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ABSTRACT

Approxim ately 75 p e rc e n t  of th e  n a t i o n ’s newspapers 

and 30  p e rc e n t  of th e  magazines p r i n t  c r i t i c a l  r e p o r t s  on 

th e  movies o Host are  w r i t t e n  by j o u r n a l i s t s  who provide 

in fo rm a tio n  and n o t  a e s th e t i c  judgmente During the  p a s t  25 

y ea rs  * changes in  th e  f i lm  in d u s t ry  and f i lm  aud iences have 

in f lu e n c e d  f i lm  c r i t i c i s m .  Some c r i t i c s  p rov ide  more th a n  

in fo rm a tio n  by b le n d in g  a p ragm atic  approach w ith  academic 

a n a l y s i s .

T h is  s tu d y  d e s c r i b e s .13 rev iew s by 12 s e le c te d  jo u r ­

n a l i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c s  on fo u r  f i l m s : The L ast P ic tu re  Show

(1971)s The French C onnection (1972), Frenzy (1972), and 

L ast Tango in  P a r i s  (1973).

Also s tu d ie d  a r e .J o y  Boyum and Adrienne S c o t t ,  who 

su g g e s t  i n  F ilm  as F ilm : C r i t i c a l  Responses to  F ilm  A r t ,

t h a t  ev e ry  f i lm  be viewed as p e r f e c t  and c r i t i c s  who f in d  

f a u l t s  should''•examine p e rso n a l  p r e ju d ic e s  t h a t  m ight i n t e r -  

f e r  w ith  a c l e a r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  These c r i t i c s  appear to  

. be aware of the s u b j e c t i v i t y  of t h e i r  judgment.

There does n o t  appear to  be a un ifo rm  s ta n d a rd  f o r  

judgment o f  f i lm .  These c r i t i c s  e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e i r  own c r i ­

t e r i a .  They r e v e a l  a knowledge o f  f i lm  h i s t o r y ,  a b i l i t y  to  

observe d e t a i l ,  and s k i l l  i n  w r i t i n g .



v i i

Three f a c t o r s  appear common in  the  rev iew ; (1) F r e ­

quency o f d ea d lin e  does n o t  appear to  a f f e c t  judgm ent0 

Those w r i t in g  f o r  d a i l i e s  a re  as p e rc e p t iv e  as those  w r i t in g  

f o r  w eek lie s  o r  m o n th l ie s ,  (2) W hile the d i r e c t o r  i s  c i t e d  

most o f te n  as the  c r e a to r  of th e  f i lm ,  th e  c r i t i c s  a p p ra ise  

f i lm  as a group a c t i v i t y ,  (3) The m a jo r i ty  o f comment i s  

devo ted  to  theme and c o n te n t ,  b u t  th e  c r i t i c s  do n o t  t e l l  

th e  whole p l o t  or s to r y  developm ent.



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Motion p i c tu r e  ad v e rt isem en ts  in  the movie s e c t io n  of

New York’s V illa g e  V o ic e , February 28, 1974- (p « 70) quoted

th e s e  t y p i c a l  endorsem ents f o r  a new movie:

“A m a s te r  p iece  „ „ „ so sensuous and lu c id o " P au line  
K ae l, The New Yorker *

"Altman’ s f i n e s t  f i lm  and one of th e  most s a t i s f y i n g , "
Pau l Do Zimmerman, Newsweek*

"Moving, e lo q u en t , b r i l l i a n t  * * * a m arvelous movie *" 
B ernard  Drew, G annett Newspapers*

Comments l i k e  th e s e  are  f r e q u e n t ly  ta k e n  from th e  

r e v ie w e r ’s copy by m otion p i c t u r e  a d v e r t i s e r s  on th e  assump­

t i o n  t h a t  i f  th e  c r i t i c s  l i k e d  i t ,  i t  must be good* Sometimes 

a snappy ph rase  i s  tak en  o u t of con tex t*  What a d v e r t i s e r  

would p r i n t  any th ing  as n e g a t iv e  a s , "A m a g n if ic e n t  waste o f  

time and money" when i t  would se rv e  h i s  purpose to  e d i t  t h a t  

to  "m ag n if icen t"?

I t  would be d i f f i c u l t  to  measure how e f f e c t i v e  th e se  

p r a i s e s  are  in  l u r in g  v iew ers  i n to  th e  movie th e a te r*  Most 

j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c s  con tend  the  review  i s  a s e rv ic e  

f e a t u r e  and i t s  main fu n c t io n  i s  t o  inform*; J u d i th  C r i s t ,  

c r i t i c  f o r  New York magazine and TV Guide* i s  quo ted  i n  F ilm  

Q u a r te r ly  (P a le tz  1968, p* 28) as say ing  th a t  j o u r n a l i s t i c  

f i lm  c r i t i c i s m  fu n c t io n s  to  l e t  peop le  know i f  th e  f i lm  i s



something th ey  shou ld  o r shou ld  n o t  se e .  Miss C r i s t  was 

t a lk in g  about the  type  of rev iew ing  t h a t  makes up th e  b u lk  

of m a te r i a l  i n  the  media.

According to  a s tu d y  r e l e a s e d  i n  1970 by p o l l s t e r  

Louis H a r r i s  (S te in b e rg  1972, p , 2 i|3) approx im ate ly  75 p e r ­

c e n t  of the  n a t i o n ’s newspapers p r i n t  c r i t i c a l  r e p o r t s  on 

th e  m ovies. These range in  s t y l e  and c o n te n t  from capsu le  

p l o t  synopses to  le n g th y  e s sa y - ty p e  d is c u s s io n s .  The ap­

p roaches to  c r i t i c i s m  of f i lm  range from what m ight be 

c a l l e d  th e  pragm atic  to  th e  academ ic. Or as S tephen  Koch, 

c r i t i c  and f i lm  h i s t o r i a n ,  s a id  i n  an a r t i c l e  i n  S a tu rd ay  

Review (December 1970, p .  12) between the  c r i t i c  and the  

rev iew er:

For. one th in g ,  th e  word c r i t i c  i s  o f te n  m isused , A 
t ru e  c r i t i c  i s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  a rev ie w e r;  a rev iew er  
i s  n o t n e c e s s a r i l y  a c r i t i c — in  f a c t ,  r a r e l y  i s .  . . . 
The rev iew er  i s  fundament a l l y  a newsman, and th e  r e ­
view i s  b a s i c a l l y  a p iece  of news. . . . The r e v ie w e r ’s 
s t ro n g  p o in ts  are  speed, t o p i c a l i t y ,  w i t ,  and f a c t .
The c r i t i c  p u b l is h e s  s e v e r a l  months a f t e r  th e  rev iew er 
has f o r g o t t e n  what the  movie was even abou t; h i s  v i r ­
tu e s  are long m e d i ta t io n ,  a f i rm  h i s t o r i c a l  se n se , 
p rofound i n s i g h t ,  t r u t h —even w ith  a c a p i t a l  T. The 
two w r i t e  in  d i f f e r e n t  ways, i n  d i f f e r e n t  p la c e s ,  f o r  
d i f f e r e n t  a u d ie n c e s . The c r i t i c ’s audience f in d s  the  
rev iew er  f la s h y  and cheap, the  p a s t  m aste r  o f  snap 
judgm ent. The r e v ie w e r ’s audience f in d s  the  c r i t i c  
d u l l  and o v e r ly  e l a b o r a t e , . . . There i s ,  of co u rse ,  
a shadow l i n e  between th e  two; th e  same p e rso n  can do 
bo th  jo b s ,  sometimes fu se  th e  two a c t i v i t i e s .

While Koch’s o p in io n  o f rev iew ers  i s  s u b je c t iv e ,  th e  

H a r r i s  s tudy  seems to  back i t  up . Conducted f o r  the  U nited  

Church of C h r i s t ’ s O ff ic e  of Communication, th e  s tu d y  was an 

o b je c t iv e  e f f o r t  to  survey p r a c t i c i n g  j o u r n a l i s t i c  c r i t i c s



of the v a r io u s  a r t s  and a m ajor p o r t io n  o f  those  who p a r t i a l  

p a te d  were employed on newspapers as f i lm  c r i t i c s .  F ind ings 

of the  s tudy  were o u t l in e d  by Dr. C harles  S te in b e rg  (1972, 

p . 2l|3) i n  The Movie B usiness : American Film I n d u s t ry  P ra c ­

t i c e :

The newspaper c r i t i c s  do n o t  c o n s id e r  them selves sc h o l­
a rs  o f  th e  a r t s .  They are  c o n ten t  to  c a l l  them selves 
j o u r n a l i s t s  and to  a s s e r t  t h a t  th e  p ro fe s s io n  o f  w r i t ­
ing  c r i t i c i s m  f o r  p r i n t  jo u rn a lism  p robab ly  shou ld  no t 
r e q u i r e  a t r a i n i n g  program w ith  p r o f e s s io n a l  s ta n d a rd s  
comparable to  m edicine o r  law. Nor are  th e re  any edu­
c a t i o n a l  p r e - r e q u i s i t e s  f o r  th e  making of a movie 
c r i t i c .  More th a n  th r e e - f o u r t h s  of th o se  who responded 
in d ic a te d  t h a t  they  had com pleted an academic degree , 
a l b e i t  most w ith  no s p e c i f i c  t r a i n i n g  in  c r i t i c i s m .
About h a l f  m ajored  i n  E n g lish  and s l i g h t l y  more than  a 
f o u r th  m ajored in  jo u rn a lism . Most d id  n o t  s e t  ou t to  
become motion p ic tu r e  c r i t i c s  and, indeed , worked in  
o th e r  a re a s  b e fo re  b e in g  a s s ig n e d  the movie " b e a t . ”

S te in b e rg  (1972, p . 239) p o in ts  out t h a t  newspaper 

e d i to r s  do n o t  seem to  demand the  same s ta n d a rd s  i n  s e l e c t ­

ing  a movie c r i t i c  as they  do in  s e l e c t i n g  a music o r drama 

c r i t i c .  "No r e s p o n s ib le  newspaper e d i t o r  would norm ally  s e ­

l e c t  an a r t  c r i t i c  o r  a book c r i t i c  from sh ip p in g  news, c i t y  

desk or s p o r t s .  But . . . few movie rev iew ers  can la y  c la im  

to  e i t h e r  s p e c ia l  t r a i n i n g  in ,  or knowledge of . . . f i lm  me 

d i a . "  The H a r r i s  s tu d y  (S te in b e rg  1972, p . 2lj.3) in d ic a t e s  

t h a t  most j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c s  are w r i t in g  f o r  a mass 

g e n e ra l  audience t h a t  i s  lo o k in g  f o r  a r e p o r t  and n o t  aes­

t h e t i c  judgment.

How does the  j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c  r e p o r t  what i s  

good o r  bad a t  th e  movies? S te in b e rg  (1972, p. 21{1|.) w r i t e s



b
t h a t  th e  H a r r i s  s tu d y  found th e  m a jo r i ty  of newspaper c r i t ­

i c s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  those  in  l a r g e  u rban  a re a s ,  t r y  to  s e t  

h ig h  s ta n d a rd s  of c r i t i c a l  perform ance;

They a s s e r t  f i r s t  t h a t  the  c r i t i c  must s e t  f o r t h  a 
c l e a r  and s u c c in c t  e x p o s i t io n  n o t  only  of what he th in k s  
about f i lm ,  b u t a lso  t h a t  he d e f in e  the  b a s i s  f o r  h i s  
judgm ent„ And th e  c r i t i c  m u s t, in  any c a s e ,  e x p la in  
w ith  h o n es t  c o n v ic t io n  w hether, in  h i s  o p in io n ,  the f i lm  
i s  "good” o r "bad" along w ith  an e q u a l ly  c l e a r  e x p o s i­
t i o n  of what makes i t  i n h e r e n t ly  good or bad  . „ „ a t  
l e a s t  o n e - fo u r th  of the  c r i t i c s  agree t h a t  t o t a l l y  o b je c ­
t i v e  c r i t i c i s m  i s  a lm ost in v a r i a b ly  im possib le  to  achieve.

I t  would appear the  c r i t e r i a  f o r  judgment i s  dependent

on what each p a r t i c u l a r  c r i t i c  th in k s  about a f i lm ,  J u d i th

C r i s t  i s  quo ted  in  Reviewing f o r  the  Mass Media (Hunt 1972, p ,

30) as say in g ;

We each have a s ta n d a rd .  Mine f o r  a "good" movie, 
r e q u i r e s  t h a t  the  movie f u l f i l l  i t s  a s p i r a t i o n  and th a t  
i n  the  cou rse  of t h a t  f u l f i l l m e n t  i t  i l lu m in a te  some 
f a c e t  o f  experience  f o r  me, p rov ide  some s o r t  of emo­
t i o n a l  empathy o r t e l l  me som ething about somebody or 
som ething.

Some j o u r n a l i s t i c  c r i t i c s  borrow c r i t e r i a  from the 

academic c r i t i c s ,  Koch’s " t ru e  c r i t i c "  i s  found among a 

sm a ll ,  b u t growing, number of peop le  who w r i te  about f i lm  n o t  

on ly  as an a e s th e t i c  phenomenon, b u t as hav ing  s e r io u s  r e l e ­

vance as a s o c io lo g ic a l  and p s y c h o lo g ic a l  phenomenon. This 

group aims i t s  w r i t in g  a t  a sm a ll audience of c u l t i v a t e d  

re a d e r s  f o r  whom f i lm  i s  a s e r io u s  a r t  form. Many are jo u r ­

n a l i s t s  in  the sense t h a t  they  are  p u b lish e d  in  f i lm  jo u rn a ls  

such as F ilm  Q u a r te r ly , F ilm  C u l tu r e , or P a r t i s i a n  Review.

T h e ir  r o le  i s  n o t n e c e s s a r i l y  to  s t e e r  people  away or 

le a d  peop le  to  c e r t a i n  f i l m s . These c r i t i c s  te n d  t o  analyze



th e  c o n te n t  o f  th e  f i lm ,  the  te c h n iq u e s  u sed  i n  f i lm ,  and the  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  between cinema and s o c ie ty .

Academic c r i t i c i s m  of f i lm  has e x i s t e d  along w ith  

p ragm atic  c r i t i c i s m  alm ost s in c e  th e  development o f  the  moving 

p i c t u r e , As e a r l y  as 1915 Vachel L indsay w ro te  The A rt of the  

Motion P i c t u r e , L indsay (1970, p , ^5) advocated  t h a t  th e  mo­

t i o n  p ic tu r e  i s  11 a g r e a t  h igh  a r t .  The people I  hope to  con­

v in ce  of t h i s  a re  the  g r e a t  a r t  museums of America, th e  

departm ents o f  S h g lish ,  of the h i s t o r y  o f  drama, o f  the  p r a c ­

t i c e  o f  drama and the  h i s t o r y  and p r a c t i c e  o f  a r t , "

I t  proved to  be an u p h i l l  b a t t l e  f o r  L indsay  and 

o th e r s  who saw the m otion p i c tu r e  as any form o f  a r t .  Motion 

p ic tu r e s  evo lved  ou t o f  a n o v e l ty — a f l i c k e r i n g  image mechan­

i c a l l y  reproduced  to  t h r i l l  and e n t e r t a i n  a u d ien ce s .  I t  was 

r e j e c t e d  as an a r t  form by s c h o la r s ,  museums and most of th e  

m otion p i c tu r e  in d u s t r y .  I t  took  f i f t y  y ea rs  f o r  th e  s t a t u s  

of f i lm  to  improve to  th e  l e v e l  t h a t  L indsay  w anted . The f i lm  

course  i s  now a p a r t  of many u n i v e r s i t i e s  * c u r r i c u l a  and muse­

ums are showing movies as p a r t  of t h e i r  program s. However, 

w h ile  th e  s t a t u s  of f i lm  has changed, we f in d  t h a t  a c l e a r  

d e f i n i t i o n  of f i lm  as a r t  i s  la c k in g .

F ilm  As A rt

Even among the  academic f i lm  c r i t i c s  th e re  are wide 

d i f f e r e n c e s  o f  o p in io n  on how to  judge f i lm  as a r t .  Jay  Gould 

Boyum and Adrienne S c o t t  in  F ilm  as Film: C r i t i c a l  Responses



to  Film  Art (1971? P« 7) d iscu ss  the lack  of tr a d it io n  in

f ilm  c r it ic is m .

In  se a rc h  of a p a s t ,  th e r e  are  th o s e , f o r  exam ple, who 
see f i lm  as an e x te n s io n  of drama and who co n seq u en tly  
e v a lu a te  i t  i n  terms o f th e  c r i t e r i a  t r a d i t i o n a l  
r e s e rv e d  f o r  t h i s  a r t .  Thus, th e y  w i l l  focus  on d ia ­
lo g u e , c o n f l i c t ,  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n .  O thers see the f i lm  
as an e x te n s io n  of s t i l l  pho tography , i t s e l f  a very  new 
a r t  form, which has borrowed th e  vocabu la ry  and c r i ­
t e r i a  of p a in t in g  and th u s  te n d  to  t a l k  about f i lm  in  
v i s u a l  te rm s. S t i l l  o th e r s  see i t  as a n a r r a t i v e  form 
stemming from th e  ep ic  and novel and e v a lu a te  i t  as a 
l i t e r a r y  work.

Because f ilm  combines the elem ents of other a r ts— 

drama, m usic, l i t e r a tu r e  and photography—i t  has not been 

easy  to e s ta b lis h  a e s th e t ic  c r i t e r ia .  C r itic  Andrew Sarris  

(1973? P° 38) c r e d its  the French d ire c to r s  w ith developing  

what i s  c a l le d  in  America, the auteur theory. I t  i s  popular 

among se v e r a l f ilm  sch o lars and Mr. S a r r is , movie c r i t i c  fo r  

The V illa g e  V o ice , has become stro p g ly  id e n t i f ie d  w ith  the 

theory. B a s ic a lly , the a u te u r is ts  look upon the d irec to r  

as the auteur or author of the f ilm , much as the w r iter  i s  

considered  the author of a book or a p a in ter  i s  considered  

the creator of h is  p a in tin g . The c r i t i c  then judges the 

f ilm  on the d ir e c to r 's  work. S a rr is  (1973? p. 137) contends 

th is  i s  the most e f f i c i e n t  method of c la s s i f y in g  the cinema, 

past and p resen t.

The th e o ry  i s  n o t  unanim ously popular however. I t  

seems to  h o ld  up w e l l  when the  d i r e c t o r  has com plete con­

t r o l  over the  f i lm .  And a number of d i r e c t o r s  are  w i l l i n g
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to  take  c r e d i t  f o r  th e  ere  a t iv e  s ty l e  i n  which th e y  cla im  

they  made t h e i r  p i c t u r e s .  The problem i s  t h a t  in  the  Ameri­

can system  few d i r e c t o r s  have com plete c o n t ro l  over the 

f i n a l  p ro d u c t .  A lso, m otion p ic tu r e  making i s  a group a c t i v ­

i t y  in v o lv in g  a c to r s ,  w r i t e r s ,  f i lm  e d i t o r s ,  pho to g rap h ers  

and p ro d u ce rs ,  P au lin e  K ael, f i lm  c r i t i c  f o r  The Hew Yorker 

m agazine, d is a g re e s  w ith  th e  a u te u r  th e o ry .  I n  h e r  a n th o l­

ogy of rev iew s. Going S teady (1971, p .  112), she says;

Movies make hash  of the schoolmarm 's approach o f  
how w e l l  th e  a r t i s t  f u l f i l l e d  h i s  i n t e n t i o n s .
Whatever th e  o r i g i n a l  i n t e n t i o n  of th e  w r i t e r s  and 
d i r e c t o r ,  i t  i s  u s u a l ly  su p p la n te d ,  as the  produc­
t i o n  g e ts  under way, by th e  i n t e n t i o n  to  make money— 
and th e  in d u s t ry  judges f i lm  by how w e ll  i t  f u l f i l l s  
t h a t  i n t e n t i o n .  . . . The i n t e n t i o n  to  make money i s  

. g e n e r a l ly  a l l  too  obv ious .

The m o t iv a t io n  to  make money does n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly ,  

mean t h a t  th e  movies canno t be an a r t  form. In  a r t s  such 

as p a in t in g  and l i t e r a t u r e ,  th e re  a re  m onetary rew ards. I t  

i s  a l s o  p o s s ib le  to  make money from good a r t .

I n  the  search  to  d ef in e  f i lm  as a r t ,  some c r i t i c s  

have fo cu sed  on te ch n iq u e .  Boyum and S c o t t  (1971, p» 7) 

w r i te  t h a t ;

. T a lk ing  about techn ique , m o reo v e r , i s  to  in d i c a t e  th a t  
f i lm  i s  s e r io u s  and s e l f - c o n s c io u s  b u s in e s s .  Then 
to o ,  the  c r i t i c  may c o n c e n tra te  on te c h n iq u e ,  f i r s t ,  
as a  r e a c t i o n  t o ,  as w e l l  as a way o f ,  d i s t in g u i s h in g  
h i s  work from d a i l y  rev iew in g  (new spaper). . .  . t h a t  
sees  n o th in g  b u t s to r y  l i n e  and i t s  m oral a c c e p t ­
a b i l i t y ;  and second, . . .  as a way o f e s t a b l i s h in g  
c r i t e r i a  to  which a l l  f i lm  c r i t i c s  may ag ree .

Miss Kael w r i t e s  in  Going S teady  (1971, pp. 116- 

119) t h a t  techn ique  i s  "h a rd ly  worth t a l k i n g  about u n le s s



i t ' s  u sed  f o r  som ething w orth d o in g ." She says t h a t  most 

people are  no t concerned  w ith  te c h n iq u e .  The q u e s t io n  th e y  

ask f i r s t  when th e y  c o n s id e r  going to  a movie i s  n o t ,  "how' s 

i t  made?" b u t  u s u a l ly  "w h a t 's  i t  a b o u t? ,"  which i s  u s u a l ly  

fo llow ed  by "who's i n  i t ? "

Todd Hunt i n  Reviewing; f o r  th e  Mass Media (1972, p . 

102) says t h a t  most movie rev ie w e rs  approach f i lm  w ith  two 

q u e s t io n s :  " Is  i t  good e n te r ta in m e n t? "  and "Does i t  h e lp

us u n d e rs ta n d  o u rse lv e s  or th e  w orld  around u s?"  The second 

q u e s t io n  im p lie s  t h a t  the  rev iew er  i s  look ing  f o r  re le v a n c e  

of im p o rtan t messages in  th e  f i lm .  There i s  no c l e a r - c u t ,  

c o r r e c t  way to  judge f i lm .  P au lin e  Kael in  Going; S teady 

( I 97I ,  p .  131) w r i t e s  t h a t  a "sim ple good d i s t i n c t i o n  i s  

t h a t  a l l  a r t  i s  e n te r ta in m e n t ,  b u t  not a l l  e n te r ta in m e n t  i s  

a r t ."

According to  the  H a r r i s  su rv ey  (S te in b e rg  1972, p . 

21(1}.) $ almost th r e e - f o u r t h s  of th e  c r i t i c s  b e l ie v e  t h a t  i t  

i s  p o s s ib le  to  make a c o n t r ib u t io n  to  s c h o la r s h ip  and 

b e l ie v e  t h a t  a review  can  go beyond inform ing and e n t e r ­

t a in i n g  the  r e a d e r .  For t h i s  r e a s o n  and o th e r  f a c t o r s  

concern ing  the  p o t e n t i a l  f i lm  aud ience , the  j o u r n a l i s t i c  

f i lm  c r i t i c s  have tu rn e d  in c r e a s in g ly  toward a f u s io n  of 

th e  academic and th e  p rag m a tic .  How c e r t a i n  f i lm  c r i t i c s  

have been  able to  c ro s s  t h a t  "shadow l i n e "  between the  two 

i s  the s u b je c t  of t h i s  s tu d y .



CHAPTER I I

PIHDIHG THE AUDIENCE

Who re a d s  f i lm  c r i t i c i s m ?  We would assume t h a t  

people who are p la n n in g  to  spend up to  th re e  d o l l a r s  o r 

more f o r  the  p r i c e  of adm ission  would want to  know what th e y

are g e t t i n g  f o r  t h e i r  money. However, the  mass g e n e ra l  f i lm

audience seems to  igno re  th e  c r i t i c 1s advice a t  tim es and 

f ilm s  which g e t  raved  about f a i l  m is e ra b ly  a t  th e  box o f f i c e ,  

w h ile  f i lm s  which few c r i t i c s  l i k e  make money i n  th e  m i l ­

l io n s  .

In  New York th e  drama c r i t i c s  seem to  have power i n

the  making or b rea k in g  o f  a new p la y .  But few, i f  any, f i lm

c r i t i c s  can l a y  c la im  to  any power i n  in f lu e n c in g  the p o te n ­

t i a l  f i lm  aud ience . S tephen  Koch i n  Saturday. Review (1970, 

p .  13) says the  movie p u b l ic  i s  l a r g e  enough and d iv e rse  

enough to  fo l lo w  i t s  own t a s t e s  and th e re  may n o t  be a 

mass g e n e ra l  audience f o r  f i lm  c r i t i c i s m .  He sa y s :

The most and th e  l e a s t  s e lf -a w a re  branches of the  
f i lm  audience a re  u n a f fe c te d  by f i lm  re v ie w s ; 
n e i t h e r  th e  highbrows nor th e  lowbrows cou ld  ca re  
l e s s .  I t  i s  o n ly  w ith  th e  s l i g h t l y  p e rp le x ed  m id d le ­
brow t h a t  th e  c r i t i c s  have what they  c a l l  t h e i r  
c l o u t .  . . . And even among th e  middlebrows th e re  
i s  some d o u b t . . . . What i s  m is tak en  f o r  power i s  
i n  f a c t  a good guess about what the p u b l ic  i s  going 
to  decide to  l ik e  a l l  on i t s  own.

Box o f f i c e  power i s  som ething t h a t  a j o u r n a l i s t i c  

f i lm  c r i t i c  should n o t  be concerned  w ith .  S te in b e rg  (1972,
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p ,  214.9 ) sa y s :  "W a t is  im p o rtan t f o r  a l l  m otion p ic tu r e

c r i t i c i s m  i s  t h a t  th e  c r i t i c  f u n c t io n  n o t only  to  inform , b u t  

a lso  to  p rov ide  a d i r e c t io n  f i n d e r  f o r  the  v ie w e r .  . . . "

I n  o rd e r  to  do t h i s ,  th e  j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c  

must a t tem p t to  d e f in e  h i s  aud ience . While many j o u r n a l i s ­

t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c s  say th ey  are  w r i t in g  f o r  a mass g en e ra l  

p u b l ic ,  changes i n  th e  p a s t  tw e n ty - f iv e  y ea rs  i n  th e  make­

up of th e  p o t e n t i a l  f ilm , audience in d i c a t e  t h a t  a mass g e n e ra l  

p u b l ic  f o r  f i lm  may n o t be th e  same mass g e n e ra l  audience f o r  

newspapers o r  f i lm  c r i t i c i s m .  G era ld  H ast in  A Short H is to ry  

o f th e  Movies (1971? pp. 332-333)? a t t r i b u t e s  m ajor changes 

i n  th e  make-up of th e  contem porary  f i lm  audience to  th e  ad­

v e n t  of t e l e v i s i o n .  According to  H ast,  the  m otion p ic tu r e  

in d u s t ry  reac h ed  a peak annual g ro ss  of app rox im ate ly  $ 1 .7  

b i l l i o n  i n  I 9I4-8 when the  average c o s t  o f  a s e a t  in  a movie

t h e a t e r  was f o r t y  c e n t s .  W ith in  th e  n ex t few y e a rs  fo l lo w ­

ing  19ij-8j t e l e v i s i o n  cu t h e a v i ly  i n t o  the  movie audience and

p r o f i t s  went down. H ast w r i t e s  about the  y e a rs  from 1924-8 to

1963 (1971? P . 333):

D esp ite  th e  gimmicks, d e s p i te  th e  wide s c re e n ,  des­
p i t e  th e  se x u a l  innuendos, d e s p i te  th e  i n d u s t r y ’s 
c la im  t h a t  "movies are  b e t t e r  th a n  e v e r , " movie income 
and adm issions co n tin u ed  to  f a l l .  In  an e f f o r t  to  
g ive  th e  p u b lic  what t e l e v i s i o n  cou ld  n o t ,  Hollywood 
d isc o v e re d  t h a t  i t  cou ld  n o t  give i t  much o f  any th ing  
f o r  v e ry  lo n g .  The p u b l ic  yawned r e s p e c t f u l l y  through 
a b ig  s p e c ta c le  and r e tu r n e d  to  th e  t e l e v i s i o n  s e t .
. . .  In  o rd e r  to  p le a se  i t s  p u b l i c , Hollywood had to  
d is c o v e r  who i t s  p u b lic  was. I t  cou ld  n o t assume . . . 
t h a t  i t s  p u b lic  was a l l  o f  the  people a l l  o f  th e  tim e.
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Mast (1971 •> Po 334) says that Hollywood d iscovered  

i n  the mid-1960s th a t movies had "become an e l i t i s t ,  not a 

popular a r t ,"  By making movies fo r  a sm aller audience and 

by r a is in g  the adm ission p r ic e , the m otion p ictu re  industry  

turned the com er in  1963 and p r o f it s  have been h ea lth y  

ever s in c e .

Changes in  the F ilm  Audience

What happened to  th e  audience f o r  f i lm s  a f t e r  th e

advent o f te le v is io n ?  Mast (1971, pp. 333-334) exp la in ss

Ju st as the le g it im a te  th ea ter  had been the art fo r  
some in  the t h ir t i e s  when the movies were the art fo r  
everyone, so movies had become the art fo r  some when 
t e le v is io n  became the art fo r  a l l .  Whereas movies 
had been the ca su a l, everyday form o f entertainm ent 
before the war, t e le v is io n  su p p lied  that kind of 
entertainm ent a fte r  i t .  M ovies, then, had to  be 
aimed at the m inority  audience th a t wanted the kind 
of show th at t e le v is io n  could  not or would n ot pro­
v id e , „ . , T e le v is io n  programs are aimed at the  
kind of audience who went to  the movies in  the t h ir ­
t i e s  and f o r t i e s —in  f a c t ,  much o f i t s  audience i s  
composed of th ose very p eo p le , T e le v is io n  form ulas— 
fam ily  com edies, m y ster ie s , h o s p ita l  dramas, courtroom  
dramas — are o ld  movie form ulas„ They have not changed 
because the audience has not changed. Films and film  
audiences have ch an ged .•

S ta n le y  Kauffman in  A World on F ilm  (1966;, p . 415) 

says th e  c u r r e n t  f i lm  audience i s  " th e  f i r s t  audience which 

has m atured  in  a c u l tu r e  i n  which f i lm  has been  of accep ted  

s e r io u s  r e le v a n c e ."  This  f i lm  g e n e ra t io n  of th e  1970s i s  

young. A study  by Opinion R esearch  C o rp o ra tio n  (P e te r so n ,  

Jen sen , R iv e rs  1965, p . 128) i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  th e  f i lm  au d i­

ence i s  composed o f young p eo p le ,  most under age 30.
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Hast (1971, p- 1{.13) says the American film s which

are b e in g  made f o r  t h i s  young audience have s im i la r  v a l u e s „ ■

These inc ludes

An o f f b e a t ,  a n t i - h e ro  p r o t a g o n i s t ; the s t e r i l e  
s o c ie ty  t h a t  su rrounds him; th e  e x p l i c i t  t r e a tm e n t  
o f  sex u a l c o n f l i c t s  and p sy c h o lo g ic a l  p e r v e r s i t i e s ; 
the  g l o r i f i c a t i o n  of the  p a s t  and open sp a c es ;  the  
s l i c k  b u t tawdry s u r fa c e s  of contem porary r e a l i t y ;  
th e  mixing of the  comic and th e  s e r i o u s ; th e  s e l f -  
conscious use  of s p e c i a l  e f f e c t s  (slow m otion , quick  
c u t t i n g ,  i r o n ic  j u x ta p o s i t io n  of the v i s u a l  and 
sound)o

Hot a l l  contem porary f i lm s  f i t  t h i s  d e s c r ip t i o n  of 

th e  new American cinem a0 F ilm s a re  s t i l l  be ing  made f o r  

c h i ld r e n ,  f a m i l i e s  and a g e n e ra l  a u d ie n c e „ T hat movies such 

as A i r p o r t , Love S to ry  and The Poseidon  Adventure can su c ­

ceed in d ic a t e s  t h a t  th e  young aud ience  i s  capab le  of tu rn in g  

out in  su p p o rt  of what i s  c o n s id e re d  11 o ld - fa s h io n e d  e n t e r ­

ta inm en t 0 M Hor do we sudden ly  f i n d  o u rse lv e s  i n  th e  m ids t 

o f  an abaundance of g r e a t  f i lm  a r t .  In  1972 th e r e  were 

f i n a n c i a l l y  s u c c e s s fu l  f i lm s  in  which th e re  was no a ttem p t 

a t  " a r t "  by anyone 's  d e f i n i t i o n .  F ilm s were aimed a t  the  

e x p l o i t a t i o n  o f  sex , b la c k s ,  v io le n c e  and t h r i l l s „

However, th e re  are fewer p ic tu r e s  b e in g  made each 

y e a r  and w hile  th e  p r o f i t  m otive i s  th e r e  f o r  eve ry  p i c tu r e ,  

many are t r y in g  to  make f i lm s  t h a t  cou ld  be c l a s s i f i e d  as 

f i lm  a r t .  And w hile  th e se  f i lm s  may o r  may n o t  succeed , 

the i n t e n t  i s  t h e r e „ D ir e c to r s  such as S ta n le y  K ubrick, 

W illiam  F r ie d k in ,  P e te r  Bogdanovich, A lfred  H itch co ck ,

A rthu r  Penn, R obert Altman, and o th e r s ,  are  making the  c la im
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t h a t  th e y  are  s e r io u s  about t h e i r  work and th a t  th e y  are 

t r y in g  to  handle themes and f i lm  w ith  in d iv id u a l  a r t i s t i c  

s ty leo

As the s t a t u s  of f i lm  as an a r t  form has gained  

accep tance  w ith  th e  young aud ience , th e  s t a tu s  of f i lm  c r i t ­

ic ism  has improved. I f  we accep t th e  th e o ry  t h a t  th e re  i s  

no mass audience f o r  f i lm  c r i t i c i s m  and t h a t  f i lm  has g a ined  

s e r io u s  re le v a n c e  fo r  a c e r t a i n  segment of the  aud ience , th e n  

we may conclude t h a t  r e p o r t in g  the f a c t s  about a movie may 

n o t be enough to  p rov ide  a d i r e c t i o n  f o r  th e  v ie w e r ,

Because of th e  m a te r i a l  b e in g  made f o r  f i lm  aud iences , 

because the  p r i c e  of adm ission  has  gone up, and because the  

audience f o r  f i lm  c r i t i c i s m  i s  most l i k e l y  t o  be re a d e rs  

who a re  i n t e r e s t e d  in  f i lm  as a r t  as w e l l  as e n te r ta in m e n t ,  

i t  appears t h a t  one of th e  b e s t  approaches f o r  the jo u r n a l ­

i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c  to  tak e  i s  to  b len d  the  pragm atic  and the  

academic.

Because th e  c r i t i c a l  a c t  does no t b e g in  u n t i l  the 

rev ie w e r  says he l i k e d  o r  d i s l i k e d  a p a r t i c u l a r  f i lm ,  i t  i s  

n e c e s s a ry  to  examine some problems encoun te red  i n  judging 

the f i lm  medium.



CHAPTER I I I

THE CRITICAL ACT

The jo u r n a lis t ic  f i lm  c r i t i c  i s  on fa m ilia r  ground 

when he or she " rep orts" on the m ovie„ The jo u r n a lis t  deals  

w ith " fa cts  such as the t i t l e ,  the names o f the a c to rs , the  

d ir e c to r , how the f ilm  was made and what the s to ry  i s  about» 

The c r i t i c a l  act does not b eg in  u n t i l  the c r i t i c  goes one 

step  fu r th er  and makes a judgment,

In saying th at one "liked" or " d isliked"  a p a r t ic ­

u lar f ilm  a c r i t i c a l  judgment i s  made. This i s  not so d i f ­

f i c u l t  because each view er i s  a c r i t i c  to  some degree«, The 

second step  in  the c r i t i c a l  act i s  more d i f f i c u l t  and th a t  

i s : E xp lain ing why one l ik e d  or d is l ik e d  a f i lm . I t  i s

easy  to  p ra ise  or d ism iss a f i lm  on f i r s t  im pression . I t  

i s  more d i f f i c u l t  to  try  to reco n stru ct the f i lm  and analyze  

the reasons why we p ra ise  i t  or d ism iss i t .

In the fo llo w in g  examples of f ilm  c r it ic is m , the  

same images and s to r ie s  on the screen  produced d iffe r e n t  

re a ctio n s in  d if fe r e n t  p eop le. The rea ctio n s can t e l l  us 

almost as much about the c r i t i c  as they do about the f i lm .

Most c r i t i c s  agree that judging m otion p ictures, i s  a sub­

je c t iv e  a c t iv i t y  (S teinberg  1972, p . 2J|1|.).

ib
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Even so , i t  m ight be p o s s ib le  to  be " f a i r , " i f  n o t

o b je c t i v e ,  i f  the  c r i t i c  e s t a b l i s h e d  a p r i n c i p l e  which th e

w r i t e r  c o n s id e rs  t o  be one of th e  b e s t  methods of judging

f i lm .  This p r in c ip l e  i s  p roposed  by Boyum and S c o t t  in  F ilm

as Film : C r it ic a l  Responses to Film Art (1971? p .  x i i i ) :

For u s ,  c r i t i c i s m  most c o n v e n ie n t ly  beg ins  w ith  the  
assum ption t h a t  the  f i lm  we are  about to  ex perience  
i s  p e r f e c t :  each d e t a i l ,  ev e ry  nuance in  th e  f i lm
w i l l  be accep ted  as c o n t r ib u t in g  to  the  whole, as 
e s s e n t i a l  to  our c r e a t io n  o f  a co h e ren t work of a r t .
What t h i s  means i s  t h a t  when we en co u n te r  a d e t a i l ,  
a sequence even, t h a t  cannot be worked in to  th e  
t o t a l i t y  o f  th e  e x p e r ie n c e ,  we blame f i r s t  our u n d e r­
s ta n d in g ,  and on ly  a f te rw a rd s ,  th e  f i lm .

Boyum and S c o t t  admit t h a t  no p e r f e c t  f i lm  e x i s t s ,  b u t  in

o rd e r  to  re n d e r  a c r i t i c a l  judgment, th e  c r i t i c  who examines

h i s  b e l i e f s  and c o n v ic t io n s  can a t tem p t to  g ive  th e  f i lm  a

f a i r  judgment.

Problems I n h e r e n t  in  F ilm  

S c o t t  and Boyum (1971? pp. 17-21) l i s t  s ix  problems 

in h e re n t  i n  f i lm  t h a t  can d i s t o r t  judgment:

1 .  The use of conven tions--T he  c r i t i c  must be aware 

of the  conven tions  u sed  in  th e  f i lm  medium. A f l a s h  of 

l ig h tn in g  sometimes s ig n a ls  t e r r o r ;  th e  b la c k  h a t  s i g n i f i e d  

the  v i l l a i n ;  th e  fade out and fade  in  of the  camera u s u a l ly  

s i g n i f i e s  th e  passage  of t im e . These and o th e r  conven tions 

depend on th e  v ie w e r 's  p a s t  ex p e rien ce  w ith  f i lm .  A view er 

becomes c o n d i t io n e d  to  th e se  re sp o n se s  and sometimes a
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con v en tio n  t h a t  i s  m isunders tood  can r e s u l t  in  an unwar­

r a n te d  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,

2 , T ec h n ica l  c o n s is te n c y - -P a s t  ex p e rien ce  w ith  

movies i n v i t e s  fo rm al e x p e c ta t io n s  on th e  p a r t  of the  view­

e r ,  The movie i s  expec ted  to  be a c e r t a i n  le n g th ,  a c e r ­

t a i n  s iz e  on th e  s c re e n  and to  t e l l  a s t o r y ,  When a f i lm  

b reaks  from the  t e c h n ic a l  c o n s is te n c y ,  i t  can le a d  to 'c o n ­

fu s io n  and m is i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .

3„ The a c to r  as a b a r r i e r —One of th e  phenomenal 

th in g s  about f i lm  i s  i t s  a b i l i t y  to  c r e a te  s t ro n g  v i s u a l  

images of p e o p le , A cto rs  become " s t a r s ” because of t h i s  

phenomenon. Some f i lm s  are b u i l t  around s tro n g  m otion  p i c ­

tu r e  s t a r s  i n  o rder  to  lu r e  people  in to  the  t h e a t e r  on th e  

e x p e c ta t io n  of see in g  a p a r t i c u l a r  p e r s o n a l i t y .  The " s t a r "  

o f  a f i lm  can  cause a r e a c t io n  in  th e  c r i t i c  b ased  on the  

c r i t i c ’s o p in io n  of th e  " s t a r "  from p rev io u s  f i lm s  or o f f ­

s c re e n  ap p earan ce„ T h is  can d i s t o r t  th e  c r i t i c ’s judgment 

o f  the  a c to r  and th e  f i lm .

lj-o The d i r e c t o r  as a b a r r i e r —In  r e c e n t  y ea rs  f i lm  

c r i t i c s  have p laced  in c re a s in g  im portance on the  d i r e c t o r .

I n  some c a s e s ,  f i lm s  are a d v e r t i s e d  by b i l l i n g  the  d i r e c to r  

and people i n  th e  1970s t a l k  about going to  see a H itchcock  

f i lm  or a F e l l i n i  f i lm ,  much th e  way audiences i n  th e  1940s 

ta lk e d  about going to  see a B ogart o r  C lark  Gable f i lm .  The 

same problem  in  judgment e x i s t s  in  t h i s  case as w ith  the 

a c to r .
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5>o The audience re  spons e - -P a u lin e  Kael, movie 

c r i t i c  f o r  The Few Yorker m agazine, o f te n  comments on th e  

audience 1s response  to  a m ovie„ The f i lm  e x p e r ie n c e  i s  a 

s o c i a l  a c t i v i t y  and th e  r e a c t io n s  o f  those  around us p ro ­

v id e s  an i n s t a n t  feedback . However, S co tt  and Boyum warn 

t h a t  audiences i n  d i f f e r e n t  t h e a t e r s  have d i f f e r e n t  r e a c ­

t i o n s .  These r e a c t io n s  can d i s t o r t  a th o u g h tfu l  e v a lu a t io n .

6. The i l lu s io n  of r e a l i t y —C r it ic s  o f te n  d ism iss  

movies th at are "not. t r u e - t o - l i f e  „ ” Boyum and S co tt  (1971, . 

p . 21) contend that f ilm s  o f fe r  on ly  an i l lu s io n  o f r e a l i t y  

and not a f a i t h f u l  rep resen ta tio n  o f human exp erien ce . I t  

i s  d i f f i c u l t  not to confuse a r e a l i s t i c  f ilm  w ith  the r e a l  

world, but the most r e a l i s t i c  movie i s  only a s t r ip  of f i lm .

Problems In h e re n t  i n  Our Own S e lv e s

Boyum and S c o t t  (1971, PP. 12-16) l i s t  n in e  problems 

in h e re n t  in  our own s e lv e s  t h a t  can  a lso  d i s t o r t  i n t e r p r e ­

ta t io n ?

lo N e c e s s i ty  of u n d e rs ta n d in g —The v iew er must 

u n d e rs ta n d  what he se e s  and h e a r s ,  both  f i g u r a t i v e l y  and 

l i t e r a l l y .

2 . P r iv a te  a s s o c ia t io n s - -T h e  v iew er b r in g s  p a s t  

e x p e r ien ce s  w ith  him when he views a f i lm  and sometimes 

p r iv a t e  a s s o c ia t io n s  can d i s t o r t  m eanings. An example i s  

T e rry  Kay, f i lm  c r i t i c ,  who ad m itte d  in  a rev iew  i n  the 

A t la n ta  J o u m a l - C o n s t i tu t io n  (February  27, 1972, p .  4) t h a t
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he cou ld  n o t c o n c e n tra te  on The L as t  P ic tu r e  Show because i t  

reminded him o f  h i s  ch i ld h o o d .

3 o C u l tu ra l ly - in d u c e d  a s s o c ia t io n s - -T h e  c r i t i c  1 s 

background and c u l tu r e  can d i s t o r t  m eanings, i f  he or she 

f a i l s  to  g rasp  the meanings i n  th e  f i lm .  For example, in  

Jean  R enoir*s The Crime of Monsieur Lange, a v iew er whose 

c u l tu r e  has ta u g h t  him th a t  th e  person  who commits a crime 

must be pun ished , may i n t e r p r e t  Lange1s escape a t  th e  end 

of the f i lm  as “g e t t i n g  away w ith  th e  crime o f m u rd e r ." 

However, w h ile  Lange does n o t  r e c e iv e  punishment from th e  

law, he i s  f o rc e d  to  abandon h i s  c a r e e r  and f r i e n d s .

Ij.. R ev e rb e ra tin g  h e a r t  s t r i n g s —This i s  a f a i l u r e  

to  accep t what i s  p re s e n te d  on th e  sc re e n  because  of our 

se n tim e n ts  o r  optim ism.

5>. R e fu sa l  to  f e e l —This i s  th e  o p p o s i te  o f  th e  

r e v e r b e r a t in g  h e a r t  s t r i n g .  We r e fu s e  to  a c c e p t  what i s  

p re s e n te d  because the  f i lm  seems to o  s e n t im e n ta l .

6, I n t e l l e c t u a l  commitments—An o v e r ly - f i rm  com­

mitment to  a p a r t i c u l a r  s e t  of b e l i e f s  can f r e q u e n t ly  d i s ­

t o r t  meanings or cause r e j e c t i o n s  o f  what i s  p re s e n te d  

because i t  c o n f l i c t s  w ith  th o se  commitments.

7o A e s th e t ic  p re s u p p o s i t io n s - -T h e s e  stem from what 

th e  c r i t i c  or v iew er th in k s  a r t  i n  f i lm  shou ld  be . For 

example, some c r i t i c s  contend t h a t  movies cannot be a r t  

because o f th e  p r o f i t  m otive i n  the  movie in d u s t r y .  They 

te n d  to  overlook  t h a t  many w r i t e r s  who are  c o n s id e re d
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l i t e r a r y  g ia n ts  were a ls o  w r i t in g  f o r  money. A lso, some 

c r i t i c s  i n s i s t  t h a t  movies must have messages to  be a r t „

T h is  can r e s u l t  in  r e j e c t i n g  movies t h a t  do n o t  have mes­

sag es .

8. Hot be ing  w ith  i t - - T h i s  problem seems m inor, b u t  

w ith o u t a knowledge o f  f i lm  h i s t o r y ,  the  viewer may miss 

some im p o r ta n t p o in t  i n  a f i lm .  "Hot being  w ith  i t "  means 

t h a t  th e  v iew er i s  n o t  aware of the i n t e r - f i l m  re fe re n c e s  

t h a t  are  showing up in  many contem porary f i l m s . F o r  example, 

The L as t P ic tu r e  Show c o n ta in s  r e f e r e n c e s  to  th e  f i lm s  of 

Howard Hawks and John Ford, F o re ig n  f i lm s  a re  f i l l e d  w ith  

i n t e r - f i l m  r e f e r e n c e s ,  puns on e a r l i e r  f i lm s ,  t r i b u t e s  to  

f i lm  s t y l e s  and e a r l i e r  d i r e c t o r s .  An awareness o f  t h i s  

comes from experience  and a s tu d y  o f f i l m  h i s t o r y .

9 . F a i lu r e  in  a e s t h e t i c  p e r c e p t io n - -T h is  i s  l a r g e l y  

a m a t te r  of e d u c a t io n ,  A v iew er may be t r a i n e d  to  p e rce iv e  

p r i n c i p l e s  o f  com position , o r g a n iz a t io n  u n i ty  and te x tu r e  o r  

c o l o r .  The c r i t i c  needs to  s tu d y  th e  v i s u a l  images much 

l ik e  he would s tu d y  a p a in t in g .  The v iew er shou ld  look f o r  

com position , symbols and images, and because the v i s u a l  image 

i s  moving, he shou ld  s tudy  th e  p ac in g  and e d i t i n g .

O ther Problems in  Judging F ilm

The most im p o r ta n t q u e s t io n  f o r  th e  r e a d e r  of f i lm  

c r i t i c i s m  shou ld  be "Whose o p in io n  i s  th e  most v a l id ? "  Boyum 

'and S c o t t  *(1971 •> p . 12) say t h a t  the  b e s t  c r i t i c a l  judgment
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i s  "one t h a t  most c o n s i s t e n t ly  u t i l i z e s  the  v i s u a l  and 

a u r a l  s t im u l i  t h a t  a re  g iven , n e i t h e r  adding to  them, nor 

ig n o r in g  any of th e m ." This would mean ta k in g  each rea so n  

f o r  l i k i n g  o r  d i s l i k i n g  a f i lm  and an a ly z in g  t h a t  reaso n  

a g a in s t  what was o f f e r e d  on the s c re e n .  The key word i s  

" i n t e r p r e t a t i o n "  and the  most v a l i d  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  w i l l  be 

th e  one t h a t  i s  based  on what i s  o f f e r e d  on the  sc re e n  and 

n o t  what th e  c r i t i c  read s  in to  the  f i lm .

A nother problem fa c in g  th e  j o u r n a l i s t i c  c r i t i c  i s  

th e  time in v o lv ed  between v iew ing  and judgm ent. Most 

c r i t i c s  working on d a i ly  p u b l ic a t io n s  must develop speed 

and some have been ab le  to  ana lyze  f i lm s  w ith  keen observa­

t i o n  i n  a r e l a t i v e l y  sh o r t* tim e  span.

The j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c  must a lso  a ttem p t to  

be e n t e r t a in i n g  as w e l l  as in fo rm a t iv e .  The c r i t i c  i s  u su ­

a l l y  c a r r i e d  by a medium t h a t  s t r e s s e s  in fo rm a tio n  and 

e n te r ta in m e n t  and cannot be bogged down in  long  e s sa y  s ty l e  

d i s c u s s io n s .  The r e a d e r s h ip  and the  space a l l o t t e d  to  

rev iew s . I t  c a l l s  f o r  a c l e a r ,  co n c ise  fo rm a t.

I f  c r i t i c i s m  i s  to  o f f e r  something more th a n  i n f o r ­

m ation , i f  i t  i s  to  be v a l i d  f o r  th e  audience t h a t  i s  i n t e r ­

e s te d  i n  f i lm  as a r t  and i f  i t  i s  to  p rovide a guide to  what 

i s  the  b e s t  in  f i lm  a r t ,  th e n  the  w r i t e r  f e e l s  th e  c r i t i c  

must s t r i v e  to  s e t  h ig h  c r i t i c a l  s t a n d a r d s . He must be f a i r  

and above a l l  h o n e s t .
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Examples of j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c i s m  on fo u r  

m ajor m otion p i c t u r e s  have been s e l e c t e d  f o r  t h i s  s tu d y . 

These examples r e f l e c t  some of th e  problems e x p la in e d  in  

t h i s  c h a p te r  and some of the v i r t u e s  o f  v a l i d  c r i t i c i s m .  

B efore  examining th e se  reviews 3 we need to  look  a t  the  media 

which has an e f f e c t  on s t y l e  and fo rm a t ,



CHAPTER IV

THE MEDIA

To a c e r t a i n  e x te n t  j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c i s m  i s  

shaped by the  media in  which i t  a p p e a rs . Space i s  d e t e r ­

mined by th e  m ag az in e 's  o r  n ew sp a p er 's  f req u en cy  o f p u b l i ­

c a t io n  and s i z e „ S ty le  and c o n te n t  a ls o  are  shaped by th e  

p o t e n t i a l  audience to  which the  p u b l i c a t io n  i s  aimed. Maga­

z in e s  te n d  to  s p e c i a l i z e  in  c e r t a i n  a r e a s 5 th e r e  a re  men's 

m agazines, women's m agazines, m agazines f o r  s i n g l e s ,  mar­

r i e d  c o u p le s ,  o ld ,  young, p a r e n t s  and magazines devoted  to  

c e r t a i n  s u b j e c t s , The H a r r i s  s tu d y  (S te in b e rg  1972, p . 2I4.3 ) 

r e p o r te d  t h a t  30 p e rc e n t  of th e  n a t i o n ' s  magazines c a r ry  

movie r e v ie w s . Hews papers  are p u b l is h e d  d a i ly  and weekly 5 

and some newspapers p r i n t  movie c r i t i c i s m  once, tw ic e ,  o r  

th r e e  tim es  p e r  week, newspapers a re  aimed a t  a l a r g e r  

more g e n e ra l  audience i n  t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  a rea s  of c i r c u ­

l a t i o n .  These f a c t o r s  in f lu e n c e  j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c i s m .

Monthly, Bi-M onthly, and Q uarterly  
P u b lica tio n s

J o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c s  who w r i t e  f o r  magazines 

which are  p u b lish ed  m onthly, b i-m o n th ly , o r  q u a r t e r l y  have 

an advantage over th e  d a i ly  o r weekly j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  

c r i t i c s  because  th e y  can devote more time to  th in k in g  about

22
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th e  movie and w r i t in g  the  r e v ie w 0 There i s  a d isad v an tag e  

i n  n o t  be ing  able  to  w r i t e  about as many movies as d a i ly  

o r weekly c r i t i c s  because of th e  f requency  o f p u b lic a t io n , ,  

Host m agazines t h a t  c a r r y  f i lm  c r i t i c i s m  f e a tu r e  

r e g u la r  c o n t r ib u t in g  c r i t i c s  who range in  t h e i r  approaches 

from the academic to  th e  p rag m a tic .  I t  i s  from th e  monthly 

and weekly p u b l ic a t io n s  t h a t  most of the  type of c r i t i c i s m  

t h a t  b le n d s  th e  academic w ith  th e  p ragm atic  has come. The 

m a jo r i ty  o f  magazines are p u b l is h e d  in  Hew York C i ty ,  which 

i s  a ls o  where most o f  th e  m ajor m otion  p i c tu r e s  debu t. The 

H a t io n a l  S o c ie ty  o f  F ilm  C r i t i c s  i s  composed of p r o f e s s io n a l  

c r i t i c s  and most are based  in  Hew York. While th e s e  c r i t i c s  

may be able to  see a f i lm  b e fo re  the  r e s t  of th e  co u n try , 

those  w r i t in g  f o r  monthly p u b l i c a t io n s  may n o t  have t h e i r  

review  p u b l is h e d  u n t i l  a f t e r  th e  movie has  a l re a d y  p layed  a 

month o r  more. A c r i t i c  w r i t in g  f o r  a m onthly o r  b i-m o n th ly  

p u b l i c a t io n  must be more s e l e c t i v e  and u s u a l ly  must w r i te  

about s e v e r a l  movies f o r  each p u b l i c a t io n .

However, the  magazine u s u a l ly  i s  aimed a t  a s e le c te d  

audience and the c r i t i c  w r i t in g  f o r  a magazine has  a b e t t e r  

id e a  of who the  r e a d e r s  a re  and what th e y  are  lo o k in g  f o r  

from the  f i lm  c r i t i c i s m .

Weekly P u b l ic a t io n s  

Weekly p u b l i c a t io n s ,  m agazines and new spapers, a llow  

the  c r i t i c  l e s s  tim e to  m e d ita te  on h i s  rev iew , b u t  the
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weekly i s  more tim ely  than the monthly „ Time, Newsweek,

The New Yorker, are among the w eekly magazines th a t carry  

two or three movie review s in  each is s u e .  What the w riter  

con sid ers to  be among the b est in  contemporary f ilm  c r i t i ­

cism  i s  found in  weekly magazines and newspapers. Although 

th ese c r i t i c s  must see and eva lu ate  sev era l film s per week, 

many have been able to  w rite  th o u g h tfu lly  and in -depth  "about 

f i lm s .

D aily  P u b l ic a t io n s  

Even the d a i ly  newspapers are  n o t ab le  to  rev iew  

a l l  the f i lm s .  There are  s im ply  too  many. I n  one week 

(December 9 -2^ , 1972) e ig h te e n  new movies opened i n  New York 

C i ty ,  The c r i t i c  working f o r  a la rg e  d a i ly  must g e t  h is  r e ­

views o u t q u ic k ly  and w hile  he o r  she may be more t im e ly  

th a n  a weekly o r  m onthly p u b l i c a t i o n ,  th e re  i s  l e s s  time to  

c o n c e n t r a te .  Only a few la rg e  u rb an  a r e a  newspapers employ 

f u l l  tim e f i lm  c r i t i c s .  Many d a i ly  p u b l ic a t io n s  p r i n t  

rev iew s o n ly  once o r tw ice a week. Space on a d a i l y  pub­

l i c a t i o n  i s  more l im i t e d  th an  on a weekly o r  m onthly , bu t 

th e  c r i t i c  has th e  advantage h e re  of w r i t in g  about more . 

movies because he i s  p u b lish e d  more o f te n .  A lso, a c r i t i c  

w r i t in g  f o r  a d a i ly  p u b l i c a t io n  can  re - re v ie w  f i l m s . The 

c r i t i c  w r i t in g  in  a d a i ly  p u b l i c a t io n  i s  more l i k e l y  to .b e  

w r i t i n g  f o r  a la rg e  g e n e ra l  audience than  a c r i t i c  w r i t in g  

f o r  a s p e c ia l i z e d  weekly o r m onthly .



In  th e  fo llo w in g  examples o f j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  

c r i t i c i s m ,  no ev idence  cou ld  be found of the p re s s u re  of 

a d ea d lin e  in f lu e n c in g  a rev iew . The j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  

c r i t i c s  w r i t in g  f o r  th e  d a i ly  p u b l ic a t io n s  r e f l e c t e d  as 

much in s i g h t  and a n a ly s i s  as th o s e  w r i t in g  f o r  the  weekly 

and monthly p u b l i c a t io n s .



CHAPTER V

EXAMPLES OF JOURNALISTIC FILM CRITICISM

In  o r d e r  to  examine how s e le c te d  j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  

c r i t i c s  e v a lu a te  f i lm s  the w r i t e r  has s e l e c te d  rev iew s on 

fo u r  m ajor m otion p i c t u r e s :  The L as t P ic tu r e  Show (1971),

The French Connection (1971), Frenzy (1972), and L as t Tango 

i n  P a r is  (1973)« These f i lm s  do n o t r e p r e s e n t  e i t h e r  the  

b e s t  o r  th e  w orst i n  movie a r t .  Each was f i n a n c i a l l y  suc­

c e s s f u l  and each r e c e iv e d  v a ry in g  c r i t i c a l  re sp o n se .

The rev iew s t h a t  have been s e l e c te d  r e f l e c t  d i f ­

f e r e n t  approaches to  f i lm  and show how c e r t a i n  jo u r n a l ­

i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c s  judge m ovies , and r e f l e c t  th e  b len d  of 

th e  academic and the p ra g m a tic , ,

The L a s t  P ic tu r e  Show 

The L ast P ic tu re  Show won wide c r i t i c a l  accla im  

a f t e r  i t s  r e l e a s e  i n  1971» I t  was nom inated f o r  e ig h t  

Academy Awards, Pau l D, Zimmerman, f i lm  c r i t i c  f o r  News­

week, though t so h ig h ly  of the  f i lm  th a t  he gave i t  a f i r s t  

p lace  v o te  fo r  b e s t  p ic tu r e  of the  y e a r  in  1971  i u  the 

annual p o l l i n g  o f  the  N a t io n a l  S o c ie ty  o f  F ilm  C r i t i c s ,  

(Denby 1972, p„ l£ )  „ S e t i n  Anarene, T exas, i n  1952,.

i t  i s  a s to r y  of a sm all town and the  people who l i v e  

t h e r e .  The town has on ly  one movie t h e a t e r ,  owned by

26



Sam the Lion, an aging w estern  cowboy-type. Sam i s  p layed  

by Ben Johnson, Other ch aracters include Sonny, an a d o les­

cen t, p layed by Timothy J , Bottoms; Duane, Sonny’s b est  

fr ie n d , played by J e ff  B ridges; a retarded c h ild , played by 

Sam Bottoms; Jacy, Duane’s g i r l  fr ie n d , p layed by C y b ill  

Sheperd; the h igh  school f o o tb a ll  coach ’s w ife , Ruth, played  

by C loris Leachman; Jacy ’s mother, L o is, p layed  by E llen  

Burstyn; G enevieve, the lo c a l  w a itr e s s , played by E ileen  

Brennan; L ester , a classm ate o f Sonny’s played by Randy Quaid 

and a co n stru ctio n  worker, p layed by Clu Gulager. Other char 

a cters  in clu d e J a cy ’ s fa th e r , the preacher’s son, and other  

teenagers in  the t o w .

The sto ry  takes p lace in  Sonny’s la s t  year o f high  

sc h o o l. The f ilm  d ep ic ts  sev era l o f  h is  r e la t io n s h ip s  w ith  

fr ie n d s , h is  in tro d u ctio n  to sex  and an a f fa ir  w ith  the neg­

le c te d  w ife  of the f o o tb a l l  coach, Sam the Lion i s  a cen­

t r a l  f ig u r e  in  Sonny’s l i f e ,  o f fe r in g  philosophy and a moral 

cod e. Jacy i s  the p r e t t ie s t  g i r l  in  t o w  and one of Sonny’s 

romantic in t e r e s t s .  The f ilm  d ep ic ts  her attem pts to  gain  

s o c ia l  acceptance in  an upper c la s s  group of teenagers by 

str ip p in g  nude at a swimming p arty  o f a r ich  boy fr ie n d . In  

the course of the f ilm , she lo s e s  her v ir g in i ty  to  gain  

acceptance, sheds Duane, dates her mother’s lo v e r , and 

f i n a l l y  attem pts to run away w ith  Sonny. Duane r e je c te d  by 

Jacy, f in a l ly  le a v es  t o w  fo r  the Army.
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J a c y *s mother i s  m a rr ie d  to  a w ea lth y  oilm an, bu t 

she i s  unhappy„ She once had an a f f a i r  w ith  Sam, b u t  in  th e  

co u rse  of the  f i lm  we l e a r n  t h a t  she i s  hav ing  an a f f a i r  

w ith  a c o n s t ru c t io n  w orker. I t  i s  a t a l e  of sm a ll town 

m orals and th e  coming of age of you th  in  th e  1950s. The 

a c t io n  i s  among c h a r a c te r s .

Sonny a t tem p ts  to  le a v e  th e  env ironm ent, b u t canno t.  

Sam the  L ion  d ie s  and le a v es  h i s  movie t h e a t e r  to  Sonny.

The sc re en  p la y  i s  b ased  on a n o v e l  by L a rry  Me Mur t r y  and 

was c o -au th o re d  by d i r e c t o r  P e te r  Bogdanovich and McMurtry.

I t  was Bogdanovich1 s second f i lm .  Boglanovich was a f i lm  

c r i t i c  b e fo re  becoming a f i lm  d i r e c t o r .

Paul D. Zimmerman

Paul Do Zimmerman*s rev iew  of The L as t  P ic tu r e  Show

o r i g i n a l l y  was p r i n t e d ’i n  Newsweek i n  1971 • I t  was r e p r i n t e d

i n  F ilm  71/72 (Denby 1972, pp. 86 - 8 8 ) ,  a c o l l e c t i o n  of

rev iew s from th e  N a tio n a l  S o c ie ty  o f  F ilm  C r i t i c s .  He

s t a r t e d  h i s  rev iew  by making a b o ld  claim :

The L ast P ic tu r e  Show i s  a m a s te rp ie c e .  I t  i s  no t
m ere ly  th e  b e s t  American movie of a r a t h e r  d rea ry  
y e a r |  i t  i s  the  most im p ress iv e  work by a young 
American d i r e c to r  s in c e  C i t i z e n  Kane. Orson W elles 
d azz led  us w ith  h i s  cocksu reness  and th e  a u d a c ity  
o f  h i s  in n o v a t io n s . P e te r  Bogdanovich, a t h i r t y - o n e -  
y e a r - o ld  c r i t i c  tu rn ed  f ilm -m aker, works i n  th e  c l a s ­
s ic  t r a d i t i o n  o f  John F ord  and Howard Hawks, even to
th e  p o in t  of sh o o tin g  t h i s  com passionate  c h ro n ic le  of
sm all- tow n  Texas l i f e  e n t i r e l y  i n  b la c k  and w h ite .

Throughout the  review  Zimmerman p r a i s e s  the  s t y l e  

i n  which t h i s  f i lm  i s  made. He compares Bogdanovich to
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Orson W e lle s , d i r e c t o r  and c o -a u th o r  o f  C i t iz e n  Kane ( 19ljJL) „ 

A pparen tly  he assumes th a t  h i s  r e a d e rs  know who Orson W elles 

i s  and t h a t  C i t iz e n  Kane i s  co n s id e re d  by many f i lm  s c h o la r s  

to  be a movie c l a s s i c „ He a lso  m entions the  " c l a s s i c  t r a d i ­

t i o n ” of Ford  and Hawks. These r e f e r e n c e s  are to  d i r e c to r s  

who made t h e i r  f i lm s  b e fo re  most of th e  u n d e r - a g e - th i r ty  

audience was born .

Zimmerman a lso  p r a i s e s  the  use  of b la c k  and w h ite  

pho tography . He says in  Denby (1972, p . 8 7 ):

With the  a id  of v e te r a n  c inem atog rapher , R obert Sur­
t e e s ,  Bogdanovich g e ts  a f e e l i n g  of d e s o la t io n  in  h i s  
g h o s t ly  gray  landscapes  and g ra in y  t e x tu r e s  of h is  
i n t e r i o r s —n e g le c te d  poolroom s, o i l c l o t h  k i tc h e n s  and 
lino leum ed  back bedrooms—t h a t  c o lo r  co u ld  n o t c a p tu r e .

However, he says th e  f i lm  i s  "no t w ith o u t i t s  f la w s ,  i t s  

b r i e f  ex c u rs io n s  i n to  s e n t im e n ta l i t y ,  i t s  sometimes u n t id y  

d e f i n i t i o n s  of fam ily  t i e s . "  Zimmerman does n o t  e x p la in  the  

" f law s"  in  d e t a i l .

Zimmerman s a y s , "These minor s l i p s  of an a u th e n t ic  

and m atu ring  t a l e n t  are  b u r ie d  u n d er  an avalanche o f p o s i ­

t iv e  achievem entso" He c r e d i t s  Bogdanovich w ith  e v e ry th in g  

he f in d s  good in  the  f i lm .

S t a r t i n g  w ith  th e  f i n e l y  tu n e d  sc re e n p la y  adap ted  from 
L arry  McMurtry1s novel by Bogdanovich and th e  n o v e l i s t .  
I f  Robert A ltm an 's  genius i n  McCabe and Mrs. M il le r  
was to  c r e a te  i n  time and space the b i r t h  and burgeon­
ing  o f  an e n t i r e  town, Bogdanovich d e s c r ib e s  w ith  e q u a l 
b r i l l i a n c e  i t s  d e c l in e  and f a l l  (pp. 87 - 8 8 ) .

Here Zimmerman compares Bogdanovich to  d i r e c t o r  R obert

Altman. I t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  w hile  Zimmerman acknowledges the
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cinem atog rapher , th e  w r i t e r  and a c to r s ,  he i s  an a u t e u r i s t „

He looks upon the  d i r e c t o r  as th e  c r e a t iv e  fo rc e  in  t h i s  

f i lm .

Many j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c s  saw t h i s  movie as a 

p e r io d  p ie ce  o r  a n o s ta lg ic  look  a t  th e  d e c l in e  of a sm a ll 

town i n  the 1950s 0 To Zimmerman th e  c h a ra c te r s  and the la n d ­

scape a re  symbols of a l a r g e r  theme e Zimmerman f in d s  th e  

c h a r a c te r  of Sam the  Lion p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n t e r e s t i n g .

Even a t  th e  f i l m ’s o u t s e t ,  Anarene, Texas, i s  phys­
i c a l l y  morbund; i t s  shabby s t o r e s ,  w indswept, deso­
l a t e  s t r e e t s  and b le a k  main highway mark i t  as one 
o f those  way s t a t i o n s  t h a t  American . c i v i l i z a t i o n  
l e f t  beh ind  on i t s  long push w es t .

But i t s  so u l  has n o t e x p i re d ,  s u rv iv in g  i n  th e  
f ig u r e  o f Sam th e  Lion, th e  owner o f  Anarene1s pool 
h a l l ,  d in e r  and movie h o u se , who r e p r e s e n ts  th e  l a s t  
l i n k  to  the  f r o n t i e r  p a s t .  Sam must be p e r f e c t l y  
c a s t  i f  the  f i lm  i s  to  work. I n  th e  rugged t e r r a i n  
o f  h i s  l i v e d - i n  f a c e ,  we must be ab le  to  r e a d  a 
r e c k le s s n e s s  now tamed, an innocence t h a t  has passed  
th rough  s in  in to  wisdom,(Denby 1972, p . 8 7 ) .

That may be what Zimmerman saw in  a c to r  Ben John­

s o n ’s fac e  because he says t h a t  Bogdanovich " f in d s  the  p e r ­

f e c t  a c to r  f o r  Sam i n  Ben Johnson, a v e te r a n  o f  w este rn s  

from Shane to  Rio Grande to  The Wild Bunch, who indeed  embod­

i e s  i n  th e  h o n es ty  o f  h i s  worn fa c e  an i n t e g r i t y  and t o t a l l y  

m ascu line  p resence  t h a t  s e t s  him a p a r t  from th e  mean and 

seedy c i t i z e n s  around h im ," Zimmerman may be 

c r e d i t i n g  Bogdanovich w ith  perhaps more th a n  he d e s e rv e s . 

Zimmerman- may have Seen in  Jo hnson’s fa c e  "a r e c k le s s n e s s
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now tamed.1' but he was look ing  fo r  th is  „ He says the d ir e c ­

to r  "finds" and "uses" c e r ta in  actors which make up a 

" b r i l l ia n t ly  ensembled c a s t ."

Timothy Bottoms as an All-Am erican teenager whose 
sad eyes r e g is te r  the slow r e a liz a t io n  th at he l iv e s  
in  and i s  d estin ed  always to  l iv e  in  a town w ithout 
p ity , J e f f  Bridges brings the look of a young E lv is  
P resley  to  the r o le  o f Duane . . . who lo s e s  the  
r ich  g i r l  in  town and chooses p o ss ib le  death in  Korea 
over a dead-end d estin y  in  Anarene.

. As Jacy Farrow, Duane * s o i l - r i c h  g i r l  friend ,- 
Bogdanovich u ses an u n tr ied  fa sh io n  model named C y b ill  
Shepherd and a r t fu l ly  draws from her a performance 
th a t embodies every crummy value in  town—d u p lic ity ,  
hard am bition, ro te  obedience to  every lo c a l  sh ib ­
b o le th  o S t i l l  she re ta in s  an a llu re  o f innocence as 
much v ic tim  as' v ic t im iz e r , her wide eyes search ing  
out f in a n c ia l s e c u r ity  in  men she doesnft  care about 
because f in a n c ia l s e c u r ity  has been h eld  up to  her  
as l i f e  1 s only sure th in g . In the a l l - to o -e a s y  way 
she s h u ff le s  o f f  Duane as a bad gamble and la tc h e s  
onto Sonny as a p o ss ib le  man of property, i n .the  
c a lc u la te d  way she d iscards her v ir g in i t y  because 
i t s  a s o c ia l  l i a b i l i t y ,  we f e e l  the pathos of a g ir l  
who p lays fo r  keeps the on ly  game in  tow n-(pp. 87 - 8 8 ) .

Zimmerman re v e a ls  some o f the p lo t  w ithout t e l l i n g  

a l l .  By in troducing  the reader to  each ch a ra cter , he t e l l s  

something about the part they p lay in  the s to r y . He d isc u ss ­

es the f i lm 's  treatm ent o f adolescence:

The f ilm  d e lig h ts  w ith  i t s  a r tfu l ob servation s on the 
fr u s tr a t io n s  and fraud of teenage romance— in  a long 
shot of Sonny k iss in g  h is  gum-chomping g i r l  fr ie n d  at 
the movies w h ile  he s ta r e s  lo n g in g ly  at E liza b eth  
Taylor on the screen; in  the bored, automatic way h is  
g i r l  fr ien d  sheds her bra in  the cab o f a pickup  
truck  and the eq u a lly  automatic way she prevents h is  
hand from breaking new ground; in  the b ossy  way Jacy 
fo rce s  Duane to  seduce her, in  the clum siness o f h is  
fa i lu r e  and h is  f a l s e  bravado afterward; in  a b r i l ­
l ia n t ,  e r o t ic  sequence at a nude swimming party  in  
which a nervous determined Jacy, seek ing in i t i a t i o n .
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must s tr ip  on the d iv in g  board in  return fo r  s o c ia l  
acceptance. The teenagers are a l l  v i t a l i t y  and 
a sp ir a tio n . But in  Anarene, s p ir i tu a l  death comes 
at an ea r ly  age (p. 8 8 ).

Again, Zimmerman t e l l s  the sto ry  w ithout g iv in g  away 

the whole sequence of ev en ts . The reader has a p ic tu re  of 

what the f ilm  i s  about. He i s  co n c ise  and s k i l l f u l  in  the 

use of a d je c t iv e s . He a lso  f in d s  that E lle n  B urstyn'as  

" Jacy 'sb itch y  bored mother, c r ea te s  a superb study of a woman 

who s e t t le d  down and down and down in  a m ixture of w is t fu l  

memories and knowing to u g h n e ss .n He has already s ta te d  th a t  

Sam the Lion i s  a key ch aracter. He sums up h is  in te r p r e ta ­

t io n  of the movie 8 s theme in  the l a s t  paragraph o f the 

review;

When Sam the Lion d ie s ,  the la s t  v e s t ig e s  o f decency 
in  Anarene die w ith  him. Soon a f te r , the movie house 
plays i t s  la s t  p ic tu re  show. Red R iver, in  which John 
Wayne’s c a l l  to  s ta r t  the c a t t l e  drive reminds us 
how Anarene has d ec lin ed  from i t s  ea r ly  en erg ies and 
ambitions in to  a mean s p ir i t e d  morass o f wasted l i v e s .  
Bogdanovich t a i lo r s  h is  tru th s to  f i t  lo c a l  speech, 
as in  E lle n  B urstyn’s observance that "noth in ’s ever 
the way i t ’s supposed to  b e .” True of Anarene, i t  
a p p lie s  w ith equal ju s t ic e  to  every American town, 
every American l i f e .  For, in  the end. The Last P ic ­
ture Show stands as both an e leg y  to  the American 
dream and i t s  epitaph (p. 8 8 ) .

Zimmerman’s review appears to  be an example of the  

fu s io n  between the academic and pragmatic approach. He has 

informed the reader w ith fa c t s  about the d ir e c to r , the 

a c to r s , the s to ry , photographer and source m a te r ia l. He has 

made a e s th e t ic  judgments about the d ir e c to r ’s work, the te c h ­

nique and the a c t in g . He a lso  attempted to  analyze the f i lm
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and e x p la in  h is  p o s i t i o n .  He r e f l e c t e d  an i n t e r e s t  in ,°  and 

a knowledge o f ,  f i lm  h i s t o r y  and i n t e r - f i l m  r e f e r e n c e s .

While he d id  n o t d i r e c t l y  make a recommendation t h a t  the 

r e a d e r  see the  f i lm ,  h i s  review  can be looked a t  as an 

endorsement of the movie. He p la c e d  a g re a t  emphasis on 

th e  r o l e  of the  d i r e c t o r  as th e  c r e a to r  of th e  a r t  in  t h i s  

f i lm  and d id  n o t e x p la in  the  " f law s"  o f s e n t im e n ta l i ty .

For an a l t e r n a t e  view on th e  same f i lm ,  we w i l l  examine 

what movie c r i t i c  John Simon saw i n  The L ast P ic tu r e  Show.

John Simon

A f te r  The L ast P ic tu r e  Show had been w e l l  r e c e iv e d  

by a m a jo r i ty  of the  f i lm  c r i t i c s  w r i t in g  i n  Mew York, John 

Simon, then  movie c r i t i c  f o r  The Mew L eader , found a number 

o f  f law s i n  th e  f i lm .  The rev iew  was o r i g i n a l l y  p r i n t e d  i n  

The Mew Leader in  1971 and was r e p r i n t e d  i n  Film  71/12 
(Denby 1972, pp. 90-95) <> Simon s t a r t s  h i s  rev iew  by in form ­

in g  r e a d e rs  t h a t  The L as t  P ic tu r e  Show i s  a l re a d y  a h i t  w ith  

the  c r i t i c s  "so too  w ith  th e  au d ien ce s ,  and s t r i k e s  me as 

n o t  bad by c u r r e n t  s ta n d a r d s ."

Simon q u e s t io n s  w hether Bogdanovich was a good 

c r i t i c  b e fo re  he tu rn e d  f ilm -m aker and then  q u e s t io n s  how 

good a f ilm -m aker he i s .  He o u t l i n e s  th e  s to r y  i n  fo u r  

p a ra g ra p h s , b u t does n o t  t e l l  th e  e n t i r e  development of 

e v e n ts .  A f te r  s e t t i n g  f o r t h  what the  movie d ea ls  w ith ,

Simon says s
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This doesn’t  sound h a lf  bad » . . but look a t the  
f ilm  more c lo s e ly .

The lo c a le  i s  captured accu ra te ly  by Robert 
S u r te e s ’ b lack-and-w hite cinematography, and the  
time seems indeed to be 195)1, as we are to ld  i t  i s .
Told? Clobbered w ith i t .  Just about every h i t  
song of the period manages to  h i t  us from rad ios  
or jukeboxes; every major t e le v is io n  program of the 
tim e seems to be watched by someone in  the f ilm  at 
some point or other (p. 9 2 ).

Simon contends th a t the b lack  and w hite cinemato­

graphy i s  a way "to score easy p o in ts " w ith c r i t i c s  because 

i t  i s  so d if fe r e n t  from the u su a l co lor  photography th a t  

the c r i t i c s  l ik e  i t ,  "whether you c a l l  i t  h onesty , n o s ta lg ia ,  

or a homage to  your fa v o r ite  d ir e c to r s ." Simon sees  the  

black  and w hite as a d ev ice that i s  a copy o f Ford and Hawks 

rath er than an in n ovation .

As fa r  as the sto ry  i t s e l f  i s  concerned, Simon w r ite s  

th a t the gen era l o u tlin e  of the f ilm  "convinces."  He says 

th a t the lo c a le  has not changed much "since Larry McMurtry 

wrote or l iv e d  the au tob iograp h ica l novel on which he and 

Bogdanovich based t h is  sc r e e n p la y ." He says th a t McMurtry 

" liv ed  i t ,  wrote i t  almost w ithout se n tim e n ta lity  or anger, 

and Bogdanovich approaches the m a ter ia l r e v e r e n tly — a l l  too  

r e v e r e n tly , in  f a c t . "

Comparison o f  a n ovel, upon which a movie i s  based, 

to  that movie i s  a common p r a c t ic e  among movie c r i t i c s .

Simon acknowledges th a t he has not read the book but says 

th a t two other f ilm  c r i t i c s ,  P auline Kael and Andrew S a rr is , 

have read the n ovel and they p o in ted  out th at there were
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some m inor, b u t “n o t  w holly  i n s i g n i f i c a n t  changes made, 

adding up to  a c e r t a i n  ro m a n tic iz in g  of th e  m a t t e r . ” He 

a lso  r e p o r t s  t h a t  McMurtry spoke a t  a symposium and men­

t io n e d  t h a t  i n  working on the  s c r i p t  o f  the  movie, he d i s ­

covered  how much b e t t e r  a n o v e l cou ld  have been made from 

th e  m a t e r i a l .  Simon adds "by im p l ic a t io n ,  how much b e t t e r  

a f i lm ,  had Bogdanovich n o t been  so enamoured of th e  pub­

l i s h e d  t e x t . "

Thus the  movies th e  k id s  see  i n  the  f i lm  are  b e t t e r  
th a n  the  ones i n  the  novel (Bogdanovich even 
a n a c h ro n is t ic  a l l y  drags i n  Red R iver  as a t r i b u t e  to  
one of h i s  au teu r  h e ro e s ,  Howard Hawks)j Lois i s  n o t 
allow ed in  the  f i lm  to  have sex w ith  Sonny, whom h e r  
daugh te r  has b e t ra y e d ;  J a c y 1s crude se x u a l  bou t w ith  
h e r  m o th e r ’s lo v e r  on a po o l t a b l e , and th e  young 
bloods having in te r c o u r s e  w ith  ©. b l in d  h e i f e r  are  
a lso  e x c ise d ,  (p. 9 3 ) °

The d i f f i c u l t y  in  making t h i s  type of judgment— 

r e j e c t i n g  th e  movie f o r  f a i l u r e  to  r e c r e a t e  th e  book upon 

which i t  i s  b ased —i s  t h a t  the  f i lm  and th e  n o v e l  are  two 

d i f f e r e n t  mediums. U nless the  movie makes the  c la im  t h a t  i t  

i s  a v i s u a l  re p ro d u c t io n  of a n o v e l  (which i s  s t i l l  no t the  

same th in g  as the  no v e l)  i t  i s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  o b l ig a te d  to  

fo l lo w  th e  e x a c t  s t o r y  or c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n .  Many movies are 

based  on n o v e ls  and changes a re  made i n  the  movie to  f i t  th e  

v i s u a l  medium or to  f i t  th e  concep ts  o f  the  d i r e c t o r  or w r i t ­

e r .  I n  f i lm  - c r i t i c i s m  i t  i s  p ro b ab ly  a v a l i d  p r a c t i c e  to  a c ­

knowledge sou rces  and make com parisons, b u t the  w r i t e r  th in k s  

r e j e c t i n g  a movie because i t  i s  n o t the  same as i t s  source 

i s  n o t  a v a l i d  c r i t i c a l  a c t .  There i s  a lso  some doubt t h a t
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Red R iver  i s  an anachronism . I t  was r e l e a s e d  i n  I 9I4.8 and 

i t  i s  p o s s ib le  t h a t  i n  1951 o r  1952 th e  movie would be 

a v a i la b le  i n  Anarene, T exas.

Another th in g  t h a t  movie c r i t i c s  look f o r  i s  the

lo g i c a l  development of p l o t  and c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n .  Simon.

e la b o r a te s  on what m ight be u n t id y  fa m ily  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t h a t

Zimmerman found:

I  canno t b e l ie v e  th e  scene where a l l  t h e i r  c la ssm ate s  
watch J a c y *3 and Duane *s se x u a l  i n i t i a t i o n  from c a r s  
parked  o u ts id e  the m o te l;  I  do n o t  see the  need to  
make L e s te r ,  a tw o -b i t  o p e ra to r  . . . seem more i d i ­
o t i c  th an  B i l l y ,  th e  r e a l  h a l f w i t . I  t h in k  t h a t  i t  
i s  bad b o i l i n g  down of the n o v e l t h a t  in t ro d u c e s  
S onny 's  f a t h e r  out o f  nowhere and never  t e l l s  us any­
th in g  about Sonny 's home l i f e ; the  same goes f o r  Duane 
and h i s  f a m ily ,  w ith  a m other making a b e l a t e d ,  almost 
su b l im in a l  app earan ce . The c h a r a c te r  o f  A b ilene , the  . 
town s tu d ,  i s  w o efu lly  underdeve loped ; Sam th e  Lion i s  
so i d e a l i z e d  t h a t  we see him on ly  in  scenes where he 
can deploy g e n e ro s i ty ,  r ig h te o u s  in d ig n a t io n ,  g rac io u s  
fo rg iv e n e s s ,  or n o b le ,  homespun p h ilo so p h y . His b a s i c , 
q u o t id ia n  r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  Genevieve and B i l l y  i s  l e f t  
co m p le te ly  unexamined (p. 94)«

Here Simon i s  c r i t i c a l  of th e  movie f o r  what i t  d id

n o t  do r a t h e r  th a n  what i t  d id .  I n  a d d i t io n  to  th e se  f la w s ,

he does n o t l i k e  the a c t i n g . • The le a d  c h a r a c te r  Sonny i s

n o t  co n v in c in g — "whether i n  the  w r i t i n g ,  a c t in g  o r  d i r e c t i n g ,

o r  i n  a l l  t h r e e . 11 Simon says Sonny appears t o  be s tu p id .

We are  supposed ly  lo o k in g , f o r  th e  most p a r t  through 
h i s  e y e s ,  and he i s  meant to  be a re a so n ab le  enough 
young f e l lo w  in  the  p ro cess  of coming of age. Yet, 
what has he r e a l l y  le a rn e d  o r ta u g h t  us i n  the  end?
And how can we tak e  him s e r io u s ly  i f  he i s  so s tu p id  
t h a t ,  when Genevieve observes th e  town i s  so sm all 
t h a t  no one can sneeze in  i t  w ith o u t  o th e r  people 
h o ld in g  ou t a h a n d k e rc h ie f ,  he asks , "What do you mean?"
' P o 94 ) O
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Simon f in d s  a l l  the c h a ra c te r s  "c lo d d ish  and d r e a r y . " He 

says t h a t  t r u e  a r t i s t s  can  " i l lu m in a te  the s im p le s t  people  

. . . and can make p l a i n  words ta k e  on g r e a t  re so n a n c e ,"  and 

t h a t  th e  au th o rs  succeed once o r  tw ice  in  t h i s  f i lm  b u t  

" th a t  i s  h a rd ly  enough to  rouse o n e 's  sympathy f o r  i t s  

s le e p "  (p. 91}.)«

In  e v a lu a t in g  o th e r  c h a r a c t e r s ,  Simon f in d s  E l le n  

B urs tyn  "competent" b u t "burdened w ith  d r ip p y  l i n e s "; E i le e n  

Brennan " c a p tu re s  th e  essence  of the  l i k e a b l e  tough broad" 

b u t  t h i s  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  i s  e a sy ;  G lo ria  Leechman "g ives a 

poor perfo rm ance" because "her weeping comes ou t comic" and 

h e r  "shy love  lacks  genuine warmth" and she does n o t  look 

r i g h t  f o r  th e  p a r t ;  Randy Quaid i s  " u n p le a sa n t" ;  Clu G ulager, 

Timothy and Sam Bottoms and C y b i l l  Shepherd " leave  one un­

moved." Simon adds t h a t  "Miss Shepherd i s  a model ( though 

how, w ith  t h a t  dubious f ig u r e ,  I  c a n ' t  imagine) whose fa ce  

Bogdanovich found on a teenage magazine co v e r .  Although h e r  

face  i s  a b s o lu te ly  r i g h t  f o r  Ja cy ,  n o th in g  e l s e  i s . "

I n  the  case of Simon's judgment o f  Miss Shepherd, he 

im p lie s  t h a t  she does n o t  have a shape ly  f i g u r e .  However, 

h e r  face  i s  r i g h t .  The q u e s t io n  i s —i f  Miss Shepherd  had a 

more sh ap e ly  body, would i t  add to  th e  c r e d i t a b i l i t y  of th e  

p a r t ?  Also., Simon r e v e a l s  ignorance  about f a s h io n  model­

ing  which does .n o t  r e q u i r e  shape.ly f i g u r e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  

te e n  m agazines . _ . :
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The only  k in d  words Simon had fo r  any o f th e  c a s t

were f o r  Ben Johnson  who "does n i c e ly  by Sam th e  L ion ."  In

e v a lu a t in g  Bogdanovich as a d i r e c t o r ,  Simons says t h a t  th e

d i r e c t i o n  i s  " sh ee r  d e r iv a t i v e n e s s . "

A John Ford sh o t i s  fo l lo w ed  by a George S tevens one; 
a W elles sh o t by one ou t of Raoul Walsh. Even i f  
eve ry  sequence i s  no t as p a t e n t l y  copied  as the f u n e r a l  
i s  from S hane, the  f e e l i n g  i s  unm is takab le  t h a t  one i s  
w atch ing  a f i l m  d i r e c te d  n o t  by a young d i r e c t o r  in  
1971, b u t by a conclave of the  b ig g e r  Hollywood d i r e c ­
t o r s  c i r c a  19l)-lo This may g ive th e  f i lm  v i s u a l  
a u t h e n t i c i t y ,  b u t of what k ind?  Imagine a p re s e n t -d a y  
composer w r i t in g  l i k e  Hayden, a p a i n t e r  working in  th e  
e x a c t  s ty l e  of Vermeer. At b e s t ,  such men are  ep ig o n es ; 
a t  w o rs t ,  f o r g e r s .  At i t s  most s u c c e s s fu l .  The Last 
P ic tu r e  Show, r i s e s  to  th e  h e ig h ts  of p a s t ic h e  (p. 9I4-)»

Simon a lso  r e f l e c t s  a knowledge of f i lm  h i s t o r y ;  how­

ev e r ,  i t  i s  q u e s t io n a b le  w hether th e r e  i s  any such th in g  as 

a "Ford sh o t"  o r  an "Orson W elles sh o t"  because in  m otion 

p i c t u r e  photography the  com position  of sh o ts  does n o t be long  

to  any one d i r e c t o r .  W elles u sed  sh o ts  i n  C i t i z e n  -Kane t h a t  

had been used  i n  e a r l i e r  f i l m s . I t  may be t r u e  t h a t  Bog­

danovich i s  enamoured o f e a r l i e r  d i r e c t o r s ,  b u t  w hether he 

worked in  " th e  c l a s s i c  t r a d i t i o n "  o r  used " sh e e r  d e r i v a t i v e - 

n e s s ,  ” what m a t te r s  i s  how w e ll  th e  sho ts  worked in  the  f i lm .

Simon a ls o  has an eye f o r  d e t a i l .  He f in d s  a number

o f " se r io u s  m inor p rob lem s" i n  th e  s ty l e  and th e  s e t s :

When Sonny and Ruth make love f o r  the  f i r s t  t im e, 
th e  s p r in g s  of the  bed do n o t j u s t  squeak, th ey  undu­
l a t e .  I f  t h i s  were in te n d e d  as a d e l ib e r a t e  h e ig h te n ­
ing  f o r  a s u b je c t iv e  p o in t  o f  view, i t  would have to  
occur th roughou t th e  f i lm ,  which i t  d o e s n ' t .  Sonny 
has a way o f fo n d ly  tu rn in g  th e  b a s e b a l l  cap on B i l l y ’s 
head so t h a t  the v i s o r  f a c e s  backward. He does t h i s
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some h a l f  dozen tim es in  th e  f i lm ,  and when he d o e s n 't  
do i t ,  Duane d o e s . I t  becomes g r a t in g  in  i t s  p r e d i c t ­
a b i l i t y .  • . . .  Or tak e  B i l l y ' s  d ea th ; th e  boy i s  run  
over by a t r u c k „ The scene i s  s ta g e d  s t i f f l y  and 
p lo d in g ly ,  and th e  gloom -inducing d ev ices  ru n  amuck. 
Fever on those o th e r  windy days has a s h u t t e r  been 
banging in  the  poolroom; now th e re  i s  one b e a t in g  th e  
D e v i l 's  t a t t o o .  Fever b e fo re  has  a s in g le  tumble 
weed tumbled down the  s t r e e t s  of Anarene; now th e r e  
i s  a bunch of them doing enough tum bling  f o r  th e  main 
r in g  a t  Bar num. & B a i l e y 's  (pp. 9I4.- 95)»

Boyum and S c o t t  (1971, P= 21) say  v i s u a l  a u th e n t i c ­

i t y  "g iv es  only  the  i l l u s i o n  o f  r e a l i t y ” and t h a t  f i lm  i s  

n o t  r e a l i t y .  When th e  movie c r i t i c  says t h a t  f i lm  i s  n o t  

t r u e  to  l i f e ,  he i s  say ing  t h a t  he does n o t b e l i e v e  in  the  

humanity o f  the c h a r a c t e r s ,  or th e  s i t u a t i o n s  i n  which th e y  

f i n d  th em se lv es ,  o r  t h a t  the  e x p e r ien c e s  are n o t  p o s s ib le  

in  the  r e a l  w orld . Simon i s  w i l l i n g  to  accep t th e  bed 

s p r in g s  t h a t  u n d u la te  in s t e a d  of squeaking as a .d e l i b e r a t e  

h e ig h te n in g  as a s u b je c t iv e  p o in t  of view on ly  i f  th e  f i lm  

c o n s i s t e n t l y  views th in g s  from t h i s  s t  a n d p o in t .

Simon says t h a t  th e  "whole l a s t  p a r t  o f  the  f i lm

proceeds by je rk y ,  d is p a ra te ,  lu r c h e s  t h a t  do n o t  b len d  in to

a b a lan ce d  n a r r a t i v e ,  and th e  c o n c lu s io n  i s  so ambiguous .

. . . as' to  be c lo s e  to  mere e f f e c t  " (p . 95)»

At o th e r  t im e s ,  in s t e a d  of h i t t i n g  us over th e  head, 
Bogdanovich does n o t  make a p o in t  a t  a l l .  When 
Sonny, a f t e r  B i l l y ' s  d e a th ,  g e ts  in to  h i s  t r u c k  and 

• d r iv e s  o f f  to  leave  t h i s  h o r r ib l e  town f o r e v e r  . . „ 
he suddenly  makes a U tu r n  and c a p i t u l a t e s .  A r e l i ­
ab le  f ilm -m aker would have ta k e n  us in s id e  Sonny as 
th e  r e s o lu t io n  to  escape p e t e r s  o u t;  i f  n o th in g  e l s e ,  
he would have found an o b je c t iv e  c o r r e l a t i v e ,  the  
t i n y  e x t e r n a l  f a c t o r  t h a t  undermines the  b o y 's
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r e s o lv e «, I n s t e a d ,. l ik e  so many th ings in  the f ilm ,
the  change of mind has to  be ta k e n  sim ply  on f a i t h  (p0 95)0

Simon’s . tone throughout the review  i s  c y n ic a l. He 

p ick s the f i lm  apart a f te r  adm itting that other c r i t i c s  and 

audiences l ik e d  the f ilm . His approach i s  more academic 

than pragmatic because he i s  making a case aga in st the f i lm ’s 

art and, th e re fo re , i t s  entertainm ent v a lu e . He e x p lic a te s  

many d ev ices  used in  the f ilm  and r e f le c t s  a keen p ercep tion  

of imagery, s e t  d esign , and tech n iq u e . He apparently s e t  

out to  f in d  flaw s and succeeded when the f ilm  f a i l e d  to meet 

the standards he s e t .  His judgment o f the a ctin g  appears 

to  be based on personal p re feren ce .

T erry  Kay ,

Was The Last P ictu re Show entertainm ent? The b leak  

landscape, the dreary ch aracters and the dep ressin g  s to ry  

o f  corru ption , sex u a l and moral decay, and death seem to  

in d ica te  th a t The Last P ictu re Show was not a p leasan t  

exp erien ce . But i t  i s  a lso  a s to ry  about a d o lescen ts t r y ­

ing to  grow up in  a sm all town and some c r i t i c s  saw i t  as 

a n o s ta lg ia  p ie c e .

T erry  Kay, movie c r i t i c  and amusements e d i t o r  f o r  

the  A t la n ta  (Georgia) Jo u rn a l  grew up in  a sm a ll  town in  

G eorgia  and saw th e  movie as pure n o s t a l g i a .  His rev iew , 

which appeared  F ebruary  22, 1972 i n  the A t la n ta  J o u m a l-  

C o n s t i tu t io n  (p . Ij., Sec. F) o f f e r s  an i n t e r e s t i n g  example 

o f  the  c r i t i c ’s p o s i t i o n  on s u b j e c t i v i t y .  Kay s t a r t e d  the
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rev iew  w ith  an account o f  a te lep h o n e  c a l l e r  who was

"stunned" over K ay 's approval o f  The L ast P ic tu r e  Show in

an e a r l i e r  rev iew . He says t h a t  th e  c a l l e r  t a lk e d  a t  le n g th

on the  problem o f  s u b j e c t i v i t y  v e r s u s  o b j e c t i v i t y  i n  f i lm

c r i t i c i s m  and the  p o in t  was made t h a t  movies which a f f e c t

us p e r s o n a l ly  w i l l  tu r n  our a t t e n t i o n  in  a f a v o ra b le  way.

I t  i s  th e  same as s iz in g  up a p o l i t i c a l  ca n d id a te  j; -■ " 
i f  he i s  f o r  us and a g a in s t  them, he i s  r i g h t  enough 
f o r  a v o t e .

The L as t P i c tu r e  Show was f o r  me. Us. Anyone 
who grew up in  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  p e r io d  of th e  e a r l y  
' 50s ,  when a " d is s o lv in g  economy," as Tennessee 

W illiam s c a l l e d  i t ,  su rrounded  us w ith  i t s  e t h e r a l  
p resence  . . .

The L as t P ic tu r e  Show reminded me of th o se  days. 
Specks and f l a s h e s  of th e  f i lm  co u ld  have been 
h o i s t e d  ou t o f  my l i f e . . . .  I  t r i e d  to  be o b je c ­
t i v e .  Forced  m yself  to  t h in k  of R obert S u rtees*  
photography. L is te n e d  c l o s e ly  to  the s c r i p t .  Took 
c a r e f u l  no te  o f the  nude swimming p a r ty  (would th a t  
have h ap p en ed ? ) . But i t  was too  p e r so n a l  (p . i|.).

Kay says he cou ld  n o t  judge the  f i lm  o b je c t i v e ly  

because i t  reminded him of h i s  boyhood in  Royston, Geor­

g ia .  He l iv e d  i n  a town t h a t  had on ly  one movie t h e a t e r .

He p o in ts  ou t t h a t  s e v e r a l  f i lm s  have d e a l t  w i th  th e  p a s t  

and c a l l s  Red Sky a t  Morning and Summer of '1|_2 n o s t a lg i a  

p ie c e s .  Mr. Kay says (p . 4 )°

The one th in g  th a t  im pressed  me about each o f th e se  
f i lm s ,  r e p la y in g  them in  my mind, in  each , th e  s to r y  
l i n e  i s  r e a l l y  a m ild  a s id e .

What m a t te r s  i s  the  e p is o d ic  adven tu res  of th e  
f i l m s „ The sm all th in g s .  . . . J u s t  enough to  g e t  
p a s t  th e  mind and in to  a dark  corner, of s e c r e t s . „ . .
I t  i s  r a t h e r  l i k e  an e x p re s s io n  a t t r i b u t e d  to  W illiam
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Inge in  d escrib in g  ch aracters in  one o f h is  p lays;
They are l ik e  tr a v e le r s  who aren’t  tr a v e lin g  fo r  
the d e s t in a tio n  but fo r  what th ey  might see  along 
the way „ „ „ so i t  i s  w ith The hast P ictu re Show, 
o . . The d estin a tio n s  mean ■ l i t t l e . We know them 
anyway. But what we see along the way i s  an adven­
ture . For a l l  o f us have landmarks, d is t in c t iv e  
ep isod es in  our ex p er ien ces . Sometimes i t  i s  good 
to  stop enroute to wherever (whatever) and read the 
plaques th a t we have l e f t  to  t e l l  s ig n if ic a n t  t a l e s .

Kay’s observation  about the sto ry  not being as im­

portant as ep iso d ic  adventure w ith in  the s to ry  and h is  back­

ground ex p la in  h is  p o s it io n . I t  i s  an honest statem ent and 

a v a lid  judgment. Kay says th a t not everyone grew up in  a 

sm all town in  the ea r ly  ’j?Os and "I understand th e ir  fr u s ­

tr a t io n  w ith  film s th at seem, to  them, in d u lg en t11 and that 

the f i lm ’s in t e l l e c t u a l  q u a li t ie s  may "leave much to  be 

d e s ir e d ," but "I see nothing wrong w ith  being a ffe c te d  by 

the phantom fo rce s  o f any movie or o f g iv in g  in  to  sub­

j e c t iv i t y  when that surrender means p le a s u r e ." Kay says 

th a t even n o s ta lg ia  has i t s  p lace  and he recommends the f ilm  

again . This i s  a second review . One o f the advantages o f  

working fo r  a d a ily  p u b lic a tio n  i s  th a t a f ilm  c r i t i c  i s  

able to  re-rev iew  f ilm s and r e s ta te  h is  op in ion  more f r e ­

quently because of the frequency of p u b lic a tio n .

V incent Canby

V incent Canby, movie c r i t i c  fo r  The Hew York Times, 

i s  in  th e .p o s it io n  o f being able to  see and w rite  about 

movies before any other c r i t i c  in  the country. Movies open 

in  Hew York and he i s  there w r itin g  fo r  a d a ily  newspaper.
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He has space f o r  a n a ly s is  and i s  ab le  to  re - re v ie w  movies 

and fo llo w  up on rev ie w s . He manages to  w r i te  about two 

o r  th r e e  movies each week. He review ed The L as t P ic tu r e  Show 

when i t  opened a t th e  Hew York F ilm  F e s t i v a l  i n  October 1971. 

H is rev iew  was p u b l is h e d  in  The Hew York Times, October k-, 
1971 (p . 5 D  .

Canby gave th e  f i lm  a f a v o ra b le  review  say ing  t h a t  

i t  "has th e  e f f e c t  of a lo v e ly ,  l e i s u r e l y ,  h o r i z o n ta l  pan 

sh o t  ac ro ss  the  l i f e  o f  Anarene, Texas, on a p l a i n  t h a t  to  

r a i s e  th e  eye even 10 d eg rees  would be to  see o n ly  an end­

l e s s  sk y ."

I n s te a d  of v iew ing th e  b la c k  and w h ite  photography 

as a copy o r t r i b u t e  to  e a r l i e r  d i r e c t o r s ,  Canby sees  the  

t e x tu re  o f th e  f i lm  as a rem inder of a h igh  sc h o o l yearbook. 

G iving th e se  two b r i e f  d e s c r ip t io n s  of the  tone of the f i l m , : 

he says  t h a t  th e  s to r y  i s  "a  s e r i e s  o f  i n t e r l o c k in g  s t o r i e s  

t h a t  a re  on th e  edge o f  ¥ in e s b u rg , O hio,"  b u t  t h a t  i l l u m i ­

n a te  a good d ea l more of one segment of the  American exper­

ience  th a n  o th e r  American f i lm s  in  r e c e n t  memory.

I t  i s  1951—th e  tim e of Truman, Jo S ta f f o r d ,  o f  " I ,  
the J u r y " ,  as a b e s t - s e l l i n g  paperback , when ta n k -  
town movie houses l ik e  th e  Royal T h ea te r  had  to  c lo se  
down because the  c i t i z e n s  o f  Anarene, l i k e  most o th e r  
Americans, were d is c o v e r in g  i n  T e le v is io n  a more con­
v e n ie n t  dream machine t h a t  b rough t i t  f u r t h e r  i s o l a ­
t i o n  from community— a phenomenon ana lyzed  by P h i l i p  
S l a t e r ,  th e  s o c i o l o g i s t ,  as A m erica’s p u r s u i t  o f  Lone­
l i n e s s  (p . 5 1 ) .

Canby sa y s ,  however, t h a t  The L as t P ic tu r e  Show i s  

"not so c io lo g y  even though i t  i s  s o c io lo g ic a l l y  t r u e , "  n o r
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i s  i t  “an o th e r  e x e rc is e  in  rom antic  n o s t a l g i a  oh th e  o rd e r

o f Summer of "

I t  i s  f i l l e d  w ith  c a r e f u l l y  r e s e a rc h e d  d e t a i l s  of 
time and p la c e ,  bu t a lthough  th e se  d e t a i l s  are 
e s s e n t i a l  to  the  decor of the  f i l m —th ey  a re  n o t  
th e  e s s e n c e „ I t  i s  a movie t h a t  doesn ’t  look  
back , r a t h e r  i t  s t a r t s  o f f  and ends in  i t s  own tim e, 
as much as does such a com ple te ly  d i s s i m i l a r  s to r y  
as t h a t  o f  Sunday, Bloody Sunday (-p. 5l)<,

Canby says the  f i lm  i s  about the  m a tu ra t io n  of a 

young boy who comes o f age in  th e  course  o f th e  m ovie„ 

R e la t in g  th e  f i lm  to  l i t e r a t u r e  he says the  “em otiona l 

c r i s e s  and c o n f r o n ta t i o n s “ o f you th  are  “s t a p l e s  o f  a l l  

s o r t s  o f  American coming-of~age l i t e r a t u r e  from Penrod  to  

P etyon  P lace  to  P o r tn o y 1 s C om plain t. 11 He says t h a t  th e se  

f a m i l i a r  s t a p l e s  are  “t r e a t e d  w ith  such humor, and such 

sympathy . (w ith  the  e x c e p t io n  o f  a few overwrought scenes)  

i t  becomes an adventure  i n  r e d is c o v e ry  of a v e ry  d ecen t,  

s t r a ig h t f o r w a r d  k in d  of movie . „ „ and o f human v a lu e s ,  “ 

Here i s  a meaning t h a t  Canby has found t h a t  Simon, 

Zimmerman and Kay d id  n o t  w r i te  about— a d ec en t ,  s t r a i g h t ­

fo rw ard  k in d  o f  movie d ea l in g  w i th  human v a lu e s ,

Canby a lso  e v a lu a te s  th e  a c to r s .  He “l i k e s  ev e ry ­

one i n  th e  c a s t "  and acknowledges the  p e r fo rm e rs , He a lso  

f in d s  "sm all q u ib b le s  about th e  f i l m , "  For example, he 

says t h a t  Bogdanovich and McMurtry have “done e v e ry th in g  

to  g e t  th e  e n t i r e  n o v e l on the s c r e e n , “ b u t have o m it te d  

c e r t a i n  e lem e n ts—such as Sonny’s fam ily  background and
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why th e  c o a c h 's  w ife  i s  such a pushover f o r  Sonny. He 

adds; ’’perhaps the  movie i s  too  h o r i z o n t a l —too  o b j e c t i v e . ”

Canby recommends th e  movie and r e l a t e s  t h a t  i n  .

1970 Jack  V a le n t i ,  head of th e  Motion P ic tu r e  A sso c ia t io n ,  

d e s c r ib e d  the  movie c r i t i c s  as p h y s ic ia n s  who sh o u ld  h e a l  

them selves and adv ised  c r i t i c s  to  t r y  to  make m otion  p i c ­

tu r e s  them selves i f  they  wanted to  be ta k en  s e r io u s ly .

Canby says t h a t  Bogdanovich, a fo rm er c r i t i c ,  has appar­

e n t ly  ta k e n  V a l e n t i ' s  ad v ice .

Canby concludes h i s  rev iew  by ask ing  v iew ers  n o t  

to  g e t  The L as t  P ic tu r e  Show confused  w ith  an o th e r  movie 

which a lso  had j u s t  opened e n t i t l e d  The L as t Movie. They 

are  i n  no way s im i l a r ,  he sa y s .

Canby' s review  i s  b r i e f ,  f a c t u a l  and o f f e r e d  h is  

e v a lu a t io n  of th e  m a t e r i a l .  I t  i s  more p ragm atic  th a n  

academic, and he makes com parisons of th e  m a te r i a l  to  

l i t e r a t u r e . He fo cu se d  on c o n te n t  more th a n  te c h n iq u e .

The f law s he found were n o t i n  s t y l e ,  a c t in g ,  o r  theme, b u t  

i n  the  l o g i c a l  development of c h a r a c te r .

Summary

The fo u r  p reced in g  c r i t i c s  found t h a t  The L ast P ic ­

tu r e  Show had f law s and a p p a re n t ly  was n o t a com plete work 

o f  a r t .  Zimmerman and Kay d id  n o t  go in to  d e t a i l s .  Zimmer­

man says t h a t  the f i lm  has b r i e f  ex cu rs io n s  i n to  s e n t im e n ta l  

i t y  and u n t id y  d e f i n i t i o n s  o f f a m ily  t i e s .  Canby also
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p o in ts  ou t th e  la c k  of development of c e r t a i n  c h a r a c te r s .

Kay w r i t e s  t h a t  the  f i lm ^ s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  q u a l i t i e s  may le a v e  

something to  be d e s i r e d .  While Simon went in to  d e t a i l  on 

th e  f i l m 's  shortcomings, he in c lu d ed  th e  ro m a n t ic iz in g  of 

the m a te r i a l  and the f a i l u r e  t o  make some c h a ra c te r s  more 

c l e a r l y  d e f in e d .

These c r i t i c s  seem to  be c r i t i c a l  of what the  f i lm  

does n o t  do, as w e ll  as what was p re se n te d  on th e  s c re e n .

The review s h e re  are  examples o f th e  fu s io n  between the  

academic and the  p rag m a tic ,  K ay 's  review  i s  pure p e r s o n a l  

p re fe re n c e  and he t e l l s  u s  i t  i s .

Kay’s rev iew  i s  an example of how, i n  th e  w r i t e r ' s  

o p in io n , a c r i t i c  shou ld  h o n e s t ly  e v a lu a te  h i s  d e c is io n  t h a t  

he l ik e d  or d i s l i k e d  a f i lm .  I n  the  e v a lu a t io n  Kay found 

t h a t  h i s  p r i v a t e  a s s o c ia t io n s  s e t  up a b a r r i e r  to  a f a i r  

judgment. Simon, who a p p a re n t ly  had re a d  o th e r  c r i t i c s  (he 

t e l l s  us th e  movie i s  a h i t  w ith  c r i t i c s  and r e f e r s  to  rev iew s 

by P au lin e  K ael and Andrew S a r r i s ) ,  i s  s e a rc h in g  f o r  f la w s .

H is review  i s  almost an e x p l i c a t i o n  of the  f i lm ,  b u t  he does 

n o t  go in to  a p la y -b y -p la y  a n a ly s i s .

Simon, Zimmerman and Canby c r e d i t  Bogdanovich w ith  

be ing  th e  f ilm -m aker. We can see  th e  a u teu r  th e o ry  a t  work 

i n  Zimmerman's rev iew . A ll  f o u r  c r i t i c s  r e v e a l  a sense of 

p e r c e p t io n  and an eye f o r  d e t a i l .  Kay says he t r i e d  to  

watch the  pho tography , s tudy  th e  s c r i p t ,  t r i e d  to  be o b je c ­

t i v e .  He seems to  d iv id e  th e  f i lm  in to  components to  be
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judged~—m u sic , d ia lo g u e , a c t in g ,  d i r e c t i o n ,  te c h n iq u e ,  pho tog­

rap h y  0 The w r i t e r  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  j o u r n a l i s t i c  c r i t i c s  ten d  to

d iv id e  t h e i r  review s in to  components of e v a lu a t io n .  One 

p a r t  of th e  review w i l l  d ea l w ith  a c t in g ,  an o th e r  w ith  

d i r e c t i o n ,  ano ther  w ith  te c h n iq u e . The rev iew s t h a t  b lend  

th e  academic w ith  the pragm atic devote the g r e a t e s t  amount 

o f  copy to  in fo rm ing  th e  r e a d e r  on what th e  f i lm  i s  ab o u t$ 

i t s  theme, message o r s to r y .

The French Connection 

S ince e a r l y  s i l e n t  m ovies, v io le n ce  has  been d e p ic te d  

on th e  s c re e n .  I n  America a whole genre of g a n g s te r  and 

p o l ic e  f i lm s  has developed. T re a te d  in  v a r io u s  ways, v io ­

lence  h a s  become more and more e x p l i c i t  in  th e  1970s.

The F rench  C onnection  d e a ls  w ith  the  v io le n c e  and 

b r u t a l i t y  of p o l ic e  and c r im in a l s .  Filmed on lo c a t i o n  in  

2Tew York C i ty ,  th e  movie was d i r e c t e d  by W illiam  F r ie d k in .

The sc re en  p la y  by E rn e s t  Tidyman was adap ted  from a book by 

Robin Moore. The s to r y  i s  based  on an a c tu a l  event in v o lv ­

ing  th e  Mew York C ity  p o l ic e  and one of the  l a r g e s t  shipments 

of h e ro in  smuggled in to  the U n ited  S t a t e s .  Two former 

policem en, Eddie Egan and Sonny Grosso, who to o k  p a r t  i n  th e  

a c tu a l  b ase ,  had  minor r o le s  in  th e  f i lm  and p rov ided  te c h ­

n i c a l  a s s i s t a n c e .

The le a d  c h a r a c te r s  in c lu d e ;  two policem en, "Pop- 

eye" Doyle, p lay ed  by Gene Hackman, and D o y le 's  a s s i s t a n t
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p lay ed  by Roy S ch e id er j  and C h am x er , the  French Connec­

t i o n ,  p lay ed  by Fernando Rey,

The p lo t  i s  sim ple e A huge shipm ent Of h e r o in  i s  

smuggled i n t o  New York from F rance , In  "the co u rse  of t h e i r  

work, two c i t y  policem en d is c o v e r  th e  smugglers and pursue 

th e  drug d e a le r s  „ The a c t io n  i s  f a s t  and one segment con­

t a i n s  a long  c a r  chase through  the  c i t y  s t r e e t s „ Much o f  

the f i lm  d e a ls  w ith  c h a ra c te r iz a t io n , ,  The policem an Doyle 

i s  shown as a r a c i s t ,  a r e c k le s s  and b r u t a l  man, w hile  th e  

French Connection  i s  shown as a suave , s u c c e s s fu l ,  charm­

in g  man.

The movie moves along i n  a f a s t  tempo u n t i l  th e  

c lim ax when th e  p o l ic e  have a showdown w ith  th e  drug d e a le r  

and h i s  henchmen i n  an abandoned warehouse „ C h a m ie r  g e ts  

away (we are t o l d  in  a w r i t t e n  e p i lo g  f la s h e d  on the  sc re e n )  

and Doyle a c c id e n ta l ly  sh o o ts  an FBI a g e n t„ The e p i lo g  

a lso  inform s us t h a t  the  henchmen g o t o f f  w ith  l i g h t  se n ­

te n c e s  o r  p r o b a t io n .

Some c r i t i c s ,  such as M ichael S h e d l in  in  Film  Quar­

t e r l y  (1972, pp. 2 - 9 ) ,  saw th e  movie as a f a s c i s t  s ta tem en t 

f o r  law and o rd e r .  D ire c to r  W illiam  F r ie d k in  i s  quoted  

by C harles  T . Gregory in  th e  s p r in g  1973 i s s u e  o f  Film  

H er ita g e  (p. 6) as say ing  t h a t  he d id  n o t in te n d  to  g l o r i ­

f y  e i t h e r  the  p o l ic e  or th e  c r im in a l s .  He s a id ,  " I  made 

The French C onnection in  th e  open-mouthed awe a t  the  way 

bo th  th e  cops and th e  sm ugglers reg a rd e d  t h e i r  e f f o r t s .



„ „ o A trem endously  t h i n  l i n e  e x i s t s  between cops and 

c r i m i n a l s , 11 P r ie d k in  says he t r i e d  to  be o b je c t iv e  and 

show the  p a r a l l e l s  and c o n t r a s t s  between C h a rn ie r  and D oyle, 

The f i lm  was f i n a n c i a l l y  s u c c e s s fu l  and won an 

Academy Award" f o r  the b e s t  p i c tu r e  o f the y ea r  in  1971 • The 

fo l lo w in g  s e l e c t e d  c r i t i c i s m  r e v e a l s  what c e r t a i n  jo u r n a l ­

i s t i c  c r i t i c s  found b o th  good and bad about the  f i lm .

P au line  K ael

P au lin e  K ael w r i te s  f i lm  c r i t i c i s m  f o r  The New 

Yorker magazine on an a l t e r n a t i n g  b a s i s  w ith  Penelope 

G i l l i a t t .  She found The French C onnection " g r ip p in g  a c t io n "  

and "charged  w ith  s u s p e n s e ," b u t she o b je c te d  to  th e  m ovie1 s 

use of v io le n c e  f o r  th e  sake o f  t h r i l l s .  Her rev iew  o r i g ­

i n a l l y  appeared  in  The Hew Y orker i n  1971 and was r e p r in t e d  

i n  F ilm  71/72 (Denby 1972, pp. 2 lip-220).

Her rev iew  b eg in s  w ith  an anecdote which i s  t y p i c a l  

of h e r  s t y l e .  "When Mayor L indsay  began h i s  e f f o r t s  to  

a t t r a c t  the m o v ie -p ro d u c tio n  b u s in e s s ,  i t  p ro b ab ly  d i d n ' t  

occur to  him o r  h i s  a s s o c ia te s  t h a t  they  were u sh e r in g  i n  a 

new movie age o f  n ightm are r e a l i s m  „ „ . th e  Hew York—made 

movies have p ro v id ed  a permanent r e c o rd  of th e  c i t y  in  

breakdow n." T y p ica l  o f  h e r  s t y l e ,  she re c o rd s  the  a c t io n s  

and r e a c t io n s  of the  aud ience . She say s , "I doubt i f  a t  any 

o th e r  time in  American movie h i s t o r y  th e re  has  been such a 

c lo s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between l i f e  on th e  sc re e n  and th e  l i f e
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i n  a p o r t io n  o f  the  au d ien ce„ . „ „ The C i ty  o f  New York 

has h e lp e d  American movies grow upj i t  has a lso  g iv en  

movies a new s p i r i t  o f  nervous, anxious h o p e le s s n e s s ,  which i s  

th e  t r u e  s p i r i t  of. New Y ork” (p . '  210)„ This d is c u s s io n  of 

New York in d ic a t e s  t h a t  Miss .Kael i s  aware of th e  audience 

to  which The New Yorker i s  aimed. She has n o t begun to  

e v a lu a te  the f i lm .  I n s te a d ,  she makes o b se rv a tio n s  about 

the  audience^

The movies have c a p tu re d  th e  so u l  of t h i s  c i t y  i n  a 
way th a t  goes beyond sim ple n o t io n s  of r e a l i s m .  The 
panhand le r  i n  th e  movie who j o s t l e s  th e  hero  looks 
j u s t  l i k e  th e  one who j o s t l e d  you as you leave  th e  
movie t h e a t e r ,  , „ .S c re a m s  in  the t h e a t e r  a t  H a l­
loween movies u sed  to  be a jo k e , s ig n a ls  f o r  l a u g h te r  
and ap p lau se , because nobody b e l ie v e d  in  th e  t e r r o r  
on the s c re e n .  , The m idn igh t showings of h o r r o r  f i lm s  
go on a l l  y e a r  round, and the  screams are  no lo n g e r  
p ran k s , . . .

I t  i s  n o t  uncommon now f o r  f i g h t s  and sem i- 
p sy c h o tic  ep isodes  to  take p la ce  in  the  t h e a t e r s , 
e s p e c i a l l y  when th e  movies b e in g  p layed  a re  s h o c k e rs . 
Audiences f o r  th e s e  movies i n  the  Times Square a re a  
and in  the V i l la g e  are  h ig h ly  v o l a t i l e .  P robab ly  the  
u n s t a b l e , o f te n  dazed members of the  audience are  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  s u s c e p t ib le  to  th e  v io le n ce  and te n s io n  
on the  sc re e n  . . . w hether th e  movies b r in g  i t  out i n  
the audience o r  w hether th e  p a r t i c u l a r  aud iences t h a t  
are  a t t r a c t e d  b r in g  i t  i n to  the  t h e a t e r ,  i t ' s  th e re  
in  th e  th e a t e r  . . , and you f e e l  th e  v io le n c e  on the 
sc re e n  may a t  any moment touch  o f f  v io le n c e  in  the  
t h e a t e r  (p . 215).

Miss Kael has s e t  the tone of h e r  rev iew  and devo tes

n e a r ly  a thousand words to  a d e s c r ip t io n  of th e  New York

audience b e fo re  m ention ing  th e  name of the f i lm .  She says ,

I  d o n ' t  b e l ie v e  t h a t  people  are going to  shock and: 
h o r ro r  f i lm s  because of a need to  e x o rc ise  t h e i r  
f e a r s .  . . . 1  th in k  th e y  a re  going fo r  e n t e r t a i n ­
ment, and I  d o n ' t  see how one can ig n o re  th e  f a c t
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th a t the kind of entertainm ent th at a t tr a c ts  them
now i s  o fte n  ir r a t io n a l and h o r r ify in g ly  b r u ta l(p . 216)„

She says th at the audience i s  turned on by th is  type

o f f ilm  "and an ex tra o rd in a r ily  well-made t h r i l l e r  g e ts  the

audience sky high and keeps i t  th e r e—The French Connection,

d irec ted  by W illiam F r ie d k in ." A fter a rather s o c io lo g ic a l

commentary on p o te n t ia l  audiences and the movie in d u stry .

Miss Kael then t e l l s  the reader what the f ilm  i s  about. She

d escrib es the f i r s t  minute of the f i lm ’s a c tio n  in  which an

u n id e n t if ie d  man in  France i s  shot in  the fa ce  and torso  by

a s in is te r - lo o k in g  a s sa s s in . The man was carrying a lo a f

o f French bread, and the a ssa ss in  p icks up the lo a f ,  breaks

o f f  a p iece  to  munch and then to s s e s  the lo a f  on the corpse.

From th at p o in t she sa y s , "the f ilm  jumps to  Wew

. York and proceeds through ch a ses, p isto l-w h ip p in g s, s la sh in g s ,

b ea tin g s , murders, sn ip in gs and more chases fo r  c lo s e  to

two hours,"  Miss Kael acknowledges the f ilm  i s  "undeniably

gripp ing , slam-bang f a s t ,  charged w ith  suspense and i s  hyped

up a d d it io n a lly  w ith a t e l e v i s io n - t h r i l l e r - s t y l e  score ,"

She a lso  p o in ts  out a scene- which has nothing to  do with the

p lo t  in  which there i s  an automobile wreck and "we are

trea ted  to  two view s of the bloody fa c e s  of the fre sh

corp ses,"  This i s  added, she sa y s , to  g ive  the audience a

"m inute-to-m inute in je c t io n  o f excitem ent,"  Miss Kael says

the movie i s  "pretty  b u sin ess lik e"  and i s  the "most ’Hew

York8 of a l l  the recen t Hew York m ovies. I t  i s  a lso  probably
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the  b e s t  example of what the  t r a d e  r e p o r te r s  sometimes r e f e r

to  as ’the  cinema da z a p ’ ."

I t ' s  no wonder t h a t  The French  Connection i s  a h i t ,  
bu t what i n  h e l l  i s  i t ?  I t  u se s  e i g h ty - s ix  sep a ­
r a t e  lo c a t io n s  in  New York C i ty ,  . . , I  suppose th e  
answer we’re  meant to  g ive i s  t h a t  i t ' s  an image of 
th e  modern b ig  c i t y  as I n fe rn o ,  and t h a t  Popeye i s  
an E x i s t e n t i a l  h e ro , b u t th e  movie keeps sagg ing  
us „ . , most o f  i t s  e f f e c t s  are  of the  Psycho- 
-derived  b l a s t - i n - t h e - f a c e  v a r i e t y .  Even the  e x p e r t  
p ac in g  i s  ach ieved  by somewhat q u e s t io n a b le  meansj 
the  ominous music keeps t ig h t e n in g  the screws and 
h e a t in g  th in g s  up. The n o ise  o f  New York a l re a d y  
has us t e n s e „ The movie i s  l i k e  an ag g rav a ted  case 
of New York: I t  r a i s e s  t h i s  n o is e  l e v e l  to  produce
th e  k in d  of p a in fu l  t e n s io n  t h a t  i s  u s u a l ly  d e s c r ib e d  
as almost u n bearab le  su sp e n se „ But i t ’s th e  same 
k in d  of suspense t h a t  you f e e l  when someone o u ts id e  
your window keeps push ing  down on the  c a r  h o rn  and 
you th in k  th e  b la r in g  sound i s  going to  d r iv e  you ou t 
o f  your s k u l l „ This ho rn  r o u t in e ,  i s ,  in  f a c t ,  what 
the  cop does th roughou t th e  lo n g e s t  chase sequence(p„ 217X

K aelhas moved from a d is c u s s io n  of what the  movie i s

about to  how th e  f i lm  i s  made and how i t  ach ieves  the  h ig h

l e v e l  of a c t io n .  She says t h i s  te ch n iq u e  c r e a t e s  suspense

by " the  sh e e r  pounding a b ra s iv e n e ss  o f i t s  means" and "you

don’t  have to  be an a r t i s t  o r  be o r i g i n a l  or in g en io u s  to

work on th e  raw n e rv e s  of an audience t h i s  way—you ju s t

have t o  be smart and b r u t a l "  (p« 2 1 7 )»

In  h e r  book. Going S teady  (1971 / P» 118) P au line

Kael says t h a t  " fo r  the g r e a t e s t  movie a r t i s t s  where th e re

i s  a u n i ty  o f  tech n iq u e  and s u b je c t ,  one d o esn ’t  need to

t a l k  about techn ique  much because i t  i s  subsumed in  the

a r t , " She says t h a t  a n a ly s is  of f i lm  techn ique  i s  a

s c h o la r ly  fu n c t io n  and movie c r i t i c s  should  lo o k  f o r  "what
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i s  new and b e a u tifu l in  the work” and not how i t  was made„ 

"Taking i t  apart i s  far  l e s s  im portant than try in g  to  see  

i t  as a w hole."

Seeing The French Connection as a w hole5 Miss Eael

fin d s  the a c tin g  and d ir e c t io n  e x c e lle n t ,  but she o b jects

to  what the movie means in  terms of en terta inm ent0

I know th a t there are many p eop le— and very i n t e l l i ­
gent people to o —who lo v e  th is  kind o f f a s t - a c t io n  
movie, who say th at th is  i s  what movies do b est and 
th a t th is  i s  what they r e a l ly  want when th ey  go to  
a m ovie„ 0 » . W ell, i t ' s  not what I want, and the 
fa c t  th a t P riedkin  has done a se n sa tio n a l job o f  
d ir e c t io n  ju st  makes th a t c le a r e r . I t ' s  not what I 
want not because i t  f a i l s  ( i t  d oesn 't f a i l )  but 
because of what i t  i s .  I t  i s ,  I th in k , j o l t s  fo r  
jockso There's nothing in  the movie th at you enjoy  
th in k ing  over afterw ard, . , . Every other e f f e c t  in  
the m ovie—even the c lim a c tic  car-versus-runaw ay- 
e lev a ted  tr a in  chase is  achieved  by n o is e , speed  
and b r u ta lity  (p. 218),

She does not g iv e  the reader a p la y -b y -p la y  d escr ip ­

t io n  o f the p lo t .  She f in d s  a few "small e r r o r s ,"

A good comic co n tra st o f  drug d ea lers  d in ing at 
th e ir  ease in  a sp len d id  restau ran t w h ile  fr e e z in g ,  
hungry cops who are t a i l in g  them curse in  a :doorway 
and f in a l ly  ea t a hunk o f p izza  i s  sp o ile d  because, 
fo r  the sake of com position w ith the two groups in  
the same sh o t, the p o lic e  have been p laced  where the 
diners could obviously  see them. I t  i s  a lso  a 
m istake, I th in k , th a t at the end the p ic tu re  ju st  
stop s in stea d  of coming to a f u l l  p eriod , , „ ,
There's no lo g ic  in  having the L incoln  C ontinenta l 
th a t i s  shipped from France w ith  the h ero in  in sid e  
abandoned on a back s t r e e t  at n igh t rather than  
parked snugly in  the garage o f  i t s  owner's h o te l;  
i t  appears to be on the s tr e e t  ju st so the n a rco tic s  
agents can spot i t ,  , , „ T h ere's an e lab orate  
sequence of an auto auction  at an automobile graveyard  
which serves no c le a r  purpose. And , „ „ you have no 
id ea  who th a t poor d e v il  was who got shot in  the 
overtu re , or why (p, 2 1 8 ) ,

\
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Miss Kael here i s  p o in tin g  out th in gs which did not 

f i t  in to  the lo g ic a l  development of the p lo t .  A fter she has 

viewed the f ilm  as a whole, she has found nuances in  the 

f ilm  that cannot be f i t t e d  in to  the f ilm  ex p er ien ce . She 

says th is  "sloppy p lo ttin g "  does not seem to  m atter because 

i t  i s  covered up w ith  speed and v io le n c e . She has no com­

p la in ts  about the a ctin g , but she o b jects  to  D oyle,

A crude w r iter  can g iv e  h is  crummy, cheap jokes to  a 
crude ch aracter , and the jokes r e a l ly  pay o f f .  The 
ro tten  jokes get laughs and a lso  show how u g ly  the 
ch a ra c te r 's  id ea  of humor i s .  . . . Popeye (the name 
i s  out o f Faulkner, I assume) has a f i l t h y  mouth and 
a complete catalogue o f race p re ju d ices . . . .  He i s  
the an ti-h ero  carr ied  to  a new lumpenprole low . . . .
Sam Spade might p lay  d ir ty , but he had a code and a 
personal s t y le .  . . . Popeye i s  in sa n e ly  c a llo u s , a 
shrewd b u lly  who enjoys te r r o r iz in g  b lack  jun k ies, 
and the f ilm  includes ra ids on bars that are gra tu ir  
tous to  the sto ry  l in e  ju st to  show what a mean 
so n -o f-a -b itc h  he i s  (p . 219).

Miss Kael r e fe r s  to  Sam Spade, a tough d e te c t iv e  

ch aracter, who had a moral cod e. In the d e te c t iv e  genre, the  

hero i s  u su a lly  a tough ch aracter , but adheres to  a code o f  

lo y a lty ,  j u s t ic e ,  and a sense of r ig h t and wrong. Popeye 

has no code and h is  m otivation  in  t h is  f i lm  i s  not exp la in ed . 

F riedk in  contends th a t he i s  not making Popeye the hero, but 

i s  o f fe r in g  an o b jec tiv e  view of the way th in gs r e a l ly  are 

in  the world of cops and robbers.

Miss Kael says that p resen tin g  the cops and crim­

in a ls  in  a supposedly amoral way i s  " to ta l commercial 

opportunism p assin g  i t s e l f  o f f  as an E x is te n t ia l  v iew ."
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She says th a t when the movie shows the p o lic e  as b ru ta l 

and re c k le s s  i t  allow s one part of the audience to  say, 

" th a t's  a r e a l pig" and another part of the audience to  

say, " th a t's  the only way to deal w ith  those p eop le."

Kael says Popeye's low character i s  used to  make the 

cops-and-robbers melodrama' " s u p e r f ic ia lly  modern by making 

i t  m ean ingless,"  and sees  the epilogue at the end as a lso  

double in  meaning: "To t e l l  us to g e t tougher judges and

to  make tougher law s, and to provide an ir o n ic  coda show­

in g  th a t Popeye's e f fo r t s  were r e a l ly  f u t i l e ." She con­

clu d es by saying th a t th e  only th in g  the movie " b elieves  

in" i s  g iv in g  the audience " jo lts"  and "you can f e e l  the 

raw, p rim itive  response in  the theater!' (p. 2 2 0 ).

Miss K ael's review  i s : a  blend of the academ ic. 

and the pragm atic. She did not f in d  the f i lm  to  be a r t, 

but a w ell-produced commercial product. She found the 

f i lm 's  technique a lso  e x c e l l e n t . She says that the d ire c ­

to r  has done a se n sa tio n a l jo b . The f ilm  i s  r e je c te d  be­

cause of the message that Miss Kael in te r p r e ts  from the 

f i lm . The review exp la in s Miss K ael' s p o s it io n  and informs 

the reader about the f ilm  and g iv es  some ob servation s about 

the audience fo r  th is  type of a c tio n  f i lm . Miss Kael appar­

e n t ly  was in  a m inority  because most c r i t i c s  gave The French 

Connection favorable rev iew s.
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Stephen Farber

In  a d d i t io n  to  movie rev iew s by V incent Canby, The 

Hew York Times o f te n  runs reviews by o th e r  n o te d  c r i t i c s  

and p e r s o n a l i t i e s . For exam ple, i n  a d d i t io n  to  Canby*s 

review  of The C a n d id a te , th e  Times ra n  an a r t i c l e  by B e l l a  

Abzug on h e r  views of how th e  f i lm  d e p ic te d  p o l i t i c s .

On November 21, 1971 (pp. 15, 17), th e  Times p r in t e d  

an a n a ly s is  of The French C onnection  by c r i t i c  S tephen F a r ­

b e r  . F a rb e r  uses an academic approach to  f i lm  and e x p l i c a te s  

movies f o r  theme and c o n te n t .  His rev iew s have appeared  in  

f i lm  j o u r n a l s .

He gave The French C onnection a fa v o ra b le  review 

f o r  th r e e  re a so n s :  f i r s t ,  he en joyed  th e  t h r i l l i n g  suspense;

second, he thought th e  movie made a "most s i g n i f i c a n t  con­

t r i b u t i o n  to  th e  d e te c t iv e  genre"  by i t s  t r e a tm e n t  o f  th e  

p o l ic e  "he ro" ; and t h i r d ,  because  of the  s o c i a l  messages 

he saw in  the  f i lm .

F a rb e r  beg ins  the  rev iew  w ith  a d i s c u s s io n  o f  the  

p a s t  " c l a s s i c  g en res"  o f American f i lm s  which he says the 

g r e a t  m a jo r i ty  have been  " u n d is t in g u is h e d ,  u t t e r l y  conven­

t i o n a l  and b a n a l . " However, "o f  the  c l a s s i c  American genre 

o n ly  the  t h r i l l e r  seems to  me to  have eve r  had any r e a l  

v i t a l i t y . "  He c i t e s  s e v e ra l  examples o f "urban crime m ovies" 

t h a t  have " o f fe re d  up t r u th s  about s o c i e t y . "  He l i s t s  

s e v e r a l—P u b lic  Enemy, S c a r f a c e , M altese F a lc o n , The Big
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Of th e s e ,  he say s , " the  t h r i l l e r  genre has y ie ld e d  a

s u r p r i s in g  number of i n t e r e s t i n g  and e x p r e s s iv e , a t  tim es

even ex p e r im e n ta l ,  f i lm s ,  about American l i f e "  (p. 15)»

F arber  says The French C onnection i s  th e  b e s t

t h r i l l e r  s in c e  P o in t  Blank and th e  b e s t  movie o f the  y e a r .

" I t  i s  f i r s t  of a l l  a s t y l i s h  and e x c i t i n g  melodrama about

a $32 m i l l i o n  h e ro in  exchange, b u t beyond t h a t ,  a h e l l i s h l y

p r e c i s e  v i s io n  of the  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  modern u rb an  l i f e

and o f th e  ambiguous ro le  o f  the  p o l ic e  i n  an i n c r e a s in g l y

p o la r iz e d  and c o r ru p t  s o c ie ty " - (p „  1 5 ) ,

He c r e d i t s  d i r e c t o r  W illiam  F r ie d k in  w ith  f in d in g

" r e a l  New York lo c a t io n s  t h a t  lo o k  almost p r e t e r n a t u r a l l y

e e r i e ,  s i n i s t e r ,  and f a n t a s t i c „" He d is c u s s e s  some of th e

scenes of c i t y  s t r e e t s ,  c h i ld r e n  p la y in g  and th e  re a l is m

of the  m ovie.

The c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  t h a t  c o n t r a s t s  Doyle w ith

C h a rn ie r  i s  se e n  as "an i n t e r e s t i n g  study  of the  c la s h  of

c u l t u r e s ,  an a rc h e ty p a l  c o n f r o n ta t io n  of American innocence

and European c o r r u p t io n ,"  He says C h a rn ie r 1s g race  and

charm makes him almost a "Jam esian  v i l l a i n . "  F a rb e r  sees

Doyle as th e  ■ " r e s o lu te ,  v u lg a r ,  g ra sp in g  American cop" who

"succeeds by d e te rm in a t io n ,  energy  and b r u te  f o r c e . "

In  d is c o v e r in g  a new k in d  of policem en h e ro ,  th e  
f i lm  makes i t s  most s i g n i f i c a n t  c o n t r ib u t io n  to  
th e  d e t e c t iv e  genre . . . most d e te c t iv e s  o p e ra te  
w ith  a code . . . b u t Hackman’s Doyle i s  a cop of
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a d if fe r e n t  code—b ru ta l, r a c is t ,  foul-m outhed, 
p e tty , com pulsive, le ch er o u s . But even at h is  most 
ap pallin g  he i s  recogn izab ly  human. Something more 
than the one dim ensional "pig" o f current l ib e r a l  
fo lk lo r e  (Po 1 5 ) .

F arber’s re a c tio n  to  Doyle i s  d if fe r e n t  from Miss 

K a e l's , y e t  they both describe the character in  the same 

way. Farber a lso  sees  Doyle as a "hero". He says both 

Charnier and Doyle "share the same ru th le ssn ess  and amoral- 

ity "  and "the c h i l l in g  th in g  i s  that Popeye i s  a good cop 

w ith more than the p rescribed  American in i t i a t i v e  and g u ts ."

Both Kael and Farber are look ing  at Popeye as the  

hero or an ti-h ero  of th is  f i lm . While Kael s tro n g ly  d is ­

l ik e s  t h is  character and sees  him as a supposedly e x is te n ­

t i a l  h ero , Farber sees him as a r e a l i s t i c  ch a ra cter . He 

says th a t "glib  a n ti-esta b lish m en t film s which ca st the cop 

as American F a sc is t  overlook one s a l ie n t  ir o n ic  fa c t  th a t  

The French Connection reco g n izes: The underpaid cop i s

r e a l ly  one of the deprived members of contemporary s o c ie ty ,  

even though he i s  defending ’law and order1 fo r  the p r iv -  

iled g e d  and com placent." He says th a t Popeye Doyle i s  

m otivated  by "envy" and a "personal sense o f i n j u s t i c e .and 

d ep riva tion ."  Farber says th is  i s  e s ta b lish e d  through 

scenes such as the shot of the r ich  and cu ltu red  drug d ea ler  

ea tin g  in  a f in e  restau ran t w hile Doyle watches ou tside in  

the c o ld . Farber says Doyle " re lea ses  h is  jea lo u sy  and 

d is s a t is f a c t io n  by b r u ta liz in g  the people—b lack s in  

p a r t ic u la r —-whom. he. sees a s .h is  s o c ia l  in fe r io r s  . . .  by
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p lac in g  the cop in  a very c a r e fu lly  d efin ed  s o c ia l  and 

economic m ilie u , the f ilm  allow s us to understand some o f  

the reasons fo r  p o lic e  b ru ta lity "  (p. 17)„ Farber c a l l s  i t  

one o f the f u l l e s t  p o r tr a its  of the p o lice  in  a f i c t io n  f ilm ,  

but makes no reference to  the fa c t  that i t  was based on a 

r e a l case h is to r y . He says Hackman i s  convincing in  the 

ro le  o f D oyle.

Farber says F riedk in  has found "images o f the c i t y  

in  decay," and the " film ’s d iso r ie n tin g  network o f imperson­

a tio n s su ggests  something about the erosion  of any c le a r  

sense of id e n t i ty  under the p ressures and con fusions of urban 

l i f e , the b lu rrin g  o f  tr a d it io n a l moral d is t in c t io n s ,  the 

r o o tle s sn e ss  and anomie that con trib u te  to the p e cu lia r  

d esp eration  o f the modern c i t y  nightm are" (p. 17)»

In  th is  a n a ly s is , Farber t r i e s  to  d efine what the 

f ilm  i s  try in g  to say rather than g iv in g  a p lo t  o u t l in e . He 

r e la t e s  i t  to  other f ilm s of i t s  genre and to  l i t e r a t u r e .

By fo cu sin g  on lo c a le ,  imagery, c h a ra c ter iz a tio n  and theme, 

Farber has used the c r i t e r ia  employed by those who evaluate  

l i t e r a r y  works.

Jay Cocks

Jay Cocks* reviews fo r  Time magazine are u su a lly  

very pragm atic. He stays m ainly w ith  fa c t s  and does not go 

in to  in  depth a n a ly s is . He t e l l s  what the movie i s  about, 

g ives some of the p lo t ,  and u su a lly  judges how w e ll  the
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movie e n t e r t a i n s .  He review ed She French C onnection in

Time on November 1, 1971 (p. 1 0 9 )s

The French Connection i s  a knockout p o l ic e  t h r i l l e r  
w ith  so much j a r r in g  exc item en t t h a t .i t  a lm ost c a l l s  
f o r  comic-book e x p l e t i v e s . POWJ ZOWIEI The f i lm  
has a l l  the depth  of a mud p u d d le , bu t d i r e c t o r  
W illiam  P r ie d k in  (The E ig h t  They Raided M in sk y 's ) 
s e t s  such a f r a n t i c  pace th a t  th e re  i s  h a r d ly  a 
chance to  n o t i c e ,  much l e s s  c a r e . The c o n n e c tio n  i s  
a French businessm an (Fernando Rey) who a r r i v e s  in  
New York w ith  a m u l t im i l l io n -d o  l i a r  shipm ent of 
h ig h -g ra d e  h e r o in  s ta s h e d  u n d ern ea th  a c a r  door.

• By dumb lu c k ,  a couple of tough n a rc s  ge t i n to  the  
d ea l and chase "Frog 1" and h i s  f r ie n d s  a l l  around 
th e  town, tu rn in g  New York in to  gun c i t y  i n  th e  
p r o c e s s .

Many of the  scenes were sh o t  along the E a s t  
R iv e r ,  around ram shackle warehouses and worn t e n e ­
ments t h a t  give th e  movie a sense of g r i t t y  r e a l i s m .  
The a c to r s  who p la y  the cops are so w e l l  c a s t  t h a t  
th e y  seem to  have grown up n ex t  door to  the  p r e c in c t  
h o u se . Gene Hackman p la y s  Popeye Doyle, who l ik e s  
to  og le  g i r l s  in  b o o ts ,  b reak  heads and b u s t  b la c k s ;  
Roy S ch e id e r  i s  h i s  dogged, i f  on ly  s l i g h t l y  l e s s  
com pulsive , a s s i s t a n t .  Eddie Egan p la y s  t h e i r  boss 
w ith  b u l l i s h  a u t h e n t i c i t y  as w e l l  he m ight s in c e  he 
i s  an ex-cop who f ig u r e d  in  th e  a c tu a l  in c id e n t  on 
which th e  movie i s  based .

Midway th rough  i t  a l l  t h e r e  i s  a race  between 
an autom obile and an e l e v a te d  t r a i n  t h a t  i s  s h a rp ly  
re m in isc e n t  of the  c a re e r in g  c a r  i n  B u l l i t t . P h i l ­
l i p  DlAntoni produced bo th  m ovies, and i t  i s  obvious 
from the s i m i l a r i t i e s  in  p ac in g  t h a t  he a lso  took 
a hand in  t h e i r  d i r e c t i o n .  I f  he was im i t a t in g  h is  
f i r s t  success  w ith  The F rench  C onnection , he has 
a lso  improved upon i t .

Cocks s ta y s  w ith  the f a c t s . He a p p a re n t ly  d id  n o t  

see: the s o c i a l  messages t h a t  F a rb e r  saw. His c r i t e r i a  

have stemmed only  from th e  m ov ie’s a c t io n .



Charles Chsmrplin

C harles  Champlin i s  the c r i t i c - a t - l a r g e  f o r  the Los 

Angeles Tim es. He gave The French Connection a fa v o ra b le  

review  f o r  b a s i c a l l y  the same reaso n s  c i t e d  by F a r b e r „ 

Champlin*s rev iew  was p u b lish e d  i n  th e  Los Angeles Times 

November 3, 1971 (pp. 1, 13, Sec. IV ).

He beg ins  the  rev iew  by r e l a t i n g  the  f i lm  to  B ul­

l i t t  say ing  t h a t  i t  i s  "every  b i t  as e n t e r t a in i n g  . . .  a 

s lsm -bang, s u s p e n s e fu l ,  p l a i n  spoken, s a r d o n ic a l l y  funny, 

f u r i o u s l y  paced melodrama." He makes approx im ate ly  th e  

same o b s e rv a t io n  t h a t  F a rb e r  does: " I t  i s  a p o l ic e  drama

and l ik e  B u l l i t t , only.m ore so , i t  ta k es  f o r  g ra n te d  t h a t  

d e t e c t iv e s  are human b e ings  w ith  th e  u s u a l  quo ta  of f r a i l i -  

t i e s  b u t a lso  ( i f  we are lucky) a com pensating, com pulsive 

d r iv e  to  c a tc h  c r i m i n a l s ."

Champlin says the movie has "the g r i t t y  a u t h e n t i c i t y  

o f  a f i r s t  r a t e  documentary" and i s  " though t p rovoking  and 

r e v e r b e r a t i n g . "  Champlin a lso  a p p ra is e s  th e  c a s t :  Hackman

and Scheider " c re a te  an o f te n  u n f l a t t e r i n g  c r e d i b i l i t y  

which i s  pow erfu l i n d e e d ." Tidyman has "a c r a c k l in g  good 

s c r i p t . "  F r ie d k in  does "as good a job as I 'v e  seen  in  a 

good w h i le ."  Owen Roizman’s photography " a b so lu te y  cap­

tu r e s  the  lo o k  and f e e l  of New Y o rk ." Egan and Grosso 

are  "g o o d ." And i n  a f i n a l  t r i b u t e  a t  the  c o n c lu s io n  of 

the  rev iew , Champlin n o te s  t h a t  Don E i l l i s ,  composer, p ro ­

v ided  "a m ajor a s s e t  in  c r e a t in g  the  m ov ie 's  pace and moods.
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Here Ohamp1in  o f f e r s  an e x c e l l e n t  example of how a

j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c  a t tem p ts  to  e v a lu a te  th e  group

a c t i v i t y  of f i lm .  I n s te a d  of look ing  to  the  d i r e c t o r  as

th e  so le  c r e a to r  o f  the  f i lm ,  Champlin has sp rea d  th e  c r e d i t

th roughou t th e  c a s t  and crew. He a lso  sees  m essages:

The French C onnection seems to  have a m essage— 
s e v e r a l— in  f a c t — although  I 'm  n o t  e n t i r e l y  su re  
t h a t  th e  messages are  e x c lu s iv e ly  th o se  which the  
p ro d u ce rs  . . .- had  i n  mind. S u p e r f i c i a l l y  the  
message i s  t h a t  the  d e t e c t iv e s  l i v e  i n  m isery  and 
do t h e i r  jobs ou t of a dogged d ev o tio n ; th e  top  
dope p e d d le rs  l i v e  in  opulence and g e t away o r  
are codd led  by the , c o u r t s .  . . . I t  i s  p o s s ib le  to  
r e a l i z e  how c a t a s t r o p h i c a l l y  a h a l f  c e n tu r y 's  
a t tem p ts  to  p u n ish  n a r c o t i c s  ou t of e x is te n c e  h as  
f a i l e d  and have in  f a c t  a c te d  l ik e  kerosene  on a 
b la z e  . . . among o th e r  th in g s  cops and ro b b e rs  have 
become a law u n to  them selves ( p 0 13 ) .

Cham plin 's review  i s  a b lend  of the  academic and th e  

p rag m a tic .  He has d iv id e d  h i s  rev iew  in to  components of 

e v a lu a t io n .  He t e l l s  us what th e  f i lm  i s  about and how good 

each p a r t  of th e  whole i s —d i r e c t i o n ,  a c t in g ,  photography, 

m usic , l o c a l e ,  s to r y .  He then  t e l l s  us t h a t  the  f i lm  has 

a m essage. He sees  th e  same s o c io lo g ic a l  messages t h a t  

F a rb e r  saw.

Summary

David Manning White and R ichard  A lverson in  The 

C e l lu lo id  Weapon (1972, p. 260) w r i t e  t h a t  message f i lm s  

have been made s in c e  th e  e a r ly  s i l e n t  e ra :  "Hollywood

message f ilm -m akers  have u t i l i z e d  the  e n te r ta in m e n t  s to r y  

as a v e h ic le  f o r  e x p re s s in g  a s o c i a l  v ie w p o in t ."
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P auline Kael saw th is  f i lm  as a commercial copout 

which o ffered  a take-your-choice m essage. E ith er  Popeye is  

an e x i s t e n t ia l  hero in  an Inferno w ithout good guys or bad 

guys, or i t  i s  a statem ent for law and order. Cocks sa id  

i t  has a l l  the depth o f a muddle puddle. Parber and Champ- 

l i n  see i t  as a r e a l i s t i c  study o f an underpaid cop. They 

sp ecu late  a t h is  m otivation s and go in to  the psychology and 

so c io lo g y  o f the f i lm 's  su b je c t . We have only P r ied k in ’s 

word that the f ilm  i s  an amoral study of the r e a l th in g .

Looking fo r  and ex p la in in g  the message o f  the theme 

o f a f ilm  i s  a d i f f i c u l t  ta sk  fo r  the jo u r n a lis t ic  f ilm  

c r i t i c ,  but from an academic or a pragmatic stan d p oin t, the  

w riter  b e lie v e s  th a t p o in tin g  out any messages in  a f ilm  i s  

a v a lid  c r i t i c a l  a c t . The c r i t i c ,  i f  he i s  to  inform h is  

readers about the f ilm , cannot ignore any m essage. However, 

he must be c a r e fu l not to read any messages in to  the f ilm  

th at are not th e r e .

Frenzy

A lfred  H itchcock has b u i l t  h is  rep u ta tion  as a f i lm  

d ire c to r  on movies that d ea l w ith suspense, m ystery and 

exc item en t<; Because h is  film s co n ta in  s im i la r i t i e s ,  h is  

la t e s t  work i s  u su a lly  compared w ith  h is  e a r l ie r  f i lm s .  

H itchcock i s  more concerned w ith  g e tt in g  a response from 

the audience than p u ttin g  across any m essages.
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Frenzy (1972) was made in  th e  H itchcock  t r a d i t i o n .  

Filmed i n  h i s  n a t iv e  London, England, i t  i s  a murder m ystery  

about a p sy c h o tic  m urderer who s t r a n g l e s  h i s  v ic t im s  w ith  

n e c k t i e s . The s c r i p t  i s  by Anthony S h a ffe r .  The p l o t  

in v o lv es  a form er R .A .F . p i l o t  who i s  w rongly accused of 

murder a f t e r  h i s  ex-w ife i s  found s t r a n g le d .  Jon  Finch 

p lay s  th e  hero  R ichard  B la n ey „ B arbara  Leigh-Hunt p lays  

h i s  e x -w ife . The r e a l  m urderer i s  B lan ey ’s good f r i e n d  Bob 

Rusk, p lay ed  by B arry  F o s t e r .  B laney does n o t know t h a t  h i s .  

f r i e n d  i s  the  m urderer ,  b u t the  audience i s  shown t h i s  e a r l y  

as a dev ice  to  h e ig h te n  suspense  when the  two come to g e th e r  

l a t e r  in  the  f i lm .

B laney i s  trap p e d  by c i r c u m s ta n t i a l  evidence and 

b rough t to  t r i a l  by In s p e c to r  Oxford of S c o t la n d  Yard.

Oxford i s  p lay ed  by Alec McCord. O xford’s w ife ,  p layed  by 

V iv ien  M erchant, p ro v id es  comic r e l i e f  i n  scenes  where she 

t e s t s  h e r  gourmet cooking on th e  r e l u c t a n t  I n s p e c to r .  Anna 

Massey p lay s  B lan ey ’s g i r l  f r i e n d .

• The audience knows t h a t  the wrong man has  been 

caught (a  f a m i l i a r  s to r y  in  H itchcock  f i l m s ) and th e  r e a l  

m urderer i s  on th e  lo o se .  B laney must c l e a r  h i s  name, 

which he does in  th e  r e s o lu t i o n  o f  the s to r y .  The fo l lo w ­

ing  review s d is c u s s  the H itchcock  s t y l e .



Stan ley  Kauffman

S tan ley  Kauffman u ses an academic approach in  his. 

review s fo r  The New R ep ub lic . He w rites  about sev era l film s  

and a lter n a te s  between f ilm  c r it ic is m  and drama c r it ic is m .

He has a knowledge of f i lm  h is to r y  and keen p ercep tion . His 

review  of Frenzy appeared in  The New Republic July 8, 1972; 

(pp. 22, 3 4 ).

The review of Frenzy i s  an exam ination o f H itch ­

cock 's s ty le  which Kauffman says i s  "overwhelmingly depen­

dent" on the s c r ip t .  He says th a t " a ll of H itch cock 's  

su ccesses  are prim arily  w r ite r s ' f ilm s ."  He says that  

Frenzy i s  H itch cock 's b est  work s in ce  North by Northwest 

(1963) and the c r e d it  goes to  Anthony Shaffer "who has made 

the come-back fo r  H itch co ck ."

H itchcock hadn't d e ter io ra ted  as a d irec to r  in  
recent f i lm s , he m erely had poor s c r ip ts .  . . .
Some c r i t i c s  and H itchcock h im se lf keep t e l l i n g  
us that content d o esn 't m atter, s ty le  i s  a l l .
In  p lo t ty  suspense p ic tu r e s !  H itchcock sa id  re ­
c e n t ly  "too many f ilm s  are looked at fo r  th e ir  
co n ten t. What's important i s  th e ir  treatm ent."
. . .  Arguably there are some d irec to rs  who have 
made good film s with mediocre m a ter ia l, but H itch­
cock i s  su re ly  not one of them. Look at Mamie and 
Topaz again , i f  you can, and see how s t e r i l e  a l l  
the H itchcockery i s  when i t  i s  used on stu p id  
m a ter ia l. On the other hand, look  again at The 
Thirty-N ine Steps and see how the film  l i v e s ,  not 
because of the (Very good) d ir e c t io n  but b a s ic a l ly  
because of the sc r ip t  (p. 2 2 ).

Kauffman compares H itch cock 's Thirty-N ine Steps  

(1 9 3 6 ) w ith  two la t e r  f i lm s . He contends th at the e a r l ie r  

work i s  a lso  a " w riter 's  p ic tu re ."  Kauffman se e s  H itchcock  

as a s k i l l e d  and ta le n te d  d ir e c to r , but dependent on the
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s c r ip t .  He says i f  f i lm  is  b a s ic a l ly  images in stea d  of con­

te n t ,  then why are not a l l  f ilm s by a good image maker 

eq u a lly  good? Kauffman says th a t Frenzy i s  a good rework­

in g  o f the fa m ilia r  H itchcock d ev ices  which include the 

running gag—th is  time i t  i s  the In sp ec to r ’s w ife  and her 

cooking, and a p ro ta g o n ist who i s  innocent but pursued by 

the a u th o r it ie s .

Again there are sardonic ju x ta p o s it io n s ; a (presum­
ably) g u i lty  man s i t s ,  background, in  a pub w hile two 
men in  the foreground d iscu ss  the murder„ Again there  
are the f a ls e  c lu es: a cut from a n eck tie  around the
neck of a stran g led  woman to  a man p u ttin g  on a s im i­
la r  n e c k t ie , but he i s  not the g u ilty  man. (I  s p i l l  a 
few beans. We learn  of h is  innocence e a r ly . The s to ry  
i s  b u i l t  on counterpoint between the seem ingly g u ilty  
man and a seem ingly innocent one.)  Again the h ig h ly  
r e a l i s t i c  tex tu re i s  fra ctu red  by arrant movie mechan­
ic s :  the h e ro ’s fr ien d  ju st happens to spot him in  a
park at a c r u c ia l moment and g iv es  him s h e lt e r .  . . „

A fter a somewhat slow s t a r t ,  the s to ry  g ets going, 
and makes us it c h  w ith  the r ig h t  fr u s tr a t io n  as we 
see the wrong man being cornered (p. 2 2 ).

Kauffman d escrib es the ending as a " ty p ica l copout" 

fo r  H itchcock. Just when the hero i s  t r ie d  and found g u ilty  

and "we might be w i l l in g  to th ink  th a t we are g e t t in g  a f u l l  

view  of the dark sid e o f the mirror" the In sp ector who caught 

the hero " sets out to prove the innocence o f the very man he 

has brought to  book, why the In sp ector should have so read­

i l y  changed i s  not r e a l ly  a m atter o f  psychology but o f box 

• o f f ic e "  (p. 2 2 ) .

Here Kauffman’s statem ent about "a f u l l  view  of the 

dark s id e  o f the mirror" im p lies th at i f  a man were con victed
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of the circum stances o ffered  in  the m ovie, i t  i s  u n lik e ly  

that he would g e t o f f .  However, the s to ry  o ffe r e d  i s  p la u s­

ib le  and acceptable w ith in  the framework of a f i c t i o n  f ilm ,  

Kauffman not only se e s  the s to ry  as a ty p ic a l H itchcock f i lm ,  

but adds that the s ty le  i s  a " fam iliar  b a ttery  of H itchcock  

cinem atic devices" th at work "on g en er a lly  good ground" in  

th is  f i lm .

There i s  the r a z z le -d a z z le  murder e d it in g , as in  the  
Psycho shower, t h is  time d ea lin g  w ith a rape and a 
s tr a n g lin g — a sequence th at w i l l  d oub tless become a- 
" c la ss ic"  in  e d it in g  c la s s e s  fo r  the e a s i ly  im pressed. 
There i s  the fa m ilia r  q u ie t moment of m urder-discovery  
during which the camera w aits ou tsid e  w hile someone 
goes in  and d iscovers the body we know i s  th e re . There 
i s  the weaving o f lo c a le  in to  the fa b r ic  o f the s to ry — 
in  th is  ca se , the Govent Garden market and th a t look  
l ik e  the actu a l prem ises o f  the Duckworth p u b lish in g  
company in  th a t d i s t r ic t  (p. 2 2 ) .

He r e la te s  that th is  i s  the f i r s t  f i lm  H itchcock has 

made in  h is  n a tiv e  land in  twenty years and says the opening  

sh o t, a slow r id e  over London, the Thames R iver and under 

Tower B ridge, i s  something th a t H itchcock fans w i l l  s in g  

about. However, to  Kauffman i t  looks l ik e  "a d istended  

travelogue shot" which i s  "out o f key with the p icture"  and 

"upholstered w ith  pompous m usic." The opening shot ends on 

a p o l i t ic ia n  who i s  g iv in g  a speech about p o llu t io n  in  the 

Thames. During the speech a corpse f lo a t s  ashore, Kauff­

man says th is  i s  "unfunny padding" and would have been more 

e f f e c t iv e  i f  the shot had ended on the co rp se .

I r e a l iz e  that I'm f lu c tu a t in g  in  th is  review  between, 
pros, and cons and I suppose th a t 's  because, even  
though I recognize th at t h is  i s  b e tte r  than H itch cock 's
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l a t e s t  work, sometimes gen u inely  e x c it in g , and a 
f ilm  th a t only an extrem ely s k i l le d  and experienced  
d ire c to r  could have made, s t i l l  there i s  something 
loathsome about the f ilm  and about H itchcock h im self  
to  me. He has sa id  that h is  love of f ilm  i s  fa r  
more important to him than any co n sid era tio n s o f  
m ora lity  „ , . i t  has a tin n y  ring  from H itchcock  
because h is  am orality i s  so sp ec iou s, h is  cyn icism  
so pop, h is  exp lora tion s o f e v i l  so p a ten tly  show­
b iz . He turns h is  back on m ora lity  so co y ly , so  
v en a lly  th at h is  lack of co n v ic tio n  becomes a lack  
rather than a co n v ic tio n , (p . 3^ ),

Kauffman, here o b jec ts  to  H itchcock 's m otivation s  

much the same way Pauline Kael ob jected  to the m otivations  

in  The French C onnection. He f e e l s  th a t H itchcock has 

compromised h is  art for  money at the box o f f i c e .  He says 

th at H itch cock 's appeal to  the voyeurism of the audience 

becomes ’’fa in tly lo a th so m e when i t  i s  s e x u a l,” He says 

th at H itchcock has taken advantage o f the opportunity  to  

use n ud ity  in  the f ilm  and f in d s  the scene in  which Rusk 

grapples w ith  a fem ale corpse in  the back o f a truck in  

order to  r e tr ie v e  a lo s t  r in g  as "cheap sen sa tio n a lism  

posing as so p h is t ic a te d  f r is s o n ” (p. 3^ ).

Kauffman concludes h is  review  w ith  an appraisal; of 

the c a s t .  He has favorab le comments fo r  a l l ,  but says th a t  

F oster does not have "quite enough fo r c e ” and "as H itchcock  

sa y s, 'th e  more su c c e ss fu l the v i l l a i n ,  the more su c c e ss fu l  

the p ic tu r e . T h at's a ca rd in a l ru le  . , Middling v i l ­

la in ,  m iddling su cc ess” '(p , 34)=

Kauffman's review  i s  a blend of the academic and 

the pragm atic. His b a sic  d is l ik e  o f Frenzy appears to  be a



d i s l i k e  f o r  H itc h c o c k 's  m o tiv es .  He i s  t r y i n g  to  d i s p e l  

any c la im s t h a t  th e  d i r e c t o r  i s  the  a r t i s t .  He has a lso  

e le v a te d  the  w r i t e r  as th e  a u te u r ,  Kauffman i s  obv iously  

n o t  a H itchqock f a n ,  b u t A rthu r  Knight a p p a re n t ly  i s  and 

w hile  he saw the  same f a m i l i a r  th in g s  in  F re n z y , he l i k e d  

what he saw.

A rthur K night

A rthur Knight i s  one of th e  movie c r i t i c s  w r i t in g

f o r  S a tu rday  Review m agazine, He ag reed  w ith  Kauffman th a

Frenzy i s  H itc h c o c k 's  b e s t  work s in c e  Horth by H orthw est.

His rev iew  which appeared  i n  th e  June 2l|, 1972, i s s u e  of

S atu rday  Review (p . 7^ ) , began w ith  a comment on B r i t i s h

m ystery  w r i t in g .

The B r i t i s h  seem to  have a s p e c i a l  f e e l i n g  about 
t h e i r  m u rd e re rs ,  r e g a rd in g  them more as e c c e n t r i c s  
th a n  c r im i n a l s , One o f th e  charms of the  B r i t i s h  
sch o o l of m ystery  f i c t i o n  w r i t i n g  i s  th e  way a l l  
o f  the  c h a ra c te r s  te n d  to  be “c h a r a c t e r s , " There 
i s  p ro b ab ly  no one in  th e  w orld  more bemused by 
th e  e c c e n t r i c  a sp e c ts  of crime th an  the  u rb an , r u b i ­
cund A lfre d  H itchcock , nor anyone b e t t e r  equipped to  
d i s p l a y  i t .  He p o s i t i v e l y  r e v e l s  in  th e  d e p ic t io n  
o f a he inous murder (as  in  the u n f o r g e t ta b le  shower 
sequence from Psycho) and f i g u r a t i v e l y  rubs h i s  hands 
w ith  d e l i g h t  as the  f in g e r  of s u sp ic io n  p o in ts  
inexo rab ly , in  the  wrong d i r e c t i o n .  The “wrong man"

. i s  a r e c u r r e n t  theme in  the  H itchcock  r u b r i c j  i t  i s  
c e n t r a l  to  h i s  l a t e s t  — and a l s o  h is  b e s t —f i lm  in  
more th a n  a decade , F re n z y ,

K night say s , “There a r e , of c o u rs e , the  ex p ec ted

H itchcock  touches and the  H itchcock  humor. But the  g r e a t

th in g  i s  th at everyth ing  works." This statem ent i s
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p ro b ab ly  one o f  th e  b e s t  methods of e v a lu a t io n  of f i lm :  

h a t  i s  im p o rtan t i s  t h a t  e v e ry th in g  works.

K night then  d is c u s s e s  th e  p lo t  a t  l e n g th .  He n o te s  

in  most p i c tu r e s  of t h i s  s o r t ,  where the i d e n t i t y  of th e  

v i l l a i n  i s  th e  whole c ru x  o f the  p l o t ,  i t  would be "b reak­

ing  th e  c r i t i c ’s ’boy sc o u t o a t h ’ to  r e v e a l  th e  f i l m ’s 

e n d in g ,"  b u t n o t  so in  F renzy  because the  v iew er le a rn s  

e a r l y  t h a t  th e  H itchcock hero i s  n o t  the  r e a l  v i l l a i n .  

H itchcock  l e t s  the  audience know who the  v i l l a i n  i s — 

a lso  e a r ly  i n  the  f i lm .  Knight does n o t t e l l  the  e n t i r e  

p l o t .  He says the s to r y  d ea ls  w ith  how the hero  must escape 

in c r im in a t in g  e v id e n c e .

K night p r a i s e s  s c r i p t  w r i t e r  Anthony S h a f fe r  and 

adds t h a t  H itchcock , though u n c re d i te d ,  h e lp e d  w ith  th e  

s c r i p t .  He a lso  p r a i s e s  the c a s t .  He p o in t s  ou t B ernard  

O ribb ins  who has a sm a ll p a r t  as a b a r te n d e r ,  sa y in g  th a t  

a l l  the  c h a r a c te r s  are  f i n e l y  drawn and O ribb ins  i s  a l e s ­

son in  what a f in e  a c to r  can do w ith  a sm a ll  p a r t .  He says 

t h a t  H itchcock  "was ab le  to  c a s t  h i s  f i lm  w ith o u t  c a l l i n g  

upon a c to rs  and a c t r e s s e s  who have become s te re o ty p e d  through 

y e a rs  of f i lm  or t e l e v i s i o n  ex p o su re ."  A f te r  p r a i s i n g  the 

a c to r s ,  K night d is c u s se s  the s e t s ;

But the  b e s t  th in g  about, F renzy  i s  t h a t  i t  b r in g s  back 
. A lf red  H itchcock  a t  the top  of h i s  form. Perhaps 

th e  d e c is io n  to  f i lm  in  h i s  be loved  London had some­
th in g  to  do w ith  t h i s .  There i s  a f e e l i n g  t h a t  he no t 
on ly  knows h is  l o c a t i o n s —th e  pubs, the  c lu b s ,  the  
h o t e l s ,  th e  open p a rk s —but knows how to  use them.
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Covent Garden i s  lo c a te d  d i r e c t l y  ac ro ss  from 
H e m i e t t a  S t r e e t ,  where v e n e ra b le  p u b l is h in g  
houses l e t  t h e i r  rooms above t h e i r  o f f i c e s  to  
t e n a n t s — a m arve lously  r e s p e c ta b le  f r o n t  f o r  
Rusk’s n e f a r io u s  deed. B la n e y ’s t r i a l  i s  h e ld  
in  th e  a c tu a l  Old B a ile y  C ourthouse , n o t a r e p r o ­
d u c t io n ,  and H itchcock  u se s  i t s  sw inging doors 
to  avo id  the  c l i c h e s  of most courtroom p ro ced u res .
. . , For H itchcock  th i s  r e t u r n  to  London i s  a 
m a t te r  of knowing no t so much where to  f in d  c o l o r ­
f u l  backdrops as where to  f i n d  s e t t i n g s  t h a t  fu n c ­
t i o n  f o r  h i s  s c r i p t  (p . 7 +̂)«

Knight has b lended  the  academic and the  pragm atic 

approaches. He accep ts  the  f i lm  on i t s  own te rm s . The 

c h a ra c te r s  are  c h a ra c te r s  and n o t  r e a l  peop le . I t  i s  a 

t r a d i t i o n a l  suspense f i lm  and he says i t  works w e l l  w i th in  

t h a t  framework. He does compare i t  w ith  o th e r  H itchcock  

f i lm s .

Summary

N e i th e r  Kauffman nor K nigh t wanted to  r e v e a l  too  

much of th e  p l o t .  Knight s a id  i t  would be b rea k in g  the 

c r i t i c ’s "boy scou t oath"  and Kauffman ap o lo g ized  f o r  

" s p i l l i n g  a few b e a n s ."  This approach i s  common in  jo u r n a l ­

i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c i s m .  I t  i s  s i m i l a r  to  th e  book rev iew er 

who does n o t  want to  g ive away th e  whole s to r y .  This i s  

t r u e  f o r  m y s te r ie s  e s p e c i a l l y .  A f te r  a l l ,  when the  p lo t  

rev o lv es  around who the m urderer  i s ,  why s p o i l  i t  f o r  the  

re a d e r?

• A pparen tly  both  c r i t i c s  h e re  f e e l  th e y  a re  w r i t in g  

to  r e a d e rs  who have n o t y e t  seen  th e  f i lm .  T h is  i s  the way 

most j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c i s m > I s  s t r u c t u r e d .  I n
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o rd e r  to  d is c u s s  the f i lm  and to  t e l l  what i t  i s  abou t, i t  

is  n e c e s s a ry  to  give some p lo t  o u t l i n e .  Most c r i t i c s  avoid, 

t e l l i n g  e v e ry th in g .  A thorough a n a ly s is  would r e q u i r e  a 

com plete e x p l i c a t io n  which i s  th e  method of a complete aca­

demic approach. The main d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h i s  case  

between th e  academic and p ragm atic  i s :  The pragm atic

rev ie w e r  assumes h is  audience has n o t  y e t  seen  the f i lm ,  

w hile  the academic rev iew er  assumes h is  r e a d e r s  have seen  

th e  f i lm .

L ast Tango I n P a r i s

G era ld  Mast in  A Short H is to ry  o f th e  Movies (1971, 

p .  4.1 3 ) w r i t e s :

F ilm s have always used  se x —whether i t  was th e  
s e x in e s s  o f  G r i f f i t h ’s F r ie n d le s s  Ones, th e  s e x i ­
n ess  o f  Marlene D i e t r i c h ’ s v e i l e d  face  i n  a key 
l i g h t ,  or the  s e x in e s s  of b a re  b r e a s t s  and a p a i r  
of jocky s h o r ts  in  a 1969 m o te l  room. . . . The 
key q u e s t io n  about any f i lm  s t y l e  i s  n o t  w hether 
i t  u ses  sex and v io le n c e ,  b u t how i t  u se s  them.

L ast Tango in  P a r i s  ( r e l e a s e d  h e re  i n  1973) i s  a 

s tu d y  of the  sex u a l and em otiona l r e l a t i o n s h i p  between a 

m idd le-aged  man and a young g i r l .  The f i lm  u se s  se x u a l 

en coun te rs  to  show c h a r a c te r  and develop th e  s to r y .  I t  

r e f l e c t s  two tre n d s  i n  contem porary  f i lm :  The in f lu e n c e

of th e  f o r e ig n  d i r e c t o r  and the  use of e x p l i c i t  s e x u a l  

a c t i v i t i e s .

The in f lu e n c e  of f o r e ig n  d i r e c to r s  on American 

f i lm s  has grown s in c e  the l a t e  19i}.0s accord ing  to  Mast



73

(1971* p . ll-llj.)« He says "the In n o v a tio n s  o f Godard, T ru f ­

f a u t ,  and A ntonioni e v e n tu a l ly  conquered the r i s i n g  g en e ra ­

t i o n  of f i lm -m akers  in  the  1950s and l 60s„"

F o re ig n  f i lm s  had l i t t l e  success  w ith  aud iences i n  

t h i s  c o u n try  u n t i l  r e c e n t  y e a r s .  However, w ith  the changes 

i n  the  American f i lm  audience in  th e  p a s t  tw e n ty - f iv e  y e a r s ,  

the  f o r e ig n  f i lm  has a b e t t e r  chance f o r  success  i n  t h i s  

c o u n try .  American f i lm s  have adap ted  some of the  c h a ra c ­

t e r i s t i c s  of the  f o r e ig n  f i lm s  t h a t  are  s e n s i t i v e  to  

i n t e l l e c t u a l  and s o c i a l  m essages, i n t r o s p e c t i v e  on the  

human c o n d i t io n  and s e x u a l ly  m ature (Mast 1971* P« 333).

American f i lm s  in  th e  1970s are u s in g  more n u d i ty ,  

e x p l i c i t  sex , and p r o f a n i ty  th a n  a t  any time in  American 

f i lm  h i s t o r y .  Supreme Court d e c is io n s  in  th e  1950 paved 

the  way f o r  more freedom o f  e x p re s s io n  in  f i lm s .  A rthur 

F, McClure i n  The Movies; An American Idiom t r a c e s  th e  

h i s t o r y  o f  th e  c o u r t  d e c is io n s  and b a t t l e s  w ith  c e n so rsh ip  

boards (1971* pp. 117-153). L as t Tango in  P a r i s  ta k e s  f u l l  

advantage of t h i s  freedom although  the  sex scenes i n  the  

f i lm  a re  s im u la te d .  The f i lm  made news f o r  i t s  use of sex  

and the  f a c t  t h a t  i t  s t a r r e d  an e s t a b l i s h e d  s c re e n  v e te ra n ,  

Marlon Brando.

The p l o t  i s  s im ple ; P au l (Brando), a m idd le-aged  

American in  P a r i s ,  meets a young P a r is ie n n e  g i r l  (Maria 

Schneider) i n  a v acan t ap a r tm en t; t h e i r  a t t r a c t i o n  i s  i n s t a n t  

and th e y  agree to  share  th e  apartm ent on a no-name b a s i s



p u re ly  f o r  sex u a l e n c o u n te r s „ We a r e • t o l d  t h a t  Paul i s  

deeply  d ep ressed  because h i s  w ife  has committed s u i c i d e „

At f i r s t  th e  young g i r l  t r i e s  to  f in d  out about P au l, b u t 

he r e j e c t s  h e r  advances and i n s i s t s  on m a in ta in in g  a se x u a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p  o n ly . L a te r ,  a f t e r  h i s  w ife i s  b u r ie d ,  he 

changes and i t  i s  he who wants to  know about h e r .  Mo lo n g e r  

w anting  j u s t  sex u a l e n c o u n te rs ,  he wants to  know h e r  as a 

perso n . Unknown to  P au l, b u t  e s t a b l i s h e d  f o r  th e  audience , 

i s  th e  g i r l ' s  home l i f e .  She i s  engaged and d e c id e s  to  

leav e  P au l f o r  h e r  f ia n c e .  The f ia n c e  i s  a young film -m aker 

who s t a r s  h i s  b r id e - to - b e  in  a t e l e v i s i o n  movie (seen  by 

many c r i t i c s  as a pun on f i lm -m a k in g ) .

She r e j e c t s  P au l and he begs h e r  to  s ta y .  She th e n  

sees  him as a m idd le-aged  man and n o t  a m y s te r io u s  lo v e r .

He chases  h e r  to  a Tango P a r lo u r  and th ey  have one l a s t  

tango  to g e th e r  as a s o r t  of s im u la te d  se x u a l a c t .  She 

f l e e s  the  p a r lo u r  and th e  drunken Pau l fo llo w s h e r  home.

She f i n a l l y  k i l l s  him w ith  a p i s t o l  when he r e f u s e s  to  

le a v e .  As a f i n a l  i ro n y , she p lan s  to  t e l l  th e  p o l ic e  t h a t  

he was a s t r a n g e r  who t r i e d  to  rape h e r .

Some c r i t i c s  were qu ick  to  p o in t  out t h a t  the  f i lm  

was n o t pornography. The fo l lo w in g  examples show judgment 

based  on how th e  sex was u sed  and n o t j u s t  t h a t  i t  was u se d .
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P a u lin e  Kael

P a u lin e  K ael a t te n d e d  a s p e c i a l  showing of L ast 

Tango in  P a r i s  a t  the New York F ilm  F e s t i v a l  i n  October 

1972. The f i lm  was n o t  r e le a s e d  in  America f o r  the  g en e ra l  

p u b l ic  u n t i l  1973. Her review  was p u b l is h e d  in  The Hew 

Yorker magazine on O ctober 28, 1972 (pp. 130-138). Im press­

ed  by the  f i lm ,  she s a id  the  f i r s t  showing in  America 

11 should  become a landmark in  movie h i s t o r y , "

There was no r i o t ,  and.no one threw any th ing  a t  
the  sc re e n ,  b u t  I  th in k  i t ' s  f a i r  to  say  t h a t  th e  
audience was i n  a s t a t e  of shock, „ „ , The movie 
b reak th rough  has f i n a l l y  come. E x p lo i t a t i o n  f i lm s  
have been  supp ly ing  mechanized sex—sex as p h y s ic a l  

. s t im u la n t  bu t w ith o u t  any p a s s io n  or em otional 
v io l e n c e , The sex  in  L as t Tango in  P a r is  ex p res se s  
the  c h a r a c t e r s '  d r iv e s  , . . the  p h y s ic a l  menace of 
s e x u a l i t y  t h a t  i s  em o tio n a lly  charged i s  such a 
departure- from e v e ry th in g  t h a t  we've come to  expec t 
a t  the  movies t h a t  th e re  was som ething alm ost l i k e  
f e a r  i n  th e  atmosphere of th e  p a r ty  i n  th e  lobby  
t h a t  fo llow ed  the  sc re e n in g  (p 0 1 3 0 ) ,

Miss Kael b eg in s  by re c o rd in g  th e  audience r e a c ­

t i o n ,  She th en  e x p la in s  t h a t  th e  f i lm  i s  n o t  pornography, 

b u t i s  " the  most p o w erfu lly  e r o t i c  movie e v e r  made" and 

"may tu r n  out to  be th e  most l i b e r a t i n g  movie ev e r  made."

She says t h a t  she had expec ted  a work of a r t  from B e r to ­

l u c c i  because h e r  im press ions  o f  h i s  l a s t  f i lm .  The Con­

f o r m i s t , She s a id  i t  was a n a t u r a l  r e a c t i o n  to  "go in to  

shock" and the "unexpected s e x u a l i t y  and new r e a l i s m  i t  

r e q u i r e s  o f  the  a c t o r s , "

B e r to lu c c i  and Brando have a l t e r e d  th e  f a c e  o f  an 
a r t  form , , , , Many of us had expec ted  e r o t i c i s m



to  come to the m ovies, and some of us had expected  
e r o tic ism 'to  come from B e r to lu c c i, because he ’ . 
seemed to  have the elegance and the r ich n ess and 
the se n su a lity  to  make lu sh ly  e r o t ic  m ovies„ But 
I th ink  those of us who had sp ecu lated  about e r o tic  
movies had tended to  th ink  in  terms o f Terry Southern8s 
d e lir io u s ly  comic novel on the su b ject "Blue Movie"; 
we had expected a r t i s t i c  b lue m ovies. . . . What 
nobody ta lk ed  about was a sex  f ilm  th a t would chum  
up everybody’s emotions (p. 130) „

Miss Kael then exp la in s what the f ilm  i s  about „ She

says that the two main ch a ra c ters , Paul and Jeanne, go

through "an in te n s if ie d ,  speeded up h is to r y  o f the sex r e la ­

tio n sh ip s  o f the dominating men and the adoring women who 

have provided the key sex model of the past few decades— 

the model th a t i s  collapsing,"- ( p 0 1 3 0 ) .

She sees the sex shown here as "sexual warfare"—* 

a b a t t le  "of unequally matched p a rtn ers , a sse r tin g  whatever 

dominance th ey  can, s e iz in g  any advantage." This b a t t le  

goes on fo r  three days in  a f l a t  where P a u l8s "male p h y sica l  

stren g th  and the mythology he has b u i l t  on i t  are the primary 

f a c t s . " Jeanne, she sa y s , takes part in  P a u l’s myth because 

she i s  "so e r o t ic a l ly  se n s itiz e d "  by the sexu a l encounters. 

Later in  the f ilm , she wins the b a tt le  because she dominates 

Paul and sees  him as a "washed-up m iddle-aged man."

In th is  review  K iss Kael g iv e s  a d iscu ss io n  of 

Brando’s a c tin g . In o ther review s the w r iter  found the actor  

being d iscu ssed  second to  the d ir e c to r  or the.them e. F ir s t  

Miss Kael d iscu sse s  the character Paul:
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Much of the movie i s  American in  s p ir i t .  Brando’s 
Paul (a former actor and jo u r n a lis t  who has been  
l iv in g  o f f  h is  French w ife ) i s  l ik e  a drunk w ith  a 
l i t e r a r y  turn of mind. He bellow s h is  contempt for  
h y p o c r is ie s  and orthodoxies; he keeps try in g  to  
shove them a l l  back down other p eo p le ’s th r o a ts .
His profane humor and s e l f - lo a t h in g ,  se lf-c e n te r e d n e ss  
and s tr e e t  "wisdom” are in  the s ty le  of the American 
hardboiled  f i c t i o n .aimed at the m asculine fa n ta sy  

• market. . . . B erto lu cc i has a remarksdly unbiased  
in t e l l ig e n c e .  Part of the con vu lsive e f f e c t  o f Last 
Tango in  Paris i s  that we are drawn to  P au l’s view of 
so c ie ty  and y et we can’t  h elp  see in g  him as a s e l f -  
dram atizing, s e l f - p i ty in g  clown. Paul b e lie v e s  that 
h is  animal n o ise s  are more honest than words, and that 
h is  obscene v is io n  of th in g s i s  the way th in gs r e a lly  
are; h e ’s o fte n  convincing (p . 132).

She says th at B er to lu cc i and Brando have achieved  

"realism  w ith  the terror  of actu a l experience s t i l l  a liv e  

on the screen ."  In exp la in in g  th is  she compares the film  

to  experim ental film s of n o v e lis t  Norman M ailer. She says 

M ailer has been try in g  to  p u ll  a new rea lism  out of h im se lf  

onto f i lm , w ithout a s c r ip t ,  depending w holly on im provisa­

t io n . She says th a t  M ailer was r ig h t about what was needed 

but h o p e le ss ly  wrong in  how he went about g e tt in g  i£ .  She 

says M ailer, who tr ie d  to  "by-pass the se lf-c o n sc io u sn e ss  

and fakery of a man actin g  h im self by im provising w ith in  a 

f i c t io n a l  co n stru c t," tr ie d  to  w i l l  a work of art in to  

ex isten ce  w ithout going through the steps of m aking..it.

Miss Kael (p . 133) says,"B ertolucci i s  able to  b u ild  a 

stru ctu re  th a t supports im p rov isa tion . Everything i s  p re­

pared, but everyth ing i s  su b ject to  change, and the whole 

f ilm  i s  a liv e  w ith  a sense of d iscovery ."  Here Miss Kael 

i s  g e tt in g  in to  a d iscu ss io n  o f theory of a ctin g  and f ilm
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m aking„ She quotes B e r to lu c c i  as say ing  t h a t  he b u i ld s  

c h a ra c te r s  on what th e  a c to r s  a re  i n  th e m se lv e s . Miss Kael 

says he does n o t  ask the a c to r s  to  p la y  p reco n ce iv ed  p a r t s  — 

excep t fo r  d ia logue  and even t h a t  i s  s u b je c t  to  change. She 

says i t  i s  n o t j u s t  Brando Im p ro v is in g , i t  i s  Brando impro­

v i s in g  as P a u l„ "vjhen Brando im prov ises  w i th in  B e r t o l u c c i 1 s 

s t r u c t u r e ,  the  f u l l  a r t  i s  rea lized!-’ (p. 1 3 3 )°

Miss K ael co n t in u e s  to  p r a i s e  Brando, She says

the  "exc item en t o f  B rando’ s perform ance h e re  i s  i n  the  r e l ­

ev a t  ion  o f how c r e a t i v e  sc re e n  a c t in g  can b e ."  She r e c a l l s  

the f i r s t  time she saw Brando in  a p la y  in  19^6. She was so 

tak en  by h i s  perform ance t h a t  she f o r g o t  he was " a c t in g ."

She warns t h a t  a l o t  of o th e r  people may make t h i s  same 

m is take  when th e y  see him as P au l .

E x p ress in g  a c h a r a c t e r ’s s e x u a l i t y  makes new demands 
on an a c to r ,  and Brando has no t r i c k  accen t to  p la y

v w ith  t h i s  time and no p u t ty  on h i s  f a c e .  I t ’s p e r ­
f e c t l y  apparen t the  r o le  was conceived  f o r  Brando, 
u s in g  e lem ents o f  h i s  p a s t  as i n t e g r a l  p a r t s  of the 

. c h a r a c te r .  B e r to lu c c i  w asn’t  s u r p r i s e d  by what Brando 
d id ;  he was read y  to  use what Brando b rough t to  the 
r o l e . And when Brando i s  a . . f u l l  c r e a t iv e  p resence  on 
the  s c re e n ,  th e  re a l i s m  tra n sc e n d s  the s im u la ted  
a c t u a l i t y  o f  any known s t y l e  of cinema v e r i t e ,  because 
h i s  s u r fa c e  accuracy  ex p resses  what i s  go ing  on u n d e r­
n e a th .  He’ s an a c to r ;  when he shows you som ething, 
he l e t s  you know what i t  means (pp. 13 3 - 1 3 4 )°

Miss K a e l ’s r e f e r e n c e  to  p u t ty  and a fake  accen t i s

a r e f e re n c e  t o  B rando’ s r o le  i n  The G odfa ther . She say s ;

At the s im p le s t  l e v e l ,  Brando, by h is  i n f l e c t i o n s  and 
rhythm s, makes the  d ia logue  h i s  own and makes P au l 

. an a u th e n t ic  American abroad , in  a way t h a t  an 
I t a l i e n - w r i t e r - d i r e c t o r  sim ply  c o u ld n ’t  do . „ . a t
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a more complex l e v e l ,  he h e lp s  B e r to lu c c i  d isc o v e r  
th e  movie i n  th e  p rocess  of sh o o tin g  i t ,  and t h a t ' s  
what makes moviemaking an a r t  (p„ 135>) <>

She says (p. 13j?) * "A cting in v o lv es  the  'joy of s e l f -  

d isc o v e ry ,  and to  im prov ise , as a c to r s  mean i t ,  i s  the most 

d i s t i n c t i v e  p a r t  of a c t in g —to  b r in g  ou t and give what you 

d i d n ' t  know you had in  you; i t ' s  the  s u r p r i s e ,  th e  'm ag ic ' 

i n  a c t in g  , . . a d i r e c to r  has t o  be su p p o r t iv e  f o r  an a c to r  

to  f e e l  bo th  secu re  gnough and f r e e  enough to  re ac h  in to  

h im s e l f „" Miss Kael th e n  d e s c r ib e s  scenes i n  which Brando 

excels, as an a c to r .

Miss Kael i s  aware o f  B ran d o 's  r e p u ta t i o n  as an 

a c to r  and what t h i s  means to  h i s  r o l e . She says th e  f i r s t  

sex a c t  le a v es  th e  audience gasp ing  "and the  gasp was 

caused in  p a r t  by our awareness t h a t  t h i s  was Marlon Brando 

doing i t ,  n o t  an unknown a c to r . "

There are  o th e r  th in g s  in  the  f i lm  t h a t  she n o te s ;  

th e  use o f  c o lo r s ,  o ra n g e , b e ig e ,  p ink  and brown to  c re a te  

mood and to n e ;  th e  i n t e r - f i l m  r e f e r e n c e s  to  p a s t  f i l m ­

m akers, f o r  example th e  f ia n c e  i s  seen  as an a f f e c t io n a te  

t a k e - o f f  on Godard and th e  movie he i s  making echoes Jean  

V ig o 's  L 'A t a l a n t e ; even the  su p p o r t in g  c a s t  was s e le c te d  f o r  

t h e i r  a s s o c ia t io n s  w ith  p a s t  f i lm s  „ She says B e r to lu c c i  

"draws upon th e  movie background o f  t h i s  movie because movies 

are as a c t iv e  in  him as d i r e c t  e x p e r ie n c e . ”

She a lso  comments on M aria  S c h n e id e r 's  perform ance 

as Jeanne, -a  g i r l  who had n ever  ac ted  b e fo re  b u t who i s
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l i k e  a bouquet o f  R e n o ir ’s s c re e n  h e ro in e s  and h i s  f a t h e r ' s  

m odels, "She c a r r i e s  th e  whole h i s t o r y  o f  movie p a s s io n  in  

h e r  long le g s  and .baby face  „ . „ i n  the g r e a t  f i lm  t r a d i ­

t i o n  of i r r e s i s t i b l y  naugh ty  g i r l s .  She has  a movie f a c e — 

open to  the camera, and y e t  no more concerned about i t  

th a n  a p la n t  o r  a k i t t e n " '  (p , 137)» Miss Kael c o n t in u e s :

She o f te n  looks l ik e  a plump-cheeked Jane Ponda 
in  h e r  B arbare11a days „ , , th e  p l i a b l e ,  s o f t l y  
u n p r in c ip le s  Jeanne of M aria  S chneider must be 
th e  w inner; i t  i s  th e  s o f t  ones who d e fe a t  men 
and walk away, „ . . Jeanne i s  l i k e  the ad o rab ly  
se n su a l  b i tc h -h e ro in e s  of F rench  f ilm s  of th e  
tw e n t ie s  and t h i r t i e s —both  sha llow  and w ise .
These g i r l s  know how to  take  c a re  of th e m se lv e s .
. . , B rando’s P a u l ,  the  e s s e n t i a l l y  n a iv e  o u t­
s i d e r ,  the  ro m an tic , i s  no match f o r  a F rench  
bou rgeo is  g i r l .  (p. 1 3 7 ) °

She p r e d ic t s  t h a t  people w i l l  be a rgu ing  about t h i s

f i lm  f o r  as long  as th e re  are m ovies. She say s :

I ’ve t r i e d  to  d e s c r ib e  the  impact of a f i lm  t h a t  
has m ade' th e  s t r o n g e s t  im p ress io n  on me i n  almost 
twenty y e a rs  of rev iew ing . . . . I t  i s  a movie 
th a t  you c a n ’t  g e t  out of you r system, and I  th in k  
i t  w i l l  make some people v e ry  angry and d is g u s t  
o t h e r s . I  don’t  b e l ie v e  t h a t  t h e r e ’s anyone whose 
f e e l in g s  can be t o t a l l y  r e s o lv e d  about th e  sex 

■ scenes and the  s o c i a l  a t t i t u d e s  i n  t h i s  f i lm  (p . llj.0 ) .

This  review  i s  an e x c e l l e n t  example of th e  b lend  

o f the  academic and p rag m a tic . Miss Kael has e x p la in e d  

what the  f i lm  i s  about w ithou t red u c in g  i t  to  a mere p lo t  

o u t l i n e .  I t  i s  n o t  the sex u a l en co u n te rs  t h a t  are  im portan t 

in  h e r  view , bu t how th e y  are  u sed .
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J u d i th  C r i s t

J u d i th  G r i s t ’ s rev iew  on L ast Tango in  P a r i s  which

appeared in  the February 1973 is s u e  of the New York

magazine (pp„ 6if.-65) appears to  begin  w ith a ch a llen ge to

Pauline K ael’ s review .

For s ta r te r s  l e t ’s cut through a l l  the o f f i c i a l  
and s e m i- o f f ic ia l  p r e - s e l l  s tu f f  about L ast Tango 
in  P a r is , ranging from orgasmic c in e  a s t ic  euphoria  
a fte r  i t s  October llj. New York Film  F e s t iv a l show­
ing (non-euphoria rea ctio n s don’t  get rep r in ted  in  
the ads) to  cover s to r ie s  ( i t ’ s po s t - In augur at ion  
d u ll time on the n a tio n a l and in te r n a tio n a l scenes) 
to  smart w i t t i e s  on the Johnny Carson show , „ ,

We are n o t f a c in g  an u l t im a te  c u l t u r a l  m i l e s to n e ; 
he 3 acre  du Printem ps o r  even Nude Descending a 
S ta i r c a s e  t h i s  i s  n o t .

She says i t  has been ten  years s in ce  "we thought 

La Dolce V ita  was a b i t  racy , , , i t  would be an in s u lt  to 

B erto lu cc i and a disappointm ent to  the t h r i l l - s e e k e r , ,  i f .  

those who hadn’t  worked up the courage to see the hard-core  

pornography, planned to  see th is  movie to g et th e ir  k icks  

the resp ecta b le  way by paying $5 admission" (p, 6Ij.),

Crist says that th is  i s  a personal work by Brando 

and by B erto lu cc i whose a r t is t r y  has become more and more 

apparent w ith  m aturity in  f iv e  f i lm s . She says th at because 

th is  i s  a personal work, the re a c tio n s  are more su b jec tiv e  

than ever and "even i f  you b e lie v e  th at nonsense about 

c r i t i c a l  o b je c t iv i t y ,  you w i l l  lea rn  more about the review ers  

than about the f i lm , 0 , ," (p, 6I4. ) ,
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Miss C r is t  goes in to  a d iscu ss io n  o f  some of the

sexual encounters shown in  the f i lm  as "part warning, part

preparation" fo r  her readers.

To c a l l  the f ilm  "adult" i s  a d is s e r v ic e , fo r  who 
but adults are r id d led  w ith hangups, in h ib it io n s ,  
p reju d ices and b locks that turn them o f f  or in fu r i­
ate or sick en  them when th ey  are confronted by even  
Carnal Knowledge or Sunday Bloody Sunday. I t  i s  
however, a strong f i lm  in  i t s  sexual- d e p ic t io n s .
Not mind you, that you are going to  see the "real"  
th in g  as in  S c h o o lg ir l or Mona or Throat, although  
indeed Brando and Maria Schneider create  the i l lu s io n .  
And although the Brando backside i s  bared, the privacy  
o f h is  p ub lic  parts i s  su sta in ed  even at the s a c r i f ic e  
of tru th , in  that great m a le-ch au v in ist t r a d it io n  that 
of course p resen ts us w ith a l l  of Miss Schneider that 
there i s  to s e e . Where new sexual ground i s  broken 
in  th is  " resp ecta b le" f ilm , however i s  in  the sim ula­
t io n  o f sodomy and anal s t im u la tio n , both in  sado­
m asoch istic  term s, and in  the spewing o f language 
and verb a l imagery more u su a lly  a sso c ia ted  w ith  more 
e s o te r ic  sexual p r a c t ic e s , (p 0 61}.).

Miss C rist says i f  you cannot accept th is  so r t of

content you may reduce th is  f i lm  to  a d ep ic tio n  o f sexual

fa n ta sy . She then g iv e s  a b r ie f  p lo t  o u tlin e  t e l l i n g  what

the f ilm  i s  about. She does not g ive the complete sto ry

however, She then p ra ise s  Brando.

For the f ilm  i s  Brando and he provides not on ly  the 
most s a t is fy in g  and complete ch a ra c te r iza tio n  s in ce  
h is  S tr e e tc a r , On the W aterfront and One-Eyed Jacks 
perform ances, but a lso  two sequences of such power, 
o f  such p ierc in g  em otional in te n s ity  and percep tion  
th at he brings an aura o f greatn ess to  the e n t ir e  
f i lm . I t  i s ,  a la s , only an aura, fo r  the f i lm  i s  a l l  
machismo f i l l e d  w ith such d e te s ta t io n  of and contempt 
fo r  women that i t s  u n iv e r s a l ity  i s  lim ited  (p. 6 ^ ).

Here Miss C r is t ’s main o b jec tio n  to  the f ilm  i s  i t s  

treatm ent of women. I t  i s  a personal work which she fin d s  

e x c e lle n t  on those term s, but she says i t s  u n iv e r s a l ity  i s
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lim ite d  because of i t s  view o f women. In ad d ition , the 

"mechanicsn of the p lo t  "tend to  the s l ic k  and the s e l f -  

in d u lgen t, marred by con trivan ces of th e a tr ic s  th at rep lace  

the in s ig h ts  of drama and so the a r t is t r y  i s  f la w e d ." She 

says Brando's Paul i s  in  e f f e c t  an o lder S ta n ley  Kowalski, 

a character he played in  S tr e e tc a r . And i t  i s  the mono­

logue that Paul d e liv e r s  at the sid e  of the bed of h is  

dead w ife  th a t g iv es the f ilm  i t s  "raison d 'etre"  and 

"proves Brando's grea tn ess."  Miss G rist f in d s  th a t Jeanne 

i s  not t r u e - t o - l i f e ,  but con trived  fo r  the sake of p lo t .

The g i r l ,  a lo v e ly  fr iz z y -h a ir e d  crea tu re , i s  a fa r  
l e s s  in te r e s t in g  ch aracter, in cred ib le  to  me and, I 
su sp ect, a contrivance and a to o l  fo r  the moviemen.
She i s  a l l  o f the f le s h ,  dashing about P aris w ith  
her fia n ce  . . . who fo r  the convenience o f the f ilm  
i s  b u s ily  making a movie about her fo r  t e le v is io n .
This d ev ic e , ob v iou sly , perm its Miss Schneider to  
rev ea l her past and p resen t, o f fe r s  us a l l  so r ts  o f  
p lea sin g  in te r lu d es  away from the love n e s t , and 
allow s the p lo t  to  th ick en . . . . But the g i r l  as a 
person i s  never q u ite  c r e d ib le j  so "open" a g i r l  
(and I r e fe r  not m erely to her lack  of underpants) 
would hardly be in  such in s ta n t  t h r a l l  even to  
Brando, l e t  alone Paul (p. 6i{.).

Miss C r is t  p o in ts  out th a t even the g i r l ' s  d ec is io n

to  marry "seems more p lo t  device than se lf-d eterm in a tio n "

and her f in a l  a ctio n s in  the f ilm  are " to ta lly  out of

c h a r a c te r ." Miss C r is t  does not t e l l  the tr a g ic  ending.

Hor were the surrounding women any more than 
[ 'serv ice" ch a ra c ters , The dead w ife  remains an 
enigma and thereby a v i l l a in ;  her mother, a k ind­
ly  woman, i s  a r e lig io u s  fo o l  to be tormented; 
the g i r l ' s  mother i s  a babbling bourgeo is, and
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even a p r o s t i t u t e  . . . must be so r e v o l t i n g  t h a t  
even h e r  p ro s p e c t iv e  c l i e n t  r e j e c t s  h e r .

This anti-womanism, perm eates the  f i lm ,  b u t  
a d m itte d ly  i t  i s  in  keeping w ith  i t s  p e r s o n a l  
v iew po in t and, i f  any th ing , e n fo rc e s  the  e s se n ­
t i a l  theme of the r e j e c t e d  man seek ing  to  r e a s s e r t  
h im se lf  and d isc o v e r in g  t h a t  i t  i s  the human 
r a t h e r  th an  th e  sex u a l re sp o n se  t h a t  man must l i v e  
by (p . 65 ) .

She says th e re  are a lso  a number o f  "avenues to  ex -̂ 

p lo r e  i n  r e t r o s p e c t ,  th e  q u e s t io n  of m idd le-aged  machismo, 

o f  p u b lic  and p r iv a te  perform ances and p r iv a te  image and 

th e  re v e rse  t h e r e o f ."  Then c o n t in u e s ;  "The e x c e l le n c e  of 

t h e i r  perform ance [Brando and B e r to lu c c i ]  i s  t h e i r  a b i l i t y  

t o  h o ld  the  v ie w e r 's  eyes to  th e  chosen p a th  and t h e i r  bo ld  

approach to  an in t im a te  ex p e rien ce  i n  terms t h a t  cause us 

to  exp lo re  o u rse lv e s"  (p . 6 5 )„

The f i r s t  p a r t  o f  th e  rev iew  i s  v e ry  p rag m a tic .

She i s  t r y i n g  to  ad v ise  the t h r i l l  s e e k e rs  and th e  a r t  

s e e k e r s .  She has ex p la in e d  what the  f i lm  i s  about on 

s e v e r a l  l e v e l s . She d is c u s s e s  what i s  shown i n  th e  way of 

se x u a l  a c t i v i t y  and e x p la in s  h e r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of the  

theme. She warns t h a t  the  f i l m  i s  l i k e l y  to  t u r n  some 

people  o f f  because o f i t s  t r e a tm e n t  of th e  se x u a l  encoun­

t e r s .

Bruce W illiam son

Bruce W illiam son w r i t e s  rev iew s f o r  th e  monthly 

p u b l i c a t io n .  P lay b o y , a magazine aimed a t  a male au d ien ce .
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Each month he rev iew s s e v e r a l  f i lm s  in  a l i g h t  pragm atic  

s t y l e „ W ill iam so n ’s review  (pp. 27-28) was p r i n t e d  in  the  

F ebruary  1973 is s u e  of P layboy .

He beg ins by say ing  (p. 28); "E very th ing  about L a s t

Tango i s  f i r s t  c l a s s  and as f a r  removed from th e  n e th e r

w orld  o f  pornography as the  a r t  o f  F ra n c is  Bacon, whose

p o r t r a i t s  o b v io u s ly  in s p i r e d  the  f i l m ’s s c u lp tu r e d  i n t e n s ­

i t y  and c in em atro g rap h er  V i t t o r i o  S t o r a r o . H He c o n t in u e s :  

"Unless the  I t a l i a n  censo rs  ta k e  s c i s s o r s  to  th e  c e l l u l o i d  

b e fo re  i t ’s approved f o r  e x p o r t , the  language spoken and 

th e  sex u a l a c ts  p o r t ra y e d  c o n s t i t u t e  a m ajor b reak th rough  

i n  commercial f i lm s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  those  f e a t u r in g  s t a r s  o f  

B rando’s m ag n itu d e ."  He warns t h a t  some of B rando’s ad­

m ire rs  "may be ta k en  back by h i s  r o le  h e r e ” because i t  i s  

d i f f e r e n t  from any th ing  he has done.

Brando i s  deep ly  conv inc ing  as P au l,  a m idd le -aged  
American in  P a r i s  whose t e n t a t i v e  e x i s te n c e  b eg in s  
to  c o l la p s e  a f t e r  h i s  w i f e ’ s s u ic id e .  S t i l l  i n  
shock, he walks th e  s t r e e t s ,  sees  an apartm ent f o r  
r e n t  and meets a se d u c tiv e  young g i r l  (Maria) w hile  
look ing  th e  p la ce  ov er . On im pulse , he r i p s  o f f  
h e r  u n d e rc lo th e s  and makes love  to  h e r ,  i n  s ta n d in g  
p o s i t i o n ;  and th e  o d d -b a l l in g  couple soon conclude 
a s t r a n g e  p a c t .  They w i l l  have a co m p le te ly  phys­
i c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  no names g iven , no q u e s t io n s  
asked o r  answered (p. 2 8 ) .

W illiam son  t e l l s  th e  r e a d e r s  what the  H im  i s  about 

and g iv e s  a b r i e f  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  p l o t .  He does n o t  g ive
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the complete s to ry . He says th a t the sexu a l arrangement 

i s  B e r to lu c c i’s way "to explore the p o s s ib i l i t i e s  th a t have 

occurred, i f  on ly su b con sc iou sly , to  everyone driven  to  

despair by conventional romantic p a ir in g  . . . the f in a l  

m orality  of Last Tango i s  i t s  d iscovery  th at fo r -se x -o n ly  

proves in s u f f ic ie n t  for  the man. and fo r  the g ir l"  (p. 2 8 ) .

He says "a case might be b u i l t  against B erto lu c­

c i ’s se lf- in d u lg en ce"  in  making the 'young fia n c e  "an 

e b u llie n t  film-maker and so a peg to  hang ir r e le v a n t  jokes 

about f ilm s  and f i lm in g ." W illiam son and Miss G rist make 

the same observation  about the f ia n c e ’s film -m aking. Miss 

Kael saw th is  as a tr ib u te  to  the film -m aker Godard. A ll  

three r e f le c t  a knowledge of in te r - f i lm  re fe re n c es .

W illiam son i s  quick to p o in t out th a t the f i lm  i s

not pornography;

D esp ite anal in terc o u rse , g e n ita l  word games and 
bedtime banter encountered only in  the l i v e l i e s t  
beds, B erto lu cc i i s  never vu lgar by any standard  

■ th a t im p lies low a sp ira tio n s or a simple d esire  
to  shock. At tim es, in  f a c t ,  Brando makes love  
w ith h is  c lo th e s  on, when common sense would seem 
to  demand th at he jo in  Maria tou t nu. Last Tango 
i s  n o n eth eless  a brave, outrageous, r isk y  and 
exemplary f ilm  that sh a tters  precedent w h ile  s tr a in ­
ing ju st  a b i t  to  achieve tragedy (p . 2 8 ).

Summary

These three c r i t i c s  made the point that Last Tango 

in  P aris i s  not pornography. Miss Kael went in to  a l l  the 

reasons why she thought the f ilm  was a r t i s t i c .  Miss C rist  

disagreed  about i t s  a r t , but acknowledged th a t i t  was



B rando1s perform ance and B e r t o l u c c i ' s  s k i l l  t h a t  made i t  

more th a n  a s tu d y  o f sex u a l f a n ta s y .  W illiam son s a id  the 

f i lm  was n o t  v u lg a r  and was a c tu a l ly  a s to r y  o f  m o ra l i ty .  

The main th in g  i s  t h a t  th e se  c r i t i c s  d isc u sse d  how the sex 

was used  r a th e r  th an  ju s t  r e p o r t in g  t h a t  i t  was u sed .



CHAPTER V I

DISCUSSION

The p reced in g  review s r e f l e c t  v a ry in g  degrees of 

the  b len d  o f  the  academic and p ragm atic  approaches to  f i lm  

c r i t i c i s m .  A ll  of the  rev iew s were pragm atic  i n  the  sense 

t h a t  th ey  were in ten d ed  to  inform  the  re a d e r  about the f i lm  

i n  o rd e r  to  recommend i t  f o r  v iew ing , o r  to  p o in t  to  weak­

n e s se s  i n  the  f i lm .  Jay Cocks and Bruce W illiam son were 

th e  l e a s t  a n a ly t i c  in  t h e i r  re v ie w s , F a rb e r ,  Kauffman,

Miss K ael, Simon, and Zimmerman were the most a n a l y t i c a l ,  

K ay’s review  was p u re ly  s u b j e c t i v e , K n ig h t . and Miss C r i s t  

b a lan ced  th e  p ragm atic  and the  academic.

The j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c s  whose review s were 

d e s c r ib e d  in  t h i s  s tu d y , have s e v e r a l  th in g s  i n  common i n  

t h e i r  work,

1, They r e v e a l  a keen sense  of p e rc e p t io n .  Each 

i s  an o b se rv a n t c r i t i c ,  aware of the v i s u a l  image, sound, 

a c t in g ,  s e t s ,  l o c a l e ,  p l o t ,  te c h n iq u e ,  im agery, and s t y l e ,

2, They fu n c t io n  to  in form ,

3 , They w r i te  to  e n t e r t a i n ,

. J4.0 They t e l l  what the  movie i s  about w ith o u t  g iv in g  

away the  ending o r t e l l i n g  the whole f i lm  s t o r y ,

5o They r e v e a l  a knowledge o f f i lm  h i s t o r y ,

88
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6 , They acknowledge the  group a c t i v i t y  of f i lm  p ro ­

d u c t io n .  While the  d i r e c t o r  i s  c i t e d  the most o f t e n  as the  

c r e a t i v e  f o r c e ,  o th e r  c o n t r ib u to r s  are a lso  acknowledged.

7<> They t e l l  n o t only  t h a t  th ey  l i k e d  or d i s l i k e d  a 

f i lm ,  b u t  why.

8 . They fo cu s  m ainly on c o n te n t ,  theme,' and mes­

sa g es ,  i f  any.

The w r i t e r  could  f i n d  no evidence o f  th e  frequency  

o f  p u b l i c a t io n  o r  p re s s u re  of a d e a d lin e  hav ing  an e f f e c t  

on th e  p e r c e p t io n  and judgment o f  th e s e  j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  

c r i t i c s .  T h e " c r i t i c s  w r i t in g  f o r  d a i l y  p u b l ic a t io n s  were 

j u s t  as p e r c e p t iv e  as those  w r i t in g  f o r  weekly o r monthly 

p u b l i c a t i o n s .

The c r i t i c s  who b le n d  th e  academic and the  p ragm atic  . 

have a t tem p ted  to  s e t  s ta n d a rd s  of perform ance f o r  the  mo­

t i o n  p ic tu r e  as a r t  o r  e n te r ta in m e n t  o r  b o th .  They have 

succeeded in  o f f e r in g  in s i g h t s  i n to  the  f i lm s  th e y  review ed. 

Because the  f i lm  medium i s  so v e r s a t i l e  (movies can  be 

jo u rn a lism , l i t e r a t u r e ,  v i s u a l  a r t ,  so c io lo g y ,  propaganda, 

o r  a com bination  of th e s e )  j o u r n a l i s t i c  f i lm  c r i t i c i s m  

shou ld  be v e r s a t i l e .

The w r i t e r  found th a t  th e se  j o u r n a l i s t i c  c r i t i c s  were 

n o t  making snap judgm ents. In d eed , the  f i lm  c r i t i c i s m  i n  

th e  j o u r n a l i s t i c  m edia, w h ile  i t  appears to  be s u b je c t iv e  

o p in io n , i s  based  on s ta n d a rd s  s e t  by each c r i t i c  t h a t  r e ­

f l e c t  i n s i g h t ,  th o u g h tfu ln e s s  and an h o n e s t  e v a lu a t io n .
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