
Anatomy of a Murder

Courtroom Drama

In Brief

Frederick Manion (Ben Gazzara), a lieutenant in the army, is arrested for the
murder of a bartender, Barney Quill. He claims, in his defense, that the victim had
raped and beaten up his wife Laura (Lee Remick). Although Laura supports her
husband’s story, the police surgeon can find no evidence that she has been raped.
Manion is defended by Paul Biegler (James Stewart), a rather humble small-town
lawyer. During the course of interviews, Biegler discovers that Manion is violently
possessive and jealous, and also that his wife has a reputation for giving her favors
to other men. Biegler realizes that the prosecution will try to make the court
believe that Laura was the lover of the bartender and than Manion killed him and
beat her up when he discovered them together. Manion pleads “not guilty” and
Biegler, who knows that his case is weak, sets his assistants to try to find a witness
who will save Manion.

USA | 1959 | 160 minutes

The next time you hear someone grousing about how movies are only
supposed to be 90 minutes long and anything over two hours is an affront
to their patience, hand them a copy of Otto Preminger's Anatomy of a
Murder. After they have sat through the entire 161 minutes, if they start
arguing about where the movie allegedly goes long or give a hint that
they were ever bored, even for a second, stop talking to them
immediately. Leave the room (or kick them out if it's your house), delete
their number from your phone, and cut them out of your life immediately.
Life's too short for you to need someone like that in your life.

The term "perfect film" shouldn't be bandied around lightly. It's a
distinction that should be reserved for a movie like Anatomy of a Murder.
The 1959 production is a lot of things: it's a legal drama, a social parable,
and a relationship picture. It has humor, menace, and even grisly crimes.
It touches on deeper issues of friendship, the bonds between man and
wife, and the difficult ethical quandaries that go hand in hand with a
complex system of justice. Sure, there are no real fistfights on screen, but we sure hear the details of a lot of off-screen action. About
all Anatomy of a Murder really lacks is romance.

Anatomy of a Murder was written by Wendell Mayes (The Stalking Moon [review]) from a novel by Robert Traver. Traver was the pen
name of Judge John D. Voelker, who had served as a defense attorney in Michigan in the early 1950s and was counsel on the original
murder case that this story was based on. In the movie, the lawyer is called Paul Biegler, and he is played by James Stewart. Paul is a
confirmed bachelor and a small-town counselor with passions for jazz music and fishing. In fact, he was out on a lake with rod and reel
when Army Lieutenant Frederick Manion (Ben Gazzara, The Strange One [review]) walked into a bar and shot the owner six times.

Manion did it because he believed the bartender had raped his wife, Laura
(Lee Remick, A Face in the Crowd). He believed it was what any decent
man would do. It appears to be an open and shut case; Biegler takes it
anyway.

Most of Anatomy of a Murder is given over to the trial, including the
investigation on Biegler's part that not only leads up to the start of the
proceedings, but is also woven into them. Helping Paul out is his secretary
Maida (Eve Arden, Grease) and his best friend Parnell (Arthur O'Connell,
Cimarron [review]), an attorney who has stopped practicing as a result of
a drinking problem. Brought in to shut down Biegler's defense and aid the
local prosecutor is Claude Dancer (George C. Scott, Patton), a state's
attorney from the city. These guys make a classic genre duo: rural vs.
urban, substance vs. flash. Jimmy Stewart even has a line about being a
"simple country lawyer." The two of them go toe to toe in the courtroom,
poking holes in the other's version of events. Neither Manion nor his wife
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are exactly reliable witnesses. He's a hothead and she's a flirt.

Upon release, Anatomy of a Murder caused a scandal for its frank use of words like
"sperm" and "panties." Those words have since lost their ability to shock, but the
details that come out about the actual attack have not softened over time. Nor has
our outrage over how Laura is treated by authorities in order to minimize what was
done to her. On the contrary, these days, we are probably more sensitive to it. What
makes Anatomy of a Murder amazing, however, is that even as we react to Laura's
horrific story, we can't help but wonder if we really believe her. As in any true crime
tale, every participant has many reasons to lie. We never really entertain Manion's
defense of temporary insanity, and yet, we also somehow collude in this bending of
the truth. Our weighing of the case is often not based on whether any of the actions
were right or wrong, just which guy was more rotten--the murderer or the one he
killed.

To be honest, Ben Gazzara is lucky to have Jimmy Stewart on his side. The former
is oily and cocky, whereas the latter, of course, has a certain homespun, trustworthy
charm. Both actors always appear to be thinking, but where Gazzara is
understandably inscrutable and shifty, Stewart's motivations always seem clear. He
is a man solving a puzzle, consistently trying to work out the next move. It's because
we like him so much that we root for the case to go his way--which may have been
Preminger's point in casting him, to challenge our sense of justice by drawing on our
prior allegiance to a movie star and perhaps expose our own prejudices in the
process.

Anatomy of a Murder is packed with talent from top to bottom, from the famous
credits sequence by Saul Bass and all the way through with every note of Duke
Ellington's snazzy score. Preminger's narrative is smart and insightful, and his mis-
en-scene is light on its feet. He uses the real environments to capture an accurate

image of the average American town, including both the sense of true community and also those who are marginalized from the
"mainstream." Paul Biegler serves as a sort of cultural nexus for the time. As Laura Manion puts it, he's a funny kind of lawyer. He
employs old-fashioned common sense in how he approaches a trial, and yet he smokes small cigars and plays piano in juke joints. He
is progressive about race and sex, and yet a guy of staunch moral fiber. You have a sense that he'd likely get on just fine in the decade
that was just to come. He might even grab a drink with Atticus Finch and trade some war stores.

So, too, does Anatomy of a Murder sit in this sweet spot between the old and the new. Its matter-of-fact writing was progressive and
daring, and yet this is pure entertainment in the tradition of Hollywood's Golden Age. It's intelligent and strident in purpose, but
Anatomy of a Murder never forgets that its primary duty is to hold the audience's interest. It's easy to watch, even if it doesn't go easy
on the viewer and resort to simple representations of difficult issues. Every scene advances the narrative, and every shot is constructed
to impart the essential information with clarity and style. There is not a hair out of place, and at the same time, not a moment that
doesn't feel spontaneous. No matter how many times I see it, it always feels fresh and new, like it's my very first time, and when the
credits roll, it's tempting to just skip back to 1 and start the whole thing again.

The Legal Verdict...

By Michael Asimow, UCLA Law School (February 1998)

The film Anatomy of a Murder (1959) is probably the finest pure trial movie ever made. The film is based on a powerful 1958 novel by
Robert Traver (the pseudonym of Michigan Supreme Court Justice John D. Voelker). It centers on a gripping small-town murder trial
of Lieutenant Manion (Ben Gazzara). Manion clearly gunned down Barney Quill in Quill’s bar. But why did he do it? Icy prosecutor
Claude Dancer (George C. Scott in an awesome debut) claims it happened in a jealous rage when Manion found out that his wife Laura
(a very sexy Lee Remick) and Quill were having an affair. Homespun defense lawyer Paul Biegler (Jimmy Stewart in an unforgettable
portrayal) would rather be catching trout. He claims it happened because Manion was seized by an irresistible impulse–he just found
out that Quill had raped Laura after picking her up in the bar. The trial is a slam-bang affair with wonderful twists and turns, always
informed by a deep understanding of the unexpected dilemmas and quick decisions that confront every litigator .

The film is loaded with fascinating legal issues, such as the validity and applicability of the irresistible impulse version of the insanity
defense. It raises numerous issues of trial practice, tactics, and ethics. It poses the issue of whether a cross-examiner should ever ask
a question to which he doesn’t know the answer. The sensational jazz score was written by Duke Ellington. The wise-owl judge was
played by Joseph N. Welch, who won fame representing the Army in the Army-McCarthy hearings of the early 50's.

In his famous "lecture," Biegler skates close to the line of unethical witness coaching—that is, knowingly altering a witness’ story
about the events in question. When Biegler first meets Manion in jail, he manages to overcome the client’s intense mistrust and then
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the discussion turns to whether the client has a defense. How far
can counsel go in suggesting a defense to a client who hasn’t a clue?
And should the lawyer discuss possible defenses before asking the
client what happened? Because once the client has told the attorney
his story, that freezes the client’s version of the facts; it’s too late to
mold the facts to fit a particular defense.

Clearly it is improper to assist the client to make up facts that never
occurred. Model Rule 3.4(b) states that a lawyer must not "counsel
or assist a witness to testify falsely." But it’s perfectly OK (indeed
obligatory) for counsel to interview a witness and to discuss his
testimony in order to assist the witness to testify effectively. And
surely it is appropriate to tell a client what the law is, even if that
suggests a defense to the client that he might not have realized was
available. The problem is that a clever attorney can convey an
implicit message to a witness that alters the witness’ testimony—
without ever coming out and actually telling the witness to do it.

In the film, Biegler is obviously quite aware of the limits on witness
coaching but most observers think he stayed on the ethical side of the line. Without first asking Manion exactly what happened, he
tells Manion about the categories of justification and excuse and rules out each possible claim. For example, killing in the defense of
another is a possible justification—but not an hour after the purported rape occurred. Biegler also nixes the "unwritten law" which
allows you to kill someone whom you discover in flagrante with your spouse. Not recognized as a defense in Michigan, unfortunately.

So Biegler keeps Manion guessing until Manion says "I must have been mad." Sorry, bad temper isn’t a defense. "No," says Manion,
"I must have been crazy. " "Well, Lieutenant," replies Biegler, as he steps from the room, "in the meantime, see if you can remember
how crazy you were." So the client comes up with the defense, albeit with a bit of gentle prodding from the attorney, and either
remembers or fabricates the facts to support that defense. We’ve screened this scene before quite a few audiences, and hardly any
attorneys have ever voted to discipline Biegler, even though it seems quite likely that Manion’s testimony is different than it would have
been in the absence of the lecture and that Biegler intended exactly that.

In the book however, Biegler goes a step further. The suggestion for the insanity defense comes from Biegler, not from Manion.
Speaking in the first person, Biegler recounts his conversation with his client: " ‘Then, finally there’s the defense of insanity.’ I paused,
and spoke abruptly, airily: ‘Well, that just about winds it up.’ " Then Manion starts asking questions about insanity. Biegler plays dumb
and answers the questions, but tells the reader: "My naivete was somewhat excessive; it had been obvious to me from merely reading
the newspaper the night before that insanity was the best, if not the only, legal defense the man had. And here I’d just slammed shut
every other escape hatch and told him this was the last. Only a cretin could have missed it, and I was rapidly learning that Lieutenant
Manion was no cretin." (Pp. 45-46)

It can be argued that, in the book’s version, Biegler overstepped the line by coaching his client right into a made-up defense. See
Richard C. Wydick, The Ethics of Witness Coaching, 17 Cardozo L. Rev. 1, 25-27 (1995). The movie, however, is more subtle. The client
comes up with the defense, but obviously with a lot of covert help from his lawyer. What do you think? Did Biegler cross the line in either
the book or the movie? Or have the ethical rules about witness coaching departed so far from actual practice that they’ve become
irrelevant? Do we now tolerate any sort of coaching short of telling the client to lie?

It’s very rare for an attorney to be punished (criminally or ethically) for witness coaching, because the offense occurs in private. Yet
current events in the nation’s capitol remind us that subornation of perjury isn’t always a well-kept little secret. The great film Anatomy
of a Murder makes us focus on the elusive distinctions between appropriate witness preparation and inappropriate coaching.

Michael Asimow, of UCLA Law School, is co-author with Paul Bergman of Reel Justice: The
Courtroom Goes to the Movies (1996), edinburgh 
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