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Dave kehr: When movies mattered
March 26 & 27, 2011
sailor’s luck

Saturday, March 26, 2:00 P.M.

With Dave Kehr in person
1933, 64 mins. New 35mm print from 20th Century Fox.
Directed by Raoul Walsh. Written by Bert Hanlon. Photographed by Arthur C. Miller. Edited by Jack Murray. Art Direction by Joseph C. Wright. Costume Design by William Lambert.
Principal cast: James Dunn (as Jimmy Harrigan), Sally Eilers (Sally Brent), Victor Jory (Baron Darrow), Sammy Cohen (Barnacle Benny), Frank Moran (Bilge), Esther Muir (Minnie Broadhurst), Will Stanton (J. Felix Hemingway), Curley Wright (Angelo). Screening followed by a conversation with Dave Kehr, moderated by Chief Curator David Schwartz. Program followed by book signing.
Excerpt from “Crisis, Compulsion, and Creation: Raoul Walsh’s Cinema of the Individual,” in When Movies Mattered: Reviews from a Transformative Decade, by Dave Kehr (University of Chicago Press: 2011):
Walsh was famous for his speed: the initial montage of White Heat, which compresses James Cagney‘s career as a psychotic gangster into a single, slashingly violent train robbery, is perhaps the fastest, poundingest opening in film history, and many of Walsh‘s movies open in medias res, the exposition deftly dropped among the flurries of action. That same demon speed is shared by many of Walsh‘s heroes, who often seem driven by the unknown, unholy forces—some, like White Heat‘s Cody Jarrett, over the edge; others, like Gentelman Jim‘s James J. Corbett, into personal success and prestige. James Cagney gave his best performances in Walsh films—The Roaring Twenties, Strawberry Blonde, White Heat, A Lion Is in the Streets—where his spring-wound, simmering physicality found its finest visual presentation and most expressiveuse. Errol Flynn was another Walsh regular (They Died With Their Boots On, Desperate Journey, Gentleman Jim, Northern Pursuit, Uncertain Glory, Objective Burma, Silver River); although his personality was much less complex than Cagney‘s (in the hands of other directors, he could go unforgivably slack), Flynn still found a striking presence in Walsh‘s work, where his innate cockiness, his narcissism, could become a part of his character. His drive was different from Cagney‘s: where Cagney, the rough, slum kid, fought for material success, the smoother, silkier Flynn had more abstract goals in mind: social standing (Gentleman Jim), military glory (They Died With Their Boots On), political success (Silver River). Flynn was the social climber, Cagney was the social scrabbler—but both acted from the same inner compulsion, a compulsion to create themselves through their actions, to wrest an identity from the world. In Walsh, the American myths of success and mobility find a deep psychological, and perhaps existential, resonance: in making it, the Walsh hero is making himself.

If Walsh‘s films take their tempo, they dynamism, from the inner drives of their central characters, thay also allow the hero to dictate their shape and structure. By and large, Walsh is attracted to two types of organization: the “rise and fall of …” biographical plot (as in The Roaring Twenties, They Died With Their Boots On, Gentleman Jim, A Lion Is in the Streets), and an even looser, more anecdotal structure that might be called the “map movie”—the kind of film that opens with a big black X on a map and follows the characters‘ progress from point A to point B through a gradually growing dotted line. Walsh‘s map movies—the best of themare Objective Burma, Along the Great Divide, Distant Drums, and Saskatchewan—are tales of neither picaresque adventure nor heroic quest: often, as in Burma and the latter half of Distant Drums, the characters are in retreat, running from an enemy through a hostile, primal landscape. They meet, in nature, the same kind of challenges that the heroes of the biographical films confront in social terms: it is always a question of a will imposed on the world, of an environment—urban or wilderness—conquered. The heroes of the biographical films move through time, of the map movies through space, but both are running the same sort of gauntlet—not one of punishment or purgation, but of learning and testing. The characters take something from their confrontations: they grow in strength and identity.

For Ford, the ultimate focus is society, for Hawks it is the group; Walsh‘s focus, uniquely, is the individual—his experience, his progress, his evolution. (The masculine pronoun doesn‘t always apply: one of Walsh‘s most striking protagonists, Jane Russell in The Revolt of Mamie Stover, is very much a woman). Walsh‘s casual, discursive plots create a sense of freedom around the hero, as if his actions alone were determining the direction of the film. Some of Walsh‘s most entertaining films…belong to the series of quick musicals he made for Paramount in the 30s—Going Hollywood, Every Night at Eight, Artists and Models, College Swing, St. Louis Blues. Most are designed as simple showcases for popular entertainers or radio stars; if they have a plot, it exists only to be ignored, and they play out as refreshingly free and easy assemblies of songs, comedy sketches, and character turns, unified only by a pleasant, generous sense of anything goes. Only a director like Walsh, serenely attuned to the rhythms of personality and spirit over those of plot and structure, could have brought them off with such a sense of integrity: they are free without being sloppy, open without being ungainly.

Like any artist, Walsh was uneven, but I‘ve yet to see a Walsh film, no matter how obscure, that didn‘t have some of his flair, some of his infectious spirit. Walsh‘s cinematheque, ultimately, is late-night television. Hardly a week passes without one of his films; at times there are two or three. His work is worth watching for, and worth working with. 
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