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NOTE TO THE AMERICAN EDITION

I HAD SOME misgivings when my friend, Forsyth Hardy, wanted
to make this collection. I never kept my stuff nor thought it
important beyond the battles of the moment which, I am happy
to say, were always plenty. It may be that I have hewn out some
theory in my time, affecting the principles of education and
affecting the use of the film as a vital instrument in public in-
formation. But writing, for all of us in the documentary move-
ment, has been incidental to the business of making the word
film. I must now, mysélf, have been associated in the making of
maybe a thousand pictures or more. I have also had something
to do with the machinery of their financing and distribution in
different parts of the world, which is a greater labor still, con-
sidering the cross-purposes that attend this present phase of
Gulliver and his Travels. Writing has no doubt helped us clear
our heads and renew our spirits as we went along, but the most
important point about the ideas on which we have speculated
is that we have worked them out in practice.

In any case, I agreed to Forsyth Hardy’s venture. I was moved
that someone should have gone to the labor of digging out my
pieces from the old journals and the old files. But more conclu-
sive was Hardy’s insistence that a few people might get a better
sense of what others, besides myself, have been driving at over
the years. I hope they do and that his faith is in some measure
justified. .

Since most of this writing was done in England and Canada,
I have hardly done justice to the American documentary scene,
except perhaps in the matter of Bob Flaherty. The early vitality
of the newsreels and their worldwide coverage, the impact of
the Westerns, the especially important example of Louis de
Rochemont, the contemporary activities of Lorentz, Ivens,
Steiner, Van Dyke, Strand, Kline, Losey, Jacoby and others of
the American documentary group, and not least, the enlivening
force, for Hollywood especially, of the wartime documentary
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experience of men like Capra, Huston and Kanin: all belong to
any considered account of documentary development

1 have not, however, tried to doctor up this American edition
of Hardy’s work. I know there are strictures which have out-
lived their moment of indignation. Because I have written so
much on the run and because I never had the sort of stomach
to check a new piece for consistency with an old, I know there
are repetitions and contradictions. Worse still, many of the facts
asserted I now forget the root of, and view with a most skeptical
eye.

But to shift the stuff around now would, I think, be preten-
tious and false to a tradition of daily and contemporary criti-
cism which, if it is not making mistakes in the heat of the
moment, is too cool by half. If I beg indulgence, it is because
this business of tossing critical notions around, as and when one
can, is the most important kind of business, for all its limita-
tions.

It appears that I have spent my life walking a tightrope. I
have been lecturing the film industry like a sociological Dutch
uncle on the one hand; yet, on the other, I have done something
to celebrate the basic vitalities and vulgarities of the medium,
and no one, I know, with greater native affection. I confess 1
have not worked out a solution to that paradox. Thanks, I
imagine, to Fred Astaire and Jimmy Cagnev, I am not yet old
enough.

All T know is that you can take documentary or leave it, and
the film medium is still quite a medium. My own generation
has given it the excitement which goes with the first fine careless
rapture of discovery. I only hope that a new one will give it
better ideas.

JOHN GRIERSON
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T wAs an American, Robert Flaherty, who in Nanook of the

North first drew world-wide attention to the film’s power
of imaginative natural observation. And it was on a visit to the
United States that John Grierson formed those conclusions
which were to make of documentary a social force apposite to
the needs of the times. If documentary films have until recently
been principally associated with Britain, that is because the
documentary drive has grown most sturdily where Grierson hap-
pened to be. It is he whose thinking has given it purpose and
power, and to a remarkable extent the documentary story is the
Grierson story. By an act of creative imagination, he illumined
for thousands of film workers, educators and journalists the
service films may render to our moods of resolution as well as
to our moods of relaxation. It was illumination of a kind to
command their loyalties, to give them hope of a healed humanity,
and to enlist their talents into a world-wide movement which
he heads by a consent so general that it has never had to be
stated.

This is the story of the man and the movement he founded.

John Grierson was born in 1898 at Deanston, a village near
Stirling in Scotland. His father, schoolmaster at nearby Cambus-
barron, was “a good dominie of the old school,” who believed
that learning was power and who took his job seriously. Grier-
son has described how his father pioneered in the development
of social amenities at the beginning of the century and how he
brought to the village school the first film show ever given in
Scottish educational circles. He had reservations, later to be
strengthened, about his father’s individualist philosophy in
education; but there is no doubt about the stimulating impact
left by his father’s energy and example.

Grierson entered Glasgow University as a Clark Scholar. His
career there was interrupted by three and a half years of war
service in the Navy, on auxiliary patrol and mine sweeping.
“Interrupted” is, however, only the conventional description for
this experience. It confirmed Grierson in his love of ships and
the sea; and in other respects it was inevitably a toughening
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process. He has never spoken about it with any regret. On re-
turning to Glasgow University he graduated in philosophy and
after a short period of lecturing at Durham University, he was
appointed in 1924 to a Rockefeller Research Fellowship in So-
cial Science.

The next three years Grierson spent in the United States
studying the press, the motion picture, and other instruments
affecting public opinion. What he learned about the sources of
their power over men’s minds determined his outlook for the
future. Men like Walter Lippmann were saying at the time that
the older expectations of democratic education were impossible,
since they appeared to require that the ordinary citizen should
know every detail of public affairs as they developed from mo-
ment to moment. With Lippmann, Grierson agreed that the view
of education which assumed that stuffing the citizen with facts
would enable him to act intelligently according to his interest,
was untenable in a complex society. But Grierson did not share
Lippmann’s apparent discouragement. For the indiscriminate
transmission of facts, Grierson opposed the possibility of a selec-
tive dramatization of facts in terms of their human consequences.
Interpretation through the dramatic media could give individ-

. uals “a common pattern of thought and feeling” with which they
could usefully approach the complex issues of modern living.
The power to tap the springs of action had slipped away from
the schools and churches and come to reside in the popular
media, the movies, the press, the new instrument of radio, and
all the forms of advertising and propaganda. Grierson proposed
to study the dramatic and emotional techniques by which these
media had been able to command the sentiments and loyalties
of the people where many of the instruments of education and
religion had failed.

It happened that his ideas on education and mass communica-
tion brought their first response in the motion picture field. In
those days, the New York film critics were absorbed in their re-
cent discovery that popular success in motion picture entgrtain-
ment had but little relation to traditional standards of excel-
lence in the older arts. They were arrested by Grierson’s novel
and untraditional approach to the problem, and he was invited
to write as guest critic for a number of newspapers, notably the
New York Sun. In the spate of excited discussion which fol-
lowed, Grierson’s film contacts widened. Soon he was in Holly-
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wood, studying production at first hand and meeting Chaplin,
Sternberg, von Stroheim, and the other leading film figures ol
the day who, with their own creative existence at stake, were
also concerned to reason out the problem of putting the emo-
tional power of the film at the service of mature thinking.

Seeking the sources of that power, Grierson began to write on
film aesthetics “as a hobby,” and to analyze the reactions of the
movie public as measured at the box office. He was also ransack-
ing and comparing the film achievements of other countries.
Events which helped crystallize his attitude toward the educa-
tional possibilities of the motion picture, and bound his future
to it, were the appearance in America of Sergei Eisenstein’s
Battleship Potemkin and a meeting with the redoubtable maker
of Nanook and Moana, Robert Flaherty.

Potemkin, that “glorified newsreel,” reconstructed a period of
Russian revolutionary history with tremendous propagandist
effect. Moana was a dramatic record of life in the South Sea
Islands, photographed on the spot and using the actual inhab-
itants in their real surroundings as the film material. Like
Flaherty’s earlier Nanook of the North, Moana differed from
other travel films in that it went beyond the surface appearance
of the “natives” and searched out the actual drama of their
lives, the customs, values, and ideas of order from which their
culture took its meaning. In Potemkin’s dynamic and directive
technique of description (Grierson helped to prepare the English
version of the film), in Flaherty's use of the camera to “bring
alive” everyday people and normal happenings, Grierson found
the vital keys to his intended use of the film. Here were two
related methods which could be combined to produce new film
forms to enlist the sympathies of masses of people in social
themes. And here began that close friendship with Flaherty
which has lasted ever since, and which has played so important
a part in documentary controversy. Absorbed in the same me-
dium, the two men look at it through different eyes.

Grierson recently summed up the relationship between him-
self and Flaherty thus:

The history of the documentary film so far as I personally have been
concerned with it has derived in part from my own theoretical devia-
tion from Flaherty: but I ought also to add that we have been the
closest of friends for twenty years and that no difference of opinion
has affected our complete dependence on each other. In the profound-
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est kind of way we live and prosper, each of us, by denouncing the
other. Flaherty’s approach to documentary in Nanook of the North
and Moana in the early 'twenties was a naturalist’s approach. He was
in revolt against the synthetic dramas of Hollywood. He believed that
the film camera was denying its destiny in shutting itself up inside the
studios; that its destiny was to get about on the earth, and be the
means of opening the end wall of the theater on the whole wide world.
All this, of course, was very sensible and exercised an enormous in-
fluence on those of us who were thinking our way to the film of
reality.

The influence of Flaherty's outlook was the greater because of the
highly refined personal talent he brought to his observation. No eye
was clearer, nor, for that matter, more innocent. He was by nature a
poet in the manner of W. H. Davies. He could see things with great
simplicity, and everything he touched found added grace at his hands.
In any estimate, Flaherty has been one of the great film teachers of
our day, and not one of us but has been enriched by his example and,
I shall add, but has been even more greatly enriched by failing in
the final issue, to follow it.

I have said that Flaherty was innocent. He was all too innocent.
His revolt was not just against the synthetics of Hollywood; there was
at the same time a revolt, more dangerous, against the very terms of
our actual and present civilization. Flaherty’s choice of themes was
significant. It was primitive man in Labrador or primitive man in
Samoa, or primitive man in the Aran Islands, or primitive man in
industry, or primitive man in the significant person of romantic youth,
taming elephants in India. Flaherty would be shocked all over again
to hear me say so; for he would maintain, with his usual great distinc-
tion, that the beauties they enact are age-old beauties and therefore
classical. T merely make the point that his people and his themes are
noticeably distant from those which preoccupy the minds of mankind
today, and that if they were not so notably distant Flaherty would
make them so.

Consider Nanook all over again. There is a problem of the Eskimo
which is all too close to our own problems, as our technological civiliza-
tion marches northward in Asia and America and takes him in. His
hunting grounds today are scientifically observed, and his economy is
progressively planned. He is subjected to the white man’s religion and
the white man’s justice and the white man’s misunderstanding of polyg-
amy. His clothes and his blankets most often come from Manchester,
supplied by a department store in Winnipeg which, incidentally, has
the public health of the Eskimo on its conscience. Some hunt by motor
boats, and some travel by air. They listen to fur prices over the radio,
and are subjected to the fast operations of commercial opportunists
flying in from New York. They operate tractors and bulldozers, and
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increasingly the northern lands, and with them the Eskimos who in-
habit them, become part of our global concern.

Our contrary approach to documentary has been so different as to
appear sometimes all too practical and all too materialistic and, in
the scnse of plain sailing, all too plain. We have not denied the fine
first principles of Flaherty’s, but rather have given them a different
application. We have struck out, against every temptation, and not
without a grim measure of self-discipline, against the attraction of
both romance and commerce, to the here and now of our own society.
We have sought not the residuum of the ancient beauties, but the
beginnings of new ones in the somewhat unlikely milieu of the chaotic
present. We have believed with persistence that the first and last
place to find the drama of reality is in what men today are doing and
thinking and planning and fighting for. We have indced found our
field of observation and the rough patterns of our work in the clash
of forces inside our own metropolitan community.

It is important to remember that Grierson’s interest was first
aroused in the cinema, not as an art form, but as 2 medium of
reaching public opinion. Grierson has never sought to disguise
this approach and has often firmly emphasized it. In 1933, for
example, he wrote:

I have no great interest in films as such. Now and again shapes,
masses and movements so disport themselves that I have a brief hope
something of the virtue of great painting may one day come into
cinema; but I have but to consider the economic bases of production
to suspend the hope indefinitely. For the absolute pleasures of form a
man would more wisely look to painting and be done with it. Out-
side considerations of commerce do not so frequently distort; the skill
is more intense because more confined; and the artist, on a cheaper
canvas, can more easily command the bewildering perfections of har-
mony. I look on cinema as a pulpit, and use it as a propagandist;
and this I put unashamedly because, in the still unshaven philosophies
of cinema, broad distinctions are necessafy. Art is one matter, and
the wise, as I suggest, had better seek it where there is elbow room
for its creation; entertainment is another matter; education, in so far
as it concerns the classroom pedagogue, another; propaganda another;
and cinema is to be conceived as a medium like writing, capable of
many forms and many functions. A professional propagandist may well
be specially interested in it. It gives generous access to the public. It
is capable of direct description, simple analysis and commanding con-
clusion, and may, by its tempo’d and imagistic powers, be made easily
persuasive, It lends itself to rhetoric, for no form of description can

1*“Postwar Patterns,” Hollywood Quarterly, Vol. 1, No. 2, January 1946.
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add nobility to a simple observation so readily as a camera set low,
Or a sequence cut to a time-beat. But principally there is this thought
that a single sayso can be repeated a thousand times a night to a
million eyes, and, over the years, if it is good enough to live, to mil-
lions of eyes. That seven-leagued fact opens a new perspective, a new
hope, to public persuasion.2

I have given these quotations at length because they sum-
marize aptly the conclusions Grierson was reaching and the
attitude towards the cinema which was hardening during those
years of intense investigation in the United States. When he
left Britain, cinema for him had been merely one aspect of a
fascinating subject; when he returned in 1927 he was deeply
absorbed in the possibility of its use as a medium of education
and persuasion. Before he could put his ideas to the test it was
necessary to find a government department which might be con-
vinced of the service films might render. This he found in the
Empire Marketing Board which was already using posters, news-
papers, exhibitions, and school classroom walls, and was fum-
bling over its first approaches to the cinema.

Sir Stephen Tallents has described how, one day in February,
1927, Grierson called on him “brimming with ideas.” As a result
of the interview he became Films Officer to the Empire Market-
ing Board. His first preparatory work consisted of writing mem-
oranda about foreign cinematic experience and arranging a
series of film displays illustrating what other countries had done,
or were doing, to put their achievements on the screen. In due
course, the E.M.B. felt sufficiently confident to advance into
action. “At this point,” as Tallents has recorded, “a justly cau-
tious Treasury had to be wooed and won over. We noted with
a strategic eye a fortunate combination of circumstances. The
Financial Secretary of the day was the greatest living authority
on the fascinating records of the British herring industry. Grier-
son had served a tough apprenticeship to the sea in mine-sweepers
during the War. We baited our hook with the project of a film
to illustrate the North Sea herring fisheries. The Treasury swal-
lowed it, and Grierson set out to make his first film. During
the next few months he and his cameraman ® had some rough
passages on the North Sea. So, metaphorically, had his project
in London. But faith prevailed. Our anxieties were dispelled on

2 Sight and Sound, Winter 1933-34.
8 Basil Emmott.
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a late autumn afternoon of 1929, when Drifters was included
and warmly applauded in a program of the Film Society.”

In considering Drifters it is important to appreciate not only
its contemporary reception but also its long-term effect. Drifters
aroused immediate interest because of both its subject-matter
and its technique. In the studio-bound British cinema, a film
which drew its drama at first-hand from real life was something
revolutionary. Grierson’s simple story of the North Sea herring
catch brought what were then new and striking images to the
screen: drifters swinging out to sea from small gray harbors;
nets flung wide from restless vessels; fishermen moving about
their everyday tasks. Here was workaday Britain brought to the
screen for the first time; and what has become familiar today
through a thousand documentary films had then the impact of
a startling discovery. In technique also Drifiers struck a note
which was new in Britain. Grierson had studied the work of the
Russian directors and he applied to his own film the principles
of symphonic structure and dynamic editing evolved by Eisen-
stein and Pudovkin. Drifters might have broken new ground in
its theme and remained technically dull; in fact, its form was
little less exciting than its content.

So much for the immediate reaction to Drifters. More im-
portant were the long-term results of its success. It vindicated
Grierson’s belief that in film he had {ound the most useful me-
dium of his purposes as a sociologist.

The documenary film movement [he wrote] was from the beginning
an adventure in public observation. It might, in principle, have been
a movement in documentary writing, or documentary radio, or docu-
mentary painting. The basic force behind it was social, not aesthetic.
It was a desire to make drama from the ordinary to set against the pre-
vailing drama of the extraordinary; a desire to bring the citizen’s mind
in from the ends of the earth to the story, his own story, of what was
happening under his nose. From this came our insistence on the drama
of the doorstep. We were, I confess, sociologists, a little worried about
the way the world was going. . . . We were interested in all instru-
ments which would crystallize sentiments in a muddled world and
create a will towards civic participation.t

The success of Drifters made it possible for Grierson to further
his ideas. Instead of directing other films he devoted his energies

4 Spectator, Nov. 19, 1937.
5 The Fortnightly Review, August, 1930.
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to building up a film unit and training its members. The young
men he gathered round him were of like mind: Basil Wright,
Arthur Elton, Stuart Legg, Paul Rotha, John Taylor, Harry
Watt, Edgar Anstey, and others; they were also men who pre-
ferred “the dog biscuits of E.M.B. production to the flesh pots
of Elstree and Shepherd's Bush.” They were united by a common
enthusiasm and a common aim. Grierson, whose energy seemed
endless then as now, was an exacting teacher, but hard and con-
stant work did not seem to affect the eagerness of the film-makers
he was training. There was, at the E.M.B. film unit during
those early ’thirties, an energizing and inspiriting atmosphere
which affected everyone who made contact with it. One was
aware both of an unselfish devotion to an ideal and a sense of
vital urgency in the effort towards its realization.

Much of this feeling derived from Grierson himself and from
the disinterested direction he gave to the British documentary
film movement.

The documentary film [he wrote] was in spite of all foreign aids
and instances, an essentially British development. Its characteristic
was the idea of social use, and there, I believe, is the only reason why
our British documentary persisted when other aesthetic or aestheticky
movements in the same direction were either fitful or failed. The key
to our persistence is that the documentary film was created to fill a
need, and it has prospered because that need was not only real but
wide. If it came to develop in Britain there were three good reasons
for it. It permitted the national talent for emotional understatement
to operate in a medium not given to understatement. It allowed an
adventure in the arts to assume the respectability of a public service.
The third reason was the Empire Marketing Board and a man called
Tallents. . . . Without him we would have been driven exhausted
into the arms of Hollywood or into the practice of a less expensive
art. Tallents marked out the habitation and the place for our new
teaching of citizenship and gave it a chance to expand. In relating
it to the art so variously called “cultural relations,” “public relations”
and “propaganda,” he joined it to one of the actual driving forces
of the time and guaranteed its patronage.s

Between January, 1930, and July, 1933, the E.M.B. Film Unit
grew in man-power from two to over thirty; it moved from a
cellar in the Charing Cross Road to an attic in Wardour Street
and thence to a workshop of more appropriate dimensions in

8 The Fortnightly Review, August, 193g.
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Oxford Street; and it produced over a hundred films. The most
memorable were those comprising a group of seven which fol-
lowed Drifters into the theaters and which demonstrated con-
clusively Grierson’s quality as a producer. They included Indus-
trial Britain, made by Robert Flaherty, who lent his knowledge
and skill to the unit for a time during its formative period;
Wright's Country Comes to Town, on London’s market services,
O’er Hill and Dale, an account of a day in the life of a Border
shepherd, Elton’s Upstream, about salmon-fishing in Scotland,
and Shadow on the Mountain, on Professor Stapledon’s pasture
experiments at Aberystwyth, For everyone concerned these were
experimental and exploratory films; for Grierson they were his
first contribution towards the task of bringing Britain and the
British Commonwealth alive; for their young directors they
were first films, with both hope and heartbreak in them; for the
cinema showmen they were a new and strange product, reluc-
tantly accepted; and to audiences which applauded them all over
the country they offered a different and refreshing experience.
What had begun with one man and one film was beginning to
grow into a movement.

Grierson’s leadership of the movement took several forms, any
one of which might have absorbed a normal man’s energy. In
Whitehall, with Sir Stephen Tallents, he was planning how
films could help to communicate the new concept of the Empire
as a Commonwealth of Nations. As producer he was actively
concerned with the day-to-day progress of perhaps twenty films
at a time. He stimulated the establishment of the Empire Film
Library at the Imperial Institute whose resources, built up from
material drawn from all over the Empire, were soon strained to
meet the constant flow of requests from schools and societies. In
addition, Grierson’s was the chief voice raised in exposition of
the documentary idea. He did not spare himself in lecturing all
over the country—to learned bodies, film societies, discussion
groups, at universities, conferences, schools. Similarly, and
simultaneously, he wrote tirelessly about documentary theory,
addressing his articles to the growing group of realist film-makers
in Britain and abroad.

In 1933, when the Empire Marketing Board was dissolved, the
documentary film movement was too soundly established to dis-
appear with it. Already members of the unit had made films,
under Grierson’s guidance, for one or two Government depart-
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ments and a number of enlightened industrial undertakings.
But it was important that the unit Grierson had established
should continue as a training school and as a clearing house for
documentary theory and practice.

With our new-found relationship between film-making and public
affairs, there were so many fields open to us beyond the E.M.B. [wrote
Grierson] that the disappointment could only be momentary. The first
one that offered itself was the General Post Office. We grasped it
eagerly, for the story of communications was as good as any other and
in one sense it was better. When the E.M.B. Film Unit was invited to
go with Tallents to the Post Office—or Tallents insisted on it—we had
at least the assurance of imaginative backing. It was never easy to
bring a measure of beauty and dramatic significance from materials
which no art had touched before. Nor is it ever easy for a merely
analytic or literary or publicity mind to follow a process of discovery
with which it has little in common. With.Tallents behind it, the docu-
mentary idea prospered at the Post Office and in surroundings which
seemed at the beginning singularly unpromising. One remembers look-
ing at a sorting office for the first time and thinking that when you had
seen one letter you had seen the lot. Yet the exercise in public com-
munication which we were called to perform was challenging, and
significant of all communication between the citizen and his corporate
servants.?

Grierson took up his new challenge with vigor and imagina-
tion. Although his terms of reference may have appeared nar-
rower—the “bringing alive” of the Post Office rather than the
British Commonwealth and Empire—he succeeded in widening
the field to include the whole story of communications, national
and international.

We gradually began to see, behind the infernal penny-in-theslot
detail in which the Post Office is so symbolic of our metropolitan
civilisation, something of the magic of modern communication. We
saw the gale warning behind the Central Telegraph Office, the paradox
of nationalism and internationalism behind the cable service, the
choral beauty of the night mail, and the drama tucked away in the
files of the ship-toshore radio service. Most significant of all, in a film
called Big Money, Cavalcanti achieved the singular feat of getting
under the skin of the Accountant General’s department and bringing
the routine clerk in most human terms to the screen.®

7 The Fortnightly Review, August, 1939.
8 Ibid,
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During this period Grierson was experimenting as much with
new techniques as with new subject matter. The G.P.O. Film
Unit had acquired its own sound equipment and this gave him
an opportunity of demonstrating his belief that the sound-track
need not simply provide the obvious accompaniment in dialogue
and music to visuals but could make an individual and different
contribution. Song of Ceylon, Night Mail, Pett and Pott, Coal
Face—these and other films demonstrated imaginative uses of
sound which were far in advance of contemporary studio thought
and achievement. Alberto Cavalcanti, director of Rien que les
Heures, had been invited from France as a guest producer and
he left the stamp of his brilliant craftsmanship on many of the
G.P.O. films. W. H. Auden, Walter Leigh and Benjamin Britten
were among others who lent their special talents to the experi-
mental work in progress, while Len Lye was given an oppor-
tunity of developing his ideas in the use of abstract color images
in such films as Colour Box and Rainbow Dance. Some of the
films made during these middle 'thirties appear self-consciously
stylized and pretentious today but together the films of this pe-
riod represent the most considerable achievement yet recorded
in the imaginative use of sound, and they did much to keep the
G.P.O. Film Unit in the foreground of public attention in Brit-
ain and to win recognition for British cinema abroad.

As a producer Grierson imposed no rigid pattern on the direc-
tors who worked under him. The style of the films was largely
influenced by the subject-matter.

The documentary idea, after all, demands no more than that the
affairs of our time shall be brought to the screen in any fashion which
strikes the imagination and makes observation a little richer than it
was. At one level, the vision may be journalistic; at another, it may
rise to poetry and drama. At another level again, its aesthetic quality
may lie in the mere lucidity of its exposition.?

Towards the end of Grierson’s period of control of the G.P.O.
Film Unit, however, a general change of style became apparent
in the films. It was heralded by The Saving of Bill Blewitt, a
story film set in a Cornish village using real people as characters,
and it was confirmed in North Sea, a story of the ship-to-shore
radio service which again used real people.

More important than this change of style was the change of
emphasis. Sociological observation became more and more an

9 Ibid.
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integral part of the films. This was apparent in the G.P.O. pro-
ductions—We Live in Two Worlds and Forty Million People,
for example; but it was more obvious in the work done outside
the Unit by directors Grierson had trained. It was noted first in
such films as Workers and Jobs, Housing Problems, and Enough
to Eat, and became something solid and significant in such later
films as The Londoners, Children at School, Today We Live
and Wealth of a Nation. These films were sponsored by the
many industries and organizations outside the Government which
were beginning to use films on a large scale; and they were pro-
duced by the rapidly growing number of documentary units
founded by members of the original Grierson group. The direc-
tors carried with them the acute sociological sense stimulated by
Grierson; and in most cases they found a sympathetic and en-
lightened understanding in the public relations departments they
served.

When Grierson resigned from the G.P.O. Film Unit in June,
1937, there was already a larger volume of documentary produc-
tion outside than inside Government sponsorship. The need
for a central advisory body had been obvious for some time, and
Grierson met it by setting up Film Centre, in association with
Arthur Elton, Stuart Legg, and J. P. R. Golightly. His aim
was to provide a consultative and policy-forming center for a
movement now rapidly expanding in many directions. Film
Centre was not a producing unit; it undertook investigation and
research, offered advice on the use of documentary film, and
supervised production. Grierson could again act as a power-
house of ideas and initiative for the whole movement.

As one example of his many activities at Film Centre, and be-
cause it was a personal service rendered to his native country,
we might isolate his work for the Films of Scotland Committee.
Set up by the Scottish Development Council in consultation with
the Secretary of State for Scotland, the Committee had as its aim
the projection of a country in terms of film. For a long time
there had been acute dissatisfaction with the screen picture of |
Scotland; and the stirring of national feeling in advance of the
Empire Exhibition in Glasgow appeared to give an opportunity
for a corrective. Working closely with Niven McNicoll, then
Public Relations Officer at the Scottish Office, Grierson drew
up a production program of seven films, describing in vivid
summary the country’s character and traditions, its economic
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planning for industrial development, its agriculture, education,
and sport. Although the films were produced by different units
and used different styles—emotional, factual, poetic—Grierson’s
production genius ensured for them a uniform high standard.
They remain a unique and remarkably comprehensive record
of a country’s achievement and outlook.

The Scottish films were among those involved in what Grier-
son has described as “the battle for authenticity’”” which reached
its peak in the year before the outbreak of war. Documentary
in Britain had not achieved its comparative {reedom in social
comment without meeting considerable opposition. Most of this
had been concealed from the public and much of it had been
overcome by Grierson’s tenacity and integrity of purpose. It was
brought into the open, however, by the selection of films for the
New York World’s Fair. The selection was in the hands of the
British Council’s Film Committee, with the late Philip Guedalla
as Chairman, and the films chosen to represent Britain reflected
the Council’s somewhat exclusive belief in the importance of
tradition and ceremonial. Documentaries dramatizing Britain’s
struggle to solve her social and industrial problems were ex-
cluded. The resulting controversy was bitter, touching as it did
the core of all that Grierson stood and had striven for. He had
the support of the press in Britain and the United States and
ultimately, in response to a direct request from the World’s
Fair for the authentic documentaries of Britain, the films were
sent from Film Centre and shown, not as part of the official
British exhibit, but in the American Science and Education
pavilion. Grierson’s purposes were achieved.

By the time of the immediate pre-war years, the public affairs
of Britain were being discussed extensively and cogently upon
the screens of the nation. A movement had been founded with
its roots in the public need to learn the facts of modern living,
and in the need of government and industry to provide those
facts. Its consequences are probably incalculable. Obviously the
brilliant warrecord of British documentary, from Target for
Tonight and Desert Victory to the host of small functional films
which taught Britons how to fight and farm and put out fire
bombs, is a straight development from what had been created
at the E.M.B. and the G.P.O. Thanks to documentary, the war
found Britain equipped with a new weapon in the struggle for
national survival.
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The example of the British began to have world-wide effect
as early as the middle ’thirties. Grierson himself spread the gospel
through the British dominions and especially in Canada. In the
United States Pare Lorentz made his three great films, The
Plow that Broke the Plains, The River, The Fight for Life—
and with such other fine works as Joris Ivens’ Power and the
Land and Spanish Earth, Paul Strand’s The Wave, Van Dyke
and Steiner's The City, and Flaherty’s The Land, the phrase
“documentary film” edged its way tentatively into the American
vocabulary. But the films mentioned above, notable though they
were as films, were isolated efforts, not milestones in a develop-
ing movement which, in the manner of ‘Britain, progressively
accumulated a vast audience, a corps of technicians, and ready
sponsorship.

The raw materials for such a movement were unquestionably
present. As soon as they saw their first British documentaries,
leading educators in the United States bespoke their need for
similar pictures couched in American terms. A devoted group
of film-makers strove to make films to meet this need with their
own meager resources. Public institutions such as the Rocke-
feller Foundation and the Museum of Modern Art Film Library
did ‘what they could to bring educators and technicians together.
But somehow their union failed. What was lacking was ade-
quate sponsorship. In spite of the fact that the U. S. is the native
home of advertising and publicity, no industry or industrial
group would be convinced that this new form of public relations
could serve their ends. Government was equally reluctant. Under
the New Deal, Pare Lorentz was briefly authorized to set up the
U. S. Film Service, designed to produce films to meet the needs
of government departments, but the agency was quickly decapi-
tated by Congress on the ground that it had never been au-
thorized and that the various departments could make their
own films.

Even the intensive and impressive use of film by the United
States for war purposes has not yet prompted an articulate
nationwide film service on the general lines of the English
example. The North American country which was to take the
fullest and most continuing advantage of that example was
Canada, right across America’s own border. In 1938 Grierson
was commissioned to visit Canada, Australia, and New Zealand
and investigate the possibilities of film production in those
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countries. At the request of the Canadian Government he drafted
legislation creating a government-wide film service—the National
Film Act. A year later he was again in North America, and in
October 1939 the Canadian Government appointed him Film
Commissioner, executive head of the National Film Board.

It is possible to see in Grierson’s activities in Canada an exten-
sion of the ideas and experiments he had developed in Britain.
The purpose of the National Film Board, he insisted, from the
beginning was to use films “as they have never been used before,
in a planned and scientific way, to provide a supplementary
system of national education.” -

There were two major series of films for theatrical release
with quite deliberate purposes. Canada Carries On was devoted
to Canadian achievements: “What Canadians need to know and
think about if they are going to do their best by Canada and
themselves.” This was in the tradition of the films Grierson made
for Britain. With a national rather than a restrictive depart-
mental responsibility, however, he could draw freely on the whole
country’s affairs to build up a comprehensive and co-ordinated
survey. What he was able to do for Scotland on one. special occa-
sion he could do continuously for Canada as a matter of course.
The other series, World in Action, looked outward on the
world affairs which affected Canada in common with every other
country on the globe. While in Britain Grierson had acted as
consultant for a period to March of Time, and the screen anal-
ysis of the broad trend of events behind the news was a form
which had a strong appeal for him. His interest in World in
Action, however, went beyond developing the journalistic style
in films. He saw the prestige value to the country of origin of
a series of films surveying world affairs on the world’s screens.
Perhaps more importantly, he saw that a series of films on world
affairs which gave to Canadian achievements no more prominence
than was their due was the most effective antidote to narrow
nationalism. Here, in other words, was Canada’'s window on
the world.

Another Canadian development unmistakably in line with
Grierson’s policy was the extension of the non-theatrical field.
From the beginning Grierson has been aware that there is a
greater seating capacity in schools and village halls, in churches
and community centers, than there is in the cinema theaters;
and in all his activities this non-theatrical use of films has been
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to the forefront. It began with the E.M.B. and during the G.P.O.
period non-theatrical audiences in England rose to over five
million a year. In Canada he developed the field still further, by
establishing film depositories across the country, arranging indus-
trial circuits, sending traveling projection units into the far-flung
rural areas, and by devoting more than half of his production
to films for this audience.

The National Film Board gave Grierson the advantages of cen-
tralized and co-ordinated control of a nation’s film activities,
and the use he made of them underlined the quality of his social
conscience and vision. “The main thing,” he suggests, ““is to see
this National Film Board plan as a service to the Canadian pub-
lic, as an attempt to create a better understanding of Canada’s
present, and as an aid to the people in mobilizing their imagina-
tion and energy in the creation of Canada’s future . . . a coun-
try is only as vital as its processes of self-education are vital.” 10

While Grierson was in Canada he maintained close touch
with documentary in Britain, and his has remained the most
powerful single influence in the movement. One reason for this
is that almost all the leading British realist directors were, at
one time or another, members of the various units which Grier-
son established. They have a passionate loyalty to the man who
trained and led them during documentary’s difficult years. More
significant for the light it throws on Grierson’s leadership, they
have retained the sense of documentary’s social purposes which
he sought to instill. After a visit to Britain in 1944 Grierson
wrote: “It has been a wonderful thing to see that, in spite of
the war and the special difficulties of film-making in England,
the documentary people there have remembered the essentials
of social reference.” 11

During this same period 'Grierson’s influence was spread,
albeit somewhat anonymously, through the United States with
the presentation in several thousand American theaters of the
World in Action films, and latterly through the popularization
of many of the specialized non-theatrical films which had, in the
first instance, been made for Canadian audiences but which
shortly proved to have an equal appeal for similar audiences in
the U. S. During this same period he also appeared with increas-
ing frequency in the company of the creative workers of the

10 Canadian Affairs, June 15, 1944.

11 Documentary News Letter, Vol. 5, No. 5.
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American film industry, read papers at learned and educational
association meetings, and participated during the two years of
its investigations in the University of Chicago’s Commission on
the Freedom of the Press.

When Grierson resigned his position as Canada’s Film Com-
missioner in October 1944 it was not difficult to understand his
motive. He was acutely conscious, in the immediate post-war
months, of a recession in international understanding which he
felt had to be fought arduously. To some extent, the World in
Action series had provided him with the widely circulating me-
dium which he sought for the discussion of international affairs;
but he wanted to go further than the limited sponsorship of a
single government could carry him, and he was aware of the
fact that all government sponsored information was due for a
period of meager access to the screen as a first reaction to the
war-time obligations. What was needed he felt was to discover
a valid economic basis in the United States for the encourage-
ment of an international flow of films devoted to matters of
common international interest. The formation of International
Film Associates, a non-profit organization for research, planning
and development of sponsored films relating to international
understanding was the first significant step taken by Grierson in
making a start toward this new objective. Then in the early
spring of 1946 he incorporated a complementary production
company, The World Today, Inc. for the initial production of
some 4o films a year on world affairs, and as, at least, one direc-
tive and deliberate contribution to the screen’s support of the
United Nations.

In a letter written shortly before his resignation, Grierson
made clear his attitude towards international communication by
film. He was referring both to his earlier decision to leave Brit-
ain and to his newly announced intention to help develop a
better basis for the world circulation of films.

What determined my decision to extend the range of documentary
[he wrote] was the realisation that our work could not depend on a
single national sponsorship, however strong, but only on the inter-
national reality created by the common interests of the common people
everywhere. That reality is being gradually articulated as the docu-
mentary film forces, under the inspiration of the British and Canadian
examples, get under way in America, Australia, New Zealand, Hol-
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land, China, France and elsewhere. Since I left Britain, I hope I have
done something to make of documentary not only an international
force but a force for internationalism. That, in any case, would be
the measure of the wisdom of my choice.1?

‘This conception of documentary as a force for international-
ism has always been in Grierson’s mind and during the fifteen
years of documentary’s growth he has been moving, stage by
stage, toward its realization. On the way he has resolved a dif-
ference in viewpoint which is reflected in this volume of his
writings. Generally speaking, documentary’s concern has been
to inform and educate our generation in the nature of the mod-
ern world and its implications in citizenship. In the earlier phase
of the movement, much effort was spent on the exposition of
aesthetic theory and in particular the G.P.O. films reveal a pre-
occupation with considerations of form. Latterly, as the times
have become more urgent and the areas of interest have widened,
there has been greater emphasis on the quantity and range of
production and circulation. Because of Grierson’s immediate in-
fluence, the Canadian Film Board offers the best illustration of
this new viewpoint. Here, there are no large films and none
pretentious, but there are hundreds of them a year, short and
simple, humble and honest, progressively covering the whole
wide field of practical civic interest.

There has been, therefore, a growing impatience with aesthet-
icism per se. It is not that the aesthetics of documentary film have
gone out the window, but that their practice at this time is
resisted. Grierson, who combines the zeal of a practical re-
former with the imagination of a creative worker, is as well
equipped as any man to hold the aesthetic case; but, to use his
own words, he has resolved his difference “in the idea that a
mirror held up to nature is not so important in a dynamic and
fast-changing society as the hammer which shapes it. . . . It is
as a hammer not a mirror that I have sought to use the medium
that came to my somewhat restive hand.” In reaching this con-
clusion, Grierson adds that it would be stupid to deny the
aesthetic argument, far less forget it. ““There are things beyond
even the urgency of the times, continuities deeper than our im-
mediate civic duty, horizons that reach out beyond our most
progressive effort, to remind us of the nature of tragedy and the

12z Letter to Forsyth Hardy, September 1945.
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nature of clowns, and finally of the humility that is the crown
of wisdom.”

I have attempted in this introduction to provide links for the
story of Grierson’s individual building-up of the realist film
movement and to indicate the constants in his changing odyssey.
For the heart of the matter we must turn to his writings. It
would be interesting to assess just how much Grierson’s lucid
and compelling exposition of its aims has contributed to the
development of documentary. Certainly they have been a source
of stimulus and enrichment for those who were outside the im-
mediate range of his personal influence. Individually they have
enunciated principles which have conditioned the whole trend
of the movement and set a pace for it. Together they constitute
the most solid and penetrating analysis yet made of the film as
an instrument affecting public opinion.

In this book I have made a selection from the vast volume
of film writing Grierson produced between 1930 and 1g47. It
is, I would emphasize, only a selection. I have included, for ex-
ample, only a few of the film reviews contributed by Grierson
to various journals in the early ’thirties: some of the films may
have gone out of currency but the criticism retains its lucidity
and pungency. The most important statements on documentary
principles occupy the central portion of the book. Grierson’s
recent writings on the inter-relations of education, propaganda
and democracy form the final chapters.

F. H.






Part One

BACKGROUND TO DOCUMENTARY






THE ROLE OF

THE CRITIC

GRIERSON BEGAN writing about films for the press on his first visit to
the United States during the twenties. After his retutn to Britain he
contributed film criticism to a miscellaneous variety of weeklies,
monthlies, and quarterlies. From the first it was vivid, penetrating
criticism with a value and validity beyond the fleeting moment. Once
he had created the British documentary movement, his writing served
a double purpose. In his theoretical manifestos, Grierson had con-
stantly pointed out that documentary alone, as opposed to the com-
mercial film or the amateur production of “art” films, offered an eco-
nomic basis which made technical and aesthetic experiment possible.
Many young men of the time who were absorbed in the art of the
movie were persuaded to his argument and joined him at the Empire
Marketing Board or strove in Europe or America to duplicate his
example. But there were always challengers and doubters who found
the job of extracting poetry and drama from the dull fact too diffi-
cult, and who wondered whether there were not, after all, some secure
yet honest way of pursuing poetry and drama in the more accommo-
dating surroundings of the studio. It was primarily to these doubting
Thomases that Grierson directed his criticism of fiction films. In it he
momentarily turns aside from the steep trail of documentary to the
primrose path of Hollywood, and there follow the adventures of his
kindred spirits among the commercial directors who attempted, and
still attempt, to extend the range and depth of the fiction film. The
procession which passed along this highway in the ’thirties was, in
large part, “a funeral cortege of murdered hopes,” in Rotha’s memo-
rable phrase, and it led to a burying ground of talent. This admonitory
motive was not the whole measure of Grierson’s movie reviewing
through the past two decades. Well-acquainted in Hollywood, he knew
the minds behind production and was able, far better than the vast
majority of working critics, to act as chorus in explaining why movies
are made the way they are and not some other way. And, vitally con-
cerned as he is in those primary qualities of the medium which have
turned all the forms of cinema into instruments of mass-persuasion,
he has maintained continuous awareness of the informational and
mis-informational effects of so much easy pleasure, such vast pressure
upon the thoughts and feelings of the people. Analysis of these pres-
sures was complementary to the job of creating a counter-pressure in
the form of documentary. Beyond these strategic motives, there is
Grierson’s temperamental affinity for the lively arts and the fun or
philosophy which he, alongside the rest of us, derives from them.
The distinctions drawn in the following pages are couched in human-
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ist terms. Their permanence as esthetic judgments is enhanced thereby.
His lively appreciation of the fact that the fiction film has dealt more
honestly by its audience in the field of comedy than in any other, is
evidence of a capacity for enjoyment which has served him as well as
a critic as has his power of analysis. Here is his own attitude toward
the role of critic as expressed in an article he wrote for the British
magazine, New Clarion:

OF EVERY FILM and of every film talent I ask a modicum of

revelation, It may be a novelty of fact, or an angle of beauty,
or an cfficiency of technical demonstration. These will serve in
the absence of better things: the sort of greatness that comes
with Chaplin and Pudovkin, and every now and again from
people like Hitchcock and Asquith and Lachman and Vidor and
Sternberg and Flaherty and Roland Brown. It is my old-fash-
ioned opinion that nothing less will serve us finally in our attend-
ance on cinema. It would be foolish to expect a lot of it, for
revelation will remain, as ever, a difficult and rare experience;
but, consciously or not, we do ask a little of it every so often.
Lven a medium of professedly popular entertainment cannot
quite escape that demand.

As I understand it, the first job of a critic is to stand as sensory
instrument to the world of creation, and register this revelation
as it comes along, and point people to it and, it may even be, do
something to underline and elucidate it.

I look to register what actually moves, what hits the spectator
in the midriff, what yanks him up by the hair of the head or
the plain bootstraps to the plane of decent seeing. I see no rea-
son why, because a film is made for the populace and made for
money, we should exempt it from the ordinary duties of art.

But it is never a question, this criticism, of our seeing all things
alike. If I am a Scotsman with origin in the Black Sabbaths of
the North, my judgment is bound to be more hardbitten and
even ruder on certain issues than that of an Englander. But the
Englander, on the other hand, will be a far better guide to the
metropolitan graces. This sort of thing you must expect from
any critic. The asses’ ears of particular, and sometimes indefen-
sible, predilection, haunt even the philosopher.

Cinema is, by permission of our queer lop-sided and undisci-
plined system of society, a 'very haphazard affair, the effects and
achievements of which are almost always dictated by the mind
of the profit-monger. To any body of men interested in the
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better shaping of the world, its influence is a serious matter. By
romanticizing and dramatizing the issues of life, even by choos-
ing the issues it will dramatize, it creates or crystallizes the loyal-
ties on which people make their decisions. This, in turn, has a
great deal to do with public opinions.

I do not mean that the critic must examine in every film its
social implication or lack of it. It is enough if a critic is con-
scious of the general question and does his utmost to have the
honors of life decently distributed.

He has, of course, every opportunity of developing his dis-
tinctions. Along come the Russian films with their emphasis not
on the personal life but on the mass life, with their continuous
attempts to dramatize the relation of a man to his community.
The documentary films at their best may push up similar issues
of man and his environment, and often celebrate the common
things of life which are beneath the sillier notice of the studios.
But as for the ordinary commercial film, it so often hides mere
cheap showman’s intention behind its excitement and spectacle,
that the critic must stand ready at all times to pass a scalpel (or
a dollop of carbolic) over it. I am not sure how much we effect
by so doing, but there is one consolation. The decent intention
is the only one that can be publicized, and even the most com-
mercial showman may yet hear of it,
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HAPLIN HAS ALWAYS been a wayward clown to follow in criti-

cism. One might prove a logic of comedy for Grock, the
oldest Fratellini, the Marx Brothers, Laurel and Hardy, and
very particularly for Raymond Griffith and Harry Langdon.
One has only to begin the task in the case of Chaplin to find
his Charlot pirouetting on a left foot round the corner of the
Law.

I have heard Griffith and Langdon and Chaplin all discuss
the figures they attempted to be, and in the Hollywood I knew,
Griffith and Langdon were far from being the lesser figures
which the accidents of voice and capital have since made them.
They were the real threats to Chaplin’s supremacy, for their
ideas in comedy were clear. Griffith was fed on Shaw, but had
added a certain toughness of his own. The fun he created was
the fun of satire, shading between the inconsequential of pure
slapstick and the inconsequential which was a fine considered
impertinence. It was satire, with a courage of comment which
extended strangely to the princes and revolutionaries of Britain,
the national and domestic gods of America, the economic con-
siderations behind the Civil War, and laid longing eyes on such
sacramental subject-matter as the Arctic flights of Byrd and the
Big Parade. There was a superb scenario going the rounds by
which Arms and the Man was transferred to the battlefields of
France, and another in which Androcles and the Lion was trans-
ferred in crazy fashion to the campus of an American University,
with cheer leaders for the lions and cheer leaders for the Chris-
tians. Neither was made.

Langdon was another mind in comedy altogether. He called
his clown the Christian Innocent and was certain in his own
head of the texts that fitted it. He wandered pleasantly from pic-
ture to picture, braving in perpetual fairy tale, as a child might,
the fearful romances of penny banks and Saturday afternoons
and colds in the head and women who spoke to him in the street.
He survived precipices, tornadoes, and wives, in a fashion which
was not so much astonishing as expected, and even by Holy Writ
promised to his kind. His very finest was a film called The Strong
Man, in which, with a faith that was almost historical for Holly-
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wood, Langdon somehow contrived to become the agent of the
Lord in shattering the Walls of Jericho and confounding utterly
the Wicked within it. He finished up, deservedly, as the village
cop.

Chaplin also referred himself to religion. In one discussion
with Donald Ogden Stewart, which gives effectively the measure
of his comic conception, he upheld the Christian clown very
brightly against the clown of the Anti-Christ. The comedy which
was rooted in failure was set against the comedy rooted in
superiority. Stewart mentioned the moment in Hands Up, when
Griffith in the course of being hanged by the neck loosed -an
unforgettable grin on his executioners. Chaplin stood by the
Testament, partly in consideration of the fun to be got by in-
flicting Christian innocents on the world, but more particularly
for the tragedy latent in the idea. He was not quite so sure as
Langdon that innocence proved its own reward. It could also be
inadequacy, and failure, and futility.

But Chaplin has never in his films been quite so simple or
straightforward as this. His Charlot is respectability in straits,
suburbia in tatters, a petit-bourgeois Ulysses against the horizon.
He is also at odd moments the complete romantic, the dreamer,
the tramp, whose strange Additions are stricken out by the most
plain laws of Arithmetic. Or again, he is the corner boy of more
proletarian persuasion, with the blackbird cleverness of the
gutter in him, a streak of cruelty, and not a little common envy
and hatred. These elements, if ill-assorted, can yet in some meas-
ure be held together in the imagination. If the way of the
wandering is something of an Odyssey, and the construction is
picaresque rather than dramatic, Charlot may at least be as
complex in his make-up and as various in his reactions as Poldy
Bloom.

Unfortunately, the spirochete of drama has been operating -
in Charlot ever since the litterateurs discovered him, and in-
decently flattered him by their discovery. Chaplin has been
searchmg for rounded stories for his clown; and rounding his
stories he has reduced somewhat the high abstraction of his
Charlot. For, engaging Charlot too intimately in the pursuit of
women and wealth, Chaplin is in a fair way to debasing him.
The real disappointment about City Lights is that the noble
tramp we knew has equated our common frustration to the
meaner frustrations of sex; and our down-and-out of Sunnyside
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and The Pilgrim has sufficiently lost his independence to slobber
over a matter of cash.

The central story of City Lights, which ought to be the whole
story, is of an intimacy between Charlie and a millionaire which
persists only when the millionaire is drunk. There is noble fun
in the situations it provokes. The kaleidoscopic changes between
impossible luxury and the disillusionment of mornings-after are
helped out by a musical commentary which is as intelligent as
anything in the structure of the film. There is even a leit-motif
for the laws of arithmetic.

The good life of Charlie and his millionaire is wearily com-
plicated, however, by another story about a blind girl, which,
in effect, spoils all their fun. Chaplin takes it seriously, and
Charlot, under compulsion, takes it so very seriously that he is
persuaded to send the blind girl to Vienna and cure her. So in
a sad and sorry finale she gazes through her bright new eyes on
the man of her dreams: tattered and torn for her, convicted and
imprisoned and even shot-at-by-the-peashooters-of-small-boys for
her. It is doubtful if at this peak of concentrated and manu-
factured tragedy Charlot survives. For you may reasonably ob-
serve that it is one thing to found comedy on the Christian myth
and another thing altogether to compete with it.

It 1s possible, on a second viewing, to forget the implications
of the tale and enjoy the incidental gags for what they are. They
are always skillful, and the fine calculation of Chaplin’s unmatch-
able craftsmanship has been written into them. It takes Chaplin
to stalk a cigar butt in a Rolls-Royce, as it takes Chaplin to
measure the nude detail of a piece of sculpture. But even the
lesser moments of liquor swallowings, whistle swallowings and
spaghetti swallowings have their little brilliancies of observation.
The correction of a wine-glass angle when the whole bottle is
pouring to perdition, the passing of a public attack of hiccoughs
through the stages of apology, misery, desperation and anger:
there are a thousand gems of the sort tucked away in corners.
Chaplin’s hands, too, are still unique in pantomime. The mask
may have lost some of its quality, but the hands with their little
tensions and uncertainties slip through a syllogism as easily as
ever. If only Chaplin’s story-telling, with its cliché figures and
cliché symbolisms, were as delicate!

One sequence of City Lights deserves to be recorded separately
because it is likely to become as classical a movement in comedy
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as the starvation sequence in The Gold Rush. Boxing scenes have
been done a thousand times in slapstick, and Chaplin has ap-
peared. in at least two before now. This version is brilliant. It
becomes, by an uncanny piling of gag on gag, colossally funny.
But it has also the complete rhythm of ballet. Chaplin has always
been at his greatest when he approached ballet, and City Lights,
with its many disappointments, does have its roots in this orig-
inal power.

Chaplin carries in his name so much of the history, tradition -

and past brilliance of cinema that it is difficult to criticize Mod-
ern Times. Personal affection is the death of good judgment.
Many criticisms of the film have reflected the difficulty.

The theme—in so far as there is a theme—is that our ration-
alized world is crushing the individual—and that there is no
place for a free and lively spirit in the world of machinery, big
business and police. Chaplin is as much of a misfit with the
workers as he is with the bosses. He fears the workers only a
little less than their masters. Positively, there are many superb
gags and enough of Chaplin's brilliant dance and mime to make
any film distinguished. Negatively, it is disconngcted and, in its
overtones, sad, sentimental and defeatist. Wi-*l Wi we's

Chaplin has taken life seriously enough to make an indict-
ment against its present slaveries, and must be judged as seriously
as the issue he raises. His sympathies are fiercely against exploita-
tion, but he proves himself the loosest of thinkers. His position
is that of the romantic anarchist. His hatred of capitalist ma-
chinery and organization gets mixed up with the anarchist's
hatred of all machinery and organization together. '

It is recognized that the only solution Chaplin could offer is
a call to personal bravery. Taking to the high road is as near
to suicide of the will as makes no matter.

Funny situations succeed each other and demonstrate great
comic invention and execution. They become curiously more
depressing as this romantic and trifling issue begins to emerge.
Critics have said that Chaplin made the mistake of putting his
best laughs in the first part. This is a wrong estimate. The truth
is that you cannot laugh very heartily with a corpse in the house.
This is not a reflection on the comedy but on the atmosphere.
Chaplin himself chose it.

Chaplin’s usual collection of stock characters and sentimen-
talities—the waif held for vagrancy, the dying father, the children

o 0
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begging for bread, the stealing of a loaf—look somewhat man-
nered, We may endorse his sympathies but not his clichés. His
maintenance of pure mime with background music seems equally
old-fashioned and uninspired.

Avoiding the possibilities of sound—and there are other pos-
sibilities than dialogue—he merely demonstrates that he has lost
interest in the technique of his art. He has, under the new ré-
gime, discovered nothing and created nothing out of its vitalizing
powers. In this, Chaplin proves yet again how near the anarchist
may be to the die-hard Tory.

So, in spite of Chaplin’s unique claim to our respect, and the
basic genius of his comic figure, Modern Times proves to be
doubly depressing. In his social statement and in his technical
statement he has no progressive sense of belief to offer either
his public or himself. He is funny but not gay. When his bril-
liance should inspire, he only dispirits. Chaplin has failed to
bring forward his creative power into these Modern Times. He
is out-of-date. Paradoxically, Charlie at the Rink and Charlie
the Champion are as fresh as ever.

I am not sure where to place Laurel and Hardy. Indeed I
am not sure if they should be placed at all. The case of Chaplin
is a warning. The pundits have had their will of him, and his
comedy has distressed itself with the responsibility they have laid
upon it. It would be a pity if critical analysis spoiled yet another
gift of honest slapstick.

But the higher comedy is important stuff and is worth dis-
tinguishing. When comedy is merely a matter of artificial situa-
tion and expert gags, as in the case of Harold Lloyd, and, to
some extent, in the case of Buster Keaton, you laugh and are
done with it. They are clever fellows to work their way through

{ such amusing scrapes, but they mean no more. Keaton shows
admirably the distinction between the higher and the lesser
comedy. His mask is a very significant thing with its dumb
registration of things felt. It might pass through life registering
a heap of things most deeply felt. But it does not. In every
Keaton story the action whoops in reel five to allow Buster Kea-
ton the clown to become Mr. Keaton the romantic achiever of
all things, and the fun of his face sums up to nothing but a
temporary pretense.
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Clowns are the world’s incompetents. They are bound t?—}
the wheel of incompetence or they cease to be clowns.

Chaplin once, in The Gold Rush, broke the underlying sig-
nificance of his rdle and spoiled a great film. He forgot Charlot
the outcast to become a millionaire and marry the girl, like any
John Gilbert or Ronald Colman. Clowns cannot possibly stoop
to such romance. They are, in essence, super realists: that is to
say, they are tragedians in disguise. Their endings are happy
for everybody but themselves.

Chaplin’s ancient endings were true clown endings, when he
walked down an endless road in Sunnyside, and planted impos-
sibly endless fields in 4 Dog’s Life, and straddled the hopeless
boundary of slavery and death in Pay Day.

My point is that clowning, when it passes beyond the naivetés
of the fun of the fair, becomes an infernal responsibility to its
practitioners. It becomes an art, subject to discipline, subject, I
am afraid, to idea. Anyone can be foolish. The test of your great
clown is whether, with all his fooling, he means something,

Laurel, as you know, is a quiet man and Hardy a robust and
fat one. They are famous for the world they tumble about them.
They have but to touch the garden gate and it collapses in ruins
before their eyes. Do what they will, the bricks of their houses
dislodge on their inoffensive and embarrassed heads, the water
butt leaps up to meet them, the window slams on their fingers.
It is no wonder if sometimes in desperation they give up the
impossible task of staving off chaos and in an orgy of destruction,
welcome it.

They are perhaps the Civil Servants of comedy. Nothing on
earth would please them better than a quiet permanence in all
things. The garden gate, the water butt, and the window smooth
on its roller, are their symbols of ease.

Laughing Gravy starts with a hiccough in the middle of the
night. They are disturbed by it, disturbed by the hiccough itself,
disturbed by the fact that it will wake the landlord. They repre-
sent the vast multitude in this world who worry about hiccoughs
and about landlords.

The hiccough goes on its way. It wakes the dog and the dog
most certainly wakes the landlord. The landlord, who has for-
bidden dogs, throws the dog into the snow. Laurel and Hardy,
boobs that they are, pity it. Hardy goes in his nightshirt to bring
it back, and the door, of course, slams behind him. He tries to
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get back in a knotted sheet and it drops him in yet another
water butt. He splashes the icy water in futile fury. He is defi-
nitely not one of the innocents whom angels guard. Few are.

So from step to step, in the simple continuity of an ordinary
suburban night, one destruction follows another. They wash the
dog furtively to wake no one, and spill the water and drop the
bath to wake everyone. The landlord, maddening under the
strain, breaks down his own precious door and smashes his own
precious window. By the end, suburbia is a shambles.

Yet through it all there remains the curious continuity of two
figures, one thin and one fat, which deplore the disturbance they
are creating. They hate it, and would avoid it if they could.
They are men of peace. But in this case the meek are not blessed.
They do not inherit the earth. They inherit chaos. Chaos most
active and violent and diabolical takes advantage of their in-
hibitions. ,

I find Hardy an improving clown. His gestures grow large.
He begins to appeal hopelessly to his audience in the classical
fashion of clowns. He begins to demonstrate a large and splendid
selection of angers and petulances. He was once the minor part-
ner, but now looks like becoming the major one.

Laurel improves into blankness. He can do nothing right and
never will. Hardy, with a fine optimism, will try and fail. Laurel,
poor devil, knows he has failed before he tries.

There is no wonder the life they lead goes to the heart of the
multitude. A few million commuters in London alone will find
good reason to laugh at them. There is not a gag of suburban
fear and suburban futility in Laurel they will not appreciate.

The Marx Brothers have a sense of continuity in their comedy.

From Coconuts and Animal Crackers, the Brothers graduate
into Monkey Business. They insist on the jungle. This, of course,
is very right of them. They are wild men, who, if they did not
find a jungle ready to hand, would certainly invent one.

It is, I take it, the particular function of comedy to destroy
the more trifling dignities of this earth: quality varies with the
shape and size of the dignities it destroys. Pantomime goes with
a whack to the seat of the pants; slapstick goes with peel or pie
to any section of the anatomy which presents itself; Shaw, a
Mack Sennett of the Parlor, trips up the prejudices. The quality
deepens till, in Swift, you tumble up the human race itself. In
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this event, the laughter of mankind at its own sorry self is liable
to echo down a couple of centuries.

The Marx Brothers are moderately solid clowns. They have
the single weakness of taking their music seriously. Chico the
Wop is liable to pursue his piano keys as if he really meant them.
Harpo the Lunatic slips back miserably into sanity when he
addresses the harp. But, taking the Brothers all in all, they do
get through a large amount of necessary destruction. They are
guerrilla warriors and lack the more solid sense of artists like
Chaplin, but they are smart around the rocks.

In Coconuts they turned the respectable Rotarian state of
Florida into the sports ground of a booby-hatch, and very little
was left of its vaunted climate and real estate when they had
passed through it. In Animal Crackers they proceeded to the
palatial interiors of Long Island. In Monkey Business they arrive
as stowaways to devastate an Atlantic liner. There is a story
somewhere of a gangster feud and an ocean romance, but since
it is the job of a Marx Brother to destroy all such evidence of
social equilibrium, you will catch only passing glimpses of either.
The rest is anarchy.

Groucho attends, as usual, to the verbal continuities of life.
He eliminates them, and, of course, talks incessantly. He sees
to it that no idea gets anywhere, or, if somewhere, that its final
destination will be of maximum unimportance to the human
race. In this Groucho brings to cinema America’s strange genius
for nonsense. He belongs to the tradition which has produced
Bugs Baer and Ted Cook among the columnists, Robert Benchley
and Donald Ogden Stewart among the writers. But there are a
thousand exponents of varying talent in and around the news-
papers, magazines and music-halls. They represent together a
brilliance of idiocy which is quite easily America’s most civilized
contribution to this section of the century. The only weakness
of it is that it is frothy stuff. This may be due to a national mind
which has not yet got down to the job of social criticism. It is in
its first fine youthful stage of making fun of anything and every-
thing, quite indiscriminately. Stewart once confessed to me that
his Crazy Fool was as good as Candide, and he spoke in good
faith. The difference, of course, is in the skittles they skittle.
Voltaire went for Leibnitz. The Crazy Fool just failed in the
bubbling of its enthusiasm to go for Big Business.
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Poor old Groucho’s chief distinction is that he is the world’s
best murderer of party manners.

Chico the Wop is, unfortunately, not quite so much in evi-
dence in Monkey Business. There was a certain desperate villainy
in him in Animal Crackers, of which one hoped all things. He
had all the makings of a comic Ishmael. One could conceive
of him harboring deep and dire stratagems for seizing this
Atlantic liner, or firing it, or scuttling it. No such deep stratagems
are given to him.

The largest part of the Marxian effort comes, of course, from
the Brother Harpo. He is Mad Hatter altogether, with fairy tale
in him. The others, for all their craziness, belong to this world.
Harpo, in some fashion best understood by children and their
fellow-innocents, belongs to another. It is difficult to separate
him from the gang, but I find him individually the most con-
siderable clown, apart from Chaplin, in the whole of cinema.
There are patches of him in Monkey Business of a brilliance
which not even Chaplin has touched since The Gold Rush. He
is, like Chaplin, silent. Like Chaplin he has a capacity for sud-
den mad bursts of comedy. The classical example is the pillow
scene in The Gold Rush, but Harpo’s whoopee with the pass-
ports is not a bit inferior.

Such moments belong exclusively to the great clowns. I can
think only of Chaplin and Grock and the Fratellini and Herb
Williams as having the power of them. I commend you in this
regard to an examination of Harpo’s invasion of the Punch and
Judy Show in Monkey Business. Like the best of Chaplin, it
climbs in comedy, till, in a last crazy shot, it goes out of sight
altogether. The last crazy shot in question is of Harpo disap-
pearing on a scooter like some fairy figure from Grimms’.

It is best to be doubtful always of where the screen’s comedians
will take us. There is something in the mechanics of the business
—Box Office Control and Committee Production—which destroys
the good things cinema creates. In cinema the geese that lay the
golden eggs are quite invariably done to death in the name of
scientific and mass production. Other clowns have shown similar
powers and have gone in a year or two into oblivion. The history
of cinema is full of ideas and roles well started, which have
been lost in the day-to-day whimmery of cheap showmen.
Chaplin is unique. He has had the capital power, as well as the
ability, to develop his réle.



THE LOGIC OF COMEDY 87

The Marx Brothers, to judge from a music-hall appearance,
are powerless by themselves. They not only need the capital for
productionr but they require a director who will stay with them
and bring the idea that is in them to greater power and point.
But whether any commercial company is capable of seeing to
this, I doubt. Comedy when it begins to be really good, is, like
tragedy, too large an affair altogether for the commercial con-
ditions which determine the film business. Ry o
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DIRECTORS OF THE '"THIRTIES

OE STERNBERG is onc of the few directors whose every work
J one sees as a matter of course. He stepped rather suddenly
into the film world in 192y with a film called The Salvation
Hunters, which he had financed with his last five thousand dol-
lars. He has been interesting ever since. The Salvation Hunlers
was a young man’s gamble. His stars were taken from the ranks
of Poverty Row players; his story was right outside the Holly-
wood tradition. It was a sad romantic affair of how a young
man tried to escape from the dreary existence of a dredger. The
dredger with its slime was, of course, symbolic. The ending, with
its two young lovers moving off into the rising sun, was equally
symbolic. Sternberg began with a great hankering for good
things. '

The simple, rather naive and sentimental idealism of that
first effort should be remembered when Shanghai Express is con-
sidered. Dietrich stars. Like that exotic and meaningless lady
herself, the film is a masterpiece of the toilette. That only. Its
photography is astonishing; its sets are expensive and detailed
to an ingenious and extravagant degree; its technique in dis-
solve and continuity is unique. The film might be seen for its
good looks alone. But it is cold-bloodedly lacking in every virtue
which made Sternberg a lad of promise.

A great deal must have happened over the years to turn the
simple romanticist into this sophisticated purveyor of the mere-
tricious Dietrich. I wish I knew what it was. I knew Sternberg
just after his Salvation Hunters and liked him immensely. He
had made a fine picture for Metro called The Exquisite Sinner,
and had been heaved off the pay-roll for adding some genuine
local color to a Breton scene.

It struck me that sensibility of his peculiarly intensive and
introspective sort was not a very healthy equipment for a hard
world, and, in face of his strange progress, I am sure I was right.
There is, as you can imagine, no place for the introspectionist in
a commercial film world which is as objective in its conceptions
as in its accounts. A director of this instinct is bound to have a
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solitary and (as commerce goes) an unsuccessful life of it. Stern-
berg, I think, was weak. Hating the notion of this commercial
unsuccess, he has thrown his sensibility to the winds and accepted
the hokum of his masters. His aesthetic conscience is now devoted
to making the hokum as good-looking as possible. It is, indeed,
almost pathologically good-looking, as by one whose conscience
is stricken.

I detail this Sternberg saga because it tells more clearly than
any personal story I know how even great spirits may fail in
film. The temptation of commercial success is a rather damnable
one. There are dollars past dreaming and power and publicity
to satisfy every vanity, for anyone who will mesmerize the hicks
of the world.

I watched Sternberg make still another picture, The Woman
of the Sea, for Chaplin. The story was Chaplin’s, and humanist
to a degree: with fishermen that toiled, and sweated, and lived
and loved as proletarians do. Introspective as before, Sternberg
could not see it like Chaplin. Instead, he played with the sym-
bolism of the sea till the fishermen and the fish were forgotten.
It would have meant something just as fine in its different way
as Chaplin’s version, but he went on to doubt himself. He
wanted to be a success, and here plainly and pessimistically was
the one way to be unsuccessful. The film as a result was neither
Chaplin’s version nor Sternberg’s. It was a strangely beautiful
and empty affair—possibly the most beautiful I have ever seen
—of net patterns, sea patterns and hair in the wind. When a
director dies, he becomes a photographer.

With Shanghai Express Joe Sternberg has become the great
Josef von Sternberg, having given up the struggle for good: a
director so successful that even Adolf Zukor is pleased to hold
his hand for a brief condescending moment. He has made films
with Jannings and George Bancroft: Underworld, Docks of
New York, others of equally exquisite hokum; and Paramount
has blessed his name for the money they made. Once {rom the
top of the tree he made a last desperate gesture to his past in
The Case of Lena Smith, a fine film which failed; but that is now
forgotten and there will never be a repetition. He has found
Dietrich and is safe for more dollars, more power, more success
than ever. What irresolute director would not launch a thousand
cameras for Dietrich, giving up hope of salvation hereafter?
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Sternberg has. He has the *Von” and the little warm thankful
hand of Adolf Zukor for his pains.t

Shanghai Express follows the progress of a train from Pekin to
Shanghai, finding its story among the passengers as The Blue
Express did. Dietrich is Shanghai Lily, a lady of no reputation.
Clive Brook is an old lover meeting her again; hating her past,
but still very much in love with her. They fall into the hands of
Chinese revolutionaries and Dietrich saves Clive, and Clive saves
Dietrich; and in that last mutual service the dust is shaken out
of the Lily’s petals and the doubter damns himself for having
doubted. This high argument is staged with stupendous care,
stupendous skill, and with an air of most stupendous importance.

I remember one shot of the Shanghai express pulling into a
wayside station in the early evening. It is one of the half-dozen
greatest shots ever taken, and I would see the film for that alone.
It is, however, the only noble moment in the film. The scenes of
Chinese life are massive, painstaking to the point of genius in
their sense of detail and presented very pleasantly in dissolve;
the minor acting is fine; but the rest is Dietrich. She is shown
in seven thousand and one poses, each of them photographed
magnificently. For me, seven thousand poses of Dietrich (or
seventy) are Dietrich ad nauseam. Her pose of mystery I find too
studied, her make-up too artificial, her every gesture and word
too deliberate for any issue in drama save the very gravest.
Sternberg perhaps is still after that ancient intensity. When
themes are thin it is a hankering that can bring one very close
to the ridiculous.

Erich von Stroheim is the crazy man of the film world. The
legend has it that he cut Greed to sixty reels and defied Holly-
wood to make it less, at which they sacked him and hired an
infidel to bring it down to a humble ten. They are always sacking
von Stroheim. The infidel cut and cut and gave up at twenty-five,
and, when he too was fired, explained that Stroheim’s sixty was
a masterpiece, anyway.

1 Among later films in which Sternberg directed Marlene Dietrich were The
Devil is a Woman and The Scarlet Empress. In 1938 Sternberg visited Britain
and announced his intention to make a film version of Zola’s Germinal. Dur-

ing the war Sternberg directed a short documentary, The Town, for the
U.S.0.W.I.—F.H.
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Of course, Hollywood respected von Stroheim for his stand at
sixty. Anyone who will threaten to entertain you for twelve
hours on end is plainly in the grand manner. They gave him
yet another and yet another film to do. Each time the story has
been the same. Stroheim has gone whoopee and shot to the
moon, and found himself unemployed before the picture hit the
headlines.

He paid himself into the premiére of his own Merry Widow,
though The Merry Widow went on to make a fortune. The Wed-
ding March which followed became one of those traditional
productions, like Ben Hur, which company after company fail
on. It soared into the millions. I saw great slices of it shot and
great hunks of financiers’ hair torn from the roots in the process.
But not a frame of what I saw appeared in the final version.
When Paramount bought and finished the film, Stroheim was
on the outside as before.

Yet for most of us von Stroheim is the director of all directors,
and I think largely because of this superlative disregard for the
financiers who back him. If he feels like shooting, he shoots, and
damns the pennies. If he wants one last detail on a set, he will
hold up the world at a thousand dollars per tick to get it. If the
gesture of a single tenth-rate extra is to be perfected, he will
rehearse it for a couple of hours and hold every star in the cast
waiting till it is done. The public issue of the film means noth-
ing to him in comparison with its issue in craftsmanship.

The principals in the desert scene of Greed he put into hos-
pital by actually shooting the scene in Death Valley and sweat-
ing them under the Californian sun till they achieved the realism
he wanted. That sort of thing does not, I know, prove him a
great artist, but it does demonstrate a virtue which is necessary
in some measure to every director. Surrounded by a thousand
technicians and a thousand interests which conflict with his job
of pure creation, a director has to have something of Lenin in
him to come through. Strangely enough, there is not an artist
who ever appeared under him who will hear a word against von
Stroheim. In a world of commercial flip-flap he does stand so
surely for the larger intensities of art.?

The Lost Squadron uses him as an actor only, in yet another of
those sinister Teutonic réles he made famous. The interesting

2 Although he has made regular appearances as an actor in American and
French films, von Stroheim has not directed any further films.
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point is that he is cast as the crazy film director he is supposed
to be: with such a passion for realism that he pours acid on
control wires and sacrifices the lives of his stunt airmen for a
movie effect.

This sort of thing, of course, is not quite the measure of von
Stroheim the director; for if he did smash things to pieces to
get his stuff, be sure he took the biggest wallop himself.

Just for a minute, however, you do get something like a
genuine picture of the man: when, standing dreadfully erect
before the set, he screams, “Cameras!” 1 have seen him do that
with very similar passion, and I have seen him go off the hoop
as he does subsequently, and be very much the blood-curdling
creature of temperament he demonstrates. It is worth seeing.
He is the villain of the piece in this case, but you may believe
with me that a single gesture of such villainy is worth a great
deal of more flat-footed orthodoxy. “What are a few deaths to
the art of Benvenuto?”

The case of William Wyler is a rather curious one. He is an
odd member of the Laemmle tribe: origin French; and, like
every other member of the tribe across the world, he has an-
swered the tocsin of Uncle ‘Carl and joined the family at Uni-
versal City. But there must be something in the Laemmle blood,
because Wyler has taken a line of his own. He is very nearly the
most serious of Hollywood’s directors, and almost certainly the
best poet. I have a notion he will become the director we once
expected Vidor to be. Like Vidor he wanders in strange country
but, unlike Vidor, he has the courage of it.

Hell’s Heroes, a film of the early ’thirties, told the queer story
of three bad hombres who sacrificed their lives to deliver a child
to a frontier town, and Wyler directed it magnificently. With its
perverse parallel to the tale of the Three Wise Men, the delivery
of the child on Christmas Day, and the last man falling dead as
the local choir broke into the carol of “Holy Night,” the story
itself missed hokum by a hairbreadth. Only a director of unusual
ability could have steered it past into genuine emotion.

In A House Divided, Wyler lives dangerously again. Here, the
story concerns the father and son theme which Eugene O’Neill
made great in Desire under the Elms and Douglas in The House
with the Green Shutters. In this case the son is weak and the
father is strong, the father takes a new wife, and wife and son
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fall in love with each other. The story is set against a background
of sea. Walter Huston plays the father.

I saw Huston play the father réle in the New York Theatre
Guild’s production of Desire under the Elms. He played it for
the great and intense thing it is, and caught the Calvinist passion
of the réle with a certainty that seemed a trifle bewildering in
the atmosphere of Metropolitan America. When Calvinism has
disappeared from its own country, dare one expect to find it
honored among the Philistines? But if that was strange, it is
stranger still to find the outlook and the issue reappearing in a
Hollywood film.

I am all for this William Wyler; he has a taste for the greater
gestures and is still steering them past the hokum they so easily
invoke.® It is difficult to stage a tough old warrior of the Cal-
vinist school, and achieve sympathy for him. If there is kind-
ness in him, he would not show it; and ninety per cent of the
slovenly little humanities which people expect will wither un-
der his discipline. But Wyler and Huston put him over. It is
not often that the ancient virtue of pity and terror creeps into
a film. Here it does.

Cecil B. De Mille is out of fashion among the critics. But, as
is my custom, I have seen The Sign of the Cross twice over and
am still an unrepentant admirer. There is no director to touch
him in command of the medium: certainly none who strikes
such awe into my professional mind. I have only to see his
crowds and continuities, yes, and images too, to think of the
Milestones and Pudovkins as so' many amateurs. How good and
fine an artist he is may possibly be another matter. Too many
judges announce contempt for his bath-tubs and debauches for
me to disrespect their finding. Personally I like both his bath-
tubs and his debauches, for the sufficient (I hope technical)
reason that they are the biggest and the best in cinema. No
man short of a Napoleon of movie would dare them, and De
Mille is almost casual in their making.

There is another measure of De Mille. He is the only Jewish
director who is not afraid of being his Jewish self; and the thin

3 Grierson discusses a later filtm by Wyler, Dead End, on pp. 78-75. He
has left a stamp of quality on a wide range of films, notably These Three,
an adaptation of the Lillian Hellman play, Dodsworth, from the Sinclair

Lewis novel, the famous airforce documentary Memphis Belle and most
recently the Academy Award winner, The Best Years of Our Lives.—F.H.
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and squeamish Western mind may not therefore be fit judge of
his Oriental opulence. He is our only Oriental director. Not a
picture of his but comes slap out of the Old Testament. They
are the hotcha bits the Old Testament only mentions: the fiestas
in Gomorrah, the celebrations before the calf of gold, the amami
nights in the palace of Solomon; the living, pulsing, luxuriating
aspect of the Hebrew life, which the parsons, Hebrew and other-
wise, have suppressed.

The Sign of the Cross by a curious irony is the best of them all,
better even than The Ten Commandments. It takes a Jew pos-
sibly to appreciate the Christian story, and for a number of
reasons. It is at heart a Jewish story; it is a story of a humility
which no other race knows anything about; and the oppression
which is the other half of it can properly be understood only
by a people who, back of everything they say, do or pretend,
have the most vivid sense and knowledge of oppression in the
world. On both sides. Basil Wright told me that the Negroes in
Jamaica went crazy over The Sign of the Cross: for the same
reason, I suggest, that De Mille went whoopee in the making of
it. The luxury of Poppaea’s bath of asses’ milk and of the Les-
bian dance in the house of Marcus, is out-luxuried by the mas-
sacre of the Christians before Nero. It is gloriously horrifying,
as by one who understands both the delight of Nero and the
delight of the Christians. Only a Jew, I believe, could under-
stand both points of view.

G. W. Pabst, in Kameradschaft, tells how French miners and
German miners help each other in a mining disaster and break
through the frontier to help each other. The frontier is the
enemy, with every foolish enmity and every foolish memory of
war and international misunderstanding symbolized in it. The
conquering spirit of the future is the realization of common
feelings and common ends on both sides of it.

Pabst has a fierce international idealism tucked away in his
Teutonic interior. It blazes up in this film and adds both power
and importance to everything he describes. The miners, the
villages, the scrambling crowds, the desperate sorties in the ex-
ploding mine might be the ordinary material of melodrama.
The larger theme invests them with the quality of epic. These
people achieve something beyond themselves.

I think the mixture of French and German in which the



DIRECTORS OF THE 'THIRTIES 45

dialogue is carried on is no deterrent in taking the points of the
story. The whole affair swings ahead in unmistakable fashion,
from the German side to the French, from family to family, and
from the mine disaster itself to the ethical issue of the film.

Pabst’s construction is the one I like best in cinema. He
builds his little individual stories only slightly into the march of
events, They punctuate it and give it point, and whatever the
emphasis on lost sons and brothers and lovers, the march of
events never ceases to be the principal concern. The mining
exteriors are superb: the crowd scenes are handled with a skill
which I doubt if many other directors in cinema can match. The
staging (and particularly the finishing) of single episodes is brief
and strong and—for the most part—natural. The disaster itself
is all the more impressive because it does not tumble over itself
to be sensational. The explosion comes with a low half-sup-
pressed roar, which is sinister by the very suppression. There
are a hundred other such details of fine direction: of tappings
which go frantic at the realization of relief, of men that laugh
when they find their relatives are alive, of others so distraught
that they can only see back through rescuing gas-masks to the
gas-masks of war. There are effects in the film which tear one
to shreds.

My only complaint against Pabst is an old one. He means the
best things in the world, but he means them sometimes too ob-
viously. He cannot let well alone, but must keep on underlining
things already emphasized. He is the Galsworthy of the screen:
similar in the quality of his mind though a trifle superior in
the field of his sympathies. The frontier theme, for example,
is played to the point of symbolic handclasps and international
embraces. The excellence of the previous demonstration makes
both of them feeble and unnecessary. Pabst wags a finger at
you and insults your imagination like any parson.

On a swift generalization it is remarkable how Fritz Lang's
instinct runs to bigger ideas than any other director; but it is
just as remarkable how little he ever makes of them. M is in the
grandiose manner Lang established in such films as Metropolis.
Its theme is taken from the Dusseldorf murders. Its hero is a sex
pervert who murders little girls. '

By its subject matter the film is unusual in all conscience, but
I doubt if, on examination, it proves to be anything more than
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a plain thriller. Lang’s photography is always excellent, of
course, and his description of a mood or situation can often be
brilliantly brief. In this example the murder of one child is
followed in the adventures of a toy balloon; and the approach-
ing growing and finally commanding mania of the murder is
translated in the simple whistling of a motif from Grieg. But,
if we look behind to the theme itself, we find that Lang’s inspira-
tion is only second-rate.

Metropolis, for all its pretension of setting and high-flying
issue between capital and labor, concluded sillily and senti-
mentally that "“it was love that made the world go round.” As
H. G. Wells pointed out at the time, it was an infant concep-
tion, without knowledge of society or science. Lang, 1 think,
only ever peeps into the great problems. Looking into the hin-
terlands of space and time and the mind itself—in The Girl in
the Moon, in Metropolis, in Mabuse, and in M he is satisfied in
the end with the honors of melodrama.*

The concluding scene of M is in the basement of an old
battered distillery. The murderer has been run down, not by the
police but by the thieves of the town, who find that the now
desperate activities of the law are spoiling their business. To
effect his running down, the thieves have organized the city
beggars to watch every quarter, every street and every section
of a street. But with the murderer crushed and cringing before
the underworld, the whole drama is climaxed in a trial scene in
which thief and pervert argue the relative merits of their case.
It is a fantastic way of bringing so derelict a spirit as the Dussel-
dorf murderer into the realms of sympathy, but obviously not a
tragic way.

It may possibly be asked if the whole idea of the film is not a
little perverse: if anything is to be gained by creating sympathy
for such a character. The test is always in the telling. Whatever
the derelict—a creature of jealousy like Othello, or ambition like
Macbeth, or of madness like this man from Dusseldorf—it makes
no odds in theory to the writer of tragedy. As a human figure,
both possible in fact and relatable in fact to the warring issues of

4Fritz Lang left Germany in 1933 after he had made Das Testament von
Dr. Mabuse, described as “the first anti-Nazi film.” In Hollywood he has
made, among other films, Fury and You Only Live Once on themes with a
strong sociological basis. Man Hunt and Hangmen Also Die were war-time
anti-Nazi films. His current films, Woman in the Window and Scarlet Street,
are psychological thrillers—F.H.
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existence, he can be brought to sympathy and made an instru-
ment of great appreciation and great art. The sociological argu-
ment is beside the point. If he must be kicked from the social
midst—hung, imprisoned, or shut in a padded cell—the sociologist
may be done with him. The artist is not. By that very fate he
becomes for the tragedian the broken, incomplete figure of man
who gives him his occasion and his opportunity.

When Peter Lorre, who plays the murderer, screams out “1
couldn’t help it!” you will probably be moved. That is the
center of the piece, the theme itself; terrifying and, in the usual
curious way, uplifting. But in that poignant moment one appre-
ciates all the more the opportunity that has been lost. If this
was the story, if this possession by devils and most foul destruc-
tion by devils was the story, the film’s theatrical excursions into
underworld organization, housebreaking and the like are ir-
relevant. Lang has, as usual, peeped into his big subject and
been satisfied with a glimpse. The best that can be said for the
film is that no other director one knows would have thought of
the Dusseldorf murderer for his hero. In this Lang shares honors
with Dostoievsky and the best of them. But Lang has only
thought of his subject; he has not felt it. M, like Frankenstein,
is a full-blown tragedy that has been diminished in the creation
to a mere “sensational.”

Ernst Lubitsch is one of the master craftsmen of the cinema.
Consider, for example, The Man I Killed, the tragic anti-war
story of the French youth who, conscience-stricken for his killing
of a German youth, goes to make peace with the German’s
people. You may consider the story sentimental in its substance
—for, war or no war, we do a lot of killing in our day—but
you will have no doubt at all about Lubitsch. I cannot remem-
ber a film so beautifully made, so completely fine in its execution.

Perhaps 1 can indicate its quality better by describing a sim-
pler illustration. Before Flaherty went off to the Aran Islands to
make his Man of Aran, 1 had him up in the Black Country
doing work for the E.M.B. He passed from pottery to glass, and
from glass to steel, making short studies of English workmen. I
saw the material a hundred times, and by all the laws of repeti-
tion should have been bored with it. But there is this same
quality of great craftsmanship in it which makes one see it
always with a certain new surprise. A man is making a pot, say.
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Your ordinary director will describe it; your good director will
describe it well. He may even, if good enough, pick out those
details of expression and of hands which bring character to the
mari and beauty to the work. But what will you say if the direc-
tor beats the potter to his own movements, anticipating each
puckering of the brows, each extended gesture of the hands in
contemplation, and moves his camera about as though it were
the mind and spirit of the man himself? I cannot tell you hew
it is done, nor could Flaherty. As always in art, to feeling which
is fine enough and craft which is practiced enough, these strange
other-world abilities are added.

Lubitsch does not often depart from comedy to make serious
films. His last one was The Patriot in the late days of the Silents:
with Emil Jannings as the mad Czar Paul. It was a huge per-
formance with great acting, intense action, and some amazing
camera movements in the corridors of the Palace.

The Man I Killed is a simpler film, lower in key, with none
of the mad happening of The Patriot to build on. The youth,
praised by the Priest, goes on his journey. The German family,
living on the memory of their dead son, receive him as a friend
of the son, and he finds it impossible to make the confession he
intended. There are scenes of the old citizens of the German
town at their beer; there are some homely interiors; and the
only happenings are that the old father comes to like this for-
eign youth and turns from his hatred of the French, and the
German youth’s girl falls in love with the man he was killed
by. Little enough, if you like, to make movement of, or make
climactic intensities of. But Lubitsch’s camera glides magically
in and out of these ordinary scenes, taking the details of ex-
pression and character and essential story on its way. Watch it
particularly in the last scene, as it goes from the youth play-
ing his violin to the girl, to the old couple, and watch how there
is expectation, and expectation surprised, in every foot of the
gyro’s passage. The actors are Lionel Barrymore, Phillips Holmes
and Nancy Carroll. As always happens under Lubitsch direction,
they were never so modulated or so good.

Lubitsch sketches his character with a single pose, or a single
gesture, taken in the camera’s stride. He does his work so easily
that you hardly know it is being done.

+
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Only half a dozen directors make a personal contribution to
their work which is recognizable and unique. René Clair is one.
He may not be as solid a performer as Pudovkin nor as slick a
one as Lubitsch, but for his power to do something new and fine
and entirely his own he stands as high as any of them. He has
power of fantasy and fairy tale; he can jumble sound and sight
together to make a crazy quilt of good sense; and he is, above
all, French.

For sheer brilliance of direction I begin to think that there
are only two directors worth recording: Clair himself and
Lubitsch. Lubitsch perhaps has an advantage on the big sets,
but when it comes to the intimacies, none can pull a face out
of a crowd or build up a sequence of tenement detail like Clair.
And, in liking his neighbors as he does, he has the unique
distinction of liking them all equally, whether they are artists
or apaches or policemen or thieves or doctors or duns, or moral
or not.

Le Million is a bright and brilliant film, full of wit and fun,
and very, very ably directed. The story is a delightful trifle about
an artist who wins a million francs in a lottery but whose
winning ticket is stolen with his coat and passed from hand to
hand over the length and breadth of Paris. The pursuit of the
coat is a slapstick affair with Clair squeezing each sequence of
studio and underworld and police station and opera house for
its every detail of fun. In lesser hands Le Million would have
been a comedy. In Clair’s it has become a fairy tale. There is
magic in it.?

A new Hitchcock film is something of an event in the English
year. Hitchcock has a personal style of his own in direction,
which can be recognized. He has a long record of good work,
with large slices here and there of supremely intelligent work.
He is known to have a freer hand than most in direction and to
have odd thoughts of greatness. It is no wonder, therefore, if in
criticism we exalt him a trifle. With a national cinema growing
up under our eyes, we need strong and individual directors more

5 Clair made 4 Nous la Liberté, Le Quatorze Juillet, and Le Dernier Mil-
liardaire in France before coming to Britain to direct The Ghost Goes West
for Korda. His Hollywood films have included It Happened To-morrow, a
futuristic fantasy, and Ten Little Indians, adapted {rom the story by Agatha
Christie. He returned to France shortly after the end of the war.—F.H.
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than anything else. Financiers and impresarios you can buy
two a penny. Directors who have something to say and the
power to say it, you can only close your fingers and wish for.

Rich and Strange is the story of a young couple who cross the
earthball on a holiday, and drift, in shipboard fashion, to new
loyalties. An adventuress so-called disrupts the male and a
colonial planter disrupts the female. In the main it is 2 meander-
ing tale built up on the slim behaviorism of two or three charac-
ters and the minutiae of their relationships. The end of the story
is that the couple are shipwrecked and saved by a Chinese junk.
In that oddest of all spots in the world they discover the great
mercy of having a baby.

The most important thing about the film is not so much the
story. It is the sudden emphasis it lays on weaknesses in Hitch-
cock’s make-up. I have guessed before that these existed, but
have never seen so clearly what new opportunities of direction
must be given him if he is to build up his talent to the very
grand affair we expect it to be.

In trying new material Hitchcock has found himself outside
both his experience and his imagination. He has already proved
himself as a director of London types and Londonesque melo-
drama. This new and greater canvas of seven seas and half a
world has caught him short. Think of the theme for a moment.
You have in the background the journey across the earthball,
and Marseilles and Suez, and Colombo and Singapore to play
with. That must surely mean something to the story. You may
think of it simply as a cosmic journey on which something hap-
pened to happen. You may think of it more deeply as a demon-
stration of the fact that even the world and its wonders can only
teach people to be themselves. Whatever you think, you cannot
avoid the background. It is the material of your drama and
your cinema both.

The success of the film as a study of people and as a slice of
cinema depended, therefore, on Hitchcock’s ability to make that
journey live. He fails, and entirely because his mind does not
quite appreciate the wonders of the world he is trying to use.
He is in this sense the supreme provincial your true-born Lon-
doner tends to be. He knows people, but not things; situations
and episodes, but not events. His sense of space, time and the
other elements of barbarian religion, is almost nil.
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The shipwreck is like the ship itself, a fake and a frost, com-
posed of half a dozen studio effects. The scenes abroad have
nothing that influence the story even by a trifle. They cannot
be rich and strange because not one of them is newly observed.
It would have been good to have added to the film some sense
of strange trafficking and curious merchandise, but, if anything,
the greater weakness is the weakness of the ship. By its very
nature a ship is a living thing, worth the grace of cinema, and in
missing it, Hitchcock has very literally missed the boat. It is not
as Hitchcock makes it, just a collection of rails to look over, and
evening skies to go mooney about. It moves; it passes with not
a little triumph through an entire ocean, with all sorts of things "
stowed away in its mysterious belly.

But let me indicate the charm of Hitchcock’s direction of his
separate episodes. You will have heard before now of *the
Hitchcock touch.” This consists in his great ability to give a
novel twist to his sketch of an episode. The man and woman are
quarreling desperately in some Oriental room: Hitchcock
punctuates that episode with the apologetic entry of a Chinaman
who wants to sweep the floor. The man, again, has just clinched
his appointment for a first essay in infidelity: he walks idiotically
into a ventilator. The film is full of details of the kind, some-
times amusing, always clever, sometimes merely clever.

I would suggest that Hitchcock's concentration on such de-
tails is at least a part of his worry in the world. Reaching for
the smart touch, as often as not he irresponsibly destroys the
characters he has been building up and throws away his sequence.
In Chaplin you do not mind the beaded story of moments and
episodes. In a dramatic director like Hitchcock you must. A film
is not like the celebrated Rosary, an affair of moments to be
counted over, every one apart. It is a procession of people and
events that march along: preferably, of course, going some-
where.

1 believe the highbrows, in their praise of him, have sent
Hitchcock off in the wrong direction, as they have sent many
another: Chaplin, for example. They have picked out his clever
little pieces, stressed them and analyzed them till they are almost
everything in his directorial make-up. We have waited patiently
for the swing of event (preferably of great event) to come into
his films, something that would associate him more profoundly
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with the dramatic wants of common people. Something serious,
I am afraid, will have to happen to Hitchcock before we get it.®

1 have seldom seen an English film that gave me so much
pleasure as Dance Pretty Lady. If you would see how movement
should be put together and most ordinary exits and entrances
turned into a poetry of movement, you will find a whole cur-
riculum in this film. And more. One of Anthony Asquith’s great
talents is his power of giving conversational point to action and
character. He slips in details of observation which are, on their
own account, a running commentary on both. Plastered hair, a
stiff collar, or a room’s decorations become in his hands a charac-
ter sketch; the window of a hansom cab underlines a period.
There is no other director can do it so well; there is no other
director can even do it.

Always, too, looking at Asquith’s films, you realize how well
he knows his painters. I suppose the little references to one or
another, the consciousness in this case that Dégas should not be
shamed in his own subject, can mean little to some audiences.
Asquith can at least defend himself on the Kantian maxim, that
one may only appreciate as one would wish the whole world
to appreciate. It is a maxim never, never in evidence in the
film world, but heaven knows cinema could do with a little
of it.

Dance Pretty Lady is a delight to the eye: be assured of that.
I cannot, however, say so much for its appeal to the imagina-
tion. It represents filigree work, most delicate, on a story that
could not possibly make a big film. A little ballet dancer (much
too young to be allowed to fall in love with anybody) falls in
love with a sculptor. She will not let him have her “because she
would feel a sneak.” The sculptor goes off in a tantrum. The
girl, annoyed by the tantrum, lets another man, “a dirty rotter,”
have her instead. The sculptor comes back for a quick and sud-
den and quite banal happy ending.

That is the tiding of great joy which Asquith (of Balliol and

6 Rich and Strange (1931) followed Blackmail and preceded Hitchcock’s
crime thrillers which were to become part of the British film tradition. His
later British films included The Man Who Knew Too Much, The Thirty-
Nine Steps, The Lady Vanishes, and Jamaica Inn (with Charles Laughton).
American productions have included Rebecca, Foreign Correspondent, Suspi-
cion, Shadow of a Doubt, and the controversial Lifeboat.—F.H.
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1 know not what other traditions of English leadership) has spent
a year in fetching us. A more cynical and shameful waste of
time I cannot imagine. I may tend to over-emphasize our need
for leadership and the film's great capacity for giving it, but was
there ever another film director trained so specifically and de-
liberately and cold-bloodedly for the job as Asquith? That is it,
bless you. Claptrap about a virginity. Why, the entire sentiment
that makes a plot like that possible went into discard with the
good prosperous complacent old Victoria. It was, relatively, an
important matter then. But it is mere infant fodder now when
you consider the new problems we carry in our bellies, and think
of the new emphases we must in mercy to ourselves create out
of our different world.

Flaherty was sitting with me at Dance Pretty Lady, and he is
a good judge. He was as fascinated as I was myself. But his
summing up was this: “If that boy ever gets a story you will
see the film of your life.” It is a trouble to know whether Asquith
is denied the big story by his masters, or is by his own nature
powerless to find it.”

I think, myself, that like many other brilliant young men of
his training and gencration, he is a damned sight too remote
from ordinary things to discover it easily. It is not enough to
recognize bigness by its classical reference (for this Asquith can do
on his head); it must be recognized, without reference at all, out
of one’s own most private sense of importance, if there is to be
power of revelation. I cannot tell you what the secret is, but it
should be plain on the face of it that there are more powerful
spirits to be called from the deep than you are likely to get from
stories of this sort.

Quick Millions is a very remarkable film. It is so much tougher
than its gangster predecessors that Scandal Sheet and The Front
Page seem bedtime stories in comparison. Indeed it gets so close
to the hoodlums it deals with that it has all the flavor of a per-
sonal experience. It is, strangely enough for Hollywood, realist
to the bone. It does not romanticize its racketeering; it describes

7 Asquith’s most successful film in the pre-war period was Pygmalion, made
with Leslie Howard. His war films included Freedom Radio, We Dive at
Dawn, a story of the submarine service; and The Way to the Stars (in America
Johnny in the Clouds).—F.H.
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it. It even explains it. It is on the way to being, apart from its
drama, a sociological document.

Behind the racketeering story, of course, is the story of private
enterprise gone riot. Quick Millions reaches through to it bit-
ingly. The toughest article present is not the chief gangster, nor
even the henchman who finally puts him on the spot; it is the
writer and director of the film, Roland Brown. He presents
each factor of the racketeering game, the buying and selling and
grafting in high places which make it possible, without batting
an eyelash. /

In the tale, a truck driver undertakes to get rich at the ex-
pense of society, and he does so with a facility which only to
Englanders will seem bewildering. He works a garage racket,
which means that under pain and penalty of one destruction
or another he levies a weekly protection fee from garage pro-
prietors. Being an intelligent organizer he smashes a few cars
in the street and sees to it that co-operating garages are supplied
with customers. He edges in on the milk racket and the cloak
and suit racket. A machine-gun play on a few milk cans, a mud
spray on a few dresses, pave the way for both.

The police are impotent, for their chiefs are either bought
outright or scared of some private revelation. Their personal
scandals are on file in the racketeer’s palatial office. Superior
organization, as he explains lucidly, is everything. In a world
in which social purpose is strictly lacking in society’s managers,
and everyone is impeachable, it is definitely everything.

In one American city recently I sat in on a detective sergeant’s
description of the city management, which had every one of
these elements detailed. Public authority, he said, was diminish-
ing, with prohibition doing everything to make law-breaking an
honored and established pursuit, and honest citizens the direct
dependents of hoodlums. They would be inefficient hoodlums if
they did not improve their grip.

Quick Millions will tell you much of this and it will tell you
in a manner which is altogether unique. This is Roland Brown’s
first film and he has begun his technique where Hollywood and
the Germans and the Russians left off. This is a faster film than
a Russian, and without recourse to the click-clack and eyestrain
of the montage business. It is so fast, and moreover so smooth
in its quick continuity, that it makes the montage business look
crude and old-fashioned. And if anyone still remembers Berlin
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with an unwarranted affection he had better see Quick Millions
demonstrate how Berlin, without loss of complexity, might have
been made articulate. Milestone who with his Front Page was
supposed to create something of a revolution in the tempo of
tale-telling, is a dullard alongside this new and very amateur
director. Brown does not know what to d¢ with an actor when
he sees one. So long as he makes the gesture that gives Brown
his continuity, he can be as good or as bad as he likes. But
what continuity!

You will find blemishes in the film: notably a couple of im-
potent speeches by reformers and a more impotent resolution by
big business men to do this, that and the other thing. Forget
them and concentrate on this director’s demonstration of how
to start a story in forty-five seconds and end it in twenty. The
subtlety of attendant detail I leave you to examine for your-
selves. More often than not it makes the very acting unnecessary.
That could be a good idea.

It is a waste of time to consider what Eisenstein would have
done with Thunder Over Mexico, if he had been allowed to cut
it. The fact is that he was not allowed, and alibis that the
cutting was done “in exact accord” with Eisenstein's script are
merely silly. One might as well talk of writing a George Moore
novel from George Moore’s notes; for with Eisenstein, as with
Moore, the style is nearly everything. He is not a poet like
Pudovkin, whose conceptions are themselves emotional and up-
lifting, nor a finely descriptive director like Flaherty, whose
observations are of themselves intimate. His raw material is
common documentary, and sometimes very common. It is his
power of juxtaposition that counts, his amazing capacity for
exploding two or three details into an idea. It is not how his
actors act, nor yet how the camera looks at them, that is im-
portant in Eisenstein, for his acting is often bad and his camera
work meretricious: it is the odd reference he adds to his actors’
presence that gives meaning and tempo to their lives. Say this
for brief, that Eisenstein is detailed and cold in his shooting,
and that he only warms his stuff to life when he starts putting
it together. It is his method of approach; and there could be no
genuine Eisenstein film without it.

Thunder Over Mexico might have been a good film with
Eisenstein, or it might not; without him it is pretty dull stuff,
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without style, without idea, and without construction. ‘What I
hear was intended to be a vast description of the Mexican spirit
turns out to be a niggardly slow-told tale of how a peasant girl
was raped by a feudal lord and how her peasant lover rebelled
and was executed.

There is a symbolic sequence at the beginning which is meant
to describe the age-long suffering of the Mexican people. It is
full of dissolves, super-impositions and wipes, in a manner never
before associated with Eisenstein; and I cannot understand its
presence. If Eisenstein intended it, he has certainly deviated
from his own stalwart doctrine. He was always an enemy of such
vague methods of mental association as are represented by the
draping of symbolic figures across the landscape; and I remem-
ber how he raged at the symbolic example of Joan of Arc when
I once put it to him. This sequence, if it is anything, is just bad
Joan of Arc. The tale of rape follows, in a setting of heavily
filtered clouds and foreground cactus. The clouds and the cactus
will pass for great photography among the hicks, but they are,
of course, easy meat for anyone with a decent set of filters. The
lovely molding of form, the brilliance of near and intimate
observation, which you get in Moana say, are a mile away and
beyond. These are superficial qualities only. But, as I suggest,
one never looked to Eisenstein for great photography or intimate
observation, and one's only disappointment is that Hollywood
has fallen for these clouds and things and let the film go to the
devil for the sake of its glycerined scenic effects. The types on
the other hand are superb, for no one holds a candle to Eisen-
stein when it comes to picking face. The acting, too, is much
better than we have associated with Eisenstein in the past, though
never as fine in its nuances of reaction as we get in Pudovkin.

But there you are and what of it? The significance that
Eisenstein might have added to the tale is not there; and types,
acting and glycerined clouds cannot turn a simple tale of village
rape into the passion of a people. There were other things up
Eisenstein’s sleeve, or he is not the dialectician I have always
taken him for,

Pudovkin’s 4 Simple Case was a dreadful little film with an
ingenious use of slow motion, a host of lovely images, and no
point. Deserter is Pudovkin on the rebound: more complex in
his effects, surer in his technical hand, and even stronger in his
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theme than he was in The End of St. Petersburg. If you remem-
ber your Dostoievsky or your Joyce or your Melville you will
know how leisurely the masterpieces may sometimes proceed:
how, damning the audience, they may sometimes fly suddenly oft
the earth, or, by perversity, from off the earth back to terra firma
again, without a by-your-leave: taking good pains to bore the
lesser minds with inconsequent pondering on the guts of whales
and the exact clinical nature of disease and disaster. Deserter has
something of this curious strength. If, in its hobbling from one
odd chapter to another, as it freely does, the film extends your
patience, you will respect it, as like as not, for the size it brings.
Only the little fellows care what twiddling echoes go round your
pipes and, sycophantically, measure the music to suit you. The
big fellows call their own tune. You will certainly have time to
consider this matter, for the film runs near a couple of hours:
in innumerable acts and sub-divisions of acts: shifting from
scene to scene in titles, and sometimes plain black-outs, as I
cannot remember anything doing so variously since 4ntony and
Cleopatra.

When you come to consider the continuing theme of the film
you will be wise to look for none, but content yourself with the
vast description it gives of the world today: of high-powered
industry, of unemployment, of poverty, of the accumulating fire
of public effort, of the stresses and storms between men and men
which economic disaster has brought in its train. The net effect
is of great tragedy, in which the beauties of blue sky and morn-
ing, ships and machinery, young faces and hopeful faces, are
strangely stifled in the common disaster. For long passages there
is argument: as of dictatorship, leadership, solution; and you
will not need to know Russian to know every turn of the dialec-
tic. But you will regard even this as part of a necessary effort.

For my part, I shall only record that no film or novel or poem
or drama has sketched so largely the essential story and the
essential unhappiness of our time, or brought them so deeply to
the mind.

I have met some of the great men of cinema, but can think
of none more impressive in his mind and presence than the
American-born, Canadian-trained explorer, Robert Flaherty.
Since 1921 when he brought Nanook out of the Arctic and aban-
doned his discovering of Belcher Islands and mapping of North-
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ern Labrador for cinema, he has stood uncompromisingly for
everything that is fine in film. The story of his long fight with
Hollywood is perhaps the best of all Hollywood stories, because
it is the single one in which personal advantage has been sacri-
ficed at every turn for a decent result.

Nanook was the simple story of an Eskimo family and its fight
for food, but its approach to the whole question of film-making
was something entirely novel at the time it was made. It was
a record of everyday life so selective in its detail and sequence,
so intimate in its shots, and so appreciative of the nuances of
common feeling, that it was a drama in many ways more telling
than anything that had come out of the manufactured sets of
Hollywood. In Moana Flaherty adopted the same method with
the Samoans. Without actors, almost without acting, he built
up in his camera what he considered the essential story of their
lives. The second film stated the difference of his approach even
better than Nanook. Because of the great financial success of the
first film Flaherty found himself commissioned by the film people
to “make another Nanook.” 1t is their way to repeat themselves.
Hollywood could only think of other food agonies, the different
climate and circumstance of Samoa notwithstanding. In the
issue it was disappointed, as it was bound to be. Flaherty’s film
was the story of how the Samoans, blessedly freed from the more
primitive pains of life, had still to invent pain to demonstrate
their manhood. He made the story of the Tattoo. Hollywood,
asking for battles with sharks, got the loveliness of a ceremonial
prayer to the gods. And asking for dark-skinned bathing belles,
got a quiet dignified young heroine with a flower in her ear,
who danced superbly but could not possibly be confused with
whoopee. In desperation they issued the film as “the Love Life
of a South Sea Siren,” and gave it a prologue of jangling guitars
and shimmying chorus girls.

After even more desperate battles in the making and abandon-
ing of White Shadows of the South Seas (the bathing belles this
time included), and a film on the Red Indian rain dance, which
crashed because of a Hollywood insistence on love story, Flaherty
made his expedition to the Aran Islands and was given a decent
independence.

When I spoke with him on the Arans he was full of the
possibilities of the British documentary cinema. If on these is-
lands—only so many hours from London—there was this story
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of romantic life ready to the camera, how many more must there
bel He mentioned the Hebrides and the Highlands, and sketched
out a film of Indian village life. He spoke of the tales of fine
craftsmanship which must be tucked away in the Black Country.
But first, he emphasized, there must be the process of discovery
and freedom in discovery: to live with the people long enough
to know them. He talked with a certain rising fury of the mental
attitude of the studio-bred producer who hangs a slicked-out
story of triangles against a background of countryside or indus-
try. Rather must the approach be, to take the story from out
the location, finding it essentially there: with patience and inti-
macy of knowledge as the first virtues always in a director. He
referred to a quotation I once wrote for him in New York, when
his seemingly tardy method of production was first an issue in
the studios. It was Plato’s description of his metaphysic where
he says that no fire can leap up or light kindle till there is “long
intercourse with the thing itself, and it has been lived with.”
No doubt the studios, with their slick ten- or fifteen-day produc-
tions of nothing in particular, still disagree with Flaherty and
Plato profoundly. His idea of production is to reconnoiter for
months without turning a foot, and then, in months more per-
haps, slowly to shape the film on the screen: using his camera
first to sketch his material and find his people, then using his
screen, as Chaplin uses it, to tell him at every turn where the
path of drama lies.

No director has the same respect as Flaherty for the camera;
indeed very few of them even trouble to look through the camera
while it is shooting their scenes. Flaherty, in contrast, is always
his own “first cameraman.” He spoke almost mystically of the
camera’s capacity for seeing beyond mortal eye to the inner
qualities of things. With Fairbanks he agrees that children and
animals are the finest of all movie actors, because they are spon-
taneous, but talks also of the movements in peasants and crafts-
men and hunters and priests as having a special magic on the
screen because time or tradition has worn them smooth. He
might also add—though he would not—that his own capacity
for moving the camera in appreciation of these movements is
an essential part of the magic. No man of cameras, to my knowl-
edge, can plan so curiously, or so bewilderingly anticipate a
fine gesture or expression.

Flaherty’s ideal in the new medium is a selective documenta-



6o GRIERSON ON DOCUMENTARY

tion of sound similar at all points to his selective documentation
of movement and expression in the silent film. He would use the
microphone, like the camera, as an intimate attendant on the
action: recording the accompanying sounds and whispers and
cries most expressive of it. He says the language does not matter
at all, not even the words, if the spirit of the thing is plain. In
this point as in others, Flaherty’s cinema is as far removed from
the theatrical tradition as it can possibly be. His screen is not
a stage to which the action of a story is brought, but rather a
magical opening in the theater wall, through which one may
lock out to the wide world: overseeing and overhearing the
intimate things of common life which only the camera and
microphone of the film artist can reveal.
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GREAT WRITERS have had bad luck with cinema. Herman Mel-
ville’s Moby Dick, greatest of all sea stories, became a senti-
mental vehicle for John Barrymore’s profile, and the malice of
the Great White Whale was suppressed at last in a hide of india-
rubber. The only importance of Peter Pan and A Kiss for Cin-
derella in the history of the cinema was that they lost a great
deal of money and abolished whimsy forever from Hollywood’s
repertoire. The Admirable Crichton prospered, but in the dis-
guise of Male and Female. Mr. Shaw, with How He Lied to
Her Husband, turned out to be a poor scenario writer in a
medium which demanded action. The size of Anna Karenina
escaped the Garbo, and the devil of Dostoievsky was not in The
Brothers Karamazov. The single blessing of Don Quixote (which
I discuss later in some detail) was that the butchery of its manu-
facture produced La Doulce France, one of the best satires ever
written on the movies. Only Shakespeare has done well. There
was life in the Fairbanks account of The Taming of the Shrew,
and something of the ancient flash came through the Hebraic
spectacle of 4 Mid-summer Night's Dream. Not even in alien
accent does poetry completely perish.

There is a difference about Mr. Wells's entry into cinema.
Hearing perhaps of these other strange transformations, he has
had the courage to attend on the mevie world in person. He has
himself turned his book into the terms of movie. And lest any-
one, seeing the film, doubt what he intended it to be, he has
published his treatment. It is Things to Come. Arriving so far,
he has at least beaten the example of Mr. Maeterlinck, who,
after a luxurious passage to Hollywood and an equally luxurious
welcome, was told that they hoped, with patience, to make him
as great as Rex Beach. Maeterlinck did not finish. Hollywood
found to its horror that his leading lady was a bee.

I hope I am not prejudiced by a professional reading of scripts,
but I find the published version of Things to Come fascinating
and easy and vivid to read. For anyone with eyes to see and a
mind’s eye to conjure up the images he is meant to see, a film
description has many advantages over plain narrative. Events,
characterizations and the argument of the drama are whipped
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into a running shape more precisely and with less meandering
than the narrative form permits. Something certainly is lost.
Those sandwiched encylopedic slices of fact which give size to
Moby Dick, and the rolling introductions which “establish” the
stories of Scott, must unfortunately go by the board. The devia-
tions of description and commentary and plot within plot are
impossible. But a mounting action and a tempo’'d climax of
argument and event give the film description.its own virtue. For
this alone Things to Come must be a revelation to most people.
Here they will see the stuff of which films are made, and, by its
origin, it is big stuff which has not often come the way of a film
director.

One thing about Wells is that he lives arid learns to the min-
ute. I have seen Shaw sink dully, and, for once, dumbly, before
a description of the possibilities of cinema. Against this is the
vision of Wells sitting watching month after month the wildest
experiments the London Film Society could conjure up for him.
In so far as he has confessed in my own theater at the G.P.O.
that he was in course of “learning” from us, I may, I hope,
claim the right to examine him on this first result.

Let me set down the story in brief and be done with it. In
his introductory word, Wells calls it a “spectacle.” It is not,
like the book The Shape of Things to Come, “a discussion of
social and political forces,” but a “display” of them; for “a film
is no place for argument.” The subsequent arguments of its
readers and spectators were not the less violent for that. The
spectacle is certainly a strange one.

It is 1940 or perhaps a little before, and the good families of
Everytown are preparing for Christmas. War breaks out and
disrupts the families, dragging out from 1940 to 1g70. Civiliza-
tion disappears and Everytown reverts to medieval conditions.
The technique of our era of science is lost. The Black Death
comes. In the stage of final desolation the reversion to the primi-
tive is complete. Mechanical knowledge is vaguely remembered,
and buying and selling is a matter of old clo’ bazaars where the
effects of the ancient gentry are the prize of bandits’ mistresses.
The great patriots’ war goes on under the leadership of petty
chiefs and savage gangsters.

At this point the old Wellsian finger wags, and out of Basra
comes a new dominating force which restores civilization and
the world. It is, of course, as every Wellsian knows, the power of
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the technicians and scientists, mobilized and regimented to re-
organize what the politicians and the soldiers, with their im-
becile nationalism, have destroyed. As a saving qualification,
however, even with the dictatorship of the technicians, perfection
does not altogether come. The question of the haves and the
have-nots they solve. The deeper question of the do’s and the
do-nots remains. There is revolution in the Utopia of 2054: on
the question of whether two young people should be sacrified
by science in a journey to the moon. That revolution is not
resolved, and the film ends, as Wells promised, “in a note of
interrogation among the stars.”

The story goes with a clip, making light of marching armies,
landscapes of tanks and poison gas, and scenes of death and
desolation as vast as London Town. The chronicle rips over the
years of Everytown with the destructive gusto of a tornado mak-
ing for Miami. “The Tower Bridge of London in ruins. No sign
of human life. Seagulls and crows. The Thames, partly blocked
with debris, has overflowed its damaged banks.” This, one effect
in thousands, gives every assurance of spectacle. But one prob-
lem drums in my head. Can patriotism be mobilized to its own
evident destruction over thirty years? Is the human spirit so
craven as to endure the destruction of civilization in the name
of whatsoever patriotism? On a more practical and political level,
would an armed proletariat stand for it? Wells was not in the
war of 1914-18, or he would have sensed how near the breaking-
point men can be not in thirty years but in three. The facts are
there to guide political philosophy. The Russians broke in three,
the Germans in four, and there were, shall we say, certain dif-
ficulties appearing among British, French and Italians alike.

It is an important issue for the film, for I doubt if any thesis
can sell so vast a dereliction of the human spirit as these thirty
* years of death and desolation represent. Few at heart will believe
in it, and where there is no belief there is only melodrama. On
a first impression of the treatment I would say that too much of
one’s common experience is left out of account. I remember a
certain Peter Kerrigan magnificently challenging a crowded St.
Andrew’s Hall in Glasgow to “pit him oot” and receiving no
answer. There are no Peter Kerrigans in Things to Come—not
at least for thirty years—nor flywheels of Russian example to
hold the desolation in check.

On a lower level there are other doubts, particularly about
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these technicians who take the place of the proletariat of Marxist
theory and create the first liquidating dictatorship. This is to
put faith in a class of society which in the past has shown no
inclination to serve any but the highest bidder, and as a class
has demonstrated no political consciousness at all. The experts
walked out of Russia with their masters. It is an axiom of
Marxism that only the proletariat know the burden of Fascism
and war, and may be trusted to destroy the system responsible.
This one may at least comprehend. That a privileged and hon-
ored class like the experts should find fire and determination
enough to give new laws to society is a trifle more difficult to
appreciate,

These are the essential issues of Things to Come, and more
1mportant than any mere question of ﬁlm treatment. Being im-
portant issues they, of course, affect the treatment consxderably
As a result of this lack of faith in the common people there are,
for example, no common people in the film, save as soldiers and
victims, and no braveries or humanities of common people. A
photographic art is, in the last resort, an art of the ordinary.
It may by its many fantastic devices create vision and spectacle,
but a shot of a child or a spontaneous gesture will bring you slap
bang to cinema’s own essential virtue. These scenes of war and
pestilence, of a craven or non-existent people, these star-finding
technicians, have not the life’s blood of such common observa-
tion. They are rather the projection of an argument which one
feels is itself out of touch with common observation.

The film reflects this difference. There are marchings and
counter-marchings of time—abstract, spectacular, melodramatic,
fantastic—but they are no more humanly true than the effects
of Metropolis. It is a great story and a great tract, but, if I may
say the worst, it is no more intimate in its human reference than
a spectacle by De Mille.

There is, of course, the argument that it is high time the
spectacles of De Mille found the quality of a great writer and
time that we had a great tract in cinema. That miracle has cer-
tainly come to pass. There will be more thinking over Things to
Come than over any film since Deserter. There is a greater sense
of social warning and a better instruction in citizenship than in
any previous film whatsoever. It is perhaps the measure of Things
to Come that it sets out in most popular fashion to make the
millions think. The important thing is that the first of our great
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writers has taken this medium of millions and studied it and
used it to address the world.

I will not say that Wells is as good in the cinema medium as
he is in his own. It would be foolish to expect this, for the idiom
of the cinema is a young man’s idiom asking even newer com-
plexities of mold than Joyce himself. Wells gives the show
away in pretty fashion when he tells us that the music specially
written by Arthur Bliss for the film may be had on gramophone
discs. Any real film man will laugh at the possibility of such a
divorce, and suggest mildly that where there is so much of pure
music there must be less of pure film. In yet another direction
I do not find any of these heartbreaking qualities of time and
suspense with which a more poetic Pudovkin introduces his great
scenes and sets them against the far horizons of drama.

But these are academic points. What I greatly admire is that
this brave old master has out-faced us all with the size and scope
of his vision, and that this clever old master has seen a way,
within the vicious limitations of commercial cinema, to advance
a great social argument. Before these two major facts I do not
care how unsubtle his sound band is. The mental band is all

right, and when, pray, did cinema ever give consideration to
that?

Don Quixote is still the greatest of the enchanted wanderers
and, whatever film is made of him, something of the idea must
inevitably be left to excite the imagination. In Pabst’s film
something does remain and, sorry rag that it is, it is enough to
give the film an almost revolutionary distinction. We do not
often take our films into the higher and wider adventures and
never, except possibly in Chaplin, into the irrational regions of
philosophy. Surfeited with the too, too local anecdotes of
Shepherd’s Bush and Hollywood, it is pleasant to remind our-
selves that cinema may also deal with ideas.

The film itself is a triumph of photography, with a peak in
the windmill scene which must delight everyone who respects
the powers of the camera. The acting presence of Chaliapin, too,
is something so unique in itself that it commands respect. But
the film and the idea within the film: that is another story
altogether.

Chaliapin needed a mountain top to give film proportion to
his gestures; and the idea of Quixote needed wind and space
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and horizon to give it size in cinema. But no, the poor devil
staggers through five hundred close-ups of face and posture, with
a rabble of grotesquely inferior studio actors jostling him for
each. Never, except in the final windmill scene, does the film
begin to open out. Even the battle with the sheep and the free-
ing of the thieves are cabined and confined: with an over-filtered
photography depriving them of their last vestige of air. A dropsi-
cal curse this super-photography sometimes isl

From a directorial point of view this lack of space has a dis-
astrous effect on the whole film. How except against images of
isolation is Quixote conceivable? The romantic lunatic as a hero
might be a great subject, but his dream needs the detached sub-
stance of poetry to make him a figure of drama and not of a
lunatic asylum. If sympathy is to be got for him, or heroism or
tragedy added to the tatterdemalion grandeur of his hopes, it is
only against other-world horizons that he can properly be figured.
And that, in cinema, is definitely not to be done by close-ups.

Don Quixote does not come over. We note the gestures of his
knight errantry and, impossibly connotated as Cervantes makes
them, they mean, or should mean, something real. The injustice
which sleeps neither night nor day, the chastity which is the first
rule of knighthood, the chains which must be broken, the giants,
the magicians, even the lances and the helmets and the Rosi-
nantes, have references in the common philosophy. But here,
there is no deep familiarity in our contact with them, though
every Tom, Dick and Harry of us has waved his similar plumes.
How in jostling studio streets or scrappy close-set encounter of
sheep, prisoners, wine bags and comic tournament could there bel

One directorial occasion will suffice to indicate how Don
Quixote goes dead. Quixote has emerged from the tourney and,
raising his helmet, recognizes Carrasco as the fake adversary. It
is a moderately important moment when he says pathetically:
“I have been tricked, they have made a fool of me”; and a more
important moment still when with a last muster of essential
dignity he rides off through the jeering populace. That dignity
meant everything to the representation of the idea. It should
have been staged mountain high: the audience with Quixote,
the laughter breaking in waves of the sea over him. But no:
one far shot of Quixote riding off, and the crowd of monkey
extras yelling their heads off into the camera! I never saw a great
occasion so shoddily done, and that it came from a man of
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ordinarily fine understanding like Pabst I cannat understand.

Quixote, of course, is not necessarily this figure of tragedy. It
is only one of the many possible ways of playing him. You may
affirm that his pursuit of Romance in a world of two-times-two
makes him more naturally a figure of comedy. You may follow
the pundits and say that he is the pilloried representative of
chivalry and a figure of satire. Or you may note the cumulative
quietness and affection of the Cervantes narrative and say he is
just as possibly a figure of picaresque or of fairy-tale. On any
one of these counts this Pabst-Chaliapin interpretation has
equally failed.

Chaliapin has played the figure too high for either comedy
or satire. He presents Quixote from the first as distraught and a
madman, and holds this note of over-wrought insanity to the
end. Quixote is as heavily outlined as Boris Goudonov. So
detached from ordinary recognition is he, so much a figure for
certification, that you neither laugh at him nor make fun of him.

As for fairy-tale, the touch is not light enough, the vision too
pedestrian, The wine bags are just ordinary wine bags, the sheep
just ordinary sheep, the tourney just a plain bad tourney. You
see them as such, and for all the director and the camera tell
you there is nothing more. You might have seen them as Quixote
saw them, for giants and magicians and fearful affrays, and cap-
tured that double vision of phenomena which is the essence of
fairy-tale, but Pabst (Teuton though he is) has forgotten the
possibility. Quixote is just a poor stick. '

In spite of complaint the film stays curiously in the head. It
may seem that Pabst has done a scurvy job by this English ver-
sion and allowed a tenth assistant cameraman to cut it; but it is
difficult not to sympathize with a poor benighted Pabst doomed
to direct the notoriously undirectable Chaliapin and mix him
with the somewhat unmixable Robey. The job may have been
impossible from the beginning. In the problem of a German
directing Chaliapin and Robey in a language which he (prob-
ably) and Chaliapin (almost certainly) did not understand may
be found a sufficient excuse for the curiously undramatic and
unmeasured wordage which accompanies the film. But whatever
the final judgment on the film, it is certain to turn the molecules
of criticism. And that is a unique distinction.

+
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Frankenstein is the sensation of the day. It is not as I write
the best film in London; but it will make more money than-
any of them. I watch the local intelligentsia go through the usual
agonies of despite when a popular crasher comes along, but
away they toddle to see what it is all about. So, I imagine, will
most people.

In Frankenstein we advance majestically from the sevenpenny
novelette to the penny blood. It sets out to scare you to death
and it succeeds. This may or may not be an important thing to
do, but the yokel in you will snoop up to the Chamber of Hor-
rors and plunk down the necessary penny. There is no use my
saying that its direction is comical, its general level of acting
atrocious, its romantic relief a last word in infantile imagining:
when Frankenstein’s monster is upon you, tearing and rending,
and growling and whining, the yokel in you will rise and acclaim
and tell me to take my criticism to the devil.

This only proves what one of my comrades-in-arms is forever
telling me. Skill doesn’t matter; cleverness certainly doesn’t mat-
ter: only the idea matters. In Frankenstein the idea is altogether
novel in cinema. What does it matter if it is presented idiotically,
if the imagination that went to its making is the imagination of
a rabbit: it is sensational enough in itself to emerge from any
directorial murdering,

The film tells you of the strange manufacture of a human
being and of what befell between this manufactured man and
the world he stumbled into. He had a raw beginning. A crazy
young doctor gathers corpses from graves and charnel houses
and anatomists’ slabs and molds their dead pieces together. As
men have done before him, he calls down fire from heaven and
pours life into this creature of his making. He is a strangely
pathetic figure at first, raising stiff arms in wonder to the light,
and taking orders like some great lumbering baby. But, gather-
ing strength, he gets gradually out of hand. He murders his
keeper, breaks from the watch-tower of Frankenstein, and ter-
rifies an entire countryside with savage attacks on everything he
encounters,

You may trust the film to tell you how awesome in sound and
sight such an unnatural customer may be. When the bats fly
low and night’s in the sky, Universal Studios are at their best.

The finale is of a brute savagery in the pursuing mob which
easily beats in subnormality the efforts of any single monster
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born or created. They drive him into a windmill and burn him,
screaming and screeching, to death. As George Atkinson demon-
strates, the film rises in glee to the foul sadistic excitement of an
Alabama manhunt,

There are two moments in this film altogether magnificent:
the gesture of the monster as he raises his eyes to the light for the
first time, and his reaction to the first sight of a child. How
anything of this beauty got into a film so crudely inspired, I
cannot conceive. I can only think that the episodes were in
Mrs. Shelley’s book, and that Boris Karloff, who played the
monster, was bigger by a mile than Carl Laemmle junior and his
scenario department.

Indeed I am sure of Karloff’s part in the business, for he
brings a curious beauty to the réle which the script does not
intend. The story is stacked against any sympathy with the
monster; his brain is supposed to be a criminal brain; he is
supposed to be a savage congenitally wrong. But, seeing the film,
I thought there was a greater human dignity in him than in all
the miserable little Anglo-American fools who yapped round his
great heels. I even found a certain perverse pleasure in his dis-
emboweling of the idiots.

Of course, the whole trouble is that Hollywood has cheapened
a great theme. This monster might be anything. It might be a
symbol of every creation whatsoever, for each must inevitably
take life to itself and pass beyond the power of its maker. It
might be a symbol of machinery which, invented in good faith,
becomes by the stupidity of its manipulators the degrading
monster it is. It might, like any figure of Greek tragedy, represent
the power from which some last gift of grace is lacking; or, in
still another rendering, represent the Rogozhin to Prince Mysh-
kim, the Hyde to every human Jekyll. Shakespeare made Caliban
of such a figure, giving it the brutish reference of ancient eras
and first strugglings from slime.

There is no end to the possible significances, except in the
limits of your imagination. All Hollywood saw, however, was a
bogey man and a chance to whoop up the boys with straw in
their ears. I admit they have done it well. The scene where life
is born (by aid of a “ray beyond the violet ray,” a ten-foot spark-
gap, and a melodramatic thunderstorm) is good value for money;
and the art director who created the sets deserves a special hand.
The stumbling entrances, the offstage whinings, the fantastic
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agonies of Karloff in the final flames, are quite physical in their
effect. But here’s to the straw in your ears! May you quakel

Captains Courageous, I am told, is the film of the month among
the general releases, and I believe it, though I can never find my
way in the idiotic labyrinth of premiéres, first runs, second runs
and the kind I see at the Crystal in the Borough. These, of
course, are the best ones, for by the time a film gets to the Crystal
the spit and polish have gone, the confidence trick of presenta-
tion and ballyhoo is an old damp squib of months ago, and Lost
Horizon, Mr. Deeds, and the Hoot Gibsons, they all come even
at last on the bill-boards. They have to talk across the hard floors
and the waste spaces of the peanuts to be good, with nothing to
warm them except what is inside themselves, and that is as it
should be. The Crystal is the place to pick the classics all right.
Only the elemental survives under its last ironic timeless eye.

But Captains Courageous, 1 know, will pass down the line in
triumph and, except for its miserable and indeed bloody last
reel, it will be for the boys of the old Dover Road what the
cinema was thirty-five years ago in the then abandoned skating
rinks. I cannot be a critic at all about this film. It has everything
I asked for thirty-five years ago—the sea and the fishing schooners
and fog on the Grand Banks and fishing cod from a dory with
hand-lines one after the other—and then a race between the
schooners in a high wind, with noses plowing under and throw-
ing water high over the fo'c’sle, and the hull heeling over till
it seems impossible it will ever come back, and the mast strain-
ing under the bravery of brave men, till it cracks.

I confess I have been fortunate since. I have gone to sea as I
vowed and fished cod one after the other with hand-lines one
after the other, and there isn’t a whip of wind or water, or a
hull heeling over so it didn’t seem it would come back, that I
couldn’t match; and the reality was as good as the dream, as all
realities are when you look into them. The only difference, per-
haps, that it wasn’t mostly on the Grand Banks and the only
fish I ever loaded into a Grand Banks schooner was some raw
bootleg liquor in the days of Prohibition. But here, with Cap-
tains Courageous, 1 fall for it as hard as ever and all over again,
and will quite certainly join a schooner at Gloucester, Mass., as
soon as 1 can get there, and in spite of the Swiss advertisements
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and the Travel and Industrial Association of Great Britain and
Ireland, saving their presence.

Maybe when I get to Gloucester, Mass., I shall not hold so
strongly for racing till the foremast goes; and there is a point
in navigational ethics in crossing a bank in a high sea, just to
beat the other fellow, which I shall discuss at length, if not
soberly, with the skipper. I have no doubt either, that we shall
get by without losing the brave and noble Spencer Tracy when
the mast goes and indulging in a long heart-to-heart talk with
him before he finally disappears below the waves. I feel certain
that at the end of our trip, when we unload our cod and sell
them smart, that we shall not have a grand slam burial service
for the hundreds of drowned sailormen we have left behind us,
with weeping women and other nonsense stacked to the skyline,
and a daft statue of an emaciated man-at-the-wheel towering
over us, his eyes staring nowhere a good mariner’s should. But
all that is best in the film I shall have and easily; and that is
how the sea is the one thing that never disappoints a man and
how good a sea film Captains Courageous is. A bit of exaggera-
tion perhaps at the high spots, but basically all that a fishing
film should be—with everybody in their right places round the
- table in the saloon, and the mixture of dirt, and discipline and
ribaldry just right, and none of that sissy swagger that is coming
these days into every ship afloat, what with education and the
cruises and the pajama parties on the Atlantic, so there is no
sea tradition left, except in the stokeholds.

I should say that for this breath-taking reality of the sea—or,
shall we say, the breath-taking reality of the romance of the sea
made real—the film is better than Kipling, except that Kipling
couldn’t conceivably have made such an over-nauseating mess of
that last reel. The Americans have handled the essential story
well. The little prig of a boy who is due for salvation at the
hands of fishermen, is a very son of a bitch of a boy as played
by Freddie Bartholomew, and his saving at the hands and heart
of a Portuguese fisherman named Spencer Tracy is as nice and
delicate a job of work as Spencer Tracy ever did. He even sold
me a rather sappy address to the night sky and the angels and
sang something about “Don’t cry little fish” in a harsh and hor-
rible voice which, I confess, is my idea of singing on the Grand
Banks off Newfoundland. Only the long and dithering death
of the man withdrew my loyalties. I can explain it only by say-
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ing that I don’t mind old Captain Ahab dying as a hero should,
when, as any fool can see, it is the time for Destiny and the
Great White Whale to come for him. But watery graves, which
happen by accident and only to be sad about them, are not
good fishing, nor good film, but only bad Louis B. Mayer and
melodramatic slobbering of the worst. When 1 get to Gloucester,
Mass., Louis B. Mayer will quite positively not be present. He
would drown anybody, including me, for his box-office.

Victor Fleming directed and I would like to hear his explana-
tion of how so good a film—though, you will have gathered,
simple-minded—managed to foul its lines so stupidly coming into
harbor. For the death of our hero is but the signal for a general
collapse in which Lionel Barrymore’s seamanship, good film
direction, and the tight little story of the making of a man, sud-
denly go off the earth together with Spencer Tracy. It is notori-
ous that Americans, not content with the lugubrious sentimen-
tality of Mother’s Day, have also created a Father's Day, and
that is the trouble. What a people, what a people! The boy’s
father is brought in and there are dreadful goings on about
fathers getting close to their sons, laying alongside their little
hearts, close hauling their what-nots, and being pals to them,
and other horrifying sickness of the sort, with the little hand
finally closed in the fat sloppy hand of American paternity.
Here, I regret to say, I leave the ship. Who does not know that
fathers, like skippers, exist to slam hell out of their sons—and
sons, fathers?

Like most people who work at cinema, I see too many films:
respecting most of them for the labor and the ingenuity I know
they contain and, in one way or another, learning from all; but
it is seldom enough that a film bowls you over. The Life of Emile
Zola is one of the fine ones which begin as a film and end as an
experience: like Potemkin, Earth, Deserter, Man of Aran, Pas-
teur, and, with all its faults, The Good Earth.

On the sweeping canvas of late nineteenth century France,
Hollywood has staged in this life of Zola as dramatic a battle for
truth as ever the cinema managed in fact or fiction. Most people
will wonder how they came to be interested, but, considered as
a form of expiation, there is good reason for its fire. No one
would be more likely to appreciate the disintegration that goes
on in the successful artist and the pains of the artist in the face of
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vested interests than the writers and directors of Hollywood.

The quality of the film derives from this feeling of secret
autobiography and, of course, from Paul Muni. As a piece of
acting, his account of the character of Zola is enormously skilled:
jumping from age to age of the man; changing his gait, his
speech, his idiosyncrasies, his mind: developing his literary char-
acter with such an uncanny sense of detail that, before we know
it, we are facing a picture that so pleasantly reminds one of H. G.
Wells that it cannot be far from the great Zola himself.

One sequence when Zola is a poor young man receiving his
first fat check for Nana is a most moving little patch of film-
acting, and heaven knows what with. Another, when Zola makes
his defense of truth at the Dreyfus libel trial, has the temerity to
run eight hundred feet or so, or four times longer than the news-
reels would allow our best political orators. Muni gets away
with it. This I find queer enough. He has, at times, more annoy-
ing mannerisms than any actor I know, yet this power of settling
into the clothes of his character amounts almost to transub-
stantiation.

The principal theme of the story is not, as we have heard, the
Dreyfus trial. Hollywood and its directors have taken deeper
account of the writer himself: the progressive writer successful,
finally complacent, shocked into the old fire by the political
scandal which the Dreyfus case represented. Whatever the
literary accuracy may be, it is a story which feels good all the
way and in the great trial scene when judges act like curs and
generals like jackals, it becomes, for a moment, majestic. A
curious point is that Cézanne has been made the driving force of
Zola’s life. He appears as a much lighter figure than the bearded
tough of the portraits and a more romantic figure than the fierce
old psalmist Cézanne actually was; but let it be registered as the
most bewildering thing of the year. Hollywood has paid this
tribute to the man who, more than anyone in the last half-
century, despised everything that Hollywood stands for.

Dead End was a serious and successful play on Broadway. It
is equally serious and successful as a film. It is beautifully di-
rected by William Wyler, who is not only one of the great direc-
tors, but one of the rare two or three whose sense of drama is
as adult as his skill. It is profuse in human sympathy as it dives
down into the tenements of East Side New York and discovers
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the teeming tragedy of the poor. What more can we ask? We
have challenged the cinema to grow up and take stock of society,
and here it does both. We have cursed its dream life and sugar-
stick endings. Here is real life and—as one gangster generation
dies of its own evil and a new generation is marched off to the
reformatory—here is the.spondaic ending of honest observation.

Yet, and in spite of watching the film with eagerness and re-
spect, I dislike it intensely and it won't do at all. It is aquarium
stuff. It looks at people distantly, like fish, and its sympathy is
cold with distance. The poor, poor beggars, are poor; they are
uncomfortable; they breed thieves and gangsters and a curse
on the conditions that breed them; they struggle against over-
whelming odds and what break are they given in achieving the
good life? That is the theme and the thesis. It sounds all right;
but who was it said that there was more reality in a louse on a
dirty bagman than in all this sorrow for the working class?
Granted the poverty, the discomfort, the struggle against odds,
no slice of humanity is so dim and sad as Dead End observes.
They laugh and fight and love one another and, except to the
sympathizers from without, their dreams of escape are not more
important than the rich grip on life they already signify. It is
this that Dead End misses. It lacks gusto.

Perhaps I am no great shakes as a reformer, but I feel a trifle
bewildered when I see anemia made the price of reform. In
Dead End the heroine, poor dear, wants a cottage in the country
away from “all this” and the architect hero, poor dear, feels so
savage he could pull down “all this” with his bare hands. Well,
I say, let the L.C.C. boys and all such look to that; and they
will. But who, except the dramatist and the poet, will see to it
that the deeper virtues are not lost in the process? Here, em-
phatically, there is no contact with these deeper virtues. The
poor fish swim round and round with sad eyes and no escape:
as though escape were outside, along Riverside Drive and into
the Bronx, and not inside, laughing and loving one another and
kicking up hell at injustice and being themselves.

I urge the point because there is one thing the cinema pre-
ciously possesses. It began-in the gutter and still trails the clouds
of glory with which its vulgar origin was invested. But as we .
ask it to go deep, be sure we are not just asking it to go middle-
class. And be sure that the next phase of cinema may not be to
eliminate the Cagneys in favor of the Colmans, and indeed to
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Colmanize Cagney himself. Behind all the arguments about the
future of British films there has been an alignment which reflects
this fear, and it is far more important for the future than all
the divisions over national vs. international, small films vs. large.
Some of us say the future is where vitality is, and never mind
the art of cinema for the present. It would be a pity if we
achieved everything and lost our sense of smell.

The Mayor of Hell follows the sociological line and describes
an experiment in self-government in an American reformatory.
The reformatory is a studio set-up, and the boys are ordinary
little Hollywood actors, registering mass emotion to the crack
of a directorial whip. Fortunately the theme is better than the
film, and I, for one, will say nothing to discourage Hollywood
in the pursuit of other social problems of the sort. Play them as
they may, it is better to have them romanticizing reform than
romanticizing rackets.

Far too little justice has been done to the side of American
life which this reformatory theme represents. No country, in its
universities, has studied the liberal aspects of social service so
carefully and so laboriously; and it is good to remember that
Chicago produced Clarence Darrow, one of the great humani-
tarians of our day, at much the same time as Al Capone. The
principles of reform laid down by American liberals may appear
somewhat sentimental and tender-minded. You may even believe
that Darrow’s belief that crime is illness is not deep enough, and
that Judge Lindsay’s psychological clinic for children in Denver
does not sufficiently comprehend the economic sources of crime,
but the justice they represent is wiser and, to some extent, it
works.

So with the film. Its conclusions are easy, but, in its plea for
children’s courts from which the penitentiary atmosphere is
eliminated, and for reform schools that really reform, it does a
magnificent piece of propaganda for the more sensible treatment
of wayward children.

What happens is something like this. Cagney, a young ward
heeler, is given a job as deputy commissioner to a reform school.
In the American municipal racket it means that for services
rendered—gangster services at polling booths—he is given the
right to take a rake-off on contracts. No more is expected of him.
But he falls in love, and listens to his lady’s ideas of reform and
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puts them into practice. The boys are let loose to do the things
they want to do: to do wood-work if they are natural carpenters,
to draw if they are made that way, to run their own stores, or-
ganize their own affairs, and administer their own laws. All this,
as one might expect in a Hollywood film, they immediately do,
with only minor casualties. They become, indeed, decent law-
abiding little citizens, and potential pillars of the status quo.

It may be that The Mayor of Hell was inspired by the Rus-
sian film The Road to Life, which dealt similarly with a bunch
of ragamufhins. If so, it raises a pretty distinction in sociological
argument. If anything, the toughness of Cagney makes him a
more plausible reformer of boys than the scoutmaster approach
of his counterpart in the other film. But The Road to Life had
a stronger argument. Its notion of boys learning to be useful,
learning to make things, learning to take a creative part in
society is no different in principle, no higher in aim, than the
theme of this American film: the superiority lies in the fact that
the boys are offered a réle and a relativity they can genuinely
believe in and enjoy. I doubt for example if you can really
exorcise the smash and grab spirit in youth when smash and
grab—in only subtler forms—is the most honored practice of
society. And I doubt if you can, with any final success, teach
youngsters to be useful when every snob value in the land is
associated with uselessness. The Mayor of Hell gracefully skips
any such considerations.

For four months past I have been writing, re-writing, throw-
ing out the window and into the waste can, pages of the same
identical problem that Ralph Steiner and Willard Van Dyke
struggled with in The City. In England we too have been con-
cerning ourselves with this question of community planning. In
my absence from England, Basil Wright is producing and John
Taylor directing the film. To indicate the slant we are taking
we have been calling it The World Beyond War. So I am hap-
pier than anyone to see The City. It is ideal for a producer to
have someone pioneer the job. The beauties—and there are
many—set a mark for the oncomer. As for the weaknesses—and
a few there are—one can only express all gratitude to Steiner
and Van Dyke for taking a chance in chaos.

I shall say first what I get out of The City and then get down
to the sort of analysis one producer expects of another. I remem-
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ber much. I remember a lot of lyrical up-bubbling life in those
children playing dangerously on New York sidewalks. I remem-
ber, too, the domestic vitality of people going out in the chaos
of holiday traffic to the country. I remember the zingo of the
switch from the—rather anemic—scenes of rustic bliss to the
industrial world.

I think they prove a point. In documentary you do not shoot
with your head only but also with your stomach,muscles. Steiner
and Van Dyke, under suasion no doubt, try to tell us they are
all against metropolitan madness, that they are sick of its ner-
vousness, its wasted energies, its dangers, its damnations. ‘They
describe what they say iIs their road to heaven. It is, first of all,
the rural paradise we have lost; and it is true enough that the
rustic swinging with the seasons, produced a harmonious art
of life. But there is something wrong about the Steiner-Van Dyke
paradise. There are fine shapes but no applejack. Van Dyke, as
an old villager himself, might at least have remembered the
smells that go with it.

The road to heaven twists. What is it now but a Washington
suburb—neat and clean and tidy and utterly aseptic, with all the
citizens practicing to be acrobats? No smells here either. Youth—
how blessed a rhythm to the camera is youth—lit up in bronze
nakedness—gardens—sports—the old swimming hole—community
centers. But what do they ever do in community centers? Is it
only ring-o’rosies?

What I am getting at is that I do not believe Steiner and Van
Dyke believe a word of it any more than I do; and I have the
proof of it the moment they shoot these children on the side-
walk, those domestic jalopies on the metropolitan road, the
clamor of the industrial scene, or the open sesame of the auto-
mat. Like myself, they are metropolitans. Their cameras get an
edge on and defeat their theories.

This, curiously, has a lot to do with community planning. We
were bothered in this regard with our own script. Everywhere the
architects were drawing up pictures of things we did not like,
and it came to a head one day when a fine young bunch of
architects were showing us an ideal town they had planned.
There were all sorts of good things in it. Your little mother did
not have to risk her infants across main roads, the shops were
just around the corner from the school, the factories were nicely
detached, the town was sectioned into groups, and the decora-
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tive trees could have bred enough fruit bugs to devastate a
district.

I was polite as befitted the occasion. But young John Taylor—
who is often the honest conscience of us all-had had about
enough. “Christ,” he said, “don’t you have any fish and chip
shops?” The effect was to blow our previous script—so like in
some ways to The City—to smithereens. We found ourselves
drifting back from the halcyon anemics of the architects to a
messier world that pleased us more. When I left the film we
were trying to say something a little different from The City.
We were saying: Here is this metropolitan world and a pretty
mess of spiritual dislocation it is. But how to make an art of life
from what we have, and out of the rich vitalities that people
actually have, that is the problem of community planning.

It is not, I believe, a question of withdrawing from the metro-
politan scene as The City suggests, b