
Decision at Sundown

Budd Boetticher – The Ranown Cycle

In Brief

Bart Allison arrives in Sundown planning to kill Tate Kimbrough. Three years earlier he
believed Kimbrough was responsible for the death of his wife. He finds Kimbrough and
warns him he is going to kill him but gets pinned down in the livery stable with his
friend Sam by Kimbrough’s stooge Sheriff and his men. When Sam is shot in the back
after being told he could leave safely, some of the townsmen change sides and disarm
the Sheriff’s men forcing him to face Allison alone. Taking care of the Sheriff, Allison
injures his gun hand and must now face Kimbrough left-handed.

USA | 1957 | 78 minutes

Decision At Sundown is a highly unusual Randolph Scott/Budd Boetticher
Western in which Scott's ordinarily driven but heroic persona is tainted,
twisted, by an irrational, all-consuming hatred. Boetticher keeps the
tension high in this mostly static, action-free chamber Western, in which
the emotional and philosophical undercurrents of the story are developed
slowly and patiently. Scott plays Bart Allison, a man overwhelmed by a desire for revenge. He arrives in the town of Sundown, along
with his pal Sam (Noah Beery), after three years of searching for a man named Tate Kimbrough (John Carroll). It's not clear at first why
exactly Bart wants revenge, though it's hinted, with increasing pointedness, that it might have something to do with Bart's wife, Mary
— which makes it ironic that when Bart and Sam arrive in town, Kimbrough is getting married later that day to local girl Lucy (Karen
Steele). Bart quickly stirs up trouble, breaking up the wedding by announcing that he plans to make Lucy a widow by the end of the
day. In the ensuing chaos, Bart and Sam hole up in the stables, surrounded on all side by Kimbrough's goons: Bart's target basically
controls the town, keeping even the sheriff Swede (Andrew Duggan) in his employ.

This situation sets up the rest of the movie, which quickly settles into a taut stalemate, with the two heroes trapped inside and
Kimbrough's men arrayed against them outside. What becomes increasingly apparent, however, is that Bart's quest for revenge is
actually a fool's errand: he blames Kimbrough for the death of his wife, several years earlier, but it's soon clear that his wife was not
a virtuous woman, that she cheated on him with Kimbrough and many other men, and eventually committed suicide in disgrace. The
script has an uncomfortable misogynist streak, a tendency to view women as tramps at worst, fools at best, and at one point Bart even
assaults Lucy, spanking her and tearing her dress when she dares to suggest that what happened was his wife's fault as well as
Kimbrough's. At the beginning of the film, Bart is a conventional Scott hero, likable and taciturn, with a sly smile that signals his
amusement at anyone who dares to mess with him. Things quickly begin to unravel, however, and Bart begins to seem somewhat
unhinged. Even his "plan" to confront Kimbrough reeks of lunacy, a lack of foresight that gets him trapped in the stables for the
remainder of the film. As the tension builds, it becomes harder and harder to sympathize with the stubborn, angry, vengeance-seeking
Bart, who basically makes his own mess and then has to sit in it.

With the film's sympathies tearing away from Bart, who is ostensibly playing the role of the hero, the narrative centers more on the
town as a whole. The story is not actually the usual Western tale about a hero seeking revenge against a bad man to right a long-ago
wrong, but is a different kind of Western fable, basically High Noon in reverse, with the townsfolk awakening to the rottenness in their
midst and coming together around a man who neither wants nor appreciates their help. If the film is not actually about the hero, who

ends the film consumed by feelings of hatred, rage and loss, it's about the
way the town's people collectively relearn about the value of self-respect.
Kimbrough may not have been wholly responsible for the death of Bart's
wife, but he is undoubtedly a malevolent influence in Sundown, keeping
the people docile with his enforcers posing as lawmen. Led by the
righteous local doctor (John Archer), the people of Sundown eventually
redeem themselves by speaking up for once, fighting back, not letting the
crimes of Kimbrough and his men go unnoticed or unpunished.

Throughout all this, even Kimbrough himself is humanized, as the film's
sympathies become more diffuse, harder to trace. It's unclear from the
beginning what exactly Kimbrough has done to the people of the town,
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concretely, other than buy off the sheriff and make some thugs into deputies. He's also a
womanizer, keeping company with his longtime girl Ruby (Valerie French) even as he
prepares for his wedding; but then, the film's perspective on such things tends to blame
the women far more than the men. In the end, Kimbrough is seen as an ordinary man like
any other, afraid to face off against Bart but willing to do so anyway to maintain his pride.
There are several long scenes leading up this final showdown, with Kimbrough first letting
his mistress Ruby know about his inner fears before making more of a show of bravery and
steel in the bar downstairs, with the townsfolk all around him. Kimbrough is ultimately
more of a fleshed-out, human character than the rigid, unyielding Bart is ever allowed to
be, further blurring the boundaries between hero and villain.

This ambiguity is among the film's most interesting components, and Boetticher at every
point seeks to problematize traditional Western dynamics, shifting from the usual
hero/villain dichotomy to a much more complex situation where everyone in town is
equally guilty and complicit. The final gunfight sequences are as suspenseful as expected,
with long build-ups for a lightning-fast payoff, though in the last showdown, Boetticher
purposefully builds towards an anticlimax to dissipate the accumulating tension. The film
is largely static, and sometimes overly talky in its philosophical discourses, and its
undercurrents of misogyny are often hard to stomach. It's nevertheless an interesting
variation on Western norms from a director who was always thinking about such formal
questions. 

Ed Howard - Only the Cinema
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Mad Love AKA The Hands of Orlac

Hollywood Horrors of the 1930s

In Brief

Peter Lorre stars as Doctor Gogol, a man whose obsession with renowned theatre
actress Yvonne Orlac ultimately turns to madness. When her husband Stephen’s
hands are badly crushed in a train accident, Yvonne asks Doctor Gogol to save the
hands by any means possible. Gogol tells her that the hands are beyond repair; his
solution is to graft the hands of executed murderer Rollo in place of Mr Orlac’s
useless ones. The operation goes as planned, however Orlac’s new hands urge their
unwitting owner to throttle people to death and kill them with supremely accurate
knife throwing. When Gogol learns of Mr. Orlac’s little problem, he delights upon
convincing the hapless former pianist that he is losing his mind, toying with him with
diabolical relish. Gogol ultimately sees this as his chance to finally win the love of
Yvonne, but when she rejects his creepy advances he goes completely over the edge.
A memorably unsettling Horror Thriller, Mad Love is a daring and disturbing look
into the unsavoury realms of the perverse obsession and mentally unhinged
behaviour which can lurk within certain individuals.

/www.thecultmovieguide.com

USA | 1935 | 68 minutes

Director Karl Freund’s intoxicatingly strange Mad Love was a critical
bust and box office disaster in its own time, and in more recent years it
suffered from being a bit difficult to track down on video, at least before
a somewhat belated DVD release in 2006. Yet while it is sometimes
overlooked, the film – actually a remake of the 1924 Robert Wiene silent
The Hands of Orlac – is catnip to the classic horror fan, with a cracking
cast led by Peter Lorre as a brilliant-but-mad doctor, and a striking visual
style that harks back to the German Expressionist roots of erstwhile
Metropolis cinematographer Freund. Moving at a quick pace and
balancing a genuinely unsettling premise with a welcome sense of fun,
Mad Love remains one of the best horror pictures that too many people
still haven’t seen.

The plot concerns Lorre as Dr. Gogol, the famed surgeon who rents the
same box at Les Theatre des Horreurs, a Grand Guignol-style company,
every night, fixating on a pretty young actress named Yvonne Orlac. The
trouble begins when Gogol discovers that Yvonne is leaving the theater
in order to be with her husband Stephen, a gifted concert pianist. Despondent, Gogol tries to take comfort in owning a waxwork of
Yvonne and fantasizing that she will one day come to life, like Pygmalion’s Galatea. Matters rapidly escalate after Stephen’s hands are
mutilated in a train accident and Yvonne pleads with Gogol to find a way to save them. Desperate to be a hero to the woman who
obsesses him, Gogol replaces Stephen’s ruined hands with those of Rollo, a recently executed murderer. Perhaps not surprisingly, the
murderer’s hands don’t function the way Stephen wishes that they would—they aren’t much on piano, but they like throwing knives.

Mad Love is quick to clue us into how it’s going to handle this grotesque material: though the film is not without its moments of
pathos, it also provides evidence of how quickly the horror genre developed a sense of humor about itself. At the very top of the film,

we meet a couple that is arguing about their plans for the evening: he wants to go
to Les Theatre des Horreurs, she has little interest in entertainments “where they
make you scream and faint.” If this aside didn’t clue us into Mad Love’s subtle
cheek, the blithely macabre touches that characterize the theater troupe surely
would. There’s a headless coat check girl, a demon attending to patrons at the box
office, a door that opens and closes with the help of an oversized bone, and a cake
at Yvonne’s big send-off party that is not only decorated with a border of skeletons,
but topped with what looks to me like a tiny plastic bride beneath a guillotine
manned by her groom.

These visual flourishes are a hoot, and the idiosyncrasies only mount: consider the
cockatoo that perches on the shoulder of Gogol’s housekeeper, casting huge
expressionist shadows on the walls, or the gleefully bizarre decision to sit Gogol
behind an organ, so he can play music for his wax Galatea. Freund, who went back
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to being cinematographer after Mad Love, does put a distinctive stamp on
this picture, including some winning montages full of overlapping images that
are indeed reminiscent of Metropolis. I also quite like the sequences that find
Gogol’s mirror reflection taking on a life of its own and whispering an
unhinged Gogol some terrible advice.

Nevertheless, the film’s cast is perhaps its greatest asset, and remains its
strongest drawing card. Lorre, appearing in his first American film here, is
fantastically creepy throughout, nailing small moments – like when Gogol
rapturously closes his eyes while Yvonne screams onstage – and big ones,
such as the mad doctor’s exclamation of, “Galatea! Give me your lips!” He
plays his most frightening scene – an almost-hallucinatory affair where Gogol
impersonates the beheaded murderer Rollo while wearing a severe neck
brace that disguises and distorts his appearance – with absolute relish. Yet
while Lorre certainly doesn’t shy away from Gogol’s madness and perversity,
he also manages to render him at least pitiable if not sympathetic – a feat that
should come as little surprise to those familiar with the actor’s legendary turn
as a child murderer in Fritz Lang’s M.

Of course, Lorre isn’t the only actor who is in some ways riffing on a previous
role here. As author Gregory William Mank notes in his book Hollywood
Cauldron, Colin Clive’s casting as Stephen is one of the many winks and ironies
present in the film. Well-known for his performance as the eponymous
scientist in James Whale’s Frankenstein, Clive is not the creator but the
monstrous creation in Mad Love. Once Gogol is through with him, he is scarred
and partially composed of dead parts. As Mank puts it: “Clive now appears to
have the same scarred, stitched-on hands that Karloff’s monster raised to the
skylight.” But Clive does more than provide a Hollywood in-joke in his role as
the tortured concert pianist, bringing just the right edge of hysteria to some
of Stephen’s key scenes, including a desperate confrontation with Gogol after

the fateful surgery. A capable and appealing leading man, Clive often excelled at uneasiness: he could convey it in his performances
and instill it in his audiences.

Critics frequently note that Clive was himself a troubled soul who struggled with alcoholism and ill health for much of his career: he
died of complications from tuberculosis just two years after the release of Mad Love, and his Frankenstein co-star Mae Clarke once
famously and rather hauntingly described him as “the handsomest man I ever saw—and also the saddest.” Yet while the circumstances
of Clive’s life may bring an added poignancy to his work in this film and elsewhere, it’s also worth emphasizing that whatever Clive’s
demons, they were perhaps less impressive than his ability to harness and make use of them onscreen. Hailing from an era of
sometimes-interchangeable stars, he has a screen persona that feels both risky and rare, and Mad Love ranks higher in my affections
for being a highlight of Clive’s brief career.

Elsewhere, Frances Drake – who stands in for the “Galatea” waxwork for the close-ups, probably the only way that certain plot points
were going to be convincing – is engaging as poor Yvonne, who has the unenviable position of trying to fend off the unwanted
affections of Gogol even as she tries to support her husband in the rocky and potentially deadly aftermath of his highly unusual surgery.
It’s true that the script occasionally calls on Drake to sob or faint, but under the circumstances, who can blame her? And besides, Drake
gives a performance that’s notably assured: her Yvonne is a conflicted but strong woman, and easily the sanest of our main characters.

Also of note is Keye Luke, the Chinese American actor who later gained fame as “Son Number One” in Fox’s Charlie Chan movies,
playing a skilled and reasonable surgeon at Gogol’s clinic in this film. Though I will concede that there is an intrinsic air of xenophobia
in the characterization of Gogol (a supporting character even wrinkles up her nose at his
“nasty foreign-sounding name”), Luke’s Dr. Wong is a refreshing presence in a film from
this period, simply because his ethnicity is as much of a nonissue in this nearly-eighty-year-
old film as it would be today. It’s a small detail, but it’s nice.

Yet as much as I adore Mad Love’s excellent cast and twisted storyline, I must admit that
it does end abruptly, leaving a lingering question or two about the nature of Stephen’s
murderous transplanted hands. This element of the film could be read as subversive –
refusing us the closure that we expect – but to me the dangling threads feel more like an
oversight than a careful choice. Still, this is a minor complaint. Mad Love is such an
enjoyable ride that it’s hard to imagine viewers who are game for this sort of
entertainment feeling unsatisfied with it. It’s an endearingly odd work that’s tough to
forget and quite easy to love.

By Victoria Large   ©2012 NotComing.com
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Capricious Summer (Rozmarné léto)

Pearls of the Czech New Wave

In Brief

Two years after his worldwide hit Closely Watched Trains, Jiří Menzel directed this
amusing idyll about three middle-aged men whose mellow summer is interrupted
by the arrival of a circus performer and his beautiful assistant. A meditation on
aging and sex, shot in warm, sun-dappled color, Capricious Summer is one of the
New Wave’s loveliest reveries.

Czechoslovakia | 1968 | 74 minutes

Jiří Menzel was and remains one of the most internationally
prominent of all Czech directors, often named alongside Miloš
Forman. This is largely attributable to the breakout success of Closely
Watched Trains (1966), his first feature, made after his debut, “Mr.
Baltazar’s Death,” the hectic opening segment of Pearls of the Deep. Perhaps due to its accessible mix of violence, sex, and comedy,
Closely Watched Trains, a wry fable about an awkward young railway station trainee’s sexual coming-of-age during the Nazi occupation
of Czechoslovakia, was a major art-house success in the United States and won the 1967 Academy Award for best foreign-language
film. The twenty-nine-year-old director became such a name in cinephile circles that his follow-up—Capricious Summer (1968), an
equally whimsical film about three randy middle-aged men’s obsession with a beautiful young stranger—was selected to open the 1968
New York Film Festival. 

Like “Mr. Baltazar’s Death” and Closely Watched Trains (both based on fiction by Bohumil Hrabal), Capricious Summer was adapted
from a literary source, in this case a 1927 novel by Vladislav Vancura, an influential Czech writer who in the twenties had been part of
the Marxist avant-garde group Devetsil, which advocated for a political revolution in art; Vancura was executed by the Nazis in 1942
for being part of the Communist resistance. (One of his most famous novels is Marketa Lazarová, which was made into a notable New
Wave film by František Vlácil in 1967.) Despite this sober lineage, Capricious Summer is a cheerful film; in Czechoslovakia, it was one of
the least controversial and highest-grossing works of the New Wave. As it opens, three friends in their fifties—Antonín (Rudolf
Hrušínský), the proprietor of a bathhouse; Roch (František Rehák), a canon; and Major Hugo (Vlastimil Brodský)—are frolicking away
the day swimming in a placid pond, smoking cigars, and drinking wine. Representing business, religion, and the military, the men are
philosophical sparring partners as much as bosom buddies, engaging in debates about spirituality, commerce, and war. If the film’s
casual, sun-dappled charm recalls Jean Renoir’s A Day in the Country (1936), it’s probably no coincidence: Menzel has called that movie,
which he saw at an impressionable age, his “first great film experience.”

A sudden rainstorm rousts the men from their diversions, a harbinger of change presaging the arrival in their village of the acrobat and
magician Ernie (played by the amazingly dexterous Menzel himself, who shows off his tightrope-walking and handstanding skills).
Ernie piques the erotic interest of Antonín’s wife, Katerina (Míla Myslíková), and the performer’s assistant, Anna (Jana Drchalová),
piques that of all three men, who fumblingly attempt to seduce her (Antonín with a foot massage, Roch with poetry, Hugo with food).
All these yearnings may as well be mere daydreams, however, as once the summer is over, Ernie and Anna get back in their caravan
and leave the frustrated romantics to their own devices again. 

The men’s fleeting moments of bliss seem doubly poignant in retrospect, given that Capricious Summer was released during the Prague
Spring. After the hopes of democratic reform were dashed by the Soviet invasion, Menzel’s career in Czechoslovakian cinema took a
downward turn. His next film, a third Hrabal adaptation, 1969’s Skylarks on a String (which he chose to make instead of accepting an
offer from Universal Studios for a two-year stint in Hollywood), was banned, and he found it increasingly hard to get work. In the
1970s, Menzel was able to continue making films in his home country by agreeing to denounce the New Wave in print, claiming that
its filmmakers—including himself—had been misguided in their refusal to play by the rules. Menzel to this day defends the choices he
made; he said in a 2004 interview, “I have more respect for those who swallowed it and worked than for those who didn’t overcome
their pride, didn’t join the Communist Party, and didn’t make the good films they could.” Of all the filmmakers of the Czech New Wave,
he remains one of the most visible; he received an Oscar nomination in 1986 for My Sweet Little Village and had an international hit in
2006 with I Served the King of England, yet another Hrabal adaptation.

- Michael Koresky - www.criterion.com
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The Uninvited

Ghosts

In Brief

A brother and sister move into an old seaside house they find abandoned for
many years on the English coast. Their original enchantment with the house
diminishes as they hear stories of the previous owners and meet their
daughter (now a young woman) who now lives as a neighbor with her
grandfather. Also heard are unexplained sounds during the night. It becomes
obvious that the house is haunted. The reasons for the haunting and how
they relate to the daughter whom the brother is falling in love with, prove to
be a complex mystery. As they are compelled to solve it, the supernatural
activity at the house increases to a frightening level.

USA | 1944 | 99 minutes

“They call them the haunted shores. These stretches of Devonshire
and Cornwall and Ireland which rear up against the westward ocean.
Mists gather here. And sea fog. And eerie stories.”

Despite being a long lasting presence in early American and
European literature, the subject of ghosts was dealt with in mostly
comedic ways by Hollywood in the early 20th century. Perhaps these
early producers felt that the supernatural was too silly of a concept
to be taken seriously by sophisticated society in the roaring 20s and
30s. By the mid-1940s, however, the entire world had been rudely
awakened to the real life horrors of World War II. It is during this
period where we finally get films that embrace and acknowledge
the supernatural. Universal was cranking out movies in their popular
monster franchises, so Paramount decided to bring a new presence
to the screen: Unquiet spirits. Based on a novel by Dorothy
Macardle, The Uninvited may be the first mainstream studio movie
to deal with a ghost or haunting in a serious manner. However, as with many "firsts" would this one merely get by for breaking new
ground, or would it genuinely bring something memorable to the table? Join hands, and clear your minds of all thought...

Music critic Roderick Fitzgerald (Dial 'M' For Murder's Ray Milland) and his sister Pamela are traveling along the coast when they spot
a beautiful, but abandoned seaside mansion. Intrigued by the house, and wanting a location in which to help inspire his music writing,
Roderick and his sister decide to make a purchase. Initially stonewalled by the house owner's granddaughter Stella (Gail Russell), the
owner makes Roderick a very unbelievably low price. The deal seems too good to be true, but could it have something to do with the
mysterious disturbances and incidents that have been reported within the house? Soon, Roderick and his sister will find out that the
rumors and small town gossip about the house they bought are very much true and that a spirit long dead is very much alive within
the walls of the idyllic seaside mansion.

The Uninvited hearkens back to a classier time in Hollywood, when
horror didn't have to be gritty and disgusting to give audiences a
shiver. All they had to do was provide an interesting story and
deliver a group of charming actors with which to bring it to life. The
remarkable thing is that the film treats its subject matter with the
utmost respect. The ghosts here are not used for comic relief and
laughs, but instead they are a genuine driving force of the plot. It
has been speculated and although I'm not quite positive, but this
really could be the very first "serious" ghost movie ever made. The
scares are quite impressive for a movie of the 1940s. Despite the
early 20th century spiritualism craze, movies featuring occult
themes and subject matter were indeed in short supply. The only
thing that harms the film's horror aspects is the heavy emphasis on
romance. Given that this was the golden age of Hollywood
melodrama, you can't really fault the filmmakers for trying to cash
in on what was an immensely popular trend. Besides, as an early
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haunted house movie, there really was no set template or list of rules to follow. What
may appear cliched now, was definitely not the case in 1944. Robert Wise's The Haunting
wouldn't be released for nearly 20 more years, so the fact that so many of the familiar
conventions in a paranormal movie (seances, mist-like spirits, etc) can be traced back to
this movie is a testament of how groundbreaking it was. Definitely not as in-your-face as
some of the more recent haunted house movies, but we do get a good helping of
paranormal fun. The seance sequence (complete with makeshift ouija board, via wine
glass and lettered tiles) is a spooky standout.

The acting is superb, but I'm a fan of older movies. I suppose modern audiences would
find the acting in films of this era a bit more theatrical and overly dramatic, but I enjoy it
just fine. You have to remember, movies of this time were pure escapeism and were
more akin to a stage play, than the style we know today, which largely emphasizes
realism over escape. Ray Milland has been a longtime favorite of mine. I've enjoyed his
work as a conniving husband in the Hitchcock suspense classic Dial 'M' For Murder and
even his crotchety turn in the cult classic nature-runs-amok flick, Frogs. Gail Russell turns
in a great performance as the daughter whose deceased mother is the source of the
disturbances. It's such a shame Gail's life was cut so short in reality, as I think she could've
had a very long-lasting career. Batman fans will no doubt notice actor Alan Napier, who
portrayed Bruce Wayne's loyal family butler Alfred on the 60s Adam West TV series.
Another star of the movie is the beautiful yet haunting score by Victor Young. Playing an
integral part of the plot, the piece "Stella By Starlight" went on to become a famous
instrumental piece of the time period.

Compared to modern films, the pace is a bit slow, but it didn't bother me at all. You could
probably make the same case for many of the best paranormal movies. The cinematography (nominated for an Oscar) also makes the
film stand out among others of its ilk. You get both a sense of awe from the natural beauty of the house and the feeling that something
isn't quite right. It's sort of that creepy feeling when you look at old paintings, statues, and chandeliers. Items meant for beauty, but
for some strange reason, a sinister edge permeates. Director Lewis Allen would attempt another chiller the following year (The Unseen)
but it was not met with the same success as The Uninvited. After a handful of motion pictures of differing genres, he later made a
decent career for himself directing episodes of many classic television favorites (including "Mission: Impossible", "The Fugitive", "Route
66", and "Perry Mason"). Why it took Hollywood nearly 20 years to release another solid haunted house movie (The Haunting), I'm not
quite sure. It's interesting that both films were based on books. Perhaps screenwriters were still struggling on how to depict forces
unseen on-camera. Or perhaps the monster and UFO craze of the atomic age was so popular that it practically put all other horror sub-
genres on pause for a decade or so.

The Uninvited resonates with the viewer like a well-told ghost story should. It stands as a quieter horror film for a quieter time, and
no one can deny its place in horror film history. It may not be my favorite haunted house movie ever, but I would easily rank it among
my top 5. If there was ever a horror film in dire need of re-discovery by a new generation of fans, it is this one. It is a true shame that
the film is still without a next generation home video release. It's last release was a VHS edition by MGM, although I'm thinking someone
else (perhaps Paramount) owns the rights now. Still, it's a movie very deserving of a remastered special edition DVD and high def
release someday. Until then, find a VHS copy and prepare to let this movie work its magic on you. Whether you like movies from the
days of classic Hollywood or you just like haunted house flicks in general, you can't go wrong here. Much like the long abandoned
home whose discovery sets the wheels of the plot into motion, this film is definitely worth the effort that it would take to track down.

Wes R. (www.oh-the-horror.com)

edinburgh 

film
guild

Ghosts



Buchanan Rides Alone

Budd Boetticher – The Ranown Cycle

In Brief

On his way home to West Texas, Tom Buchanan rides into the Californian border town
of Agry, and into a feud between several members of the Agry family. In helping out a
Mexican seeking revenge on one of them, Buchanan finds himself against the whole
family.

This “o�eat”, surprisingly tongue-in-cheek western about a loner riding into a feuding
town is reminiscent of both Leone’s A Fistful of Dollars (1964) and Kurosawa’s Yojimbo
(1961). For most of the film, Scott has a bemused look of detachment on his face — all
he wants is to get home to West Texas. But when push comes to shove, he does what
is needed to help protect those who are innocent, and to retrieve what is rightfully his. 

USA | 1958 | 78 minutes

Buchanan Rides Alone continues Budd
Boetticher's famed cycle of Westerns
starring Randolph Scott, although this is
perhaps the series' lightest, silliest outing. All
of the Boetticher/Scott Westerns are notable
for giving the normally dour Western hero a
sense of humor and a ready grin, but this film
in particular is dominated by a loose,
slapstick feel. The hero is largely
incompetent, stumbling into the middle of
trouble, getting out of it just as haphazardly,
and then stumbling right back into the thick
of things. Scott plays the lone Buchanan,
who had just spent some time as a mercenary in Mexico, earning enough money to fulfill that most common of dreams for Western
heroes: buying a piece of land all his own. On his way back to his West Texas home, however, he makes the mistake of stopping in the
tiny border outpost of Agry Town, which is ruled over by the feuding, competitive Agry brothers: the nasty, greedy sheriff Lew (Barry
Kelley), the hypocritical judge Simon (Tol Avery), and the comical, loyalty-switching hotel owner Amos (Peter Whitney). Buchanan
only wants to stay a night and get a good meal before moving on, but finds that the townsfolk will do anything they can to relieve him
of some money before he moves on: "this sure is a ten-dollar town," he quips with a sly grin. (As he says it, he casts a glance at a
nearby saloon woman, as though wondering if perhaps she costs ten dollars, too.) Worse, he soon finds himself entangled in the
longstanding rivalry between Lew and Simon when Simon's son, the no-good drunkard Roy (William Leslie), is killed by a rich Mexican's
son, Juan de la Vega (Manuel Rojas), seeking vengeance for Roy's rape of Juan's sister.

Buchanan and Juan barely avoid a hanging when it turns out that Simon at least wants to present a façade of justice, and soon enough
Buchanan's involved in a complicated plot to trade Juan's life for $50,000 in gold sent to town by Juan's father. Everyone wants to get
a hold of that gold — preferably without losing the chance to hang Juan anyway — and Buchanan finds himself trapped in the middle,
trying to protect his newfound friend, get back the gun and money that was taken from him by the corrupt sheriff, and get back on
his path to home to buy himself some land. The stakes are high, but Boetticher treats the whole thing with a light touch and an eye

for broad, comical strokes, playing down the ostensible
seriousness of the plot in favor of a rambling, freewheeling
atmosphere. For a Western hero, Buchanan isn't actually very
formidable: he keeps letting his enemies get the best of him, and
makes often frustratingly poor decisions. At one point, after
getting the drop on three of Lew's thugs, he ties them up with a
few weak strands of rope, admits he has no idea of what to do
next, and then rides off, leaving the bad guys loosely tied up with
their guns and their horses easily accessible nearby for the
inevitable moment when they get free.

Moreover, Buchanan is rarely even an agent in his own victories.
Moments like the one where he actually manages to ambush his
enemies are rare. More often, his escapes from near-certain
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death are achieved via various deus ex machina, last-minute contrivances of chance and
fortune rather than any inherent skill or fancy gunplay on Buchanan's part. The result is
an odd Western in which the hero succeeds not because he's stronger, faster or smarter
than his opponents, but because he's just plain lucky. So many of the great Westerns
have a subtle Darwinist slant, advancing the idea that the hero is the guy who draws
fastest, who's so formidable with a gun that his enemies can only best him by playing
dirty, and so tough that his mere slit-eyed glare inspires quavery fear. Scott can certainly
play this kind of hero, with his craggy face and tough-guy aura, but he's just as capable
of playing a lighter kind of hero, smiling broadly and bumbling his way in above his head.

Buchanan's biggest streak of luck comes from his encounter with the sheriff's henchman
Pecos (L.Q. Jones), who just so happens to be a West Texan like Buchanan. The
comradely feeling between the two men, the result of their shared homeland, winds up
saving Buchanan from one of the many executions he faces in the film, and makes Pecos
his ally for the duration. One of the film's funniest scenes is the impromptu funeral that
the slow-witted, somewhat cowardly but earnest Pecos is inspired to hold for a slain
former buddy. The two men even bungle the funeral, which takes place near a river:
unable to dig a hole in the ground without it filling up with water, they're forced to tie
the carcass up into a nearby tree so the animals don't get at it. Pecos' eulogy — which
includes an acknowledgment that the dead man was a card cheat and a thief, but not
so bad in other ways — is a hilarious speech, made even more so by the way that
Boetticher works Buchanan into the frame, casting wry sidelong glances at his
companion's unbelievable oration. Boetticher further accentuates the morbid comedy
of it all by continually cutting away from Pecos' sincere, squint-eyed face to a deadpan
shot of the corpse's feet sticking out of the tree above.

The film milks some further comedy out of the character of Amos, who is continually running around the town, clutching his chest as
though perpetually on the brink of a heart attack, spreading gossip and generally reacting with bug-eyed disbelief to everything he
encounters. It's a broad, frankly comedic performance, practically a slapstick turn in the midst of a film where most of the other actors,
including Amos' two brothers, are playing things straight. Buchanan, Amos and Pecos are often comic figures, bringing a light touch
to the material, while more straightforward (and humorless) Western archetypes are embodied in the form of the noble Mexican lad
Juan and the town's morally ambiguous gunman Carbo (Craig Stevens). Carbo is an interesting character, an adviser to the corrupt
judge who seems to have a slightly greater sense of ethics and honor than any of the town's other prominent citizens. He's dead-
serious and tough, a typical Western antihero. In another film, he might be the hero, his struggles with his sense of morality and
rightness the film's central dilemma; here, he's relegated to the fringes, pushed aside by Buchanan's bumbling adventures.

On the whole, Buchanan Rides Alone is another interesting Western from the Boetticher/Scott team, a study in tonal contrasts in
which a serious and often bloody drama is played for laughs, defusing the sense of real danger in this story. Instead, the film is a fun,
lightweight take on the Western genre, one whose irreverent tone is best represented by the moment when Scott, languidly lounging
back in the midst of a tense saloon standoff, actually winks at one of his adversaries. Try to imagine Gary Cooper ever doing that, and
then you'll know exactly how different this film is from the typical genre programmer. 

Ed Howard - Only the Cinema
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The Devil Doll

Hollywood Horrors of the 1930s

In Brief

Paul Lavond was a respected banker in Paris when he was framed for robbery
and murder by crooked associates and sent to Devil’s Island. Years later, he
escapes with a friend, a scientist who was working on a method to reduce
humans to a height of mere inches (all for the good of humanity, of course).
Lavond however is consumed with hatred for the men who betrayed him, and
takes the scientist’s methods back to Paris to exact painful revenge…

USA | 1936 | 78 minutes

Tod Browning should have been on top of the world after the
enormous financial success of his Dracula (1931) temporarily
changed the horror film from seamy sideshow attraction to
mainstream blockbuster material. And yet that film, both
aesthetically, as a seriously uneven work, and chronologically, in
his career, marked the commencement of a declining period of
waywardness for the director. Browning had been forced to cast
stage star Béla Lugosi in the title role after his long-time
collaborator Lon Chaney Snr died of cancer, leaving him without his favourite actor who could handle almost anything Browning could
throw at him, a significant tool in the hands of a director fascinated by teeming strangeness and the humanity within the grotesque,
and vice versa. He used the clout Dracula gave him nonetheless to make his masterpiece, Freaks (1932), but his bankability, as we
would say today, took years to recover from the furious reception to that much-banned film. He finally signed on with MGM and found
a kind of replacement for Chaney in the form of Lionel Barrymore. But Browning’s over-heated, twisted imagination was never going
to sit comfortably with Louis B. Mayer’s house style of polished, pseudo-classy entertainment, and the two most prominent films he
made for MGM, Mark of the Vampire (1935) and The Devil-Doll, are noticeably semi-domesticated and diffuse. As Browning’s dedication
to cinema was waning steadily after a career dotted with alcoholism and losses of inspiration, The Devil-Doll was to prove his second-
last film. Nonetheless it is an absorbing and damnably odd mix of genres and stylistic impulses.

Officially based on the novel Burn, Witch, Burn! by the near-mythical fantastic scribe Abraham Merritt, but also infused with Browning’s
own short story “The Witch of Timbuctoo”, the film’s screenwriting credits inspire a double-take: two of the three credited
screenwriters are Guy Endore and Erich Von Stroheim, partly explaining the peculiarly continental feel of the material, as well as its
uncommon emotional and conceptual seriousness. The Devil-Doll commences with several story flourishes that recur again and again
in the period’s pulp fiction, most notably the piquant touch of the prisoner escaping from French Guiana’s Devil’s Island, and the
programme of revenge facilitated by a pseudo-scientific gimmick. Here, there’s actually two men escaping from the penal colony,
being Marcel (Henry Walthall) and Paul Lavond (Barrymore), both of whom have driving causes to flee their jungle prison and return
to the world. Marcel is an obsessed scientist, and his wife Malita (Rafaela Ottiano) has set up a laboratory within the steaming Guianan
rain forest, waiting for his emergence. Marcel and Malita suggest Pierre and Marie Curie turned into creepy sociopaths in having
stumbled down a different path of scientific discovery. They’ve been collaborating on a project to shrink living creatures to a far smaller
size in order that the world’s food resources will be less overburdened. Unfortunately all of their experimental animal subjects have
so far been reduced to inert, doll-like organisms, still living but mindless and responding only to the concerted will of another.

Lavond, a former banking tycoon, has escaped with Marcel to visit vengeance upon three men. He gets to observe as Marcel plunges
madly back into his labours, using the crippled housekeeper Malita had hired, Lachna (Grace Ford) as a subject; he seems at first to
succeed in reducing her size and restoring not only her mind, but her physical capacities, but as he tries to shrink her further, he ends
up with only the same old doll, and induces a fatal heart attack in himself to boot. Malita, desperate to continue the project, asks
Lavond to aid her. Together they travel to Paris, where they set up a toy store and Lavond, in a classic touch of Browning perversity,
takes on the guise of a little old lady, “Madame Madeleine”, a toymaker, to escape police detection. His trio of targets, Matin (Pedro
de Cordoba), Coulvet (Robert Greig), and Radin (Arthur Hohl), responsible for the embezzlement and murder they set Lavond up to
take the blame for and now comfortably running his bank, smugly decide to put out a 50,000 franc reward for his recapture. But
Lavond avoids detection at every turn, and uses the dolls to ensnare them and terrify them: Radin finishes up as one of the dolls,
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Coulvet is paralysed in his sleep when stabbed with a poisoned stiletto by
Lachna under Lavond’s control, and Matin is finally terrorised into confessing
the trio’s sins.

The basic story, then, is The Count of Monte Cristo by way of Frankenstein, filled
with potential for a lucid insanity that never really hits full-throttle. Fragments
of beautiful weirdness still dot The Devil-Doll’s running time, from the sight of
the nearly-naked Lachna in the first stage of her reduction, lolling in ecstatic
physical completeness for the first time, to Malita entertaining herself by having
the shrunken Radin and Lachna dance a jig, only for Lachna to take a tumble
off the table-top, stirring Lavond’s enraged distress. The scenes of the dolls’
adventures, particularly a lengthy set-piece in the film’s middle as Lachna, given
to Coulvet’s daughter as a present, eerily extricates herself from the sleeping
girl’s arm, climbs a colossal bureau to steal jewellery, then traversing the bed
filled by the sleeping Coulvet and his wife with tiny knife in hand, are brilliantly
done on all levels, a real triumph for Browning and designer Cedric Gibbons.
There’s a vein of humanistic empathy in both Lavond and the film, lifting it well
clear of the usual mad scientist sadism. Lavond is a complex character,
determined to prosecute his retribution but feeling empathy for the shrunken
creatures, and tortured by his desire to visit and make peace with his daughter
Lorraine (Maureen O’Sullivan), who despises his memory.

Browning’s love of toying with signifiers of normality and gender surfaces in
the sight of Barrymore playing drag, even when stripped of his disguising wig,
spending whole scenes still with earrings dangling, and the whole
characterisation fits in neatly with Browning’s interest in performance and
façade, acts within acts. Hints of folie-a-deux and masochism, too, to the odd,
fanatical relationship of Marcel and Malita, who finds a childish delight in making
her “dolls” dance but explodes in pyromaniac rage when she learns Lavond
wants to destroy all of her husband’s labours. There’s a bracing flavour of a very
black intelligence in sights like the miniaturised Radin trussed up in a bow,

hanging on a Christmas tree, as the nastiest possible present. The intrinsically phobic notion of the mundane yet strangely human-like
objects like dolls proving to in fact be animate and capable of committing murder and mayhem, anticipates later, famous variations
such as Dan Curtis and Richard Matheson’s Trilogy of Terror (1975) and Child’s Play (1987), and there’s an undercurrent in the portrayal
of the villains' fancy haute-bourgeois homes becoming infested with barely detectable manifestations and reactions to their own
villainy that feels acutely satiric. The surprising density of the drama, thanks to the odd mix of high-level collaborators, helps make The
Devil-Doll surprising, but also proves a double-edged sword. Whilst Browning’s controlling ingenuity is evident throughout, the whole
project feels drained of urgency and darkness. The desire to keep Lavond as an essentially empathetic and heroic figure and also a
merciless engine of extra-curricular punishment of wrongdoers doesn’t fit well either with the new Production Code rules or the overly-
polished MGM style, which renders the necessary sense of infernal intensity minimised.

The right key of hysterical perversity is best achieved by Ottiano, who offers an inspired turn as a feminine grotesque, sporting a
Sontag-esque white streak in her wildly thatched hair, limps about on a crutch and makes angular body movements, alternating a kind
of frantic enthusiasm and desperate wrath. Barrymore on the other hand is terrific but constrained by the peculiarities of his role,
forced to rein in his character’s galvanising rage and diabolical wit, but it’s still a brilliantly sustained performance, both technically and
emotionally. He pulls off Lavond’s masquerade with such simple stagecraft that the overtly unlikely conceit seems perfectly convincing.
Browning throws the viewer into the story with characteristic eccentricity, commencing with a glaring spotlight shining into the camera,
which then slides aside to face down the barrel of a machine gun, and he then cuts to almost random shots of padding, booted legs
and tracking dogs stalking the jungle night, before finally zeroing in on the two escapees.
Some of his fascinating first-person tracking shots also dot the proceedings. But the
lighting and the camera angles possess little gothic style, apart from brief snatches in the
swampy opening, and in spite of the deeply weird material and storyline, the whole thing
feels less like a cinefantastique excursion than an oddly embroidered melodrama. This
problem is exacerbated by the way there’s no vital connection between the subplot of
Lavond and his daughter and the rest of the film. The real story even wraps up ten minutes
before the film is over, leaving the rest for some sentimentally appealing stuff of Lavond
pretending to be a prison friend of Lorraine’s father, punishing himself by writing himself
out of her life forever whilst again play-acting, but still delivering a jolt of uplift, as if we’d
somehow stumbled into the more familiar kind of MGM family weepie, and the tonal
indecision should be infuriating. Yet it makes for a strangely affecting end.

- Roderick Heath, http://thisislandrod.blogspot.co.uk
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The Joke (Zert)

Pearls of the Czech New Wave

In Brief

Jaromil Jireš’s brilliant adaptation of Milan Kundera’s novel tells the fragmentary
tale of a man expelled from the Communist Party because of a political joke. After
“rehabilitation” in the mines and a stint in prison, he hatches a revenge plot
against the former friend who betrayed him. Made near the end of the Czech New
Wave, The Joke is acknowledged as one of its greatest works.

Czechoslovakia | 1969 | 80 minutes

THE JOKE: DEPARTMENT OF REEDUCATION

Jaromil Jireš is always included on lists of the most important
Czechoslovakian filmmakers, but his cinematic output during the 1960s
was severely restricted due to constant struggles with the censors.
Nevertheless, he managed to make a deep impression with a pair of features: The Cry (1963), an impressionistic portrait of a young
couple, considered, along with Miloš Forman’s Black Peter and Věra Chytilová’s Something Different (both 1964), a foundational title
of the New Wave, and The Joke (1969), a controversial, defiantly antiregime film that came at the end of the movement. 

Between The Cry and The Joke, Jireš failed to get any of his projects approved for production, with the exception of his Pearls of the
Deep contribution, “Romance.” The Joke, a rigorous, searing adaptation of the first novel by the now legendary Czech writer Milan
Kundera, would prove to be among the most agitative films of the era. Jireš and Kundera (then a leader in the country’s growing
reform movement) had begun developing the script for the film even before the novel was published in 1967, and finally went into
production amid the unprecedented freedoms afforded by the Prague Spring of 1968. Unfortunately, the film was completed after the
arrival of the Soviets in August of that year and became one of the New Wave’s most renowned casualties: following a very successful
run, authorities pulled it from screens, and it wasn’t seen again in theaters for twenty years.

The Joke doesn’t use the kind of experimental, dreamlike imagery that marks The Cry and Jireš’s later coming-of-age horror-fantasy
film Valerie and Her Week of Wonders (1970). Its complexities are purely of the narrative sort: using a web of flashbacks to the late
forties and early to mid fifties, it seeks to uncover the harsh realities of the Stalinist era through one man’s brutal experiences and
subsequent pursuit of revenge. The main thread of the tale—a man is expelled from the Communist Party for a misunderstood written
remark—was based on an incident from Kundera’s own life; his case involved an intercepted letter agreeing with a friend’s criticism
of a Communist official. For The Joke’s protagonist, Ludvik (Josef Somr), it’s a postcard to his girlfriend, Markéta (Jaroslava
Obermaierová), on which he has scrawled, “Optimism is the opium of mankind. A ‘healthy spirit’ stinks of stupidity. Long live
Trotsky.”—intended as an amusing response on learning that she is studying the anti-Stalinist’s political philosophies in school. The
result is not only excommunication; he is also sentenced to six years of “reeducation,” which consists of time in the army (a special
battalion for enemies of the republic), prison, and the mines. 

In The Joke’s third act, the barbarity of an authoritarian regime gives way to the cruelty of personal vendetta. It is more than a decade
later, and Josef aims to take out his pent-up anger on Pavel (Ludek Munzar), a former friend who served on the committee that
sentenced him. His childish and ultimately unsuccessful goal is to destroy Pavel’s relationship with his wife, Helena (Jana Dítetová); only
after Ludvik successfully seduces her and she falls desperately in love with him does he discover that she has been estranged from Pavel
for years. Ludvik’s desire to scapegoat someone—and the cold and calculating way in which he makes Helena a pawn in his elaborate
game—leads to the loss of his own soul. 

The Joke has been praised as the definitive take on the Stalinist era in Czechoslovakia; Amos Vogel even called it “possibly the most
shattering indictment of totalitarianism to come out of a Communist country.” After its disappearance from theaters, Jireš, wanting
to keep working in Czechoslovakia, decided to stop fighting the authorities. In the 1970s, he focused on material that wouldn’t rock
the boat, such as a tale of a World War II Czech resistance fighter, And Give My Love to the Swallows (1971). Jireš would continue
directing fiction films, as well as television arts documentaries on ballet and opera, throughout the eighties and nineties. He died in 2001
at age sixty-five.

- Michael Koresky - www.criterion.com
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Blithe Spirit

Ghosts

An eccentric medium conjures up the ghost of author Rex Harrison’s
deceased wife, much to the consternation of his new wife. 

David Lean’s adaptation of Noel Coward’s popular play is a uniquely comic
look at life-after-death, one which makes good use of marital insecurities.
Never before has a deceased wife caused so much trouble for the woman
who has replaced her! As Peary notes, Harrison’s ego is inevitably stroked
when he realizes he has two women fighting over him; despite his
henpecked consternation, there’s a part of him that’s downright tickled…

However, the highlight of the film is undoubtedly Margaret Rutherford as
the sincere but trouble-making medium, Madame Arcati. From the moment
she appears onscreen, riding her bicycle down the street with a satisfied grin
on her face, she is enchanting. This is truly one of the greatest character
performances of all time.

www.filmfanatic.org

UK | 1945 | 96 minutes

Released the same year as Brief Encounter, David Lean’s adaptation of Noël
Coward’s hit comedy Blithe Spirit couldn’t be further in tone from what
would become the duo’s unassailable masterpiece, and yet thematically,
they are actually pretty close in terms of their deeper narrative concerns.
At the heart of Blithe Spirit beats questions of conjugal love, infidelity, and
a cast of characters who soldier on together even when the soldiering gets
rough.

Rex Harrison leads the cast of Blithe Spirit as Charles Condomine, an upper-
class author content with his posh lifestyle, so much so that there is even
some suggestion that his writing isn’t as good as it once was. Charles is
married to Ruth (Constance Cummings), who is his second wife. She seems
an able companion for him. Their senses of humor are in line with one
another, and she goes along with his mad ideas. The current one is to have
a medium come to their home for a séance. Madame Arcati  is the village joke, but she’s exactly the punchline Charles is waiting on:
he is hoping to learn the art of the spiritual charlatan for the latest mystery he is penning.

Naturally, since this is a light comedy, that floating table holding the crystal ball is going to turn, and Charles is going to get what is
coming to him. His first wife, the late Elvira (a saucy Kay Hammond), has been a presence in his house since her passing seven years
ago, even if only as a topic of discussion between Charles and Ruth. Arcati’s shenanigans make that presence far more real: Elvira has
returned as a ghost, one that only Charles can see and hear. His panic and the seemingly one-sided conversations he has with the
ghost cause a rift with the understandably irritated second wife--but that’s only the beginning of Charles’ supernatural woes.

Blithe Spirit is, at a surface glance, charmingly toothless. The comedy is light and airless, playing rather innocently with the notion of
a restless afterlife. In other words, it’s as far from spooky as you’re likely to get. Watching it actually reminded me of what a big fan
of the Topper films I was as a child. I very much liked the idea of having spectral friends that only I could see, standing by my side, helping
me out of scrapes. (Naturally, I was also on Jimmy Stewart’s team any time I watched Harvey.) Blithe Spirit made me want to revisit
Topper to see if it’s as harmless as I remember.

Because, of course, being a Noël Coward script, Blithe Spirit’s frothy appearance masks some darker, more mature undertones. There
is much one can infer from the coded barbs that were the author’s trademark. (Such as, the suggestion that the previous maid got a
sudden case of the marrieds because she was pregnant; it was only 1945, after all, and censorship being what it was....) Ruth’s jealousy
of the unimpeachable, crystallized image of her predecessor gives way to a truer picture of Elvira when the dead woman returns and
we see how she icily bullied her husband as a matter of foreplay. Presumably since they no longer have to get along by way of corporeal
cohabitation, the veil between Charles’ romanticized feelings for Elvira and the side effects of her acidic promiscuity start to become
more clear.

The ensemble cast is perfectly gung-ho and able-bodied. They stay committed to Blithe Spirit even when some of the slapstick gets
clunky. (Lean’s direction seems to grow more wooden in direct proportion to how silly the story gets.) Rex Harrison adheres pretty
closely to the Rex Harrison brand, so he is good, but offers few surprises here (none of that nastiness that makes his turn as Henry
Higgins stand out amongst his filmography). Constance Cummings and Kay Hammond are both excellent as the wives: one steadfast
and plucky, the other sexy and devious. Even better though, is Margaret Rutherford’s performance as the spiritualist. She is an
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exceptional character actress, and she creates a busy-
bodied, addle-brained persona for the old woman.
Rutherford’s performance is both physical and verbal,
and despite the obvious craft put into it, surprisingly
natural.

Perhaps more impressive, though, is how Lean and
cinematographer Ronald Neame (who also contributed
the script) handle Blithe Spirit’s special effects. There is
less cinematic trickery here than there are tried-and-true
stage techniques. Phosphorescent make-up and
matching, flowing robes give Elvira her ghostly pallor.
Only the woman’s lips have maintained a lively hue: red,
passionate, alluring. Symbolically, the lady has yet to give
up her last breath.

Those who have seen Blithe Spirit will know I am being
coy in how I doled out that last compliment. There are
some surprises to be had in the story’s later acts that,
while not necessarily mind-blowing, add to the fun. The
pace of the film increases as the situation becomes more
desperate and Charles seeks to free himself from being

haunted. The final scenes add further weight to the relationships, with us learning that Charles himself was not quite the gentleman
he maybe pretended to be. Yet, there is also some validation of these relationships. Coward’s script may not necessarily seem to get
behind the sanctity of marriage, but it does land firmly on the side of lifelong companionship--no matter how maddening or begrudging
it might become. Some people are just meant to be stuck together.

Jamie S. Rich (Criterion Confessions)

When Noël Met David . . .

By Ian Christie

Coward and Lean? It may not sound as natural as Launder and Gilliat or Powell and Pressburger, perhaps because we don’t instinctively
think of Noël Coward as a filmmaker or of David Lean as part of a team. But they were the key creative figures in an unusual filmmaking
enterprise during World War II, moving from the self-conscious propaganda needed in 1942 to an intimacy, and even a whimsicality,
that illuminated their British characters for international audiences. In just four years, Lean and Coward created a quartet of stirring
films exploring different facets of traditional English reticence and understatement and, in the process, pushed each other out of their
respective comfort zones, with Coward discovering how cinema differed from the stagecraft he knew so well and Lean gaining the
confidence he’d previously lacked to become a director of authority.

In their later years, Lean and Coward, both knighted and internationally famous, must have seemed to many the epitome of English
upper-class assurance. Yet both came from modest families in London’s sprawling suburbs that had no previous show business
connections. Quite the opposite in Lean’s case, since his parents were strict Quakers, although this didn’t stop his father from later
abandoning the family for another woman and moving to Brighton. However, it meant that cinema-going was forbidden for the young
David as he grew up in the complacent South London suburb of Croydon. It was not until the age of thirteen, in 1921, that he sneaked
with a friend into a local cinema, where they saw Maurice Elvey’s popular version of Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Hound of the Baskervilles,
starring Eille Norwood.

It was love at first sight, and from that moment the movies became Lean’s regular escape from an otherwise dismal youth,
overshadowed by his academically talented older brother. His mother knew his secret and initially kept it from his father, but even after
the breakup of their marriage, neither parent approved of their son’s passion for such cheap entertainment. Cinema was equally
despised by the young Noël Coward, growing up ten years earlier than Lean in the London suburb of Twickenham. Stage performance
was his passion from childhood—quite unlike the inhibited Lean—and he soon became a seasoned amateur singer and dancer.
Coward’s ambition was encouraged by his mother, disappointed in her marriage to an unsuccessful piano salesman, and after minimal
schooling, he began to appear on the London stage in juvenile roles, from the age of twelve.

By the age of twenty-one, the precocious Coward had acted in his own first play in the West End, setting a pattern as an author-
performer and “personality” that would continue for the rest of his life. He was helped in this by the tradition of English upper-class
interest in the theater, and he soon found himself part of a highly privileged network of the rich and influential, which would bring him
into contact with the royal family. But movies—“the flicks,” as they were often called in Britain—had no such status. Even when
Coward’s plays began to be bought for the screen—Alfred Hitchcock adapted his Easy Virtue as a silent in 1928—he remained aloof
from this upstart business. Similarly, when Lean managed to escape a miserable apprenticeship in accountancy to try his luck in the
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film studios in 1927, his parents feared the worst.

Lean started his new career at a fortunate moment in the history of Britain’s ramshackle
film industry. After years of minimal investment and low ambition had brought it close
to collapse, the government reluctantly intervened in 1927 by passing the
Cinematograph Films Act, which would force British exhibitors and distributors to
provide a steadily increasing proportion of domestically made films. Producers quickly
responded to this new incentive, with a host of small-scale companies turning out what
soon became known as “quota quickies,” while the Hollywood majors took steps to
protect their interests by ensuring that they, too, had a stake in the resurgent British
film industry.

But the climax of this resurgence still lay a decade ahead, and a snapshot of where the
future collaborators were in their careers in 1933 would not suggest that their paths
might ever cross. Coward had written and starred in two highly successful plays in 1930
and 1933 (in London and New York), Private Lives and Design for Living, both risqué
comedies of modern manners; and between these he wrote and produced a vast
pageant of everyday English life, Cavalcade, tracing a family’s experience across the
first three decades of the century, with a supporting cast of four hundred. During these
years, he also wrote and recorded some of the cabaret songs that would become his
most enduring legacy, includ ing “Mad Dogs and Englishmen.” Lean, by contrast, was
the “backroom boy” par excellence—a much sought-after film editor and, secretly, a

“film doctor,” employed to rescue botched productions. His main job was editing newsreels, which required speed and ingenuity to
make the most of whatever footage was available. But alongside this formidable training in the fundamentals of film, Lean also seized
every opportunity that came his way to work on features, whether these were quota quickies or the more ambitious productions that
began to be made in Britain when such figures as Alexander Korda and Paul Czinner arrived from the Continent.

By the late 1930s, Lean had a reputation as one of the best editors in Britain, having cut three of Czinner’s films starring his wife,
Elisabeth Bergner. The actress Kay Walsh, who would become the second of Lean’s six wives, told biographer Kevin Brownlow about
a rare foreign trip the pair made in 1937, which began with David’s looking for a cup of tea in Paris—“A bit of Croydon creeping
through!”—and continued in Capri, where the frugal British couple overheard “chatter from Noël Coward and Somerset Maugham”
at a nearby table but had no way of entering that charmed circle. However, they dined in style with Czinner and Bergner in the
fashionable resort town of Cortina d’Ampezzo, in the Dolomites, then “came back to London and had to take beer bottles to the pub
so we could put a shilling in the gas meter.” Coward, indeed, lived in a different world: wealthy, feted on both sides of the Atlantic,
with one of the four Hollywood films made from his plays, Cavalcade (directed by Frank Lloyd, for Fox), having won the 1933 best
picture Academy Award. And despite such success on-screen, and a leading part in the Ben Hecht–Charles MacArthur super natural
melodrama The Scoundrel in 1935, he remained a man of the theater.

It was, inevitably, the Second World War that brought the two together. Coward moved in powerful circles and immediately offered
his services in 1939. Encouraged to help boost morale by touring as an entertainer, he wanted to play a more serious role and began
to develop an original screenplay based on the naval exploits of his aristocratic friend Captain Lord Louis Mountbatten. Michael Powell
and Emeric Pressburger had already formed their partnership early in the war, and in 1941 Lean edited their 49th Parallel—an ambitious
thriller about German sailors at large in Canada that was intended to raise U.S. awareness of the Nazi threat—bringing his skills to bear
on the hard-won footage that Powell had managed to shoot on location (with Bergner setting him a special continuity problem after
she absconded from the film in search of safety in the United States and had to be replaced by a stand-in). It was while Lean was
editing Powell and Pressburger’s next morale-boosting film, One of Our Aircraft Is Missing (1942), about British airmen escaping from
occupied Holland, that Coward started to visit the studios in preparation for his directorial debut, and so met Lean.

Two other figures were crucial to this wartime collaboration, Anthony Havelock-
Allan and Ronald Neame, and they would continue as Lean’s partners in the
production company Cineguild. Like Lean, both were seasoned professionals who
had benefited from the revival of British filmmaking in the 1930s, Havelock-Allan
starting in casting and Neame, the son of the famous photographer and pioneer
filmmaker Elwin Neame and the silent-film star Ivy Close, as a cameraman, who’d
worked on One of Our Aircraft Is Missing. Havelock-Allan had joined forces with an
Italian immigrant, Filippo Del Giudice, to form Two Cities Films, and Del, as he was
generally known, announced that they must find a “great writer,” in the way that
another producer of the period, Gabriel Pascal, had done with George Bernard
Shaw. Del Giudice chose Coward and, with Havelock-Allan, worked with him to
develop further his project, soon to be known as In Which We Serve, with Neame
as cinematographer. Although he had already directed portions of Pascal’s Major
Barbara (1941), Lean had long resisted suggestions that he should branch out into

Ghosts



solo directing. But now he was being asked to assist one of
the most celebrated figures in British theater.

In hindsight, it was the ideal solution for both of these
complex men. Behind their public personas—Coward
worldly, witty, and apparently undaunted by any project;
Lean unsure of his intellectual abilities yet supremely
confident of his filmmaking skills—both needed reassurance,
and the skills of the other, to make a film that could speak
to wartime Britain. Coward’s first draft of the screenplay
would have run many hours as a film, and it fell to Lean to
tell the Master this, before advising him to go and see Orson
Welles’s Citizen Kane for an up-to-date lesson in the power of
flashback dramaturgy. On set, Coward began to recognize
Lean’s authority as codirector, and although the success of
the film was almost entirely attributed to Coward, it laid the foundations for Cineguild, set up in 1944.

The next two films that the Cineguild team would make, with Coward and Lean now firmly established as writer and director, explored
two axes of Coward’s imaginative world—the underlying continuity of English life in turbulent times and the relationships of “modern”
sophisticates. Coward’s 1939 play This Happy Breed, a lower-middle-class equivalent to Cavalcade set in the South London suburbs,
allowed Lean to draw on his own Croydon childhood for this first, superbly assured venture in solo direction, with Neame also making
his Technicolor debut. This was followed by an adaptation of Coward’s playful supernatural comedy Blithe Spirit, which gently mocked
the vogue for spiritualism that the war had encouraged as a deliberately lighthearted distraction from the tragedy, and made more
conspicuously creative use of Technicolor. Shortly before Coward and Lean’s final collaboration, Brief Encounter, Cineguild formally
joined J. Arthur Rank’s Independent Producers group—home already to Powell and Pressburger’s the Archers and then the creative
hub of British cinema—and this expansion of a one-act play by Coward showed how far they had developed the fluent use of flashback
and voice-over in just four years of intensive work together. Cineguild would go on to make some of the most prestigious postwar
British films, including Lean’s two Dickens adaptations, Great Expectations (1946) and Oliver Twist (1948), while Coward retreated
from his wartime involvement in production and became essentially a guest celebrity actor in films that ranged from Around the World
in 80 Days (1956) to The Italian Job (1969). But between 1942 and 1945, the theater’s Master had helped launch a master filmmaker in
the shape of David Lean, the shy editing maestro who would become an iconic auteur director.

Ian Christie is a film historian, curator, and broadcaster who has specialized in British and Russian cinema, especially the work of Powell and
Pressburger and of Sergei Eisenstein. His most recent book, The Art of Film: John Box and Production Design, focuses in detail on David
Lean’s later films.
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Dracula’s Daughter

Hollywood Horrors of the 1930s

In Brief

With the bodies of Renfield and Count Dracula at his feet, Scotland Yard is forced to take
Professor Van Helsing into police custody on murder charges. While he is being held, a
mysterious woman entrances the guards and makes off with the body of the deceased
Count. The woman is revealed to be Countess Zaleska - Dracula's daughter - who
destroys her father's corpse in the hopes of freeing herself from his curse. After
discovering that the curse has not yet left her, the Countess calls upon a renown
psychiatrist to help dispel the evil that plagues her. DRACULA'S DAUGHTER is an odd
choice as a follow up to the Gothic classic, but an interesting one nonetheless. Here we
find a lonely and reluctant vampiress that is struggling with her own existence. She fights
the urge to feed, but is unable to overcome her impulses to kill. Gloria Holden is
enchanting with her stark features and hypnotic gaze, giving an excellent performance
as the mistress of the night. She is joined by the slithery Irving Pichel as her assistant
Sandor, whose sly, manipulative tone often pins him as the true villain of the film. Otto
Kruger, on the other hand, does nothing to gain the audience's sympathies with his
stagnant portrayal of Dr. Jeffrey Garth. DRACULA'S DAUGHTER is a good sequel that
may only have benefited more as a standalone film.

Carl Manes, www.ilikehorrormovies.coml

USA | 1936 | 71 minutes

Lambert Hillyer's Dracula's Daughter - the sequel to Tod
Browning's 1931 classic Dracula - has long been considered an
inferior follow-up and a forgettable film by many horror fans
and critics, despite the fact that it is one of the best Universal
sequels and horror tales of the period. Following an iconic and
legendary film such as Dracula is never an easy task, for any
director in any time, but Hillyer and crew manage to pull it off
with some strong acting, fast paced and more linear camera-
work, and an interesting plot centered around a main
character that we both loathe and empathize with. The result
is an atmospheric and entertaining film that works well as
both a sequel and as its own stand alone feature, one that is
certainly worth a look by any fan of Universal's monster
classics of the 1930s and 1940s.

The story picks up only a few moments after the climax of
Dracula, with Professor Von Helsing (for some reason not Van
Helsing, as in the previous film and in Stoker's novel) being
discovered by policeman inside the basement of Carfax Abbey
amongst the fresh corpses of Renfield and Dracula. He is quickly taken in and threatened with standing trial for the murder of Count
Dracula. Meanwhile, one Countess Marya Zaleska (Gloria Holden) - better known as Dracula's daughter - arrives in town with her
sidekick, Sandor (Irving Pichel), to verify her father's death. Disappointed that her father's death has not ended her vampire curse, she
soon meets and latches onto a psychologist that she believes has the power to cure her - Dr. Jeffrey Garth (Otto Kruger). What she
doesn't know is that Dr. Garth is an old friend of Von Helsing who is aiding in his release for the murder of her father. Beginning with
the best of intentions, the Countess's attempts at personal salvation ultimately spin a deceptive web that only leads her to destruction...

Cinematographer George Robinson (a Universal regular and film veteran since the silent era) makes no attempt to emulate the intricate
camera style of Dracula cinematographer Karl Freund, instead using his own economically simple sensibilities to show us the story.
While Freund's style is unquestionably the more realized, Robinson's approach works well as a calculated counterpoint to it. Where
Freund used intricately staged moving camera shots to add a larger feel to his set pieces, Robinson uses tighter shots and more
calculated symmetry between the actors and objects in the background and foreground to give us a sense of claustrophobic intimacy
with the situation we are seeing unfold. The result is that we feel more involved in the action, as opposed to just viewing it from afar
in an interesting way. In effect, it allows the film to have an independent visual identity from its predecessor. When we re-visit familiar
environments, like Castle Dracula, we see it through a new set of eyes that make it feel somehow familiar and new at the same time.
While Freund's style is still superior, Robinson brings a visual sensibility of his own that keeps things fresh and engaging.

Star Otto Kruger is suitably convincing as a man of science and logic who is forced into a situation where logic does not apply. Although
he does score points for believability, his character is too flat and unexciting for a lead. As Kruger's Garth is basically the masculine
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version of a "damsel in distress", it is somewhat problematic when you find yourself a little
indifferent as to his character and his fate. Kruger does a fair job and he seems likable enough,
yet in this role he just doesn't capture the interest necessary to make him a strong main character
in the film.

Edward Van Sloan, a welcome presence, essays the role of Von Helsing with such enthusiastic
precision that it makes you wonder where that energetic conviction had been during the filming
of Dracula only a few years earlier. Here, Van Sloan exudes an unfaltering sense of confidence,
wisdom and righteousness that makes him instantly likable and a worthy foil for the forces of
evil. In the brief scene where he defends his belief in superstition to Garth, Van Sloan's delivery
is crisp and intelligent and his argument leaves little room for any debate. Van Sloan's
outstanding performance here makes one wish that he could have been given a third outing as
the legendary vampire hunter

Gloria Holden, playing the title role, is quite good. While Lugosi's count was a fiend that showed
little human emotion, Holden's Countess is a sympathetic, damaged woman locked in inner
turmoil who is ultimately very confused on every level - she seductively attacks both men and
women, she lets her side-kick effectively take charge of her in most situations (the complete
opposite of Dracula's relationship to Renfield) and in the end can't even decide whether she is
truly good or evil. While the Countess is certainly the main villain of the story, she is also the
victim - of both Dracula (vampirism) and Sandor (manipulation) - and she plays both sides of her
character surprisingly well. Nonetheless, while Holden can certainly hold an imposing stare and
evoke a certain quality that reminds you of Dracula, she is at her best when mourning her woeful
existence. Without Holden's ability to emote the proper feeling, this film would not have worked
at all.

Screenwriter Garrett Fort’s dialogue is well written and rarely falls into terribly campy territory,
particularly in the strange battle of wits that evolves throughout the film between Sandor and
the Countess as he rallies for her to give in to her darker desires. These brief moments of dialogue
do much to flesh out the inner motivations of both characters while also adding a touch of
atmosphere that mere visuals could not reach alone. When the Countess tries to argue against
Sandor's pessimistic view of what she is, she asks him to “...look into my eyes, tell me what you
see!” Sandor ‘s answer is simply “Death.” Short and simple as it may be, this assessment is
chilling and speaks volumes about both characters. Moments like these add much to the film and
its effectiveness would be greatly diminished without them.

Dracula’s Daughter stands as an early example of Hollywood's time-tested sequel methodology - take what worked in the first film to
a new level – “bigger is better.” This time we are given a villain with more dimension, plane rides instead of boat rides, a few good looks
at Dracula's staked corpse (even if it is an obvious dummy) instead of the few sound effects and moans heard at the end of Dracula.
The end result is that the film feels more contemporary and closer to the world we live in than its predecessor, bringing the horror closer
to home.

The problem is that following that "bigger is better" credo sometimes causes unnecessary and inexcusable discrepancies between
sequel and original. For example, if Garth travels the countryside by car and to Transylvania by plane, then why did Renfield take a horse-
drawn carriage to Borgo Pass and later he and Dracula leave for England on a rustic looking boat? The filmmakers’ intentions may have
been the best, but the "modern" touches in Dracula’s Daughter diminish continuity between films and leave the overall impression that
there should have been years in between this film and Dracula instead of mere moments.

Dracula's Daughter is an entertaining film and a worthy sequel to Dracula, in spite of its reputation as a forgettable film in some circles.
Certainly it has its issues, but what Universal classic doesn't? Dracula's Daughter has the dark atmosphere, sympathetic monster and
compelling characters that became staples of the studio's best genre work, along with an
interesting plot and some truly great acting... what's not to like? The next time you feel like
getting lost in the dark fantasy of Universal's classic horror sequels, but can't bring yourself
to give Frankenstein meets the Wolf Man or Bride of Frankenstein their 28,000th spin in
your DVD player, give Dracula's Daughter a chance. You may be pleasantly surprised.

Shaughn Ander, www.classic-horror.com
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Ride Lonesome

Budd Boetticher – The Ranown Cycle

In Brief

A wanted murderer, Billy John, is captured by Ben Brigade, a bounty hunter, who
intends to take him to Santa Cruz to be hanged. Brigade stops at a staging post, where
he saves the manager’s wife from an Indian attack, and enlists the help of two outlaws
to continue his journey more safely. However, the Indian attacks persist, the outlaws
plan to take Billy for themselves, tempted by the offer of amnesty for his captor.

USA | 1959 | 73 minutes

As the 1960s arrived, Western filmmakers increasingly turned
to mammoth-sized, all-star epics. In 1960, John Sturges made
The Magnificent Seven (138 minutes), Anthony Mann made
Cimarron (147 minutes), and John Wayne made The Alamo
(192 minutes). And in 1962, Henry Hathaway, John Ford, and George Marshall created a Western-epic-to-end-all-Western-epics, How
the West Was Won--filmed in the super-widescreen format Cinerama. However, during this time, director Budd Boetticher continued
making short, unassuming Westerns, just as he did in the '50s. His Comanche Station, released in 1960, was just 73 minutes long.

Ride Lonesome (1959) is one of Boetticher's finest Westerns. It focuses on a bounty hunter named Ben Brigade (Randolph Scott). In
the film's first few minutes, he captures a no-good drifter named Billy John (James Best) who shot a man from behind and left him for
dead on the streets of Santa Cruz.

"I don't know how much they're paying you to bring me in, but it ain't enough. Not near enough," sneers Billy John.
"I'd hunt you [for] free," says Brigade.

This exchange establishes the movie's moral tone. Brigade is a man of few words and great moral character. Billy John says once his
brother Frank hears what has happened Frank will come to rescue him. So in the movie's initial moments, the script seems to give us
a conventional race-to-the-jail story. Can Brigade get Billy John to the Santa Cruz jail before Frank catches up with him? But Burt
Kennedy's script (created in collaboration with Boetticher, who is uncredited as co-writer) has a surprise in wait: Brigade actually
wants Frank to catch them, for it's Frank that Brigade really wants. Billy John becomes the bait. In lieu of urgency in getting Billy John
to Santa Cruz, Boetticher builds tension around the arrival of Frank--much like the arrival of Frank Miller on the noon train in High
Noon.

While Ben Brigade is ostensibly the hero, Kennedy adds Sam Boone (Pernell Roberts of Bonanza fame) as a charismatic and
opportunistic foil. He and his companion, Whit (James Coburn), show up as two-bit outlaws who are tired of being wanted men. They
are aware that amnesty will be offered to any wanted men who bring in Billy John. So when they see Billy John in Ben Brigade's custody,
they see their future--and they aren't above murder in order to realize their plans. Boone, in particular, has visions of settling down on
a small ranch.

"Man gets halfway, he oughta have somethin' of his own," says Boone, "something to belong to, be proud of."
"They say that," says the typically laconic Brigade.
"I got me a place. Gonna run beef, work the ground, be able to walk down the street like anybody. All I need is Billy."
"I set out to take him to Santa Cruz. I full intend to do it."
"Well, I just wanted you to know how it was. Way I look at it, ain't near as hard for a man if he knows why he's gonna die."

Boone and Whit stick close to Brigade and even work together with him when Indians threaten, but Boone's plans are always clear:
"There's only one man between me and starting life over," he says. This creates a strong sense of tension as Brigade, Boone, Whit, and
Mrs. Lane (Karen Steele, as a woman they encounter at a stagecoach station) must rely upon each other in order to survive--but
knowing fully well that if they survive the Indians--and if Brigade survives Frank's arrival--Boone and Whit will attempt to kill Brigade.

As in all other Kennedy-Boetticher scripts, a villain becomes a central character. In Seven Men From Now, Lee Marvin played this role.
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In Tall T, Richard Boone. And in Comanche Station, Claude Akins. Ride Lonesome
is somewhat surprising because the true villain, Frank, doesn't actually show up
until the movie is almost over. So the script offers Sam Boone (Pernell Roberts)
as an alternative. Lee Marvin's character is semi-psychotic in Seven Men From
Now. He's truly evil. As a result, the characterization is somewhat simplistic (and
thus Seven Men from Now is possibly the least satisfying of the Boetticher-
Kennedy Westerns). Richard Boone in Tall T represents a more carefully
considered version of this same character. He plays a sadist who cackles in
delight when Randolph Scott picks up a hot coffee pot and burns himself. But
he's also intelligent. He sees Scott as another version of himself, if he'd taken
another road in this life. Their discussions form the basis of the movie. By
necessity, Ride Lonesome splits this character in two. Lee Van Cleef plays the
outlaw Frank, who comes to rescue his no-good brother Billy John, while Pernell
Roberts plays the outlaw who questions the road he once took in life and now
looks to change his ways. While Brigade's laconic nature makes him difficult to
know and understand, the villains steal the spotlight. In Horizons West, Jim
Kitses says about the typical Boetticher villain, "We understand him in a way we
cannot the hero--and the films stand finally as celebrations of this character who
attempts to create action in a way that Scott cannot."

Interestingly, in Ride Lonesome, Van Cleef's villain isn't simply an evil gunslinger;
Frank's face is marked by the frustration of being called by Brigade to atone for
a crime he committed many years ago--the murder of Brigade's wife. Frank is
older and wiser now, but Brigade is on a revenge mission, regardless of the years
or miles involved.

About his own situation, Sam Boone says, "There are some things a man just
can't ride around." These same words function as the mantra of Kennedy and Boetticher's scripts. Life is filled with obstacles, and
while some of these obstacles can be simply avoided by taking different paths, some obstacles must be confronted head-on. As a
result, Kennedy and Boetticher's Western world is a world of isolation, a world where men must grapple with these obstacles in relative
isolation--for they are both physical and moral obstacles--and then live with the consequences. As Jim Kitses says of Boetticher's world,
life is "a tough, amusing game which can never be won but must be played."

The isolation for Ben Brigade that comes at the end of the movie is typical of Boetticher's movies. After taking revenge upon Frank,
Brigade's mission is nearly complete. He surrenders Billy John to Boone and Whit, who ride off together toward Santa Cruz, with Mrs.
Lane in tow as a possible partner for Boone. But Brigade stands alone. He had lured Frank to the site of his wife's death--a hanging tree.
Now, Brigades watches as the tree burns. With the symbol of his quest now destroyed, Brigade is free. But Boetticher doesn't allow
Brigade to be part of the happy ending. He remains in isolation.

While John Ford made rituals part of civilization's encroachment upon wilderness--parties, dances, funerals, weddings, etc.--Boetticher
uses rituals for personal significance. The ritualistic burning of the tree takes place just for Brigade's benefit. This underscores the
difference between the world of Ford and Boetticher. Ford's world grapples with the role of society and its effects upon the men we
call heroes. Boetticher's world discards these notions altogether. Life is a personal struggle--to be faced fundamentally alone.

After Ride Lonesome, Boetticher made one more movie with Kennedy, Scott, and producer Harry Joe Brown, Comanche Station. He
spent most of the rest of the '60s attempting to complete a movie about bullfighting, Arruza, and encountering numerous obstacles
of his own--including divorce, bankruptcy, jail, illness, and even insanity. Eventually he completed the movie in 1968. After teaming with
Audie Murphy, he made one last Western, A Time for Dying in 1969 (also producer Harry Joe Brown's final movie).

Burt Kennedy's career was still young when he worked with Boetticher. After Comanche Station, Kennedy would move to the director's
chair, but none of his own Westerns are as compelling as the ones he made with Boetticher
and Scott. Meanwhile, Randolph Scott was very near the end his career. During these films
with Boetticher, Scott's face (so debonair in his youth) had hardened like leather. With
director Sam Peckinpah and follow actor Joel McCrea, he would make Ride the High
Country in 1962, a mournful saga about the passing of the Old West. And then Scott retired.
An era had come to an end.

--by Gary Johnson, www.imagesjournal.com
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Comanche Station

Budd Boetticher – The Ranown Cycle

In Brief
This was the last of the seven "Ranown" films. Fans will notice the same general plot arc
and the same general characters as the other six, but still told with the same expert
economy, use of space and psychological detail. In a way, by making the same film seven
times, Boetticher was able to burrow deeper into his subjects than most normal filmmakers
could do with just one film. Scott stars as the stoic Jefferson Cody, a man whose wife was
kidnapped by Indians. Following a lead, he winds up rescuing another man's wife, Nancy
Lowe and proceeds to deliver her back home. They reluctantly team up with three bandits,
led by Ben Lane, to better survive hostile Indian attacks. Thus psychological and sexual
turmoil begins boiling just under the surface, between skillful, exciting action sequences.
As usual, the picture climaxes amidst a jagged landscape, littered with giant rocks and
hiding places. Though it's highly recommended to Western fans, this one is generally ranked
a bit lower than others in the cycle.

Jeffrey M. Anderson, www.combustiblecelluloid.com

USA | 1960 | 74 minutes

The final film of Budd Boetticher's acclaimed
Ranown cycle — the seven Westerns he made
with actor Randolph Scott — is Comanche
Station, a typically solid, straightforward
venture that recycles and shuffles around plot
elements from the series' previous film, Ride
Lonesome. In both films, Scott plays a man
who's initially mistaken for a bounty hunter of
sorts, riding the territory trying to strike it rich
by trading in people, but who is actually on a
private mission of his own. In the aftermath of
an Indian attack, he falls in with a pretty woman
and a group of no-good outlaws who want to
relieve him of his bounty and his life. The two films share these basic elements, though the later film casts them in a new light. In
Comanche Station, Scott's Jefferson Cody isn't bringing in a murderer to be hanged, but rescuing Nancy Lowe (Nancy Gates) from the
Comanche tribe who kidnapped her. Mrs. Lowe's husband had announced a $5000 reward for any man who brought her back to him,
and naturally this attracts the attention of the rough outlaw Ben (Claude Akins) and his two younger partners, Frank (Richard Rust)
and Dobie (Skip Homeier). Cody, of course, wasn't in it for the money; he'd lost his wife to the Indians ten years before, and had been
looking for her ever since, going after any women he heard about in the increasingly slender hope of someday finding his own missing
wife.

When attacking Indians throw Cody and Mrs. Lowe in with the three outlaws, the trip back to her hometown becomes a tense journey
through some of the most astoundingly beautiful vistas to be featured in any of Boetticher's films. With the threat of Indians signaled
in the hills by their pillars of black smoke and bird calls in the surrounding woods, Cody finds himself trapped between the Indians and
the potential treachery of his riding partners. It hardly helps that he served as Ben's commanding officer in the army, and presided over
the other man's dishonorable discharge. There's a lot of bad blood in their past, though Ben seems to foster a grudging respect for
the honorable, straight-talking Cody — just not enough respect to dissuade him from taking a shot at that $5000.

Despite the high stakes, the film has a meandering, lazy feel completely at odds with the dramatic tension at its core. Perhaps
Boetticher's defining characteristic as a director of Westerns is his recognition that plot is one of the least important aspects of these

kinds of films. He often seems indifferent to concerns like
pacing or narrative details or dramatic content, as
epitomized by the way this film casually riffs on the plot of
Ride Lonesome, essentially retelling the story with slightly
different motivations driving the characters. His sense of
pacing is deliberate and calm, following up a frenzied Indian
attack with a long sequence of dialogue-free shots in which
the group's train of horses winds across various Western
landscapes. All of Boetticher's films have room for such
moments, time to stop and appreciate the pictorial beauty
of the surroundings, but this film in particular is as much a
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celebration of the land where it was made as it is an action story. Boetticher
bookends the film with shots of the same rocky, barren terrain, like a strangely
beautiful alien landscape, boulders piled high on top of one another. And his
camera frequently sweeps across the widescreen vistas his characters are riding
through; his takes are often extended enough to follow Cody and his group
across a very large patch of land, slowly panning along with the trotting horses.

Boetticher also frequently slows the narrative down in order to allow for
moments of unexpected humor, puncturing the deadly seriousness of so many
other Hollywood Westerns. Frank and Dobie certainly fulfill the role of comic
relief, particularly in the scene where Dobie impresses his friend by proving that
he can read — not "books or newspapers," but simple signs at least. Later, after
a long and heartfelt conversation in which Dobie describes his father's
longstanding advice that a man has to "amount to something," Dobie concludes
by lamenting, "it's a shame: he never did amount to anything." This dim-witted
pair is comical but also kind of sad, in that they're obviously with the ruthless
Ben only because they have no other real options, no chance to make anything
of themselves unless they're holding a gun. Boetticher's comedy is never mean-
spirited, never aimed at completely ridiculing or cutting down its target; there is
always complexity and depth even to Boetticher's comic foils.

He even directs his wit at Scott himself, in a scene where Cody, after being
wounded in an attack, is treated by Mrs. Lowe. She pours some harsh liquor on
his leg, warning him ahead of time that it's going to hurt, but instead of taking it
with the expected stoicism and steely reserve, perhaps emitting a quick rush of
breath, Cody whoops and throws his hands in the air, exclaiming in pain and then
jumping around on his one good leg for a while, shaking the wounded one
around to soothe it. It's a startling moment because it cuts so directly against
the archetype of the tough, squint-eyed Western hero. Under Boetticher's

direction, Scott's hero can be funny, flawed, even silly, can feel pain: he's no stoic superman with a gunbelt, and all of Boetticher's films
with the actor feature at least one moment like this. Boetticher loves Western tropes, and films like this revel in the typical lore of the
West, but he loves undermining and tweaking these archetypal elements just as much. It's this sensibility, this love of the Western
coupled with the desire to open up the genre, to explore its more unusual facets, that makes Comanche Station, like all of Boetticher's
Westerns, such a fascinating exemplar of the genre. 
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