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[H]e commits himself to the forest primeval; there, so long as life shall be his, to act upon a calm, cloistered scheme of strategical, implacable, and lonesome vengeance. Ever on the noiseless trail; cool, collected, patient; less seen than felt; snuffing, smelling—a Leather-stocking Nemesis. In the settlements he will not be seen again; in eyes of old companions tears may start at some chance thing that speaks of him; but they never look for him, nor call; they know he will not come. Suns and seasons fleet; the tiger-lily blows and falls; babes are born and leap in their mothers’ arms; but, the Indian-hater is good as gone to his long home, and “Terror” is his epitaph.

—HERMAN MELVILLE, The Confidence-Man

 

[A]ny accountant in any American city secretly feeds the hope that one day, from the slough of his actual personality, there can spring forth a superman who is capable of redeeming years of mediocre existence.

—UMBERTO ECO, “The Myth of Superman”

 

[The Western film] offers a serious orientation to the problem of violence such as can be found almost nowhere else in our culture. One of the well-known peculiarities of modern civilized opinion is its refusal to acknowledge the value of violence. This refusal is a virtue, but like many virtues it involves a certain willful blindness and it encourages hypocrisy. We train ourselves to be shocked or bored by cultural images of violence, and our very concept of heroism tends to be a passive one: we are less drawn to the brave young men who kill large numbers of our enemies  than to the heroic prisoners who endure torture without capitulating. In art, though we may still be able to understand and participate in the values of the Iliad, a modern writer like Ernest Hemingway we find somewhat embarrassing ... And in the criticism of popular culture, where the educated observer is usually under the illusion that he has nothing at stake, the presence of images of violence is often assumed to be in itself a sufficient ground for condemnation.

—ROBERT WARSHOW, “Movie Chronicle: The Westerner”

 

[T]he sort of project that seems to have been developed without even the intention of being any good.

—SEAN FRENCH, on The Terminator






PROLOGUE

Allowing Our Wits to Take Flight

Vincent Canby had to go back for seconds. The senior film critic of The New York Times had reviewed Death Wish on July 25, 1974, declaring it to be “a bird-brained movie to cheer the hearts of the far-right wing,” and “despicable.” Now, in the pages of the Sunday, August 4, 1974, edition of the Times,  Canby expanded upon his thoughts about the film. Headlined ‘DEATH WISH’ EXPLOITS FEAR IRRESPONSIBLY, his piece said, in part:From the early reports, Death Wish is on its way to becoming one of the big dumb hits of the summer season, which is depressing news but not terribly hard to understand. Its powers to arouse—through demonstrations of action—are not unlike those of a pornographic movie.

It cuts through all sorts of inhibitions, first by making us witnesses to the murder and rape of Paul’s wife and daughter, graphically and agonizingly shown, thus to certify Paul’s (and our) right for vengeance ... If you allow your wits to take flight, it’s difficult not to respond with the kind of lunatic cheers that rocked the Loews Astor Plaza when I was there the other evening. At one point a man behind me shouted with delight: “That’ll teach the mothers!”





Although what really is “difficult” is to dispel the impression of a self-styled highbrow slumming amidst the masses, Canby’s complaint is informed only slightly by his bruised aesthetic sensibilities (the quoted passage actually makes an unwitting argument for the film’s effectiveness qua film); mostly he is motivated by moral outrage, a highly selective outrage that isolates the film from its antecedents (the only other movies Canby mentions are Alan Arkin’s film version of the Jules Feiffer play  Little Murders and one of director Michael Winner’s three earlier films with Charles Bronson, The Mechanic), thereby isolating it from film itself, the better to condemn it on extra-cinematic grounds (an act, really, of critical misfeasance).

Stern charges of moral impropriety (and political turpitude) have always been leveled at individual films—just a few years earlier the Don Siegel/Clint Eastwood film Dirty Harry had been denounced as “fascist medievalism” by Pauline Kael, a critic of far more enduring persuasiveness than Vincent Canby (fascism was invoked also by Roger Ebert and others to characterize Siegel’s anti-determinist fable). Death Wish  became a sitting duck for critics who saw in the film a political agenda that precisely matched what they found most objectionable.1 But even if Death Wish is easily picked off for   its politics—or, rather, what we imagine its politics to be—it continues to exist as film, as the sum of its performances, in the coherence of its script, its place in a larger context, the provocations it offers its viewers. But, other than the provocations—which many reviewers wrote about as if they were immune to them—critics avoided discussing these subjects. Canby announced—glibly, for Canby’s pronouncements on  Death Wish are undercut by his insufferable superiority to the material he was treating—that New York “has its problems: bad bookkeeping, polluted air, rising costs, reduced services, high crime rates, a fleeing middle class. Now you might want to add a movie to the list, Michael Winner’s Death Wish.” Really? If New York’s “problems” are different today, is Death Wish itself still a problem? Does a film’s value mutate along with the reality to which we seek to compare it? Is that what we mean by a “period piece”? Death Wish is a frozen pose, a piece of popular art, one that reveals a bygone zeitgeist without in any true way reflecting the society that sustained it. Of course New York wasn’t the way Death Wish depicts it. (Nor, for that matter, were Tucson and Hawaii, the movie’s two other locales: as John Shelton Lawrence and Robert Jewett note in The Myth of the American Superhero, crime statistics in both places were roughly comparable to those of New York at the time.) Muggers didn’t operate that way, the police didn’t operate that way, psychosis doesn’t occur that way, and the theme of revenge is simply too interesting for a film to turn it into a second job the way this one does.

But criticism begins to unravel as soon as it insists that the reflection a movie casts is distorted. “Realism” is never  exactly that, and in the case of Death Wish, realism wasn’t even the intention. We forget that film is where negative capability found its most welcoming home, “without any irritable reaching after fact & reason.” What Canby refers to disapprovingly as allowing “your wits to take flight” is the fundamental filmgoing experience. (And it’s interesting to read the mandarin certitude of those critics who report on the audiences’ reactions at screenings; their refusal to honor that unanimity, the communion of those dark rooms, is telling, even impeaching. You want to tell them simply that they’re looking in the wrong direction.) Rather than acknowledge (or recognize) that, critics challenged us at the level of the schoolyard taunt: if you like this, you’re stupid.

 

It’s a likable film, though, and I’m not stupid. It’s also a film that perfectly realizes its own invented form, but then becomes incoherent; a nasty provocation, but one that somehow doesn’t go quite far enough; a superb exploitation of an actor’s limitations, but a film full of stilted performances; an interestingly photographed depiction of a nightmare city, but a film whose director sometimes seems to lose interest in what’s happening on the screen; an influential film, but one that begot an almost entirely tedious genre (the worst examples of which possibly are its own sequels). This rickety instability can in itself keep you interested: Is Death Wish a good movie that ultimately fails, or is it a bad movie that succeeds brilliantly from time to time? Could it be both?

I’ve structured this book as a series of discrete chapters (they can be read as individual essays, almost) that break Death Wish  down into some of its constituent elements. There is overlap and, because I sometimes look at the same thing more than once but in different contexts, there are contradictions, all of which occur in an effort to explore the movie’s various ways of being, and to dig it out from under the prejudices that have buried it since its release.2






1

Death Wish and the City

The New York of Death Wish announces itself via a negative proposition: it is most decidedly not Hawaii, the paradise where Paul and Joanna Kersey have lately been vacationing—a place so paradisical, in fact, that even during tourist season the beach on which we first glimpse them is deserted, enough so that Paul suggests that he and Joanna have sex there. “We’re too civilized,” Joanna responds, the more ironic of two express references to civilization made in the film. Here the film hooks us into a simple binary argument that it will make repeatedly: urbanism, civilization, is a destroyer of joy, of potential, of life; the pastoral—in the film’s formulation, resort hotels and, later on, exurban developments—allows one to “live.” To be ideally “uncivilized,” in addition to permitting you to fuck on the beach, is to be freed of your inhibitions against righteous murder. This isn’t merely an inference on my part: the second reference to civilization in the film, when Paul articulates his ideas about self-defense to his son-in-law, makes this point explicitly. By then Joanna is in the ground and Paul’s daughter is in the nuthouse: See what all that civilization got them?

Joanna’s voicing a lament: she does not want to go home—to civilization—and who, after all, would want to  leave this Hawaii? Hawaii’s elision is as carefully planned as anything in the film. It is sun, surf, sand, swaying palms. It is Eden as conceived by a God who wears white patent leather shoes and a floral shirt. Such a Hallmark romance is it, that nearly the only natural thing in the landscape is Charles Bronson himself, his astonishing physique.

 

We’re often treated to the somewhat ill-considered conceit that “the city itself” is the protagonist of a given work of art. It’s a facile idea, and usually not one that makes much sense to me. (We never hear, for example, that the stage set, the landscape, is the protagonist of a Beckett play, although those environments of his often seem to have at least as much agency as his hapless characters.) But the city-as-protagonist conceit serves as shorthand indicating the presence of a kind of authenticity, and it follows that such a protagonist-city would be well-rounded, believable, real.

But the city in film is always a dream. That dream may cohere around humdrum production requirements, the act of making virtue of necessity (the nonsensical, to anyone who has lived there, route the car chase takes through the streets of San Francisco in Bullitt), or around arch, self-reflexive contrivances (Scorsese’s New York, New York), but the film that always fails is the one that denies the dream, that struggles to impose the very logic and order of the street grid on its portrayal. There’s a sort of schematic, unimaginative reasoning to that: Put a camera on the sidewalk and voila! The city! That documentary refusal of synthesis can become very tiresome, especially if you grew up in New York and know what a Sabrett cart looks like,  what a tenement hallway looks like, what a streetwalker looks like, how a cafone talks, what black girls arguing sounds like, what piles of dirty snow and slush amassed near intersections look like—I could go on and on. Gathering such intelligence is novice’s work. Falling in love with that intelligence is a novice’s mistake. But that mistake is irresistible sometimes. William Friedkin made it. Sidney Lumet never learned not to. Four decades into his career, Scorsese still seems torn between lush fabrication and the facile vocabulary of “authenticity.” One of the great refreshing strengths of Death Wish is Michael Winner’s lack of interest in taking a documentary approach to New York City. It’s as if, armed with data identifying the place as the center of urban anomie (which, granted, it was in the popular imagination), he arrived, established his few locations, and began shooting (so to speak). Most of it could have been filmed on the back lot (indeed, Charles Bronson, reluctant to leave his home in Southern California for weeks of shooting in New York, reportedly lobbied to have the location changed to Los Angeles), and the carnivalesque scenes in the film—complainants at a police precinct, prostitutes at a coffee shop—seem rote, tired. Death Wish’s peculiar dream exists at the expense of local color: New York is a cave into which predators can crawl. Bronson discovers himself in the cave.

Death Wish never announced itself as a realistic film. Consider the irony in the voice-over accompanying the trailer:Enjoy a typical afternoon in New York City. This is Paul Kersey. This is the story of a man who decided to clean up the most violent town in the world. He begins where all the  supercops leave off. Call him a mad vigilante. Call him a hero. Either way, he’s always on target. Never make a death wish. Because a death wish always comes true. And you get to love it.





This copy seems to have been lifted wholesale from the utterances of some comedian specializing in verbal free fall—the performances of Jonathan Winters come to mind—and in light of its sheer wackiness I’m left to wonder, for a moment, what reviewers might have made of Death Wish if Winner and his screenwriter, Wendell Mayes (whose career had included work on several films by Otto Preminger, as well as those of Billy Wilder, Henry Hathaway, and Delmer Daves), had explicitly foregrounded the fantasy elements of the film; conceiving of Paul Kersey as a kind of modern Dr. Van Helsing, or setting the movie in a New York of the not-so-distant future—say, 1984 (still, at that point, a loaded date).3 I raise this speculation only because Canby praised, somewhat lavishly, both A Clockwork Orange and Escape from New York, two films whose pure objectionableness, at least by the standards he brought to Death Wish, can have been ameliorated only by the fact of their having been set in the “future.” Or reversed—what if Death Wish had been set in the Hollywood West whose myths it expressly quotes?  (Canby’s response to Clint Eastwood’s High Plains Drifter was indulgently charitable: “part ghost story, part revenge Western, more than a little silly, and often quite entertaining,” he wrote, although then he added, “in a way that may make you wonder if you have lost your good sense.” Canby apparently  never wanted to allow his wits to take flight.)

As it was, the most vehement objections to Death Wish  were grounded in an idea that the movie sought or purported to present “realism,” and that in doing so it either fell far short, or outright lied. That’s a very general encapsulation of the varied responses to the film, but no discussion of Death Wish’s ostensible politics, attitudes, and exhortations (which were the predominant focus of contemporary commentators) could proceed from the idea that Death Wish is a fantasy, from an acknowledgment of it as fiction. The premise that the film was a dangerous lie depended upon its establishment as an attempted representation of reality.

I was born and raised in New York City, and when talking about this project, some people have asked me: Was New York in 1974 “like” Death Wish? The quickest answer is no. But then, I could say the same about the New York seen in any number of Woody Allen films. Allen’s frame of reference is at least as cramped as Winner’s, and the anxious link he forces between the complex splendor of Manhattan and his utterly arrested, Great Books 101 conception of erudite sophistication seems to me more sophomoric than anything in Death Wish (I will note here without further comment that Allen’s great and early champion was ... Vincent Canby). But I digress. One reason the film is patently uninterested in depicting a New  York full of spicy smells and sweaty tumult (or, pace Allen, the Thalia theater and Elaine’s) is because it is bent not on recreating an actual city but on evoking the familiar nightmare of being trapped in a strange and threatening place. People who actually lived in New York didn’t go around cringing in fear all the time; if anything, Death Wish projects the external fears of non-city-dwellers on its urban characters. At that point in time, New York was the focus of national (e.g., FORD TO CITY: DROP DEAD) anti-urban hostility. For non-New Yorkers, the film was almost certainly the embodiment of a leviathan they never, or only fleetingly, had seen (the old joke holds true; New York is a great place to live, but you wouldn’t want to visit there). To just rattle off the names of notorious urban dead zones—Newark, Cleveland, Detroit, Baltimore—or even those forsaken parts of New York that most middle-class New Yorkers never thought about (the South Bronx, East New York) is to appreciate how ludicrously unreal it was to set the locus of the urban id on Riverside Drive.

New Yorkers knew that we were watching someone else’s dream. We also knew, vaguely perhaps, that we were being insulted. But movies are vastly democratic that way: to watch someone else’s dream is to assume its logic, its imponderables; to be caught in its flow along with the dreamer. We knew that it was not New York we were seeing, but “New York.”

Besides, by the 1970s such insults had become commonplace. An honest avenger (or reformer) arrives in town to clear something up. We see it in Klute. We see it in Serpico  . We see it in Coogan’s Bluff. We see it turned on its head in Taxi Driver. Or a contagion arrives from without and a  local hero must step outside the commonplace to contain it, wending his way through a gallery of colorful but stereotypical “types.” We see that in The French Connection, and in The Taking of Pelham One Two Three, and in No Way to Treat a Lady. Or the “types” themselves are the focus of the film, whether amid an intensely focused crisis (Dog Day Afternoon) or an episodic voyage (Midnight Cowboy).

New York very good-naturedly stood for fear, alienation, crime, violence, illicit sex, garrulous ethnicity. It always had. All those things are present in Rear Window, way back in 1954. But Hitchcock filmed that on a specially constructed set, on a soundstage in California. It was flattering and different to see the city’s streets in film after film—not just those above, but dozens of others of the era, films as different as Bye Bye Braverman (Lumet, 1968), Little Murders (Arkin, 1971), Shaft  (Parks, 1971), The Hot Rock (Yates, 1972), Cops and Robbers  (Avakian, 1973), Mean Streets (Scorsese, 1973), The Seven-Ups  (D’Antoni, 1973), Harry and Tonto (Mazursky, 1974), Law and Disorder (Passer, 1974), The Super Cops (Parks, 1974), Three Days of the Condor (Pollack, 1975), Marathon Man (Schlesinger, 1976), Next Stop, Greenwich Village (Mazursky, 1976)—films whose photography, sound, production design, and performances can sometimes seem slightly generic today.4

Suffice it to say that the New York of Death Wish was greeted by New Yorkers with a kind of recognition that stood apart from their familiarity with the city in which they lived. We have been watching “New York” on film for a century; its fakeness is affected not at all by whether such film is shot on its streets.

We finally see the city when the silhouettes of its buildings appear against a luridly colored sky (not too different, really, from the colors of the Hawaiian sunset), the movie’s title superimposed in the foreground, while Herbie Hancock hits a heavy, buzzing synthesizer chord. “Finally” because Hawaii seems to have taken forever (although the sequence is less than two minutes long). The opening is a fairly elaborate pretense that the film draws us into: Death Wish pretends that it would prefer to stay in paradise, and we pretend to agree, but really none of us can wait to get back to hell.

Perfunctory exterior shots of the city track the couple’s journey home from the airport in a taxi. Winner’s casual attitude toward location shooting sometimes undercuts his own vision: the elevated 7 train rumbling above Queens, the romantic shot of the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge (two shots of the bridge, inexplicably, taken from slightly different positions at different times of day, one in particular a romantic “gateway” shot with the sun setting behind Manhattan—a come-on, not a warning), the great intersection at Seventy-second and Broadway; all are enough to establish New York as a working metropolis full of life and energy (which it was). I suspect that Winner shot boilerplate footage to make it absolutely clear to his audience where they were—what it was all about  would come later on. (The cinematographer, Arthur J. Ornitz, worked on three of the New York-based films—Serpico, Law and Disorder, and Next Stop, Greenwich Village—I list earlier.5)

Would Death Wish be appreciably better, or have been better received, if Winner had selected equally genuine but more obscure and picturesquely run-down locations? It wouldn’t have taken much to divert that taxi ride, go through Harlem. That might have denoted a level of craftsmanship (and that all-important authenticity) that could have satisfied reviewers—or, at any rate, that might have fired up the movie-watching synapses that shut down in so many of them when their knees began to jerk toward their chins. To his credit, Canby struggles to express his sense of the film’s disdain for authenticity, though he can’t come up with it. The best he can manage is to blast it as “a movie produced by tourists,” but that’s not quite right. Winner doesn’t have nearly enough of the tourist’s tendency to energetically revel in his knowledge of “secrets,” that impulse toward over-embroidery (again, Friedkin comes to mind). Winner’s approach to New York is generic: pretty much you see either a postcard view or a set of alleys, paths, staircases, and side streets that could have been found on a back lot.

Besides, what could “Harlem” have had to do with Death Wish? There’s no room for Harlem or the South Bronx or the Lower East Side or Bedford-Stuyvesant or Brownsville in Death Wish. The key to accepting Death Wish’s fantasy is   to accept that crime and violence are scourges visited upon a respectable and peace-loving citizenry from without—a beautiful and convenient myth (and, as we shall see, I use that word advisedly)6: if that’s the case, then nothing in the world is more complicated than Paul Kersey and his gun. Winner doesn’t want New York itself to signify its own subtle meanings and menaces (let alone suggest the socioeconomic roots of those things). A more “realistic” backdrop to the opening credits might include a montage of second-unit shots: ne’er-do-wells loitering menacingly on a street corner, drunks sprawled on the sidewalk, burnt-out and abandoned buildings in any of a dozen neighborhoods—but that might raise questions that would linger irritatingly in the viewer’s mind. Winner wants to use the city for one thing only, as the sinister backdrop of a series of mythical confrontations. I remember when I was a kid doing a social studies project on the Aztecs: I dutifully reported on their agriculture and social structure, but really I was in a hurry to get to the heart sacrifices. As far as I was concerned, without heart sacrifices, the Aztecs were nothing. Winner’s series of establishing shots here is the equivalent of the agriculture, etc. Exterior location shooting is in fact extremely limited in the  film, when compared with the fetishization of street scenes in some other films of the era: the bulk of the exteriors are shot on the block where the Kersey home at 33 Riverside Drive is located (the entrance is on Seventy-fifth Street) and in a stretch of Riverside Park.

The opening credits conclude quite nicely with a wordless sequence in which we see the everyday habits of life settle once again upon Paul and Joanna: he checks the mail in the lobby of their apartment building, they enter their apartment, Joanna serves a pickup supper while Paul goes through the mail, and finally the couple, their transition from the natural to the civilized complete, goes chastely to bed: blackout. The true nature of this city begins to become clear the next day, when Paul returns to work. His coworker Sam asks him, “Do you know what was happening while you and Joanna were living it up in Maui or Kaui or Yowey or whatever it is? There were fifteen murders the first week, and twenty-one last week in this goddamn city.”7 A moment later, Paul’s boss, Ives, asks: “How does it feel to be back in the war zone?” So far, nearly all the dialogue has had the effect of pushing us to agree with the film’s assertions about life in “the city.” I don’t want to go home, there’ve been thirty-six murders in the two weeks since we’ve been gone, decent people are going to have to live somewhere else, it’s a war zone.

This rhetoric is somewhat at odds with the dreamy, oblivious behavior exhibited by ordinary people in public spaces: when, soon after, Joanna goes with her and Paul’s daughter, Carol, to the D’Agostino supermarket where they are first spotted and thereafter stalked by the three “freaks” (as they are identified in the credits), led by Jeff Goldblum (his first film role), they and the other shoppers move somnambulistically amid the bright abundant aisles even as the freaks rush manically through the store, yelling and knocking merchandise from the shelves. Again, Winner seems more concerned with overall affect than with contriving an “authentic” scene: the three freaks run, jump, and cavort like three Beatles in a lost scene from A Hard Day’s Night. But the composure of Joanna and Carol seems less like patient forbearance or conditioned inurement than a comatose lack of awareness. After the two women are attacked in the Kersey apartment, Paul is summoned to the hospital, another interior space whose occupants appear intent on going about their “official” functions despite the chaos (of a different sort) in their midst. There is a remarkable brief shot of a man in the center of the frame, covered with blood, standing in a state of confusion as white-garbed nurses, doctors, and orderlies move around him through the brightly lit white space like water around a rock, then a cut to Kersey watching through a glass partition. “There’s a man over there who’s bleeding,” he says. “And nobody comes.” Scenes like this fill the movie: public and semi-public urban spaces in which the denizens of New York are manifestly indifferent to or unaware of the danger and pain surrounding them, paying no attention to the actions that are our sole focus. This is film exploiting and emphasizing our  special status as watchers: rather than implicating us in this vast indifference (as Hitchcock might have implicated us), it allies us with Paul, who either is at the center of our attention or is himself intently watching the action. We see it at the hospital, in the police station, at the airport, in the subway. But it’s not only we and Paul who are paying attention: in this city, evil also is watching; the innocent blindly go through the motions of normalcy at their peril. Shortly after the attack that’s left Joanna dead and Carol catatonic, Paul is sent to Tucson to work on a real estate project that seems poised—due to its developer’s impractical ideas, anathema to the sensibilities of coldly calculating Easterners, about real estate development—to lose more money than Paul’s company, a potential backer, is willing to risk. This crucial interlude has far more significance than simply affording Paul the opportunity to obtain an unlicensed handgun (as it does in Brian Garfield’s source novel): it introduces us to a counter-city, a city where, as Ives says when dispatching Paul there, “people can breathe.” Paul meets Ames Jainchill, the builder who evangelizes on behalf of Tucson, development that conforms to the land (even at the expense of maximum profitability), and gun ownership as the cornerstones of a superior way of life. He tells Paul, “A gun is just a tool. Like a hammer, or an axe. Wasn’t long ago, used to put food on the table. Keep foxes out of the chicken coop. And rustlers off the range. Bandits out of the bank.” This is a remarkable piece of dialogue, taking as it does the mythic differences between sod-busters, ranchers, and the lawless Western town that long served as the raw material for violent conflict in Western movies (one of the posters on the wall of the gun club to which Ames brings  Paul is from Lawman—a Michael Winner film that concerns itself with these same differences), and conflating them into a kind of historical unanimity emanating solely from unfettered gun ownership. He goes on: “This is gun country. Can’t even own a handgun in New York City. Out here I hardly know a man that doesn’t own one. And I’ll tell you something: unlike your city, we can walk our streets and through our parks at night and feel safe.”

Earlier, Ames has brought Paul to Old Tucson. Although the script archly has him make reference to the fact that “they shoot movies here sometimes,” it is in fact a gigantic set—originally constructed in 1939 for the shooting of Arizona—and theme park. Here Paul watches, along with a crowd of spectators, a reenactment of an archetypal gunfight between a marshal and three bad guys. Unlike in “New York,” the citizenry in “Tucson” pays close attention to the acts of evildoers, and as the marshal shoots the bandits one by one, the citizenry duly applauds each time. To underscore the point, the on-site narrator of the scene intones: The outlaw life seemed a shortcut to easy money, which could buy liquor, women, and a turn at the gambling table. But there were honest men, with dreams, who would fight to protect their—here Ames, bored, talks over the spiel to tell Paul, “Let’s get that beer”—and who would plant the roots that would grow into a nation.

 

The purpose of the Tucson interlude is ostensibly to show Paul’s transformation from frustrated victim into implacable avenger, his shedding of his effete Eastern conditioning to embrace the take-charge solution of individual armed response to  the problem of aggression. But more than that, it provides us with an urban arcadia, the perfect balance between the convenience of contemporary urban society and the purported values (and the allowable expediencies) of an earlier time. “Muggers operating out here, they just plain get their asses blown off,” says Ames. It also, via scenes depicting Paul hard at work solving the pro-blem of making the Jainchill development profitable while retaining Ames’s ideal of remaining true to the land and providing “space for life” (including a wordless sequence, scored by Hancock like one of those scenes from a Western in which some arduous but redeeming task is undertaken, where we see Paul on the site, staking out lots, surveying land, taking notes, and consulting with engineers and contractors over blueprints), shows him internalizing the values that contrast so sharply with those of back home (while effectively transferring our own identification from the old values to the new). Despite Paul’s explaining to Jainchill that he served as a conscientious objector in Korea, that his pacifist and nonviolent tendencies were cemented when his father died in a hunting accident—the first time a family member met a violent end—by the time Ames hands him a pistol at the gun club, the die has been cast.

After successfully completing the Jainchill assignment, Paul returns to New York, unaware that stowed in his suitcase is a .32-caliber revolver. Ever the evangelist, Jainchill has tucked the gift-wrapped pistol in Paul’s luggage as a “going-away present”: Paul will now spread the blow-their-asses-off gospel of Gun Country to New York. After having been confronted with the upsetting news that Carol’s condition has grown worse during his absence and that fancy-pants New York doctors continue  to be helpless to improve it—could a missing piece in Death Wish be a Tucson hospital scene or, better, an old-fashioned house call, in which a simple country doctor performs a medical miracle (perhaps to heal Paul of his blindness)—and with the arrival in the mail of the photographs he and Joanna had taken on their vacation, Paul discovers the gun in his bag and immediately recognizes his missionary assignment. As Daniel Boone said of himself, he has become “separated from the cheerful society of men ... an instrument ordained to settle the wilderness” of New York. (Truly, he has become Charles Bronson.) He goes to nearby Riverside Park, where, true to the nightmare logic of the film, he is confronted by an armed mugger within moments, and commences the killing spree that dominates the second half of the movie.

 

In that second half, the city provides us with a variation on the (not then) old argument that we “weren’t allowed” to win in Vietnam (an analogy that, now that I think of it, intimates the wealth of subtexts that must have been resonantly present when the film was released). Ames Jainchill has made clear that individual safety in the West is guaranteed by a right to self-protection unhampered by government, and the performance in Old Tucson has shown that lawful authority ideally gives no quarter when coping with crime; now Eastern authority reveals a correspondingly weak and dissembling nature. The district attorney and the police commissioner, personifying the city administration, express fear that citizens will follow Paul’s lead by taking the law into their own hands, and suppress the information that crime has dropped since his actions have become  known. The scene (which takes place in the district attorney’s luxuriously appointed office, as the two well-dressed officials munch on candy from a crystal dish) in which they inform the rumpled and hardworking Inspector Frank Ochoa, who is on the verge of cracking the case, that while he must stop Paul he is not to arrest him makes clear that the only real concern of city officials is in maintaining the consolidation of their own power. (Like the parallels with a frustrated war effort, the depiction of high officials conspiring to lie to us must have had special resonance in that summer when a president fell victim to his own resolute and chronic dishonesty.) It’s a pretty subtle take on the backroom politics that might govern such a situation: a movie possessing the blunderbuss sensibilities that Death Wish has often been accused of might have granted Ochoa an audience with the mayor himself (cf. Dirty Harry), but in fact no politicians are seen in the movie (a headline is briefly seen that reads “STOP VIGILANTE” MAYOR DEMANDS), unless you count the district attorney (although New Yorkers are well aware that this tends to be a position of lifetime tenure). The implication is that these men, who answer not to the citizenry but to a higher organizational authority (and their own ambition), are facing pressure from above.

And also from the media: there is another, arch component of the city in Death Wish: throughout the second half of the film, once news of the vigilante has broken, press and television reports constantly punctuate the film. The administration is very conscious of being Creon to Paul’s Antigone; the district attorney says, when asked about apprehending Paul, “I don’t want a  martyr on my hands!” This isn’t a facile reference; like Sophocles’s tragedy, the film is in many ways an exploration of the conflict between one’s obligations to the state and its laws and the need to answer to a higher, or more “natural,” law, a need that is ratified and commented on by the media. The city’s secret response to Paul’s acts is formulated in awareness of the unofficial response of its citizens, and the media is a chorus of their voices, mostly telegraphed (and amplified) by television reports, newspaper headlines, magazine covers, and billboards; from Alma Lee Brown, an elderly woman who goes after her attackers with a hatpin (“Everybody better look out for me from now on ... I’ve been robbed too many times, and I’ve had enough!”), to Andrew McCabe, a construction worker whose crew “roughed [a mugger] up a little bit before the police came.” This city of vox populi is repeatedly seen in remote communion with Paul: they draw strength and resolve from his actions, while he compulsively leafs through magazines and newspapers and watches TV news, gaining confidence from their response, which affirms the righteousness of his actions.

Maybe equally important, it affirms our fascination with them. Death Wish may “exploit fear irresponsibly,” as Canby had it, but what hindsight makes very clear is that it mostly exploits its audience’s sanctioned voyeurism and appetite for the lurid that television had enabled at least since Lee Harvey Oswald had been shot by Jack Ruby on live TV, a moment at which any censorial hopes, good-intentioned or not, of braking the medium were forever dashed. Television revealed its essence then as the perpetual promise of the shocking deviation from the script—it could pretend, and still does, to be about scripted entertainment,  even scripted “reality,” but our expectations remain keyed to the invasion of the normal by the unforeseen (what better, and purer, television has there ever been than the tape of those jetliners plowing into the lower Manhattan skyline?).

And the unforeseen had become regularly scheduled programming. The beaming of moving, audible images from places like Watts, Detroit, and Newark into American living rooms had transformed our idea of the American city—it wasn’t Vietnam that had arrived at home so much as a way of seeing that had been midwifed by its depiction on the tube. Assassinations, riots, wars. A few days before Canby’s think piece, Congress adopted three articles of impeachment against President Richard Nixon (who would resign four days after the piece ran). All on television. Perhaps even more pertinent, consider that earlier that summer Christine Chubbuck, a Florida newscaster, shot herself in the head during a live broadcast, announcing just prior to the act, “In keeping with Channel 40’s policy of bringing you the latest in blood and guts, and in living color, you are going to see another first—attempted suicide.” Chubbuck had pulled off a great feat of self-reflexive theater. As Wes “Scoop” Nisker famously said, “If you don’t like the news, go out and make some of your own.” These events were more than merely televised, they were television itself, as were the urban woes that  Death Wish presented in stylized form.

Hollywood’s opting for exploitative entertainment was, at least in part, a way of imitating the sheer propinquity television forced between its audiences and the events it depicted, marking one of the industry’s final movements, in the years before special effects flattened all affect by making the real fake  and the fake real, toward a deeper naturalism, a naturalism that for the first time took for granted that our most common experiences are mediated experiences. Death Wish is a movie profoundly aware of the relationship between events and the way in which they become news, and, covered as news, are distorted and influenced by their own newsworthiness to become stories. Bronson indeed goes out and “makes some of his own.”

 

I wrote earlier of the city in Death Wish as a “cave into which predators can crawl.” I’d like to elaborate a little, at the risk of contradicting myself slightly. The New York of Death Wish  is in fact two cities: the first, which exists aboveground, is where conversation, dining, announcements, arrivals, business, gatherings, and so forth take place, usually in well-lit and unthreatening, if not especially welcoming, spaces. Portals to the “other” New York—to the cave—are well marked and found everywhere: subway entrances, the boundaries of city parks, the mouths of alleys. Significantly, the limits are known to all, and generally are observed by both surface- and cave-dwellers.8 The movie’s plot is set in motion by an act  of trespass: Joanna and Carol haven’t gone strolling through Central Park at midnight, ridden the long express stretch between 59th and 125th Streets on the A train, or taken a shortcut through a dark alley. They’ve observed the tacit rules; it’s the “freaks” who’ve violated them. It’s a very superficial reading of the film to assert, as several reviewers did, that the New York of Death Wish is overrun by violent criminals, a premise that actually characterizes several of the more prestigious (or, at any rate, less scrutinized) films I’ve mentioned.

In postulating a violated transaction—the freaks were supposed to have been waiting for their victims to wander into the cave—Death Wish carries forward the themes and motifs of the Western films to which it’s made explicit reference, films that often depend on a similar violation of established codes of behavior to set their tales of revenge in motion: an insistence not on law, exactly, but order. Garfield’s novel has Paul railing to himself and others about his thwarted “right” to walk anywhere he pleases in the city, a realistic and sensible complaint in the real world, but in a movie that conceives of its setting as a “war zone” no such right can be assumed to exist. Charles Bronson is obliged to track the cave-dwellers down where they live to restore order. Both he and the criminals are acting outside of the law, but as the champion of order, Bronson discovers himself, fighting his war of containment. (Vietnam does shimmer, ghostlike, at the edges of this film ... as does the future War on Terror, in which the original “evildoers” will be all but forgotten.) The contemporary city—even a mythical one—is the only conceivable setting for a story like this. It is not a  mere transliteration of the fabled West, but a translation arising from devolution: if we say that the peak of the Western’s arc was its metafictional awareness of the inevitable arrival of the rule of law (as in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance), then in Death Wish the gradual ebbing of the law’s effectiveness is projected forward into real time, and backward to its urban Eastern origin, to a common point at which, once again, order is the best that can be hoped for.
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