not fooling around," she said. "It's him all right, or at least his assistant." 
I won't attempt to reconstruct the conversation; suffice to say he told me he was going to make a film about "our failure to understand the dangers of nuclear war." He said that he had thought of the story as a "straightforward melodrama" until this morning, when he "woke up and realized that nuclear war was too outrageous, too fantastic to be treated in any conventional manner." He said he could only see it now as "some kind of hideous joke." He told me that he had read a book of mine which contained, as he put it, "certain indications" that I might be able to help him with the script. 
I later learned the curious genesis of all this: during the '50s I was friends with the English writer Jonathan Miller. I knew him for quite a while before I discovered that he was a doctor -- of the sort who could write you a prescription for something like Seconal -- at which point I beseeched him to become my personal physician and perhaps suggest something for my chronic insomnia. To encourage his acceptance, I gave him a copy of my recently published novel, The Magic Christian, which had been favorably reviewed in the Observer by the great English novelist Henry Green. Miller was impressed, at least enough to recommend it to his friend Peter Sellers. Peter liked it to the improbable degree that he went straight to the publisher and bought a hundred copies to give to his friends. One such friend, as luck would have it, was Stanley Kubrick. 
At Shepperton Studios in London, Kubrick had set up his "Command Post" in a snug office that overlooked two wintering lilac bushes and, poetically enough, the nest of an English nightingale. Next to his big desk, and flush against it, stood an elegant wrought-iron stand that resembled a pedestal, and on top of the stand, at desk level, was one of the earliest, perhaps the very first, of the computerized "chess-opponents," which they had just begun to produce in West Germany and Switzerland. It was a sturdy, workman-like model, black with brushed-metal lettering across the front: GRAND MASTER LEVEL 
"I have perfected my endgame," Kubrick said, "to such a degree that I can now elude the stratagems of this so-called opponent," he gave a curt nod toward the computer, "until the proverbial cows come home.... Would that I could apply my newly acquired skill," he went on, "vis-a-vis a certain Mo Rothman at Columbia Pix." 
Mo Rothman, I was to learn, was the person Columbia Pictures had designated executive producer on the film, which meant that he was the bridge, the connection, the interpreter, between the otherwise incomprehensible artist and the various moneybags incarnate who were financing the film. As to whether or not the streetwise" Mo Rothman was a good choice for this particular project, I believe the jury is still out. Once, when Kubrick was out of the office, Rothman insisted on giving me the following message: 
"Just tell Stanley," he said in a tone of clamor and angst, "that New York does not see anything funny about the end of the world!" And then added, not so much as an afterthought as a simple Pavlovian habit he'd acquired, "as we know it." 
I realized he had no idea whom he was talking to, so I took a flyer. "Never mind New York," I said with a goofy inflection, "What about Gollywood?" 
This got a rise out of him like a shot of crystal meth. 
"Gollywood?" he said loudly. "Who the hell is this?" 
The Corporate, that is to say, studio reasoning about this production affords an insight as to why so many such projects are doomed, creatively speaking, from the get-go. It was their considered judgment that the success of the film Lolita resulted solely from the gimmick of Peter Sellers playing several roles. 
"What we are dealing with," said Kubrick at our first real talk about the situation, "is film by fiat, film by frenzy." What infuriated him most was that the "brains" of the production company could evaluate the entire film -- commercially, aesthetically, morally, whatever -- in terms of the tour de force performance of one actor. I was amazed that he handled it as well as he did. "I have come to realize," he explained, "that such crass and grotesque stipulations are the sine qua non of the motion-picture business." And it was in this spirit that he accepted the studio's condition that this film, as yet untitled, "would star Peter Sellers in at least four major roles." 
It was thus understandable that Kubrick should practically freak when a telegram from Peter arrived one morning: 
Dear Stanley: I am so very sorry to tell you that I am having serious difficulty with the various roles. Now hear this: there is no way, repeat, no way, I can play the Texas pilot, 'Major King Kong.' I have a complete block against that accent. Letter from Okin [his agent] follows. Please forgive.
Peter S. 
For a few days Kubrick had been in the throes of a Herculean effort to give up cigarettes and had forbidden smoking anywhere in the building. Now he immediately summoned his personal secretary and assistant to bring him a pack pronto. 
That evening he persuaded me, since I had been raised in Texas, to make a tape of Kong's dialogue, much of which he had already written (his announcement of the bomb targets and his solemn reading of the Survival Kit Contents, etc.). In the days that followed, as scenes in the plane were written I recorded them on tape so that they would be ready for Sellers, if and when he arrived. Kubrick had been on the phone pleading with him ever since receiving the telegram. When he finally did show up, he had with him the latest state-of-the-art portable tape recorder, specially designed for learning languages. Its ultrasensitive earphones were so over-sized they resembled some kind of eccentric hat or space headgear. From the office we would see Sellers pacing between the lilac bushes, script in hand, his face tiny and obscured beneath his earphones. Kubrick found it a disturbing image. "Is he kidding?" he said. "That's exactly the sort of thing that would bring some Brit heat down for weirdness." I laughed, but he wasn't joking. He phoned the production manager, Victor Linden, right away. 
"Listen, Victor," I heard him say, "you'd better check out Pete and those earphones. He may be stressing... Well, I think he ought to cool it with the earphones. Yeah, it looks like he's trying to ridicule the BBC or something, know what I'm saying? All we need is to get shut down for a crazy stunt like that. Jesus Christ." 
Victor Linden was the quintessential thirty-five-year-old English gentleman of the Eton-Oxford persuasion, the sort more likely to join the Foreign Office than the film industry; and, in fact, on more than one occasion I overheard him saying, "With some of us, dear boy, the wags begin at Calais." 
As production manager, it was his job to arrange for, among other things, accommodations for members of the company, including a certain yours truly. "I've found some digs for you," he said, "in Knightsbridge, not far from Stanley's place. I'm afraid they may not be up to Beverly Hills standards, but I think you'll find them quite pleasant.... The main thing, of course, is that you'll be close to Stanley, because of his writing plan." 
Stanley's "writing plan" proved to be a dandy. At five A.M., the car would arrive, a large black Bentley, with a back seat the size of a small train compartment -- two fold-out desk tops, perfect over the-left-shoulder lighting, controlled temperature, dark gray windows. In short, an ideal no-exit writing situation. The drive from London to Shepperton took an hour more or less, depending on the traffic and the density of the unfailing fog. During this trip we would write and rewrite, usually the pages to be filmed that day. 
It was at a time when the Cold War was at its most intense. As part of the American defense strategy, bombing missions were flown daily toward targets deep inside the Soviet Union, each B-52 carrying a nuclear bomb more powerful than those used on Hiroshima and Nagasaki combined. Bombers were instructed to continue their missions unless they received the recall code at their "fail-safe" points. 
In my Knightsbridge rooms, I carefully read Red Alert, a book written by an ex-RAF intelligence officer named Peter George that had prompted Stanley's original interest. Perhaps the best thing about the book was the fact that the national security regulations in England, concerning what could and could not be published, were extremely lax by American standards. George had been able to reveal details concerning the "fail-safe" aspect of nuclear deterrence (for example, the so-called black box and the CRM Discriminator) -- revelations that, in the spy-crazy U.S.A. of the Cold War era, would have been downright treasonous. Thus the entire complicated technology of nuclear deterrence in Dr Strangelove was based on a bedrock of authenticity that gave the film what must have been its greatest strength: credibility. 
The shooting schedule, which had been devised by Victor Linden and of course Kubrick -- who scarcely let as much as a trouser pleat go unsupervised -- called for the series of scenes that take place inside a B-52 bomber to be filmed first. Peter Sellers had mastered the tricky Texas twang without untoward incident, and then had completed the first day's shooting of Major Kong's lines in admirable fashion. Kubrick was delighted. The following morning, however, we were met at the door by Victor Linden. 
"Bad luck," he said, with a touch of grim relish, "Sellers has taken a fall Last night, in front of that Indian restaurant in King's Road. You know the one, Stanley, the posh one you detested. Well, he slipped getting out of the car. Rather nasty I'm afraid. Sprain of ankle, perhaps a hairline fracture." The injury was not as serious as everyone had feared it might be. Sellers arrived at the studio shortly after lunch, and worked beautifully through a couple of scenes. Everything seemed fine until we broke for tea and Kubrick remarked in the most offhand manner, "Ace [the co-pilot] is sitting taller than Peter." 
Almost immediately, he announced that we would do a run-through of another scene (much further along in the shooting schedule), which required Major Kong to move from the cockpit to the bomb-bay area via two eight-foot ladders. Sellers negotiated the first, but coming down the second, at about the fourth rung from the bottom, one of his legs abruptly buckled, and he tumbled and sprawled, in obvious pain, on the unforgiving bomb-bay floor. 
It was Victor Linden who again brought the bad news, the next day, after Sellers had undergone a physical exam in Harley Street. "The completion-bond people," he announced gravely, "know about Peter's injury and the physical demands of the Major Kong role. They say they'll pull out if he plays the part." Once that grim reality had sunk in, Kubrick's response was an extraordinary tribute to Sellers as an actor: "I can't replace him with another actor, we've got to get an authentic character from life, someone whose acting career is secondary -- a real-life cowboy." Kubrick, however, had not visited the United States in about fifteen years, and was not familiar with the secondary actors of the day. He asked for my opinion and I immediately suggested big Dan ("Hoss Cartwright") Blocker. He hadn't heard of Blocker, or even -- so eccentrically isolated had he become -- of the TV show Bonanza. 
"How big a man is he?" Stanley asked. 
"Bigger than John Wayne," I said. 
We looked up his picture in a copy of The Player's Guide and Stanley decided to go with him without further query. He made arrangements for a script to be delivered to Blocker that afternoon, but a cabled response from Blocker's agent arrived in quick order: "Thanks a lot, but the material is too pinko for Dan. Or anyone else we know for that matter. Regards, Leibman, CMA." 
As I recall, this was the first hint that this sort of political interpretation of our work-in-progress might exist. Stanley seemed genuinely surprised and disappointed. Linden, however, was quite resilient. "Pinko. . ." he said with a sniff. "Unless I'm quite mistaken, an English talent agency would have used the word subversive."' 
Years earlier, while Kubrick was directing the western called One Eyed Jacks (his place was taken by Marlon "Bud" Brando, the producer and star of the film, following an ambiguous contretemps), he'd noticed the authentic qualities of the most natural thespian to come out of the west, an actor with the homey sobriquet of Slim Pickens. 
Slim Pickens, born Lotus Bert Lindley in Texas in 1919, was an unschooled cowhand who traveled the rodeo circuit from El Paso to Montana, sometimes competing in events, other times performing the dangerous work of rodeo clown -- distracting the bulls long enough for injured cowboys to be removed from the arena. At one point, a friend persuaded him to accept work as a stunt rider in westerns. During an open call for One Eyed Jacks, Brando noticed him and cast him in the role of the uncouth deputy sheriff. Except for the occasional stunt work on location, Slim had never been anywhere off the small-town western rodeo circuit, much less outside the U.S. When his agent told him about this remarkable job in England, he asked what he should wear on his trip there. His agent told him to wear whatever he would if he were "going into town to buy a sack of feed" -- which meant his Justin boots and wide-brimmed Stetson. 
"He's in the office with Victor," Stanley said, "and I don't think they can understand each other. Victor said he arrived in costume. Go and see if he's all right. Ask him if his hotel is okay and all that." When I reached the production office, I saw Victor first, his face furrowed in consternation as he perched in the center of his big Eames wingbat. Then I saw Slim Pickens, who was every inch and ounce the size of the Duke, leaning one elbow to the wall, staring out the window. 
"This place," I heard him drawl, "would make one helluva good horse pasture ... if there's any water." 
"Oh, I believe there's water, all right," Victor was absurdly assuring him when he saw me. "Ah, there you are, dear boy," he said. "This is Mr. Slim Pickens. This is Terry Southern." We shook hands, Slim grinning crazily. 
"Howdy," he drawled, as gracious as if I were a heroine in an old western. "Mighty proud to know yuh." I went straight to our little makeshift bar, where I had stashed a quart of Wild Turkey specifically for the occasion, which I was ballpark certain would meet his requirements. 
"Do you reckon it's too early for a drink, Slim?" I asked. He guffawed, then shook his head and crinkled his nose, as he always did when about to put someone on. "Wal, you know ah think it was jest this mornin' that ah was tryin' to figure out if and when ah ever think it was too early fer a drink, an' damned if ah didn't come up bone dry! Hee-hee-hee!" He cackled his falsetto laugh. "Why hell yes, I'll have a drink with you. Be glad to." 
"How about you, Victor?" I asked. His reply was a small explosion of coughs and "hrumphs." 
"Actually, it is a bit early for me in point of fact," he spluttered. "I've got all those bloody meetings... ." I poured a couple and handed one to Slim. 
"Stanley wanted me to find out if you got settled in at your hotel, Slim, and if everything is all right." Slim had this unusual habit of sometimes prefacing his reply to a question with a small grimace and a wipe of his mouth against the back of his hand, a gesture of modesty or self-deprecation somehow. "Wal," he said, "it's like this ole friend of mine from Oklahoma says: jest gimme a pair of loose-fittin' shoes, some tight pussy, and a warm place to shit, an' ah'll be all right." 
We were occupying three of the big sound stages at Shepperton: one of them for the War Room set, another for bomber set and a third that accommodated two smaller sets, General Ripper's office, including its corridor with Coke machine and telephone booth ("If you try any perversion in there, I'll blow your head off "), and the General Turgidson motel-room set. The B-52 set, where we were shooting at the time, consisted of an actual B-52 bomber, or at least its nose and forward fuselage, suspended about fifteen feet above the floor of the stage. They were between takes when I climbed into the cockpit area where they were doing "character shots": individual close-ups of the co-pilot scrutinizing a Penthouse centerfold, the navigator practicing his card tricks, the radar operator wistfully reading a letter from home. Short snippets of action meant to establish the crew as legendary boy-next-door types. Conspicuously absent from the line-up was the bombardier and single black member of the crew, James Earl Jones, or Jimmy, as everyone called him. A classic thespian of high purpose, Jones was about as cultured and scholarly as it is possible for an actor to be, with a voice and presence that were invariably compared to Paul Robeson's. 
Kubrick came over to where I was standing, but he remained absorbed in what he called "this obligatory Our Town character crap that always seems to come off like a parody of All Quiet on the Western Front," a movie that took an outlandish amount of time to focus on the individual behavioral quirks of every man in the regiment. "The only rationale for doing it now," Kubrick said, "is that you're making fun of that historic and corny technique of character delineation." Just as he started to go back to the camera, I saw that his eye was caught by something off the set. "Look at that," he said, "Slim and Jimmy are on a collision course." 
Slim was ambling along the apron of the stage toward where Jimmy was sitting by the prop truck absorbed in his script. "Why don't you go down there," Kubrick went on, "and introduce them." It was not so much a question as a very pointed suggestion, perhaps even, it occurred to me, a direct order. I bounded down the scaffolding steps and across the floor of the stage, just in time to intercept Slim in full stride a few feet from where Jimmy was sitting. 
"Hold on there, Slim," I said. "I want you to meet another member of the cast." Jimmy got to his feet. "James Earl Jones -- Slim Pickens." They shook hands but both continued to look equally puzzled. They had obviously never heard of each other. Somehow I knew the best route to some kind of rapprochement would be through Jones. "Slim has just finished working on a picture with Marlon Brando," I said. 
"Oh well," he boomed, "that must have been very interesting indeed.... Yes, I should very much like to hear what it is like to work with the great Mr. Brando." 
As if the question were a cue for a well-rehearsed bit of bumpkin business, Slim began to hem and haw, kicking at an imaginary rock on the floor. "Wal," he drawled, his head to one side, "you know ah worked with Bud Brando for right near a full year, an' durin' that time ah never seen him do one thing that wudn't all man an' all white." 
When I asked Jimmy about it later, he laughed. His laugh, it must be said, is one of the all-time great laughs. "I was beginning to think," and there were tears in his eyes as he said it, "that I must have imagined it." 
The quality of Jones's voice comes through most clearly as he delivers the last line of the Strangelove script before the bomb is released. The ultimate fail-safe device requires the manual operation of two final safety switches, to insure that the bomb will never be dropped by mistake. Major Kong's command over the intercom is brisk: "Release second safety!" Jones's response, although measured, is unhesitating. He reaches out and moves the lever. It is in his acknowledgement of the order, over the intercom, that he manages to imbue the words with the fatalism and pathos of the ages:" Second safety..." 
Not long afterward, we began shooting the famous eleven-minute "lost pie fight," which was to come near the end of the movie. This footage began at a point in the War Room where the Russian ambassador is seen, for the second time, surreptitiously taking photographs of the Big Board, using six or seven tiny spy-cameras disguised as a wristwatch, a diamond ring, a cigarette lighter, and cufflinks. The head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Air Force General Buck Turgidson (George C. Scott) catches him in flagrante and, as before, tackles him and throws him to the floor. They fight furiously until President Merkin Muffley intervenes: 
"This is the War Room, gentlemen! How dare you fight in here!" 
General Turgidson is unfazed. "We've got the Commie rat redhanded this time, Mr. President!" 
The detachment of four military police, which earlier escorted the ambassador to the War Room, stands by as General Turgidson continues: "Mr. President, my experience in these matters of espionage has caused me to be more skeptical than your average Joe. I think these cameras," he indicates the array of ingenious devices, "may be dummy cameras, Just to put us off. I say he's got the real McCoy concealed on his person. I would like to have your permission, Mr. President, to have him fully searched." 
"All right," the President says, "permission granted." 
General Turgidson addresses the military police: "Okay boys, you heard the President. I want you to search the ambassador thoroughly. And due to the tininess of his equipment do not overlook any of the seven bodily orifices." The camera focuses on the face of the ambassador as he listens and mentally calculates the orifices with an expression of great annoyance. 
"Why you capitalist swine!" he roars, and reaches out of the frame to the huge three-tiered table that was wheeled in earlier. Then he turns back to General Turgidson, who now has a look of apprehension on his face as he ducks aside, managing to evade a custard pie that the ambassador is throwing at him. President Muffley has been standing directly behind the general, so that when he ducks, the president is hit directly in the face with the pie. He is so overwhelmed by the sheer indignity of being struck with a pie that he simply blacks out. General Turgidson catches him as he collapses. 
"Gentlemen," he intones, "The president has been struck down, in the prime of his life and his presidency. I say massive retaliation!" And he picks up another pie and hurls it at the ambassador. It misses and hits instead General Faceman, the joint Chief representing the Army. Faceman is furious. 
"You've gone too far this time, Buck!" he says, throwing a pie himself, which hits Admiral Pooper, the Naval Joint Chief who, of course, also retaliates. A monumental pie fight ensues. 
Meanwhile, parallel to the pie-fight sequence, another sequence is occurring. At about the time that the first pie is thrown, Dr. Strangelove raises himself from his wheelchair. Then, looking rather wild-eyed, he shouts, "Mein Fuhrer, I can valk!" He takes a triumphant step forward and pitches flat on his face. He immediately tries to regain the wheelchair, snaking his way across the floor, which is so highly polished and slippery that the wheelchair scoots out of reach as soon as Strangelove touches it. We intercut between the pie fight and Strangelove's snakelike movements -- reach and scoot, reach and scoot -- which suggest a curious, macabre pas de deux. When the chair finally reaches the wall, it shoots sideways across the floor and comes to a stop ten feet away, hopelessly out of reach. 
Strangelove, exhausted and dejected, pulls himself up so that he is sitting on the floor, his back against the wall at the far end of the War Room. He stares for a moment at the surreal activity occurring there, the pie fight appearing like a distant, blurry, white blizzard. The camera moves in on Strangelove as he gazes, expressionless now, at the distant fray. Then, unobserved by him, his right hand slowly rises, moves to the inner pocket of his jacket and, with considerable stealth, withdraws a German Luger pistol and moves the barrel toward his right temple. The hand holding the pistol is seized at the last minute by the free hand and both grapple for its control. The hand grasping the wrist prevails and is able to deflect the pistol's aim so that when it goes off with a tremendous roar, it misses the temple. 
The explosion reverberates with such volume that the pie fight freezes. A tableau, of white and ghostly aspect: Strangelove stares for a moment before realizing that he has gained the upper hand. "Gentlemen," he calls out to them. "Enough of these childish games. Vee hab vork to do. Azzemble here pleeze!" For a moment, no one moves. Then a solitary figure breaks rank: It is General Turgidson, who walks across the room to the wheelchair and pushes it over to the stricken Strangelove. 
"May I help you into your chair, Doctor?" he asks. He begins wheeling Strangelove across the War Room floor, which is now about half a foot deep in custard pie. They move slowly until they reach the president and the Russian ambassador who are sitting cross-legged, facing each other, building a sandcastle. 
"What in Sam Hill --" mutters General Turgidson. 
"Ach," says Strangelove. "I think their minds have snapped under the strain. Perhaps they will have to be institutionalized." 
As they near the pie-covered formation of generals and admirals, General Turgidson announces gravely: "Well, boys, it looks like the future of this great land of ours is going to be in the hands of people like Dr. Strangelove here. So let's hear three for the good doctor!" And as he pushes off again, the eerie formation raise their voices in a thin, apparition-like lamentation: "Hip, hip, hooray, hip, hip, hooray!" followed by Vera Lynn's rendition of "We'll Meet Again." The camera is up and back in a dramatic long shot as General Turgidson moves across the War Room floor in a metaphorical visual marriage of Mad Scientist and United States Military. The End. 
This was a truly fantastic sequence. In the first place it was a strictly one-shot affair; there was neither time nor money to reshoot -- which would have meant cleaning the hundred or so uniforms and buying a thousand more custard pies. The studio representatives, who were skeptical of the scene all along, had been excruciatingly clear about the matter: "We're talkin' one take. One take and you're outta here, even if you only got shit in the can!" 
So it was with considerable trepidation that we screened the results that evening. It must be recalled that each branch of the military service -- Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine -- receives a separate budget that determines the welfare and the life-style of its top brass. The pie fight, at its most contentious and prolonged, was not between the Russian ambassador and the United States military but between the rival branches of the U.S. military, and it represented a bitter and unrelenting struggle for congressional appropriations. This continuing jealousy between service branches, which causes each one to exaggerate its needs, precludes any chance of reducing our absurdly high defense budget. 
The style and mood of the sequence should have reflected these grim circumstances. Kubrick's major goof was his failure to communicate that idea to the sixty or so pie-throwing admirals and generals, so that the prevailing atmosphere, as it came across on the film, might best be described as bacchanalian-with everyone gaily tossing pies, obviously in the highest of spirits. A disaster of, as Kubrick said, "Homeric proportions." Needless to say, the scene was cut. 
It was about this time that word began to reach us, reflecting concern as to the nature of the film in production. Was it anti-American? or just anti-military? And the jackpot question, was it, in fact, anti-American to whatever extent it was anti-military? This "buzz along the Rialto" was occasionally fleshed out by an actual Nosey Parker type dropping in from New York or Hollywood on behalf of Columbia Pictures. They usually traveled in pairs, presumably on the theory that sleaze is more palatable if spread somewhat thin. 
"I feel like Elisha Cook in one of those early Warner films," said Stanley. "You know, when you learn there's a contract out on you, and all you can do is wait for the hit. They're ruthless," he went on, carried away by the film noir image, "absolutely ruthless." 
The early visits of those snoopers (with their little high-speed cameras and voice-activated recorders, which they would try to stash on the set and retrieve later) were harbingers of stressful things to come about nine months later, when the first prints of the film were being sporadically screened at the Gulf and Western Building in New York, and word came back to Old Smoke that the Columbia head honchos, Abe Schneider and Mo Rothman, were never in attendance. 
I overheard Stanley on the phone to New York. "Listen, Mo," he said, "don't you think you ought to have a look at the film you're making?" Afterward he told me: "Mo says they've been too busy with the new Carl Foreman film -- the one with Bing Crosby singing 'White Christmas' while a soldier is being executed. He said, 'It's not so zany as yours, Stanley.' Can you believe it? And that isn't the worst. He also said, get this, he said, 'The publicity department is having a hard time getting a handle on how to promote a comedy about the destruction of the planet." 
It was the first time I had seen Kubrick utterly depressed, and during the ride back to London, he said, "I have the feeling distribution is totally fucked." The next day, however, he was bouncing with optimism and a bold scheme. "I have learned," he said, "that Mo Rothman is a highly serious golfer." In a trice he was on the phone to Abercrombie & Fitch, Manhattan's ultra swank sporting-goods emporium. Some fairly elaborate manipulations (plus an untold cash outlay) got him a "surprise gift" presentation of the store's top-of-the-line electric golf cart, to be delivered to the clubhouse of Rothman's Westchester Country Club. 
It is a sad anticlimax to report the negative response on Rothman's part. "The son of a bitch refused to accept it!" Stanley exclaimed. "He said it would be 'bad form."' 
It soon became apparent that no one in the company wished to be associated with the film, as if they were pretending that it had somehow spontaneously come into existence. Kubrick was hopping. "It's like they think it was some kind of immaculate fucking conception," he exclaimed with the ultra-righteous indignation of someone caught in an unsuccessful bribery attempt. It was difficult to contain him. "'Bad form!"' he kept shouting, "Can you imagine Mo Rothman saying that? His secretary must have taught him that phrase!" 
In the months that followed, the studio continued to distance itself from the film. Even when Strangelove received the infrequent good review, it dismissed the critic as a pinko nutcase and on at least one occasion the Columbia Pictures publicity department defended the company against the film by saying it was definitely not "anti-U.S. military," but "just a zany novelty flick which did not reflect the views of the corporation in any way." This party line persisted, I believe, until about five years ago, when the Library of Congress announced that the film had been selected as one of the fifty greatest American films of all time -- in a ceremony at which I noted Rothman in prominent attendance. Who said satire was "something that closed Wednesday in Philadelphia"? 


Southern also spoke elsewhere regarding some of Kubrick's working habits; the following is excerpted from The Movies, Volume One, No.1, July 1983:


Dark London winter mornings, and I would go over to Kubrick's place in Knightsbridge at about 5:00 AM. We would work in the back seat -- more like a small room than a seat -- of his grand old Bentley, during the long ride to Shepperton Studios. Outside it was pitch black, cold, and fantastic with the all-enveloping London fog. Inside it was warm, glowing with peach-colored sconce light from the corners behind, and the script pages spread across two table tops, folded out in front of us. With the driver's partition closed, we could have been in a cozy compartment on the Orient Express, working on that morning's scene -- already written, of course, perhaps many times rewritten, but never really perfect. It was a magical time. 
"Now then," Kubrick might begin, only half in jest, "just what is it we're trying to say with this scene?" 
"A comment about some poignant aspect of la condition humaine?" I might venture. 
"Have you been drinking?" he would want to know. 
"Are you kidding? It's five-thirty in the morning." 
"Last night. You could still be drunk from last night. Don your think-cap, mister--what's the obligation of the scene? What do we want to say?" 
"That we're up shit creek?" 
"No." 
"Wait a minute...that we're 'in rat's alley where the dead men lost their bones.'" 
"More specific." 
In question might be the Burpelson Air Force Base scene, after the siege, when Col. "Bat" Guano (Keenan Wynn), having taken Mandrake (Peter Sellers) prisoner, allows him to use a pay phone to report the recall-code to the President. 
"Now let's consider," Stan would say, waxing expansive. "When 'Bat' Guano lets Mandrake go into the phone booth to call the President...what's the most interesting thing he can say to him -- some sort of weird last-minute admonition to Mandrake." 
In the sequence at hand we already had: 
Mandrake (imploring): Colonel, I must know what you think has been going on here.
Col. "Bat" Guano: You wanna know what I think? I think you're some kind of deviated pre-vert. I t
Words and Movies
by Stanley Kubrick


The perfect novel from which to make a movie is, I think, not the novel of action but, on the contrary, the novel which is mainly concerned with the inner life of its characters. It will give the adaptor an absolute compass bearing, as it were, on what a character is thinking or feeling at any given moment of the story. And from this he can invent action which will be an objective correlative of the book's psychological content, will accurately dramatize this in an implicit, off-the-nose way without resorting to having the actors deliver literal statements of meaning. 
I think that for a movie or a play to say anything really truthful about life, it has to do so very obliquely, so as to avoid all pat conclusions and neatly tied-up ideas. The point of view it is conveying has to be completely entwined with a sense of life as it is, and has to be got across through a subtle injection into the audience's consciousness. Ideas which are valid and truthful are so multi-faceted that they don't yield themselves to frontal assault. The ideas have to be discovered by the audience, and their thrill in making the discovery makes those ideas all the more powerful. You use the audience's thrill of surprise and discovery to reinforce your ideas, rather than reinforce them artificially through plot points or phony drama or phony stage dynamics put in to power them across. 
It's sometimes said that a great novel makes a less promising basis for a film than a novel which is merely good. I don't think that adapting great novels presents any special problems which are not involved in adapting good novels or mediocre novels; except that you will be more heavily criticized if the film is bad, and you may be even if it's good. I think almost any novel can be successfully adapted, provided it is not one whose aesthetic integrity is lost along with its length. For example, the kind of novel in which a great deal and variety of action is absolutely essential to the story, so that it loses much of its point when you subtract heavily from the number of events or their development. People have asked me how it is possible to make a film out of Lolita when so much of the quality of the book depends on Nabokov's prose style. But to take the prose style as any more than just a part of a great book is simply misunderstanding just what a great book is. Of course, the quality of the writing is one of the elements that make a novel great. But this quality is a result of the quality of the writer's obsession with his subject, with a theme and a concept and a view of life and an understanding of character. Style is what an artist uses to fascinate the beholder in order to convey to him his feelings and emotions and thoughts. These are what have to be dramatized, not the style. The dramatizing has to find a style of its own, as it will do if it really grasps the content. And in doing this it will bring out another side of that structure which has gone into the novel. It may or may not be as good as the novel; sometimes it may in certain ways be even better. 
Oddly enough, acting comes into the picture somewhere here. At its best, realistic drama consists of a progression of moods and feelings that play upon the audience's feelings and transform the author's meaning into an emotional experience. This means that the author must not think of paper and ink and words as being his writing tools, but rather that he works in flesh and feeling. And in this sense I feel that too few writers seem to understand what an actor can communicate emotionally and what he cannot. Often, at one point, the writer expects a silent look to get across what it would take a rebus puzzle to explain, and in the next moment the actor is given a long speech to convey something that is quite apparent in the situation and for which a brief look would be sufficient. Writers tend to approach the creation of drama too much in terms of words, failing to realize that the greatest force they have is the mood and feeling they can produce in the audience through the actor. They tend to see the actor grudgingly, as someone likely to ruin what they have written, rather than seeing that the actor is in every sense their medium. 
You might wonder, as a result of this, whether directing was anything more or less than a continuation of the writing. I think that is precisely what directing should be. It would follow, then, that a writer-director is really the perfect dramatic instrument; and the few examples we have where these two peculiar techniques have been properly mastered by one man have, I believe, produced the most consistently fine work. 
When the director is not his own author, I think it is his duty to be one hundred per cent faithful to the author's meaning and to sacrifice none of it for the sake of climax or effect. This seems a fairly obvious notion, yet how many plays and films have you seen where the experience was exciting and arresting but when it was over you felt there was less there than met the eye? And this is usually due to artificial stimulation of the senses by technique which disregards the inner design of the play. It is here that we see the cult of the director at its worst. 
On the other hand, I don't want to imply rigidity. Nothing in making movies gives a greater sense of elation than participation in a process of allowing the work to grow, through vital collaboration between script, director and actors, as it goes along. Any art form properly practiced involves a to and fro between conception and execution, the original intention being constantly modified as one tries to give it objective realization. In painting a picture this goes on between the artist and his canvas; in making a movie it goes on between people. 


The preceding article appeared in the journal Sight & Sound, vol.30 (1960/61), p.14.
Used by Permission; All Rights Reserved. 
Ken Adam was the production designer on "Dr. Strangelove" and "Barry Lyndon".
The two films on which you worked with Kubrick are in a sense diametrically opposed: one, a historical film (Barry Lyndon), was shot on location; the other, a futuristic film (Dr. Strangelove), was made in the studio. 
Ken Adam: Personally, I prefer Strangelove because I was given the possibility of creating an imaginary decor, 'another' reality and, of course, a studio is more suited to that purpose. Especially as the American Army had refused all co-operation and there was no hope of shooting inside the Pentagon.... As for Barry Lyndon, Stanley wanted it in a way to be a documentary on the eighteenth century. It seemed to him safer, if we were to avoid error as much as possible, to film the architecture of the period. My problem was creating a progression in the sets: for me, the Irish background of Barry Lyndon's youth had to be much more primitive, it had to belong to an earlier period than the scenes in England. And I was very disappointed not to be able to find Irish buildings from that period for it seemed as if they had all been destroyed by revolutions and wars. Finally, we managed to re-create pre-eighteenth-century architecture by combining three different sites: Caher Castle, Ormond House and Huntingdon. It took me a long time to discover them. Moreover, I wanted Lady Lyndon, who belonged to an old aristocratic family, also to have a house predating the eighteenth century, for if not it would have seemed nouveau riche. And I persuaded Stanley to adopt this idea. Though there exist lots of houses from the Elizabethan, Stuart and Jacobean periods, it was difficult to find one of great beauty. Added to which, we were refused permission to shoot in some of the castles. What we did was again to create a kind of composite architecture by using Wilton (Salisbury), Petworth (Sussex), Longleat (Wiltshire) and Castle Howard (York) for the exteriors. But as I say, I am much more interested in the artistic challenge of a film like Dr. Strangelove. 
In the case of Barry Lyndon, did you begin work the moment the screenplay was finished? 
Basically, we used the novel. Stanley didn't think it was necessary to have a new script based on Thackeray. The original text served as continuity and we worked with it. Of course, Stanley had already prepared a 'montage' in terms of the film itself. The second problem was knowing where and how were we going to shoot the film. When I arrived, Stanley had already worked with another designer. As I recall, their intention was to shoot the whole film at Picketts Manor with the house gradually being transformed. It didn't seem to me at all a practical idea; my feeling about Barry Lyndon was that it would have to be made on a larger scale. Then again, Stanley was set against the idea of shooting in the studio and even of mixing studio sets with real ones. He believed it was impossible to recreate the reality of the eighteenth century in a studio, from either a realistic or an economic point of view. As far as I'm concerned, he was wrong, and I spent a lot of time trying to persuade him otherwise. In fact, it was the location shooting that made the film so expensive -- what with transport and accommodation costs, overspending on budget, renting the castles, and general expenses. 
Were you directly influenced by paintings from the period? 
Stanley wanted to make direct reference to the painting. Personally, from my reading of Thackeray's book, I would have preferred to evolve my own conception of the eighteenth century -- obviously in agreement with the director -- in order to portray what the author was describing in his novel. I don't have to look at the houses or paintings of the period. Whatever book I read, I form an idea of it in my mind. If I'm unfamiliar with the period, I naturally research it, but there comes a moment when I put aside my documentation and begin to work from my own interpretation. Stanley didn't agree at all with this attitude. For him, the safest way -- and, knowing how his mind works, I understand him -- was to draw our inspiration from painters like Gainsborough, Hogarth, Reynolds, Chardin, Watteau, Zoffany, Stubbs (for the hunting costumes) and, in particular, Chadowiecki, an artist who intrigued both of us, a Pole who worked on the Continent and who was a master of drawing and water-colour, with a, marvelously simple style and a remarkable gift for composition. Stanley was also amused by certain weird pictures by Hogarth, I believe, where one could see paintings hung high up on walls and nothing underneath. For me, the research was unending, as were our attempts to 'reproduce the results of this research -- which is not really the way I like to work. During the preparation of a film, I usually make, endless drawings, whereas for this one I practically didn't touch a piece of paper, But it was fascinating work light sources -- I could have obtained better results in the studio. 
How were the scenes in Germany shot? 
By the second unit. Stanley never went there. He was sent the maximum of photographic documents and slides from which he made a selection. He has a theory that you don't have to go to a place to judge the lie of the land. Of course, there are no characters in these shots. Likewise, he didn't go to Africa to photograph the landscapes for the first section of 2001. But, in fact, he is in absolute control of his films, he analyses each photograph and afterwards prefers to shoot in natural light, without any lighting. It was always a joke between us, when we went location hunting, because I would refuse to take a tripod, which is of course indispensable if you are working without a flashlight. 
The first part must have given more scope to your imagination. 
Yes, it was more fun. Given that we were in Ireland, Stanley, who doesn't like to travel, thought we might as well shoot the Continental sequences there. So I had somehow to find examples of Austrian and German baroque. I was lucky enough to find a spot near Dublin, called Powercourt, in which one could detect a strong German influence. It was there that we shot almost all the battle scenes. Which, up to a certain point, was perfectly acceptable. But there's a kind of contradiction there if you're making a documentary on the period. We compromised in this way until Stanley finally decided that the English scenes would have, to be shot in England. 
Did you make preparatory sketches for the battle scenes? 
Yes, it was practically the only occasion. The reason was that Stanley wanted to see how many soldiers we needed to fill the screen, to create the effect of an attack, and what lenses were going to be used. So we arranged and rearranged lead soldiers from every possible angle. 
In the interiors, when you moved from one set to another, it must have posed problems in transition. 
We used so many houses to represent that one house that it made a conglomeration that only Stanley could keep in his head. No doubt an art critic might notice the 'jerks' in decoration from one room to another, but for me it isn't very important as there's already a juxtaposition of styles in English castles. At Wilton, for example, there's both the Elizabethan and the eighteenth~century style. The rest is a simple problem of continuity. 
In Dr. Strangelove, how did you conceive the War Room set? 
While we were discussing it, I amused myself by scribbling, by doodling on a sheet of paper and Stanley, who was watching me, told me he found it very interesting. And I said to myself that everything people said about him -- that he was a difficult person to work with, etc. -- was false because he liked my first ideas. He told me to continue along the same lines. For three weeks I developed my ideas and one day, when we were driving to the studio and I was getting ready to have the set built, he told me that it wouldn't work, that he would have to fill the different levels which I had imagined with actors and he didn't know what he'd get them to do, etc. -- and he asked me to think of another idea. And all that after encouraging me to develop my conception! For a few hours, I was completely demoralized, because I had already built the set in my head.  That was fourteen years ago and I wasn't as flexible a designer as I am now. It took me some time to calm down; but the strange it won the battle. And then he became the perfectionist we all know. He wanted to improve the concept. And that's very exciting for a designer. You think you've finished, but a creative director can add a whole new dimension to your work, which you wouldn't have thought possible. There's nothing more stimulating than this kind of improvement, whereas often my problem, when I've designed a set, is fighting with the director or the lighting cameraman to insure that my conception of the set gets up there on the screen, without being spoilt. With Kubrick nothing is impossible. For example, he insisted that I build a ceiling for the War Room in concrete to force the director of photography to use natural light instead of the artificial lighting which we use in studios. Before installing my circular lighting, he made tests with the actors to study the height from every possible angle, for all the characters were going to be lit from above. When I thought up that huge circular table, Stanley said to me: 'It's interesting, because it looks like a gigantic poker table. And the president and the generals are playing with the world like a game of cards.' So we developed the idea. He asked me to create a lighting system which would allow him to light the actors naturally. We sat someone down on a chair and placed a lamp above him, at a certain angle and at a certain height, until Stanley was satisfied with the lighting. And I conceived that gigantic circle of light which 'duplicates' the table and became the principal source of light for the whole set. 
There is a contrast between the realistic scenes at Burpelson Base and the expressionist decor of the War Room. 
Stanley was aiming for absolute realism. He was fascinated by the idea of shooting those battle scenes in a newsreel style, with a hand-held camera. We used a large part of Shepperton Studios for the attack on the base. Sterling Hayden's office was designed realistically, as was the interior of the bomber, except for the two atomic bombs -- it was the period of the Cuban crisis and we didn't have the co-operation of the authorities for the film! We didn't know what shape they were. I decided to go all out for unreality, for making it larger than life, and Stanley had the brilliant idea of having Slim Pickens sit astride them. For example, this was a sequence for which I made a 'storyboard'. 
Dr. Strangelove was originally to end with a custard pie battle. 
It was a very brilliant sequence with a Hellzapoppin kind of craziness. Undoubtedly one of the most extraordinary custard pie battles ever filmed. The characters were hanging from chandeliers and throwing pies which ended up by covering the maps of the General Staff. Shooting lasted a week, and the sequence ended with the President of the United States and the Soviet ambassador sitting on what was left of the pies and building 'pie-castles' like children on a beach. 
Did Kubrick think of you for 2001? 
Yes, but the problem is that I always want to know as much as he does on the subject in hand so that I can discuss it with him on equal terms and present my viewpoint. But he had already worked for a year with experts from NASA and had done a lot of research. I had only three months of preparation at my disposal and was too far behind! Added to which, Kubrick wants everything to be intellectually justified and that would have been difficult, with all those experts around him ready to contradict me! ... 
When you create a decor for Kubrick, does he offer you the most angles possible for his camera so that he will be freer when he begins to shoot? 
For Stanley -- and he's right -- I have to design each set in terms of the widest possible angle. Of course, he may well ask me later how the set would look with a 40 or 50mm lens. At which point, I sketch it again with the projections he wanted. For large sets, I offer him at least eight possible angles. But normally, for an ordinary set, I know that if I have lines, movements and compositions well-designed from one angle, they will work for all the other angles. Kubrick, though, has a natural distrust of anything he can't see in life-size and I have to give him projections, models, etc. And there's always the possibility of his changing his mind right up to the start of shooting. You have to present him with the widest possible choice. 
Stanley Kubrick's Dr. Strangelove:  Or, How I Learned To Stop Worrying, and Love the Bomb (UK, 1964)
Mise-en-Scène | Movement | Historical Background
MISE-EN-SCÈNE.  A sample mise-en-scène analysis of a frame from a scene in the War Room (analysis based on the example in Giannetti's Understanding Movies, 9th edition).
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Dr. Strangelove: Or, How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb (UK, Kubrick, 1964).  A mise-en-scene analysis using the terms in Giannetti pp. 90-91.
(1) Dominant. Where is our eye attracted first?  To the shape of the circle.  Why?  It's the "line" that is lit in a generally dark space.  We understand this to be the "War Room" of the Pentagon, the circle of Pentagon brass, civilian and military, advising the President of the United States on weighty matters of war.  Here they are joined to solve the problem of Ripper's having sent the B-52 bombers on an unauthorized mission to drop their nuclear bombs on Russian targets.
(2) Lighting key.  High key?  Low key?   High contrast?  Some combination of these?  The lighting in this frame is high contrast--evoking the stark, tense atmosphere in the room.
(3) Shot and camera proxemics.  What type of shot?  How far away is the camera from the action?  This is a long shot; the camera is far away from the subjects.
(4) Angle. Are we (and the camera) looking up or down on the subject?   Or is the camera neutral (eye level)? This is an extremely high angle shot.   The camera is positioned very high in the shooting area, and looks down on the tiny men sitting around the War Room table deciding the fate of the earth.  It's a God's eye view (if it were more directly overhead, we'd call it a "bird's eye" view).
(5) Color values.  The film is shot in black and white.
(6) Lens/filter/stock.  How do these distort or comment on the photographed materials?  There appears to be no distortion--the effect is given by lighting and shaping of the objects, not by lens, stock, or filter--though the overall darkness suggests a faster than normal stock (or film speed), a stock associated also with documentary films (a style exploited in this film--to suggest the reality-based nature of the scenario, and the "newsworthiness" of the events).
(7)  Subsidiary contrasts.  What are the main eye-stops after taking in the dominant?  The eye moves from the general circle shape (given by the light) to the two black diagonals on the left and right side of the table cutting into the round table and leading out from it.  The eyes settle on the lighted papers on the round table to the dimly light tiny faces dotting the edges, then back into the black of the circle's center, and then to the black diagonals.
(8)  Density.  How much visual information is packed into the image?  Is the texture stark, moderate, or highly detailed?  There's very little visual information here--the majority of the image is blackened out, and the lit parts provide only hints of men and their papers sitting in a large circle in that darkened room.
(9)  Composition.  How is the two-dimensional space segmented and organized?  What is the underlying design?  This is a balanced composition, divided into three areas (dark center, lit periphery, and dark background surrounding the men), using a centered oval shape with dotted outline and two dark slants on either side to add interest.  The underlying design suggests deliberation, balance, wholeness.  The dark slashes on either side threaten the wholeness of the oval shape, but are otherwise balanced.
(10)  Form.  Open or closed?  Does the image suggest a window that arbitrarily isolates a fragment of the scene?  Or a proscenium arch, in which the visual elements are carefully arranged and held in balance?  This is a closed-form image suggesting the Pentagon's self-sufficient universe enclosing all needed info.  The bodies falling off into the bottom of the frame suggest vaguely the possibility of losing control over that universe.
(11)  Framing.  Tight or loose?  Do the characters have no room to move around, or can they move freely without impediments?  The framing is tight, in that the characters are "boxed" (or "circled") in between the table and the frame.  There are a few figures who fall out of the bottom of the frame, suggesting some instability.
(12)  Depth.  On how many planes is the image composed?   Does the background or foreground comment in any way on the midground?  There is a small distance between noticeable planes--heads, tables, floor.  The background is black and the foreground is transparent, suggesting a small space in which to maneuver.
(13)  Character placement.  What part of the framed space do the characters occupy?  Center?  Top?  Bottom?  Edges?  Why? The characters occupy almost all of the lit circle--and apparently none of the black space.   This placement of all the men in the lighted oval, even in this bleak and darkened room, is somehow comforting.  There are two figures, at the bottom left who are shadowed (they seem therefore threatening). 
(14)  Staging positions.  Which way do the characters look vis-à-vis the camera?  The actors in this scene take all positions, depending on where they are sitting at the table.  At the bottom of the frame, all but two of the characters have fallen out--so we don't see many characters with their backs to the camera.  But then, the room is so dimly lit and the subjects so far away from the camera that it's hard to tell where their bodies are.
(15)  Character proxemics.  How much space is there between characters?  The characters are in all proxemic relations to each other--intimate, almost touching the person next to them around the table, and distant--in a public relation to those at the farthest end from them around the table.


MOVEMENT
[image: image20.png]



General Jack D. Ripper: A Rant on a Communist Conspiracy (audio: wav file)*
Note how Kubrick has used light to focus entirely on the face, the cigar and smoke, and the medals on Ripper's uniform.  The dominant is the face (particularly the eyes and mouth), with secondary interest in the cigar (and its smoke); in the corner of our eyes we might catch the medals, badges of honor "in war" no doubt.  Everything else is blackened out.   It's a close-up, with the shot running to extreme close-up.  Ripper is literally in our face. We can't get away as he slashes away at our assumptions that our military leaders and the military system they manage are ruled by  rationality and that the military profession is ruled by the desire for peace (or as the signs at the Burpleson Air Force Base pronounce, "Peace Is Out Profession!").  Ripper's eyes, his mouth, the smoke reeking from his mouth and around his face--as though he were a monster from hell--all are images that threaten, threatening our security, our sanity, our life itself.  The cigar perches there in his mouth like a bomb ready to explode.  We follow the movement of the smoke, and we see his face nod up and down, as though trying desperately to convince us (and himself), that there is a dangerous Communist Conspiracy to overthrow everything that we value and that he is our righteous avenger, leading us in a war to utterly destroy this Communist (Russkie) evil and make us, and our bodily fluids, "pure" once again.   The Cold War is over, he warns--it looks like it's going to be a "shooting war" now.   
*NOTE:  The image above is an animated gif file version of part of the shot in Dr. Strangelove, and as such has distorted the original movement of Ripper in Kubrick's film; if you compare them, you'll see that in Kubrick's film, Ripper's movement is slower and more deliberate, and not so mechanically timed in the film version.  Animated gif files mechanize and regularize movements, and so you see a small piece clipped from the shot, repeated again and again in mechanical tempo--instant reruns ad infinitum; not so in the original film version.
Copyright New York Times Company Oct 10, 2004 
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''DR. Strangelove,'' Stanley Kubrick's 1964 film about nuclear-war plans run amok, is widely heralded as one of the greatest satires in American political or movie history. For its 40th anniversary, Film Forum is screening a new 35 millimeter print for one week, starting on Friday, and Columbia TriStar is releasing a two-disc special-edition DVD next month. One essential point should emerge from all the hoopla: ''Strangelove'' is far more than a satire. In its own loopy way, the movie is a remarkably fact-based and specific guide to some of the oddest, most secretive chapters of the Cold War.

As countless histories relate, Mr. Kubrick set out to make a serious film based on a grim novel, ''Red Alert,'' by Peter George, a Royal Air Force officer. But the more research he did (reading more than 50 books, talking with a dozen experts), the more lunatic he found the whole subject, so he made a dark comedy instead. The result was wildly iconoclastic: released at the height of the cold war, not long after the Cuban missile crisis, before the escalation in Vietnam, ''Dr. Strangelove'' dared to suggest -- with yucks! -- that our top generals might be bonkers and that our well-designed system for preserving the peace was in fact a doomsday machine.

What few people knew, at the time and since, was just how accurate this film was. Its premise, plotline, some of the dialogue, even its wildest characters eerily resembled the policies, debates and military leaders of the day. The audience had almost no way of detecting these similiarities:Nearly everything about the bomb was shrouded in secrecy back then. There was no Freedom of Information Act and little investigative reporting on the subject. It was easy to laugh off ''Dr. Strangelove'' as a comic book.

But film's weird accuracy is evident in its very first scene, in which a deranged base commander, preposterously named Gen. Jack D. Ripper (played by Sterling Hayden), orders his wing of B-52 bombers -- which are on routine airborne alert, circling a ''fail-safe point'' just outside the Soviet border -- to attack their targets inside the U.S.S.R. with multimegaton bombs. Once the pilots receive the order, they can't be diverted unless they receive a coded recall message. And 0nly General Ripper has the code.

The remarkable thing is, the fail-safe system that General Ripper exploits was the real, top-secret fail-safe system at the time. According to declassified Strategic Air Command histories, 12 B-52's -- fully loaded with nuclear bombs -- were kept on constant airborne alert. If they received a Go code, they went to war. This alert system, known as Chrome Dome, began in 1961. It ended in 1968, after a B-52 crashed in Greenland, spreading small amounts of radioactive fallout.

But until then, could some loony general have sent bombers to attack Russia without a presidential order? Yes.

In a scene in the ''war room'' (a room that didn't really exist, by the way), Air Force Gen. Buck Turgidson (played by George C. Scott) explains to an incredulous President Merkin Muffley (one of three roles played by Peter Sellers) that policies -- approved by the president -- allowed war powers to be transferred, in case the president was killed in a surprise nuclear attack on Washington.

Historical documents indicate that such procedures did exist, and that, though tightened later, they were startlingly loose at the time.

But were there generals who might really have taken such power in their own hands? It was no secret -- it would have been obvious to many viewers in 1964 -- that General Ripper looked a lot like Curtis LeMay, the cigar-chomping, gruff-talking general who headed the Strategic Air Command through the 1950's and who served as the Pentagon's Air Force Chief of Staff in the early 60's.

In 1957 Robert Sprague, the director of a top-secret panel, warned General LeMay that the entire fleet of B-52 bombers was vulnerable to attack. General LeMay was unfazed. ''If I see that the Russians are amassing their planes for an attack,'' he said, ''I'm going to knock the [expletive] out of them before they take off the ground.''

''But General LeMay,'' Mr. Sprague replied, ''that's not national policy.'' ''I don't care,'' General LeMay said. ''It's my policy. That's what I'm going to do.''

Mr. Kubrick probably was unaware of this exchange. (Mr. Sprague told me about it in 1981, when I interviewed him for a book on nuclear history.) But General LeMay's distrust of civilian authorities, including presidents, was well known among insiders, several of whom Mr. Kubrick interviewed.

The most popular guessing game about the movie is whether there a real-life counterpart to the character of Dr. Strangelove (another Sellers part), the wheelchaired ex-Nazi who directs the Pentagon's weapons research and proposes sheltering political leaders in well-stocked mineshafts, where they can survive the coming nuclear war and breed with beautiful women. Over the years, some have speculated that Strangelove was inspired by Edward Teller, Henry Kissinger or Werner Von Braun.

But the real model was almost certainly Herman Kahn, an eccentric, voluble nuclear strategist at the RAND Corporation, a prominent Air Force think tank. In 1960, Mr. Kahn published a 652-page tome called ''On Thermonuclear War,'' which sold 30,000 copies in hardcover.

According to a special-feature documentary on the new DVD, Mr. Kubrick read ''On Thermonuclear War'' several times. But what the documentary doesn't note is that the final scenes of ''Dr. Strangelove'' come straight out of its pages.

Toward the end of the film, officials uncover General Ripper's code and call back the B-52's, but they notice that one bomber keeps flying toward its target. A B-52 is about to attack the Russians with a few H-bombs; General Turgidson recommends that we should ''catch 'em with their pants down,'' and launch an all-out, disarming first-strike.

Such a strike would destroy 90 percent of the U.S.S.R.'s nuclear arsenal. ''Mr. President,'' he exclaims, ''I'm not saying we wouldn't get our hair mussed, but I do say no more than 10-20 million killed, tops!'' If we don't go all-out, the general warns, the Soviets will fire back with all their nuclear weapons. The choice, he screams, is ''between two admittedly regrettable but nevertheless distinguishable postwar environments -- one where you get 20 million people killed and the other where you get 150 million people killed!'' Mr. Kahn made precisely this point in his book, even producing a chart labeled, ''Tragic but Distinguishable Postwar States.''

When Dr. Strangelove talks of sheltering people in mineshafts, President Muffley asks him, ''Wouldn't this nucleus of survivors be so grief-stricken and anguished that they'd, well, envy the dead?'' Strangelove exclaims that, to the contrary, many would feel ''a spirit of bold curiosity for the adventure ahead.''

Mr. Kahn's book contains a long chapter on mineshafts. Its title: ''Will the Survivors Envy the Dead?'' One sentence reads: ''We can imagine a renewed vigor among the population with a zealous, almost religious dedication to reconstruction.''

In 1981, two years before he died, I asked Mr. Kahn what he thought of ''Dr. Strangelove.'' Thinking I meant the character, he replied, with a straight face, ''Strangelove wouldn't have lasted three weeks in the Pentagon. He was too creative.''

Those in the know watched ''Dr. Strangelove'' amused, like everyone else, but also stunned. Daniel Ellsberg, who later leaked the Pentagon Papers, was a RAND analyst and a consultant at the Defense Department when he and a mid-level official took off work one afternoon in 1964 to see the film. Mr. Ellsberg recently recalled that as they left the theater, he turned to his colleague and said, ''That was a documentary!''

A Commentary on Dr. Strangelove
by Brian Siano


Introduction
Dr. Strangelove, or How I learned to stop worrying and love the Bomb is a black comedy about nuclear war. Kubrick's original intention was to make a straight thriller about a possible nuclear "accident," and, as is his customary method, he began researching the topic in earnest -- subscribing to Aviation Week and the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, conferring with NATO officials, etc. According to Kubrick: 
"I started our being completely unfamiliar with any of the professional literature in the field of nuclear deterrence. I was at first very impressed with how subtle some of the work was -- at least so it seemed starting out with just a primitive concern for survival and a total lack of any ideas of my own. Gradually I became aware of the almost wholly paradoxical nature of deterrence form as it has been described, the Delicate Balance of Terror. If you are weak, you may invite a first strike. If you are becoming too strong, you may provoke a pre-emptive strike. If you try to maintain the delicate balance, it's almost impossible to do so mainly because secrecy prevents you from knowing what the other side is doing, and vice versa, ad infinitum..." 
According to Alexander Walker, Kubrick asked Alistair Buchan, head of the Institute for Strategic Studies, to recommend some worthwhile fiction on the subject. Buchan recommended a novel titled Red Alert by an RAF navigator named Peter George. 
Red Alert (published in England as Two Hours to Doom, and also published under the pen name "Peter Bryant") is easily recognizable as the template for Strangelove. The book takes place in three separate, isolated locations (the War Room, Sonar Air Force Base, and the B-52 bomber "Alabama Angel"), and it explains in detail how a nuclear war could happen by accident. In the novel, General Quinten, who is dying of a terminal disease, orders his planes to attack Russia; he also debates his actions with his executive officer, Major Howard, rationally and coolly. At the end of the novel, the one bomb that does get dropped on Russia doesn't detonate fully, and the superpowers enact a rapid detente. 
As Kubrick began working on a script, his ideas began to change. The following are culled from two separate quotes from Kubrick (Walker, p.34, and Nelson, p.81), but I believe I've assembled them in a fair and accurate manner: 
"As I tried to build the detail for a scene I found myself tossing away what seemed to me to be very truthful insights because I was afraid the audience would laugh. After a few weeks of this I realized that these incongruous bits of reality were closer to the truth than anything else I was able to imagine. After all, what could be more absurd than the very idea of two mega-powers willing to wipe out all human life because of an accident, spiced up by political differences that will seem as meaningless to people a hundred years from now as the theological conflicts of the Middle Ages appear to us today? 
"And it was at this point I decided to treat the story as a nightmare comedy. Following this approach, I found it never interfered with presenting well-reasoned arguments. In culling the incongruous, it seemed to me to be less stylized and more realistic than any so-called serious, realistic treatment, which in fact is more stylized than life itself by its careful exclusion of the banal, the absurd, and the incongruous. In the context of impending world destruction, hypocrisy, misunderstanding, lechery, paranoia, ambition, euphemism, patriotism, heroism, and even reasonableness can evoke a grisly laugh." 
After writing at least one draft of the script as a comedy -- this draft can be found as part of the Voyager-Criterion's laserdisc supplement -- Kubrick brought in comic novelist Terry Southern to polish the script. More contributions were made on-set by the actors, especially Peter Sellers. 
(Most versions of the film include a disclaimer at the very beginning, where the Air Force states that the events that occur in the film could not happen. This disclaimer does not appear on the Voyager-Criterion laserdisc, which is the only video version approved personally by Stanley Kubrick.) 
What happens, is....
The opening shot of Dr. Strangelove shows a set of mountain peaks above a plain of clouds. A narrator's voice tells us of the Soviet Union's mysterious military activities, quite possibly the construction of a "Doomsday Device," "below the arctic peaks of the Zhokov Islands." We then see the titles of the film, superimposed over footage of two B-52s refueling in flight. The soundtrack plays a Muzak version of "Try a Little Tenderness." 
At Burpelson Air Force Base, Group Captain Lionel Mandrake (Peter Sellers), an RAF officer assigned to an American base, receives a phone call from the base commander, General Jack D. Ripper. Ripper (Sterling Hayden) tells Mandrake that a "shooting war" has just started. 
"Oh, hell," Mandrake says. "Are the Russians involved, sir?" 
Ripper gives Mandrake his instructions. Mandrake is to transmit the Go code, "R for Robert," to the B-52 planes which are holding at their fail-safe points. Mandrake is also to have all personal radios on the base impounded, and to have the base "sealed tight." We hear the sirens of the base as the alert is sounded. 
Cut to the B-52s. A narrator informs us that these planes, each carrying megatonnages of nuclear weapons, are each two hours away from their designated targets in the Soviet Union. 
Inside the B-52 "Leper Colony," the crew is bored as hell -- leafing through "Playboy," shuffling cards, catnapping. Suddenly, a set of numeric codes jolts the machinery into life, and Lt. Goldberg (Paul Tamerin) checks the incoming codes. He radios the pilot, Major T.J. "King" Kong (Slim Pickens). Turns out the code he's received decodes as "Wing Attack Plan R." 
Incredulous, with the crew suspecting that this is some kind of "loyalty test," Major Kong has Goldberg confirm the order while he opens the plane's safe to check the attack codes. After a moment, Goldberg reports: "Message from base confirmed." As the soundtrack begins playing "When Johnny comes Marching Home," Kong puts on his Stetson hat and announces, "Well, boys, I reckon this is it; nookular combat toe-to-toe with the Rooskies." 
The crew begins to prepare for their attack. Part of the procedure is that all communications to the plane are sent through a device called the "CRM-114 discriminator." 
Suddenly we cut to a hotel room, where Miss Scott (Tracy Reed) -- who, oddly enough, is also the centerfold in the "Playboy" the plane's crew was reading -- is lounging across the bed. Picking it up, she says that her boss, General Turgidson, is indisposed. Turns out Turgidson's in the bathroom so she shouts the message to him: they just monitored a message out of Burpelson decoding as an attack command. Turgidson (George C. Scott) comes out of the bathroom, picks up the phone, and asks what the story is. He learns that there's nothing on the "threat board." He orders that everything get bumped up to Condition Red, tells Miss Scott that he's going to mosey over to the War Room, and that he'll be back before she can say "Blast off!" 
At Burpelson Air Force base, Ripper is announcing to his men (through the P.A. system) that the Communists might attack the base at any moment, possibly even disguised as American troops. Meanwhile, Mandrake finds a small radio, snaps it on, and -- instead of hearing civil defense broadcasts -- he hears dance music. 
He takes the radio to Ripper, and confronts him with this intelligence. Ripper, however, has pulled a gun on Mandrake, who now realizes that Gen. Ripper has started a nuclear war. Ripper assures Mandrake that the Joint Chiefs will now have to realize that their only course of action is "total commitment." Ripper concludes by saying that he will no longer sit back, and let the Communist Conspiracy "sap and impurify all of our precious bodily fluids." 
The War Room; A gigantic, cavernous room, triangular in cross-section, with a massive map of Russia on one wall. Seated at the circular table are an assortment of generals, and President Merkin Muffley (Sellers). Muffley is being briefed by Gen. Turgidson about the situation. Turgidson nervously explains that, even though Muffley is the only one with authority to order a nuclear strike, Ripper took advantage of a provision that allowed for lower-echelon commanders to use weapons if Washington had been obliterated. Turgidson also tells Muffley that the planes use the "CRM-114 discriminator," which, to prevent false or misleading orders from being received, is designed not to receive at all, unless the message is preceded by a three-letter code prefix. In other words, unless they can figure out which three-letter code (out of a possible 27,000) to use, they cannot recall the planes. 
As Muffley realizes to what extent things are screwed up -- to put it bluntly, the systems in place to prevent an accidental war have now ensured that one will happen -- he begins to explore other avenues of action. He orders troops near Burpelson base to attack Burpelson, secure Ripper, and learn the recall code. Turgidson encourages Muffley to consider the possibility of following Ripper's attack with "an all-out and coordinated attack on their airfields and missile bases" because "we'd stand a good chance of catching'em with their pants down!" Rather than entertain Gen. Turgidson's encouragement to mass murder, President Muffley orders that the Russian Ambassador be brought to the War Room. 
In the meantime, the crew of the B-52 is going through their packet of survival rations. 
When Ambassador DeSadesky (Peter Bull) arrives, Gen. Turgidson is suspicious that he will be trying to snare some state secrets. The President's aide is trying to get Premier Kissov on the Hot line: De Sadesky tells them to try an unlisted number, because "the Premier is a man of the people, but he is also a man, if you take my meaning." As the number is being tried, Turgidson catches DeSadesky in the act of taking pictures of the Big Board with a miniature camera. As they wrestle, the President breaks them up by saying, "Gentlemen, you can't fight in here. This is the War Room!" 
At Burpelson, a convoy of American troops is nearing the base. Ripper's soldiers, believing that they are going to fight Russians disguised as Americans, open fire, and the battle begins. In Ripper's office, Mandrake -- terrified -- hears the distant gunfire. 
The Russian Premier is a little drunk, so President Muffley has to talk to him as if he's a small child -- and explain to him hat one of our generals "went a little funny in the head," and "went and did a funny thing." After calming the Premier down, Muffley explains that they will turn over all known attack plans to the Soviets to help them in shooting down the planes -- probably the best way to avoid an all-out holocaust. DeSadesky gets on the line, and after a few words in Russian, hangs up. "The fools. The mad fools." he says, his voice echoing ominously, "The Doomsday Machine." 
At Burpelson, Ripper sits down next to Mandrake, and explains why he sent his planes to attack Russia; he blames about of sexual impotence on water fluoridation, which he claims is a Communist plot to sap and impurify, etc., etc. As the depth of Ripper's psychosis sinks in to Mandrake, a burst of gunfire blows in the windows to Ripper's office. 
At the War Room, DeSadesky explains that the Doomsday Device is a machine that will kill all human and animal life on Earth, and render the Earth as dead as the Moon for ninety-three years. is a nuclear weapon is detonated on Russia -- it was a lot cheaper than maintaining an army's worth of nuclear deterrents. It's at this point that Muffley consults with his nuclear deterrence advisor, Dr. Strangelove (Sellers). 
Strangelove -- a former Nazi, now a cripple in a wheelchair coldly calculating the effects of nuclear war -- explains that such a device is certainly plausible, and perhaps even desirable as the ultimate deterrent. (He also explains that the point is lost if the Russians keep it a secret; DeSadesky lamely replies that it was to be announced that Monday.) 
Meanwhile, it looks as though Ripper's soldiers have lost at Burpelson. While Mandrake tries to cajole the clearly deranged Ripper into telling him the recall code, Ripper calmly goes into the washroom and shoots himself. 
The B-52 is having problems of its own. They pick up a Russian missile on radar, and even though they try evasive action, the missile explodes close enough to the plane to send it into a tailspin. The crew manage to save themselves, and the plane continues on its course. 
Mandrake is puzzling over the doodles Ripper left on his desk-- various crossword-like permutations of "Peace on Earth" and "purity of essence." The leader of the attack force, Col. "Bat" Guano (Keenan Wynn) shoots his way in, and takes Mandrake prisoner. Mandrake pleads to be put in touch with the President, because he's convinced that the recall code must be a variant of the "POE" pattern. Guano, however, suspects Mandrake of being some kind of "deviated pervert." Eventually, Mandrake convinces Guano to let him use a pay phone to call the President; Guano has to shoot the lock off a Coke machine to get the necessary change. 
The B-52 is taking stock of itself. They have sustained a lot of fuel loss, and it looks as though they're not going to be able to return from their initial bombing target at Lapuda. Also, the CRM-114 unit is damaged. 
The War Room is suddenly jubilant that the recall code OPE was successful in recalling the planes. This suddenly turns to horror as the Soviets report that one plane -- previously thought downed -- is still on its way to its target. Although Turgidson suspects a trick -- and he can barely contain his excitement that the plane might succeed -- the President tells the Soviets to put all of their resources into defending Laputa, the plane's primary target. 
Meanwhile, the B-52's crew has re-evaluated its situation; they don't have enough fuel to make it to the primary target. Instead, Major Kong has his crew find another target that they can reach, at least. As they approach the target, they realize that the bomb bay doors are malfunctioning. Major Kong goes down, sits astride one of the bombs, and rewires the door circuitry. Finally, they reach the target, and drop the bomb -- with Major Kong still sitting on it, shrieking a wild rodeo yell into oblivion. 
In the War Room, Strangelove explains that perhaps not all is lost. A nucleus of human specimens could be kept in our deeper mine shafts. Greenhouses can grow food, and animals can be bred and slaughtered. And, in order to ensure that humankind will continue, a ration of "ten females to each male" should be maintained, with the females being of a "highly stimulating nature," and the presence of the Joint Chiefs being a necessity. Even DeSadesky appreciates the idea, and as Turgidson demands that we continue to stockpile nuclear weapons for when we emerge, DeSadesky walks quietly away -- taking pictures with a hidden camera. And as Turgidson reaches a climax, demanding that we must not allow a "mine-shaft gap," Strangelove staggers from his wheelchair: "I have a plan... Mein Fuhrer! I can WALK!" 
And a chorus of atom bomb explosions follows, matching a recording of Vera Lynn singing, "We'll meet again...don't know where, don't know when....But I know we'll meet again some sunny day." 
Strangelove and Scripting Credit
As was said before, credit for the film belongs to many people. Peter George wrote the original story (and after the film was released, he wrote a comic novelization based on the shooting script). Kubrick recognized its comic potential. Terry Southern added a great deal to Kubrick's comic script, and by most reports, many of the best lines were improvised by Peter Sellers. (The phone conversation with the Russian Premier, as kind of a ghastly Bob Newhart routine, was Sellers' invention.) In a Playboy interview, George C. Scott claims that the entire cast should have gotten screenplay credit, and that Kubrick had the wildest sense of humor of anyone he'd ever met. 
An early draft of the script -- written by Kubrick, before Southern was brought in -- can be read frame-by-frame on the Voyager-Criterion laserdisc. In this early draft, the film is presented as a recovered record found by aliens on a dead planet called Earth. (The opening credits describe a "Micro-Galaxy-Meteor" logo with a squalling alien head. Amusing, in light of the stylized MGM logo used in 2001.) This script is clearly less than the final product; a great deal of the final film's better lines clearly came from Southern's later contributions, including General Ripper's "bodily fluids" obsessions. Although there is a character named Turgidson, a character named "Buck" Schmuck gets most of what eventually wound up as Turgidson dialogue. (Interesting note: in this early script, one General is named "Toejam." So is a Marine in Full Metal Jacket.) 
It's a certain bet that the character of Major Kong can be attributed to Terry Southern, who's a pretty ebullient Texan on his own. To give Southern his due: His later screenwriting work on The Loved One shows flashes of Strangelove-like dark comedy, especially in the scenes where Robert Morse inspects the funeral home and is shown the tricks of the undertakers' craft, but the film as a whole is a mess. IMHO, Southern should be not be disregarded simply because we like Kubrick alot. 
What about the pie fight?
Originally, Kubrick had shot a lengthy and expensive pie fight sequence -- the scene where the Russian ambassador is inquiring about Havana cigars indicates where the pies came from. Various accounts have the sequence ending with the President and the premier making pie-castles like little children. Michael Ciment's book Kubrick includes some lovely photographs of this missing sequence. 
So where is it? According to most sources, Kubrick decided that it didn't make sense to escalate from pie fights to nuclear holocausts. Another version of the story has it that the Kennedy assassination nixed the idea; in one scene, the President is struck full-face with a pie, and falls into Turgidson's arms. Turgidson's line at that point would have been, "Gentlemen, our President has been struck down in his prime." This would have been extremely tasteless after the shooting in Dallas. (Note: Alexander Walker claims that Kubrick had already cut the scene by the time of the assassination.) 
Another portion of the film was changed because of the assassination: as the B-52 crew goes through its survival pack, Major Kong's line is "Shoot, a fellow could have a pretty good weekend in Vegas with all that stuff." He originally had said "Dallas," and the line was relooped. 
But as for finding the legendary Pie Fight sequence? It's extremely unlikely. But we can always hope... 
Just who is Dr. Strangelove, really?
Strangelove is such a potent character -- twisted, coldly rational, his mechanical arm likely to spring into a Seig Heil at the slightest provocation -- that many people have speculated on who Strangelove might be "based" on. 
At one point in the film, Turgidson asks if "Strangelove" is a "Kraut" name. Stains, Muffley's assistant, reports that it had been changed from "Merkwerdichliebe." I checked the syllables against a German dictionary back in high school, and came out with "strange-love" (merwerdich-liebe). 
Nelson reports that the name is actually "Merkwuerdigichliebe," which translates into "cherished fate." 
Several critics have found similarities to Strangelove in the character Rotwang in Fritz Lang's Metropolis. Rotwang is a mad scientist with a mechanical hand who brings down ruin on nearly everyone. Kubrick has disavowed any intentional similarities. 
But anyway, there are several major guesses as to who provided the basis for Strangelove. The favorite seems to be Henry Kissinger, a former Harvard professor who served as Secretary of State for Presidents Nixon and Ford. At the time of Strangelove's production, Kissinger was at Harvard, and had written at least two books on nuclear war by 1960. (One was published by the Council on Foreign Relations, and was a Book-of- the-Month selection.) In his books, Kissinger argued for various "strategies," including limited nuclear war, tactical nuclear weapons, etc. 
The case for Kissinger: he's German by birth, and the accent is very similar, which seems to be the main reason for linking Kissinger with Strangelove. Kissinger's subsequent career -- which journalist Christopher Hitchens compared to the pathology of a serial killer -- certainly matches Strangelove's ruthlessness. (Suggested reading: Seymour Hersh's The Price Of Power.) And given Kissinger's minor prominence and Kubrick's thorough research, one could argue it's likely that Kubrick thought of Kissinger. 
The case against Kissinger: In my opinion he was far too obscure a figure to be "parodied." One would want to parody a widely-known personage, and at the time, Kissinger was one of many theorists of the unthinkable. 
The second favorite is clearly Werner von Braun, the former Nazi rocket scientist who quickly turned his services (and those of his underlings) to the U.S. after the war. In the Cold War, von Braun's expertise in rocketry was more important to the U.S. than prosecuting him for administrating slave labor at Peenemunde and Nordhausen. His books were written with a view to the future (I Aim For The Stars), but it was a theme in humor at the time to note Von Braun's earlier work (cf. Tom Lehrer's song about him, Mort Sahl's subtitle to his book ". . . but Sometimes I Hit London.") 
The case for Von Braun: He was famous. He was German. He had been a faithful Nazi. He promoted a self-image of coldly rational theorization of pragmatic scientific realities, untempered by such human issues as compassion, morals, or values. 
The case against Von Braun: Very little, apart from the fact that he wasn't a nuclear scientist, nor a theorist of nuclear deterrence. 
A third runner-up is Edward Teller, the Hungarian physicist who worked on the atomic bomb at Los Alamos, and whose theoretical work was instrumental in developing the H-bomb. Teller was also willing to denounce Robert Oppenheimer as a security risk, thus ensuring his reputation among liberals as a scoundrel. He was also the man who convinced Ronald Reagan that the Strategic Defense Initiative was a workable concept. Even historian William Manchester, in the Oppenheimer passages in The Glory And The Dream, said that, eventually, Teller would be savagely parodied as Dr. Strangelove. 
The case for Teller; His role in the Oppenheimer affair. His promotion of the development of the H-bomb. His continued role in promoting nuclear weapons development (he was the head of Lawrence Livermore labs for many years). He had a foreign accent that, to an untrained ear, might sound German. 
The case against Teller; Teller was Hungarian, and fled the Nazis they overran his country. 
I think the best case can be made that Herman Kahn was the best source for Strangelove. Kahn was one of the earliest employees at the Rand Corporation, which had been set by Gen. "Hap" Arnold to study nuclear war. According to The Wizards Of Armageddon by Fred Kaplan, Kahn was notable for developing the linguistic trick of referring to potential casualties with the "only" word, as in "only two million killed." "Alluding almost casually to 'only' two million dead was part of the image Kahn was fashioning for himself, the living portrait of the ultimate defense intellectual, cool and fearless, asking the questions everyone else ignored, thinking about the unthinkable." Indeed, his book On Thermonuclear War (1960), Scientific American reviewed it as "a moral tract on mass murder; how to plan it, how to commit it, how to get away with it, how to justify it." 
The case for Kahn: Dr. Strangelove himself refers to a study he commissioned from the "Bland Corporation," a clear play on Kahn's old haunts. The similarity to Kahn's own ideas in Strangelove's pronouncements -- including the mine-shaft and ten-females-to-each-male stuff -- is uncannily similar to Kahn's brand of futurism. And since Kahn was the most famous nuclear war theorist at the time, Kubrick must have been thinking of his work. 
The case against Kahn: Kahn, despite his name, was American-born, and was never a Nazi. Kahn was once asked about Strangelove, and his reply was: "Dr. Strangelove would not have lasted three weeks at the Pentagon... he was too creative." 
My Best Guess is that Kubrick wanted to satirize the works of nuclear intellectuals such as Herman Kahn. Kahn was clearly the most famous, though it is not inconceivable that Kubrick was aware of Kissinger's work in the field. In order to give an extra spin on the ultra-rational, "pragmatic" pose, Kubrick added allusions to Von Braun's Nazi past. The wheelchair and the physical infirmities were added to give Strangelove a bizarre, grotesque appearance. But personally, I believe that Herman Kahn was the single greatest influence on the creation of Dr. Strangelove. 
Where 'Strangelove' fits, in terms of history and comedy
Strangelove is not without precedent; in fact the film is one of the best examples of a brand of humor designated, by Tony Hendra, as "Boomer humor." It's a vein of humor that takes a strong antiestablishment stance, frequently with a very dark or "black" tone, and usually raises very unsettling questions about modern life. 
Hendra's historical study of this humor, Going Too Far, is well-worth searching for. It's entertaining, witty, fairly comprehensive (Hendra acknowledges that there are large gaps in his narrative), and written with a real feel for this style of humor. (Hendra himself had been part of a comedy team that, oddly enough, had been present at both of Lenny Bruce's arrests; he was later an editor at the National Lampoon, and is probably best known for playing manager Ian Faith in This Is Spinal Tap. 
Early exemplars were Mort Sahl, Jules Feiffer and Lenny Bruce. (A poster for a Bruce show can be seen in The Killing). Bruce and Southern were close friends; according to Hendra, Southern and Bruce were together when Kennedy was assassinated, trying to develop the right statement about such a horrifying moment. 
The form went through many changes. There was repertory-company comedy, as in the Second City and Committee groups; stand-up comics such as George Carlin, Dick Gregory, and Woody Allen; films such as Little Murders, Dr. Strangelove, and MASH; novels such as Catch-22 and Thomas Pynchon's V; and probably in its finest form, the magazine The National Lampoon, circa 1970-1975. 
Other historians should hunt down an anthology titled Black Comedy, edited by Bruce Jay Friedman. (His son is notoriously funny cartoonist Drew Friedman.) This anthology, presenting the best of a growing school of humor writing, contains samples by Feiffer, Southern, Pynchon, Heller, and many others. 
Seen in this context, Dr. Strangelove can be appreciated as one of the purest examples of a wonderful school of humor. 
A few details....
The film is full of tiny jokes and references, mostly sexual in nature. The names of many characters are derived from various sex references and ornaments: 
President Merkin Muffley:
Merkins and muffleys are reported, variously, as pubic hair wigs. 
General Jack D. Ripper:
Named after Jack the Ripper, England's most notorious murder of women. 
General "Buck" Turgidson:
"Buck" may carry its slang meaning here; "Turgid" means "swollen." 
Group Captain Lionel Mandrake:
A "mandrake root" was a plant reported to restore sexual potency. 
Col. "Bat" Guano:
"Guano" is "shit." 
Miss Scott:
No jokes here, but this seemed like the best place to mention that Tracy Reed, the actress in this role, was the daughter of the British director Sir Carol Reed (The Third Man, Our Man in Havana, and the film that beat 2001 for the Oscar, Oliver!). 
Ambassador deSadesky:
Named after the Marquis de Sade, sybarite, sexual athlete, poet and namesake of the practice of sexual "sade-ism," i.e, inflicting pain on one's lover. 
Premier Kissov:
"Kiss-off." 
The Bombs:
They have the words "Dear John" and "Hi There" scrawled on them. (In George's novelization, one of the bombs is nicknamed "Lolita.") 
The primary target of the B-52, "Laputa" can be read as either Spanish for "whore," or the floating island in Jonathan Swift's Gulliver's Travels. 
The set design was by Ken Adam, who also made his reputation designing many of the sets for the James Bond films. The two most notable sets are the B-52 interior and the War Room. 
The B-52 interior was classified at the time of the film's production. But apparently, Kubrick's researches found a photo of the interior published in a British aviation magazine, and the end result was the extremely accurate set we see in the final film. (Ridley Scott screened the film for his crew when designing the spaceship sets for Alien, saying he wanted that claustrophobic feeling where the machinery's coming at you.) 
The War Room set was triangular in shape because Kubrick felt that such a space was probably best able to withstand an atomic explosion directly above it. Several critics have noticed the motif of games in the room -- the resemblance of the Big Board to a pinball game, the Joint Chiefs' table to a roulette wheel, etc. 
Director of Photography was Gilbert Taylor, who used available light on the sets whenever possible; scenes in the B-52 were lit mostly with lights visible in the set, as were many of the War Room scenes. (Taylor also photographed The Omen, Star Wars, and A Hard Day's Night.) The scenes of the attack on Burpelson AFB were shot in orthochromatic film, to make it resemble a documentary film. (Alexander Walker also cites the use of a long-focus lens on President Muffley as similar to a documentary filmmaker eavesdropping on a summit meeting.) 
Peter Seller's make-up was designed by Stuart Freeborn, who also did the ape suits in 2001, as well as many of the cantina aliens in Star Wars. 
The mechanical effects, including the shots of the B-52 in flight, were supervised by Wally Veevers, a premier British effects man and one of the four supervisors on 2001.
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as if the water were just flowing on to

these shores. There was a riptide, too,
going in the other direction.
—Arthur Penn!
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[image: image23.png]O1 placc. viorc ihan any other American fiim of the
1960s, it brought the French New Wave'’s free-wheel-
ing riffs on the gangster film back home to Hollywood
in order to reexamine the genre’s implications for con-
temporary American society.

For all the schiolarly and critical attention focused
on Bonnie and Clyde, relatively little has been written
on how the film’s script evolved and the place of the
French New Wave intluence in this process. 3 Certainly,
the film owes much to American film genre conven-
tions. Like Eddie and Joan in Fritz Lang’s pre-war You
Only Live Once (1937), Bowie and Keechie in Nicholas
Ray’s They Live By Night (1948), and Bart and Annie
in Joseph E. Lewis’s Gun Crazy (1949), Bonnie and
Clyde struggle to survive and are overwhelmed by fate
and the dictates of the genre that punishes transgressors
and sacrifices them to maintain social order. In fact, the
writing and production of Bonnie and Clyde suggests
the affinities of Hollywood’s postwar filmmaking—par-
ticularly the film noir and the rural gangster couple
(or bandit) subgenre-—with the phenomenological aes-
thetic and existential ethos of the French New Wave.

Neophyte screenwriters David Newman and Robert
Benton were both editors at Esquire when they wrote
their treatment in the early 1960s. They and director
Arthur Penn ail greatly admired the French New Wave.
In fact, Frangois Truffaut and Jean-Luc Godard were
themselves each phone calls away from directing Bon-
nie and Clyde.* Yet a close look at the film’s early 1964
treatment and various script drafts—from the Octo-
ber 1965 first draft to the September 1966 final (itself
revised through December during shooting)—reveals
that the film’s earliest incamations were even closer in

spirit to its European exemplars than the film we now
celebrate. This is not surprising, if we consider that re-
vising a script usually results in greater “coherence” or
conventionality, even if the screenplay in question was
written and revised outside of Hollywood.

But it is surprising to discover that the screenwrit-
ers’ spiritual and stylistic mentor, Frangois Truffaut,
encouraged the movement toward conventional Hol-
lywood dramaturgy, while director Arthur Penn nudged
the {ilm closer to the French New Wave aesthetic. The
“riptide” Arthur Penn alludes to above, during a dis-
cussion of Mickey One (1964), affected Bonnie and
Clyde as well.

With the input of Truffaut and Penn, Newman and
Benton had an interestingly unconventional script when
principal photography began in Midlothian, Texas, in
fall 1966. By examining the scriptwriting process be-
hind this American classic, we see how an innovative
film whose original concept, storyline, narrative struc-
ture, and characters’ psychology were all inspired by
the French New Wave ultimately becamc a New Hol-
lywood film, and how the sensibility and aesthetics
of the two were so closely intertwined.

It’s worth noting, to begin with, that Newman and Ben-
ton’s early versions of Bonnie and Clyde’s story en-
visioned a striking number of the finished film’s
characterizations, actions, and even visual details, and
did so with astounding precision.3 For example, the no-
tion that Bonnie and Clyde were folk heroes who were
rebelling with mid-60s panache against a repressive so-
ciety appears in Newman and Benton’s very first treat-
ment, as an expression of what the writers identified in

“igure 1.“Funny and horrible at the same time"

Figure 2.The Parker family reunion
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[image: image24.png]the pages of Esquire as “the new sentimentality.”® “If
Bonnie and Clyde were here today,” they wrote,

they would be hip. Their values have become
assimilated in much of our culturc—not rob-
bing barks and killing people, of course, but
their style, their sexuality, their bravado, their
delicacy, their cultivated arrogance, their nar-
cissistic insecurity, their curious ambition have
relevance to the way we live now. ... Of
course, what makes them beautiful is that they
didn’t know it.

Newman has recently reiterated this point in a remi-
niscence about writing the film: “Bonnie and Clyde is
about style and people who have style. It is about peo-
ple whose style set them apart from their time and place
so that they seemed odd and aberrant to the general run
of society.”” That final scene in the car as the couple
drive to Ivan Moss’s home from town, sharing an apple,
with Clyde (Warren Beatty) wearing John Lennon-style
sunglasscs with onc lens missing and Bonnie (Faye
Dunaway) tossing her hair with a huge smile, makes
them 1960s flower children in 1930s garb. Similarly,
from the very first, the writers envisioned that same up-
setting mixture of tones in the film’s most shocking mo-
ments. Describing the couple’s first bank robbery gone
awry, they specify: *“We see, close-up, the face of the
man explode in blood. . . . The entire scene should be
funny and hosrible at the same time due to the juxta-
position of events.” (Figure 1) They further envisioned
that each of the three major gunfights in the film would
have a completely different rhythm and character, build-
ing toward the concluding massacre.

Newman and Benton's treatment sketches specific
scenes in their essentials. The rollicking banjo-picking
of Earl Scruggs and Lester Flatt’s “Foggy Mountain
Breakdown™ was to accompany the first grocery-store
robbery getaway in West Dallas, followed by the sway-
ing car and Bonnie’s lusty advances to Clyde. The writ-
ers’ description of the Parker family reunion sequence
is an apt account of the scene as shot (Figure 2): “There
are a lot of people gathered around but the sound is
an indistinct mixture of talk, laughing, etc. The visual
quality of the image is like the end of Wild Strawber-
ries—a magic, isolated landscape seen from a distance,
lit by bright sun.” (Newman and Benton allude to Ing-
mar Bergman films throughout their treatment as if they
were as familiar as West Side Story [1959]). The writ-
ers vividly described Blanche’s (Estelle Parsons) “Key-
stone Cops™ rescue by the gang on their way out of the
Joplin, Missouri, ambush: “We see ahead Blanche run-
ning wildly-—the car pulls up alongside her, the back-
door is flung open and, in almost the exaggerated style
of an animated cartoon, two hands reach out, lift
Blanche off her feet and pull her into the car. They speed
away” (Figure 3).

‘While scripts often change systematically and dra-
matically from script drafts to screen, there are many
more instances in which Newman and Benton's writ-
ing served as an exact blueprint for what we seen in the
finished film. The very first script draft specified that
the theft of Eugene’s car was to begin with a shot of Eu-
gene and Velma in the foreground, with the camera look-
ing off into the street, just as Penn eventually filmed it
(Figure 4). The Dexter meadow sequence where the
gang recover from Buck’s fatal wounding overnight

Figure 3. Rescuing Blanche

Figure 4. Velma and Eugene kiss while his car is stolen.
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before another attack is also envisioned specifically:
“By the dawn light they look like a troupe of traveling
actors, living out of their caravan, sleeping in the fields,
pursued by death. A certain Seventh Seal quality for just
the first few establishing moments” (Figure 5). (For
Newman and Benton, the violent posse stalks the gang’s
ephemeral repose like the black plague hovering over
the knight and the actors in Bergman'’s film.) The posse’s
gleeful shooting of the Barrow gang’s getaway car later
in that same scene was to be “as painful to watch as the
willful death of a human being. The execution is paced
deliberately to show the ritualistic tempo of the de-
struction,” a superb description of the scene’s mechan-
ics and meaning (a foretaste of the final massacre). It is
extraordinary how detailed and prescient Newman and
Bentan'’s work was. As shot by Penn, each detail proves
overwhelmingly moving and powerful, contributing to
the film’s seminal introduction of new rhythms and sen-
timents (our emotional investment in—and moral re-
pugnance at—the quickly unfolding proceedings) as the
film updates the gangster genre.

Much of the treatment changed, however, as New-
man and Benton worked on later versions of the script.
Their revision of Bornie and Clyde followed three over-
arching tenets. They first strove to make Bonnie and
Clyde a more conventionally romantic and appealing
couple, given their personal idiosyncrasies. There was
also the usual desire to telescope action to eliminate
extraneous episodes in service of a more linear narra-
tive line. Finally, script revisions created stronger con-
nections among different story elements. At each stage,
Newman and Benton followed the best ideas and sug-
gestions Truffaut, Penn, or they themselves could come
up with.

Figure 6. Ménage 4 trois: Bonnie, Clyde, and C.W. (rear)

Reconceptualizing Bonnie and Clyde as individu-
als and as a couple was the central task facing Newman
and Benton. Most dramatically, this involved altering
the ménage 2 trois between Clyde, Bonnie, and the third
gang member. The treatment and first script draft had
Clyde explain to Bonnie, after rejecting her first ad-
vances, that prison changes a man. The C.W. Moss char-
acter they recruited was at this point much different
from Michael J. Pollard’s youthful, goofy bumpkin; he
was an airheaded blond stud named W.D. Jones.

The gang’s unconventional sexual relations were
established early on. The first version of the script called
for a one-shot scene immediately after Jones joins the
couple. The trio enter a motel in long shot from across
a highway. After a brief interval, Jones quickly stomps
out in his underwear swearing, “I won’t do that, ever!”
before a naked but towel-wrapped Bonnie calms him
and brings him back inside. The implication was un-
mistakable. In case anyonc misscd it, a fade-in revealed
the trio awkwardly in bed the next morning, each try-
ing to avoid eye contact with other, until Clyde and
Bonnie burst into uncontrollable laughter.

Thereafter, the sexual trio was a comic leitmotif of
this first script version. After the bank clerk is abruptly
killed on the car’s running board in Mineola, we find
Bonnie at the bathroom mirror fixing herself up (in
an echo, the first draft script notes, of her position in
the opening scene of the film where she reluctantly
dresses for work). In the background, Jones bathes
himself, oblivious to Bonnie’s allure, which angers her
no end. As in the film, Bonnie then refuses Clyde’s offer
to take her home, and Clyde fails to make love to her.
In the initial script, however, their interaction involves
pointing guns at each other in a farrago of sado-
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masochistic foreplay. In the film, this scene of failed
lovemaking ends with Bonnie’s studied, casual shrug
at Clyde’s impotence; by contrast, in the first script draft,
Bonnie casually walks to the door of the room and yells
for Jones to come in to help them get going, as if she
was calling him in for dinner. The scene fades out.

Nor was the trio’s relationship to be a secret in this
first version of the screenplay. After the entire gang, in-
cluding Buck (Gene Hackman) and Blanche, has set-
tled into the Joplin garage apartment, Bonnie again calls
Jones into their bedroom. Much to Blanche’s shock and
outrage, Jones comes when called, walking in casually
and reading a magazine. While they recuperate at
Jones’s father’s house, Bonnie announces as they all
sit at dinner that she and Clyde miss Jones, since he in-
sists on sleeping alone under his father’s roof.

As Newman and Benton soon discovered, how-
ever, no major Hollywood studio would even consider
financing a film of their script (and certainly not with-
out a major star attached to the project). The heroes
were too bizarre and too violent for studio executive
tastes. After Warren Beatty optioned the screenplay, he
insisted, and Penn and the screenwriters agreed, that
he would not play Clyde as written. Further, star, di-
rector, and writers agreed that the gang’s alternative
sexuality would probably diminish a mid-1960s au-
dience’s compassion for them, « sympathy that would
prove so crucial for the film’s success and notoriety. As
Newman has recently recalled, “It was a time when
people commonly called gays ‘perverts’ or worse and
conventional thinking had homosexuality as a sickness
. .. we risked alienating the audicnce from what we
so badly wanted—that the audience would love and
identify with Clyde and Bonnie from the outset, so that

Figure 8. C.W. with the wounded Bonnie

by the time the two start doing “violent things,’ it is too
late for the audience to back away from their identifi-
cation with the desperados.” 8

As Pauline Kael observed in her perceptive origi-
nal review, however, traces of the original scenes do re-
main in the final film: “T"d guess that Newman and
Benton, whose Bonnie seems to owe so much to Cather-
ine in Jules and Jim, had more interesting ideas origi-
nally about Bonnie and Clyde’s (and maybe C.W.’s) sex
lives.”” Most notably, Penn and the writers replaced the
script’s one-shot motel exterior scene, in which Bon-
nie gently persuades Jones to come back inside, with
the film’s one-shot interior scene (after C.W. Moss has
joined the couple) of Bonnie leaning in frustration over
Clyde, who plays possum in bed, while C.W. sleeps
noisily in the background (Figure 6). Later in the film,
when Bonnie emerges from a rented shack to meet Buck
and Blanche, C.W. follows her in his underwcar (Fig-
ure 7), suggesting a casual physical intimacy beyond
their partnership in crime (Clyde has been waiting out-
side for Buck’s car to arrive). After the Dexter meadow
ambush where Buck is killed and Blanche is arrested,
C.W. intimately intertwines arms with the injured Bon-
nie as they wait for Clyde to steal a new car (Figure 8).10

Of course Bonnie and Clyde’s dedicated hetero-
sexuality is affirmed (through dialogue and action) at
many points in the finished film. By the time they and
C.W. arrive at his father’s home, C.W. seems very much
like a surrogate child or foster brother (they consti-
tute a new family like Natalie Wood, James Dean, and
Sal Mineo in Rebel Without a Cause). The growing ten-
demess between the couple was also a product of rewrit-
ing. The scene of the couple finally making love, after
Bonnie has read Clyde her poem, was an invention of
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the September 1966 final revised script; no such scene
appeared in the treatment or any of the early script ver-
sions; according to Penn, Beatty insisted on it.!!

A great deal of this reconceptualizing of the cou-
ple centered on Bonnie specifically. In her earliest in-
carnation, Bonnie is Clyde’s pal, exuberantly smoking
cigars, tough and full of explosive anger (throwing ash-
trays at the gang members when she wants privacy with
Clyde), even though Newman and Benton intended for
audiences to be smitten with her.

The changes in the script’s portrait of Bonnie are
apparent from the series of scenes immediately fol-
lowing the gang’s one successful bank job. In the film,
after Blanche’s request for a share of the proceeds, Bon-
nie smolders in protest to Clyde, Her anger is side-
stepped by the need for a new getaway car. The gang
steals Eugene’s car and “visit” with the undertaker and
his girlfriend Velma (Evans Evans); Bonnie has the
gang drop them off abruptly when Eugene informs them
of his job; Bonnie becomes homesick and runs away
from the gang, wanting to return home, and Clyde
arranges for the evocative Parker family reunion.

In the earliest script version, however, Bonnie was
less subdued and less vulnerable. Here, after Blanche
called her a tramp, Bonnie pulled a gun and threatened
to shoot Blanche point blank. When Clyde humili-
ated her into backing down, Bonnie {led the gang while
Buck and Blanche laughed raucously at her. In a later





[image: image28.png]scripted scene, Bonnie literally kicked a captured of-
ficer out of the car when she discovered newspaper re-
ports that described her habit of cigar smoking. The
encounter with Eugene and Velina was a random meet-
ing that occurred after the Parker family reunion. Ac-
cordingly, the reunion scene originally had little of
Bonnie’s desperation that is so moving in the final film,
The rearrangement of these scenes was suggested
by Penn’s wife, a family therapist, who understood how
the encounter with Eugene could affect Bonnie. Robert
Towne, on location in Texas as script doctor, added Mrs.
Parker’s dialogue about their certain death (*You best
keep runnin’, Clyde Barrow”) to tinge the reunion with
the logic and emotion of Bonnie’s homesickness. Towne
also crafted Bonnie’s subsequent, painful statement
to Clyde: “You know, when we started out, [ really
thought we was really goin’ somewhere. But this is
it. We're just goin’, huh?” Giving Bonnie a sense of
what John Cawelti has characterized as tragic self-
knowledge was thus a process that continued through
various stages of scriptwriting. It was a crucial part
of making Bonnie even more appealing to viewers.!2
Thus, with each script revision, Newman and Ben-
ton (and in this instance, Penn and Towne) crafted a
more romantic central couple, particularly giving Bon-
nie a softness (as with a shot of her comforting Blanche
after Buck is fatally wounded) that conformed more
closely to traditional notions of femininity, alongside
her rebellious and unconventional nature. Between Bon-
nie’s cigar smoking and the hints of the sexual triangle,
it is no wonder that Pauline Kael pointed to Truffaut’s

Left: Confronting the law,
with Denver Pyle as the
sheriff

Below: A more romantic
couple





[image: image29.png]Catherine of Jules and Jim (196 1) as a major model for
the screenwriters. By contrast, the only major change
Clyde underwent in revision was Penn’s addition of his
intuitive social consciousness, his almost accidental

taking-on of the cause of the dispossessed as justifi-
cation for his life of crime.

Besides characterization, Newman and Benton’s script
revisions affected the film’s range of narration, mini-
mizing scenes where Bonnie and Clyde do not appear.
One of Bonnie and Clyde’s hallmarks is the unprece-
dented amount of time we spend confined with the gang
and knowing only what they know. This technique
vividly evokes the gang’s disorienting existence and
creates the film'’s celebrated shifts in tone, like that
which moves from the stillness of Bonnie’s poetry read-
ing in Joplin to the frantic police raid that interrupts it.
As the film progresses, the scenes occurring without
the gang increase (from the one in which the injured
butcher identifies Clyde to the cutaways back to the
West Texas bank where the robbery witnesses have be-
come newspaper celebrities). In general, the script re-
visions worked toward keeping the audience confined
to scenes with the gang.13

Revisions also affected narrative structure, tele-
scoping lengthy sequences into short, unified scenes,
and making the action of the film more lincar. In early
drafts, Bonnie was to leam to shoot a gun in a series of
scenes which Newman and Benton explicitly compared
to Eliza Doolittle’s diction lessons in George Cukor’s
My Fair Lady (1964). Episodic scenes that cstablished
or reiterated character traits were omitted (a lunch where
Bonnie complains to Clyde about their lack of privacy
and W.D. Jones drowns his food in sugar, or a lengthy
scene where Frank Hamer demonstrates his superior
crime-fighting acumen to some deputies). Much of the
information we learn from Buck and Clyde when they
first talk alone—Buck’s personal history, and details of
Clyde’s incarceration—originally was scripted for a
scene of Buck and Blanche en route to meet Clyde and
Bonnie. Reapportioning the dialogue allows us to meet
Buck and Blanche only when Bonnie and Clyde do,
another way in which the film aligns our knowledge of
events and characters so closely to theirs.

Further deletions pushed the action along in an in-
triguing way, creating pronounced jumps forward in
the narrative, giving the film its quick pace and vi-
sual style, so that it fairly hurls forward with the speed
of Jules and Jim or Breathless (1959).

Particularly striking in this regard are the elimi-
nated scenes of Clyde scheming away. In the first com-

plete script, Bonnie and Clyde’s “interview” of C.W.

for the job of getaway driver/mechanic originally came
after Clyde—smarting from his struggle with the butcher
who nearly killed him—articulated their need for a third
gang member. In the film, they simply meet and recruit
C.W. after a fade-out. A similar revision process elim-
mnated Clyde’s realization that the gang needs a fourth
member—Buck—after C.W. boiches the Mineola job
(by neatly parking the getaway car) where the bank
teller gets shot. Thus the creation of what Lester Fried-
man has called Clyde’s “alternative family" occurs “nat-
urally” and gradually in the film, an expression of
Clyde’s need for community rather than his cold cal-
culations as to how to rob more effectively.!*

Indeed, we never see the gang plan a bank robbery
or reflect on how to do their jobs better—they just take
action. After Clyde’s ludicrous first bank robbery at-
tempt, a scripted scene showed the couple pulling up
to a grocery store; in the film, we cut from their get-
away to Clyde already holding up the store with a bag
of groceries in his hand. We never see Bonnie and Clyde
buying new clothes, but they are fashion plates when
they attempt each bank robbery (somewhere between
the Busby Berkeley movie and the motel room, Bon-
nie has managed to pick up a golddigger necklace).

The deletion of these scenes provides the much-re-
marked spontaneity of Bonnie and Clyde that endears
them to us as social rebels. Thus while the script evolved
into a more linear—we might say more “classical Hol-
lywood”—pattern of action, the omission of interven-
ing scenes rendered the narration of the film less
informative than in earlier drafts. Simultaneously, such
omissions, augmented by Penn and Allen’s editing tech-
nique, gave Bonnie and Clyde its relentless momentum.

In this process of quickening the action, as in the
original conception of the ménage & trois, we can also
see the close connection between the French New Wave
and Hollywoed cinema. The New Wave’s reworking
of Hollywood genres deployed a “shorthand,” 1o use
Dede Allen’s term,!s relying on audience familiarity
with genre conventions to create parodies of the gen-
res, barely credible story worlds, characters and nar-
rative lines, that unfold with spectacular speed and
without psychological realism. The original treatment
for Bonnie and Clyde reflects this heightened con-
sciousness of genre tradition without the clipped pace

of the final film.

What was Frangois Truffaut’s role in the script’s revi-
sion and transformation? He read Newman and Ben-
ton’s original treatment in late March, 1964, and this
fact, and his initial plans to direct the movie, are often
invoked to explain its New Wave qualities. What is not
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so well known is that, as I have shown, the treatment
and script drafts Newman and Benton had prepared
to date already emulated the French New Wave. More-
over, Truffaut’s own suggestions, while urging the neo-
- phyte screenwriters to give their treatment stronger
dramatic shape, pushed the film toward a more con-
ventional dramaturgy. 6

For one thing, Truffaut encouraged Newman and
Benton to elaborate on and shift their characterizations
of the characters. He adviscd them very specifically to
develop J.D.’s father’s dislike of his son’s tattoo into a
major obsession, and to make the father into a dis-
sembler who “surprises” the audience (“Perhaps make
him always surprising, so he always does the unex-
pected, the height of hypocrisy . . . he makes out gang
is great but turns them in, etc. It should be stimulat-
ing for us to see Ivan™)!7. He proposed that the writ-
ers draw out Clyde’s humiliating, first failed robbery
atternpt (of the bank that has folded); the writers had
Clyde make the teller explain the situation to Bonnie,
and have her laugh at him as they drive away.

More significantly, Truffaut suggested that Bonnie
be made more appealing. It was his idea that the hyp-
ocritical Blanche do something to inspirc Bonnie’s an-
tagonism (“Perhaps Blanche made a blunder that
endangered the whole group. Strengthen Bonnie’s mo-
tive™), a comment that inspired Blanche’s request for
a share of the take on top of her panic attack during the
Joplin ambush (Figure 9). Truffaut also urged that the
script show Bonanic and Clyde reconciling after each
fight (Figure 10), rather than leaving their disputes over
Blanche unresolved without either one giving in, and
making love in some way just before their death (“We
must be reminded . . . all the way through . . . of the

Figure 10. Reconciliation

love aspects of B and C”); Beaity’s insistence on this
before principal photography carried Truffaut’s con-
cept to realization. Significantly, as well, Truffaut en-
couraged the writers to develop the implications of the
gang’s ménage a trois (how does Bonnie regard J.W.
after Buck and Blanche arrive?).

Most surprisingly, Truffaut focused not on open-
ing the film up to more playful, disparate elements 2 la
Shoot the Piano Player, but on unifying it to give it
greater aesthetic coherence. Newman and Benton orig-
inally began the film with Clydc following Bonnic on
the street; their relationship took off from there. Truf-
faut urged the writers to begin the film with a scene
of Bonnie alone, on the grounds that their first meeting
would otherwise occur too abruptly for the audience to
absorb. As David Newman’s notes on their meeting
with Truffaut put it, “Greater dramatic unity was often
stressed by FI.” “FT” noted that Newman and Benton,
like miany first-time writers, had overwritten their story:
there were too many scenes generally in the treatment.
Truffaut broke it down into 28 segments, tying each
one together. For example, he suggested that Bonnie
and Clyde’s initial meeting, first robbery, and first meal
together all take place in a single day; or that various
scenes of the gang settling into their apartment in Joplin,
Missouri, cooking, playing checkers, writing poetry,
again be combined into one day.

Like a veteran of Hollywood script conferences,
Truffaut suggested constant planting of characters,
places, and ideas to show the causes of subsequent
actions. Newman and Benton should show the deliv-
ery boy (from a laundry in the treatment) in Joplin over-
hearing some dialogue from the gang that makes him
suspicious; in the film he hears Blanche saying “Clyde,
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look at Bonnie”—a dead giveaway, which in turn sets
up the surprise attack on the gang (Figure 11). Truffaut
was also critical of a series of episodes late in the script
in which Clyde holds up a hamburger stand and robs a
gas station after filling up. He then pays for having his
clothes laundered, showing how Clyde values and will
pay for work well done, even if it means he is incon-
sistent. To Truffaut, these scenes were, in Newman’s
notcs, “pattemnless episodes.” They needed to lead some-
where, 1o be “connected more closely to your scenario,”
perhaps to answer the question “How does the gang re-
late to and use money?” Penn and Towne’s late re-
arrangement of the scenes with Eugene and Velma,
of Bonnie’s attempt to run away from the gang, and of
the family reunion, also fulfill this principle.

Figure 13.The swerve shot

Figure |2. Humiliating Hamer

Truffaut also offered suggestions on making Sher-
iff Frank Hamer a connecting thread through the film.
The original treatment called for the gang to amuse
themselves by kidnapping and humiliating a police of-
ficer, and then to leave him in the middle of nowhere.
Truffaut suggested that the officer in question be Hamer,
the man who ultimately kills them. In Newman’s notes
on the French director’s comments, one can sense his
excitement from the punctuation:

The policeman they kidnap and throw out of
the car should be Hamer! There will be great
satisfaction for the audience if . . . much later
in the film . . . when the police deputies talk
and talk about this great person and then when
he appears . . . it is a face we’ve seen before.

The finished film did without a subsequent, scripted
segment showing other officers speaking of Hamer’s
accomplishments; and of course, the gang and the au-
dience know who Hamer is when Clyde surprises him.
Still, Newman and Benton took Truffaut’s other sug-
gestion for this scene: that the writers strengthen
Hamer’s motive (much as they should do with Bon-
nie’s dislike of Blanche), by having Bonnie humiliate
him—the photo of Hamer’s capture by the gang and
Bonnie’s generous kiss was the result (Figure 12).

In all these ways, then, Truffaut encouraged the
first-time screenwriters to revise their script away from
a series of random encounters (bookended by Clyde’s
first robbery and the couple’s death) to a more tightly
woven narrative. In fact, of Truffaut’s many suggestions
for developing the script. only four brought the film
closer to the playful style of his own films. The French
director encouraged the writers to exrend and elaborate
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Figure 16. Hamer reading the poem in a newspaper ...
cut to

the series of shots of the swerving car on the country
road after Clyde’s very first store robbery (Figure 13)—
they would become the signature getaway scenes of the
film. {(He also exhorted Newman and Benton to make
the gang’s cscape from that first, Joplin ambush more
elaborate than the several shots envisioned in their treat-
ment—it became the bravura montage sequence we see
in the film.) He recommended that the writers render
the scene of the self-conscious Bonnie and Clyde tak-
ing pictures of themselves to be “emblematic of their
fame,” so that even Bonnie’s mother can say she has
seen newspaper clippings at the family reunion.

Most dramatically, Truffaut inspired the two writ-
ers to dramatically rescript their handling of Bonnie’s

Figure 17. Bonnie reading to Clyde from the newspaper

poem, “The Ballad of Bonnie and Clyde.” According
to Newman and Benton’s treatment, Bonnie was to read
“The Ballad of Bonnie and Clyde” in its entirety, with
portions read by a policeman from a newspaper. The
French director suggested they use a “Hitchcockian
way” of cutting from Bonnie reading, to a police of-
ficer, to seeing it in the newspaper, and back to Bon-
nie, all umfied by Bonnie or other characters’ voices.
As it is shot, with Bonnie reading through an abridged
version of the poem, we cut to a shot of the poem in
newsprint, then to a shot of Hamer reading it, before
coming back to Bonnie, with the entire sequence vi-
sualizing the mythologizing power of Bonnie’s piece
(Figures 14-17).
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Robert Benton a rich mine of ideas for developing their
vivid and suggestive treatment into a first-draft script,
with principles they would follow later in preparation
for principal photography. As we have seen, several re-
visions of the script—the couple’s romance and Bon-
nie’s character, for cxample—were further influenced
by Arthur Penn’s input and direction. Penn is generally
credited, for example, with the elements of 1930s rural
America (the Roosevelt posters and other iconography
of the Great Depression—the Okie truck of the dis-
possessed farmer, and the shattering of windows at the
mortgaged farmhouse). In earlier script drafts, Clyde
and Bonnie meet a farmer who simply asked for di-
rections to the highway; Penn added the notion of the
random encounter with the farmer supplying Clyde’s
rationale for bank robbing (Figure 18). The crosscut-
ting back to the bank witnesses who enjoy their fame
was another strategy that appeared late in the revisions,
at Penn’s instigation.

And of course, the final ambush was visualized and
shot by Penn. While in New York and after reading
Newman and Benton’s treatment, Truffaut had invited
them to a screening of Joseph H. Lewis’s Gun Crazy
(1949), and he pointed out, as a flaw to be avoided, the
lengthy, dragged-out quality of the final shootout in the
misty swamp. Newman and Benton scripted an abrupt
final shootout accordingly (based as well on their re-
search on the couple’s lives and death), but their treat-
ment and early scripts described a distinctly different
approach from that of the final film:

At no point in the gun-fight do we see Bonnie
and Clyde in motion. We see, instead, two still
photographs cut into the sequence: one of
Clyde, half out of the car, taking careful dead
aim with his gun, just as he did in the teaching
{Bonnie to shoot] scene; one of Bonnie, in ter-
ror, a pack of cigarettes in her hand clutched
tight, looking as fragile and beautiful as she
can.

Penn decided that such an abstract presentation of their
death could be better visualized with the slow mo-
tion, multi-camera, multi-speed massacre he filmed,
and which he described as “spastic, but balletic.”!8
Even with the script’s counter-culture sensibility,
its casual dismantling of a traditional film genre, and
its extraordinary commingling of sexual frustration
and gory violence, Bonnie and Clyde could easily have
been shot as a more conventional film had Penn not en-
joyed unusual freedom in production. Penn secured the

Figure 18. Random encounter i la Penn

right to location shooting in Texas. He insisted on a
contractual right to final cut (after the studio recut-
ting of his previous film, The Chase [1965]), and
arranged to edit the film in New York City, which kept
studio interference to a minimum. These preconditions
allowed Penn his “breathless” approach to the film’s
visual style, as well as the latest revisions to the script.!®

Significantly, once the ménage 2 trois was elimi-
nated, few of the script revisions noted above were in-
spired by MPAA or Warner Bros, studio concemns, Jack
L. Warmner, still the reigning (but soon to retire) studio
head, found the point blank shooting of the bank clerk,
as well as various expletives like “Christ!” offensive.
Story development chief Curtis Kenyon conveyed this
to Arthur Penn and Warren Beatty prior to their de-
parture for location shooting in Texas. “In general, they
were very cooperative and appreciate the necessity for
keeping brutality and profanity to a minimum,” Kenyon
reported to Warner afterwards, “They asked me to re-
mind you, however, that these were rough, tough peo-
ple and that a certain amount of salty expressions were
needed to give the picture flavor.”20 The action and lan-
guage remained in the film.

Geoffrey Shurlock of the MPPA’s self-regulating
but recently dismantled Production Code Administra-
tion wrote Jack Warner in mid-October 1966 that the
basic story was acceptable, but he made several nota-
tions, writing, of the very first scene, “TIt is still, obvi-
ously, a bold and even tasteless idea to suggest that
Bonnie exposes herself so shamelessly to Clyde, and
that it is on this basis that their attraction to each other
begins and is founded. Therefore, the acceptability of
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which it appears on the screen.”?! Warner Bros. pro-
duction vice-president Walter MacEwen found dailies
of Bonnie alone in her room “done with such admirable
taste and circumspection he could find nothing remotely
offensive in the scene.”?? Shurlock would ultimately
agree. Shurlock also protested the profanity and coarse
language, the “grossly animalistic” sexual attraction
between Clyde and Bonnie, the brutality of pistol whip-
ping the grocery store butcher and shooting the bank
clerk point blank, and Bonnie’s “sexual assault” on
Sheriff Hamer. But these elements remained in the final
cut, and the film got its seal of approval on May 15,
1967.%3

As if testifying to Bonnie and Clyde’s innovations,
a firestorm of critical controversy greeted the film’s
premiere, as traditional reviewers such as the New York
Times’s Bosley Crowther decried it as “a cheap piece
of bald-faced slapstick comedy” with a “blending of
farce with brutal killings [which] is as pointless as it is
lacking in taste.” Crowther left his post soon afterwards;
other critics publicly reversed their dismissal of the film
when audience enthusiasm made them reconsider it.2¢
The film was on its way to becoming a “classic,” as a
harbinger of a new sensibility in American filmmak-
ing, one inspired by the French New Wave.

When Arthur Penn and Warren Beatty screened Bon-
nie and Clyde for the retiring Jack Warner, Beatty was
compelled by Wamer’s dismissive response (“What the
hell was that?”) to place his production in the great tra-
dition of Warner Bros. gangster films. When Pauline
Kael reviewed it, she placed it alongside You Only Live
Once and other classic criminal couple-on-the-run films,
noting as well that “the young French directors dis-
covered the poetry of crime of American life (from our
movies) and showed the Americans how to put it
on the screen in a new, “existential” way.”?5 Indeed,
with Breathless and Shoot the Piano Player, Jean-Luc
Godard and Francois Truffaut could place the fleeing
gangster into the context of American film genres while
playing with conventions so obviously that their films
became examples of modemnist cinema. While Kael’s
understanding of the film was remarkably prescient,
her criticism of Penn for embracing the French influ-
ence now seems wrongheaded, since so much of what
is innovative in the film derives from Newman, Ben-
ton, and Penn’s wonderful alchemy.

The impctus for and concept of Bonnie and Clyde
came from outside Hollywood—itwo film buff jour-
nalists who knew what they loved about recent French

Bonnie and Clyde—dressed to kill

films and who were willing to take to heart the ad-
vice of their mentor. The great irony of its genesis was
that Truffaut urged the writers against emulating his
own loose, episodic narrative construction even fur-
ther in shaping the architecture of their film. The les-
son Truffaut imparted was that one had to emulate
the conventions and aesthetic values of the classical
American genre film before one could play with the
form in a more innovative fashion. It is impossible to
think of another film besides Bonnie and Clyde that,
after continual script revision, more thoroughly inte-
grates Hollywood and French New Wave filmmaking.
However, as Truffaut’s contributions to the script
demonstrate, they were in certain respects not that
far apart to begin with.

Matthew Bernstein teaches film studies at Emory
University. His anthology, Controlling Hollywood: Censorship
and Regulation in the Studie Era, was just published by
Rutgers University Press.

I thank David Newman for graciously making available his script
drafts for Bonnie and Clyde and for talking with me at generous
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Arts Library for their ever-efficient and courteous help.
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The comments which follow, and all discussion of script
revisions, come from an examination of Newman and Ben-
ton’s original treatment and five undated script drafts un-
dertaken between 1964 and 1966, all in the possession of
screenwriter David Newman, New York City. The final re-
vised script was dated September 6, 1966, although several
crucial changes were made through December as the film
was shot.

John G. Cawelti provides an abbreviated compari-
son of the revised final script (which he calls the “origi-
nal script”) and finished film in John G. Cawelti, ed., Focus
on “Bonnie and Clyde” (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-
Hall, 1973), 138-45.

The script printed in The “Bonnie and Clyde” Book is
neither the final revised script nor the finished film, but a
combination of the two. It is useful as a record of dialogue
spoken in the film, but it is a less reliable record of what
exactly is in the final script or in the finished film. For ex-
ample, the published script describes Bonnie taking out a
mirror to fix her hair in the roadhouse restaurant, but she
doesn’t in the finished film—a detail in keeping with the
notion that Clyde is her mirror. The published script has
Buck laughing at Bonnie’s attempt to flee the gang to re-
turn home, but of course, he doesn’t ridicule her in the filn
but aids in finding her. The published script also neglects
certain details of editing and mise-en-scéne: for example,

it does not note the fade-out between Clyde’s stealing a sec-

ond car and Bonnie waking up alone in the farmhouse the
next morning after their first meal together; it does not
describe the hospitalized butcher’s significant look of recog-
nition when he sees a mug shot of Clyde; etc.

See Steve Alan Carr, “From ‘Fucking Cops!™ 1o “Fucking
Media!’: Bonnie and Clyde for a Sixties America,” in Arthur
Penn’s “Bonnie and Clyde,” 70-101, for a discussion of
Newman and Benton's notion of the “new sentimentality.”
David Newman, “What’s It Really All About?” 38.
Newman, “What’s It Really All About?” 36-37. Penn has
stated his reasoning that if the gang were so “sophisticated”
s 1o sustain 2 ménage A trois, their “ordinariness . . . could
not survive™ plausibly in the script (Luddy and Thomson,
37). See also Penn’s comments in his essay, “Making
Waves,” 18: “My recall from early memories was that the
crop of bank robbers . . . were in fact country folk; they
were farmers or children of farmers, bumpkins most of
them, frequently all but illiterate. They were willing to set-
tle for the small sums they snatched from country banks,
but they certainly did not seem to me figures that belonged
in complicated sexual arrangements.” Penn’s assumption
that country bumpkins were all heterosexual is of course
just that: an assumption.

Pauline Kael, “Crime and Poetry,” The “Bonnie and Clyde”
Book, 204.

Liora Moriel provides the only sustained reading of the
film’s traces of bisexual and gay elements in “Erasure and
Taboo: A Queer Reading of Bonnie and Clyde,” in Arthur
Penn’s “Bonnie and Clyde,” 148-76. She singles out other
scenes, such as Clyde’s byplay with C.W. and neglect of
Bonnie, as evidence of their partially erased homoerotic
bond,
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Penn, “Making Waves,” 21. Other script revisions made the
couple more appealing by omitting their narcissism. One
change eliminated a scene showing the couple admiring
their stylish dress hefore 4 bank job; another cut scene shows
them in the Platte City motel, dressed as corpses for their
own funeral and giggling at themselves in a mirror before
the “laws” attack. Even in the final revised draft, while
rccuperating at the Moss home and even through their final
day. Clyde plans to kidnap a millionaire (it’s easier than
robbing banks). In the film, by omitting Clyde’s last bit
of scheming, Newman and Benton preserved his and Bon-
nie's final incarnation as a carefree, loving couple, sense-
lessly slaughtered after consummating their romance.
Penn describes Towne’s contributions in “Making Waves,”
22-24.
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pital room, and that one-shot scene of the couple in a motel
room with C.W.); even the final ambush was shot during
the shoot’s final days. Penn proved a fairly efficient di-
rector, taking between one and three minutes of footage per
day, with daily setups ranging from 13 (Clyde’s first attempt
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at fovemaking in a motel room) to 29 (for the Parker re-
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battle) to 4 1/2 pages (for the scene of splitting up the rob-
bery proceeds with Blanche). Shooting took 68 days, fi-
nally ending on January 6 with various car process shots.

Penu and Dede Allen edited the film in New York, a
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veteran mogul Jack L. Warner, who, as early as January
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Memo to Walter MacEwen, 3 January, 1967. Dubbing and
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Providing a succinct summary of Arthur Penn's career is not easy, since

his films are not Hollywood escapist fare but, conversely, are certainly

not examples of rarefied avant-garde cinema. Penn's films often blend

frequently unsettling violence with contemplative sequences; stark

aggression coexists with cerebral anguish. Nonetheless, when reviewing

Penn's work, particular moments of visceral power tend to overshadow the

calmer, introspective interludes. It is difficult to forget, even after

many years have elapsed, the raw immediacy of Billy the Kid shooting a

bystander out of his boots; a well-meaning sheriff's bloody assault by

racist yahoos; the brutal lyricism of Bonnie and Clyde's bullet-riddled

bodies; or a psychotic father's murder of his newlywed daughter. These

cathartic moments, culled from both the early and late phases of Penn's

career, point to this director's determination to undermine his

audience's complacency in a manner that is simultaneously shocking and

thought-provoking. 

Unlike contemporary film school brats, Arthur Penn's apprenticeship

began in the early days of broadcast television. Most memorably, he

directed plays commissioned by Playhouse 90 and Philco Playhouse, two of

the most oft-cited representatives of the medium's so-called "Golden

Age." He subsequently achieved great success on Broadway, where he

directed such distinguished productions as William Gibson's The Miracle

Worker and Two for the Seesaw, Lillian Hellman's Toys in the Attic, and

An Evening with Nichols and May. There are vital links between Penn's

work in television and theater, and his film career. His experience as

the floor manager at NBC's Colgate Comedy Hour influenced the jaundiced

view of stand-up comedy that can be detected in Mickey One (1964), while

something akin to Nichols and May's astringent satirical verve is

evident in the darker humor of Bonnie and Clyde (I967) and Little Big

Man (1970). 

Despite vast stylistic and thematic differences, Penn's early films are

all coming of age stories in which anguished protogonist undergo crucial

and frequently violent, transformations. The Left-Handed Gun(1957)

featured a sensitive anti-hero (played with moody flair by Paul Newman),

whose violent rage seemed primarily the result of adolescent confusion.

Although this film was by no means the first Western to include Freudian

motiff, Penn's audacious reinterpretation of the Billy the Kid legend

went a long way toward subverting the stoic masculinity of traditional

Western film was by no means the first Western to Stewart. The Miracle

Worker (1962), Penn's adaptation of William Gibson's much honored play,

was an equally heterodox coming of age narrative that managed to avoid

much of the sentimentality that usually plagues films devoted to the

plight of handicapped protogonists. This account of the young Helen

Keller's acquisition of language is horrowing, even a bit frightening at

times, but never treacly. Mickey One, Penn's most experimental film,

explores a young man's alienation (a word still very much in vogue

during the early Sixties) in a convoluted manner that is reminiscent of

European 'art cinema.' The paranoid comedian portrayed by Warren Beatty,

however, is a quintessentially American figure whose quest for identity

ends on a note of qualified affirmation. 

Although Weighed down by Lillian Hellman's floridly melodramatic script

(revised at the behest of a nervous studio by Horton Foote--the source

material's original author--among others), The Chase (1965) remains one

of the few American films to explore the complex social tapestry of a

small southern town. Many films depict the provincial racism of the

pre-Civil Rights era with varying degrees of success. This frequently

over-the-top chronicle of avarice and hysteria placed an equal emphasis

on the vicious class divisions that were such an integral part of the

old southern hierarchy. 

The journalistic furor that made Bonnie and Clyde the most controversial

film of 1967 may be dimly remembered, but the film's still remarkable

stylistic bravura has insured its reputation as a cinematic landmark.

Since movie audiences are now inclined to accept the most lurid violence

with blase aplomb, the outrage that greeted Penn's reinvention of the

gangster film may be difficult to grasp. Yet the calumny that was heaped

upon Bonnie and Clyde--as well as the lavish praise most famously

embodied by Pauline Kael's New Yorker rave--helped to crystallize

generational, political, and social conflicts that went to the heart of

the late Sixties' unprecedented cultural upheaval. Todd Gitlin's

characterization of the film as "a stylized great plains myth version of

Huey Newton and Che Guevara in living color . . . Sixties people set

back in the Thirties much of the film's distinctive allure, Although

Bonnie and Clyde evoked the Depression with fleeting images of FDR, this

reclamation of the French New Wave's own veneration of American cinema

was not a social problem in the mold d Ford's The Grapes of Wrath, or

even a gangster film in the tradition of Wellman's Public Enemy. Dede

Allen's, brilliantly elliptical editing echoed the staccato rhythms of

Godard s Breathless, and the film's ambivalent portrait of outlaws who

could either be denounced as thugs or embraced as martyrs, spoke

eloquently to a culture that found itself threatened by violent passions

that still have not been thoroughly assuaged. 

Bonnie and Clyde's bloody coda proved scandalously exhilarating, but

Penn's two subsequent films provide ample evidence that the giddy

radicalism of 1967 would soon congeal into sour disillusion. Little Big

Man, for example, retains the savage humor of Thomas Berger's sprawling

picaresque novel, but undeniably extends his sardonic view of the Old

West and General Custer's 'last stand' into an indictment of a more

recent American debacle--the war in Vietnam. Jack Crabb (impishly

impersonated by Dustin Hoffman), at home neither in middle class America

nor in the Cheyenne tribe that adopted him as a child, faces a series of

disasters with seemingly unwarranted optimism. Nonetheless, the film's

tone is virtually apocalyptic, as the specter of the near-eradication of

Native American culture threatens to overwhelm the initial comic

ambiance. 

Alice's Restaurant (1969) is not precisely the elegy for the

counter-culture that some took it for, but, at least retrospectively,

seems more like a meditation on the perennial American penchant for

communitarian idealism. The film is perhaps Penn's most personal effort

(he shared his sole screenwriting credit with Venable Herndon), since

the film depicts a New England hippie subculture that he knew

intimately. The deconsecrated church that houses a failed commune,

peopled with appealing but deeply flawed iconoclasts, is a suitably

ironic emblem of the essentially religious tenor of many strains of

American dissidence. Arlo Guthrie's comic ballad gave the film its name

(and twenty minutes are devoted to a dutiful re-enactment), but the film

ends despondently, implictly asserting that the Woodstock Generation had

reached the end of its tether. 

Although many of Penn's subsequent films could be caricatured as

standard genre exercises (especially when contrasted with the pioneering

work of the late Sixties and early Seventies), their cavalierly

negatively reception by many critics may yet be rectified by more sober

reexamination. While many dismissed The Missouri Breaks (1976) as a big

budget romp that shamelessly indulged the egos of Jack Nicholson and

Marlon Brando, this elaborate Western can easily be viewed as a

surprisingly feminist film that is ripe r or reassessment. Both the

noirish Night Moves (1975) and the espionage film cum family drama,

Target (1985), have their partisans, and Penn brought an admirable sense

of craftsmanship to these superficially pedestrian projects. The uneasy

meld of Steve Tesich's conservative populism and Penn's own liberalism

in Four Friends (1981) make for a muddled film. Its brilliant imagery,

however (Ghislain Cloquet's cinematography helps immeasurably), at least

partially compensates for the narrative confusion. 

At a time when flashy but empty blockbusters receive an inordinate

amount of attention, Arthur Penn's career is more exemplary than ever.

Penn's films are not hermetic intellectual exercises, but, like the best

popular art, they do not pander to their audience's worst instincts. An

entire generation of filmmakers has reaped the benefits of Penn's

discovery that American films could transcend the limitations of the

time-honored genres, while refusing to slavishly imitate foreign models.

Given our current impoverished film culture, a new Arthur Penn film

would be more than welcome. 

--Richard Porton 

Cineaste: You had been working in TV for several years when you directed

your first film, The Left-Handed Gun, in 1957. How did that come about? 

Arthur Penn: Fred Cue, the producer, asked me to direct it after he'd

asked a couple of other people--Delbert Mann, I think, couldn't do

it--and I said yes. Gore Vidal had originally written it as a one-hour

Phikv Playhouse directed by Bob Mulligan. It was a very nice interior .

. . 

Cineaste: It's like a chamber play. 

Penn: It is, it's very small, but Leslie Stevens and I completely

rewrote it. 

Cinoeste: You made it into a Western. 

Penn: In point of fact. We introduced all the stuff that is sort of

original in the film, like the Hurd Hatfield character. We took that

figure historically from what was called 'yellow journalism'--you know,

those little yellow books written by dime novelists which turned people

like Billy the Kid into legends. We just started to play with that idea

and then figured he would be a terrific character. 

Cineaste: The treatment of violence is quite distinctive for a Western

of that period. When one of Billy's buddies gets shot, he cries out, "I

can feel my blood? And there's a remarkable scene where one of the

deputies is literally blasted out of his boots. Was that your

contribution? 

Penn: Sure, that's my stuff, including the slow motion and fast motion

of that shooting. It's done very quickly. Billy says, "Hey, Ollinger,"

and the deputy turns in slightly slow motion, and then, boom, he hits

the ground in slightly fast motion. I was just playing with the medium.

It was such a thrill to have a medium you could do that with because

that was not possible in live TV at all. We didn't even have tape

yet--just as I left Playhouse 90 they were getting tape--so we had to do

everything live and didn't have a medium beyond the electronic image to

work with. But the film's dialog was Leslie Stevens's. 

Cineaste: Since it was your first film, you didn't have editorial

control. 

Penn: I didn't have anything. After I finished shooting it, I never

heard 'boo' from Warner Bros. I never saw a cut, nothing, and then the

film was released. The first I saw of it was when I went with my brother

and sister-in-law to see it on a double-bill. It was amazing, a very

strange experience. 

Cineaste: How would your version have differed? 

Penn: Oh, not a great deal. 

Cineaste: Is it a question of different emphases here and there? 

Penn: And rhythms, because, having come from live TV, I didn't

understand the excesses of filming as they were practiced by the more

knowledgeable directors, so I shot very little film. We did the film in

twenty-three days, so I didn't cover anything that was extraneous. I

could have wished for better rhythms in certain scenes and sometimes a

more antic spirit--for example, when Billy and his two pals have that

flour fight. There are a couple of other scenes likewise intended to be

a little more antic to suggest a young guy, a kid, and those are done a

little ponderously. 

Cineaste: You also said that Warner Bros. botched the ending? 

Penn: Yes, that's a terrible ending. It's flat and absolutely deadly.

It's that line of, "Well, we can go home now," the classic phrase used

in a million films. Well, what's so great about going home?! Besides,

Pat Garrett is not the principal character. 

Cineaste: What was your preferred ending? 

Penn: It was to be a ritualistic ending. Small groups of black-dad

women, mostly, slowly assembling into a candlelit cortege. It was meant

to seem both haphazard and deeply formal. We started to shoot it but

never got there. The studio stopped us and told us to wrap the picture

right there. The scene with Pat Garrett became the ending. 

Cineaste: Why do you think the French critics were more receptive to the

film? Were they paying more serious attention to genre films? 

Penn: I think they were paying serious attention to the dark American

films, the unusual ones. The problem with American film companies is

that if a film doesn't click immediately, they just throw it away, and

that's what happened with this one. It got a bad review in The New York

Times and, bing, it was gone. 

Cineaste: You've said about The Miracle Worker that you were

disappointed in your failure to fully adapt the stage play for the

cinema. How would you have made it more cinematic? 

Penn: I think there should have been an almost silent film eloquence

about the impact of Helen's affliction on the family so that we wouldn't

have to have Captain Keller enunciate, "Two weeks, Miss Sullivan, two

weeks, then the child comes back to us!" Those are lines that had to be

said on the stage but that I didn't need on the screen. As a result of

my lack of belief in the cinema at that time, I took the expository

material from the stage, like that artificial time limitation, and kept

it in. 

I think I would have had the same physical actions, only done with a

more searching camera than one that was relying on the dialog as well as

the image. But there are parts of that film that I'm very proud of. The

opening credits sequence, for example, probably more than anything else,

illustrates what I mean--the danger to a child like that of a Christmas

tree ball or of laundry hanging on a clothesline--because she had to be

watched all the time. 

Cineaste: Most of the action is anchored in this house, which becomes

very ominous. 

Penn: Yes, exactly. Years afterward, when I had my own children, I

thought, gee, how that house must have resonated with the silence of

that child, just moving as a presence, and people not being able to talk

about her, even to each other, but just having to watch, with the child

as the focus of all the behavior of the family. But we wouldn't need the

words. We needed the words on the stage because there was no way to

suggest how adversarial her malady was, beyond the fact that it was a

demonstrated one. But you could do it in the cinema and you could do it

very well. The big fight scene at the table, for instance, is a

wonderful scene. It's a good piece of cinema because there was no dialog

and no need for it. 

Cineaste: Much of that scene was shot hand-held, wasn't it? 

Penn: Yes. 

Cineaste: And the shots are held for a fairly long time. 

Penn: Yes, because I didn't see the need to cut until certain events

needed to be punctuated or you needed another view on them. I thought

the film should really resemble those early silent two- or three-reelers

where they just kept the camera grinding. Those films were usually

comedies, but there's also a basic humor underlying this scene which is

really a little battle. You know, "You do that, I'll do this. You do

this, I'll do that." It was sort era mane a mane, in that regard. 

Cineaste: How did you achieve the visual effect used for Annie

Sullivan's flashbacks? 

Penn: It's quite technical, and I won't remember exactly, but we took

the camera eyepiece and blocked out everything but a little square of

the frame in the center with the intention that we would then optically

blow that up to be the full frame. We did tests first to find the right

ratio--I think it was something like fourteen times--and then we made

that piece out of metal and put it into the camera. When we blew up that

portion to fill the frame, it got very grainy and began to break down to

the point where the emulsion could just hold an image. We wanted to get

to that point where the image almost disappears to be the equivalent of

Annie's inability to see. She was virtually blind herself, you know, so

that was all she ever saw of the world. She had many eye operations

before she was ever able to go to Alabama. 

Cineaste: The lighting, especially in the interiors, often seems quite

theatrical, with pools of light amidst surrounding darkness. Is that a

carryover from the stage presentation? 

Penn: No [laughs], but that's a wonderful story. Ernie Caparros, the

cinematographer, had never seen the play. He was a debonair fellow, a

rather cynical Cuban, but a good cinematographer. When we began

shooting, the film didn't seem to him to mean much of anything. About

three weeks or so into the schedule, we shot the scene at the pump, the

big defining scene, and Caperres saw the emotional power for the first

time and he saw the effect of it on the crew. I mean, there were grown

men standing there weeping. Suddenly, he got the idea--Academy

Award!--and from that moment on it was, "Oh, I have to light the

chadows." 

Cineaste: Chadows? 

Penn: Shadows. 

Cineaste: Rembrandt lighting. 

Penn: Exactly, we're talking chiaroscuro, and I'm saying, "Come on,

Ernie. Let's go, Ernie, we've got to finish this movie," and he's

saying, "No, no, I must light the chadows." 

Cineaste: The sets seemed to be very sparsely decorated. 

Penn: They were sparse at my request. I told George Jenkins, our art

director, let's have no pictures on the wall. Let's have it be a

sightless house in that respect, so that we don't ever see a picture or

part of a picture at the edge of the frame. At first, he said, "Well, I

don't know," but then he got the feel of it and leapt into it

wholeheartedly. But it was a very strong intention about the film, to

somehow convey the idea of a house that had lost its faith in sight and

sound. 

Cineaste: What's the story behind the casting of Patty Duke in that

part? 

Penn: We auditioned a lot of kids for the Broadway play, maybe a hundred

or more. I'd say to them, "Show me how you'd walk if you were blind. OK,

now show me how you'd do that if you were blind and couldn't hear."

Well, they were all good, interesting kids, and then in came this little

child and something just came out of her that was absolutely palpable,

we all felt it. I had seen her in The Goddess, Paddy Chayefsky's film

that Del Mann directed with Kim Stanley. She played a little part in it,

but she was wonderful. 

Cineaste: Whatever your dissatisfaction with The Miracle Worker--and I

think that's really a testament to your ambitions as a filmmaker--it is

nevertheless an incredibly powerful piece of work and is also valuable

for preserving your Broadway stage presentation. 

Penn: I have no regrets about it beyond the fact that I wasn't so mature

in terms of my ideas about cinema then. It was only my second film and I

was just putting my toe in the water, cinematically speaking, because I

wasn't yet ready to plunge. 

Cineaste: You seem to have taken that plunge in Mickey One. 

Penn: Yeah, I was really doing the stuff that I hadn't done yet in The

Miracle Worker. I was testing the medium, trying to see how metaphoric

it could be, how nonlinear, what the poetic implications of the medium

were, so it's pompous in many respects. 

Cineaste: You've said the film was intended to deal on a metaphorical

level with the national atmosphere generated by McCarthyism. 

Penn: There are aspects of our government that I've always found

offensive, but ! think they came to a head during the McCarthy period.

Looking at the new Anthony Summers biography of Hoover, what you see is

that it was a government by a kind of terror, and that endured for so

long and culminated in a period dominated by McCarthy, a complete

alcoholic with a staff made up of certainly questionable people. 

To define this very quickly, Alger Hiss is one of my closest friends. To

have arrayed against a man of such dignity, clarity and intellectual

perception such a volume of scoundrels was not just a horrible

experience in and of itself for Alger, but also a paradigm of a kind of

bloodthirst that had taken over in American politics. It probably was

always there but the means were not always as potent. You didn't have

television, you didn't have those leaks to the media that McCarthy or

Nixon used. I think the Hiss case is the real paradigm of the modern era

of politics. 

Now, I didn't think anybody was going to get all of that stuff about the

McCarthy period, but I felt there had to be a kind of moving away from

this fearful state of mind we were in. I was hoping that the country

could get out of that McCarthy period and out of the Cold War paranoia I

thought was absolutely gripping us. I was wrong, of course, because we

never did get out of it. But in simple-minded terms, the film was about

saying 'yes' instead of saying 'no.' 

Cineaste: Were you aiming at an art house audience? 

Penn: Oh yes, it was clearly an American New Wave film. I knew that it

was going to be extremely limited. It was more limited than I could have

imagined because Columbia just hated it. I had a deal with them to make

two films for no more than a million dollars each, and I would get paid

a minimal amount. Mickey One was supposed to be the first of the two,

only they never wanted the second one. 

Cineaste: Were there any particular film models or artistic theories

behind the film? What was the genesis of it? 

Penn: The genesis of it was a play by Alan Surgal, who also wrote the

screenplay. It's sort of an act from a play of his about a comedian

who's in trouble with the mob. Once we'd decided to make a film of it,

we began to add things. This was just the time when Jean Tinguel had

that machine at the Museum of Modern Art that destroyed itself. I

thought that was such a funny kind of model for our time, because this

was also post-atomic bomb, so those were the things informing me. 

Cineaste: Critics have often mentioned the European film influences in

your work and, in this regard, Mickey One seems particularly relevant as

a film that seems to bear the influence of the New Wave. 

Penn: Yeah, it does, but I've always held the sort of personal

contention that the New Wave very clearly floated in both directions. I

don't think enough has been written--in American criticism, at

least--about the postwar influence of American filmmakers, especially

what the French called films noirs, films by Walsh and others that

revealed a dark side of America. I think those currents flowed in both

directions. So, yes, I was influenced by the New Wave, but I was also

trying to do something essentially American in Mickey One, and whatever

the influence of the New Wave was, it was an American voice. 

Cineaste: You've said that the basic problem with the film is that there

was too much symbolism and not enough story, that the film failed to

engage the audience in a way that would enable it to even consider the

larger implications. 

Penn: Yes, I wish I had done more narrative stuff. Beatty kept saying to

me, "Too fucking obscure." 

Cineaste: After the experimental effort with Mickey One, you went to

your first big studio production with The Chase, produced by Sam

Spiegel. Would you comment on the script problems? Reportedly Lillian

Hellman's adaptation of the original Horton Foote play was then reworked

by Foote as well as by Michael Wilson. 

Penn: It was mostly Foote and Hellman. Michael Wilson did something,

although I didn't know it. Wilson was one of the guys Spiegel had

working on it, and he had another screenwriter, Ivan Moffat, working on

another version of the script. It was really a dog's breakfast. 

Hellman heard about this, got very angry, and didn't really finish the

script. Foote was then brought in to finish it up and add more colorful

dialog, which he would know, and which Hellman protested that she knew,

having grown up in New Orleans. But she didn't know about chopping

cotton or working out in the fields. She came from a different

background. But she had the great Hellman hard edge, no sentiment, and

some of the scenes in there are pure Hellman. Most of them, however, are

written by various hands. I mean, I would get sent dialog on the morning

of the shoot. 

I suspect that the script would often be tampered with by Sam Spiegel,

too, because every once in a while I would get some pages sent down that

had some of the worst dialog you've ever read in your life. Sam was a

smart and cultured man, I don't mean to suggest that he wasn't, but he

had no skills as a writer. He had all these different sensibilities

working on the script, so I think he put things together that,

stylistically and in terms of diction, were just terrible choices. 

Cineaste: You also had problems with him in terms of not being able to

oversee the editing of the film. 

Penn: Yes. I had a prior commitment to direct Wait Until Dark on

Broadway, so we had an agreement to cut in New York so that I could be

doing the play but still see the film. But at the end of the shoot, he

called me up and said [Penn does a Spiegel impersonation], "Where do you

want to edit this, dahling? In London or in Hollywood?" I said, "Sam!,"

and, boom, he was off to London. When I finally finished the

play--which, mercifully, was a hit, because if it hadn't been, I would

have been suicidal in addition to being so angry--I went to London and

they had already finished eight reels, scored and everything, and it was

not a good cut. They left out some of the best material, including some

of Brando's unique improvisations. Except for Spiegel's sense of

authorship, I can't imagine why they would leave those out because they

were extraordinary. 

Cineaste: Do you think he behaved that way because he knew he was

dealing with a director who was still somewhat new to big time Hollywood

studio production? 

Penn: Absolutely. 

Cineaste: He would never have tried to pull that with David Lean. 

Penn: No, Lean had just kicked Sam's ass all over the place. I think

what happened here--something I had no real knowledge of or was just

plain dumb about--was what this whole event meant to Sam Spiegel, which

was to return in triumph to Hollywood where he had been a figure of

contempt. He had been S. P. Eagle and now he was back as Sam Spiegel,

the producer of Bridge on the River Kwai and Lawrence of Arabia, a

member of the Board of Directors of Columbia Pictures, and a vastly

wealthy man. He came back like a king returned to his throne, and he was

going to rub Hollywood's nose in it. And included in that were abuses of

power and broken promises to me that were really unseemly. 

Cineaste: Despite all the difficulties you've described, the film

nevertheless succeeds in making some rather strong statements about

racism, about gun culture, class relations, and religious zealotry,

problems that are not confined to Texas or the South. 

Penn: Certainly today's perspective on the film is more generous and

enables one to see better things in it. At the time I think the critics,

and the New York crowd in particular, were disappointed that it was not

as radical as they could have wished. They really wanted us to bash that

whole scene. 

Cineaste: Maybe they were surprised tile: tile sheriff is a relatively

liberal character. He's not Bull Connor. 

Penn: Yes, exactly. 

Cineaste: He's the one sane man in the film. Some of his lines are

great, such as, "These people are nuts, just nuts." Or, when he has to

arrest and jail a black man to protect him from a white mob, he says,

"Those people should have been home reading a book." 

Penn: Quite a few of those lines are Brando's improvisations. 

Cineaste: His beating by the vigilantes is quite vicious. 

Penn: Yeah, that was Marlon's idea. He said, "You know, I think the

beating should be really savage." And I said, "Yeah, but how are we

going to do it so savagely." So he showed me how to do it, which was to

film it with slow motion acting and speeded-up camera. It doesn't show,

it was just a few frames faster, but it was astonishing. 

Cineaste: On the other hand, I've read that he didn't feel he should

beat up Bubber Reeves's assassin in the final scene. 

Penn: No, he didn't want to do that. But I said, "Marlon, we've got to

have some purgation here. We can't digest all these events and then just

have you drive away from them. Let us as an audience have some release."

He didn't protest it, he just said, "You know, it doesn't seem to me the

best choice." And I :said, "You're right, it's probably not the best

choice." 

Cineaste: Did he have an alternative? 

Penn: No, the alternative was to do nothing, to just drive away and

leave that in everybody's craw. He didn't take a lot of persuading. He's

a wonderful, much maligned guy, so willing to try new stuff; anything

but the way he's been characterized. My two experiences with him were

both just terrific. 

Cineaste: Would you have preferred to have shot the film on location? 

Penn: Sure, I think it would have had a texture of authenticity that we

didn't have. I could feel all the time that it was a stage. It had that

backlot feel. It lost the immediacy, that on location specificity would

have given it, so it became almost a parable. I have no great pleasure

in the film, and I've said so on a few occasions, but I don't mean about

the film itself, the story idea, or the work of the actors. It's just

all of these other aspects of the film that I wish I had made as

compared to the film that is there. And the film I wish I had made would

have been much tougher, grittier, with stronger racial problems,

certainly stronger racial forces, and a lot sexier, too. Some things of

that sort were shot, longer and more meaningful scenes, but they weren't

chosen for the final cut. 

Cineaste: Bonnie and Clyde was an enormously popular film but also an

enormously controversial film. How do you account for the absolutely

vociferous critical response, at least from some critics, which

condemned the film? Were you disappointed that your artistic intentions

were so misunderstood? 

Penn: No, I was delighted because they were misunderstood by people who

should have misunderstood, like Bosley Crowther, an old wave New York

Times critic who at that time was on a crusade against violence in films

in general. When he saw Bonnie and Clyde at the Montreal Film Festival,

where it was first shown, he is alleged to have said to somebody that he

was going to blow that film out of the water. Which he did, in his

review, but it was the best advertising we could have had because people

wrote scores of letters to The New York Times, which published them.

Then Crowther wrote another attack, a Sunday piece, and more letters

poured in, and Crowther responded again, and the more he frothed at the

mouth, the more it enlisted support for the film. 

It was not a film about violence, it was a metaphorical film. Violence

had so little to do with it that it didn't even occur to me,

particularly, that it was a violent film. Not given the times in which

we were living, because every night on the news we saw kids in Vietnam

being airlifted out in body bags, with blood all over the place. Why,

suddenly, the cinema had to be immaculate, I'll never know. Crowther had

philosophically painted himself into a corner by arguing that art, and

particularly the cinema, has a social responsibility for setting certain

mores and standards of behavior, which is a terrible argument, it just

collapses in ten seconds. He was in that corner and couldn't get out of

it and it cost him his job. 

Cineaste: Were you surprised by the popular appeal of the film? 

Penn: That film was a great surprise to everybody. The guy at Warner

Bros. who was in charge of distribution said, on seeing the film, "This

is a piece of shit." Literally, that's a quote. Warren said, "Alright,

give me forty-eight hours, and I'll buy it back from you." They wouldn't

sell it, but Warren was prepared to go out and raise the $2.5 or $2.7

million or whatever it was, and he would have been able to do it. He had

that much clout. I wish he would have so that we'd have been able to

open that film. 

What Warner Bros. did with that film is terrible. You know, distributors

make exhibition deals on every film, like it has to be in a theater for

so many weeks or you can't book it. But they let theatres have it for a

half week, while The Graduate, which came out at the same time, had a

five week minimum. Well, if we'd have had that, we would have gone

through the roof. We'd be conducting this interview in a much more

palatial apartment. 

Cineaste: How do you account for the film's enormous popularity,

especially with young people? 

Penn: I think it caught the spirit of the times and the true radical

nature of the kids. It plugged into them, it just touched all the

nerves, because here were these two who, instead of knuckling under to

the system, resisted it. Yes, they killed some people, but they got

killed in the end, so they were heroic and martyred in that respect. I

must say, in our defense, we knew a little bit of what we were doing,

because the studio asked us if we wanted to do it in black and white,

and Warren and I said, "Absolutely not. It's gotta be a film about now.

This is not a re-creation of Bonnie and Clyde, they were a couple of

thugs. We're talking about two kind of paradigmatic figures for our

times." 

Cineaste: So historical accuracy was never really a concern of yours? 

Penn: Never tried, never came near. Of course, they weren't like that We

were flagrantly inaccurate and said, right off the bat, this is

metaphoric. 

Cineaste: So when critics wrote that the film romanticized Bonnie and

Clyde, that's exactly what you were trying to do. 

Penn: Exactly. Far from trying to do anything accurate. 

Cineaste: And yet the film is not without social commentary on the

period. The screenwriters, Robert Benton and David Newman, who have

readily acknowledged you as the true auteur of the film, commented that

they were more concerned with the mythology and that you were more

concerned with social context and commentary. 

Penn: What caught my fancy about the script was what I remembered as a

child from the Depression, which was people in New York neighborhoods

being kicked out of their homes. When I was doing research by reading

newspapers from the period, what struck me was the enormity of the

banks' naivete in holding these mortgages and then foreclosing on farm

after farm after farm. It was stupidity of a monumental, punitive

nature. They created a nation of displaced people who essentially began

heading to California. 

These kind of bucolic figures like John Dillinger and Bonnie and Clyde

were called bank robbers by the FBI in order to aggrandize the agency

when they tried to capture them. But they were really just bumpkins, who

said, "The banks are foreclosing on the farms, so let's go knock off the

banks." It's a very simple, retaliatory response, and on a small scale. 

Cineaste: So the sequence with the dispossessed farmer was your

contribution. 

Penn: Yeah, that was a scene I built. 

Cineaste: Robert Towne received a credit as "Special Consultant." What

was that for? 

Penn: He wrote certain little scenes in the film as well as some

additional dialog, but very telling dialog. In the family reunion scene,

for example, when they go back to visit Bonnie's mother, that scene was

in the original script, but it didn't include Clyde's explanation to

Bonnie's mother about how as soon as everything blew over he and Bonnie

were going to settle down and live right down the road from her. And she

says, "You do that and you won't live long." That's Towne. He made some

very salient contributions. 

Cineaste: There is much made in the film of the media blowing the Barrow

Gang's exploits out of all proportion. Hoover was in office then . . . 

Penn: Yes, but the FBI had not really been granted a national status,

they were not able to go beyond state lines, and very few crimes were

called national crimes. I think the Lindbergh kidnapping was one of

them, so they began to call almost anything kidnapping and that gave

them jurisdiction. It was an effort on Hoover's part to build a national

police force. But in this case, it was the local sheriff, Sheriff Hamer,

who eventually did track them down to Louisiana--that part of it is

accurate--and did blow them away. They fired something in excess of a

thousand rounds of ammunition at them. It's amazing, the pent up rage

must have been enormous. 

Cineaste: It's a remarkable scene in the film, and even in film history.

How was it conceived? 

Penn: I had a kind of epiphany on this film where I saw the ending,

literally frame by frame, before I even came near shooting it. In the

earliest days, when Benton and Newman and I got together to discuss the

script, I suddenly saw how that scene should look. I thought we had to

launch into legend, we had to end the film with a kind of pole vault,

you know, some kind of great leap into the future, as if to say,

"They're not Bonnie and Clyde, they're two people who had a response to

a social condition that was intolerable." So I thought, gee, the best

way to do that is to be somewhat balletic, and, having seen enough

Kurosawa by that point, I knew how to do it. 

What I did do, which I think had not yet been done, was to vary the

speeds of the slow motion so that I could get both the spastic and the

balletic qualities at the same time. Technically, it was an enormous

problem because we had to gang four cameras together, shooting

simultaneously from the same vantage point. The cameras were literally

joined side by side on a stand. The problem, because of the very fast

speeds needed for the slowest slow motion, was that we were using up

gigantic magazines and we didn't even have time to say 'Action' because

the film would go through the camera so fast. So we said, "OK, when

Warren squeezes the pear, that's our cue, and everything goes." 

Cineaste: How were the bullet hits applied? 

Penn: There were bundles of wires going up their legs and a special

effects guy would trip them by making electrical contact with nails

sticking up in a row connected to a battery. Meanwhile, as the bullets

are going, someone else was pulling an invisible nylon line that took

off a piece of Warren's head, they were both going through contortions

with their bodies, and all of this filmed in various slow motion speeds

in four cameras. 

Cineaste: How long did that scene take to shoot? 

Penn: It took three or four days. We would get one take in the morning

and one take in the afternoon, because it took that long to prepare. It

was one of those insane moments where, as a director, you're saying to

yourself, "I see it this way, I see it no other way, so I'm not going to

economize," and, meanwhile, you can see people whispering on the set,

"This guy is nuts. What the fuck is he doing?" 

I just had this vision. I knew what it would look like and, when I got

into the editing room, it turned out to a true one. Dede Allen edited

the film but Jerry Greenberg, one of her assistants, edited that scene,

and he was just shaking his head. I came in and I said, "Here's how it

goes--this shot, to this shot, then to that shot." It was as if I was

reading it out of some other perception. I knew exactly what it would

look like. 

Cineaste: The various scenes of violence in the film escalate

progressively in a very clear dramatic purpose. How would you describe

your esthetic strategy? 

Penn: The best example I can give, quoting from the film itself, is the

sequence where Bonnie and Clyde, with C. W. Moss driving the car for the

first time, go to rob a bank. They say "Wait here," and go into the

bank, and C. W. proceeds to park the car. Now, everybody in the audience

is titillated by that, and is meant to be. Then the bank alarm goes off,

and out come Bonnie and Clyde who are asking, "Where's the car?" It's

wedged in between two cars, of course, because C. W. has parked it

beautifully. So, into the car they go and scream, "Get out of here!,"

and this enormous comic tension is built up. We've got you laughing and

laughing, and C. W. finally gets the car moving and, at that point, the

guy comes out of the bank and jumps on the running board. Clyde, in a

paroxysm of fear, turns and fires, and that first killing is the one

that knocks you right out of the chair, because it's a guy getting it

right in the face. The intention was to disarm the audience to that

point where, bam!, the shooting occurs, and then comes the scene in the

movie theatre where Clyde is hitting C. W. and saying, "You dummy,"

because he's expressing his own remorse and panic about having killed

somebody. 

Cineaste: In that scene Bonnie seems relatively unaffected. 

Penn: She doesn't mind. In our choice of what we were doing, Bonnie had

a more romantic view of danger. Once she'd made the determination, from

the very first scene, that she was going to go downstairs and join up

with this guy, she was on the qui vive. 

Cineaste: Is that why you begin the film with her po in t of view? 

Penn: Yes, it begins with a big close-up of her lips, her hungry lips.

I'm sorry it sounds so corny, but that's what it is--a hunger for

something more than her present existence. 

Cineaste: Was the film's visual style influenced by the work of Walker

Evans? 

Penn: Yeah, we used a lot of his photographs in the titles. The man who

did them, Wayne Fitzgerald, kept saying, "God, there's something not

right here. I'm going to take the credits home tonight and I'll bring

them back tomorrow." What he put in was the sound of that box camera

click and suddenly it evoked the memory we all had from our childhoods

of that clicking noise of the Kodak camera shutter, and it just made the

titles come alive. 

Cineaste: While Alice's Restaurant is very sympathetic to the

counterculture of the period, it also seems to have no illusions about

some of its more utopian notions. You've said that the film is not so

much about the younger generation as it is about your own generation.

Was that because of the focus on Ray and Alice? 

Penn: Well, a little bit, but it's also about my own experience. I went

to Black Mountain College which was a very experimental college, very

countercultural, and it endured only fifteen years. I had such an

association with that marvelous educational place. We lived in a small

community in North Carolina, we cooked our own food, grew a good portion

of it, and a lot of wonderful people dropped in, like Willem de Kooning

and Merce Cunningham and John Cage. I mean, you'd look up and there'd be

someone like Bucky Fuller, people of enormous intellectual or artistic

magnitude. 

It was a very attractive place but at the same time it had the seeds of

its own destruction within it. It couldn't last because it was a dream

as much as Alice's Restaurant was a dream. So I wasn't passing judgment,

I was simply saying, "I admire you kids for having defied the draft, I

admire you for all the things you've done, for living your own kind of

style, but at the same time I have no illusions that this is going to

endure." 

In fact, that last image of Alice on the church steps is intended to

freeze time, to say that this paradise doesn't exist any more, it can

only endure in memory. It's a very long dolly back and yet we seem to go

nowhere because we're zooming in at the same time. It took us days to

make that shot. Technically it sounds right to say let's dolly back and

zoom in, but we found that if you don't pass objects you have no sense

of tracking back. So we had to cut tree stumps and slide them into the

frame at just the right place so that, as we were dollying back, we were

revealing the tree stumps but, at the same time, the image was not

getting any larger. 

Cineaste: The film paints a somewhat critical portrait of Ray and a

somewhat more sympathetic portrait of Alice. Was this based on your

knowledge of the actual people or more a reflection of the dram, tic

needs of the piece? 

Penn: No, I think it was accurate. I knew them both pretty well, they

were right down the street. Ray was a dreamspinner but he was also a

bullshit artist of magnitude. And Alice was a very warm, welcoming

woman, a kind of idealized mother image. Not only did she cook but I'm

told she also did make love with some of those young guys--I mean, you

can't beat that for warmth. 

Cineaste: Was the character of Shelly, who dies of a drug overdose, a

way to avoid the charge of romanticizing the drug culture? 

Penn: No, unfortunately, although it's not on Arlo's record, that did

occur. There was an even more ironic, terrible part to it. Shortly after

his death, the wife of the guy on whom we based that character went to

the beauty parlor, had her hair and a full make-up done, went home and

killed herself. They were both young, in their twenties. 

Cineaste: There were really two distinct oppositional strains in

American politics during the Sixties and people would define themselves

as being part of one camp or the other, either the counterculture--the

hippies, Yippies, or flower people--or the New Left, including SDS and

other political groupings. Alice's Restaurant is interesting in that

regard because even though it's about the counterculture, the Old Left

element, with Pete Seeger, Woody Guthrie, Lee Hays, and so forth, is

represented. 

Penn: As you say, it is a strain in the American culture that needs to

be followed. Woody was a major figure in my life as a young lefty--you

know, another Solidarity guy. And Marjorie Guthrie, an ex-modern dancer

who married Woody, was around during the making of the film. 

Cineaste: How do you see the film in retrospect today? 

Penn: I don't think of it as a particularly weighty film but I think

it's probably the best film made about that culture. That's not saying

much--the previous efforts had been terrible, just disgraceful--but I

think it had to be documented, to get it down on film. The film has

authenticity of attitude and spirit. 

Cineaste: Perhaps because it was released toward the end of the Sixties,

it has the feeling of being a more despairing commentary than was

perhaps intended. 

Penn: I didn't intend it to be despairing. But we mustn't think of it as

having been a revolution. Certain changes were made but we're going to

slip back to the status quo, that was the sense that I had. 

Cineaste: In Little Big Man, was your intention to develop a counter

mythology of the history of the American West? 

Penn: Yeah, it was to say, "Wait a minute, folks, the American Indian

has been portrayed in movies in the most unpleasant way possible"--I

mean, pure, naked racism--"so let's examine how we have told our own

history, such as Custer's last stand." I mean, you go out there to this

day and they feed you a lot of bullshit about the great, brave Custer,

but the books don't bear that out at all. He was a pompous,

self-aggrandizing man. 

Cineaste: Did you intend any parallels between Custer and President

Johnson? 

Penn: Possibly, possibly. 

Cineaste: There were a lot of things in the air at that time. Not only

was the Vietnam War going on, but there was also the beginning of a

revisionist strain in Native American history with books such as Dee

Brown's Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, and films like Soldier Blue. 

Penn: I was so disappointed when Soldier Blue came out because I had

been waiting for six years to make Little Big Man. I had the script but

nobody would make it. Even with the force of Bonnie and Clyde I couldn't

get it made until Soldier Blue came out--it was a sort of sympathetic

film, but much more romantic, which did rather well. Finally we got the

OK to go, but the guys who were running Cinema Center Films didn't

understand what I was trying to do with that film. 

Cineaste: The film is clearly sympathetic to the American Indian. 

Penn: Yes, and in that sense, it's what Thomas Berger wrote. The comic

style also clearly comes from Berger--you know, the Jack Crabb character

who was 121 years old and who was at all these events throughout

history. That's pure Berger plus a good screenplay by Calder Willingham.

Cineaste: Did you make any significant changes from the Berger novel? 

Penn: Only one major one, to my knowledge, which is that the chief

doesn't die at the end. In the novel, he dies. I was all for adhering to

the novel, but Calder Willingham and [producer] Stuart Millar kept

saying, "Wait a minute, this is all wrong, it just ends. All the sense

that he's gonna die should be there, but there should be one more turn."

They did persuade me and, by God, I'm so glad they did. To have ended it

with his death, and to tug on your heartstrings, would have been so

easy. But for him to say, "Am I still in this world?," and, then,

realizing he hasn't died, "Oh well, sometimes the magic works and

sometimes it doesn't," is really more in keeping with the tone of the

film. 

Cineaste: We've read that the role of Old Lodge Skins teas originally

offered to Laurence Olivier, Paul Scofield and Richard Boone. Was Chief

Dan George a last minute discovery? 

Penn: I had folks out combing the hustings and Chief Dan George, who was

Canadian, had performed Chief Joseph's farewell as a sort of ceremonial

thing and somebody had seen him and put him in a small part in a Disney

film. So we were trying to track him down, but meanwhile, I was getting

all this pressure from the studio to get a name because Dustin was not

that big a name yet. Actually, we didn't approach Scofield and Olivier

was not a serious consideration. Boone teas a serious contender but his

agent said, "For the part of Old Lodge Skins? Let me tell you something,

Richard is not going to play the part of old anything." I was also

interested in Donald Pleasence, a strange, terrible idea, and I'm afraid

it's mine. I just knew him as a very elastic character actor and I

thought we could get him. Fortunately, none of them accepted my offer

and I was so grateful. 

Cineaste: You apparently didn't feel it necessary to cast the film's

Indian roles entirely with Indian actors. What's your attitude on that

issue? 

Penn: My attitude is pretty ecumenical in that respect. I know today in

Hollywood people say you can't do this because you don't have enough

Native American actors or Latin actors or whatever, but that's a lot of

bullshit. I used Latin actors, Native American actors, Asian actors,

whatever, because it didn't matter to me in that respect. What mattered

to me were the two cultures, white and Native American, and how they

perceived each other. And when I came to do the score, I asked myself,

"What do I really hear here? I hear pure blues, just a guy with a guitar

singing blues, a really good black score." So we got a white guy, John

Hammond, Jr. 

Cineaste: How important was historical accuracy for you, especially the

portrayal of Native American culture? I noticed someone credited as

"Historian." What was his role? 

Penn: His role was to keep us from transgressing violently or too

egregiously, but not much more than that. He was a nice man from the

National Historical Society or some such. I didn't want to have the

wrong costume or something, but that was it, because we were going to

set our own tone. 

Cineaste: As in Bonnie and Clyde, you successfully used an approach

which conjoins humor and tragedy, violence and comedy. 

Penn: Yes, and it's an approach that really couldn't exist under the

studio system today because they would preform a judgment about the

category of a film as either one thing or the other. What was happening

at that time in Hollywood was that enormous power had devolved upon the

directors because the studio system had kind of collapsed. We were

really running it, so we could introduce this new perception of how to

make another kind of movie. I don't mean that movies in the past hadn't

had this mixture to some degree, but to have it to that total degree, to

make it the very narrative style of the movie, was I think pretty much

unheard of. 

Cineaste: That blending of comedy and pathos seems very characteristic

of your work. 

Penn: Yeah, I've used it on the stage constantly. It's so important in

the theater, the most serious play . . . 

Cineaste: We're talking more than comic relief. 

Penn: Yes, it's more disarming, it's comedy to disarm in order to make

the audience vulnerable to a turn that is unanticipated, that will tap

into an emotion you were not expecting yourself to feel. 

Cineaste: Another characteristic of your work is the subversion of

traditional genre expectations, such as in Night Moves. That film seems

to have some parallels with Blow Up because both films deal with the

elusiveness of the truth. The Harry Moseby character, like David

Hemmings's character in Blow Up, is never really sure of what the truth

is. 

Penn: I hadn't thought of that, but it's perfectly acceptable. I think

we were trying to do something just a little more than that which was to

say that in the detective film genre, the detective eventually solved

the crime. I mean, Bogart eventually found it out, however painful it

was, and Mary Astor was sent up. In Night Moves we were trying to say,

"Wait a minute, maybe the enemy is us. Maybe Moseby's vision is blocked

by his need to have a friendship with this stuntman, who was taking

advantage of that friendship." That was the only other sort of quietly

psychological aspect that we were adding to that form. It's a pretty

dark and despairing film, and I guess I was feeling that way. 

Cineaste: The paranoia links the film to Mickey One in a way. 

Penn: Yeah, maybe, but it was much darker than Mickey One, which had a

kind of youthful hope. In this film, when someone asked, "Where were you

when Kennedy was shot?," the reply was, "Which Kennedy?" That was really

the capsule of our lives at that point. 

Cineaste: There are echoes of the Kennedy assassination in the enormous

conspiracy that devolves toward the end of the film. 

Penn: Yeah, and, you know, I had worked with both Kennedys. I had served

as a TV advisor to Jack Kennedy's campaign. During the Nixon-Kennedy

debates we were in the Kennedy camp using the medium in a way we thought

made for a better presentation. Later I started working with Bobby. I

went down to Washington and we did one radio commercial. We were then

going to do a whole bunch of radio and TV stuff as soon as he came back

from California, and of course he never did. 

Cineaste: So Night Moves was a very personal film? 

Penn: It was personal in that respect, but it's also despairing in that

I just felt, "Oh God, this country . . ." I mean, those

assassinations--Jack Kennedy, Bobby Kennedy, Martin Luther King,

Jr.--were just crushing to people who'd been involved in those

movements. I'd been in the Civil Rights movement up to my ears. 

Cineaste: Your next film, The Missouri Breaks, was not critically well

received but too often a consideration of the film itself seemed to get

lost in stories about the size of the actors' salaries. 

Penn: Yeah, I think there was an awful lot of original work in that film

and I think Brando's characterization is brilliant. We were searching

around for it, saying "What the hell moves this guy?" 

Cineaste: Didn't Brando say, "I don't understand this character, so I

think every time you see him he should be in a different guise." 

Penn: Yes, and I said, "You're absolutely right." When we got to that

last scene, he said, "How about a dress?." and I said, "Yeah, OK, let's

get a dress," because I thought this character has got to be the most

fragmented personality, since all we had left was that he was going to

get his throat cut by Jack. 

Cineaste: He was a fascinating historical character, too--a 'regulator'

hired by the wealthy rancher to kill the band of horse thieves--and

rather perverse in that, although he's there to enforce the law, he's

crazier than anyone else. 

Penn: Absolutely, and killing people in ignominious acts--in the

outhouse, making love--that he would have had personal abhorrence for. 

Cineaste: What was the difference in directing Brando in The Chase and

in this one? 

Penn: Oh, in The Chase I was much more tight-assed and restrictive. You

know, when we're going to improvise, let's clearly improvise. But here I

just felt that I had two of the best actors in the world so what could I

do except just turn 'em loose. They were both wonderful. It was like

pitting a couple of heavyweights against each other. 

Cineaste: Brando gives a much freer performance. 

Penn: Yeah, because Jack's character has an obligation of group

leadership and greater responsibility, so he's tied a little more to the

earth, while Brando was just able to go. Jack's attitude was, "What the

hell is he going to do next?" Brando's scene with the horse and mule,

for example, was totally improvised. He said, "Just give me the horse,

and let me go." 

Cineaste: The female lead in the film was very interesting but the

character seemed somewhat anachronistic. Was that an intentional nod to

Women's Lib of the period? 

Penn: No, that was totally McGuane's perception of a kind of Western

woman totally unlike the traditional, demure virgin who would faint at

the drop of a hat. I thought she was terrific. 

Cineaste: What attracted you to Steve Tesich's script of Four Friends? 

Penn: I just liked the idea of it altogether, these kids who had grown

up through the Sixties, a different group, working class, and the

immigrant aspect which certainly I knew. 

Cineaste: Did you see them as perhaps more typical of kids in the

Sixties than the hippies of Alice's Restaurant? 

Penn: Oh, certainly. I thought they were sort of basic American kids,

with a streak of romanticism, of naivete, and gullibility. 

Cineaste: Especially Georgia, but for all her grand ambitions, she

finally seems rather unfocused and directionless. At one point, during

one of her reconciliations with Danilo, she complains, "I'm so tired of

being young!" 

Penn: That's really very much the theme of the movie. That generation

got hit right in the heart with the end of the Vietnam War, the sense of

no real purpose to anything, and that was the intention of the film. 

Cineaste: There are several moments of surprising violence in the .film,

most notably the murder and suicide at Danilo's wedding. Was that scene

intended to have larger metaphorical significance? 

Penn: It's an immigrant sense that you don't cross social lines. As a

young Yugoslav boy coming here into a working class community, the

social lines are very clear to you, and you know your place exactly.

Steve himself, as an artist, crossed the line but he was writing about

the people that he knew, the memories of his neighborhood, and when

Danilo was about to cross the lines socially in that marriage . . . pow!

The whole script was pretty pure Tesich, almost nothing there is my

distinct contribution. 

Cineaste: One would think that a working class father would want

something better for his son--you know, 'God forbid you should have to

work in a factory like I do'--but with Danilo and his father it's the

other way around. 

Penn: That's not uncommon, certainly in immigrant families, that

attitude of don't aspire to too much, you can't do it. In that regard,

I'll tell you a funny personal story. When I was in live TV, and doing

every third show on Philco Playhouse, my mother, who was living over in

New Jersey, would see this credit, "Directed by Arthur Penn," come up at

the end. Finally, one day, she asked me, "Tell me, son, what does a

director do, exactly?" "Well," I said, "he works on the script with the

writer, he hires the actors, he's involved with costumes, he controls

the camera angles," and she looked at me and said, "So who does it for

you, son?" It was simply impossible for her to perceive her son being

that competent. 

Cineaste: It's interesting that you said the script is mostly Tesich's

conception because in some ways it seems to express a real disgust for

what came out of the late Sixties, a feeling which I didn't necessarily

think you shared. 

Penn: No, I didn't share that, but I don't think Steve would

characterize it as disgust. Clearly he's not a political figure himself

at all, and, if anything, Danilo is offended by what he sees as

political violence in that scene where the burning American flag goes

across his windshield. I think the film expresses more a kind of

romanticism, a kind of remorse for lost childhood, lost youth. 

Cineaste: He seems to perceive the period as nihilistic. 

Penn: He sees it from the position of somebody who is never going to be

a part of it somehow. The nearest he could come to being a part of it

was Georgia, who for him was the quintessential American girl, and she

eluded him. I don't think the ending is right, I don't think he really

gets Georgia. 

Cineaste: After a career of subverting or going against the grain of

genre expectations, you directed a couple of straight genre films,

Target and Dead of Winter. Why did you take those on? 

Penn: Target is a pure 'Let's make a product' type of picture in that I

wanted to show that I could do an action picture. Somehow my reputation

to the crew, incoming studio executives was one of some kind of arty,

very distant, strange character who couldn't shoot an action sequence.

Well, I made up all that action stuff in Target. There's something about

the athleticism of directing a movie that's very gratifying, which is,

you know, "Let's get out here and figure out how we're going to use that

bridge. OK, he's going to run over here, there's going to be a boat

passing underneath, he's going to jump from here," and just lay it out

like that, on your feet, and do it. Alright, that's only one aspect of

movies, but it's an absolutely necessary aspect of movies. All the fine

directors have it, that kinetic skill, to be able to get out there in a

basically new location and say, "OK, this is what we're going to do and

this is how we're going to do it." 

In the case of Dead of Winter, I was helping some kids who were in

university with my son. They had written the film but had been unable to

get it independently produced. Finally they came to me and asked for

help, and I said I'd try with a major studio. So I got MGM, but they

exacted a promise from me which was, "If we put real money in this

picture, cover our ass if the kid can't do it." And that turned out to

be the case. The kid slated to direct it had cowritten the film but he

couldn't make up his mind which one of the great masters he was going to

imitate. It was paralyzing--you know, should this be like Hitchcock, or

Welles, or Hawks? The picture was going down the drain, so 1 just sort

of picked it up. I think it's a good little thriller, a chiller/horror

kind of thing. They're alright films. 

Cineaste: But I'm sure you're aware that many fans of your work felt

these were not real Arthur Penn films. 

Penn: Right, but they are. That's who this is. 

Cineaste: How much credence do you give to the auteur theory? 

Penn: Well, it's a relative term, I think. The French invented it. You

see, for five years, during the war and the German occupation, the

French never saw an American film. Right after that, American films

flooded in, and these young, fervent film kids said, "Wait a minute,

there's John Ford at that studio, and John Ford at this studio, and John

Ford at that studio, but they're all John Ford pictures, they're not a

Metro picture or a Columbia picture. Let's track these guys, like Nick

Ray and more obscure people, to see if there isn't a kind of visible

continuum in their work," and of course there is. Whatever the studio or

the genre, you could see the distinct stamp in the work of these

directors, and I think that became the auteur theory. 

It was then enunciated in the critical community and, as you very well

know, there are a lot of priests and eventually people take up a really

ecclesiastical position which is that 'The auteur theory is absolute and

everything in a film has meaning because one person' . . . well,

bullshit! Nothing I ever experienced on a movie set is auteurist to that

degree. You know how much you depend on your colleagues and

collaborators. You have only to shoot for five or six days to know how

many accidents are felicitous and that have nothing to do with you that

come into the movie. You just say, "Thank God, what a marvelous

accident," or "That's a good idea, let's keep it." So in that sense I

don't think the absolutist auteurist theory really holds up. 

Nevertheless, there has to be a singular, guiding vision, there's no

question about it, and in that respect the auteur theory does hold up.

But it's only a small part of the experience. It's not the day to day

experience that I ever had and I don't think Truffaut ever had. 

Cineaste: Many of the younger generation of directors storyboard

everything before shooting. I gather that's not your approach. 

Penn: No, not at all. I don't even know where the camera is going to be

most of t he time. 

Cineaste: But you can't go on the set and noodle it out for three hours.

Penn: No, but what I can do is to let the actors find the scene and,

once they find the scene with me, then I know where the camera goes.

Anybody would know where the camera goes. 

Cineaste: Are we talking prior rehearsal? 

Penn: Rehearsal on the set, first thing in the morning. Come in with the

actors and let them just find their way. 

Cineaste: Blocking it out as much emotionally . . . 

Penn: Oh, emotionally and then consequently physically, so that once

they find the emotion, the physical response comes with it. Then, lo and

behold, there's no problem. You say, "OK, bring the camera guys in here.

Here's where it is--master shot here, coverage here, closer angle here,"

and you lay out the day's work. 

Cineaste: What influence has your association with the Actors Studio had

on your work with actors. Some of the early performances, like Paul

Newman's in The Left-Handed Gun, seem to come out of an Actors Studio

approach. 

Penn: Yeah, it does, but let me try to put this in proper perspective,

because there are a lot of misperceptions about the Actors Studio. The

Actors Studio is, in a sense, both the beginning and the end of an era.

The American theater, throughout its life, for the most part essentially

emulated the English theater. That's a declamatory style of acting--it's

verbal, it's vocal, it's oral, it doesn't have to have an emotional

equivalent, and it's filled with all those lovely English gestures that

have come down through the years to stand for theater. I remember that

style of theater even in my own youth, when I was going to theater, in

Katharine Cornell, the Lunts, and those wonderful bits of business they

did. 

Then, during the Depression, along comes the Group Theatre, this crazy

bunch of radicals, who are reading Stanislavsky, studying what they're

doing at the Moscow Art Theatre, and asking if there wasn't an American

equivalent. So they went searching for it and they found it to some

degree but then the Depression ended, times changed, the Group Theatre

lost its lyrical theme, Odets's voice was stilled, and the Group Theatre

died. 

Now comes a guy named Kazan, formerly with the Group Theatre, but who's

now the leading director on Broadway. What used to happen in those days,

if you were an actor, was that you got signed for the run of a play.

Although you wanted more than anything else in the world to be in a hit,

you also wanted more than anything else in the worm to be out of that

hit, because it meant that you were now in servitude for a year, eight

performances a week, and you had to do it over and over and over again.

I can't tell you what a killing experience that is. So a bunch of actors

got together with Kazan and said, "Let's have a little place where we

can work for each other, at a peer level, and do other scenes," and

that's literally how the Actors Studio started. 

With that came both the whole Stanislavsky movement toward the interior

emotional correlative, the emotional equivalents out of your own life

through your own character, as well as the liberty of not being in the

play that you were in every night, the liberty to do stuff in this group

that was sometimes over the top, and sometimes new behavior began to

emerge, stuff that you'd never seen on a stage before. With the birth of

the Actors Studio came the closure of one old style of acting and the

beginning of an entirely new style. In that first group were Julie

Harris, Steve Hill, Paul Newman, there were about thirteen or fourteen

terrific actors who started the Studio. Kazan brought in Cheryl Crawford

and Bobby Lewis to help him run it, but none of them could devote full

time to it. But there was Lee Strasberg, unemployed--unemployable

essentially, not a very good actor himself in those days--and he took on

the Studio. And I'll say this for him--rain, snow, sleet, nothing

stopped him from being at that Studio every Tuesday and Friday, unpaid! 

That immediately attracted the young kids who came to New York and the

one thing Strasberg insisted on was a very stringent audition process.

To get into the Studio, you had to be a maverick and show a real streak

of originality, and he picked them all--Steve McQueen, Jimmy Dean, Kim

Stanley, one after the other. Brando, of course, was the personification

of it. So they learned acting from this style, then they became movie

stars overnight, and suddenly the Method, particularly as a style of

movie acting, was established. And I will submit to you that it's better

cinema acting than there ever was before the Studio. 

So that longwinded answer is what accounts for the fact that I cast

actors from there whenever I can because I know I'm going to get a

really swinging, odd, wonderful performance that's unpredictable. There

are now second, third and fourth generations of actors who have learned

the Method and know only this style of acting. 

Cineaste: Dede Allen has described your shooting method as one of

providing "top to bottom editorial coverage." Would you explain what she

means by that? 

Penn: Well, it's lots of coverage, but I don't shoot that much film in

relation to other directors, not by a long shot. I think what Dede is

saying is that once the actors and I have rehearsed it and gotten the

scene, then I don't waste any time shooting alternate angles. I cover it

tight, tight, tighter, because I believe that for editing to really work

you need to have the material to alter the rhythm of a scene. As you

know, we shoot out of sequence, for economic reasons. I defy you, no

matter how good you are, to know on the second or third Tuesday of the

movie what that last scene is really going to be like if you haven't

gotten there yet. You have to give yourself material so that when you're

in the editing room, and you suddenly see the scene, now in context, you

don't have to say, "Oh shit, why didn't I shoot that.?" My first

reaction to The Left-Handed Gun was, "Oh, why didn't I cover it. I was

right there but I didn't do it. I'd love to be in on Paul Newman's eyes

right now but it can't be there because I don't have the shot." 

That's why in The Miracle Worker, when I filmed that long fight scene, I

covered it every possible way because I wanted to be able to control the

rhythm. You see, that's a nine minute scene, so it's gotta start, it's

gotta pick up tempo, it's gotta move, it's gotta pick up hostility, you

have to take it up the line, up the line, UP THE LINE, to a point,

finally, of capitulation. I can do that in the theatre because I see the

whole scene in the context of the play but on a movie, in the third week

of production, I can't do it. 

That's what I think I brought into Dede's life because I said, "Dede,

we're just going to have to learn to understand my rhythms, and I'm

going to provide a ton of material so that we can really change rhythm

from what the scene seemed to be when we read it to when we shot it,"

and, by God, that has stood us in good stead. 

Cineaste: You've obviously had a very good working relationship with

her. 

Penn: Dede's a first-rate editor, she's made an awful lot of mediocre

directors look very good. She brings a wisdom and dedication to it that

almost nobody else I know has. She's a nut when it comes to the editing

process. She's tenacious, she won't quit, and she finds solutions. Look

at all the people she's trained--Steve Rotter, Jerry Greenberg, Richie

Marks--they're the prominent editors of our time. All the Academy Awards

go to people who trained with Dede, but she never got one. 

Cineaste: In Hollywood today it seems much more difficult if not

impossible, given the astronomical production and advertising budgets we

see, to do the kind of serious work one would expect from an Arthur

Penn. I'm not even sure if it would be possible today to produce Bonnie

and Clyde or Little Big Man. 

Penn: Probably not. I think that Hollywood is going to just self

destruct. I don't mean it's going to be all that apocalyptic because

they've been self destructive in the past. They self destructed in the

time that was really my era, which was when TV came in and knocked them

out of the box. They didn't know what the hell to do, so they went out

and hired us, just bought us up, lock, stock and barrel, and brought us

to California to make movies. 

I think that's going to happen again. I think Last Action Hero is an

imprint of the gods on their foreheads, which is to say, "You can't

continue to do this. You're going to get away with it up to a certain

point, but you can't get away with just special effects any more." See

Jurassic Park for a pure example of a nothing film. He threw a

powderball, nothing is there, and I think that's going to catch up with

them. Now that's not going to happen overnight. Jurassic Park will make

money and they'll have to make a sequel to it. Talk about an existential

destiny! There's Spielberg--a guy with real talent--stuck for the rest

of his life in this infantile mode. I mean, Sugarland Express had some

real talent in it, but it goes out the window very quickly. So the

Hollywood studios will continue, probably in the Disney model, which is

to send out memos saying, "We gotta cut costs," but they don't know how

to cut costs. Costs are in inverse proportion to ideas! And they'll

never escape their sort of formulaic predestination, they don't have the

mechanism to shed that skin. 

But independent films will come back. They're fundamentally

lucrative--look at Miramax. There will be more Crying Games. That's not

that distinguished a film. It's a rather ordinary film, but, in the

present context, it's extraordinary. Change may be forced on Hollywood.

The studios could form little units that could make films for almost no

money. I mean, $2 to $3 million should be enough to make a good movie,

plus advertising and so forth. There's no reason why they can't do it

except their own nature. I would say that somewhere in the next few

years it's going to change. It can't go on this way. 

In that respect, the situation today is similar to the Hollywood I first

met, which is one where they knew how to make these really sizable

movies, and they made them well, but they were crashing in flames. I

believe that the ideational narrative is going to rear its head and

strike back. It's interesting to see, for example, a film like Sydney

Pollack's The Firm, where they turned to Robert Towne and another solid,

wonderful writer, David Rayfiel, so they seem to be returning to some of

the solid narrative traditions. 

Cineaste: Robert Altman seems to have made a comeback now after a long

dry period. 

Penn: Yes, absolutely. Bob and I hung out together in Paris for a while.

We both said, "Who wants this scene? It's not ours." I mean, we were not

bitter, it was just that Hollywood was talking another language and we

were doing something else. It goes in stages. 

Cineaste: So the times may be good again for someone like yourself? 

Penn: Conceivably. 

Cineaste: Do you have some projects? 

Penn: Yes, I do. I have a very interesting one, a gritty Western. I

can't really talk about it except to say that it's set in Western times

but it's other than a Western. I hope it'll get made. I also have a

wonderful, nifty little story about New York. It's a contemporary,

hard-edged film that I can't get made yet because it's too hard-edged. 

Cineaste: I think the time is about right for another Arthur Penn film. 

Penn: That would be very nice. 

By Gary Crowdus and Richard Porton 
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Directed, written, and photographed by Haskell Wexler; produced by Tully

Friedman and Haskell Wexler; music by Mike Bloomfield; starring Robert

Forster, Verna Bloom, Peter Bonerz, Marianna Hill, and Harold Blankenship.

Color, 110 mins, DVD. Released by Paramount Pictures. 

Perhaps the whole world wasn't watching; nevertheless, Haskell's Wexler's

Medium Cool (1969) was among the most talked about and, arguably, most

influential American movies of the late Sixties. Lacking the commercial

clout of Easy Rider, the radical cachet of Robert Kramer's Ice (both 1969),

or the rock-star buzz of Gimme Shelter (1970), Wexler's fiction-documentary

hybrid claimed heated attention on three fronts: de facto censorship, formal

innovation, and utopian visions of industry reform. It became a minor cause

celebre due to an initial 'X' rating, levied not for sexual content but

for inflammatory crowd noise like "Fuck the Pigs!"--in the audio commentary

on Paramount's DVD release, Wexler calls the decision "a political X."

Climactic scenes recorded in the midst of street demonstrations at the

1968 Democratic National Convention in Chicago were hailed at the time

as a sign of Hollywood's belated openness to narrative experimentation,

bearing the vague promise of a style capable of reconciling the demands

of European modernism, stark social realism, and conventional storytelling.

Finally, in certain New Left circles Wexler's impeccable dual credentials

as premier commercial cinematographer (including a then-recent Oscar for

Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? [1966]) and cultural activist (aside from

personal ties to various organizations, Wexler's first directorial outing

was a civil-rights documentary, The Bus [1965]) augured nothing less than

an imposition of a genuinely radical perspective on a seemingly disoriented

studio system. Today Paramount, tomorrow MGM! 

In retrospect, Medium Cool was burdened with so many extratextual, naively

hopeful expectations that what is actually there, in the sense of narrative

and visual execution, may well have been obscured. Looking at the film

thirty years removed from the original hype, it is, in the period vernacular,

a decidedly mixed bag. "How does it feel to stop feeling?" This paradoxical

question is embellished through an allegory of callous, self-serving, politically

complicit TV journalism--epitomized by the opening scene of a camera crew

blithely abandoning the still-breathing victim of a car crash--yet at the

same time it is belied by the film's romantic or, more properly, humanist

agenda. An awkward budding relationship between hardened TV cameraman John

Cassellis (Robert Forster) and Appalachian war widow and single mom Eileen

(Verna Bloom) provides a premise for the spontaneous coverage of street

demos as it affirms Cassellis's temporarily stifled compassion. More to

the point, his fatherly, feel-good attachment to Eileen's young son Harold

(Harold Blankenship, a recently-urbanized Appalachian kid introduced to

Wexler by Studs Terkel) serves to deflect any broader critique of media

institutions onto a realm of personal-as-political. That is, alienation

is couched as an occupational hazard, not a pervasive condition in our

Society of the Spectacle--a sentiment no doubt appropriate to intense countercultural

energies of 1968 America. 

The near-simultaneous appearance of Daniel Boorstin's book The Image: A

Guide to Pseudo-Events in America and Primary (1960), Drew Associates'

pioneering documentary on electoral politics in the age of mass media,

had established a popular framework for addressing the 'theatricalization'

of public events, and to some extent Medium Cool follows their lead. An

amusing scene at a roller derby arena, replete with fake violence and voyeuristic

sexual pleasure, registers as an obvious metaphor for the Democrats' staged

debacle, yet it also inadvertently ropes in the battles between police

and protestors. On the other hand, Wexler leans heavily on philosophical

lessons plied by New Wave directors, especially Antonioni and Godard--whose

work is repeatedly either quoted or alluded to--resulting in an overarching,

if by now shopworn, theme of 'image versus reality.' On several distinct

levels, esthetic as well as ideological, the viewer is forced to consider

the authenticity of what we see, the degree to which fiction is intermingled

with, or overtaken by, verite observation, found footage! sound, or improvisation.

In a striking scene, Wexler scans mundane activities in a restaurant kitchen

as the soundtrack replays the finale of RFK's ill-fated speech at L.A.'s

Ambassador Hotel, as if to reconfigure his assassination from the point-of-view

of sub-minimum wage service workers, a key group in Kennedy's mythologized

constituency. Among its many virtues, Medium Cool displays a consistently

sensitive handling of class divisions, a motif that is intertwined with

a generally appreciative portrayal of Chicago's urban matrix; a native

Chicagoan, Wexler clearly cherishes the city's brash mix of ethnic neighborhoods

and disjunct architectural styles. 

The film wears its digressive, episodic, peekaboo-reality structure like

a badge of honor, using the celebrated gambit of Man with a Movie Camera--or

less auspiciously, the still-photographer figure in Antonioni's Blowup

(1966)--to motivate intermittent glimpses of a roiling ideological spectrum.

Unfortunately, the mandate to survey ostensibly telling sites of political

resistance or reaction sometimes rings false. A scene of middle-class white

women on a pistol firing range, and a staged interview with an affluent

matron, come off as gratuitous jabs, while a visit to a 'psychedelic' nightclub

is almost risibly phony. Wexler is better at handling the mounting anger

and frustration in a domestic gathering of Black Power advocates who rip

the propensity of racist media to distort their lives--as one hostile interviewee

explains the lure of violence for disenfranchised youth, "The tube is life,

man"--yet the effect, here as elsewhere, is overly didactic. Often the

brief against dominant media, and the political interests it serves, is

rendered not by verbal rants but by visual or sound/image devices. When

Cassellis learns that his TV station is supplying local police and FBI

agencies with raw news footage, he charges along a series of empty corporate

corridors looking for someone, anyone, with whom to file a protest. Similarly,

shots of raucous street activity will suddenly revert to eerie silence,

as if to underscore the oppressive pall cast by Mayor Daley's thuggery.

Not surprisingly, the film's (mostly) 35mm cinematography is scintillating,

marked by richly-saturated exteriors and a variety of lighting-enhanced

interior moods. Less felicitous is the reliance on Mike Bloomfield's soft-rock

music score to smooth over gaps in nonsync shooting (although a wickedly

satirical song by Frank Zappa enlivens the aforementioned club scene).

The audio commentary supplied by Wexler, actress Marianna Hill, and editorial

consultant Paul Golding--nearly the only added feature on this DVD--has

a standard array of soporific filler and fascinating factoid. In the latter

category, we learn that the role of Cassellis was originally slated for

John Cassavetes, that the use of Zappa music was a cinematic first, and

that Wexler's knowledge of the antiwar protest scene allowed him to script

fictional scenes against a backdrop of violent demonstrations seven months

in advance of the Democratic convention. 

In some sense, the cameraman protagonist of Medium Cool can be read as

a stand-in for Wexler himself, negotiating professional and political dilemmas

he and other left-leaning media workers faced as the idealistic bubble

of Sixties' optimism began to implode. The prospect of converting Hollywood

into an instrument aligned with progressive social change was of course

a pipe dream. Even those wishing to cite Wexler's film as an avatar of

so-called indie production of the last two decades have to ignore the astonishing

absence of political critique in the careers of all but a handful of recent

nonstudio directors. Similarly, the method of fiction-documentary blending

proposed by Medium Cool failed to make a impression on even a younger generation

of self-conscious auteurs just then entering the studio system. Soured

by compromises forced on him at Paramount, Wexler abandoned the struggle

for directorial independence while continuing to lend his distinguished

artistry to projects on both sides of the commercial divide, shooting such

politically-cogent dramas as Bound for Glory (1976, for which he received

a second Oscar), Days of Heaven (1978), and Matewan (1987). Coincidentally,

he has functioned as crucial collaborator on a number of important documentaries,

including Brazil: A Report on Torture (1971, which he codirected with Saul

Landau), The Trial of the Catonsville Nine (1972), and, perhaps most notoriously,

Underground (1975, cowritten and codirected with Emile de Antonio and Mary

Lampson). 

As David James remarks in Allegories of Cinema, it is hard to imagine how

the political insight gained by John Cassellis in the course of his adventures

could have been implemented within the corporate context of network television.

Or, for that matter, Hollywood. A fatal car crash at the end of Medium

Cool makes the issue moot. If, from our current perspective, Wexler's film

was not in the vanguard of a wider incursion, it is worth revisiting both

for its laudable aspirations and its unique attributes. 

Paul Arthur teaches literature and film at Montclair State University  
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The stricken look on Dustin Hoffman's face as his character, Benjamin Braddock, rides off in the back of a bus with his purloined bride in The Graduate (1967). The repeated jerking of Faye Dunaway's body as her character, the 1930s bank robber Bonnie Parker, is sprayed by gunfire in Bonnie and Clyde (also 1967). Looking back from three decades later, we can see how these final scenes, drawn from the movies that heralded America's new "film generation" of the late 1960s, also prophesied how things would end for that generation.
It had not often been the practice of American movies to deny a happy ending. Even in dour and downtrodden Depression-era films such as Fritz Lang's You Only Live Once (1937), a precursor of Bonnie and Clyde, the heavens open at the finale to receive the doomed criminal couple. Yet in The Graduate -- the surprise hit that captivated the "baby boom" generation, trailing only The Sound of Music (1965) among the decade's box office leaders -- Benjamin's expression proclaimed the truth of Oscar Wilde's adage: the only thing sadder than not getting what you want is getting it. And the violent movie deaths of Parker and her partner Clyde Barrow (Warren Beatty), shockingly graphic for the time, warned that those who achieved their desires in opposition to the state would face the state's lethal power mobilized against them.

Was it a contradiction in American culture of the late 1960s that a generation so confident of its private and public desires -- so rich in utopian hopes and millennial longings -- should have embraced movies that forecast the emptiness or danger of desire's fulfillment? Yet for all that era's delusions, it is also possible, from our end-of-the-century entrenchment in a culture of the simulacrum, to recognize how strong a commitment also existed among spectators and filmmakers alike to a cinema that sought to identify the real and examine its constitution in images.

"Look out, Haskell, it's real." These words, frantically spoken on the soundtrack of Haskell Wexler's Medium Cool (1969) as tear gas threatens the director/cinematographer off-screen, stand as an emblem for an era. They mark one of the quintessential films of the times, a work that strove to shed its skin of fiction in response to the political realities that overtook its production.
It couldn't last, of course. By the mid-1970s, with Nixon's fall followed by that of Saigon, reality required an antidote. Rocky (1976) surprised everyone by offering a glimpse of national catharsis, as audiences, once again offered the old movie verities, responded first with relief, then with elation. Star Wars (1977) confirmed the restoration of fantasy. "May the Force be with you" replaced "Look out, Haskell, it's real," and the Force is with us yet. Still, the films of the decade between 1965 and 1975 left a rich legacy.

The real comes in many guises, and the hallmark of American cinema in this decade was its diversity. To be sure, every historical period of U.S. filmmaking has offered more varied fare than simply fiction films made in Hollywood, but the 1960s marked a difference both in degree and kind. There was an unprecedented confidence that alternative cinematic practices could become visible and significant in mainstream culture. Old Hollywood appeared to be crumbling, along with the bourgeois conventions that had ruled throughout the Cold War years. Sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll were the youth culture's new gods, but these deities were reinforced and rationalized by the civil rights struggle and the anti-Vietnam War movement. Dissidents made up a small minority of the population, yet their influence far outweighed their numbers and transformed film culture along with everything else.
The idea was that "they," the existing cinematic institutions, could not tell "your" story -- represent your view of reality -- and thus you had to do it yourself. Older practices, such as those associated with avant-garde cinema, now expanded and emerged from obscurity. Radical political filmmaking was revitalized and reinvented. Form and genre mattered less than identity and idea -- distinctions between documentary and fiction, unities of style, all broke down in the face of the need to get one's reality on screen.

The "real" and "reality" in cinema, however, are problematic terms. David Holzman's Diary (1968) -- a feature by independent filmmaker Jim McBride, who subsequently launched a Hollywood career -- raised the issue of cinema's ontological status in ways that continue to reverberate. The film's central character, Holzman (portrayed by L. M. Kit Carson), is a young New Yorker who is depressed, confused, and facing a draft notice from the Army. Inspired by Jean-Luc Godard's dictum that "Film is truth twenty-four times per second," he determines to record his life on film, to turn his life into a film, which will presumably enable him to learn the truth about himself.
David Holzman's Diary continually tests the spectator, who, though aware that the work is fictional, may have questions about many scenes and shots: Is the action improvised or scripted? Are those people actors or passers-by? Is what we see the result of a plan or does actuality intrude upon the filmmaker's simulation of reality? Yet, in the end, it's difficult for many spectators to remember that David Holzman is not a living person and that the work is a an example of fictional cinema verit rather than an actual film diary.

McBride's film poses the conundrum that fiction creates its own reality. At the same time, nonfiction filmmakers must rely on the codes and conventions of fictional cinema to construct a viewpoint on the actual world even as they record it. A case in point is Newsreel, the radical filmmaking movement that emerged in the late 1960s to document political struggle and promote New Left ideas and programs. By the early 1970s, Newsreel succumbed to rampant factionalism and came in for withering criticism from other movement filmmaking groups, which complained, for example, that Newsreel's films consisted of "righteous, heavy political rap illustrated with a few pictures."
However, what may interest us today in those early Newsreel films is precisely how those pictures constitute the "rap." Columbia Revolt (1968), the collective's fifty-minute documentary on the May '68 events at Columbia University in New York -- where students seized an administration building and were brutally beaten by police as the building was cleared -- reveals its politics as much through mise en scene as direct statement. The position of the camera, what is shown in the frame, how shots are edited together: these constitute an ideology that does not need words to make it clear.
Pictures versus words. Here again Medium Cool is the emblematic late-1960s film. The movie's significance is heightened by the improbability of its having been financed by a major Hollywood studio, and also by the near-suppression of the film after it was completed. Wexler, its writer-director, was a political progressive who had begun his career as a cinematographer shooting labor union documentaries. During the 1950s, when McCarthyism effectively shut down left-oriented political filmmaking, Wexler went to work on Hollywood features and won an Academy Award for cinematography with Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (1966).

In the panic years of the late-1960s, as the studios -- losing money and unsure of their audiences -- cast around for new filmmakers more in tune with the times, Paramount offered Wexler a chance to direct. He took the studio's story about a boy and a photographer and set it in Chicago, turning the photographer into a television news cameraman (played by Robert Forster) who covers the city's political scene. The cameraman's foray into a black neighborhood offers the first glimpse of 1960s black radicalism in a mainstream Hollywood movie. The cameraman himself becomes politicized when he discovers that the TV station is allowing the FBI to look at his outtake footage.
At some point Wexler revised his narrative to include national political events unfolding in the summer of 1968 (for example, the cameraman and his sound man go to Washington, D.C., to film the funeral of assassinated presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy and the black "Poor People's Campaign" encampment on the Mall). The final section of the film enmeshes the cameraman in the protests that took place outside and within the Democratic Party's national convention, held in Chicago during August 1968.

Pictures and words. The film's title, Medium Cool, refers ironically to a then well-known postulate of media theorist Marshall McLuhan. McLuhan had proclaimed that television was a "cool" medium (as opposed to "hot" media like print and radio) that would electronically foster a new age of less individualistic, more communal culture and communication, in what he called the "global village." Not so cool after all, says Wexler. He shows network TV cameras filming student protesters who chant, "The whole world is watching" -- an ambiguous slogan, implying that images disclose truth -- and then, as police push the TV cameras away in preparation for an assault, the students plaintively cry, "NBC ... come back ... stay with us."

If, in David Holzman's Diary, McBride could play satirically with cameras and "truth," Wexler sought a more direct political intervention with his mixture of fiction and actuality. "Look out, Haskell, it's real," comes across on the soundtrack not only as a warning to the director (who was also operating a camera) but as a wake-up call to the spectator, announcing that the film had left the realm of fiction. Do we believe it? That's a question Wexler can't escape. As the cameraman drives away from the melee (and into an accident that kills his passenger), his car radio carries the voice of an eyewitness reporter who exclaims, "People are being clubbed, and I mean in Technicolor and 3-D." We don't know whether this is an actual recording made at the event, or a line written to be read by an actor for the film. In either case, it's significant that the speaker, in order to heighten the listener's sense of actuality about the scene he's describing, invokes the technology of cinematic realism.
Medium Cool remains one of the most important works of its era, but it is clear that the film opened a Pandora's Box of questions about reality and illusion -- the falsity or truth of the image -- that filmmakers in general preferred to contain. Though nonfiction films generally benefit from more ontological self-reflection, the emerging political and social movements required from the documentary form an affirmation of their versions of reality, rather than ambiguity. As critic Julia Lesage wrote about the pioneering feminist documentaries of the early 1970s (such as Janie's Janie by Geri Ashur and The Woman's Film by the Woman's Caucus of San Francisco Newsreel, both from 1971), "received notions about women give way to an outpouring of real desires, contradictions, decisions, and social analyses." This outpouring of the real could not be compromised by inscribing in one's work doubts about the very status of images.

In the same manner, mainstream commercial filmmakers preferred to work within the formal conventions of narrative fiction instead of Wexler's hybrid form, even if they planned to raise similar issues about the meaning of images or the perceptions of image-makers and spectators. In Midnight Cowboy (1969), for example, John Schlesinger wanted to make a point about the affinity of his work with New York avant-garde filmmaking, and especially Andy Warhol's explorations of the gay subculture. But only insiders got the joke when the characters Hansel and Gretel McAlbertson -- who are played by Warhol performers Gaston Rossilli and Viva -- take photographs of Joe Buck (Jon Voight) and Ratso Rizzo (Dustin Hoffman) and invite them to a party at Warhol's Factory loft.
Similarly, Martin Scorsese's breakthrough film Mean Streets (1973) was shot on location in New York's Little Italy district and occasionally utilized actuality footage (in the closing sequence, for example, which focuses on the Feast of San Gennaro along Mulberry Street). But Scorsese is at pains to subsume the real within his fictional world, to emphasize ultimately that the Little Italy of his mise en scene is a psychological space. Spectators who compare their own experience of Little Italy with Scorsese's geography of the mind will confirm that the filmmaker has succeeded in creating a place that only exists in his fiction.

Several of the most important Hollywood films of the early 1970s returned to Wexler's concerns, but in purely fictional form. Francis Ford Coppola's The Conversation (1974) and Roman Polanski's Chinatown (also 1974) are enduring works which, remarkably, were both nominated for the best picture Academy Award in the year that Coppola, competing against himself, won a best picture Oscar for the second time with The Godfather, Part II. For a brief moment in Hollywood, the values of art and industry converged.

The Conversation concerns a highly-skilled sound specialist, Harry Caulk (Gene Hackman), who has been hired to eavesdrop on a couple who are talking as they stroll in San Francisco's Union Square. The opening sequence reveals the modus operandi of hidden and long-distance microphones and multiple tape machines that collect the raw data that Harry will integrate and technologically enhance until he produces a comprehensible recording. Slowly, however, the film raises the question of whether Harry's accumulated traces can ever constitute a copy of the real. His technological task is revealed to be an operation of judgment -- with the full panoply of his aesthetic, ideological, and psychological predilections shaping what he thinks he learns. The sound specialist is, in short, an artist, who creates a fiction and thinks it to be real, only to discover, to his horror and chagrin, the gap between that fiction and the larger narrative in which he is embedded.

Chinatown takes up a similar motif within a more familiar genre framework and with an approach to genre revisionism shared with a number of films of the era. These works aimed to call into question and transform the codes of traditional film genres. In Westerns, for example, Sam Peckinpah's The Wild Bunch (1969) took on the genre's code of violence, while Arthur Penn's Little Big Man (1970) reworked the traditional treatment of Native Americans as savage obstacles to Euro-American westward expansion.

In the realm of the detective film, Chinatown's revisionism was preceded by Robert Altman's in The Long Goodbye (1973), but the lasting strength of Polanski's film derives as much from its political and historical resonances, and its treatment of power and of power's consequences for public and private life, as from its genre-questioning. Set in the 1930s, the film's historical narrative is a fictional version of the actual circumstances under which the city of Los Angeles drew off water that was necessary for its expansion and development (i.e., capitalist exploitation and profit) from Owens Valley in central California. The detective genre comes into play when private eye Jake Gittes (Jack Nicholson) becomes involved in investigating the mysterious drowning of the city's chief water engineer.

Gittes, like Harry Caul in The Conversation, is a specialist whose m tier is to put together bits of data into a version of the real -- to uncover the truth, to solve a crime. But Jake, whatever his expectations, is not dealing with the wayward wives and sleazy crooks, the gamblers and hopheads, of Raymond Chandler's mean streets. His version of the real is continually trumped by the manifestations of a power that he thinks he can tame through knowledge and guile, but which at every step proves to be stronger and more vast than he can handle.

Some critics have since assailed the filmmakers of this period for their pessimism. The most memorable characters of the decade were figures like Harry Caul and Jake Gittes, creators of particular views of the real who were overwhelmed by a malevolent reality, the secret existence of which they could barely grasp. If The Graduate and Bonnie and Clyde forecasted defeat just as the struggle started, then later films made the same point over and over again -- until, finally, the prophecy came true.
But it was not a failure of movies of the era that they offered no utopias. Hollywood has always been able to concoct utopias of the most beguiling kinds, especially those that make no reference to anyone's view of the real. The importance of the films discussed here is precisely that they promise no happy endings. As they address the relationship between the real and the image, they ultimately compel the spectator back into the world of actuality, offering no consolations other than those that art can give.
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Full Metal Jacket

by Bill Krohn 



Excerpt taken from the book: Zone 6: Incorporations, edited by Jonathan Crary and Sanford Kwinter, New York: Urzone inc, 1992, pp. 428–435. All Rights Reserved


First movement: At a Marine boot camp on Parris Island, a squad of young recruits are brutalized by Sergeant Hartman, a horrifyingly funny drill instructor whose face and voice so dominate the film’s first section that only two other characters are permitted to develop a semblance of psychological individuality: a wiseass named Joker and a dumb farmboy named Pyle, whose propensity for screwing up makes him the main target for Hartman’s brutality, and that of his own comrades, until he goes mad and shoots his persecutor in the latrine.

Second movement: Cut to Da Nang, where Joker and a gung ho newcomer named Rafter Man have drawn easy duty as correspondents for the Army newspaper Stars and Stripes, and suddenly the tension of the first part dissipates, the structure of the film loosens to the point of entropy and the narrative is set adrift, as if we were watching outtakes from a film whose story we haven’t completely under stood. We follow Joker and Rafter Man from the placid corruption of Da Nang, broken only by a curiously anemic sequence showing the let Offensive, to the countryside around Hue, where they join a seasoned combat unit called the "Lusthogs" for an assault on Hue, overrun by the Vietcong. The drifting, fragmentary, anti-dramatic feeling of these sequences is heightened in the aftermath of the assault, when a television crew films the characters speaking in choreographed succession like actors in a bad Broadway play about Vietnam, then addressing the camera directly in inter views that recall a famous episode of TV’s M*A*S*H.

It is only during the last minutes of the film that a sense of narrative progression returns: as the Lusthogs patrol the streets of Hue, they find themselves pinned down by an invisible sniper who turns out, when Joker penetrates her stronghold, to be a teenage girl. Cut down by Rafter Man’s bullets, the sniper is slow to die, and only Joker is willing to put her out of her misery with a bullet through the head. Afterward, we see American soldiers marching at night silhouetted against a fiery landscape, singing the "Mickey Mouse Club" theme song, while Joker, barely distinguished from the horde by the last of a sparse series of laconic voiceovers, informs us that he is no longer afraid.

Is Full Metal Jacket an antiwar film, as the critics have assumed, or is it, in the words of an indignant Samuel Fuller, "a recruiting film"? Fuller’s reaction did more to point up the slippery quality of Full Metal Jacket for me than all the raves predicated on the notion that Stanley Kubrick had made another Paths of Glory (1957). Since that film and Spartacus (1960), Kubrick has rejected messages in order to purify his art, and Full Metal Jacket (1987), which returns thirty years later to the booby-trapped terrain of the war film, is part of that ongoing process, as we can see by comparing the director’s shooting script with the film he finally made. Two scenes were eliminated which would have made the drill instructor a monster: one where he nearly drowns Pyle in a bowl of urine, and one where he orders a recruit who has cut his wrists to clean up the mess he’s made before reporting to the doctor. Instead, due in no small part to Lee Ermey’s mesmerizing performance, the character remains human-size, believable, by turns outrageous and sympathetic, and seductive. 

So it’s not difficult to understand Fuller’s rage at the way Hartman is portrayed, or his distrust of any film that includes a scene like the one where the recruits, transformed by many sufferings into proud members of the Corps, parade to the strains of the "Marine Corps Hymn," while Hartman’s voice tells them they are now part of an indestructible brotherhood, It was just such a scene that the producer of Merrill’s Marauders (1962) tacked onto Fuller’s film to turn it into the kind of war film described by Roland Barthes in a famous essay In Mythologies:

Take the Army; show without disguise its chiefs as martinets, its discipline as narrow-minded and unfair, and into this stupid tyranny immerse an average human being, fallible but likeable, the archetype of the spectator. And then, at the last moment, turn over the magical hat, and pull out of it the image of an army, flags flying, triumphant, bewitching, to which, like Sganarelle’s wife, one cannot but be faithful although beaten.

In fact, that is a perfect description of what happens in Full Metal Jacket until Pyle shoots Hartman. Then another kind of film begins, and by the time the image of the triumphant army returns at the end, the conventions of the (anti)war film have been transformed into something else altogether.

The best answer I have seen to the perennial critical quarrel about whether Kubrick is a humanist is Gilles Deleuze’s observation that all of Kubrick’s films portray the world as a brain, one fated to malfunction from both internal and external causes. This surprising insight will at least permit us to do justice to the strangeness of Full Metal Jacket, where the little world of the training camp on Parris Island is portrayed as a brain made up of human cells thinking and feeling as one, until its functioning is wrecked first from within, when a single cell, Pyle, begins ruthlessly carrying out the directives of the death instinct that programs the organ as a whole, and then from without by the Tet Offensive, the external representation of the same force. A double movement is described by the rigorously plotted movements of Kubrick’s camera: in the first section, as the camera follows the constant parading of the recruits and their instructor, and movement is almost exclusively from the interior of the screen out, while in the second section, beginning with the striking dolly forward on the miniskirted ass of a Da Nang whore, camera movements into the screen, toward the vanishing point, predominate; but the film’s two parts describe a single movement with a single endpoint–the encounter with a fellow human being whose face, in Hartman’s memorable phrase, has become a "war face," the face of death.

What is new in Full Metal Jacket is that, for the first time in Kubrick’s cinema (although A Clockwork Orange [1971] attempts some thing similar with its self-effacing boustrophedon structure), the narrative itself begins to malfunction, after Pyle has turned his rifle on Hartman and then on himself, as if eliminating the antagonists whose repeated confrontations made a story possible has condemned the film to wander into regions bordering dangerously on nonsense, until a new antagonist erupts in the encounter with the sniper, which permits the filmmaker to start turning the screw of suspense again, imparting a linear and dramatic coherence in time to arrest the fatal drift.

Kubrick told Newsweek that he wants to "explode the narrative structure of film," and in Full Metal Jacket the first casualty of the explosion is the conventional notion of character. For Full Metal Jacket is a film without a hero; its sole protagonist is a group-mind whose formation is shown in the boot camp scenes, most of which portray the process of indoctrination, with little reference to combat training per se. Then, in the second section, we follow scattered pieces of the group-mind as they are set adrift in a world where scene follows scene with no apparent dramatic or thematic necessity, so that even Joker, the protagonist whose acts and motives were starkly delineated by the constricting circumstances of boot camp, seems to withdraw from us, be coming a cipher as the film unfolds – mainly thanks to the unsparing labor of purification, by which Kubrick during the year-long shoot stripped away the elements in his own script that made Joker someone with whom the audience could identify: his voiceovers reduced finally to four or five; the instinctive revulsion that impels him, in a scene that was either cut or never filmed, to kill an Arvin colonel who is murdering prisoners during the helicopter ride from Da Nang to Hue; and his death and burial, which would have concluded the film on an elegiac note – replaced here by the group-shot of soldiers singing the Mousketeer anthem that was originally planned for an earlier scene, after the assault on Hue.

The effect is subtle and at times paradoxical: for example, the mute, expressionless faces in the film’s opening sequence, a montage of close-ups of recruits getting their first Marine Corps haircut, seem emotionally much closer to us than the faces in the montage of TV interviews, which distance the characters at the very moment they are being permitted, for the first time, to "express" themselves – with all the method acting, mock hesitations and other signals of sincerity on the part of the actors that "expression" implies. In the second section of Full Metal Jacket, we meet a whole new cast of highly individualistic characters who are imbued with the full range of human emotions, but cut loose from their narrative moorings they appear as opaque fragments of a larger whole, their acts legible only as behaviors (to borrow a term from the science of operant conditioning) in which are embedded, in a kind of horrible monotony, the traits – racism, misogyny, machismo, homicidal mania – that govern the group-mind, even in its malfunctioning; although this does not prevent us from feeling momentary sympathy for each of the characters. Sympathy, in fact, is necessary if we are to read the subtle, often nearly imperceptible gestures and expressions in which the drama of the group is played out.

One striking effect of Kubrick’s narrative experiments in Full Metal Jacket was to force many critics to reconsider their adulation of Platoon [1987], because Kubrick has eliminated every scene or action that might have served as a handhold for the spectator in search of easy edification, choosing instead to construct his film as a parody of all edifying and unifying fictions. It’s impossible to watch the last scene, where Joker, made fearless, is swallowed up by the marching throng, without thinking of Stone’s proclaimed intention of bringing Americans together and healing the nation’s wounds, to which the only proper reply is Alex’s last line in A Clockwork Orange: "I was cured, all right!"

I would also argue that the alienation effects that Kubrick uses in the Vietnam section of his film are a superior form of realism to Platoon’s scorched-earth naturalism, which is largely based on effects of déjà vu: Stone, who was there, has portrayed it in images copied from TV coverage of the war and myriad other war films, so that the shock of discovering a new reality Is mediated by images that are believable because they are already familiar– as in Salvador [1986], where the photojournalist played by John Savage says not that he wants to take a picture that shows the reality of war, but that he wants to "take one like Capa." Kubrick’s formal strategy in Full Metal Jacket– which encompasses every element of his film, and not just the narrative choices I’ve focused on in this brief description – is to create moments of utter strangeness that have the shock of fresh perception. His motto could be that of the seventeenth-century haiku poet Basho: "I do not seek to follow in the footsteps of the men of old. I seek the thing they sought."

Deleuze discusses Kubrick in the second volume of Cinema, his comprehensive classification of film images and signs, initially as signing him to one of the two stylistic camps into which he divides modern cinema, the cinema of the body (for example, Godard, Cassavetes) and the cinema of the brain (for example, Resnals, Kubrick). Deleuze’s description of what is specifically modern in Resnais and Kubrick – as opposed to Eisenstein, who uses a classical model of the brain structured by processes of integration and differentiation – is based on philosopher of Science Gilbert Simondon’s speculation that "the properties of living matter are manifested as the maintenance ...of certain topological properties, much more than of pure energetic or structural properties," which leads Simondon to propose a non-Euclidian model of living organisms where "the functions of integration and differentiation are a function of a meta-stable asymmetry between an absolute interlority and exteriorlty’

Delouse makes a few adjustments to this speculative model –which seems to be equally applicable to organisms and their parts – when he proposes his own post-classical model of the brain. For example, by "absolute interiority and exteriority" Simondon means simply the organism and its environment, in contrast to the relative relationships of interiority and exteriority which hold between systems of the organism, where the bloodstream may be exterior with respect to a gland that emits secretions into it, and interior with respect to the intestinal walls. Reinterpreted by Delouse, these topological absolutes become "an inside more profound than any interior milieu, and an outside more distant than any exterior milieu," both of which are Identified with death in the section on Resnais and Kubrick and, in the conclusion to the volume, with "the unevocable in Welles, the undecidable in Resnais, the inexplicable in Robbe-Grillet, the incommensurable in Godard, the unreconcilable in the Straubs, the impossible in Marguerite Duras, the irrational in Syberberg."

Deleuze’s poetic rewriting of Simondon turns out to have many applications: in fact, as that diversified roster of modern filmmakers suggests, Deleuze Intends it to be more widely applicable than he first indicates: by the end of the book he is proposing his new model of the brain, which also includes "the irrational cut" and "the black screen," as a model for alt the global structures – mainly variations on the series – used in modern films. The new brain model is the "noosign" of modern cinema, just as the spiral was the noosign of classical cinema, based on the classical model of the brain structured by processes of integration and differentiation. Deleuze even says in an interview about the book that the biology of the brain, and not linguistics or psycho analysis, will furnish the criteria for a new film aesthetics: "The value of all cinema depends on the cerebral circuits It establishes...the richness, complexity and general tenor of its arrangements, of its connections, conjunctions, circuits and short-circuits."

So the cinema of the brain is not just one type of film in Deleuze’s taxonomy of modern cinema – it represents the whole terrain to be mapped. This means that the films of Resnais and Kubrick, which take this new organic model as their subject, are exemplary. By dispersing its narrative and making classical narrative one element in a structure that implements another logic, Full Metal Jacket, like any modern film, is exploring the cerebral processes that found the new aesthetic of l’image-temps; but by portraying as parts of a brain the stock characters of a genre that could stand for all of classical cinema ("A film is like a battlefield" – Samuel Fuller, 1965), and having them act out the breakdown of semimotor connections that give rise to "pure optical and aural situations," Kubrick is staging, in a peculiarly literal way, an allegory of modern cinema.

I don’t want to leave the impression, in concluding, that Kubrick is without masters. He had one, Max Ophuls, who is as present in Full Metal Jacket as he is in an obvious pastiche like Lolita. Hartman’s first appearance, for example, visually duplicates the opening sequence of Lola Montes [1955], with Peter Ustinov’s ringmaster spieling to the backward-tracking camera as he advances past a line of acrobats standing at attention. William Karl Guerin, In a book on Ophuls, has taught us to be suspicious of this Mephistophellan figure and his twin, the Master of Ceremonies In La Ronde [1950], who subject the other characters and the spectator alike to the seductive rigors of a mise-en-scene designed to illustrate "a sinister conception of man." Traditionally, critics have tended to identify these director surrogates with Ophuls, and Kubrick, who revises his predecessor by killing off Hartman in the middle of the film, might agree with them, but all the ambiguities of Full Metal Jacket are already deployed in Ophuls’ late films, where, as Guerin has shown, a single close-up (Simone Signoret in La Ronde, Martins Carol faint and perspiring before her final leap in Lola Montes) is sufficient to derail the Master of Ceremonies’ infernal machine. In Full Metal Jacket the close-up of Pyle, insane, signals the imminent death of Kubrick’s Master of Ceremonies, which liberates images and characters from the machine of the narrative; and when the narrative begins to function again during the assault on Hue, the close-up of the young sniper shatters the spell, leaving us with those concluding images of the marauding horde, which recalls the Dionysian mobs at of Le Masque and the end of La Maison Tellier episode in Le Plaisir (1951): images of a world without a master of ceremonies.
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Although initially received with bewilderment, Full Metal Jacket (1987) now stands among the key works in Stanley Kubrick's exploration of identity and its problematic nature. Fairly closely adapted from Gustav Hasford's 1979 novel The Short-Timers, Kubrick's film follows a young recruit dubbed Private Joker (played by Matthew Modine) – tellingly, we never learn his real name – as he moves from basic training on Parris Island to the hell of Vietnam. The screenplay was written by Kubrick in collaboration with Michael Herr, author of Dispatches (1), from which many details – including the key image of the words 'Born to Kill' "placed in all innocence next to the peace symbol" on Joker's helmet – were directly taken. 

In Full Metal Jacket, Kubrick continues his concern with the limits of free will already evident in such diverse figures as Humbert Humbert (James Mason) in Lolita (1961), the eponymous protagonist of Barry Lyndon (1975), the HAL 9000 computer in 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), The Shining (1980)'s Jack Torrance (Jack Nicholson) and A Clockwork Orange (1971)'s Alex (Malcolm McDowell). In Full Metal Jacket, this theme is explored through the sadistic process according to which young recruits have their individual personalities broken down so that they can be rebuilt as fighting machines. Kubrick's fascination with supposedly flawless systems running out of control (evident in all his films) emerges when Pyle (Vincent D'Onofrio) shoots his creator, thus becoming the perfect killer Sergeant Hartman (Lee Ermey) hoped to shape (this is even clearer in the novel, where the DI's final words are "Private Pyle, I'm proud..."). 

Many reviewers took Full Metal Jacket to task for the seemingly random quality of its final two-thirds. Yet, as Bill Krohn has argued (2), the malfunctioning system here is the narrative itself. The opening section on Parris Island is distinguished by the precision and clarity of Kubrick's techniques, which reflect Sergeant Hartman's single-mindedness: once this oppressive author/father-figure has been eliminated, the film 'deteriorates' into a series of randomly connected scenes showing Joker drifting with no apparent goal. For P. L. Titterington, journeys of "dubious meaning and purpose" (3) link Kubrick with Fuller and Godard, and Joker's passage through Vietnam is accompanied by neither narrative urgency (even the climactic confrontation with a sniper occurs simply because the squad has taken a wrong turn) nor moral growth. 

If Hartman's ambition – to prepare fresh recruits for combat – is chillingly unambiguous, Joker's purpose is vague to the point of madness. Even in Oliver Stone's Platoon (1986), which attempted to depict the Vietnam War's insanity, Charlie Sheen's character had a clear goal: to survive. But Kubrick refuses even this motivation: if Stone's hero could escape Vietnam and return to "the world", for Kubrick there is only one world, a "world of shit" which cannot be transcended. 

Kubrick's loss of faith in narrative is thus linked with an increasingly pessimistic view of democratic institutions: whereas 2001's mysterious black monolith had some kind of ultimate (if ungraspable) purpose, Full Metal Jacket's structural collapse reinforces its critique of the ideological confusion which led to America's invasion of Vietnam. All the talk about safeguarding 'democracy' is exposed as just that – talk. According to the director, "Vietnam was probably the first war that was run – certainly during the Kennedy era – as an advertising agency might run it. It was mingled with cost-effective estimates and phony statistics and kill ratios and self-deceiving predictions about how victory was the light at the end of the tunnel" (4). This theme had fascinated Kubrick since at least the time of Dr Strangelove (1963), in which the deaths of millions were referred to in terms of acceptable losses, 'regrettable' situations and 'getting our hair mussed'. Similarly, Full Metal Jacket's protagonists discuss mass-destruction in language more appropriate to Madison Avenue or a baseball game ("How about getting with the program? Why don't you jump on the team and come in for the big win?"). Normality and abnormality are imbricated to the point where no meaningful distinction can be made between them: Hartman holds up Lee Harvey Oswald and Texas sniper Charles Whitman as ideals to which true Americans should aspire, while Joker's 'natural' humane impulses are what ultimately enable him to take the life of a human being (his insistence on granting the Vietnamese sniper a quick death is regarded with undisguised admiration by his fellow 'grunts', but for all the wrong reasons). 

According to Kubrick's daughter Anya, "War brings situations that expose the essence of someone's personality. What the driving forces are" (5), and that irreconcilable division Kubrick finds within the human personality is at its clearest here: Joker's peace symbol implies the precise opposite of the words – 'Born to Kill' – written on his helmet (one could ask for no better example of Kubrick's ability to communicate ideas through individual images of great resonance), and Joker attempts to justify this by claiming "I was trying to suggest something about the duality of man, the Jungian thing". The recruits may chant "I love working for Uncle Sam, lets me know just who I am", but the problem of identity, of knowing 'just who I am', is addressed more problematically by Joker's first words: "Is that you John Wayne? Is this me?" This oddly phrased line may be taken verbatim from Hasford's novel (though there it is delivered by Cowboy, with Joker responding "I think I'm going to hate this movie"), but it clearly recalls Clare Quilty (Peter Sellers)'s introductory dialogue in Lolita: "I'm Spartacus. You come to free the slaves or something?" Kubrick often structured his films as games of doubles and doubling, depicting the world as a dualistic place in which one can be John Wayne/Spartacus and something else entirely. After the early '70s, the violent working out of an Oedipal structure – in which the father is destroyed by the son – becomes increasingly important in his cinema: Alex lashes out at a series of father figures, Barry Lyndon (Ryan O'Neal) is crippled during a duel with his son, Jack Torrance is outwitted by his offspring, and Sergeant Hartman dies at the hands of a young man he had turned into a killer. But Joker's relationship with Hartman, like Humbert's with Quilty, is equally that of a mirror and its reflection. Joker is presented (or rather presents himself) as a humanitarian, but Kubrick gradually strips away all such notions: though initially reluctant to torment Pyle, Joker eventually beats him with more ferocity than anyone else. 

If Kubrick's films are about the workings of a mechanism, they lead inexorably to climaxes in which the intended end product – an individual converted into a tool in the service of some greater power – finally emerges: 2001's Star Child, A Clockwork Orange's 'reformed' Alex, his violence now to be used on behalf of an oppressive state, The Shining's Jack Torrance, revealed as having always been a pawn of the Overlook Hotel's 'ghosts', and Full Metal Jacket's Private Joker, whose sensitivity will be precisely what enables him to complete his training and become a killer. Although they may superficially imply a tentative hope, Joker's final words – "I am alive, and I am not afraid" – suggest the closing of a trap, the precise equivalent of A Clockwork Orange's "I was cured all right". 
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Stanley Kubrick's Vietnam

By FRANCIS X. CLINES 

LONDON -- The reassuring thing about Stanley Kubrick is that after being deep as Yahweh in the creation of one movie for the last five years, he emerges gentle and curious on the seventh day, asking about beer commercials and envying silent film makers and recalling the pleasures of the Thalia. 

"Have you seen those Michelob commercials?" he asks as if they were samizdat, speaking of the 30-second spots that came uninvited with the Giant football game videos that his sister sent the eminent director all last winter from New Jersey. Then, he had no time to spare for watching anything beyond his own work in progress and a weekly fix of football. "They're just boy-girl, night-fun, leading up to pouring the beer, all in 30 seconds, beautifully edited and photographed. Economy of statement is not something that films are noted for." 

Sunday morning at Pinewood Studios in the London suburbs seems sepulchral in the empty executive offices, as quiet as Hal's deep-space murder scene in "2001," an awful setting to encounter one of a kind. But Kubrick arrives rumpled and lone as the night watchman, offers a simple hello, accepts the fact that he cannot direct the phone to work properly, and settles down to discuss movies and imagination and his own new work, much as a carpenter would feel the grain of a cabinet. It is his newest making, perchance his best or at least another in his line. 

"It starts with being excited by a story and finally it's telling the story on the screen," he says, speaking of the process of directing. "It goes from the most wonderful literary atmosphere to desperation. It can be as crude as standing up and writing on the back of an envelope when someone's just said something and it's 4 o'clock with the winter sun fading. You've got to shoot it and you're trying to exploit something that's just come up. It's like a quarterback calling an automatic play when he sees the defense he's up against." 

His new movie, "Full Metal Jacket," a story hinged on the trauma of the Tet offensive in the Vietnam War, is completed and opens in New York on Friday at neighborhood theaters. Beckton, an old 1930's-gasworks town abandoned on the Thames, has been destroyed by Kubrick's technical artists, all fiery and pocked as Hue, the Vietnamese city of the movie's climax. The 200 palm trees flown in from Spain to make Vietnam of this sceptered isle have been returned to peacetime. Out on the downs, the Parris Island cadence counting has ceased along with all the lurid, ignoble, cynical and sadly mortal motion of characters directed onto film from the mind of Stanley Kubrick. 

The movie is literally only hours old in Kubrick's finished, perfectionist version, and far from talking 1980's box office or 1960's jabberwocky about his personal agony through the nation's Vietnam experience, Kubrick is describing being true to the initial emotion that struck him when he first found this story. That was five years ago amid what is the hardest part of directing, he says, searching for a good tale that sustains the imagination. 

"The sense of the story the first time you read it is the absolutely critical yardstick. I remember what I felt about the book, I remember what I felt in writing the script, and then I try to keep that alive in the very inappropriate circumstances that exist on a film set where you've got a hundred people standing around and nothing but particular problems, still trying to sustain a subjective sense of what it is emotionally - as well as what it is that pleases you." 

Bearded and staring carefully as a question is asked, Kubrick speaks with his right hand rubbing his brow, often glancing down, like a man reciting the confiteor or handicapping the next race. 

"That first impression is the most precious thing you've got, you can never have it again - the yardstick for any judgment that you have as you get deeper and deeper into the work because making a movie is a process of going into smaller and smaller detail and finally winding up in the minutiae of how does a footstep sound on the sound track when you're remixing the film." 

No, he had no craving to make a signature movie about that war, he says. He was reading the Virginia Kirkus Review, as he usually does, looking for stirring fiction about something, anything that might promise a stunning translation to film and he came upon a novel, "The Short-Timers." He read a copy. 

"I reread it almost immediately and I thought, 'This is very exciting, I better think about it for a few days.' But it was immediately apparent that it was a unique, absolutely wonderful book," he says about the novel, written by Gustav Hasford, an ex-Marine combat correspondent whose offering resembles a memoir of the pellucid and the ravaged as much as the naked and the dead. The screenplay is by Kubrick, Hasford and Michael Herr, author of "Dispatches," a memoir of the Vietnam War. 

"Full Metal Jacket" is a reference in military bureaucratese to the rifle cartridge that is the field ammunition of the basic Marine Corps fighter-killer. The movie is blue with death and madness but also characteristically balletic at times with Kubrick's forensic eye, particularly in the initial boot camp scenes where men are shaved raw for war. The chorus-type character, Private Joker, played by Matthew Modine, traverses the war diagonally, encompassing the propaganda mill of the combat correspondents and the sudden, all-hands combat duty of the Tet offensive by the North Vietnamese. This is an event that shreds the jingoistic romance of the war and makes an unlikely killer of Joker. 

Whether critics judge the film singularly good or bad - never an easy, predictable task for them by the director's track record - at a minimum the movie has been spare and ugly and beautiful by the time its dark sweep is completed from the Marine Hymn to the singing of M-I-C-K-E-Y M-O-U-S-E as Kubrick's Marines stagger beyond the Tet offensive into nowhere and houselights up. 

Kubrick is such a loner in the film business, not only following the beat of a different drummer but more likely constructing his own drum, that it can only be purest coincidence that his movie has emerged now in the industry's sudden burst of special Vietnam films. It comes close after "Platoon," the well acclaimed standout that he recently saw and liked very much, he says plainly as a fan who loved the Thalia's darkness, apparently devoid of professional envy. Kubrick shies from talking of what he hopes his movie says; he judges he was typically dubious and critical of the Vietnam War in its day, but he hardly seems the zealot-esthete now having his say about it. His worry about war in conversation is understandably technological from the man who made "Dr. Strangelove," a doubt that nuclear weapons can ever be eliminated and a concern that there is too little negotiation to limit the chances of accidental missile war. 

Kubrick works hermitlike for years on a single picture, searching out a story, writing a script, producing and directing all the way down to, lately, the search for good foreign writers, actors and directors who might not spoil the work for him in the four main movie dubbing markets. His choice of subject matter for a new film is enough to fascinate buffs who have bounded with him across 30 eclectic years from "Paths of Glory" to "Spartacus," from "Lolita" to "Dr. Strangelove," from "2001: A Space Odyssey" to "A Clockwork Orange," from "Barry Lyndon" to "The Shining." 

"I'm happy with the picture," he says in this period of pause when he will catch up on 18 months of missed movies, good and bad, and read as ever with the hope of finding another story. "My films have all had varying critical opinion and it's always been subsequent critical reaction that settles the scores." 

He talks of that more in puzzlement than vindication. "The only thing I can think of is that everybody's always expecting the last movie again, and they're sometimes angry - I mean some critics - often put off because they're expecting something else." He talks of trusting the "more democratric intelligence" of the public, a lesson he particularly learned after "2001": "People who didn't have the responsibility of having to explain it or formulate clear statements about it two hours after they saw the film weren't troubled." 

At age 58, Kubrick has been involved in making movies for 35 years, a physician's son who became a relative adventurer from the Bronx, dropping from formal education to become a photographer for Look magazine, then moving to motion pictures where he has mastered the basic phases from writing to financing and reigns as a bookish autodidact of unpredictable curiosities. He dislikes Los Angeles, feels New York is technically limited for film making and so finds London the place to work and raise his family in satisfying privacy. 

"Just keep at it," he says of his work habit of plunging into the making of each film, analyzing each approaching day's move well into the night before, much like the masters of Kubrick's beloved avocation, chess. "Chess is an analogy - it is a series of steps that you take one at a time and it's balancing resources against the problem, which in chess is time and in movies is time and money," he says. 

Chess is less creative for him but teaches him not to get carried away with impulsive first ideas. "I've found over the long period of time which it takes to make a movie that your own sense of whether you think it's good or bad or how happy you are at a particular time is very unimportant, that the ideas just come and sometimes they seem to come out of some place that's got nothing to do with how you feel." 

Kubrick talks of movies not as Ahab stalks the whale but as a physicist might toss and catch Newton's apple. 

"I have a feeling that no one has yet really found the way to tell a story to utilize the greatest potential that films have," he says. "I think the silent movies come closest to it because they weren't trapped in having to present a scene which was essentially a stage type of scene; movies consist of little play scenes." He sounds gentle toned, as if he were not discussing the heart of his existence. "There's a gap between the guys who can actually write a story and someone who can visualize it, and that's a big gap because even the directors who write, like Woody Allen and Bergman, are very much bound up in the conventions of the stage." 

As he talks, Kubrick suddenly puts his envy of the silents on a track parallel with his curiosity about the 30-second Michelob spots. "The best TV commercials create a tremendously vivid sense of a mood, of a complex presentation of something." 

"Some combination of the two might work," Kubrick says, braiding a fantasy that seems to twirl somewhere within. "I have a feeling that no one has begun to do what a movie could really do." His voice has a casual, New York mood, but his eyes reflect a terrible determination. 

The director pictures a grainy old fade-in from the silents and he invents a title card: "Joe's cousin, Bill." "And you just see a shot of Bill doing something," he says as a listener lingers wishing that Stanley Kubrick would flesh out Bill. But Bill ceases to exist, with no time for mourning in the run of ideas, as Kubrick lovingly talks of "economy of structural statement, the nearest to silent film." This is a quality he savored in the Vietnam book in his first reaction, he recalls, and one that in the film he has sought to transfer "quite literally because the dialogue is so almost poetic in its carved-out, stark quality." 

But this movie is done, and Kubrick seems not so much depleted or doubting as waiting for the process to turn in his mind all over again, waiting for a story. "It's the most difficult thing," he says, "A good story is a miraculous discovery." 

Even then he sounds more grateful than plaintive. "The structure making a movie imposes on your life when you're doing it again feels like it felt each time before," Kubrick says, smiling. "So there is a kind of wonderful suggestive timelessness about the structure. I'm doing exactly the same as I was doing when I was 18 and making my first movie. It frees you from any other sense of time." 

July 5, 1987


Inside the 'Jacket': All Kubrick
By JANET MASLIN 

Stanley Kubrick's "Full Metal Jacket" establishes its grip on the viewer's attention instantaneously, with an opening scene in which young recruits are shorn by an off-screen Marine Corps barber, while a corny, lulling song is heard in the background ("Kiss me goodbye and write me when I'm gone/Goodbye sweetheart, hello Vietnam"). The scene would be ordinary, even a cliché, were it not for the look on the young men's faces. In their eyes we see absolutely nothing: no apprehension, no bravado, not even blind obedience, only the emptiness of clay ready to be molded. 

The sense of sheer animal helplessness, conveyed with the seeping white light, uncluttered frames and daunting angles of which Kubrick is a master, is a shock. It's also a challenge to the audience to remain mindful of these men's humanity, despite the brutal and dehumanizing ordeal to which they will be subjected. 

This opening scene is something else as well: It's an announcement of the cool, merciless perspective of Stanley Kubrick, whose directorial distance from the inner workings of his characters has always been extraordinary. In "Full Metal Jacket," that distance allows Kubrick to take a frighteningly clinical view of the process by which fighting men are molded. He presents the gradual and deliberate assault on individuality and privacy that is basic training; the connections between sex and aggression; the combat soldier's ultimate and even stirring realization that he has left his better nature far behind him. Kubrick's vision of this process is infinitely more troubling and singular than the one set forth in Oliver Stone's "Platoon." 

Comparisons between these two films are as specious as they are inevitable, for their directors appear to have aimed for very different effects. But "Platoon," as the film that has most definitively brought the Vietnam experience home for moviegoing America, stands as a kind of box-office landmark, and "Full Metal Jacket" appears at least superficially to cover similar terrain. Harrowing as both of these films are, their effects are very different. "Platoon" conveys the day-to-day physical experience of men at war with exceptional realism, while "Full Metal Jacket" has a more abstract and typically (for Kubrick) elliptical style. While "Platoon" develops a relatively conventional narrative, "Full Metal Jacket" has a separate prologue (as "2001" did) and a less linear structure in which storytelling is less central than the distinct, indelible images Kubrick has created. 

If "Platoon" accompanies its brutal realism with the ennobling sounds of Samuel Barber's "Adagio for Strings," "Full Metal Jacket" takes the opposite tack. It scores the sharply poetic imagery to be found here with the most soulless and banal American popular songs imaginable, from "These Boots Are Made for Walking" to "Surfin' Bird" ( Kubrick, with his use of a children's song in the film's last scene, even manages the kind of heavy irony that would sink anyone else, and that in his hands becomes bone-chilling.) Perhaps most important, "Platoon" is a film that anticipates and manipulates every response that its audience has. "Full Metal Jacket," while no less wrenching, allows no easy catharsis, no comfortable understanding. In that, it has more in common with Kubrick's own work than it does with any other film about the Vietnam War. 

It's a mistake to look to Kubrick's films for easily encapsulated attitudes; even his earlier war film "Paths of Glory" (1957) was strikingly anomalous for its time. "The Shining" is no ordinary horror film, any more than "2001" is a simple, reductive vision of life in space. Kubrick, in adapting material as varied as Anthony Burgess's "Clockwork Orange," Stephen King's "Shining," Thackeray's "Barry Lyndon," Nabokov's "Lolita," Terry Southern's "Dr. Strangelove" and now Gustav Hasford's "Short-Timers," the novel on which his new film is based, has always extracted and shaped elements from these books into films that are never slavishly faithful to their sources. What finally matters, in his films, is less their identifiable ideas than their vast and genuine staying power. The pure mystery of his monolith (in "2001"), the stark, empty corridors of his haunted hotel (in "The Shining,"), the exquisite and ironic perfection of his 18th-century landscapes (in "Barry Lyndon") are as elusive as they are unforgettable. 

The basic training episode in "Full Metal Jacket" will have that same long-lasting impact, as will the extended combat sequence, near the film's end, that culminates in a transcendent image of war and its horror. In between, briefly, the film (co-written by Michael Herr, Hasford and Kubrick) takes a journalistic tone that only underscores how much more haunting Kubrick's work is when he avoids the verbal and the literal. When American soldiers try to explain their feelings about the Vietnamese people, the war itself, even the landscape (it's a land without horses, the Texan nicknamed Cowboy complains), they are only echoing what we already know. But when Kubrick films a group of soldiers gathered around a writhing prisoner, in the ruins of a structure that's as much like a temple as a military headquarters, with the full import of their role made clear to all of them, he creates a visual epiphany that no viewer could forget, and no combat journalist could easily equal. 

Even more involving, in its way, is the basic training episode that serves as a prelude to the events in Vietnam. Basic training, with its grueling workouts and its colorfully obscene invective, is as basic a convention as the war film has; we've all seen this before. But we haven't seen it done as it's done here. Kubrick devotes about 45 relentless minutes to a process that is as overwhelming for the audience as it must be for the recruits. And in doing that, he also takes care to maintain the viewer's critical distance. 

So the audience can experience what is being done to these men and think about it, too: about the way the drill sergeant (played by Lee Ermey, himself a former Marine sergeant and a man with extraordinary lungs) deliberately violates every racial, sexual and personal taboo as he hectors his men, infantilizing them (he makes them sleep holding their rifles, march holding their genitals) so as to reconstruct them along different lines. The title refers to a shell casing, a kind of model for the tough, hollow fighter who will emerge from this ordeal; it's also a reference to the misfit in the group (a figure of astonishingly real anguish, as played by Vincent D'Onofrio) for whom this training most conspicuously backfires. 

No one who sees "Full Metal Jacket" will easily put the film's last glimpse of D'Onofrio, or a great many other things about Kubrick's latest and most sobering vision, out of mind. 
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We are all shaped by the times in which we live. I came of age in a time

of turbulent social change. Some of it good, such as civil rights, much

of it was questionable. But remember, not everyone joined the

counterculture. Not everyone demonstrated, dropped out, took drugs,

joined in the sexual revolution or dodged the draft . . . . The majority

of my generation lived by the credo our parents taught us. 

(Marilyn Quayle, Republican National Convention, 1992) 

During the 1960s, it was common for critics of the political

counterculture to characterize the strands of that movement as products

of an ominous external threat. In some cases the threat was specifically

linked to communism. In others, it remained vague in terms of ideology

except that it was definitely anti-American in nature.[1] This

characterization reemerged in U.S. mass media's accounts of various

sixties' anniversaries (i.e., the twentieth anniversary of the Chicago

Democratic Presidential Convention), in the coverage of antiwar protest

during the Gulf War, as well as in Republican attacks on Bill Clinton in

the 1992 U.S. presidential campaign. 

During the sixties and seventies, this perspective was presented not

only in public speeches but also in mainstream film. To be sure, most

films which dealt with aspects of the counterculture ignored politics

altogether, preferring to concentrate on such signifiers as beads,

drugs, and mini skirts. The few that acknowledged sociopolitical issues

suggested either that those issues arose in a vacuum (e.g. Strawberry

Statement, Getting Straight) or by way of some weird psychic trauma

(e.g. Wild in the Streets, Zabriski' Point). 

But, examination of antiwar and other New Left movement documents of the

time constructs a different picture. The Port Huron statement, for

example, is a detailed argument for participatory democracy.[2] Zaroulis

and Sullivan's detailed history of the antiwar movement is replete with

references to texts which invoke activism grounded in traditional

values.[3] Memoirs and other sources of reflective statements from

protesters refer to their almost textbook idealism, their passionate

belief that the United states should be what it was supposed to be all

along.[4] 

Three films, Alice's Restaurant, Easy Rider, and Zachariah, also present

key elements of the counterculture as quintessentially American. As with

the previously cited writings and speeches, each film articulates a

critique of U.S. society in the 1960s. But, each quite clearly

identifies its young protesters as carriers of fundamental American

values as well. The so-called revolution is not so much a matter of

revolt as reform; a return to something promised by their heritage. 

This study examines these three films as they relate to two core

American myths: populism and the salvation of the road. It presents the

films as counterculture indictments that the United States of the 1960s

had lost touch with its own promises. And finally, it argues that these

films, especially when considered together, grapple with the tensions

within and between the myths as well as the ambiguity of any real

solution. 

The purpose of such an analysis is twofold. First, it serves as one more

piece of evidence that a significant aspect of what is loosely referred

to as the sixties' counterculture was strongly influenced by American

tradition. Seen from this perspective, many of the films' positions

should be considered as part of an ongoing public discourse regarding

American values and character rather than as an aberration in that

discourse. Second, it illustrates the complexity of the struggle that

seems inherent in these myths. In doing so, this analysis serves as a

caution not only against unidimensional characterizations of the

counterculture, but also against superficial innovations of either myth.

Such trivialization undermines thoughtful and constructive dialectic

about societal tensions which may very well be unresolvable but

nevertheless must be acknowledged since they are woven into the very

fabric of American consciousness.[5] 

Film as Sites of Mythic Exploration 

Rushing and Frentz argue that a society's values and its films are

interdependent in two basic ways. First, films project "collective

images of a culture, [serve] as symptoms of cultural needs, [symbolize]

trends . . . reflect and create societal events." Second, because

"socio-political processes, like film, are structured and perceived as

essentially dramatic," Rushing and Frentz conclude that "film is clearly

a potent vehicle for symbolizing socio-political change."[6] Films can

give reassurance and resolution with regard to societal dilemmas that

seem too painful to confront. On the other hand, they can be a means of

exploring societal myths in all their complexity and contradiction. As

such, they can illuminate issues and provide a mythic perspective which

transcends ideological differences grounded in standard political

rhetoric.[7] 

This study uses the three aforementioned films as a way of illustrating

this second function. Emphasis is given to Alice's Restaurant and Easy

Rider. Not only were these two films much more successful at the box

office than Zachariah, they were two of the most successful films of

their kind ever made.[8] Audiences (presumably teens and young adults)

were drawn to Alice's Restaurant and Easy Rider in numbers unrivalled by

more superficial attempts such as Psyche-Out and I Love You Alice B.

Toklas. Something rang true. In the case of Easy Rider, it may very well

have been that it was the creation of several distinctly counterculture

sensibilities.[9] 

In the case of Alice's Restaurant, it may be the deep insight of its

director, Arthur Penn. Cagin and Dray observed that Alice's Restaurant

was unusual in its "willingness to fathom the inchoate and numberless

motivations of a subculture, its ramifications and its potential." Many

films, such as Antonioni's Zabriskie Point, depicted only violent and

thoughtless confrontation. But Cagin and Dray saw Alice's "restless

tone" as appropriate to the mood of the young people it depicts; the

central figure, Arlo, embodies the film's motif of passive anxiety and

humble honesty.[10] 

Zachariah is included not so much as a sophisticated or powerful

portrayal of the counterculture but as an example of mythic purity; a

vision which presents many of the other two film's themes but in an

uncompromising way. As such, Zachariah serves as a touchstone rather

than the main focus of the paper. 

American Populism 

As mentioned earlier, analysis of these films as commentary on American

values centres around two time-honoured U.S. myths. By its very nature,

populism seems to resist strict categorization and embraces

contradiction. Arguments abound as to how Andrew Jackson, Joe McCarthy,

William Jennings Bryan, Huey Long, and George McGovern can be united

under the heading of populist. Many scholars who have examined the issue

would concur, however, that U.S. populism cannot be confined to the

formal political party that existed in the latter part of the nineteenth

century. Rather, the term is often used to refer to a somewhat

consistent collection of characteristics that forms a thread through

U.S. political and social history, allowing a variety of spokespersons

and practices. 

In his collection of essays and speeches which illustrate both the range

of populist thinking as well as its core beliefs, George McKenna

identified certain tenets and characteristics which seem in keeping with

other scholars' assessments of U.S. populism in general.[11] He argued

that populist thinking both in North America and Europe has been based

on three tenets: (1) the belief that nature and, therefore, all things

deemed "natural" are superior to anything artificial or mannered; (2) the

belief that human nature is basically good and that human beings are

both capable of and prone to grasping fundamental truths and morals; and

(3) the belief that any government's authority is subject to popular

consent.[12] 

McKenna has observed that in the United States these tenets are modified

by a number of characteristics that give American populists a distinct

ethos especially when compared to their Marxist-influenced European

counterparts. First, U.S. populism is rooted in the "golden past," in a

return to values rather than trusting in a "new world," and in a belief

in the "simple life" of yore. David Shi refers to this aspect as the

"rich tradition of enlightened material restraint" and argues that the

emphasis is on simple living rather than nostalgia.[13] Second, having

been born in the East, populism was most vigorous in areas of rural

Protestant evangelism such as the deep South, the West, and the farming

areas of the Midwest. Therefore, McKenna argued, it is essentially

pastoral in its themes and values. Third, though some historians have

interpreted this characteristic as hostility to cities;[14] others,

notably Destier,[15] have contended that American populism is

necessarily a product of the ideological discourse between urban and

rural perspectives on what McKenna identifies as the third

characteristic. Due to a lack of formal class consciousness, Americans

tend to see the nation as primarily "plain folk" pitted against a small

but powerful bank of elitists. 

Fourth, the struggle, then is seen not primarily between workers and the

bourgeois but between people and the "idle rich." Fifth, because

"elitists" are not defined as a particular economic class, anyone can

pass as plain folk if s/he behaves as such. Sixth, though often

associated with anti-intellectualism, American populists are usually

more opposed to pomposity, hypocrisy, and artifice; they tend to value

good hearts over good minds. Seventh, they are usually very patriotic,

believing that the American Revolution was fought primarily to give the

common people the right to determine their own destiny; the right to be

protected against any government, bureaucrat, intellectual, or other

kind of manipulator. In his examination of early-twentieth-century

Canadian populism, Laycock summarized these last three characteristics

as the sociocultural antagonism between "the people" and "the

power."[16] Finally, McKenna and others have argued that American

populism is not characterized by a truly cohesive philosophy, much less

by comprehensive plans to implement ideas. In fact, its adherents

usually express a dislike of structure often translated into a very

positive view of individualism, particularly self-reliance. On the other

hand, the rural farming tradition as well as occasional political

efforts have acknowledged some need for cooperation and community.[17] 

Discussion of this tension between individualism and community merits

expansion since it is the aspect of populism most often overlooked in

texts of fiction, such as Frank Capra's string of populist films, and

often is most troublesome in real life. According to Jeffrey Richards,

many populists believe that truly enlightened individuals are largely

self-sufficient and free to express their unique qualities.[18] Human

nature being basically good and certain truths being self-evident,

however, there should be a natural basis for mutual respect and,

therefore, cooperation when necessary. Community should exist to help

individuals rather than pigeon-hole, dominate, or undermine them. 

In real life, however, there has been considerable difficulty when even

small utopian communities have tried to preserve themselves while

allowing a full range of independent behaviour. Wilkinson argues that

such difficulty is not simply the result of inadequate effort, but

instead is the symptom of a deeply rooted "dual yearning for

individualism and community" that is "quintessential[ly] American."[19] 

The Road 

Americans are always moving on . . . . When the whistle blows they go

away . . . We don't know where we're going, but we're on our way.[20] 

The road, also known as the journey or the quest, is identified by

Vladimir Propp as one of the oldest and most universal patterns in folk

narrative. Propp points to such familiar milestones as the hero's

preparation, departure, various obstacles including "helpers" and

villains, and the hero's "transfiguration" as a result of overcoming

those obstacles.[21] Though a destination or goal is sometime involved

(the West, the South Sea Islands, the princess, the amulet, the white

whale), it is often the journey itself that dominates the text and the

imagination. This is true even when the destination is a haven from the

dangers and disappointments of the road. Very often the physical journey

is a metaphor or at least a counterpart to a spiritual one. This

ambiguity about destination and resolution obviously allows much room

for contradiction and confusion in the road motif. The road is both a

means and an end. It is salvation and doom, a way to find yourself and a

way to escape. 

In the United States, the road, like populism, has developed

distinctively American characteristics in its telling. Unlike populism,

it has never been the basis of a political movement or even a collection

of tenets and corollaries. Nevertheless, it is possible to see evidence

of the "American road" throughout U.S. culture, particularly popular

culture. Blues numbers ("Hellhound on My Trail"), motorcycle films (The

Wild Ones), TV series ("Route 66"), novels (On the Road), and numerous

other kinds of texts have illustrated its richness. Certainly there are

mythic figures. Sailors, truckers, cowboys, test pilots, trailblazers,

railroad engineers, astronauts, and even hoboes serve as heroes in their

reification of wanderlust. No matter if we knew their names, what was

important was that they travelled. The sights and sounds and feel of

that travel are carriers of the myth as well; trains, horses, wind,

whistles, trucks; the landscape always moving. 

Nineteenth-century British observers of the United States identified "a

restless temper" as a "distinctive trait"[22] and concluded that

Americans were "almost nomadic in their love of travel for its own

sake.[23] More contemporary critics contend that Americans have

persisted in this fascination with the road. Two icons in particular

seem to capture its complex lure of hope and betrayal. 

Frederick Feied identified the "hobo as [an] American cultural hero"

based on his analysis of three unequivocally American writers--Jack

London, John Dos Passos, and Jack Kerouac.[24] Though each author dealt

with somewhat different circumstances, all seemed to see their heroes as

embodiments of more widespread responses. Taken together, these works

present "the road" as both a celebration and lament of American society

through the first part of the twentieth century. 

Sometimes the road itself is the icon. John Steinbeck called Route 66

"the mother road." He and Woody Guthrie used it as the carrier of all

the best and worst that America had to offer. "It has forever meant

going somewhere."[25] 

Though some of this wanderlust is attributable to socioeconomic

necessity, many observers argue that the more powerful lure is the myth

surrounding the movement itself. 

Movement. . . is the symbol of social and economic mobility. It is also

the symbol of progress, of independence and of individual freedom . . .

. In their movement to the cities, within the cities . . . and from the

cities . . . Americans new and old have tied themselves symbolically to

their immigrant past, to their colonial past, to their westward moving,

frontier past.[26] 

There are points at which the American myths of populism and the road

naturally converge. Certainly, Robertson's notion of opportunity through

movement for everyone is one. Another is the pioneer value of

serf-reliance, a concept which not only refers to competence, but also a

willingness to trust one's own gut instincts. Feied's analysis of

literary hoboes has definite populist overtones. London's hoboes are

full of "buoyant optimism" fuelled by "hopes for a democratic

commonwealth." Dos Passos sees them as the essence of democracy who

battle against forces of oppression and debasement. And Kerouac's

travellers embody popular disaffection with the meaningless and

restrictive hierarchy of the status quo.[27] There are also points at

which the values presented by myths of populism and the road are at

odds. Robertson notes an enduring American tension between an

appreciation of heritage and a love of reinvention; a connection to

roots and a conviction that people can break with the past and begin

anew? In their celebration of "the golden past," and trust in "the

land," American populists have long proclaimed their value of heritage

and roots. Exponents of the road, on the other hand, are often less

interested in where they've been than their destination. Mythic

travellers such as Huckleberry. Finn and Dean Moriority seem to be

interested in neither, it's the movement that has meaning. Two issues

that Robertson sees as fundamental to American myth in general also

point to conflicts within the populist paradigm as well as between the

paradigm of populism and that of the road. In addition to exploring the

purpose of America and the proper use of power, Robertson sees American

myth responding to questions regarding the nature of community and the

role of the individual? As indicated earlier, populists have long

struggled to discover ways in which "common people" can work together

without undermining individualism. Rural life is usually, of necessity,

a life of interdependence. Interdependence invariably raises concerns

over obligations, compromise, and even hierarchy, which in turn pushes

many populists to challenge the ties that bind. Though obviously less

tied to any form of stationary community, those on the road often find

themselves involved with groups along the way. The Lone Ranger does not

live in the town but his raison d'etre is to protect its citizens. Shane

moves on but only after his obligation to the community is fulfilled.

Even Huck welcomes the solace of a warm bed at times. 

Whatever their intersection and divergence, the myths of populism and

the road are unmistakably woven into the fabric of the American psyche.

The carriers of these myths -- the figures and icons central to the

narratives could not, therefore, be counterculture in the larger sense

of those terms, but are as integral to the culture as Norman Rockwell

and Johnny Appleseed. 

The three films discussed in this paper are intriguing examples of

American mythology, with all its ambiguity and contradiction, juxtaposed

with themes and images and characters considered un-American by many. As

stated earlier, the interplay of these factors provides the basis for

commentary on the viability of these myths within the social context of

the sixties. 

Analysis of Films 

Zachariah. Billed as the first psychedelic Western musical, Zachariah

tells the story of two young men, Zachariah and Matthew, who long to

escape their tedious, nineteenth-century, small western town existence.

Zachariah buys a gun and the two join up with the Crackers, an infamous

band of bad musicians and incompetent robbers. Zachariah and Matthew

eventually meet Job Cain, the fastest gun/drummer in the West. Though he

proves himself a worthy enough gunfighter to stay with Cain, Zachariah

opts to leave while Matthew stays in the hopes of eventually replacing

Cain. Zachariah encounters an old man living by himself in the desert,

who tries to persuade him to settle down, but Zachariah presses on in

search of more excitement. He finds and wins the heart of the flamboyant

Belle Starr but is still not satisfied. He returns to the desert,

realizing that the old man was right about living in accord with nature.

Matthew seeks out Zachariah, insisting that they duel, but Zachariah

prevails with his argument for peace and the two ride into the sunset

together. 

Though last of the three films to be released, Zachariah is considered

first in this analysis because it is the least problematic with regard

to the two motifs being considered. Highly idiosyncratic in certain

aspects, the text is virtually seamless in its treatment of good and

evil, cause and effect, conflict and resolution. There is a populist

nirvana and the road is the means of getting there, literally and

spiritually. 

Visually, the film is dominated by classic Western settings (the desert,

the saloon, and the brothel), Western clothing (cowboy hats and flannel

shirts), and other obvious artefacts (horses and guns). And yet, it is

also replete with counterculture slang ("far out"), music (Country Joe

and the Fish), and dance (ginghamed townswomen do the frug at a street

concert). These anachronisms are clearly aimed at humour. But, there is

no suggestion of generational conflict (in fact, only one generation,

young adult, is represented with the notable exception of the old

hermit). Nor is there any other kind of fundamental alienation depicted

between young people and their homeland. For all their hippie markings,

Matthew and Zachariah fit naturally into this most American of genres as

if to say that they are fitting carriers of tradition. 

The conflict in the film is not between hippie and straight, but between

the natural and unnatural, those who live in harmony with the land and

those who would ignore it. As in many populist tales, it is essentially

the story of a naturally good and talented person who was temporarily

lured by the false promises of the city, only to discover that salvation

was in his own backyard. 

Though there are no big cities per se in Zachariah, their essence

(again, according to traditional populist themes) of corruption and

competition is present in several town sequences. Con artists,

prostitutes, petty authority figures, and gunfighters thrive. These are

not people at one with the land and its inhabitants, but people bent on

exploiting both. They wear fancy clothes and talk fancy talk and play

fancy music. They sell to the highest bidder and, in the case of Job

Cain, climb to the top over the bodies of others. 

In opposition, the depiction of the old man is an argument that

whosoever chooses the simple life of the golden past will be redeemed. A

hermit who lives in a modest shack and tends a modest garden, he extols

the beauty of even the most barren desert and literally rolls in the

sand for joy and wonder at being in tune with the natural world. He is

furious when Zachariah uses a nearby mountain ("my mountain") for target

practice. "Ever wonder what happens to your bullets when they leave your

gun?" he asks, showing Zachariah a tiny mouse that has been killed. And,

he jeers at Zachariah for his momentary surrender to the frantic

competition of "modern" life. ("Hurry up and die, hurry up and die.") 

Zachariah extends populist aversions to hierarchical systems in order to

attach competitive systems (i.e., capitalism) which, by their nature

entail winners and losers. "Don't you see," Zachariah explains to

Matthew, "if we stay [at Cain's gunfighters' saloon], it would

eventually get down to you and me and I don't want to kill you. I love

you, Matthew." To which Matthew replies coldly, "You and me are not on

the same trip." As a result of his deepening spiritualism, Zachariah

abandons all vestiges of competition; elegant clothing, Belle Starr (who

ranks him sexually and pronounces him "the best"), and his gun. True to

Zachariah's prediction, Matthew does attempt a gunfight for no other

reason than to see who will win. 

Like so many cowboy populists in American popular culture, Zachariah

comes to see a sort of "self-actualized" individualism as being the

highest calling; a state in which person and nature are fused without

the distractions and dangers of an artificial society. Families and

other cooperative communities are not presented as problematic; they are

simply not dealt with at all. At the end of the film, Zachariah takes

the mantle of the now dead old man and, presumably, lives serenely the

rest of his days in need of no one (Matthew may be a good companion but

he is not presented as necessary.) 

And, it is at this juncture that the myth of the populist saviour and

the road merge effortlessly. Zachariah may have started his journey in

search of fame and fortune but he quickly (instinctively?) realizes that

the true object of his quest was himself. Along the way there are

distractions and dangers but he perseveres and, thus, is redeemed. 

Thus, what may seem like a crazy quilt of nineteenth- and

twentieth-century patches may also be read as a statement about the

fundamental connections between the populism of that time and the

counterculture of this. Folk music, long hair, and Western wear easily

bridge the two groups. So too, the text implies, does the search for

sell-fulfillment that ultimately leads one "back to the garden." 

It is a depoliticized garden in that it is free from the contradictions

and obligations inherent in the context of political community. This

resolution, however, makes an ideological statement. The obstacles to an

authentic and good life lie not in America's roots but in the artificial

constructs which obscure them. Zachariah represents the thousands of

counterculture members who pulled out of the so-called system to look

for their heritage. 

Zachariah is interesting in that it is almost a complete inversion of

most studio depictions of the counterculture. Albeit in a simplistic

fashion, it raises the general question of what forces undermined an

original "American Dream" of self-reliant living with the land. Alice's

Restaurant and Easy Rider raise this question as well but construct much

more complex and, often, disheartening responses. 

Alice's Restaurant. The narrative of Alice's Restaurant is based on Arlo

Guthrie's ballad of the same name. Arlo, in an attempt to evade the

draft, enrols in a small Western college. He does not fit into the

school's regime and is eventually beaten up and kicked out of town

because of his hippie appearance. He returns to the rural Northeast

where he seeks out his friends Ray and Alice who have just bought an old

church which they plan to use for their loosely knit commune. Several

subplots include Arlo's encounter with the draft board, the return and

eventual death of Ray's son, Shelley, the illness and death of Arlo's

father, Woody, problems between Ray and Alice, the Thanksgiving feast,

and the garbage-dumping incident which is the major theme of the title

song. The film ends with an elaborate renewal of wedding vows between

Ray and Alice, and Ray's declaration to find even more land on which to

settle his nontraditional family. 

A number of people are travelling down literal and figurative roads in

this film. Woody, who spent so much of his life wandering America and

singing his experiences, moves steadily toward death. Shelley and Ray

use motorcycle racing as an extension of their ongoing battle of wills

with each other. Arlo seems unwilling to settle anywhere. He drops in on

his family, drops in on Alice and Ray, and drops in on schools and

singing gigs. When asked to stay, he replies enigmatically that he has

some more travelling to do. 

There is no doubt that Arlo and his friends are part of the

counterculture. Not only do they display hippie markings (hair, dress,

language, and drugs), but they also clash with signifiers of the

dominant culture -- people who wear badges. and uniforms and girdles,

people with offices and steady jobs. 

The scenes at the draft office are pure sixties' camp. Arlo endears

himself to the army psychiatrist by pretending a lust for killing but is

dismissed as unfit when his littering conviction is discovered. The

sensibilities displayed in most of the confrontation scenes, however,

draw less on subculture attitudes than on traditional populist

opposition to the arbitrary elitism, hypocrisy, and control. Arlo's

college roommate is the kind of smug whiner Americans have long loved to

hate. The music professor's horror at Arlo's playing seems to stem from

snobbishness rather than true musical integrity. Officer Opie is an

essentially foolish figure who, like the military personnel depicted,

cannot see the illogic of the rules he tries to impose. 

As in Zachariah, the primary character, then, does not flatly oppose

American culture but the supposedly artificial twists and turns many

Americans have taken. And, as in Zachariah, the text presents reasons to

value rural tradition. For example, Arlo is clearly moved at hearing

"Amazing Grace" sung by common folk gathered at a country tent revival.

Folksongs ("Pastures of Plenty" and "Songs for Aging Children")

punctuate other thoughtful scenes. Alice herself is linked to American

tradition. Though clearly contemporary in some of her attitudes, she is

an earth mother. Often dressed in peasant-like attire, she hugs and

smiles and scolds and teases; all with a wise and nurturing air. Not

only does she run a restaurant, but she always seems to be cooking for

large groups of people at home. 

And what could be more American than a Thanksgiving feast (source of the

infamous garbage)? As Robertson notes, the story of Thanksgiving, not

just its annual observation, 

is so ingrained in Americans that all Americans assume [a model of

adaptability] to be human nature, not something conditioned by their own

culture. The Thanksgiving story and celebration affirm the myth that all

Americans, since the Pilgrims are, have been, and ought to be people who

survive in an hazardous, violent world by protest, ingenuity and

adaptability.[30] 

Unlike Zachariah, however, no assumption is made with regard to

resolution. Instead of a confident ride into the sunset, the last camera

shot frames Alice staring at the horizon. Despite Ray's assurance that

their problems are over, she seems troubled. And as the camera slowly

recedes, the diminishing figure conveys bleak uncertainty. Just as Alice

has been used by the text to convey the warm embrace of certain populist

ideas, so too does she convey the uncertainty of sustaining those

ideals. "Maybe our beauty didn't get through to him," says Ray about

Shelley. "Maybe we haven't been so beautiful lately," replies Alice. The

narrative of Alice's Restaurant not only points to traditional enemies

of populism, it also points to some of the myth's practical

difficulties. Once the enemies have been dealt with, there is still the

matter of day-to-day living. 

At best, cooperative attempts are seen as problematic alternatives to

even weaker and more dehumanizing systems such as schools, cities, and

armies. Arlo is constantly confronted with the loss of autonomy even

within the loosely bound structure of Alice's/Ray's family as well as

within his own supportive but vaguely distant, genetic one. Alice is

both prized and trapped by her role as earth mother. Ray does a lot of

talking about letting people "be who they want to be" but is intolerant

of people who won't "be" the way he envisions them. 

As was true for many in American history, Ray and Arlo respond to

difficulties in one place by pulling up stakes. However, there are

significant differences in the way they play out the myth. Ray has some

obvious difficulty settling down but blames the problems on the size of

the land rather than the complex tensions between individual and

community. 

I've been thinking about selling the church for some land we can farm;

that can feed us. We need room to stretch out. If we had a farm. . . we

could all have our own houses. . . see each other when we wanted. . . a

real place where we wouldn't bug each other. 

Rather than using the road as a focused means or end, he works one

against the other. He still believes in community, he just thinks they

need to be less communal. 

Though Arlo is obviously drawn to rural wellsprings of warmth and faith,

he is more willing to choose the road as a means of maintaining autonomy

and perspective. Unlike Zachariah's self-imposed isolation, that of

Arlo's is not always depicted as idyllic. Nevertheless, it seems to give

him the wisdom to see himself and others honestly. Only Alice seems to

realize the depths of their dilemma, that there is no infinite sunset,

and that disappointment and compromise are inevitable. 

Such bleakness and confusion about the possibility of a viable

counterculture seems in keeping with dominant ideology.[31] Certainly

Arlo and his friends promise no Nirvana. At least two aspects of the

text, however, counter the hegemonic trends of the time. In the first

place, the counterculture is clearly depicted as valuing certain

American traditions. Second, the film's mainstream characters offer no

attractive alternative. What we have is a counterculture with

sympathetic complaints but no easy ways to resolve them. 

Easy Rider. In Easy Rider, two young men, identified as Billy and

Wyatt/Captain America, complete a major drug deal and head off on their

motorcycles from Los Angeles bound for Florida. They pass through a

variety of terrains and meet a variety of people including a ranching

family, a hippie collective, small town rednecks, and an eccentric

American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) attorney named George. George

convinces them to attend Mardi Gras in New Orleans and decides to go

with them. On the way, however, the three are attacked by local

vigilantes and George is killed. Billy and Wyatt continue to New

Orleans. Upon arrival, they visit a lavish bordello where they meet two

prostitutes. The four join Mardi Gras revelries, drop acid, and have a

psychedelic experience in a cemetery. In the final scene, Billy and

Wyatt are again on their bikes, heading East when both are killed by two

rednecks in a pickup truck. 

Of the three films, Easy Rider offers the darkest view of both the road

and the so-called plain folk encountered along the way. Unlike

Zachariah, there is no true destination but progressive disillusionment

and, finally, tragedy. Unlike Alice's Restaurant, the community is not

merely suffocating but hostile. And, unlike popular film in general, no

safe alternatives are presented. 

Several critics have commented on Easy Rider's celebration of the road.

The early scenes in which the constrictions of time are literally cast

off and the landscape frames the bikers careening down the highway pay

homage to the road's mythic lure. The musical soundtrack is in turn

pulsating, lyrical, and even silly, but always joyous as the travellers

head East. Mardi Gras is the ostensible destination. But, it is not a

permanent one nor does it seem to promise any kind of spiritual

awakening. Like Kerouac's Dean Moriority, Billy and Wyatt are looking

for IT, and "imponde-table." 

Oh, man! man! moaned Dean. And it's not even the beginning of it -- and

now here we are at last going together, we've never gone east together,

Sal, think of it, we'll dig Denver together and see what everybody's

doing although that matters little to us, the point being that we know

what IT is and we know TIME and we know that everything is really

FINE.[32] 

But as critic Time Hunt has observed: 

The ecstasy and community of 'IT' are at best temporary states and

thrive perhaps only at moments of transition or outside the normal

social order. Like Huck and Jim on the raft, Sal and Dean in the car

pass through the world but are not forced (at least temporarily) to be

of it. They are free to respond to the landscape, as it unreels, with

dream-like rapidity, . . . but the inevitable result of being on the

road is exhaustion. As Huck and Jim know. . . the river ends. Even the

car cannot escape, finally, the presence of the outside world.[33] 

Nor can Easy Rider's motorcycles. 

What is the outside world of Easy Rider? There are common folk, to be

sure, but a somewhat different cross section than was presented in

Zachariah or Alice's Restaurant. What's more, the film's protagonists

hardly seem the sort to be looking for the populist dream. Though

Western enough in his Buffalo Bill curls and fringe leather jacket,

Billy expresses much more interest in dope and women than the golden

past of rural America. And Wyatt's (Captain America) flag motif outfit

seems more a charade of mocking gesture than a patriotic salute. Still,

the text clearly establishes a connection between these representatives

of the counterculture and populist myth. 

The film's ranch sequence, for example, pays tribute to traditional

agrarianism and its implicit self-reliance. The sequence opens with a

long shot of Wyatt pushing a broken motorcycle down a dirt road to the

ranch. There they meet the owner and a hired hand. At this point,

particularly for the sixties' audience, a certain level of tension must

have existed given the expectation of a hostile exchange between redneck

and hippie, but it does not take place. Instead, the rancher offers help

and a meal besides. A remarkable parallel between the two lifestyles is

indicated in the shot that frames the rancher shoeing his horse and the

travellers changing a tire on the motorcycle; illustrating not only a

common self-reliance but also establishing the motorcycle as a symbolic

equivalent of the horse, itself a central icon of populist Westerns. A

further linkage is made between Wyatt and the rancher during the meal

when Wyatt says "You got a nice spread here. . . I mean it. You've got a

nice spread. It's not everyone who can live off the land; you know, do

your own thing in your own time, You should be proud." 

It is George, however, who articulates a society that goes beyond

agrarianism toward the full egalitarianism of many populist dreams. He

believes there is a place "more highly evolved" than ours where such

hierarchal structures as governments and armies and monetary systems no

longer exist, where "every man is a leader." And, it is George who sees

the danger lurking just below the democratic veneer of mainstream

America. 

George: They're [mainstream Americans] not scared of you; they're scared

of what you represent. What you represent to them is freedom. 

Billy: That's what it's all about! 

George: Oh, that's what it's all about all right. But talkin' about it

and being' it -- that's two different things. I mean, it's real hard to

be free if you're bought and sold in the marketplace. But don't tell

anyone they're not free 'cause they're gonna get real busy killin/and

maimin' to prove that they are. They're gonna talk to you about

individual freedom but if they see a free individual, it's gonna scare

'em. 

Several things are remarkable about Easy Rider's construction of

populist themes. Although the text includes quite positive references to

such populist tenets as simple rural living and good folk, it also

admits the contradictions and fears of the myth. After the ranch scene,

there is less and less practical evidence of populism succeeding. The

commune is clearly an attempt to "get back to the land." But the land

seems unpromising and the communal members a little frayed. There is

clearly a question as to whether such intentional communities can work.

After the commune, the common folk encountered by Billy and Wyatt are

intolerant, threatening, and even fatal. Though the "road" begins as a

mechanism to transcend the artificiality of time and urban sprawl, it

takes them to New Orleans; setting of artificial sex (the bordello),

artificial gaiety (Mardi Gras), and artificial highs (LSI). 

Populism in the 1960s, according to this text, is not to be found in the

common people but on the fringes, in self-contained little units like

the ranch, and in drop-outs like George. It is an American tradition

alright, but it is carried on by an unconnected hodgepodge of people who

know each other not by their clothing or titles but by their

unconventional actions. 

Easy Rider may not be an affirmation of dominant ideology but neither is

it an anthem for the counterculture. It is a question about the

consequences of really living two great American myths. "This used to be

a hell of a good country," George tells Billy and Wyatt, "I can't

understand what happened." 

Conclusion 

At a time when popular media was prone to framing the counterculture as

nonthreatening faddists or visionaries of a brave new world, three

studio films framed them as carriers of two long-standing American

myths, populism and the road. In all three, it is mainstream United

States (or aspects thereof) that is destroying open space, simple

living, individualism, and self-reliance. Salvation is sought (though

not always found or maintained) in people and practices clearly

signifying America's pastoral past. 

In keeping with America's populist tradition, the real problems that

emerge in these films come not from class oppression but from

nonconsensual systems -- armies, schools, cities, and workplaces. They

even come from families and small towns. Thus, at least part of the

American dream is to be found on the outskirts of America; on the road,

as it were. 

This is not to say that the motifs discussed are the only frames of

reference worth considering. As is true for any text, multiple readings

are certainly possible. What is noteworthy, though, is the clarity with

which these motifs are articulated in texts which might well have been

expected to reinforce the dominant ideology of the time.[34] 

What is also remarkable about the three films is the complexity of the

narratives. Granted, Zachariah is hardly subtle in terms of logic; good

and evil, cause and effect are glaring in their simplicity. But the

juxtaposition of images as well as the interplay of parody and homage

make Zachariah a much richer text than the story line suggests. Alice's

Restaurant and Easy Rider are more predictable in terms of style, but

noticeably darker in their vision. They refer to the ideal but admit to

questions about its possibility and price. 

Their ability to place certain aspects of the counterculture so firmly

within American mythology highlights an overwhelming tendency on the

part of mainstream media to frame them as exotic and/or "un-American."

And the willingness of Alice's Restaurant and Easy Rider to address

contradictions, dilemmas, and dead-ends stands in stark contrast to the

closed narratives of most mass-media renderings. They point to the

difficulty of discussing such matters in entertaining, comforting

formats and, thus, indicate one of the pressures within commercial

systems of using media production to keep messages essentially

nonthreatening. 

One could argue that the complexities of Alice's Restaurant, and Easy

Rider came not so much from philosophical integrity as from box office

savvy. In order to woo the growing counterculture market, texts needed

to display some sophistication.[35] 

The question is what role the 1960s will play in the ongoing public

discourse regarding American values and policies. This study suggests

that this discourse is not well served by monolithic characterizations

of the counterculture as an annoying interruption. Because many elements

of the counterculture were struggling with issues common to their

ancestors and, presumably their children, their struggles bear

examination rather than dismissal and ridicule. This examination should

not be constrained by what Goodwyn describes as the false polarization

of Cold War discourse; a discourse which persists despite the recent

political upheavals, such supposed absolutes as cooperative and

competitive systems.[36] 

Throughout American history there have been populists and travellers,

farmers and bikers, self-styled traditionalists, and self-styled

iconoclasts who have sought to transcend the superficial closure of such

categorization in order to explore the questions and tensions that

contribute to the make-up of the American character. The films

considered here should be considered as part of the process. 
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CRIMES AND MISDEMEANORS

BY AMY TAUBIN

GIMME SHELTER

Directed by David Maysles, Albert Maysles, and Charlotte Zwerin

Janus Films release, in association with the Criterion Collection, Home Vision Cinema, and Kit Parker Films

Film Forum Opens August 11

THE OPPORTUNISTS

Written and directed by Myles Connell

A First Look release Opens August 11

There's a moment in Gimme Shelter, David Maysles, Albert Maysles, and Charlotte Zwerin's documentary of the Rolling Stones' 1969 American tour, that's just as stunning today as it was in 1970, when the film was first released. It's the moment in which Mick Jagger realizes that he has failed to give the devil his due.

Onstage at Altamont, Jagger has just launched into "Under My Thumb." The handheld camera is pretty tight on his face as he looks out at the violence that has broken out right in front of the stage. The Hell's Angels, who have been hired as security, are randomly clubbing kids in the first rows as their friends try in vain to protect them. The situation was already out of hand before the Stones took the stage, but either they were in denial or they believed that things would only get worse if they refused to perform. Intermittently beseeching the crowd to "stay cool, the Stones get through several numbers on automatic pilot. But as Jagger launches into "Under My Thumb," a look of bewilderment mixed with recognition comes over his face, as if he's hearing the lyric for the first time hearing it from the outside as the 300,000 assembled fans are hearing it-and we see it dawn on him that he is complicit in the violence which has crossed the line from collective fantasy to reality. And as powerful a performer as he believes himself to be, he can't control what is taking place on his watch.

Gimme Shelter follows the world's greatest rock and roll band" at the height of its showmanship and musical energies for roughly 20 days, beginning at Madison Square Garden and ending at Altamont, with a timeout from live performing to lay down tracks for their next album. Seeing the documentary at a distance of 30 years inspires a mix of nostalgia and disillusionment, but it also allows for certain historical insights. The movie emphasizes process-the process of making music, of performing, of doing business, of filmmaking. And it's now clear that the focus on process was to the culture of the '60s what the attention to prices and grosses is to the culture we live in today. (For this new release, the filmmakers added Dolby to the sound mix, a couple of shots of bare-breasted women at Altamont, and a few expletives to the fascinating scene where lawyer Melvin Belli negotiates for a site for the free California concert impulsively committed to by Jagger.)

The Maysles brothers and Zwerin intercut live tour footage with material shot a few weeks later in the editing room the day the stones came to view an early version of the film, which would need their approval for release. The last scene in Gimme Shelter involves Jagger sitting at the flatbed editing table, asking for a second look at the bit of film that shows what he couldn't quite see from the stage as he sang "Under My Thumb": how Meredith Hunter, an 18-year-old black man, after being pushed and hit by the Angels, pulls out a gun and is immediately disarmed and fatally stabbed by one of them while the others stomp out what life may be left in his bleeding body. "Could you run it again?" Jagger asks softly, and in a Zapruder-like moment, the image flickers in slo-mo on the tiny screen while one of the fllmmakers leans over to point out the gun and the knife. "Well, that's it," says Jagger. And we see a freeze-frame close-up of his face-as composed and inscrutable as earlier it had been transparently expressive.

For Stones devotees, the great pleasure in Gimme Shelter is seeing the band when its members could give themselves over to the music and to the still-novel experience of feeling the audience hang on their every sound and gesture. In those days, Jagger could surprise himself in the presence of thousands of strangers. When that happens, his smile radiates across the screen. That smile has long vanished, and more than creased skin and stiffened knees, it's what makes him seem old as a performer.

As a backstage film, Gimme Shelter seems revealing today only if you've never seen Cocksucker Blues, the documentary Robert Frank shot of the Stones on tour-in 1972. The Stones refused to sign off on Cocksucker Blues, although they allow special art-venue screenings in places like Anthology. (Widely available on bootleg video, Cocksucker Blues easily triumphs over the degradation of an inept VHS transfer.) Frank and the Stones must have known from the first that the project they were engaged in was too revealing and legally compromising to be shown in public until everyone involved was dead and buried. One of the great art films from that decade and a half we refer to as the '60s, it was made for the sake of art and posterity, with a reckless disregard of what's possible in the public arena. Gimme Shelter, a pop culture document for a mass audience, slyly lets you know in every frame that it's gone to the limits of the law.

Another darkly brilliant song-and-dance man, Christopher Walken, gets a chance to show the regular-guy side of himself in Myles Connell's nifty little heist movie, The Opportunists. Walken stars as Vic Kelly, a reformed safecracker who's having a hard time making ends meet. Vic's car repair shop doesn't generate enough income to pay the rent on-the shabby Queens house where he lives with his grown-up daughter (Vera Farmiga) and also cover the fee for keeping his elderly aunt (Anne Pitoniak) in a nearby private nursing home. Vic takes his responsibilities seriously enough to risk going to prison again and losing the love of his long-term girlfriend (Cyndi Lauper), who owns the neighborhood bar. When a couple of old acquaintances (Donal Logue and Jose Zuniga) and another young man (Peter McDonald-recently arrived from Ireland and claiming to be Vic's cousin-invite him to join them in a robbery that requires his special safecracking skill, he agrees.

A highly promising first-time director, Connell has a fine-tuned sense of the film's working-class, Irish American, outer-borough milieu and of the people who've lived there all their lives. (The film's only false note is the overly chic cinematography by the usually dependable Teodoro Maniaci.) Although Vic is the focal character, The Opportunists is largely an ensemble piece, and Connell, blatantly appreciative of his terrific cast, allows them to riff off one another in every scene. Both Walken and McDonald seem like men who keep their own counsel, but Walken's gravity and tenderness is amusingly matched to McDonald's boyish impulsivity. And as usual, Logue impresses by seeming more like a real person who wandered onto the screen than like an actor.

More crucial to the success of a heist movie than the timing, logic, and mechanics of the robbery is that the audience be on the side of the robbers, that something of ourselves is at stake in whether or not they pull off the job. The Opportunists delivers an anxious five minutes when we worry that the Robin Hood-like Vic might not get away with what is essentially a victimless crime. Filled with vivid and likable characters, The Opportunists could be the basis for a TV series as captivating as The Sopranos.
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Directed, written, and photographed by Haskell Wexler; produced by Tully

Friedman and Haskell Wexler; music by Mike Bloomfield; starring Robert

Forster, Verna Bloom, Peter Bonerz, Marianna Hill, and Harold Blankenship.

Color, 110 mins, DVD. Released by Paramount Pictures. 

Perhaps the whole world wasn't watching; nevertheless, Haskell's Wexler's

Medium Cool (1969) was among the most talked about and, arguably, most

influential American movies of the late Sixties. Lacking the commercial

clout of Easy Rider, the radical cachet of Robert Kramer's Ice (both 1969),

or the rock-star buzz of Gimme Shelter (1970), Wexler's fiction-documentary

hybrid claimed heated attention on three fronts: de facto censorship, formal

innovation, and utopian visions of industry reform. It became a minor cause

celebre due to an initial 'X' rating, levied not for sexual content but

for inflammatory crowd noise like "Fuck the Pigs!"--in the audio commentary

on Paramount's DVD release, Wexler calls the decision "a political X."

Climactic scenes recorded in the midst of street demonstrations at the

1968 Democratic National Convention in Chicago were hailed at the time

as a sign of Hollywood's belated openness to narrative experimentation,

bearing the vague promise of a style capable of reconciling the demands

of European modernism, stark social realism, and conventional storytelling.

Finally, in certain New Left circles Wexler's impeccable dual credentials

as premier commercial cinematographer (including a then-recent Oscar for

Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? [1966]) and cultural activist (aside from

personal ties to various organizations, Wexler's first directorial outing

was a civil-rights documentary, The Bus [1965]) augured nothing less than

an imposition of a genuinely radical perspective on a seemingly disoriented

studio system. Today Paramount, tomorrow MGM! 

In retrospect, Medium Cool was burdened with so many extratextual, naively

hopeful expectations that what is actually there, in the sense of narrative

and visual execution, may well have been obscured. Looking at the film

thirty years removed from the original hype, it is, in the period vernacular,

a decidedly mixed bag. "How does it feel to stop feeling?" This paradoxical

question is embellished through an allegory of callous, self-serving, politically

complicit TV journalism--epitomized by the opening scene of a camera crew

blithely abandoning the still-breathing victim of a car crash--yet at the

same time it is belied by the film's romantic or, more properly, humanist

agenda. An awkward budding relationship between hardened TV cameraman John

Cassellis (Robert Forster) and Appalachian war widow and single mom Eileen

(Verna Bloom) provides a premise for the spontaneous coverage of street

demos as it affirms Cassellis's temporarily stifled compassion. More to

the point, his fatherly, feel-good attachment to Eileen's young son Harold

(Harold Blankenship, a recently-urbanized Appalachian kid introduced to

Wexler by Studs Terkel) serves to deflect any broader critique of media

institutions onto a realm of personal-as-political. That is, alienation

is couched as an occupational hazard, not a pervasive condition in our

Society of the Spectacle--a sentiment no doubt appropriate to intense countercultural

energies of 1968 America. 

The near-simultaneous appearance of Daniel Boorstin's book The Image: A

Guide to Pseudo-Events in America and Primary (1960), Drew Associates'

pioneering documentary on electoral politics in the age of mass media,

had established a popular framework for addressing the 'theatricalization'

of public events, and to some extent Medium Cool follows their lead. An

amusing scene at a roller derby arena, replete with fake violence and voyeuristic

sexual pleasure, registers as an obvious metaphor for the Democrats' staged

debacle, yet it also inadvertently ropes in the battles between police

and protestors. On the other hand, Wexler leans heavily on philosophical

lessons plied by New Wave directors, especially Antonioni and Godard--whose

work is repeatedly either quoted or alluded to--resulting in an overarching,

if by now shopworn, theme of 'image versus reality.' On several distinct

levels, esthetic as well as ideological, the viewer is forced to consider

the authenticity of what we see, the degree to which fiction is intermingled

with, or overtaken by, verite observation, found footage! sound, or improvisation.

In a striking scene, Wexler scans mundane activities in a restaurant kitchen

as the soundtrack replays the finale of RFK's ill-fated speech at L.A.'s

Ambassador Hotel, as if to reconfigure his assassination from the point-of-view

of sub-minimum wage service workers, a key group in Kennedy's mythologized

constituency. Among its many virtues, Medium Cool displays a consistently

sensitive handling of class divisions, a motif that is intertwined with

a generally appreciative portrayal of Chicago's urban matrix; a native

Chicagoan, Wexler clearly cherishes the city's brash mix of ethnic neighborhoods

and disjunct architectural styles. 

The film wears its digressive, episodic, peekaboo-reality structure like

a badge of honor, using the celebrated gambit of Man with a Movie Camera--or

less auspiciously, the still-photographer figure in Antonioni's Blowup

(1966)--to motivate intermittent glimpses of a roiling ideological spectrum.

Unfortunately, the mandate to survey ostensibly telling sites of political

resistance or reaction sometimes rings false. A scene of middle-class white

women on a pistol firing range, and a staged interview with an affluent

matron, come off as gratuitous jabs, while a visit to a 'psychedelic' nightclub

is almost risibly phony. Wexler is better at handling the mounting anger

and frustration in a domestic gathering of Black Power advocates who rip

the propensity of racist media to distort their lives--as one hostile interviewee

explains the lure of violence for disenfranchised youth, "The tube is life,

man"--yet the effect, here as elsewhere, is overly didactic. Often the

brief against dominant media, and the political interests it serves, is

rendered not by verbal rants but by visual or sound/image devices. When

Cassellis learns that his TV station is supplying local police and FBI

agencies with raw news footage, he charges along a series of empty corporate

corridors looking for someone, anyone, with whom to file a protest. Similarly,

shots of raucous street activity will suddenly revert to eerie silence,

as if to underscore the oppressive pall cast by Mayor Daley's thuggery.

Not surprisingly, the film's (mostly) 35mm cinematography is scintillating,

marked by richly-saturated exteriors and a variety of lighting-enhanced

interior moods. Less felicitous is the reliance on Mike Bloomfield's soft-rock

music score to smooth over gaps in nonsync shooting (although a wickedly

satirical song by Frank Zappa enlivens the aforementioned club scene).

The audio commentary supplied by Wexler, actress Marianna Hill, and editorial

consultant Paul Golding--nearly the only added feature on this DVD--has

a standard array of soporific filler and fascinating factoid. In the latter

category, we learn that the role of Cassellis was originally slated for

John Cassavetes, that the use of Zappa music was a cinematic first, and

that Wexler's knowledge of the antiwar protest scene allowed him to script

fictional scenes against a backdrop of violent demonstrations seven months

in advance of the Democratic convention. 

In some sense, the cameraman protagonist of Medium Cool can be read as

a stand-in for Wexler himself, negotiating professional and political dilemmas

he and other left-leaning media workers faced as the idealistic bubble

of Sixties' optimism began to implode. The prospect of converting Hollywood

into an instrument aligned with progressive social change was of course

a pipe dream. Even those wishing to cite Wexler's film as an avatar of

so-called indie production of the last two decades have to ignore the astonishing

absence of political critique in the careers of all but a handful of recent

nonstudio directors. Similarly, the method of fiction-documentary blending

proposed by Medium Cool failed to make a impression on even a younger generation

of self-conscious auteurs just then entering the studio system. Soured

by compromises forced on him at Paramount, Wexler abandoned the struggle

for directorial independence while continuing to lend his distinguished

artistry to projects on both sides of the commercial divide, shooting such

politically-cogent dramas as Bound for Glory (1976, for which he received

a second Oscar), Days of Heaven (1978), and Matewan (1987). Coincidentally,

he has functioned as crucial collaborator on a number of important documentaries,

including Brazil: A Report on Torture (1971, which he codirected with Saul

Landau), The Trial of the Catonsville Nine (1972), and, perhaps most notoriously,

Underground (1975, cowritten and codirected with Emile de Antonio and Mary

Lampson). 

As David James remarks in Allegories of Cinema, it is hard to imagine how

the political insight gained by John Cassellis in the course of his adventures

could have been implemented within the corporate context of network television.

Or, for that matter, Hollywood. A fatal car crash at the end of Medium

Cool makes the issue moot. If, from our current perspective, Wexler's film

was not in the vanguard of a wider incursion, it is worth revisiting both

for its laudable aspirations and its unique attributes. 

Paul Arthur teaches literature and film at Montclair State University  
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The stricken look on Dustin Hoffman's face as his character, Benjamin Braddock, rides off in the back of a bus with his purloined bride in The Graduate (1967). The repeated jerking of Faye Dunaway's body as her character, the 1930s bank robber Bonnie Parker, is sprayed by gunfire in Bonnie and Clyde (also 1967). Looking back from three decades later, we can see how these final scenes, drawn from the movies that heralded America's new "film generation" of the late 1960s, also prophesied how things would end for that generation.
It had not often been the practice of American movies to deny a happy ending. Even in dour and downtrodden Depression-era films such as Fritz Lang's You Only Live Once (1937), a precursor of Bonnie and Clyde, the heavens open at the finale to receive the doomed criminal couple. Yet in The Graduate -- the surprise hit that captivated the "baby boom" generation, trailing only The Sound of Music (1965) among the decade's box office leaders -- Benjamin's expression proclaimed the truth of Oscar Wilde's adage: the only thing sadder than not getting what you want is getting it. And the violent movie deaths of Parker and her partner Clyde Barrow (Warren Beatty), shockingly graphic for the time, warned that those who achieved their desires in opposition to the state would face the state's lethal power mobilized against them.

Was it a contradiction in American culture of the late 1960s that a generation so confident of its private and public desires -- so rich in utopian hopes and millennial longings -- should have embraced movies that forecast the emptiness or danger of desire's fulfillment? Yet for all that era's delusions, it is also possible, from our end-of-the-century entrenchment in a culture of the simulacrum, to recognize how strong a commitment also existed among spectators and filmmakers alike to a cinema that sought to identify the real and examine its constitution in images.

"Look out, Haskell, it's real." These words, frantically spoken on the soundtrack of Haskell Wexler's Medium Cool (1969) as tear gas threatens the director/cinematographer off-screen, stand as an emblem for an era. They mark one of the quintessential films of the times, a work that strove to shed its skin of fiction in response to the political realities that overtook its production.
It couldn't last, of course. By the mid-1970s, with Nixon's fall followed by that of Saigon, reality required an antidote. Rocky (1976) surprised everyone by offering a glimpse of national catharsis, as audiences, once again offered the old movie verities, responded first with relief, then with elation. Star Wars (1977) confirmed the restoration of fantasy. "May the Force be with you" replaced "Look out, Haskell, it's real," and the Force is with us yet. Still, the films of the decade between 1965 and 1975 left a rich legacy.

The real comes in many guises, and the hallmark of American cinema in this decade was its diversity. To be sure, every historical period of U.S. filmmaking has offered more varied fare than simply fiction films made in Hollywood, but the 1960s marked a difference both in degree and kind. There was an unprecedented confidence that alternative cinematic practices could become visible and significant in mainstream culture. Old Hollywood appeared to be crumbling, along with the bourgeois conventions that had ruled throughout the Cold War years. Sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll were the youth culture's new gods, but these deities were reinforced and rationalized by the civil rights struggle and the anti-Vietnam War movement. Dissidents made up a small minority of the population, yet their influence far outweighed their numbers and transformed film culture along with everything else.
The idea was that "they," the existing cinematic institutions, could not tell "your" story -- represent your view of reality -- and thus you had to do it yourself. Older practices, such as those associated with avant-garde cinema, now expanded and emerged from obscurity. Radical political filmmaking was revitalized and reinvented. Form and genre mattered less than identity and idea -- distinctions between documentary and fiction, unities of style, all broke down in the face of the need to get one's reality on screen.

The "real" and "reality" in cinema, however, are problematic terms. David Holzman's Diary (1968) -- a feature by independent filmmaker Jim McBride, who subsequently launched a Hollywood career -- raised the issue of cinema's ontological status in ways that continue to reverberate. The film's central character, Holzman (portrayed by L. M. Kit Carson), is a young New Yorker who is depressed, confused, and facing a draft notice from the Army. Inspired by Jean-Luc Godard's dictum that "Film is truth twenty-four times per second," he determines to record his life on film, to turn his life into a film, which will presumably enable him to learn the truth about himself.
David Holzman's Diary continually tests the spectator, who, though aware that the work is fictional, may have questions about many scenes and shots: Is the action improvised or scripted? Are those people actors or passers-by? Is what we see the result of a plan or does actuality intrude upon the filmmaker's simulation of reality? Yet, in the end, it's difficult for many spectators to remember that David Holzman is not a living person and that the work is a an example of fictional cinema verit rather than an actual film diary.

McBride's film poses the conundrum that fiction creates its own reality. At the same time, nonfiction filmmakers must rely on the codes and conventions of fictional cinema to construct a viewpoint on the actual world even as they record it. A case in point is Newsreel, the radical filmmaking movement that emerged in the late 1960s to document political struggle and promote New Left ideas and programs. By the early 1970s, Newsreel succumbed to rampant factionalism and came in for withering criticism from other movement filmmaking groups, which complained, for example, that Newsreel's films consisted of "righteous, heavy political rap illustrated with a few pictures."
However, what may interest us today in those early Newsreel films is precisely how those pictures constitute the "rap." Columbia Revolt (1968), the collective's fifty-minute documentary on the May '68 events at Columbia University in New York -- where students seized an administration building and were brutally beaten by police as the building was cleared -- reveals its politics as much through mise en scene as direct statement. The position of the camera, what is shown in the frame, how shots are edited together: these constitute an ideology that does not need words to make it clear.
Pictures versus words. Here again Medium Cool is the emblematic late-1960s film. The movie's significance is heightened by the improbability of its having been financed by a major Hollywood studio, and also by the near-suppression of the film after it was completed. Wexler, its writer-director, was a political progressive who had begun his career as a cinematographer shooting labor union documentaries. During the 1950s, when McCarthyism effectively shut down left-oriented political filmmaking, Wexler went to work on Hollywood features and won an Academy Award for cinematography with Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (1966).

In the panic years of the late-1960s, as the studios -- losing money and unsure of their audiences -- cast around for new filmmakers more in tune with the times, Paramount offered Wexler a chance to direct. He took the studio's story about a boy and a photographer and set it in Chicago, turning the photographer into a television news cameraman (played by Robert Forster) who covers the city's political scene. The cameraman's foray into a black neighborhood offers the first glimpse of 1960s black radicalism in a mainstream Hollywood movie. The cameraman himself becomes politicized when he discovers that the TV station is allowing the FBI to look at his outtake footage.
At some point Wexler revised his narrative to include national political events unfolding in the summer of 1968 (for example, the cameraman and his sound man go to Washington, D.C., to film the funeral of assassinated presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy and the black "Poor People's Campaign" encampment on the Mall). The final section of the film enmeshes the cameraman in the protests that took place outside and within the Democratic Party's national convention, held in Chicago during August 1968.

Pictures and words. The film's title, Medium Cool, refers ironically to a then well-known postulate of media theorist Marshall McLuhan. McLuhan had proclaimed that television was a "cool" medium (as opposed to "hot" media like print and radio) that would electronically foster a new age of less individualistic, more communal culture and communication, in what he called the "global village." Not so cool after all, says Wexler. He shows network TV cameras filming student protesters who chant, "The whole world is watching" -- an ambiguous slogan, implying that images disclose truth -- and then, as police push the TV cameras away in preparation for an assault, the students plaintively cry, "NBC ... come back ... stay with us."

If, in David Holzman's Diary, McBride could play satirically with cameras and "truth," Wexler sought a more direct political intervention with his mixture of fiction and actuality. "Look out, Haskell, it's real," comes across on the soundtrack not only as a warning to the director (who was also operating a camera) but as a wake-up call to the spectator, announcing that the film had left the realm of fiction. Do we believe it? That's a question Wexler can't escape. As the cameraman drives away from the melee (and into an accident that kills his passenger), his car radio carries the voice of an eyewitness reporter who exclaims, "People are being clubbed, and I mean in Technicolor and 3-D." We don't know whether this is an actual recording made at the event, or a line written to be read by an actor for the film. In either case, it's significant that the speaker, in order to heighten the listener's sense of actuality about the scene he's describing, invokes the technology of cinematic realism.
Medium Cool remains one of the most important works of its era, but it is clear that the film opened a Pandora's Box of questions about reality and illusion -- the falsity or truth of the image -- that filmmakers in general preferred to contain. Though nonfiction films generally benefit from more ontological self-reflection, the emerging political and social movements required from the documentary form an affirmation of their versions of reality, rather than ambiguity. As critic Julia Lesage wrote about the pioneering feminist documentaries of the early 1970s (such as Janie's Janie by Geri Ashur and The Woman's Film by the Woman's Caucus of San Francisco Newsreel, both from 1971), "received notions about women give way to an outpouring of real desires, contradictions, decisions, and social analyses." This outpouring of the real could not be compromised by inscribing in one's work doubts about the very status of images.

In the same manner, mainstream commercial filmmakers preferred to work within the formal conventions of narrative fiction instead of Wexler's hybrid form, even if they planned to raise similar issues about the meaning of images or the perceptions of image-makers and spectators. In Midnight Cowboy (1969), for example, John Schlesinger wanted to make a point about the affinity of his work with New York avant-garde filmmaking, and especially Andy Warhol's explorations of the gay subculture. But only insiders got the joke when the characters Hansel and Gretel McAlbertson -- who are played by Warhol performers Gaston Rossilli and Viva -- take photographs of Joe Buck (Jon Voight) and Ratso Rizzo (Dustin Hoffman) and invite them to a party at Warhol's Factory loft.
Similarly, Martin Scorsese's breakthrough film Mean Streets (1973) was shot on location in New York's Little Italy district and occasionally utilized actuality footage (in the closing sequence, for example, which focuses on the Feast of San Gennaro along Mulberry Street). But Scorsese is at pains to subsume the real within his fictional world, to emphasize ultimately that the Little Italy of his mise en scene is a psychological space. Spectators who compare their own experience of Little Italy with Scorsese's geography of the mind will confirm that the filmmaker has succeeded in creating a place that only exists in his fiction.

Several of the most important Hollywood films of the early 1970s returned to Wexler's concerns, but in purely fictional form. Francis Ford Coppola's The Conversation (1974) and Roman Polanski's Chinatown (also 1974) are enduring works which, remarkably, were both nominated for the best picture Academy Award in the year that Coppola, competing against himself, won a best picture Oscar for the second time with The Godfather, Part II. For a brief moment in Hollywood, the values of art and industry converged.

The Conversation concerns a highly-skilled sound specialist, Harry Caulk (Gene Hackman), who has been hired to eavesdrop on a couple who are talking as they stroll in San Francisco's Union Square. The opening sequence reveals the modus operandi of hidden and long-distance microphones and multiple tape machines that collect the raw data that Harry will integrate and technologically enhance until he produces a comprehensible recording. Slowly, however, the film raises the question of whether Harry's accumulated traces can ever constitute a copy of the real. His technological task is revealed to be an operation of judgment -- with the full panoply of his aesthetic, ideological, and psychological predilections shaping what he thinks he learns. The sound specialist is, in short, an artist, who creates a fiction and thinks it to be real, only to discover, to his horror and chagrin, the gap between that fiction and the larger narrative in which he is embedded.

Chinatown takes up a similar motif within a more familiar genre framework and with an approach to genre revisionism shared with a number of films of the era. These works aimed to call into question and transform the codes of traditional film genres. In Westerns, for example, Sam Peckinpah's The Wild Bunch (1969) took on the genre's code of violence, while Arthur Penn's Little Big Man (1970) reworked the traditional treatment of Native Americans as savage obstacles to Euro-American westward expansion.

In the realm of the detective film, Chinatown's revisionism was preceded by Robert Altman's in The Long Goodbye (1973), but the lasting strength of Polanski's film derives as much from its political and historical resonances, and its treatment of power and of power's consequences for public and private life, as from its genre-questioning. Set in the 1930s, the film's historical narrative is a fictional version of the actual circumstances under which the city of Los Angeles drew off water that was necessary for its expansion and development (i.e., capitalist exploitation and profit) from Owens Valley in central California. The detective genre comes into play when private eye Jake Gittes (Jack Nicholson) becomes involved in investigating the mysterious drowning of the city's chief water engineer.

Gittes, like Harry Caul in The Conversation, is a specialist whose m tier is to put together bits of data into a version of the real -- to uncover the truth, to solve a crime. But Jake, whatever his expectations, is not dealing with the wayward wives and sleazy crooks, the gamblers and hopheads, of Raymond Chandler's mean streets. His version of the real is continually trumped by the manifestations of a power that he thinks he can tame through knowledge and guile, but which at every step proves to be stronger and more vast than he can handle.

Some critics have since assailed the filmmakers of this period for their pessimism. The most memorable characters of the decade were figures like Harry Caul and Jake Gittes, creators of particular views of the real who were overwhelmed by a malevolent reality, the secret existence of which they could barely grasp. If The Graduate and Bonnie and Clyde forecasted defeat just as the struggle started, then later films made the same point over and over again -- until, finally, the prophecy came true.
But it was not a failure of movies of the era that they offered no utopias. Hollywood has always been able to concoct utopias of the most beguiling kinds, especially those that make no reference to anyone's view of the real. The importance of the films discussed here is precisely that they promise no happy endings. As they address the relationship between the real and the image, they ultimately compel the spectator back into the world of actuality, offering no consolations other than those that art can give.
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Full Metal Jacket

by Bill Krohn 



Excerpt taken from the book: Zone 6: Incorporations, edited by Jonathan Crary and Sanford Kwinter, New York: Urzone inc, 1992, pp. 428–435. All Rights Reserved


First movement: At a Marine boot camp on Parris Island, a squad of young recruits are brutalized by Sergeant Hartman, a horrifyingly funny drill instructor whose face and voice so dominate the film’s first section that only two other characters are permitted to develop a semblance of psychological individuality: a wiseass named Joker and a dumb farmboy named Pyle, whose propensity for screwing up makes him the main target for Hartman’s brutality, and that of his own comrades, until he goes mad and shoots his persecutor in the latrine.

Second movement: Cut to Da Nang, where Joker and a gung ho newcomer named Rafter Man have drawn easy duty as correspondents for the Army newspaper Stars and Stripes, and suddenly the tension of the first part dissipates, the structure of the film loosens to the point of entropy and the narrative is set adrift, as if we were watching outtakes from a film whose story we haven’t completely under stood. We follow Joker and Rafter Man from the placid corruption of Da Nang, broken only by a curiously anemic sequence showing the let Offensive, to the countryside around Hue, where they join a seasoned combat unit called the "Lusthogs" for an assault on Hue, overrun by the Vietcong. The drifting, fragmentary, anti-dramatic feeling of these sequences is heightened in the aftermath of the assault, when a television crew films the characters speaking in choreographed succession like actors in a bad Broadway play about Vietnam, then addressing the camera directly in inter views that recall a famous episode of TV’s M*A*S*H.

It is only during the last minutes of the film that a sense of narrative progression returns: as the Lusthogs patrol the streets of Hue, they find themselves pinned down by an invisible sniper who turns out, when Joker penetrates her stronghold, to be a teenage girl. Cut down by Rafter Man’s bullets, the sniper is slow to die, and only Joker is willing to put her out of her misery with a bullet through the head. Afterward, we see American soldiers marching at night silhouetted against a fiery landscape, singing the "Mickey Mouse Club" theme song, while Joker, barely distinguished from the horde by the last of a sparse series of laconic voiceovers, informs us that he is no longer afraid.

Is Full Metal Jacket an antiwar film, as the critics have assumed, or is it, in the words of an indignant Samuel Fuller, "a recruiting film"? Fuller’s reaction did more to point up the slippery quality of Full Metal Jacket for me than all the raves predicated on the notion that Stanley Kubrick had made another Paths of Glory (1957). Since that film and Spartacus (1960), Kubrick has rejected messages in order to purify his art, and Full Metal Jacket (1987), which returns thirty years later to the booby-trapped terrain of the war film, is part of that ongoing process, as we can see by comparing the director’s shooting script with the film he finally made. Two scenes were eliminated which would have made the drill instructor a monster: one where he nearly drowns Pyle in a bowl of urine, and one where he orders a recruit who has cut his wrists to clean up the mess he’s made before reporting to the doctor. Instead, due in no small part to Lee Ermey’s mesmerizing performance, the character remains human-size, believable, by turns outrageous and sympathetic, and seductive. 

So it’s not difficult to understand Fuller’s rage at the way Hartman is portrayed, or his distrust of any film that includes a scene like the one where the recruits, transformed by many sufferings into proud members of the Corps, parade to the strains of the "Marine Corps Hymn," while Hartman’s voice tells them they are now part of an indestructible brotherhood, It was just such a scene that the producer of Merrill’s Marauders (1962) tacked onto Fuller’s film to turn it into the kind of war film described by Roland Barthes in a famous essay In Mythologies:

Take the Army; show without disguise its chiefs as martinets, its discipline as narrow-minded and unfair, and into this stupid tyranny immerse an average human being, fallible but likeable, the archetype of the spectator. And then, at the last moment, turn over the magical hat, and pull out of it the image of an army, flags flying, triumphant, bewitching, to which, like Sganarelle’s wife, one cannot but be faithful although beaten.

In fact, that is a perfect description of what happens in Full Metal Jacket until Pyle shoots Hartman. Then another kind of film begins, and by the time the image of the triumphant army returns at the end, the conventions of the (anti)war film have been transformed into something else altogether.

The best answer I have seen to the perennial critical quarrel about whether Kubrick is a humanist is Gilles Deleuze’s observation that all of Kubrick’s films portray the world as a brain, one fated to malfunction from both internal and external causes. This surprising insight will at least permit us to do justice to the strangeness of Full Metal Jacket, where the little world of the training camp on Parris Island is portrayed as a brain made up of human cells thinking and feeling as one, until its functioning is wrecked first from within, when a single cell, Pyle, begins ruthlessly carrying out the directives of the death instinct that programs the organ as a whole, and then from without by the Tet Offensive, the external representation of the same force. A double movement is described by the rigorously plotted movements of Kubrick’s camera: in the first section, as the camera follows the constant parading of the recruits and their instructor, and movement is almost exclusively from the interior of the screen out, while in the second section, beginning with the striking dolly forward on the miniskirted ass of a Da Nang whore, camera movements into the screen, toward the vanishing point, predominate; but the film’s two parts describe a single movement with a single endpoint–the encounter with a fellow human being whose face, in Hartman’s memorable phrase, has become a "war face," the face of death.

What is new in Full Metal Jacket is that, for the first time in Kubrick’s cinema (although A Clockwork Orange [1971] attempts some thing similar with its self-effacing boustrophedon structure), the narrative itself begins to malfunction, after Pyle has turned his rifle on Hartman and then on himself, as if eliminating the antagonists whose repeated confrontations made a story possible has condemned the film to wander into regions bordering dangerously on nonsense, until a new antagonist erupts in the encounter with the sniper, which permits the filmmaker to start turning the screw of suspense again, imparting a linear and dramatic coherence in time to arrest the fatal drift.

Kubrick told Newsweek that he wants to "explode the narrative structure of film," and in Full Metal Jacket the first casualty of the explosion is the conventional notion of character. For Full Metal Jacket is a film without a hero; its sole protagonist is a group-mind whose formation is shown in the boot camp scenes, most of which portray the process of indoctrination, with little reference to combat training per se. Then, in the second section, we follow scattered pieces of the group-mind as they are set adrift in a world where scene follows scene with no apparent dramatic or thematic necessity, so that even Joker, the protagonist whose acts and motives were starkly delineated by the constricting circumstances of boot camp, seems to withdraw from us, be coming a cipher as the film unfolds – mainly thanks to the unsparing labor of purification, by which Kubrick during the year-long shoot stripped away the elements in his own script that made Joker someone with whom the audience could identify: his voiceovers reduced finally to four or five; the instinctive revulsion that impels him, in a scene that was either cut or never filmed, to kill an Arvin colonel who is murdering prisoners during the helicopter ride from Da Nang to Hue; and his death and burial, which would have concluded the film on an elegiac note – replaced here by the group-shot of soldiers singing the Mousketeer anthem that was originally planned for an earlier scene, after the assault on Hue.

The effect is subtle and at times paradoxical: for example, the mute, expressionless faces in the film’s opening sequence, a montage of close-ups of recruits getting their first Marine Corps haircut, seem emotionally much closer to us than the faces in the montage of TV interviews, which distance the characters at the very moment they are being permitted, for the first time, to "express" themselves – with all the method acting, mock hesitations and other signals of sincerity on the part of the actors that "expression" implies. In the second section of Full Metal Jacket, we meet a whole new cast of highly individualistic characters who are imbued with the full range of human emotions, but cut loose from their narrative moorings they appear as opaque fragments of a larger whole, their acts legible only as behaviors (to borrow a term from the science of operant conditioning) in which are embedded, in a kind of horrible monotony, the traits – racism, misogyny, machismo, homicidal mania – that govern the group-mind, even in its malfunctioning; although this does not prevent us from feeling momentary sympathy for each of the characters. Sympathy, in fact, is necessary if we are to read the subtle, often nearly imperceptible gestures and expressions in which the drama of the group is played out.

One striking effect of Kubrick’s narrative experiments in Full Metal Jacket was to force many critics to reconsider their adulation of Platoon [1987], because Kubrick has eliminated every scene or action that might have served as a handhold for the spectator in search of easy edification, choosing instead to construct his film as a parody of all edifying and unifying fictions. It’s impossible to watch the last scene, where Joker, made fearless, is swallowed up by the marching throng, without thinking of Stone’s proclaimed intention of bringing Americans together and healing the nation’s wounds, to which the only proper reply is Alex’s last line in A Clockwork Orange: "I was cured, all right!"

I would also argue that the alienation effects that Kubrick uses in the Vietnam section of his film are a superior form of realism to Platoon’s scorched-earth naturalism, which is largely based on effects of déjà vu: Stone, who was there, has portrayed it in images copied from TV coverage of the war and myriad other war films, so that the shock of discovering a new reality Is mediated by images that are believable because they are already familiar– as in Salvador [1986], where the photojournalist played by John Savage says not that he wants to take a picture that shows the reality of war, but that he wants to "take one like Capa." Kubrick’s formal strategy in Full Metal Jacket– which encompasses every element of his film, and not just the narrative choices I’ve focused on in this brief description – is to create moments of utter strangeness that have the shock of fresh perception. His motto could be that of the seventeenth-century haiku poet Basho: "I do not seek to follow in the footsteps of the men of old. I seek the thing they sought."

Deleuze discusses Kubrick in the second volume of Cinema, his comprehensive classification of film images and signs, initially as signing him to one of the two stylistic camps into which he divides modern cinema, the cinema of the body (for example, Godard, Cassavetes) and the cinema of the brain (for example, Resnals, Kubrick). Deleuze’s description of what is specifically modern in Resnais and Kubrick – as opposed to Eisenstein, who uses a classical model of the brain structured by processes of integration and differentiation – is based on philosopher of Science Gilbert Simondon’s speculation that "the properties of living matter are manifested as the maintenance ...of certain topological properties, much more than of pure energetic or structural properties," which leads Simondon to propose a non-Euclidian model of living organisms where "the functions of integration and differentiation are a function of a meta-stable asymmetry between an absolute interlority and exteriorlty’

Delouse makes a few adjustments to this speculative model –which seems to be equally applicable to organisms and their parts – when he proposes his own post-classical model of the brain. For example, by "absolute interiority and exteriority" Simondon means simply the organism and its environment, in contrast to the relative relationships of interiority and exteriority which hold between systems of the organism, where the bloodstream may be exterior with respect to a gland that emits secretions into it, and interior with respect to the intestinal walls. Reinterpreted by Delouse, these topological absolutes become "an inside more profound than any interior milieu, and an outside more distant than any exterior milieu," both of which are Identified with death in the section on Resnais and Kubrick and, in the conclusion to the volume, with "the unevocable in Welles, the undecidable in Resnais, the inexplicable in Robbe-Grillet, the incommensurable in Godard, the unreconcilable in the Straubs, the impossible in Marguerite Duras, the irrational in Syberberg."

Deleuze’s poetic rewriting of Simondon turns out to have many applications: in fact, as that diversified roster of modern filmmakers suggests, Deleuze Intends it to be more widely applicable than he first indicates: by the end of the book he is proposing his new model of the brain, which also includes "the irrational cut" and "the black screen," as a model for alt the global structures – mainly variations on the series – used in modern films. The new brain model is the "noosign" of modern cinema, just as the spiral was the noosign of classical cinema, based on the classical model of the brain structured by processes of integration and differentiation. Deleuze even says in an interview about the book that the biology of the brain, and not linguistics or psycho analysis, will furnish the criteria for a new film aesthetics: "The value of all cinema depends on the cerebral circuits It establishes...the richness, complexity and general tenor of its arrangements, of its connections, conjunctions, circuits and short-circuits."

So the cinema of the brain is not just one type of film in Deleuze’s taxonomy of modern cinema – it represents the whole terrain to be mapped. This means that the films of Resnais and Kubrick, which take this new organic model as their subject, are exemplary. By dispersing its narrative and making classical narrative one element in a structure that implements another logic, Full Metal Jacket, like any modern film, is exploring the cerebral processes that found the new aesthetic of l’image-temps; but by portraying as parts of a brain the stock characters of a genre that could stand for all of classical cinema ("A film is like a battlefield" – Samuel Fuller, 1965), and having them act out the breakdown of semimotor connections that give rise to "pure optical and aural situations," Kubrick is staging, in a peculiarly literal way, an allegory of modern cinema.

I don’t want to leave the impression, in concluding, that Kubrick is without masters. He had one, Max Ophuls, who is as present in Full Metal Jacket as he is in an obvious pastiche like Lolita. Hartman’s first appearance, for example, visually duplicates the opening sequence of Lola Montes [1955], with Peter Ustinov’s ringmaster spieling to the backward-tracking camera as he advances past a line of acrobats standing at attention. William Karl Guerin, In a book on Ophuls, has taught us to be suspicious of this Mephistophellan figure and his twin, the Master of Ceremonies In La Ronde [1950], who subject the other characters and the spectator alike to the seductive rigors of a mise-en-scene designed to illustrate "a sinister conception of man." Traditionally, critics have tended to identify these director surrogates with Ophuls, and Kubrick, who revises his predecessor by killing off Hartman in the middle of the film, might agree with them, but all the ambiguities of Full Metal Jacket are already deployed in Ophuls’ late films, where, as Guerin has shown, a single close-up (Simone Signoret in La Ronde, Martins Carol faint and perspiring before her final leap in Lola Montes) is sufficient to derail the Master of Ceremonies’ infernal machine. In Full Metal Jacket the close-up of Pyle, insane, signals the imminent death of Kubrick’s Master of Ceremonies, which liberates images and characters from the machine of the narrative; and when the narrative begins to function again during the assault on Hue, the close-up of the young sniper shatters the spell, leaving us with those concluding images of the marauding horde, which recalls the Dionysian mobs at of Le Masque and the end of La Maison Tellier episode in Le Plaisir (1951): images of a world without a master of ceremonies.



References

Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavera. New York: Hill and Wang, 1972, p. 41.

Gilles Deleuze. Cinema 2: The Time-Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Robert Galeta, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989, pp. 205–206.

Gilbert Simondon, L’ lndividu et sa genese physico-biologique, Paris: P.U.F., 1964, p. 261.

Deleuze, Pourparlers: 1972–1990, ParIs: Minuit, 1990, pp. 85–86.

William Karl Guerin, Max Ophuls, Paris: Cahiers du Cinema, 1988.

	"Is That You John Wayne?
Is This Me?"
- Problems of Identity in
Stanley Kubrick's Full Metal Jacket 
by Brad Stevens 
	[image: image43.jpg]






	

Brad Stevens is the author of Abel Ferrara: The Moral Vision and Vicious Circles: The Cinema Of Monte Hellman, both of which will be published early next year. He writes regularly about silent films on DVD for Sight And Sound. 



Although initially received with bewilderment, Full Metal Jacket (1987) now stands among the key works in Stanley Kubrick's exploration of identity and its problematic nature. Fairly closely adapted from Gustav Hasford's 1979 novel The Short-Timers, Kubrick's film follows a young recruit dubbed Private Joker (played by Matthew Modine) – tellingly, we never learn his real name – as he moves from basic training on Parris Island to the hell of Vietnam. The screenplay was written by Kubrick in collaboration with Michael Herr, author of Dispatches (1), from which many details – including the key image of the words 'Born to Kill' "placed in all innocence next to the peace symbol" on Joker's helmet – were directly taken. 

In Full Metal Jacket, Kubrick continues his concern with the limits of free will already evident in such diverse figures as Humbert Humbert (James Mason) in Lolita (1961), the eponymous protagonist of Barry Lyndon (1975), the HAL 9000 computer in 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), The Shining (1980)'s Jack Torrance (Jack Nicholson) and A Clockwork Orange (1971)'s Alex (Malcolm McDowell). In Full Metal Jacket, this theme is explored through the sadistic process according to which young recruits have their individual personalities broken down so that they can be rebuilt as fighting machines. Kubrick's fascination with supposedly flawless systems running out of control (evident in all his films) emerges when Pyle (Vincent D'Onofrio) shoots his creator, thus becoming the perfect killer Sergeant Hartman (Lee Ermey) hoped to shape (this is even clearer in the novel, where the DI's final words are "Private Pyle, I'm proud..."). 

Many reviewers took Full Metal Jacket to task for the seemingly random quality of its final two-thirds. Yet, as Bill Krohn has argued (2), the malfunctioning system here is the narrative itself. The opening section on Parris Island is distinguished by the precision and clarity of Kubrick's techniques, which reflect Sergeant Hartman's single-mindedness: once this oppressive author/father-figure has been eliminated, the film 'deteriorates' into a series of randomly connected scenes showing Joker drifting with no apparent goal. For P. L. Titterington, journeys of "dubious meaning and purpose" (3) link Kubrick with Fuller and Godard, and Joker's passage through Vietnam is accompanied by neither narrative urgency (even the climactic confrontation with a sniper occurs simply because the squad has taken a wrong turn) nor moral growth. 

If Hartman's ambition – to prepare fresh recruits for combat – is chillingly unambiguous, Joker's purpose is vague to the point of madness. Even in Oliver Stone's Platoon (1986), which attempted to depict the Vietnam War's insanity, Charlie Sheen's character had a clear goal: to survive. But Kubrick refuses even this motivation: if Stone's hero could escape Vietnam and return to "the world", for Kubrick there is only one world, a "world of shit" which cannot be transcended. 

Kubrick's loss of faith in narrative is thus linked with an increasingly pessimistic view of democratic institutions: whereas 2001's mysterious black monolith had some kind of ultimate (if ungraspable) purpose, Full Metal Jacket's structural collapse reinforces its critique of the ideological confusion which led to America's invasion of Vietnam. All the talk about safeguarding 'democracy' is exposed as just that – talk. According to the director, "Vietnam was probably the first war that was run – certainly during the Kennedy era – as an advertising agency might run it. It was mingled with cost-effective estimates and phony statistics and kill ratios and self-deceiving predictions about how victory was the light at the end of the tunnel" (4). This theme had fascinated Kubrick since at least the time of Dr Strangelove (1963), in which the deaths of millions were referred to in terms of acceptable losses, 'regrettable' situations and 'getting our hair mussed'. Similarly, Full Metal Jacket's protagonists discuss mass-destruction in language more appropriate to Madison Avenue or a baseball game ("How about getting with the program? Why don't you jump on the team and come in for the big win?"). Normality and abnormality are imbricated to the point where no meaningful distinction can be made between them: Hartman holds up Lee Harvey Oswald and Texas sniper Charles Whitman as ideals to which true Americans should aspire, while Joker's 'natural' humane impulses are what ultimately enable him to take the life of a human being (his insistence on granting the Vietnamese sniper a quick death is regarded with undisguised admiration by his fellow 'grunts', but for all the wrong reasons). 

According to Kubrick's daughter Anya, "War brings situations that expose the essence of someone's personality. What the driving forces are" (5), and that irreconcilable division Kubrick finds within the human personality is at its clearest here: Joker's peace symbol implies the precise opposite of the words – 'Born to Kill' – written on his helmet (one could ask for no better example of Kubrick's ability to communicate ideas through individual images of great resonance), and Joker attempts to justify this by claiming "I was trying to suggest something about the duality of man, the Jungian thing". The recruits may chant "I love working for Uncle Sam, lets me know just who I am", but the problem of identity, of knowing 'just who I am', is addressed more problematically by Joker's first words: "Is that you John Wayne? Is this me?" This oddly phrased line may be taken verbatim from Hasford's novel (though there it is delivered by Cowboy, with Joker responding "I think I'm going to hate this movie"), but it clearly recalls Clare Quilty (Peter Sellers)'s introductory dialogue in Lolita: "I'm Spartacus. You come to free the slaves or something?" Kubrick often structured his films as games of doubles and doubling, depicting the world as a dualistic place in which one can be John Wayne/Spartacus and something else entirely. After the early '70s, the violent working out of an Oedipal structure – in which the father is destroyed by the son – becomes increasingly important in his cinema: Alex lashes out at a series of father figures, Barry Lyndon (Ryan O'Neal) is crippled during a duel with his son, Jack Torrance is outwitted by his offspring, and Sergeant Hartman dies at the hands of a young man he had turned into a killer. But Joker's relationship with Hartman, like Humbert's with Quilty, is equally that of a mirror and its reflection. Joker is presented (or rather presents himself) as a humanitarian, but Kubrick gradually strips away all such notions: though initially reluctant to torment Pyle, Joker eventually beats him with more ferocity than anyone else. 

If Kubrick's films are about the workings of a mechanism, they lead inexorably to climaxes in which the intended end product – an individual converted into a tool in the service of some greater power – finally emerges: 2001's Star Child, A Clockwork Orange's 'reformed' Alex, his violence now to be used on behalf of an oppressive state, The Shining's Jack Torrance, revealed as having always been a pawn of the Overlook Hotel's 'ghosts', and Full Metal Jacket's Private Joker, whose sensitivity will be precisely what enables him to complete his training and become a killer. Although they may superficially imply a tentative hope, Joker's final words – "I am alive, and I am not afraid" – suggest the closing of a trap, the precise equivalent of A Clockwork Orange's "I was cured all right". 
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Stanley Kubrick's Vietnam

By FRANCIS X. CLINES 
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LONDON -- The reassuring thing about Stanley Kubrick is that after being deep as Yahweh in the creation of one movie for the last five years, he emerges gentle and curious on the seventh day, asking about beer commercials and envying silent film makers and recalling the pleasures of the Thalia. 

"Have you seen those Michelob commercials?" he asks as if they were samizdat, speaking of the 30-second spots that came uninvited with the Giant football game videos that his sister sent the eminent director all last winter from New Jersey. Then, he had no time to spare for watching anything beyond his own work in progress and a weekly fix of football. "They're just boy-girl, night-fun, leading up to pouring the beer, all in 30 seconds, beautifully edited and photographed. Economy of statement is not something that films are noted for." 

Sunday morning at Pinewood Studios in the London suburbs seems sepulchral in the empty executive offices, as quiet as Hal's deep-space murder scene in "2001," an awful setting to encounter one of a kind. But Kubrick arrives rumpled and lone as the night watchman, offers a simple hello, accepts the fact that he cannot direct the phone to work properly, and settles down to discuss movies and imagination and his own new work, much as a carpenter would feel the grain of a cabinet. It is his newest making, perchance his best or at least another in his line. 

"It starts with being excited by a story and finally it's telling the story on the screen," he says, speaking of the process of directing. "It goes from the most wonderful literary atmosphere to desperation. It can be as crude as standing up and writing on the back of an envelope when someone's just said something and it's 4 o'clock with the winter sun fading. You've got to shoot it and you're trying to exploit something that's just come up. It's like a quarterback calling an automatic play when he sees the defense he's up against." 

His new movie, "Full Metal Jacket," a story hinged on the trauma of the Tet offensive in the Vietnam War, is completed and opens in New York on Friday at neighborhood theaters. Beckton, an old 1930's-gasworks town abandoned on the Thames, has been destroyed by Kubrick's technical artists, all fiery and pocked as Hue, the Vietnamese city of the movie's climax. The 200 palm trees flown in from Spain to make Vietnam of this sceptered isle have been returned to peacetime. Out on the downs, the Parris Island cadence counting has ceased along with all the lurid, ignoble, cynical and sadly mortal motion of characters directed onto film from the mind of Stanley Kubrick. 

The movie is literally only hours old in Kubrick's finished, perfectionist version, and far from talking 1980's box office or 1960's jabberwocky about his personal agony through the nation's Vietnam experience, Kubrick is describing being true to the initial emotion that struck him when he first found this story. That was five years ago amid what is the hardest part of directing, he says, searching for a good tale that sustains the imagination. 

"The sense of the story the first time you read it is the absolutely critical yardstick. I remember what I felt about the book, I remember what I felt in writing the script, and then I try to keep that alive in the very inappropriate circumstances that exist on a film set where you've got a hundred people standing around and nothing but particular problems, still trying to sustain a subjective sense of what it is emotionally - as well as what it is that pleases you." 

Bearded and staring carefully as a question is asked, Kubrick speaks with his right hand rubbing his brow, often glancing down, like a man reciting the confiteor or handicapping the next race. 

"That first impression is the most precious thing you've got, you can never have it again - the yardstick for any judgment that you have as you get deeper and deeper into the work because making a movie is a process of going into smaller and smaller detail and finally winding up in the minutiae of how does a footstep sound on the sound track when you're remixing the film." 

No, he had no craving to make a signature movie about that war, he says. He was reading the Virginia Kirkus Review, as he usually does, looking for stirring fiction about something, anything that might promise a stunning translation to film and he came upon a novel, "The Short-Timers." He read a copy. 

"I reread it almost immediately and I thought, 'This is very exciting, I better think about it for a few days.' But it was immediately apparent that it was a unique, absolutely wonderful book," he says about the novel, written by Gustav Hasford, an ex-Marine combat correspondent whose offering resembles a memoir of the pellucid and the ravaged as much as the naked and the dead. The screenplay is by Kubrick, Hasford and Michael Herr, author of "Dispatches," a memoir of the Vietnam War. 

"Full Metal Jacket" is a reference in military bureaucratese to the rifle cartridge that is the field ammunition of the basic Marine Corps fighter-killer. The movie is blue with death and madness but also characteristically balletic at times with Kubrick's forensic eye, particularly in the initial boot camp scenes where men are shaved raw for war. The chorus-type character, Private Joker, played by Matthew Modine, traverses the war diagonally, encompassing the propaganda mill of the combat correspondents and the sudden, all-hands combat duty of the Tet offensive by the North Vietnamese. This is an event that shreds the jingoistic romance of the war and makes an unlikely killer of Joker. 

Whether critics judge the film singularly good or bad - never an easy, predictable task for them by the director's track record - at a minimum the movie has been spare and ugly and beautiful by the time its dark sweep is completed from the Marine Hymn to the singing of M-I-C-K-E-Y M-O-U-S-E as Kubrick's Marines stagger beyond the Tet offensive into nowhere and houselights up. 

Kubrick is such a loner in the film business, not only following the beat of a different drummer but more likely constructing his own drum, that it can only be purest coincidence that his movie has emerged now in the industry's sudden burst of special Vietnam films. It comes close after "Platoon," the well acclaimed standout that he recently saw and liked very much, he says plainly as a fan who loved the Thalia's darkness, apparently devoid of professional envy. Kubrick shies from talking of what he hopes his movie says; he judges he was typically dubious and critical of the Vietnam War in its day, but he hardly seems the zealot-esthete now having his say about it. His worry about war in conversation is understandably technological from the man who made "Dr. Strangelove," a doubt that nuclear weapons can ever be eliminated and a concern that there is too little negotiation to limit the chances of accidental missile war. 

Kubrick works hermitlike for years on a single picture, searching out a story, writing a script, producing and directing all the way down to, lately, the search for good foreign writers, actors and directors who might not spoil the work for him in the four main movie dubbing markets. His choice of subject matter for a new film is enough to fascinate buffs who have bounded with him across 30 eclectic years from "Paths of Glory" to "Spartacus," from "Lolita" to "Dr. Strangelove," from "2001: A Space Odyssey" to "A Clockwork Orange," from "Barry Lyndon" to "The Shining." 

"I'm happy with the picture," he says in this period of pause when he will catch up on 18 months of missed movies, good and bad, and read as ever with the hope of finding another story. "My films have all had varying critical opinion and it's always been subsequent critical reaction that settles the scores." 

He talks of that more in puzzlement than vindication. "The only thing I can think of is that everybody's always expecting the last movie again, and they're sometimes angry - I mean some critics - often put off because they're expecting something else." He talks of trusting the "more democratric intelligence" of the public, a lesson he particularly learned after "2001": "People who didn't have the responsibility of having to explain it or formulate clear statements about it two hours after they saw the film weren't troubled." 

At age 58, Kubrick has been involved in making movies for 35 years, a physician's son who became a relative adventurer from the Bronx, dropping from formal education to become a photographer for Look magazine, then moving to motion pictures where he has mastered the basic phases from writing to financing and reigns as a bookish autodidact of unpredictable curiosities. He dislikes Los Angeles, feels New York is technically limited for film making and so finds London the place to work and raise his family in satisfying privacy. 

"Just keep at it," he says of his work habit of plunging into the making of each film, analyzing each approaching day's move well into the night before, much like the masters of Kubrick's beloved avocation, chess. "Chess is an analogy - it is a series of steps that you take one at a time and it's balancing resources against the problem, which in chess is time and in movies is time and money," he says. 

Chess is less creative for him but teaches him not to get carried away with impulsive first ideas. "I've found over the long period of time which it takes to make a movie that your own sense of whether you think it's good or bad or how happy you are at a particular time is very unimportant, that the ideas just come and sometimes they seem to come out of some place that's got nothing to do with how you feel." 

Kubrick talks of movies not as Ahab stalks the whale but as a physicist might toss and catch Newton's apple. 

"I have a feeling that no one has yet really found the way to tell a story to utilize the greatest potential that films have," he says. "I think the silent movies come closest to it because they weren't trapped in having to present a scene which was essentially a stage type of scene; movies consist of little play scenes." He sounds gentle toned, as if he were not discussing the heart of his existence. "There's a gap between the guys who can actually write a story and someone who can visualize it, and that's a big gap because even the directors who write, like Woody Allen and Bergman, are very much bound up in the conventions of the stage." 

As he talks, Kubrick suddenly puts his envy of the silents on a track parallel with his curiosity about the 30-second Michelob spots. "The best TV commercials create a tremendously vivid sense of a mood, of a complex presentation of something." 

"Some combination of the two might work," Kubrick says, braiding a fantasy that seems to twirl somewhere within. "I have a feeling that no one has begun to do what a movie could really do." His voice has a casual, New York mood, but his eyes reflect a terrible determination. 

The director pictures a grainy old fade-in from the silents and he invents a title card: "Joe's cousin, Bill." "And you just see a shot of Bill doing something," he says as a listener lingers wishing that Stanley Kubrick would flesh out Bill. But Bill ceases to exist, with no time for mourning in the run of ideas, as Kubrick lovingly talks of "economy of structural statement, the nearest to silent film." This is a quality he savored in the Vietnam book in his first reaction, he recalls, and one that in the film he has sought to transfer "quite literally because the dialogue is so almost poetic in its carved-out, stark quality." 

But this movie is done, and Kubrick seems not so much depleted or doubting as waiting for the process to turn in his mind all over again, waiting for a story. "It's the most difficult thing," he says, "A good story is a miraculous discovery." 

Even then he sounds more grateful than plaintive. "The structure making a movie imposes on your life when you're doing it again feels like it felt each time before," Kubrick says, smiling. "So there is a kind of wonderful suggestive timelessness about the structure. I'm doing exactly the same as I was doing when I was 18 and making my first movie. It frees you from any other sense of time." 

July 5, 1987

Inside the 'Jacket': All Kubrick

By JANET MASLIN 
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Stanley Kubrick's "Full Metal Jacket" establishes its grip on the viewer's attention instantaneously, with an opening scene in which young recruits are shorn by an off-screen Marine Corps barber, while a corny, lulling song is heard in the background ("Kiss me goodbye and write me when I'm gone/Goodbye sweetheart, hello Vietnam"). The scene would be ordinary, even a cliché, were it not for the look on the young men's faces. In their eyes we see absolutely nothing: no apprehension, no bravado, not even blind obedience, only the emptiness of clay ready to be molded. 

The sense of sheer animal helplessness, conveyed with the seeping white light, uncluttered frames and daunting angles of which Kubrick is a master, is a shock. It's also a challenge to the audience to remain mindful of these men's humanity, despite the brutal and dehumanizing ordeal to which they will be subjected. 

This opening scene is something else as well: It's an announcement of the cool, merciless perspective of Stanley Kubrick, whose directorial distance from the inner workings of his characters has always been extraordinary. In "Full Metal Jacket," that distance allows Kubrick to take a frighteningly clinical view of the process by which fighting men are molded. He presents the gradual and deliberate assault on individuality and privacy that is basic training; the connections between sex and aggression; the combat soldier's ultimate and even stirring realization that he has left his better nature far behind him. Kubrick's vision of this process is infinitely more troubling and singular than the one set forth in Oliver Stone's "Platoon." 

Comparisons between these two films are as specious as they are inevitable, for their directors appear to have aimed for very different effects. But "Platoon," as the film that has most definitively brought the Vietnam experience home for moviegoing America, stands as a kind of box-office landmark, and "Full Metal Jacket" appears at least superficially to cover similar terrain. Harrowing as both of these films are, their effects are very different. "Platoon" conveys the day-to-day physical experience of men at war with exceptional realism, while "Full Metal Jacket" has a more abstract and typically (for Kubrick) elliptical style. While "Platoon" develops a relatively conventional narrative, "Full Metal Jacket" has a separate prologue (as "2001" did) and a less linear structure in which storytelling is less central than the distinct, indelible images Kubrick has created. 

If "Platoon" accompanies its brutal realism with the ennobling sounds of Samuel Barber's "Adagio for Strings," "Full Metal Jacket" takes the opposite tack. It scores the sharply poetic imagery to be found here with the most soulless and banal American popular songs imaginable, from "These Boots Are Made for Walking" to "Surfin' Bird" ( Kubrick, with his use of a children's song in the film's last scene, even manages the kind of heavy irony that would sink anyone else, and that in his hands becomes bone-chilling.) Perhaps most important, "Platoon" is a film that anticipates and manipulates every response that its audience has. "Full Metal Jacket," while no less wrenching, allows no easy catharsis, no comfortable understanding. In that, it has more in common with Kubrick's own work than it does with any other film about the Vietnam War. 

It's a mistake to look to Kubrick's films for easily encapsulated attitudes; even his earlier war film "Paths of Glory" (1957) was strikingly anomalous for its time. "The Shining" is no ordinary horror film, any more than "2001" is a simple, reductive vision of life in space. Kubrick, in adapting material as varied as Anthony Burgess's "Clockwork Orange," Stephen King's "Shining," Thackeray's "Barry Lyndon," Nabokov's "Lolita," Terry Southern's "Dr. Strangelove" and now Gustav Hasford's "Short-Timers," the novel on which his new film is based, has always extracted and shaped elements from these books into films that are never slavishly faithful to their sources. What finally matters, in his films, is less their identifiable ideas than their vast and genuine staying power. The pure mystery of his monolith (in "2001"), the stark, empty corridors of his haunted hotel (in "The Shining,"), the exquisite and ironic perfection of his 18th-century landscapes (in "Barry Lyndon") are as elusive as they are unforgettable. 

The basic training episode in "Full Metal Jacket" will have that same long-lasting impact, as will the extended combat sequence, near the film's end, that culminates in a transcendent image of war and its horror. In between, briefly, the film (co-written by Michael Herr, Hasford and Kubrick) takes a journalistic tone that only underscores how much more haunting Kubrick's work is when he avoids the verbal and the literal. When American soldiers try to explain their feelings about the Vietnamese people, the war itself, even the landscape (it's a land without horses, the Texan nicknamed Cowboy complains), they are only echoing what we already know. But when Kubrick films a group of soldiers gathered around a writhing prisoner, in the ruins of a structure that's as much like a temple as a military headquarters, with the full import of their role made clear to all of them, he creates a visual epiphany that no viewer could forget, and no combat journalist could easily equal. 

Even more involving, in its way, is the basic training episode that serves as a prelude to the events in Vietnam. Basic training, with its grueling workouts and its colorfully obscene invective, is as basic a convention as the war film has; we've all seen this before. But we haven't seen it done as it's done here. Kubrick devotes about 45 relentless minutes to a process that is as overwhelming for the audience as it must be for the recruits. And in doing that, he also takes care to maintain the viewer's critical distance. 

So the audience can experience what is being done to these men and think about it, too: about the way the drill sergeant (played by Lee Ermey, himself a former Marine sergeant and a man with extraordinary lungs) deliberately violates every racial, sexual and personal taboo as he hectors his men, infantilizing them (he makes them sleep holding their rifles, march holding their genitals) so as to reconstruct them along different lines. The title refers to a shell casing, a kind of model for the tough, hollow fighter who will emerge from this ordeal; it's also a reference to the misfit in the group (a figure of astonishingly real anguish, as played by Vincent D'Onofrio) for whom this training most conspicuously backfires. 

No one who sees "Full Metal Jacket" will easily put the film's last glimpse of D'Onofrio, or a great many other things about Kubrick's latest and most sobering vision, out of mind. 
June 26, 1987

Kubrick's 'Full Metal Jacket,' on Vietnam

By VINCENT CANBY 
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ore than any other major American film maker, Stanley Kubrick keeps to his own ways, paying little attention to the fashions of the moment, creating fantastic visions that, in one way and another, are dislocated extensions of the world we know but would prefer not to recognize. 

The best Kubrick films - "Lolita," "Dr. Strangelove," "2001," "A Clockwork Orange" and "Barry Lyndon" - are always somewhat off-putting when first seen. They're never what one has expected. No Kubrick film ever immediately evokes the one that preceded it. Yet it's so distinctive that it can't be confused with the work of any other director. 

Though the general public couldn't care less, this can be infuriating to anyone who wants to be able to read a film maker's accumulated body of work as if it were a road map leading to some predetermined destination. As movie follows movie, the Kubrick terrain never becomes familiar. You drive at your own risk, confident only that the director has been there before you. 

"Full Metal Jacket," Kubrick's harrowing, beautiful and characteristically eccentric new film about Vietnam, is going to puzzle, anger and (I hope) fascinate audiences as much as any film he has made to date. The movie, opening today at the National and other theaters, will inevitably be compared with Oliver Stone's "Platoon," but its narrative is far less neat and cohesive - and far more antagonistic - than Stone's film. 

Like "The Short Timers," Gustav Hasford's spare, manic novel on which it is based, the Kubrick film seems so utterly reasonable that one doesn't initially recognize the lunacies recorded so matter-of-factly. The film is a series of exploding boomerangs. Just when you think you can relax in safety, some crazed image or line or event will swing around to lodge in the brain and scramble the emotions. 

"Full Metal Jacket" is closer in spirit to Francis Coppola's "Apocalypse Now," even if it has none of the mystical romanticism of the Coppola film in either its text or physical production. However, lurking just offscreen, there's always the presence of Kubrick, a benign, ever mysterious Kurtz, who has come to know that the only thing worse than disorder in the universe is not to recognize it - which is, after all, the first step toward understanding and, possibly, accommodation. 

Disorder is virtually the order of "Full Metal Jacket," whose pivotal character, Private Joker (Matthew Modine), the narrator of the novel, wears a peace symbol on his battle fatigues and, on his helmet, the slogan "Born to Kill." Disorder is also there in the structure of the film itself. 

"Full Metal Jacket" is divided into two parts, which at first seem so different in tone, look and method that they could have been made by two different directors working with two different cameramen from two different screenplays. Only the actors are the same. Part of the way in which the movie works, and involves the audience, is in its demand that the audience make the sudden leap to the seemingly (but far from) conventional battle scenes in Vietnam, which conclude the film, from its flashily brilliant first half, set in the Marine Corps boot camp at Parris Island, S.C. 

Though Modine's Private Joker, a humanist in the process of being permanently bent by the war, provides the film with its center, the poetically foul-mouthed Gunnery Sergeant Hartman (Lee Ermey) is the film's effective heart, giving terrifying life to "Full Metal Jacket" long after he has left the scene and the film has moved on to Vietnam. 

Sergeant Hartman is a Marine "lifer," a machine whose only purpose is to turn the soft, half-formed young men who arrive at Parris Island into killers without conscience. There's no nonsense that he's doing it for the men's own good. Everything is made subordinate to "the corps," to which end the recruits are humiliated, beaten, exhausted, tricked, lied to, subjected to racial slurs and drilled, constantly drilled, physically and psychologically. 

They recite by rote creeds, prayers and obscene couplets intended to detach them from all values from the past. On Christmas they sing "Happy birthday, dear Jesus," and laugh at their own impertinence. They sleep with their rifles, to which they've been ordered to give girls' names. The training is a kind of ecstatic, longed-for washing of brain and body, defined by Kubrick in a succession of vignettes so vulgar and so outrageous that one watches in hilarity that, boomerang-like, suddenly returns as shock and sorrow. 

The effect of this part of the film, photographed and played with an unnatural cleanliness that reflects the nature of the training itself, is so devastating that one tends to resist the abrupt cut to Vietnam, where order is disorder and truth is simply a matter of language. At one point Private Joker, who has become a Marine combat correspondent, respectfully notes that henceforth "search and destroy" missions are to be described as "sweep and clear." The landscape is lunar. Even the sky is a different color. 

Though the first half seems complete in itself, the point of "Full Metal Jacket" is made only through the combat mission that ends the film in the ruins of the city of Hue, which, as seen by Kubrick, is both a specific place and the seat of judgment for all that's gone before. Sergeant Hartman's ghost looks on. 

The performances are splendid. Modine ("Birdy," "Soffel," "Streamers") must now be one of the best, most adaptable young film actors of his generation. The film's stunning surprise is Ermey, a leathery, ageless, former Marine sergeant in real life. He's so good - so obsessed - that you might think he wrote his own lines, except that much of his dialogue comes directly from Hasford's book, adapted by the novelist with Kubrick and Michael Herr ("Dispatches"). Note with admiration Vincent D'Onofrio, who plays a hopelessly overweight Parris Island recruit who turns himself into Sergeant Hartman's most dedicated student. 

"Full Metal Jacket" is not without its failed inspirations. A series of television "interviews" with battle-worn marines suggests a different, simpler, more obvious kind of movie. Some jokes intended to appall are just jokes: "How do you manage to shoot women and children?" "Easy. You don't lead them so far." It sounds as if it's been said many times before, but that could also be the point. 

Not for Kubrick is location shooting in the Philippines or Thailand. Since the early 1960's, he has lived and worked in England, where he created his own, very particular Vietnam locations for "Full Metal Jacket." They're otherworldly. They don't match expectations, any more than the narrative does. They are, however, utterly true to a film of immense and very rare imagination. 

WAR IS HELL
FULL METAL JACKET, produced and directed by Stanley Kubrick; screenplay by Kubrick, Michael Herr and Gustav Hasford, based on the novel "The Short Timers," by Hasford; edited by Martin Hunter; director of photography, Douglas Milsome; music by Abigail Mead; production designer, Anton Furst; released by Warner Bros. At National, Broadway and 44th Street; Manhattan Twin, 59th Street east of Third Avenue; Eighth Street Playhouse, west of Eighth Street; Cinema Studio, Broadway at 66th Street; 86th Street East, between Second and Third Avenues. Running time: 118 minutes. This film is rated R. 

Private Joker/Matthew Modine 
Animal Mother/Adam Baldwin 
Private Pyle/Vincent D'Onofrio 
Gunnery Sergeant Hartman/Lee Ermey 
Eightball/Dorian Harewood 
Cowboy/Arliss Howard 
Rafterman/Kevyn Major Howard 
Lieutenant Touchdown/Ed O'Ross

Full Metal Jacket (1987) has always gotten a bum rap for its clearly divided two sections. Most tend to prefer the showier first half, which details the training of Vietnam recruits at Parris Island by a crazed drill sergeant (R. Lee Ermey), as opposed to the second half, which is a more meditative reflection on Vietnam and the soul-smashing corruption of the film's narrator Private Joker (Matthew Modine). It's understandable in a sense. The first half's Private Gomer Pyle (Vincent D'Onofrio) is a much more rounded character - his girth and clumsiness are easily recognisable as traits easily singled out in a group setting - yet Modine's character, again a blank slate, makes for the perfect audience surrogate because Kubrick appears to want multiple interpretations to apply. In war, which from a mass viewpoint predicates success on the acknowledgement of dichotomies and sides, there can be no one answer. Kubrick brings individuality back to cinema viewers by destroying it onscreen. The final march, comprised of faceless silhouettes, is as democratic a gesture as an artist can give us. In that moment we are one and we are all.
Cineaste, Summer 2002 v27 i3 p45(3)  

    Medium Cool. (Home Video). (movie review) Arthur, Paul.  
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Directed, written, and photographed by Haskell Wexler; produced by Tully

Friedman and Haskell Wexler; music by Mike Bloomfield; starring Robert

Forster, Verna Bloom, Peter Bonerz, Marianna Hill, and Harold Blankenship.

Color, 110 mins, DVD. Released by Paramount Pictures. 

Perhaps the whole world wasn't watching; nevertheless, Haskell's Wexler's

Medium Cool (1969) was among the most talked about and, arguably, most

influential American movies of the late Sixties. Lacking the commercial

clout of Easy Rider, the radical cachet of Robert Kramer's Ice (both 1969),

or the rock-star buzz of Gimme Shelter (1970), Wexler's fiction-documentary

hybrid claimed heated attention on three fronts: de facto censorship, formal

innovation, and utopian visions of industry reform. It became a minor cause

celebre due to an initial 'X' rating, levied not for sexual content but

for inflammatory crowd noise like "Fuck the Pigs!"--in the audio commentary

on Paramount's DVD release, Wexler calls the decision "a political X."

Climactic scenes recorded in the midst of street demonstrations at the

1968 Democratic National Convention in Chicago were hailed at the time

as a sign of Hollywood's belated openness to narrative experimentation,

bearing the vague promise of a style capable of reconciling the demands

of European modernism, stark social realism, and conventional storytelling.

Finally, in certain New Left circles Wexler's impeccable dual credentials

as premier commercial cinematographer (including a then-recent Oscar for

Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? [1966]) and cultural activist (aside from

personal ties to various organizations, Wexler's first directorial outing

was a civil-rights documentary, The Bus [1965]) augured nothing less than

an imposition of a genuinely radical perspective on a seemingly disoriented

studio system. Today Paramount, tomorrow MGM! 

In retrospect, Medium Cool was burdened with so many extratextual, naively

hopeful expectations that what is actually there, in the sense of narrative

and visual execution, may well have been obscured. Looking at the film

thirty years removed from the original hype, it is, in the period vernacular,

a decidedly mixed bag. "How does it feel to stop feeling?" This paradoxical

question is embellished through an allegory of callous, self-serving, politically

complicit TV journalism--epitomized by the opening scene of a camera crew

blithely abandoning the still-breathing victim of a car crash--yet at the

same time it is belied by the film's romantic or, more properly, humanist

agenda. An awkward budding relationship between hardened TV cameraman John

Cassellis (Robert Forster) and Appalachian war widow and single mom Eileen

(Verna Bloom) provides a premise for the spontaneous coverage of street

demos as it affirms Cassellis's temporarily stifled compassion. More to

the point, his fatherly, feel-good attachment to Eileen's young son Harold

(Harold Blankenship, a recently-urbanized Appalachian kid introduced to

Wexler by Studs Terkel) serves to deflect any broader critique of media

institutions onto a realm of personal-as-political. That is, alienation

is couched as an occupational hazard, not a pervasive condition in our

Society of the Spectacle--a sentiment no doubt appropriate to intense countercultural

energies of 1968 America. 

The near-simultaneous appearance of Daniel Boorstin's book The Image: A

Guide to Pseudo-Events in America and Primary (1960), Drew Associates'

pioneering documentary on electoral politics in the age of mass media,

had established a popular framework for addressing the 'theatricalization'

of public events, and to some extent Medium Cool follows their lead. An

amusing scene at a roller derby arena, replete with fake violence and voyeuristic

sexual pleasure, registers as an obvious metaphor for the Democrats' staged

debacle, yet it also inadvertently ropes in the battles between police

and protestors. On the other hand, Wexler leans heavily on philosophical

lessons plied by New Wave directors, especially Antonioni and Godard--whose

work is repeatedly either quoted or alluded to--resulting in an overarching,

if by now shopworn, theme of 'image versus reality.' On several distinct

levels, esthetic as well as ideological, the viewer is forced to consider

the authenticity of what we see, the degree to which fiction is intermingled

with, or overtaken by, verite observation, found footage! sound, or improvisation.

In a striking scene, Wexler scans mundane activities in a restaurant kitchen

as the soundtrack replays the finale of RFK's ill-fated speech at L.A.'s

Ambassador Hotel, as if to reconfigure his assassination from the point-of-view

of sub-minimum wage service workers, a key group in Kennedy's mythologized

constituency. Among its many virtues, Medium Cool displays a consistently

sensitive handling of class divisions, a motif that is intertwined with

a generally appreciative portrayal of Chicago's urban matrix; a native

Chicagoan, Wexler clearly cherishes the city's brash mix of ethnic neighborhoods

and disjunct architectural styles. 

The film wears its digressive, episodic, peekaboo-reality structure like

a badge of honor, using the celebrated gambit of Man with a Movie Camera--or

less auspiciously, the still-photographer figure in Antonioni's Blowup

(1966)--to motivate intermittent glimpses of a roiling ideological spectrum.

Unfortunately, the mandate to survey ostensibly telling sites of political

resistance or reaction sometimes rings false. A scene of middle-class white

women on a pistol firing range, and a staged interview with an affluent

matron, come off as gratuitous jabs, while a visit to a 'psychedelic' nightclub

is almost risibly phony. Wexler is better at handling the mounting anger

and frustration in a domestic gathering of Black Power advocates who rip

the propensity of racist media to distort their lives--as one hostile interviewee

explains the lure of violence for disenfranchised youth, "The tube is life,

man"--yet the effect, here as elsewhere, is overly didactic. Often the

brief against dominant media, and the political interests it serves, is

rendered not by verbal rants but by visual or sound/image devices. When

Cassellis learns that his TV station is supplying local police and FBI

agencies with raw news footage, he charges along a series of empty corporate

corridors looking for someone, anyone, with whom to file a protest. Similarly,

shots of raucous street activity will suddenly revert to eerie silence,

as if to underscore the oppressive pall cast by Mayor Daley's thuggery.

Not surprisingly, the film's (mostly) 35mm cinematography is scintillating,

marked by richly-saturated exteriors and a variety of lighting-enhanced

interior moods. Less felicitous is the reliance on Mike Bloomfield's soft-rock

music score to smooth over gaps in nonsync shooting (although a wickedly

satirical song by Frank Zappa enlivens the aforementioned club scene).

The audio commentary supplied by Wexler, actress Marianna Hill, and editorial

consultant Paul Golding--nearly the only added feature on this DVD--has

a standard array of soporific filler and fascinating factoid. In the latter

category, we learn that the role of Cassellis was originally slated for

John Cassavetes, that the use of Zappa music was a cinematic first, and

that Wexler's knowledge of the antiwar protest scene allowed him to script

fictional scenes against a backdrop of violent demonstrations seven months

in advance of the Democratic convention. 

In some sense, the cameraman protagonist of Medium Cool can be read as

a stand-in for Wexler himself, negotiating professional and political dilemmas

he and other left-leaning media workers faced as the idealistic bubble

of Sixties' optimism began to implode. The prospect of converting Hollywood

into an instrument aligned with progressive social change was of course

a pipe dream. Even those wishing to cite Wexler's film as an avatar of

so-called indie production of the last two decades have to ignore the astonishing

absence of political critique in the careers of all but a handful of recent

nonstudio directors. Similarly, the method of fiction-documentary blending

proposed by Medium Cool failed to make a impression on even a younger generation

of self-conscious auteurs just then entering the studio system. Soured

by compromises forced on him at Paramount, Wexler abandoned the struggle

for directorial independence while continuing to lend his distinguished

artistry to projects on both sides of the commercial divide, shooting such

politically-cogent dramas as Bound for Glory (1976, for which he received

a second Oscar), Days of Heaven (1978), and Matewan (1987). Coincidentally,

he has functioned as crucial collaborator on a number of important documentaries,

including Brazil: A Report on Torture (1971, which he codirected with Saul

Landau), The Trial of the Catonsville Nine (1972), and, perhaps most notoriously,

Underground (1975, cowritten and codirected with Emile de Antonio and Mary

Lampson). 

As David James remarks in Allegories of Cinema, it is hard to imagine how

the political insight gained by John Cassellis in the course of his adventures

could have been implemented within the corporate context of network television.

Or, for that matter, Hollywood. A fatal car crash at the end of Medium

Cool makes the issue moot. If, from our current perspective, Wexler's film

was not in the vanguard of a wider incursion, it is worth revisiting both

for its laudable aspirations and its unique attributes. 

Paul Arthur teaches literature and film at Montclair State University  
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The stricken look on Dustin Hoffman's face as his character, Benjamin Braddock, rides off in the back of a bus with his purloined bride in The Graduate (1967). The repeated jerking of Faye Dunaway's body as her character, the 1930s bank robber Bonnie Parker, is sprayed by gunfire in Bonnie and Clyde (also 1967). Looking back from three decades later, we can see how these final scenes, drawn from the movies that heralded America's new "film generation" of the late 1960s, also prophesied how things would end for that generation.
It had not often been the practice of American movies to deny a happy ending. Even in dour and downtrodden Depression-era films such as Fritz Lang's You Only Live Once (1937), a precursor of Bonnie and Clyde, the heavens open at the finale to receive the doomed criminal couple. Yet in The Graduate -- the surprise hit that captivated the "baby boom" generation, trailing only The Sound of Music (1965) among the decade's box office leaders -- Benjamin's expression proclaimed the truth of Oscar Wilde's adage: the only thing sadder than not getting what you want is getting it. And the violent movie deaths of Parker and her partner Clyde Barrow (Warren Beatty), shockingly graphic for the time, warned that those who achieved their desires in opposition to the state would face the state's lethal power mobilized against them.

Was it a contradiction in American culture of the late 1960s that a generation so confident of its private and public desires -- so rich in utopian hopes and millennial longings -- should have embraced movies that forecast the emptiness or danger of desire's fulfillment? Yet for all that era's delusions, it is also possible, from our end-of-the-century entrenchment in a culture of the simulacrum, to recognize how strong a commitment also existed among spectators and filmmakers alike to a cinema that sought to identify the real and examine its constitution in images.

"Look out, Haskell, it's real." These words, frantically spoken on the soundtrack of Haskell Wexler's Medium Cool (1969) as tear gas threatens the director/cinematographer off-screen, stand as an emblem for an era. They mark one of the quintessential films of the times, a work that strove to shed its skin of fiction in response to the political realities that overtook its production.
It couldn't last, of course. By the mid-1970s, with Nixon's fall followed by that of Saigon, reality required an antidote. Rocky (1976) surprised everyone by offering a glimpse of national catharsis, as audiences, once again offered the old movie verities, responded first with relief, then with elation. Star Wars (1977) confirmed the restoration of fantasy. "May the Force be with you" replaced "Look out, Haskell, it's real," and the Force is with us yet. Still, the films of the decade between 1965 and 1975 left a rich legacy.

The real comes in many guises, and the hallmark of American cinema in this decade was its diversity. To be sure, every historical period of U.S. filmmaking has offered more varied fare than simply fiction films made in Hollywood, but the 1960s marked a difference both in degree and kind. There was an unprecedented confidence that alternative cinematic practices could become visible and significant in mainstream culture. Old Hollywood appeared to be crumbling, along with the bourgeois conventions that had ruled throughout the Cold War years. Sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll were the youth culture's new gods, but these deities were reinforced and rationalized by the civil rights struggle and the anti-Vietnam War movement. Dissidents made up a small minority of the population, yet their influence far outweighed their numbers and transformed film culture along with everything else.
The idea was that "they," the existing cinematic institutions, could not tell "your" story -- represent your view of reality -- and thus you had to do it yourself. Older practices, such as those associated with avant-garde cinema, now expanded and emerged from obscurity. Radical political filmmaking was revitalized and reinvented. Form and genre mattered less than identity and idea -- distinctions between documentary and fiction, unities of style, all broke down in the face of the need to get one's reality on screen.

The "real" and "reality" in cinema, however, are problematic terms. David Holzman's Diary (1968) -- a feature by independent filmmaker Jim McBride, who subsequently launched a Hollywood career -- raised the issue of cinema's ontological status in ways that continue to reverberate. The film's central character, Holzman (portrayed by L. M. Kit Carson), is a young New Yorker who is depressed, confused, and facing a draft notice from the Army. Inspired by Jean-Luc Godard's dictum that "Film is truth twenty-four times per second," he determines to record his life on film, to turn his life into a film, which will presumably enable him to learn the truth about himself.
David Holzman's Diary continually tests the spectator, who, though aware that the work is fictional, may have questions about many scenes and shots: Is the action improvised or scripted? Are those people actors or passers-by? Is what we see the result of a plan or does actuality intrude upon the filmmaker's simulation of reality? Yet, in the end, it's difficult for many spectators to remember that David Holzman is not a living person and that the work is a an example of fictional cinema verit rather than an actual film diary.

McBride's film poses the conundrum that fiction creates its own reality. At the same time, nonfiction filmmakers must rely on the codes and conventions of fictional cinema to construct a viewpoint on the actual world even as they record it. A case in point is Newsreel, the radical filmmaking movement that emerged in the late 1960s to document political struggle and promote New Left ideas and programs. By the early 1970s, Newsreel succumbed to rampant factionalism and came in for withering criticism from other movement filmmaking groups, which complained, for example, that Newsreel's films consisted of "righteous, heavy political rap illustrated with a few pictures."
However, what may interest us today in those early Newsreel films is precisely how those pictures constitute the "rap." Columbia Revolt (1968), the collective's fifty-minute documentary on the May '68 events at Columbia University in New York -- where students seized an administration building and were brutally beaten by police as the building was cleared -- reveals its politics as much through mise en scene as direct statement. The position of the camera, what is shown in the frame, how shots are edited together: these constitute an ideology that does not need words to make it clear.
Pictures versus words. Here again Medium Cool is the emblematic late-1960s film. The movie's significance is heightened by the improbability of its having been financed by a major Hollywood studio, and also by the near-suppression of the film after it was completed. Wexler, its writer-director, was a political progressive who had begun his career as a cinematographer shooting labor union documentaries. During the 1950s, when McCarthyism effectively shut down left-oriented political filmmaking, Wexler went to work on Hollywood features and won an Academy Award for cinematography with Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (1966).

In the panic years of the late-1960s, as the studios -- losing money and unsure of their audiences -- cast around for new filmmakers more in tune with the times, Paramount offered Wexler a chance to direct. He took the studio's story about a boy and a photographer and set it in Chicago, turning the photographer into a television news cameraman (played by Robert Forster) who covers the city's political scene. The cameraman's foray into a black neighborhood offers the first glimpse of 1960s black radicalism in a mainstream Hollywood movie. The cameraman himself becomes politicized when he discovers that the TV station is allowing the FBI to look at his outtake footage.
At some point Wexler revised his narrative to include national political events unfolding in the summer of 1968 (for example, the cameraman and his sound man go to Washington, D.C., to film the funeral of assassinated presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy and the black "Poor People's Campaign" encampment on the Mall). The final section of the film enmeshes the cameraman in the protests that took place outside and within the Democratic Party's national convention, held in Chicago during August 1968.

Pictures and words. The film's title, Medium Cool, refers ironically to a then well-known postulate of media theorist Marshall McLuhan. McLuhan had proclaimed that television was a "cool" medium (as opposed to "hot" media like print and radio) that would electronically foster a new age of less individualistic, more communal culture and communication, in what he called the "global village." Not so cool after all, says Wexler. He shows network TV cameras filming student protesters who chant, "The whole world is watching" -- an ambiguous slogan, implying that images disclose truth -- and then, as police push the TV cameras away in preparation for an assault, the students plaintively cry, "NBC ... come back ... stay with us."

If, in David Holzman's Diary, McBride could play satirically with cameras and "truth," Wexler sought a more direct political intervention with his mixture of fiction and actuality. "Look out, Haskell, it's real," comes across on the soundtrack not only as a warning to the director (who was also operating a camera) but as a wake-up call to the spectator, announcing that the film had left the realm of fiction. Do we believe it? That's a question Wexler can't escape. As the cameraman drives away from the melee (and into an accident that kills his passenger), his car radio carries the voice of an eyewitness reporter who exclaims, "People are being clubbed, and I mean in Technicolor and 3-D." We don't know whether this is an actual recording made at the event, or a line written to be read by an actor for the film. In either case, it's significant that the speaker, in order to heighten the listener's sense of actuality about the scene he's describing, invokes the technology of cinematic realism.
Medium Cool remains one of the most important works of its era, but it is clear that the film opened a Pandora's Box of questions about reality and illusion -- the falsity or truth of the image -- that filmmakers in general preferred to contain. Though nonfiction films generally benefit from more ontological self-reflection, the emerging political and social movements required from the documentary form an affirmation of their versions of reality, rather than ambiguity. As critic Julia Lesage wrote about the pioneering feminist documentaries of the early 1970s (such as Janie's Janie by Geri Ashur and The Woman's Film by the Woman's Caucus of San Francisco Newsreel, both from 1971), "received notions about women give way to an outpouring of real desires, contradictions, decisions, and social analyses." This outpouring of the real could not be compromised by inscribing in one's work doubts about the very status of images.

In the same manner, mainstream commercial filmmakers preferred to work within the formal conventions of narrative fiction instead of Wexler's hybrid form, even if they planned to raise similar issues about the meaning of images or the perceptions of image-makers and spectators. In Midnight Cowboy (1969), for example, John Schlesinger wanted to make a point about the affinity of his work with New York avant-garde filmmaking, and especially Andy Warhol's explorations of the gay subculture. But only insiders got the joke when the characters Hansel and Gretel McAlbertson -- who are played by Warhol performers Gaston Rossilli and Viva -- take photographs of Joe Buck (Jon Voight) and Ratso Rizzo (Dustin Hoffman) and invite them to a party at Warhol's Factory loft.
Similarly, Martin Scorsese's breakthrough film Mean Streets (1973) was shot on location in New York's Little Italy district and occasionally utilized actuality footage (in the closing sequence, for example, which focuses on the Feast of San Gennaro along Mulberry Street). But Scorsese is at pains to subsume the real within his fictional world, to emphasize ultimately that the Little Italy of his mise en scene is a psychological space. Spectators who compare their own experience of Little Italy with Scorsese's geography of the mind will confirm that the filmmaker has succeeded in creating a place that only exists in his fiction.

Several of the most important Hollywood films of the early 1970s returned to Wexler's concerns, but in purely fictional form. Francis Ford Coppola's The Conversation (1974) and Roman Polanski's Chinatown (also 1974) are enduring works which, remarkably, were both nominated for the best picture Academy Award in the year that Coppola, competing against himself, won a best picture Oscar for the second time with The Godfather, Part II. For a brief moment in Hollywood, the values of art and industry converged.

The Conversation concerns a highly-skilled sound specialist, Harry Caulk (Gene Hackman), who has been hired to eavesdrop on a couple who are talking as they stroll in San Francisco's Union Square. The opening sequence reveals the modus operandi of hidden and long-distance microphones and multiple tape machines that collect the raw data that Harry will integrate and technologically enhance until he produces a comprehensible recording. Slowly, however, the film raises the question of whether Harry's accumulated traces can ever constitute a copy of the real. His technological task is revealed to be an operation of judgment -- with the full panoply of his aesthetic, ideological, and psychological predilections shaping what he thinks he learns. The sound specialist is, in short, an artist, who creates a fiction and thinks it to be real, only to discover, to his horror and chagrin, the gap between that fiction and the larger narrative in which he is embedded.

Chinatown takes up a similar motif within a more familiar genre framework and with an approach to genre revisionism shared with a number of films of the era. These works aimed to call into question and transform the codes of traditional film genres. In Westerns, for example, Sam Peckinpah's The Wild Bunch (1969) took on the genre's code of violence, while Arthur Penn's Little Big Man (1970) reworked the traditional treatment of Native Americans as savage obstacles to Euro-American westward expansion.

In the realm of the detective film, Chinatown's revisionism was preceded by Robert Altman's in The Long Goodbye (1973), but the lasting strength of Polanski's film derives as much from its political and historical resonances, and its treatment of power and of power's consequences for public and private life, as from its genre-questioning. Set in the 1930s, the film's historical narrative is a fictional version of the actual circumstances under which the city of Los Angeles drew off water that was necessary for its expansion and development (i.e., capitalist exploitation and profit) from Owens Valley in central California. The detective genre comes into play when private eye Jake Gittes (Jack Nicholson) becomes involved in investigating the mysterious drowning of the city's chief water engineer.

Gittes, like Harry Caul in The Conversation, is a specialist whose m tier is to put together bits of data into a version of the real -- to uncover the truth, to solve a crime. But Jake, whatever his expectations, is not dealing with the wayward wives and sleazy crooks, the gamblers and hopheads, of Raymond Chandler's mean streets. His version of the real is continually trumped by the manifestations of a power that he thinks he can tame through knowledge and guile, but which at every step proves to be stronger and more vast than he can handle.

Some critics have since assailed the filmmakers of this period for their pessimism. The most memorable characters of the decade were figures like Harry Caul and Jake Gittes, creators of particular views of the real who were overwhelmed by a malevolent reality, the secret existence of which they could barely grasp. If The Graduate and Bonnie and Clyde forecasted defeat just as the struggle started, then later films made the same point over and over again -- until, finally, the prophecy came true.
But it was not a failure of movies of the era that they offered no utopias. Hollywood has always been able to concoct utopias of the most beguiling kinds, especially those that make no reference to anyone's view of the real. The importance of the films discussed here is precisely that they promise no happy endings. As they address the relationship between the real and the image, they ultimately compel the spectator back into the world of actuality, offering no consolations other than those that art can give.
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First movement: At a Marine boot camp on Parris Island, a squad of young recruits are brutalized by Sergeant Hartman, a horrifyingly funny drill instructor whose face and voice so dominate the film’s first section that only two other characters are permitted to develop a semblance of psychological individuality: a wiseass named Joker and a dumb farmboy named Pyle, whose propensity for screwing up makes him the main target for Hartman’s brutality, and that of his own comrades, until he goes mad and shoots his persecutor in the latrine.

Second movement: Cut to Da Nang, where Joker and a gung ho newcomer named Rafter Man have drawn easy duty as correspondents for the Army newspaper Stars and Stripes, and suddenly the tension of the first part dissipates, the structure of the film loosens to the point of entropy and the narrative is set adrift, as if we were watching outtakes from a film whose story we haven’t completely under stood. We follow Joker and Rafter Man from the placid corruption of Da Nang, broken only by a curiously anemic sequence showing the let Offensive, to the countryside around Hue, where they join a seasoned combat unit called the "Lusthogs" for an assault on Hue, overrun by the Vietcong. The drifting, fragmentary, anti-dramatic feeling of these sequences is heightened in the aftermath of the assault, when a television crew films the characters speaking in choreographed succession like actors in a bad Broadway play about Vietnam, then addressing the camera directly in inter views that recall a famous episode of TV’s M*A*S*H.

It is only during the last minutes of the film that a sense of narrative progression returns: as the Lusthogs patrol the streets of Hue, they find themselves pinned down by an invisible sniper who turns out, when Joker penetrates her stronghold, to be a teenage girl. Cut down by Rafter Man’s bullets, the sniper is slow to die, and only Joker is willing to put her out of her misery with a bullet through the head. Afterward, we see American soldiers marching at night silhouetted against a fiery landscape, singing the "Mickey Mouse Club" theme song, while Joker, barely distinguished from the horde by the last of a sparse series of laconic voiceovers, informs us that he is no longer afraid.

Is Full Metal Jacket an antiwar film, as the critics have assumed, or is it, in the words of an indignant Samuel Fuller, "a recruiting film"? Fuller’s reaction did more to point up the slippery quality of Full Metal Jacket for me than all the raves predicated on the notion that Stanley Kubrick had made another Paths of Glory (1957). Since that film and Spartacus (1960), Kubrick has rejected messages in order to purify his art, and Full Metal Jacket (1987), which returns thirty years later to the booby-trapped terrain of the war film, is part of that ongoing process, as we can see by comparing the director’s shooting script with the film he finally made. Two scenes were eliminated which would have made the drill instructor a monster: one where he nearly drowns Pyle in a bowl of urine, and one where he orders a recruit who has cut his wrists to clean up the mess he’s made before reporting to the doctor. Instead, due in no small part to Lee Ermey’s mesmerizing performance, the character remains human-size, believable, by turns outrageous and sympathetic, and seductive. 

So it’s not difficult to understand Fuller’s rage at the way Hartman is portrayed, or his distrust of any film that includes a scene like the one where the recruits, transformed by many sufferings into proud members of the Corps, parade to the strains of the "Marine Corps Hymn," while Hartman’s voice tells them they are now part of an indestructible brotherhood, It was just such a scene that the producer of Merrill’s Marauders (1962) tacked onto Fuller’s film to turn it into the kind of war film described by Roland Barthes in a famous essay In Mythologies:

Take the Army; show without disguise its chiefs as martinets, its discipline as narrow-minded and unfair, and into this stupid tyranny immerse an average human being, fallible but likeable, the archetype of the spectator. And then, at the last moment, turn over the magical hat, and pull out of it the image of an army, flags flying, triumphant, bewitching, to which, like Sganarelle’s wife, one cannot but be faithful although beaten.

In fact, that is a perfect description of what happens in Full Metal Jacket until Pyle shoots Hartman. Then another kind of film begins, and by the time the image of the triumphant army returns at the end, the conventions of the (anti)war film have been transformed into something else altogether.

The best answer I have seen to the perennial critical quarrel about whether Kubrick is a humanist is Gilles Deleuze’s observation that all of Kubrick’s films portray the world as a brain, one fated to malfunction from both internal and external causes. This surprising insight will at least permit us to do justice to the strangeness of Full Metal Jacket, where the little world of the training camp on Parris Island is portrayed as a brain made up of human cells thinking and feeling as one, until its functioning is wrecked first from within, when a single cell, Pyle, begins ruthlessly carrying out the directives of the death instinct that programs the organ as a whole, and then from without by the Tet Offensive, the external representation of the same force. A double movement is described by the rigorously plotted movements of Kubrick’s camera: in the first section, as the camera follows the constant parading of the recruits and their instructor, and movement is almost exclusively from the interior of the screen out, while in the second section, beginning with the striking dolly forward on the miniskirted ass of a Da Nang whore, camera movements into the screen, toward the vanishing point, predominate; but the film’s two parts describe a single movement with a single endpoint–the encounter with a fellow human being whose face, in Hartman’s memorable phrase, has become a "war face," the face of death.

What is new in Full Metal Jacket is that, for the first time in Kubrick’s cinema (although A Clockwork Orange [1971] attempts some thing similar with its self-effacing boustrophedon structure), the narrative itself begins to malfunction, after Pyle has turned his rifle on Hartman and then on himself, as if eliminating the antagonists whose repeated confrontations made a story possible has condemned the film to wander into regions bordering dangerously on nonsense, until a new antagonist erupts in the encounter with the sniper, which permits the filmmaker to start turning the screw of suspense again, imparting a linear and dramatic coherence in time to arrest the fatal drift.

Kubrick told Newsweek that he wants to "explode the narrative structure of film," and in Full Metal Jacket the first casualty of the explosion is the conventional notion of character. For Full Metal Jacket is a film without a hero; its sole protagonist is a group-mind whose formation is shown in the boot camp scenes, most of which portray the process of indoctrination, with little reference to combat training per se. Then, in the second section, we follow scattered pieces of the group-mind as they are set adrift in a world where scene follows scene with no apparent dramatic or thematic necessity, so that even Joker, the protagonist whose acts and motives were starkly delineated by the constricting circumstances of boot camp, seems to withdraw from us, be coming a cipher as the film unfolds – mainly thanks to the unsparing labor of purification, by which Kubrick during the year-long shoot stripped away the elements in his own script that made Joker someone with whom the audience could identify: his voiceovers reduced finally to four or five; the instinctive revulsion that impels him, in a scene that was either cut or never filmed, to kill an Arvin colonel who is murdering prisoners during the helicopter ride from Da Nang to Hue; and his death and burial, which would have concluded the film on an elegiac note – replaced here by the group-shot of soldiers singing the Mousketeer anthem that was originally planned for an earlier scene, after the assault on Hue.

The effect is subtle and at times paradoxical: for example, the mute, expressionless faces in the film’s opening sequence, a montage of close-ups of recruits getting their first Marine Corps haircut, seem emotionally much closer to us than the faces in the montage of TV interviews, which distance the characters at the very moment they are being permitted, for the first time, to "express" themselves – with all the method acting, mock hesitations and other signals of sincerity on the part of the actors that "expression" implies. In the second section of Full Metal Jacket, we meet a whole new cast of highly individualistic characters who are imbued with the full range of human emotions, but cut loose from their narrative moorings they appear as opaque fragments of a larger whole, their acts legible only as behaviors (to borrow a term from the science of operant conditioning) in which are embedded, in a kind of horrible monotony, the traits – racism, misogyny, machismo, homicidal mania – that govern the group-mind, even in its malfunctioning; although this does not prevent us from feeling momentary sympathy for each of the characters. Sympathy, in fact, is necessary if we are to read the subtle, often nearly imperceptible gestures and expressions in which the drama of the group is played out.

One striking effect of Kubrick’s narrative experiments in Full Metal Jacket was to force many critics to reconsider their adulation of Platoon [1987], because Kubrick has eliminated every scene or action that might have served as a handhold for the spectator in search of easy edification, choosing instead to construct his film as a parody of all edifying and unifying fictions. It’s impossible to watch the last scene, where Joker, made fearless, is swallowed up by the marching throng, without thinking of Stone’s proclaimed intention of bringing Americans together and healing the nation’s wounds, to which the only proper reply is Alex’s last line in A Clockwork Orange: "I was cured, all right!"

I would also argue that the alienation effects that Kubrick uses in the Vietnam section of his film are a superior form of realism to Platoon’s scorched-earth naturalism, which is largely based on effects of déjà vu: Stone, who was there, has portrayed it in images copied from TV coverage of the war and myriad other war films, so that the shock of discovering a new reality Is mediated by images that are believable because they are already familiar– as in Salvador [1986], where the photojournalist played by John Savage says not that he wants to take a picture that shows the reality of war, but that he wants to "take one like Capa." Kubrick’s formal strategy in Full Metal Jacket– which encompasses every element of his film, and not just the narrative choices I’ve focused on in this brief description – is to create moments of utter strangeness that have the shock of fresh perception. His motto could be that of the seventeenth-century haiku poet Basho: "I do not seek to follow in the footsteps of the men of old. I seek the thing they sought."

Deleuze discusses Kubrick in the second volume of Cinema, his comprehensive classification of film images and signs, initially as signing him to one of the two stylistic camps into which he divides modern cinema, the cinema of the body (for example, Godard, Cassavetes) and the cinema of the brain (for example, Resnals, Kubrick). Deleuze’s description of what is specifically modern in Resnais and Kubrick – as opposed to Eisenstein, who uses a classical model of the brain structured by processes of integration and differentiation – is based on philosopher of Science Gilbert Simondon’s speculation that "the properties of living matter are manifested as the maintenance ...of certain topological properties, much more than of pure energetic or structural properties," which leads Simondon to propose a non-Euclidian model of living organisms where "the functions of integration and differentiation are a function of a meta-stable asymmetry between an absolute interlority and exteriorlty’

Delouse makes a few adjustments to this speculative model –which seems to be equally applicable to organisms and their parts – when he proposes his own post-classical model of the brain. For example, by "absolute interiority and exteriority" Simondon means simply the organism and its environment, in contrast to the relative relationships of interiority and exteriority which hold between systems of the organism, where the bloodstream may be exterior with respect to a gland that emits secretions into it, and interior with respect to the intestinal walls. Reinterpreted by Delouse, these topological absolutes become "an inside more profound than any interior milieu, and an outside more distant than any exterior milieu," both of which are Identified with death in the section on Resnais and Kubrick and, in the conclusion to the volume, with "the unevocable in Welles, the undecidable in Resnais, the inexplicable in Robbe-Grillet, the incommensurable in Godard, the unreconcilable in the Straubs, the impossible in Marguerite Duras, the irrational in Syberberg."

Deleuze’s poetic rewriting of Simondon turns out to have many applications: in fact, as that diversified roster of modern filmmakers suggests, Deleuze Intends it to be more widely applicable than he first indicates: by the end of the book he is proposing his new model of the brain, which also includes "the irrational cut" and "the black screen," as a model for alt the global structures – mainly variations on the series – used in modern films. The new brain model is the "noosign" of modern cinema, just as the spiral was the noosign of classical cinema, based on the classical model of the brain structured by processes of integration and differentiation. Deleuze even says in an interview about the book that the biology of the brain, and not linguistics or psycho analysis, will furnish the criteria for a new film aesthetics: "The value of all cinema depends on the cerebral circuits It establishes...the richness, complexity and general tenor of its arrangements, of its connections, conjunctions, circuits and short-circuits."

So the cinema of the brain is not just one type of film in Deleuze’s taxonomy of modern cinema – it represents the whole terrain to be mapped. This means that the films of Resnais and Kubrick, which take this new organic model as their subject, are exemplary. By dispersing its narrative and making classical narrative one element in a structure that implements another logic, Full Metal Jacket, like any modern film, is exploring the cerebral processes that found the new aesthetic of l’image-temps; but by portraying as parts of a brain the stock characters of a genre that could stand for all of classical cinema ("A film is like a battlefield" – Samuel Fuller, 1965), and having them act out the breakdown of semimotor connections that give rise to "pure optical and aural situations," Kubrick is staging, in a peculiarly literal way, an allegory of modern cinema.

I don’t want to leave the impression, in concluding, that Kubrick is without masters. He had one, Max Ophuls, who is as present in Full Metal Jacket as he is in an obvious pastiche like Lolita. Hartman’s first appearance, for example, visually duplicates the opening sequence of Lola Montes [1955], with Peter Ustinov’s ringmaster spieling to the backward-tracking camera as he advances past a line of acrobats standing at attention. William Karl Guerin, In a book on Ophuls, has taught us to be suspicious of this Mephistophellan figure and his twin, the Master of Ceremonies In La Ronde [1950], who subject the other characters and the spectator alike to the seductive rigors of a mise-en-scene designed to illustrate "a sinister conception of man." Traditionally, critics have tended to identify these director surrogates with Ophuls, and Kubrick, who revises his predecessor by killing off Hartman in the middle of the film, might agree with them, but all the ambiguities of Full Metal Jacket are already deployed in Ophuls’ late films, where, as Guerin has shown, a single close-up (Simone Signoret in La Ronde, Martins Carol faint and perspiring before her final leap in Lola Montes) is sufficient to derail the Master of Ceremonies’ infernal machine. In Full Metal Jacket the close-up of Pyle, insane, signals the imminent death of Kubrick’s Master of Ceremonies, which liberates images and characters from the machine of the narrative; and when the narrative begins to function again during the assault on Hue, the close-up of the young sniper shatters the spell, leaving us with those concluding images of the marauding horde, which recalls the Dionysian mobs at of Le Masque and the end of La Maison Tellier episode in Le Plaisir (1951): images of a world without a master of ceremonies.
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Although initially received with bewilderment, Full Metal Jacket (1987) now stands among the key works in Stanley Kubrick's exploration of identity and its problematic nature. Fairly closely adapted from Gustav Hasford's 1979 novel The Short-Timers, Kubrick's film follows a young recruit dubbed Private Joker (played by Matthew Modine) – tellingly, we never learn his real name – as he moves from basic training on Parris Island to the hell of Vietnam. The screenplay was written by Kubrick in collaboration with Michael Herr, author of Dispatches (1), from which many details – including the key image of the words 'Born to Kill' "placed in all innocence next to the peace symbol" on Joker's helmet – were directly taken. 

In Full Metal Jacket, Kubrick continues his concern with the limits of free will already evident in such diverse figures as Humbert Humbert (James Mason) in Lolita (1961), the eponymous protagonist of Barry Lyndon (1975), the HAL 9000 computer in 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), The Shining (1980)'s Jack Torrance (Jack Nicholson) and A Clockwork Orange (1971)'s Alex (Malcolm McDowell). In Full Metal Jacket, this theme is explored through the sadistic process according to which young recruits have their individual personalities broken down so that they can be rebuilt as fighting machines. Kubrick's fascination with supposedly flawless systems running out of control (evident in all his films) emerges when Pyle (Vincent D'Onofrio) shoots his creator, thus becoming the perfect killer Sergeant Hartman (Lee Ermey) hoped to shape (this is even clearer in the novel, where the DI's final words are "Private Pyle, I'm proud..."). 

Many reviewers took Full Metal Jacket to task for the seemingly random quality of its final two-thirds. Yet, as Bill Krohn has argued (2), the malfunctioning system here is the narrative itself. The opening section on Parris Island is distinguished by the precision and clarity of Kubrick's techniques, which reflect Sergeant Hartman's single-mindedness: once this oppressive author/father-figure has been eliminated, the film 'deteriorates' into a series of randomly connected scenes showing Joker drifting with no apparent goal. For P. L. Titterington, journeys of "dubious meaning and purpose" (3) link Kubrick with Fuller and Godard, and Joker's passage through Vietnam is accompanied by neither narrative urgency (even the climactic confrontation with a sniper occurs simply because the squad has taken a wrong turn) nor moral growth. 

If Hartman's ambition – to prepare fresh recruits for combat – is chillingly unambiguous, Joker's purpose is vague to the point of madness. Even in Oliver Stone's Platoon (1986), which attempted to depict the Vietnam War's insanity, Charlie Sheen's character had a clear goal: to survive. But Kubrick refuses even this motivation: if Stone's hero could escape Vietnam and return to "the world", for Kubrick there is only one world, a "world of shit" which cannot be transcended. 

Kubrick's loss of faith in narrative is thus linked with an increasingly pessimistic view of democratic institutions: whereas 2001's mysterious black monolith had some kind of ultimate (if ungraspable) purpose, Full Metal Jacket's structural collapse reinforces its critique of the ideological confusion which led to America's invasion of Vietnam. All the talk about safeguarding 'democracy' is exposed as just that – talk. According to the director, "Vietnam was probably the first war that was run – certainly during the Kennedy era – as an advertising agency might run it. It was mingled with cost-effective estimates and phony statistics and kill ratios and self-deceiving predictions about how victory was the light at the end of the tunnel" (4). This theme had fascinated Kubrick since at least the time of Dr Strangelove (1963), in which the deaths of millions were referred to in terms of acceptable losses, 'regrettable' situations and 'getting our hair mussed'. Similarly, Full Metal Jacket's protagonists discuss mass-destruction in language more appropriate to Madison Avenue or a baseball game ("How about getting with the program? Why don't you jump on the team and come in for the big win?"). Normality and abnormality are imbricated to the point where no meaningful distinction can be made between them: Hartman holds up Lee Harvey Oswald and Texas sniper Charles Whitman as ideals to which true Americans should aspire, while Joker's 'natural' humane impulses are what ultimately enable him to take the life of a human being (his insistence on granting the Vietnamese sniper a quick death is regarded with undisguised admiration by his fellow 'grunts', but for all the wrong reasons). 

According to Kubrick's daughter Anya, "War brings situations that expose the essence of someone's personality. What the driving forces are" (5), and that irreconcilable division Kubrick finds within the human personality is at its clearest here: Joker's peace symbol implies the precise opposite of the words – 'Born to Kill' – written on his helmet (one could ask for no better example of Kubrick's ability to communicate ideas through individual images of great resonance), and Joker attempts to justify this by claiming "I was trying to suggest something about the duality of man, the Jungian thing". The recruits may chant "I love working for Uncle Sam, lets me know just who I am", but the problem of identity, of knowing 'just who I am', is addressed more problematically by Joker's first words: "Is that you John Wayne? Is this me?" This oddly phrased line may be taken verbatim from Hasford's novel (though there it is delivered by Cowboy, with Joker responding "I think I'm going to hate this movie"), but it clearly recalls Clare Quilty (Peter Sellers)'s introductory dialogue in Lolita: "I'm Spartacus. You come to free the slaves or something?" Kubrick often structured his films as games of doubles and doubling, depicting the world as a dualistic place in which one can be John Wayne/Spartacus and something else entirely. After the early '70s, the violent working out of an Oedipal structure – in which the father is destroyed by the son – becomes increasingly important in his cinema: Alex lashes out at a series of father figures, Barry Lyndon (Ryan O'Neal) is crippled during a duel with his son, Jack Torrance is outwitted by his offspring, and Sergeant Hartman dies at the hands of a young man he had turned into a killer. But Joker's relationship with Hartman, like Humbert's with Quilty, is equally that of a mirror and its reflection. Joker is presented (or rather presents himself) as a humanitarian, but Kubrick gradually strips away all such notions: though initially reluctant to torment Pyle, Joker eventually beats him with more ferocity than anyone else. 

If Kubrick's films are about the workings of a mechanism, they lead inexorably to climaxes in which the intended end product – an individual converted into a tool in the service of some greater power – finally emerges: 2001's Star Child, A Clockwork Orange's 'reformed' Alex, his violence now to be used on behalf of an oppressive state, The Shining's Jack Torrance, revealed as having always been a pawn of the Overlook Hotel's 'ghosts', and Full Metal Jacket's Private Joker, whose sensitivity will be precisely what enables him to complete his training and become a killer. Although they may superficially imply a tentative hope, Joker's final words – "I am alive, and I am not afraid" – suggest the closing of a trap, the precise equivalent of A Clockwork Orange's "I was cured all right". 



© Brad Stevens, June 2002 



Endnotes: 

1. Michael Herr, Dispatches (Alfred A. Knopf, 1977) 


2. Quoted in Jonathan Rosenbaum's Chicago Reader review of Eyes Wide Shut 


3. P. L. Titterington, "Kubrick and The Shining", Sight And Sound Spring 1981, p. 121 


4. Quoted in The Observer, September 6th 1987 


5. Nick James, "At Home with the Kubricks", Sight And Sound September 1999, p. 18 




June 21, 1987

Stanley Kubrick's Vietnam

By FRANCIS X. CLINES 

ONDON -- The reassuring thing about Stanley Kubrick is that after being deep as Yahweh in the creation of one movie for the last five years, he emerges gentle and curious on the seventh day, asking about beer commercials and envying silent film makers and recalling the pleasures of the Thalia. 

"Have you seen those Michelob commercials?" he asks as if they were samizdat, speaking of the 30-second spots that came uninvited with the Giant football game videos that his sister sent the eminent director all last winter from New Jersey. Then, he had no time to spare for watching anything beyond his own work in progress and a weekly fix of football. "They're just boy-girl, night-fun, leading up to pouring the beer, all in 30 seconds, beautifully edited and photographed. Economy of statement is not something that films are noted for." 

Sunday morning at Pinewood Studios in the London suburbs seems sepulchral in the empty executive offices, as quiet as Hal's deep-space murder scene in "2001," an awful setting to encounter one of a kind. But Kubrick arrives rumpled and lone as the night watchman, offers a simple hello, accepts the fact that he cannot direct the phone to work properly, and settles down to discuss movies and imagination and his own new work, much as a carpenter would feel the grain of a cabinet. It is his newest making, perchance his best or at least another in his line. 

"It starts with being excited by a story and finally it's telling the story on the screen," he says, speaking of the process of directing. "It goes from the most wonderful literary atmosphere to desperation. It can be as crude as standing up and writing on the back of an envelope when someone's just said something and it's 4 o'clock with the winter sun fading. You've got to shoot it and you're trying to exploit something that's just come up. It's like a quarterback calling an automatic play when he sees the defense he's up against." 

His new movie, "Full Metal Jacket," a story hinged on the trauma of the Tet offensive in the Vietnam War, is completed and opens in New York on Friday at neighborhood theaters. Beckton, an old 1930's-gasworks town abandoned on the Thames, has been destroyed by Kubrick's technical artists, all fiery and pocked as Hue, the Vietnamese city of the movie's climax. The 200 palm trees flown in from Spain to make Vietnam of this sceptered isle have been returned to peacetime. Out on the downs, the Parris Island cadence counting has ceased along with all the lurid, ignoble, cynical and sadly mortal motion of characters directed onto film from the mind of Stanley Kubrick. 

The movie is literally only hours old in Kubrick's finished, perfectionist version, and far from talking 1980's box office or 1960's jabberwocky about his personal agony through the nation's Vietnam experience, Kubrick is describing being true to the initial emotion that struck him when he first found this story. That was five years ago amid what is the hardest part of directing, he says, searching for a good tale that sustains the imagination. 

"The sense of the story the first time you read it is the absolutely critical yardstick. I remember what I felt about the book, I remember what I felt in writing the script, and then I try to keep that alive in the very inappropriate circumstances that exist on a film set where you've got a hundred people standing around and nothing but particular problems, still trying to sustain a subjective sense of what it is emotionally - as well as what it is that pleases you." 

Bearded and staring carefully as a question is asked, Kubrick speaks with his right hand rubbing his brow, often glancing down, like a man reciting the confiteor or handicapping the next race. 

"That first impression is the most precious thing you've got, you can never have it again - the yardstick for any judgment that you have as you get deeper and deeper into the work because making a movie is a process of going into smaller and smaller detail and finally winding up in the minutiae of how does a footstep sound on the sound track when you're remixing the film." 

No, he had no craving to make a signature movie about that war, he says. He was reading the Virginia Kirkus Review, as he usually does, looking for stirring fiction about something, anything that might promise a stunning translation to film and he came upon a novel, "The Short-Timers." He read a copy. 

"I reread it almost immediately and I thought, 'This is very exciting, I better think about it for a few days.' But it was immediately apparent that it was a unique, absolutely wonderful book," he says about the novel, written by Gustav Hasford, an ex-Marine combat correspondent whose offering resembles a memoir of the pellucid and the ravaged as much as the naked and the dead. The screenplay is by Kubrick, Hasford and Michael Herr, author of "Dispatches," a memoir of the Vietnam War. 

"Full Metal Jacket" is a reference in military bureaucratese to the rifle cartridge that is the field ammunition of the basic Marine Corps fighter-killer. The movie is blue with death and madness but also characteristically balletic at times with Kubrick's forensic eye, particularly in the initial boot camp scenes where men are shaved raw for war. The chorus-type character, Private Joker, played by Matthew Modine, traverses the war diagonally, encompassing the propaganda mill of the combat correspondents and the sudden, all-hands combat duty of the Tet offensive by the North Vietnamese. This is an event that shreds the jingoistic romance of the war and makes an unlikely killer of Joker. 

Whether critics judge the film singularly good or bad - never an easy, predictable task for them by the director's track record - at a minimum the movie has been spare and ugly and beautiful by the time its dark sweep is completed from the Marine Hymn to the singing of M-I-C-K-E-Y M-O-U-S-E as Kubrick's Marines stagger beyond the Tet offensive into nowhere and houselights up. 

Kubrick is such a loner in the film business, not only following the beat of a different drummer but more likely constructing his own drum, that it can only be purest coincidence that his movie has emerged now in the industry's sudden burst of special Vietnam films. It comes close after "Platoon," the well acclaimed standout that he recently saw and liked very much, he says plainly as a fan who loved the Thalia's darkness, apparently devoid of professional envy. Kubrick shies from talking of what he hopes his movie says; he judges he was typically dubious and critical of the Vietnam War in its day, but he hardly seems the zealot-esthete now having his say about it. His worry about war in conversation is understandably technological from the man who made "Dr. Strangelove," a doubt that nuclear weapons can ever be eliminated and a concern that there is too little negotiation to limit the chances of accidental missile war. 

Kubrick works hermitlike for years on a single picture, searching out a story, writing a script, producing and directing all the way down to, lately, the search for good foreign writers, actors and directors who might not spoil the work for him in the four main movie dubbing markets. His choice of subject matter for a new film is enough to fascinate buffs who have bounded with him across 30 eclectic years from "Paths of Glory" to "Spartacus," from "Lolita" to "Dr. Strangelove," from "2001: A Space Odyssey" to "A Clockwork Orange," from "Barry Lyndon" to "The Shining." 

"I'm happy with the picture," he says in this period of pause when he will catch up on 18 months of missed movies, good and bad, and read as ever with the hope of finding another story. "My films have all had varying critical opinion and it's always been subsequent critical reaction that settles the scores." 

He talks of that more in puzzlement than vindication. "The only thing I can think of is that everybody's always expecting the last movie again, and they're sometimes angry - I mean some critics - often put off because they're expecting something else." He talks of trusting the "more democratric intelligence" of the public, a lesson he particularly learned after "2001": "People who didn't have the responsibility of having to explain it or formulate clear statements about it two hours after they saw the film weren't troubled." 

At age 58, Kubrick has been involved in making movies for 35 years, a physician's son who became a relative adventurer from the Bronx, dropping from formal education to become a photographer for Look magazine, then moving to motion pictures where he has mastered the basic phases from writing to financing and reigns as a bookish autodidact of unpredictable curiosities. He dislikes Los Angeles, feels New York is technically limited for film making and so finds London the place to work and raise his family in satisfying privacy. 

"Just keep at it," he says of his work habit of plunging into the making of each film, analyzing each approaching day's move well into the night before, much like the masters of Kubrick's beloved avocation, chess. "Chess is an analogy - it is a series of steps that you take one at a time and it's balancing resources against the problem, which in chess is time and in movies is time and money," he says. 

Chess is less creative for him but teaches him not to get carried away with impulsive first ideas. "I've found over the long period of time which it takes to make a movie that your own sense of whether you think it's good or bad or how happy you are at a particular time is very unimportant, that the ideas just come and sometimes they seem to come out of some place that's got nothing to do with how you feel." 

Kubrick talks of movies not as Ahab stalks the whale but as a physicist might toss and catch Newton's apple. 

"I have a feeling that no one has yet really found the way to tell a story to utilize the greatest potential that films have," he says. "I think the silent movies come closest to it because they weren't trapped in having to present a scene which was essentially a stage type of scene; movies consist of little play scenes." He sounds gentle toned, as if he were not discussing the heart of his existence. "There's a a gap between the guys who can actually write a story and someone who can visualize it, and that's a big gap because even the directors who write, like Woody Allen and Bergman, are very much bound up in the conventions of the stage." 

As he talks, Kubrick suddenly puts his envy of the silents on a track parallel with his curiosity about the 30-second Michelob spots. "The best TV commercials create a tremendously vivid sense of a mood, of a complex presentation of something." 

"Some combination of the two might work," Kubrick says, braiding a fantasy that seems to twirl somewhere within. "I have a feeling that no one has begun to do what a movie could really do." His voice has a casual, New York mood, but his eyes reflect a terrible determination. 

The director pictures a grainy old fade-in from the silents and he invents a title card: "Joe's cousin, Bill." "And you just see a shot of Bill doing something," he says as a listener lingers wishing that Stanley Kubrick would flesh out Bill. But Bill ceases to exist, with no time for mourning in the run of ideas, as Kubrick lovingly talks of "economy of structural statement, the nearest to silent film." This is a quality he savored in the Vietnam book in his first reaction, he recalls, and one that in the film he has sought to transfer "quite literally because the dialogue is so almost poetic in its carved-out, stark quality." 

But this movie is done, and Kubrick seems not so much depleted or doubting as waiting for the process to turn in his mind all over again, waiting for a story. "It's the most difficult thing," he says, "A good story is a miraculous discovery." 

Even then he sounds more grateful than plaintive. "The structure making a movie imposes on your life when you're doing it again feels like it felt each time before," Kubrick says, smiling. "So there is a kind of wonderful suggestive timelessness about the structure. I'm doing exactly the same as I was doing when I was 18 and making my first movie. It frees you from any other sense of time." 

July 5, 1987

Inside the 'Jacket': All Kubrick

By JANET MASLIN 

tanley Kubrick's "Full Metal Jacket" establishes its grip on the viewer's attention instantaneously, with an opening scene in which young recruits are shorn by an off-screen Marine Corps barber, while a corny, lulling song is heard in the background ("Kiss me goodbye and write me when I'm gone/Goodbye sweetheart, hello Vietnam"). The scene would be ordinary, even a cliche, were it not for the look on the young men's faces. In their eyes we see absolutely nothing: no apprehension, no bravado, not even blind obedience, only the emptiness of clay ready to be molded. 

The sense of sheer animal helplessness, conveyed with the seeping white light, uncluttered frames and daunting angles of which Kubrick is a master, is a shock. It's also a challenge to the audience to remain mindful of these men's humanity, despite the brutal and dehumanizing ordeal to which they will be subjected. 

This opening scene is something else as well: It's an announcement of the cool, merciless perspective of Stanley Kubrick, whose directorial distance from the inner workings of his characters has always been extraordinary. In "Full Metal Jacket," that distance allows Kubrick to take a frighteningly clinical view of the process by which fighting men are molded. He presents the gradual and deliberate assault on individuality and privacy that is basic training; the connections between sex and aggression; the combat soldier's ultimate and even stirring realization that he has left his better nature far behind him. Kubrick's vision of this process is infinitely more troubling and singular than the one set forth in Oliver Stone's "Platoon." 

Comparisons between these two films are as specious as they are inevitable, for their directors appear to have aimed for very different effects. But "Platoon," as the film that has most definitively brought the Vietnam experience home for moviegoing America, stands as a kind of box-office landmark, and "Full Metal Jacket" appears at least superficially to cover similar terrain. Harrowing as both of these films are, their effects are very different. "Platoon" conveys the day-to-day physical experience of men at war with exceptional realism, while "Full Metal Jacket" has a more abstract and typically (for Kubrick) elliptical style. While "Platoon" develops a relatively conventional narrative, "Full Metal Jacket" has a separate prologue (as "2001" did) and a less linear structure in which storytelling is less central than the distinct, indelible images Kubrick has created. 

If "Platoon" accompanies its brutal realism with the ennobling sounds of Samuel Barber's "Adagio for Strings," "Full Metal Jacket" takes the opposite tack. It scores the sharply poetic imagery to be found here with the most soulless and banal American popular songs imaginable, from "These Boots Are Made for Walking" to "Surfin' Bird" ( Kubrick, with his use of a children's song in the film's last scene, even manages the kind of heavy irony that would sink anyone else, and that in his hands becomes bone-chilling.) Perhaps most important, "Platoon" is a film that anticipates and manipulates every response that its audience has. "Full Metal Jacket," while no less wrenching, allows no easy catharsis, no comfortable understanding. In that, it has more in common with Kubrick's own work than it does with any other film about the Vietnam War. 

It's a mistake to look to Kubrick's films for easily encapsulated attitudes; even his earlier war film "Paths of Glory" (1957) was strikingly anomalous for its time. "The Shining" is no ordinary horror film, any more than "2001" is a simple, reductive vision of life in space. Kubrick, in adapting material as varied as Anthony Burgess's "Clockwork Orange," Stephen King's "Shining," Thackeray's "Barry Lyndon," Nabokov's "Lolita," Terry Southern's "Dr. Strangelove" and now Gustav Hasford's "Short-Timers," the novel on which his new film is based, has always extracted and shaped elements from these books into films that are never slavishly faithful to their sources. What finally matters, in his films, is less their identifiable ideas than their vast and genuine staying power. The pure mystery of his monolith (in "2001"), the stark, empty corridors of his haunted hotel (in "The Shining,"), the exquisite and ironic perfection of his 18th-century landscapes (in "Barry Lyndon") are as elusive as they are unforgettable. 

The basic training episode in "Full Metal Jacket" will have that same long-lasting impact, as will the extended combat sequence, near the film's end, that culminates in a transcendent image of war and its horror. In between, briefly, the film (co-written by Michael Herr, Hasford and Kubrick) takes a journalistic tone that only underscores how much more haunting Kubrick's work is when he avoids the verbal and the literal. When American soldiers try to explain their feelings about the Vietnamese people, the war itself, even the landscape (it's a land without horses, the Texan nicknamed Cowboy complains), they are only echoing what we already know. But when Kubrick films a group of soldiers gathered around a writhing prisoner, in the ruins of a structure that's as much like a temple as a military headquarters, with the full import of their role made clear to all of them, he creates a visual epiphany that no viewer could forget, and no combat journalist could easily equal. 

Even more involving, in its way, is the basic training episode that serves as a prelude to the events in Vietnam. Basic training, with its grueling workouts and its colorfully obscene invective, is as basic a convention as the war film has; we've all seen this before. But we haven't seen it done as it's done here. Kubrick devotes about 45 relentless minutes to a process that is as overwhelming for the audience as it must be for the recruits. And in doing that, he also takes care to maintain the viewer's critical distance. 

So the audience can experience what is being done to these men and think about it, too: about the way the drill sergeant (played by Lee Ermey, himself a former Marine sergeant and a man with extraordinary lungs) deliberately violates every racial, sexual and personal taboo as he hectors his men, infantilizing them (he makes them sleep holding their rifles, march holding their genitals) so as to reconstruct them along different lines. The title refers to a shell casing, a kind of model for the tough, hollow fighter who will emerge from this ordeal; it's also a reference to the misfit in the group (a figure of astonishingly real anguish, as played by Vincent D'Onofrio) for whom this training most conspicuously backfires. 

No one who sees "Full Metal Jacket" will easily put the film's last glimpse of D'Onofrio, or a great many other things about Kubrick's latest and most sobering vision, out of mind. 
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We are all shaped by the times in which we live. I came of age in a time

of turbulent social change. Some of it good, such as civil rights, much

of it was questionable. But remember, not everyone joined the

counterculture. Not everyone demonstrated, dropped out, took drugs,

joined in the sexual revolution or dodged the draft . . . . The majority

of my generation lived by the credo our parents taught us. 

(Marilyn Quayle, Republican National Convention, 1992) 

During the 1960s, it was common for critics of the political

counterculture to characterize the strands of that movement as products

of an ominous external threat. In some cases the threat was specifically

linked to communism. In others, it remained vague in terms of ideology

except that it was definitely anti-American in nature.[1] This

characterization reemerged in U.S. mass media's accounts of various

sixties' anniversaries (i.e., the twentieth anniversary of the Chicago

Democratic Presidential Convention), in the coverage of antiwar protest

during the Gulf War, as well as in Republican attacks on Bill Clinton in

the 1992 U.S. presidential campaign. 

During the sixties and seventies, this perspective was presented not

only in public speeches but also in mainstream film. To be sure, most

films which dealt with aspects of the counterculture ignored politics

altogether, preferring to concentrate on such signifiers as beads,

drugs, and mini skirts. The few that acknowledged sociopolitical issues

suggested either that those issues arose in a vacuum (e.g. Strawberry

Statement, Getting Straight) or by way of some weird psychic trauma

(e.g. Wild in the Streets, Zabriski' Point). 

But, examination of antiwar and other New Left movement documents of the

time constructs a different picture. The Port Huron statement, for

example, is a detailed argument for participatory democracy.[2] Zaroulis

and Sullivan's detailed history of the antiwar movement is replete with

references to texts which invoke activism grounded in traditional

values.[3] Memoirs and other sources of reflective statements from

protesters refer to their almost textbook idealism, their passionate

belief that the United states should be what it was supposed to be all

along.[4] 

Three films, Alice's Restaurant, Easy Rider, and Zachariah, also present

key elements of the counterculture as quintessentially American. As with

the previously cited writings and speeches, each film articulates a

critique of U.S. society in the 1960s. But, each quite clearly

identifies its young protesters as carriers of fundamental American

values as well. The so-called revolution is not so much a matter of

revolt as reform; a return to something promised by their heritage. 

This study examines these three films as they relate to two core

American myths: populism and the salvation of the road. It presents the

films as counterculture indictments that the United States of the 1960s

had lost touch with its own promises. And finally, it argues that these

films, especially when considered together, grapple with the tensions

within and between the myths as well as the ambiguity of any real

solution. 

The purpose of such an analysis is twofold. First, it serves as one more

piece of evidence that a significant aspect of what is loosely referred

to as the sixties' counterculture was strongly influenced by American

tradition. Seen from this perspective, many of the films' positions

should be considered as part of an ongoing public discourse regarding

American values and character rather than as an aberration in that

discourse. Second, it illustrates the complexity of the struggle that

seems inherent in these myths. In doing so, this analysis serves as a

caution not only against unidimensional characterizations of the

counterculture, but also against superficial innovations of either myth.

Such trivialization undermines thoughtful and constructive dialectic

about societal tensions which may very well be unresolvable but

nevertheless must be acknowledged since they are woven into the very

fabric of American consciousness.[5] 

Film as Sites of Mythic Exploration 

Rushing and Frentz argue that a society's values and its films are

interdependent in two basic ways. First, films project "collective

images of a culture, [serve] as symptoms of cultural needs, [symbolize]

trends . . . reflect and create societal events." Second, because

"socio-political processes, like film, are structured and perceived as

essentially dramatic," Rushing and Frentz conclude that "film is clearly

a potent vehicle for symbolizing socio-political change."[6] Films can

give reassurance and resolution with regard to societal dilemmas that

seem too painful to confront. On the other hand, they can be a means of

exploring societal myths in all their complexity and contradiction. As

such, they can illuminate issues and provide a mythic perspective which

transcends ideological differences grounded in standard political

rhetoric.[7] 

This study uses the three aforementioned films as a way of illustrating

this second function. Emphasis is given to Alice's Restaurant and Easy

Rider. Not only were these two films much more successful at the box

office than Zachariah, they were two of the most successful films of

their kind ever made.[8] Audiences (presumably teens and young adults)

were drawn to Alice's Restaurant and Easy Rider in numbers unrivalled by

more superficial attempts such as Psyche-Out and I Love You Alice B.

Toklas. Something rang true. In the case of Easy Rider, it may very well

have been that it was the creation of several distinctly counterculture

sensibilities.[9] 

In the case of Alice's Restaurant, it may be the deep insight of its

director, Arthur Penn. Cagin and Dray observed that Alice's Restaurant

was unusual in its "willingness to fathom the inchoate and numberless

motivations of a subculture, its ramifications and its potential." Many

films, such as Antonioni's Zabriskie Point, depicted only violent and

thoughtless confrontation. But Cagin and Dray saw Alice's "restless

tone" as appropriate to the mood of the young people it depicts; the

central figure, Arlo, embodies the film's motif of passive anxiety and

humble honesty.[10] 

Zachariah is included not so much as a sophisticated or powerful

portrayal of the counterculture but as an example of mythic purity; a

vision which presents many of the other two film's themes but in an

uncompromising way. As such, Zachariah serves as a touchstone rather

than the main focus of the paper. 

American Populism 

As mentioned earlier, analysis of these films as commentary on American

values centres around two time-honoured U.S. myths. By its very nature,

populism seems to resist strict categorization and embraces

contradiction. Arguments abound as to how Andrew Jackson, Joe McCarthy,

William Jennings Bryan, Huey Long, and George McGovern can be united

under the heading of populist. Many scholars who have examined the issue

would concur, however, that U.S. populism cannot be confined to the

formal political party that existed in the latter part of the nineteenth

century. Rather, the term is often used to refer to a somewhat

consistent collection of characteristics that forms a thread through

U.S. political and social history, allowing a variety of spokespersons

and practices. 

In his collection of essays and speeches which illustrate both the range

of populist thinking as well as its core beliefs, George McKenna

identified certain tenets and characteristics which seem in keeping with

other scholars' assessments of U.S. populism in general.[11] He argued

that populist thinking both in North America and Europe has been based

on three tenets: (1) the belief that nature and, therefore, all things

deemed "natural" are superior to anything artificial or mannered; (2) the

belief that human nature is basically good and that human beings are

both capable of and prone to grasping fundamental truths and morals; and

(3) the belief that any government's authority is subject to popular

consent.[12] 

McKenna has observed that in the United States these tenets are modified

by a number of characteristics that give American populists a distinct

ethos especially when compared to their Marxist-influenced European

counterparts. First, U.S. populism is rooted in the "golden past," in a

return to values rather than trusting in a "new world," and in a belief

in the "simple life" of yore. David Shi refers to this aspect as the

"rich tradition of enlightened material restraint" and argues that the

emphasis is on simple living rather than nostalgia.[13] Second, having

been born in the East, populism was most vigorous in areas of rural

Protestant evangelism such as the deep South, the West, and the farming

areas of the Midwest. Therefore, McKenna argued, it is essentially

pastoral in its themes and values. Third, though some historians have

interpreted this characteristic as hostility to cities;[14] others,

notably Destier,[15] have contended that American populism is

necessarily a product of the ideological discourse between urban and

rural perspectives on what McKenna identifies as the third

characteristic. Due to a lack of formal class consciousness, Americans

tend to see the nation as primarily "plain folk" pitted against a small

but powerful bank of elitists. 

Fourth, the struggle, then is seen not primarily between workers and the

bourgeois but between people and the "idle rich." Fifth, because

"elitists" are not defined as a particular economic class, anyone can

pass as plain folk if s/he behaves as such. Sixth, though often

associated with anti-intellectualism, American populists are usually

more opposed to pomposity, hypocrisy, and artifice; they tend to value

good hearts over good minds. Seventh, they are usually very patriotic,

believing that the American Revolution was fought primarily to give the

common people the right to determine their own destiny; the right to be

protected against any government, bureaucrat, intellectual, or other

kind of manipulator. In his examination of early-twentieth-century

Canadian populism, Laycock summarized these last three characteristics

as the sociocultural antagonism between "the people" and "the

power."[16] Finally, McKenna and others have argued that American

populism is not characterized by a truly cohesive philosophy, much less

by comprehensive plans to implement ideas. In fact, its adherents

usually express a dislike of structure often translated into a very

positive view of individualism, particularly self-reliance. On the other

hand, the rural farming tradition as well as occasional political

efforts have acknowledged some need for cooperation and community.[17] 

Discussion of this tension between individualism and community merits

expansion since it is the aspect of populism most often overlooked in

texts of fiction, such as Frank Capra's string of populist films, and

often is most troublesome in real life. According to Jeffrey Richards,

many populists believe that truly enlightened individuals are largely

self-sufficient and free to express their unique qualities.[18] Human

nature being basically good and certain truths being self-evident,

however, there should be a natural basis for mutual respect and,

therefore, cooperation when necessary. Community should exist to help

individuals rather than pigeon-hole, dominate, or undermine them. 

In real life, however, there has been considerable difficulty when even

small utopian communities have tried to preserve themselves while

allowing a full range of independent behaviour. Wilkinson argues that

such difficulty is not simply the result of inadequate effort, but

instead is the symptom of a deeply rooted "dual yearning for

individualism and community" that is "quintessential[ly] American."[19] 

The Road 

Americans are always moving on . . . . When the whistle blows they go

away . . . We don't know where we're going, but we're on our way.[20] 

The road, also known as the journey or the quest, is identified by

Vladimir Propp as one of the oldest and most universal patterns in folk

narrative. Propp points to such familiar milestones as the hero's

preparation, departure, various obstacles including "helpers" and

villains, and the hero's "transfiguration" as a result of overcoming

those obstacles.[21] Though a destination or goal is sometime involved

(the West, the South Sea Islands, the princess, the amulet, the white

whale), it is often the journey itself that dominates the text and the

imagination. This is true even when the destination is a haven from the

dangers and disappointments of the road. Very often the physical journey

is a metaphor or at least a counterpart to a spiritual one. This

ambiguity about destination and resolution obviously allows much room

for contradiction and confusion in the road motif. The road is both a

means and an end. It is salvation and doom, a way to find yourself and a

way to escape. 

In the United States, the road, like populism, has developed

distinctively American characteristics in its telling. Unlike populism,

it has never been the basis of a political movement or even a collection

of tenets and corollaries. Nevertheless, it is possible to see evidence

of the "American road" throughout U.S. culture, particularly popular

culture. Blues numbers ("Hellhound on My Trail"), motorcycle films (The

Wild Ones), TV series ("Route 66"), novels (On the Road), and numerous

other kinds of texts have illustrated its richness. Certainly there are

mythic figures. Sailors, truckers, cowboys, test pilots, trailblazers,

railroad engineers, astronauts, and even hoboes serve as heroes in their

reification of wanderlust. No matter if we knew their names, what was

important was that they travelled. The sights and sounds and feel of

that travel are carriers of the myth as well; trains, horses, wind,

whistles, trucks; the landscape always moving. 

Nineteenth-century British observers of the United States identified "a

restless temper" as a "distinctive trait"[22] and concluded that

Americans were "almost nomadic in their love of travel for its own

sake.[23] More contemporary critics contend that Americans have

persisted in this fascination with the road. Two icons in particular

seem to capture its complex lure of hope and betrayal. 

Frederick Feied identified the "hobo as [an] American cultural hero"

based on his analysis of three unequivocally American writers--Jack

London, John Dos Passos, and Jack Kerouac.[24] Though each author dealt

with somewhat different circumstances, all seemed to see their heroes as

embodiments of more widespread responses. Taken together, these works

present "the road" as both a celebration and lament of American society

through the first part of the twentieth century. 

Sometimes the road itself is the icon. John Steinbeck called Route 66

"the mother road." He and Woody Guthrie used it as the carrier of all

the best and worst that America had to offer. "It has forever meant

going somewhere."[25] 

Though some of this wanderlust is attributable to socioeconomic

necessity, many observers argue that the more powerful lure is the myth

surrounding the movement itself. 

Movement. . . is the symbol of social and economic mobility. It is also

the symbol of progress, of independence and of individual freedom . . .

. In their movement to the cities, within the cities . . . and from the

cities . . . Americans new and old have tied themselves symbolically to

their immigrant past, to their colonial past, to their westward moving,

frontier past.[26] 

There are points at which the American myths of populism and the road

naturally converge. Certainly, Robertson's notion of opportunity through

movement for everyone is one. Another is the pioneer value of

serf-reliance, a concept which not only refers to competence, but also a

willingness to trust one's own gut instincts. Feied's analysis of

literary hoboes has definite populist overtones. London's hoboes are

full of "buoyant optimism" fuelled by "hopes for a democratic

commonwealth." Dos Passos sees them as the essence of democracy who

battle against forces of oppression and debasement. And Kerouac's

travellers embody popular disaffection with the meaningless and

restrictive hierarchy of the status quo.[27] There are also points at

which the values presented by myths of populism and the road are at

odds. Robertson notes an enduring American tension between an

appreciation of heritage and a love of reinvention; a connection to

roots and a conviction that people can break with the past and begin

anew? In their celebration of "the golden past," and trust in "the

land," American populists have long proclaimed their value of heritage

and roots. Exponents of the road, on the other hand, are often less

interested in where they've been than their destination. Mythic

travellers such as Huckleberry. Finn and Dean Moriority seem to be

interested in neither, it's the movement that has meaning. Two issues

that Robertson sees as fundamental to American myth in general also

point to conflicts within the populist paradigm as well as between the

paradigm of populism and that of the road. In addition to exploring the

purpose of America and the proper use of power, Robertson sees American

myth responding to questions regarding the nature of community and the

role of the individual? As indicated earlier, populists have long

struggled to discover ways in which "common people" can work together

without undermining individualism. Rural life is usually, of necessity,

a life of interdependence. Interdependence invariably raises concerns

over obligations, compromise, and even hierarchy, which in turn pushes

many populists to challenge the ties that bind. Though obviously less

tied to any form of stationary community, those on the road often find

themselves involved with groups along the way. The Lone Ranger does not

live in the town but his raison d'etre is to protect its citizens. Shane

moves on but only after his obligation to the community is fulfilled.

Even Huck welcomes the solace of a warm bed at times. 

Whatever their intersection and divergence, the myths of populism and

the road are unmistakably woven into the fabric of the American psyche.

The carriers of these myths -- the figures and icons central to the

narratives could not, therefore, be counterculture in the larger sense

of those terms, but are as integral to the culture as Norman Rockwell

and Johnny Appleseed. 

The three films discussed in this paper are intriguing examples of

American mythology, with all its ambiguity and contradiction, juxtaposed

with themes and images and characters considered un-American by many. As

stated earlier, the interplay of these factors provides the basis for

commentary on the viability of these myths within the social context of

the sixties. 

Analysis of Films 

Zachariah. Billed as the first psychedelic Western musical, Zachariah

tells the story of two young men, Zachariah and Matthew, who long to

escape their tedious, nineteenth-century, small western town existence.

Zachariah buys a gun and the two join up with the Crackers, an infamous

band of bad musicians and incompetent robbers. Zachariah and Matthew

eventually meet Job Cain, the fastest gun/drummer in the West. Though he

proves himself a worthy enough gunfighter to stay with Cain, Zachariah

opts to leave while Matthew stays in the hopes of eventually replacing

Cain. Zachariah encounters an old man living by himself in the desert,

who tries to persuade him to settle down, but Zachariah presses on in

search of more excitement. He finds and wins the heart of the flamboyant

Belle Starr but is still not satisfied. He returns to the desert,

realizing that the old man was right about living in accord with nature.

Matthew seeks out Zachariah, insisting that they duel, but Zachariah

prevails with his argument for peace and the two ride into the sunset

together. 

Though last of the three films to be released, Zachariah is considered

first in this analysis because it is the least problematic with regard

to the two motifs being considered. Highly idiosyncratic in certain

aspects, the text is virtually seamless in its treatment of good and

evil, cause and effect, conflict and resolution. There is a populist

nirvana and the road is the means of getting there, literally and

spiritually. 

Visually, the film is dominated by classic Western settings (the desert,

the saloon, and the brothel), Western clothing (cowboy hats and flannel

shirts), and other obvious artefacts (horses and guns). And yet, it is

also replete with counterculture slang ("far out"), music (Country Joe

and the Fish), and dance (ginghamed townswomen do the frug at a street

concert). These anachronisms are clearly aimed at humour. But, there is

no suggestion of generational conflict (in fact, only one generation,

young adult, is represented with the notable exception of the old

hermit). Nor is there any other kind of fundamental alienation depicted

between young people and their homeland. For all their hippie markings,

Matthew and Zachariah fit naturally into this most American of genres as

if to say that they are fitting carriers of tradition. 

The conflict in the film is not between hippie and straight, but between

the natural and unnatural, those who live in harmony with the land and

those who would ignore it. As in many populist tales, it is essentially

the story of a naturally good and talented person who was temporarily

lured by the false promises of the city, only to discover that salvation

was in his own backyard. 

Though there are no big cities per se in Zachariah, their essence

(again, according to traditional populist themes) of corruption and

competition is present in several town sequences. Con artists,

prostitutes, petty authority figures, and gunfighters thrive. These are

not people at one with the land and its inhabitants, but people bent on

exploiting both. They wear fancy clothes and talk fancy talk and play

fancy music. They sell to the highest bidder and, in the case of Job

Cain, climb to the top over the bodies of others. 

In opposition, the depiction of the old man is an argument that

whosoever chooses the simple life of the golden past will be redeemed. A

hermit who lives in a modest shack and tends a modest garden, he extols

the beauty of even the most barren desert and literally rolls in the

sand for joy and wonder at being in tune with the natural world. He is

furious when Zachariah uses a nearby mountain ("my mountain") for target

practice. "Ever wonder what happens to your bullets when they leave your

gun?" he asks, showing Zachariah a tiny mouse that has been killed. And,

he jeers at Zachariah for his momentary surrender to the frantic

competition of "modern" life. ("Hurry up and die, hurry up and die.") 

Zachariah extends populist aversions to hierarchical systems in order to

attach competitive systems (i.e., capitalism) which, by their nature

entail winners and losers. "Don't you see," Zachariah explains to

Matthew, "if we stay [at Cain's gunfighters' saloon], it would

eventually get down to you and me and I don't want to kill you. I love

you, Matthew." To which Matthew replies coldly, "You and me are not on

the same trip." As a result of his deepening spiritualism, Zachariah

abandons all vestiges of competition; elegant clothing, Belle Starr (who

ranks him sexually and pronounces him "the best"), and his gun. True to

Zachariah's prediction, Matthew does attempt a gunfight for no other

reason than to see who will win. 

Like so many cowboy populists in American popular culture, Zachariah

comes to see a sort of "self-actualized" individualism as being the

highest calling; a state in which person and nature are fused without

the distractions and dangers of an artificial society. Families and

other cooperative communities are not presented as problematic; they are

simply not dealt with at all. At the end of the film, Zachariah takes

the mantle of the now dead old man and, presumably, lives serenely the

rest of his days in need of no one (Matthew may be a good companion but

he is not presented as necessary.) 

And, it is at this juncture that the myth of the populist saviour and

the road merge effortlessly. Zachariah may have started his journey in

search of fame and fortune but he quickly (instinctively?) realizes that

the true object of his quest was himself. Along the way there are

distractions and dangers but he perseveres and, thus, is redeemed. 

Thus, what may seem like a crazy quilt of nineteenth- and

twentieth-century patches may also be read as a statement about the

fundamental connections between the populism of that time and the

counterculture of this. Folk music, long hair, and Western wear easily

bridge the two groups. So too, the text implies, does the search for

sell-fulfillment that ultimately leads one "back to the garden." 

It is a depoliticized garden in that it is free from the contradictions

and obligations inherent in the context of political community. This

resolution, however, makes an ideological statement. The obstacles to an

authentic and good life lie not in America's roots but in the artificial

constructs which obscure them. Zachariah represents the thousands of

counterculture members who pulled out of the so-called system to look

for their heritage. 

Zachariah is interesting in that it is almost a complete inversion of

most studio depictions of the counterculture. Albeit in a simplistic

fashion, it raises the general question of what forces undermined an

original "American Dream" of self-reliant living with the land. Alice's

Restaurant and Easy Rider raise this question as well but construct much

more complex and, often, disheartening responses. 

Alice's Restaurant. The narrative of Alice's Restaurant is based on Arlo

Guthrie's ballad of the same name. Arlo, in an attempt to evade the

draft, enrols in a small Western college. He does not fit into the

school's regime and is eventually beaten up and kicked out of town

because of his hippie appearance. He returns to the rural Northeast

where he seeks out his friends Ray and Alice who have just bought an old

church which they plan to use for their loosely knit commune. Several

subplots include Arlo's encounter with the draft board, the return and

eventual death of Ray's son, Shelley, the illness and death of Arlo's

father, Woody, problems between Ray and Alice, the Thanksgiving feast,

and the garbage-dumping incident which is the major theme of the title

song. The film ends with an elaborate renewal of wedding vows between

Ray and Alice, and Ray's declaration to find even more land on which to

settle his nontraditional family. 

A number of people are travelling down literal and figurative roads in

this film. Woody, who spent so much of his life wandering America and

singing his experiences, moves steadily toward death. Shelley and Ray

use motorcycle racing as an extension of their ongoing battle of wills

with each other. Arlo seems unwilling to settle anywhere. He drops in on

his family, drops in on Alice and Ray, and drops in on schools and

singing gigs. When asked to stay, he replies enigmatically that he has

some more travelling to do. 

There is no doubt that Arlo and his friends are part of the

counterculture. Not only do they display hippie markings (hair, dress,

language, and drugs), but they also clash with signifiers of the

dominant culture -- people who wear badges. and uniforms and girdles,

people with offices and steady jobs. 

The scenes at the draft office are pure sixties' camp. Arlo endears

himself to the army psychiatrist by pretending a lust for killing but is

dismissed as unfit when his littering conviction is discovered. The

sensibilities displayed in most of the confrontation scenes, however,

draw less on subculture attitudes than on traditional populist

opposition to the arbitrary elitism, hypocrisy, and control. Arlo's

college roommate is the kind of smug whiner Americans have long loved to

hate. The music professor's horror at Arlo's playing seems to stem from

snobbishness rather than true musical integrity. Officer Opie is an

essentially foolish figure who, like the military personnel depicted,

cannot see the illogic of the rules he tries to impose. 

As in Zachariah, the primary character, then, does not flatly oppose

American culture but the supposedly artificial twists and turns many

Americans have taken. And, as in Zachariah, the text presents reasons to

value rural tradition. For example, Arlo is clearly moved at hearing

"Amazing Grace" sung by common folk gathered at a country tent revival.

Folksongs ("Pastures of Plenty" and "Songs for Aging Children")

punctuate other thoughtful scenes. Alice herself is linked to American

tradition. Though clearly contemporary in some of her attitudes, she is

an earth mother. Often dressed in peasant-like attire, she hugs and

smiles and scolds and teases; all with a wise and nurturing air. Not

only does she run a restaurant, but she always seems to be cooking for

large groups of people at home. 

And what could be more American than a Thanksgiving feast (source of the

infamous garbage)? As Robertson notes, the story of Thanksgiving, not

just its annual observation, 

is so ingrained in Americans that all Americans assume [a model of

adaptability] to be human nature, not something conditioned by their own

culture. The Thanksgiving story and celebration affirm the myth that all

Americans, since the Pilgrims are, have been, and ought to be people who

survive in an hazardous, violent world by protest, ingenuity and

adaptability.[30] 

Unlike Zachariah, however, no assumption is made with regard to

resolution. Instead of a confident ride into the sunset, the last camera

shot frames Alice staring at the horizon. Despite Ray's assurance that

their problems are over, she seems troubled. And as the camera slowly

recedes, the diminishing figure conveys bleak uncertainty. Just as Alice

has been used by the text to convey the warm embrace of certain populist

ideas, so too does she convey the uncertainty of sustaining those

ideals. "Maybe our beauty didn't get through to him," says Ray about

Shelley. "Maybe we haven't been so beautiful lately," replies Alice. The

narrative of Alice's Restaurant not only points to traditional enemies

of populism, it also points to some of the myth's practical

difficulties. Once the enemies have been dealt with, there is still the

matter of day-to-day living. 

At best, cooperative attempts are seen as problematic alternatives to

even weaker and more dehumanizing systems such as schools, cities, and

armies. Arlo is constantly confronted with the loss of autonomy even

within the loosely bound structure of Alice's/Ray's family as well as

within his own supportive but vaguely distant, genetic one. Alice is

both prized and trapped by her role as earth mother. Ray does a lot of

talking about letting people "be who they want to be" but is intolerant

of people who won't "be" the way he envisions them. 

As was true for many in American history, Ray and Arlo respond to

difficulties in one place by pulling up stakes. However, there are

significant differences in the way they play out the myth. Ray has some

obvious difficulty settling down but blames the problems on the size of

the land rather than the complex tensions between individual and

community. 

I've been thinking about selling the church for some land we can farm;

that can feed us. We need room to stretch out. If we had a farm. . . we

could all have our own houses. . . see each other when we wanted. . . a

real place where we wouldn't bug each other. 

Rather than using the road as a focused means or end, he works one

against the other. He still believes in community, he just thinks they

need to be less communal. 

Though Arlo is obviously drawn to rural wellsprings of warmth and faith,

he is more willing to choose the road as a means of maintaining autonomy

and perspective. Unlike Zachariah's self-imposed isolation, that of

Arlo's is not always depicted as idyllic. Nevertheless, it seems to give

him the wisdom to see himself and others honestly. Only Alice seems to

realize the depths of their dilemma, that there is no infinite sunset,

and that disappointment and compromise are inevitable. 

Such bleakness and confusion about the possibility of a viable

counterculture seems in keeping with dominant ideology.[31] Certainly

Arlo and his friends promise no Nirvana. At least two aspects of the

ctext, however, counter the hegemonic trends of the time. In the first

place, the counterculture is clearly depicted as valuing certain

American traditions. Second, the film's mainstream characters offer no

attractive alternative. What we have is a counterculture with

sympathetic complaints but no easy ways to resolve them. 

Easy Rider. In Easy Rider, two young men, identified as Billy and

Wyatt/Captain America, complete a major drug deal and head off on their

motorcycles from Los Angeles bound for Florida. They pass through a

variety of terrains and meet a variety of people including a ranching

family, a hippie collective, small town rednecks, and an eccentric

American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) attorney named George. George

convinces them to attend Mardi Gras in New Orleans and decides to go

with them. On the way, however, the three are attacked by local

vigilantes and George is killed. Billy and Wyatt continue to New

Orleans. Upon arrival, they visit a lavish bordello where they meet two

prostitutes. The four join Mardi Gras revelries, drop acid, and have a

psychedelic experience in a cemetery. In the final scene, Billy and

Wyatt are again on their bikes, heading East when both are killed by two

rednecks in a pickup truck. 

Of the three films, Easy Rider offers the darkest view of both the road

and the so-called plain folk encountered along the way. Unlike

Zachariah, there is no true destination but progressive disillusionment

and, finally, tragedy. Unlike Alice's Restaurant, the community is not

merely suffocating but hostile. And, unlike popular film in general, no

safe alternatives are presented. 

Several critics have commented on Easy Rider's celebration of the road.

The early scenes in which the constrictions of time are literally cast

off and the landscape frames the bikers careening down the highway pay

homage to the road's mythic lure. The musical soundtrack is in turn

pulsating, lyrical, and even silly, but always joyous as the travellers

head East. Mardi Gras is the ostensible destination. But, it is not a

permanent one nor does it seem to promise any kind of spiritual

awakening. Like Kerouac's Dean Moriority, Billy and Wyatt are looking

for IT, and "imponde-table." 

Oh, man! man! moaned Dean. And it's not even the beginning of it -- and

now here we are at last going together, we've never gone east together,

Sal, think of it, we'll dig Denver together and see what everybody's

doing although that matters little to us, the point being that we know

what IT is and we know TIME and we know that everything is really

FINE.[32] 

But as critic Time Hunt has observed: 

The ecstasy and community of 'IT' are at best temporary states and

thrive perhaps only at moments of transition or outside the normal

social order. Like Huck and Jim on the raft, Sal and Dean in the car

pass through the world but are not forced (at least temporarily) to be

of it. They are free to respond to the landscape, as it unreels, with

dream-like rapidity, . . . but the inevitable result of being on the

road is exhaustion. As Huck and Jim know. . . the river ends. Even the

car cannot escape, finally, the presence of the outside world.[33] 

Nor can Easy Rider's motorcycles. 

What is the outside world of Easy Rider? There are common folk, to be

sure, but a somewhat different cross section than was presented in

Zachariah or Alice's Restaurant. What's more, the film's protagonists

hardly seem the sort to be looking for the populist dream. Though

Western enough in his Buffalo Bill curls and fringe leather jacket,

Billy expresses much more interest in dope and women than the golden

past of rural America. And Wyatt's (Captain America) flag motif outfit

seems more a charade of mocking gesture than a patriotic salute. Still,

the text clearly establishes a connection between these representatives

of the counterculture and populist myth. 

The film's ranch sequence, for example, pays tribute to traditional

agrarianism and its implicit self-reliance. The sequence opens with a

long shot of Wyatt pushing a broken motorcycle down a dirt road to the

ranch. There they meet the owner and a hired hand. At this point,

particularly for the sixties' audience, a certain level of tension must

have existed given the expectation of a hostile exchange between redneck

and hippie, but it does not take place. Instead, the rancher offers help

and a meal besides. A remarkable parallel between the two lifestyles is

indicated in the shot that frames the rancher shoeing his horse and the

travellers changing a tire on the motorcycle; illustrating not only a

common self-reliance but also establishing the motorcycle as a symbolic

equivalent of the horse, itself a central icon of populist Westerns. A

further linkage is made between Wyatt and the rancher during the meal

when Wyatt says "You got a nice spread here. . . I mean it. You've got a

nice spread. It's not everyone who can live off the land; you know, do

your own thing in your own time, You should be proud." 

It is George, however, who articulates a society that goes beyond

agrarianism toward the full egalitarianism of many populist dreams. He

believes there is a place "more highly evolved" than ours where such

hierarchal structures as governments and armies and monetary systems no

longer exist, where "every man is a leader." And, it is George who sees

the danger lurking just below the democratic veneer of mainstream

America. 

George: They're [mainstream Americans] not scared of you; they're scared

of what you represent. What you represent to them is freedom. 

Billy: That's what it's all about! 

George: Oh, that's what it's all about all right. But talkin' about it

and being' it -- that's two different things. I mean, it's real hard to

be free if you're bought and sold in the marketplace. But don't tell

anyone they're not free 'cause they're gonna get real busy killin/and

maimin' to prove that they are. They're gonna talk to you about

individual freedom but if they see a free individual, it's gonna scare

'em. 

Several things are remarkable about Easy Rider's construction of

populist themes. Although the text includes quite positive references to

such populist tenets as simple rural living and good folk, it also

admits the contradictions and fears of the myth. After the ranch scene,

there is less and less practical evidence of populism succeeding. The

commune is clearly an attempt to "get back to the land." But the land

seems unpromising and the communal members a little frayed. There is

clearly a question as to whether such intentional communities can work.

After the commune, the common folk encountered by Billy and Wyatt are

intolerant, threatening, and even fatal. Though the "road" begins as a

mechanism to transcend the artificiality of time and urban sprawl, it

takes them to New Orleans; setting of artificial sex (the bordello),

artificial gaiety (Mardi Gras), and artificial highs (LSI). 

Populism in the 1960s, according to this text, is not to be found in the

common people but on the fringes, in self-contained little units like

the ranch, and in drop-outs like George. It is an American tradition

alright, but it is carried on by an unconnected hodgepodge of people who

know each other not by their clothing or titles but by their

unconventional actions. 

Easy Rider may not be an affirmation of dominant ideology but neither is

it an anthem for the counterculture. It is a question about the

consequences of really living two great American myths. "This used to be

a hell of a good country," George tells Billy and Wyatt, "I can't

understand what happened." 

Conclusion 

At a time when popular media was prone to framing the counterculture as

nonthreatening faddists or visionaries of a brave new world, three

studio films framed them as carriers of two long-standing American

myths, populism and the road. In all three, it is mainstream United

States (or aspects thereof) that is destroying open space, simple

living, individualism, and self-reliance. Salvation is sought (though

not always found or maintained) in people and practices clearly

signifying America's pastoral past. 

In keeping with America's populist tradition, the real problems that

emerge in these films come not from class oppression but from

nonconsensual systems -- armies, schools, cities, and workplaces. They

even come from families and small towns. Thus, at least part of the

American dream is to be found on the outskirts of America; on the road,

as it were. 

This is not to say that the motifs discussed are the only frames of

reference worth considering. As is true for any text, multiple readings

are certainly possible. What is noteworthy, though, is the clarity with

which these motifs are articulated in texts which might well have been

expected to reinforce the dominant ideology of the time.[34] 

What is also remarkable about the three films is the complexity of the

narratives. Granted, Zachariah is hardly subtle in terms of logic; good

and evil, cause and effect are glaring in their simplicity. But the

juxtaposition of images as well as the interplay of parody and homage

make Zachariah a much richer text than the story line suggests. Alice's

Restaurant and Easy Rider are more predictable in terms of style, but

noticeably darker in their vision. They refer to the ideal but admit to

questions about its possibility and price. 

Their ability to place certain aspects of the counterculture so firmly

within American mythology highlights an overwhelming tendency on the

part of mainstream media to frame them as exotic and/or "un-American."

And the willingness of Alice's Restaurant and Easy Rider to address

contradictions, dilemmas, and dead-ends stands in stark contrast to the

closed narratives of most mass-media renderings. They point to the

difficulty of discussing such matters in entertaining, comforting

formats and, thus, indicate one of the pressures within commercial

systems of using media production to keep messages essentially

nonthreatening. 

One could argue that the complexities of Alice's Restaurant, and Easy

Rider came not so much from philosophical integrity as from box office

savvy. In order to woo the growing counterculture market, texts needed

to display some sophistication.[35] 

The question is what role the 1960s will play in the ongoing public

discourse regarding American values and policies. This study suggests

that this discourse is not well served by monolithic characterizations

of the counterculture as an annoying interruption. Because many elements

of the counterculture were struggling with issues common to their

ancestors and, presumably their children, their struggles bear

examination rather than dismissal and ridicule. This examination should

not be constrained by what Goodwyn describes as the false polarization

of Cold War discourse; a discourse which persists despite the recent

political upheavals, such supposed absolutes as cooperative and

competitive systems.[36] 

Throughout American history there have been populists and travellers,

farmers and bikers, self-styled traditionalists, and self-styled

iconoclasts who have sought to transcend the superficial closure of such

categorization in order to explore the questions and tensions that

contribute to the make-up of the American character. The films

considered here should be considered as part of the process. 
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Back to Altamont; Safecracker Blues

CRIMES AND MISDEMEANORS

BY AMY TAUBIN

GIMME SHELTER

Directed by David Maysles, Albert Maysles, and Charlotte Zwerin

Janus Films release, in association with the Criterion Collection, Home Vision Cinema, and Kit Parker Films

Film Forum Opens August 11

THE OPPORTUNISTS

Written and directed by Myles Connell

A First Look release Opens August 11

There's a moment in Gimme Shelter, David Maysles, Albert Maysles, and Charlotte Zwerin's documentary of the Rolling Stones' 1969 American tour, that's just as stunning today as it was in 1970, when the film was first released. It's the moment in which Mick Jagger realizes that he has failed to give the devil his due.

Onstage at Altamont, Jagger has just launched into "Under My Thumb." The handheld camera is pretty tight on his face as he looks out at the violence that has broken out right in front of the stage. The Hell's Angels, who have been hired as security, are randomly clubbing kids in the first rows as their friends try in vain to protect them. The situation was already out of hand before the Stones took the stage, but either they were in denial or they believed that things would only get worse if they refused to perform. Intermittently beseeching the crowd to "stay cool, the Stones get through several numbers on automatic pilot. But as Jagger launches into "Under My Thumb," a look of bewilderment mixed with recognition comes over his face, as if he's hearing the lyric for the first time hearing it from the outside as the 300,000 assembled fans are hearing it-and we see it dawn on him that he is complicit in the violence which has crossed the line from collective fantasy to reality. And as powerful a performer as he believes himself to be, he can't control what is taking place on his watch.

Gimme Shelter follows the world's greatest rock and roll band" at the height of its showmanship and musical energies for roughly 20 days, beginning at Madison Square Garden and ending at Altamont, with a timeout from live performing to lay down tracks for their next album. Seeing the documentary at a distance of 30 years inspires a mix of nostalgia and disillusionment, but it also allows for certain historical insights. The movie emphasizes process-the process of making music, of performing, of doing business, of filmmaking. And it's now clear that the focus on process was to the culture of the '60s what the attention to prices and grosses is to the culture we live in today. (For this new release, the filmmakers added Dolby to the sound mix, a couple of shots of bare-breasted women at Altamont, and a few expletives to the fascinating scene where lawyer Melvin Belli negotiates for a site for the free California concert impulsively committed to by Jagger.)

The Maysles brothers and Zwerin intercut live tour footage with material shot a few weeks later in the editing room the day the stones came to view an early version of the film, which would need their approval for release. The last scene in Gimme Shelter involves Jagger sitting at the flatbed editing table, asking for a second look at the bit of film that shows what he couldn't quite see from the stage as he sang "Under My Thumb": how Meredith Hunter, an 18-year-old black man, after being pushed and hit by the Angels, pulls out a gun and is immediately disarmed and fatally stabbed by one of them while the others stomp out what life may be left in his bleeding body. "Could you run it again?" Jagger asks softly, and in a Zapruder-like moment, the image flickers in slo-mo on the tiny screen while one of the fllmmakers leans over to point out the gun and the knife. "Well, that's it," says Jagger. And we see a freeze-frame close-up of his face-as composed and inscrutable as earlier it had been transparently expressive.

For Stones devotees, the great pleasure in Gimme Shelter is seeing the band when its members could give themselves over to the music and to the still-novel experience of feeling the audience hang on their every sound and gesture. In those days, Jagger could surprise himself in the presence of thousands of strangers. When that happens, his smile radiates across the screen. That smile has long vanished, and more than creased skin and stiffened knees, it's what makes him seem old as a performer.

As a backstage film, Gimme Shelter seems revealing today only if you've never seen Cocksucker Blues, the documentary Robert Frank shot of the Stones on tour-in 1972. The Stones refused to sign off on Cocksucker Blues, although they allow special art-venue screenings in places like Anthology. (Widely available on bootleg video, Cocksucker Blues easily triumphs over the degradation of an inept VHS transfer.) Frank and the Stones must have known from the first that the project they were engaged in was too revealing and legally compromising to be shown in public until everyone involved was dead and buried. One of the great art films from that decade and a half we refer to as the '60s, it was made for the sake of art and posterity, with a reckless disregard of what's possible in the public arena. Gimme Shelter, a pop culture document for a mass audience, slyly lets you know in every frame that it's gone to the limits of the law.

Another darkly brilliant song-and-dance man, Christopher Walken, gets a chance to show the regular-guy side of himself in Myles Connell's nifty little heist movie, The Opportunists. Walken stars as Vic Kelly, a reformed safecracker who's having a hard time making ends meet. Vic's car repair shop doesn't generate enough income to pay the rent on-the shabby Queens house where he lives with his grown-up daughter (Vera Farmiga) and also cover the fee for keeping his elderly aunt (Anne Pitoniak) in a nearby private nursing home. Vic takes his responsibilities seriously enough to risk going to prison again and losing the love of his long-term girlfriend (Cyndi Lauper), who owns the neighborhood bar. When a couple of old acquaintances (Donal Logue and Jose Zuniga) and another young man (Peter McDonald-recently arrived from Ireland and claiming to be Vic's cousin-invite him to join them in a robbery that requires his special safecracking skill, he agrees.

A highly promising first-time director, Connell has a fine-tuned sense of the film's working-class, Irish American, outer-borough milieu and of the people who've lived there all their lives. (The film's only false note is the overly chic cinematography by the usually dependable Teodoro Maniaci.) Although Vic is the focal character, The Opportunists is largely an ensemble piece, and Connell, blatantly appreciative of his terrific cast, allows them to riff off one another in every scene. Both Walken and McDonald seem like men who keep their own counsel, but Walken's gravity and tenderness is amusingly matched to McDonald's boyish impulsivity. And as usual, Logue impresses by seeming more like a real person who wandered onto the screen than like an actor.

More crucial to the success of a heist movie than the timing, logic, and mechanics of the robbery is that the audience be on the side of the robbers, that something of ourselves is at stake in whether or not they pull off the job. The Opportunists delivers an anxious five minutes when we worry that the Robin Hood-like Vic might not get away with what is essentially a victimless crime. Filled with vivid and likable characters, The Opportunists could be the basis for a TV series as captivating as The Sopranos.

