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CLASSIC AMERICAN

by Morton Marcus

M_I-'HEJ"_]-' writer Raymond Chandler
called them contemporary knights errant. To us, they are the
down-at-the-heels private eyes, gumshoes, and police lieutenants who saunter
down the asphalt paths of urban America’s girder-shadowed forests. Armed with
a code of personal honor and a sense of elemental
Justice, they use quick wits, heavy fists, and
hair-trigger .38’ in order to survive
and protect others. They have
many names, but all are
detectives, the subject of
Classic American
Detective Films, the
most extensive film
festival in Sash Mill
Cinema history.
In our minds,
these shamuses are
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- carbon copies of
the chivalric hero,
except that these

trien dress in double-bressied sulis,
Biit scratch piiy ome of theso Mat-
fiis — whelher he be played by
Baogart, Fornd, Stewart, Andrews,
Nicholson, or Fomest — and &
snoop of & different order appeedrs,
For ihese detectlves are not the
champdans of justice and the Amer-
ian way iha! our e blurmed
brains remember. And thereln, pal,
hangsn izle, .,

Americn’s popular mage of jtself
changed awfter World War 11, An
imape, remambern, &5 nol bow we
wre, but how we choose [0 se¢ ours
selves, and after the war we could
no langer view ourselves as follsy
innocents, & community of small-
town neighlors always ready o
help each other without personal
maotlves of gain, who tumed bash-
fufly assde when thanked, with
exclamatlioes of “shocks™ and
“pally.” The Depresion had or oded
the foundafions of that image, wd
the war toppled . Too many
refuming soldicry hod withemed
man’ brulality 6 men in Europe
and dhe Pacilie, as well =5 in the
struciure of the militiy. And too
mafy mandieng (Rolory wirkers
(eiale and female) had joorneyed
feaiem their small-lown existenes o
become embrodled in oiher ways of
tiving and thinking.

The change in attilode thet
resulted, & eyhiemen horm of nallsnes
af hetrayed Inpocence, B saully
atiributed (o the fact of (he Bomb,
ihe almiont immicdate emerpence of
the Cold War, the Houwe Un-
American Activlibes Commitiee and
Joe McCarihy's witch-hunis of the
Lute forties und early fifties, and the
Korean conflat, which dragped
many woary WYL veteram hack
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But to me that change of seif-
image, cerlalnly the dissembrention
of the eyvnical attiiude (hat embo-
died i1, in laxge pan ceme from the
the Hollywonod films of the fime, &
prncrous selection of which make
op et of the ewrvend festival.

Few serewball comedies were
popular after the wir, and Frank
Capra, the Lord High Muckamisck
of filksy Amercins, made only
one sueoesaful podwar fim of
smali-lown manners, [ ra Wonder
Juel Lefe (15945} with James Stewart,
a Tlm which pointedly takes place
wlrmnet erptirely om n fark] dding win-
ter might — ab what symbolizally &
the hour of universsl desth. {(By the
way, oven Stewsrt Imege ax an
aclor changed aftcr the war. He
wenl feom a mush-mouthed, prewar
innocent (o a sour, didlluGoned
pastiar laner)

Bud the films L 'm speaklng ubaut,
e filrns that form the bulk of thi
festival, were nol eomedies. They
dealt with crime, violence, and
absessbve sexuoality, and inevitably
tok place in fhe cities of America,
mghtdime efties full of ombnous
shadows, cheap botds, and late
nighl comer dingrs o swanky
nightclubs. These files  enjoyed
great populerity from the war years
o ihe rid-fiftbes, and iheir sucesa
proves thal they were apping some
thing responsve in the American

That pesporsivensss had les fo
dio with the depiction of Americs ax
& plage of crimic than it did with the
forbidding wimosphere of these
filames, an e phere af k- pervasive
comuption, which the audisnco
realired was somehow “right™in the
samie wity ihey recopnized the valid=
fy af these films' inhabitants =

pathetic ropues’ gallerics of oddhalls
wnd misfits privately bolated in
thedr lonelingss and longings while
]]-u]}'l,ﬁﬂr -lru'h'h]ng for the !hﬂld'd}'
coins of reipectabilily and power,
Nolhing came o any good. Life’s
despernie siivations didn't work oul
the way ane thought they would.
lrony. Mhilsm. An all-tncompass-
ing Tefalitm, — Thee were the
derdly virtues evoked in the eheede
Hollywood detective Olms of the
Lale fontes.

I toak the French to dontifly the
wnlgue characieristies of this kind
of film and give it a thile: filvr moir
{or "black flm,™ which they numed
for its use of shadowy night scenes
and its depletdon of the darker
aspecls of man's nature). ore than
@ penre, It wis a siyle, o moad, &
sense of uneasiness, really, ot what
was walling wround (he ¢ofmer, or
what lay just under the genial sur-
frce of everyday Wfe. Theo Bomb,

MeCarthyism = let's say film mour
reflected the discontent and para-
maka of the e &t well i1 3 coming
fo grips with & dde of American
ckperience  thal Iln1l:.'.wnr|}|l had
refised to deal wilth hefore,

The p-ruugmfuh of thew (lme
werent all detectives. They were
men from all walks of life whe
somehow hid hecome estranged
from soclety. Many times they were
velerzns of convicts who (oend it

o difficull, if nol Imposible, 1o re

adjust to the life of ihe commimnity.
But a good deal of the lime they
were Cops of privale eye, prople
whodeall with (e sordid side ol Lile
and could fimtion in the seaniber
paris of the city, Many limes these
men were dindllsioned [dealists,
cynical fough guys who had semn
ihe worst of human behavior yet
held on to & code of deceney. All
were loners, many obtsaed with
avenging ibe death of a fdend, &
relative, or a piffend, All were
men who valwed their privagy, whe,
by staying aparf; owintgined dig-
nify and rahoees Many were betrayed
and found tnnt hard o elsblish
wilh snyone. Some had losd their
ablliiy to respodid emodionally; end
gill olhers were obsmied, half-
grared wilh Aphleoines of ven-
geance, and revesbed throogh peye
chodic behavior nctions of Freisdian
significance. In & word, they were
mén who had been maimed men-
tally &s well as physieally by the
wirld of clthes, American eflio, but
somnehow continued  seekbnp re-
demption and solace forus all,

The women in Uhese [ilms were off
severn] types, led by the women of
myatery, who led to, betrayed, wed
imperiled the protagonist, and with
whom, in many cases, the protago-
nisdl was Obsessed, Her behavior was

eithertotally caleuluted toachleve s

FHE THIN AN

specille poal (wually rmealereabp of
wiid elearly psychotle. Onthe pdher
exfreme was the (naocenl maiden
whom the posponist had 16 peo=
teel. Somewhere In the middie was |
the aet=sufTicient woman (uspally 3
secrelary, mother, of nure) who
wxs, fevetingly, wually depicied as
mxexlual,

Uil 1940, Amprican movies hed
ended happlly or with “socially |
alfirming wois™ 0 all but half &
doren cuses. Think of i anly a halfl |
dozen unhappy endings in the firs
fify years of American film! Filer
nmog pal an end o that with @ swe-
cesipn of (Mms that enher ¢on-
climded pesimistically or amidpu-
ously, or to pud i another way,
conclieded maore realislically then
before. And mhen ihe protagonids
ezt did win og, W idomph more
often ihen not was marred by iro-
nigs, pyrrhic victories, unpleasant
selfspealizatiors, or visions of socdely
and the oosmos &1 strochures (hel
were wnstable, disinieprating, of
beyond his power 10 control, ]

Highly enteriaining becauze of
their ofiginl sfosa and offbeat
clmracters, fllsd with & strangely
Torehoding atmosphere that fouched
the uudience ot o deeper level than |
mirre e, (hese lales of the eity
conlinue 1o bold an almost hyp
notic fescination for ihe viewer, as f
in them he or she has found an
elemental tmuih aboul American
tife, or ke in peneral, that one &
wsually loathe to acknonledge

£t e Taded from the seoeen
wiih the coming af national prase
perity in the mid-fifths. Bot it had
tken ws through the truumatie
years of transition and re-evalualbn
thut fisltowed Waorld War L. Before
Jilirt mavir, we saw ourselvesin s mie
ror of fantesy and self-deceit, With
fikmr nplr, we confronted the dark
side of gur nationu psyche, aod if af
fimes that exploruiben seems exce.
sive, foa nihilistie, even grotesgue,
remember it provides a fiting bal
ance {6 whal came h-e!'nh:, and
pevinta b an increusingly paycholog
ical reslism that will be pari of
Americen Tlm  thereafier. But
maybe the mod important aspeal of
Jilms e §s niot its hilstor el sigalil-
cance, hul the feet (hat so few of
thise film are daled, so many of
them ere still provocafive, d
stmost &ll of them &re 30 exctng
and catendining. Tothelr makers, |
day thaty quite an achievement. To

yiori, | 22y come and enjoy.
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