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FILM ON PAPER

Odes to the
cinema that was

By RICHARD SCHICKEL

Michelangelo Antonioni
Seymour Chatman
Tascher: 192 pp., $19.99

Film Noir

Alain Silver and James Ursini

Tascher: 132 pp., $15.95

Movies of the 70s

Edited by Jirgen Miiller
Taschert: 736 pp.. $3095

EAUTIFUL picture books about the mov-
ies are & little bit like begutiful movie star-
lets; after you've enjoyed the packaging
it’s hard to believe it when Lhey start cur-
rying on an intelligent conversation with
YOu.

Muostly, of course, they don't. Typieally,
lustrated Olm books deal in airhead glamour or pretty
nostalgia, very often at the same time. They™e nice Lo
look at, enee or twlee, and some of the images do lingerin
memory. But they tend to induce reverie, not engage-
ment — cortainly oot critical engagement — which
makes thege exeeptions, &)l from Taschen, so, wall, ex-
ceptional, Two are new to a serfes about major directors
and significant genres, one is from a group undertaking
decade-long surveys of recent film history. At of them ot-
ter gorgeously reproduced stills, and in the case of “Mi-
chelangelo Antonioni® and “Film Noir® wonderful be-
hind-the-scenes photos, (My favarite is of an endless
ladder, with a grip meunting it to paint some trees white
for a shot that didn't work out in “The Red Desert.™)

But what has to win the cinephile’s hegri, are their
texts. These are, of all things, serlous and detailed critieal
£s83Ys — Knowing, passionate and persuasively argued.
All tirreg are excellent, though, by a narrow margin, Sey-
mour Chatman’s "Michelangelo Artonjonl” is the best.

That's possibiy because Antonioni is, of the world's
gredl fimmakers, the one most in need of renewed atten-
tion. He will be 92 next month, rendered virtually mute by
astroke, Hig greatest flims — "L'avventura," “La Notte,”
“The Eclipge,” “The Red Desert” snd “Blow-Up” — are
roughly 40 years old and have Been, at least in the United
States; art house rather Lhan popular favorites, One way
or anolher, they are all mysteries — about people getting
lost, missing connections or just feeling the weight of &
fnomic universe pressing heavily down upon them. As
Chatman says, Antonloni was the anti-Hiteheock: he cre-
aled unease by substituting silenee — hetter make that
ennul — for problem-solving bustle and misieading con-
versation. Sometimes, as im “Blow-Up,"” an actual ¢rime
seems to fave been committed, but the movie is not
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Vanessa Redgrave, iz an art iivsise favorite,

about solving it. Tt iz about its eszentlal msclubility,

A lot of people hated Liese movies for their indetermil-
nacy, for the way they all sort of dwindled out in existen-
tigl shrugs. But If ¥ou cared abolut movies &t all in the
1960s, they were beautiful in an uhprecedented way, with
their impeceably framed actors deployed, a point Chat-
man stregges, Iess as dramatic plavers than as elements
In the direclor's ever-elegant compositicns, 1t seemed Lo
me then (and now) that Anlonloni was trylng o cut film
ofl frarn its traditional roots in novels and plays by using
purely cinematic means to convey thought, character
and narrative. Film's regources in this regerd are severely
Tiimited compared with those at a novellst's disposal. On
the other hand, great images have both an immediste
impact ahd = ambiguous resonance — an ability to
haunt v — that the written word only rarely attains.

I doubt we would “like” £he movies as much as we doif
they all freed themselves, Antonioni-style, from conven-
tional meaning and “rooting interest.” But the gusterity
of hig artistry 18 exemplary, if only 6s a signpost on Lhe
Toad that [ilm has vet to take but needs to remember.

Remembering is, of course, all that is left tous of clas-
sie film noir. Seme of iLs tropes and mannerisms persist
in neo-noir, but it was essentlally a product of the gray
scale, which the black-and-white fllustrations in alain
Silver and James Ursini's “Film Noir” — fog, shadows,
rain-slicked streéets — gloriously prove. The authors’
strategy is to offer close readings of nine subgenre
masterpieces: “Double Indemnity” (the “perfect” erime
golng wromg), “In a Lonely Place” ¢the psychotic male),
“Gun Crazy™ (a eouple on the run) and s0 on. These es-
says, with thelr slde glances at uther noir titles, are very
demanding but rewarding in their iluminations of major
themes (they’re very good on noir's ohsessional drives)
and minor nuisances (they're never going to make me
Like the plug-ugly “Kiss Mg Deadly,” but their good try ls
worth reading).

The essays are somewhat betrayed by the bool’s de-
slgmer, Who seems to care more about the look of each
gpread than he does gbout establishing organic relation-
ships belween its pictures and Uhe text running alongside
them. It also seems that if anyone 13 ever going to solve
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the mystery of nolr's intense but fairly short-lived domi-
nance ¢f our sereéens, it will have to be Silver and Ursind,
who have wiftten many Invaluable Hooks on the subject
but have vel 10 solve that central enigma.

They take a stab at it here, suggesting Lthat Hally-
wood's Thore radical Ioftists, with their natural sympathy
for the urban underclass, had a lot to do with it, when
these directors and wrilers came to prorirence in post-
Waorld Wur IT Hollywood. There's doubtless something in
that, but whal about the audlence, suddenly taking an
avid ghine to cruelly manipulative fomales and the often
pasgive males who populate the mean streets (and ma-.
hiaeadly twisted plots) of flfre noir? There 18 some discon-
neet betwesn postwar Amerlea — sunny, suburbanizing,
prospering — and these Lough-talking, doom-ridden
gniiherogs and heroines that still needs to be explained.

The 18 contributors to “Movies of the 708" are of a
slightly more marginal breed than Silver and Ursini.
They are Europeans (mainly German) of the sort who
pursue their cinematic passions in bbseure publications
and the dimmer reachgs of academia. Thelr book, and
their tastes, are golng to seem, al frst glance, more than
a little odd to U.S. readers. It's not, that the 120 movies
that editor Jirgen Miiller has choszen to represent the
19705 are partleularly exolic, Most of them are, in fact,
products of the mainstream and interded [or mass con-
sumption, But most of them are violent and transgres-
sive and, where these wrlters are coneerned, happily so.

The tone I8 set by Milller and Jérmn Hetebriigge in thefr
introduction, wiiich suggests that Stanley Kubrick's *a
Clockwark Orange.” by foreing us to be voyeurs of vio-
lence &nd ironically proposing that it is a necessary eom-
ponent 9f a good society, is the decade’s erueial film, This
is a thought thoraughly subversive to Lhe uplifting liberal
pieties by which most of moviegoing mankindg sets its
course. But by Lhe end of 4 bowk that includes reflections
on movies as apparently unaspiring as “Soylent Green,®
“Bupervixens” and “Death Wish™ and as obviously aspir-
ing as Antonioni’s “The Passenger,” Louis Malle's “La-
combe Lygien” and Luis Bunue?'s “Thal Obscure Ohject
of Desire” this point has been implicitly made: A movie
culture that refuses to diseomflit our comfort, as our
present one does, [s essentially useless to us.

What we gain from this idiosyneratic book — it even
has thoughlfl words foF one of the most hated films of
the decade, *Cruising” — i a sense that our seeret lives
are much more interesting than our public ones and that
onee, not o very long a i !

ies to make marrifest, in some tricky, metaphorical WAy,
the things we dldn't really want to talk about and in some
ways denied. All three of these books direct our interest
inward, toward, as it. were, the most obscure objeets of
our desires. But in some ways “Movies of the 70s,” which
initially looks like just another jaunty syllabus for & sur-
vey cowrse, I the most disturbing of them — its hand- -
sarme, often sexy, pletures provoking dark, wistful long-
Ings for 2 cinemna tirat recently was but no fongeris. m
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