
1940

4 stars
The Great McGinty
Reasonably sophisticated (which is to say, reasonably cynical) view of Tammany Hall politics, with tougher-than-smart-guy Brian Donlevy rising from soup line to Governor's Mansion, under the sponsorship of political boss Akim Tamiroff, and then precipitately falling to that most romantic of occupations: bartending in the tropics. Preston Sturges's first job as writer-director, after a decade of jobs as just writer, and his first of several variations on the American Success Story, with already a highly mature sense of mischief. (1940) 


Pinocchio
Some say the best of the Disney cartoon features, though the story is a little piecemeal and the cast of characters a little motley. The endless inventiveness with the cuckoo clocks and music boxes in the old wood carver's workshop; the delectable Blue Fairy, a Redbook Magazine covergirl type who descends from the heavens to deliver the moral of the story (to wit, "Always let your conscience be your guide"); the Pleasure Island amusement park, a hellish Island of Dr. Moreau locale where a rotund white slaver transforms bad little boys into jackasses, and Disney, a stern moralist, leaves you with the impression they got just what they deserve; and finally Monstro, a vile-tempered whale who makes Moby Dick look like a minnow -- these things give it a strong claim. (1940) 

3  stars
Foreign Correspondent
Hitchcock's eerie visual gimmicks are not often as catchy as in the early going here: an assassin makes his getaway by slicing a path through a field of umbrellas, and then the hero figures out his hiding place in a windmill conspicuously spinning opposite to its surrounding mills. Mostly polite, cultivated espioniage, with some lively outbursts of anti-Nazi fervor. Joel McCrea, Herbert Marshall, Laraine Day. (1940) 

His Girl Friday
Howard Hawks's mischievously screwed-up version of the MacArthur-Hecht newspaper comedy, The Front Page. The ace reporter, Hildy, has been transformed, or rather transsexualized, into Rosalind Russell (which is not exactly an emasulation of the role), and the result bears a striking resemblance to Leo McCarey's The Awful Truth, with Cary Grant once again trying to impress his ex-lover by poking fun at her new fiancé, a thick-headed straw man obligingly played in both cases by Ralph Bellamy. Russell does not by a long shot live up to the precedent set by Irene Dunne, but the gaggle of reporters lounging around tables, playing cards, puffing cigarettes, and cracking wise, is delightful. (1940) 

The Shop around the Corner
Ernst Lubitsch's gracious and graceful handling of Nikolaus Laszlo's romantic comedy about two lonelyhearts working in a Budapest notions shop. James Stewart and Margaret Sullavan, as has been unanimously remarked, do not remind you much of Hungarians, but this is small bother to someone with as large a reality problem as Ernst Lubitsch. (1940) 

The Thief of Bagdad
Colorful (in the most literal sense, that is, filled, stuffed, gorged with color) Arabian Nights tale, a United Kingdom/United States joint venture, produced by Alexander Korda, designed by his brother Vincent, associate-produced by William Cameron Menzies, who designed the Douglas Fairbanks silent version of the tale, and directed by three different people: Michael Powell, Tim Whelan, Ludwig Berger. All in all, richer in production values than in real imagination. Conrad Veidt is everything you might want in an evil vizier and more; but Sabu, as the mischievous thief, doesn't quite seem deserving of having all these marvels happen to him. (1940) 

1941

4 stars
Citizen Kane
The perennial winner, at a trot, of all Best Movie Ever polls; it was hardly that awesome when it first appeared, but Time has been a favorable ally to this movie, which is, for one thing, a most convenient and crammed storehouse of cinematic tricks already executed or only dreamed of, up to that moment, 1941. As crammed as it is with sparkling ideas, it is inevitably more impressive for its individual set pieces, or set-ups, or sleights-of-hand, than it is for overall sense, or strength. And the sinister Expressionistic ambience is surely more useful for what it hides about the limited budget than for what it reveals about the William Randolph Hearst-ian hero. The principal characterization is never solider than in the perfect newsreel facsimile at the start of the movie; after that, it disperses into the shadows, the dramatic camera angles, the mummy makeup, the pop psychoanalysis. Starring and directed by Orson Welles, at age twenty-six; written by Herman Mankiewicz; photographed by Gregg Toland; with Joseph Cotten, Dorothy Comingore, Everett Sloan. (1941)

 High Sierra
Fitting capper to the cycle of Warner Brothers gangster films of the 1930s (the director, Raoul Walsh, would remake it eight years later as a Western), with Humphrey Bogart as a just-freed ex-convict (good haircut) who immediately resumes his life of crime, but in cahoots with hotheaded next-generation punks. A not-too-wide sentimental streak (the crippled girl, the loyal gun moll) enriches rather than sweetens. Ida Lupino, Joan Leslie, Arthur Kennedy, Cornel Wilde. (1941)

The Lady Eve
Romance aboard ship, and after debarkation, between a brewery heir called "Hopsy" (Henry Fonda), who is interested only in snakes, and a female con artist (Barbara Stanwyck), who is interested mainly in money. One of Preston Sturges's more conventional projects, which means that its distinction comes clearer in comparison with other films it resembles, rather than other films by Preston Sturges. With Charles Coburn, Eugene Pallette, Eric Blore, William Demarest. (1941) 

Sullivan's Travels
The preliminary skirmish between Hollywood studio bosses and a boat-rocking director, who's sick to death of manufacturing money-winners called Ants in Your Plants of 1939 and Hey, Hey, in the Hayloft, is an unimprovable specimen of Preston Sturges's single-take comedy style, a style kept in high key by abnormally energized actors climbing all over one another and dipping, one and all, into Sturges's grab bag of punchy, muscle-bound dialogue. When the rebellious director, in a tramp's costume supplied by the studio's wardrobe department, sets off on a steadfast pilgrimage to learn about Real Life, the movie takes some unforeseeable turns, somewhat paralleling the William Wellman silent, Beggars of Life, and it lands the vagrant hero eventually in prison camp, where he learns the lesson, at a recreational screening of a Mickey Mouse cartoon, that making people laugh is not, after all, an ignoble vocation. Sturges's own position in this spray-gun social comedy is much too shifty for this lesson to be interpreted as a personal testament of faith; and, as brave and inventive as the movie may be, Sturges's widely promoted candidacy for the rank of first-class satirist is not well served by a title that conjures up the towering specter of Jonathan Swift. Starring Joel McCrea, Veronica Lake, William Demarest, Porter Hall, and Franklin Pangborn. (1941)

1942

5 stars
The Magnificent Ambersons
Orson Welles's second movie, taken from the Booth Tarkington novel, is stronger than his first, Citizen Kane, in most ways -- in coherence, in complexity, in common sense. Welles himself, for a change and for a relief and for a better balance, isn't on screen in this one. The story tells of the last generation, represented snottily by Tim Holt, of a declining Midwestern industrial dynasty, trying to uphold proud family customs in the onrush of new ways, new powers at the turn of the century. The portentous Expressionism of Stanley Cortez's lighting, which transforms and denatures the bygone Midwest, is a more tangible force than Progress, however; and this alone accounts for the feeling of debilitation and desperation that pervades the cavernous home of American aristocracy, with its steep staircases, tiered balustrades, chilly foyer, and its unseen ghosts of forefathers and traditions. With Joseph Cotten, Dolores Costello, Agnes Moorehead, Anne Baxter. (1942) 

4 stars
Cat People
First (and most profitable) in the line of horror films produced by Val Lewton for RKO in the early Forties, as competition with Universal Studios, at that time dominating the horror field. This one set the pattern for those to follow: no more than seventy-five minutes in length (ideal for double bills), under half-a-million in budget, a title that shrieks and a style that whispers. Often, as here, the story straddles the fence between outright supernaturalism, on one side, and superstition/psychology/ambiguity on the other; and indeed Lewton here blazed an important new trail by attempting (with a couple of damaging lapses) to keep the creature concealed at all times in cinematographer Nicholas Musuraca's artfully arranged shadows. In particular, the after-dark walk to the bus-stop and the solitary dip in the indoor swimming pool are classic terror sequences, but the whole show is beautifully tooled. The rather salacious premise, to do with a virgin wife who may be sexually repressed and mentally unbalanced, or who may actually turn into a lethal leopard under an ancient Serbian curse, blazes an additional new trail in giving the female sex their own counterpart to werewolves, and thus giving them due credit for their animalistic side. The accompanying set decoration of fetishistic feline icons is a gold mine for cat fanciers. Simone Simon, Kent Smith, Jane Randolph, and Tom Conway; directed by Jacques Tourneur. (1942) 
3 stars
Bambi
In this storyless and humanless paean to woodland creatures (Man is regarded as the eternal enemy, the bringer of fire, destruction, death), the Disney animators are able to give free rein to their appreciation of the natural world, of Romantic landscape, of animals' little idiosyncrasies, of types of weather and times of day (the opening travelling shot through the misty forest at dawn is a lot like a Disneyland ride, and a lot better than many of them). There is a large supply of silliness (some of the voices, especially); but that stuff weighs much less than the lyrical imagery, the Transcendentalist ideology, and the lumps in the throat. (1942) 
The Palm Beach Story
Of Preston Sturges's first seven movies from 1940 to '44, the seven on which his reputation mainly rests, this is the one that could perhaps be least deprivingly bypassed by the spectator, most broadeningly swapped for the later and neglected Unfaithfully Yours. There are treasurable moments, such as the antics of the Ale and Quail Club aboard a Pullman, but the predominant subject is what Sturges labelled "Subject A," and romantic complications are not his strong suit. Claudette Colbert is well at home with this sort of thing, but Joel McCrea is no wellspring of merriment. Rudy Vallee is just such a wellspring in almost any circumstances. (1942)
Saboteur
Hitchcock's formula for cross-country hide-and-seek, tested earlier in The Thirty-Nine Steps and Young and Innocent, lends itself readily to The War Effort in this alarm-ringer about The Enemy Within. In the course of it, Hitchcock finds room for numerous bright ideas that make you sit up in your seat: an impossible camera angle from the fugitive hero's point of view beneath the surface of a rippling creek; a fire extinguisher diabolically filled with gasoline; a truckload of circus freaks who democratically decide to offer the hero asylum; a latent homosexual spy; and a patriotic climax atop the Statue of Liberty. Robert Cummings, Priscilla Lane. (1942) 
1943
5 stars
Day of Wrath
Witchcraft in 17th-century Denmark, with something for almost everyone, the moralist, the feminist, the occultist, the cinephile -- especially him. It's not at all for the dogmatist, of whatever persuasion. Carl Dreyer starts out leading your sympathies where they will go most readily. A hoary old Lutheran pastor oversees the torture and immolation of a harmless grandmotherly dabbler in white magic. He has a new young wife who doesn't love him, and who has connections to witchery herself, and he has a grown son who soon returns home and immediately strikes sparks with his same-aged stepmother. You can see where things are heading, but Dreyer, without peer among moviemakers as a true believer in the occult, doesn't make things easy for you. The pastor isn't a tyrant and isn't a sadist and isn't evil, and he very much loves his wife. The latter isn't evil either, but she does some bad things, and she really is a witch (the editing tells you so). Few will be willing to go the whole way with Dreyer -- slow and uncompromising as he is -- but the rewards are larger the further you do. (1943)
4 stars
The Gang's All Here
Busby Berkeley, gorging himself on candy colors, marshals several massive assaults against the human sense of proportion and propriety: an elaborate, disorienting crane shot to kick off the movie with an Ugly American nightclub salute to Brazil, land of coffee beans and the samba; a Carmen Miranda production number, "The Lady in the Tutti Frutti Hat," which is overrun with chorus girls embracing Brobdingnagian bananas; and a knockout finale, with spots swimming before your eyes, entitled "The Polka Dot Polka." In between onslaughts, the merely human actors are asked to push a very cheap brand of comedy, and they push it with such enthusiasm that the tone of cheerful irrationality hardly wavers throughout. Alice Faye, James Ellison, Eugene Pallette, Edward Everett Horton. (1943) 
Shadow of a Doubt
The story of an adolescent girl's pampering affection for her pet uncle (both are called Charlie), and of her vengeful about-face when she discovers he's the notorious "Merry Widow Murderer," is, so they say, one of Hitchcock's personal favorites among his movies. Not a bad choice. The direction is typically tricksy and overemphatic in the suspense machinations, but there is some honest observation of small-town ways (due partly, no doubt, to the script by Thornton Wilder, and partly to the location work around Santa Rosa, Ca.); and there is some genuine psychological complexity in the Teresa Wright (or Little Charlie) character. With Joseph Cotten and Hume Cronyn. (1943) 
The Miracle of Morgan's Creek
Preston Sturges's razor-sharp (as well as razor-thin) conception of an American small town confines itself to a few solid characters: a hot-tempered town constable with a pair of motherless daughters on his hands; the unmanageable older one, whining and wheedling, who is impregnated one night by a nameless soldier off to war (she remembers vaguely, in a hangover haze, that it sounded something like "Ratzkywatzky"); the little sister who feels free to adopt an aloof, sideline cynicism while she awaits her turn, behind her sister, for life's big moments; and a poor sap, 4-F, who is putty in the hands of the older one. When these people are gotten to project their personalities, in duets, in trios, in quartets, and occasionally with additional background voices, the result is a frightful cacophony and, moreover, Sturges's smartest, smarting-est movie. Betty Hutton, Eddie Bracken, William Demarest, Diana Lynn. (1943) 
3 stars
Heaven Can Wait
Not the earlier version of Warren Beatty's film of this title (that was Here Comes Mr. Jordan), but rather a sentimental stage comedy out of Central Europe, transplanted to Technicolor Hollywood by Ernst Lubitsch. And very comfortably and prettily so. It concerns a deceased roué who demands admission at the gates of Hell — and what's revealed of the hero's offenses doesn't do much to support his case. But then, in the discreet world of Ernst Lubitsch, it needn't. Don Ameche, Gene Tierney, Charles Coburn, Laird Cregar. (1943)
The Leopard Man
An escaped show cat, on the prowl in a New Mexico smalltown, unjustly gets the blame for a series of grisly murders. The most sensational of these takes place just out of sight, on the far side of a door, to the accompaniment of horrible noises, and concludes with a nice shock effect of blood oozing under the door. Very atmospheric and seductive, one of the best made of the celebrated series of Val Lewton-produced thrillers in the Forties, although the cheesy story, adapted from a Cornell Woolrich original, is one of the least provocative of that series. This is director Jacques Tourneur's favorite of all his movies, or so he once said, on a day he may have forgotten about Out of the Past and Curse of the Demon and half a dozen others. With Dennis O'Keefe, Jean Brooks, and Margo. (1943)
1944
5 stars
Curse of the Cat People
The loosely connected sequel to Val Lewton's Cat People is stiffer than its forebear, less smooth and supple in its movement. (Gunther von Fritsch was chosen to direct the project, rather than Jacques Tourneur, who had moved on to bigger things, and von Fritsch had to be replaced early in production by former film editor and fledgling director Robert Wise.) Even so, this film has its share of partisans holding it to be the best of all the Lewtons. They have a strong case. A subtle blending of child psychology and ghost story, it adventurously expands the boundaries of what's allowable in a conventional horror film as well as in a conventional sequel. Sometimes a little naive in its expression, but all the more touching because of that, and genuinely profound and insightful in spite of it. Kent Smith, Jane Randolph, Julia Dean, Elizabeth Russell, and Simone Simon. (1944)
4 stars
Hail the Conquering Hero
It is perhaps advisable to recall, every few minutes, that when this first hit the nation's movie screens there was a war going on. Otherwise, viewed a safe distance from the general spirit of pulling-together, it may not be wholly clear why this Preston Sturges service comedy earned such hurrahs for the jovial aspersions it casts on war heroes, mothers, small towns. The story picks up Woodrow Lafayette Pershing Truesmith, the only son of a fallen hero of the Great War, after he has been rejected from the Marines for reasons of hay fever; and it follows him, or forces him, into a triumphal homecoming trumped up by six Guadalcanal veterans who lend him their medals, and invent tales of valor to go with them, for no discernible motive except their vicarious appreciation of home cooking, Mom, the girl next door, picket fences, front porches, and such. The enduring moments, here, are mostly in the area of ambivalences; and, whether from the speed and sketchiness or the necessary circumspection, there is no shortage of ambivalences, although just as often the movie belongs to blustery caricatures who believe in hitting a nail squarely on the head and hitting it with the force of a pile driver. Eddie Bracken, in the strenuous lead role, seems to be involved in something desperately beyond his capacities, and in that, the actor's predicament matches the character's perfectly. With Ella Raines, William Demarest, Freddie Steele, Franklin Pangborn. (1944) 
Ivan the Terrible
Eisenstein's awesome -- almost to the point of unapproachable -- two-part history lesson, done in operatic style, stiffened, inflated, and inflamed. It is especially expressive (or maybe just excessive) in its employment of tapered beards, bulging robes, horrific shadows, crazy-house tilts, hypnotic glowerings. Music by Prokofiev; photography by Tisse; acting by Cherkassov. (1944) 
National Velvet
Enid Bagnold's daydreamy tale of a girl and her horse, and their date with destiny at the Grand National steeplechase, is the perfect movie for all little girls who love horses. (Those little girls, if any, who are excluded from that description may prefer to stay at home, nosing into Mom's and Dad's dresser drawers.) For older people, Clarence Brown's stoically restrained directing style -- with scenes stiffened into a sort of color-plate pictorialism -- happily prevents any bubbling-over of the inherent sentimentality. The performances he gets are almost unimprovable. The twelve-year-old Elizabeth Taylor, in braces and rosy cheeks, must have broken many a heart, way back then, with her unfakable and unrecapturable freshness and eagerness; and the emotional effect in retrospect becomes the more heartbreaking with the added weight of all that the actress has undergone since -- the decades, the husbands, the pounds, etc. The complementary characters, too, have strong representation: Mickey Rooney's gentle, psychologically scarred wanderer (a nimble acting job overall, with an especially fine imitation of mush-mouthed, heavy-eyelidded drunkenness), Donald Crisp's docile father, and Anne Revere's straight-backed, straight-lipped mother. (1944) 
The Woman in the Window
Fritz Lang's cherchez-la-femme thriller, constructed with the grim efficiency of a hangman's noose, though gravely marred by the merciful loophole ending. The filmmaker's follow-up companion piece, Scarlet Street, with the same triumvirate of actors, was not quite so grimly efficient but neither was it so gravely marred. Edward G. Robinson, Joan Bennett, Dan Duryea. (1944) 
3 stars
Henry V
Olivier, doing his bit for the war effort (ca. 1944-45), marshals this Shakespeare history into a patriotic pep rally, with all due pomp and swagger. The backstage-at-the-Globe introduction is clever (and more than that: devotional, spiritual). And if the production never quite loses sight of the stage and becomes a full-bloom movie, the inhibiting sense of artifice is appropriate both to the original material and to the present occasion. With Robert Newton, Leslie Banks, Renee Asherton, and in the title role, Olivier. (1944) 
Meet Me in St. Louis
Vincente Minnelli's inventively color-photographed musical of red-letter-day Americana and greeting-card family life. Not entirely as healthy-minded as it superficially appears, but still a little too. With Judy Garland, Margaret O'Brien, Mary Astor. (1944) 
Most Beautiful
Kurosawa's contribution to the war effort, a semi-documentary about a female employee at a munitions plant (a Rosie-the-Riveter East). Small-scale and human; not a bit disfigured by anything grander; all in all, quite aptly titled. A particularly lovely sequence of the stoical heroine working overtime to catch a possible error. (1944) 
To Have and Have Not
The legend is that Howard Hawks wagered William Faulkner that he could make a good film out of Hemingway’s worst novel (or some such wager), and this was the chosen project. Hawks lets himself be guided in his task by the tested formula of Casablanca. There’s Bogart; there’s some dutiful wartime patriotism; and there’s a boxed-in, stage-bound look to the re-creation of exotic Martinique. However, there’s also some fresh and spontaneous — albeit adolescent — mischief, melodrama, and prurient interest (Lauren Bacall, straight from the pages of Vogue, shows in her movie debut a sophisticated understanding of the angles and planes of her face, shoulders, hips). And there are some eccentric secondary characters: Dan Seymour’s obese, effeminate policeman and Walter Brennan’s toothless, slap-happy lunatic (his acid test for anybody he meets is the question, “Was you ever bit by a dead bee?”). Screenplay by Faulkner and Jules Furthman. (1944) 
1945
5 stars
Nightmare Alley
Beautifully shaped and sharply detailed chronicle of the rise and fall of a conscienceless carny (played with unaccustomed toughness by Tyrone Power): up to the heights of high-society spiritualist and down to the depths of sideshow geek. Beautifully photographed and sharply written, too: Lee Garmes and Jules Furthman, respectively. Somewhat undervalued, overall, because its suave director, Edmund Goulding, has little history of this sort of thing: mainly women's pictures and a few middlebrow literary adaptations. With Joan Blondell, Coleen Gray, Helen Walker, Taylor Holmes, and Mike Mazurki. (1945) 
4 stars
Children of Paradise
Marcel Carné's escapist period piece, made in France during the Nazi occupation, looks like an effort to manufacture a movie that belongs on the library shelf beside Hugo and Balzac. For certain, it is a literate piece of work, a-buzz with witty and crafty gab; and it is played with superhuman bulge and hustle-bustle and spirit. It gives you 19th-century Paris up and down, the high life and the low life and the theatrical life; and it detains you in this legendary romantic retreat for over three hours. With Arletty, Jean-Louis Barrault, Marie Casares; written by Jacques Prevert. (1945) 
Ministry of Fear
Wartime espionage thriller, from a Graham Greene novel, with a pervasive air of paranoia (director Fritz Lang had gotten out of Nazi Germany, but not out of its shadow), many atmospheric scenes (plenty of the director's trademark cigarette smoke), and a marvelous climactic moment that employs a pinprick of light -- more exactly a bullet hole of light -- on an otherwise pitch-black screen. Ray Milland, Marjorie Reynolds, Dan Duryea. (1945)
Scarlet Street
Gloomy film noir about a henpecked hubby with an unnourished ego as a Sunday painter, who becomes easy pickings for a manipulative vamp. Fritz Lang's wartime Hollywood remake of Renoir's between-wars La Chienne (The Bitch) offers a fascinating contrast in directorial personalities. Renoir is convivially more interested in the characters and their colorfulness, Lang mercilessly more interested in the tightening fist of fate. Lang's could reasonably be called the more gripping movie, with the more powerful finishing punch. Edward G. Robinson, Joan Bennett, Dan Duryea, Margaret Lindsay. (1945) 

Anchors Aweigh
Gene Kelly and Frank Sinatra as a couple of happy-go-lucky sailors with whom you would not be afraid to trust your sister. They take so shilly-shallyingly long to figure out who loves whom, and to land an important audition with Jose Iturbi, that you sooner or later get your fill of good songs and good cheer. With Kathryn Grayson; directed by George Sidney. (1945) 
Open City
Launch of Italian Neo-Realism (as well as of the reputation of Roberto Rossellini). So, "important" as an historical marker, WWII-time; passionate, engaged, obliquely Left-tilted; also raw, sometimes slipping into crude. Anna Magnani, Aldo Fabrizi. (1945)
1946
5  stars
Beauty and the Beast
A traditional fairytale kingdom of enchanted forest, decaying castle, and magic, poetic occurrence is laid out by Jean Cocteau, perfect in every detail: the crowd-pleasing cinematic sleights-of-hand, the resplendent, soft-toned imagery of France's "quality cinema," the fragile, fine-china beauty of Josette Day, and the humiliatingly hairy makeup of Jean Marais. (1946)
4 stars
The Blue Dahlia
Seamy mystery story about a discharged veteran (the military experience explains his poker-faced savoir-faire in the face of death) who returns from the war accompanied by a shell-shocked puppylike Army buddy, and who arrives at his tacky L.A. apartment just in time for his wife's murder. Raymond Chandler's script outfits all the characters with selfish motives and flavorful language, and George Marshall's direction keeps things moving at a smooth, ritualistic gait. Alan Ladd, Veronica Lake, William Bendix, Howard da Silva. (1946) 
Notorious
Alfred Hitchcock's high-rent spy romance, in romantic Rio de Janeiro, maintains an atmosphere of crackling sexual tension, with Ingrid Bergman as a loose liver wooed (too well) by a suave American agent, and propelled, against both their better wishes, into squeamish wedlock with a Nazi. Cary Grant, Claude Rains, Louis Calhern; script by Ben Hecht. (1946) 
The Big Sleep
The Bogart-Bacall team's playful, pattycake exchanges are quite dated now, although at times still quite salacious, and the adaptation of the labyrinthine Raymond Chandler mystery novel is not as baffling as it is reputed to be. However, there is also a grand confidence in the allure of film noir atmospheric detail and narrative conventions — night-time fogs, neon lights, trench coats, clandestine comings and goings and doings — for which director Howard Hawks has a nonchalant knack. And there are unforgettable impersonations, by Martha Vickers and Bob Steele respectively, of a debauched sex bomb and a humorless gunsel. (1946)
Gilda
Not as good a movie as Mamoulian's Blood and Sand or Parrish's Fire Down Below (nice pun), this sinful South American melodrama nonetheless offers the definitive image of Rita Hayworth as man-trap. Intoxicating tropical-kitsch decor; moody photography by Rudolph Maté. With Glenn Ford; directed by Charles Vidor. (1946) 
The Killers
The opening is an intense, to-the-point illustration of the gangland rub-out in Hemingway's brusque short story. What follows is a blander, slacker, but carefully wrought specimen of detective fiction, as an insurance flatfoot ferrets out the whole story behind the short story. Definitive film noir score by Miklos Rozsa. With Burt Lancaster, Ava Gardner, Edmond O'Brien, Albert Dekker, Charles McGraw, William Conrad; directed by Robert Siodmak. (1946)
The Man I Love
Smoothly tuned vehicle for Ida Lupino, delivering a been-around-the-block performance as a lower-bracket nightclub chanteuse who comes to L.A. to visit her kid sister, and comes within the gravitational pull of a suave mobster. A sure feel for the territory, despite the studio settings. Robert Alda, Bruce Bennett, Andrea King, Martha Vickers; directed by Raoul Walsh. (1946) —
Stairway to Heaven
British title: A Matter of Life and Death. Either way, one of a veritable epidemic of WWII-time supernatural fantasies, centered around an RAF pilot who escapes the clutches of death when his plane goes down. Ah, but has he gotten away for good? The early Technicolor achieves a high level of unreality, but the most magical spectacle isn't the (talky, preachy) court session in Kingdom Come, but rather the down-to-earth camera obscura. With David Niven, Kim Hunter, Raymond Massey, Roger Livesey; co-directed by Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger. (1946)
The Stranger
The manhunt for a fugitive Nazi, resettled as a college professor in Small Town, U.S.A., yields easily to Orson Welles's penchant for intimating a monstrous unwholesomeness afoot everywhere. At the outset, Edward G-Man Robinson flares with patriotism, rapping his pipe on the desktop until it cracks in half; afterwards he muffles his feelings nicely, while the ever-present pipe, wrapped in a Band-aid, continues to affirm his obsessiveness. Welles himself, moving like Karloff's monster, enacts the Nazi "obscenity" with his inhuman gaze distracted to some spot far beyond the material world. And Loretta Young, lured into the obscenity's home and bed, flutters with naive optimism until, at last, the horrible truth possesses her and transforms her into a somnambulistic angel of justice, sailing through the night in a white negligee, toward a frenzied climax in the clock tower. (1946) 
1947
4 stars
Out of the Past
Perhaps the best private-eye movie made in the Forties, when competition was stiffest. The idiomatic narration and dialogue are no doubt funnier now, in unintended ways, than they once were, but Robert Mitchum's narcotized delivery preserves some of the poetry, too. More immune to time's passage is the visual poetry, the leafy shadows of Nicholas Musuraca's photography and the hypnotic rhythms of Jacques Tourneur's direction. The narration, in any event, breaks off halfway through, after we have been brought up to date and have emerged from flashback. At that point, a hauntingly lingered-over image, of Mitchum suited up in standard P.I. trenchcoat and handsomely framed by a wrought-iron gate, commences the movie's smoothest stretch, as the forces of fate close in for the kill. With Jane Greer and Kirk Douglas; screenplay by Daniel Mainwaring (a.k.a. Geoffrey Homes), adapted from his novel, Build My Gallows High. (1947)
Monsieur Verdoux
Chaplin as a Gallic seducer and murderer of rich women. The abandonment of the Tramp character and the addition of mordancy and morbidity to his comic moods seem to be brave and invigorating steps, although there is no advancement in film technique, no decrease in sentimentality, and a heavy increase in philosophic verbiage. With Martha Raye. (1947)
3 stars
The Fugitive
John Ford's sanctification of a Mexican whisky priest, from the Graham Greene novel, The Power and the Glory. It is Ford's highest-striving movie, which for him will have to mean his most experimentally Expressionistic. (It is also, as he stubbornly maintained in the face of public and critical rejection, his personal favorite.) Seldom on screen has such intellectual naiveté been put across with such visual suavity. Not nearly the sacred object it was intended to be; but a fascinating artifact of religious kitsch nonetheless. With Henry Fonda, Dolores Del Rio, Pedro Armendariz, and Ward Bond. (1947)

Quai des Orfèvres
Postwar film noir from the country that gave us the term. (Originally released in the U.S. as Jenny Lamour.) The final plot twist reveals nothing so much as the essential trashiness of the project, yet the atmosphere of damp nocturnal streets and seedy backstage show business and European sexual frankness is strong enough to be practically smelled, and the workings of the jaws of fate do indeed draw you deep into noir before spitting you out into the trash bin. Indelible characterization by Louis Jouvet of the unprepossessing, plodding, scrupulous, slightly crippled policeman, who enters the film late and completely takes it over: a sort of Gallic Walter Huston, with a big solid bony dignified head encasing a crafty intellect. Suzy Delair, Bernard Blier, Simone Renant; directed by Henri-Georges Clouzot. (1947) 
Ride the Pink Horse
Atmospheric crime drama, from a Dorothy Hughes novel, set in the multicultural Southwest and discreetly sensitive to the social status of Mexicans and Indians. Remarkable single-take opening shot, into and around a bus depot. Robert Montgomery is somewhat less persuasive as the hardcase hero than as the director of the film. With Wanda Hendrix, Fred Clark, Thomas Gomez. (1947) 

1948 
5 stars
The Big Clock
Near-perfect murder mystery, from a novel by the poet Kenneth Fearing, about a Big Town crime reporter, overdue for vacation, following a killer's trail that seems to lead straight to himself. Classically compressed in time and space (two of the three "unities"), and the action (the third) is ushered along swiftly and flowingly by the underrated director, John Farrow. The title object is both an imposing and useful item in itself and an unstrained symbol of bigger things. Remade in 1987 as No Way Out, far, far from perfect. With Ray Milland, Charles Laughton, George Macready, Maureen O'Sullivan (Mrs. Farrow), and Elsa Lanchester (Mrs. Laughton). (1948) 
4 stars
Force of Evil
The only film Abraham Polonsky was able to direct before he fell afoul of McCarthyite witch hunters (the only one until Tell Them Willie Boy Is Here, two decades later), a morality play against a background of the numbers racket. The tough-guy language and ambience have rich veins of poetry in them, and John Garfield has one of his better roles as a mob mouthpiece with a rediscovered conscience. Beatrice Pearson, Thomas Gomez, Marie Windsor. (1948) 
Rope
Hitchcock's celebrated experiment in single-takes, joined together so as to create a unity-of-time effect, is a bit less rigorous than legend had cracked it up to be: the cuts between reels (three of them, in all) are not disguised in the least, and the cuts within the reels (four of those) are not disguised well enough to disguise them. But the experimental aspect turns out, also, to be not terribly important to the movie's attractiveness. The primary interest here, much more than elsewhere in Hitchcock, centers on such old-fashioned foundation stones as story and character; and the loose modeling of these on the infamous Leopold-Loeb case reveals a true fascination with the subject of murder. (The technical experiment must, one feels sure, have come second for Hitchcock, as a means of washing away some of the guilt for having availed himself of so stagy a stage play.) The one character on whom the bulk of the interest falls -- that of the two murderers' Philosophy professor in college and their Nietzschean mentor -- is one of the rare credible intellectuals in American movies. James Stewart is undoubtedly oddly cast in this role. But not, as some would have it, badly. His humor and his humanity loosen up the character, create larger pockets of ambiguity, prevent stereotyping, and hold back the movie from rushing all the way into the Capra-esque anti-intellectualism so prevalent at that time and since. John Dall, Farley Granger, Cedric Hardwicke. (1948)
3 stars
The Fallen Idol
Carol Reed film, with a screenplay by Graham Greene, about an unobtrusive servant (a beautifully nuanced Ralph Richardson) in the French embassy in London, who has a special bond with the ambassador's mischievous little boy and a hush-hush extramarital link with a French typist (the too glamorous Michèle Morgan) and suddenly, suspiciously, a dead wife. The film fits between Reed's more flamboyant, better-known, but not by any means better Odd Man Out and The Third Man (perhaps it ought to have been renamed The Fallen Man), and the cooler emotional climate seems to agree with him, although the hawk-eyed, hovering wife approaches the stature of a fairy-tale Wicked Witch, and the boy's nocturnal flight in his pj's into glistening wet Expressionistic streets gives him a momentary kinship with the fugitive Odd Man and Third Man, and the fake-Hitchcock suspense-building of the final half-hour tends to be more exasperating than exciting. Some, however, of the subjective camera angles from the boy's point of view, all throughout, are fully worthy of Hitchcock. With Bobby Henrey, Sonia Dresdel, Jack Hawkins, Bernard Lee, Dora Bryan. (1948)
The Lady from Shanghai
Orson Welles takes a nose-holding leap toward Low Camp with a pulp thriller (narrated, first-person, in Welles's unctuous Irish brogue) about a gullible, ham-fisted sailor who is sucked into a murder scheme, making him the patsy. The cast of characters is peopled by twisted, obscene predators -- Rita Hayworth in a blond hairdo styled like shampoo lather, the pop-eyed Everett Sloane tottering around with leg braces and canes, Glenn Anders whining and whinnying through a sweaty mouth. The famous fun-house sequence is a virtuoso turn, all right, although Welles does not trouble to find a plausible way into it or out of it. (1948)
The Red Shoes
One of many edification exercises by the team of Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger: the world of ballet, on stage and back of it. Enough canny showmanship intervenes to make it not too painful; even, in the art direction and cinematography (Jack Cardiff), quite pleasurable. And in "The Red Shoes Ballet" itself, some Busby Berkeley-isms suspend edification altogether. Moira Shearer, Marius Goring, Anton Walbrook. (1948) 
1949
4 stars
Caught
From charm school to Prince Charming, or at least Prince Moneybags: a career girl's fairy tale turned nightmare. (Tipoff to the Prince's dark side: the personal pinball machine in his rec room for working out stress. Earlier tipoff: he's portrayed by Robert Ryan.) Aside from the didactic value, this is a cinematic construction as neatly fitted and smoothly finished as a yacht. With Barbara Bel Geddes and James Mason; directed by Max Ophuls. (1949)

Les Enfants Terribles
An early effort by Jean-Pierre Melville, famous later for gangster films, adapted from an immoral tale by Jean Cocteau having to do with the destructive relationship of a bratty brother and sister, too close to one another, and too closed off from everyone else. It's more Cocteau than Melville (notably in the chiselled, fragile beauty of the young men), although the direction is often much smoother than Cocteau's own. With Nicole Stephane. (1949)
Orpheus
Jean Cocteau revives and rearranges an ancient myth in a setting of modern-day France, and maintains throughout a serious, reverential, poetic feeling for fantasy (Death rides in a Rolls Royce under the escort of two black-leather motorcyclists, mirrors are gateways to the Underworld), even if, at times, his style indulges in ostentatious and transparent trickery. With Jean Marais, Maria Casares. (1949) 
Reign of Terror
The fact that the actors are all in wigs, braids, skin-tight pants, buckle shoes, and are pretending to be schemers in Robespierre's France, in frantic pursuit of a little black book of names scheduled for the guillotine, does not force any modifications upon the lurid pulp-fiction idiom of Anthony Mann. And the result is a resounding triumph of myopic modernism over history, romance, make-believe. (This Robespierre guy, see, is just another thug.) The costumes are worn as if they are mere distancing devices, and the harum-scarum cinematic style stands out in bold relief -- the perilous camera angles and violent lighting of photographer John Alton, the actors coached to lead with their chins. Robert Cummings, Richard Basehart, Arlene Dahl. (1949) 
She Wore a Yellow Ribbon
Part of John Ford's post-war cavalry trilogy, and probably the most magisterial of them in its command of the landscape, the historical perspective, the manly sentiments. Disguised in premature white hair and handlebar mustache, John Wayne fills his final days in the military with a worthwhile sortie into Indian territory, as well as with some pastimes around the fort which provide an outlet for Ford's abundant bathos (and which can be endured if you bite down on a bullet) -- horseplay with Victor McLaglen, one-way conversations with his late wife at her gravesite, and so forth. (1949) 
Stray Dog
Kurosawa's postwar policier unites elements of Italian neo-realism and the American semi-documentary vogue of the time, making it a valuable historical record (the delightful baseball footage goes on longer than strictly necessary to set the scene) as well as a compelling thriller. The young Toshiro Mifune plays a rookie cop who, to his shame and guilt, loses his gun to a felon, and must track it down in a drenching heatwave with the help of his wise old partner, Takashi Shimura. (1949) 
Three Strange Loves
Early Bergman, though at the same time highly developed: a troubled married couple ride a train to a destination of "Hell together is better than hell alone." Highly compact, at under ninety minutes; and highly complicated, with parallel action, flashbacks, a dream scene. Broodingly well photographed, too -- and don't miss (don't blink at) the emotional climax of the lesbian's scene, when her hair is rearranged into a subtle suggestion of devil's horns. Bergman softened his metaphorical view of lesbianism only a little by the time he made The Silence -- from evil to merely diseased. Eva Henning, Birgit Tengroth, Birgir Malmsten, Mimi Nelson. (1949)
White Heat
One of the last good gasps for the Warner Brothers 1930s-style chronicle of a gangster's career. It has been updated somewhat with an apocalyptic ending suitable for the Nuclear Age and with some quirks of character to bring the thing into line with the Freudian psychoanalytic standards of its contemporaries, Dark Past, He Walked by Night, etc. The quirks -- Oedipal tendencies and epileptic fits -- are quite exciting and Cagney handles them beautifully. Directed, with sharp jabs and nimble footwork, by Raoul Walsh. With Virginia Mayo, Steve Cochrane, and Edmund O'Brien. (1949) 
3 stars
Adam's Rib
Husband and wife square off in the courtroom as District Attorney and defense advocate. The emphasis in this juridical battle of the sexes is on "cute" comedy (he summons a tear to his eye at will, he paddles her derriere, etc.). With Spencer Tracy, Katharine Hepburn, and Judy Holliday; directed by George Cukor. (1949)
Bicycle Thieves
Vittorio De Sica's heart-wrenching and arm-twisting argument on behalf of the Little Man. The people's faces and the slum locales look coldly authentic and untampered-with. But the woeful plotline -- a menial laborer's frantic search for his stolen bicycle -- dumps truckloads of irony and pathos all along the way.
The Reckless Moment
One of the products of Max Ophuls's Hollywood sojourn in the second half of the 1940s; probably the least of them; clearly not as good as its close counterpart from the same year, Caught, nor as idiosyncratic as the two earlier; but smooth and atmospheric nonetheless, with James Mason a smarmy blackmailer and Joan Bennett his stiff and stuffy pigeon. (1949) 


