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INTRODUCTION

We live in a box of space and time. Movies are windows in its walls. They allow us to enter other minds—not simply in the sense of identifying with the characters, although that is an important part of it, but by seeing the world as another person sees it. François Truffaut said that for a director it was an inspiring sight to walk to the front of a movie theater, turn around, and look back at the faces of the audience, turned up to the light from the screen. If the film is any good, those faces reflect an out-of-the-body experience: The audience for a brief time is somewhere else, sometime else, concerned with lives that are not its own. Of all the arts, movies are the most powerful aid to empathy, and good ones make us into better people.

Not many of them are very good, however. Yes, there are the passable Friday night specials, measured by critics including myself in terms of their value in entertaining us for two hours. We buy our tickets and hope for diversion, and usually we get it, but we so rarely get anything more. Especially in these latter days of the marketing-driven Hollywood, and a world cinema dominated by the Hollywood machine, films aim coarsely at low tastes. “If you put three thoughts into a movie you’ve broken the law and no one will come,” Sean Penn told an audience at the Edinburgh Festival in 2001. The movies in this book have three thoughts, or more. They are not “the” 100 greatest films of all time, because all lists of great movies are a foolish attempt to codify works which must stand alone. But it’s fair to say: If you want to make a tour of the landmarks of the first century of cinema, start here.

I began writing these essays at a time when new Hollywood product seemed at a low ebb (it has ebbed lower) and many younger filmgoers seemed to have little sense of the cinema’s past. Every spring since 1968 I have attended the Conference on World Affairs at the University of Colorado in Boulder, and conducted a week-long exploration of one film. We sit in the dark and use stop-action to creep through a film, sometimes at a shot-by-shot pace. At first we used 16mm; then laserdiscs and DVD made it easier. Everybody engages in the discussion. It is democracy in the dark, with an image frozen on the screen. In earlier years I did mostly classics (Citizen Kane, The Third Man, La Dolce Vita, The General, Notorious, Persona, Ikiru, Taxi Driver). In recent years, reflecting the death of film societies and the rise of home video, the students were less interested in the past. One year I suggested Vertigo and they begged me to do Fight Club.

We did both. Fight Club was not a film I approved of, although I recognized its skill and knew from countless e-mails how strong an impression it made on its admirers. Seeing it over the course of a week, I admired its skill even more, and its thought even less. It lacks an intelligent drawing-together of its themes, but that is not held against it in a time when audiences are assaulted with sound and motion, when shots get shorter and movies get louder, when special effects replace or upstage theme and performance. The ability of an audience to enter into the narrative arc of a movie is being lost; do today’s audiences have the patience to wait for Harry Lime in The Third Man?

At Boulder and on other campuses, talking with the students, I found that certain names were no longer recognized. Even students majoring in film had never seen one by Buñuel, Bresson, or Ozu. They’d seen one or two titles by Ford and Wilder, knew a half-dozen Hitchcock classics, genuflected at Citizen Kane, knew the Star Wars pictures by heart, and sometimes uttered those words which marked them as irredeemably philistine: “I don’t like black and white.” Sixty of these films are in black and white, and three use b&w and color; you cannot know the history of the movies, or love them, unless you understand why b&w can give more, not less, than color.

I came to believe that the classics of earlier years were an unexplored country for many filmgoers, even the best ones. As a film critic for a daily newspaper, I didn’t want to spend my life locked in the present. In 1997 I went to Nigel Wade, then the editor of the Chicago Sun-Times, and proposed a biweekly series of longer articles revisiting the great movies of the past. He gave his blessing. Not many editors would have; the emphasis in American film journalism is on “celebrity news,” box office results, and other forms of bottom-feeding. Every other week since then, I have revisited a great movie, and the response has been encouraging. I received letters and e-mails from movie lovers; got into debates with other critics; heard from a university trustee and a teenager in Madison who both vowed to watch every movie on the list. The Library Media Project made discounted DVDs of the movies available to public libraries.

The relative invisibility of classic movies is directly related to the death of film societies. Until the rise of home video, every campus and many public libraries and community centers had film societies which held cheap and well-programmed 16mm screenings. My early film initiation took place at two such clubs at the University of Illinois, which also inspired me to see first-run films I might otherwise have avoided. I saw Ikiru, The 400 Blows, The Maltese Falcon, and Swing Time for the first time in those campus rooms—knowing little or nothing about them except that they cost only twenty-five cents, and that afterward people got together in the student union and drank coffee and talked about them.

In theory home video should be a godsend for lovers of great films, and indeed most of these titles are available on video in one form or another, and that is how most people will have to see them. But when you enter the neighborhood video chain store, display boxes near the door push the latest “new on video” Hollywood blockbusters, and you have to prowl in the shadows to find “foreign films” and “classics”—often a pitiful selection. Independent local video stores and Web-based operations like netflix.com and facets.org give access to a much larger range of films, but does the average moviegoer ever find them? In the 1960s Stanley Kauffmann coined the term “the film generation” to describe the phenomenon of younger filmgoers who were film-obsessed. I was a member of that generation, and can personally testify that I waited in line at ordinary theaters to get into sold-out performances of Resnais’s Last Year at Marienbad and Godard’s Weekend. Today even the most popular subtitled films are ignored by the national distribution oligarchy, mainstream movies are pitched at the teenage male demographic group, and the lines outside theaters are for Hollywood’s new specialty, B movies with A budgets.

I’ve seen some of the movies in this book dozens of times, and have been through forty-seven of them a shot at a time. But I made a fresh viewing before writing each essay; that was the whole idea. I was reminded of a similar selection by the British critic Derek Malcolm, who said his list simply reflected films he could not bear the thought of never seeing again. I have revised and lengthened these pieces for book publication, and made adjustments where necessary—for example, discussing the new longer version of Apocalypse Now. The 100 titles were selected from about 150 I had written up to publication date, and the biweekly series continues.

Revising the essays, I realized what a wonderful task I’d set myself, because I remembered the circumstances under which I’d seen the films. There was a cold London night in January when I took the tube to Hampstead and saw Written on the Wind at the Everyman. I joined Donald Richie, the great expert on Japanese film, as we went through Ozu’s Floating Weeds a shot at a time at the Hawaii Film Festival. At the Virginia Festival of American Film, I did Raging Bull with its editor, Thelma Schoonmaker (nobody knows a film quite as well as its editor). The cinematographer Haskell Wexler joined me for Casablanca on the Floating Film Festival. Peter Bogdanovich and I went through Citizen Kane together on the Telluride Film Festival’s anniversary cruise on the QE2. I was at the world premiere of 2001: A Space Odyssey, and saw it again in 70mm on a giant screen at my own Overlooked Film Festival at the University of Illinois. Apocalypse Now Redux was screened at Cannes 2001, in the best movie theater in the world. Battleship Potemkin I saw projected on a screen on the outside wall of the Vickers Theater in Three Oaks, Michigan, while the audience sat on folding chairs and Concrete, a group from Benton Harbor, played a score it had composed. At the Overlooked again, I saw Nosferatu with music by the Alloy Orchestra of Cambridge, Mass. I remembered seeing the original version of The Big Sleep on 16mm in the Los Angeles living room of the late David Bradley, a curmudgeonly and beloved film collector. The best time I saw City Lights was outdoors in Piazza San Marco in Venice, and after it was over Chaplin came out on a balcony and waved. The first time I saw Gates of Heaven, Milos Stehlik of Facets Multimedia in Chicago called me up and said he had a film I had to see and he would not tell me what it was about. That mysterious masterpiece has suffered all its life because people think they don’t want to see a documentary about a pet cemetery.

What happens when you see a lot of good movies is that directorial voices and styles begin to emerge. You see that some movies are made by individuals, and others by committees. Some movies are simply about the personalities they capture (the Marx Brothers and Astaire and Rogers). Others are about the mastery of genre, from Star Wars, which attempts to transcend swashbuckling, to Detour, which attempts to hide in the shadows of noir. Most good movies are about the style, tone, and vision of their makers. A director will strike a chord in your imagination, and you will be compelled to seek out the other works. Directors become like friends. Buñuel is delighted by the shamelessness of human nature. Scorsese is charged by the lurid possibilities of Catholic guilt. Kurosawa celebrates individuals in a country that suspects them. Wilder is astonished by the things some people will do to be happy. Keaton is about the struggle of man’s spirit against the physical facts of the world. Hitchcock creates images that have the quality of guilty dreams. Sooner or later every lover of the film arrives at Ozu, and understands that the movies are not about moving, but about whether to move.

ROGER EBERT


 
STILL AND MOVING

I live in the past. 

My job, as assistant curator in the Department of Film and Media at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, is to operate the Film Stills Archive, one of the largest collections of film stills in the world. Scholars and journalists request photographs from important movies, or of notable film personalities; and, as I have for the past thirty-four years, I open those venerable filing cabinets in the archive and find a century’s worth of art and folly, commerce and kitsch, invaluable documentation and, most of all, indelible memories.

Researching these stills for Roger Ebert’s The Great Movies has given me a refreshed look at movie history—a century of cinematic miracles in a hundred photographs. Similarly, when I rummage through bulging “personality files” of movie-star stills, I can see a compressed life story: the freshness and gawky promise of a young actor; the radiant maturity as the star’s appeal is complemented by the filmmakers’ artistry; then, as age writes its cruel lines on a face, the poignant battle against decay, waged with heavy makeup and lighting that is ever more carefully soft-focus. Any of these personality files is a flip-book that grants me a God’s-eye view into both the intoxicating nature of human beauty and the inevitability of mortality. In a film still, though, an actor can remain forever at the apogee of his appeal.

Such is the archival and emotional power of film stills, a relic of nineteenth-century technology that holds priceless treasures for the twenty-first. Like the images in a movie theater—which run through a projector and escape to lodge in the viewer’s mind, sometimes forever—film stills document the cinematic event. They are the images of record, representing the movie when they are published in newspapers, books, and magazines. This is how generations of audiences—the readers of all that prose, the gazers at all those photos—were taught to remember movies. Film stills return movies to their basics: a succession of images. They are the equivalent of photos in an old family album, a face or a caress petrified in time. These are the pictures a moviegoer is likely to retain, in the portable museum of his or her own imagination.

As you look through this book, your eye will occasionally be seduced away from Roger’s peerless prose to focus on the image accompanying each essay. Whether or not you are familiar with the films under discussion, you will find that the stills evoke the films’ visual and emotional content. From Casablanca: Humphrey Bogart and Ingrid Bergman discussing times gone by. From City Lights: the sightless Virginia Cherrill offering a flower to the tramp Charles Chaplin, who would in turn offer his undying love to her. From Psycho: Anthony Perkins, as the cinema’s most dutiful son, with his hand clasped onto his mouth in horror at the crime his mother has just committed. From The Seventh Seal: the Knight (Max von Sydow) in a confessional, whispering his most intimate fears to white-faced Death (Bengt Ekerot). From Raging Bull: Robert De Niro standing over a defeated foe, the men’s bodies a Picasso assemblage of welts and bruises.

François Truffaut acknowledged the potency of the still image when he ended his first feature, The 400 Blows, with a freeze frame of his young hero. It captured Antoine Doinel (Jean-Pierre Léaud) in a moment in time, his future uncertain, his face seemingly asking “Now what?” at the end of the first turbulent chapter of his experiences. That’s what film stills do. They freeze the emotion and excitement of an actor, a scene, a film, an era; they are the pin through the movie butterfly that somehow gives this lovely, ephemeral creature lasting life. Stills distill; stills preserve. Most of the stills in this book are not, exactly, from the films they accompany. That is to say, they are not frame enlargements—blowups of single 35mm frames. They are usually the work of “unit photographers,” men and women hired by the production company to take pictures on the set while the scenes are being shot. They are designed to sell the product: to whet the prospective ticket buyer’s appetite with publicity photos of the stars and alluring scenes from the film.

But like much commercial art, film stills have their glories, both sentimental and aesthetic. A glance at a still from an old Hollywood film conjures up an era in an instant. The photo suggests the film’s directorial style; it recalls the lavish, precise design of sets and costumes; it anatomizes the look and attitude of the stars and forgotten players of an age gone by.

The still photograph’s density, its search for the perfect single image, lends it a unique grip on our memories. In the 1930s, plenty of newsreel footage was expended on the Depression’s poor, but the most telling portraits were those taken by photographer Dorothea Lange for the Farm Security Administration. The artful rawness of these pictures—the panhandlers and dirt farmers, the families ravaged by poverty and staring into a bleak future—lodges in the mind like a doctor’s sad diagnosis to an anxious patient. Here is the poetry of deprivation and despair.

Hollywood movies were after a different kind of poetry: inspiring, reassuring. They told fairy tales about gorgeous people chasing their dreams. And they did this by taking pictures of ordinary actors and turning them into icons. The movie still refined this process even further: it isolated the light fantastic. Its mission was to encapsulate, in a single frame, the enthrallment of movies—all the glamour, and much of the art. At its best, the film still captured the heart of a movie, and the essence of star quality.

Not all stars were suited to the still photograph. The more bustling type of performer—James Cagney, Gene Kelly, Jerry Lewis—might be only a blur in the shutter. But the still camera was ideal for celestial bodies like Greta Garbo and Marlene Dietrich, whose screen personalities suggested goddesses in watchful repose, aloof and attentive as they waited for their men to make a false move. These actresses had an allure that was literally statuesque; and for this stillness, the still camera was the ideal machine to record it and improve on it. The best actresses recognized this symbiosis and had some of their most productive professional relationships with stills photographers: Garbo with Ruth Harriet Louise and Clarence Sinclair Bull, Dietrich with Eugene Robert Richee and William Walling, Jr. In his book The Art of the Great Hollywood Portrait Photographers, John Kobal says Dietrich believed “that her studio photographs were of greater importance to her than her films.”

The basis for the Museum of Modern Art’s Film Stills Archive is the collection of one million photographs from Photoplay magazine, which documents movies from the earliest experiments in cinema in the 1890s to 1948, near the end of Hollywood’s Golden Age. The MoMA Archive now comprises some four million stills representing every major country, director, performer, film—and decade. Indeed, because of the care with which they were taken and the sturdy fiber paper stock on which they were printed, photos from the 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s remain in pristine condition. As long as there still are films, there will be film stills.

Sometimes, the stills outlive the films. Many works, especially from the silent years, are missing and presumed lost. For example, only one tantalizing reel exists of Victor Seastrom’s The Divine Woman, starring Greta Garbo. The melancholy fact is that the nitrate stock on which pre-1948 films were released often deteriorates disastrously, whereas the paper on which photographs are printed may last for centuries. Thus, the only visual evidence for many movies is the collection of film stills made to publicize them. A 1968 MoMA exhibition, “Stills from Lost Films,” organized by Gary Carey, devoted an entire gallery to mounted stills enlargements from the most famous lost films.

Fortunately, the studios that produced these films often instructed their unit photographers to document them fully—scene by scene, sometimes shot by shot—with several hundred stills for even “minor” films of the 1920s and ’30s. The existence of this material has allowed scholars to “re-create” lost films. Historian Philip K. Riley published a book that reconstructed Lon Chaney’s London After Midnight. Herman G. Weinberg did a similar book on Erich von Stroheim’s 1928 The Wedding March. In 1999, for the TNT channel, Rick Schmidlin devised a four-hour film version of Stroheim’s legendary Greed by interlacing the surviving footage with hundreds of film stills. These efforts attest to the importance of film stills in piecing together the precious artifacts of an endangered medium.

This book should prove the truths I recognize each working day in the Film Stills Archive. Film stills preserve more than a dusty historical record. They evoke, with precision and purity, the cinema’s glorious past. They testify to the persistence of the filmmakers’ vision, to the enticement of movie glamour. They validate the movie lover’s fondest memories. The legacy of still photos shows just how moving moving pictures can be.

MARY CORLISS


 
{
2001: 
A SPACE ODYSSEY
}

The genius is not in how much Stanley Kubrick does in 2001: A Space Odyssey, but in how little. This is the work of an artist so sublimely confident that he doesn’t include a single shot simply to keep our attention. He reduces each scene to its essence and leaves it on-screen long enough for us to contemplate it, to inhabit it in our imaginations. Rare among science fiction movies, 2001 is not concerned with thrilling us, but with inspiring our awe.

No little part of his effect comes from the music. Although Kubrick commissioned an original score from Alex North, he used classical recordings as a temporary track while editing the film, and they worked so well that he kept them. This was a crucial decision. North’s score, which is available on a recording, is a good job of film composition but would have been wrong for 2001 because, like all scores, it attempts to underline the action—to give us emotional cues. The classical music chosen by Kubrick exists outside the action; it uplifts, it wants to be sublime, it brings a seriousness and transcendence to the visuals.

Consider two examples. The Johann Strauss waltz “Blue Danube,” which accompanies the docking of the space shuttle and the space station, is deliberately slow, and so is the action. Obviously such a docking process would have to take place with extreme caution (as we now know from experience), but other directors might have found the space ballet too slow, and punched it up with thrilling music, which would have been wrong. We are asked in the scene to contemplate the process, to stand in space and watch. We know the music. It proceeds as it must. And so, through a peculiar logic, the space hardware moves slowly because it’s keeping the tempo of the waltz. At the same time, there is an exaltation in the music that helps us feel the majesty of the process.

Now consider Kubrick’s famous use of Richard Strauss’s Thus Spake Zarathustra. Inspired by the words of Nietzsche, its bold opening notes embody the ascension of man into spheres reserved for the gods. It is cold, frightening, magnificent. It is associated in the film with the first entry of man’s consciousness into the universe—and with the eventual passage of that consciousness onto a new level, symbolized by the Star Child at the end of the film. When classical music is associated with popular entertainment, the result is usually to trivialize the music (who can listen to the William Tell Overture without thinking of the Lone Ranger?). Kubrick’s film is almost unique in enhancing the music by its association with his images.

I was present at the Los Angeles premiere of the film, in 1968, at the Pantages Theater. It is impossible to adequately describe the anticipation in the audience. Kubrick had been working on the film in secrecy for some years, in collaboration, the audience knew, with the author Arthur C. Clarke, the special effects expert Douglas Trumbull, and consultants who advised him on the specific details of his imaginary future—everything from space station design to corporate logos. Fearing to fly and facing a deadline, Kubrick had sailed from England on the Queen Elizabeth, using an editing room on board, and had continued to edit the film during a cross-country train journey. Now it was finally ready to be seen.

To describe that first screening as a disaster would be wrong, for many of those who remained until the end knew they had seen one of the greatest films ever made. But not everyone remained. Rock Hudson stalked down the aisle, audibly complaining, “Will someone tell me what the hell this is about?” There were many other walkouts, and some restlessness at the film’s slow pace (Kubrick immediately cut about seventeen minutes, including a pod sequence that essentially repeated another one). The film did not provide the clear narrative and easy entertainment cues the audience expected. The closing sequences, with the astronaut inexplicably finding himself in a bedroom somewhere beyond Jupiter, were baffling. The overnight Hollywood judgment was that Kubrick had become derailed, that in his obsession with effects and set pieces, he had failed to make a movie.

[image: image]

What he had actually done was make a philosophical statement about man’s place in the universe, using images as those before him had used words, music, or prayer. And he had made it in a way that invited us to contemplate it—not to experience it vicariously as entertainment, as we might in a good conventional science fiction film, but to stand outside it as a philosopher might, and think about it.

The film falls into several movements. In the first, prehistoric apes, confronted by a mysterious black monolith, teach themselves that bones can be used as weapons, and thus discover their first tools. I have always felt that the smooth artificial surfaces and right angles of the monolith, which was obviously made by intelligent beings, triggered the realization in an ape brain that intelligence could be used to shape the objects of the world.

The bone is thrown into the air and dissolves into another weapon, an orbiting bomb platform (this has been called the longest flash-forward in the history of the cinema). We meet Dr. Heywood Floyd (William Sylvester), en route to a space station and the moon. This section is willfully antinarrative; there are no breathless dialogue passages to tell us of his mission, and instead Kubrick shows us the minutiae of the flight: the design of the cabin, the details of in-flight service, the effects of zero gravity.

Then comes the docking sequence, with its waltz, and for a time even the restless in the audience are silenced, I imagine, by the sheer wonder of the visuals. On board, we see familiar brand names, we participate in an enigmatic conference among the scientists of several nations, we see such gimmicks as a videophone and a zero-gravity toilet.

The sequence on the moon (which looks as real as the actual video of the moon landing a year later) is a variation on the film’s opening sequence. Man is confronted with a monolith, just as the apes were, and is drawn to a similar conclusion: This must have been made. And as the first monolith led to the discovery of tools, so the second leads to the employment of man’s most elaborate tool: the space ship Discovery, employed by man in partnership with the artificial intelligence of the onboard computer, named HAL 9000.

Life on board the Discovery is presented as a long, eventless routine of exercise, maintenance checks, and chess games with HAL. Only when the astronauts fear that HAL’s programming has failed does a level of suspense emerge; their challenge is to somehow get around HAL, which has been programmed to believe “This mission is too important for me to allow you to jeopardize it.” Their efforts lead to one of the great shots in the cinema, as the men attempt to have a private conversation in a space pod, and HAL reads their lips. The way Kubrick edits this scene so that we can discover what HAL is doing is masterful in its restraint: He makes it clear but doesn’t insist on it. He trusts our intelligence.

Later comes the famous “star gate” sequence, a sound and light journey in which the astronaut Dave Bowman (Keir Dullea) travels through what we might now call a wormhole, into another place, or dimension, that is unexplained. At journey’s end is the comfortable bedroom suite in which he grows old, eating his meals quietly, napping, living the life (I imagine) of a zoo animal who has been placed in a familiar environment. And then the Star Child.

There is never an explanation of the other race that presumably left the monoliths and provided the star gate and the bedroom. 2001 lore suggests Kubrick and Clarke tried and failed to create plausible aliens. It is just as well. The alien race exists more effectively in negative space: We react to its invisible presence more strongly than we possibly could to any actual representation.

2001: A Space Odyssey is in many respects a silent film. There are few conversations that could not be handled with title cards. Much of the dialogue exists only to show people talking to one another, without much regard to content (this is true of the conference on the space station). Ironically the dialogue containing the most feeling comes from HAL, as it pleads for its “life” and sings “Daisy.”

The film creates its effects essentially out of visuals and music. It is meditative. It does not cater to us, but wants to inspire us, enlarge us. More than thirty years after it was made, it has not dated in any important detail, and although special effects have become more versatile in the computer age, Trumbull’s work remains completely convincing—more convincing, perhaps, than more sophisticated effects in later films, because it looks more plausible, more like documentary footage than like elements in a story.

Only a few films are transcendent and work upon our minds and imaginations like music or prayer or a vast belittling landscape. Most movies are about characters with a goal in mind, who obtain it after difficulties either comic or dramatic. 2001: A Space Odyssey is not about a goal, but about a quest, a need. It does not hook its effects on specific plot points, nor does it ask us to identify with Dave Bowman or any other character. It says to us: We became men when we learned to think. Our minds have given us the tools to understand where we live and who we are. Now it is time to move on to the next step, to know that we live not on a planet, but among the stars, and that we are not flesh, but intelligence.


 
{
THE 400 BLOWS
}

I demand that a film express either the joy of making 
cinema or the agony of making cinema. I am not at all interested 
in anything in between.

TRUFFAUT

François Truffaut’s The 400 Blows (1959) is one of the most intensely touching stories ever made about a young adolescent. Inspired by Truffaut’s own early life, it shows a young, resourceful boy growing up in Paris and apparently dashing headlong into a life of crime. Adults see him as a troublemaker. We are allowed to share some of his private moments, as when he lights a candle before a little shrine to Balzac in his bedroom. The film’s famous final shot, a zoom in to a freeze-frame, shows him looking directly into the camera. He has just run away from a house of detention and is on the beach, caught between land and water, between past and future. It is the first time he has seen the sea.

Antoine Doinel was played by Jean-Pierre Léaud, who has a kind of solemn detachment, as if his heart had suffered obscure wounds long before the film began. This was the first in a long collaboration between actor and director; they returned to the character in the short film Antoine and Collette (1962) and three more features: Stolen Kisses (1968), Bed and Board (1970), and Love on the Run (1979).

The later films have their own merits, and Stolen Kisses is one of Truffaut’s best, but The 400 Blows, with all its simplicity and feeling, is in a class by itself. It was Truffaut’s first feature, and one of the founding films of the French New Wave. We sense that it was drawn directly out of Truffaut’s heart. It is dedicated to André Bazin, the influential French film critic who took the fatherless Truffaut under his arm at a time when the young man seemed to stand between life as a filmmaker and life in trouble.

Little is done in the film for pure effect. Everything adds to the impact of the final shot. We meet Antoine when he is in his early teens, living with his mother and stepfather in a crowded walk-up where they always seem to be squeezing out of each other’s way. The mother (Claire Maurier) is a blonde who likes tight sweaters and is distracted by poverty, by her bothersome son, and by an affair with a man from work. The stepfather (Albert Rémy) is a nice enough sort, easygoing, and treats the boy in a friendly fashion although he is not deeply attached to him. Both parents are away from home a lot, and neither has the patience to play close attention to the boy: They judge him by appearances and by the reports of others who misunderstand him.

At school, Antoine has been typecast by his teacher (Guy Decomble) as a troublemaker. His luck is not good. When a pinup calendar is being passed from hand to hand, his is the hand the teacher finds it in. Sent to stand in the corner, he makes faces for his classmates and writes a lament on the wall. The teacher orders him to diagram his offending sentence, as punishment. His homework is interrupted. Rather than return to school without it, he skips. His excuse is that he was sick. After his next absence, he says his mother has died. When she turns up at his school, alive and furious, he is marked as a liar.

And yet we see him in the alcove that serves as his bedroom, deeply wrapped in the work of Balzac, whose chronicles of daily life helped to create France’s idea of itself. He loves Balzac. He loves him so well, indeed, that when he’s assigned to write an essay on an important event in his life, he describes “the death of my grandfather” in a close paraphrase of Balzac, whose words have lodged in his memory. This is seen not as homage, but as plagiarism, and leads to more trouble and eventually to a downward spiral: He and a friend steal a typewriter; he gets caught trying to return it and is sent to the juvenile detention home.

[image: image]

The film’s most poignant moments show him set adrift by his parents and left to the mercy of social services. His parents discuss him sadly with authorities as a lost cause (“If he came home, he would only run away again”). And so he is booked in a police station, placed in a holding cell, and put in a police wagon with prostitutes and thieves, to be driven through the dark streets of Paris, his face peering out through the bars like a young Dickensian hero. He has a similar expression at other times in the film, which is shot in black and white in Paris in a chill season; Antoine always has the collar of his jacket turned up against the wind.

Truffaut’s film is not a dirge or entirely a tragedy. There are moments of fun and joy (the title is an idiom meaning “raising hell”). One priceless sequence, shot looking down from above the street, shows a physical education teacher leading the boys on a jog through Paris; two by two they peel off, until the teacher is at the head of a line of only two or three boys. (This is homage to Jean Vigo’s Zero for Conduct [1933].) The happiest moment in the film comes after one of Antoine’s foolish mistakes. He lights a candle to Balzac, which sets the little cardboard shrine on fire. His parents put out the flames, but then for once their exasperation turns to forgiveness, and the whole family goes to the movies and laughs on the way home.

There is a lot of moviegoing in The 400 Blows, with Antoine’s solemn face turned up to the screen. We know that young Truffaut himself escaped to the movies whenever he could, and there is a shot here that he quotes later in his career. As Antoine and a friend emerge from a cinema, Antoine steals one of the lobby photos of a star. In Day for Night (1973), which stars Truffaut himself as a film director, there is a flashback memory to the character, as a boy, stealing down a dark street to snatch a still of Citizen Kane from the front of a theater.

The cinema saved François Truffaut’s life, he said again and again. It took a delinquent student and gave him something to love, and with the encouragement of Bazin he became a critic and then made this film by his twenty-seventh birthday. If the New Wave marks the dividing point between classic and modern cinema (and many think it does), then Truffaut is likely the most beloved of modern directors—the one whose films resonated with the deepest, richest love of moviemaking. He liked to resurrect old effects (the iris shots in The Wild Child [1969], narration in many of his films) and pay tribute; The Bride Wore Black (1967) and Mississippi Mermaid (1969) owe much to his hero, Alfred Hitchcock.

Truffaut (1932–84) died too young, of a brain tumor, at fifty-two, but he left behind twenty-one films, not counting shorts and screenplays. His Small Change (1976) returns to the sharply remembered world of the classroom, to students younger than Doinel, and recalls the almost unbearable tension as the clock on the wall creeps toward the final bell. Even while directing a film a year, he found time to write about other films and directors and did a classic book-length, film-by-film interview with Hitchcock.

One of his most curious, haunting films is The Green Room (1978), based on the Henry James story “The Altar of the Dead,” about a man and a woman who share a passion for remembering their dead loved ones. Jonathan Rosenbaum, who thinks The Green Room may be Truffaut’s best film, told me he thinks of it as the director’s homage to the auteur theory. That theory, created by Bazin and his disciples (Truffaut, Godard, Resnais, Chabrol, Rohmer, Malle), declared that the director was the true author of a film—not the studio, the screenwriter, the star, the genre. If the figures in the green room stand for the great directors of the past, perhaps there is a shrine there now to Truffaut. One likes to think of Antoine Doinel lighting a candle before it.


 
{
8½
}

The conventional wisdom is that Federico Fellini went wrong when he abandoned realism for personal fantasy—that, starting with La Dolce Vita (1960), his work ran wild through jungles of Freudian, Christian, sexual, and autobiographical excess. The precise observation in La Strada (1954) was the high point of his career, according to this view, and then he abandoned his neorealist roots. La Dolce Vita was bad enough, 81⁄2 (1963) was worse, and by the time he made Juliet of the Spirits (1965), he was completely off the rails. Then all is downhill, in a career that lasted until 1987, except for Amarcord (1974), with its memories of Fellini’s childhood; that one is so charming that you have to cave in and enjoy it, regardless of 

theory.

This conventional view is completely wrong. What we think of as Felliniesque comes to full flower in La Dolce Vita and 81⁄2. His later films, except for Amarcord, are not as good, and some are positively bad, but they are stamped with an unmistakable maker’s mark. The earlier films, wonderful as they often are, have their Felliniesque charm weighted down by leftover obligations to neorealism.

The critic Alan Stone, writing in the Boston Review, deplores Fellini’s “stylistic tendency to emphasize images over ideas.” I celebrate it. A filmmaker who prefers ideas to images will never advance above the second rank, because he is fighting the nature of his art. The printed word is ideal for ideas; film is made for images, and images are best when they are free to evoke many associations and are not linked to narrowly defined purposes. Here is Stone on the complexity of 81⁄2: “Almost no one knew for sure what they had seen after one viewing.” True enough. But true of all great films, whereas you know for sure what you’ve seen after one viewing of a shallow one. (“The thing that depresses me the most,” Robert Altman told me, “is that people say they’ve seen one of my films when what they mean is, they’ve seen it once.”)

[image: image]

81⁄2 is the best film ever made about filmmaking. It is told from the director’s point of view, and its hero, Guido (Marcello Mastroianni), is clearly intended to represent Fellini. It begins with a nightmare of asphyxiation and a memorable image in which Guido floats off into the sky, only to be yanked back to earth by a rope pulled by his associates, who are hectoring him to organize his plans for his next movie. Much of the film takes place at a spa near Rome and at the enormous set Guido has constructed nearby for his next film, a science fiction epic he has lost all interest in.

The film weaves in and out of reality and fantasy. Some critics complained that it was impossible to tell what was real and what was taking place only in Guido’s head, but I have never had the slightest difficulty, and there is usually a clear turning point when Guido escapes from the uncomfortable present into the accommodating world of his dreams.

Sometimes the alternate worlds are pure invention, as in the harem scene where Guido rules a house occupied by all of the women in his life—his wife, his mistresses, and even those he has only wanted to sleep with. In other cases, we see real memories that are skewed by imagination. When little Guido joins his schoolmates at the beach to ogle the prostitute Saraghina, for example, she is seen as the towering, overpowering, carnal figure a young adolescent would remember. When he is punished by the priests of his Catholic school, one entire wall is occupied by a giant portrait of Dominic Savio, a popular symbol of purity in that time and place; the portrait, too large to be real, reflects Guido’s guilt that he lacks the young saint’s resolve.

All of the images (real, remembered, invented) come together into one of the most tightly structured films Fellini ever made. The screenplay is meticulous in its construction—and yet, because the story is about a confused director who has no idea what he wants to do next, 81⁄2 itself is often described as the flailings of a filmmaker without a plan. “What happens,” asks a web-based critic, “when one of the world’s most respected directors runs out of ideas, and not just in a run-of-the-mill kind of way, but whole hog, so far that he actually makes a film about himself not being able to make a film?” But 81⁄2 is not a film by a director out of ideas—it is a film filled to bursting with inspiration. Guido is unable to make a film, but Fellini manifestly is capable of making a film about him.

Mastroianni plays Guido as a man exhausted by his evasions, lies, and sensual appetites. He has a wife (Anouk Aimée), chic and intellectual, whom he loves but cannot communicate with, and a mistress (Sandra Milo), cheap and tawdry, who offends his taste but inflames his libido. He manages his affairs so badly that both women are in the spa town at the same time, along with his impatient producer, his critical writer, and uneasy actors who hope or believe they will be in the film. He finds not a moment’s peace. “Happiness,” Guido muses late in the film, “consists of being able to tell the truth without hurting anyone.” That gift has not been mastered by Guido’s writer, who tells the director his film is “a series of completely senseless episodes” and “doesn’t have the advantage of the avant garde films, although it has all of the drawbacks.”

Guido seeks advice. Aged clerics shake their heads sadly and inspire flashbacks to childhood guilt. The writer, a Marxist, is openly contemptuous of his work. Doctors advise him to drink mineral water and get rest, a lot of rest. The producer begs for quick rewrites; having paid for the enormous set, he insists that it be used. And from time to time Guido visualizes his ideal woman, who is embodied by Claudia Cardinale: cool, comforting, beautiful, serene, uncritical, with all the answers and no questions. This vision, when she appears, turns out to be a disappointment (she is as hopeless as all of the other actors), but in his mind he transforms her into a Muse and takes solace in her imaginary support.

Fellini’s camera is endlessly delighting. His actors often seem to be dancing rather than simply walking. I visited the set of his Satyricon (1969) and was interested to see that he played music during every scene (like most Italian directors of his generation, he didn’t record sound on the set but post-synced the dialogue). The music brought a lift and subtle rhythm to their movements. Of course many scenes have music built into them. In 81⁄2, orchestras, dance bands, and strolling musicians are seen, and the actors move in a subtly choreographed way, as if they’re synchronized. Fellini’s scores, by Nino Rota, combine snatches of pop tunes with dance music, propelling the action.

Few directors make better use of space. One of his favorite techniques is to focus on a moving group in the background and track with them past foreground faces that slide in and out of frame. He also likes to establish a scene with a master shot, which then becomes a close-up when a character stands up into frame to greet us. Another of his favorite techniques is to follow his characters as they walk, photographing them in three-quarter profile as they turn back toward the camera. And he likes to begin dance sequences with one partner smiling invitingly toward the camera before the other partner joins in the dance.

All of these moves are brought together in his characteristic parades. Inspired by a childhood love of the circus, Fellini used parades in all his films—not structured parades, but informal ones, people moving together toward a common goal or to the same music, some in the foreground, some farther away. 81⁄2 ends with a scene that has deliberate circus overtones, a parade of musicians, major characters, and the grotesques, eccentrics, and “types” that Fellini loved to cast in his films.

I have seen 81⁄2 over and over again, and my appreciation only deepens. It does what is almost impossible: Fellini is a magician who discusses, reveals, explains, and deconstructs his tricks, while still fooling us with them. He claims he doesn’t know what he wants or how to achieve it, and the film proves he knows exactly, and rejoices in his knowledge.


 
{
AGUIRRE, THE WRATH
OF GOD
}

On this river God never finished his creation.

The captured Indian speaks solemnly to the last remnants of a Spanish expedition seeking the fabled El Dorado, the city of gold. A padre hands him a Bible, “the word of God.” He holds it to his ear but can hear nothing. Around his neck hangs a golden bauble. The Spanish rip it from him and hold it before their eyes, mesmerized by the hope that now, finally, at last, El Dorado must be at hand. “Where is the city?” they cry at the Indian, using their slave as an interpreter. He waves his hand vaguely at the river. It is farther. Always farther.

Werner Herzog’s Aguirre, the Wrath of God (1973) is one of the great haunting visions of the cinema. It tells the story of the doomed expedition of the conquistador Gonzalo Pizarro, who led a body of men into the Peruvian rain forest, lured by stories of the lost city. The opening shot is a striking image: A long line of men snakes its way down a steep path to a valley far below, while clouds of mist obscure the peaks. These men wear steel helmets and breastplates and carry their women in enclosed sedan chairs. They are dressed for a court pageant, not for the jungle.

The music sets the tone. It is haunting, ecclesiastical, human and yet something else. It is by Florian Fricke, whose band Popol Vuh (named for the Mayan creation myth) has contributed the sound tracks to many Herzog films. For this opening sequence, Herzog told me, “we used a strange instrument which we called a choir-organ. It has inside it three dozen different tapes running parallel to each other in loops . . . All these tapes are running at the same time, and there is a keyboard on which you can play them like an organ so that [it will] sound just like a human choir but yet, at the same time, very artificial and really quite eerie.”

I emphasize the music because the sound of a Herzog film is organically part of its effect. His stories begin in a straightforward manner, but their result is incalculable, and there is no telling where they may lead: They conclude not in an “ending” but in the creation of a mood within us—a spiritual or visionary feeling. I believe he wants his audiences to feel like detached observers, standing outside time, saddened by the immensity of the universe as it bears down on the dreams and delusions of humankind.

If the music is crucial to Aguirre, the Wrath of God, so is the face of Klaus Kinski. He has haunted blue eyes and wide, thick lips that would look sensual if they were not pulled back in the rictus of madness. Here he plays the strongest-willed of the conquistadors. Herzog told me that he was a youth in Germany when he saw Kinski for the first time: “At that moment I knew it was my destiny to make films, and his to act in them.”

When Pizarro fears that his expedition is a folly, he selects a small party to spend a week exploring farther upriver. If they find nothing, he says, the attempt will be abandoned. This smaller party is led by the aristocrat Don Pedro de Ursua, with Aguirre (Kinski) as his second-in-command. Also in the party, along with soldiers and slaves, are a priest, Gaspar de Carvajal; the fatuous nobleman Fernando de Guzman; Ursua’s wife, Flores; Aguirre’s daughter, Inez; and Baltasar, an Indian slave, who sadly tells one of the women, “I was born a prince, and men were forbidden to look on me. Now I am in chains.”

Herzog does not hurry their journey or fill it with artificial episodes of suspense and action. What we feel above all is the immensity of the river and the surrounding forest; there is no shore to stand on because the waters have risen and flooded it. Consider how Herzog handles an early crisis, when one of the rafts is caught in a whirlpool. The slaves row furiously, but the raft cannot move. Herzog’s camera stays across the river from the endangered rafters; their distress seems distant and insoluble. Aguirre contemptuously dismisses any attempt to rescue them, but a party is sent out to try to reach them from the other side. In the morning, the raft still floats in place; everyone on it is dead.

[image: image]

How did they die? I have an idea, but so do you. The point is that death is the destiny of this expedition. Ursua, the leader, is put under arrest. Aguirre arranges the selection of Guzman as their new leader. Soon both are dead. Guzman’s last meal is fish and fruit, which as acting “emperor” he eats greedily while his men count out a few kernels of corn apiece. A horse goes mad, he orders it thrown overboard, and men mutter darkly that it would have supplied meat for a week. Guzman’s dead body is found soon after.

Aguirre rules with a reign of terror. He stalks about the raft with a curious lopsided gait, as if one of his knees will not bend. There is madness in his eyes. When he overhears one of the men whispering of plans to escape, he cuts off his head so swiftly that the dead head finishes the sentence it was speaking. Death occurs mostly offscreen, or swiftly and silently, as arrows fly softly out of the jungle and into the necks and backs of the men. The film’s final images, among the most memorable I have ever seen, are of Aguirre alone on his raft, surrounded by corpses and by hundreds of chattering little monkeys, still planning his new empire.

The filming of Aguirre is a legend in film circles. Herzog, a German director who speaks of the “voodoo of location,” took his actors and crew into a remote jungle district where fever was frequent and starvation seemed like a possibility. It is said Herzog held a gun on Kinski to force him to continue acting, although Kinski, in his autobiography, denies this, adding darkly that he had the only gun. The actors, crew members, and cameras were all actually on rafts like those we see, and often, Herzog told me, “I did not know the dialogue ten minutes before we shot a scene.”

The film is not driven by dialogue anyway, or even by the characters, except for Aguirre, whose personality is created as much by Kinski’s face and body as by words. What Herzog sees in the story, I think, is what he finds in many of his films: men haunted by a vision of great achievement who commit the sin of pride by daring to reach for it and are crushed by an implacable universe. One thinks of his documentary about the ski jumper Steiner, who wanted to fly forever and became so good that he was in danger of overshooting the landing area and crushing himself against stones and trees.

Of modern filmmakers, Werner Herzog is the most visionary and the most obsessed with great themes. Little wonder that he has directed many operas. He does not want to tell a plotted story or record amusing dialogue; he wants to lift us up into realms of wonder. Only a handful of modern films share the audacity of his vision; I think of 2001 and Apocalypse Now. Among active directors, the one who seems as messianic is Oliver Stone. There is a kind of saintly madness in the way they talk about their work; they cannot be bothered with conventional success, because they reach for transcendence.

 

The companion film to Aguirre is Herzog’s Fitzcarraldo (1982), also starring Kinski, also shot in the rain forest, also about an impossible task: a man who wants to physically move a steamship from one river system to another by dragging it across land. Of course Herzog literally dragged a real ship across land to make the film, despite urgent warnings by engineers that the cables would snap and slice everyone in half. A documentary about the shooting of that film, Burden of Dreams (1982), by Les Blank, is as harrowing as the film itself.
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