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PROLOGUE

When I was in college, we argued about the movies. One time a post-
screening debate about Chinatown became particularly heated. It was late 
enough to cross city streets against the light with little concern for oncoming 
traffi c, and, lost in the heat of the moment, we raised our voices to an extent that
was surely inconsiderate. Arguments like these were rarely resolved, but they 
were not really meant to be. Progress was measured with the acknowledgment 
that impressive evidence had been introduced, usually in the form of a coun-
terfactual (“If that interpretation were true, how would you account for this 
shot?”), or by the recognition of a novel perspective (“I hadn’t thought of it 
that way before”).

A good argument made fi ne company. At some point we agreed that you 
could take the measure of a movie by how long we talked about it afterwards. 
Not every movie invited such exuberant contestation, but we sought out those 
that did. Soon enough I found myself gravitating toward American fi lms made 
in the late 1960s and 1970s, which, more often than not, seemed designed to 
provoke such conversations. Coincidentally (or so I thought), as a student, and 
later a professor of politics, I was also irresistibly drawn to the political and 
social history of the period: Vietnam, the women’s movement, race relations, 
Watergate. And it turned out that at about the same time, rock music was scal-
ing new heights as well. There was something happening there.

This book engages what I call the “seventies fi lm” in the context of its 
times. Although there is a growing literature in fi lm studies on this era, and 
social scientists continue to explore the remarkably rich and fascinating ter-
rain of the sixties and seventies, often with reference to cultural touchstones, 
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my goal in this book is to take both the fi lms and the times seriously, and to 
argue, most fundamentally, for their essential interdependence. Thus I do not 
introduce fi lms as illustrations of history or politics, but rather I take on close 
readings of particular fi lms to show that these fi lms—these commercial Holly-
wood movies—were shaped by, and in dialogue with, the political, social, per-
sonal, and philosophical issues of their times.

The “seventies,” as redefi ned here to include the late 1960s and exclude the 
late 1970s, was a golden age in American fi lm, and it was a revisionist period as 
well. The traditional conventions of the industry were challenged—the rules 
and norms that had dictated what stories could be told, and how stories could 
be told. None of this means, and it is clearly not the case, that all seventies 
fi lms are “good,” or that the movies that came before (and after) are “bad.” It 
is to argue that the decade was an unusually rich period of cinematic achieve-
ment, and that it was indeed an “age.” That is, it was characterized by a cohort 
of fi lms that were noticeably different, especially from their predecessors, and 
can be understood as a distinct and identifi able era, and one that came and went, 
like a window opening and closing. The era of the seventies fi lm refl ected a
shift away from the pristine exposition of linear stories with unambiguous 
moral grounding, and toward self-consciously gritty explorations of complex 
episodes that challenged the received normative structure of society. Two in-
terrelated factors contributed to this transition: the end of movie censorship, 
and changes in the industry and American society that had been developing 
for some time but became obvious and irresistible by the mid-1960s. Ten years 
later, a different constellation of political, economic, and social factors would 
foster conditions that were much less hospitable to the seventies fi lm, and its 
culture withered.

Of course, history does not come in boxes. Nor do events unfold on sched-
ule, or even, necessarily, in proper sequence. In retrospect, observers attempt 
to impose order on a disorderly past so they can make some sense of it. Untidy 
episodes are categorized as “false starts,” some things happen “before their 
time,” and events that slip beyond the grasp occur as “echoes of the past.” Cru-
cial turning points, less obvious to the harried participants who experienced 
them, are established.

These messy realities complicate the most tractable endeavors, such as cold 
war history. (When did it start? Was it inevitable? What were the rules? Why 
did it end?) This is true of fi lm history as well, especially in the way the vagaries 
of production and release schedules make the “dating” of any particular fi lm 
tricky. Nevertheless, I argue that envisioned collectively, from 1967 to 1976 
a certain type of great American fi lm thrived. Though I call it the seventies 
fi lm, it has also been called the New Hollywood or the American New Wave, 
phrases that signifi ed generational change as well as a nod toward the infl uence 
and artistic ambitions of the “New” European cinemas of the 1950s and 1960s.
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This book on the seventies fi lm, then, is not designed to be a comprehen-
sive survey of the movies (or for that matter of the history and the politics) of 
the period. The New Hollywood thrived, but there were still plenty of Old 
Hollywood movies being produced as well. Many big hits—probably most 
of the very biggest hits, movies like Airport, Love Story, and The Towering
Inferno—are ignored. Some notable genres of the period—disaster fi lms, hor-
ror movies, and blaxploitation—are also marginalized. Comedies are under-
represented (Young Frankenstein, a movie I love, was released in 1974, but it 
is not a seventies fi lm). Some of these choices were not easy to make; the great 
works of outsiders like Stanley Kubrick and John Cassavetes, for example, are 
not systematically engaged. Other personal favorites, like Alfred Hitchcock 
and Woody Allen, are mentioned only in passing. (It can be argued that Allen 
carried the promise of the seventies fi lm into the 1980s and 1990s. Neverthe-
less, his most important contributions arrived after 1976.)

Hollywood’s Last Golden Age is concerned with a certain type of fi lm—the 
seventies fi lm—born of the era, with recognizable characteristics, and deeply 
and deliberately enmeshed with the political, social, and cultural concerns 
of its day. The movies discussed in the pages that follow, taken together, re-
fl ect that coherent subculture. In an appendix at the end of the book there is a 
chronological list (in order of release date in the United States) of one hundred 
seventies fi lms, along with the principal participants behind and in front of the 
camera for each entry. The choices refl ect the stuffi ng of the book, but they are 
also designed to capture and represent the breadth of the era’s achievements. 
Having considered fi fty seventies fi lms for the fi nal fi ve slots, and having
nominated twenty movies for canonical status, I have no doubt that the list is 
debatable—in the best sense of the word.



CHAPTER 1

BEFORE THE FLOOD

It was “the decade when the movies mattered.”1 Choices made by fi ctional 
characters mattered. How a movie ended really mattered. The next fi lm by a 
noted director was eagerly anticipated because chances were he had something 
to say. In the precious ten years from 1967 to 1976, a certain type of American 
fi lm culture thrived, clearly different from what had come before, and once it 
was gone, well, out of the blue, and into the black, just like Neil Young said. 
Perhaps the puzzle was not that it ended but that it ever happened. Still, for that 
brief moment it seemed like the inmates were allowed to run free. Soon enough 
the survivors were brought back to their rooms, in many cases for their own 
protection. But few would make their best fi lms in captivity.

Great movies have been made throughout fi lm history, and they will con-
tinue to be produced in the future. Yet there was something special and mean-
ingful and important about the period 1967 to 1976 for mainstream American
movies. It was a moment when a number of extraordinary factors all came to-
gether to produce an uncommonly fertile era in American fi lm. The end of cen-
sorship, the passing of the old guard of the studio system, and economic and 
demographic changes in both the industry and its audience created unprec-
edented uncertainty and a crisis of confi dence that afforded an opportunity for 
a new type of commercial fi lm. At the same time, the content of those new fi lms, 
especially (but not exclusively) those created by a new generation of fi lmmakers, 
could not help but be shaped by the omnipresent social and political upheavals 
of the era: the civil rights movement, the domestic consequences of the Vietnam 
War, the sexual revolution, women’s liberation, the end of the long postwar eco-
nomic boom, and the traumatic Shakespearean saga of the Nixon presidency.
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The claim that something new and special emerged from Hollywood in the 
decade from 1967 on is not novel. It is increasingly acknowledged in the com-
munity of fi lm scholars and critics. Indeed, it was even recognized by many at 
the time. Orson Welles, for one, observed Hollywood producers “frantically 
pandering to youth” because they “cannot pretend they know anything about 
the market except that it is very young.” The result is “very young fi lmmakers 
in total control of their own work,” which Welles, having been through de-
cades of studio doors slamming in his face, understandably viewed with a hint 
of mixed emotions. He saw a situation that was “slightly ridiculous, and very 
hopeful for the future of American fi lms.”2

Of  course, nothing comes from nowhere. The seventies fi lm has its character-
istics, its culture, and its concerns, but it would not have been possible without the 
end of the censorship regime that would otherwise have radically circumscribed 
its content. The comprehensive censorship of American fi lms from the earliest 
days of the industry through 1966 was the most consequential determinant of 
the content of Hollywood movies. As fans of classic movies can attest, in the old 
days people (well, at least people in the movies) didn’t swear, didn’t have sex, 
and didn’t even bleed much; these three big and obvious prohibitions obscured 
a much longer list of taboos regarding the treatment of race, crime, drugs, and 
sexuality more broadly. The fact that the movies can now be more profane, more 
violent, and more sexually explicit has come with some costs. Under censorship, 
the inability to speak frankly encouraged fi lmmakers to resort to codes and visual 
devices that were inherently well suited to the medium, developing fi nesse and at 
times even virtuosity in subtle techniques of visual storytelling—skills less neces-
sary when anything can be said or shown. And after censorship, freeing sex and 
violence invites a slippery slope, for the power of the movies to shock and titil-
late depends, to some extent, on novelty and outrageousness, creating mounting 
pressure to outdo predecessors each time the bar is raised (or lowered).

Still, the end of censorship was the liberation, even if the reason why is 
commonly misunderstood. At bottom, censorship is paternalistic, and the re-
sult of American censorship, not surprisingly and in fact purposefully, was 
fi lms suitable for children. And children, more than anything, needed to be 
taught about the difference between right and wrong, and to trust authority 
and institutions, and to be assured that good will triumph over evil. What the 
seventies brought, then, was the possibility of a truly adult cinema, which was 
not a function of nudity or vulgarity or violence but rather derived from the 
ability to traffi c in that which was previously forbidden, the ultimate taboo: 
moral ambiguity. In the adult world, and in the world of the seventies fi lm, 
choices are not always easy and obvious, most people are some combination 
of good and bad, authorities and institutions are often imperfect and even cor-
rupt, and, fi nally, the hero doesn’t always win.
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Censorship and Moral Ambiguity

Hollywood censorship is largely the story of self-censorship as a preemptive 
tactic, rooted in fear. The industry was afraid of state and local censorship 
boards, boycotts by private groups (most famously the Catholic Legion of De-
cency), and the power of the federal government more generally. Censorship 
tended to peak at those times when the industry felt most vulnerable, in par-
ticular during economic downturns, which left the studios less than eager to 
alienate a shrinking audience or squander scarce resources to put up a fi ght. 
Key moments in the twenties, thirties, and forties would defi ne the character-
istics of the censorship regimes that followed.

The studios had good reason to fear government censorship. On Febru-
ary 23, 1915, a unanimous Supreme Court ruled that motion pictures did not 
enjoy constitutional protections regarding freedom of expression. In Mutual 
Film Corporation v. Industrial Commission of Ohio, the Court upheld that 
states could, in advance, examine and approve (or not) all fi lms intended to 
be exhibited for profi t in the state. The potential implications of censorship by 
states and localities were real, and enormous. In 1945, for example, during a 
period of strict Hollywood self-censorship, Fritz Lang’s Scarlet Street was ini-
tially banned in (of all places) New York State, for its fl irtations with prostitu-
tion and infi delity and its failure to punish the guilty more explicitly. Not until 
1952 (Burstyn v. Wilson) did the Court place any limitation on states’ power 
in this arena, with an important decision that narrowed the basis on which 
movies could be censored. Further encroachments on state authority followed, 
but it was not until the mid-1960s that the legal foundations of local censorship 
boards were unambiguously crumbling.3

Three crises defi ned the nature and practice of self-censorship. The fi rst, 
and only episode with some historical charm, was the effort to clean up the in-
dustry’s image as a den of iniquity. Hollywood’s loose morals were associated 
most famously with the free sexuality of its biggest stars, like Mary Pickford, 
who divorced her husband to marry Douglas Fairbanks in 1920. But things 
took a darker turn with the Fatty Arbuckle sex scandal in September 1921, 
with its salacious rumors (and subsequent sensational trials) surrounding the 
circumstances that led to the death of a young woman, and with the sordid, 
unsolved murder of director William Desmond Taylor in February 1922.

These ugly episodes were poorly timed from a business perspective. A 
month before the Fatty Arbuckle scandal hit, New York State established its 
movie licensing system, and within a year, censorship bills were introduced 
in thirty-two states. The moguls, looking for cover, created the Motion Pic-
ture Producers and Distributors of America (MPPDA) and hired Will Hays to 
be its president. He was a casting agent’s dream. Hays, lured from President 
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Harding’s cabinet (he had orchestrated the successful Harding campaign), was 
a conservative Republican, a midwestern teetotaler, and a Protestant church 
elder—in sum, the opposite of everything that was objectionable about Holly-
wood. Nominally, Hays had two jobs—externally, to promote the industry and 
to fi ght outside censorship; internally, to supervise the self-censorship of the 
movies. Hays introduced the morals clause into all Hollywood contracts and 
formed the Committee for Public Relations, the offi ce that established guide-
lines for content, including a list of “don’ts and be carefuls” in 1927, and the 
more elaborate production code of 1930. But his energies were directed much 
more forcefully, and effectively, at fi ghting local censorship efforts around the 
nation.4

The Great Depression, which coincided with the emergence of sound, cre-
ated a second and much more profound crisis for Hollywood and contributed 
to a much more severe period of censorship. (The sound fi lms of the early 
1930s are certainly tame by today’s standards, but a comparison of the 1931 
and 1941 versions of The Maltese Falcon provides a fascinating illustration of 
how dramatically standards were tightened in the interim.) With the collapse 
of the economy, attendance nosedived. One hundred million Americans went 
to the movies in the average week in 1930; 40 million fewer did so in 1932. 
Profi ts plummeted, and theaters closed. At the same time, and possibly with an 
eye toward recapturing its fl agging audience, the movies of the early sound pe-
riod traffi cked increasingly in sex and violence—most famously in the person 
of  Mae West (who in 1927 served eight days in prison for her role in the Broad-
way production Sex) and with gangster fi lms like Little Caesar and Scarface.5

The relative frankness of some of the pictures of the early sound era at-
tracted unwanted attention as well. In 1932 the Catholic Church appealed to 
the industry to tone down its content, and in 1933 its efforts became more 
public and ambitious. A Committee of Bishops was convened, and in April 
1934 the Legion of Decency was established. Ten million Catholics signed a 
pledge not to attend immoral fi lms, and they would be guided in their choices 
by the Legion’s own rating system, which identifi ed movies that were “morally 
unobjectionable” and others that were “condemned.”

Hollywood was quick to react. Within three months of the establishment 
of the Legion, Hays hired Joseph Breen, a Catholic—and for good measure 
an anti-Semite as well—to run the Production Code Administration (PCA), 
the successor to the Committee for Public Relations. The PCA revisited, in-
terpreted, and enforced the production code, which had been written out in 
1930. Crucially, the members of the MPPDA (that is, all the major studios) 
agreed that they would not distribute any fi lm that did not carry the PCA pu-
rity seal, and faced a fi ne of $25,000 if they did. Since at that time the studios 
owned most of the theaters in the country, in the era of studio dominance the 
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code would be virtually impossible to circumvent. The studios even agreed to 
withdraw older fi lms, such as A Farewell to Arms, that were deemed offensive. 
Breen ran the PCA from 1934 to 1954, and did so with an iron fi st.6

The code was aggressively enforced, with censors demanding specifi c 
changes from pre-production scripts all the way through to the fi nished prod-
uct. The effect could be comically oppressive—banning words like “tart” and 
“chippie,” and “obscene” phrases like “in your hat,” and of course with its 
exile of married couples into separate beds. It could also be offensive, banning 
outright “sex perversion or any inference to it” (meaning, for openers, homo-
sexuality) as well as interracial romance. But the fi rst item mentioned in the 
code was not about sex or violence or vulgarity; rather, it began: “No picture 
shall be produced which will lower the moral standards of those who see it. Hence 
the sympathy of the audience shall never be thrown to the side of crime, wrongdo-
ing, evil, or sin.” The second general principle discussed “correct standards of 
life,” and the third covered respect for “natural or human” law. Taking on the 
specifi c category of crime, the code specifi ed that it “shall never be presented 
in such a way as to throw sympathy with the crime as against law and justice”; 
the discussion of sex that follows starts with “the sanctity of the institution of 
marriage and the home” before moving on to rule that adultery and “illicit sex” 
may not “be explicitly treated or justifi ed, or presented attractively.” In sum, 
the code as written and enforced was fi rst and foremost about imposing a set of 
strict, strident, and sacrosanct moral standards on the movies.7

The effect was immediate. In 1933–34, more than half of Hollywood’s 
output was either condemned by the Legion of Decency or found to be “mor-
ally objectionable in part.” Two years later over 90 percent of Hollywood’s 
product was deemed “morally unobjectionable”; in 1938, only 5 of 535 mov-
ies produced were “condemned” by the Legion. Thus Mae West’s line “Men 
are at their best when women are at their worst” was banished to the cutting 
room fl oor. (Years later, audiences would be similarly protected from hear-
ing Ronald Reagan say “razzberry” in Bedtime for Bonzo.) And of course 
crime, or even “immoral” behavior, never, ever went unpunished. Shirley 
Temple  replaced Mae West as Hollywood’s leading woman, and both sides 
of the screen were made safe for children. Mission apparently accomplished, 
in the late 1930s and beyond, the Legion, and Hollywood’s censors, turned 
their attention to protecting American audiences from a more subtle danger—the 
subversive social or political “message” fi lm. Movies like Confessions of a Nazi 
Spy (1939) and, especially, The Grapes of Wrath (1940) were particularly dis-
concerting for the Legion, which proclaimed that “the move to bring social 
and realistic messages” was a “wedge for the sly introduction of propaganda 
materials” that “may be more dangerous to the welfare of souls than indecen-
cies or immoralities.”8
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These issues were put aside as Hollywood enthusiastically turned its ener-
gies to supporting the country in the Second World War. But they would soon 
return with a vengeance. Even in triumph, for the nation as a whole, and in 
particular for its returning GIs, the war was a sobering experience, and many 
postwar movies refl ected a more serious and downbeat sensibility. The Best 
Years of Our Lives (1946), which dealt with the challenges returning vets faced 
in readjusting to small-town American life, picked up seven Academy Awards. 
In 1947 a number of fi lms, all of which conformed to the code, nevertheless 
suggested a political point of view. Gentleman’s Agreement and Crossfi re, for 
example, each took on anti-Semitism. Even more troubling for some was Body 
and Soul, about a boxer’s fall from grace, in which the lure of big money leads 
the hero astray.

In 1946, 90 million Americans went to the movies each week, one of the 
best years in Hollywood history. But the audience would never be that big 
again. In 1950, about 60 million tickets a week were sold, and the audience 
would continue to dwindle. Nineteen forty-six was also a watershed year in 
U.S. politics. The November elections swept Republican majorities into the 
House and Senate for the fi rst time since the Hoover administration, and prom-
inent among these new lawmakers were ambitious young politicians, such as 
Richard Nixon, who had run on a platform of crusading anticommunism. 
Nixon waged an aggressive, red-baiting campaign, as he would in his success-
ful Senate bid four years later; in the interim he made his reputation fi ghting 
communist subversion as a member of the House Un-American Activities 
Committee (HUAC). With the transfer of political power in Congress in 1947, 
that committee was chaired by the combative J. Parnell Thomas, a passionate 
opponent of the New Deal, who saw in taking on Hollywood an opportunity to 
challenge liberal politics in society more broadly.

Thomas held congressional hearings in October on “communist infi ltra-
tion of the motion picture industry,” initially with studio heads and other 
“friendly” witnesses naming names of communists working in the industry. 
The committee meant business—Nixon had promised that the “red network” 
would be exposed—and nineteen purported subversives were named in the 
hearings. Initially the industry rallied to their support. Leading Hollywood 
liberals, including John Huston, Katharine Hepburn, Billy Wilder, Groucho 
Marx, and Humphrey Bogart, formed the Committee for the First Amend-
ment and traveled to Washington to show their support. At the same time, Eric 
Johnston (the former president of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, who had 
recently succeeded Will Hays as the head of the MPPDA) stated plainly: “As 
long as I live, I will never be a party to anything as un-American as a black-
list. . . . [T]here’ll never be a blacklist. We’re not going to go totalitarian to 
please this committee.”9
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But Hollywood’s courage, never in great supply, was quickly depleted. 
Economic distress in the movie business, and possibly even a desire to placate 
the conservative banking community (which provided crucial fi nancing for 
the industry), fueled the retreat. In addition, the hearings did not go well, with 
absurd and at times comical exchanges between the shrill committee members 
and unfriendly witnesses. After eleven of the nineteen had testifi ed, Thomas 
unexpectedly suspended the proceedings. One of the eleven witnesses, Bertolt 
Brecht, fl ed the country; thus remained the “Hollywood Ten.” On Novem-  
ber 24, the House voted 346–17 to hold them in contempt of Congress. (All 
would eventually serve time in prison for this offense.) The following day 
Johnston emerged from a closed-door meeting in New York with industry ex-
ecutives to issue the “Waldorf Statement,” in which the studios condemned 
the Hollywood Ten and vowed that they would not “knowingly employ” any 
communists or subversives. Loyalty oaths would be mandatory. Thus the 
“Hollywood blacklist” was formed.10

In the following years, things would only get worse. In February 1950, 
the then undistinguished Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin made the 
speech that signaled a renewed and nationwide effort to root out subversives 
in American society: “The reason why we fi nd ourselves in a position of im-
potency is not because our only powerful potential enemy has sent men to in-
vade our shores, but rather because of the traitorous actions of those who have 
been treated so well by this nation.” An opportunistic politician searching for 
a platform, he had fi nally struck gold: the hunt for the enemy within. However 
vile McCarthy was, it is important to keep in mind that he found in 1950s 
America fertile soil to plant his poisonous seeds. As Jean-Pierre Melville once 
remarked with regard to his masterpiece Army of Shadows (1969), “Don’t for-
get that there were more people who didn’t work for the resistance than people 
who did.”11

McCarthyism took root in an America traumatized by the appearance 
of a three-headed monster: in the nine-month period from September 1949 
through June 1950, the Soviets got the atomic bomb, years before anyone 
thought they would; the Chinese communists won the civil war, by the ac-
counting principles of the day reducing the ranks of the “free world” by hun-
dreds of millions; and without warning, communist North Korea invaded 
the South. The international communist threat suddenly seemed very real 
and on the march, possibly with the help of enemies from within America. It 
was in this atmosphere that Congress passed the Internal Security Act over 
President Truman’s veto. The act required the registration of communists 
and created the Subversive Activities Control Board to investigate suspected 
subversives.12 And in 1951 HUAC intensifi ed its efforts to fl ush out commu-
nists in  Hollywood.
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The human costs of the Hollywood blacklist, and the much broader na-
tionwide effort to expose and purge “subversives” from all walks of society, 
have been well documented.13 Some, like Dashiell Hammett, author of The 
Maltese Falcon, went to jail; others, such as Jules Dassin (director of The Naked 
City), fl ed the country. Many testifi ed before the committee. Sterling Hayden 
saved his career but never recovered. (“Not often does a man fi nd himself eulo-
gized for having behaved in a manner that he himself despises,” he would later 
write.) Countless more were unable to fi nd work. Less harrowing but more 
pervasive was the smothering effect that political fear had on the content of 
the movies. McCarthyism produced the third great wave of Hollywood self-
censorship, eliminating from the screen anything that might be understood, or 
misunderstood, as challenging American values. As Elia Kazan noted in 1952, 
“Actors are afraid to act, writers are afraid to write, and producers are afraid 
to produce.” Kazan would know. In January 1952 he refused, “as a matter of 
conscience,” to name names before the House committee. But fearing for his 
career, he returned in April and read sixteen names into the public record.14

There were great fi lms made in the 1950s—Huston’s The Asphalt Jungle, 
Hitchcock’s Rear Window, and Welles’s Touch of Evil, to name a few—but 
American fi lms of the decade are nevertheless best characterized by their ti-
midity, conformity, and enforcement of the moral certainty of the code. And 
the Production Code Administration would continue to supervise the censor-
ship of Hollywood’s output until its sudden collapse in 1966. It is clear in ret-
rospect, however, that although the shattering of the code marked a sudden, 
radical transition in the content of the movies, the foundations of the censor-
ship regime had been slowly eroding for some time.

In 1953 Otto Preminger famously released The Moon Is Blue without a 
PCA seal, a fi lm objectionable to the Hays offi ce because of its explicit ref-
erences to the heroine’s virginity. But that virtue was preserved; indeed the 
spirit if not the letter of the code remained intact. Much more subversive was 
Preminger’s Anatomy of a Murder (1959), in which the lawyer played by Jimmy 
Stewart defends a killer. Technically speaking, justice is served in Anatomy, 
as the murderer is found not guilty in a trial, but the fi lm leaves little doubt as 
to the character’s moral complicity. As Andrew Sarris observed, Prem inger 
saw the “eternal confl ict not between right and wrong, but between the right-
wrong on one side and the right-wrong on the other.” The fi lm was banned 
in Chicago (a right upheld by the courts as late as 1961), following the logic 
explained by the city’s chief censor: “Children should be allowed to see any 
movie that plays in Chicago. If a picture is objectionable for a child, then it is 
objectionable, period.”15

Preminger and others were willing to push back against the code because 
in the 1950s the studios were on the ropes. The Moon Is Blue was able to reach 
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theaters in part because of the Supreme Court’s 1948 Paramount decision, the 
culmination of an antitrust suit brought by the U.S. government that forced 
the studios to divest themselves of their theater chains. The rapid growth of 
television (along with various other factors, including suburbanization, which 
moved people farther away from downtown theater palaces) was stripping away 
the mass movie audience, while on another fl ank, more sophisticated (and un-
regulated) international “art house” pictures gained in popularity with urban 
and college audiences. In 1950, weekly attendance fell below 60 million; a full 
third of the old audience had been lost. By 1960 it was down to 25 million. All 
of these developments encouraged Hollywood at least to fl irt with more daring 
fare, especially as it assiduously avoided any hint of political content that did 
not involve fl ag waving.16

The relaxation of informal restrictions on the political content of the mov-
ies lagged behind the growing industry tolerance for (relatively) risqué subject 
matter in fi lms, but the roots of political change are also visible in retrospect. 
In 1953 Stalin died and the Korean War ended, and in 1954 McCarthyism 
was exposed during the televised Army-McCarthy hearings; before the year 
was out, McCarthy had been censured by his Senate colleagues, and he de-
scended into alcoholism and obscurity before meeting an early death from 
liver disease three years later. Coincidentally, 1954 was also the year Joe Breen 
stepped down as head of the PCA; his handpicked successor, Geoffrey Shur-
lock, toed the line, but he was more of a pragmatist than his old boss. And 
fi nally, by the end of the decade the blacklist was eroding. In 1958 Vice Presi-
dent Nixon met with Kirk Douglas and referred to the blacklist as an “industry 
problem.” That year Douglas hired Dalton Trumbo, one of the Hollywood 
Ten, to write Spartacus and, more important, put his name on the screen 
when the fi lm opened in 1960. (Preminger would follow suit with Exodus.) 
Within a few years, politically sophisticated and even daring fi lms like John 
Frankenheimer’s The Manchurian Candidate (1962) and Stanley Kubrick’s 
Dr. Strange love (1963) were released, two movies that could not conceivably 
have been produced as little as fi ve years earlier.17

The confl uence of factors that had been cumulating for years—declining 
audiences, the rise of TV, the success of the art house,18 and the dispersion of 
authority attendant on the crumbling of the classical studio system—continued 
to swell, and fi nally, catching the right break, breached the dikes of censor-
ship. When MPAA head Eric Johnston died suddenly in 1963, Hollywood, 
after a long search, for the third time settled on a Washington power broker to 
fi ll the job. Jack Valenti, special assistant to President Johnson, left the White 
House and set up shop in New York City, stepping into Will Hays’s old shoes 
on May 16, 1966. The tireless, aw-shucks Valenti shared Hays’s gift for public 
relations, but the Great Society Democrat did not fashion himself as a censor, 
and his inaugural speech was critical of the production code.19



B E FOR E TH E FLOOD  13

Not being a censor would occupy much of the fi rst two years of Valenti’s 
long tenure at the MPAA. Within weeks of his appointment, Warner Broth-
ers screened for Valenti Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf, Mike Nichols’s fi lm 
of Edward Albee’s Tony Award–winning play, which had been ruled “unac-
ceptable” by PCA chief Shurlock. Valenti shepherded the movie—negotiating 
bits of dialogue line by line (“screw you” would be dropped, “son-of-a-bitch” 
stayed) through a successful appeal of the ruling. The fi lm was released with 
a PCA seal and labeled “for mature audiences.” Later that year, and released 
by MGM without a PCA seal, Michelangelo Antonioni’s Blow-Up set a new 
benchmark for on-screen nudity. In 1967 several fi lms shattered previously ac-
ceptable standards for the portrayal of violence. The code had been breached 
on all fronts. In its place, Valenti was eager to establish some new form of self-
governance that encouraged the responsible expression of artistic ideas while 
respecting societal standards and providing some control over the exposure of 
children to potentially objectionable content. In 1968 this was formalized with 
the introduction of the industry rating system that is largely intact today. Le-
gal struggles over obscenity would continue into the 1970s, but the fl oodgates 
of sex,  violence, and language were unhinged.20 Much more important and 
consequential if less obvious at the time was that by 1967, Hollywood was at 
long last largely out of the business of imposing a moral vision on its fi lmmakers 
or placing limits on the types of stories that could be told.

Freedom to Do What?

By the middle of the 1960s the form had been liberated, and virtually anything 
was possible. But freedom permitted the New Hollywood; it did not defi ne it. 
Not surprisingly, the seventies fi lm was a child of the tumultuous politics of 
the 1960s. Three earthquakes were taking place in the United States in the 
1960s, any one of which would have been enough to make for a busy decade: 
the civil rights movement, the domestic social consequences of the Vietnam 
War, and the women’s liberation movement. Together, sequentially but also 
overlapping, they shook the foundations of American society.

Twenty-fi rst-century America remains troubled by signifi cant racial prob-
lems. Nevertheless, enormous strides have been made over the past fi fty years 
or more, and the 1960s were a time of both progress and upheaval. In 1963 
Martin Luther King Jr. led his epochal March on Washington; the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964 prohibited segregation in public places; the Voting Rights Act 
of 1965 was designed to dismantle the elaborate offi cial and unoffi cial obsta-
cles intended to prevent black citizens from voting. (Although the promise of 
these acts was not promptly fulfi lled, consider how things had been. In 1960, 
only 5 percent of eligible blacks in Mississippi were registered to vote; and 
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even though basketball superstar Bill Russell was given the key to the city of 
Marion, Indiana, he still couldn’t get served in his hotel dining room.) Ra-
cial unrest would characterize the entire decade, often erupting in protracted 
large-scale violence, most notably in the Watts section of Los Angeles in 1965, 
Newark in 1967, and everywhere, it seemed, in 1968.21 The New Hollywood 
did not, in fact, make lots of movies about the civil rights moment or, for that 
matter, about the Vietnam War. But seventies fi lmmakers were irretrievably 
affected by, and in many cases actively participated in, the political controver-
sies surrounding these and other events. Their movies very much refl ected the 
infl uence of these highly charged and broadly understood—if often unstated—
underlying contexts.

Vietnam increasingly dominated domestic politics with a growing intensity 
that corresponded to the number of American soldiers in the country. Desper-
ate to salvage a losing effort, President Johnson made the fateful decision to 
introduce ground troops in 1965. Twenty-three thousand Americans were in 
the fi eld in January; by December there would be 180,000. Like clockwork, 
additional increments were regularly deemed necessary, at least to stave off 
defeat. In December 1966 there were 380,000 U.S. troops in Vietnam; by 
1968 there were over 500,000, a fi gure that would have boggled the mind in 
1964. Yet they were not enough to secure the political objective for which the 
troops were nominally introduced in the fi rst place—the establishment of a le-
gitimate, self-sustaining government in South Vietnam. Things came to a head 
with the Tet Offensive in 1968, a massive coordinated Vietcong assault across 
the country, including the breach of the U.S. embassy in Saigon. Revisionists 
emphasize that the offensive was a military failure for the Vietcong, which it 
certainly was, but that misses the point entirely. Tet mattered because it put 
to rest the idea that victory was “just around the corner,” called attention to 
the vast gulf between what the U.S. government was saying about the war and 
what was happening on the ground, and destroyed what was left of the Johnson 
presidency. Faced with a request for 200,000 additional troops, which would 
have required mobilizing the reserves, the president commissioned a secret 
top-level “A–Z reevaluation” of the war effort, which concluded that the end 
was not in sight and that neither more bombing nor more troops would ensure 
victory. Johnson pulled out of the 1968 presidential election with a surprise 
announcement to the nation on March 31.22

Before the war was over, the United States had dropped more bomb ton-
nage on North Vietnam, an impoverished country the size of Wisconsin, than 
all the bombs dropped during the entire course of World War II. The problem 
for the United States was that it lost sight of the relationship between the use 
of force and the achievement of its political goals. This pathology underscored 
many of the domestic crises associated with the war: the shattering of the cold 



B E FOR E TH E FLOOD  15

war foreign policy consensus; the reassessment of American virtue and excep-
tionalism; the exacerbation of race, generational, and class confl icts, given the 
military draft; and, not to be underestimated, the widespread loss of trust in 
government.

For the seventies fi lm, it was these consequences of the war, more than the 
war itself, that were formative. One aspect of the war that did directly affect 
the movies was the way in which it raised the stakes for the visual expression 
of violence. As noted earlier, the very strict censorship of TV programming 
nudged Hollywood toward differentiating its product with more daring fare 
than that which could be broadcast over the public (and regulated) airwaves. 
But TV did push the envelope in one area—with images from Vietnam on the 
evening news that brought into millions of American homes a portrayal of vio-
lence much more vivid and real than had been permissible in Hollywood fi lms 
during the censorship era. This put pressure on the movies to offer more real-
istic expressions of violence: violence that hurt, violence with consequences.

National debates over civil rights and Vietnam occurred on a mass scale 
and took place in the public sphere. They asked big questions, like “What is 
America?” The women’s movement, in contrast, affected people’s most inti-
mate and private relations, inside the home, one at a time. It raised questions 
that sounded much smaller, like “Who am I?” But it turned out that these 
questions were enormous and foundational—and once posed, there was no 
sanctuary from them. And the answers were not always comforting. Describe 
gender relations of the time to young women today, and they would assume 
that you were talking about the 1860s, not the 1960s. The large majority even 
of “good liberals,” young radicals, and sophisticated urbanites held assump-
tions, beliefs, and expectations about women at that time that can only be de-
scribed as backward. In the early 1960s, women’s own dissatisfactions became 
pronounced. By 1962, only 10 percent of mothers hoped that their daughters 
would follow the pattern of their lives, refl ecting the distress articulated by 
Betty Friedan in her 1963 best-seller The Feminine Mystique. In that same year 
the report of the Presidential Commission on the Status of Women, initiated 
by President Kennedy at the urging of Eleanor Roosevelt, spelled out the ex-
tent to which women throughout society were systematically discriminated 
against without legal recourse. Yet when Congressman Howard W. Smith of 
Virginia introduced a provision to include gender in the Civil Rights Act of 
1964, it was widely understood at the time (and debated on the House fl oor) 
that Smith, a bitter opponent of the Civil Rights Act, hoped to undermine 
the legislation by inviting opposition or ridicule.23 By the end of the decade, 
however, the women’s movement was reshaping the nation, and its signature 
phrase—“the personal is political”—calling attention to the power structure 
of private relations, probably had a more profound effect on the content of 
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the seventies fi lm than did most “big P” Political Issues. This inward turn was 
anticipated by Bob Dylan. Associated with the civil rights and peace move-
ments, Dylan nevertheless remarkably and explicitly renounced Politics by the 
end of 1963—but he never stopped writing about politics.

The New Hollywood was forged by these social upheavals, and it was also 
shaped by its relative youth. This generalization can be overstated, but behind 
the camera, on the screen, and at the box offi ce, the new prominence of youth 
was notable. Part of this was sheer demographics, the coming of age of the baby 
boom generation; part was due to changes in the composition of the dwindling 
movie audience, discussed earlier. And part was due to continuing struggles 
and changes in the business. The studios lost a lot of money in the late 1960s, 
especially on expensive “Old Hollywood” extravaganzas like Doctor Doo-
little (1967) and Star! (1968), which lost tens of millions. These diffi culties 
contributed to the rise of the conglomerates, giant corporations that bought 
distressed studios and added them as ornaments to their empires. Gulf + 
Western bought Paramount, Transamerica acquired United Artists, Kinney 
National scooped up Warner Brothers. But the suits in industry, insurance, 
and the parking business didn’t know much about making movies, and many 
of them were willing to take a chance, especially an inexpensive chance, on the 
youth market.24

The most important of these chances was proffered by struggling Columbia 
Pictures, which gave a six-picture deal to BBS Productions (Bert Schneider, 
Bob Rafelson, and Steve Blauner), with budgets set at a ceiling of $1 million 
each in exchange for no studio interference in the product. This was the dream 
of the American New Wave: to make movies that were commercial Hollywood 
products, to be sure—that is, fi lms that aspired to turn a profi t—but that were at 
the same time serious expressions of a personal cinema. The BBS deal yielded 
some of the best of the New Hollywood: Five Easy Pieces, The Last Picture 
Show, and The King of Marvin Gardens.25

Youth mattered, as did the very particular circumstances of younger people 
in the post–World War II era, a time of unprecedented material comfort and 
existential insecurity. Each of these two factors defi ned the context though 
which questions and problems were posed and understood. The long, unprec-
edented postwar economic boom was all that those born to the expanding 
middle class after 1940 had ever known, and it instilled an implicit confi dence; 
relatively few would worry about where their next meal was coming from, or 
even think to ask the question. Contrast the experience of that generation with 
that of their parents, who had lived through the deprivations of the Great De-
pression and then the horrors of total war against fascist states bent on world 
conquest. The young looked at America—especially suburbanizing, acquisi-
tive America—and saw materialism and complacency as opposed to what their 
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parents saw: the rewards of a long and diffi cult struggle, unappreciated by 
their spoiled and naïve offspring.

From this perch of security and comfort, baby boomers and their older 
cousins were afforded the opportunity to think about more than getting by, 
and felt free to interrogate—and often reject—the rituals and rigid dictates 
of the previous generation. The great economist John Maynard Keynes de-
scribed a similar opportunity grasped by his cohort in the Bloomsbury artistic 
community earlier in the century. “We repudiated entirely customary morals, 
conventions, and traditional wisdom,” he wrote. “We spent our time trying to 
discover precisely what questions we were asking.”26 The artists who came of 
age in the 1960s were hardly different. As David Bowie told an interviewer, 
“We were taught that we should question all the established values, all the 
taboos, and that the one thing we must continually strive for was a sense of self 
and a sense of expanding our horizons.”27

Those expanding horizons included, for lack of a better phrase, sex, drugs, 
and rock and roll, which, as factors that contributed to a distinct generational 
culture, need to be taken seriously. The mainstreaming of experimentation 
with, not to mention downright use of, recreational drugs was a signifi cant 
part of the youth culture of the period. The arrival of one new drug, dispensed 
more traditionally—the birth control pill—contributed mightily to the sexual 
revolution and reinforced another heretical idea of the postwar generation: the 
legitimation of sex outside the expectation of marriage. This development fur-
ther recast gender relations and provided yet another axis of intergenerational 
discord. And third but not least, there was the music. Rock exploded on the 
scene in the 1950s, but its fi rst wave had long since crested: by 1959, Chuck 
Berry was in jail for violating the notorious Mann Act, Buddy Holly was dead, 
and Elvis was in the army. But in the mid-1960s, rock was reborn, especially af-
ter Dylan, crossing over from folk, convinced the world (and his peers, starting 
with the Beatles) that rock music could have something to say. For New Holly-
wood moviemakers, the music was content, not background. “The music was 
always very close to me,” said Martin Scorsese. “I am almost reverent to it.”28

But material security and social experimentation were joined at the hip 
with existential insecurity. The baby boom and nuclear war were conceived 
in the same year, and the Atomic Age had a rough childhood and adolescence. 
Americans born after 1945 never knew a time unthreatened by the prospect 
of sudden nuclear annihilation. Trained to duck and cover, directed to fallout 
shelters, and having endured the Cuban Missile Crisis (during which Presi-
dent Kennedy estimated the odds of nuclear war as one in three), the loss of 
control they felt was palpable. “Let me die in my footsteps / Before I go down 
under the ground,” the twenty-two-year-old Dylan insisted. At the street level, 
a different type of insecurity was pervasive in the 1960s for all members of 
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society: in New York City there were 390 murders in 1960, 653 in 1965, and 
1,117 in 1970. Crime more generally rose even faster; robberies soared from 
6,579 to 23,539 to 74,102 over the same years. And while most people were 
not victims of violent crime, the sense of personal vulnerability developed a 
momentum of its own. No one seemed safe from a sudden, unpredictable burst 
of violence—cosmic or meaningless. And nobody was. The assassination of 
President Kennedy was a watershed moment, a metaphor for fallen youth, a 
marker of lost innocence. “The next morning we all understood we were liv-
ing in another country,” Jules Feiffer wrote. The subsequent political assas-
sinations of the decade were darker still, suggesting deeper social cleavages 
and precious opportunities foreclosed. “Now that they’ve taken Dr. King off,” 
Stokely Carmichael offered, “it’s time to end this non-violence bullshit.”29

The night of King’s death, Robert Kennedy, against the wishes of local au-
thorities who feared for his safety, delivered the news in lieu of his scheduled 
campaign rally to a stunned, mostly black audience on the streets of India-
napolis. With a moving short speech that invoked the poet Aeschylus and his 
feelings about the death of his brother, Kennedy, remarkably, captivated the 
crowd. “I ask you tonight to return home,” he concluded, and “dedicate our-
selves . . . to tame the savageness of man and make gentle the life of this world.” 
Scores of American cities erupted in riots that night, but Indianapolis was not 
one of them. Two months later, of course, Kennedy himself would be assas-
sinated after winning the California Democratic primary.30 It should come as 
no surprise that so many of the fi lms from this era of assassination ended with 
dreams unfulfi lled and young lives cut short.

Nixon, Noir, and the New Wave

The end of censorship freed the form; the civil rights movement, the domestic 
social consequences of the Vietnam War, and women’s liberation shook the 
foundations of political and personal institutions; and changes in the industry 
produced an opportunity for new fi lmmakers, representing a shift toward a 
rambunctious generation empowered by economic plenty but plagued by ex-
istential dread. Three more factors would shape the style and content of the 
movies and give form to the seventies fi lm.

It is almost impossible to overstate the infl uence that the presidency of 
Richard Nixon had on the context, or the subtext, of the movies of the era. 
Scratch any story about power, privacy, or paranoia, not to mention endemic 
institutional corruption, and Nixon would be revealed just below the surface. 
The president was, long before assuming offi ce, a polarizing and in many quar-
ters a hated fi gure, the legacy of his bruising, no-holds-barred campaign tactics 
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that dated back to the forties and the tenor of his crusading anticommunism 
in Congress and as Eisenhower’s vice president. In 1968 Nixon ran a campaign 
for president based on the “silent majority,” law and order, and the southern 
strategy. His narrow victory over Hubert Humphrey was a bitter pill for many 
to swallow, leaving them to wonder what might have been. Eugene McCarthy 
may have been the candidate of the New Left, but Bobby Kennedy was the can-
didate of the New Hollywood.31 Young and idealistic but experienced, tough, 
and ambitious, Kennedy was both calculating and visionary, eloquently on 
the right side of the big issues of the day like race and Vietnam, and he had the 
magnetism of a movie star. With his murder, America went from the promise 
of Kennedy to the presidency of Nixon, one of the most dramatic “what ifs” 
in modern American history. An oversimplifi ed story, to be sure, but one that 
would haunt the seventies fi lm.

Nixon was also a fascinating villain: smart, complex, paranoid, and in 
the end tragic. His interdependent, cumulative crimes and misdemeanors—
the secret bombing of Cambodia in 1969, obsession with enemies and press 
leaks, overlapping extralegal cobwebs of surveillance, off-the-books fi nancing 
of covert domestic political operations, obstruction of justice, the Saturday 
Night Massacre, and the bizarre fi nal days in the bunker—dominated Ameri-
can political culture until his resignation in 1974. Watergate was not about 
the break-in at Democratic National Headquarters or the (perfectly legal) Oval 
Offi ce taping system, but rather about what that bungled break-in threatened 
to expose and what those tapes revealed about all the president’s men, and 
about the president himself. “I never knew a man / could tell so many lies,” 
Neil Young sang in 1974, and there was no doubt to whom he was referring.

The fi lmmakers of the New Hollywood were infl uenced by the politics of 
the times, but they were also, as fi lmmakers, profoundly infl uenced by the his-
tory of their own craft. One important source of inspiration and affi nity was 
fi lm noir, the dark and fatalistic crime dramas of the 1940s and beyond. These 
fi lms were made during the heyday of the studio system, yet they were shot 
in the antithesis of the classical Hollywood studio style, and they pushed the 
production code to its limits, possibly because they fl ew under the radar, or 
because their complex (or convoluted) plots left the censors unsure as to what 
they had seen. One thing they didn’t see, to take The Maltese Falcon, Double 
Indemnity, and Out of the Past as iconic examples, was happy endings.

Film noir shares with the seventies fi lm attributes of both style and sub-
stance. Filmmakers from both periods sought to portray a grittier and more 
“realistic” reality than what was presented in the standardized Hollywood for-
mulation. For fi lm noir, as the descriptor implies, this involved the use of dark-
ness to a much greater extent than was associated with the bright, shadowless 
lighting of the studio system. Films noir were also infused with anxiety over 
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gender and shaped by an existential angst associated with the hard realities 
of their time—in particular, witness to the horrors of World War II, the chal-
lenges of adjusting to the peacetime economy, and postwar disillusionment 
(most explicitly in fi lms like John Huston’s 1948 fi lm Key Largo).

Paul Schrader, initially a critic who would become an important writer 
and director, called attention to the relationship between the New Hollywood 
and fi lm noir in a seminal essay on the topic. The renewed interest in noir, he 
wrote in 1972, “refl ects recent trends in American cinema: American movies 
are again taking a look at the underside of the American character, but com-
pared to such relentlessly cynical fi lms noir as Kiss Me Deadly or Kiss Tomor-
row Goodbye, the new self-hate cinema of Easy Rider and Medium Cool seems 
naïve and romantic. As the current political mood hardens, fi lmgoers and fi lm-
makers will fi nd the fi lm noir of the late forties increasingly attractive.”32

Film noir, as the term implies, was invented by the French, and in par-
ticular by the community of French critics who in the 1950s would create the 
cauldron of the French New Wave. The nouvelle vague, part of a broader Eu-
ropean renaissance in fi lm, was a big hit with the American art house crowd by 
the early 1960s, with celebrated debuts by François Truffaut (The 400 Blows, 
1959), Jean-Luc Godard (Breathless, 1960), and many others. These fi lmmak-
ers were young, self-consciously critical of the establishment, and eager to make 
less polished, more personal fi lms. The New Wave had an enormous infl uence 
on the seventies fi lm, especially with regard to the latter two points, aspiring 
to a more intensely personal cinema that was more “realistic” in its presenta-
tion than traditional studio-bound productions. This was new and a sharp 
break from the past. Even the artistic titans of the studio era, fi gures like How-
ard Hawks, Billy Wilder, Jimmy Stewart, and Cary Grant, did not see them-
selves as traffi cking in a self-referential or personal cinema. In the late 1990s, 
when Cameron Crowe (then embarking on Almost Famous, a fi lm based on his 
own life) asked his hero Billy Wilder whether he’d ever thought about making 
an autobiographical picture, Wilder replied that he always avoided such 
things, which “would only have been of interest to my mother and father.”33

Unlike most of his contemporaries, Alfred Hitchcock (who was fi rst taken 
seriously by French fi lm critics and future New Wave directors like Eric 
Rohmer and Claude Chabrol) was quick to recognize and admire the new Eu-
ropean fi lm culture. In the early 1960s Hitchcock, always innovative and once 
a boy wonder himself, watched everything he could get his hands on, and 
was particularly impressed with Antonioni. After screening the enigmatic, 
unconventional Blow-Up, he declared, “These Italian directors are a century 
ahead of me in terms of technique!” He decided to make his own New Wave 
fi lm, about a sex murderer, in contemporary style, with location work, natu-
ral light, and a young, unknown cast. A complete draft script was developed. 
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Hitchcock sent the draft to Truffaut, who wrote back with extensive commen-
tary. About forty minutes of test footage for the fi lm, now called Kaleidoscope, 
was shot in 1968.34 But it didn’t sound like a Hitchcock fi lm, and the great 
director could not secure studio backing for the project. The master would 
not be permitted to join the American New Wave. Such things would be left 
to the next generation.

What, then, was the seventies fi lm? One of the pleasures of the period was the 
toleration for, and even cultivation of, a heterogeneous product and chance 
taking, so there are no “laws” that defi ne the specifi cs and limits of the New 
Hollywood. But there is a collection of attributes that commonly character-
ize these fi lms in a distinct and identifi able way. First and foremost was the 
emphasis on moral ambiguity, and it was this that represented, with the end of 
censorship, the emergence of a true “adult” fi lm—characters faced with mor-
ally complex choices, not necessarily between right and wrong, but made by 
imperfect people trying to fi nd the best alternative from the menu of compro-
mised choices that circumstances have made available to them. Choices you 
could talk about and debate long after the movie was over. Nazis, by contrast 
(or the Empire in Star Wars), are irretrievably evil and thus dramatically un-
interesting. The seventies fi lm set aside the black and white moral fables of 
childhood and took on the complex grays of grown-up decisions.

Seventies fi lms also tended to be character driven rather than plot driven; 
indeed “open” endings, that explicitly fail to offer and even resist resolution, 
were quite common. And when resolutions did occur, evil often triumphed 
over good—a refl ection of what fi lmmakers thought happened in the “real 
world,” and also a reaction against the happy endings typically imposed on 
movies by studios in the past, which were seen as condescending to the audi-
ence, and just as crass and vulgar as a “happy ending” to a massage.

Seventies fi lms often had a political text, and even more commonly a politi-
cal subtext, especially with regard to gender, class, race, and the relationship 
between individuals and (corrupt or fl awed) institutions. But of even greater 
import here was the inward political turn—movies that explored troubled and 
complex adult relationships with no obvious solutions or clean resolutions, of-
ten emphasizing themes of loss, regret, and the erosion of personal privacy. 
More frank sexuality (admittedly at times vulnerable to the charge of pander-
ing and titillation) was embraced as an important vehicle for exploring char-
acters’ challenges and complexity, and acknowledging that sex and gender are 
inescapable elements of adult relationships.

The seventies fi lm, in its search for a more “realistic” cinema, often had a 
characteristic visual style, one with a new emphasis on source lighting, loca-
tion work, and in many ways “worse” picture quality—less pristine and more 
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often shaky, darker, fi ltered, or grainy—as well as a willingness to depart from 
“invisible” editing that seamlessly matched images and adhered to standard-
ized notions of continuity. In sum, with the stories chosen, their content and 
purpose, the way they were told, and their technical presentation, the seven-
ties fi lm was at odds with the political and technical conventions of the classi-
cal Hollywood studio system.

Finally, individual seventies fi lms can also be understood collectively as 
participating in a broad new Hollywood culture—with fi lmmakers aspiring to 
make personally meaningful fi lms that refl ected their own convictions, strug-
gles, and visions, and with the anticipation that their movies would be received 
as such, by serious critics, and by the (then large) segment of the audience that 
saw cinema as a provocative art with something to say. Seventies fi lms, then, 
were commercial enterprises, but they were more than entertainment. They 
were worth fi ghting about.

The chapters that follow explore the seventies fi lm in the context of its time, 
taking seriously both the fi lms as important works of art and the political and 
social context in which those movies are positioned. As noted in the prologue, 
the movies considered do not refl ect a comprehensive overview of the Ameri-
can fi lms produced from 1967 to 1976, but are attended to in a manner de-
signed to emphasize and give shape to the content, coherence, and trajectory 
of the seventies fi lm as I have defi ned it here. The chapters proceed in a rough 
chronological and thematic order, highlighting particular issues and engaging 
in close readings of selected fi lms.



CHAPTER 2

TALKIN’ ’BOUT MY GENERATION

“The employers will love this generation,” University of California presi-
dent Clark Kerr notoriously predicted, anticipating the college students of the 
1960s. “They aren’t going to press many grievances. They are going to be easy 
to handle. There aren’t going to be any riots.”1 But the baby boomers—the mas-
sive demographic bulge produced in the twenty fat years after World War II—
would prove to be more than a handful.

The fi rst few years of the decade did not do much to disconfi rm Kerr’s ex-
pectations. A youth culture of clean-cut, well-mannered, buoyant Americana 
was refl ected in early-sixties television, movies, and pop music. But a closer 
look would reveal two shadows that portended an ominous if repressed un-
ease across the white picket fences of the postwar American dream: the cold 
war and the struggle for civil rights. The baby boomers as children witnessed 
the bloody spectacle of racial oppression on TV; they were raised to imag-
ine the possibility of their instant annihilation. Into the 1960s these pres-
sures mounted. In September 1962 President Kennedy sent federal troops 
to Oxford, Mississippi, to suppress the rioting that followed his order of pro-
tection for James Meredith, the fi rst black student to enroll at the University 
of  Mississippi. In October the president announced to a stunned nation his 
blockade of Cuba in response to the Soviet introduction of missiles there. The 
world stood on the brink of nuclear war.

Nineteen sixty-three was a watershed year for the emergence of a new gen-
erational culture. On August 28 the March on Washington brought the largest 
demonstration in the history of the capital; Martin Luther King Jr. delivered 
his “I have a dream” speech. In September the fi rst baby boomers entered 
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college; before the term was out, President Kennedy was assassinated. A trau-
matized nation shuffl ed forward in a stupefi ed daze, awakened, it seemed, by 
the arrival of the Beatles a few months later. Over 70 million people—almost 
40 percent of the entire population—watched them perform on The Ed Sul-
livan Show. At their fi rst American press conference, the Beatles, sporting 
rather modest “mop tops,” fi elded fi ve questions about the length of their hair.

Trouble began brewing on college campuses in 1964, most notably at 
Berkeley, the fl agship campus of the University of California. Politically  active 
students, some returning from a summer of dangerous volunteer work in the 
South on behalf of the civil rights movement, were astonished to fi nd that 
the university had banned the information tables they had traditionally set 
up on the fringe of the campus to support various causes. In protest, some 
students set up tables in the middle of campus, an action that led to the “in-
defi nite suspension” of eight students, which in turn led to the formation of 
the Free Speech Movement (FSM). On the afternoon of December 2, follow-
ing a rousing speech by undergraduate civil rights activist Mario Savio, one 
thousand students occupied Sproul Hall. At 3AM the police moved in to clear 
the building, a twelve-hour process that led to 733 arrests, the largest mass ar-
rest in the history of California. The students responded with a general strike. 
Ultimately they were supported by the faculty, which led fi nally to the revi-
sion of the regulations regarding speech and political activity at the university 
along the lines that had been demanded by the FSM.2

Politics was not the only thing that stoked student dissent on college cam-
puses in the 1960s. There was also the fi gurative—and, from a legal stand-
point, often literal—paternalism of university administrators. In loco parentis, 
a status meaning “in place of the parents,” gave college authorities the power to 
determine those freedoms students would be allowed to enjoy and what pun-
ishments they would bear for violating university rules. These prohibitions 
most notoriously affected social relations, with female students governed by 
strict curfews, limitations on visits from men, and imaginative regulations like 
the “three-foot rule” (requiring a couple to keep three of their four feet on the 
fl oor at all times) and the “three-book rule” (the width that doors must remain 
open), designed to preserve the wholesomeness of young women on campus.3

Increasingly, students gained more latitude in what they were able to get 
away with (though Brandeis University tightened its dorm visitation policies in 
1964). But a more permissive youth culture was not without its critics. Ronald 
Reagan, running for governor of California in 1966, seized on “the mess at 
Berkeley” as a key theme in his campaign. On the stump he declared that the 
leaders of the “so-called” free speech movement should have been “taken by 
the scruff of the neck and thrown out of the university once and for all.” Rea-
gan went on to read from a report of a dance held at the university, featuring 
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“three rock and roll bands,” two movie screens that displayed “the nude torsos 
of men and women . . . in suggestive positions and movements,” air thick with 
“the smell of marijuana,” and, fi nally, “indications of other happenings that 
cannot be mentioned here.” He won the election in a landslide.4

Reagan was tapping into a larger sociopolitical confl ict with an important 
generational component—and it ran both ways. A new generation “has totally 
rejected the values of the previous one, a rejection that is completely defensible 
and understandable,” said fi lm director Arthur Penn. “The question we have 
to ask is: how do we want to live our lives and what values do we want to hold 
ourselves to?” More superfi cially, David Newman and Robert Benton (who 
would go on to write Penn’s Bonnie and Clyde) fi red an early salvo in this defi n-
ing struggle with a splashy, infl uential cover story in Esquire magazine defi n-
ing a “New Sentimentality.” The pop essay contrasted the vanguard of new 
thinking with the vestiges of old (and obsolete) values. Out went the Fourth of 
July, the Rat Pack, and John Wayne; standard bearers of the New Sentimental-
ity included the Beatles, Hitchcock, and Jean-Paul Belmondo.5

People of all ages were thinking in generational terms—especially as the 
fi rst baby boomers entered young adulthood—and they were very much aware 
of the traits, values, and behaviors that identifi ed them as members of one co-
hort or another. One attribute that distinguished the sixties generation, as sug-
gested by Newman and Benton’s pantheon, was a reverence for serious fi lm 
culture. The 1960s were, in Phillip Lopate’s phrase, “the ‘heroic age’ of mov-
iegoing.” Nineteen sixty-three saw the founding of the New York Film Festival 
at Lincoln Center—twenty-one fi lms played in ten days at the 2,700-seat Phil-
harmonic Hall. Most shows sold out; most ticketholders were under the age 
of twenty-fi ve. Time magazine ran a cover story on the new “religion of fi lm,” 
fl ush with young disciples worshiping foreign masters.6

As Hollywood shed much of its mainstream audience in the decades fol-
lowing the Second World War, the art houses, which mostly played serious 
foreign fi lms produced outside the Production Code Authority, grew in both 
absolute and relative importance. Starting from just a handful after the war, 
there were around 450 such movie houses by 1960; the greater New York area 
alone had 150 and was the epicenter of the art fi lm business. In 1959 Ingmar 
Bergman had fi ve different fi lms screened in the United States, and in the fall 
of that year the French New Wave crashed on American shores; Louis Malle’s 
The Lovers, François Truffaut’s The 400 Blows, and Claude Chabrol’s Les 
Cousins played concurrently in New York City. Jean-Luc Godard’s Breathless 
was not far behind. Time reported that 80 percent of foreign fi lm buffs were 
under thirty, and young people were lining up to see the latest Kurosawa, the 
social realism of the British Angry Young Men, and everything by the Italians, 
Antonioni, Fellini, and Visconti. Antonioni’s L’Avventura was enormously 
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controversial—and fi ghting about movies was an integral part of the heroic age. 
Not only was cinema taken seriously, writing about cinema was taken seriously 
as well. Pauline Kael and Andrew Sarris famously traded literary blows over 
auteur theory, but there were dozens of others who had a piece of the action and 
participated in these great debates.7

Emerging in the 1960s, then, was a generational culture that took its art 
seriously, and for which positions on fi lm (and music) were attributes that in-
formed one’s political identity.

Youth Culture, Cinephilia, and the French New Wave

Of all the new international fi lm movements of the heroic age, none had a 
greater resonance with—and infl uence on—the sixties generation than the 
French New Wave. Fittingly, the phrase nouvelle vague was initially coined 
to refer to a broad generational identity. It fi rst appeared in a series of articles 
in L’Express in 1957, which surveyed the thoughts, habits, and tastes of its 
younger readers, aged eighteen to thirty. One attribute of this cohort, born 
between 1928 and 1940, was that they were too young to have been implicated 
in the traumatic fall of France in 1940 or to have collaborated with the Nazi oc-
cupation.8 As a generation primed to reject its elders, it was a half-step ahead of 
its American peers. But the phrase soon became identifi ed with a legion of new 
fi lmmakers who suddenly seemed to be everywhere in 1959: in February and 
March, Chabrol’s fi rst two fi lms premiered; in May, Truffaut won the best di-
rector prize at the Cannes fi lm festival for The 400 Blows; Alain Resnais’s Hi-
roshima, Mon Amour, screened out of competition, was given a special award. 
Breathless was released in March 1960; the debut efforts of Eric Rohmer and 
Jacques Rivette and scores of others would soon follow.

The New Wave was young, the New Wave was cinephilic, the New Wave 
was revolutionary. Each of these three interdependent attributes defi ned the 
movement. Godard was twenty-nine when he made Breathless. When their 
fi rst feature fi lms were released, Truffaut was twenty-seven, Chabrol twenty-
eight, and Agnès Varda twenty-seven. Louis Malle was twenty-fi ve when he 
made The Lovers and Elevator to the Gallows, both with Jeanne Moreau. The 
Lovers caused a sensation with its then-daring expression of sexuality; Eleva-
tor, steeped in noir, featured adulterous outlaw protagonists and an impro-
vised jazz soundtrack by Miles Davis.

This band of outsiders supported one another’s efforts. Chabrol, in the fi rst 
fl ush of success, provided fi nancial support for the debut fi lms of Rohmer and 
Rivette; Truffaut’s fame after The 400 Blows helped Godard secure funding 
for Breathless. Chabrol also collaborated on Le Coup du Berger, a short fi lm 



TALKI N’  ’B OUT MY G E N E RATION  27

directed by the twenty-eight-year-old Rivette and shot in Chabrol’s apartment; 
Truffaut and Godard put in appearances. Rohmer scripted the short All the 
Boys Are Called Patrick, directed by Godard.9

Much of the camaraderie of the group came from their shared passion 
for cinema. Five central fi gures of this broad movement—Chabrol, Godard, 
Rivette, Rohmer, and Truffaut—fi rst met in the late 1940s, when they haunted 
the Cinémathèque Française, run by the passionate and colorful Henri Lan-
glois. As Truffaut later recalled, “The Cinémathèque was really a haven for us 
then, a refuge, our home, everything.” Godard and Rivette once showed up 
for the 2 PM screening of Orson Welles’s Macbeth; Godard watched repeated 
screenings through 10 PM while Rivette stayed on till midnight. Langlois was 
a godfather of the New Wave, as was the critic André Bazin, who was virtually 
a surrogate father to Truffaut. In 1951 Bazin co-founded the journal Cahiers 
du Cinéma, and over the next decade his young movie fanatics—the Young 
Turks—served as prominent voices of the new periodical. The Cahiers critics 
had a distinct enthusiasm for American fi lms, championing Hitchcock, Welles, 
Howard Hawks, Nicholas Ray, Samuel Fuller, and Fritz Lang. In European 
cinema, the magazine studied and revered the work of Ingmar Bergman, Max 
Ophuls, Jean Renoir, and Roberto Rossellini.10

From their days as critics, the New Wave fi gures were hugely controversial. 
Bazin in the 1940s was an early champion of Citizen Kane, which was initially 
panned in France, and of Alfred Hitchcock, a critical stance that provoked 
even greater controversy. French intellectuals and the left more generally were 
deeply suspicious of Cahiers’ enthusiasm for American cultural products, and 
the journal’s lack of proper respect for French fi lms with a commitment to so-
cial causes was coded as “anti-left.” Certainly the youthful upstarts instinc-
tively rejected doctrinaire authority, whether from the Communist Party or the 
Catholic Church. Nevertheless, they were opposed to the Algerian war (Truf-
faut was banned from appearing on state-owned media after he signed a public 
petition against it), prescient in their early criticism of the American campaign 
in Vietnam, and associated with the interrogation and rejection of traditional 
social norms that occurred in the 1960s. But the political struggle the Young 
Turks were most interested in took place at and about the movies. “We have 
won the day,” Godard crowed on the heels of the triumph of The 400 Blows, 
“in having it acknowledged in principle that a fi lm by Hitchcock, for example, 
is as important as a book by Aragon.”11

Before they revolutionized cinema with their cameras, however, the New 
Wavers fought a pitched battle with the French fi lm establishment in the pages 
of Cahiers. The journal devoted relatively scant attention to French cinema, 
and when it did, it championed maverick fi gures such as Renoir (then in self-
imposed exile in Hollywood), his disciple Jacques Becker, Robert Bresson, 
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and Jean-Pierre Melville. Melville, a passionate cinephile, shot his fi rst fi lm, 
The Silence of the Sea (1949), on a shoestring budget, self-fi nanced outside 
the French studio system. This was a heroic and inspiring accomplishment 
in the eyes of the Young Turks, who had nothing but disdain for the industry 
establishment, which concentrated power and production within a few famil-
iar hands and enforced a rigid hierarchy in which employee-apprentices were 
expected to make their way slowly and dutifully up through the ranks.12

In December 1952, twenty-year-old François Truffaut showed André Bazin 
the fi rst draft of a long, vituperative essay on the sclerotic state of mainstream 
French fi lm. He argued that the industry, with its emphasis on safe, prestigious 
literary adaptations, had resulted in an antiseptic, lifeless cinema with no voice 
or identity. A system whereby the director served the screenwriter was an im-
portant source of this problem; the director, according to Truffaut (and his 
cohort), must be a movie’s auteur—the author and source of a fi lm’s principal 
artistic voice and vision. Bazin was more than sympathetic to Truffaut’s point 
of view, but he held back the piece, insisting on rewrites to tone down some of 
the rhetoric. (Truffaut’s youthful contempt for “le cinéma du papa” was among 
the many barbs that remained in.) The article, “A Certain Tendency of the 
French Cinema,” was fi nally published in January 1954, alongside a qualifying 
editorial that hoped to preemptively contain a bitter controversy. It did not.13

Truffaut’s landmark diatribe was not unrepresentative of the brash, opin-
ionated contributions that each of the Young Turks routinely published in Ca-
hiers. But more than academic polemics, these essays accurately anticipated 
how the New Wave would eventually go about the practice of fi lmmaking. First 
with documentaries and short fi lms (two formats that afforded young fi lmmak-
ers opportunities within the industry), and then in their feature fi lms, a New 
Wave aesthetic and philosophy is recognizable from those earlier writings.

In general, New Wave fi lmmakers favored location shooting, with a strong 
preference for the use of source lighting (or, at a minimum, as little artifi cial 
light as possible), even when shooting on the streets at night, which they of-
ten did. They encouraged fl exibility in changes to auteur-driven scenarios, 
emphasized more naturalistic styles of acting (often with nonprofessional 
players), and typically shot with small crews using fast fi lm stocks. Some of 
these choices may have been reinforced by the exigencies of tight budgets and 
 limited access, but they also refl ected the preferences and strengths of the fi lm-
makers, many of whom had experience in making documentaries under simi-
lar circumstances.14

Each participant in the New Wave had his own distinct style and interests, 
and there were many more participants beyond the most famous names. (Over 
170 French fi lmmakers made their fi rst fi lms between 1959 and 1963.) Truf-
faut and Godard rummaged through a bag of dazzling visual tricks; Resnais 
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shot more classically but experimented with the manipulation of time; Rohmer 
became known for long takes, a static camera, and lenses that approximated 
human vision. But underlying this diversity was without doubt a shared and 
coherent set of cinematic values. Above all, they sought a more “realistic” fi lm. 
In the words of participant Jean Douchet, most highly valued was “Truth, 
which was positioned morally above the Good and aesthetically above the 
Beautiful.” Smaller, personal stories were favored over epic or noble themes. 
And in place of the “tradition of quality” and the “false perfection” of polished 
studio product was instead motivated experimentation with the possibilities of 
the form—a search for ways in which ideas could be explored and stories told 
distinctly through the medium of fi lm. Notably absent from those stories were 
traditional heroes (youthful outsider protagonists were common). Very rarely 
did they conclude with a happy ending.15

From New Wave to New Hollywood

The French New Wave had an enormous infl uence on the New Hollywood; 
the affi nity was refl ected in the label. And indeed, the early efforts of a youth-
ful cohort of American directors, including Francis Ford Coppola, Brian De 
Palma, Paul Mazursky, and Martin Scorsese, were quite visibly and unabash-
edly inspired by the French movement. In fact, even though the “seventies 
fi lm” did not emerge until 1967, the infl uence of the New Wave was already 
evident in some transitional fi lms of the mid-60s.

Two or three years ahead of its time was Arthur Penn’s Mickey One (1965).16 
More mood than plot, it offered a fractured, expressionistic, allusive story. At 
the narrative level, a stand-up comedian (Warren Beatty) fl ees Detroit when 
he comes to realize that he (like many comedians in the fi fties and sixties) is 
 ruinously indebted to and essentially owned by mobsters who run the night-
club circuit. He ekes out an anonymous subsistence existence in Chicago be-
fore tentatively returning to comedy, and not without reason lives in fear that 
the success he fi nds will expose him to the wrath of the mob. But the Kaf-
kaesque movie is interested in much broader, more existential questions than 
what will happen to Mickey. For Penn, those questions are “Who owns me?” 
the unanswered query that sends Beatty running, and, more implicitly, “What 
have I done that has put me in a state of obligation that confi nes my freedom 
of choice?”17

As Time magazine observed, Mickey One also refl ected Penn’s express 
desire “to push American movies into areas in which Fellini and Truffaut 
have moved.” As early as 1963 Penn described the French New Wave as “the 
only movement I really like.” As a successful and established fi lm and theater 
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director, Penn had negotiated a two-picture deal with Columbia that traded 
very small budgets in exchange for his control over the content. And he took 
full advantage, embarking on the project that was “extremely meaningful” to 
him, even though, from the beginning, the studio “hated it.”18

Mickey One was a failure at the box offi ce, but Penn did succeed in essen-
tially making a French New Wave fi lm in America. Truffaut and Godard vis-
ited Penn on location in Chicago (and it was Truffaut who had recommended 
Alexandra Stewart for the female lead). The movie withholds traditional 
narrative signposts and leaves uncertain the passage of time; the soundtrack 
(echoing Malle’s approach in Elevator to the Gallows) features improvisations 
by jazz musician Stan Getz. Visually Mickey One combines dark nighttime ex-
teriors and stylized compositions with documentary-style street shooting by 
day. Penn’s chief collaborator for this look was the French cinematographer 
Ghislain Cloquet, who had previously shot fi lms for Resnais, Becker, and 
Claude Sautet. Cloquet worked on Mickey One in between shooting Malle’s 
The Fire Within and Bresson’s Au Hasard Balthhazar.

Penn’s subject matter is also, anticipating the New Hollywood, mature 
and ambitious. Poverty is a recurring motif; Mickey drifts through junkyards, 
alleys, and fl ophouses, mixing in with hobos, grifters, and winos. Bosley 
Crowther, chief fi lm critic of the New York Times, did not enjoy sitting through 
such “grimly realistic” scenes “played in such disagreeable places.” Perhaps 
covering his eyes, Crowther missed Penn’s main point. More than anything 
else, the director saw his fi lm as an allegory for McCarthyism, about a “coun-
try paralyzed by fear” and people who feel hounded and “guilty” but are not 
quite sure why. (Mickey says he is guilty “of not being innocent.”)19 This theme 
is most apparent in Mickey’s relationship with Ed Castle (Hurd Hatfi eld), the 
manager of the Chicago nightclub, who is eager to hire him. With his New 
Age diet, funky modern offi ce, and unwillingness to acknowledge that he is 
owned by organized crime, Castle can be seen to represent the failure of lib-
eral Hollywood, fearing for its business, to stand up to McCarthyism. Castle 
is reminded—four times—by his purse-string-holding business partner that he 
is “responsible” for Mickey. “I happen to work in a fi eld they control . . . they 
don’t control me,” Castle naïvely insists. He does admit, however, that “in the 
real world you have to be realistic . . . you have to make certain compromises.”

McCarthyism fi lls in part of the backstory for another important  European-
infl uenced fi lm that was transitional toward the New Hollywood—John Fran-
kenheimer’s Seconds (1966). Although not an element of the movie’s text or 
subtext, it is nevertheless notable that three of the principal players in the 
fi lm—John Randolph, Will Geer, and Jeff Corey—had been blacklisted in the 
1950s for refusing to name names before the House Un-American Activities 
Committee. Unable to fi nd work, Corey (who also appeared in Mickey One) 
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became a prominent acting teacher; his students included Roger Corman, 
James Dean, Jack Nicholson, Anthony Perkins, and Robert Towne.

Frankenheimer produced and directed Seconds after spending a year in Eu-
rope, and he was obviously infl uenced by the experience. He had always been 
a thoughtful and imaginative director—The Manchurian Candidate (1962) 
was an ambitious fi lm fi lled with innovative shots—but Seconds was something 
different; it combined dazzling visual techniques with a dedicated commit-
ment to “realism.” Thus while Frankenheimer (working closely with cinema-
tographer James Wong Howe) chose a tricked-up visual style—disorienting 
wide-angle lenses, numerous, often shaky handheld shots, and bracingly tight 
close-ups—he also insisted on using real locations and (where possible) source 
lighting. And so the fi lm opens in the real Grand Central Station and then 
hops on the real train to Scarsdale, after which Arthur Hamilton (Randolph) 
arrives at the real train station there and gets into a real car (as opposed to a 
studio mock-up with rear projection). Frankenheimer went so far as to have 
Tony Wilson (the “reborn” Hamilton, played by Rock Hudson) live in his ac-
tual California home, just as Truffaut featured his own apartment in The Soft 
Skin (1964). These potentially confl icting elements meshed neatly because the 
visual choices were clearly motivated; as Frankenheimer later explained, the 
distortion was “terribly important” to show “how society had distorted this 
man.” And the handheld work accurately captured Hamilton/Wilson’s dispo-
sition, especially at the drunken party (at which Hudson was encouraged to 
really drink), where the anxiety-provoking jittery camera showed the character 
coming apart and anticipated the terrible secret he was about to learn.20

There are no young people in Seconds, but the fi lm points to a critique of 
middle-aged, upper-middle-class affl uence that would soon be expressed on 
college campuses. Arthur Hamilton is a success by the standards of the Ameri-
can Dream. A respected banker with a nice house in the suburbs, a wife, and 
grown children, he had “fought hard for what he was taught he wanted.” But 
his life (like the lives of his peers) is portrayed as empty, meaningless, and a bit 
desperate. Lingering in a (real) meatpacking plant (Mickey One also features 
one prominently), Seconds suggests that the peddling of fl esh is part of capi-
talist materialism, and also more directly foreshadows the Faustian arrange-
ment that Hamilton will reach with the shady corporation that promises him 
a new life.

Of course it all goes horribly wrong; wiping the slate clean and trying to 
start again, even when provided with “what every middle aged man would 
like to have,” is exposed as an impossible fantasy. The opposite of a feel-good 
movie, Seconds ends fi rst in despair and then in horror. Frankenheimer, for 
whom the fi lm had great personal meaning, emphasizes the former—the lesson 
that “your experience is what makes you the person you are. If you don’t want 



32  HOLLYWOOD’S LAST G OLDE N AG E

to live with it, it’s just too bad.”21 But Seconds also ends in transgressive horror, 
as Wilson is murdered by the corporation so it can make use of his body. The 
fi lm lingers extensively on Rock Hudson’s truly disturbing, terrifi ed struggle 
as he is wheeled to his fate—one that pushes Seconds through the withered 
walls of the crumbling and decrepit production code and into the realm of the 
seventies fi lm. Frankenheimer was forced to trim some nudity for the Ameri-
can cut of the fi lm, but left untouched were the fates of several featured charac-
ters who not just get away with murder but go on with their work.

Seconds, like Mickey One, was not a commercial success. Had they been re-
leased in 1967, the year that Blow-Up, Bergman’s Persona, and the politically 
charged Battle of Algiers lit up the art houses while Point Blank, Bonnie and 
Clyde, and The Graduate met with mainstream success, they would likely have 
found larger audiences.22 At that point the New Hollywood had arrived, more 
and more European-infl uenced directors were coming of age, and the trickle of 
New Wave–inspired fi lms made in America became a fl ood.

Twenty-eight-year-old Brian De Palma aspired to be, in his words, “the 
American Godard.” Directing twenty-fi ve-year-old Robert De Niro in Greet-
ings, De Palma applied himself to the task as if he were crossing items off a 
checklist. Greetings devotes its opening minutes to footage of Lyndon John-
son and the Vietnam War, and features intertitles, characters reading aloud, 
and much self-consciousness about fi lm, media, and the act of watching. The 
movie dwells on the romantic concerns of young people, who often romp za-
nily in the streets, and obsesses about the Kennedy assassination while drop-
ping references to HUAC, Blow-Up, and Truffaut’s book about Hitchcock. A 
modest budget and location shooting meant that the fi nal product did not have 
the polish of a studio fi lm, but that was less important to De Palma than “the 
kind of freedom . . . you can have by shooting fi lms this way.”23

Paul Mazursky leaned more toward Truffaut. He would go on to make Wil-
lie and Phil, a reworking of Truffaut’s Jules and Jim (as well as Down and 
Out in Beverly Hills, based on the premise of Renoir’s Boudu Saved from 
 Drowning). After the enormous success of his debut effort, Bob & Carol & Ted 
& Alice (1969), Mazursky, unsure of his next move, settled on Alex in Won-
derland, a fi lm about an uncertain young director (Donald Sutherland) fl ush 
with success from his fi rst picture. Featuring elaborate Felliniesque fantasy 
sequences, an appearance by Jeanne Moreau, and much agonizing about the 
struggle between art and commerce—Mazursky, in a great comedic turn plays 
an obtuse nouveau-riche producer—the movie was derided by some critics 
as “One and a Half.” The comparison was certainly invited; Fellini himself 
shows up for a cameo, and his 8½ is often invoked by the characters.

Another young Europhile was Francis Ford Coppola, who, like Chabrol, 
enjoyed some early success and was in turn able to help his friends secure 
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backing for their projects. “My romantic idea is to be part of an American New 
Wave,” he declared. Among his early efforts, The Rain People (1969), inspired 
by an event in his childhood, has the strongest New Wave imprint. Coppola’s 
cast and crew hit the road with an unfi nished screenplay, caravanning in fi ve 
cars across eighteen states. Not only did they shoot on location, the actors were 
often inserted into real events and fi lmed surreptitiously as well. The Rain 
People had much to say about “America,” but it can also be seen as anticipating 
many of the identity-based issues that would be emphasized by the emerging 
women’s movement.24

Perhaps the greatest disciple of the new European cinemas was Martin 
Scorsese, who was in fi lm school during the heroic age of moviegoing: “The 
French New Wave . . . the Italian Art Cinema. . . . What these movies gave us 
fi lm students was a sense of freedom, of being able to do anything.” For Scors-
ese, “the fi rst two minutes of Jules and Jim were the most liberating of all.” 
Resnais and Godard were also important infl uences, as was John Cassavetes, 
the maverick independent American fi lmmaker whose jazz-infl ected Shadows 
(1959) was an art house sensation.25 Scorsese was twenty-fi ve when his fi rst 
feature, Who’s That Knocking at My Door, debuted at the 1967 Chicago Inter-
national Film Festival under the title I Call First.

Who’s That Knocking explores many of the themes and motifs that would 
reappear in Mean Streets (1973): religious iconography, street violence, rock 
music, and the awkwardness of young men around women. Shot on locations 
with skeleton crews on the streets, in hallways, at local churches, and in bor-
rowed apartments, the movie concerns a Scorsese alter ego, J.R. (Harvey Kei-
tel), navigating between his ne’er-do-well friends and a new romantic interest. 
Within its fi rst few minutes Knocking features a night-for-night voyage on the 
Staten Island ferry, jumpy inserts, splintered fl ashbacks, and conversations 
about American movies and French magazines. A prowling, jittery handheld 
camera records two intense party scenes, which owe much to Cassavetes and 
where just below the surface of male bonding lies an undercurrent of violent 
rage. Scorsese screened the fi lm for Cassavetes, who loved it, calling the movie 
honest and truthful, which is what all the new cinemas were searching for.26

The Generation of Rock and Roll

Another generational fault line that developed in the mid-1960s had to do with 
the music. The reemergence of rock and roll was nothing less than a cultural, 
generational, and implicitly political social movement. The music was taken se-
riously, and it came to represent a fi ercely contested dividing line across Amer-
ican society. Especially important were Bob Dylan, the Beatles, and, later, the 
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Rolling Stones; but music as identity politics was an across-the-board phe-
nomenon distinguished by dozens of contributions by important artists. Baby 
boomers looked to new albums “as if a fresh and useful articulation of their 
own state of mind might be found there.”27 In the fourteen months between 
March 1965 and May 1966, Bob Dylan released three albums that changed 
the world: Bringing It All Back Home, Highway 61 Revisited, and Blonde on 
Blonde. They were like nothing that had ever been heard before. Following 
Dylan by about half a year were the Beatles, with Help! Rubber Soul, and Re-
volver. The transitional Help! featured Dylan-infl uenced “You’ve Got to Hide 
Your Love Away” and “Ticket to Ride” and the ambitious “Yesterday.” Rubber 
Soul and Revolver heralded the metamorphosis of the Beatles from an intoxi-
cating pop phenomenon into the royalty of a transformative movement. “Oh I 
get it,” Dylan told Paul McCartney at the time, “You don’t want to be cute any-
more.” The Beatle agreed. And so rock music became not just a musical style 
but “a cluster of values . . . an ingredient in a variety of youthful subcultures 
around the world.”28

Rock and roll pushed establishment panic buttons because it encapsulated 
and energized, all at once, so much of what was going on in the sixties: civil 
rights, sexual freedom, drug use, and the generational questioning of tradi-
tional norms and values. Rock was, inherently and often explicitly, deeply 
committed to the civil rights movement. With its roots in the blues, rhythm 
and blues, and soul, rock music was black music, and white rockers not only 
consorted with but also revered black musicians. On his fi rst album Dylan 
(who played at the March on Washington) covered songs by Jesse Fuller, Blind 
Willie Johnson, and Bukka White. The Rolling Stones started out as a blues 
cover band; their fi rst album featured songs by Willie Dixon, Jimmy Reed, 
Slim Harpo, and of course Chuck Berry (who could make a fair claim to have 
invented rock), whose signature riff was deconstructed and reimagined in 
many of the Stones’ hits. The Beatles also covered black music; “Twist and 
Shout” was originally a hit for the Isley Brothers, and the Fab Four’s signature 
“wooos” were learned at the feet of the enormously infl uential Little Richard, 
with whom they performed. On their fi rst American tour in 1964, when the 
Beatles learned they were scheduled to appear before a segregated audience in 
the South, they refused to participate. Paul and George forcefully expressed 
their disapproval, and John made the band’s position clear: “We never play to 
segregated audiences and we aren’t going to now.”29

Dylan and the Beatles pushed each other toward those musical forms that 
would force rock into the generational confl icts of the 1960s. “The onslaught 
of the new,” that is, the overwhelming force and promise of Beatlemania in 
America, encouraged Dylan’s leap from folk to rock. In 1964 he experimented 
with rock arrangements for the songs on his fourth album, Another Side of Bob 



TALKI N’  ’B OUT MY G E N E RATION  35

Dylan, before essentially chickening out. But soon afterwards he “went elec-
tric,” most notoriously at the 1965 Newport Folk Festival in a controversial, 
divisive performance. Old-timers Alan Lomax and Pete Seeger were furious; 
apocryphal stories had Seeger threatening to take an ax to the electric cables, 
while Peter Yarrow gave the fi nger to folk purists from the sound board.30 
Yet the larger controversy was real—when one fan shouted out “Judas!” to a 
stunned Dylan on tour in Britain in 1966, the sentiment was heartfelt, and it 
was shared by others.

As for the Beatles, Dylan inspired them to take their songwriting into 
serious territory. As James Miller observed, he “singlehandedly showed the 
Beatles a new way to fashion themselves.” John and George in particular were 
transformed by the light of the trail that Dylan was blazing. But the idea that 
rock music could “have something to say” was ridiculed by an older genera-
tion, especially the journalists who were displeased at being forced to listen. 
Rock journalism was, at the time, an oxymoron (Rolling Stone magazine was 
still a few years away), and so press conferences between established, serious, 
condescending journalists and clever, obscure, defensive counterculture musi-
cians devolved into rehearsals of all kinds of resentful generational confl ict.31

Dylan also famously turned the Beatles on to pot after his Forest Hills con-
cert in 1964. Previously the Beatles, like so many working musicians before 
them, had favored speed. But pot and other hallucinogens—especially, into 
1966, LSD—left their imprints on the music. Sex and drugs were part of what 
made the new music so dangerous and controversial. The very phrase “rock 
and roll” was, among its other meanings, a euphemism for lovemaking, and 
was at one time viewed as an obscene expression for that reason. Musicians 
had always been notorious sexual troubadours, and were tacitly understood to 
dabble in illicit drug use. But with rock, especially its Dylanesque turn toward 
searching, introspective, and confessional themes, these aspects of the minstrel 
lifestyle became explicit and seemed to encourage, or at least abet, the new, 
looser morals that were observable in young audiences. The Rolling Stones, in 
particular, were notably unsubtle in their celebration of sex and drugs.32

Love it or hate it, rock music in the mid-1960s mattered as it never had 
before and, soon enough, as it never would again. The Beatles “now exist not 
merely as a phenomenon of entertainment but as a force of historical conse-
quence,” literary critic Richard Poirier concluded in a major essay that ap-
peared in the pages of the highbrow Partisan Review. The Beatles “and Bob 
Dylan, too,” could be placed “within a group who have . . . infused the imagi-
nation of the living with the possibilities of other ways of living.” Intellectuals 
at the New Left Review debated whether the Stones were as meaningful as the 
Beatles, while agreeing in any event that pop music is “perhaps the only art 
form which has an authentic expressive vitality in England.” For Vaclav Havel, 
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the dissident playwright and future Czech president, with the new music of 
the 1960s, “taboos could be swept away, social confl icts could be named and 
described.”33

Others saw it differently. The conservative mandarin Allan Bloom con-
cluded that rock music “ruins the imagination of young people and makes it 
diffi cult for them to have a passionate relationship to . . . art and thought.” For 
Bloom, rock was a “gutter phenomenon” amounting to little more than “Mick 
Jagger tarting it up on stage.” Bloom’s observations about Jagger might be dis-
missed as saying perhaps more about him than they do about rock. But when 
Bloom equated Woodstock with Nuremburg—and he wasn’t kidding—he ar-
ticulated a position that was held dear by many on the other side of the cultural 
divide.34

Bloom and company notwithstanding, what stands out from the 1960s, es-
pecially in retrospect, was the extraordinary eruption of epochal music.35 The 
apogee of all this was 1967, the year of the birth of the New Hollywood. It also 
was the year of the San Francisco hippie, the Summer of Love, the Monterrey 
Pop Festival, and Sergeant Pepper. There was lots of great music put out in 
1967, but Pepper was a landmark. After directing Point Blank, John Boorman 
returned to London from America “in time to buy [Pepper] on the day of its 
release.” Everybody did. “We felt on the brink of a brave new world.”36

Boorman’s sentiment also refl ected a broader and essential synergy be-
tween the New Hollywood and the New Music. Rock was the soundtrack of 
fi lmmakers’ lives, and in turn the musicians who came of age during the heroic 
era of moviegoing were extremely interested in exploring the possibilities of the 
liberated American cinema. Dylan participated in D. A. Pennebaker’s cinéma 
vérité fi lm of his 1965 tour of Britain, Don’t Look Back (1967).37 The fi lm’s 
muddy sound, dark, grainy images, and bobbing camera captured much that 
seemed authentic—confrontational press conferences, busy hotel rooms, rainy 
road trips, formal and informal musical performances—and, notably, many 
unfl attering moments that other image-conscious celebrities would surely have 
trimmed from the fi nal cut. Of course, as Andrew Sarris observed, this was 
not “Dylan as he really is, whatever that means, but rather how Bob Dylan 
responds to the role imposed on him by the camera.” Nevertheless, Don’t Look 
Back refl ected the eagerness of artists from each form to engage the other, and 
their desire to move their art closer to something more truthful.38

The Rolling Stones collaborated with Jean-Luc Godard on Sympathy for 
the Devil (1968), which documents the evolution of the song and its recording, 
interspersed with material that looks, not surprisingly, very much like a Go-
dard fi lm of the period (such as Weekend or La Chinoise).39 The effort is most 
notable as a manifestation of the desire of these artists to work with each other. 
Mick Jagger (like Dylan and Lennon) took occasional acting gigs, most notably 
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in Nicholas Roeg’s surrealistic gangster fi lm Performance (1970), which fea-
tures a musical interlude (showcasing the song “Memo from Turner”) that 
could stand alone as an early music video.

The Beatles got to the movies fi rst, playing fi ctionalized versions of them-
selves in Richard Lester’s celebrated fi lm A Hard Day’s Night (1964) and then 
Help! (1965); the documentary Let It Be (1970) captured the group’s pain-
ful unraveling. Lester, who also directed John Lennon in How I Won the War 
(1967), went to San Francisco (with Roeg along as cinematographer) to shoot 
Petulia (1968). Shot on location in the midst of the Haight-Ashbury counter-
culture scene, Petulia, featuring George C. Scott and Julie Christie, is very 
much of its time. Flashbacks are shuffl ed, the Vietnam War is on TV, and hip-
pies are everywhere. And the music is never far away; the movie showcases 
performances by Janis Joplin and the Grateful Dead. But as in The Graduate 
(1967), what is especially notable about Petulia from the vantage point of the 
intervening years is that a fi lm so purposefully about the generation gap of-
fers its deepest insights about the older generation. Archie (Scott), his wife, 
and their best friends share scenes that explore the common unspoken mid-life 
anxieties that have led Archie to inexplicably walk away from his marriage. 
The generation gap cut both ways, and although Petulia’s politics are progres-
sive, it is sophisticated in dwelling on the hard truth that all choices have con-
sequences.

Peace, Love, and . . . Point Blank?

In 1967 the new American cinema arrived, and John Boorman’s Point 
Blank (1967) exemplifi ed the revolutionary new approach to fi lmmaking. 
 Ostensibly it is a simple revenge picture about a man named Walker (Lee 
Marvin) who, after participating in a heist, is double-crossed, shot, and left 
to die in the abandoned Alcatraz prison. But he survives and reemerges to 
seek vengeance against his wife and best friend, and anyone else who gets in 
his way, as he pursues the recovery of the $93,000 that is “rightly” his. In 
this quest Walker ruthlessly works his way up the hierarchy of the mob, into 
whose hands the loot has fallen.

That accurately describes the source material—the book and the version of 
the screenplay that Boorman and Marvin fi rst read. But it is little more than the 
narrative hook they used to provide some (limited) grounding for the fi lm. The 
fi lmmakers couldn’t care less about the $93,000—Boorman was interested in 
Walker’s “emptiness, desolation, [and] alienation,” and so the fi rst thing he 
did was move the action from joyous, tie-dyed San Francisco to anonymous, 
monochromatic Los Angeles.40



38  HOLLYWOOD’S LAST G OLDE N AG E

Point Blank is a tone poem that abandons classical linear, closed-form story-
telling in favor of a stylized, enigmatic approach that aspires to communicate 
thoughts and ideas through visual expression. In the fi lm, Walker is a mythic 
fi gure navigating a dreamscape, “trying to fi nd his humanity.” There is an ee-
rie artifi ciality about the movie, the result of Boorman’s decisions to strip the 
dialogue to its essentials and to design each scene in a single color, starting 
out with cold grays and blues, and then moving across the spectrum before 
concluding with a muted rusty red. The yellows associated with Chris (Angie 
Dickinson) are especially salient; in addition to costumes and backgrounds, 
Boorman spilled yellow paint on everything from pillars to telescopes, as 
Dickinson’s scenes mark the fi lm’s transition from gangster greens to the fad-
ing rust of the return to Alcatraz.41 The fi lm comes full circle with this return, 
and it does not explain itself. His money waiting for him, Walker does not 
claim it but instead fades into the shadows.

Point Blank lends itself to a number of possible interpretations; a popular 
one is that Walker never leaves Alcatraz, but rather the entire fi lm represents 
his dying thoughts. This is a sustainable reading (and Boorman does not reject 
the possibility),42 consistent with aspects of the stylized violence, the fl ash-
backs and echoes, and the open, inscrutable ending back at the prison fortress. 
Alternatively, Walker could be seen as a ghostlike fi gure, which fi ts with the 
fact that he never actually kills anyone but is present at moments that trigger 
their demise; this also fi ts with the way several characters relate to him and 
lends a double entendre to some line readings. “You died at Alcatraz all right,” 
Chris snaps after a particularly cold move by Walker; in the narrative, she is 
speaking fi guratively of his lost humanity. Later, her disembodied voice (over 
a loudspeaker) challenges the apparent purpose of his existence, his single-
minded pursuit of the money: “What would you do if you got it?” “Why don’t 
you just lie down and die?”

Another reading of the fi lm, however, is more straightforward. At one level 
the movie does, in retrospect, volunteer a concrete story: Walker is being used 
by the mysterious Yost to fl ush out and eliminate his disloyal, plotting subor-
dinates within the syndicate. This doesn’t quite account for Yost’s mystical 
attributes—there is an ethereal quality to the way he shows up unexpectedly 
at crucial junctures, seeming somehow apart from the surroundings—but he 
does have an agenda, and it does come to closure, and in that sense he needed 
a “real” Walker to pull it off.

What is certain is that Boorman (and Marvin) were more committed to 
broader themes and the overall feel of the movie than to its narrative resolu-
tion. The director is clear about the mood that he was searching for: rep-
etition, déjà vu, and echoes. “Every single scene was echoed in another 
scene,” Boorman explained, which gives the feeling of being trapped in 
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a revolving door, an effect “we associate . . . with Resnais.”43 Boorman also 
shared Resnais’s taste for experimenting with how the passage of time can 
be expressed, and manipulating the way audiences implicitly depend on the 
certainty of its inevitable unfolding though the use of fragmented fl ashbacks 
and temporal discontinuities.

The early sequences of Point Blank illustrate these ambitions as the initial 
heist is intercut with scenes of Walker’s best friend, Mal Reese (John Vernon), 
desperately trying to get him to participate in the scheme; pleas of “you’re my 
friend,” and “trust me” are interspersed with the Alcatraz betrayal. (These tics 
and fl ashbacks to prior events, some possibly imagined, occur throughout the 
fi lm.) With the elliptical passage of unspecifi ed time, a recovered Walker tracks 
down his wife, Lynne (Sharon Acker); bursting into her home, he empties his 
gun into the bed, where he expected to fi nd Mal. Spent, he withdraws to the 
living room and sits silently as Lynne both recites the questions he would have 
asked and then answers them. “I dream about you, and how good it must be, 
being dead,” she concludes.

Then things get especially strange. A fl ashback to good times with Lynne 
and Mal. Back to the “present” with Lynne dead on the bed, an overdose. 
Peering at Yost on the street through the blinds. Gazing back to the bedroom; 
Lynne is gone, the bed stripped. Into the living room, now bare of furniture. 
Sitting in the corner, a shot designed to echo the cell at Alcatraz, with an aural 
fl ashback to the gunshots. Then (later? earlier?) a messenger shows up; the 
house is fully furnished, and Walker, wearing a different suit, extracts the 
information he needs in an odd, rhythmic, repetitive exchange. For Boor-
man, “the shots show a disturbing progression into madness.” The studio 
was confused.44

Walker, spent, in a sea of grays
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Point Blank encapsulated much of what the emerging seventies cinema 
would be about. It was very much a personal fi lm. Boorman and Marvin were 
each attracted to the material because it touched on issues that were deeply 
and personally important to them. For Boorman, the key theme was one of 
betrayal; aspects of the infi delity and betrayal in the story resonated with ex-
periences that shaped his own upbringing. (From this perspective, it matters 
little whether Walker literally survived at Alcatraz—with the betrayal by his 
wife and best friend, he died inside.) For Marvin, it was the bleakness of the 
character, which he related to the action he saw in the Pacifi c during World 
War II, and his fear that “he had lost some element of his humanity in that 
brutal experience.” (At one level Boorman saw the fi lm as a character study of 
Lee Marvin and his return from a war in which he should have died.) Neither 
of these themes was central to the gangsters-and-vengeance screenplay that 
they fi rst read. Legend holds that Marvin agreed to do the picture under one 
 condition—and with a fl ourish he threw that version out the window.  Boorman 
and Alex Jacobs rewrote the screenplay virtually from scratch, and Marvin’s 
improvisations led to additional revisions during shooting. The Boorman-
Jacobs version eliminated the police, added the crucial characters Yost and 
Chris, recast the treatment of the mob, and abandoned the conventional 
“happy” ending wherein Walker recovered the money. The moral of the movie 
was the opposite of the one intended by the original version of the screenplay: 
Boorman’s fi lm was about the futility of the quest for revenge.45

Point Blank also had undertones regarding sexuality, morality, and Amer-
ica that would be common to the seventies fi lm. The movie hints that the love 
triangle between Walker, Lynne, and Mal has a homosexual element to it, at 
least subtextually; the initial scene with Mal and Walker (incongruously) roll-
ing on the fl oor, and its echo later, were both shot with this in mind.46 The 
visual looping of the (imagined?) lovemaking of each of the four heterosexual 
pairings, intercut (yet again) with fl ashbacks to Alcatraz, also hints at some 
sexual complexity. Also of interest is Boorman’s portrayal of the mob not as 
old-style gangsters but as a modern corporation that operates out of a high-rise 
offi ce building, complete with secretaries and waiting rooms; there seem to 
be more accountants than killers on the payroll. It is a running joke that, as 
Walker seeks his money, none of the executives of this modern outfi t actually 
deals in cash, and they all talk like businessmen. Once again, this was a change 
that Boorman initiated. Instead of the conventional gangsters originally de-
scribed, he “wanted to make it the business world,” where the organization has 
legitimate and illegitimate business interests which are virtually indistinguish-
able. The director wanted his criminals “to look like business men” and cast 
no traditional ethnic stereotypes: “They’ve all got blue eyes.” Most broadly, 
Boorman “wanted to make a statement about America,” which was not lost on 
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the French critic Michel Ciment, who compared the fi lm to Mickey One in that 
it is “possible to interpret it as a more complex allegory, as a symbolic portrait 
of the United States.”47

In 1967, however, this kind of fi lmmaking was still relatively unfamiliar, 
and it generated confl icts during the shoot and in postproduction, with battles 
commonly drawn across generational lines. Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer was still 
run by the last generation of Old Hollywood executives, and Boorman had 
nothing but confl icts with the power brokers of his studio, who were “bewil-
dered and dismayed” by what he was doing. From meeting to meeting, screen-
ing to screening, baffl ed executives were unhappy with the story, its bleakness 
and confusing ambiance. Moreover, Boorman’s color schemes were simply 
not how things were done. They threatened re-shoots. After a screening of the 
Resnais-infl ected time puzzle at Lynne’s house, they moved to kick Boorman 
off the picture. In all instances Marvin, who was a very hot actor at the time, in-
terceded on his director’s behalf. The commercial success of Blow-Up, which 
was released while Point Blank was in production, also took some of the studio 
heat off the picture.48

Once in theaters, Point Blank also attracted some controversy for its con-
tent. As with many of the protagonists of the next ten years, Walker was an 
antihero. In fact, even though the movie has the audience rooting for him, he 
is a ruthless violent criminal. In addition, the fi lm was, by the standards of 
the time, brutal in its presentation of violence, breaking taboos previously en-
forced by the production code. The Summer of Love was also, at the movies, 
the summer of bloodshed, and this generated debates about the responsible 
treatment of violence by fi lmmakers in the absence of censorship.49 Walker 
may not actually kill anybody, but his fi stfi ghts are frequent and his tactics 
vicious. Bosley Crowther was not alone in branding the fi lm “candid and cal-
culatedly sadistic,” with a hero who “develops no considerable moral sense.”50 
For Crowther, things were about to get much worse.

The Controversy over Bonnie and Clyde

More than any other picture, Arthur Penn’s Bonnie and Clyde (1967) heralded 
the arrival in America of a “New Cinema,” as Time dubbed it in a cover story 
featuring the fi lm. It was a big hit. Bonnie and Clyde not only made lots of 
money; it also resonated with the culture, even infl uencing fashion trends. Set 
in the past, the movie was nevertheless obviously aimed squarely at the big is-
sues of the present; it refl ected new sensibilities and sparked controversy for 
those reasons. Yet it might easily have slipped by unnoticed. Studio support 
from pre-production to release was tepid at best, and many of the early reviews 
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were scathing. Bosley Crowther found it “as pointless as it is lacking in taste.” 
Only after a spirited debate among critics (divided largely along generational 
lines), and the relentless efforts of thirty-year-old producer-star Warren Beatty 
to persuade seventy-fi ve-year-old Jack Warner not to bury the project, did Bon-
nie and Clyde fi nd its audience. Warner, who hated the picture, retired from his 
studio in 1969, the last of the old movie moguls to exit the stage.51

Bonnie and Clyde was a long time in coming, written by the “New Sentimental-
ity” journalists David Newman and Robert Benton, who were very much inspired 
by the French New Wave, which, they recounted, allowed them “to write with 
a more complex morality, more ambiguous characters, more sophisticated rela-
tionships.” In fact they were “specifi cally writing it for Truffaut,” and the French 
director fl ew to New York in March 1964, meeting several times with Newman 
and Benton during his visit. Many of Truffaut’s suggestions found their way into 
the fi nal fi lm, but ultimately he passed on the offer, softening the blow with high 
praise and suggesting as his replacement Godard, who was familiar with and en-
thusiastic about the project. “Am in love with Bonnie and Clyde,” he wired Truf-
faut. But the Godardian interlude did not end well, as the fi lm’s original producers 
were unprepared to move ahead at his breakneck pace.52

The project languished until Warren Beatty (at Truffaut’s suggestion) 
bought the rights to the property. He approached Arthur Penn to direct, and 
also brought in Robert Towne to make revisions to the screenplay.53 As with 
Point Blank, Penn’s fi lm took full advantage of the opportunities provided by 
the dismantling of the production code and did so from its opening shots. Bon-
nie (Faye Dunaway) is introduced with images that emphasize her sexual avail-
ability, and her dress and mannerisms express a libidinous sexuality. (The 
way she handles bottles and guns is probably still illegal in several states.) She 
is also aroused by Clyde’s brazen criminality, which presents something of a 
dilemma, since he is impotent.54 This works dramatically, since, as Dunaway 
observed, if they’d had “a happy, successful, serene sexual life together, they 
probably wouldn’t have gone on killing people and robbing banks.” The sex-
ual tension between them builds subliminally in tandem with the rising level of 
violence in the movie, and Bonnie’s efforts to arouse Clyde include an allusion 
to oral sex (another previously taboo subject), which Dunaway performed as 
“a direct homage” to Jeanne Moreau in Malle’s The Lovers.55

Far more controversial than the nudging of the envelope regarding sexu-
ality was Bonnie and Clyde’s radically new and frank expression of violence. 
That violence comes on suddenly, almost a full half-hour into the movie, and 
so is all the more shocking. In the midst of a frantic escape, a man grabs hold of 
the getaway car and Clyde shoots him in the face—and without a cut, contrary 
to the classical Hollywood composition that audiences at the time would have 
been accustomed to.56 From there the violence escalates. It is almost always 
initiated by the police, and it becomes ever more graphic and brutal. When 
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Bonnie, Clyde, and Buck Barrow (Gene Hackman) are wounded during vari-
ous shoot-outs, they are bloodied. Flesh is torn, and the wounds are agonizing. 
With each successive shoot-out the police bring more and more fi repower to 
bear, elements of overkill that foreshadow the fi nal slaughter of Bonnie and 
Clyde in a hail of machine gun fi re.

For the fi lmmakers, the treatment of violence in the fi lm was real and hon-
est. “Let’s face it: Kennedy was shot. We’re in Vietnam, shooting people and 
getting shot,” Penn stated at the time. “So why not make fi lms about it.” The 
director saw “an implicit connection between the fi lm and the Vietnam war.” 
Clyde’s death, especially with the effect of a piece of his skull fl ying off, was 
supposed to be evocative of the Kennedy assassination.57

The violence in Bonnie and Clyde was controversial not simply because 
of its (considerable) shocking effect but also in its implicit normative judg-
ments. The police are more violent, more brutal, and more cavalier in their 
disregard for human life than are the fi lm’s outlaw heroes. As Benton says 
plainly, “Our sympathies were with Bonnie and Clyde.” Bank robbers and 
killers, yes, but their characters are repeatedly portrayed with great warmth; 
lawmen and authority fi gures, by contrast, are uniformly presented as cold and 
ruthless. Condemnation of the gang’s criminal lifestyle is also mitigated by 
setting it within the context of the Great Depression; the fi lm is dotted with 
references to  foreclosures, Dust Bowl refugees, and heartless bankers.58 If we 
take the fi lm allegorically and into the present, as the fi lmmakers intended, 
the point is emphatically political. The Barrow gang represents the youthful 
counterculture of the 1960s, and the police who shoot the outlaws down in 
cold blood represent the contemporary establishment. Writers Newman and 
Benton in particular put great emphasis on the tattoo sported by Clyde’s side-
kick C. W. Moss (Michael J. Pollard). “Just as our parents were ‘offended’ by 
long hair[,] . . . rock and roll, smoking pot . . . we refl ected this by inventing the 
tattoo on C.W.’s chest,” Newman explained. “This is what offends his father, 
not that he broke the law.” Because of that “and only that,” Newman insisted, 
C.W.’s father “rats out” Bonnie and Clyde and “sets up the ambush.”59

Bosley Crowther was not pleased. The most powerful fi lm critic in the 
country, he had been reviewing fi lms for the New York Times since 1940. 
Crowther had long been an opponent of movie censorship, but as a dean of 
establishment liberalism, he expected fi lmmakers and audiences to treat the 
free screen he championed with respect and self-restraint, and to use it for 
the social good. Into the 1960s he was often disappointed, and increasingly 
uneasy with the irreverence, disrespect, and especially the violence that were 
characterizing American fi lms. Crowther trashed Bonnie and Clyde three 
times in print—from the Montreal Film Festival, at the close of the festival, 
and then in his regular review when the fi lm opened in New York.60 Crowther 
was not alone in his condemnation of the picture: the review in the Chicago 
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Tribune was bitterly negative; John Simon dismissed it as “puerile antihero 
worship”; Joseph Morgenstern in Newsweek called the picture “ugly” and 
“stomach turning.”61

But the tide soon turned, with younger critics in particular rallying to its 
defense. Morgenstern re-screened the fi lm and took the dramatic step of writ-
ing a second, positive review in the next issue of Newsweek (“I realized that 
Bonnie and Clyde knows perfectly well what to make of its violence, and makes 
a cogent statement with it”). Twenty-fi ve-year-old Roger Ebert declared it “a 
milestone in the history of American movies, a work of truth and brilliance” 
that is “aimed squarely and unforgivingly at the time we are living in.” The 
violence may indeed be shocking, but “perhaps at this time, it is useful to be 
reminded that bullets really do tear skin and bone.” Pauline Kael pounded out 
over eight thousand words in defense of Bonnie and Clyde, and of a more ambi-
tious American cinema more generally. The “dirty reality of death” was “nec-
essary” in Penn’s fi lm—which did not mean that Kael offered carte blanche 
to movie violence. In the same essay she blasted the “morally questionable” 
violence in The Dirty Dozen, which, she wrote, “offends me personally.” Bon-
nie and Clyde, however, withholds from the audience “a simple, secure basis 
of identifi cation,” and viewers “should feel uncomfortable” with its violence.62

It was a watershed moment in the emergence of the New Hollywood. Before 
the year was out, the Times announced that Crowther was stepping down as 
its chief critic; he would be replaced by a twenty-nine-year-old woman, Re-
nata Adler. Looking back on the fi lm ten years later, Crowther recognized it 
as a landmark, but he stuck to his guns; its “amorality” and “looseness with 
violence” were offensive and unforgivable. In his estimation, Bonnie and Clyde 
was successful because it gratifi ed “the preconceptions and illusions of young 
people who had come of age with the Beatles and Bob Dylan, the philosophy 
of doing your own thing and the notion that defying the Establishment was 
beautiful and brave.”63

I’m Just a Little Worried about My Future

Mike Nichols’s The Graduate, which opened in December 1967, was an 
enormous (and unexpected) hit and, with Bonnie and Clyde, one of the early 
landmarks of the New Hollywood. Nichols wore his infl uences on his sleeve; 
many critics noticed the European touches—the handheld camera work in 
the early party scene, nontraditional set-ups, and the shot of a rain-drenched
Mrs. Robinson isolated against a white wall that looked straight out of Anto-
nioni.64 There are also little nods to Fellini, including a brief appearance 
by Edra Gale (who played Saraghina in 8½). But the greatest infl uence, as 
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production designer Richard Sylbert recalled, was the French New Wave, and 
especially Truffaut. Benjamin’s triple-take cut of the naked Mrs. Robinson, for 
example, parallels the construction of Jeanne Moreau’s leap into the Seine in 
Jules and Jim.65 Lighting schemes, long takes, location work on Sunset Bou-
levard, and scene-bridging aural overlaps all situate The Graduate in the New 
Cinema. Nichols also checked in with the right Hollywood legends: the deep-
focus shot of Benjamin scrambling toward his whisky tumbler matches the 
shot of the bottle of poison in Citizen Kane; and the tight symmetry of the strip 
club sequence (Elaine struggling to keep up with Benjamin on the way in, he 
chasing after her on the way out) is Hitchcockian in its construction.66

The Graduate was the product of a new generation and its sensibilities. 
It was a comedy that took on taboo subjects, just as Nichols had made his 
early reputation as half of an uproarious, cutting-edge improvisational com-
edy team. A version of that act, An Evening with Mike Nichols and Elaine May 
(directed by Arthur Penn), played on Broadway for nearly a year. Making the 
transition from theater to fi lm, Nichols directed the production code–busting 
Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (1966). The Graduate was written by Buck 
Henry, who became the hottest young writer in the business.67 Dustin Hoff-
man, an unknown when he was cast, became an overnight star and one of the 
leading actors of the decade. (And a very new type of star at that. Hoffman, like 
many of his seventies cohort, was no matinee idol). The hip new music of Si-
mon and Garfunkel was featured extensively and for long passages throughout 
the movie, which not only was a nontraditional choice but also was, of course, 
overtly youthful. In style, substance, and attitude, the fi lm crystallized the ele-
ments of the emerging New Hollywood.68

The Graduate is explicitly a movie about generational confl ict, and as that, 
around the axis of materialism. The fi rst line heard in the fi lm is “Ladies and 
gentlemen, we are about to begin our descent into Los Angeles,” and literally 
and fi guratively, Benjamin is leaving behind his considerable academic achieve-
ments at college back east and descending into the shallow materialism of south-
ern California. This is exemplifi ed most famously by Mr. McGuire, the family 
friend who gives Ben the hushed tip about “plastics,” but it is clearly associ-
ated with all the members of the older generation, including Benjamin’s parents 
and the Robinsons. It was Nichols’s intention to express the idea that Ben was 
drowning in the fl ood of material goods, and so ever-present water is one of the 
motifs of the movie, starting with the fi sh tank and the swimming pool.69

In addition to water, Nichols repeatedly shot Ben through glass barriers and 
other transparencies in order to express his alienation from the adult world.70 
The extra-beat pause on the framed clown print during the initial party se-
quence also communicates his unease at being paraded about by his parents 
for the adulation of their friends, a ritual repeated on his birthday, when he is 
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reluctantly trotted out in his new wetsuit looking very much like a trained seal. 
Intimidated by the implications of adulthood (not to mention the very long line 
of old people slowly making their way through a doorway at the Taft Hotel, 
with a few young people pushing through in the opposite direction), Benjamin 
aspires to something different. Above all, he does not want to be his parents. 
Instead, he explains to his father in the fi lm’s opening dialogue, “I’m a little 
worried about my future,” which he wants to be “I don’t know . . . different,” 
meaning, of course, different from his father’s (though his father seems not to 
catch the implication).

The movie’s generational fault line was what everybody talked about, be-
ginning with the critics. “The Graduate is not merely a success,” wrote Hollis 
Alpert, but a “phenomenon of multiple attendance” for “mostly young peo-
ple” lining up around the block in the cold of winter “to see something good, 
something made for them.” Many viewers over forty, by contrast, didn’t like 
the movie. “More than that, it made them angry. It was almost as though they 
themselves felt personally attacked.” The fi fty-year-old Alpert was more be-
mused than annoyed by young audiences’ identifi cation with Benjamin, rec-
ognizing that in the movie, “the cards have been stacked” against the older 
generation. Forty-something Richard Schickel was less amused, in his review 
offering “the geriatric musings” of an old “fud” who personally “couldn’t care 
less if the little chaps don’t trust me, because I don’t trust them either.”71

Especially in retrospect, it is possible to misread the nature of this genera-
tional confl ict. Although The Graduate was a revolutionary fi lm in both con-
tent and style, Benjamin’s own rebellion is classical, not countercultural. The 
idea of disaffected youth longing for something different and pushing back 
against elders’ expectations was not invented in the 1960s. And in the context 
of his time, Benjamin is not, as critics of the movie tend to point out, a radical 
or a member of the counterculture (he wears a jacket and tie throughout the 
fi lm), or even vaguely political in any way.72 This is partially a function of the 
fact that the source material dates to 1963 (though with the passage of time, 
this is an attribute that leaves the fi lm feeling less dated than some of its more 
topically oriented contemporaries).73 One truly radical aspect of Benjamin’s 
behavior, and this is signifi cant, is that he and Elaine (Katharine Ross) run off 
together after she has exchanged her wedding vows with another man. This 
was not how it happened in the book, to the great consternation of its author, 
Charles Webb.74 Not only does The Graduate fl out the Hollywood convention 
of the hero getting there in the “nick of time,” but also, more subversively, Ben-
jamin and Elaine renounce the conventional morality regarding the sanctity of 
marriage. Finally, it puts an exclamation point on Mrs. Robinson’s tragic nar-
rative arc. “It’s too late,” she hisses at Elaine. “Not for me!” Elaine shouts back. 
It is too late for Mrs. Robinson (Anne Bancroft), and has been so for some time. 
She slaps Elaine, twice, the only moment in the movie when she loses her cool.
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Those slaps punctuate a different, revisionist, and more pessimistic reading 
of the fi lm, one that is kinder—at least in relative terms—to the older genera-
tion, which is skewered hilariously and mercilessly throughout the comedy. For 
if the passing of the decades expressed in movie watching can be reduced to that 
long, humbling shift of allegiance from André to Wally in My Dinner with André, 
so too is it seen in The Graduate, with the shift of the aging viewer’s attention 
from Benjamin to Mrs. Robinson. In his 1967 review, for example, Roger Ebert 
mentions Anne Bancroft in only two sentences, and not until the seventh para-
graph. His 1997 re-review, however, opens with and is dominated throughout 
by an (enthusiastic) discussion of Mrs. Robinson, who, for Ebert, emerges “as 
the most sympathetic and intelligent character” in the movie. Indeed she is “the 
only character in the movie who is alive” and “the only person in the movie you’d 
want to have a conversation with.” A few observers caught this at the time.75

This rereading, and rehabilitation, of Mrs. Robinson begins with a re-
minder that in a seventies fi lm, all characters are imperfect and fl awed, and 
therefore, not surprisingly, on closer inspection The Graduate is revealed as a 
fi lm in which all characters, regardless of generation, are suspect. Thus while 
Benjamin’s parents (who seem nice enough) are a bit shallow and materialis-
tic, and Mr. Robinson is clueless and impotent, it is not obvious that the kids 
are all right. Elaine is a passive object of desire, easily bullied to the altar to 
wed her vacuous boyfriend. And as for Benjamin—he is no prize.76 Nothing 
that happens in the movie suggests that he is anything but quite simple, and 
he spends much of the fi lm defi ned by passivity. The Graduate begins with a 
lingering shot of Benjamin staring ahead blankly, followed by his being car-
ried along like a zombie on a conveyor belt, just like his luggage; in the middle 
passages of the fi lm he spends much of his time literally fl oating and drifting.

Mrs. Robinson surely has her fl aws as well. But in retrospect she emerges 
as the most complex, even tragic, fi gure in the fi lm. The crucial scene in this 
regard takes place in their hotel room, when Ben insists that he and Mrs. Rob-
inson fi nd something to talk about. She suggests art, only to quickly reject it 
out of hand (“I don’t know anything about it”). The conversation then drifts 
back to the days when Mrs. Robinson was a college student dating Mr. Robin-
son, who was then in law school, and to her resulting unintended pregnancy 
and marriage. Benjamin asks what her major was, to which Mrs. Robinson 
replies, “Art.” Benjamin, at fi rst confused, casually reaches the conclusion “I 
guess you kind of lost interest in it over the years.” Her response: “kind of.”

This is how it is written, in the book and in the screenplay. On the screen, 
the moment is crucial. Mrs. Robinson does not want to talk, especially about 
the past. As they reach this point in the conversation, she turns away from 
Benjamin but toward the camera. What the audience alone has access to here 
is Mrs. Robinson’s only display of vulnerability. For a few seconds she is de-
spairing and forlorn. Combined with her line reading (“kind of ”), that fl eeting 
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moment reveals the entire trajectory of her life, and her recognition of it, a 
pain she bears but seeks to bury. What should have been an obvious truth 
is revealed—that she was not always Mrs. Robinson but was once a young 
woman with an unwritten future. But her dreams and high hopes—whatever 
they might have been—were cut short by an unwanted pregnancy, a loveless 
marriage, and ambivalent motherhood; there were precious few options open 
to a pregnant coed in the late 1940s.

Mrs. Robinson’s life, and her behavior in the fi lm, are the only complex 
backstory in The Graduate. No other characterization runs this deep. (Elaine 
doesn’t even show up until the movie is more than half over.) Moreover, this 
narrative can be linked with a much more somber reading of the fi lm—that 
Benjamin and Elaine will end up re-creating the history of their parents’ gener-
ation; ultimately, their lives will not be “different.” This is Mike Nichols’s oft-
stated view—and this is his interpretation of the slightly awkward silence at the 
conclusion of the fi lm, which ends not with a big kiss or uproarious laughter 
but with quiet, lingering, forward-looking stares that invite the question, “OK, 
now what?”77 This reading of the popular comedy turns it doubly tragic: the 
story of Mrs. Robinson’s foreclosed opportunities and the suggestion that this 
pattern will be re-created by her daughter.

This reading is supported by the recurrent linking throughout the fi lm 
of Elaine and Mrs. Robinson, and of Benjamin’s mother with Mrs. Robin-
son. (This latter pairing could be used to support an oedipal reading of the 
fi lm.)78 With these parallels, the fi lm suggests that Benjamin (and Elaine) are 
following in their parents’ footsteps. When Mrs. Robinson fi rst offers her-
self to Benjamin, she does so in Elaine’s room; crucially, the fi rst glimpse 
of her body in this scene appears refl ected in Elaine’s portrait. Both women 
also interrupt their education to make a hastily arranged marriage. (When 

Mrs. Robinson prefers not to think about the past
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Benjamin searches desperately for Elaine at her dorm, he is told, “Elaine 
Robinson has left school.”) More subtly, the women are also marked by their 
association with water. It is the tears on Elaine’s face at the strip club that 
spark Ben’s relationship with her; it is Mrs. Robinson’s rage—expressed as 
pouring rain the next day when she enters his car (Benjamin at fi rst thinks she 
is Elaine)—that tears that relationship apart. (And this is depicted differently 
in the novel, wherein on that fateful day “the sky was bright blue and there 
was not a single cloud.”)79

The pairing of Mrs. Robinson and Benjamin’s mother is particularly 
evident when the Robinsons, visiting the Braddocks, approach Ben to say 
hello. Against the harsh backlighting of the sun, the faces of all four adults 
are obscured, making their appearances similar (and they all are wearing 
sunglasses).80 Additionally, they happen to stand in an “incorrect” order—
Mr. Robinson, Mom, Dad, Mrs. Robinson—so if the couples were to be paired 
up, Mr. Robinson would be “with” Benjamin’s mother and Mrs. Robinson 
with his father. Immediately following this is the scene in the bathroom, where 
Benjamin and his mother (dressed in a black negligee) have a spat about what 
he does when he goes off at night. Convinced he is lying, she exits. “Wait a 
minute,” he calls out, a line repeated in an aural overlap into the next scene, 
which fi nds Benjamin in bed with Mrs. Robinson.

By putting Benjamin (metaphorically) in bed with his mother, The Gradu-
ate not only relishes its New Hollywood taboo-busting but also is again more 
subtly suggesting that he is following in his father’s footsteps. This implica-
tion of generational continuity, and a rereading that privileges Mrs. Robinson’s 
story, offer a more pessimistic interpretation of the fi lm.81 This does not alter 
the fact that, in its moment, The Graduate was cheered by its large youthful 
audience as a generational declaration of independence.

The Youth Market and Its Implications

Bonnie and Clyde, and especially The Graduate, called attention to the fact 
that there was not just a New Hollywood out there but also a very large poten-
tial audience for fi lms aimed at younger moviegoers, particularly those in their 
late teens and early twenties. This momentum had been gathering for a couple 
of years. Indeed, in 1966, twenty-seven-year-old Francis Ford Coppola made a 
splash with You’re a Big Boy Now. Seeing this coming-of-age story with Euro-
pean infl uences, a fl ashy kinetic style, location work, and a fi nal “escape” from 
parental control, Nichols and Henry walked out of the theater fearing they had 
been scooped. They needn’t have worried, but Coppola emerged from Big Boy 
as another young fi lmmaker on the rise.82
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Coppola cut his teeth working for B-movie impresario Roger Corman, who 
had for years been producing (and often directing) innumerable low-budget 
pictures that typically played at the drive-ins and almost always turned a profi t. 
A generation of fi lmmakers got their start working for Corman; in addition to 
Coppola, other Corman “alumni” included Peter Bogdanovich, Monte Hell-
man, Robert Towne, and Jack Nicholson. In 1966 Corman directed The Wild 
Angels, a “biker picture” co-written by an uncredited Bogdanovich.83 It is no-
table mostly for its cast (Peter Fonda, Bruce Dern, Diane Ladd, and Nancy 
Sinatra), and especially for the fact that it cost only about $350,000 to make but 
pulled in over $10 million at the box offi ce. In 1967 Corman engaged the youth 
culture even more directly with The Trip, a movie about LSD. Written by Nich-
olson and starring Fonda, Dern, Dennis Hopper, and Susan Strasberg, once 
again the fi lm was notable for returning millions on its very modest budget.84

Not surprisingly, others got in on the act. In 1967 Nicholson starred in Hells 
Angels on Wheels, and soon enough Fonda and Hopper were cooking up their 
own low-budget biker picture. The result, Easy Rider, directed by Hopper 
and produced by Fonda, was a cultural sensation (and a box offi ce hit) beyond 
their wildest imaginations. With its location work (shot by László Kovács),85 its 
head-turning performance by Jack Nicholson, the nakedness of Fonda’s mono-
logue about his mother amidst the New Orleans crypts, and its mournful coun-
terculture ending, young audiences identifi ed with the antiheroes of Easy Rider 
to an even greater extent than they had with Benjamin Braddock.86

And again there was the music. In Easy Rider it was wall-to-wall, featuring 
The Band, Steppenwolf, Jimi Hendrix, and The Byrds. Fonda—who wanted 
to use “It’s All Right, Ma” over the closing credits screened the fi lm for Bob 
Dylan. Dylan demurred but wrote up some new lyrics on the spot, instructing 
Fonda to “have [Roger] McGuinn put music to it.” McGuinn’s version of “Ballad 
of Easy Rider” (preceded by his own performance of “It’s All Right, Ma”) closes 
the fi lm.87 It is diffi cult to overstate the enmeshment of these fi lm and musical 
cultures. A month after Easy Rider opened, half a million people showed up for 
a three-day rock concert in Bethel, New York. Preserving a remarkable tranquil-
ity amidst the logistical catastrophe—the event’s organizers had anticipated a 
crowd about one-fi fth the size—the young people assembled did seem to repre-
sent a true and sizable counterculture. The fi lm of the event (Martin Scorsese 
shot some of the footage and was an editor on the project) was the sixth-highest-
grossing fi lm of 1970, and won the Academy Award for best documentary.88

The dreams of the “Woodstock Nation” would not be realized.89 In fact, 
within a year, and as the sixties turned into the seventies, that unraveling would 
become all too apparent.90 But in 1969, Easy Rider and Woodstock confi rmed 
what Bonnie and Clyde and The Graduate had promised: there was a vast 
youth market out there that was not much understood by the fading remnants 
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of Old Hollywood (or for that matter by the corporate titans who bought up the 
studios). And so a new generation of fi lmmakers would be given the opportu-
nity to make a new type of fi lm. Easy Rider was fi nanced by Bob Rafelson and 
Bert Schneider; shortly before the fi lm came out, their production company, 
Raybert, became BBS and embarked on a six-picture deal with Columbia. 
Next up would be Five Easy Pieces (1970); Bogdanovich’s celebrated The Last 
Picture Show (1971) would soon follow. “We wanted to have fi lm that refl ected 
our lives, the anxiety that was going on . . . the cultural changes that we were 
all products of,” explained the writer-director Henry Jaglom.91 This was the 
ambition of BBS—and of the seventies fi lm.



CHAPTER 3

1968, NIXON, AND 
THE INWARD TURN

Tet. King. Kennedy. Chicago. Nixon. Nineteen sixty-eight was a bad year.1 
On January 30–31, during what would typically have been a pause in hostili-
ties for the Tet holiday celebrating the Lunar New Year, communist forces 
launched a massive coordinated strike all across South Vietnam, including 
attacks on forty-four of the country’s fi fty largest cities. The battles raged for 
months. The United States suffered over 4,700 combat deaths in the fi rst three 
months of the year; 16,592 American servicemen would lose their lives in 
Vietnam in 1968. From a narrow military perspective, the offensive was un-
successful. It did not inspire a massive uprising, as was intended, and commu-
nist losses were enormous. But from a political perspective, the Tet Offensive 
succeeded in that it fundamentally transformed the trajectory of the war. The 
United States was not going to win in Vietnam—that is, it was not going to 
achieve its political goals.2

America was astonished by the Tet Offensive. On November 2, 1967, Pres-
ident Johnson had met with the “Wise Men,” a group of a dozen or so emi-
nent and distinguished members of the foreign policy establishment (men like 
former general of the army Omar Bradley and former secretary of state Dean 
Acheson); their consensus was that the war was going well. Johnson ordered 
William Westmoreland, commander of U.S. forces in Vietnam, as well as Am-
bassador Ellsworth Bunker to come home and impress upon the public this 
optimistic assessment. Westmoreland gave a major address in Washington on 
November 21, stating that “the end begins to come into view.”3

But by February 1, one thing was clear: despite years of war, unprecedented 
bombing campaigns, and the commitment of over 500,000 troops, the end was 
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not in view. Nor was the present pretty. On NBC an estimated audience of 20 
million people watched the chief of police of South Vietnam casually execute 
a bound prisoner by shooting him in the head. A photo capturing the incident 
won a Pulitzer Prize and seemed, in one frame, to articulate all the doubts 
about what the conduct of the war was doing to America’s moral purpose. On 
February 8 Senator Robert Kennedy stated that recent events had “shattered 
the mask of offi cial illusion with which we have concealed our true circum-
stances, even from ourselves.” CBS news anchor Walter Cronkite, possibly the 
most trusted man in America, got up from behind his desk to see the war for 
himself. On February 27 he told the nation, “It seems now more certain than 
ever that the bloody experience in Vietnam is to end in stalemate.” The editors 
of the Wall Street Journal reached a similar conclusion. General Westmore-
land, unfazed, put in a request for an additional 200,000 troops.4

The day after the Cronkite broadcast, Johnson asked Clark Clifford, the 
hawk he’d tapped as secretary of defense to replace Robert McNamara (and his 
growing private doubts), to assess Westmoreland’s request with “fresh eyes.” 
The president was at a crossroads. The request for a 40 percent increase in 
troop strength would require the mobilization of the reserves, threaten eco-
nomic stability (the dollar was already under serious pressure), and contribute 
further to the atrophy of U.S. forces worldwide. But at the same time, West-
morland reported, “a setback is fully possible if I am not reinforced and it is 
likely we will lose ground in other areas.” Clifford’s assessment quickly grew 
into what became known as an “A–Z reevaluation” of the entire war effort. On 
March 4 Clifford, who had supported the war and “believed in our policy,” 
presented the president with his conclusions: neither more troops nor more 
bombing could assure victory, the end was not in sight, and he was now “con-
vinced that the military course we were pursuing was not only endless, but 
hopeless.” On March 25, at Clifford’s urging, the Wise Men reconvened and 
received updated briefi ngs. The majority of the group now favored fi nding a 
way to disengage from the Vietnam War.5

Things were coming apart for Johnson. In 1967 he had created the Kerner 
Commission to study the causes of the race riots which had swept across the 
country that summer. The subsequent report, which concluded that “our na-
tion is moving toward two societies, one black, one white—separate and un-
equal,” landed on his desk during the Tet Offensive and irritated the  president, 
who interpreted the document as a denigration of the accomplishments of his 
Great Society programs. He chose not to meet with the commission’s mem-
bers. (This in turn irritated Robert Kennedy, who complained to friends that 
Johnson was “not going to do anything about the war and he’s not going to do 
anything about the cities, either.”) On March 12 Johnson was embarrassed 
by the strong showing in the New Hampshire Democratic primary of Senator 
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Eugene McCarthy, who was running as an antiwar candidate. Four days later 
Robert Kennedy declared his candidacy, motivated by opposition to the war, 
passions about poverty and race relations, and the demonstration of Johnson’s 
political vulnerability. At the end of the month, Johnson stunned the nation by 
announcing that he would not seek reelection.6

The rest of the year wasn’t any better, and everywhere, it was violent. Martin 
Luther King Jr. was assassinated on April 4; disturbances and riots erupted in 
over one hundred cities. On April 23 protests over the war and Columbia Uni-
versity’s uneasy race relations with its Harlem neighbors escalated. By April 26
the university was shut down, and the following day students occupied sev-
eral buildings. In the middle of the night on Tuesday, April 30, they were 
forcibly removed by over a thousand baton-swinging policemen. On June 5
Kennedy was assassinated after winning the California primary, leading to 
another period of national mourning (and Ted Kennedy’s greatest speech), 
and to the disaster of the Democratic National Convention in Chicago. In-
side the convention center, Vice President Hubert Humphrey’s control of the 
party apparatus ensured that the platforms of the lethargic McCarthy and the 
shell-shocked Kennedy delegates would be defeated. Outside on the streets, 
thousands of Chicago police and National Guardsmen unleashed their fury 
on the protesters in a series of melees, many captured on TV; it would later 
be characterized as a “police riot.” In response, the Wisconsin delegation 
urged that the convention be suspended and moved, but was ruled out of or-
der. Senator Abraham Ribicoff of Connecticut, nominating a new peace can-
didate at the last minute, declared, “With George McGovern as President of 
the United States, we wouldn’t have Gestapo tactics in the streets of Chicago.” 
Mayor Richard J. Daley, caught on camera, was not pleased. The Democrats 
never recovered; in November, Richard Nixon was elected president by half a 
million votes out of 72 million cast.7

Nineteen sixty-eight was a tumultuous year around the world as well. The 
week before the Democratic National Convention, Soviet tanks crossed into 
Czechoslovakia, crushing the “Prague Spring” of political and social liberal-
ization. To the untrained eye, there was little difference between the tanks of 
Prague and the armored personnel carriers patrolling the streets of Chicago, a 
frightening parallel. Earlier in the year, in Poland, “Zionists” were accused of 
having orchestrated student protests against the government; the subsequent 
anti-Semitic purges, particularly at universities, led to the emigration of half 
of Poland’s forty thousand remaining Jews. On October 2, policemen and sol-
diers in Mexico City opened fi re on unarmed student protesters, killing hun-
dreds in what would become known as the Tlatelolco Massacre.

In western Europe, 1968 is best remembered for the May uprisings in 
Paris, which, once again, were sparked by the young. On March 22 students at 
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Nanterre gathered in protest over university conditions and related issues; but 
as if by necessity, they soon occupied an administration building, which was 
in turn surrounded by the police. Cooler heads prevailed for the moment, but 
tensions simmered, new demonstrations erupted, and things came to a head 
on May 6, with rallies at the Sorbonne in support of the students from Nan-
terre, now threatened with expulsion. This time cooler heads did not prevail, 
and thousands of students clashed violently with the police throughout the day 
and into the night, injuring hundreds. May 10 was another day of rioting; on 
May 13, perhaps inspired by the students but nursing their own grievances, 
France’s major trade unions called a general strike. Within a week, millions 
of workers had walked off the job; hundreds of thousands marched through 
Paris. This larger crisis was fi nally defused when President Charles de Gaulle, 
his back to the wall, solidifi ed his position with the military while cutting gen-
erous deals with the striking unions.8

In France, the New Wave took to the barricades. On May 18 at the Cannes 
Film Festival, jury president Louis Malle, along with François Truffaut and 
Jean-Luc Godard, and with the support of others including Milos Forman 
and Roman Polanski, interrupted the fi lm screenings to express solidarity 
with the students and strikers. Pandemonium ensued—shouting matches set 
to the lights of the still fl ickering projector devolved into a brawl, bringing 
the inevitable arrival of the police. After heated debate the festival was shut 
down, and the following day the Cannes insurgents returned to Paris to join 
the protesters there.9 The fi lmmakers took some pride in their own contribu-
tion to the atmosphere of May ’68, having just recently emerged triumphant 
from their own confrontation with the state. In February the de Gaulle govern-
ment unceremoniously sacked Henri Langlois, the director (and co-founder) 
of the Cinémathèque Française. Langlois was a father fi gure to many in the 
New Wave, and the Cinémathèque was the sanctuary where the young cine-
philes met in the late 1940s and early 1950s. “Without Langlois, there would 
be neither Cahiers du Cinéma nor New Wave,” the journal editorialized. A 
storm of protest followed; newspapers from across the political spectrum op-
posed the government’s move. Cahiers sent out urgent cables to fi lmmakers 
around the world, and the responses poured in. “Protest this arbitrary ac-
tion in the strongest possible terms,” read the telegram from Orson Welles. 
“Will not permit screening of my fi lms at Cinémathèque Française until fur-
ther notice.” Nicholas Ray, Roberto Rossellini, Charlie Chaplin, Elia Kazan, 
and Samuel Fuller were among the hundreds who supported the boycott. On 
February 14, two thousand protesters clashed with the police; Truffaut and 
Godard were roughed up, Bertrand Tavernier was bloodied. Eventually the 
efforts of the “committee for the defense of the Cinémathèque,” the breadth of 
international protest, and, crucially, the support of the American fi lm industry 
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led to Langlois’s restoration. From Truffaut’s perspective, with “the passing of 
time, it seems obvious that the demonstrations for Langlois were to the events 
of May ’68 what the trailer is to the feature fi lm coming soon.”10

The Whole World Is Watching

Haskell Wexler’s Medium Cool was the American fi lm that embodied the spirit 
of May 1968 in both style and substance. It was an overtly political fi lm—a call 
to the barricades—and it was infused with New Wave sensibility generally, 
and in particular with its embrace of Godardian motifs. An intensely personal 
fi lm, at once explicitly conscious of its own “fi lmness” yet obsessed with pre-
senting reality with a capital R (and with the relationship between movies and 
the “real world”), Medium Cool not only privileges location shooting but also 
introduces its actors into real (and often dangerous) situations; it features the 
intermingling of actors and non-actors as well as a documentary style; and it 
was young—the oldest of the four lead actors was thirty-one at the time and 
white blues wunderkind Mike Bloomfi eld wrote the score.

Wexler, a cinematographer who made his early reputation shooting Who’s 
Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (1966) and In the Heat of the Night (1967), would 
continue a long and distinguished career over the ensuing decades, working on 
many notable seventies fi lms such as Gimme Shelter, American Graffi ti, and 
Bound for Glory. Medium Cool, however, stands out as his signature fi lm, and 
the one he wrote and directed as well.11 Slapped with an X-rating and unsup-
ported by a nervous studio (the fi lm in production reputedly attracted the at-
tention of the FBI), the picture now has a considerable reputation but was not 
a broad commercial success at the time.12

Medium Cool derives its title from Marshall McLuhan’s characterization of 
television as a “cool” medium, and Wexler’s critique of television, quite dis-
tinct from McLuhan’s, is the fi rst and most obvious theme of the movie, though 
over the course of the fi lm it becomes clear that there are lots of topics Wexler 
wants to cover: race, poverty, and violence, to name a few.13 But it begins with 
television and journalism more broadly, with initial scenes that establish the 
fi lm’s two central questions about the media: What is the responsibility of re-
porters in the context of their stories, and to what extent does television news 
exacerbate the violence it covers as a consequence of the need to attract the 
attention of its audience? The fi rst question is introduced implicitly, in the 
documentary-style opening scene, with TV cameraman John Cassellis (Rob-
ert Forster) and soundman Gus (Peter Bonerz) shooting fi lm of a car accident, 
slowly walking back and packing up their station wagon, and then, fi nally, ca-
sually calling for an ambulance. The second is raised explicitly in the cocktail 
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party that John and Gus attend, shot cinéma vérité–style as mostly real Chi-
cago newsmen discuss their own experiences. At this function, less than fi ve 
minutes into the fi lm, Gus renounces any responsibility (and his humanity), 
claiming to be nothing more than “an elongation of a tape recorder,” explain-
ing, “A typewriter doesn’t really care what is being typed on it.”

From there, Medium Cool pursues three distinct narrative strands, which 
nevertheless share thematic and stylistic traits, and which are supposed to 
weave together more tightly over time: John at work, especially in the context 
of the city’s anxiety over the prospects for violence as the Democratic National 
Convention approaches; John’s personal life, especially his romantic transition 
from the freewheeling Ruth (Marianna Hill) to the more mature Eileen (Verna 
Bloom); and John’s pursuit of the story of the black taxi driver (Sid McCoy) 
who returned $10,000 he found in the back of his cab, which puts John in the 
company of potentially militant elements in Chicago’s black ghettos.

John and Gus’s visit to a (real) training exercise of the Illinois Army Na-
tional Guard sets the tone for much of what follows. A blend of documentary 
and documentary-style shooting makes it almost impossible for the viewer to 
determine what is real and what is staged, although in this sequence the over-
whelming majority of the footage seems to have been captured on the fl y. The 
images also nicely foreshadow the (real) riots that close the fi lm, mostly during 
the exercise to comic effect, but at times ominously, such as when a jeep with 
a barbed-wire front grill rolls by, as one will later on the streets of Chicago. 
The National Guard visit also provides the fi rst blending of John’s camera with 
Wexler’s. At times the two cameras become one, most explicitly during an in-
terview at the shooting gallery later on. Here, when a voice in the crowd shouts, 
“Get the guys with the cameras,” it is Wexler’s camera that is engulfed.14

But if the character and the director merge at times, they are in other ways 
very different, as the fi lm makes clear. It is hard to imagine Wexler attending 
the roller derby, where John and Ruth go on a date and seem to have a terrifi c, 
even arousing, evening of entertainment. But the movie is shot to underscore 
a different attitude about the idea of violence as entertainment and foreplay 
from the one held by its characters. As we watch the (real) roller derby set 
to the tune of “Sweet Georgia Brown” (best known as the Harlem Globetrot-
ters’ theme), the action appears light and comical, and we take in this amusing 
fare along with the crowd, enjoying it for a full minute and a half. But Wexler 
jarringly switches to natural sound, and the violence suddenly seems genu-
ine and ugly, and both this and the loud, vulgar taunts of the crowd chastise 
the viewer; John and Ruth, unperturbed, kiss. Wexler then executes a second 
pointed transition, shifting from shouts of “kill her!” to cries of “go-go-go,” 
chants and sound effects that are retained through an elliptical cut and play 
over the couple’s subsequent lovemaking back at John’s apartment.



58  HOLLYWOOD’S LAST G OLDE N AG E

In fact, all of the sexual encounters in the fi lm (even later, with Eileen) are 
suggestive of violence; the more elaborate second romp between John and 
Ruth operates on the edge of hostility. Initiated by a spat over (what else?) 
Ruth’s questioning about the ethical obligations of cameramen who worked on 
the documentary Mondo Cane, the chasing and wrangling that follow approach 
the border of playfulness, and eventually the camera abandons the couple to 
linger on the execution photo from the Tet Offensive. (The other prominently 
displayed photo in the apartment is of New Wave icon Jean Paul Belmondo. 
John mirrors his pose when he lights a cigarette.)

What Wexler wants to say about sex and violence is somewhat obscure, but 
the general theme of violence, and of America as a violent society, can be traced 
throughout the movie, whether it is the sports news on the radio (“Cards 
slaughtered Philadelphia, 9–0”), when John teaches Eileen’s son about box-
ing (“The object is to knock the other guy’s brains out, and then you win”), or 
increasingly in expressions of fear and frustration by the friends of the black 
cabbie (“Why do you always have to wait until somebody gets killed, because 
somebody is going to be killed”).

The integration of the cab driver theme seems incongruous in retrospect 
at the end of the fi lm because it doesn’t really have a payoff. But in all other 
ways it fi ts in seamlessly: in addition to location shooting, use of non-actors, 
and characters talking to the camera, the ghetto apartment scene parallels 
the cocktail party shown at the start of the fi lm. But here, instead of reporters 
discussing the media, its subjects (in this case, poor blacks) offer their own 

John channels Belmondo
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criticisms: “You came down here to do some jive interview,” “You are the ex-
ploiters . . . [you] distort, emasculate and ridicule,” and so on.

The subplot seems incongruous because Wexler guessed wrong about what 
was going to happen in Chicago during the convention in 1968: the fi lm antici-
pates a race riot, not a police riot. Given the riots that had occurred, and would 
occur, in American cities at this time, it was not a bad guess, and would have 
tightly linked together several elements in the movie—lines like “Do you real-
ize how much guns and ammunition $10,000 would have bought?”; the jar-
ring cut from black anger to the white ladies at the shooting gallery (guns fi ring 
at the camera); John’s suggestion to Eileen that his getting fi red had something 
to do with his theory of a link between the $10,000, guns, vigilante groups, 
and a “blow-up this summer”; and his subsequent comment that “people are 
afraid the Negros are going to tear up their stores, burn neighborhoods.”

But even without the full payoff, it is this strand of the fi lm that creates 
the opportunity for John’s political awakening. Actually, “awakening” is too 
strong a word, but it motivates his increased political awareness, and this is 
important because the audience is positioned to identify with John in the fi lm, 
and thus his greater sensitivity to the role of politics in society becomes our 
greater sensitivity. Because of his interest in the cabbie’s story, he is confronted 
as never before with the now explicit deeds of the state and of corporate capi-
talism, and he becomes more aware of the media’s effect on society in general. 
John fi nds out on the same day that the station has been letting the cops and 
the FBI study his footage, and that he has been fi red. His effort to confront his 
superiors about these developments illustrates the structural as opposed to the 
personal nature of corporate power: he runs down long, empty hallways—the 
corridors of power—yet is unable to fi nd anyone in a position of responsibil-
ity. Secretaries are abundant, but his boss is unavailable, and the door to the 
executive producer’s offi ce is locked.

From the perspective of Medium Cool, it is the system that betrays and dis-
poses of John, not his boss. When we previously met John’s immediate supe-
rior, he was a harried man overwhelmed by his own problems at work, but not 
a bad guy. Short of resources and manpower, he nevertheless eventually relents 
to John’s request for fi lm and lab costs (but not before making an exasperated 
comic gesture at Wexler’s camera—“Look, they got fi lm”—cut in almost sub-
liminally as a Godardian hiccup).15 More pointedly, after the scene has served 
its narrative purpose, the camera lingers to watch him take a phone call from 
his boss, with a very clear “yes, sir,” as his fi rst words.

John’s relationship with Eileen is another vehicle in his personal evolution 
from immature political passivity toward maturity and political awareness. 
Eileen, the thoughtful single mother, gives John a taste of the responsibili-
ties of parenting (her son Harold is of course pivotal for the fi lm’s narrative; 
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his encounter with John brings the couple together, and his subsequent 
fl ight motivates the search that brings her to the riots); and Eileen and Har-
old’s tenement—they are refugees from distressed West Virginia coal mining 
country—gives Wexler’s camera the opportunity to linger, extensively, on 
the living conditions of poor whites in Chicago.

With Eileen, John is in transition. Watching a speech by Martin Luther 
King on television, she is deeply moved, while he at fi rst reacts inappropriately, 
still the passive cameraman: “Jesus, I love to shoot fi lm,” is his initial response. 
But the “new John” then follows this remark with a diatribe about how the me-
dia script tragedy as a way of anesthetizing the public. That evening he dons 
the coat once worn by Eileen’s husband. Later, at a decadent hippie party, he 
spots his old fl ame Ruth. She fi ts right in, but his presence seems awkward and 
incongruous—he seems to have outgrown these surroundings.

But it is too late. John doesn’t live to act on his new emerging sensibilities. 
The self-consciously fatherless Harold runs off (all of the fl ashbacks to the 
family in West Virginia are his), and, in a justly celebrated sequence, Eileen 
searches for him, placing actress Verna Bloom in the midst of the upheavals in 
the parks and streets of Chicago. Wexler’s camera becomes one among many 
that are capturing these real events (including some shots of John “working” 
inside the center during the convention), and Wexler is among those who get 
tear-gassed; the fi lmmaker was blinded for twenty-four hours. Protesters call 
out to the ubiquitous TV cameras; John is present as the Democrats self-im-
molate at the convention; cops pour into the crowds and are captured on fi lm 
beating the kids. Eileen sees it all, wading through history as her story plays 
out in the midst of reality.

John and Eileen, never participants in the protest (or the protest move-
ment), are reunited and leave the chaos behind as they take off in his car in 
search of Harold. Moments later they die pointlessly in a fi ery crash, an event 
artfully described in advance by the media as the tragedy is reported on the 
car radio moments before it happens, interspersed with detailed coverage of 
the violent police riot going on at the same time. The camera lingers on Ei-
leen’s face as we await the inevitable, perhaps in disbelief, fi rst-time viewers 
still processing what they have heard, thinking about her, and about Harold.16 
This ending can be seen as unmotivated and thus unjust, or perhaps just lazy; 
I would argue that it is defensible. By violently killing characters we know 
and are necessarily invested in, it makes more palpable the violent deaths of 
those we don’t know in the “real world” and in the movie. Perhaps we can now 
mourn the anonymous woman in the car crash at the start of the fi lm; chances 
are she had a family, and a narrative, and a life of her own, even if we didn’t 
know about it. Furthermore, although the message is unsubtle, the little boy 
who dispassionately photographs the crash parallels the behavior of Gus and 
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John at the start of the fi lm, another camera indifferent to the suffering it wit-
nesses. And fi nally, with John’s political awakening cut short, Wexler ends the 
fi lm by showing himself, turning his camera toward us. As the radio coverage 
continues, devolving into chants of “The whole world is watching,” Wexler 
metaphorically fi lms the audience, implicating us as passive spectators and 
as consumers of the media, among those who are “watching.” The fi lm thus 
ends by imploring us to wake up (even more necessary now; a “happy” ending 
would have taken the pressure off ) and become more alert and active partici-
pants in our own political lives.

Things Fall Apart . . . 

Medium Cool was written as the 1968 presidential campaign was just getting 
under way, but it was not released until August 1969—and as a result, Wexler’s 
call to involvement came too late. Robert Kennedy was assassinated months 
after the original screenplay was completed and just two weeks before the start 
of principal photography (requiring some last-minute changes). The assassi-
nation was a watershed event for America, and for the participants in the New 
Hollywood in particular. After Bobby, the answers were not going to be found 
at the ballot box, and seventies fi lms would turn inward, embracing, as the 
feminist movement would articulate, the personal as political. Seventies fi lms 
would also become, if this was possible, even more downbeat, pessimistic, 
and infused with a sense of loss. For the New Hollywood generation, Bobby’s 
murder was a triple blow—there was the irretrievable loss (there was no sub-
stitute for RFK); the electoral dead end (there would be no antiwar candidate 
in 1968); and the end of everything (Richard Nixon would now be president).

Kennedy was the candidate of the New Hollywood, and that cohort of fi lm-
makers never fully recovered from his loss. This is not hagiography. “My brother 
need not be idealized, or enlarged in death beyond what he was in life,” eulo-
gized Ted, and Bobby, like all people, had his fl aws. Arrogant and ambitious as 
the chief counsel for several Senate committees in the 1950s, he subsequently 
earned a reputation as a tough, streetwise political operator as JFK’s campaign 
manager and attorney general. But as Senator Kennedy from New York (elected 
in 1964 at the age of thirty-seven), he matured, in the last few years of his life, 
into something special. Devastated—shattered is not too strong a word—by the 
death of his brother, Bobby would reemerge as his own man, fi xated on the 
problem of widespread poverty in America, dedicated to taking on the issue of 
race, and, well ahead of the public, reversing course on Vietnam.17

Kennedy was unique in many ways that appealed to the New Hollywood—
idealistic but not naïve; “the only white politician,” NBC’s David Brinkley 
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observed, “who could talk to both races”; against the war while accepting re-
sponsibility “before history and before my fellow citizens” as “one who was 
involved in many of those decisions” that led to the quagmire. Bobby was also 
young, and youthful. His speechwriters traveled with their guitars, warbling 
the folk tunes of the day. He wore his hair long, very long for a politician, and 
this was noticed on both sides of the cultural divide. He campaigned on the 
streets, and like a rock star, he never did as well on TV.18

Thirty-six-year-old John Frankenheimer, director of The Manchurian 
Candidate (1962), and Seconds (1966), traveled with the campaign, shooting 
footage at various events and rallies. Kennedy spent the day of the California 
primary resting, fi nally, by the pool at the fi lmmaker’s home. It was Franken-
heimer who drove Kennedy to the Ambassador Hotel that evening, becom-
ing agitated when he missed the freeway exit. “Forget about it, John, life is 
too short,” was Kennedy’s famous reassurance. “If you want to date a moment 
when things started to turn, it was really after that night,” Frankenheimer re-
called, in reference to his own personal demons that he struggled with in the 
1970s. “I was left very disillusioned”—a sentiment that would shape the con-
tent of the seventies fi lms that followed, and that would only be reinforced by 
events over the next few years.19

With regard to Vietnam, the election of 1968 was one in which all roads led 
to the same dead end. Humphrey represented a continuation of Johnson’s poli-
cies; Nixon’s vague platitudes amounted to the same thing. Both candidates 
rejected the peace movement, but neither man was going to pour 200,000 more 
troops into the country. Without so much as admitting it, they made it clear 
that one way or another, whoever was the next president, his portion would 
be to fi nd a way out on the best possible terms. Nixon the candidate handled 
this transformation brilliantly. He had built his career as an unimpeachable 
anticommunist, and from 1964 through 1967 he had been an outspoken hawk 
among hawks on Vietnam, stressing the vital stakes in the confl ict, always one 
escalation ahead of Johnson. But by 1968 Nixon the master politician under-
stood that the war would not be won, and during the campaign he spoke of 
“ending the war” and “winning the peace.” It was Johnson’s war. Vague prom-
ises from the other side were good enough to win.

If there was anyone who was the opposite of the New Hollywood, it was 
Richard Nixon.20 Not just conservative but painfully un-hip, practically born 
in a tie (photos show him wearing one in fi rst grade), Nixon was a known—
and loathed—quantity. In 1946 he won a congressional seat by pursuing a 
slash and burn strategy that proved to be just a warm-up for his even nastier 
Senate campaign against Congresswoman Helen Gahagan Douglas four years 
later. Nixon, who made his reputation as a crusading anticommunist on the 
House Un-American Activities Committee, stuck with the red-baiting that 
had worked for him since 1946 and labeled Douglas “pink right down to her 
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underwear.” It was during this election that he earned the nickname “Tricky 
Dick.” The moniker took easily.21 Just two years later the young western ul-
traconservative Nixon would be tapped by his party as Eisenhower’s running 
mate to balance the ticket and provide the scorched earth campaign rhetoric 
that the old man wouldn’t touch.

Nixon took his own shot at the White House in 1960, losing a close race to 
JFK, and lost again in 1962 in his bid to become governor of California. “You 
won’t have Nixon to kick around anymore,” he told the press. He was quitting 
politics. In 1963 Nixon set up shop at a New York law fi rm (bringing along secre-
tary Rose Mary Woods and Cuban refugee couple Fina and Manolo Sanchez as 
live-in help), but he wasn’t quitting politics. After the Johnson landslide buried 
the Republicans in 1964, Nixon worked hard for the party and contributed to its 
good showing in the 1966 midterm elections. Then, positioning himself between 
the Goldwater (soon to be Reagan) and Rockefeller (soon to disappear) wings of 
the Republican Party, Nixon cruised to the nomination at the 1968 Republican 
National Convention in Miami. In the general election, using the student move-
ments as an explicit foil, Nixon ran against the changes of the 1960s—“pot, per-
missiveness, and protest,” he would later call them. With regard to civil rights, 
his emphasis on “law and order” was part of the “southern strategy” that suc-
cessfully brought disaffected white Democrats to the Republican Party.22

Nixon’s early presidency was, if anything, even more alienating for the New 
Hollywood community. His grand strategy for Vietnam turned out to be bomb-
ing the hell out of Indochina while slowly winding down the commitment of 
U.S. ground forces. Less than two months into his presidency, Nixon ordered 
the secret bombing of Cambodia—not secret from the Cambodians, of course, 
or the North Vietnamese—but the president was furious when it was reported in 
the New York Times and became obsessed with stopping leaks in his administra-
tion, setting in motion some of the operations that would become Watergate. In 
July, Attorney General John Mitchell (Nixon’s former law partner and campaign 
manager) testifi ed before Congress against the renewal of the Voting Rights Act 
and in favor of measures to expand police powers. In November, Nixon began 
the process of reframing the unwinnable war abroad, pitting the “silent majority” 
of Americans against the protesters—the enemy within. North Vietnam “cannot 
defeat or humiliate the United States,” the president declared; “only Americans 
can do that.”23 The sixties were coming to a close, literally and fi guratively.

If I Leave Here Tomorrow

The inward turn associated with the loss of Kennedy and the hard reality 
of Nixon is seen clearly in one of the landmark fi lms of the New Hollywood, 
Five Easy Pieces, which started shooting in late 1969 (the fi rst year of the new 
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administration) and was released in 1970. Five Easy Pieces brought together 
many of the leading talents of the era. A BBS fi lm, the low-budget ($876,000), 
naturalistic, character-driven affair was produced and directed by one of the 
B’s, Bob Rafelson, with no studio interference.24 Carole Eastman, who previ-
ously wrote The Shooting (1967), an existentialist Western directed by Monte 
Hellman and starring her good friend Jack Nicholson, wrote the screenplay for 
Five Easy Pieces knowing that Jack would play the lead role. Nicholson’s por-
trayal of Bobby Dupea would propel him to stardom and secure his place as 
one of the representative leading actors of the seventies fi lm, along with Gene 
Hackman and Dustin Hoffman. Karen Black (Cisco Pike, Nashville) played 
Rayette, the main female character. The fi lm was shot by László Kovács (Easy 
Rider, Shampoo).25

Five Easy Pieces has a generational sensibility, but it is not of the counter-
culture. In contrast with a fi lm like Easy Rider, in which the problem is exter-
nal (society at large) and Jack Nicholson’s character is murdered by rednecks, 
here the problem is internal.26 Society may have its fl aws, but that is beside 
the point. There are only a few moments in the fi lm when generational issues 
are explicitly invoked, and in each instance the message is ambiguous. When 
two suits come after his friend Elton, Bobby’s reaction is to take them on—
but Elton tells him not to; turns out he is wanted for jumping bail, and the 
plainclothes cops “got the right.” In the fi lm’s most famous scene of rebellion 
against authority, on the road when Bobby fi nds a way to order a side of toast 
without violating “the rules,” his ingenuity is celebrated; but as he points out 
back in the car, it didn’t get him his toast. Even in the most explicit engage-
ment of generational confl ict, Bobby’s attempt to explain himself to his father 
in one of the movie’s two climatic monologues, the rift between father and son 
is acknowledged—“Most of it doesn’t add up to much that I could relate as a 
way of life that you’d approve of ” and “My feeling is that, I don’t know . . . if 
you could talk, we wouldn’t be talking”—but the speech, or confession really, 
locates the crisis as an internal one: “I move around a lot . . . not because I’m 
looking for anything. . . . I’m getting away from things that get bad if I stay.” 
The name Bobby may evoke RFK, but he sounds more like another Bobby—
Dylan: “How does it feel / to be on your own / with no direction home / like a 
complete unknown / like a rolling stone?”

At fi rst glance, Five Easy Pieces seems to wander about like Bobby Dupea: 
much of the initial narrative thread is simply abandoned (we never fi nd out 
what happens to Elton or his family), and there is nothing in the fi rst part of the 
movie that prepares us for the second half. But although it is, as an exemplar of 
a seventies fi lm, driven by character and not plot, right down to its downbeat 
open ending, it nevertheless has a disciplined visual style and a tight structural 
architecture. Rafelson and Kovács agreed that for exteriors the camera would 
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not move,27 and (with a few exceptions) it is these static shots that provide the 
movie’s visual signature, in particular the still camera, employing long shots 
and long takes, often with characters dominated by their environment (such 
as the derricks of the oil fi elds or the various natural landscapes of the Pacifi c 
Northwest). This culminates in the fi nal long shot of the gas station, held for 
over a full minute as the audience considers the characters’ possible fates.

The fi lm unfolds in three distinct parts, like the shape of a barbell. Bobby’s 
working-class life in Southern California takes up the fi rst 40 percent of the 
running time; the long road trip up the coast, lasting about fi fteen minutes, 
provides the thin middle; and the story of the prodigal son returning to his 
family of accomplished musicians occupies the balance of the movie. Each of 
these three parts is essential. The anchors seem disjointed, but the two envi-
ronments share, with remarkable symmetry, Bobby’s inability to fi t comfort-
ably in either. The extended road trip does much more than provide comic 
relief. It serves to emphasize not just the physical but the existential distance 
between the two settings: the Dupea family home is upper middle class, in-
tellectual, aesthetic, reserved, and (literally, on an island reachable only by 
ferry) isolated. Yet despite these enormous differences, Bobby’s bitter and un-
expected outburst at Elton in the midday oil fi eld (“I’m sittin’ here listening 
to some cracker asshole who lives in a trailer park compare his life to mine”) 
is almost identical to his subsequent denunciation of the visiting intellectuals 
in the evening parlor (“you’re all full of shit”). Both episodes end in fl ight—
Bobby physically storming off and in each instance he then moves decisively to 
sever his ties to the location.

The California sequences only hint at Bobby’s alienation, which is brought 
into focus when we reach the family home, but the elements of the story all 
nevertheless fi t together. To some extent, the entire purpose of the fi rst part of 
the fi lm is to get us to that island, where we come to understand the character’s 
central crisis—his self-loathing; his rejection of, but inability to shed, the ex-
pectations placed upon him in his youth; and his consequent inability to fi nd 
his place in the world or among other people.28

Bobby isn’t just alienated from his father; he’s alienated from his brother 
Carl (a two-way street, seen most obviously in the way Carl closes the door to 
the music room as Bobby approaches), devoid of close ties to his friends and 
co-workers, certainly unprepared for responsible adulthood—an issue raised 
by the whispered possibility of Rayette’s pregnancy, by Elton’s screaming 
baby, and more subtly by the father and child seen leaving a diner as Bobby 
arrives. These dysfunctions have their roots in a common source, and seen in 
this light, what seems initially to be his shabby treatment of Rayette (not that 
it isn’t shabby) is in retrospect more indicative of Bobby’s self-loathing. He is 
unable to express his love to Rayette early in the fi lm. Maybe he doesn’t love 
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her, but he fi nds himself in a similar situation with Catherine (Susan Anspach) 
later on, and he is most defi nitely very interested in her. Yet when he plays the 
piano for her and she is moved, he insists that he had “no inner feeling,” a line 
she holds against him, then seems to let go, but which is ultimately decisive in 
sealing his fate in her eyes.

Catherine’s behavior pushes to the foreground the issue of gender in the 
movie (this important theme for the seventies fi lm more generally is discussed 
at length in chapter 4). The fi rst words heard in Five Easy Pieces are “some-
times it’s hard to be a woman”;29 and though the fi lm is about Bobby, there 
are three women prominently featured in the story, which is very alert to and 
sophisticated in its handling of gender issues. Even Rayette, who, from today’s 
perspective, can be seen as passive, dependent, and way too often in front of a 
mirror, has redeeming qualities. She has greater insight into Bobby’s character 
than he does (“you’re the pathetic one, not me”); she speaks up for herself 
and, often, is able to get what she wants. Partita (Bobby’s older sister) is a more 
complicated package. On the one hand, she is an accomplished musician, and 
the fi lm is on her side when she challenges Carl’s crude exclusion of her from 
a family “summit meeting.” On the other hand, she is a compromised fi gure, 
a stereotypically high-strung artist type. It also appears that after the death of 
their mother, Tita assumed something of a maternal role in the family, which 
tied her to the home and circumscribed her sexuality. Despite the presence 
of Spicer, a live-in male nurse, she is in charge of their father’s care (and is 
intensely protective of him). She also dotes on and worships Bobby more like 
a mother than an older sister. Indeed, there is something oedipal about their 
relationship, which explains two otherwise incongruous moments: Bobby’s 
uproarious sexual encounter with Betty from the bowling alley, which imme-
diately follows Tita’s appearance, and his inappropriately angry response after 
seeing Tita and Spicer together, which leads to another violent outburst—the 
fi ght between Bobby and Spicer.

Catherine is the fi lm’s strongest female character and represents the hope-
ful expression of (one type of ) feminism. This interpretation can be protested; 
after all, she does sleep with the star of the movie. But if she didn’t, the im-
plication would be that a woman can be independent only by renouncing her 
sexuality. Catherine is in charge of hers. She left her fi rst husband and is un-
constrained by her upcoming marriage to Carl, for whom she has genuine feel-
ings. In her relationship with Bobby, she plays the dominant role throughout; 
he, however, is uncharacteristically feminized, and to some extent even emas-
culated. Their fi rst real conversation begins with him saying that he’s “been 
looking all over for her.” She’s been out horseback riding, and has a subtle 
hold on a crop in one hand, whereas Bobby is wearing a fl ower-print shirt, in 
stark contrast to the traditional solids he sports on most other occasions.30 As 
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he follows her into the house, she is somewhat dismissive but arranges to meet 
him at a time of her choosing, her power underscored by their relative positions 
on the staircase.

When “the day after tomorrow” arrives, they quarrel at fi rst, and she 
matches him in argumentation. After they make love, she asks him how he is; 
he, lying on his back, responds gently, in a voice we have not heard before, “I’m 
incredible”—perhaps the only moment when we see him content. He is wear-
ing a short (cut at mid-thigh), thin, feminine robe (possibly hers?), emphasized 
as she directs him to move “discreetly across the hall.” At her initiative, they 
meet again the next morning, but although he is interested in a long-term
relationship, she is not, a destiny fi rst suggested when they speak briefl y 
through their windows at the ferry, their cars pointed in opposite directions.

It is during his search for her the next day that Bobby has his encounter 
with Spicer, a fi ght plainly choreographed as a sexual act, with Bobby in the 
submissive role; but this is nothing compared to the speech Catherine lays on 
him in the following scene. If there is any question as to whether Catherine is a 
“strong female character,” it is answered by her summary dismissal of Bobby, 
which cuts to the core and represents, in conventional terms, the climax of the 
fi lm: “I’m trying to be delicate with you, but you’re not understanding me. 
It’s not just because of Carl, or my music, but because of you . . . I mean, what 
would it come to? If a person has no love of himself, no respect, no love for his 
work, family, friends, something . . . How can he ask for love in return?”

From here Five Easy Pieces moves inevitably toward its conclusion. Immedi-
ately after talking with Catherine, Bobby fi nally has it out with his father—more 

Catherine dominates her surroundings . . . and Bobby
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or less. The stricken, mute patriarch is more of a father confessor. Bobby tries 
to explain his life, his tendency toward fl ight, and offers an apology—“We both 
know I was never really that good at it, anyway”—although it remains an open 
question whether Bobby lacked the talent, or the discipline, or the courage, or 
the inclination to pursue a serious musical career.

And so, Bobby is going to leave. He was going to leave the family without 
saying good-bye, and now, as he has numerous times before, he is going to 
leave his life behind, this time in the person of (the possibly pregnant) Rayette. 
At the gas station, we see Bobby ritualistically shed his skin (he gives his wallet 
to Rayette, he leaves his coat behind), and in the men’s room it becomes appar-
ent that we are witnessing a decision that Bobby has made many times in his 
life, and one that, in this particular instance, has been foreshadowed almost 
from the start. Early in the fi lm at the bowling alley, the camera lingered on 
Bobby, alone, in a trancelike state (and the long shot of the gas station across 
the parking lot there anticipates the Gulf station at the end). In the middle, just 
before the road trip, Bobby takes a good look at himself in the bathroom mirror 
at his home in a scene that more explicitly matches the fi nal sequence, but it 
isn’t yet time. He initially leaves Rayette, promising to “send money” (the way 
he will later leave his wallet), but after an emotional outburst, alone in the car, 
he reluctantly returns to invite her along on the trip north.

Not this time. But what Rayette intuits and Catherine articulates is that 
Bobby is doomed. He can run away from particular circumstances, but he 
can’t run away from himself, and the end of Five Easy Pieces suggests that 
Bobby, heading farther north, where it’s “colder than hell,” may fi nally have 
run out of lives. But it’s an open ending: we don’t know what will happen.31 
Except that Bobby, representing a larger cohort, has no direction home—and 
that’s how it seemed for many who identifi ed with his character and Five Easy 
Pieces in America in 1970.

Meet the New Nixon

Events of the early Nixon years would exceed the worst fears of his opponents, 
who, if anything, underestimated the extent to which the force of the new presi-
dent’s personality would shape the character of national affairs. If they hadn’t, 
more of them probably would have voted for Humphrey instead of staying home 
in the resigned conviction that there was little difference between the two can-
didates. Brooding in private, Nixon was nasty, scheming, and paranoid; he was 
also smart and introspective, and had a brilliant nose for politics. His behavior oc-
casionally appeared bizarre, partly because he took enormous satisfaction in sur-
prising people (especially his enemies), partly because he was a very strange man.
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Nixon made two crucial political decisions from the start. Internationally, 
he would strengthen the weak hand he was dealt in Vietnam by taking bold, 
even reckless actions that would force the communists to seek a deal (see chap-
ter 5 on Nixon’s war). On the home front, he would energize the silent majority 
by confronting, and even provoking, the antiwar movement. As always, Vice 
President Spiro Agnew got the best lines, calling college campuses “circus 
tents or psychiatric centers for over-privileged, under-disciplined, irrespon-
sible children of the well-to-do blasé permissivists.” Nixon just called the kids 
“bums.” But he loved to taunt them. “When I saw some of the antiwar people 
and the rest, I’d simply hold up the ‘V,’ ” he later recalled. “This really knocks 
them for a loop, because they think it’s their sign.”32

Nixon’s domestic and foreign policy worlds collided in May 1970. The 
president, by all accounts fortifi ed by multiple screenings of the movie Pat-
ton, announced to the nation on April 30 that he had ordered U.S. troops to 
invade Cambodia to wipe out the Vietcong forces using the jungles there as a 
base of operations. Nixon was not ending the war, he was expanding it, and 
college campuses across the nation erupted in protest.33 On May 4, National 
Guardsmen shot dead four unarmed students at Kent State University; nine 
others were wounded. The tragedy was not inconceivable. Less than a month 
earlier, California governor Ronald Reagan, fed up with student protesters, 
had declared, “If it takes a bloodbath, let’s get it over with.” Nixon, who had 
scored points with the silent majority by praising the Chicago police in 1968, 
stumbled badly this time. “This should remind us all once again that when 
dissent turns to violence it invites tragedy” was all he had to say. “My child 
was not a bum,” the father of one of the young women who were killed told re-
porters. Hundreds of universities went on strike; there were violent clashes at 
many of them. Governor Reagan shut down the entire University of California 
system, and a massive protest was called for Saturday, May 9, in Washington. 
The fi rst demonstrators started to arrive Friday night.34

Nixon was up all night that Friday, restless after a 10 PM press confer-
ence in which he announced that he would limit the scope of the Cambodian 
effort and fi elded questions about the war and Kent State. Over the next six 
hours he made more than fi fty phone calls, took a nap, and listened to a little 
Rachmaninoff. His valet, Manolo Sanchez, joined him in the Lincoln Room. 
Impulsively, Nixon ordered a car, and at around 4:30 he and Sanchez drove 
to the Lincoln Memorial, where the president mingled among and debated 
with about twenty-fi ve astonished students. And then they moved on; Nixon 
thought Sanchez should see the Capitol building. Locked out of the Sen-
ate, they made their way into the House chamber. At Nixon’s urging, San-
chez made a brief speech from the Speaker’s chair after which the president 
and three black cleaning ladies in attendance applauded. “My mother was a 
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saint,” Nixon emotionally told one of them as he shook her hand upon their 
departure. Haldeman caught up with the president outside the Capitol, and 
at 6:40, joined by staffers Ron Ziegler and Dwight Chapin, they had break-
fast at the Rib Room of the Mayfl ower Hotel. They returned to the White 
House, now encircled by a protective ribbon of military buses parked bum-
per to bumper. “Very weird,” Haldeman wrote in his diary. “I am concerned 
about his condition.”35

Nixon didn’t win over any of the kids at the Lincoln Memorial, but there 
were signs that the strategy of “positive polarization” was mobilizing the si-
lent majority, or at least its more rambunctious elements. On that same Friday 
(May 8), hundreds of construction workers clashed with protesters outside 
the New York Stock Exchange. Then, their ranks swelling, the “hardhats,” as 
they would become known, worked their way eight blocks north to City Hall, 
chanting “USA all the way!” and beating up any longhairs they saw along the 
route. The principal target of their wrath, however, was Mayor John Lindsay, 
who had lowered the fl ag at City Hall in recognition of the deaths at Kent State. 
Lindsay wasn’t there, but the mob did succeed in getting the fl ag raised to 
full staff and led a rendition of “The Star-Spangled Banner.” Anti-Lindsay ral-
lies continued for weeks. Nixon was surely delighted, as the New York mayor 
was featured prominently on the president’s “enemies list.” On May 20 the 
hardhats organized a pro-war rally; 100,000 marched down Broadway and 
burned Lindsay in effi gy. A week later Nixon welcomed leading union offi cials 
at the White House, who ceremoniously presented Nixon with a hard hat of 
his own.36

Castles Made of Sand

Nixon’s America: the continuing war, political polarization, the southern strat-
egy, and a challenging economy not only contributed to an inward turn but also 
invited a new (and bleak) assessment of the state of the nation, its culture, its 
purpose, as well as its ideals and institutions.37 In late 1971, Bob Rafelson, Jack 
Nicholson, and László Kovács reunited to work on The King of Marvin Gar-
dens, a bleak assessment of the American dream against which Five Easy Pieces 
almost looks upbeat. “Everybody I knew was being assassinated or killed,” of-
fered Rafelson, describing his mindset while working on the story. “There was 
a general sense of instability around me.”38 It was also an intensely personal 
fi lm for the director, who, working with screenwriter Jacob Brackman, drew 
on some of his own experiences to shape the backstories of the characters.39 It 
was shot on location in Philadelphia and Atlantic City with a cast that included 
two additional seventies notables, Ellen Burstyn and Bruce Dern. Burstyn had 
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starred in Alex in Wonderland, Paul Mazursky’s second feature, as well as Pe-
ter Bogdanovich’s celebrated breakthrough fi lm (and BBS production) The 
Last Picture Show, and she would arrange to have Martin Scorsese direct her 
in Alice Doesn’t Live Here Any More.40 Dern had just fi nished work on Nichol-
son’s directorial debut, Drive, He Said (also by BBS), had previously appeared 
in Sidney Pollack’s They Shoot Horses, Don’t They, and would go on to star in 
Michael Ritchie’s Smile, among numerous other fi lms of the era.

Marvin Gardens is laden with a sense of despair, decay, and faded dreams. 
The two locations express this mood. “Philadelphia isn’t as bad as Philadel-
phians say it is,” a poster displayed early in the fi lm offers halfheartedly, but 
its graffi ti-covered walls suggest otherwise. As for Atlantic City, where most of 
the action takes place, a more suitable backdrop is scarcely imaginable. Kovács 
recalled that when his director approached him about the fi lm, Rafelson fi rst 
talked for hours solely about Atlantic City before fi nally showing him the 
script. A bustling and celebrated resort town in the fi rst half of the twentieth 
century, by the 1970s, before the casinos arrived, Atlantic City had fallen on 
hard times, its glory faded, its visitors poorer and older, the town struggling 
with racial tensions and unfavorable economic and demographic trends.41 And 
that was on a good day. The movie takes place in the bleak off-season, and the 
screen is fi lled with ghosts and decay. Old people, slow-moving old people 
at that, are ever present, in the hallways, the elevators, and the restaurants; 
children and younger people in general are notable for their absence. Featured 
prominently in shots from the beach and the boardwalk are once palatial hotels 
like the Traymore—presidents used to stay there—now half empty and in dis-
repair; it would be demolished a few months after the fi lm wrapped. A similar 
fate awaited the faded glory that was the Marlborough-Blenheim, which was 
also the location where most of the interior scenes were shot.

The King of Marvin Gardens begins exactly as it will end: with David Sta-
bler (Nicholson) at work, commuting home, and talking with his grandfather, 
sequences that are framed by scenes at the train station in Atlantic City. (Most 
of the movie takes place in Atlantic City, bookended by David’s arriving and 
departing trains.)42 Stabler is a free-form late-night disc jockey, a storyteller, 
and the movie opens with a six-minute take of David, in close-up, captivating 
the audience with a tale from his youth, which has the ring of truth (but which 
we soon learn was not true, at least with regard to some crucial details).

David leaves the studio and takes a long, loner’s commute home in the pre-
dawn hours, working his way down more dark staircases and empty corridors 
than would seem necessary to catch the Philadelphia subway. Descending one 
narrow staircase, David disappears underneath a “No Exit” sign; here and 
elsewhere in the fi lm Kovács provides “black blacks,” that is, deeply saturated 
darkness. Nicholson called the character a “one-roomer,” referring to someone 
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who lives alone in a studio fl at. David lives like a one-roomer, but he shares a 
house with his grandfather, who rouses him from bed to let him know that his 
brother Jason is summoning him to Atlantic City.43 The brothers, described 
by David as “accomplices forever” on his radio program, have not spoken in 
almost two years, after Jason’s scheme to send them around the world together 
fell through.

It doesn’t take much to persuade the protesting David into going; he’s not 
leaving anything behind, and he can tape his radio shows on the road. He cer-
tainly could use an adventure, and his brother’s scheme of building a resort on 
a small island off Hawaii is one that David would like to believe in, however im-
probable. After all, the brothers had “talked island” for years; maybe this time 
it will be more than just talk. But Jason’s dreams are as farfetched as David’s 
stories. Jason can’t even meet his brother at the train station; instead he needs 
David to bail him out of jail, where he sits on a trumped-up auto theft charge, 
courtesy of a falling-out with his boss, local mob heavyweight Lewis (Scatman 
Crothers). Jason had cut a successful career working for Lewis, in particular 
by presenting a white face for business deals in locations where Lewis would 
be unwelcome; but the boss seems to have had enough of Jason’s eccentricities 
and self-aggrandizements—a problem, because Lewis’s support, or at least his 
endorsement, is necessary to secure fi nancing for “Stableravia,” the would-
be island resort the brothers would run together and where they would live 
like kings.

As with Five Easy Pieces, the camera is kept still in the outdoors; though 
Marvin Gardens is shot in a more arty and ambitious style that leans toward 

David does not have much of a future
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Italian rather than French New Wave, with mostly washed-out exteriors con-
trasted with existentialist images, such as the brothers’ back-lit conversation 
among the brooding dark pillars under the boardwalk. For the interiors, the 
motif is one of long takes with a moving, often gliding camera that works its 
way through underlit hallways and hotel rooms. Scenes in the cavernous lobby 
feature impressive tracking shots; in the main suite (all of these actual loca-
tions inside the Marlborough-Blenheim), the rooms are shot with less light 
than would typically be used on a studio soundstage. In contrast to the exte-
riors, however, here rich colors are constantly employed, especially reds and 
blues (the rooms were dressed specifi cally for the fi lm), the vibrant interiors 
contrasting with the bleak exteriors, just as bright unbounded fantasies alive in 
Jason’s mind contrast with the drab limitations of the real world.44 Colors also 
distinguish the brothers: Jason is usually seen wearing royal purple, David 
almost invariably in white shirt and black tie.

On an initial screening, the fi lm appears to unfold to an uncertain rhythm, 
but almost every scene relates to two clear narrative paths: Jason’s increasingly 
quixotic efforts to secure support for his scheme (fi nancially from Lewis, emo-
tionally from David), and the emerging crisis in Jason’s ménage à trois, as Jes-
sica ( Julia Anne Robinson) begins to eclipse her stepmother, Sally (Burstyn), 
as the principal object of Jason’s affections. These problems increasingly inter-
sect, such as during the bizarre lobster dinner with two prospective Japanese 
investors. At dinner Jason sits with his arm around Jessica, while Sally, fum-
ing, is separated and across from them, brandishing an unlit cigarette, trapped 
between the two Japanese men. As David, spinning an unrelated story, reaches 
the line “She eventually learned to satisfy his sexual needs,” the camera holds 
tight on Jason and Jessica, laughing and snuggling. Sally abruptly gets up and 
leaves, and the investors quickly follow. They have an early plane to catch, 
and, they observe, “since we’re talking about Lewis’s money, perhaps we’ll 
soon be talking to Lewis.”

In sum, although the fi lm strikes an unconventional tone—the passage of 
time is uncertain,45 transitions between sequences are often unexpected, and 
some scenes approach a dreamlike quality (the brothers on horseback, the 
mock Miss America Pageant)—the movie is not episodic. The sequencing of 
events is purposeful and consequential, and the principal narrative strands 
converge and are simultaneously resolved. The lobster dinner marks a turning 
point in the implicit confl ict between the women. Just previously, Jessica had 
been crowned “Miss America” by her stepmother, “last year’s queen” (in fact, 
in Sally’s fi rst appearance, her outfi t is evocative of a pageant contestant’s cos-
tume); immediately after dinner, in a tense scene back at the hotel room, Sally’s 
authority over her increasingly confi dent stepdaughter is shown eroding. The 
next morning the older woman ceremoniously acknowledges the changing of 
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the guard, cutting her long hair short in the glow of the beachfront bonfi re into 
which she has tossed her clothes and a bucketful of beauty products.

That same post-dinner hotel room confrontation also marks the moment 
when David is no longer able to suppress his growing awareness of the de-
lusional nature of Jason’s ambitions. The island is not “all locked up,” as Ja-
son had assured him. Instead, David protests, “you’re asking me to believe in 
another dream.” David, as he will explain later, would have liked to stay “in 
the funhouse,” but unlike his brother, he can see the exit sign approaching. 
Reverting to form, David disengages from the group and, left to his own lonely 
devices, is able to work his way through the black underworld (and the fi lm’s 
racial subtext) and arrange a “summit meeting” with the boss. Lewis is cordial 
but clear: he is cutting Jason loose, once and for all—and of course there will 
be no fi nancial backing for the Hawaii adventure.

The movie’s twin crises come to a head in a riveting six-minute scene back 
at the hotel, where Jason, David, and Sally talk past one other in a series of 
arguments that wind around the protagonists in a tightening circle. Unable 
to wake his brother from his delusions (“Open your eyes, open your ears!”), 
David announces he is going home; Sally fears abandonment; Jason, desperate 
to salvage his scheme, riffs from one contingency plan to the next and talks of 
leaving both women behind. When Sally shoots Jason, it’s not surprising that 
the movie has reached a violent conclusion—the gun she uses has been passed 
back and forth eight times among six characters over the course of the fi lm. But 
who would shoot whom was an open question, and the suddenness of the act 
itself is shocking.

As with Five Easy Pieces, the movie nears its conclusion with Nicholson’s 
character offering an emotional confession of his own failings to an audience 
who can listen but not respond. This time the monologue takes the form of 
the version of events he is relating to his radio audience.46 He returns home to 
fi nd his grandfather watching old home movies of the two brothers building 
sandcastles on the beach, as in a way they just were in Atlantic City, dreaming 
in each instance of the kingdoms they would rule. But David trudges upstairs 
to his room, resuming instead the life that has turned out, as he once described 
it to his audience, “comically unworthy.”

This theme of alienation, from society and self, would remain an impor-
tant subtext for many of the fi lms of the decade. Nicholson would revisit the 
topic in The Passenger, his 1975 collaboration with Michelangelo Antonioni, 
a fi lm that is, in its own very distinct way, a reimagining of the central theme 
of Five Easy Pieces. In The Passenger, Nicholson’s David Locke, like Bobby 
Dupea, can no longer bear his life as it is and decides to run away. But Locke’s 
story is even more extreme: an accomplished international journalist, he is 
much more successful than Bobby, and his despair and self-rejection are more 
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superfi cially puzzling. And his tactic—switching identities with the similarly 
built and similarly named David Robertson, an acquaintance who has died of 
a heart attack in an isolated Saharan hotel—is more comprehensive. Following 
the same instinct, David outdoes Bobby by actually shedding his own life and 
assuming another, in a desperate attempt at escape. His motive is expressed in 
his disagreement with Robertson about the similarity of exotic locations: “I 
don’t agree. It’s us who remain the same. We translate every situation, every 
experience into the same old codes—we just condition ourselves.” Locke nods 
in agreement with himself as he listens to the taped conversation while switch-
ing passport photos with the dead man.

But the result is the same, and, in The Passenger, more fi nal. Ultimately, 
neither Bobby nor David could run away from himself; and so, quixotically 
chasing the horizon, unable to shake their relentless, indefatigable pursuers, 
each was similarly doomed from the start. But fi ghting on with what they had, 
as they were, where they were, was intolerable. Even David Stabler would have 
run off to “blue Hawaii,” if only it were possible.

An international production, The Passenger nevertheless takes its place in 
the New Hollywood story as the capstone of what can be called Nicholson’s 
“alienation trilogy,” along with Five Easy Pieces and Marvin Gardens.47 Each 
features protagonists who do not fi t in contemporary society, and, much worse, 
who are disappointed when they look in the mirror. “However hard you try,” 
Nicholson’s David Locke explains, “it stays so diffi cult to get away from your 
own habits.” Like Bobby Dupea and David Stabler, he feels that he should have 
done better. America should have done better, too, but that was another story. 
And one that would be told and retold in the seventies fi lms, most pointedly 
through the thriving revisionist movement of the era, especially in Westerns 
but across genres—movies that would challenge America by reinterpreting its 
mythology. Other fi lms would let go of myths altogether and pursue further 
the inward turn, focusing on ever more personal and intimate questions, such 
as the changing nature of relationships between women and men.



CHAPTER 4

THE PERSONAL IS POLITICAL

The civil rights and antiwar movements shook the streets and rattled the 
structure of American public life. For the most part, however, their enormous 
import and consequence found expression outdoors, and the front lines were 
largely engaged by willing participants. Two other upheavals of the 1960s, 
the women’s movement and the distinct but coterminous sexual revolution, 
pulled at the most basic and intimate building blocks of social life. These 
transformations unsettled and redefi ned relationships between husbands and 
wives, mothers and daughters, men and women; they were felt acutely, and 
everywhere, and especially in the privacy of the home. This great reassessment 
proved much harder to sidestep, even by many who were determined to do so.

As discussed in chapter 2, a new permissiveness about sexuality had been 
emerging throughout the 1960s.1 Helen Gurley Brown’s Sex and the Single 
Girl (1962) mocked the idea that a “nice” single girl could not and should not 
have a rewarding sex life, derided not sleeping fi rst with a man she planned to 
marry (“complete lunacy”), and even approved affairs with married men (“fre-
quently marvelous in bed and careful not to get you pregnant”).2 These were, 
at the time, unspeakable suggestions, at least in polite society or anywhere in 
public. But times were changing. In 1960 “Puppy Love” was a big hit for Paul 
Anka: “I’ll pray that maybe someday / you’ll be back in my arms once again.” 
Ten years later Stephen Stills hit the charts with a different approach: “If you 
can’t be with the one you love / love the one you’re with.”

By the end of the decade, then, the idea of sex outside of marriage—or, 
more accurately, sex outside of the expectation of marriage, something that cer-
tainly occurred in the past but had nevertheless been shrouded by a formidable 



TH E PE R SONAL IS POLITICAL  77

taboo—had become unscandalous, at least among most young adults. Ameri-
can society more generally still retained much of its puritanism, and it was the 
clash of these values that raised the stakes and intensifi ed the public and private 
drama. At the time of the June 1969 Stonewall riots, for example, private, con-
sensual homosexual sex between adults was a crime in forty-nine states.3 But 
despite considerable resistance, new attitudes about sex (such as a reassessment 
of the assumption that a woman’s virginity was a commodity to be exchanged 
for a proper marriage), increased access to birth control, and the comparatively 
modest threat of sexually transmitted diseases contributed to greater open-
mindedness about (and the practice of ) less restricted sexual behavior.

You Say You Want a Revolution?

Both the sexual revolution and the women’s movement left indelible marks on 
the seventies fi lm. The end of censorship obviously allowed fi lmmakers to take 
on issues of sexuality—topics that could not even be mentioned, much less 
shown—more frankly than in the past. Bob & Carol & Ted & Alice (1969), the 
debut directorial effort of Paul Mazursky (co-written with his regular collabo-
rator Larry Tucker), is an exemplar of how New Hollywood fi lms embraced 
the freedoms afforded by the end of censorship, not for their own (prurient) 
sake but to explore the mysteries of complex adult relationships. Indeed, the 
fi lm’s titular foursome are not kids: in their thirties and into the second decade 
of their marriages, they have kids of their own. Despite its frank talk and prom-
ised orgy, BCTA is not about sex but about the effect of the sexual revolution 
(and related awakenings of the 1960s) on a generation that came of age under 
the old rules but were still young enough to wonder if they were missing out on 
something special.

Bob (Robert Culp) and Carol (Natalie Wood) return transformed by their 
participation in an “experiential” workshop, a marathon group encounter of 
interpersonal and introspective explorations they attended at a retreat mod-
eled on the Esalen Institute.4 They relate their experiences—and their new 
emphasis on the honest expression of feelings as opposed to the façades of so-
cial convention—to their best friends, the skeptical and more straitlaced Ted 
(Elliott Gould) and Alice (Dyan Cannon). This is all harmless fun until Bob 
subsequently follows his honest feelings into a tryst while on a business trip in 
San Francisco. Mazursky’s insight is that this transgression is more subversive 
of Ted and Alice’s relationship than it is of Bob and Carol’s. Although Bob is at 
fi rst overcome by guilt, he and Carol talk it through and decide that his pursuit 
of sex without love is a reasonable extension of their new philosophy, and one 
that only strengthens them as a couple.
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But Carol’s need to share the wonderful news of Bob’s affair with Ted and 
Alice—he is confused, intrigued, and aroused; she is horrifi ed and sickened—
provokes a crisis that plays out in a long, torturous bedroom scene in which the 
unhappy couple implicitly struggle for control, a deeper confl ict between them 
appropriately manifested in his desire and her resistance to have sex. Ted and 
Alice’s unspoken discord contrasts with the (unrelenting) freedom with which 
their friends express their feelings, and this is refl ected in the two couples’ 
respective sleepwear: Ted’s pajamas-over-underwear and Alice’s layers of fl ow-
ing robes and nightgowns (and accompanying sleep mask) cover up a whole lot 
more than Bob’s briefs and Carol’s little nightie (seen earlier) did.

This extraordinary scene clocks in at over twelve minutes, and like sev-
eral of the key exchanges in the movie, it goes on for “too long”—that is, it 
goes on for longer than the viewer implicitly expects. Like the best moments in 
the fi lms of John Cassavetes, the “long scene” is experienced in three phases.5 
The familiar narrative arc associated with a conventional scene fails to resolve, 
and continues instead into an unsettling period whereby the scene seems to 
have outlived its purpose; characters run over the same ground, but the movie 
stays with them instead of jumping ahead to the next chapter of the action. 
But fi nally the audience, forced to linger beyond the traditional tidy ending 
and stuck with the characters in a diffi cult and uncertain situation, becomes 
increasingly aware of the deeper truths that are being exposed. Thus, although 
BCTA is a comedy that moves quickly, carried along by its humor, in retrospect 
it turns out to have been a movie of relatively few, relatively long scenes, and the 
pacing within those scenes is unhurried.

Unsettled by the feelings Bob and Carol have stirred, Alice takes to therapy, 
which serves her well; she becomes increasingly insightful and confi dent as a 
result. Ted takes the plunge; at a subsequent barbeque he dives enthusiasti-
cally into Bob and Carol’s pool and from there into his own tryst on a business 
trip in Miami. Carol has her own liaison, which Bob stumbles upon (crucially, 
after it is consummated), and which for a moment shakes but does not topple 
his commitment to the philosophy of free love.

Carol and Ted’s infi delities are revealed one on top of the other to Alice in a 
hotel room in Las Vegas, where the couples are vacationing, at which point she 
disrobes and insists, to the protestations of her friends, that they immediately 
commence with the orgy she claims was the unspoken purpose of their trip. 
Alice, debating all comers confi dently in her underwear, challenges Bob and 
Carol in particular with the rhetoric of their own philosophy. She fi rst wins 
over Carol (“She’s right, this is where we are at”; “We have to be straight about 
this”), who then convinces the reluctant Bob, to the enormous apprehension 
and protestations of Ted, the last holdout. But all eventually agree that it would 
be “purely physical” and “fun.” As in the fi lm’s iconic advertising image, the 
foursome climb into bed together.
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This is the moment that BCTA has been promising, or at least hinting at, 
from the start: an early scene foreshadowed a swap, with Bob resting his head 
in Alice’s lap while Carol and Ted sit closely together across the room; later it 
was suggested by Alice’s “Freudian slip” during a session with her psychiatrist 
when she substitutes Bob’s name for Ted’s. But then what? It is a suspenseful 
moment, and the palpable tension up on the screen was real: Mazursky did not 
tell the nervous players what was going to happen.6 Ultimately, nothing does. 
Kisses and embraces give way to awkward silences; eventually the couples 
leave their room and hotel, and in a surreal conclusion encounter scores of 
others milling about in the parking lot, where members of the accumulated 
crowd intensely regard one another, paralleling the searching experience at the 
institute that started the fi lm. For Mazursky, this “tells us that the experience 
at the Esalen Institute worked.”7 

As appropriate for a seventies fi lm, BCTA offers no pat answers.8 It is not a 
rejection of hearty sexuality or of New Age sensibilities: therapy, encounters, 
and self-awareness are endorsed, and the traditional role-playing marriage 
represented by Ted and Alice in the fi rst half of the fi lm is presented as a Kaf-
kaesque nightmare. But at the same time the limits of free love are exposed. As 
Ted protests, “It just doesn’t seem right”; and this is a tricky “it,” suggesting 
the paradox that sex with strangers might be okay, but sex with friends would 
be, well, wrong. But that would mean sex ultimately is more meaningful than 
an amusement park ride, and not so easily detached from love. BCTA is not a 
call to return to the safe, repressed shores of the 1950s, but it does warn that 
navigating the waters of liberated sexuality—an assertion that remains one of 
the great achievements of the 1960s—might be harder than it looks.

Free love has its complications
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The Whole Equation

Bob & Carol & Ted & Alice had something to say not only about the sexual revo-
lution but also about changing relationships between women and men more gen-
erally. These are two very different things, although they were often confl ated, 
often problematically. Sexual freedom presented new challenges for women, 
especially in terms of managing and maintaining their sexual autonomy, left to 
navigate a tightrope between freedom and exploitation. As Gloria Steinem ob-
served, for too many the new permissiveness “simply meant women’s increased 
availability on men’s terms,” a sentiment suggested by the opening lines of the 
Grateful Dead song “Jack Straw,” “We can share the women / we can share the 
wine,” a hippie utopia that still manages to treat women as property. From a 
feminist perspective, “liberation meant the power to make a choice; that sexual-
ity, for women or men, should be neither forbidden nor forced.”9

The confl ation of upheavals in sexuality and in gender relations is under-
standable; as noted, these movements occurred at roughly the same time, and 
women and men are in fact distinguished by their sex, and certainly there were 
important overlaps between the two issues. Sex and the Single Girl, for ex-
ample, was rather bluntly about sex, and contains many passages that to con-
temporary eyes are not obviously feminist. But Gurley-Brown’s book is not to 
be underestimated, and she drives home two big, radical, empowering points: 
that marriage need not be the big brass ring in women’s lives (“This then is 
not a study on how to get married but on how to stay single—in superlative 
style”); and that women need to assert their sexual confi dence, autonomy, and 
pleasure. In a culture that left many women ignorant of their own bodies and 
ashamed of their sexuality, Gurley-Brown insisted that a sexy woman “is a 
woman who enjoys sex” and urged her readers to accept “all parts of your body 
as worthy and loveable.”10 In 1962 these ideas about sex and about the single 
girl were revolutionary. They were also much more novel and subversive of 
established gender norms than promiscuity, which, after all, had been around 
for a while, if once talked about only in whispers and allusions.

Similarly, The Pill (its infl uence acknowledged by routine capitalization) 
played a major role both in the sexual revolution and in women’s liberation. Al-
though oral contraceptives came on the scene in 1960, it was not until the end 
of the decade that The Pill was within the practical reach of young, single 
women. Access to reliable birth control certainly added fuel to the fi re of free 
love, but it also enabled women to plan for and invest in careers with greater 
certainty. Starting around 1970, women began to marry later, and applications 
by women to professional degree programs markedly increased; evidence sug-
gests that accessibility to The Pill was a contributing factor to the timing of 
both of these changes.11
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But despite these overlaps, the women’s movement—a great awakening that 
affected almost every corner of American society—was different from, and 
about much more than, the sexual revolution. The demand that women be 
treated as equals to men—before the law and inside the home—simmered in 
the early 1960s, was increasingly visible by the end of the decade, and became 
a considerable force in the 1970s. Despite the cresting of the political wave, nu-
merous setbacks, enduring barriers, and an emerging backlash against “femi-
nism,” women’s opportunities and interpersonal relations by the 1980s were in 
many important ways simply unrecognizable compared with the realities and 
prospects just one short generation removed.

The women’s movement was an inside job, driven by changes in women’s 
own expectations.12 Female college graduates in 1957 expressed little dissat-
isfaction regarding their future prospects: 84 percent quickly found employ-
ment (of those, 54 percent were teachers and 5 percent nurses), and 71 percent 
planned to quit their jobs when they married or had children. But a survey of 
the same cohort only six years later refl ected much greater frustration, with 
women reporting stone walls of discrimination in opportunities for pay and 
advancement, as well as routine bias in daily workplace interactions. In 1962 
a Gallup poll found that only 10 percent of women wanted their daughters to 
have the same kind of lives that they did.13

This growing sense of ennui among many American women (paradoxi-
cally, it seemed, emerging during a period of unprecedented prosperity) was 
articulated by Betty Friedan in 1963 with the publication of her best-selling 
book The Feminine Mystique. Friedan gave voice to “the problem that has no 
name,” one that “lay buried, unspoken, for many years in the minds of Ameri-
can women.” This silent, desperate unhappiness brought shame and confu-
sion to women who appeared to have everything they were told to aspire to: 
husband, children, home, security. But what those fortunate women did not 
have was an independent sense of self. “The feminine mystique permits, even 
encourages, women to ignore the question of their identity,” Friedan wrote.
Infantilized, dependent, and discouraged since childhood from intellectual 
pursuits, women threw themselves into their roles as wives, mothers, and 
homemakers; well rested (and often tranquilized), many nevertheless fell vic-
tim to the quiet pandemic vaguely labeled by doctors “housewife fatigue.” 
For these women, Friedan gave legitimacy to the thought “I want something 
more than my husband and my children and my home.” Many daughters, ob-
serving the lives of their mothers, were quick to reach this conclusion.14

Friedan’s landmark book seemed to come out of nowhere, but of course 
it did not; strands of these notions can be seen, especially in retrospect, qui-
etly weaving their way through the popular and public discourse of the time. 
At the urging of Eleanor Roosevelt, in 1961 President Kennedy formed a 
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Commission on the Status of Women, which, in its 1963 report, duly noted 
the widespread discrimination against women that was standard practice. To 
take one common example among many, in hiring and promotion, employers 
routinely specifi ed the preferred sex for a position without regard for appli-
cants’ qualifi cations. Numerous state laws also limited the times and hours 
that women could work; ironically, many of these ordinances were written by 
progressives of a bygone era hoping to prevent the exploitation of young single 
female laborers, but they also served to inhibit the prospects for women’s ca-
reer advancement.15

The following year, a provision against discrimination in employment 
practices by sex was added to Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. This 
was not, however, a response to the fi ndings of the commission but was an 
attempt at sabotage introduced by an opponent of civil rights. The amend-
ment (and the act) passed, but the issue of sex discrimination was treated as 
a joke, fi rst as it was debated and subsequently as federal law. Known as the 
“bunny rule” to invoke the specter of men demanding the right to serve as 
cocktail waitresses in Playboy clubs, the provision was mocked in editorials by 
the New York Times and the New Republic. They need not have worried; the 
fi rst director of the new agency created to take up discrimination claims, the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), called the law against 
discrimination by sex a “fl uke,” and for good measure shared his view that 
“men were entitled to female secretaries.”16

The head of the EEOC was a man of his word; the commission did not pur-
sue claims of workplace discrimination put forward by women. Changing the 
system from within was proving to be a blind alley. And this wasn’t the only 
place where women could not get taken seriously. Politically mobilized outsid-
ers were equally indifferent to women’s issues. The otherwise progressive men 
of the civil rights and antiwar movements, and of the New Left more generally, 
were, in a word, retrograde in their attitudes and behavior toward women. The 
women’s movement would have to fi nd its own way. Friedan responded to the 
failures of the EEOC by moving ahead with her plans for an institutional cen-
ter of gravity to advance women’s issues, founding the National Organization 
for Women (NOW) in October 1966. Younger feminists broke bitterly with the 
left and splintered in a number of directions.17

The nascent women’s movement fi rst attracted national attention with a 
protest at the Miss America Pageant—the only TV program President Nixon 
said he allowed his daughters to stay up late and watch—by a few hundred 
women on September 7, 1968, in Atlantic City. Not surprisingly, the event 
was widely misreported (and trivialized) as an episode of “bra-burning.” Less 
easy to dismiss was the women’s strike for equality, Friedan’s proposal that 
women celebrate the fi ftieth anniversary of their right to vote (August 26, 1970)
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by leaving work and taking to the streets. As many as fi fty thousand marched 
in New York City alone; in the two years since the Miss America protest, more 
and more women had been reevaluating their own attitudes about gender rela-
tions.18

One such woman was Gloria Steinem. Steinem had written the brilliant 
proto-feminist exposé “I Was a Playboy Bunny” in 1963, but she did not
consciously experience her own personal awakening until 1969, covering an 
abortion rights protest for New York magazine. New York State was consider-
ing liberalizing its abortion laws and had invited fi fteen “expert witnesses”—
fourteen men and a nun—to testify at the offi cial hearings on the topic. In re-
sponse, a feminist group held a competing meeting at which women spoke of 
their experiences with illegal abortions. Steinem, who could have spoken at 
that gathering, covered the story as a detached professional, but, personally 
transformed, she never looked back. In 1971, with Friedan and Congress-
women Bella Abzug and Shirley Chisholm, Steinem created the Women’s Po-
litical Caucus; in 1972 she was a co–founding editor of Ms. magazine. The 
mass circulation monthly became the most visible face of the mainstream 
women’s movement in the mid-1970s.19

Did the New Hollywood Hate Women?

One of the most emblematic features of Ms. was its letters section, where 
women often wrote in describing the moment when it suddenly occurred to 
them that some behavior or expectation they had taken for granted was a re-
fl ection of their own unspoken (and complicit) structural disempowerment. It 
was an age of such reassessments. Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics cast a feminist 
revisionist eye across two centuries of political, social, and cultural history. 
The sweeping book sang the praises of John Stewart Mill, offered a devastat-
ing critique of Freud, and illustrated the relationship between patriarchy and 
controlling social orders (seen most explicitly in both Nazi Germany and the 
Soviet Union). Sexual Politics also revisited the work of major literary fi gures, 
in particular D. H. Lawrence, Henry Miller, and Norman Mailer, fi nding ar-
guably implicit and in some cases (especially in Miller) astonishingly explicit 
misogyny.20

By the mid-1970s, the interrogation of received narratives routinely ex-
posed hitherto unchallenged objectifi cation of women and the marginalization 
of their concerns. In this atmosphere it is not surprising that some writers set 
their sights on the movies, and on the seventies fi lm in particular. “From a 
woman’s point of view,” Molly Haskell concluded, the years of the New Holly-
wood “have been the most disheartening in screen history.” Joan Mellon, also 
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writing in 1973, argued that “the current cinema, seemingly so adult and sexu-
ally free, is degenerate in its image of women.” Haskell offers a similar assess-
ment, concluding that “sexual liberation has done little more than re-imprison 
women in sexual roles, but at a lower and more debased level.” Both authors 
were seeing “fewer fi lms about strong and independent women [in the 1970s] 
than in the 1940s”; Mellon instead saw “a despair which portrays the female 
alternative as empty, disintegrated and alienated.”21

Was the New Hollywood as a movement misogynistic and a regressive step 
with regard to the portrayal of women and their concerns on-screen? There 
are reasons at least to suspect as much: both fi lm noir and the French New 
Wave—which, as discussed previously, were key primordial infl uences on the 
seventies fi lm—have been subject to intense scrutiny and debate regarding 
their portrayal of women. Film noir (considered more closely in chapter 7)
is commonly associated with male anxiety and even masochism, a crisis in 
masculine identity, and an ambivalence toward if not outright hostility to 
women.22 The female protagonists of The Maltese Falcon, Double Indemnity, 
Criss Cross, The Lady from Shanghai, and Out of the Past to take but a few 
iconic examples—are evil, scheming creatures who use their sexuality to cor-
rupt and destroy the men they encounter. The Asphalt Jungle offers a virtual 
rogues’ gallery of female dangers. And Geneviève Sellier’s thoughtful and 
not unsympathetic study of the New Wave nevertheless fi nds (in reference to 
particular fi lms) a “misogynistic subtext” in Chabrol, “unconscious sadism” 
(toward women) in Truffaut, a “highly ambivalent” perspective on the break-
down of traditional gender relations in Godard, and (here throughout) the ob-
jectifi cation of women in Rohmer’s fi lms. (Agnès Varda’s Cleo from 5 to 7 is 
closely considered but assessed as an anomaly.)23

As for the New Hollywood itself, Haskell offers the most detailed and ana-
lytical critique. She elaborates three mechanisms through which the changes 
of the 1960s undermined the position of women. First, while Haskell is no 
apologist for the production code, and reviews its negative consequences (and 
problems with the portrayal of women during the censorship era),24 she never-
theless observes a positive and unintended irony in its the extreme sexual pro-
hibitions (whereby even married couples were shown in separate beds): “The 
production code, for all its evils, was probably at least as responsible as the 
Depression for getting women out of the bedroom and into the offi ce.” Second, 
the studio system (again, for all its evils) was a star system, and stars, includ-
ing female stars, had some power and control over their characters and image. 
Women of the studio period have “intelligence and personal style and forceful-
ness.” (Mellon also makes this point with regard to the studio system, which 
“had a place for” and “protected” strong women like Katharine Hepburn, Joan 
Crawford, Bette Davis, and Barbara Stanwyck.) Third, Haskell argues that the 
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sexual permissiveness afforded by the end of censorship stripped women of an 
important source of their power: the power to withhold sex and their sexual-
ity. Mellon offers a similar argument, noting that “the ‘free’ or ‘loose’ woman is 
without the protection accorded her desexualized, domestic sister.”25

Haskell and Mellon were not alone in making these types of critiques. 
Also writing in 1973, David Denby observed that while there was plenty of 
sex in the movies, romantic fi lms, “movies in which male and female equals 
meet, fi ght, fall in love, have an affair, get married or don’t get married have 
just about disappeared.” Instead, Denby noted the increasing prominence 
of buddy fi lms, “male competition/companion epics” which are “indifferent 
or hostile to women.” He saw too many Hemmingwayesque heroes and not 
enough heroines, a state of affairs that he partially attributed to male writers 
who were “guilty of a sentimental fraternalism that downgrades or simply ig-
nores women.” (In many cases, it could be added, such as in Monte Hellman’s 
Two-Lane Blacktop, women represent a threat to the privileged bond between 
the male protagonists.) Stephen Farber’s assessment was similar to Denby’s; 
he concluded that “women today have no movies that refl ect their concerns, 
or their fantasies.”26

Other critics honed in on particular New Hollywood fi lms. John Simon 
read Midnight Cowboy as hostile to women; Monte Hellman’s Cockfi ghter has 
been critiqued as “a glaring example of sexism”; and Francis Ford Coppola’s 
early effort The Rain People was said to “portray women as attempting inde-
pendence and failing.” Marjorie Rosen was so outraged by Elaine May’s treat-
ment of women in The Heartbreak Kid that she dismissed May as an “Uncle 
Tom” betraying her gender. Sam Peckinpah’s Straw Dogs was widely per-
ceived (correctly, in my view) to be deeply misogynistic, even by critics not 
known for their emphasis on such things. Even Chinatown, one of the crown-
ing achievements of the movement (see chapter 7), can be seen as catastrophic 
in its consequences for every female character who graces the screen (and, for 
that matter, even those who don’t). As Barbara Halpern Martineau accurately 
observed, “Gittes’ relations with women are constantly destructive.”27

To be sure, some of these criticisms are on the mark. There is no denying 
that individual characters, or, more to the point, individual seventies fi lms, 
could be misogynistic. (A misogynist character does not make a movie inher-
ently misogynistic any more than a Nazi character makes a movie pro-fascist.) 
It is also more than plausible that if you forbid people from talking seriously 
about sex for over thirty years, given the opportunity, they are likely to talk 
about it a lot. And it would be naïve not to acknowledge that producers often 
took advantage of the “new permissiveness” in an exploitative way. (Martin 
Scorsese, for example, was forced to add an unmotivated sex scene to Who’s 
That Knocking at My Door in order to secure fi nancing for distribution.)28
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Nevertheless, it must be recognized that Haskell’s discovery of silver linings 
in the studio system are, as she makes clear, just that—silver linings. For the 
overwhelming majority of its female characters, the studio system offered very 
limited life prospects, with marriage and family as the only plausible goals. 
The desexualized wife—neutered, faithful, wise, and often a quietly suffering 
mother—“maternal,” as Haskell notes, “even for the husband,” is pretty much 
the best the studio system had to offer women, and was in fact a better fate than 
that of the spinster aunt or the lascivious sister, who, if not saved by marriage, 
was destined for cinematic punishment. Again, as Haskell notes, this all be-
came a bit unhinged with the breast fetishism of the 1950s, whereby, it could 
be added, absent any dialogue, these archetypes could easily be identifi ed ac-
cording to their apparent proportions.29 Whatever the problems that might be 
found in the seventies fi lm, the good old days were not good at all, at least with 
regard to women’s prospects on the screen.

Additionally, it is just as easy to compile a list of seventies fi lms that center 
on women’s issues and points of view, feature strong female characters, or of-
fer complex and thoughtfully drawn roles for women. These can be seen in 
readings of The Graduate in chapter 2 and Five Easy Pieces in chapter 3, and 
is also evident in Bob & Carol & Ted & Alice, which takes its female characters 
and their concerns seriously, gives them voice (and screen time), and has them 
develop over the course of the fi lm. In addition, BCTA foreshadows and then 
takes on the issue of sexual double standards, and it does not fl inch. Carol has 
her affair; Bob does not get home “just in time,” and he is forced to confront 
(and overcome) the hypocrisy of his initial, overwhelming emotional reaction. 
Finally, as noted, Mazursky’s fi lm closes with cautionary skepticism regarding 
the (more often than not masculine-coded) fantasy of free love.

To this list of laudable seventies fi lms could be added Petulia, Faces,
Rachel, Rachel, Wanda, The Last Picture Show, and Images. And still more: 
Diary of a Mad Housewife comes very close to being a fi ctionalized dramatic 
account of The Feminine Mystique in its minor as well as major details. Sunday 
Bloody Sunday not only takes the concerns of its female lead seriously but also 
pauses for a scene between mother and daughter, as they debate each other’s 
life choices. “You think it’s nothing, but it’s not,” declares the older woman, in 
defense of her traditional marriage.

Women and Men in the Context of the Seventies Film

Competing lists of fi lms that are “good” or “bad” with regard to their portrayal 
of women will generate debate.30 This sort of contestation is, of course, to be 
encouraged. But any effort to assess the balance of the feminist ledger of the 
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New Hollywood by weighing alleged sinners against potential saints misses a 
larger and more important point. In evaluating the New Hollywood, the treat-
ment of gender and sexuality needs to be contextualized within the broader 
themes of the movement. By evaluating women’s roles in isolation from the 
ideology of seventies fi lm, critics like Haskell lose this larger (and crucial) per-
spective. Without this context, it is not possible to understand fi lmmakers’ 
motivations in making choices about character and story; and analyses are also 
skewed by the absence of a comparative assessment of the portrayal of men. 
Finally, retrospective readings in particular risk failing to pay adequate regard 
to the way in which the social realities of the period shaped the dramatically 
plausible range of options for women in fi lm.

Thus, while Haskell raises important issues for female characters in a cin-
ema liberated from censorship (not surprisingly, some of the same ones faced 
by women at the time in real life, such as how to retain an autonomous com-
mand of their own sexuality when “free love” is associated with progressive 
thinking more generally), by focusing exclusively on sex and gender in isola-
tion, she overestimates their role (and purpose) in the seventies fi lm.31 As dis-
cussed in chapter 1, while it is hard to overemphasize the extent to which the 
end of censorship was the liberation, the reason why is often fundamentally 
misunderstood. It was not about what could be shown; it was about what could 
be said. And the ultimate taboo was not sex but that which the production 
code was most determined to forbid: moral ambiguity.

Once again, it was this more than anything else that was what the New Holly-
wood was pushing back against, and that defi ned its artistic agenda. Above all, 
the New Hollywood aspired to explore that undiscovered country, the adult 
world, where choices are not easy and obvious, where authorities and institu-
tions are often imperfect and corrupt, and, especially, where justice does not 
always prevail. This particularly strong aversion to the classic happy ending 
(and restoration of order) was both a reaction against the moral certitude of 
the production code as well as a function of the fact that the seventies fi lm, 
like downbeat fi lm noir, was a cinema of hard times: of war, protest, upheaval, 
crime, and the nightmare of Watergate. The New Hollywood was also (as em-
phasized in chapter 5) revisionist, rebelling against fables of duty, honor, and 
country. These, then, were not movies that worshiped heroes; to the contrary, 
this was a cinema that insisted on their imperfection: women and men, fl awed, 
anxious, despairing, and, often, losing.

Thus while Haskell can summarize the best roles for women in the New 
Hollywood as “whores, quasi-whores, jilted mistresses, emotional cripples, 
drunks,” it is equally possible to summarize the men as losers, fools, brutes, 
cowards, and thieves. Especially as compared with the studio era, the New 
Hollywood portrayed men in a harsh and negative light. Denby’s essay points 
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toward this as he critiques New Hollywood fi lms that offer a “journey through 
corrupt, betraying America” with “two demoralized male characters at the 
center.” Women are out of place in these fi lms because they would offer the 
possibility of love and resolution rather than the favored “bleak ending.” For 
Denby, then, the problem is not that there are positive male as opposed to 
negative female role models, but rather that “sometime in the sixties we de-
cided that we no longer deserved to feel good.” (Not for nothing had Paul 
Schrader dubbed it “the new self-hate cinema.”) Farber concurs. Though very 
sympathetic to criticisms of the treatment of women in fi lm in general, and 
particularly in The Heartbreak Kid, he nevertheless argues that this misses an 
additional point: “The movie as a whole is conceived as a satiric expose of the 
vanity, cruelty, and emptiness of the male hero.”32

It is simply not possible to assess the attitude of the New Hollywood to-
ward women, or toward anything, for that matter, outside of this context: where 
the New Hollywood came from, what its infl uences were, what it was rebelling 
against, and what it was standing for in the midst of the extraordinary social and 
political eruptions of the period—all of which together produced fi lms with “a 
new open-minded interest in examining American experience,” as Pauline Kael 
argued, without supplying “reassuring smiles or self-righteous messages.”33

Finally, in assessing the attitude of the New Hollywood toward women, 
especially in retrospect, it is necessary to keep in mind that choices made by 
female characters need to be understood in the context of their times. This 
excuses nothing but explains much. Many contemporary viewers are only 
vaguely aware of the legal status of women in the late 1960s and early 1970s, 
to say nothing of the social norms and expectations that defi ned the space in 
which these female characters existed.

If a good number of women now defi ne themselves as “post-feminist,” to 
a large extent it is because they assume as a matter of fact basic rights and op-
portunities hard won by the efforts of the women’s movement. But the behavior 
of characters in New Hollywood fi lms, men and women, as they pertain to 
gender, remains of their time, shaped by their witness to the experiences of 
their mothers and fathers, their upbringing as girls and boys, and implicitly 
and always of their awareness of the possibilities for and implications of vari-
ous choices offered to women by society during those years.

And that society was different. In 1968 women were unable to gain admis-
sion to Yale University, serve on juries in Mississippi, or run in the Boston 
Marathon. (One bandit who sneaked in was nearly tackled by an irate offi cial.) 
In 1969 there were still laws that required a married woman to “perform do-
mestic services” or “have sexual relations on demand”; unescorted women—
or escorted women, for that matter—could be denied entry to restaurants and 
bars. (Betty Friedan was once turned away from the bar at the Ritz-Carlton 
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hotel, which did not serve women.) In the workplace, what would now be seen 
as sexual harassment was then commonly endured and understood as part 
of the job; on the streets, women, especially women without men, faced even 
greater dangers. In the 1970s, New York (among other states) had onerous le-
gal barriers to the successful prosecution of rape, and in many states “marital 
rape” was a legal impossibility.34

Economic discrimination against women left them second-class citizens in 
a capitalist society. In the mid-1960s, women accounted for 7 percent of the 
nation’s doctors and 3 percent of its lawyers; in 1970 the University of Texas 
Dental School refused to allow more than two female students in an entering 
class of one hundred. Jo Freeman, looking for work at a Chicago newspaper, 
was told that “all the papers had a quota of no more than 5 percent women 
on the city desk and there were rarely any openings.” Until 1971, businesses 
could refuse to hire mothers (but not fathers) with small children. And those 
women who did fi nd work faced inferior pay scales and lower wages. Astonish-
ingly, not until 1975, with the passage of the Equal Opportunity Credit Act, 
was it illegal for banks to deny credit on the basis of sex or marital status, or 
to require that women get their husband’s written permission when applying 
for a loan or a credit card. In 1974 Billy Jean King held fi ve Wimbledon singles 
championships, but she could not get her own credit card; it had to be in the 
name of her husband, then a law student with no income.35

What is particularly consequential about all this is the extent to which it 
was seen as unremarkable to so many. When asked why only three of his fi rst 
two hundred appointments went to women, and none of those in high-ranking 
positions, President Nixon squeezed off a joke in response. At one anti-Nixon 
demonstration, women were allotted, grudgingly, two short speeches; when the 
time came, they were met with a shower of crude obscenities and shouted off 
the stage. During George McGovern’s presidential campaign, Gloria Steinem 
was barred from one strategy session by Senator Abe Ribicoff, who simply de-
clared “no broads.” But the idea that women faced discrimination worthy of any 
serious discussion was routinely dismissed, especially in comparison with the 
“real problems” of others. It was on this basis that the venerable TV news an-
chor Howard K. Smith felt the need to editorialize about his “modifi ed unsym-
pathy” with the women’s movement, after his network covered the 1970 strike 
for equality as little more than another petulant episode of “bra-burning.”36

Rereading Carnal Knowledge and Klute

In this context, with the artistic ethos of the New Hollywood in mind and the 
legal, economic, and normative circumstances for women during this period 
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understood, it is interesting to reconsider two notable seventies fi lms, each of 
which generated some controversy regarding its portrayal of women.

Mike Nichols’s 1971 fi lm Carnal Knowledge was notorious for its taboo-
shattering dialogue, which led to the arrest of a Georgia theater operator on the 
charge of “distributing obscene material” (a decision upheld by the Supreme 
Court of Georgia but overturned by the U.S. Supreme Court). Rescued from 
obscenity charges, the fi lm still stands accused of misogyny. Mellon asserts 
that the fi lm offers a “vicious” and “one-sided, contemptuous view of female 
sexuality,” that it presents women more broadly as “shallow, crass or stupid,” 
and in the end they “fare badly.”37

There is no doubt that the central male character, Jonathan (Jack Nichol-
son), is a misogynist—indeed, this was the intention of the fi lmmakers, and 
Jonathan is identifi ed almost solely by this trait. The question, however, is 
whether the fi lm is misogynistic; that is, do the fi lmmakers—here in particu-
lar producer-director Nichols and screenwriter Jules Feiffer (who approached 
Nichols with a complete play, subsequently rewritten for the screen in con-
sultation with the director) endorse some version of this view?38 Mellon in-
dicts the fi lmmakers for “a smug assent, a silent endorsement” of Jonathan’s 
perspective. Haskell and other critics like Janice Law Trecker are slightly less 
direct, but they do condemn the fi lm in general and accept this point in par-
ticular; Haskell fi nds the fi lm “indulgent” toward Jonathan.39

Revisited in the context of the New Hollywood, however, these charges 
simply do not hold up. The treatment of women is more nuanced than some 
of the fi lm’s critics suggest, and it is very hard to see anything but condemna-
tion, even hatred, of the male characters. Mellon is correct when she notes 
that the women “fare badly,” but the men fare worse—much worse. And as 
for being “shallow, crass or stupid,” that would be a promotion for the male 
protagonists, Jonathan and his best friend Sandy (Art Garfunkel). Again, this 
was noted by some critics at the time. For Roger Ebert it was a fi lm about “men 
who are incapable of reaching, touching, or deeply knowing women”; Pauline 
Kael observed that “the men have nothing to give, and they never learn any-
thing; their aging is a process of becoming more and more nakedly corrupt”; 
Vincent Canby found Carnal Knowledge “merciless towards both its men and 
its women.”40

This relentless criticism of all of its characters, of men, of women, and, 
of course, of society, centers us clearly in the métier of the New Hollywood. 
And this is very much an “American New Wave” fi lm, right down to its use of 
Fellini’s cinematographer, Giuseppe Rotunno.41 Friend and foe of the movie 
have observed this sensibility. The men are not simply “foolish” and “pa-
thetic”; Kael fi nds “an element of punishment in the movie’s social criticism,” 
laid on pretty thick, “never letting [the men] win a round.” One critical essay 
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summarized the fi lm as the story of a “bastard” and a “dope,” with a “nagging, 
dubious message” that “prosperous middle-aged Americans are soulless.” 
Richard Schickel, somewhat less hostile to the fi lm, nevertheless agrees. “We 
never get a reasonably satisfactory explanation of why two reasonably engaging 
youths don’t come to a somewhat better end,” he writes. “What we get instead 
is the implication that they, and by extension us, are inescapably corrupted by 
the wretched values of a materialist society.”42

A rereading of Carnal Knowledge in context supports the contention that 
the fi lm is fairly hostile to both its male and its female characters; that it con-
demns both the visceral ( Jonathan) and the unconscious (Sandy), the two men 
at the center of the movie; and that on balance the fi lm is more sympathetic to 
its female than to its male characters. This is most obvious in the fi rst part of 
the movie (about 40 percent of the running time), which considers the love 
triangle between Susan (Candice Bergen) and the two men in the late 1940s. 
Susan is a rich, strong, complex character who (in cinematic terms) dominates 
the men. Sandy is a passive, simple, and inarticulate college student who fi rst 
dates Susan; Jonathan is his crude roommate who betrays Sandy by seeing 
Susan behind his back.

Susan is articulate and (comparatively) confi dent—she speaks fi rst at the 
mixer where they meet when Sandy doesn’t have the nerve, and in conversa-
tion she is consistently more insightful than either of the boys ( Jonathan notes 
that she is “too sharp”). She plans to be a lawyer and hopes to write novels. 
She is stimulating, inspiring Sandy to read great books. Susan carries on an 
affair with Jonathan while she is Sandy’s “girlfriend”; perhaps that refl ects 
poorly on her, but she struggles with the dilemma, and it is clearly her choice, 
and she also chooses which relationship to terminate. At crucial moments we 
have access to her thoughts, doubts, and concerns. We see her dancing at a 
pub happily in turn with each; later, at their table, the camera focuses on her, 
revealing her increasing inability to divide her attention between her suitors, 
who remain off-screen as her face turns back and forth. This is followed by a 
scene that brings us even closer to her dissonance, in an exterior shot where 
she again commands the foreground of the screen. When Susan breaks it off 
with Jonathan over the phone, she has more than twice the screen time he 
does, and we see and feel her emotions.43

Susan eventually marries Sandy, as we learn in the second part of the fi lm, 
which takes place in the early 1960s and occupies about half the fi lm’s running 
time. If there is a criticism of this fi lm that sticks, it is about the way she disap-
pears from the movie. Literally we never see her again; she is just the wife that 
Sandy talks about and ultimately leaves. We never know what happens to her. 
She did become a wife and mother, and it is very likely that she never became 
a lawyer or wrote novels, but for all the audience is told, she might as well have 
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been hit by a truck. Haskell, who acknowledges Susan as “the one intelligent-
romantic woman” in the fi lm, argues that she “cannot be envisioned beyond 
the moment she outlives her romantic usefulness to the men, so she disap-
pears from the movie.”44 This summation is debatable, but the general point is 
taken. By shedding Susan, the fi lm announces that it is no longer interested in 
her narrative (which to that point had been the most promising of the three). 
That does not speak to the strength of her character, though perhaps if women 
had run the production—writer, director, producer—Susan would have stuck 
around. But this valid criticism is not a function of the New Hollywood. There 
were limited opportunities for women writers, directors, and producers in the 
New Hollywood, but there were fewer still in the Old Hollywood.

Once Susan is gone, the fi lm becomes Jonathan’s—no subsequent scene 
takes place in his absence—and it is not a pretty picture. Jonathan has devolved 
into the cliché of the aging lothario, unable to sustain meaningful relationships 
with women, whom he continues to defi ne, solely and crudely, on the basis of 
their physical attributes. Women are so implicitly unclean to him that through-
out the movie Jonathan races to the shower (or any available body of water) 
immediately after having sex.45

Sandy remains his best friend, but even though they talk to each other in 
language which suggests that their dialogues have been uninterrupted (and 
thematically unchanged) since college, they are nevertheless drifting apart. In 
an important stylistic change, conversations between the men now take place 
increasingly as detached speeches, fi lmed in isolated close-ups. In the fi rst part 
of the movie they were more commonly seen sharing the screen, bantering in 
more traditional two shots.

Worse still, Jonathan is losing his one skill: his indefatigable virility ex-
pressed in prodigious serial “conquests” seems to be fl agging in a world in-
creasingly populated by more confi dent women. Nursing a breast obsession 
from the very start of the fi lm, Jonathan is temporarily cured of his increasing 
struggles with impotence when he meets the impossibly large-breasted Bobbie 
(Ann-Margret), a successful commercial actress. Our very fi rst introduction to 
Bobbie makes it abundantly clear what Jonathan sees in her, but the passionate 
nature of their early sexual encounters still inevitably fades into routine and 
dissatisfaction, their growing alienation expressed in the stark geography of 
Nichols’s later bedroom compositions.

Bobbie is very much not a strong female character. She pressures Jona-
than, to his obvious discomfort, into living together. (This happy moment is 
negotiated with the two of them on opposite sides of the room, sealed on Bob-
bie’s un-ironic line “You’re a real prick, you know that?”) She subsequently 
manipulates him into a failed marriage. Throughout their cohabitation he is 
unbearably (verbally) abusive of her; and in classic fashion, fi rst he pressures 
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her to quit working, then he berates her for not doing anything. He wants her 
available and undemanding (“I want you right here, where you belong”), as 
an impossible fantasy fi gure expressed visually in the motif of the ice-skating 
beauty seen repeatedly on the rink at Rockefeller Center. Bobbie does not have 
the strength to do what she obviously should do—drop Jonathan like the bad 
habit he is—and this makes her a somewhat unattractive character (in a great 
role and performance). Her fate is not entirely tragic, however; by the end of 
the movie she has shed Jonathan and gained a daughter.

Sandy is not Jonathan, but he is no prize either. Restless with the routine 
of what he describes as a comfortable and happy marriage to an intelligent and 
sensitive wife, he too is searching for what will prove unattainable. Ultimately, 
he leaves Susan to live with Cindy (Cynthia O’Neal), and seems the worse for 
wear. In fact, almost as soon as we are introduced to Cindy, Sandy is already 
expressing his boredom with her. Sandy’s standing is still further reduced in 
the context of this relationship, as it is implied that Cindy feels free to explore 
other sexual opportunities as they present themselves; and so at the end of this 
part of the fi lm, Sandy is left a serial cuckold on the precipice of a second failed 
relationship.

Cindy is trickier to assess. On the one hand, she is a very strong female 
character. She controls her environment: it is she who decides where and when 
she and Sandy will go (“I’m going, you do what you want”). More subtly, she 
turns the radio on and off as she sees fi t, pours her own drinks, dances when 
she feels like it. Cindy is better off than Sandy, to be sure; but the fi lm hints 
that this has come at the price of her femininity. Although both men are sexu-
ally attracted to her as a woman, she is often coded, implicitly and explicitly, 
as masculine, possibly suggesting that this is the only way for a woman to ex-
press “strength.” She can play tennis with the boys. She is also open to the 

Alone, together
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possibility of a “visit” from Jonathan, but retains a (stereotypically masculine) 
double standard: she can sleep with whomever she wants, but if Sandy strays, 
she’ll kick him out. “She’s got a great body on her,” Jonathan says, “but she 
wants balls.”

To keep score, then, Carnal Knowledge offers three visions of womanhood: 
Susan, smart, complex, feeling, and introspective; Bobbie, weak, manipula-
tive, and abused; Cindy, strong but cold and compromised. None is an angel. 
But all are better, and end up better off, than our heroes Sandy and Jonathan, 
as the short fi nal section of the movie makes clear. Ten years later still, these 
men have devolved further into their worst incarnations. Sandy thinks he has 
“found himself” and has taken up with a free-spirited young thing less than 
half his age, who has no speaking lines in her brief appearance. It is hard to 
believe that the sequence—shot to exaggerate his middle-aged paunch—isn’t 
making fun of his recitation of hippie platitudes; it’s harder still to believe 
that this relationship has much of a future. As for Jonathan, his ever greater 
(if that’s possible) hatred of women is expressed in the rages he vents during 
his specially prepared slide show, “ball-busters on parade,” a historical review 
of his sex life from childhood to the present day. In the end, the only way he 
is capable of getting sexually aroused is by hiring a prostitute to follow, to the 
letter, a specifi c script that praises his masculinity. We leave him fl at on his 
back, an image that reinforces his utter defeat. Carnal Knowledge may not love 
its women, but it hates its men.

Alan J. Pakula’s Klute would appear to have three strikes against it. It can be 
summarized, superfi cially but not inaccurately, as the story of a prostitute 
(strike one), a damsel in distress who does not save herself but is rescued from 
certain death by a heroic male who arrives in the nick of time (two), and with 
whom she leaves her home to accompany him back to his territory (out). Take 
out the sex and drugs and it sounds like it could be a John Wayne picture.

None of this went unnoticed by critics of the New Hollywood. Christine 
Gledhill argues that “the fi lm operates in a profoundly anti-feminist way,” and 
that Bree Daniels (Jane Fonda) is “neurotic, fragile, lonely, and unhappy”; 
John Klute (Donald Sutherland), by contrast, is presented as a dominant 
and paternalistic fi gure. Mellon charges that Pakula gives women only three 
choices, “call girl, lonely recluse, or dependent wife,” and argues that the 
movie’s message boils down to “Life with a strong man is necessary.” Haskell 
does not dwell on the picture but is quickly dismissive of “Jane Fonda’s grubby 
prostitute.”46

Again, these criticisms take the fi lm out of its context and, in this particular 
instance, have the gender reading exactly wrong. Klute is one of the iconic fi lms 
of the New Hollywood, the cast and crew a virtual who’s who of the movement. 
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Its gritty New York City locations and murky interiors were shot by seventies 
virtuoso Gordon Willis (“the prince of darkness”), Michael Chapman oper-
ated the camera, Michael Small wrote the music. For producer-director Pak-
ula (whose fi rst three fi lms each featured female leads), Klute would become 
known as the fi rst entry in his “paranoid trilogy” (followed by The Parallax 
View and All the President’s Men; see chapter 6), fi lms that explored issues of 
privacy and surveillance, implicit conspiracy, and the corruption of American 
institutions. These themes are obviously important to Klute: the title sequence 
of the fi lm opens to the playing of a surreptitiously recorded tape, and its omi-
nous turning reels are revisited repeatedly in close-up. It also matters that Bree 
can pause to condemn, with good reason, the “goddamn hypocrite squares” 
who represent superfi cially straitlaced America. But for the present discus-
sion, Klute serves as still another classic example of a post-censorship fi lm that 
is not so much about sex (of which there is actually not all that much, along 
with relatively modest amounts of nudity), but uses sexuality as a vehicle in the 
service of a broader character study.

And, crucially, that character is Bree. It is a very close study, and it is en-
tirely her fi lm. Indeed, the only real gender bias to be found in this movie is 
that it is called Klute, when in fact it is completely about Bree. It is concerned 
with her inner thoughts and her personal struggle and story. The movie in-
cludes three sessions with her analyst, and two additional voiceovers from 
different sessions. We are often alone with Bree, for extended periods (typi-
cally in her apartment), and in quiet moments; at other times the fi lm makes 
clear she is a talented woman—and showing that Bree has real talent, and that 
she is not well treated by directors and other men she has to deal with in the 
“straight” world, was important to Pakula.47 She is the only complex fi gure in 
the fi lm.

Compare this with John Klute, a character who is close to being a blank 
slate, a vacuum who approaches two dimensions. Sure, he’s a nice enough guy. 
He is defi ned by a refreshing integrity, and he’s driven by an admirable sense 
of loyalty to his friend who has vanished without a trace and stands accused 
of stalking, and previously beating, Bree. But that’s it. We don’t know a thing 
more about him, we don’t learn any more about him, and we are never alone 
with him. No other characters in Klute are closely considered, and the men are 
not presented as more attractive than the women. Yes, we meet prostitutes and 
madams, but in contrast to many traditional Hollywood productions (Pretty 
Woman, for example), Klute does not glamorize prostitution. Quite the op-
posite; in fact we are dragged through some pretty unpleasant places. And 
the other male fi gures are even more damaged: Cable, Klute’s boss, corporate 
executive by day, deranged, sadistic rapist by night; Frankie, the evil pimp; 
Berger, the strung-out druggie.
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We have but one multidimensional, fascinating character here, and she is 
troubled. Her principal issue is one of control, and this defi nes the attraction 
of prostitution for her. Our introduction to Bree is at a degrading modeling 
audition, where she and an endless line of women, soon replaced by a second 
wave, are lined up and inspected like cattle (in an effective use of the fi lm’s wi-
descreen aspect ratio). From this failed interview Bree immediately arranges 
a quick gig with a “commuter.” Klute is economically making two points here: 
fi rst, suggesting that there is little moral difference between the way a woman 
has to degrade herself to sell her body to a modeling agency and the way she 
sells herself as a prostitute; and second, that Bree, who is trying to get out of 
“the life,” craves turning tricks to recapture the sense of control that does not 
exist for her in the straight world.

Control is key, and Bree is struggling with hers. Pakula (despite the wide-
screen format) features vertical constructions to emphasize her vertiginous state of 
mind. 48 (There are many examples of these dramatic verticals; the most notable, 
to the contemporary eye, are several salient shots of the nearly completed World 
Trade Center buildings rising visibly beyond Cable’s offi ce window.) In the fi rst 
session with her analyst, she is asked what the difference is between working as a 
model or an actress as opposed to a call girl. “Because when you’re a call girl, you 
control it,” she answers, and then uses the word “control” (“over myself . . . over 
my life”) three more times in her answer. Bree seeks control, and autonomy, 
but to the extent that she is successful, it has come at the cost of real human
connections—as she notes, “You don’t have to feel anything.” Diane Giddis, in 
a favorable reading—“Klute seems to me to have more to say about women (and 
men) than any fi lm of the last two or three years”—sees this, the struggle between 
love and autonomy, as the central axis of the picture, and “nothing less than a 
metaphor of the intense struggle many women go through” more generally.49

This is consistent with a reading of the fi lm that presents Klute and Cable, 
in cinematic terms,50 as parallel fi gures or mirror images, archetypes, even, of 
the threats and opportunities in Bree’s life more generally. They could even 
be seen (metaphorically) as manifestations conjured by her, each representing 
a version of her greatest fears (the unleashed mortal dangers of the city, the 
imprisonment of small-town domesticity). This juxtaposition is emphasized 
by Giddis, who notes about Bree that “as her attachment to Klute grows, Cable 
becomes more dangerous,” an observation that is supported by Pakula’s com-
ments on the extent to which Bree “really almost destroys herself.”51

The structural similarities between Klute and Cable are remarkable. They 
both follow her, watch her (Pakula implicates Klute, and the audience, in a scene 
in which he watches Bree perform a striptease for a client); each secretly tape-
records her conversations. Cable becomes obsessed with Bree; Klute’s behav-
ior is suggestive of the same thing (Donald “gave the subtext of obsession at 
times,” noted Pakula),52 and, signifi cantly, each is also beyond her “control.” 



TH E PE R SONAL IS POLITICAL  97

Bree’s “stock in trade” is to manipulate men, as Cable accuses in their fi nal con-
frontation; or, in her own words, “to lead men by the nose where they think they 
want to go . . . and you control it.” But Cable transcends her manipulation. He is 
not role-playing or pretending; he is dangerous. As for Klute, he is initially, and 
uniquely, unsusceptible to her charms, despite her efforts; later, to her confusion 
and anxiety, Klute is also unique in that she develops genuine feelings for him.

Those feelings generate internal and external crises at different moments 
in the fi lm. For example, and in accord with Giddis’s theory that Klute’s af-
fection and Cable’s fury are interdependent, there is the juxtaposition of the 
greatest moment of domesticity between Bree and Klute with an explosion of 
Cable’s psychosexual rage that literally destroys the fabric of her life. As the 
very happy and contented-looking couple goes shopping, Bree takes note of a 
father and child—the only child to appear in the entire fi lm. In this moment 
she seems to be able to contemplate the idea of marriage and family, an un-
imaginable (and largely unwanted) possibility up to this point in her life. This 
is followed immediately by their return to her apartment, which has been ran-
sacked and destroyed, her clothing ripped to shreds and left sexually soiled. 
Bree clearly has mixed feelings about all this; and indeed, pursuing her love 
for Klute would destroy the independent lifestyle represented by her modest 
fl at (which is distinguished from the Park Avenue luxury she enjoyed when she 
was a full-time call girl). She tells her analyst that Klute is the only man she’s 
ever had feelings for, but “all the time, I feel the need to destroy it” probably 
because, as she says, “I had more control before”—and pretty soon she’s taking 
a wild swipe at him with a pair of scissors after a melee with Frankie.

This episode is foreshadowed earlier in the fi lm, in a crucial scene where 
Bree, frightened (and this fear is shown), comes down to his basement apart-
ment. Klute sets her up on her own cot, but in the middle of the night, at her 
initiative, they make love. Soon after she cuts him down, in a very rough moment 
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(“Don’t feel bad about losing your virtue. I sort of knew you would”). It is not de-
fi nitively established whether she went there with the intention of seducing and 
then undermining him, or if she was sincere and then got rattled (and defensive) 
in response to his troubled look afterwards. On the one hand, there is some sup-
port for the latter interpretation, given the sequence of shots: after her initial dis-
play of warm satisfaction, her demeanor turns, sharply and harshly, after a shot of 
Klute, isolated and forlorn, as she processes his feelings. On the other hand, the 
rougher interpretation, that her action was premeditated, is more consistent with 
her “need to destroy it” issue; it is also in accord with the New Hollywood sensi-
bility, in which it is common, and even appropriate, to show a hero or heroine be-
having badly. Either way, this is her most unattractive moment in the fi lm—worse 
even than when she later physically attacks him—incoherent rage seeming more 
forgivable than premeditated cruelty. Either interpretation is also consistent with 
(and important for) the central thread of the fi lm: her inner confl ict. (The inter-
lude certainly does not advance the suspense plot.) It also matters for her internal 
struggle that this ruthless moment is not enough to drive him away. As Bree later 
tells her therapist, “He’s seen me mean, he’s seen me ugly,” and yet, absent any 
“act” she puts on, he seems to be genuinely attracted to her.

In sum, Klute is a character study of an interesting, complex, talented (and, 
yes, very troubled) woman who is wrestling with the types of issues that, in their 
general manifestation, were of great signifi cance to many women at that time, and 
that are in accord with the social and political themes of the era. Additionally, 
and contra critics like Mellon and Gledhill, the resolution is much more ambigu-
ous than they describe. Bree’s skeptical closing voiceover about their prospects 
(which, to be sure, is not defi nitive) contradicts the images that we see. (She is 
clearly moving out of her apartment and leaving town, and he is with her.) But ac-
cording to Pakula, in his view there is a “fi fty-fi fty” chance she’ll go straight, but 
a “good deal less” of a chance she’ll make it with Klute. And among the fi lmmak-
ers, he was the optimist: “I had the feeling that Bree and John Klute maybe had a 
chance of having a life together, but Donald and Jane thought there was absolutely 
no chance that these people could have a life together.”53 So it is not at all obvious 
that it was the intention of the fi lmmakers for her to fi nd closure by marrying the 
right man. As noted, the New Hollywood did not favor closure in general.

Find the Feminist

As acknowledged previously in this chapter, there were surely misogy-
nistic fi lms made during the heyday of the New Hollywood. Some of these
instances—again, such as Peckinpah’s Straw Dogs—stand out. But misogyny 
can also be found in unexpected (and contested) places, as shown by a brief 
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consideration of two seventies fi lms very much and very purposefully con-
cerned with the issues of gender: Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore and Blume 
in Love. Rereading these movies further underscores the point that there is a 
need to distinguish between the perspectives of particular fi lms as opposed to 
those of the larger movement, and that fi lms need to be read within a broader 
context in order to assess their purpose and meaning.

Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore, which, to be fair, was considered by some 
to be a fi lm sensitive to women’s issues (and, of course, the fi lm clearly is about 
a single woman and her struggles), was nevertheless vilifi ed in many quarters. 
Its director, Martin Scorsese, Haskell wrote, “doesn’t seem to like women very 
much.” Teena Webb and Betsy Martens argue that the movie’s message to 
women is “You think you’ve got hidden talents? Well you probably don’t. Find a 
good man and settle down.” Karyn Kay and Gerald Perry focus more on a mes-
sage of motherhood, which they also perceive as reactionary: “Motherhood—
defi ned as the sacrifi ce of one’s identity for the sake of the child—is still the 
highest and holiest good.” And Robin Wood was not alone in underscoring the 
unlikely perfection of dream man Kris Kristofferson, whose appearance allows 
for an improbably happy ending.54

It is certainly fair game to debate the message of Alice, and the meaning of 
that message in the context of the women’s movement. But to label it “antifemi-
nist” or hostile to women is a tricky business, because the fi lm was very much 
Ellen Burstyn’s project. Moreover, she wanted to make a movie that captured 
the “movement” at that time, the “energy that was igniting the consciousness 
of women.” She brought the property to Warner Brothers, she personally in-
terviewed and hired the director (Scorsese), she saw to it that on the produc-
tion there were “as many women in positions of authority as possible,” and she 
fought for changes in the script to satisfy her vision of a “change in conscious-
ness” regarding the cinematic portrayal of women. Thus to hold up Alice as 
an exhibit of evidence against the New Hollywood is to make rather forward 
claims about the defi nition of feminism and its ownership.55

Alternatively, consider Blume in Love, written and directed by Paul Mazur-
sky. Mazursky is generally thought to be a director very sensitive to women’s 
issues. As discussed in this chapter, his Bob & Carol & Ted & Alice respected 
and gave voice to its female characters and their concerns. Mazursky would 
later direct An Unmarried Woman, which generated debates about the choices 
made by some of the characters in the fi lm but was widely regarded as a sophis-
ticated picture about the concerns of contemporary women.

Blume, however, is a very problematic fi lm from the standpoint of its gender 
politics. Certainly the fi lm has considerable strengths. It is entertaining, well 
done, and weaves in, without obvious preaching, sub-themes regarding issues 
of race and class, all the while taking on questions of sex and love and gender 
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that are clearly of continued serious interest to its writer-director. And Mazur-
sky again takes women and their concerns seriously, especially Nina (Susan 
Anspach), but also Arlene (Marsha Mason), respectively, the wife and girl-
friend of one Stephen Blume (George Segal). A particular strength of the fi lm 
is how it fi rst suggests, and then shows in fl ashback, that Nina did not leave 
Stephen simply because she caught him sleeping with his secretary but rather 
used that as an opportunity to escape a stifl ing, unfulfi lling marriage.

Nevertheless, this fi lm can be summarized, and not unfairly, as follows: 
Blume cheats on Nina, and they separate, each soon into the arms of another 
lover, Nina with Elmo (ironically, an even more impossibly perfect Kris Kristof-
ferson), Blume with Arlene, a woman whom, from an emotional standpoint, he 
treats shabbily. Free from Blume, Nina visibly grows and becomes more con-
fi dent, articulate, and self-actualized. “I want to be my own person,” she tells
him, and over the course of the fi lm, she becomes just that. But for some reason 
(both true love and male ego are plausible candidates), Blume becomes obsessed 
with the idea of getting Nina back. So he stalks her—following her around, 
breaking into her house, eavesdropping on her therapy session—repeatedly 
confronting her with his desire for reconciliation, which she does not share. 
She was unhappy with him and is better off without him. “You are not misun-
derstood,” she retorts accurately during one such protesting encounter.

Stymied on all fronts, Blume fi nally rapes and, we subsequently learn, im-
pregnates Nina.56 Magically, rape and unplanned pregnancy solve all prob-
lems: Elmo leaves, voluntarily and on good terms with all; then, fi nally, Blume 
and Nina reconcile, in a big romantic fi nish in Venice. Again, the fi lm is more 
thoughtful and nuanced than is suggested by this summary, but it is a fair sum-
mary, especially by the standards to which other seventies fi lms have been held 
to illustrate their hostility toward women. And in this case it is hard to con-
ceive of this fi lm as anything but disparaging at best to the notion of a thriving, 
independent woman.

What is particularly notable about this is that at the time, nobody seemed 
to notice—or if they noticed, they didn’t seem to mind. In fact, if anything, 
just the opposite happened. For example, in a rather strident essay on the char-
acterization of women in Hollywood movies, Howard Movshovitz considered 
Blume to be both a success and at least “moderately sensitive” on the gender 
front.57 This is hard to account for. It’s not because the fi lm was reaching for 
irony. Yes, the movie was a comedy, but Mazursky meant for the ending to be 
taken seriously. It was written that way from the start, and from his perspective 
that ending is deeply moving.58

Perhaps we see marital rape differently today—actually, ex-marital rape—
but Molly Haskell, in her rave review of An Unmarried Woman, notes the 
“marital rape scene” in Blume only to praise Mazursky for having “plunged 
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into politically sensitive areas”; Richard Corliss wrote that Blume “rapes 
his ex-wife, listens through a keyhole while she talks to her analyst about 
him . . . and still retains our sympathy.” Well, his sympathy. David Denby, al-
though he does not take on the politics of the rape or the reconciliation, asks a 
good feminist question: “Why should we spend two hours rooting for the wife 
to give in and take her husband back—aren’t they better off divorced?”59

The puzzle of Blume—that is, its general reception on gender grounds, es-
pecially compared to a fi lm of deliberate feminist intent like Alice—is not easily 
resolved. Blume, arguably, hates (or at least mistreats) its women. But as we 
have seen in this chapter, it is very hard to make that claim about Mazursky’s 
fi lms more generally. Or, for that matter, about the New Hollywood, which 
produced fi lms that were unavoidably enmeshed in and inescapably affected 
by the revolution in gender relations that was going on at the time. The seven-
ties fi lm didn’t offer heroines or heroes; it presented instead compromised and 
compromising adults struggling with their own private fears while attempting 
to navigate the uncharted waters of the period’s ongoing fundamental reassess-
ment of intimate interpersonal relationships. These relationships, it should be 
noted, would have come under strain during the best of times. Unfortunately 
for men and women, these were not the best of times. America was fi ghting a 
brutal, bitterly divisive, and unsuccessful war abroad. On the home front, in-
creasing crime, grime, and insecurity had people scurrying home before dark, 
in many cases double-locking their doors—only to fi nd that their living rooms 
and bedrooms had become a different sort of battleground.



CHAPTER 5

CRUMBLING CITIES AND 
REVISIONIST HISTORY

When he assumed the presidency, the Vietnam War was not Nixon’s war.
Although he was one of the country’s most prominent and vocal “hawks” 
throughout the 1960s, Vietnam was not his doing; it was the catastrophic mess 
he inherited. In fact, much of his campaign rested on the promise, if implicit, that
he could clean it up and the country could move on—if not in six months, then 
certainly within a year. But with his conduct of the war, Nixon managed to take 
considerable ownership of it: in spending four brutal, unproductive years doing 
little more than attempting to cover the tracks of America’s retreat from and fi nal 
defeat in that lost war, he presided over its most scarring period. Nixon’s ruth-
less, vengeful prosecution of the war forced the nation to reassess its image as a 
force for good in the world, a revisionist introspection that left an indelible mark 
on the country—and on the seventies fi lm.

Nevertheless, the Vietnam War was not Richard Nixon’s fault. That was 
the work of, in increasing order of responsibility, Presidents Truman, Eisen-
hower, Kennedy, and, especially, Johnson.1 One tragedy of the war was that 
from the American perspective, it was never about Vietnam but was instead 
fi rst about France and Europe, then about anticommunism more generally; it 
was increasingly motivated by little more than an abstract fear of losing and, in 
the end, by existential beliefs about American “credibility” coupled with petty 
personal vanities.

Vietnam was a French colony at the start of World War II, and during that 
war the United States provided support to Ho Chi Minh—a nationalist and a
communist—in his fi ght against the Japanese occupation of Indochina 
(Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos). After the war Ho declared Vietnam’s 
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independence, but France, hoping to recover the grandeur lost in its humiliat-
ing collapse at the hands of German power and subsequent collaboration with 
its Nazi occupiers, sought to reclaim the colony. The United States had misgiv-
ings about the idea of a French return to Indochina but soon found itself back-
ing the French colonial effort—because, simply put, Vietnam didn’t matter, but 
Europe did. Especially as the cold war emerged in 1946–47, the United States 
was concerned about the very fate of the West. The French economy was fragile 
and its communist party formidable, and any effort to reconstruct the war-rav-
aged economies of western Europe and ensure for its common defense against 
the Soviet Union required the active participation of a thriving France. France 
was committed to Vietnam; the United States was committed to France.

For the United States, Vietnam never mattered outside of some larger cold 
war context. Worse, policy choices there were unattractive and limited from 
the very beginning. In 1947 the State Department understood “the unpleasant 
fact that communist Ho Chi Minh is the strongest and perhaps ablest fi gure 
in Indochina,” and was resigned to the fact that Ho would have to be a part of 
any solution to the confl ict there. But with the fall of China to communism in 
1949, the rise of McCarthyism in America, and the sudden surprise invasion 
of South Korea by the communist North, the confl ict in Vietnam was reinter-
preted as part of a single orchestrated, militarized bid for communist domi-
nation of all of Asia. From 1950 on, U.S. aid to the French efforts increased 
dramatically, paying nearly half the cost of France’s war.2

American support would prove insuffi cient, however, and after losing a de-
cisive battle at Dien Bien Phu in May 1954, France was forced to abandon its 
effort to reconquer Vietnam. The terms of the French withdrawal were estab-
lished by the Geneva Accords of 1954, which stipulated that the country would 
be temporarily divided at the seventeenth parallel. After a brief period, free 
elections would be held; in the interim, strict limits would be placed on the 
presence of foreign troops. From this point the United States became the domi-
nant outside power in Vietnam. The goal of its policy was to stem the tide of 
communism in Asia. According to a widely held view at the time—the domino 
theory—if Indochina fell to communism, all of East Asia, from Japan to India, 
would soon follow, tumbling like dominoes before advancing communism.

With the United States running the show, out went the French-supported 
ruler Bao Dai; in came American-backed Ngo Dinh Diem, chosen because he 
had not collaborated with the French, but whose domestic base of support was 
nevertheless very narrow. It soon became clear that elections would have to 
be avoided, as Ho would likely win.3 In 1955 Diem repudiated the Geneva 
Accords. The goal of U.S. policy was now to create a new country, South Viet-
nam, a self-sustaining entity that would stem the tide of communism in South-
east Asia.
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The problems that would plague U.S. efforts for the next two decades were 
clear from the very beginning: the country it hoped to build in the South was 
utterly dependent on American support, which poured in unceasingly. Worse, 
as a more practical and ultimately insolvable problem, Diem (and successive 
regimes supported by the United States) had a tenuous hold at best on the 
hearts and minds of the Vietnamese people—and even less control over much 
of the territory of southern Vietnam. The oppressive nature of Diem’s rule con-
tributed to a growing insurgency movement in the South, fi ghters who blended 
in, often indistinguishably, with the civilian population. There were thus four 
principal parties in the Vietnam War: the Republic of Vietnam (South Viet-
nam); the antigovernment insurgents in the South (known colloquially as the 
Vietcong); the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (North Vietnam); and the 
United States. The Vietcong was supported by the North, which also, and 
increasingly from the mid-1960s on, actively participated in the fi ghting. The 
forbidding, largely ungoverned jungles of neighboring Cambodia and Laos fa-
cilitated the fl ow of support from North to South; North Vietnam was in turn 
supported by communist China and the Soviet Union.

A former General of the Army, President Eisenhower, fearful that its jungles 
“would absorb our troops by divisions,” was unwilling to commit U.S. forces 
to a ground war in Asia. But he was committed to the cause, and emphasized 
the importance of Indochina to President-elect Kennedy. Kennedy needed 
little convincing. Though greeted with a blizzard of pessimistic reports about 
how poorly the war was going and of the continued erosion of Diem’s political 
power, the young president was a believer in the domino theory and favored a 
more aggressive U.S. effort of increased aid and more ambitious counterinsur-
gency efforts. Eisenhower had kept the number of U.S. advisers to a Geneva-
limited 685; at the time of Kennedy’s assassination, there were over 16,000 
U.S. military “advisers” in the South.4

Still, the war was being lost. Despite increased American efforts, little 
progress was achieved against the widespread and highly motivated insur-
gency; poorly armed Vietcong guerrillas routinely routed better-equipped 
units of the South’s regular army. And as always, the political picture (and thus 
the possibility of achieving U.S. goals in the war) was even bleaker than the 
dispiriting military struggle. In November 1963 Diem was fi nally overthrown, 
murdered in a coup. Over the next fi fteen months a parade of coups and a 
revolving door of unstable, repressive, and corrupt military regimes followed, 
fueling the insurgency and further undermining the prospects for a legitimate, 
viable, stand-alone South Vietnam.5

During his time in offi ce Kennedy was not forced to make what would 
be the hardest decisions about Vietnam. Johnson made those decisions, and 
he was disastrously wrong at every turn. Out of options, he rolled the dice 
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on the bet that “bombing the North would save the South,” and when that 
failed, he made the fateful decision to introduce U.S. ground troops. (Not that 
he stopped bombing. The United States dropped nearly half a million tons 
of bombs on North Vietnam from 1965 to 1967 and over a million tons on 
South Vietnam itself, including strikes against villages suspected of harboring 
insurgents.) Johnson’s war is discussed in chapter 3, but to review: 23,000 
U.S. troops introduced in January 1965 became 180,000 by December, and 
then 380,000 one year later, and fi nally over 500,000 troops at the time of the 
Tet Offensive. The Vietnam War as we know it was Johnson’s war, rooted in 
his peevish unwillingness to lose it.6 But in March 1968 Johnson understood 
that he was no closer to victory, and that he had fi nally exhausted the range 
of options that even he could imagine. The war could not be won. In fact, 
his conduct of the war—the consequences of all that bombing and all those 
troops on the social fabric of a would-be South Vietnam—had left the United 
States further from achieving its political goals. Stranded amid the ruins of his 
presidency, he withdrew from the election of 1968, surely wishing then that 
he had made different decisions in 1964 and 1965. For him personally, and 
for the country, certainly, it is hard to imagine policies that could have turned 
out worse.

Richard Nixon, running for president, reached a similar conclusion. Con-
vinced of the war’s vital purpose, Nixon had been a vociferous hawk from the 
start. His only criticism of Johnson’s approach was that it wasn’t aggressive 
enough. Visiting South Vietnam in 1964, he derided the president’s policies 
as “soft”; over the next three years he was always at least one step ahead of 
LBJ in calling for the next level of escalation.7 But Nixon knew a loser when 
he saw one, and even before the Tet Offensive, he was repositioning himself. 
In a prominent essay, “Asia after Vietnam,” Nixon deemphasized the war—in 
fact he dropped all references to Vietnam about a third of the way through—in 
favor of a broader (and more modest) “American policy toward Asia,” which, 
he wrote, hinting at the most daring move of his future presidency, “must ur-
gently come to grips with the reality of China.” This was Nixon in transition. 
A few months later, after Tet, he (like Johnson) was transformed. Nixon aban-
doned talk of victory in Vietnam; instead, starting with a speech on March 5, 
1968, he pledged that “new leadership will end the war and win the peace in 
the Pacifi c,” a phrase that became the standard refrain of his campaign.8

Assuming the presidency, Nixon was eager to bring the war to a swift con-
clusion. “The war must be ended,” he had routinely insisted on the campaign 
trail. And there was reason for optimism. As the new administration took offi ce, 
Henry Kissinger, Nixon’s national security adviser and his intimate partner in 
the orchestration of American foreign policy, published an essay in Foreign 
Affairs that laid out clearly what had gone wrong with American policy and 
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what a future settlement would look like. “Our military operations . . . [bore] 
little relationship to our declared political objectives,” wrote Kissinger. “We 
have been unable so far to create a political structure that could survive mili-
tary opposition from Hanoi after we withdraw.” An American “commitment 
to a political solution . . . and a negotiated settlement” was now “inevitable.” 
Fortunately, the four parties to the confl ict had “a fairly wide area of agreement 
on some basic principles.” In particular, Kissinger emphasized a return to the 
basic understandings of the Geneva Accords, the “ultimate” withdrawal of 
U.S. forces, and the reunifi cation of Vietnam as a result of negotiations among 
the local parties themselves. The main disagreement at present had to do with 
“the status of Hanoi’s forces” in the South.9

Tragically, although Nixon was eager to extract the United States from the 
quagmire, he was nevertheless initially unwilling to let go of the fantasy that the 
war’s principal goal—leaving behind a stable, legitimate state of South Vietnam 
that could stand on its own—could still be achieved. Like Johnson, Nixon was 
also unwilling to be “the fi rst American president to lose a war.” But a “negoti-
ated settlement” required extracting concessions from North Vietnam, which 
was problematic given that Nixon’s signature policy of “Vietnamization” in-
volved the steady drawdown of U.S. troops. Time was on the side of the North: 
the Americans were unilaterally withdrawing their forces. And so the Nixon-
Kissinger strategy was to try to compel the North by widening the war, and 
through a combination of massive force and creative diplomacy.10 The applica-
tion of force was brutal and merciless; the diplomacy was tactically innovative 
and farsighted. By pursuing détente with the Soviet Union, and, even more 
radically, by opening relations with China (a step only someone with Nixon’s 
anti-communist bona fi des could have taken), Kissinger and Nixon hoped to 
play the communist giants off each other, and to get each of them to nudge 
the North Vietnamese to the bargaining table. With regard to the war itself, 
however, every one of these levers—expansion, force, and diplomacy—came 
up empty. In 1973 Nixon and Kissinger signed a peace treaty that essentially 
ratifi ed America’s defeat and sealed the fate of South Vietnam: cease-fi re, the 
withdrawal of U.S. forces, and the release of American POWs, with no clause 
requiring the withdrawal of North Vietnamese forces from the South. It was 
a deal that could have been reached in 1969.

Over four long years, Nixon did little more than prove that he would not go 
quietly. Almost immediately upon entering offi ce, Nixon and Kissinger decided 
to take a step that Johnson had rejected—bombing neighboring Cambodia—
in an effort to interdict the fl ow of supplies to the South, and to signal to the 
North that despite the planned withdrawal of U.S. ground forces, Nixon was 
a dangerous man who would seek victory by widening the war. “I call it my 
Madman theory, Bob,” he explained to chief of staff Haldeman. “I want the 
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North Vietnamese to believe I’m capable of anything.” Nixon might have been 
eager to signal his determination to Hanoi, but he was more circumspect about 
telling anybody else. Shrouded in secrecy (and an elaborate bookkeeping 
scheme designed to cover the destinations of the fl ights), Nixon tried to keep 
the bombing secret from Congress, most of his own administration, and, of 
course, the American people. As he later explained in his memoirs, “My ad-
ministration was only two months old, and I wanted to provoke as little outcry 
as possible.” From March 1969 through May 1970, almost four thousand B-52 
sorties dropped over 100,000 tons of bombs on Cambodia.11

Nixon also bombed Laos, fi rst with tactical aircraft (another half-million 
tons or so), and then, secretly in February 1970, authorized B-52 strikes that 
let go of another quarter-million tons of bombs. The president also increased 
the bombing within South Vietnam, tripling the rate at which B-52s fl ew over 
the country. Secret bombing was never secret for long (even if Nixon was in-
variably furious when the news hit the papers), but when revealed, it raised 
knotty questions about the way America was conducting itself. B-52 strikes 
raised similar questions. The giant planes released their massive, unguided 
gravity bombs from thirty thousand feet onto uncertain targets, guaranteeing 
that innocent civilians would be caught up in the destruction. During the war 
the Americans also resorted to fi rebombing, unleashing 338,000 tons of na-
palm on the enemy; they also sprayed over 100 million pounds of chemicals 
in an effort to deforest the country. Whatever the war was about—and increas-
ingly it seemed to be solely about the desire of the United States to demon-
strate its “credibility”—its political goals were among the collateral damage of 
its prosecution.12

Tasking young soldiers ten thousand miles from home with “search and 
destroy” missions against insurgent forces that often vanished into the civilian 
countryside was another source of the yawning gap between America’s mili-
tary muscle and the achievement of its political goals. One infamous demon-
stration of this occurred in the hamlet of My Lai, where, on March 16, 1968, 
more than 350 unarmed civilians (mostly women and children) were brutal-
ized and then murdered by a unit of the U.S. Army. The army originally cov-
ered up the incident, but in late 1969 a series of reports by Seymour Hersh 
brought new attention to the episode. A subsequent army report of March 14, 
1970, confi rmed the full horrors of the massacre and its subsequent cover-up. 
The following month, Nixon expanded the war again, ordering 31,000 U.S. 
troops into Cambodia.13 (As discussed in chapter 3, the invasion of Cambodia 
led to widespread protests on U.S. college campuses, at which time the Kent 
State killings took place.)

Neither increased bombing nor expanding the war changed the facts on the 
ground; pushing into Cambodia could achieve little more than a temporary 
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disruption of supplies and force the enemy to fall back deeper into the jungles. 
The only element of Nixon’s strategy that met with success was his commit-
ment to draw down the U.S. troop presence, which was down to 280,000 by 
the end of 1970 and 150,000 a year later. The United States was pulling out, 
and at a brisk pace. Still, somehow the thought that expanding the war might 
compel concessions from the North—or at least that it might cover the tracks 
of the American withdrawal—continued to hold currency with the administra-
tion. In February 1971, U.S.-supported units of the South Vietnamese army 
opened a new front, invading Laos. After some initial gains, the offensive 
stalled into a costly draw, followed by an embarrassing, pell-mell retreat back 
to Vietnam during which the United States lost 168 helicopters and saw more 
than 600 others damaged.14

At some point in this period (late 1970–early 1971) it fi nally dawned on 
Nixon and Kissinger that the war simply could not be salvaged. Their goals 
now were nothing more than to secure the return of U.S. prisoners of war and 
to fi nd a way to create a “decent interval” between the end of the involvement 
in the war and the fi nal collapse of the South and its conquest by the North—
ideally ratifi ed by some agreement that could, however implausibly, be labeled 
“peace with honor.” In Paris, Kissinger engaged in secret negotiations in 
search of such an outcome. For Nixon, “peace with honor” also meant venting 
his rage. There would be a price to be paid for defying the United States—or 
maybe just for defying him. Meeting with Kissinger in June 1971, Nixon spoke 
of bombing so intense that “we’re going to level that goddamn country.” That 
was anger talking (he was pounding the table), but in calmer moments his gen-
eral point was clear: “I do not intend to preside here and go out whimpering.”15

Negotiations progressed slowly as Kissinger made concessions toward the 
long-held positions of the North, ultimately drawing the line at the demand that 
the Americans remove South Vietnamese premier Nguyen Van Thieu on their 
way out. In spring 1972 the North launched a large, audacious conventional 
invasion of the South, which threatened to end the war then and there. Nixon, 
furious, vowed, “Those bastards are going to be bombed like they’ve never 
been bombed before.” A tall order, but Nixon kept his promise. “Linebacker I” 
unleashed U.S. airpower against North Vietnamese bridges, railways, power 
plants, bases, and depots—the country’s entire infrastructure. The bomb-
ing continued for months and was the only time during the entire war when 
American bombing produced tangible (if limited) results. Linebacker I helped 
rebuff the spring offensive and brought Hanoi back to the bargaining table.16

During renewed negotiations in September, the North dropped its demand 
that the United States remove Thieu; from there, progress picked up. Within 
weeks Kissinger hammered out a deal, and upon his return to Washington, 
Nixon was so pleased that he broke out a special bottle of wine—a 1957 Lafi te 
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Rothschild—to “toast Kissinger’s success.” At an October 26 press conference 
Kissinger stated, “We believe that peace is at hand,” and suggested all that re-
mained were minor details. But there was a problem: Washington and Hanoi 
were pleased with the deal, but South Vietnam was not. Presented with the 
agreement (negotiated without their participation), Thieu and his associates 
were strongly opposed to the accord, which they thought “tantamount to sur-
render.” Among other things, the proposed treaty explicitly recognized that 
there was one Vietnam (and that the seventeenth parallel was not an interna-
tional border), made no reference to the 120,000 North Vietnamese troops 
currently in the South, and recognized the Vietcong (the National Liberation 
Front) as a legitimate political entity that would participate in determining the 
political fate of the country after the American withdrawal.17

South Vietnamese opposition put Nixon in a tight spot: it would be hard to 
claim “peace with honor” if Saigon rejected the agreement. At the same time, 
Hanoi was unsurprisingly annoyed with Kissinger’s attempt to reopen the dis-
cussion over issues painstakingly negotiated to an agreed-upon conclusion. 
The Paris talks broke down. Nixon desperately wanted Thieu’s acquiescence 
but told him explicitly that he was “not prepared to scuttle the agreement or 
go along with an accumulation of proposals.” Nixon played his last remaining 
card, unleashing an orgy of violence—one fi nal, massive bombardment of the 
North, dubbed Linebacker II but forever known as the Christmas bombing—
designed partly to force the North back to the bargaining table but also, much 
more important, to persuade the South to sign on to the agreement. By infl ict-
ing “maximum physical damage” on the North, “pressure through destruc-
tion” would, it was hoped, provide the South with a bit more “breathing room” 
after the United States left. But if necessary, Nixon made clear to Thieu, the 
Americans would ultimately sign off on the agreement unilaterally.18

For twelve days in December, wave after wave of American B-52s struck 
targets in Hanoi and throughout North Vietnam. On December 26 alone, over 
250 aircraft attacked the capital and surrounding areas. Over the course of 
the operation, 729 B-52 sorties dropped 15,237 tons of bombs—about one-
eighth of the entire tonnage dropped during fi ve months of Linebacker I. The 
damage to the North was enormous; railway traffi c in and out of Hanoi was 
completely disrupted, and the city lost 75 percent of its capacity to generate 
electricity. There were other costs as well: fi fteen B-52s and eleven other U.S. 
aircraft were shot down, and condemnation of the American action was heard 
from every corner of the globe. Journalist James Reston coined the phrase that 
stuck: Nixon was engaging in “war by tantrum.”19

And of course in the end, it changed nothing. North Vietnam was indeed 
bombed back to the negotiating table, and even coughed up a few minor, 
mostly cosmetic concessions. On January 23, 1973, the president announced 
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that an agreement had been reached that “would end the war and bring peace 
with honor.” But the treaty was extremely similar to the demands initially pre-
sented by the North in 1969, in many instances using the same phrases. In 
the intervening years Nixon had widened the war and dropped more tons of 
bombs on Indochina than had been dropped by all the participants in World 
War II. The South, left to its fate, recognized the pact as a “sellout,” but under 
relentless pressure from Nixon reluctantly went along. There was no doubt 
as to what would follow the unilateral American withdrawal. Violence in the 
South continued until a fi nal offensive by the North in early 1975 reunifi ed the 
country.20

Country, and Western

The traumatic, extended, and disturbing prosecution of the Vietnam War held 
up a mirror before American society and, for many, forced a reassessment of 
the country’s sacred myths and imagined self-identity. This introspection was 
widespread, and it had a profound infl uence on the instinctively revisionist 
seventies fi lm, pushing back as it was against the moral certainty of the produc-
tion code and the pristine presentations of studio product.

The defi nition of revisionism is “advocacy of the revision of an accepted, 
usually long-standing view, theory, or doctrine, especially a revision of histori-
cal events and movements.” In the world of the movies, genres that invoked a 
shared understanding of conventions and expectations, and tended to embel-
lish kernels of truth with Hollywood myths, proved fertile ground for revision-
ists. One such genre was the “war movie,” which in its standard form featured 
goal-oriented good guys participating in noble, heroic sacrifi ces that contrib-
uted to a larger, existentially vital, and ultimately successful effort (like saving 
the world from Nazis).

Staring down Vietnam, New Hollywood war movies subverted all of these 
conventions. In 1970 Mike Nichols followed up The Graduate with an adap-
tation of Joseph Heller’s iconic novel Catch-22, written by Buck Henry and 
featuring a large all-star cast. The radical daring of Catch-22 was to explicitly 
take on the ultimate “good” war—World War II—and present it as just another 
senseless confl ict. The only “heroic” act in the fi lm occurs when Yossarian 
(Alan Arkin) violates his orders by dropping his bombs at sea instead of over 
a city which looks less like a legitimate military target and very much like a 
peaceful civilian enclave. Yossarian, who longs to desert, is presented as a lone 
voice of reason within a military culture characterized by assorted lunatics 
atop the chain of command presiding with indifference over battle-scarred and 
ultimately murderous GIs in war-ravaged Italy. American values are mocked 
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throughout, and the dark side of capitalism—the encroaching market—is
everywhere emphasized, as a corporate entity within the army sells its mor-
phine supplies, speculates on cotton futures, and subcontracts its bombing 
fl eet to the absurd point where U.S. planes bomb an American base.

Robert Altman, one of the leading and most self-conscious revisionists of 
the period, was relatively unknown when he scored a big hit with his third fea-
ture, M*A*S*H. The fi lm introduced the Altman style: weaving, understated 
plotlines; overlapping, ear straining, often improvised dialogue; an inquisi-
tive, zooming camera; and, billed under stars Donald Sutherland and Elliott 
Gould, a large company of stock players. Released the same year as Catch-22, 
Altman’s fi lm also took on a “good” war, but with a new skepticism. M*A*S*H 
is a comedy but, with its medical setting, dwells on the pain and consequences 
of war; it is devoid of an enemy presence or any meaningful goal achievement. 
Disrespectful of God and Country (religion and military authority), M*A*S*H 
was set in the early 1950s, but its politics were of the seventies—an impression 
encouraged by stripping the movie of any references to Korea. Although it was 
“set in Korea, to me it was Vietnam,” Altman acknowledged. “All the political 
attitudes in the fi lm were about Nixon and Vietnam.”21

In addition to the war fi lm, the Western and the detective movie proved 
to be especially attractive genres for revisionists, and it’s not hard to see why. 
They shared big chunks of American mythology—especially the theme of no-
ble individualism—and were associated with contextually distinct but inher-
ently similar themes of honor, heroism, and dedication to implicit moral codes 
of behavior. Upon reexamination, both genres also invited a consideration of 
gender politics and offered opportunities to explore complex issues of author-
ity: the Old West was characterized by a fl uid and incomplete justice system, 
and iconic private eyes of the past typically had ambivalent relationships with 
legitimate law enforcement agencies.

Altman, of course, took on both genres. The revisionist detective movie, 
including his brilliant, manipulative The Long Goodbye, is considered in chap-
ter 7. The focus here is on the revisionist Western, a thriving seventies sub-
genre that lent itself almost irresistibly well to reassessments of America in the 
context of Vietnam. The revisionist Western was particularly ripe terrain be-
cause it allowed the disillusionment of the 1970s to take the classic myths and 
tropes of the Western and turn them completely on their heads. The conquest 
of the frontier could be reinterpreted as American imperial expansionism; the 
bittersweet march of “civilization” from east to west could become the advance 
of voracious capitalism (with its economic and environmental exploitation); 
and the suppression of the savage Indians could be retold as a genocidal proj-
ect that offered direct parallels both to the Vietnam War and to smoldering 
racial issues at home. And as the seventies fi lm replaced certainty with moral 
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ambiguity, heroism could become antiheroism and the problematic defi nitions 
of “law” and “outlaw”—negotiable even in classic Westerns—were pushed 
past the breaking point, as authority became corrupt and outlaw protagonists 
common. These were the politics of the 1970s revisiting the Americana of
the 1870s, and in the age of Nixon and Vietnam, of FBI surveillance and police 
riots, the bad guys were recast, often dressed as the sheriff and the posse, the 
landholder and the governor.

McCabe & Mrs. Miller (1971) was Altman’s anti-Western, an effort to show 
the West as it might have been, not as it was traditionally portrayed—and, as 
always for Altman, to shatter as many comforting myths as possible along the 
way. The West as seen in McCabe—actually the Pacifi c Northwest as opposed 
to the traditional, iconic Southwest—is well suited to the task. In the long title 
sequence, set to Leonard Cohen’s mournful “Stranger Song,” the West that 
John McCabe (Warren Beatty) rides through is cold, trash-strewn, and rainy; 
his destination, a dark, threadbare bar-fl ophouse, is littered with desperate al-
coholics. The lack of plumbing and other creature comforts that never crosses 
the mind in previous Westerns seems very much present. But this is also the 
kind of one-horse town that offers an opportunity for the entrepreneurial 
McCabe, who sets out to bring whoring and gambling to the slowly developing 
mining settlement.

The look and sound of the fi lm match this ambiance. Beatty and Altman 
fought over the mumbling, overlapping dialogue and muddy soundtrack; it 
was Altman’s position that in real life we don’t catch every word uttered, and 
characters’ behavior is more important than most syllables of dialogue any-
way. Some sequences in McCabe, however, push this argument to the limit.22 
Also controversial, but in retrospect inarguable, was the movie’s visual style. 
Shooting on location (and in sequence, as the town was constructed with the 
picture), cinematographer Vilmos Zsigmond put fi lters on the cameras and, 
daringly, fl ashed the negative (briefl y exposing it to light). As a result, the pic-
ture has an intentionally washed-out look, as if it were an old, faded color pho-
tograph.23 McCabe indeed did look different from, and more authentic than, 
classic Hollywood Westerns, even those shot on location.

McCabe & Mrs. Miller revisits—and indicts—almost every Western myth.24 
McCabe is quickly established as an iconic man of the Old West, a commit-
ted individualist who will build his fortune on the foundations of opportunity, 
hard work, and innate smarts. But it turns out that he is not all that smart, and 
he becomes a victim of his own success, which attracts the attention of wel-
come and unwelcome partners. The fi rst is Mrs. Miller (Julie Christie), who 
talks her way into a partnership with McCabe and shows him how to build his 
businesses to new heights of success. Mrs. Miller is a central character in the 
movie (the novel that provided the source material was simply called McCabe). 
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She is, admittedly, not without her own problems, but is nevertheless a strong, 
independent woman who has the upper hand in her relationship with McCabe 
and is given the last word on the topic of why prostitution is a better choice for 
women than the hypocritical burdens of marriage. Their shared success, how-
ever, attracts the attention of a large corporation that wants to “buy him out.” 
The advancing capitalists come as harbingers of death: as they arrive, Bart 
(Bert Remsen, one of the many Altman regulars in the movie) is killed sud-
denly in a senseless fi ght right in the path of their carriage. The businessmen’s 
stay is brief; following a disastrous negotiation that McCabe blunders his way 
through, they quickly turn to plan B, and within days, three ruthless killers 
arrive in town. Capitalism will advance, by reason or by force.25

McCabe is on his own; and he is no John Wayne, confronting his would-be 
killers on Main Street. There is no Main Street, and he wouldn’t have a chance 
in such a showdown anyway. Instead the killers fan out, and a deadly game of 
hide-and-seek ensues. In the midst of a driving snowstorm, McCabe acquits 
himself well, felling one assassin and then another, shooting each in the back. 
But the third killer gets him, also with a bullet in the back. These men were 
not looking each other in the eye at ten paces. Playing possum, McCabe is able 
to take out the last killer with one fi nal shot. He stumbles through the snow 
back toward town, and for a moment it seems that perhaps he can be saved—by 
the townsfolk, or by Mrs. Miller, running across the snow, to cradle him in her 
arms and nurse him back to health.

Not in 1971. The townsfolk are otherwise engaged, putting out the fi re that 
started in that empty, unused building, the new church. And Mrs. Miller is in 
another part of town, smoking anonymously in a Chinese opium den. McCabe 
will die in the snow, alone and forgotten. Cue Leonard Cohen (“I’m just a sta-
tion on your way / I know I’m not your lover”) as Mrs. Miller contemplates 
the contours of a miniature vase, and we the vast darkness of her dilated pu-
pils. She will move on, the company will take over, and the town will continue 
to grow.

Revisionist Westerns proved extremely appealing for many of the fi lmmakers 
of the period. Arthur Penn’s Little Big Man (1970), with Dustin Hoffman and 
Faye Dunaway, retold the conquest of the West from the American Indian per-
spective. It used an episodic structure to revisit (and debunk) almost every 
Western fable, but it was most committed to portraying a genocidal imperial 
war. Penn was also keen to engage contemporary race relations; as he argued, 
by approaching “the problem by way of analogy . . . I could express myself bet-
ter.”26 Penn’s former Bonnie and Clyde collaborators Robert Benton and Da-
vid Newman, with Benton directing, engaged the genre with Bad Company 
(1972), which also took on every myth that came along in a dispiriting trek 
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from east to west. With its draft-dodging protagonists (from the Union Army), 
Newman and Benton also offered a nod to current events. More explicitly on 
the Vietnam beat was Robert Aldrich’s Ulzana’s Raid (1972), which displayed 
mixed motives on all sides. Illustrating how getting drawn into irregular 
warfare would blur the distinction between right and wrong, it ends in a pyr-
rhic victory. Another notable entry was Peter Fonda’s debut effort, directing 
himself in The Hired Hand (1971). Written by Alan Sharp, who also wrote 
Ulzana’s Raid (and the revisionist detective movie Night Moves), it was shot 
by Zsigmond; Bruce Langhorne wrote the music. Hired Hand thoughtfully 
considered the themes of male bonding and obligation, but it also, atypically, 
was intensely interested in its main female character, played by Verna Bloom 
(cast on the strength of her performance in Medium Cool). Fonda was attracted 
to the script for this element, which provides the backbone of the fi lm. Molly 
Haskell praised the movie for its sophisticated treatment of gender roles, and 
in particular for the “open-eyed integrity” of the exchanges involving Bloom.27

The second male lead in Hired Hand was Warren Oates, Fonda’s “fi rst and 
only choice” for the role. Oates had appeared in innumerable Westerns and 
was a fi xture in the fi lms of Sam Peckinpah, including his early, landmark re-
visionist Western The Wild Bunch (1969).28 The combative, hard-drinking, 
mercurial Peckinpah is appropriately seen as the master of the subgenre. Of 
the West, Peckinpah served in the marines in World War II, and in the 1950s 
he wrote and then directed TV episodes of The Rifl eman and The Westerner 
before turning to similarly themed, well-received feature fi lms. But the mid-
sixties proved diffi cult—troubled productions and studio confl icts—and in 
1968 Peckinpah was slowly rebuilding his career as he took cast and crew 
down to Mexico to shoot The Wild Bunch entirely on location.29

Peckinpah’s protagonists in The Wild Bunch are a group of aging outlaws. 
And, crucially, they are not misunderstood: there is no doubt that they are 
indeed outlaws, and even less doubt that the audience is intended to identify 
with them. “If they move, kill ’em!” Pike (William Holden) barks at one of 
his men, referring to the customers and staff held at gunpoint during a bank 
robbery. The frame freezes upon the utterance, and Peckinpah’s title credit 
appears. The Wild Bunch was a very personal fi lm, and the aging, weathered 
Holden is the director’s surrogate on the screen.30 The bad guys, by contrast, 
are the railroad men, the bounty-hunting rabble they employ, and authority 
structures on both sides of the Rio Grande.

In their pursuit of the bunch, with the law on their side, the heartless, ma-
nipulative, bullying railroad magnates show an utter disregard for innocents 
caught in their crossfi re, as an early massacre attests. In contrast, Pike, espe-
cially, articulates the codes of honor that must guide the behavior of his gang, 
attributes Peckinpah admiringly described as “courage, loyalty, friendship, 
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grace under pressure.” At several pivotal moments Pike is required to lay down 
this law, especially to younger members of his outfi t: “When you side with a 
man, you stay with him. Otherwise you’re like some animal. You’re fi nished!” 
Nevertheless, as Paul Schrader observed, despite this rhetoric, it’s clear that 
Pike and his men “have only remnants of the code.”31 It is a movie about the 
end of such things, set in 1913, well into the new century, at the dawn of au-
tos, aviation, and the approach of World War I, each referenced in passing.32 
Holden was fi fty at the time, Edmond O’Brien fi fty-three, Robert Ryan push-
ing sixty—and they all looked older than their years. Searching for one last 
score, scarred, compromised, and haunted (in fl ashbacks) by regrets and mis-
takes, the best of the bunch are well past their prime.

They cannot be rehabilitated, nor can they reconcile with changing times. 
But they can be redeemed. “Let’s go,” Pike declares cryptically. But he is un-
derstood, and the bunch set out, for a third and fi nal time, in defense of one 
of their own. The fi lm ends, famously, as it began, with an unprecedented, 
unrelenting, extended outburst of bloody violence. That violence would prove 
enormously controversial. Peckinpah, “Bloody Sam” as he quickly became 
known, was impressed with the violence in Bonnie and Clyde—the blood, 
the squibs, the slow-motion ballet of death—and he was determined to top 
it, which he did, by a lot. Using multiple cameras shooting at various speeds, 
Peckinpah expanded and contracted time and spilled blood gruesomely and 
indiscriminately, often and in every direction.

The fi lm bitterly divided the critics, re-creating, to some extent, the debates 
over the portrayal of violence in Bonnie and Clyde. At one preview screening 
for critics and industry insiders, “the audience reaction was extreme,” Roger 
Ebert recalled. “Some people walked out” (a common occurrence at other pre-
screenings). Others booed. At the diffi cult press conference that followed, Eb-
ert felt the need to stand up and declare, “I just want it said: to a lot of people, 
this fi lm is a masterpiece.” Richard Schickel concurred, calling it “the fi rst 
masterpiece in the new tradition of the dirty western.” For Stephen Farber, 
“the fi lm is sharper and more honest than Bonnie and Clyde,” in that Penn’s 
outlaws kill only in self-defense, but The Wild Bunch “does not fl inch about 
showing the brutality of its heroes.”33

Peckinpah was vigorous in his own defense of all the violence. “I tried to 
make a fi lm that showed violence as it is, not as some goddamn Hollywood piece 
of shit,” he insisted, arguing further that “actually, it’s an anti-violence fi lm be-
cause I use violence as it is. . . . [I]t’s not fun and games and cowboys and Indi-
ans, it’s a terrible, ugly thing.” The director also dismissed those who criticized 
his treatment of lawmen in the fi lm, noting that although his fi lm was shot before 
the police riots at the 1968 Democratic National Convention, they “prove the 
point I was trying to make, that power corrupts as much as lawlessness.”34
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Peckinpah, with The Wild Bunch and, increasingly, with a number of vio-
lent fi lms that followed, rekindled the debate about the responsible represen-
tation of violence on-screen, taking the side of those who insist that failing to 
show the realities and consequences of violence trivializes its true meaning.35 
From this perspective, it was a question of truth-seeking. “We’re all violent 
people, we have violence within us,” Peckinpah insisted. “It’s wrong—and 
dangerous—to refuse to acknowledge the animal nature of man.” People who 
“complain about the way I handle violence,” he argued plausibly, are really 
saying, “Please don’t show me; I don’t want to know, and get me another beer 
out of the icebox.”36

That may be, but the risk of living on the edge, in fi lm as in life, is that you 
might go too far—especially as “too far” is often a judgment call. Peckinpah’s 
Straw Dogs (1971), with Dustin Hoffman, is easily interpreted as endorsing 
the violence it presents. As David Denby observed, “with Straw Dogs, we have 
a fi lm which is as brilliant as The Wild Bunch but a lot harder to defend.”37 And 
Peckinpah’s eighth and fi nal Western, the blood-soaked Bring Me the Head of 
Alfredo Garcia (1974), with Warren Oates clearly standing in as the director’s 
alter ego, brought his cycle of revisionist Westerns to a squalid, unmotivated, 
nihilistic dead end.38

But Peckinpah was on stronger ground—much stronger ground—when 
he compared the outcry against some of his fi lms with the more tepid public 
responses to real, consequential, horrifying violence, such as the My Lai mas-
sacre. On March 29, 1971, a court-martial jury of six military offi cers sen-
tenced Lieutenant William Calley to life in prison for his pivotal role in the 
slaughter. Two days later Nixon ordered Calley released from prison pending 
appeal. On April 4 Peckinpah, on location in England, sent a telegram to the 
president. Freeing Calley, he wrote, “even for a short time may be politically 
advantageous but morally it serves only to indicate the sickness within our 
country. . . . I must beg you once again to consider the moral issues involved.” 
Instead, Nixon ultimately commuted Calley’s sentence, which in the end 
amounted to three years of house arrest. Peckinpah never got over what he 
saw as an indelible stain on America’s soul. Shrugging off the massacre was 
in some ways worse than the incident itself, and for years the former marine 
returned to the issue time and time again. “Nixon’s pardoning Calley was so 
distasteful to me that it really makes me want to puke,” he told one interviewer. 
He also routinely invoked the massacre in private correspondence with people 
who wrote to him complaining about the violence in his fi lms, challenging the 
consistency of their standards.39

In truth, Nixon had been giving Peckinpah indigestion, at least, as far back 
as his days in Congress; and with the president very much in mind, the di-
rector played one last trump card, his most comprehensive statement of the 
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Western as an allegory for contemporary politics: Pat Garrett and Billy the 
Kid (1973). A troubled production,40 it starred James Coburn and Kris Krist-
offerson. Bob Dylan had a featured part and penned the music for the movie, 
including “Knocking on Heaven’s Door.” Rudy Wurlitzer wrote the screen-
play; he had previously written Monte Hellman’s cult road movie Two-Lane 
Blacktop (1971), and at one point Hellman was slated to direct Pat Garrett.41

The ultimate anti-Western, Pat Garrett is about the closing of the frontier, 
the ambiguity of the law, and the ruthless criminal expansion of capitalism and 
its essential partnership with ambitious politicians and the institutions of gov-
ernment authority. America was coming into maturity and leaving behind any 
youthful innocence it might have had. At the same time, despite its rich west-
ern iconography and deep-focus photography, the fi lm is also a very personal 
allegory about two people. In fact, at this level the fi lm could be read as being 
about one person and to imagine that Pat is Billy—that is, an older version of 
the same man. Pat Garrett does not discourage this interpretation. The movie 
is framed by two parallel murders. It opens, in the “future” of 1909, as an 
aged Garrett (Coburn) is killed by an assassin hired by the landowner Chisum. 
This murder is crosscut with events from the present (1881), which fi nds Billy 
and his gang shooting the heads off chickens. Garrett approaches, unseen from 
behind, and has a clear shot at the back of Billy’s head. But he takes out one of 
the chickens instead, actions matched and intercut with his own later demise. 
The movie closes with Billy’s murder by Garrett, with the authority of the law 
and, with intended irony, at Chisum’s wish.

Peckinpah’s revisionism here is even more committed and overt than in The 
Wild Bunch. Kristofferson’s Billy, as one reviewer put it, is “preposterously 
likeable,” whereas his principal adversaries, Chisum’s enforcers, are sadistic 
thugs. Much more refi ned is the governor (Jason Robards), whose concern 
is for “protecting investments”: Billy is bad for business, and so the governor 
puts a bounty on his head. Religion is even worse than the state; briefl y held 
in jail, a wild-eyed, gun-toting evangelical tries to encourage Billy to repent for 
his sins with a swing of his rifl e butt—a sequence that concludes with the only 
appearance of an American fl ag in the movie.

At the heart of Pat Garrett, however, is its construction of the parallel ex-
periences of Pat and Billy. Garrett, now with a badge, in search of the Kid’s 
trail, is forced to confront members of a gang he used to ride with. As the men 
shoot it out, they reminisce about old times. Billy, on the run, fi nds himself 
across the dinner table from an old friend who has been reluctantly deputized. 
His honor at stake, he can’t just let Billy walk away. But honor only goes so far. 
Both men cheat in their “pistols at ten paces” duel, but Billy cheats better and 
lives to see another day. Throughout these adventures Peckinpah emphasizes 
the arbitrary distinction between law and outlaw (“The law’s a funny thing,” 
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Billy observes convincingly at one point), the similarity of the protagonists, 
and the hollowness of that core Western myth—sticking with a man above all 
else. After all, Pat and Billy were true friends.

But the two men have made different choices. “This country is growing 
old,” Garrett observes, and “I intend to grow old with it.” But when Pat tells 
Billy that “times have changed,” Billy responds, “Times, maybe, but not me.” 
Billy won’t fl ee the territory; Pat is obliged to enforce the law. Tracking the Kid 
down to one fi nal sanctuary, he waits to make his move. Just before he does, 
Coburn shares the stage with Peckinpah himself, cast, appropriately, in the 
role of a coffi n maker, to bear disapproving witness to the events about to un-
fold. Garrett shoots Billy and then turns and shoots his own image in a mirror. 
As he approaches it, the punctured glass leaves a gaping hole in his chest ex-
actly where he had shot his old comrade. Shooting Billy was shooting himself.

Meanwhile, Back in Gotham City

In the late 1960s and early 1970s it was easy to look back on the “heroic past” 
with a revisionist eye, because looking out the window at the present encour-
aged, if not required, a certain jaded cynicism. These were diffi cult times for the 
country; its armed forces were fi ghting halfway around the world, and often, it 
seemed, there was a war on at home as well, with struggling cities on the cusp of 
devolving into lawless urban combat zones. In 1971 a fl ood of movies suggested 
this fate. Little Murders in particular offers a vision of New York City not so 
different from the punishing theaters of urban warfare in Vietnam. By the end 
of the fi lm its protagonists have fortifi ed and sealed off their apartment, trading 
sniper fi re with unseen adversaries. And that movie started out as a comedy.

Shooting Billy is shooting himself
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Star Elliott Gould (who bought the rights to the property) approached Jean-
Luc Godard about directing the fi lm, adapted by Jules Feiffer from his own play; 
eventually Alan Arkin, who had directed the play on the New York stage, took 
the helm.42 Little Murders is a radical fi lm that farcically exaggerates the crime 
problem—by only so much—and, beneath all the humor, has serious things to 
say about its social consequences. Initially it plays as a hypermodern romantic 
comedy: the energetic Patsy (Marcia Rodd) pursues the apathetic Alfred (Gould), 
who has been laid low by a city of ubiquitous crime and irrelevant police. Patsy 
manages to bring Alfred back to life, and they are married in an outrageously god-
less wedding ceremony offi ciated by an existentialist minister (Donald Suther-
land). Alfred’s resurrection is marked by his spellbinding six-minute monologue 
in which he recalls his days as a student activist and a correspondence he initiated 
with the FBI agent assigned to read his mail. But at this moment of rebirth, Patsy is 
murdered in a random act of violence more common to war zones than cities, even 
crime-ridden ones. In a sequence that rings very true, the dazed, blood-soaked 
Alfred stumbles home by subway, with nary a single passenger batting an eye.

Patsy’s murder, two-thirds of the way through a movie that seemed headed 
for some qualifi ed redemption, is unmotivated, and it breaks the narrative 
spine of the fi lm—disconcertingly so. But this, says Feiffer, was his intention: 
“The traditional happy ending turns horrifi c, unpredictable, chaotic—like the 
times we lived in.” From there, Little Murders loses all contact with reality. 
Or does it? Director Arkin shows up as an unhinged police inspector, con-
vinced that 345 unconnected, motiveless unsolved murders must have a con-
nection: a vast conspiracy to undermine confi dence in the police. Patsy’s father 
(Vincent Gardenia) follows this with a speech about the need for emergency 
measures, unlimited surveillance, increased police powers, random searches, 
and summary arrests—all necessary to “protect our freedom.” The rhetoric is 
breathless and overheated, but it did refl ect the basic ideas of a large segment of 
American society at the time. Feiffer’s presentation of his vision was satirical, 
but it was also a trenchant critique of the “law and order” mentality.43

Little Murders takes place in New York City, which should come as no sur-
prise. In any discussion of cities in crisis, New York loomed very large. Ameri-
ca’s fl agship city, much larger than any other metropolitan area in the country, 
it mattered for reasons of sheer size; in 1960 no state government had a larger 
budget than did the City of New York. This salience was magnifi ed by its roles 
as the country’s media center, headquarters for the lion’s share of Fortune 500 
corporations, and cosmopolitan interlocutor with global fi nance and culture. 
The troubled metropolis was also affl icted, precociously and overwhelmingly, 
by the problems that would challenge most of the country’s urban centers dur-
ing this era.44 In despairing moments, the decline of New York could be seen 
as a metaphor for the decline of America.
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Even in the robust days of the early 1960s, the city’s underlying structural 
problems were increasingly evident. Two trends were fundamental: the secu-
lar decline of New York’s manufacturing industries (and employment), and 
suburbanization. These developments threatened the pillars that had sup-
ported the mythic metropolis at mid-century. The once massive garment in-
dustry was especially hard hit by (initially domestic) low-wage competition. 
Formerly vibrant waterfronts atrophied as the merchants, sailors, longshore-
men, and commerce that had for centuries been defi ning characteristics of the 
city faded away. Containerization shifted port activity away from New York, 
and the Brooklyn Navy Yard, which had employed 71,000 in 1944, accounted 
for only 7,000 jobs in 1965, the year before it shuttered. Much of the water-
front fell into abandonment and disrepair, as did many other parts of the city, 
both the cause and effect of millions of middle-class residents fl eeing to the 
suburbs. In 1940 the city accounted for almost two-thirds of the population 
of the greater metropolitan area, in 1970 less than half. These developments 
inevitably put pressure on the city’s tax base; Mayor Robert Wagner balanced 
his fi nal budgets with smoke and mirrors.45

John Lindsay won a close three-way election in 1965. The young, Ken-
nedy-handsome liberal Republican ran on a “city in crisis” theme. It was a 
self-evident argument: the city was losing eighteen thousand factory jobs a year 
in 1965, and signs of decay were everywhere; on an average day, 40 percent of 
its aging fl eet of garbage trucks were out of service. Promising honest govern-
ment and fi scal responsibility, the new mayor had good intentions, but they 
nevertheless ran into a buzz saw of political challenges, solutions to which were 
hampered by growing pressures on the city’s fi nancial resources. As some-
thing of a political free agent (as opposed to the product of a party machine), 
Lindsay had no natural political or ethnic base of support, and his patrician 
demeanor often mixed uneasily with the horse-trading style of urban politics. 
Immediately upon taking offi ce, the mayor stumbled with his handling of a 
disruptive transit strike. Lindsay did a better job with the transit workers two 
years later, but his fi rst term was plagued by confl icts with the large municipal 
unions which had strengthened during the Wagner years. Confrontations with 
(and strikes by) the teachers’ union were routine, and in February 1968 there 
was a disastrous work stoppage by the sanitation workers. Garbage piled up on 
city streets at the rate of ten thousand tons a day; things got so bad that midway 
through the strike Lindsay asked Governor Nelson Rockefeller to call in the 
National Guard. (The governor refused.)46

By far the biggest problem New York City faced, however, was not its 
garbage but its crime. In 1960 there were 390 murders in the city; in 1969 
there were 1,043; in 1972, 1,691. Robberies jumped twelvefold from 6,579 to 
78,202 during the same period. Other crimes also recorded four- and fi vefold 
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increases in the 1960s: 1969 recorded 85,796 car thefts and 171,393 burglar-
ies, about 230 and 470 per day, respectively. Part of this surge in crime was 
fueled by the growing drug problem, with desperate addicts seeking cash for 
their next fi x. This, too, was refl ected in a wave of fi lms that focused on the 
city’s metastasizing heroin subculture, including The Panic in Needle Park 
(1971) and Born to Win (1971). Similar fi lms wrought by common concerns, 
they take full advantage of the city’s grimy, downbeat locations, dwell unfl inch-
ingly on the unattractive aspects of addiction (if observing the fetishistic rituals 
of the lifestyle), and conclude, appropriately, with open, uncertain endings. 
With its particularly devastating fi nale—George Segal sitting on a park bench 
with a packet of almost certainly tainted junk in his pocket, withdrawal slowly 
overtaking his better judgment—Born to Win, directed by Prague Spring émi-
gré Ivan Passer (and featuring Karen Black and Paula Prentiss), lingers in the 
mind a bit longer than Panic, written by husband-and-wife team Joan Didion 
and John Gregory Dunne, directed by Jerry Schatzberg, and starring the then-
unknown Al Pacino.47

Both junkie fi lms show how heroin contributed to the crime epidemic. But 
no one factor could account for the city’s descent into lawlessness, the pri-
mal pathology that poisoned every other aspect of urban life. A city in fear is 
not so much ungovernable as it is unlivable; and in New York and elsewhere, 
even more pervasive than the crime itself was the fear of crime, the expectation 
of crime, the normalcy of crime, each of which had toxic effects on society. 
The murder of Kitty Genovese in 1964 became famous because thirty-eight 
of her neighbors failed to respond to her screams. But before that element of 
the story became known, the murder of a young woman in a quiet residential 
neighborhood was barely news; it got a few paragraphs on page 26 of the New 
York Times.48

Enmeshed with the problem of crime was the issue of race. The middle 
class that fl ed New York for the suburbs was mostly white; newer residents 
were mostly people of color, who often joined the city’s rapidly expanding wel-
fare rolls. Many working-class ethnic whites (such as Italian and Irish Ameri-
cans), job prospects diminishing, neighborhoods declining and dangerous, 
harbored animosities toward the city’s increasingly vocal minorities. Serious 
rifts also emerged between black and Jewish communities over housing and 
education. (The predominantly Jewish teachers’ union was often embroiled 
in bitter confl icts with local leaders.) Even more dangerous were relations be-
tween the (institutionally corrupt, commonly racist) police force and the resi-
dents of minority neighborhoods.49 In the summer of 1964, riots erupted after 
an unarmed black teenager was shot and killed by the police. Similar events 
unfolded in 1967. In general, despite Mayor Lindsay’s uncommon commit-
ment to minority concerns and the remarkable drama of his (Bobby) Kennedy 
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moment—mixing, unprotected, with angry crowds on 125th Street in Harlem 
the night Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated—his term in offi ce coin-
cided with a very diffi cult era in the city’s race relations, tensions that exacer-
bated many of its other problems.50

In 1965 Lindsay’s campaign slogan was “He is fresh and everyone else is 
tired.” By 1969 Lindsay looked more like everybody else. Remarkably, and 
as the result of a number of political victories, he had kept budgets balanced 
throughout his fi rst term. But few disputed the notion that New York was in 
much worse shape at the end of his fi rst term than it had been at the beginning. 
Nevertheless, mending political fences and facing weak opponents, Lindsay 
managed to eke out another plurality win in a three-way race. Victory rang 
hollow, however, for the city’s intractable problems would only get worse. Po-
litical scientist Ted Lowi urged the mayor to recognize “that the suburbs are 
parasites upon the city,” declare “the city is ungovernable,” and fi ght for a new 
regional approach to municipal management.51

The city certainly seemed ungovernable. Crime continued to rise, the 
quality of life deteriorated further, and its population declined. New York’s 
expenses and operating costs, however, only increased. Worse still was the 
national recession that emerged in 1969, which hit New York particularly 
hard, once again squeezing the remnants of its manufacturing sectors and the 
decent jobs once found there. The downturn also marked the end of two de-
cades of robust economic growth, reducing both local revenues and the fl ow 
of state and federal assistance to the city. Corners were cut everywhere: the 
downtown Tombs prison, designed to hold 932 inmates, was packed with 
1,992 men when riots erupted there in the summer of 1970. In an effort to 
keep afl oat the provision of basic services to the deteriorating, crime-infested 
city, Lindsay and his successor, Abe Beame, turned increasingly to borrowing. 
New York’s fi scal policy was no longer sustainable.52

In 1974, Beame, sixty-eight-year-old product of the Brooklyn Democratic 
Party machine, inherited an unkempt city with a collapsing economy, racial 
polarization, union militancy, routine criminality punctuated by shocking acts 
of random violence, and, not surprisingly, general ill-temper. Between 1969 
and 1977, manufacturing employment fell precipitously. Especially hard hit 
were construction and the garment industry, which shed one-third of its em-
ployees. With few obvious alternatives, the unimaginative Beame continued 
Lindsay’s second-term policy of borrowing to meet expenses. But the stage 
was set for a “Wile E. Coyote” moment: marketing $600 million in short-term 
notes each month, with $11 billion in overall debt and 11 percent of the budget 
dedicated to servicing those obligations, there was no ground underneath the 
city’s frantically spinning fi nancial feet.53

That moment arrived in early 1975 when the city needed to borrow a 
whopping $5 billion to remain solvent. But the big New York banks, reeling 



CR U M B LI NG CITI ES AN D R EVIS ION IST H ISTORY   123

from the deep national recession of 1973–1975, were wary of taking on still 
more New York debt; in fact, they had been quietly selling some of their notes. 
The city, teetering on bankruptcy, staggered for months and ultimately sought 
federal help. The Daily News headline of October 30 summarized the initial 
response “Ford to City: Drop Dead.” In order to persuade local powerbrokers 
and state and federal authorities to contribute to a coordinated reorganization 
of the city’s fi nances, Beame fi nally stepped forward with a real austerity pack-
age, measures that elicited wildcat strikes by sanitation and highway workers 
and menacing protests by laid-off cops. As one observer recalled, it was “that 
extended moment in the mid-1970s when the city seemed on the verge of bank-
ruptcy and social collapse, when daily life became grueling and the civic atmo-
sphere turned mean.”54 Ultimately the city (and the country) would recover, 
and even thrive, in future decades. But during the era of the seventies fi lm, 
New York’s troubles seemed to mirror and magnify the anxiety of the nation as 
a whole at the time, a period of economic distress, profound uncertainty, and 
a sense of existential despair about the meaning of and future for America as it 
limped toward its bicentennial in 1976.

Hard Times in New York Town

New York, for all its troubles—indeed, because of its troubles—was a favored 
setting for the seventies fi lm. In fact fi lm production was one of the city’s few 
areas of growth. Mayor Lindsay in his salad days had labeled the town “Fun 
City,” and he took measures to encourage fi lm production in New York. But 
it was the Ungovernable City that offered the perfect backdrop for the tough 
times, gritty locations, downbeat themes, and uncertain endings of the New 
Hollywood. As Vincent Canby observed, “As refl ected in good movies and 
bad . . . New York City has become a metaphor for what looks like the last days 
of American civilization.”55

Midnight Cowboy (1969) was one of the fi rst fi lms to use the mean streets 
of the city as a virtual character in the story. When it won the Academy Award 
for best picture, it also refl ected the hope for what the seventies fi lm might ac-
complish. Originally rated X (it would be the only X-rated movie ever to win 
that award), it was a picture, like Medium Cool,56 that was intended as “adult” 
entertainment—a term that, at the time, meant material that was ambitious, 
challenging, and thoughtful, and that engaged themes unsuitable for children. 
This was not an uncontroversial aspiration at the time: 1969 was also the year 
of Easy Rider, Bob & Carol & Ted & Alice, and The Wild Bunch, but none of 
those had been nominated for best picture. Such nods were reserved for the 
G-rated Hello Dolly and other wholesome fare. And when Cowboy won the 
statuette, Old Hollywood stalwart Bob Hope felt the need to editorialize: “At 
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a time when our moral values need to be restated and reaffi rmed, I would per-
sonally like to see this industry lead the American people back to their true 
heritage of freedom—but freedom with honor and decency and a real respect 
for law and order and the things that made this country great.”57

Ironically, Midnight Cowboy sticks very close to the generic structure of an 
old school Hollywood romantic comedy. A couple “meet cute” in an initial en-
counter that ends badly; they then separate and spend time apart until reunited 
by chance. Slowly, they come to discover that they are soul mates, only to have 
that bond threatened by an ultimate crisis that seems certain to separate them 
forever. But fate intervenes, and in the nick of time the worst is averted and the 
couple is reunited, for good. The only difference is that since this is a seven-
ties fi lm, the couple is not composed of a too-smart-for-her-own-good literary 
editor and a tough Vivaldi-loving businessman with the buried heart of a poet. 
Instead our “lovers” are Ratso Rizzo (Dustin Hoffman, fresh from The Gradu-
ate), a fi lthy, wheezing, handicapped, small-time grifter, and Joe Buck (Jon 
Voight, then an unknown), a barely literate, psychologically scarred Texas 
dishwasher. Joe sets the fi lm in motion by cashing out his modest resources 
and investing in a cowboy get-up and a bus ticket so as to make his way to New 
York seeking fortune as a male prostitute for the city’s well-heeled but (to his 
mind) sex-starved women. (Bob Dylan’s song “Lay, Lady, Lay” was written for 
the fi lm but arrived too late to be included in the picture.)

“Lovers” is properly seen in quotes. Although, in desperation, Joe is ul-
timately forced to seek out male customers, he and Ratso are not explicitly 
presented as lovers, a choice that left some critical of the fi lm for lacking the 
courage of its convictions. And while director John Schlesinger and producer 
Jerome Hellman explicitly decided that “it could not be a homosexual fi lm,” 
Midnight Cowboy is quite courageous in its choice of subject matter and in the 
unfl inching presentation of very diffi cult material it insists that the audience 
sit through. Moreover, the fi lm is unambiguously a love story between the two 
men.58 A sexual relationship between them would have been redundant and 
disruptive of the narrative.

Midnight Cowboy was developed over several years. Schlesinger, who di-
rected a number of high-profi le socially conscious fi lms in his native Britain, in-
cluding Billy Liar (1963) and Darling (1965) with Julie Christie, read the novel 
in 1965 and was keen to take it on. Waldo Salt, blacklisted in 1951 for refusing 
to name names before HUAC, came on board in 1967. He produced twelve 
drafts, revisions shaped over the course of an active three-way correspondence 
with Schlesinger and Hellman. Salt was also on hand for weeks of improvising 
which continued during shooting, integrating the contributions of Hoffman 
and Voight, who added much of the dialogue in Ratso’s “apartment,” and the 
moment when Joe uses his shirt to wipe the perspiration from Ratso’s face.59 
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The movie begins and ends outside the city, with images of unfulfi lled 
dreams. It starts with a shot of the empty screen at an abandoned drive-in 
movie theater and ends with Ratso dead on a bus, embraced by Joe, a few 
miles short of his imagined paradise, Florida. Midnight Cowboy unfolds in 
three principal movements: Joe in New York, Joe and Ratso’s lives together, 
Ratso’s decline. In the fi rst part, Joe is proverbially chewed up and spit out 
by New York City; failing at every turn, he is eventually reduced to home-
lessness and hustling in Times Square. This rock bottom is signifi ed by the 
ketchup he accidentally dumps on himself, the indelible red stain leaving him 
metaphorically castrated as he makes the decision to seek out his fi rst male 
customer. Soon after that disastrous, heartbreaking encounter he is reunited 
with Ratso, and the narrative shifts to the travails of the two men, living in 
a condemned building, resources dwindling, scheming to resurrect Joe’s 
would-be career as a male escort. In the fi nal act, as bitter winter and a loom-
ing wrecking ball threaten, Joe fi nally scores with a well-off woman, with the 
promise of more to come. But this success threatens his bond with Ratso; not 
coincidentally, at Joe’s moment of triumph, Ratso tumbles down a fl ight of 
stairs. When Joe returns to their dwelling, fl ush with success, Ratso can no 
longer walk.60 

Love trumps all, and Joe drops everything in an effort to save his tubercu-
lar friend. He secures funds with a sudden burst of violence, and the two men 
head for Florida on a Greyhound bus. That shocking outburst—Joe’s unneces-
sarily savage beating and robbery of an elderly would-be John—was the sort 

Joe’s success sends Ratso reeling
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of act that the naïve Texan was, to his credit, repeatedly unable to perform 
in his early days on Manhattan’s mean streets, even at times when he would 
have been in the right. It’s hard to be a saint in the city, Midnight Cowboy and 
so many other movies of the era seemed to suggest. But unlike Ratso—who 
to some extent is New York, beaten down and dying—Joe is saved by leaving 
the city. (If the point were not clear enough, he sheds his cowboy clothes and 
dumps them in the trash at a rest stop.) The New York he leaves behind is a city 
of loneliness, materialism, ill will, and stratifi cation; of crazies, street people, 
freaks, and parasites; of self-loathing and desperation, seen most despairingly 
in the ubiquitous, hollow-cheeked cohort of Midnight Cowboys who compete 
with Joe in Times Square, and in their furtive, anxious clientele.

This was more than the New York City of Midnight Cowboy; it was the 
New York of the seventies fi lm. The Taking of Pelham One Two Three (1974) 
captured the nadir of the Beame years, pitting transit cop Walter Matthau 
against a band of brazen mercenaries holding a subway car hostage (the broad 
ethnic mix of the passengers suggesting a microcosm of the city itself held at 
gunpoint). Pelham portrayed a cash-starved city—fi lthy, trash-strewn, impa-
tient, racially charged—overseen by an unpopular, bedridden mayor uncertain 
where he might fi nd the million dollars demanded, and debating with his advis-
ers whether the price per hostage made it a bad deal. Cinematographer Owen 
Roizman (who also shot The French Connection, Three Days of the Condor, and 
Network on the city’s streets) reached for a “dismal and dingy” look, shooting 
on locations and pre-fl ashing the negative to further wash out the image.61 It 
was an ambiance that refl ected the rotting Big Apple on the screen long before 
City Hall was really out of cash. Three years before Pelham opened, Pauline 
Kael had already certifi ed the verisimilitude of these movies: it was “literally 
true that when you live in New York you no longer believe that the garbage will 
ever be gone from the streets or that life will be sane and orderly.” With refer-
ence to twenty recent fi lms shot in town, Kael also noted the infl uence of the 
city on the New Hollywood more generally: it had “given movies a new spirit of 
nervous, anxious hopelessness, which is the true spirit of New York.”62

That spirit was certainly evident in the New York of The French Connection 
(1971), based on a true story (and a real cop). Gene Hackman plays “Popeye” 
Doyle, a head-busting, rule-breaking narcotics cop, obsessive in his pursuit of 
big-time French heroin smugglers in town to execute a massive score. For some 
reviewers the fi lm tacitly endorsed Popeye’s methods; one critic, while prais-
ing the fi lm, argued that “its principal subliminal message” was that “arbitrary 
power is good because it keeps society from falling apart.” But the movie is 
more ambivalent about such things—befi tting a seventies fi lm, it has attractive 
villains, compromised heroes, and no easy answers. Director William Fried-
kin, who had previously shot The Boys in the Band (1970), a pathbreaking 
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ensemble piece about a group of homosexual friends, was, at least at the start 
of his career, another New Hollywood kid who revered Hitchcock, Welles, 
and the French masters. (He would later remake Clouzot’s classic The Wages 
of Fear.)63 French Connection has the sensibilities of that cohort, both in style 
(location shooting, murky visuals, handheld shots), and substance, in the form 
of an ungrounded moral structure. “A tremendously thin line exists between 
cops and criminals,” Friedkin observed at the time, a basic sentiment that, as 
noted earlier, motivated the revisionist Western as well. Friedkin also went out 
of his way to present the main heavy in the picture, Alain Charnier (Fernando 
Rey), as suave and attractive, and in contrast with the coarse Doyle (and his 
partner, played by Roy Scheider). There is a class-based element to this, as 
the blue-collar cops wolf down hot dogs while they stake out their prey dining 
in fi ne restaurants; nevertheless, Friedkin noted, “I was obviously trying to 
make the audience identify with Charnier.”64 Doyle, by contrast, is routinely 
presented in an unfl attering light, and in the fi lm’s most famous sequence, the 
car-train chase, Popeye is recklessly indifferent to innocents at risk and ends 
matters by shooting an unarmed crook in the back.

Of course, New York’s problems with crime, violence, corruption, and 
lawlessness were not unique; to some extent they plagued most big cities in 
America at the time. And at the movies, San Francisco proved to be another 
cinematically attractive urban jungle. Bullitt (1968), directed by Peter Yates 
(who also took urban despair to the streets of Boston with The Friends of Eddie 
Coyle), is a notable entry in this mix for several reasons. Relatively early in the 
era, it anticipates a number of themes that would develop more fully in the fol-
lowing years. A movie best known for a car chase (the famous sequence in The 
French Connection was expressly designed to top it), it actually takes its time 
and has a lot to say. Bullitt is steeped in what would become the visual motifs 
of the New Hollywood: saturated darkness, handheld cameras, all-location 
shooting, and documentary style. A thoughtful fi lm, it lingers impressively 
on the consequences of violence, most notably with a twenty-fi ve-minute-long 
sequence at a hospital, a location also utilized to explore the fi lm’s interest in 
race, with subtle observations about the treatment of a black surgeon (Georg 
Stanford Brown). Steve McQueen, in the title role, is another rogue cop, but 
in Bullitt his independence sets him apart from corrupt institutions—the 
compromised police brass and the crooked, hypocritical politicians control-
ling them, in this case an ambitious bigwig called Chalmers (Robert Vaughn), 
whose signature line is “integrity is something you sell the public.”

The Bay Area also provided the background for the reactionary Nixonian 
law-and-order fantasy Dirty Harry (1971 yet again), and the underrated, more 
nuanced police procedural The Laughing Policeman (1973). Produced and 
directed by Stuart Rosenberg, best known for a series of pictures he did with 
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Paul Newman,65 Laughing Policeman is something of a descendant of Bullitt, 
with its close attention to detail and sensitivity to violence. The movie opens 
with a massacre on a city bus, but then lingers for eighteen minutes, observ-
ing as the police work through the night at the bloodstained crime scene, and 
from there on to hospitals, morgues, and restaurant kitchens, places that seem 
very real. Walter Matthau’s cop Jake Martin doesn’t have the charisma of Steve
McQueen’s Bullitt, but he isn’t supposed to; 1973 was less hopeful than 1968. 
(Or maybe Jake Martin is second-term Lindsay to Bullitt’s fi rst, now punched 
out from years of fi ghting urban problems to something less than a draw.) Mar-
tin’s police force isn’t so much corrupt as it is lazy and resigned: his bosses don’t 
want to open old cases; his partner (Bruce Dern) has one eye on his pension. 
Still, conservative by nature and with a belief in the job, Jake doggedly pursues 
the case through washed-out city streets littered with junkies and sex traffi ck-
ers. But his determination comes at a price: “Work in the gutter, you never 
see anything good.” Laughing Policeman is ultimately more about making this 
point than solving the case, but its attention to detail compensates for its lack 
of interest in sustaining the plot to the end. No street scene fails to linger on 
garbage or homelessness, and the police exercise authority with arbitrary and 
disproportionate violence. San Francisco looks about as bad off as New York.

But it was New York that was the signature setting for the seventies fi lm. 
And shot on location during the scorching, desperate summer of 1975, Taxi 
Driver (1976)—a landmark on its own terms as a character study of loneliness, 
alienation, and madness—is also a summary statement about the city teetering 
on the brink of the abyss. “The steam billowing up around the manhole cover 
in the street is a dead giveaway. Manhattan is a thin cement lid over the en-
trance to hell, and the lid is full of cracks,” Vincent Canby wrote in his review. 
Travis Bickle (Robert De Niro) “is a projection of all our nightmares of urban 
alienation.” Written by former critic Paul Schrader at a time when, he said, 
“I couldn’t distinguish between the pain in my work and the pain in my life,” 
Taxi Driver is best seen as a fusion of the distinct but ultimately convergent 
personal visions of Schrader, De Niro, and director Martin Scorsese. Early in 
their careers and passionate in their commitments, each was working for a very 
low fee, which kept the budget down and minimized studio interference. “We 
didn’t make any compromises,” Schrader insisted.66

Scorsese was approached for the project on the strength of another intense, 
personal “New York” movie, his breakthrough fi lm Mean Streets (1973). Now 
recognized as a classic, it almost didn’t get made. Scorsese, treading water, 
had just completed an exploitation picture for Roger Corman (Boxcar Bertha) 
and was set to begin work on another. But then he screened Bertha for John 
Cassavetes, who told him, “You just spent a year of your life making a piece 
of shit,” and urged Scorsese to work on a personal project that he believed in. 
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Scorsese dropped out of his next Corman picture and returned to a draft of a 
screenplay he had been working on with Mardik Martin, then called Season of 
the Witch. The result, Mean Streets, was an elaboration of themes from Who’s 
That Knocking at My Door? (1967) and was an attempt, says Scorsese, “to put 
myself and my old friends on the screen, to show how we lived.” The cast in-
cluded Harvey Keitel and De Niro, and it is easily recognizable as a Scorsese 
fi lm, with rock music an essential element (a good chunk of the fi lm’s tiny bud-
get went toward securing the rights for the songs), and its sudden, jarring erup-
tions of violence. For the director, there was something distinct about “New 
York” violence, in particular its random nature.67

Mean Streets also anticipated the visual style of Taxi Driver, with its prowl-
ing, curious camera sniffi ng around characters for a better view, the heavy 
use of an orange fi lter, and, of course, the integration of city streets and loca-
tions as the defi ning, delimiting contexts in which each fi lm takes place. Taxi 
Driver’s cinematographer, Michael Chapman, shared with Scorsese “some 
need about New York that we wanted to express.” The two men also were also 
dazzled by Godard and the freedom his work implied: that “you can do abso-
lutely anything you want.” Not surprisingly, the close-up into Travis’s glass 
of Alka-Seltzer is a direct homage to a similar shot in Godard’s Two or Three 
Things I Know about Her.68 But Godardian nods are the tip of an iceberg. Taxi 
Driver—which featured the last score composed by Bernard Herman, who 
did the music for countless fi lms, including Citizen Kane and Psycho—was in-
delibly marked by the cinephilia of its creators. Schrader leaned toward the 
existential, citing Bresson’s Diary of a Country Priest and Pickpocket, as well as 
Malle’s The Fire Within as infl uences. Scorsese most often references the pulp 
late-noir Murder by Contract and John Ford’s The Searchers; it is not hard to 
see the infl uence of Melville’s Le Samurai as well.69

In addition to his own isolated despair (a downward spiral of alcohol, por-
nography, and hospitals), Schrader cites Arthur Bremer (the tortured would-be 
assassin of George Wallace) and Harry Chapin’s wistful song “Taxi” as inspira-
tions. For Schrader, theme comes before plot, and “the theme of Taxi Driver is 
loneliness.”70 Scorsese certainly shoots the fi lm that way, never missing an oppor-
tunity to emphasize Travis’s physical separation from others, such as during the 
scenes with his fellow cab drivers at the diner. And often overlooked in De Niro’s 
famous “You talking to me” scene is the answer he provides: “I’m the only one 
here.” Later Travis states quite plainly, “All my life I’ve been alone,” a condition 
underscored by the happy couples who invariably show up on his TV screen—
such as those dancing to Jackson Browne’s “Late for the Sky,” a song that seems to 
capture Travis’s condition: “Awake again, I can’t pretend / and I know I’m alone.”

That condition is compounded by his inability to make connections with 
other people, despite numerous if clumsy efforts on his part to establish them. 
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Loneliness becomes alienation, which, unfortunately, is compounded by Tra-
vis’s ambivalent feelings about women and hostility toward blacks, instincts 
that generate barely suppressed rage that he will ultimately prove unable to 
control. A key narrative strand of the fi lm is rooted in Travis’s Madonna/whore 
conception of women and his parallel efforts to “save” fi rst Betsy (Cybill Shep-
herd) and then Iris (Jodie Foster) from corrupting patriarchs, the politician 
Palantine, and the pimp Sport (Harvey Keitel). More problematic is Travis’s 
racism. Taxi Driver’s treatment of gender, gun violence, and especially race 
has been a source of some controversy.71 My own reading emphasizes the rac-
ism of the character, not of the movie. Despite the remarkable authenticity of its 
city streets, Taxi Driver almost exclusively shows the world through the prism 
of Travis’s unreliable, distorted vision of reality. Scorsese deploys numerous 
expressionistic effects to emphasize this, which are especially pronounced 
during racially charged moments, such as in the slow-motion pan on the street 
when Travis locks eyes with, and tracks, a group of passing thugs.

All of this—Travis’s loneliness, alienation, misogyny, racism, and potential 
for violence—comes to a head in a crucial thirteen-minute sequence about a 
third of the way into the fi lm. His date with Betsy ends catastrophically as she 
charges out of the porn fi lm he took her to. (Outside the theater, the image of 
Betsy, in white, is subtly framed and echoed by a slim blonde hooker in a red 
tank top, a visual play on Travis’s two versions of feminine possibility.) The 
next scene is of Travis’s pleading phone call. In the fi rst shot conceived by 
Scorsese for the fi lm, the camera dollies to the right and stares down the empty 

Travis has a Madonna/whore complex
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hallway, as if it was “too painful to watch.”72 This is followed by the confronta-
tion at Palantine headquarters; as he exits, Travis reaches the angry conclusion 
that Betsy was “just like the others,” and women are “like a union.”

As this voiceover lingers, the fi lm’s most frightening character (played by 
Scorsese himself )73 hails Travis’s cab. Perhaps. It is also possible to read the 
scene as if he is not real but rather a manifestation of Travis’s unleashed racist, 
misogynist rage. Real or not, the passenger directs the cab to an apartment 
building, where a lovely Hitchcockian camera move (up the building and then 
across) reveals the (too perfectly cinematic?) silhouette of a woman in a neg-
ligee, smoking. Scorsese explains that the woman is his wife, waiting for her 
(black) lover—and he plans to kill both of them, with the fi nal blow a blast from 
his .44 Magnum (one of the guns Travis will soon buy) directed at her geni-
tals. The scene includes an incongruous shot of the back of Travis’s head—
straight on, rather than from the side, where Scorsese is sitting—inviting the 
thought that this is all taking place in his mind. Certainly Travis realizes that 
he has “some bad ideas in my head,” as he tells Wizard (Peter Boyle), the wise 
older cab driver he immediately seeks out after the Scorsese episode. But once 
again he fails to make a connection; the two men talk past each other (although 
Boyle’s existentialist rap is quite impressive). The encounter with Wizard 
ends ominously—with a long shot of his cab pulling away, leaving Travis be-
hind. The sequence signifi es Travis’s descent into madness and begins the 
transition toward Taxi Driver’s violent conclusion, the inevitable “one path” 
that Travis soon articulates.

The bloodbath at the end of Taxi Driver was an additional source of
controversy—so bloody that Scorsese had to add a masking red tint to avoid an 
X rating. It was yet another seventies fi lm that raised the bar for the portrayal 
of violence on the screen. For Schrader, the violent end was the natural and 
necessary conclusion, like the ending of The Wild Bunch, which he considered 
one of the “two greatest fi lms of the sixties.”74 And as Sam Peckinpah might 
have argued, the violence in Taxi Driver had nothing on Vietnam. Travis is 
explicitly coded as a Vietnam vet, although other than his ominous comment 
about being “good with crowds,” Scorsese and Schrader both seem reluctant 
to pin much on the specifi c infl uences of that war. For Scorsese, the fi lm was 
a refl ection of “growing up in New York and living in the city.”75 Unlike the 
blood-soaked revisionist Westerns of the time that were reimagining American 
myths through the lens of contemporary disillusionment, Taxi Driver wasn’t 
traffi cking in allegory. New York in 1975 was bad enough on its own.

Seen in broader perspective, both the revisionist Western and the cinema 
of urban despair can be understood as interrelated expressions of an underly-
ing crisis that was gnawing at society more generally. Looking abroad, many 
Americans lost their faith in the idea that their country was a white knight, a 
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force for truth and justice that would always do the right thing; back home, 
belief in the American dream buckled under new insecurities, locked doors, 
barred windows, and a reluctance to walk the streets at night. It was not an 
unreasonable time to reassess the nation’s cherished myths, or question its 
current disposition. After the assassination of Bobby Kennedy, John Updike 
suggested that perhaps God had “withdrawn his blessing from America.”76 
In the years that followed, it was easy to feel, somehow, a sense of betrayal, as 
if some unwritten compact had indeed been violated. Moving deeper into his 
presidency, Nixon would take that sense of betrayal to previously unimagi-
nable heights.



CHAPTER 6

PRIVACY, PARANOIA, 
DISILLUSION, AND BETRAYAL

Richard Nixon haunts the seventies fi lm. Occasionally in the text, usually 
in the subtext, always looming; as one writer observed, “his inescapable, un-
comfortable presence helped provide a climate for these movies to occur in.”1 
It was not a warm climate—Nixon was a hater. He hated the East Coast profes-
sional elites, who he assumed looked down on him. He was pathological in 
his fi xation on “the Jews” (expletive deleted). He assumed that his enemies, 
real and imagined, would do anything to destroy him, and so it would be fool-
ish not to do whatever it took to destroy them fi rst. He was obsessed with his 
image and how history would judge him, especially in comparison with the 
Kennedys, whom he loathed and feared. During his fi rst month in offi ce he 
admonished a young aide for relating the “uniformly excellent” treatment of 
the White House in the media. “You don’t understand,” Nixon scolded him. 
“They are waiting to destroy us.”2

Nixon was a politician, always, like a fi gure from Greek mythology: half-
man, half-candidate. He surrounded himself with a small circle of ruthless, 
calculating, bullying, even menacing political operators, the kind of men who, 
as children, your mother told you not to play with: H. R. Haldeman (chief of 
staff ), John Ehrlichman (assistant to the president), Henry Kissinger (national 
security adviser), John Mitchell (law partner, campaign manager, attorney gen-
eral), and Charles Colson (special counsel to the president). A fi nal member of 
the inner circle was Rose Mary Woods, Nixon’s personal secretary since 1951, 
the legendary “fi fth Nixon” (after Dick, Pat, Tricia, and Julie), and the most 
loyal of them all: if Watergate were an episode of The Simpsons, Woods would 
have been Smithers to Nixon’s Mr. Burns.
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“I must build a wall around me,” Nixon wrote to himself during his fi rst 
days in offi ce. And so Haldeman and Ehrlichman, with their Teutonic sur-
names, became known as the Berlin Wall; no one could get to the president 
without going through them—not the most senior members of the cabinet, cer-
tainly not the vice president. Haldeman in particular was Nixon’s alter ego, 
his “Siamese twin,” as Ehrlichman put it. He took care of all the business that 
Nixon was loath to touch, such as diffi cult confrontations, and especially tell-
ing people no. Haldeman did that well. “Stories spread about Haldeman’s al-
leged rudeness to Cabinet members and party leaders,” Nixon wrote in his 
memoirs. “Most of these stories were apocryphal, although I’m sure some of 
them were not.” Kissinger, Mitchell, and Colson made it over the wall most of-
ten. Nixon was determined to direct foreign policy from the White House, and 
Kissinger, as national security adviser, was his chosen partner in this. Defense 
and the State Department (which Nixon disdained) were frozen out of the pol-
icy process. Mitchell was a trusted friend and an “indispensable” adviser, Col-
son a kindred spirit in bare-knuckled politics. “I always admired his hardball 
instincts,” wrote Nixon, who valued Colson as part of his inner circle.3

In a seventies fi lm it is usually easy to spot the Nixon; after a while, it be-
comes impossible not to see him everywhere. Surely James Mason in John 
Huston’s The Mackintosh Man (1973) is Nixon; corrupt, red-baiting, hypo-
critical, he double-crosses Paul Newman. And why not? Newman was on 
the original White House enemies list. Kirk Douglas, directing himself as an 
ambitious, corrupt, untrustworthy “law and order” marshal in the revisionist 
Western Posse (1975) had to be Nixon. Jack Lemmon in Save the Tiger (1973) 
is the most controversial Nixon: hardworking, sympathetic, besieged, Lem-
mon’s Harry Stoner fi nds himself sliding incrementally from little crimes to 
bigger ones in a desperate effort to keep his struggling business afl oat. Tiger, 
nostalgic for the forties and unimpressed with the legacy of the sixties, can be 
read as an apology for Watergate, and it was by some less-than-amused critics. 
Pauline Kael called the movie “a moral hustle.”4

The most Nixonian of them all is Michael Corleone in The Godfather, 
Part II. Ruthless, tactically brilliant, but increasingly isolated within an ever 
smaller circle of intimate advisers, Michael, like Nixon, becomes ever more 
alone, estranged from his wife and obsessed with his enemies, whom he needs 
not simply to defeat but to destroy. Shot by Gordon Willis in ever darker set-
tings, Michael ends up alone with his demons in Lake Tahoe, just as Nixon 
ended up, in Reeves’s perfect phrase, “alone in the White House.” The links 
between them are intriguing. The real Nixon would have been presiding over 
the Senate when the fi ctional gangster testifi ed before it in 1958; it is not hard 
to imagine Nixon liking, or at least (a greater honor) respecting, Michael.
After all, unlike the bluebloods of “fashionable Washington,” Nixon found Joe 
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McCarthy “personally likable”; he saw in Generalissimo Francisco Franco “a 
subtle, pragmatic leader” and in Hafez al-Assad “a man of real substance” with 
“a great deal of mystique . . . and a lot of charm.” There were, of course, notable 
differences between Richard Nixon and Michael Corleone: Michael had his 
brother killed; Nixon only tapped his brother’s phone.5 But it was that instinct 
which contributed to his undoing.

Set It Straight, This Watergate

“Watergate” is too easily misunderstood as it recedes further into the historical 
imagination. Watergate is commonly associated with the break-in at Demo-
cratic National Headquarters in the wee small hours of June 17, 1972, and with 
the fact that Nixon had been secretly taping conversations with friends and 
foes alike. These salient memories can obscure the bigger picture. The break-
in, for example, was not that important in the grand scheme of things. But get-
ting caught at the Watergate was monumental because it threatened to expose 
a boatload of secrets—dark and dirty secrets that Nixon was desperate not 
to have exposed. He feared that such revelations could cost him the election 
that fall. As for the tapes, they did not matter for their legality; they mattered 
because ultimately they could prove who was lying about what. After knowl-
edge of the tapes became public, Nixon fought hard to avoid turning them over 
to the various authorities who sought them. He claimed that releasing them 
would undermine executive privilege and tie the hands of future presidents. 
He knew the tapes would prove his guilt.

But Watergate, especially for society in general and the seventies fi lm in 
particular, was not simply about the (many) violations of the law that did take 
place (Haldeman, Ehrlichman, Mitchell, Colson, and about a dozen others 
would eventually go to jail). It was about the collapse of faith in institutions, 
a foreboding sense of the erosion of privacy, and a basic loss of trust: in one’s 
president, in one’s colleagues, in one’s (presumed) friends. Presidents in the 
past had surreptitiously recorded conversations, if none with the zeal of Nixon, 
who had secret automatic systems installed in the Oval Offi ce, its telephones, 
the president’s hideaway in the Executive Offi ce Building, and at Camp David. 
Part of the culture of Watergate paranoia was that everybody became afraid 
that others were secretly recording them, which they often were. Many, like 
Howard Baker, ranking Republican member of the Senate Watergate Com-
mittee, were reluctant to talk on the phone (he made secret visits to the White 
House instead). As seen in Klute (chapter 4), The Passenger (chapter 3), and of 
course The Conversation (this chapter), the ominous, rolling reel-to-reel tape 
is a prominent motif in the seventies fi lm. Sidney Lumet’s The Anderson Tapes 
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(1971) was a precocious entry, depicting a world where the best-laid plans of 
many are undone by the cumulative, overwhelming weight of competing sur-
veillances.

Beyond the spying was the lying, and this also scarred the American 
psyche. Nixon was a liar, as if by vocation. As if he found it hard to tell the 
truth. Nixon told so many different lies to so many different people that one 
stands in awe of his ability to keep track of which lies he told to whom. In pri-
vate conversations with his lawyers, with his aides, with members of his fam-
ily, in press conferences and televised addresses, lies were stacked upon lies, 
some often superseding and invalidating others. As the tapes would eventually 
show, in every public statement, speech, and explanation Nixon made about 
the Watergate affair for over eighteen months, the president was knowingly 
and purposefully lying. Usually whoppers. For many, this mattered even more 
than whatever (even illegal) business Nixon might have been up to. When
the so-called smoking gun tape was fi nally released, John Wayne expressed the 
reaction of many loyal longtime Nixon supporters when he exclaimed, “Damn, 
he lied to me.”6

Nixon lied about Watergate from the start. That little black-bag job at Dem-
ocratic headquarters was a small part of a much larger campaign orchestrated 
by Nixon and conducted by his men as a central component of his broad politi-
cal vision and narrow reelection strategy. Nixon had lost a very close presiden-
tial election in 1960 and won a close one in 1968 (“far too close for comfort” 
in his assessment); worse, he anticipated that if the Democrats could unite 
around a strong candidate, they “would be hard to beat” in 1972. From his 
fi rst days in the White House, Nixon was obsessed not just with winning in 
1972 but with winning big. And as always, he was determined “not to let the 
other side be politically tougher than we were.” It would be his last campaign. 
“What I want everyone to realize,” he instructed his staff, “is that we are in a 
fi ght to the death for the big prize.” Nixon’s keen political antennae drew him 
to lock in on four men: Senator Ed Muskie, who would be the toughest of the 
Democratic hopefuls to defeat; George Wallace (another independent run by 
the Alabama governor could undermine Nixon’s “southern strategy”); Sena-
tor George McGovern, whom the president dreamed of running against; and 
in his nightmares, Nixon heard the hoof beats of undeclared dark horse Ted 
Kennedy. He did not think he could beat the crown prince of the Camelot 
dynasty.7

The basic strategy was in place from the start: stop Muskie, divide the 
Democrats, and watch out for Teddy. And Nixon planned to fi ght with loaded 
gloves—intelligence, gathered by any means, and “dirty tricks,” fi nanced on 
the sly. Still, for the fi rst few years Nixon found himself on the political ropes. 
The 1970 midterm elections, not bad for the incumbent party by historical 
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standards, were nevertheless deeply disappointing to the administration; 1971 
was a very rough year for the economy—Nixon yanked the dollar off the gold 
standard and imposed wage and price controls. In early 1972 he was trailing 
front-runner Muskie in the polls.8

The Watergate break-in was an intelligence-gathering operation executed 
by men who were also involved in the planning of various dirty tricks; their 
arrest threatened to expose both extralegal arms of the Nixon reelection ma-
chine. The target of the break-in was Larry O’Brien, a Democratic strategist 
and top McGovern adviser who had long been in Nixon’s cross-hairs. As early 
as March 1970 Haldeman noted in his diary, “[Nixon] wants us to move hard 
on Larry O’Brien.” Nixon admits in his memoirs that he “repeatedly urged 
Haldeman and Ehrlichman” to have the IRS investigate and harass his op-
ponents, and O’Brien in particular (the audit turned up nothing). Nixon says 
he was curious about O’Brien’s relationship with Howard Hughes; Nixon’s 
biographer Steven Ambrose suspects the tap was motivated by the president’s 
fear of what O’Brien might have known about Nixon’s fi nancial relationship 
with Hughes.9

Chances are that Nixon did not have advance knowledge of the specifi c 
details of the June 17 break-in. But he was from the very beginning actively 
and intimately involved in the effort to undermine and contain the investiga-
tion that followed. Nixon’s principal crimes in this regard were to pay hush 
money to the burglars and to orchestrate a broader obstruction of justice, most 
famously with his order to the CIA to get the FBI to drop its pursuit of the 
matter on the (fi ctitious) grounds that it was an issue pertaining to national 
security. Nixon took these desperate measures because he knew that without 
them, the full range of the “White House horrors,” as Mitchell would later 
dub them in his Senate testimony, would be exposed. Arrested in connection 
with the break-in were Howard Hunt and G. Gordon Liddy, and the burglars 
were carrying a lot of cash, mostly in hundred-dollar bills. Very few at the time 
realized that these were daggers pointed at the heart of the White House, but 
Nixon did. Hunt was on the White House payroll, and he was Colson’s man. 
Liddy reported directly to Mitchell, and he had previously done illegal work 
for a clandestine outfi t supervised by Ehrlichman. The money, though laun-
dered through a South American bank account, ultimately could be traced 
to the Committee to Re-Elect the President (forever known as CREEP), and 
further still to a secret cash fund at CREEP that fi nanced sabotage operations. 
Haldeman (if often through subordinates) controlled the secret fund; he also 
had a man in Mitchell’s operation who quietly kept him informed.10

Nixon understood all of this. The secret fund was his idea—in his fi rst 
month in offi ce, back in 1969, he had ordered Haldeman to set it up—and he 
knew that Haldeman (“acting in my name”) controlled it. He knew of Hunt, 
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and the link from there to Colson (“my political point man”), and what Colson 
was capable of. On May 16, a month before the break-in, Nixon ordered Ehrli-
chman to “use Colson’s outfi t to snake out things. I mean, he’ll do anything. I 
mean anything.” He knew Mitchell and Ehrlichman were each supervising on-
going covert domestic political operations. Nixon spoke to Mitchell on June 20
about the Watergate break-in, but no tape of that call has been found. That 
same day the tape of Nixon’s conversation with Haldeman contained the fa-
mous eighteen-and-a-half-minute gap; later that day Haldeman told Nixon that 
the burglars were “a pretty competent bunch of people” who have “been doing 
other things very well.” He would also (erroneously) reassure the president 
that one “break is they can’t trace the currency.” Nixon was relieved (“so, we’re 
okay on that one”); he knew that “unless we could fi nd some way to limit the 
investigation the trail would lead directly to the CRP.”11

In the next few days the early phase of the cover-up took shape—paying hush 
money and dealing with the “problem area,” as Haldeman put it: “The FBI is 
not under control.” This posed a threat because of the money trail, and because 
an investigation of Hunt, Nixon knew, could “uncover a lot. . . . [Y]ou open that 
scab there’s a hell of a lot of things in it.” Mitchell and White House counsel 
John Dean came up with the plan to have Nixon order the CIA to tell the FBI 
to back off. Nixon agreed. The effort was unsuccessful, but this attempt at ob-
struction, on June 23, was recorded on what became known as the “smoking 
gun tape.” Dean was put in charge of managing the cover-up and keeping tabs 
on the FBI investigation. The latter was fairly easy: acting FBI director L. Pat-
rick Gray gave Dean regular updates about what the bureau knew.12

The goal of the cover-up was fi rst to essentially freeze the ball until after the 
election, and beyond that to prevent the exposure of the dirty money and the 
White House horrors. Dean was successful with the fi rst, and met regularly 
with Haldeman and Ehrlichman and occasionally with the president, who 
initially at an August press conference began to make reference to a (nonex-
istent) comprehensive “Dean Report” which he said had totally cleared the 
White House of any wrongdoing. Actually, Nixon’s personal lawyer (and 
longtime bagman) Herbert Kalmbach was instructed by Ehrlichman to put to-
gether the cash for the hush money; before the year was out, the Watergate de-
fendants had received $187,500. Hunt was the squeaky wheel, often through 
Colson, who secretly recorded their phone calls and passed the tapes on to 
Dean. Keeping Hunt happy “was very expensive,” Haldeman complained to 
Nixon. “It’s worth it,” the president responded. “That’s what the money is 
for. . . . [T]hey have to be paid.”13

“Follow the money,” shadowy informant Deep Throat urges Washington 
Post reporter Bob Woodward in the movie All the President’s Men. Actually, 
Deep Throat never said that; the line was screenwriter William Goldman’s.
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It was good advice, though: “the money” came from that secret fund Nixon had 
ordered established in 1969. Although it was initially staked by drawing on an 
undisclosed surplus from the 1968 campaign, its coffers were fi lled by skim-
ming cash from a parade of illegal contributions to CREEP (the long list of the 
guilty would include Goodyear Tire, American Airlines, Phillips Petroleum, 
Associated Milk, Minnesota Mining, and of course George Steinbrenner), and 
other secret donations from wealthy Nixon supporters like Thomas Pappas, 
who had close ties to the Greek military junta.14

And there was a lot of money to follow, much of it laundered through banks 
in Mexico and Venezuela, some of it stowed in safe deposit boxes in New 
York, Washington, Miami, and Los Angeles. CREEP’s fi nance chair kept over
$1 million in his offi ce safe. He handed $250,000 to Kalmbach, no questions 
asked; Liddy got $199,000 from the same source. At one point Haldeman dep-
uty Alexander Butterfi eld carried $350,000 in his car. In one two-day period, 
CREEP’s treasurer handled $6 million in cash. (All of these fi gures need to 
be multiplied by at least fi ve to get a sense of what that money would be worth 
today.) As Nixon later explained, the cash was “for intelligence gathering and 
other campaign projects that had to be handled discreetly.” Or as Haldeman 
wrote in his diary just months into the administration’s fi rst term, the presi-
dent “wants to set up and activate ‘dirty tricks.’ ”15

The money was put to a wide variety of uses. In July 1969 Ehrlichman sent 
two detectives (on annual retainer from the secret fund) to Martha’s Vineyard 
to pose as reporters in an effort to dig up dirt on Ted Kennedy. The following 
April, Nixon told Haldeman to get investigators “on Kennedy and Muskie.” 
Kennedy was followed everywhere; one tail in 1970 took photos, reviewed by 
Nixon, of Kennedy in Europe “dancing till dawn with the daughter of the for-
mer King of Italy.” When told in July 1971 that a man was still tailing Kennedy, 
Nixon’s response was “Just one?” In 1972 non-candidate Kennedy was given 
Secret Service protection; Nixon told Haldeman to plant two agents in the de-
tail that he “could get to,” who would not just protect Kennedy but report back 
to Haldeman about anything useful that they saw.16

The White House obsession with the Kennedys reached into the grave. 
Colson ordered Hunt to scour hundreds of cables between Washington and 
Saigon from late 1963, hoping to implicate JFK in the assassination of South 
Vietnamese president Diem. Coming up empty, Hunt resorted to a (literal) 
cut-and-paste job, fabricating a cable that would make the Kennedy admin-
istration look responsible. Days after Hunt’s Watergate arrest, Dean had the 
Secret Service break into Hunt’s White House safe and took possession of the 
fake cables and a potpourri of papers relating to other covert operations. Dean 
passed them on to FBI director Gray, who held them for six months before 
burning the incriminating documents at his home.17
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Nixon craved information and seethed when it slipped from his control. 
Two months into his fi rst term, the president authorized a “secret bombing” of 
Cambodia; the story broke in the New York Times in May. Nixon was furious 
and, convinced that a leak had come from the National Security Council, or-
dered Kissinger to secretly wiretap his own staff. FBI director J. Edgar Hoover 
approved the action, Kissinger supplied the names, and Mitchell signed the 
orders (though he would later deny it). Turning up nothing, the taps were ex-
tended, by Kissinger’s request, to four journalists. Kissinger also, through his 
assistant Alexander Haig, asked the FBI for taps at the Defense and State de-
partments. From May 1969 to May 1970 the FBI sent thirty-seven top-secret 
letters to Kissinger reporting on the status of the surveillance. One thing the 
FBI would not authorize was a tap on reporter Joseph Kraft, apparently for the 
crime of writing a negative story about Nixon. So one of Ehrlichman’s opera-
tives climbed up a telephone pole outside Kraft’s home and did it himself.18

These episodes were remarkable for their unremarkability: “domestic sur-
veillance”—eavesdropping, wiretapping, planting of spies and informants, 
opening mail—was standard operating procedure. In 1970 Nixon approved 
the “Huston Plan” authorizing these tactics, as well as some nakedly illegal 
ones, like “surreptitious entry.” The Huston plan was, in theory, directed at 
dangerous domestic groups. If laws were broken, Nixon reasoned, it was be-
cause “sometimes the letter of one law will confl ict with the spirit of another,” 
and as president, he needed to take “emergency measures . . . to defend the na-
tion.” Unfortunately, as seen with the Kraft tap (and countless other exam-
ples), Nixon could not distinguish between violent enemies of the state and 
political adversaries of the president.19

Nixon’s need to control information and his obsession with his enemies 
came to a head over the Pentagon Papers. On June 13, 1971, the New York 
Times published the fi rst installment of the papers—some seven thousand 
pages of secret documents revealing that the Kennedy and Johnson admin-
istrations had spent years deceiving the American public about the Vietnam 
War—which had been photocopied and passed on to the Times and the Wash-
ington Post. Nixon, unscathed by the papers, was nevertheless apoplectic at 
the leak, which he attributed to “some group of fucking Jews.” Whatever the 
source, he could not abide it. “We’ve got a counter-government here and we’ve 
got to fi ght it,” Nixon told Colson. “I don’t care how it is done.” It was this leak 
that led to the formation of a special operations group in the White House—
appropriately nicknamed “the plumbers”—which involved Colson and oper-
ated under Ehrlichman’s authority. Initial attention focused on the Brookings 
Institution. Kissinger, who made a career out of goading Nixon (“They are 
calling you a weakling, Mr. President,” always seemed to work), innocently 
opined, “I wouldn’t be surprised if Brookings had the fi les.” Nixon wanted 
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them back. “I want the Brookings Institute’s safe cleaned out,” Nixon ordered 
at an Oval Offi ce meeting with Mitchell, Haldeman, and Kissinger. “Don’t dis-
cuss it here. You talk to Hunt. I want the break-in.”20

“We’re up against an enemy, a conspiracy,” Nixon told Haldeman and Kiss-
inger. “They’re using any means. We are going to use any means. Is that clear?” 
Those means, however, would be directed not at Brookings but at Daniel Ells-
berg, the former military analyst who did in fact leak the Pentagon Papers. 
Hunt and Liddy led a team of plumbers who broke into the offi ce of Ellsberg’s 
psychiatrist, an operation approved by Ehrlichman, designed to fi nd informa-
tion that would discredit Ellsberg. Ehrlichman sought to insulate the president 
at the time, though years later he would emphasize Nixon’s culpability. Nixon’s 
version of events is classically Nixonian. “I do not believe that I was told about 
the break-in at the time, but it is clear that it was at least in part an outgrowth 
of my sense of urgency,” he wrote in his memoirs. “I cannot say that had I been 
informed of it beforehand, I would have automatically considered it unprec-
edented, unwarranted, or unthinkable.”21

Nixon found few things unthinkable. When George Wallace was shot in 
May 1972, the president and Colson discussed sending a man to break into 
would-be assassin Arthur Bremer’s apartment to plant some left-wing litera-
ture; they feared he might be a right-wing nut, which would be bad politically. 
(Actually, he was just plain nuts, and an inspiration for Travis Bickle in Taxi 
Driver.) Nixon had never taken his eye off the Wallace threat: assessing him 
vulnerable in the 1970 gubernatorial primaries, he had Kalmbach secretly 
pass $100,000 in cash to Wallace’s rival; when Wallace wobbled, Nixon sent 
in $300,000 more. But Wallace won, and was, as Nixon feared, soon running 
for president. Colson sent Howard Hunt on the Bremer job. In the fall of 1971 
the plumbers had been folded into the campaign apparatus. Reporting now to 
Mitchell and Haldeman, they shifted their efforts to the dirty tricks initiatives.22

Nixon loved “dirty tricks,” and he relished bantering about good ones with 
his closest advisers. In the 1972 campaign there were two principal sets of 
operations: Liddy’s ex-plumbers, now at CREEP, and a group led by Don-
ald Segretti. By the end of 1971, Segretti had twenty-eight people working in 
seventeen states, engaging in all kinds of infi ltration and sabotage designed to 
take down Muskie (then running ahead of Nixon) and build up McGovern. Fi-
nanced by Kalmbach, Segretti called the White House every day at noon from 
a pay phone to check in. As for Liddy, on January 27, 1972, he presented to 
Mitchell (then the sitting attorney general) his ambitious, bizarre “gemstone” 
operations, with a $1 million budget and schemes involving drugging, prosti-
tutes, and kidnapping. Mitchell ( judiciously, he must have thought) told Liddy 
to scale it down, and initially gave him $250,000, with a promise of additional 
funds as needed.23
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Nixon under Siege

Nixon crushed McGovern in a landslide, but the fruits of victory would be 
short-lived. On election night the president felt a strange “melancholy,” which 
he could not explain. On January 2 he told Colson the “only problem” with 
the Segretti operation was that it was “too goddamn close. . . . [T]hat kind of 
operation should be on the outside.” Nixon knew he was vulnerable: “It was 
a mistake to have it fi nanced out of Kalmbach. It was very close to me.” Nixon 
was right. Although Mitchell had drawn some heat (and eventually stepped 
aside as campaign manager), Watergate was successfully kept under wraps 
during the campaign, but by March the cover-up was unraveling. Colson was 
quietly eased out of the White House, and the president was soon meeting with 
Dean on a daily basis. Pressure was mounting on three fronts: legal, politi-
cal, and in the press. At the trial of the Watergate burglars, Judge “Maximum 
John” Sirica, convinced he was being stonewalled, was determined to get to 
the bottom of the case and was digging hard. Called out by Sirica, the Sen-
ate began its own investigation into campaign irregularities. Events in Sirica’s 
courtroom and before the Senate committee chaired by Sam Ervin fi nally got 
the attention of the reputable media, which, outside of the dogged reporting by 
inexperienced, un-connected Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein of the Wash-
ington Post, had to that point paid little attention.24

By the end of April 1973, the Nixon presidency was effectively over. Hal-
deman and Ehrlichman were gone, Nixon was forced to appoint a special 
prosecutor, and bombshells were dropping daily before the Senate Watergate 
committee. But Nixon would tenaciously hang on until August 1974, putting 
the country through what his successor, Gerald Ford, would call “our long 
national nightmare.” Nixon further isolated himself, relying almost exclusively 
on his young, caustic press secretary, Ron Ziegler, and his ruthless new chief of 
staff, Alexander Haig. Nixon also needed (and retained) new lawyers. (Kalm-
bach was under investigation and would eventually go to jail, as did Dean.) 
Nixon lied to them all. By May, Nixon was orchestrating, in Stanley Kutler’s 
phrase, “an even wider cover-up”—a cover-up of the cover-up. The taping 
ceased. Nixon hunkered down; increasingly isolated, he moved from bunker to 
bunker—to his homes in Key Biscayne and San Clemente, to the presidential 
retreat in Camp David. Things got increasingly surreal. Concerns mounted 
with each passing month about the president’s odd behavior. Either he was 
drinking heavily, or he could not hold his liquor, or both.25

“Not only was I unaware of any coverup,” Nixon told the nation in August, 
“I was unaware that there was anything to coverup.” But of course Nixon knew 
the opposite was true. He had ordered the cover-up from the very start, and on 
March 21, 1973, Dean gave him a comprehensive review—his crucial two-hour 
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“cancer on the presidency” presentation in the Oval Offi ce. The cover-up was 
collapsing, Dean explained, because “we’re being blackmailed” (Hunt in par-
ticular was demanding more money), and “people are going to start perjur-
ing themselves very quickly.” Obstructions of justice have taken place, Dean 
intoned, and “Bob is involved in that; John is involved in that; I’m involved in 
that; Mitchell is involved in that.” So, of course, was Nixon, who favored con-
tinuing the blackmail payments. Nixon assured Dean that he could raise the 
$1 million, in cash, that Dean estimated it would take to keep people quiet.26

Immediately after the Dean presentation, Nixon asked Rose Woods to 
check the White House safe for “substantial cash for a personal purpose.” 
That evening, $75,000 was delivered to Howard Hunt. Nixon also had several 
cryptic conversations with Woods about something “quite important,” getting 
in touch with Pappas, and about “the money you got from that fellow.” Nixon 
was eager to make sure that Pappas would not talk if questioned. “Is it . . . safe 
for me to talk on the phone?” Woods asked. “No, don’t talk on the phone,” the 
president responded.27

Dean’s instincts were right: things were coming apart, and any slight touch 
would cause the dominoes to fall quickly. Two days after the “cancer” pre-
sentation, Sirica’s courtroom exploded as one defendant revealed that perjury 
had occurred and that others, not as yet identifi ed, were involved in the Wa-
tergate break-in. This revelation threatened to expose many and sent some 
scrambling. Other small fi sh started talking, and it was a fast trip up the food 
chain. Mitchell, Colson, and Dean were immediately vulnerable. Dean’s in-
stincts also told him, and not without reason, that he was now being set up as 
the White House fall guy. He quietly retained an outside lawyer. The shoes 
dropped like rain. Nixon’s new lawyers told him in April that Haldeman and 
Ehrlichman could not survive. On April 17 Ziegler caused an uproar with his 
casual announcement that all previous White House statements on Watergate 
were now “inoperative.”28

Nixon knew he had to fi re Haldeman and Ehrlichman, but the prospect 
was unbearable, and he delayed for weeks, seeking advice and support. Kiss-
inger found the president “nearly incoherent with grief.” Finally, on April 28, 
Nixon met individually with his two men and told each the same thing: that 
he’d prayed the night before that he would not wake, and that letting them 
go was like “cutting off one arm, and then the other.” Haldeman went out 
like a good soldier; Ehrlichman was “cordial but blunt,” Nixon recalled. “He 
told me he thought I should recognize the reality of my own responsibility. 
He said all the illegal acts ultimately derived from me, directly or indirectly.” 
The conversation “really jarred” the president, Haldeman wrote, “as well it 
might.” Two days later Nixon announced the resignations, along with those 
of Attorney General Richard Kleindienst and John Dean. (FBI director Gray 
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had resigned days before when his destruction of the Hunt documents came to 
light.) Nixon appointed as his new attorney general Defense Secretary Elliot 
Richardson, who took the job on the condition that he could name Archibald 
Cox as special prosecutor to look into the Watergate affair.29

Nixon would never recover from the loss of Haldeman and Ehrlichman. 
“It’s all over, Ron,” he told Ziegler on that day; for more than a year after that 
he made no entries in his diary. In his memoirs, Nixon would write what others 
observed: “From that day on the Presidency lost all joy for me.”30 But his presi-
dency would continue for more than fi fteen months, as the nation watched 
Nixon slowly melt under the bright lights of the Watergate investigations.

On May 22, Nixon issued a statement making seven “categorical” claims. 
Six of them were not true. One month later Dean appeared before the Senate 
committee. Convinced in April that he was going to be “thrown to the wolves,” 
he jumped instead. His seven-hour, 245-page opening statement, confessing 
some of his own crimes and explicitly implicating the president, stunned the 
nation. Either Nixon or Dean was lying. “We must destroy him,” Nixon re-
peatedly emphasized to Ziegler and Haig. The hearings had been fi lled with 
notable moments, both colorful and shocking, and the crimes acknowledged 
by administration offi cials mounted. But it all came down to this. It might have 
been irresolvable had not Butterfi eld, reluctantly in response to a direct ques-
tion, acknowledged the existence of the White House tapes. That would settle 
the matter. The committee, Judge Sirica, and special prosecutor Cox each de-
manded access to the tapes. Nixon refused, and the struggle over the tapes 
would dominate Watergate’s fi nal year.31

The carnival continued. At an August press conference, the president 
seemed to slur his words amidst the hostile questions and answers. At the 
September ceremony confi rming Kissinger as secretary of state, Nixon riffed 
non sequiturs about his adviser, a performance Kissinger found “bizarre.” In 
October, Cox grew more vociferous in his pursuit of the tapes. On the twenti-
eth, Nixon ordered Richardson to fi re him. Richardson refused, and resigned. 
His deputy, William Ruckelshaus, was ordered to fi re Cox. He refused, and 
was dismissed. Robert Bork, the number-three man at Justice, became acting 
attorney general, and he fi red Cox. FBI agents sealed off the offi ces of Cox, 
Richardson, and Ruckelshaus, and at 8:22 that evening Ron Ziegler took to 
the podium to announce, “The Watergate Special Prosecution Force has been 
abolished.” But the move backfi red with the public, the press, and, most im-
portant, with Nixon’s supporters, who were outraged by the blatant disregard 
for the rule of law. To many, it looked like a coup; it was at the very least a 
constitutional crisis. In his legendary November (“I’m not a crook”) press con-
ference, the president was asked serious questions about the survival of the 
republic.32
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Nixon’s back was to the wall. With no real choice, he gave in and appointed 
a new special prosecutor, Leon Jaworski; he also agreed, in principle, to re-
lease some tapes. In November the president’s lawyers fl ew to Key Biscayne to 
urge him to resign. He refused to see them. Rumors about his behavior multi-
plied. In December, infl uential senator Barry Goldwater attended a dinner at 
which Nixon “jabbered incessantly, often incoherently.” When the chairman 
of the Joint Chiefs met with the president to discuss budgetary matters, he 
was treated instead to a “long rambling monologue” about Nixon’s enemies 
in the eastern establishment. That month Jaworski listened to the March 21 
“cancer” tape. He told Haig he was “stunned” by what he heard, and that 
the president “had engaged in criminal conduct.” In January, Jaworski asked 
for more tapes, including the tape from June 23, 1972, not yet known as the 
“smoking gun tape.” Nixon refused to comply, and the case went to the Su-
preme Court.33

Nixon took one last shot at holding on to the tapes, releasing in April edited 
transcripts. Predictably, Nixon’s transcripts lied; the “errors” and omissions 
told a story closer to what the president wanted, and held back the crucial 
stuff. The transcripts did not quench the thirst for the tapes, but they had 
an unintended effect. Nixon unplugged, even the sanitized version, repelled. 
The transcripts did not show crimes, but they exposed the president as cold, 
calculating, cynical, scheming, crude, vengeful, paranoid, vulgar, and amoral. 
These things mattered, and they mattered most to Nixon’s core support, his 
“silent majority.” Those idealized Americans—married, midwestern, church-
going, teetotaling, patriotic—were repulsed by the Nixon revealed on the 
transcripts. It was like fi nding out Norman Rockwell was a hustler who sold
paintings to fi nance his drug habit.34

On July 24 the Supreme Court unanimously ruled that the president must 
turn over the tapes. As the tapes trickled slowly out of the White House, each 
revealing new horrors, the House Impeachment Committee began voting on 
articles of impeachment; on July 27 article 1 (obstruction of justice) passed, 
37–11; on July 29 article 2 (abuse of power) passed, 38–10. On August 5, 
Nixon released the smoking gun tape: he had known everything from the be-
ginning, he had obstructed justice, he had orchestrated the cover-up. The next 
day Senator Goldwater, “Mr. Conservative,” called Haig to tell him, “[Nixon] 
has lied to me for the last time.” In the House, the ten Republicans on the 
committee who had sided with the president now expressed their intention 
to support impeachment in the upcoming House vote. Nixon announced his 
resignation on August 8.35 “Always remember,” he told his staff, concluding 
his farewell address the next day, “others may hate you, but those who hate 
you don’t win unless you hate them, and then you destroy yourself.” Nixon had 
written his own epitaph.
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What They Do with the Tapes Is Their Business

Francis Ford Coppola’s The Conversation (1974) is not about Watergate. It was 
conceived in the late 1960s and rooted in Coppola’s interest in advances in 
surveillance technology and the erosion of privacy. A fi rst draft was completed 
in 1970 and the shooting scrip submitted in November 1972, months before 
the scandal erupted into the public consciousness. Nor was Coppola inter-
ested in making an overtly political fi lm; on the contrary, he wanted it, he said, 
“to be something personal, not political, because somehow that is even more 
terrible to me.”36

Nevertheless, with eleven months of postproduction, the fi lm was not re-
leased until 1974, and it touched a nerve. Although it was indelibly infl uenced 
by Antonioni’s Blow-Up (1966) and the fi lms of Alfred Hitchcock, as Mark 
Feeney has argued, no other fi lm “is so atmospherically Nixonian.”37 Harry 
Caul (Gene Hackman) certainly has a lot of Nixon in him; wary of truth-telling,
socially awkward, self-isolated, prone to obsession, and dysfunctionally para-
noid, Harry is destroyed by his own tape recordings. But that is too easy, and 
it is a mistake to run too far with these parallels. Harry is really done in by 
the crushing weight of his own sense of guilt and responsibility. This was not 
one of Nixon’s problems. The Conversation resonates, then and now, not as 
an indictment of the disgraced president but as one small, brilliant Nixonian 
nightmare.

Coppola’s New Hollywood masterpiece is everything the seventies fi lm as-
pired to be: personal, meticulous, riveting, profound. It is both a character 
study and a suspense fi lm. To get caught up in the spellbinding mystery is to 
miss the point: the solution doesn’t matter; in fact, it is quite likely there are 
no solutions, conventionally speaking. With this inward turn Coppola parts 
company with both Hitchcock and Antonioni. About the souls of their pro-
tagonists we learn little, whereas, like Night Moves (chapter 7), The Conver-
sation is about the character, not the crime. And what a character: Harry is 
neither a hero nor an antihero. Rather, as Walter Murch, the fi lm’s editor (and 
crucial collaborator), points out, Coppola chose to focus the entire fi lm on 
what in a standard thriller would be a minor character, the wiretapper, some 
guy who drops off the tapes and leaves. But The Conversation is about this es-
sentially “anonymous person,” just as New Wave icon Claude Chabrol insisted 
that a fi lm about “a hero of the resistance” is no more profound than one about 
“the barmaid who gets herself pregnant”; in fact, “the smaller the theme is, the 
more one can give it a big treatment. . . . [T]ruth is all that matters.”38

The Conversation begins with a long shot of Union Square in San Fran-
cisco, ever so slowly moving in on the busy lunchtime crowd. As with the en-
tire fi lm, the opening scene was shot on location, in this case unobtrusively 
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with very long lenses that allowed the players to mix in with people going 
about their normal business. The focus of the shot is at fi rst uncertain, then a
mime catches the eye; a tip of the hat to the mime in Blow-Up, it also brings 
attention to Harry, as the mime follows and mimics his actions. At fi rst Harry 
does not notice, and then with some effort sheds the unwelcome irritant. This 
initial piece of business, Coppola has said, is the fi rst invasion of privacy in the 
movie, which is of course a principal and ubiquitous theme.39

A sniper’s crosshairs, focused on a young couple, are much more ominous. 
Given the period, it would be natural to expect that an assassination is about 
to take place. But a more intimate sin is occurring. The scope is aiming not a 
rifl e but a sophisticated listening device, one of three devices that are tracking 
this couple and secretly recording their conversation. Harry is in charge of the 
operation, and as the camera follows him to the van from where the job is being 
orchestrated, he is associated with an aural motif: a piece of the conversation 
that is repeated fi ve times, always matched with a shot of Harry, usually in 
close-up. The girl, Ann (Cindy Williams), is saddened by an older homeless 
man she sees sleeping on a park bench. “I always think that he was once some-
body’s baby boy,” she tells her furtive companion, Mark (Frederic Forrest), 
“and he had a mother and a father who loved him and now there he is, half dead 
on a park bench, and where are his mother or his father or all his uncles now?”

Like the homeless man, Harry seems very much alone, and he prefers it that 
way. Obsessed with his own privacy, he is dismayed to learn that his landlady 
has a set of keys to his apartment—solely to save his valuables in case of fi re, 
she explains reassuringly. But Harry has nothing he values, “except my keys,” 
which he thought gave him exclusive access to his triple-locked apartment. 
The “action” in his apartment is shot in a distinct style: a static camera, master 
shot. Harry walks in and out of empty frames; only when the camera seems to 
realize that he is not coming back, it mechanically pans to pick him up, like a 
surveillance camera in a convenience store. Not that there is much worth see-
ing. Harry does not entertain; he spends the evening playing the saxophone to 
a record of a live jazz performance.40

There are two people with whom Harry has some human connection, his 
assistant Stan (John Cazale) and his lover Amy (Teri Garr). Harry and Stan 
bicker at the warehouse workshop that serves as Harry’s headquarters. Stan is 
curious about the content of tapes, but Harry is concerned, and insistently so, 
only with getting a “big, fat recording.” In two virtuoso scenes, Harry gets just 
that, piecing together one seamless tape from the fragmented multiple record-
ings. He is a master craftsman, absorbed in his work. Here the link with Blow-
Up is most explicit, as he massages ribbons upon ribbons of tape to create one 
(ultimately enigmatic) representation of reality, just as the gifted photographer 
Thomas seeks to do in Antonioni’s fi lm.41
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With Amy, Harry is, if anything, even more circumspect. He pays her rent, 
watches her from a distance, and listens to her phone calls, yet she knows noth-
ing about him. When he crawls into bed with her, it becomes clear that he isn’t 
even going to take off the thin translucent raincoat that he wears throughout 
the fi lm (despite the fact that it never rains). Harry is often shot through plastic 
and glass barriers, which both protect and expose—phone booths, curtains, 
screens, dividers and, as Murch points out, “whenever he’s threatened or 
something bad is going to happen, he retreats behind” some opaque shield. 
The raincoat is part of this larger “metaphor of seeing through things,” Cop-
pola explains; it also has an affi nity with Harry’s last name, C-A-U-L, as he 
spells it out on several occasions, which is a thin membrane that encases a 
fetus. The name serves as a reminder of his childhood frailty (like Coppola, 
Harry had polio) and the fact that, although now so desperately alone, he was 
once indeed “somebody’s baby boy.”42 

Harry’s encounter with Amy ends abruptly; she has grown impatient with 
his secretive nature. When Amy probes between kisses for innocent scraps of 
information, such as what he does for work, Harry fi rst lies and then, recoil-
ing from the invasion of his privacy, fl ees her apartment. The next day brings 
another unconsummated encounter. Harry goes to deliver his tapes to the di-
rector of what appears to be a large if nondescript corporation but is met by 
the director’s assistant Martin Stett (Harrison Ford) instead. With a telescope 
between them (one of the constant reminders of secret observation that litter 
the fi lm from start to fi nish),43 the two men awkwardly talk business. Harry’s 

Harry retreats behind translucent barriers
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instructions were to give the tapes only to the director himself. Suddenly the 
smooth-talking Stett makes a grab for them. Harry wrestles them back and 
escapes the skyscraper with Stett’s warnings ringing in his ears: “Don’t get 
involved in this, Mr. Caul . . . those tapes are dangerous; you heard them, you 
know what they mean.”

But actually Harry is not quite sure what is on them, and so he revisits the 
recording. A key part of the conversation had been drowned out by a steel 
drum. Again with a virtuoso display of craft, Harry manages to isolate the miss-
ing line: “He’d kill us if he had the chance.” There it is. Until this point in the 
movie Harry had protested, in retrospect too much, that what was on the tapes 
he made for others was none of his business. Yet from that revelation Harry 
immediately seeks out the confessional, where he has not been in months. 
He atones for various minutiae—lifting newspapers, impure thoughts—as 
the camera, as if bored, slowly shifts its focus toward the priest. “This hap-
pened to me once before. People were hurt because of my work, and I’m afraid 
it could happen again,” Harry says. Or does he? As the focus of the image 
drifts away from him, the track shifts to voiceover, as if Harry can reveal these 
thoughts only to himself. But he does seek absolution. “I was not responsible,” 
he insists, “in no way responsible.”

Harry is in crisis: burdened by guilt, followed (on-screen) by Stett, his re-
lationships crumbling, he is unable to reach Amy, who has moved and discon-
nected her phone, and Stan now seems to be seeking employment elsewhere, 
perhaps with a rival. In a crucial bridging sequence Harry attends a conven-
tion of surveillance experts (an actual convention, fi lmed on location), and 
from there fi nds himself with some business acquaintances, girls in tow, back 
at his warehouse for a few drinks. Harry locks away some papers in a room 
secured by a chain-link fence, but nothing can protect him from Bernie Moran. 
Chillingly portrayed by Allen Garfi eld, Moran, more than Harry, is the Nixon 
of the piece. Seething, ruthless, amoral, squeezed into an ill-fi tting suit, Moran 
is self-made and proud of it, still walking around with the chip on his shoul-
der from his tenement youth. Self-declared “best bugger on the East Coast,” 
Moran is obsessed with the fact that Harry is at least as good as, and certainly 
more esteemed than, he. If not Nixon himself, Moran would undoubtedly have 
been at home in the basement of the Nixon White House, plotting dirty tricks; 
he stalks Harry with almost equal measures of jealousy and respect.

Moran fl oats the idea of a partnership, but Harry is more interested in be-
ing spirited away from the group by Meredith, the model who worked Moran’s 
display booth at the convention. With her encouragement, Harry shares with 
another person, haltingly and for the only time in the fi lm, some of his private 
thoughts. He wonders (obliquely in the third person) whether Amy might re-
turn to him. Her response is heartbreaking (“How would I know that he loves 
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me?”), and Murch is justly proud of the three camera moves, slow, rotating 
reveals (constructed during the editing of the fi lm), which unmask Harry dur-
ing this exchange.44

But no good deed goes unpunished. Meredith is not an angel of mercy; 
she is an agent of the corporation. She stays behind after the others leave and 
offers some comfort to Harry, who is shown prone and dazed on a cot, a match-
ing shot that pays off a fi nal overheard reference to the homeless man “half-
dead on a park bench,” bereft of the people who once loved him.45 “Forget it, 
Harry, it’s just a trick,” she urges. “You’re not supposed to feel anything about 
it; you’re just supposed to do it.” She ought to know. She slips out of her dress 
and spends the night. Harry, tormented by the thought of more innocent blood 
on his hands, dreams fi tfully of catching up with Ann and alerting her to the 
mortal danger: “He’d kill you if he had the chance.” In the morning Meredith 
is gone, and so are the tapes.

The last forty minutes of The Conversation fl irt again with Hitchcock; ex-
cept for “the conversation” itself, there is very little dialogue, recalling the long, 
silent sequences in so many of the Master’s suspense fi lms. Potential threats—
the ominous man waxing the fl oor, the large, unattended dog—come and go 
without incident, and it turns out that the director got the tapes after all. But 
neutral locations, like the bathroom, erupt with horrors when least expected.46 
Privacy is again invaded, opaque curtains are parted, translucent barriers 
bloodied, see-through shower curtains murderous, and Harry’s worst night-
mares are realized.

Or not. Harry had it all wrong, as he soon fi nds out. He heard the tapes 
incorrectly, misunderstood the intrigue, wept for the wrong victim. Seeing 
(and hearing) it again in his mind, he reimagines the murder: that’s probably 
what happened; we’ll never know. But the bad guys—different bad guys than 
he thought—know that he knows. They call Harry at home and make it clear 
that they have bugged his apartment. “We’ll be listening to you” is the last 
line in the fi lm. In the movie’s fi nal sequence, Harry, searching for the bug, 
destroys his apartment and its contents, fi xture by fi xture, outlet by outlet, wall 
by wall, fl oorboard by fl oorboard, until he is left, unsuccessful among the ru-
ins, with nothing left but his saxophone. He had not lied to his landlady; none 
of his possessions mattered to him as much as his keys, or at least what they 
represented. Which was worse—the violation of his privacy, or that he was out-
bugged, possibly by somebody better, perhaps even by Moran? For Coppola, 
“the tearing down of the room . . . [was] synonymous with a kind of personal 
tearing down,” rooted in Harry’s overwhelming guilt. In the end, it occurred 
to Coppola that he hadn’t made “a fi lm about privacy,” as he had “set out to 
do, but rather a fi lm about responsibility.”47 In that sense, fi nally, The Conver-
sation was not about Nixon at all, but what the age of Nixon had taken away.
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Something Rotten in the State

The arc of the Nixon administration coincided, and not coincidentally, with a 
broader decline in public trust. Trust in government, obviously, but also trust 
in social institutions more generally, and in assumptions about the integrity 
of business practices and the motives of once implicitly reputable professional 
associations. In 1964, only 22 percent of Americans thought that “you can-
not trust the government to do right most of the time”; in 1974, 62 percent 
held that view. Not surprisingly, polls tracked a marked decline in those trust-
ing the executive branch of government, but there was also from 1968 to 1974 
a collapse in the belief that business weighed “the interests of the public” in its 
pursuit of profi ts.48

These trends were refl ected in the seventies fi lm. In Hal Ashby’s classic 
road picture The Last Detail (1973), the military is not so much purpose-
fully evil as it is listlessly indifferent. Robert Towne’s screenplay tells of two 
cynical navy lifers (Jack Nicholson and Otis Young) charged with escorting 
a naïve young sailor (Randy Quaid) from Norfolk, Virginia, to Portsmouth, 
New Hampshire, where he is staring down an eight-year sentence for petty 
theft. The movie was shot with New Hollywood darkness-and-documentary-
style realism by fi rst-time cinematographer Michael Chapman (he would later 
shoot Taxi Driver). The U.S. Navy withheld its cooperation from the bleak, 
unfl attering fi lm, requiring Ashby to cast his absentee ballot for McGovern 
from location in Toronto.49 But The Last Detail, with its joyless whorehouse, 
is down on much more than the military, just as The Hospital (1971), where 
bureaucratic dysfunction kills so many patients that the body count of a serial 
killer goes unnoticed in the mix, is about more than problems with health care. 
Both refl ect a loss of faith in things once depended on, and the need to game an 
unjust system by whatever means necessary. In Robert Altman’s Thieves Like 
Us (1974), the implicit punch line of the title is that the only difference between 
outlaws and “legitimate” enterprise is that the reputable members of society 
keep their dirty business under the table.

This wasn’t all Nixon’s fault. Certainly the Vietnam War and the way it 
was fought, and insecurities generated by the end of the long postwar eco-
nomic boom, contributed to these trends. But the Nixon administration took 
a tire iron to the public faith, and not just with Watergate (though the act 
of fl ipping over that rock exposed a lot of slime that might otherwise never 
have come to light). Nixon had a cozy relationship with the Associated Milk
Producers—in 1969 and 1970 that organization delivered $235,000 in cash to 
Kalmbach—and in March 1971 the president exchanged an increase in federal 
milk production subsidies for a $2 million campaign contribution. “Don’t say 
that while I’m sitting here,” admonished the president, coming off more than 
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a bit like Tony Soprano, who also liked to leave the room before the money 
details were discussed. The president’s men kept busy: a $400,000 campaign 
contribution from ITT was linked with the settlement of an antitrust case 
against that company, and Chrysler claimed that Kalmbach asked for a “gift” 
as the automaker sought a delay in emission control standards. These were not 
isolated incidents; most of the corporations that had provided illegal contribu-
tions reported similar shakedowns.50

Nor was the public trust enhanced by the fact that Nixon paid no income tax 
in 1970 or 1971, or by the backdated, dicey “donation” of his vice presidential 
papers. (In April 1974 the IRS would rule that Nixon owed over $430,000 in 
back taxes and interest for failing to declare income and for impermissible
deductions.) But this was nothing compared to the troubles of Vice Presi-
dent Spiro Agnew, who was suddenly engulfed by scandal in 1973. The self-
righteous law-and-order Agnew, it turned out, had spent his Maryland politi-
cal career hip-deep in bribes and kickbacks. Nixon was told that Agnew was 
indictable on forty counts, and that it was an “open and shut” case. “Thank 
God I was never elected governor of California,” Nixon joked at the time. 
Agnew and Nixon were not close, to say the least, but a corrupt vice president 
added to the general stench of criminality emanating from the White House. 
The same day Agnew resigned (October 10), the New York Times reported 
that Nixon’s close friend Bebe Rebozo had previously received $100,000 in 
cash as a “campaign contribution” from Howard Hughes.51

The national loss of faith was a function not simply of money but also 
of hypocrisy. As noted earlier, Nixon’s transcripts gambit didn’t just fail; it 
backfi red, exposing the “real” Nixon, and the sting was felt more by friends 
than by foes. “Sickening,” opined the Chicago Tribune. “The key word here 
is immoral.” Another longtime supporter published an editorial urging Nixon 
to step aside: “He makes us feel, somehow, unclean.”52 What wasn’t the ad-
ministration capable of ? When Howard Hunt’s wife died in a plane crash, 
$10,000 in cash was found on her body. Dorothy Hunt was a key distributor 
of hush money to the Watergate burglars; she handled over $200,000 and kept 
detailed records. Nixon was concerned that the money would be traced back 
to CREEP. Haldeman told him that Dean “spent most of the weekend on that.” 
Beyond the White House, wilder questions were raised. What about the fl ight 
insurance she purchased, with no named benefactor? Was the plane deliber-
ately brought down?53

No evidence of sabotage was found, but such was the tenor of the time that 
the questions didn’t seem unreasonable. This was an administration that did 
whatever it had to do to get things done—just as it would do what it could to 
bring down the government of Salvador Allende in Chile. Kissinger warned 
Nixon that the election of the socialist government there “poses for us one of 
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the most serious challenges ever faced in this hemisphere.” Nixon agreed, and 
Kissinger told CIA director Richard Helms, “We will not let Chile go down 
the drain.” The CIA in turn cabled its station chief in Santiago, “It is fi rm 
and continuing policy that Allende be overthrown by a coup.” But it was also 
“imperative,” the cable continued, that the “American hand . . . be hidden.” 
Thus, in addition to imposing economic sanctions, the United States funneled
$6 million in covert assistance to Allende’s domestic opponents.54

The Chilean president was eventually ousted in a coup that brought to 
power the horrifyingly brutal regime of Augusto Pinochet. Even Kissinger 
managed to cough up, “I do not mean to condone all the actions of the junta, 
several of which I consider unnecessary, ill-advised and brutal.” Nevertheless, 
the Nixon administration steadfastly supported the new regime as it liquidated 
its opponents, and Kissinger and Nixon shared a celebratory phone call in 
the wake of their success. “Our hand didn’t show on this one,” the president 
boasted. Years later Kissinger still felt the need to lie about the American role 
in the Chilean affair. Nixon was somewhat more forthcoming; he had more im-
portant lies to tell. His memoir is sprinkled with moments of candor designed 
to provide cover for the rewritten versions of the darker episodes of his career. 
But two could play that game: Kissinger also wrote to his own legacy, and was 
more than willing to throw Nixon overboard in order to buoy his own repu-
tation. Regarding the House impeachment vote, Kissinger writes passively, 
“Had I been on that committee my duty would have been to vote with the 
majority.” More ominously, Kissinger concludes that whatever the particulars, 
Nixon “was at the heart of the Watergate scandal. . . . [H]e set the tone and 
evoked the attitudes that made it inevitable.”55

The same could be said—Nixon set the tone—for that particularly seven-
ties subgenre: the paranoid thriller. Sydney Pollack’s Three Days of the Condor 
(1975) is an exemplar of the variety, with deconstructions of trust taking place 
at the global, national, and personal levels. As Faye Dunaway recalled of read-
ing the screenplay, “The story that unfolded as I read seemed to capture the 
mood of the country in the aftermath of Watergate.”56 That story, impossible 
to fully grasp fully with just one viewing (as a paranoid thriller should be: 
hard to follow in the moment but airtight in retrospect), follows the exploits of 
Joe Turner (Robert Redford), a thoughtful, bookish nice guy who happens to 
work for the CIA. Not as a spy, but as a “reader,” one of a small group of agents 
who devotedly read much of what is published in the world, searching for new 
ideas, possible leaks of CIA activity, and camoufl aged communications of 
known and unknown spy networks. Inexplicably, Turner’s entire unit is wiped 
out by a team of professional killers, save for Turner, who is left on the run. 
From there, Condor unfolds as a classic Hitchcockian “double chase”: Turner, 
pursued by killers and suspected of the crime, must solve the mystery as the 
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only means of saving himself.57 And he eventually does, uncovering a “CIA 
within the CIA” that has plans to seize control of Middle Eastern oilfi elds.

Three Days of the Condor is a seventies fi lm that has elements of a more 
classical Hollywood product. It was shot on location, for example, but the look 
is very clean, and the romance between Redford and Dunaway leans toward 
a glamorous old school affair. These refl ect the dualities both of director Pol-
lack, who started his career with several New Wave–infl uenced pictures but 
who often worked with big budgets and bigger stars, and of actor Redford, a 
gigantic movie star who was nevertheless also attracted to probing material. 
But Condor is rightfully placed in the seventies pantheon, and Pollack and 
Redford were instrumental in bringing the more topically oriented paranoia 
to the table. Lorenzo Semple Jr.’s fi rst draft followed the main thread of the 
source material, which was a more linear story with fewer layers of intrigue. 
David Rayfi el’s rewrite polished the material and, especially, punched up the 
dialogue (his forte). While both Semple and Rayfi el improved the material 
considerably (Semple moved the action to New York, enhanced the romantic 
relationship, and tightened the dramatic focus; Rayfi el contributed many of 
the movie’s best lines), it was Pollack (and Redford) who pushed the material 
into seventies territory.58

Changes to several characters, different or undeveloped in the novel, high-
light this sensibility, with its emphasis on moral ambiguity and with complex 
shades of gray favored over simple black and white truths. Most important 
among these changes was to the assassin Joubert (Max von Sydow). In the 
book, Joubert is a one-dimensional villain, vulgar and unpleasant, without any 
redemptive quality. In the fi lm, by contrast, he is wise, charismatic, even with 
hints of warmth. In a departure from the book, “we began to construct a man 
whose amorality was more solvent than the CIA morality,” Pollack recalled. 
“The von Sydow character is an honest bad guy, which I prefer any day to a 
lying good guy.” Which is not, of course, to endorse the character, a contract 
killer; but his undeniable appeal is of a piece with seventies ambiguity. Other 
complex characters include John Houseman as Wabash, the director of the 
CIA, and Cliff Robertson as Higgins, Turner’s main CIA contact during his 
fl ight. Wabash understands the difference between the 1970s and the 1930s 
and misses “that kind of clarity”; Higgins is an organization man, doing the 
best he can and believing in it (and, as Pollack emphasizes, the movie gives 
the character “a voice,” as Higgins is allowed a speech that states his position 
forcefully at the end).59 Of course, none of that stops Wabash from manipulat-
ing Higgins into arranging the murder of one of their own in order to cover up 
the entire sordid affair.

Unambiguously evil are the CIA renegades who operate within the agency 
(again, a plot machination of interwoven duplicity not present in the novel). In 
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particular, Turner’s section chief, Wicks, who comes to New York to kill Con-
dor (Turner’s code name) and ends up killing his friend Sam instead, is the 
embodiment of Condor’s darkest nightmares. “Was she ever Condor’s girl?” 
Wicks asks upon learning that Sam, his wife, and Turner were all friends in 
college. The punch line, subtly expressed later in the fi lm, is that she was. 
This occurs naturally to Wicks, and to the movie, which never fails to pause 
and explore the issue of trust. “I actually trust a few people,” Turner tells his 
superior before things go haywire, explaining why he is “not entirely happy” 
working for the CIA. “I tried to deal, as much as I could, with trust and sus-
picion, paranoia,” Pollack explained at the time, “which I think is happening 
in this country, when every institution I grew up believing sacrosanct is now 
beginning to crumble.”60

Pollack’s visual style underscores these themes. As Alan Pakula would 
do in All the President’s Men, monuments and icons are referenced to empha-
size the contrast between the national ideals they represent and the corrupt 
depths to which the country has fallen. In New York, the Brooklyn Bridge and 
downtown Manhattan skyline are repeatedly invoked (and iconic Midtown 
is seen clearly from Higgins’s World Trade Center offi ce window).61 In the
nation’s capital, multiple murders are arranged as the Washington Monument 
and Lincoln Memorial loom in the background—and not accidentally. These 
were complex shots that took some effort to pull off. Working with cinematog-
rapher Owen Roizman, Pollack also reached for longer lenses whenever pos-
sible in order to give the movie a voyeuristic feel, as if the audience were spying 
on the action as it unfolded.62

Condor also concludes as a seventies fi lm, with its open ending. “You can 
take a walk,” Higgins warns Turner, “but how far can you go if they don’t print 
it?” referring to the story Turner has given to the New York Times in the hopes 
that the paper will expose the CIA’s deeds and afford him some protection as 
well. “They’ll print it,” he responds, with some hesitation. Higgins’s retort, 
“How do you know?” is the last line of the fi lm; the fi nal image is of Turner 
looking back over his shoulder, uncertain.

In 1975 it was not surprising that Turner would appeal to the New York 
Times as his best hope of getting the truth out (another major departure from 
the novel); certainly those would have been Redford’s instincts. In doing back-
ground research for his politically charged fi lm The Candidate (1972), the ac-
tor got wind of the Watergate story well ahead of the public. He approached a 
skeptical Woodward and Bernstein about a movie in April 1973, even before 
their book All the President’s Men was written. Ultimately Redford purchased 
the rights to the book, and his production company matched Warner Brothers’ 
stake in the fi lm. Redford hired Alan Pakula to direct on the strength of his 
work on Klute. William Goldman wrote the screenplay adaptation and received 
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sole credit (and an Academy Award), but the script went through numerous, 
varied drafts. The version as shot emerged from six weeks of work by Redford 
and Pakula, rewriting in consultation with Woodward and Bernstein.63

As Steven Soderbergh has observed, All the President’s Men somehow man-
ages to work as a suspense fi lm despite the fact that everybody knows the out-
come in advance. Pakula draws the audience into the increasing paranoia of 
Woodward and Bernstein (Redford and Dustin Hoffman) as they work their 
way through each impossible twist of the Watergate investigation. We know the 
conspiracy is vast and the trail leads all the way to the top; they are astonished. 
We know it will all work out in the end; they start to fear for their lives. The 
story could have been told very differently, and more heroically. The movie’s 
anxious undercurrents are attributable to Pakula’s approach to the material, 
the fi nal entry in his “paranoid trilogy” after Klute and The Parallax View. 
All three fi lms are also draped in the signature darkness of cinematographer 
Gordon Willis, which contributes to that general tone. The darkness in All 
the President’s Men, however, most notably in the intense garage scenes featur-
ing Hal Holbrook’s spooky incarnation of Deep Throat, is contrasted by the 
piercing brightness of the Washington Post’s newsroom. Pakula emphasized 
the contrast, sharply cutting from murky nighttime exteriors to the harshly lit 
headquarters of the Post, this to emphasize that in the newsroom, truth reigns, 
a clarity of vision subtly buttressed by the innovative use of a diopter (bifocal) 
lens, which portrayed both foreground and background in crystal-clear focus.64

Even in a story in which hardworking underdogs take down the singular 
villain of the times, seventies ambiguity lingers. “I guess I don’t have the taste 
for the jugular you guys have,” a fellow reporter wistfully confi des. And espe-
cially with repeated viewings, Woodward and Bernstein, even as they retain 
our loyalty, come across as calculating, manipulative, and ambitious. “I think 

Turner leaves the movie still looking over his shoulder
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we feel the reporters’ ruthlessness in the fi lm,” Pakula notes. In fact, aside from 
Jason Robards’s star turn as Post editor Ben Bradlee (nothing but a good guy), 
many of the characters are presented against type. Nixon campaign treasurer 
Hugh Sloan and even dirty tricks maestro Don Segretti (both encountered 
quietly in their homes) are warmly lit, self-effacing, and portrayed as casual-
ties of circumstance—Watergate’s collateral damage. The real bad guys, like 
Ziegler, Agnew, and Nixon, are held from the audience at a dispassionate dis-
tance, seen only on TV (or others, like Mitchell, heard only over the phone).65

But at least for once, the good guys win, a rarity for the New Hollywood. 
(It was a true story, so options were limited.) More appropriately despairing is 
Pakula’s The Parallax View (1974), the mother of all conspiracy movies: in the 
words of one reviewer, “not only a fi lm about paranoia, but a deeply paranoid 
fi lm.” All the President’s Men “represents . . . my hope,” Pakula remarked, The 
Parallax View “my fear.” It was being shot as the Senate Watergate hearings 
were taking place (during breaks, cast and crew members would often watch 
the proceedings on the TV in Warren Beatty’s trailer), and the daily revela-
tions abetted the movie’s pessimistic immersion.66

Parallax opens with a Fourth of July parade in Seattle—Pakula wanted to 
“start with sunlit Americana, the America we’ve lost”—a sequence that ends atop 
the Space Needle with the sudden assassination of a youthful senator running for 
president.67 Three years later, obscure muckraking reporter Joe Frady (Beatty) is 
approached by an old friend who tells him that witnesses to the assassination have 
been mysteriously dying. She is terrifi ed; they were both there on that day, but 
Frady has problems of his own (“You want to hear about my day?” he responds 
impatiently). She enters and exits through a billowy white curtain—Frady should 
have known better—as the fi lm cuts immediately to the morgue. It is common in 
conspiracy movies that the “accidental” death of an alarmist compels the protag-
onist to take up the cause. This is beautifully communicated in Parallax with the 
way this scene is framed, the horizontal corpse contrasted with Frady’s upright 
fi gure, a scale between them refl ecting the empty scales of justice (her death has 
been ruled a suicide), as well as the weight of his guilt, which is also captured by 
the heaviness of his head and his hesitation before exiting the frame.

All of this is very different from the book by Loren Singer; the screen-
play was written and rewritten so many times that the fi nal version is virtu-
ally unrecognizable from the source material. Lorenzo Semple Jr. wrote the 
fi rst draft; in that incarnation the victims were all present on the grassy knoll 
in Dallas the day President Kennedy was assassinated. David Giler did the 
fi rst rewrite; he also worked on the script with Pakula. Beatty, as he often 
did, called in Robert Towne for some uncredited polishing, and as shooting 
approached—and into the production itself—Beatty and Pakula continued to 
feverishly rewrite, at times working with actor Hume Cronyn. As with Condor, 
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the resulting screenplay transcends the book, and again takes a “simple” con-
spiracy story and adds layer upon interweaving layer of disorienting duplicity. 
Beatty favored the investigative reporter angle. (His character was originally a 
baseball player and then a cop; it was not hard for reviewers to pick up on the 
affi nity between the shaggy-haired Frady and the youthful, unpolished Wood-
ward and Bernstein.) The implicit shift from JFK to a Bobby Kennedy–type 
fi gure also refl ected the actor’s interests; Beatty was (and remained) a great 
admirer of RFK and had campaigned for him actively in the Oregon primary.68

“Paranoia strikes deep,” Buffalo Springfi eld once sang, and Pakula uses 
every arrow in his quiver to hit this target—especially long (and lengthy) shots, 
enveloping darkness, and Hitchcockian silences. Pakula holds shots without 
a cut to build the tension, which he further encourages by the recurring em-
ployment of anxiety-provoking long shots. That central visual motif of the fi lm 
comes in two varieties. First, Frady is often shot from a great distance, suggest-
ing that he is under observation (such as during his amusement park ride with 
the “ex-ex-FBI agent”), an unease subsequently subtly reinforced when he is, 
in fact, unknowingly under watchful eyes toward the end of the fi lm. Second, 
and even more unnerving, are the long subjective shots of others from Frady’s 
perspective, usually observing a conversation that he (and the audience) can-
not hear. The sequence with Austin Tucker (William Daniels), a witness on 
the run, is particularly effective in this regard. By this point in the movie it is 
impossible to know whether Tucker, or anyone, is friend or foe, and his several 
(likely innocent, in retrospect) inaudible conversations with his bodyguard 
raise already heightened suspicions.

Tucker, seen as a confi dent professional at the start of the fi lm, has been 
shattered by the experience of living in fear (like America?), and he takes on 
childlike qualities: he purses his lips, cradles his brandy glass, curls to nap 
in a fetal position, and looks up hopefully at his bodyguard for reassurance. 

The burden of responsibility shifts to Frady
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An alternate (or perhaps complementary) reading would code the two men as 
lovers; the bodyguard’s sexuality at least is clearly hinted at, and this would 
be one of the few vestiges of the ambiance (though not the substance) of the 
novel, which has a more prurient fascination with homosexuality.69 Regard-
less, Tucker lives long enough to give Frady a classic seventies warning, mock-
ing the idea of the heroic investigation (a theme discussed in greater detail in 
chapter 7): “Fella, you don’t know what this story means.”

Tucker is right, of course, but Frady does at least get closer to the truth: he has 
stumbled onto a shadowy organization that recruits assassins. Presumed dead in 
the explosion that kills Tucker, Frady secretly makes contact with his editor, Bill 
Rintels (Cronyn), and explains his plans to try to infi ltrate the program.70 Rintels’s 
offi ce, with its wood-paneled walls and warm yellow lights, represented to Pakula 
“certain nineteenth century American humanist values,” in contrast with most of 
the other locations in the fi lm, which are shot by Willis in scene after underlit scene, 
as the cinematographer fl irted with the limits of visibility. Frady is often literally in 
the dark, which is in accord with the fact that he is fi guratively and fatefully in the 
dark, a disorientation highlighted by the director’s tendency to favor unbalanced 
compositions within the widescreen shooting ratio chosen for the fi lm.71

As in The Conversation, the dialogue diminishes in the last third of the fi lm. In 
Parallax this includes several long, silent passages, including a remarkable twelve-
minute sequence that could hardly be improved upon, during which Frady fol-
lows a man, fi nds himself on a jumbo jet, realizes that there is a bomb on board, 
and must think of a way to get the plane to turn back without exposing himself to 
scrutiny. He pulls it off and saves the day (and the plane), but the victory is fl eet-
ing. Frady ends up not as undercover faux-assassin but as real-life fall guy (a supply 
of which the organization also needs), as the murder of another politician takes 
place and the blame is pinned on our hero. The Parallax View ends with a second 
government investigating commission (matching the one from the start of the fi lm), 
shot as if fl oating away into the darkness, intoning that this assassination was, like 
so many others, the work of one deranged gunman: “There is no evidence of a 
conspiracy.” The movie leaves open the question whether the government is in-
competent or complicit, but in either case, in 1974, it is surely not to be trusted.

Trust No One

“If the picture works,” Pakula said of The Parallax View, “the audience will 
trust the person sitting next to them a little less at the end of the fi lm.” And 
lurking beneath the labyrinth of conspiracies of the paranoid thriller is some-
thing more basic: fear about that essential loss of trust. Pollack wanted Three 
Days of the Condor to be about “how destructive suspicion really is, because 
it’s the opposite of trust which is the basis of society and all relationships.” Joe 
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Turner starts out the movie explicitly identifi ed as a “man who trusts,” but by 
the end of the fi lm he is so disoriented with paranoia that, for an eerie moment 
in the smoke-fi lled Hoboken train station, “he distrusts his lover,” who has 
risked everything for him.72 The most chilling thing about the Nixon admin-
istration, then, was not its primal bunker-mentality mindset that divided the 
world into “us versus them,” complete with the enemies list and Dean’s cover 
memo about how “we can use the available federal machinery to screw our 
political enemies.” Even worse is stepping through the looking glass into the 
byzantine world of the Nixon White House to learn that the president and his 
men treated “us” with as much suspicion as “them.” It is one thing to go after 
your perceived enemies—“Bob, please get the names of the Jews, you know, 
the big Jewish contributors of the Democrats”—it is another to go after your 
(supposed) friends.73

How did Nixon treat his friends? The morning after his landslide election 
in 1972, he walked into the Cabinet Room, according to Kissinger, looking 
“grim and remote.” After a few words of thanks he left, turning the meeting 
over to Haldeman, who instructed all the members of the cabinet and White 
House staff to tender their resignations immediately and make a list of the doc-
uments they each had in their possession. Not surprisingly, “the audience was 
stunned.” Looking back, Nixon would see this as a mistake, having underesti-
mated the “chilling effect” it would have on the morale of those “who worked 
so hard during the election and who were naturally expecting to savor the 
tremendous victory instead of suddenly having to worry about keeping their 
jobs.” But the demand, however cold and ruthless, refl ected the president’s 
preference to keep his people insecure and in the dark. One of Nixon’s favorite 
management techniques was to encourage rivalries and animosities among his 
closest advisers. Ehrlichman clashed with Mitchell (and he hated Dean, whom 
he saw as an agent of the attorney general); Mitchell saw Colson as a rival (ac-
tually, everybody hated Colson, other than the president); even Nixon’s most 
intimate confi dants, Haldeman and Woods, were pitted against each other.74

Nixon felt the need to assign two full-time rivals to Kissinger, who had to 
fi nd a new space to store his ego when New York City’s landmark Penn Station 
was torn down. Even though the president had essentially frozen Secretary of 
State William Rogers out of the foreign policy process, the slightest media at-
tention to Rogers could send Kissinger into a tantrum, and the president knew 
how to use this to manipulate his national security adviser when it seemed nec-
essary. “He’s like a psychopath about Rogers,” Nixon told Haldeman, whose 
diaries are fi lled with references to days spent managing the squabbles between 
the two men, which he attributed to Kissinger’s “unbelievable ego.” Nixon’s 
relationship with Colonel Alexander Haig also served this purpose. Kissinger 
was concerned that his deputy, who had “a good measure of ruthlessness,” was 
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undercutting his relationship with the president. It was not an idle concern, as 
Nixon rapidly promoted Haig to four-star general and later tapped him to be 
his chief of staff. “Nixon was right, as usual,” Kissinger notes in his memoirs, 
in his “psychological estimate of me,” that “I might resent seeing my former 
subordinate in a technically superior position.”75

With Nixon’s proclivities for secrecy and deception added into the mix, 
it was a White House that all but encouraged spying and backstabbing, be-
haviors that were not much of a stretch for the president’s men to begin with. 
Everybody was spying on everybody. While at the National Security Council, 
Haig kept an eye on Kissinger, who secretly had all of his phone conversations 
transcribed by a pool of eavesdropping secretaries. The home phone of Nixon 
speechwriter William Safi re was tapped (Kissinger would testify under oath 
that he was “astonished” to learn of the tap, but it was one of the alleged “na-
tional security” taps that originated at the NSC); Safi re describes Kissinger 
lying to him about it “in an unstudied, amateurish way.” The Pentagon had its 
own spy at the NSC. Kissinger was furious when Nixon did nothing about it, 
but the president preferred to hold knowledge of the incident over the heads of 
the Joint Chiefs. Besides, spying on Kissinger was virtually standard operat-
ing procedure. Furious at the way Kissinger would disingenuously distance 
himself from unpopular administration policies by leaking to the press, Nixon 
ordered Colson to have the Secret Service log all of his outgoing calls. Halde-
man would later have the records on his desk as Kissinger lied to him about 
whom he hadn’t called.76

It was not an environment conducive to trust. “Haldeman spoke rather 
darkly of the fact that there was a clique in the White House out to get him,” 
the president wrote in his diary in 1972. “One thing I’ve lost . . . is trust in any-
body,” Haldeman would lament months later. “Except me,” Nixon quickly 
interjected, three days before ordering his resignation. If Haldeman had to 
worry about his enemies in the White House, nobody was safe. Dean was as-
sured, as the Watergate pressure mounted, that he would not be thrown “to 
the wolves,” but the writing was on the wall. The day before Nixon had told 
Haldeman, “We’re not throwing you to the wolves, with Dean.”77 And it was 
of course Watergate that set the president’s men, already eyeing one another 
warily, at each other’s throats. “Everyone had his secrets,” Ehrlichman wrote, 
and each of the president’s confi dants tried to convince him that it was the 
others who were exposed and vulnerable. Ehrlichman invariably campaigned 
for Mitchell to take the fall; Mitchell, unwilling, blamed Dean and Haldeman; 
Haldeman fi ngered Colson, who in turn told Nixon that it was Haldeman and 
Ehrlichman who were the most vulnerable. Ehrlichman was somehow certain 
that he alone was innocent. As Jonathan Schell puts it: “Ehrlichman was not 
willing to throw himself on a sword. The person he was willing to throw on a 
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sword was Dean.” Nixon, always the savvy politician, understood all too well 
what was going on. “It will be each man for himself,” the president wrote in his 
diary, “and none will be afraid to rat on the other.”78

In the penultimate scene of Three Days of the Condor, the assassin Joubert 
hands a surprised Turner his gun, “for that day,” he explains, when “someone 
you know, maybe even trust, . . . will smile, a becoming smile, . . . and offer to 
give you a lift.” Years later Nixon would express similar sentiments, writing 
in his memoirs: “The tapes were my best insurance against the unforeseeable 
future. I was prepared to believe that others, even people close to me, would 
turn against me . . . and in that case the tapes would give me at least some pro-
tection.” Nixon was wrong about the tapes, but he knew he couldn’t trust his 
friends.79

On June 25, 1973, John Dean, convinced that he was being set up by his 
friends, began his tell-all testimony before the Senate Watergate Commit-
tee. The following day a similar morality play opened in New York City: The 
Friends of Eddie Coyle. It received mostly positive reviews but remains under-
appreciated to this day.80 A quintessential seventies fi lm, shot entirely on real 
locations in and around Boston by director Peter Yates (who had at one point 
been slated to direct Condor), the movie sticks with most of the principal plot 
points of its source material, drawing heavily on the justly celebrated dialogue 
of George Higgins’s novel. (The movie does cunningly tack on yet an extra 
layer of duplicity and betrayal.) Higgins worked on racketeering cases as a 
federal prosecutor in Boston, which informed this, his fi rst book; he would 
subsequently go into private practice as a defense attorney with clients ranging 
from Black Panther Eldridge Cleaver to Watergate burglar Gordon Liddy.81

Eddie Coyle, portrayed by the incomparable Robert Mitchum in what is 
arguably his greatest performance, is a small-time operator in big trouble. Just 
over fi fty, with a wife and three kids, he is looking at jail time in New Hamp-
shire for getting caught behind the wheel of the wrong truck, time that, given 
his age and responsibilities, he is desperate not to serve. Ironically, his sentence 
is more for not talking than for bootlegging: he took the rap without implicating 
his friend Dillon (Peter Boyle), who owns a bar but who is also a reputable 
hit man, all the more incentive for Eddie to keep quiet. Unbeknownst to Ed-
die and his other friends, Dillon is also an informer, on the payroll of federal 
agent Dave Foley (Richard Jordan). The line between the cops and the crooks 
in Eddie Coyle is thin indeed; initially it is not obvious that Foley is a cop, and 
he bears a passing resemblance to gun merchant Jackie Brown (Steven Keats). 
“I should have known better than to trust a cop. My own mother could have 
told me that,” Coyle complains to Foley, who hooks Eddie and then changes 
the terms of their understanding in midstream. As one observer noted, Ed-
die Coyle paints a universe of us versus them, but “they” are creatures of the 
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seventies: the “criminals-and-police who wage an armed truce but might any 
day form an alliance which would spell the obliteration of everyone else.”82

Coyle, a decent, likable guy, is a jack-of-many-trades, though his specialty 
is in moving clean merchandise of questionable provenance, these days guns 
for his bank-robbing friends. Eddie understands the business. He picked up 
his nickname, “Fingers,” from an old deal gone bad: wares he passed on to 
one of his clients turned out to be traceable. They did time; he got his hand 
crushed in a dresser drawer by some of their friends. Eddie explains this by 
way of warning to the young gun wholesaler Brown, neither as complaint nor 
boast, but a fatalistic lesson in the way the world works. But despite this savvy, 
and his uncanny ability to impart pearls of wisdom throughout the fi lm (“One 
thing I’ve learned is never ask a man why he’s in a hurry”), Eddie’s desperation 
leads him to steps he is loath to take (he later fi ngers Brown in a failed attempt 
to buy his freedom), and he never quite grasps the depth of the corruption of 
his friends. Eddie is past his time. At the Boston Garden, he admires Bobby 
Orr—“What a future he’s got”—a fi nal telegraphing of Coyle’s fate and a re-
minder of what Tanya (Marlene Dietrich) tells Hank (Orson Welles) in Touch 
of Evil: “Your future is all used up.”

Eddie Coyle’s committed realism is particularly rewarding, and can be rel-
ished not just for the obvious authenticity of the location work but for the subtle, 
genuine mannerisms of all of the characters, like the small moments of Foley’s 
indecisiveness (“let me think a minute”) and his edge-of-control adrenaline 
rush during the bust at the Sharon railway station. Shot in documentary style 
(“like a newsreel” was Yates’s goal), but unobtrusively, even when handheld 
cameras are deployed, the movie features washed-out pastels by day and inky 
blacks at night. Dillon’s bar, Eddie’s home, the diners and dives, the police sta-
tion, an abandoned factory: it is not a pretty picture, but it is not a pretty world.83

Ultimately, desperate times force Eddie into a desperate measure. He con-
tacts Foley, offering up his friends, the bank robbers, now wanted for a mur-
der committed during their last heist. “You’re too late, Eddie, it all happened 
without you,” he is told. Foley gets up and walks away without looking back; 
Coyle has nothing for him. Somebody else already gave his friends up. They 
assume that he did it, though, and they hire Dillon to kill him, as revenge. And 
so Eddie is murdered by one of his friends for a betrayal he did not commit—
but one that he was willing to commit—by the man who, it turns out, was the 
real snitch. Walking through Government Center with Foley, the usually re-
liable Dillon doesn’t have any information to share about what happened to 
Coyle. The cop takes it in stride: “I never asked a friend yet to do something 
he really couldn’t do.” The men share a look and part company. For the fourth 
and fi nal time, Foley ends the conversation with his signature sign-off: “Have 
a nice day.”84
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Of course, Eddie’s friends weren’t really his friends; but the protagonists 
in Elaine May’s Mikey and Nicky (Peter Falk and John Cassavetes) are real 
friends, and have been since childhood. Such roots run deep, which the movie 
underscores by calling attention to childlike aspects of their behavior and rela-
tionship. But the impetuous Nicky, who interrupts running for his life to pick 
up some candy and comic books, and the nurturing, exasperated Mikey, have 
some grown-up problems. Nicky has ripped off their boss, a local mobster. His 
partner in this crime has been killed, and Nicky, convinced there is a contract 
on his life, has summoned Mikey to aid in his escape. For the fi rst two reels 
our sympathies are with Mikey, as he tries to break through Nicky’s sleepless 
paranoia—he is so afraid he even thinks his best friend is setting him up—so 
as to coax him out of his hotel hideout and spirit him out of town. But then we 
are with Nicky when it turns out that Mikey is setting him up. Then, fi nally, 
over the course of one long dark night, our loyalties shift away from Nicky as 
revelations of his lifetime of small betrayals slowly accumulate, tipping back 
the scales of personal infi delity.

A buried treasure, Mikey and Nicky was shot in that troubled summer of 
1973 over the course of sixty nights (and only nights, even for the interiors) 
on location in Philadelphia; fi fty more nights of shooting took place in Los 
Angeles after the studio forced the profl igate May closer to home. Editing the 
movie took over a year of wading through the deluge of a million-plus feet of 
exposed fi lm. Mikey and Nicky is clearly infl uenced by Cassavetes, with its ob-
sessive realism and intense, emotional rawness matched by an anxious camera, 
often handheld, featuring occasionally disconcerting close-ups and a paucity 
of establishing shots. His fi lm Husbands (1970) comes to mind, which also 
featured Falk, Cassavetes, and a bucketful of existentialism. Both pictures had 
the same cinematographer (Victor Kemper, with Cassavetes lending a hand in 
each case). But Mikey and Nicky is May’s fi lm. She had worked on the story for 
years, and it was infused with her experiences; despite the important collabo-
ration of her two leads, she was the writer-director. And as Jonathan Rosen-
baum observes, as with all of May’s fi lms, Mikey and Nicky explores “the same 
obsessive theme: the secret betrayal of one member of a couple by the other.”85 
There is also a difference between infl uence and imprint. May’s style is more 
linear and disciplined than Cassavetes’s, especially within scenes, and her 
sense of humor is very evident throughout.

Stanley Kauffmann, another of the movie’s (relatively few) champions, ar-
gues that the fi lm, sometimes marginalized as small or offbeat, “is an implicitly 
large fi lm about deep darkness.”86 And dark it is, literally too, often fl irting 
with imperceptibility, as with the eight-minute scene about everything when 
the boys visit the grave of Nicky’s mother. (Kemper was no stranger to working 
in the dark; he shot Eddie Coyle as well.) They talk to each other; they talk to 
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the dead, although only one of them is a believer. The remarkable scene is a 
pivotal one, part of the central arc of the fi lm that constitutes its middle third. 
In the cemetery, and on the city bus ride leading up to it, Mikey wavers and 
considers running off with his friend. But Nicky’s implicit self-destructiveness 
will not allow it: next stop is his girlfriend’s house. There Nicky humiliates 
his friend, fi rst by having sex while Mikey fi dgets in the almost semi-privacy 
of the kitchen, and then by goading him into trying his luck, knowing he will 
be rejected. This fi nal, defi nitive rupture between the two is telegraphed by 
the bright red walls of the kitchen (a brightness that starkly contrasts with the 
muted color scheme elsewhere in the fi lm), where the men take turns posi-
tioned in isolation, and then fi nally together, in a long shot framed by May to 
emphasize the disjointed triangle: Mikey, Nicky, and other, the latest version 
of a scene played throughout their lives, but in the stress of the moment it ex-
plodes in red jealousy and rage.

The action spills out onto the dark streets, a scene that Falk rightly consid-
ers the linchpin of the movie. “You got all the friends, you got all the money,” 
Mikey shouts. “Did you have to do that to me?” A lifetime of grievances rushes 
to the surface. They fi ght, this time for real, and go their separate ways. Nicky, 
on the run, retraces the ruins of his past, fi nding no safe harbor. Mikey meets 
up with the hit man (Ned Beatty), who has been one step behind them all 
night. He is ordered back home, where his friend will soon be murdered on his 
doorstep, banging desperately to get in. At the last moment, he knows his best 
friend has indeed set him up. As producer Michael Hausman notes, “That’s 
tough to die with, and tough to live with.”87

“Among the most deeply ingrained American myths,” Kauffmann wrote 
in reference to Mikey and Nicky, “is the one of the two male friends.” But in 
Nixon’s America, you could not trust anyone. Not your friends, not even your 
real friends. As the interview-shy May put it after a screening of her fi lm at the 
Museum of Modern Art, “Nobody fi ngers you but your best friend.”88



CHAPTER 7

WHITE KNIGHTS IN 
EXISTENTIAL DESPAIR

The war was fi nally over. The last U.S. troops quit Vietnam in 1973. Nixon 
quit the White House a year later. “My mother was a saint,” choked the sleep-
less, sweaty (about to be ex-) president in his farewell address to his staff. With 
a fi nal incongruous fl ash of his famous double-barreled “V for victory” salute, 
and to the thumbs-up of a grinning Al Haig, on August 9, 1974, Nixon heli-
coptered off into the sunset. One month later he was granted by President Ford 
a “full, free, and absolute pardon . . . for all offenses against the United States 
which he, Richard Nixon, has committed or may have committed or taken part 
in.” What he had promised in 1962 was really true this time: there would be no 
Nixon to kick around anymore, although Dan Aykroyd did a pretty good job of 
it on Saturday Night Live.

And so Nixon and the war, the two great motivating forces of the era, were 
gone. But the mood was hardly one of triumph. It was too late for that, and sift-
ing through the wreckage was dispiriting, to say the least. Kissinger bagged a 
Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts; eighteen months later, the communists over-
ran Saigon. Thousands of Americans and South Vietnamese were airlifted out 
of the city in a desperate evacuation. On off-shore aircraft carriers, helicop-
ters were pushed off the decks and into the sea to make room for the teem-
ing arrivals. Back home, the Rockefeller Commission and then the Church 
Committee supervised the scandalous (if unsurprising) coroner’s inquest into 
the myriad abuses of power. The U.S. government had “initiated and partici-
pated in plots” to assassinate foreign leaders. The intelligence community had 
routinely engaged in illegal “covert action programs” in order to “disrupt the 
lawful political activities of individual Americans,” often with the explicit ap-
proval of “senior administration offi cials.”1
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Post-Vietnam, post-Watergate, post-Nixon, and for half of the baby boom-
ers, post-college: some were even pushing thirty. “What do we do now?” 
Bill McKay (Robert Redford) asks his campaign manager (Peter Boyle) at the 
end of The Candidate (1972). They had thrown everything they had into 
winning the election and were left empty-handed by the victory. And like 
McKay, the baby boomers were getting older. The earnest idealism of youth 
was bumping up against the tough realities of adulthood. Saddled with the 
baggage that comes with the trip to that foreign, foreboding country—jobs, 
kids, compromises—some of them would throw their responsibilities over-
board and dive headfi rst into carefree hedonism; others settled quietly into 
the best lives they could make. Many were haunted, more or less, by a sense 
of unfulfi lled promise.

You could hear it in the music. In October 1974 the Rolling Stones released 
It’s Only Rock ’n Roll. It was a good record, but unlike Beggars Banquet, Let It 
Bleed, Sticky Fingers, and Exile on Main Street, the grand slam of albums they 
released from 1968 to 1972, the new LP was only rock and roll, and even if 
you liked it, the Stones would never matter the way they once did. That same 
month John Lennon released Walls and Bridges, after which he largely with-
drew from the public eye (and with Nixon gone, the FBI lost interest in hound-
ing him as well). It would be his last album of original material for six years.2 
Not surprisingly it was Dylan, now thirty-three (a year younger than Lennon), 
father of four, and, as he anticipated, “soon to be divorced,” who put out the re-
cord that captured the moment. Recorded in late 1974 and released on January 
17, 1975, Blood on the Tracks was a devastating compendium of heartbreak and 
regret. It was also, unlike Dylan’s previous masterpieces, very much an adult 
album, and one burdened with a sense of what had been lost. No longer was 
there “music in the cafés at night / And revolution in the air.” That was then. 
This was now: “He started into dealing with slaves / And something inside of 
him died / She had to sell everything she owned / And froze up inside.” And 
that was just the fi rst song.

These sentiments inevitably found expression in New Hollywood fi lms as 
well. What was implicit in the revisionist Western becomes explicit in contem-
porary crime fi lms: country, authority, ideology, heroism—these don’t amount 
to much on mean city streets where police enforce the law with the disposi-
tion and capriciousness of an occupying army. And so, not coincidentally, a 
spate of fi lms released in December 1973, including The Laughing Policeman 
and the generally unhinged The Seven-Ups, refl ected the general sense that 
law enforcement institutions were at best suspect, arbitrary, dilapidated, and 
compromised.3

That same month Serpico, based, it should be emphasized, on a true story, 
offered an even darker vision of the law. The movie portrays a New York City 
Police Department so endemically corrupt, and so dependent on its code of 
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silence, that it could not tolerate the prospect of an honest cop in its midst. 
Frank Serpico (in real life and as played by Al Pacino) is harassed by his fellow 
cops, ignored by a timid district attorney’s offi ce, and, fi nally, shot in the face 
during a drug bust under the witting indifference (or worse) of his partners, 
who then fail to come to his assistance. Ultimately, Serpico testifi ed before the 
Knapp Commission, whose subsequent report detailed the scope and depth 
of police corruption and the wall of silence that sustained it.4 Soon after his 
testimony, Serpico left for Europe, alone.

With slim hope for justice within the law, or from the law, for that matter, 
what’s a good man to do? In the world of the movies, two paths beckon: the 
noble outlaw and the private eye. Honor among thieves offers at least some 
moral framework from which to operate—an understanding of what is respect-
able and what is transgressive, a grounding that is especially attractive if the 
authorities are corrupt. “When you live outside the law, you have to eliminate 
dishonesty,” says one character in Don Siegel’s 1958 fi lm The Lineup.5 But as 
seen in Mikey and Nicky and The Friends of Eddie Coyle, in Nixon’s America, 
even honor among thieves was on the ropes, and Siegel seemed to agree. His 
late 1973 entry, Charley Varrick, positions an outlaw hero (Walter Matthau) 
between the corrupt institutions of the law and the mob. Varrick is, instead, a 
free agent: the motto of his crop-dusting fi rm (which is inscribed on his van, 
his coveralls, and his business card) is “last of the independents,” which was 
in fact the working title of the movie. Siegel thought that title “made sense” 
because “Charley was . . . the last of the independent bank robbers.”6

Varrick and his crew of small-timers hit a sleepy New Mexico bank. But 
Charley’s wife and two cops are killed in the robbery gone wrong; worse, the 
little locally chartered branch was a laundromat for mafi a cash. The bank 
wants no part of the cops, the mob suspects an inside job, and the local grifters 
can’t be trusted. On Saturday, October 20, Vincent Canby’s positive review 
observed that with the exception of Charley (a bank robber) and one minor 
character, “everyone in the movie is to a greater or lesser extent rotten.” Canby 
was right, and we shouldn’t be surprised. The next day his paper’s headlines 
covered the “Saturday Night Massacre”—two attorneys general resigning in 
quick succession and the “independent” Watergate special prosecutor fi red, 
with FBI agents seizing and sealing off his offi ces (see chapter 6).7

Andrew Sarris concludes that “Charley Varrick ends with the triumph of 
the individual over the bureaucratic routines of both the mafi a and the po-
lice.” True, but it is also clear that the days of the independents have passed. 
To survive, Charley has to fake his own death and disappear, his “last of the 
independents” coveralls last seen consumed by fl ames as part of his illusion 
and escape.8 All that’s left, then, in the 1970s (as in the 1940s), for those in the 
market for some portion of what’s right, or as close to it as one can hope to get 
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in hard times, is to make it yourself. Thus the appeal of the private investiga-
tor, who, in theory at least, answers to no one, doesn’t have to compromise, can 
search for “the truth” no matter where it leads, and maybe even gets to help a 
few okay people along the way. Not the worst internal exile, especially when 
truth and justice are otherwise in short supply and the American Way seems a 
hollow enterprise.

Released a few days after the very fi rst Watergate indictments were handed 
down (and attracting even less public attention), Hickey and Boggs offered an 
image of the private eye as the last honest man standing, although “standing” is 
a relative term. As the movie opens, establishing shots take us from the oppres-
sive L.A. smog into a cheap saloon, where we meet our heroes debating which 
bills are absolutely necessary to pay to keep their threadbare operation afl oat. 
“Hero,” of course, also has a hollow ring: Al Hickey (Bill Cosby) is despon-
dently separated from his wife and daughter; he is an ex-cop, presumably be-
cause he was unable to conform to the rigidities, politics, and indifference that 
pushed Jake Gittes off the same LAPD forty years previously in Chinatown. 
Frank Boggs (Robert Culp) is an alcoholic who nurses an even more dysfunc-
tional relationship with his own ex-wife; the fi lm also hints, with melancholy 
(rather than titillation), at ambiguities in Boggs’s sexuality.9

Bankruptcy is postponed by the appearance of a client with a missing per-
sons case, who, as Sam Spade once remarked, was obviously lying but paid 
enough to make it okay. (“Thank you for your honesty,” suggestively deadpans 
one crook in the face of similar lies.) And so soon enough, Hickey and Boggs 
fi nd themselves in the midst of a bewildering crossfi re between violent L.A. 
mobsters, enigmatic Chicano bank robbers, and a potpourri of underground 
black militants and their curious assortment of Bel Air affi liates and hangers-
on. Not quite sure of the big picture but usually just ahead of the mob and two 
steps in front of the hapless, harassing cops, Hickey and Boggs stay on the case 
after they are let go because once engaged, they are professionally unable to 
simply drop the matter, or, as they put it, “What else do we have to do?”

The only feature fi lm directed by the actor (and occasional writer) Robert 
Culp, Hickey and Boggs reunited Cosby and Culp four years after their suc-
cessful and groundbreaking partnership in the TV show I Spy. It was much 
darker fare than had been previously associated with either actor. This prob-
ably contributed to its failure to fi nd a large audience; but those few who rolled 
the turnstiles saw an archetypal seventies fi lm. Written by Walter Hill, the 
screenplay is not much concerned with explaining every little thing (or, for that 
matter, some bigger things). It features gritty location shooting and consider-
able but consequential violence. (The unnecessary and varied appearance of 
dependent children underscores the stakes involved in the death of adult char-
acters, of which there are many.)10
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With Night Moves (discussed later in this chapter), Hickey and Boggs shares 
a fi xation on the metaphor of competitive sports (not to mention a small role by 
James Woods)—boxing, baseball, football—which yields particularly strong, 
authentic sequences shot at Dodger Stadium and the L.A. Coliseum. Espe-
cially of the seventies is the fi lm’s portrayal of the mob both as a modern, busi-
nesslike corporation (as in Point Blank, with which this fi lm has some affi nity), 
and as morally indistinguishable from the police. Boggs describes the kind of 
killers they are up against: “They’re soldiers, that’s all. No questions, no time 
to ask, no talk. The cops are worse, and less predictable.” Later, Hickey gets 
through his partner’s drunken stupor with a similar warning about the cops 
and the crooks: “They are going to bury us—one side or the other.”

Hickey and Boggs actually beat the bad guys in the end. But the cost is 
high, the victory hollow, and the ending downbeat. Hickey and Boggs antici-
pates the nihilist strand that would weave its way through the great neo-noirs 
of the coming years. “It’s not about anything,” Hickey observes in resigna-
tion, two or three times, and again at the end. “Yeah, I know, you told me,” 
Boggs replies. But they have each other—their friendship, their trust, and their 
shared sense of justice, which endures among the ruins of the times. “You can’t 
make up for what you missed,” Boggs tells Hickey after one particularly dev-
astating setback. “The only thing you can do is to try and even it out, make it 
right.” Pushing deeper into the seventies, The Long Goodbye, Chinatown, and 
Night Moves would take that away, too.

Cracking the Code

Hickey and Boggs had each other; Philip Marlowe (Elliott Gould) in Robert 
Altman’s The Long Goodbye was very much alone. At the start of the movie he 
is even abandoned by his cat, who leaves in protest and never returns. The 
extended opening sequence, which is not in the Raymond Chandler novel 
on which the fi lm is based, would appear unrelated to the rest of the movie. 
But this prologue, a microcosmic morality play about loyalty and deception 
between man and friend (or in this case, between man and cat), establishes, 
however comically, the principal theme of the fi lm.11

As discussed in chapter 5, Altman’s approach is instinctively irreverent 
and revisionist. But how does one revise a style—that of the 1940s private eye 
fi lm noir—that was itself subversive and revisionist? Films noir, to the extent 
that they could be seen collectively, aspired, especially in comparison to clas-
sical studio productions, to be different, more “realistic” (if visually stylized), 
dark, despairing, daring, and cynical, in much the same way that the New 
Hollywood aimed to distinguish itself from its studio-bound predecessors. 
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Revisionist revisionism sounds too clever by half—but the movies discussed 
in this chapter show that it can be done, and brilliantly, in any number of ways.

Altman’s approach, working from a script by Leigh Brackett, who co-wrote 
the forties fi lm noir classic The Big Sleep (based on another Chandler novel 
featuring Philip Marlowe), was to retain Marlowe’s personal integrity and his 
commitment to the code of the classic private eye (a crucial continuity over-
looked by the fi lm’s detractors) while stripping away everything else. In par-
ticular, taking Marlowe as if cryogenically frozen in the black and white forties 
(he wears a white shirt and black tie throughout) and dropping him into the 
decadent sun-drenched wasteland of the seventies—“Rip Van Marlowe,” Alt-
man and Brackett liked to call him—brought three big revisions, each of which 
undermined and diminished the once heroic character. First, and not surpris-
ingly, Rip Van Marlowe is disoriented and confused. As Pauline Kael noted, 
“even the police know more about the case he’s involved in than he does,” a 
galling state of affairs unimaginable for the Marlowe of the forties, whose cool 
insight and savvy always kept him at least one step ahead of the cops. Sec-
ond, and here is where Altman’s irreverence shines through most clearly, even 
the defrosted Marlowe is aware that, after two or three decades, the private 
eye, in real life and in the movies, is now saddled with generic conventions 
and clichés. “This is the part where you say, ‘I’ll ask the questions around 
here,’ ” Gould’s Marlowe sasses the cops—and both the character and, to an 
even greater extent, the movie are self-consciously aware throughout of this 
history, the way that real mobsters have come to imitate gangster fi lms. Chi-
natown avoids this problem by situating the action in the 1930s. Even Night 
Moves, which also plays it straight, explicitly acknowledges the infl uence of 
these legacies. Altman, leaning toward satire, pushes further, and is also not 
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shy about reminding the viewers that they are watching a movie, right down 
to the vintage recording of “Hooray for Hollywood” played over the closing 
credits.12

Finally, and most important, The Long Goodbye is revisionist in taking away 
that which is most precious to Marlowe—not his own commitment to the code, 
which is unwavering, but the commitment of others to that code, especially 
those who should know better. It is an unspeakable betrayal. In a world of cor-
ruption, one lives by the code, and article 1 of those unwritten conventions is 
that you stick by your friends, no matter what. So when Marlowe’s friend Terry 
Lennox (Jim Bouton) shows up in trouble in the middle of the night, Marlowe 
drives him to the Mexican border, no questions asked. And when the police 
are waiting for him when he gets back, saying that Lennox killed his wife, Mar-
lowe clams up and is left to rot in jail. And when he is released, told that Len-
nox is a suicide and that as far as the cops are concerned both cases are closed, 
it is Marlowe’s duty to clear his friend and fi nd out what “really happened.”

Along the way he gets enmeshed in overlapping complications. He is hired 
by Eileen Wade (Nina Van Pallandt) to fi nd her troubled, alcoholic husband—
and the Wades were neighbors of the Lennoxes, it turns out. Marlowe is also 
pursued by the sadistic gangster Marty Augustine (Mark Rydell), who says 
that Terry Lennox made off with his money—a lot of money—and he thinks 
that Marlowe knows where it is. Roger Wade, it seems, may owe money to 
Augustine too. In a bravura performance by Sterling Hayden—who is argu-
ably playing some combination of late period Ernest Hemingway, Altman’s 
vision of Raymond Chandler in winter, and, almost certainly, himself (most of 
the dialogue in Hayden’s scenes with Gould was improvised)—Wade has an 
uncommon depth that grounds the picture.

What Roger Wade owes to whom is never established with certainty in the 
movie, which is not in the certainty business. Altman and cinematographer 
Vilmos Zsigmond (who had also shot Altman’s McCabe & Mrs. Miller and Im-
ages, along with many other New Hollywood fi lms) adopted a style of unmo-
tivated camera movements—the camera would almost always, however subtly, 
be in motion which Altman thought would give the fi lm a voyeuristic feeling, 
and which also undermines the idea of a static or “objective” point of view 
on the unfolding action. Zsigmond also fl ashed the unexposed negative by
50 percent; this softened the very sharp contrasts that could have been pro-
duced with the available technology of the day, and which would have yielded 
a hyperrealist look that, Zsigmond argues, gives an artifi cial feel to many con-
temporary fi lms. By taking down the contrast, the fi lm more closely approxi-
mates actual human vision.13

The result is a fi lm of great visual beauty which counterpoises sun-
drenched daytime scenes with jet-black night-for-night sequences, including 
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the most important of the picture, Roger Wade’s suicide, as he forges into the 
rhythmic, pounding darkness of the Pacifi c Ocean at night (the scene was 
shot at 3 AM, modestly lit from a boat at sea). This is a crucial change from 
the book, where Wade is murdered and his suicide faked. It is also the scene 
on which the narrative hinges; it reveals information heretofore unknown to 
Marlowe, it places him in ever greater danger, and it fi nally sends him back to 
Mexico, where he discovers that his friend Terry Lennox is very much alive, 
had stolen that money, killed his wife, and left Marlowe to be the fall guy. In the 
fi lm’s most controversial departure from the text, Marlowe pulls a gun and kills 
Lennox in cold blood. As he leaves, he passes Eileen Wade on a tree-lined 
street in a scene that mirrors the closing images of The Third Man, as we, and 
Marlowe, now realize that Eileen, who to this point has been portrayed in an 
attractive (if enigmatic) light, is Terry Lennox’s lover and partner in crime. It 
is an especially appropriate allusion, since, as Kael astutely observed, Lennox 
had become “the Harry Lime in Marlowe’s life.”14

The Long Goodbye received a good number of positive reviews (not sur-
prisingly, from critics like Vincent Canby, Roger Ebert, and Kael),15 but it at-
tracted more than a few negative notices as well. Those who hated it usually 
really hated it, and in most instances, they got the point exactly wrong. Charles 
Champlin complained that “Brackett and Altman have made one major plot 
change, and its effect is to deny almost everything that was honorable about 
Marlowe.” Sight and Sound was so similarly offended that it panned the movie 
in two different issues. “Chandler’s novel [is] about the importance of friend-
ship, about human loyalties being more trustworthy than legal ones,” wrote 
the fi rst reviewer, all of which is lost when “Lennox becomes a murderer and a 
manipulator.” The second reviewer concurred: turning Lennox “into a coldly 
calculating murderer . . . destroyed the basis of faith and comradeship that pro-
vided the moral basis and narrative spine of the book.”16

These critiques misread the meaning of the conclusion, which does not 
take down Marlowe but rather indicts the times he was living in. In the 1970s, 
not only was the world corrupt, but also there was no sanctuary to be found 
through a shared understanding of the code. Gould spends the entire movie 
muttering “It’s all right with me,” his own improvisation and one that refl ected 
Rip Van Marlowe’s utter confusion at the behavior he sees around him in 
1970s L.A. But Lennox’s betrayal is the one thing that is not okay with him. As 
Brackett acknowledges, killing Lennox “is something the old Marlowe would 
never have done.” But “Gould’s Marlowe is a man of simple faith, honesty, 
trust, and integrity”; having him just “walk away from it,” she argues, would 
not have been a “moral ending.” She sees their “only achievements” in revising 
the book as turning Lennox into a “clear cut villain” and having Marlowe kill 
him in the end, which to her “seemed right, and honest.”17
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Altman was even more adamant on this point and agreed to sign on to the 
fi lm on the condition that Brackett’s ending not be altered. “The one thing 
we left Rip Van Marlowe with was his faith that a friend’s a friend,” Altman 
explained. “My intention was that the greatest crime that could be committed 
against Philip Marlowe, who was a romantic, is that his friend broke faith with 
him. So he killed him.”18 Marlowe’s murder of Lennox can be seen, in this con-
text, as the only act of moral enforcement that occurs in the movie. According to
Gould, when he showed the fi lm to Donald Sutherland, his friend’s reaction to 
the ending was: “Oh, I see. It’s all about morality.”19

Altman was not the only director who picked up on this theme. Sydney 
Pollack’s The Yakuza (1975) and Sam Peckinpah’s The Killer Elite (1975) are 
both set in motion by similar acts of fraternal betrayal. (Each also suggests 
that America—or perhaps Western society more generally—is so irretrievably 
corrupt that vestiges of timeless honor and integrity can be found only in the 
Orient.) Killer Elite opens with several scenes that do little more than estab-
lish the intimate and implicit bond between two partners (Robert Duvall and 
James Caan), which makes Duvall’s sudden, incomprehensible, and brutal 
stab in the back especially shocking. In a fi lm drowning in a sea of duplicity, 
that act stands alone in its scandalous infi delity. In The Yakuza, written by Paul 
Schrader and rewritten by Robert Towne, Robert Mitchum travels to Japan to 
help out an old friend in big trouble. Mitchum asks no questions—a friend is 
a friend—until it becomes all too clear that he has been double-crossed. Mit-
chum calls in favors in Japan (at least his word is still good), and in setting 
things straight (as he must), he also, at great personal sacrifi ce, goes out of his 
way to resolve a debt of honor he has carried for twenty years. For Pollack, the 
movie was about “the limits to which one will go to keep one’s word,” yet at the 
same time, it was a melancholy acknowledgment that Mitchum and his kind 
“are over the hill and existing in a world that has passed them by.” Anachro-
nistically seeking honor in a world gone wrong, they continue (like Rip Van 
Marlowe) to “live by a set of moral standards that have become outmoded.”20

Forty Shades of Noir

As noted in chapter 1, fi lm noir had an irresistible attraction for New Holly-
wood fi lmmakers (and their audiences).21 The affi nities between the seventies 
fi lm and fi lm noir are remarkable. Visually, each reached for a more “realistic” 
presentation of reality, with a greater use of source lighting, location work, and 
a murkier, less pristine look than was associated with highly polished classi-
cal studio productions. At times these choices were partly inspired by tight 
budgets; but as a matter of honor, both fi lm noir and the seventies fi lms found 
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“realism” in imperfection. The point is debatable, but the differences are clear: 
the studio philosophy holds that a technically fl awless product, with perfect 
sound, unobtrusive lighting (which actually means lots of artifi cial light), and 
invisible editing, allows for the suspension of disbelief—you enter the dream 
world and forget that you are watching a movie—whereas the revisionist per-
spective holds that this is stagy and artifi cial, and in the “real world,” sounds 
and images are often muddled and unclear.22

For fi lm noir, not surprisingly, this difference is most obviously notable with 
the use (and absence) of light. Classical studio productions had “key” lights 
(the main sources of illumination, usually from above); “fi ll” lights (which fi lled 
in the shadows created by the key); and “back” lights, which, working subtly 
from behind the actors, created attractive outlines that enhanced the visual stat-
ure of the players. Noir productions took down all these lights. Scenes were 
more often lit for night, and thus less brightly; fi ll and back lights were more or 
less abandoned; and low, off-center source lights (like desk lamps) were com-
monly used as important sources of illumination. All this threw shadows and 
produced asymmetrical, often disorienting compositions, which left actors rela-
tively diminished by their surroundings. Another calling card of fi lm noir (and 
of the seventies fi lm) is night-for-night shooting—and this particular embrace of 
the shadows can’t be attributed to budgetary constraints, as it is more expensive 
and challenging to shoot at night as opposed to day-for-night (using special fi l-
ters and other techniques to give the illusion of darkness while actually fi lming 
during the day). Worth the money and effort, night-for-night shots yield deep, 
saturated blacks that add to the realism (and the darkness) of a picture.23

Beyond the visual style, fi lms noir were also, in Raymond Chandler’s fa-
mous phrase, “dark with more than night.” Like the seventies fi lm, fi lm noir 
was shaped by the political context of its times, which was even more despair-
ing than what the sixties and seventies had to offer: the depression, the hor-
rors of fascism, world war, postwar disillusionment. Not surprisingly, all of 
this resulted in fi lms defi ned by a certain cynicism, pessimism, and fatalistic 
resignation.24 Each of these four historical factors had an impact. The Great 
Depression: “I see one-third of a nation,” President Roosevelt called out in his 
second inaugural address, “ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished,” conditions that 
can blur the distinctions between right and wrong for people forced to make dif-
fi cult choices in hard times, aware that they are traffi cking on tough city streets 
among others similarly situated—hungry, desperate, and rootless. The rise 
of the fascists in Europe: nightmarish police states on the cusp of the full on-
slaught of the Nazi horrors sent a wave of refugees to Hollywood, men like Billy 
Wilder, Fritz Lang, Robert Siodmak, Otto Preminger, and countless others, 
who brought with them not only the German expressionism that wrought the 
noir style but also the sense of terrible foreboding that informed its substance.
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And then the war itself, with its unprecedented carnage—death every-
where, one’s own survival reduced to random chance—left postwar audiences 
receptive to tougher, more realistic fare than before, and yielded characters, of-
ten combat veterans, who had seen more than their share of death and carried 
a certain stoic understanding that circumstances were beyond their control. 
“Think of what had gone on,” remarked writer-director Abraham Polonsky. 
“An extraordinary, terrible war. Concentration camps, slaughter, atomic 
bombs, people killed for nothing. That can make anybody a little pessimistic.” 
Finally, after the war, beyond the euphoria and relief of victory, there followed 
for many a rocky transition to normal life, as both the returning soldiers and 
the America they’d left had been changed fundamentally by the experience. 
This postwar disillusionment, seen in fi lms like John Huston’s Key Largo, por-
trayed servicemen coming home to fi nd “a society something less than worth 
fi ghting for.”25

Although both the seventies fi lm and fi lm noir were contra the studio sys-
tem, a particularly fascinating aspect of noir is that it challenged from within 
strict confi nes, pushing the moral certainty of the production code to the limit. 
Moreover, almost no fi lm noir has an unambiguously happy ending. Crime 
Wave and The Woman in the Window come to mind as exceptions, but even 
in those cases, “happy” is a pretty strong word, and darker readings are more 
than plausible. More common are fi lms like Criss Cross, Out of the Past, Double 
Indemnity, D.O.A., The Asphalt Jungle, and Angel Face, each of which ends 
with the death of the protagonist who had our loyalty from the start.26 And 
even in a fi lm like Orson Welles’s The Lady from Shanghai, where at the end 
the mystery is solved, the hero is saved, and the guilty are brought to some 
form of justice, you don’t leave the theater humming. Consider these lines 
from the fi nal monologue: “I went to call the cops, but I knew she’d be dead 
before they got there. . . . I’d be innocent, offi cially. But that’s a big word, inno-
cent. . . . Maybe I’ll live so long that I’ll forget her. Maybe I’ll die trying.”

Film noir also expressed, as did the seventies fi lm, a fascination with sexu-
ality, male anxiety, and gender issues more broadly. As discussed in chapter 4,
the central position of femmes fatales in these fi lms—scheming, ruthless 
women who use their sexuality to manipulate men and lead them down the 
path to destruction (see, for example, The Killers, Out of the Past, Double In-
demnity, Murder My Sweet, The Postman Always Rings Twice, The Lady from 
Shanghai, and Crime of Passion)—remains a point of controversy. Another 
noir staple in this vein is the ubiquity of the coded homosexual character. Not 
only does Sam Spade (Humphrey Bogart) in John Huston’s The Maltese Fal-
con have to deal with Brigid O’Shaughnessy (Mary Astor)—the mother of all 
femmes fatales—his male adversaries are all coded in this way. Not that this 
ruffl es Spade’s feathers any, but watch what Joel Cairo (Peter Lorre) does with 
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his umbrella in his fi rst scenes in the fi lm. It also slipped by the censors that 
Gutman’s (Sidney Greenstreet) young enforcer Wilmer (Elisha Cook Jr.) is re-
peatedly referred to as a “gunsel,” which can be understood as shorthand for 
“gunslinger” but is also defi ned as a young man kept for sexual purposes.

In sum, fi lm noir and the seventies fi lm are kindred spirits, right down to 
the type of criticism they cultivated. John Houseman (the legendary producer 
and actor), in an essay panning, of all things, The Big Sleep, complained that 
“what is signifi cant and repugnant about our contemporary ‘tough’ fi lms is 
their absolute lack of moral energy, their listless fatalistic despair.” House-
man bemoans the absence of moral purpose in such fi lms, concluding that the 
“moral of our present ‘tough’ picture, if any can be discerned, is that life in 
the United States of America in the year 1947 is hardly worth living at all,” 
a charge that critics would commonly level at the New Hollywood in 1974 as 
opposed to 1947.27

Still, there were important differences between the seventies and the for-
ties, and this was not simply a function of the new permissiveness available 
to the former. One key difference, of course, is that the seventies fi lmmakers 
were very much aware of the fi lm noir tradition and thus toiled in the shadows 
as well—in this instance, the shadow of fi lm history. And in that context, it 
seemed, they were committed to getting even blacker than noir. This found ex-
pression in three principal revisions. First, they stripped away the code—the 
last vestige of honor—not from the hero but from the world around him. In the 
end, despite the integrity of the private eye, it may take two to code. Second, 
the classic noir private eye, however threadbare his existence and no matter 
how many knocks he has taken, is nevertheless distinguished by his smarts. 
Always ahead of the cops, with a preternatural ability to sense the character 
and motives of those he encounters on the job, he may not win the game, but 
he always sees through it. Finally, the classic noir hero knows he isn’t going to 
change the world, but at the end of the day, some small corners of it are a bit 
better because he was there. The seventies fi lm changed all that.

The fi rst two qualities can again be seen in a comparison between The Long 
Goodbye and its antecedents. In the Big Sleep, two scenes bookend the sequence 
involving Harry Jones (Elisha Cook Jr.) In the fi rst, Jones watches, hidden in 
the shadows, as Marlowe (Bogart) is beaten to a pulp. “You could have yelled 
for help,” complains Marlowe later. “A guy’s playing a hand, I let him play 
it. I’m no kibitzer,” Jones responds. “You got brains,” Marlowe acknowledges 
approvingly. Later the roles are reversed: a hidden Marlowe is silent witness 
when Jones, protecting a woman, is forced to take a drink he knows is laced 
with poison. It’s the second time he earns Marlowe’s respect, but that’s as far 
as it goes. Again, the rules governing relationships between “a couple of right 
guys,” however modest, run deep, in contrast to The Long Goodbye. Altman’s 
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fi lm also contrasts with the classics in emphasizing Marlowe’s (lack of ) savvy. 
“Chandler’s Marlowe always knew more than the cops,” Leigh Brackett ob-
served, whereas in their revision, “he became the patsy.”28 Compare Gould’s 
Marlowe—drunken, childlike, drenched and disheveled on the beach, inar-
ticulately berating the cops with information they have long known—with Bo-
gart’s Marlowe, or his cousin Sam Spade from The Maltese Falcon, in scenes 
of clipped staccato where Bogie explains to confused cops and beleaguered 
district attorneys just enough to keep them off his back, or in more urgent mo-
ments, how he has no choice but to solve the mystery for them in order to clear 
his good name.

In the end, Sam Spade (like Walter Neff, on the other side of the law in Dou-
ble Indemnity) didn’t get the money, and he didn’t get the woman. But he didn’t 
hurt anybody, either. In fact, you got the sense that the world was a better place 
with people like Spade and Marlowe around; they talked a good nihilist game, 
but deep down you could tell they wanted to do good.29 And unbeholden to 
the system, they were more likely to do so as well: free to pursue the case no 
matter whose feathers were ruffl ed, to uncover meaningful truths, however in-
convenient, and, here and there, to win some modest but important battles. 
In the neo-noir masterpieces Chinatown and Night Moves, these hopes—for 
freedom, meaningful truths, small victories—were all stripped away. In the 
mid-1970s the nihilism ran even deeper. It was dark, all the way down.

The Citizen Kane of the Seventies

Chinatown, directed by Roman Polanski, is a perfect fi lm.30 Robert Towne’s 
brilliant, initially sprawling screenplay was revised over a feisty, hardworking 
two-month period by writer and director and then relentlessly cut down by Po-
lanski, leaving a fi nal script so tight you could bounce a quarter off it. (Towne’s 
published version of the screenplay still includes a number of scenes not in 
the fi nal cut of the fi lm, along with other subtle differences.)31 The fi lm’s twin 
mysteries—of the water and of the woman—converge with an orchestrated pre-
cision. There is nary a wasted moment or character, or a missed opportunity to 
set down a marker or an echo that will be picked up later on in the story. Curly 
shows up at the beginning, ostensibly (and effectively) to help establish the set-
ting, but then reappears near the very end to play a vital role. Gittes loses a shoe 
at the reservoir, just as Hollis Mulwray did, telegraphing not only Mulwray’s 
murder but its motive as well. In an old photograph of Mulwray and Noah 
Cross at the Department of Water and Power, the two men look eerily similar; 
at the mention of her father’s name, Evelyn instinctively covers her breasts with 
her forearms. These and other hints of incest wash by during an initial screen-
ing but stand out over repeated viewings.
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Chinatown, shot by John Alonzo, is also distinguished by its visual style, 
which is in effortless harmony with its reconstruction of late 1930s Los An-
geles. It does not have an assertive New Hollywood look: about two-thirds of 
the fi lm was shot on sets, source lighting was not emphasized, and the compo-
sitions and camera movement are predominantly (but not exclusively) tradi-
tional. At the same time, the fi lm is not at all trying to imitate the past; rather, 
in both style and substance, it revisits the period from the vantage point of 
the 1970s. “I wanted Panavision and color,” Polanski later noted, “but I also 
wanted a cameraman who could identify with the period.”32 Color, then, but 
muted yellows and browns throughout. Noir evocations—private eyes and ve-
netian blinds—but not noir itself. “Like everyone who loves cinema,” Polan-
ski told an interviewer, “I adore Hollywood detective fi lms and Chandler and 
Hammett’s books.” And on this point, writer and director were on the same 
page. For Towne, “Hammett, of course, was a major infl uence.”33 In the end, 
however, revisionism trumps homage with a knockout blow at the fi nish that is 
shocking and yet, in retrospect, inevitable.

That ending—the innocent Evelyn Mulwray shot dead through her fl awed 
eye by the cops—was famously controversial. Towne, ultimately barred from 
the set, fought for a different resolution. But Polanski knew better: “If China-
town was to be special . . . Evelyn had to die”; without this, the movie’s “dra-
matic impact would be lost.” This was 1974. “I wanted the fi lm to end in utter 
tragedy” and for Noah Cross “to get away clean, just like most bad guys really 
do.”34 As Polanski intended from the start, the ending is more than foreshad-
owed, it is preordained, both visually and verbally. Not long before the fi nish, 
Evelyn slumps her head against her car horn in despair, anticipating her fate. 
Her eye, blown apart, is but the last in a long series of shattered eyes presented 
to us throughout the fi lm: the pocket watch crushed under Mulwray’s tire, the 
dead eye of Jake’s luncheon fi sh, the lens punched out of his sunglasses, the 

Her father and her husband



180  HOLLYWOOD’S LAST G OLDE N AG E

kicked-out taillight of Evelyn’s car, the black eye sported by Curly’s wife, the 
one cracked lens of Cross’s incriminating bifocals, and of course the intimate 
fl aw Gittes notices in Evelyn, “something black in the green part of your eye,” 
which she calls “a sort of birthmark.”

Even more determining than these visual clues, however, is the very mean-
ing of the fi lm: Chinatown—the place, the metaphor for the impossibility of 
knowing, for the absence of justice and the inability to do anything about it. 
“You may think you know what’s going on here, but believe me, you don’t,” 
Cross tells Gittes, just what the district attorney told Jake years before in Chi-
natown. And the cruel truth is they are both right. But Jake, unlike Hollis 
Mulwray, will make the same mistake twice.35 Chinatown haunts Gittes be-
cause it was the place, he says, where “I was trying to keep someone from being 
hurt, and I ended up making sure she was hurt.” These are two of the most 
important lines in the movie, and it is this sensibility that brings the weight 
of the 1970s to the late 1930s. Certainly that was Polanski’s intention. “A fi lm 
that doesn’t make any statement at all about society—and ourselves—would be 
completely empty,” he said at the time, defending the picture; and eventually 
even Towne would admit, “In hindsight, I’ve come to the feeling that Roman 
was probably right about the ending.”36

Chinatown’s politics run deep, and they fi nd considerable expression 
through the character of Noah Cross (John Huston). In a fi lm in which the ac-
tors, down to the smallest parts, play their roles so exceptionally and invisibly 
it’s as if they were written expressly for them (which in one instance was the 
case: Towne wrote the screenplay with his friend Jack Nicholson in mind),37 
one small part looms large. Huston has only a few key scenes in the movie, but 
his character carries a lot of philosophical water, standing for the dark side of 
humanity—evil, greed, lust. Noah Cross, as many have observed, rapes both 
his daughter and the land; worse, perhaps, is that he does it without fl inching. 
“You see, Mr. Gittes, most people never have to face the fact that at the right 
time, and the right place, they’re capable of anything.” It is for this unstated 
reason that Cross insists on serving fi sh “with the heads on”: it’s more honest 
to look your kill in the face.

Cross also represents the corrupting infl uence of wealth, which is sugges-
tive of Chinatown’s underlying class politics and, more overtly, its belief that 
the wealthy are above the law. (“He owns the police!” Evelyn shouts, and we 
know that she is right.) In a telling deleted passage from the fi rst few pages of 
Towne’s script, Curly threatens to murder his straying wife and her lover, cit-
ing “the unwritten law.” “I’ll tell you the unwritten law,” Gittes chastises force-
fully. “You gotta be rich to kill somebody, anybody, and get away with it.”38 
Gittes, who makes a good living, nevertheless has a strong working-class sensi-
bility; he pronounces the word “rich” as if it were an obscenity. Jake repeatedly 
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explains that he’s not after the “family men” caught up in trying to get ahead, 
but would rather “hang it on a few rich guys” who are pulling the strings from 
behind the scenes, and who he knows, instinctively, are motivated by an in-
satiable appetite for more. In point of fact, he “wants to nail” them. And why 
not, the audience might easily think; back home on TV these same politics 
played out with comforting results. As Jeff Greenfi eld observed, every episode 
of Columbo featured the working-class lieutenant taking on one aristocrat after 
another—surgeons, art collectors, symphony conductors—and always getting 
his man. (In the episode closest to Chinatown’s release date, Columbo even 
nailed one of his superiors, the deputy police commissioner, for murdering his 
wife in their posh Bel Air home.)39 But that’s not what would happen in China-
town, or, it was suggested, in real life—and certainly not in the seventies fi lm.

No small part of Chinatown’s effectiveness comes from the way it not only 
acknowledges but also takes advantage of our understanding of noir conven-
tions. The presence of John Huston, legendary writer and director of The 
Maltese Falcon, evokes thoughts of classic private eye movies, as does, if more 
subtly, the unseemly haste with which Hollis Mulwray’s name is scraped from 
his offi ce door ( just as Sam Spade coolly orders “Spade and Archer” replaced 
with “Samuel Spade, Private Investigator,” upon his partner’s death). These 
and other elements prime the audience’s implicit expectations, especially 
about Evelyn Mulwray (Faye Dunaway), who is positioned structurally in the 
story as the femme fatale. This was how Dunaway approached the role, with 
Mary Astor’s performance from The Maltese Falcon as her template. Of course, 
Evelyn is no femme fatale—just the opposite—but Dunaway played the role to 
exploit the viewer’s assumptions, constructing, she says, “each of Evelyn’s re-
actions so that the audience would think at that moment I was guilty,” and yet, 
when recalling those moments at the end, “they would realize that my reaction 
was not because I was guilty, but because of the truth.”40

Those watching the movie may or may not be led down this path, but Jake 
Gittes (Nicholson), in the movie, thinks he’s Sam Spade, dutifully following 
the code (he falls hard for the girl but has to back off when he thinks she might 
be guilty), and even echoing Spade’s tactics in bullying the truth out of a de-
ceptive lover.41 Unlike Spade, however, he gets it wrong, completely wrong, 
and tragically so. And from the perspective of the movie, his failures are our 
failures, as we are with him and see the world exclusively through his eyes for 
the entire fi lm.42 He doesn’t get to the bottom of the mystery and set things 
right. His mistakes, right up to the end, are the cause of the problem, not the 
solution. Jake (not to mention Evelyn and daughter Katherine, who probably 
would have escaped) would have been better off if he had followed the ad-
vice he half-heartedly offered the fake Mrs. Mulwray: “You know the expres-
sion ‘let sleeping dogs lie’? You’re better off not knowing.” But to reach this 
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conclusion, again (as in Altman’s The Long Goodbye, but for different reasons), 
is to strip away whatever modest hopes the classic detectives had to offer a 
despairing world.

Chinatown’s revisionism is different from that of The Long Goodbye. Alt-
man took a character from the forties and set him down in the seventies; Polan-
ski brought the weight of the seventies back to the classic era (an approach also 
taken by the Robert Mitchum vehicle Farewell, My Lovely).43 Arthur Penn’s 
Night Moves takes a third approach—a movie of the seventies, in the seven-
ties, with a resigned awareness of the traditions, triumphs, and tragedies of 
the past.

He Played Something Else, and He Lost

Released with tepid studio support, Night Moves remains a fi lm of relatively 
modest renown, despite the fact that it was well received by many of the more 
serious critics.44 This is unfortunate, because Night Moves not only is an exem-
plar of everything the “seventies fi lm” was about but also stands as one of the 
towering achievements of the period. Alan Sharp’s brilliant screenplay comes 
with a boxful of crackerjack lines; rewritten in collaboration with director
Arthur Penn (and honed further in improvisational rehearsals with cast mem-
bers), the script is brought to life by Gene Hackman and a noteworthy sup-
porting ensemble, which includes Susan Clark, Jennifer Warren, and a very 
youthful James Woods and Melanie Griffi th. Hackman’s work on the picture 
is outstanding, and the same can be said for director Penn and his produc-
tion team, drawn from the top of the seventies talent pool: cinematographer 
Bruce Surtees, composer Michael Small, and Penn’s closest collaborator, edi-
tor Dede Allen.45

Hackman plays Harry Moseby, an ex–Pro Bowl football player who now 
gets by, more or less, running a one-man private eye agency. By convention, he 
is hired to track down the wayward daughter of a disreputable guardian, and 
by convention, the routine investigation must disturb and uncover darker and 
more dangerous secrets. Against genre, however, Harry not only has a wife but 
also fi nds out (by accident) that she has taken a lover, one with a limp and a 
cane, no less, both mocking his masculinity and depriving him of the right to 
square things with a good sock to the jaw.

Instead of confronting the problems in his personal life head-on, Harry lets 
his work run interference and delay the close and introspective consideration 
of a marriage that seems worthy of salvation. On the missing persons case he 
is more confi dent and direct, effectively tracing the clues from Los Angeles to 
New Mexico to the Florida Keys, and in relatively short order returns child to 
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mother. Unfortunately the reunion, fi rst predictably unhappy, turns unexpect-
edly tragic, and the Code of the Private Eye, of course, requires that Harry 
revisit the case. Retracing his steps, he is again able to connect the dots with 
consummate professionalism. But Harry never grasps the big picture until the 
very end, where the revelation serves no purpose other than to confront him 
with the depths of his failure. We leave Harry betrayed, wounded, and literally 
at sea, going in circles.

Wife notwithstanding, Night Moves is unambiguously and by design a 
revisionist neo-noir. Early in the movie, when his wife, Ellen (Susan Clark), 
asks which team is winning the football game he is watching, Harry responds, 
“Nobody. One side’s just losing more slowly than the other,” an echo of the 
words spoken by Robert Mitchum in Out of the Past (1947), appropriately the 
most fatalistic of the great noir classics. When Paula (Jennifer Warren) refers to 
her fi rst boyfriend, Billy Dannreuther, she is invoking the name of Humphrey 
Bogart’s character in John Huston’s Beat the Devil (1953). More to the point, 
almost every character in the fi lm treats Harry’s profession as anachronistic 
and feels compelled to cross swords with him by invoking the clichés asso-
ciated with his craft in the popular imagination. This is usually done with 
humor, more or less gently, but some of these barbs are daggers that land more 
than surface scrapes, as in the separate confrontations Harry has with his 
wife and her lover. “Well, come on, take a swing at me, Harry, the way Sam 
Spade would”: the line reading decisively exposes the impossibility of simple, 
classical solutions.

Harry’s life is passing before his eyes
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Other noir conventions remain intact. The convoluted plot stands up to 
scrutiny, but its architects are content, even determined, not to tie up every 
loose end. And certainly noir is thrown onto the screen from the projection 
booth; underlit interiors compete with eye-squintingly dark night-for-night 
exteriors. Penn came up with the title Night Moves; Sharp’s working title by 
the time Penn saw it was The Dark Tower. They sound equally noirish, but 
the director’s title, which he felt was suggested by the dialogue (and which 
more accurately refl ects what goes on in the movie), is a considerable improve-
ment. It retains the black paint and allows for the play on words that caught 
the eye of Vincent Canby—knight moves—which adds three additional layers 
of meaning. In his personal life, as Canby noted, Harry tends to move like 
a knight, preferring indirect routes (like when he approaches his wife’s lover 
fi rst). Harry is also a chess player, and a famous chess match featuring “three 
little knight moves” provides the central metaphor for the fi lm. And fi nally, 
and fi ttingly, it brings us back to Chandler and his own antiheroic chess meta-
phor: “The move with the knight was wrong. . . . [K]nights had no meaning in 
this game. It wasn’t a game for knights.”46

In addition to its relationship with fi lm noir, Night Moves is also infl uenced, 
primordially, by the French New Wave. Penn had always been captivated by 
the movement: his 1965 fi lm Mickey One was nothing less than a full-blown 
New Wave feature produced (if reluctantly) by a Hollywood studio.47 And it 
was Penn who decided, with particular purpose (he rejected other “art” fi lms 
that were suggested), that Harry would discover his wife’s infi delity outside a 
screening of My Night at Maud’s.48 Rohmer’s fi lm perfectly captures the love 
triangles that also populate Night Moves, and it doesn’t hurt that the characters 
in Maud engage in an ongoing debate about how one could lead a meaningful 
life in a (possibly) godless universe. Penn also added to the screenplay Harry’s 
formative story of how, using his detective skills, he tracked down the father 
who had abandoned him as a child, only to come within a few feet of him be-
fore turning away (another knight move?). This is in fact the real life story of 
François Truffaut, who hired a detective to track down his biological father. 
Truffaut traveled to Belfort (Harry went to Baltimore), and saw the man in 
question, but turned away at the last moment.49

Night Moves also embraces the New Wave’s philosophical and visual sensi-
bilities. The editing style does not strive for invisibility, and in particular, the 
subtle motif of multiple refracted images challenges the position that there is an 
objective “point of view” (which happens to be the name of the boat featured in 
the movie), and suggests instead that everything is open to interpretation and 
seen through the particular perspective from where one stands. Improbably, 
both Harry and his romantic rival favor circular nested windows that produce 
multiple focal points. The audience, already struggling with the twisting plot 
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and murky visuals, is also invited to try and identify images eerily distorted 
by the frame of a glass-bottomed boat or through the windows of a submerged 
airplane. Sometimes even the invitation is withheld—as with the key scene 
shown, inconclusively, from two different camera angles (raw footage from a 
movie within the movie), leaving the audience in the dark as to what exactly 
has happened. And all this to deliver us to an open ending, another New Wave 
(and New Hollywood) favorite.

Reading Night Moves through the lens of the New Wave shifts our atten-
tion from the investigation to the investigator, and this is what the fi lmmakers 
wanted. Sharp’s goal was to take the classic private eye drama as a point of de-
parture for a movie that was actually about the detective and the “crisis in his 
life”; he had little interest in the nominal mystery itself. Penn’s intention was to 
“make a seventies detective movie as opposed to the traditional detective fi lms 
that always present a problem followed, at the end, by the solution.” Night 
Moves, however, “presents a problem whose solution doesn’t exist,” at least not 
in a conventional sense. “I’m trying to say,” explains Penn, “that the solution 
lies in some kind of interior investigation, that the detective story is inward 
rather than outward.” As for Harry’s inability to solve these inner mysteries—
of his relationship with his wife, with his father, and of his own identity “that 
seems to me the central idea of the fi lm; the mystery is inward, and perhaps the 
solution is inward.”50

That Night Moves is ultimately about the investigator, not the investigation, 
raises the stakes considerably—because Harry Moseby isn’t just anybody. 
He’s America. Post-Vietnam, post-Watergate, down a peg and directionless, 
with the hopes of the sixties long given way to the hollowness of the seven-
ties, Harry, stranded at the embarrassing age of forty (a melancholy milestone 
emphasized repeatedly in the movie),51 is defi ned by disappointment and lost 
opportunity.

Writer Sharp, a Scotsman, clearly saw the movie as a vehicle to puzzle 
through the American enigma, as he had done with his script for the revisionist 
Western and Vietnam allegory Ulzana’s Raid (1972) for Robert Aldrich. Ap-
pealing to an America that once was, Harry attributes his ability to resist the 
advances of young nymph Delly to conjuring the pure thoughts of Thanksgiv-
ing and George Washington’s teeth; elsewhere Benjamin Franklin is invoked. 
(But Penn also urged Sharp to make Harry “real” and fl awed—and Sharp did 
not need much pushing in this direction; his novelization betrays a much less 
nuanced critique of both Harry and America.)52 America forlorn: for both 
writer and director, but for Penn most pointedly, it was the Kennedy assassina-
tions that represented the watershed between what America could have been 
and what it had become.53 In response to a question about the assassinations, 
Moseby answers, “When the president got shot I was on my way to a football 
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game in San Diego; when Bobby got shot I was sitting in a car waiting for a man 
to come out of a house with his girlfriend—a divorce case.” Harry states the 
facts and doesn’t dwell on the point, but a more concise summary of America’s 
fall from grace is unlikely to be found.

Indeed, the central theme of Night Moves is one of loss and regret. Harry 
passes the lonely hours of surveillance playing chess and reenacting classic 
matches on his portable set. One match he plays over and over again is from 
1922. Black had a mate. “Three little knight moves”: Harry shows them to 
Paula—twice. But the chess master Bruno Moritz didn’t see it. “He played 
something else, and he lost. Must have regretted it every day of his life. I regret 
it, and I wasn’t even born yet.”

Despite this ominous foreshadowing, we have reason to hold out hope that 
some of Harry’s losses are retrievable, especially as we shift our focus away 
from the external trappings of the mystery story to the internal exploration 
of the character and of the prospects for Harry’s troubled marriage. Ellen ap-
pears in ten scenes, and of these, three in particular stand out: the astonish-
ing and intense fi ght in the kitchen, where husband and wife shout past each 
other in the darkness; much later, an act of subtle catharsis in the bedroom, 
where Harry tells Ellen for the fi rst time the truth about what happened when 
he tracked down his father; and fi nally, at the airport, where infi delities are 
obliquely confessed and acknowledged via the greatest line in a movie full 
of great lines, “I know what you didn’t mean.” As Harry departs to return to 
Florida, the movie leaves open the possibility that they might reconcile upon 
his return.

Back in the Florida Keys, Harry (amidst a mounting body count as the fi lm 
approaches its conclusion) will be reunited with Paula, a fascinating woman 
with a quick wit and street smarts, and, so it would seem, a good heart, a 
woman who would probably have done better in life had she been dealt more 
decent cards.54 Harry spent a night with Paula during his fi rst trip to Florida in 
what might have been the fi lm’s most memorable scene had it not been to a very 
large extent left on the cutting-room fl oor. In the released version, their sex 
scene is relatively brief; but in the penultimate cut, the scene was much more 
elaborate. Over the extended course of an involved and risqué lovemaking ses-
sion, Paula’s escalating passion is accompanied by her increasingly feverish 
monologue about her own history and the intertwined signifi cance of Bobby 
Kennedy’s assassination. According to Dede Allen, “it was a wonderful scene, 
just heartbreaking.” Sharp was similarly enthusiastic about its power.55

The return to Kennedy is, of course, no surprise. “With the assassination 
of both Kennedys and the arrival of the Nixon tribe on the scene, we all went 
into a kind of induced stupor,” Penn stated at the time Night Moves was re-
leased. “And I think that these people in Night Moves are some of the mourners 
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of the Kennedy generation.” The puzzle, then, is why the scene was cut, over 
the strong objections of his collaborators, when Penn made the decision to trim 
about eight minutes in various places in order to tighten the fi lm’s pacing and 
sharpen Harry’s character. Allen was “very, very upset” about the decision to 
cut the scene, and Sharp reports his own “huge disagreement with Penn” over 
the issue: “The decision to cut offended me.”56

According to Sharp, Penn privately showed the rough cut in New York to 
a group of friends (including Bob Rafelson, Robert Benton, Jack Nicholson, 
Warren Beatty, and Terrence Malick), and their reaction to the fi lm was that 
Harry came across as too weak. Sharp also holds that Penn was “very nervous” 
about how the suits at Warner would react to the sex scene. Allen’s recollec-
tion is somewhat different: “Arthur’s friends in New York . . . all thought it was 
a wonderful scene,” but at the Hollywood screening for the Warner Brothers 
executives, “the men didn’t like it.” Penn, who had the right of fi nal cut, re-
members it differently still and strongly denies being infl uenced by the studio 
(in particular) or the New York Friends. “I looked at it so many times,” he re-
called, “it was good in, it was good out.” Ultimately, despite the fact that it was 
a great scene, he decided it did not serve the fi lm as he envisioned it.57

Penn will not say defi nitively what motivated the cut, but he does recall that 
the scene was “too complete” and that he “wanted to keep them” (Harry and 
Paula) “ungrounded.” These comments are compatible with an interpretation 
that the impact and the timing of the scene might have shifted the balance of 
emotional power away from Ellen to Paula (and this also fi ts with Warren’s 
recollection that the scene “was intimate emotionally as well as physically”). 
In fact this was Sharp’s inclination. He would have preferred that Harry’s 
marriage not be salvaged. But Penn held the opposite view. He rewrote the 
crucial airport scene from Sharp’s version, which implied their fi nal separa-
tion, and shot instead his own version, which leaned toward Harry and Ellen’s 
reconciliation.58

Another possibility is that the scene was cut because it rendered a deeply 
pessimistic fi lm even more of a downer (as if that were possible) by under-
mining further two key characters. After all, Paula seduces Harry with mixed 
motives at best, as one reason she is there is to keep him occupied so Tom 
Iverson can make a night move and quietly return to the submerged airplane. 
Dwelling on this scene might have left Harry seeming even more artlessly near-
sighted and Paula more duplicitous than would allow for the audience to retain 
their commitment to them. But both Penn and Warren, however, reject this 
interpretation.59 And as it is, the movie is already overwhelmingly down and 
despondent.

Night Moves was dark and pessimistic because it was made “during a time 
of despair,” Penn later explained. “I was looking for a fi lm to deal with this 
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despairing aspect, the loss of confi dence and optimism that I associate with the 
American temperament.” On these big themes Penn and Sharp were in com-
plete agreement. Sharp’s original title for the screenplay was “An End of Wish-
ing” (a phrase linked in his novelization with the Kennedy assassination), and 
which to Sharp meant “a recognition that the world is more complex than what 
it was believed to be and that there are things that just cannot be solved.” He 
also saw Moseby as the personifi cation of “the understanding that Americans 
will not always be able to triumph in all things undertaken,” a seventies realiza-
tion borne by the sixties generation that once upon a time had been associated 
with unlimited possibility.60

As for the mystery itself, it mattered little; in fact what was important about 
the mystery was that it didn’t matter. As Penn insisted, “We were trying to 
counter the impulse toward solutions in this type of fi lm” and emphasize 
instead “Harry’s blindness in relation to himself.” Thus Penn is cheerfully 
unconcerned with answers to what would normally be considered major 
plot points (and a few minor ones as well). Was Delly’s death a premeditated 
murder? The director is “not entirely sure.” Does Harry die at the end? Penn 
doesn’t think so, but mostly he thinks the question is beside the point. (Sharp 
gives contradictory answers as to whether Harry survives, but more often than 
not suggests that Harry doesn’t make it, or at least that this was his preferred 
ending.)61

Penn can get away with not knowing, but it’s Harry’s job to do better. 
Delly’s death requires him to return to the case and solve the mystery. Harry 
watches the footage of the fatal car crash and develops a theory—an erroneous 
one, centered on Quentin (James Woods)—in which all the pieces seem to fall 
into place. But here, and now inevitably in common with the ill-fated chess 
master Moritz, the correct answer was right in front of him. “Look, Harry, I 
did it,” the injured Joey says despondently. In the moment, it seems he is duti-
fully taking responsibility as the driver of the car. In retrospect, looking back 
from the revelations at end of the movie, it becomes clear that he might as well 
have been signing his confession. But Harry didn’t see it. He played something 
else, and he lost. And he regretted it for the rest of his life.



CHAPTER 8

BUSINESSMEN DRINK MY WINE

The thirty forgettable months of the Ford administration accomplished
little more than to turn the page on some of the darker chapters in American 
history. Decades after he left offi ce, Ford would enjoy a modest revisionist ap-
preciation, with observers emphasizing, rightly, that he was a decent guy who’d 
been dealt a dismal hand.1 And his longevity and good manners served him 
well, allowing for favorable comparisons with some of his less distinguished 
successors. But benign nostalgia notwithstanding, the Ford years were, never-
theless, the bleary-eyed hangover that followed the punched-out exhaustion of 
Vietnam, Nixon, Watergate, and all the other traumas of the preceding decade. 
Not coincidentally, the end of the Ford presidency also brought the era of the 
seventies fi lm to a close.

Gerald Ford was selected by Nixon to assume the vice presidency on Oc-
tober 13, 1973, three days after Agnew resigned in disgrace and pled “no con-
test” to charges of tax evasion and money laundering. Ford was a compromise 
choice; unlike Rockefeller, Reagan, and (Nixon’s favorite) former Texas gov-
ernor John Connally, he had neither advocates nor adversaries, and the latter 
quality was decisive in the midst of the Watergate scandal. The House mi-
nority leader was little known and held in modest esteem—but he could, and 
would, be easily confi rmed by Congress. Loyal to his party and his friends 
(fi ve days before Nixon’s resignation he was still professing the president’s in-
nocence), Ford, though not blessed with natural charisma, was seen as a solid 
citizen and a stand-up guy. But the only president never to have been elected to 
national offi ce could not exactly hit the ground running; his only “mandate” 
was to be a caretaker and clean up the mess he inherited.
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There were few attractive policy options available to Ford, who stumbled 
out of the gate. His September pardon of Nixon was extremely controver-
sial; however well intentioned it might have been, after years of scandals and 
lies it inevitably smacked of cronyism. In October, the president’s speech on 
economic policy was even less defensible. An utter disaster, his administra-
tion’s response to galloping infl ation would be impotent rhetoric that called 
for voluntary restraints and individual belt-tightening, packaged as a “plan” 
to “Whip Infl ation Now.” Ford revealed his WIN button to the nation in the 
middle of the speech, and for some reason anticipated that millions of Ameri-
cans would choose to wear one proudly. A few months later, in his fi rst State of 
the Union Address, Ford had no choice but to acknowledge the truth: “I must 
say to you the state of the union is not good.”2

The nation was stumbling uncertainly toward its bicentennial, and so was 
its president. Ford was, by all accounts, an athletic man, but he was a clumsy 
one as well, tumbling on ski slopes, slipping on staircases, getting ensnared 
by his dog’s leash. His verbal skills were similarly challenged: “an accident- 
prone President with an amiable but bumbling style,” offered one supportive 
account. A friendly biographer described Ford’s speaking style as “slow and 
uninspiring” with “labored” pronunciation; he was especially “rigid and un-
spontaneous” in front of a TV camera. These qualities informed his election 
strategy during the 1976 campaign: stick close to the White House in order to 
“avoid verbal or physical gaffes.”3

The election of 1976, with the nation’s bittersweet bicentennial as its back-
drop, pitted Ford, who narrowly defeated insurgent conservative Ronald Rea-
gan for the Republican nomination, against another outsider, the nationally 
unknown one-term governor of Georgia, Jimmy Carter. Given the political and 
economic realities of the time, the election was the Democrats’ to lose, which 
Carter, who, like Ford, was not a barnstorming campaigner, almost did. Neither 
candidate elicited passionate support; Carter appealed more for what he wasn’t 
than for what he was, promising time and again that he would “never lie to the 
American people.” As their fi rst televised debate was about to begin, the sound 
went out. With nowhere else to go, TV cameras fi xed silently on the two candi-
dates as they stood awkwardly for twenty-seven minutes. At the second debate, 
Ford famously blundered by declaring that eastern Europe was free from Soviet 
domination; given the opportunity to clarify, he compounded the error. Carter, 
who had for months been squandering a large lead, held on to win.4

It Don’t Worry Me

An interrogation of the assumptions of the (eroding) American Dream was 
a common theme of Ford-era movies. In Nicolas Roeg’s The Man Who Fell 
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to Earth (1976), space alien David Bowie’s most consequential descent is not 
his touchdown on earth but the fall from grace as his soul is hollowed out by a 
materialist and spiritually bankrupt mid-seventies America. In a fi lm of mood 
and scene as opposed to narrative and story, performances by Buck Henry, 
Rip Torn, and Candy Clark capture the loneliness and resigned paranoia of 
characters dispirited by forces they sense are beyond their control. Michael 
Ritchie’s Smile (1975) takes some easy shots at the superfi cial culture of teen 
beauty pageants, but at its heart is the story of Big Bob (Bruce Dern), a meta-
phor for America, whose boyish optimism and can-do spirit are beginning to 
fray as he stalls in middle age. As Ritchie observes, Smile suggests “there’s 
very little hope for the Big Bobs of the world.”5 It is a fi lm about the emerging 
dissatisfactions of its characters.

In Smile, the beauty pageant is lost; Robert Altman takes despair to a 
whole other level in California Split, which ends in empty victory. Not pyrrhic 
victory—empty victory. In a movie with more downs than ups, compulsive 
gambler George Segal fi nally gets on a hot streak and, atypically for a seven-
ties fi lm, wins big in the end. But he just wanders away from the action and 
slumps himself down in a chair. “There was no special feeling,” he explains to
his partner (Elliott Gould), which Altman thought was “the whole point” of 
the movie. It wasn’t about winning, it was about gambling.6 Having, it turned 
out, was less exciting than wanting. Released, coincidentally, the day before 
Nixon resigned, California Split powerfully evokes a sentiment that must 
have been felt by Nixon haters everywhere (such as Altman): “Now what?” So 
many people had thought so long and so hard about getting rid of Nixon. And 
then he was gone. And then pardoned, and out of reach.

Of course, Altman would go on to produce the ultimate bicentennial/elec-
tion year/what-is-America fi lm, his mid-period masterpiece, Nashville (1975). 
Tom Wicker, political columnist for the New York Times, described the fi lm 
as a “cascade of minutely detailed vulgarity, greed, deceit, cruelty, barely 
contained hysteria, and the frantic lack of root and grace into which Ameri-
can life has been driven.”7 It is also the quintessential Altman fi lm, featuring 
twenty-four characters with interweaving narratives; as they bump up against 
one another in different combinations they play different “roles” within the 
multiplicity of their own lives. The genius of Altman’s approach is to reveal 
how the sum of those interactions forms a collective character—a sociological
ecosystem—to which every character’s individual behavior contributes with-
out any intention or awareness of producing that greater whole. The behavior 
of each character shapes the nature of the social system, which returns the 
favor, imposing the incentives, prohibitions, and limitations that shape the 
choices of and prospects for each character.

Having the collective community as the underlying center of gravity lib-
erates the form. The movie could have been about any one set of characters 
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as easily as another. And in fact, given the enormous amount of footage shot, 
at one point Altman considered releasing two versions of the fi lm: “red” and 
“blue.” In one version, the story of eight characters would have been in the 
foreground with the others in the background; the other version would have 
relegated the “stars” of the fi rst movie to minor participants in the lives of a dif-
ferent set of eight others.8 This “beehive” perspective also informed Altman’s 
approach to the screenplay, which is often (although not in Nashville) a point 
of controversy between writer and director in his fi lms. Much is often made of 
the extent to which dialogue is improvised on some of Altman’s projects, but 
the meaning of this is easily misunderstood: it is not a denigration of the writer 
but rather a distinct attitude about the writer’s role. For Altman, the screenplay 
establishes the story and its structure, provides essential pieces of information, 
and, crucially, shows the actors who their characters are. Within that context, 
Altman often encouraged his players to improvise dialogue, speeches, and be-
havior, and to contribute to the creative process at that level, in order to pro-
vide a naturalistic and unpredictable feel.9

“Writing” Nashville, then, was a layered process. Altman sent Joan Tewkes-
bury down to Nashville to get a feel for the city and its music; she produced 
a script that featured eighteen characters. Altman, infl uenced by the growing 
Watergate scandal, worked with Tewkesbury to add the political dimension, 
the fi ctional presidential campaign of Hal Phillip Walker, which increased 
the company to twenty-four principal players.10 During shooting, the actors’ 
improvisations and other contributions further refi ned the action. Geraldine 
Chaplin contributed to her extensive monologues; Barbara Baxley wrote out 
her long, heartfelt speech about the “Kennedy boys” (drawn from her own 
experiences), of which only a powerful few minutes appear in the fi nal cut. 
The last argument between Barnett and Triplette (Allen Garfi eld and Michael 
Murphy) took on a life of its own, emerging from the intensity of the perform-
ers’ emotions; and of course, often with the help of musical director Richard 
Baskin (who appears as Frog), the actors wrote the songs they performed in the 
fi lm. The players also fought with Altman over the behavior of their alter egos, 
often for the better: Ronee Blakley persuaded Altman to abandon his original 
plans for Barbara Jean to have a second fainting spell in favor of her much more 
effective breakdown on stage; Lily Tomlin, also in her fi rst fi lm role, rose to 
the defense of her character and insisted on reorchestrating her departure from 
Keith Carradine’s hotel room. More generally, as Altman wired everybody for 
sound, encouraged improvisation, and shot mountains of footage, the players 
were kept on their toes by the uncertainty over which pieces of business would 
ultimately make it into the movie.11

Nashville opens with extraordinary effi ciency. Within three minutes Alt-
man establishes the importance of the music (the title credits take the form of a 
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mock record advertisement) and of election year politics—the fi lm opens with 
Hal Phillip Walker’s van and the broadcast of his fi rst campaign monologue—
before cutting to the bicentennial: Haven Hamilton (Henry Gibson) recording 
his patriotic ode to America (“We must be doing something right to last two 
hundred years”). The entire cast then assembles at the airport as assorted out-
of-towners arrive and locals descend to pick them up, before they get stuck, 
collectively, in a massive traffi c jam (based on Tewkesbury’s actual experience 
sitting for three hours in stopped highway traffi c upon her own arrival in Nash-
ville). Here and at the very end (at the Parthenon concert/assassination) are the 
only two locations where all of the characters are in one setting; in the interim 
they weave together and wander apart in various combinations.12 The multiple 
story threads include those involving the status ballet of the Nashville music 
community, the machinations of Walker’s political advance man, the tribula-
tions of a disintegrating folk trio, and the quieter domestic dramas of various 
locals caught up by happenstance in one aspect of the action or another.

Visiting hospitals, house parties, hotel rooms, and, always, concert halls, 
Altman’s camera reveals much about America in its bicentennial year. Not 
surprisingly, Nashville is deeply cynical about politics. Walker’s plain-talking 
independent campaign has captured the imagination of young people, but his 
operators are effectively portrayed as manipulative dealmakers, indistinguish-
able in their methods, lies, and Machiavellianism from any other. More subtle 
is the movie’s treatment of status and celebrity. Among the stars, relative sta-
tus within general stratifi cation is everywhere implicitly understood, which 
is why the rise of newcomer Connie White (Karen Black) and the troubles of 
superstar Barbara Jean are so subversive of an order based on everyone know-
ing his or her place. (Haven Hamilton understands the rules of that kingdom, 
and his every measured step is dedicated to preserving the institution and his 
place within it.) Among the crowd, Nashville observes the desperate measures 
that people will take for a chance to gain entrance into that Promised Land of 
fame and fortune, or, failing that, to spend a few precious moments rubbing 
elbows with the stars. Thus the talentless Sueleen (Gwen Welles) is reduced 
to stripping at a political smoker; more heartbreaking still is the way that Opal 
(Chaplin) coaxes a buried moment of intimacy from Haven’s repressed, duti-
ful son, only to abandon the moment to chase after a celebrity (Elliott Gould, 
playing himself in a cameo role).

Altman’s fi lm also offers understated commentary on race and gender rela-
tions in mid-seventies America. Linnea (Tomlin) is trapped in a loveless mar-
riage; navigating her dreams and responsibilities, she steps out for a rendezvous 
with Tom (Carradine) but won’t risk the stability of her children’s home. Bar-
bara Jean is dominated by her manager-husband (Allen Garfi eld, who brings 
the same frightening, barely contained intensity he previously showcased in 
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The Conversation). And Tommy Brown (Timothy Brown) understands his 
place as a black singer in a white community, a man who is superfi cially re-
spected but structurally scorned—rudely by rabble-rousing drunks, subtly by 
his nominal friends. (One telling moment of marginalia goes by almost sub-
liminally when Haven passes Tommy a piece of watermelon at the speedway.)

As these characterizations suggest, although Nashville is an ambitious pic-
ture with big things to say, it is attentive to small, meaningful moments in its 
character’s lives as well. Altman, with his freewheeling style, is not best known 
for the precision of his compositions, but two character-probing sequences 
show him to be a master of this craft. One is the brilliant cinematic economy 
of the four-minute church sequence. About halfway through the fi lm, Altman 
shows all of the locals (but none of the visitors) attending Sunday services. 
Four different services are shown, and which one the characters attend (and 
with whom) tells us something about each: Linnea and her husband, Delbert 
(Ned Beatty), for example, go to different churches; Lady Pearl (Baxley) at-
tends a Catholic mass; Haven Hamilton takes his place modestly among oth-
ers in a choir, the fi rst hint that he may in fact believe some of the things that 
he says. All told, Altman shows twelve characters in four settings in a matter 
of minutes, revealing information about each of them, their beliefs, and their 
relationships, and about the difference between those who are members of the 
Nashville community and those who are just passing through.

A second sequence is more intimate, centering on the performance of two 
songs at the Exit/In. The exposition of the second song, “I’m Easy,” is justly 
famous for how the camera, surveying the crowd, shows how four different 
women each think that Tom (Carradine) is singing the song directly to them. 
In a celebrated passage, Altman moves in slowly on Linnea, who is deeply 
affected by the performance, and the camera reveals the true measure of the 
sacrifi ces she has made in her life. Less discussed but equally notable are the 
events surrounding the fi rst number, “Since You’ve Gone, My Heart Is Bro-
ken,” performed by the disintegrating trio of Tom, Bill, and Mary. The group 
is coming apart. Tom has his sights on a solo career; the marriage of Bill (Allan 
Nicholls) and Mary (Cristina Raines) is on the rocks. In fact, Mary has been 
sleeping with and fallen hard for Tom; an earlier bedroom scene left no doubt 
as to the sincerity of her feelings. This leads to that painful moment when Opal 
gracelessly announces that she and Tom have slept together. With Bill and oth-
ers around the table, Mary can do little but turn away, devastated, hand over 
mouth. Only the camera and the moviegoing audience  have access to her feel-
ings. A few diffi cult moments later, Tom invites (what he identifi es as his for-
mer) partners to join him on stage. Bill and Tom sing the song as they always 
have, but for Mary, whose heart has been broken, singing lines like “He’s all I 
ever wanted / why did he run from me” take on new meaning. When she looks 
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into Tom’s eyes, the intimacy of the character’s experience creates its own real-
ity within the fi ction.

All of these small investments in disparate storylines strengthen the over-
arching impact of the movie’s fi nale, as Nashville brings all twenty-four players 
to the Parthenon for the concert and political rally that will close the fi lm. In 
this fi nal location, Altman makes three choices, each of which challenges the 
audience to reassess their preconceived expectations, none the easy way out. 
First, the killer turns out not to be the soldier who has stalked Barbara Jean 
throughout the movie; he was actually a sincere (if ill-fated) guardian angel, 
which is not the way American soldiers were seen at the time. Second, Ha-
ven Hamilton—who knew?—behaves heroically under fi re. Badly wounded, 
he thinks not of himself but attends to others and commands the crowd to 
order. Finally, and most controversially, the fi lm ends with an assassination, as 
so many battle-scarred seventies fi lms do, but of the “wrong” person: not the 
candidate but the singer. Many were outraged by this choice—Tewkesbury ini-
tially fought against the move, and production designer Polly Platt quit the pic-
ture in protest—while others, with John Lennon’s assassination still a few years 
in the future, simply didn’t fi nd it plausible. For Altman, asking the question 
“Why kill the singer” provides its own answer: “Everyone assumed it would be 
the political candidate who would be assassinated, because that’s something 
we can accept, we buy that. But he shot the entertainer, and we don’t know 
why,” which was closer to the confusion that characterized America on the oc-
casion of its two-hundredth birthday.13

In the midst of the chaos, Haven Hamilton rebukes the panicking crowd 
and insists that they sing, handing the microphone to stardom-chasing house-
wife Albuquerque (Barbara Harris). On the run for the whole fi lm, seeking 
one big chance, she gets it, and leads the crowd, at fi rst tentatively, but soon in 

Private pain in public places
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a rousing rendition of the Tom, Bill, and Mary hit “It Don’t Worry Me.” For 
the last time, the camera catches the fragmented lives of the cast, as they each 
process the meaning of what they have just witnessed and disperse to their sep-
arate pathways, no longer bound together by the silk strings of the concert, the 
political campaign, or the gravity of Barbara Jean’s stardom. All that remains 
is the large crowd of “real” people from Nashville, attracted to the location by 
the promise of a free concert. They join in singing “You might say that I ain’t 
free / but it don’t worry me,” as Altman pulls back to emphasize the massive 
American fl ag, and then the sky, as the song continues over the credits. What 
does it mean? Is the refrain condemning mindless Middle America, zombifi ed 
and numb to the surrounding horrors? Or is it more optimistic, suggesting a 
collective resilience in the face of tragedy and diffi cult times? Either reading is 
plausible. Altman offers an appropriately ambiguous seventies interpretation: 
he sees it as “both a positive and a negative comment.”14 But that sounds like 
Altman on an uncharacteristically hopeful day.

Anxious as Hell

The sluggish American economy of the 1970s stood in sharp contrast with the 
fat years of the 1960s: from 1964 to 1969, real economic growth in the United 
States averaged a robust 4.86 percent; from 1970 to 1975, the economy grew 
at less than half that rate, about 2.3 percent. But the seventies brought more 
than “hard times”; they brought anxious times, an era of uncertainty and in-
stability visited on a public accustomed to the expectation of ever-better things 
almost as a birthright. The quarter-century after World War II was known 
as the golden age of capitalism—and it was the only economic condition that 
baby boomers had ever experienced. The U.S. economy was the Rock of Gi-
braltar, the envy of the world, and every American was the master of his or her 
own destiny. In the land of opportunity, talent went a long way, and hard work 
would be rewarded.

In concrete terms, the economic diffi culties of the seventies reduced mate-
rial prospects and expectations; more consequential, however, was the psy-
chological effect of that malaise on society, provoking an existential crisis of 
confi dence. What had been certain became uncertain. The dollar, for exam-
ple, used to be “good as gold.” From 1934 to 1970 the price of gold was always 
$35 per ounce, and after World War II, American planners designed and su-
pervised a global monetary order built around the promise of that inviolable 
gold-dollar link. But in 1971 Nixon broke that promise and “closed the gold 
window.” Initially the hope was that with some modest devaluation (say, to $38 
an ounce) the global dollar order could be repaired. But the patches failed to 
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hold, the international monetary system collapsed, and the untethered dollar 
tumbled. The price of gold soared to $120 in June 1973 (the same month John 
Dean was preparing his Watergate testimony). What was the dollar worth? 
After decades of certainty, it was suddenly impossible to say; its value changed 
daily on foreign-exchange markets.

At about the same time, America lost control over energy, the lifeblood of 
its economy. For much of the twentieth century, the United States dominated 
global oil production, accounting for over half of the world’s output through 
1950. Cheap and readily available oil was another constant of the American 
Century. In 1960, the United States was still the world’s largest producer, and, 
like the unchanging dollar, the price of petroleum displayed remarkable sta-
bility. The cost of oil sat undisturbed throughout the 1960s, the only subtle 
movement a gentle downward drift to $1.21 a barrel in 1970. But with U.S. 
production maxing out and global demand soaring, the Persian Gulf overtook 
the United States as the most important source of the world’s oil. Markets 
tightened and prices crept upward from 1971 to 1973, which meant that when 
the Arab countries announced an oil “boycott” against the United States for its
support of Israel during the Yom Kippur War, the stage was set for another 
tumultuous change. Oil consumers panicked, and the world price soared. 
In 1974 the price of crude hit $12.12 a barrel, or ten times what it had cost 
in 1970.15

Panic buying made a bad situation worse. Americans had gotten hooked 
on cheap and plentiful energy and never gave it a second thought. From 1950 
to 1974, the United States doubled its consumption of oil, and with 6 percent 
of the world’s population it now accounted for one-third of global energy con-
sumption. With the sudden eruption of the energy crisis, as it immediately 
became known, big cars formed long lines at gas stations, whose reserves often 
ran dry; fi stfi ghts broke out. President Nixon addressed the nation and urged 
Americans to lower their thermostats, cut back on air travel, and increase car-
pooling; he also ordered a reduction in highway speed limits. Nixon was the 
fi rst of eight U.S. presidents to call for energy “independence”—but he was 
also the fi rst one who had to. Starting in the 1970s, Americans no longer con-
trolled the price and supply of the energy that fueled their cars and heated 
their homes.16

Rising oil prices contributed to another big economic problem: infl ation. 
From 1952 to 1967, the annual infl ation rate was typically under 2 percent and 
never over 3 percent. But from 1968 it began to creep upward, reaching 6 per-
cent in 1973 and then spiking to 11 percent in 1974 and 9.2 percent in 1975. 
Infl ation refl ects the erosion of real purchasing power, eating away at wealth 
and putting pressure on family budgets as prices rise faster than wages. In-
fl ation is also uniquely unsettling because of its psychological and behavioral 
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components: the mere expectation of infl ation can cause prices to rise faster 
than the economic “facts of the matter” (such as changes to the money supply) 
would suggest. Infl ationary dynamics thus always threaten to take on a life 
of their own. And always lurking in the background are fears that spiraling 
infl ation—as producers and workers scramble to react to rising prices—can 
spin out of control, as it did during legendary hyperinfl ations throughout his-
tory. It was yet another new economic problem that was not just diminishing 
but destabilizing.

Another unnerving factor about the seventies infl ation was that it did not fi t 
the expectations of the postwar economic theories that seemed to work so well 
in the 1950s and 1960s. Previously, when infl ation was up, unemployment was 
down, and vice versa. But in the mid-seventies, as infl ation soared, unemploy-
ment was on the rise as well. In 1969 unemployment stood at 3.5 percent, but 
in 1975 it set a postwar record of 8.5 percent, touching 9 percent in May. And 
although there had been recessions even during the golden age of capitalism, 
the downturn of 1973–1975 was the longest and deepest of the postwar era, and 
once again, it suggested uniquely intractable problems. In the mid-seventies,
the fear of losing one’s job was eclipsed by a relatively novel anxiety: a real 
concern about where the next job would come from.17

That fear was not unfounded. Unlike the downturns of the 1950s and 
1960s, this recession signaled the end of something larger. The American 
economy had grown robustly during the decades of the postwar boom, but in 
many parts of the world, growth was faster still. And some of the extraordi-
nary competitive advantages enjoyed by the United States during that period 
were just that—extraordinary. America had emerged from the war as the only 
center of industrial activity not ravaged by the confl ict. With much of the rest 
of the world bombed out and fl at on its back, in the early postwar years, U.S. 
production accounted for close to half of global economic output. International 
trade represented only a small share of the enormous American economy; for-
eign competition was even less of a concern. But with the recovery of western 
Europe, the unprecedented, breathtaking rise of the Japanese economy, and 
strong growth in many parts of the developing world, key U.S. industries—
textiles, steel, and autos, among others—newly found themselves under relent-
less pressure from dynamic competitors abroad. In sum, although sluggish pro-
ductivity, rising prices, and shortsighted economic policymaking contributed 
mightily to America’s economic problems in the 1970s, even under the best of 
circumstances, the U.S. economy would never again enjoy the extraordinary 
invulnerability it had experienced over the course of more than a generation.

Economic distress and, more pointedly, economic anxiety provide the con-
text for Network, another signature fi lm of the seventies. Midway through the 
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fi lm, when news anchor Howard Beale (Peter Finch) gives his “mad as hell” 
speech—the moment that would come to defi ne the movie’s iconic status—he 
is, within the story, successfully giving voice to the unarticulated rage of a pub-
lic frightened by the loss of control over their own lives. It was also more than 
likely that the angry monologue, a venting of pent-up frustrations about in-
fl ation, Arab oil producers, crime, and recession, resonated with moviegoing 
audiences as well.

First and foremost about the corrosive infl uence of television on society, Net-
work is a thematically overstuffed movie. It has something to say—something
interesting to say—about almost everything that was in the ether at the time: 
gender, generational confl ict, economy, society. And it expresses those ideas 
through the recognizable motifs of the seventies fi lm. The visual style, espe-
cially in the fi rst half of the movie, is dark, naturalistic, and gritty, appropriate 
for yet another fi lm defi ned by its location shooting in New York City. (Cin-
ematographer Owen Roizman had previously shot The French Connection and 
Three Days of the Condor.) Network, in another nod toward realism, had no 
musical score, a choice also informed by the desire to avoid potentially under-
cutting the dense dialogue and long speeches that already fi lled the soundtrack. 
In fact, as written, the screenplay on paper looked “wrong.” The script pages 
for a typical fi lm reveal much more white (paper) than black (words), and the 
thick black passages in this script contributed to some industry wariness about 
the project.18

Network also features a who’s who of seventies players: Faye Dunaway 
(Bonnie and Clyde, Chinatown, Three Days of the Condor), Robert Duvall 
(The Godfather, The Conversation), Ned Beatty (Deliverance, Nashville, Mikey 
and Nicky), as well as older pros like leading man William Holden (The Wild 
Bunch), once again bringing gravity as the weathered elder statesman under 
siege. And befi tting the period, all of the characters are compromised at best; 
director Sidney Lumet told Dunaway from their very fi rst meeting that if she 
tried to sneak in any “vulnerability” in her character (Diana Christensen), 
he would make sure it ended up on the cutting room fl oor.19 It is very sev-
enties out there in Network, most obviously with its rain, darkness, despair, 
and climactic assassination, but also in its more subtle Nixonian touches. At 
her triumphant appearance before the affi liates, when Diana tells the cheering 
crowd that the UBS network “will be number one,” Lumet shows her repeat-
edly, from front and back in long shots, arms raised in Nixon’s unmistakable 
“double-V” posture. Also very Watergate is the way Lumet shoots the fi nal 
scene, in which the network executives decide that their only logical course of 
action is to kill Beale. The camera sticks with a master, static “surveillance” 
shot, similar to Coppola’s composition in The Conversation. One character 
jokes, “I hope you’re not recording this,” only to catch a twinkle in the eye of 
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the otherwise enigmatic poker face of Frank Hackett (Duvall). And when the 
president of the network observes, “We’re talking about a capital crime,” as in 
the Nixon White House, his concern is not for ethics but for ensuring that they 
can get away with it. “The Network can’t be implicated,” he insists.

In 1976 Network was seen by many as an impossibly over-the-top farce, 
even without its fi nal assassination. Today it plays more like a documentary, as 
the worst fears about the media imaginable in the 1970s have been consider-
ably eclipsed, with cable, satellite, and Internet outlets scrambling desperately 
and outrageously to get noticed above the din of the elbowing crowds. (Simi-
larly, Stuart Rosenberg’s WUSA, a 1970 Paul Newman vehicle that anticipates 
aspects of both Nashville and Network by way of The Manchurian Candidate, 
plays today less like a paranoid thriller than an exposé of right-wing talk ra-
dio.) But the creative forces behind Network, writer Paddy Chayefsky and
director Lumet, were well positioned to fear the beast. Both grew up before 
television and made their early professional reputations during its “golden 
age,” in the live TV dramas of the 1950s. Lumet had worked in live television 
for six years before directing his fi rst feature fi lm, earning an Academy Award 
nomination for that debut effort, Twelve Angry Men (1957), which was based 
on a live TV drama. Chayefsky won his fi rst Oscar for the screenplay of Marty 
(1955), which was based on his earlier teleplay.

Chayefsky represented something virtually unheard of in Hollywood: a 
powerful writer. Respected as a “serious” writer and with a proven track re-
cord, the combative Chayefsky was able to parlay those attributes into greater 
creative control of his work by shepherding scripts through his own produc-
tion company. For The Hospital (1971), it was Chayefsky who hired George 
C. Scott, fi red the movie’s fi rst director, and provided the voiceover narration. 
The Hospital, like Network, has an atypical writing credit (“by” Paddy Chayef-
sky appearing prominently in the main titles), and The Hospital can be seen 
as an important precursor to the later fi lm. Scott, in a role that has more than a 
little Chayefsky in it (and also has parallels with his portrayal of Dr. Bollen in 
Petulia), is a midlife-crisis protagonist struggling to endure within a dysfunc-
tional institution. The dark, monologue-rich, seething farce cast a jaundiced 
eye on its younger generation and won Chayefsky a second Academy Award. 
In Network, which won him an (unprecedented) third, the writer poured dif-
ferent parts of himself into Max Schumacher (Holden) and Howard Beale; 
Chayefsky’s own exhaustion from writing Beale’s speeches became a part of 
the character, who would collapse at the end of his monologues.20

For Sidney Lumet, Network was also a personal fi lm that followed natu-
rally from the trajectory of his previous projects. The Anderson Tapes (1971), 
Serpico (1973), and Dog Day Afternoon (1975) were all New York City fi lms 
defi ned by their location work. Anderson Tapes, a caper movie notable as an 
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early exemplar of those fi lms defi ned by their suitably seventies surveillance 
anxiety, is a relatively minor effort. Like Serpico, Dog Day is much more ambi-
tious, and based on a true story. It also has multiple affi nities with Network: 
naturalistic street scenes, intense emotional outbursts, and something to say 
about a truckload of themes. (Dog Day checks in on race, gender, cops, fame, 
and, not surprisingly, how the presence of television news shapes the reality 
that it is purporting to “observe.”)21

On Network, Lumet worked for two months polishing the script with 
Chayefsky (who co-produced) and kept him on hand during weeks of rehears-
als and then shooting. The partnership worked well because writer and di-
rector were in basic agreement on the main themes of the fi lm, holding fi rm, 
for example, against pressure from the studio, which got cold feet about the 
ending.

For Lumet, Network was about how “television had really taken over our 
lives,” something that came to pass in the mid-seventies, “when we fi rst had 
a generation that had never lived without television.” Chayefsky’s attitude 
toward TV was even more hostile: the “basic problem of television,” in his 
view, was that “we’ve lost our sense of shock, our humanity.” These sentiments 
make their way quite clearly into the fi lm, culminating in Max’s fi nal speech 
to Diana. For Chayefsky, “she represents television, he represents humanity,” 
and in that (characteristically) long monologue, this dichotomy is articulated 
explicitly, as he tells her that she is “television incarnate . . . indifferent to suf-
fering, insensitive to joy,” and, ultimately, incapable of love. Television reduces 
humans to “humanoids,” repackaging genuine sentiment as commercial prod-
uct.22 “War, murder, and death” are no different from “bottles of beer” to be 
sold, just as, ultimately, Howard Beale’s death is packaged and sold, and as the 
fi lm ends, images of his corpse compete with the advertisements cueing up on 
control room screens.

Beyond its powerful (and prescient) indictment of television, Network re-
tains considerable interest because it also has much to say about other issues 
that were important at the time and remain of great relevance in the present day. 
Implicit to the story, but not raised as an overt topic for discussion, is the fact 
that Diana is a female executive in a male-dominated environment; there are no 
other women in positions of authority at UBS. Dunaway fought for the charac-
ter to be portrayed very much as a woman, toward rather than away from her 
sexuality.23 Diana has long hair and is attractively attired, a look underscored 
and made a bit provocative by her apparent lack of interest in wearing under-
garments. She is also a “strong” woman, confi dent in addressing superiors and 
managing her staff, and in control of her sexual choices. In one early scene she 
is shown with a lover solely to give her the opportunity to say, “Knock it off, 
Arnold,” shutting down his renewed advances when they distract her from 



202  HOLLYWOOD’S LAST G OLDE N AG E

coverage of the Beale meltdown. Yet these strengths are balanced by corre-
sponding weaknesses. Diana has clearly sacrifi ced everything for her success. 
Her life is her job, comically illustrated in her disjointed sexuality, whereby the 
arousal she experiences talking about ratings and potential hit shows is greater 
than anything physical acts of love provide her.24 With substantial scenes for 
Max’s wife, Louise (Beatrice Straight), and communist provocateur Laureen 
Hobbs (Marlene Warfi eld), Network does not provide answers about women’s 
changing roles in American society, but it puts a discussion of the relevant 
questions on the table.

Lumet and Chayefsky are able to entertain a multitude of serious concerns 
seamlessly by enmeshing them within the context of Network’s titular theme. 
Thus even when it is nominally concerned with “television,” the fi lm is also 
using TV as a vehicle to engage those larger issues. One of them is genera-
tional change.25 Network is very self-conscious about its generational politics. 
In the opening minutes of the movie, Max tells an old story about himself that 
comes with the punch line of a cab driver pleading with him, “You’re young, 
you’ve got your whole life ahead of you!” Max then tells this story again about 
thirty minutes into the movie, as he is cleaning out his offi ce, and the point is 
clear: he is no longer young, his life is no longer ahead of him. The principal 
generational confl ict in the fi lm is between Max’s generation (self-identifi ed 
as “sentimental” and possessing “simple human decency”) and the younger 
TV generation, “raised on Bugs Bunny.”26 These differences are apparent in 
the set decoration; in Max’s warmly furnished apartment, the walls are lined 
with books, in contrast to the sterility of Diana’s bright modern duplex. Max’s 
world is disappearing: he is fi red; his friend George Ruddy, chairman of UBS, 
suffers a heart attack and is forced out; Beale (told plainly by Arthur Jensen 
[Beatty], “You are an old man”), descends into madness.

Network, at its most ambitious, introduces a true-to-life aspect of the 
changing television industry to take on a larger issue: the encroachment of “the 
market”—that is, of an economic calculation of value—into spheres of life that 
had not previously been determined by market forces. The motivating narra-
tive confl ict of the fi lm is about profi t: the UBS network has been acquired by 
the gigantic CCA corporation, and aptly named CCA hatchet man Hackett 
is sick of the news division and its “annual $32 million loss.” Traditionally 
at UBS (and at real American television networks at the time), the news divi-
sion was given a budget and was not expected to make money. News was part 
of the “public service” provided by networks in recognition of the fact that 
they broadcast their shows over the “public airwaves,” which belonged to the 
people collectively. But Hackett wants to bring the news division under general 
programming, making it no longer autonomous but “responsible to network,” 
and, of course, now expected to turn a profi t. News shows (like The Howard 
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Beale Show) would become another form of entertainment, with format, allo-
cation of resources, and content dictated by market incentives: low costs and 
high ratings.

The relentless expansion of the market sphere is seen everywhere in Net-
work; as much as the fi lm is about television, it is about this encroachment of 
economic pressure into areas traditionally under the purview of social and cul-
tural values and purpose. The visible co-optation of the communist Laureen 
Hobbs (who theoretically represents the antithesis of market order) is telling in 
this regard. Early in the fi lm she is presented as a woman with a modest, func-
tional wardrobe and a calm, articulate intelligence; she is shot in a naturalistic 
style that matches her demeanor. But as events develop, and she becomes in-
creasingly associated with television, her wardrobe becomes fl ashier and the 
rhythm of her speech faster; she is shot with more artifi cial light. In her fi nal 
scene, Hobbs is dressed in fashionable, modern clothes, angrily ranting about 
ratings, market shares, and competing TV shows in Diana’s brightly lit offi ce. 
The two women, originally introduced as opposites, have become essentially 
interchangeable: even the communists have been overtaken and absorbed by 
the market.

Network’s thesis of the encroaching market sphere is presented clearly in 
the sequence when Beale announces on his show that the “Saudi Arabian In-
vestment Corporation” is about to merge with CCA in exchange for $2 billion. 
Beale, in his desire to protect America’s corporations (and the autonomy of its 
people) from being “taken over by the Arabs,” urges his viewers to send tele-
grams to the White House to stop the sale, which they do, en masse. Hackett is 
devastated: CCA “needs that Saudi money bad,” and he assumes that he will 
be fi red for his role in killing the deal, since the Beale show was his baby. A few 
hours before, he was on top of the world, but by tomorrow, he despairs, he will 
be fi nished, “a man without a corporation.”

But in taking on the forces of global capitalism, Beale has overreached. 
They are more powerful than he, as Lumet effi ciently illustrates. Beale’s anti-
merger rant is not shown live from his New York studio but seen on a bar-top 
TV in Los Angeles. Next to the TV, sitting undisturbed in the center of the 
frame, are two bottles. One is Coca-Cola, then the signature brand of Ameri-
can corporate multinationalism, the other is Cutty Sark whisky, named after 
the legendary nineteenth-century British trading ship that is prominently dis-
played on the label. These stoic icons contrast with the image of a frantic Beale 
fl ickering on the TV set; he hasn’t a chance against them. Summoned to CCA 
headquarters, Beale absorbs a fi re-and-brimstone message from Mr. Jensen, its 
evangelical owner. Jensen deploys some of the same turns of phrase that Beale 
heard from a disembodied voice as he was going mad, which he identifi ed as 
the voice of god. But Jensen is not preaching the holy gospel. Instead, in a 
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room illuminated by accounting-shade-green desk lamps, he delivers a magis-
terial dissertation on the logic of globalization, almost twenty years before the 
phrase would be coined. “There are no nations, there are no peoples,” Jensen 
thunders, describing a world absent of ideology, in which all human activity is 
determined solely by the play of market forces. “The world is a business,” he 
explains, “a collage of corporations.”

Beale is converted and begins to preach this new gospel on his show. But 
this new feel-bad, individuals-don’t-matter message isn’t as popular as his an-
gry, empowering rants were, and his ratings decline. And so he becomes the 
victim of the ultimate encroachment of the market: “the fi rst known instance 
of a man being killed because he had lousy ratings.”

The Encroaching Market

As discussed in chapter 5, the revisionism of the seventies fi lm was charac-
terized by a multifaceted reassessment of the American experience. Among 
these themes was more a skeptical attitude toward and greater attention to the 
darker aspects of capitalism. One common motif in this area—as seen with 
Point Blank (1967)—was the blurring of the cinematic distinction between 
organized crime and corporate capitalism. The most celebrated statement of 
this was The Godfather. “I always wanted to use the Mafi a as a metaphor for 
America,” said Francis Ford Coppola. “Both America and the Mafi a have their 

Howard takes on global capitalism—and loses
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hands stained with blood from what it is necessary to do to protect their power 
and their interests. Both are totally capitalistic phenomena and basically have 
a profi t motive.”27 That profi t motive legitimizes all kinds of crimes and, per-
haps worse, all kinds of transgressions. The Godfather concludes with Michael 
(Al Pacino) ruthlessly dispatching all of his enemies: “Today I settle all fam-
ily business.” But a quieter and more telling moment follows that bloody se-
quence: Tessio (Abe Vigoda) has betrayed Michael and plotted his execution. 
But he tips his hand and is led calmly away to meet his fate. “Tell Mike it was 
only business. I always liked him,” says Tessio. “He understands that,” Tom 
(Robert Duvall) answers reassuringly. Business is business.

In Michael Ritchie’s Prime Cut (1972), the blurred distinction between 
gangsters and businessmen is even more explicit, as are the perils of an ever-
expanding market sphere. A movie absent any legitimate authority (the only 
thing that comes close is the offi cial staff working a country fair where crowds 
partake of midwestern amusements, oblivious to the murderous chase in their 
midst), its moral center takes the form a freelance mob enforcer (Lee Marvin), 
sent from Chicago to Kansas City to collect a debt from a murderous meat-
packing magnate (Gene Hackman). But Hackman is peddling more than just 
sausages. He also keeps naked girls drugged and penned at his cattle ranch, 
available for sale to the highest bidder. “Cow-fl esh, girl-fl esh, all the same to 
me: what they’re buying I’m selling.”28

Easily lost in a summary of seventies concerns about capitalism is this cru-
cial theme of market encroachment. At bottom, anxiety about marketization 
is not a dissent rooted in economics; it is not a protest against profi ts, wealth, 
or moneymaking more generally. It is instead the expression of a fundamen-
tal sociocultural concern: Where should the market rule? This is not a radi-
cal disposition; almost all nations, cultures, and institutions tend to “embed” 
the working of economic forces within some broader social purpose. Most 
countries have laws against people selling their organs; universities believe 
that grades are earned, not auctioned; cities protect landmark buildings from 
capitalists’ wrecking balls. Mid-seventies economic distress—and the range 
of possible policy responses to it—pulled the underlying question of market 
encroachment closer to the surface. From the left, the seventies slide from ide-
alism to hedonism disparaged tradition and suggested that everything had a 
price. From the right, the discipline of market forces appealed as a corrective 
to “big government.”

New Hollywood fi lmmakers were in a position to be particularly sensitive 
to this dilemma of the market. On the one hand, they were voluntary partici-
pants in a commercial enterprise, in business to make money. Wealth was at-
tractive for its own sake, and since movies are so expensive to make (and well 
beyond the means of most individuals), consistently losing money would make 
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it hard to attract investors for future productions. On the other hand, fi lm-
makers are artists, and many of them (and all of them worth taking seriously) 
seek to create something that expresses a vision which takes its place alongside 
other works of art. For the fi lmmaker, “the encroachment of the market” is 
often manifested as “studio interference,” which is why those special, coveted 
deals of the period—those that traded low budgets for control over product—
were part of what made the seventies fi lm possible.29

The perennial confl ict between art and commerce informed many seven-
ties fi lms (as did the related Faustian perils that come with the lure of potential 
hits). Particularly appealing, not surprisingly, were stories involving musi-
cians, whose careers often presented parallel dilemmas. In Cisco Pike, Kris 
Kristofferson (who also wrote and performed the songs) is a onetime rock star 
out of step with changing times. Fresh out of prison, hoping to go straight and 
resurrect his career, he fi nds that other than his girlfriend (Karen Black), all of 
the players in an increasingly superfi cial, drug-addled L.A. music scene value 
him more as a dealer than as a musician. Gene Hackman co-stars as an appro-
priately malevolent (if somewhat undermotivated) cop; Harry Dean Stanton, 
as Cisco’s former sidekick, shows up long enough to serve as a poster boy for 
the dark side of sex, drugs, and rock. Cisco Pike suggests that by 1972 the good 
old days were long gone. Another movie about a musician, Payday (1973), does 
little to disabuse its audience of that notion. Accurately promoted as “thirty-
six hours in the life of a madman” (a magnetic, intense Rip Torn), the fi lm 
shows the dispiriting state of (not quite big) stardom in America. Underneath 
it all a love of the music remains; but life on the road is an endless stream of 
deals with and payoffs to club owners, disc jockeys, and assorted wannabes 
and hangers-on. Maury Dann (Torn), obviously talented, is also chemically 
dependent, selfi sh, nasty, manipulative, and above all, enabled—by women 
who want to be near him and an entourage whose livelihoods depend on him. 
“Fix it” is his stock instruction to his manager, but Maury’s talent for self-
destruction, as shown in his last thirty-six hours, fi nally outpaces the ability of 
his minions to clean up the mess he leaves in his wake.

As discussed throughout this book, rock music was a primordially formative 
infl uence on the New Hollywood. The music was also “ahead of the curve”; 
rock became revolutionary, and important, a few years before the movies did. 
But its golden age also came to a close, once again getting there fi rst, anticipat-
ing trends in American fi lm. In August 1969, one month after men walked 
on the moon for the fi rst time, the Woodstock festival refl ected the idealized 
possibility of a hippie utopia. Half a million spectators overwhelmed the
capacities of the event’s organizers but managed to comport themselves with 
remarkable tranquility. Anything seemed possible, including the emergence of 
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a true “counterculture,” a social movement of self-governance, essential music, 
recreational drug use, and free love. Less than six months later, however, the 
sixties came crashing down to earth at another free concert, headlined by the 
Rolling Stones at the Altamont Speedway outside San Francisco. The two free 
concerts, each captured on fi lm, summarized the shift from hopes and dreams 
to lost illusions. Altamont is mostly remembered for the murder of an armed 
black audience member a few feet from the stage at the hands of an aggressive 
pack of Hells Angels. But the remarkable documentary Gimme Shelter (1970) 
paints an even more dispiriting picture, as that brutal stabbing was not an iso-
lated incident. The entire frightening, chaotic “festival” was characterized by 
violent confrontations, mostly initiated by the Angels, who, providing “secu-
rity,” also prowled the stage, commandeered microphones, and leveled threats. 
Sets were interrupted by various commotions, as well as by (unheeded) pleas 
for calm from performers, including the Jefferson Airplane and the Stones 
themselves. There was always a potentially dark undercurrent to the sixties’ 
shedding of inhibitions, and it was exposed on that December day.30

Altamont, closing the 1960s, was a portent for the end of the golden age 
of rock music, the sunset of which was suggested in 1970. One hundred days 
into the new decade, the Beatles split up. Once upon a time, their arrival 
on the scene heralded the start of something new; their departure from the 
stage, a breakup painfully depicted in the documentary Let It Be (1970), just 
as defi nitively signaled a curtain coming down. Paul, John, and George each 
released solo albums in 1970. “The dream is over,” Lennon sang. “I don’t be-
lieve in Beatles.” George was more philosophical, as was his wont, observing 
with his album title, All Things Must Pass.

It wasn’t just the Beatles who understood that times were changing. In Au-
gust, Neil Young released his mournful After the Gold Rush, an album that 
“brooded over the problem of reconciling one’s self to the denigration of the 
dream.”31 August was also the month of the disastrous Isle of Wight festival, 
which attracted as many as 600,000 young people off the coast of southern 
England. An event many hoped would recapture the spirit of peace, love, and 
understanding, instead (and once again recorded in discomforting detail by 
documentary fi lmmakers)32 the festival, even more than Altamont, was the 
anti-Woodstock. Theoretically, at least, violence can be controlled and order 
maintained. But the Isle of Wight exposed deeper rifts in the would-be Wood-
stock nation. This festival’s producers were determined, rudely and tactlessly, 
to make certain that its audience would pay in full; and the musicians, now 
often wealthy members of a new aristocracy, were becoming alienated from 
their increasingly jaded fans. Crowds pounded at the gates; others, within the 
grounds, were boorish. Kris Kristofferson (“I think they’re going to shoot us,” 
he told his band mates) cut short his set and walked off the stage; waifl ike Joni 
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Mitchell stopped in mid-song to chastise the crowd. The Isle of Wight was not 
Woodstock’s love child; it was its shady brother-in-law, and he had taken over.

It must be acknowledged that drugs and other contradictions within the 
counterculture contributed to the end of that golden age when rock music had 
real relevance. Arthur Penn’s Alice’s Restaurant (1969), released the same 
week Woodstock took place, offered a sympathetic but cautionary treatment of 
the counterculture. Outspokenly on the side of the sixties, with this fi lm Penn 
nevertheless observed that in adulthood, free love sometimes leads to compli-
cations, and if everybody is hanging out and having fun, a lot of work will be 
left undone. He also reminded his audience of the lethal perils of drug abuse 
(this before the deaths of Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin, weeks apart in that wa-
tershed year of 1970). But it was a warning that went largely unheeded. Drugs 
(especially cocaine), hedonism, and irresponsibility would march through the 
1970s, taking lives, derailing careers, and encouraging a headlong plunge into 
debauchery. If the psychedelics of the 1960s helped some musicians think cre-
atively, in the 1970s cocaine mostly made people think they were brilliant; 
heroin made people dead.33

But even without the drugs, the market and marketization were going to 
have their way with rock and roll, and would prove to be even more relentlessly 
corrosive forces on the integrity of music. Whatever else they might have stood 
for, Woodstock and subsequent festivals revealed beyond doubt that there was 
a mass audience out there with a vast and untapped potential, and record com-
pany executives (and marketing agents everywhere) took notice. The ascent 
of corporate rock skewed incentives and changed the game. Money doesn’t 
necessarily hurt the music (although handing very young people millions of 
dollars rarely works out well), but the search for a mass audience—big hits, 
big tours, big crowds—necessarily does. Rock music, which had only a decade 
previously been seen by many as genuinely dangerous in its mixed-race heri-
tage, implicit politics, overt sexuality, and antiestablishment ideology, was by 
the mid-1970s to a large extent co-opted and folded into a mainstream com-
mercial enterprise.

In ways that would previously have been unthinkable, musicians sold out, 
and music sold product. George Lucas, whose well-received dystopian science 
fi ction drama THX-1138 was a commercial disappointment, had a big hit in 
1973 with American Graffi ti, which peddled rock-as-nostalgia. Set comfort-
ably in 1962, quite explicitly before the revolution, Graffi ti was a step back 
from the cutting edge and toward integrating rock as one element of a pack-
aged product.34 Just as the era of the seventies fi lm came to a close, the em-
bedding of rock within commerce changed attitudes—of both rock stars and 
their audience—regarding what the music was about. Of the Rolling Stones’ 
1976 Album Black and Blue, legendary critic Lester Bangs concluded: “They 



B USI N ESSM E N DR I N K MY WI N E  209

really don’t matter anymore. . . . [T]his is the fi rst meaningless Stones album.” 
Worse, he observed, “they are perfectly in tune with the times.”35

Who Do You Love?

How did it come to this? Shampoo (1975), described by its producer and star 
Warren Beatty as a fi lm “about nice myopic people going to hell in a handcar 
and not noticing,” traces the roots of mid-seventies desolation back to that an-
nus horribilis of 1968. Set on election eve and day, and shot in the naturalistic 
style of cinematographer László Kovács, Shampoo brings the New Hollywood 
full circle, back to the moment of Nixon’s election. But rather than sharing a 
story of heroic struggle, heartbreaking loss, or idealistic youth manning the 
barricades, the fi lm instead is “a study in narcissism,” set, inevitably, in Los 
Angeles.36

Shampoo was the product of three occasionally clashing talents: Beatty 
(who also co-wrote); his close associate Robert Towne, one of the most impor-
tant writers of the period (in addition to writing The Last Detail and China-
town, he was a coveted script doctor, contributing to Bonnie and Clyde, Cisco 
Pike, The Godfather, and The Parallax View), and director Hal Ashby. Ashby, 
following a highly successful run as an editor, had directed the cult favor-
ite Harold and Maude (1972) and The Last Detail (1973); his future credits 
would include the extraordinary Being There (1979) and the Rolling Stones 
concert fi lm Let’s Spend the Night Together (1982). Ashby also had a reputa-
tion for fl exibility, which is one reason why Beatty, a notorious control freak, 
hired him. Many of Ashby’s friends thought the director was treated poorly 
on the set, often squeezed behind the camera between Beatty and Towne, who 
would call for retakes and even suggest the blocking of specifi c shots. Sham-
poo is in the fi nal analysis a Beatty fi lm with Towne’s contributions widely 
acknowledged, but it would be a mistake to underestimate Ashby’s infl uence. 
He was indeed behind the camera; he brought some of the innocent aspects of 
the character to George (Beatty), actively engaged in preproduction rewrites 
(fi rst with Beatty, then with Towne, revealing a talent for shuttle diplomacy), 
and had a relatively free hand in the editing room, which gave him consider-
able voice in the fi nal cut. Ashby was also most infl uential in orchestrating the 
fi lm’s crucial music: Paul Simon’s minimalist score, used sparingly but always 
in key moments, and the iconic rock music played during Sammy’s party.37

Shampoo is nominally a comedy about sex, in particular George’s insa-
tiable, almost compulsive lovemaking. Over the course of twenty-four hours 
he has sex with four different women (sometimes twice), fl irts with count-
less others, and spends the rest of his time blurring the distinction between 
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hairdressing and foreplay (the blow-dryer-as-fellatio shot is but one example 
of this). Moreover, that was the genre its audience was anticipating at the time, 
perhaps with the added attraction of a peek behind the curtain of stardom.
The close similarities between the character George and the fantastically 
promiscuous Warren Beatty would not have been missed; George even takes 
phone calls during sex, one of the more colorful myths of the Beatty legend. 
Nor were they disappointed; Shampoo delivers as a sex farce with comedic 
timing that would have succeeded on the French stage.

But as befi tting a seventies fi lm, the sex in Shampoo is not about sex so 
much as it is a vehicle to explore troubled characters and broader themes. Un-
derneath all the comedy is a serious and chastising message. And what distin-
guishes Beatty’s fi lm is that although it is certainly critical of Nixon’s America, 
Shampoo is more interested in holding up a mirror to the American left, whose 
indifference and self-indulgences let Nixon happen. For Beatty, who admired 
and was greatly infl uenced by Bobby Kennedy, the election of Nixon “was the 
end of a lot of dreams.” He would make only three movies between 1968 and 
1974, turning down the lead role in what seemed like every major American 
fi lm of that period. Instead he threw himself into the McGovern presidential 
campaign; after stumbling as a “celebrity presence” on the campaign trail, he 
retreated to a behind-the-scenes fundraising role. “He was one of the three or 
four most important people in the campaign,” McGovern recalled, “and he 
never sought credit.” Ashby, more of a free-spirited anarchist, was neverthe-
less also a deeply committed artist, most evident in a soul-baring letter writ-
ten to his mother at two o’clock in the morning, hours after Bobby Kennedy’s 

George gets the heads in the shop
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assassination. Ashby thought that movies could make a difference in the world, 
as refl ected in many of his choices: The Landlord (1970), a racially charged 
comedy-drama; Bound for Glory (1976), the Woody Guthrie biopic; and the 
post-Vietnam drama Coming Home (1978).38

“Nobody understood that it was about politics,” Beatty would later com-
plain, with some irritation. Those politics were poured into two key party 
scenes, one Republican and one (implicitly) Democratic, both of which were 
written by Beatty. The election party at the bistro takes its shots at the conser-
vative establishment  not for supporting Nixon, who, after all, represented their 
interests, but for their hypocrisy, a huge theme for Beatty, who wanted to ex-
press that “we’re not being honest about the way we’re governed . . . [and] we’re 
not honest about what we stand for.” Which returns us to the role of sexuality 
as a vehicle: for the producer-star, Shampoo is “about the intermingling of po-
litical and sexual hypocrisy.”39

Nixon (and Agnew), seen throughout the fi lm giving speeches on televi-
sion, are presented for what they are. Ashby (who had associated Nixon’s im-
age with villains in previous pictures) used those clips that would provide the 
most irony in hindsight, with campaign and victory speech promises of “an 
open administration” that would “bring us together.” But Shampoo suggests 
that the problems run much deeper. At the Republican dinner, Lester (Jack 
Warden), juggling wife and mistress, serves as one of the symbols of contem-
porary American hypocrisy. Coded throughout the fi lm as the embodiment 
of capitalism, driving around in his Rolls-Royce (a radio tuned to the busi-
ness news is his personal soundtrack), accompanied by henchmen prepared 
to do his bidding, Lester provides another characterization of capitalism as 
organized crime. His business “involves handling money for a lot of touchy 
people,” which makes divorce a risky prospect for him, since any settlement 
would expose his books. Lester’s political commitment derives solely from his 
need to keep track of which palms to grease.

That pro-Nixon dinner is famous for Julie Christie’s line “Most of all, I’d 
like to suck his cock.” Much has been made of this vulgarity, and the other 
very blunt language that startles the ears (at least it did in 1975), which the 
studio wanted cut and some critics decried as cheap sensationalism. But 
Beatty properly defends what was his addition as “more than a dirty moment 
where she says a dirty line.”40 It was instead the moment when political and 
sexual hypocrisy converged. Jackie (Christie) is responding to the advances 
of an older man, a respectable married Republican, who, sidling closer to 
her chair, assures her, “I can get you whatever you’d like.” It was quite clear 
what he wanted, and what he would do to get it. Jackie’s response burst the 
bubble of respectability that packaged his entreaty and exposed it for what 
it was.41
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But it is the participants at the second party who are the true targets of 
Beatty’s disapproval. “We set it on election night because the point is . . . Nixon 
never really misled us—he was an open book.”42 How, then, did he get elected? 
Shampoo argues that it was not due to the votes cast by his supporters, but be-
cause of the votes not cast by his opponents, the decadent indifference of those 
who should have opposed Nixon. Accused by Lester of being “antiestablish-
ment,” George, uttering a quick and sincere denial, is more than anything con-
fused by the charge. He has no political views at all. He certainly didn’t vote, 
nor did any of the other attendees at the massive party at Sammy’s estate. And 
what a party—a hippie utopia of free-fl owing sex and drugs, set against a back-
drop of some of the best music ever recorded, by the Beatles, Neil Young, and 
Jimi Hendrix. (How the fi lmmakers got the rights is undoubtedly a story in 
itself.)43 This was a group of childlike sybarites dancing while Rome burned.

Events at Sammy’s party also set in motion a personal crisis in George’s life. 
And when confronted about his infi delities by Jill (Goldie Hawn), he is forced 
to do something he has spent years avoiding: examine and explain his life. 
The result is a telling speech that cuts to the bone. At that moment, at least, it 
is hard to distinguish between George and Beatty, and it was a brave producer 
who left it in. It need not have been. As the scene was initially shot, George 
gives his speech towering over Jill, lecturing condescendingly that “everybody 
fucks everybody.”44 But it wasn’t quite right. The scene was rewritten and re-
blocked, distancing the characters, isolating George, and yielding Beatty’s re-
markable, hesitant confession: “Let’s face it; I fucked ’em all.” Continuing with 
an emerging self-awareness, he articulates the thrill of it, how it makes his day, 
how “it makes me feel like I’m going to live forever.”

George also admits that he should have accomplished more by this point in 
his life, not just linking his compulsive sexuality with a fear of death but recog-
nizing it as a diversion from maturing into responsible adulthood. This is in ac-
cord with his visual motif: seen constantly in motion (usually in countless and 
otherwise unnecessary shots of him on his motorcycle) but to uncertain pur-
pose. Or as Jill observes, “You never stop moving and you never get anywhere.”

Jill and Jackie are done with waiting for George to grow up.45 Jill ends their 
relationship; Jackie, to whom George fi nally professes his heartfelt love, is in-
stead going to marry Lester. George pleads with her one fi nal time, but she re-
buffs his offer of marriage and leaves him on the hilltop. In a long shot, George 
watches as Jackie returns home, embraces Lester, climbs into his Rolls, and 
drives away. Shampoo is a comedy, though not in a Shakespearean sense; none 
of the characters leaves the fi lm in a better place. Jackie has taken the money, 
Lester, Jill, and Felicia (Lester’s wife, played by Lee Grant) have moved later-
ally, into modifi ed versions of their previous lives. And George, following in 
the footsteps of a parade of seventies protagonists, is left defeated and alone, 
with the ghosts of his mistakes to keep him company.
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All Things Must Pass

On November 25, 1976, The Band held its farewell concert at the Winterland 
Ballroom in San Francisco. Guest performers included, among other luminar-
ies, Bob Dylan, Van Morrison, Neil Young, Eric Clapton, and Muddy Waters. 
Robbie Robertson, impressed with the knowing, essential integration of mu-
sic in Mean Streets, hired Martin Scorsese to direct a concert fi lm/documen-
tary about the experience. Storyboarded in detail by Scorsese, the marathon 
event was recorded by seven cameras; Michael Chapman, László Kovács, and 
Vilmos Zsigmond were among the operators. The concert and subsequent 
fi lm, The Last Waltz, captured the intimate partnership between the seventies 
fi lm and the golden age of rock. But the New Hollywood, like The Band, did 
not make it to 1977.

Everything ends. To ask why the era of the seventies fi lm came to a close 
risks losing sight of the answer by misstating the question. More remarkable 
is that the New Hollywood ever occurred. It was possible only because of an 
extraordinary coincidence of special attributes, when audience, industry, art-
ists, politics, and society all converged around a certain moment. Each one of 
those elements was not in 1977 what it had been in 1966. In the intervening 
decade, the seventies fi lm thrived. But it was as if a window that had opened in 
1967—which provided the opportunity for a certain type of commercial fi lm to 
fl ower—was closing shut ten years later. There would, of course, be great and 
even important fi lms made in the following years and decades. But the movies 
would never again, collectively, matter as they did during the last golden age.

According to Warren Beatty, “what animated Hollywood in the ’70s was 
politics. You can mark the end of that with the election of Carter,” who assumed 
offi ce on January 20, 1977.46 Carter was the anti-Nixon: nobody hated him. A 
year before he took offi ce, few had even heard of him. The Carter years were also 
the years of disco, the anti-rock. Whatever its appeals might be, no one would 
ever suggest that disco mattered; if anything, it was an invitation not to think, a 
goal of many at the time. Something had gone awry, and Tom Wolfe gave it a la-
bel, dubbing the seventies the “Me Decade.” His long and uneven essay, which 
at its high point considered the social implications of Bergman’s Scenes from 
a Marriage, managed to capture how the worst excesses of the 1960s seemed 
to have outlived the nobler aspirations of that decade.47 Wolfe’s smirking cyni-
cism suggested a self-congratulatory satisfaction with this state of affairs, but his 
condemnation of the culture rang true. And the moviegoing audience was mor-
phing into something very different as well. In 1966 critic Stanley Kauffmann 
coined the term “the Film Generation,” designed to capture what he described 
as the “hunger for fi lm that young people were full of in the sixties . . . the enthu-
siasm, the appetite, the avidity for fi lm.” But within two decades Kauffmann 
would write quite a different essay, bidding farewell to all that. In “After the 
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Film Generation,” he “depicted the decline of this sensibility,” a development 
he traced to the late 1970s and which he called “indisputable.”48

As its audience was changing, Hollywood as a business was also regaining 
its footing after the very diffi cult years of the later 1960s, a time when studios 
lost fortunes, confi dence, and a generation of old lions. But by the mid-1970s, 
the industry was in the midst of a run of fl ush years, and a younger genera-
tion of studio suits fancied themselves hip and in tune with the times. The 
business model was also changing, again. Jaws, released on June 25, 1975, 
“opened wide”—that is, it was released simultaneously on hundreds of screens 
across the country and was supported by an expensive advertising campaign. 
A standard practice today, these were innovations at the time, and they paid 
off. Jaws produced enormous grosses and is commonly seen as the fi rst “sum-
mer blockbuster.” But the birth of the blockbuster would fundamentally alter 
the relationship between movies and their audiences. Previously, fi lms were 
released slowly and selectively before distribution in wider release, in order 
to capitalize on critical acclaim and positive word of mouth. Movies opening 
everywhere at once, however, aggressively marketed and highly dependent on 
the fi rst few weeks of grosses, were less reliant on the opinions of cinephiles 
and the infl uence of serious critics. Talking about movies, and, worse, arguing 
about them, would become less important.

Big hits and big action and big stars also meant big money, and this changed 
the nature of the business as well. As the scale of production increased, so 
did the cost of making the average movie. Sinking a fortune into a fi lm requires 
that it have a very large audience in order to recoup its investment, no less turn 
a profi t. In such a business model, big, broad features with mass appeal are 
favored over smaller and edgier projects. As Pauline Kael noted at the time, 
although there had always been a tension between art and commerce, by the 
late 1970s “production and advertising costs have gone so high that there is 
genuine nervous panic about risky projects.” Instead, studios turned to simple 
themes, “bankable” stars, and pre-packaged deals that were easier to advertise 
and locked in advance sales.49

It should also be recognized that after a run of breakthroughs and triumphs, 
many of the leading talents of the New Hollywood seemed to hit the wall as 
well. This is not surprising. Lightning can be caught in a bottle for only so 
long—as seen with the astonishing bursts of creativity from musicians which 
also came in waves that crested (for example, Dylan, 1962–1966; the Beatles, 
1965–1969; Van Morrison, 1968–1972). Moreover, wealth, fame, and adula-
tion can take their toll on the creative process: Scorsese’s cocaine consumption 
almost killed him; Coppola became a caricature of Hollywood excess during 
his fi ve-year trip from Godfather II to Apocalypse Now. Others, like Penn and 
Altman, avoided spectacular fl ameouts but nevertheless found themselves 
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coming down to earth from the heights of their earlier achievements, as did 
many notable members of that extraordinary seventies cohort.50

But the fi lmmakers were the least of the problem. Some of them may have 
stumbled, but by 1977 the New Hollywood was left on the side of the road 
by studios unwilling to fi nance its projects and audiences less interested in 
what it had to say. The culture was changing. On March 28, 1977, four seven-
ties fi lms—All the President’s Men (Pakula), Bound for Glory (Ashby), Network 
(Lumet), and Taxi Driver (Scorsese)—were up for best picture at the forty-
ninth annual Academy Awards. They lost, to Rocky, which also won for best 
director, John Avildsen, whose competition included Lumet, Pakula, and In-
gmar Berman. Rocky, in the words of one critic, was a fi lm “never concealing 
its intention to please” and “calculated to warm one’s heart.”51 The story of a 
simple, decent underdog triumphing against all odds, Rocky was also a movie 
with an advertising campaign (and, increasingly in sequels, a lead character) 
that wrapped itself in the American fl ag. It thus anticipated the resurgence of 
conservative values and right-wing politics that would culminate in the Rea-
gan Revolution of the 1980s.52

Less than two months after Rocky took home its Oscar, the blockbuster 
Star Wars sealed the deal: the business model and cultural sensibilities 
had entered a new age. “I realized after THX that people don’t care about 
how the country is being ruined,” said director George Lucas, who de-
cided he no longer wanted to make “some angry, socially relevant f ilm.” 
He turned instead to upbeat themes. In 1964 David Newman and Robert 
Benton wrote of the New Sentimentality, anticipating the seventies f ilm 
(as would their screenplay for Bonnie and Clyde). In 1977 Lucas favored 
the old sentimentality, looking back fondly on the 1950s which the New 
Hollywood had rejected. “Some of my friends are more concerned about 
art or being considered a Fellini or an Orson Welles, but I’ve never had 
that problem,” Lucas insisted. “If I wasn’t a f ilm maker, I’d probably be 
a toy maker.” And Star Wars was a toymaker’s movie, a fable that pitted 
the powerful forces of unmitigated evil against the simple goodness of rag-
tag underdogs. Everybody loved Star Wars, it seemed, although Jonathan 
Rosenbaum found it “very clean and bloodless” and a “guiltless celebra-
tion of unlimited warfare.”53

Before 1977 was out, Steven Spielberg followed up Jaws with another mam-
moth hit, Close Encounters of the Third Kind. In 1981 Lucas and Spielberg 
teamed up on yet another gigantic blockbuster, Raiders of the Lost Ark. For fi lms 
like these, worldwide grosses were counted in the hundreds of millions. The 
stories were kept simple. There were good guys, and there were bad guys. (Or 
as Indiana Jones once observed of his adversaries: “Nazis. I hate these guys.”) 
The good guys won. Moral ambiguity, the hallmark of the seventies fi lm, was 
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out. Hollywood was no longer interested in small, challenging fi lms; it was in 
the business of guessing what would please the largest possible mass audience.

This new equilibrium was further encouraged and reinforced by other ba-
sic changes that were transforming the industry and that discouraged support 
for the types of productions associated with the New Hollywood. International 
markets were becoming more and more important for a fi lm’s fi nancial success. 
This shaped content, as certain types of movies—those with simple stories, fast-
paced action, dizzying special effects, and broad physical comedy—translated 
most easily into foreign languages and across disparate cultures. At the same 
time, home viewing on videotape was also emerging as an important determi-
nant of a movie’s prospects for profi tability. But this meant that movies would 
often be watched on the small screen, and back then, television screens were 
much smaller and much narrower (with a 4-to-3 aspect ratio) than found in 
homes today—and they certainly contrasted with the enormous wide screens 
found in theaters.54 Commercial pressures were such that movies were increas-
ingly made with an eye toward home viewing. Many productions even had a 
video consultant on the set who favored certain TV-friendly color patterns and 
encouraged directors to nudge the action toward the center of the frame. This, 
obviously, was not an environment friendly to fi lmmakers who valued subtle 
camera movements and ambitious visual compositions.

In sum, contra the confl uence of conditions that facilitated the emergence 
of the New Hollywood, a very different status quo was emerging. It was char-
acterized by big budgets, blockbuster ambitions, a bias toward action, effects, 
and physical comedy, and the aesthetic incentives of the early video era—all in 
the context of a newly confi dent industry and basic cultural and political shifts 
in American society more generally. It was a setting that could not have been 
better designed by a concierge eager to show the scruffy seventies fi lm the door.

The effects of all this were swift and obvious. Robert Altman was offered 
a ton of money to direct something called “M*A*S*H II.” But for his own 
projects, he said, “suddenly no one answered my phone calls.” He sold his 
production company. “Every studio wants ‘Raiders of the Lost Ark,’ ” he said 
at the time. “The movies I want to make the studios don’t want, what they 
want to make, I don’t.”55 Great movies would still be made in these less hos-
pitable times. Indeed, it was even possible to make movies like Manhattan 
(Woody Allen, 1979), Raging Bull (Martin Scorsese, 1980), and Prince of 
the City (Sidney Lumet, 1981), which, had they come out a few years earlier, 
would have demanded close attention as important seventies fi lms.56 But fi lms 
like these were exceptions to the new rules. The American fi lm culture had 
changed. It wasn’t about anything anymore. The era of the seventies fi lm had 
passed.



APPENDIX:

100 SEVENTIES FILMS
OF THE LAST GOLDEN AGE

Key: D: Director; W: Writer; P: Producer; C: Cinematographer; M: Music. 
Film titles in bold indicate twenty nominees for the seventies canon.

Mickey One (September 27, 1965)
D/P: Arthur Penn; W: Alan M. Surgal; C: Ghislain Cloquet; M: Eddie Sau-
ter; With: Warren Beatty, Alexandra Stewart, Hurd Hatfi eld, Franchot Tone, 
Teddy Hart, Jeff Corey, Kamatari Fujiwara, Donna Michelle, Ralph Foody, 
Norman Gottschalk.

Seconds (October 5, 1966)
D: John Frankenheimer; W: Lewis John Carlino; P: Edward Lewis; C: James 
Wong Howe; M: Jerry Goldsmith; With: John Randolph, Frances Reid, Mur-
ray Hamilton, Thom Conroy, Jeff Corey, Will Geer, Richard Anderson, Rock 
Hudson, Wesley Addy, Salome Jens.

Blow-Up (December 18, 1966)
D/W: Michelangelo Antonioni; P: Carlo Ponti; C: Carlo di Palma; M: Herbie 
Hancock; With: Vanessa Redgrave, Sarah Miles, David Hemmings, John Cas-
tle, Jane Birkin, Gillian Hills, Peter Bowles, Veruschka von Lehndorff, Julian 
Chagrin, Claude Chagrin.

Bonnie and Clyde (August 13, 1967)
D: Arthur Penn; W: David Newman and Robert Benton; P: Warren Beatty; 
C: Burnett Guffey; M: Earl Scruggs; With: Warren Beatty, Faye Dunaway, 
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Michael J. Pollard, Gene Hackman, Estelle Parsons, Denver Pyle, Dub Taylor, 
Evans Evans, Gene Wilder.

Point Blank (August 30, 1967)
D: John Boorman; W: Donald E. Westlake (as Richard Stark), Alexander 
Jacobs, David Newhouse, and Rafe Newhouse; P: Judd Bernard and Robert 
Chartoff; C: Philip H. Lathrop; M: Johnny Mandel; With: Lee Marvin, An-
gie Dickinson, Keenan Wynn, Carroll O’Connor, Lloyd Bochner, Michael 
Strong, John Vernon, Sharon Acker, James Sikking, Sandra Warner.

Don’t Look Back (September 6, 1967)
D/W: D. A. Pennebaker; P: John Court, Albert Grossman; C: Howard Alk, 
Jones Alk, Ed Emshwiller, D. A. Pennebaker; With: Bob Dylan, Albert Gross-
man, Bob Neuwirth, Joan Baez, Alan Price, Tito Burns, Donovan, Derroll 
Adams, Marianne Faithfull, Allen Ginsberg.

Who’s That Knocking at My Door? (November 15, 1967)
D/W: Martin Scorsese; P: Betzi Manoogian, Haig Manoogian, and Joseph 
Weill; C: Richard H. Coll and Michael Wadleigh; With: Zina Bethune, Har-
vey Keitel, Anne Collette, Lennard Kuras, Michael Scala, Harry Northup, 
Tsuai Yu-Lan, Saskia Holleman, Catherine Scorsese.

The Graduate (December 21, 1967)
D: Mike Nichols; W: Calder Willingham and Buck Henry; P: Lawrence Tur-
man; C: Robert Surtees; M: Dave Grusin and Paul Simon; With: Anne Ban-
croft, Dustin Hoffman, Katharine Ross, William Daniels, Murray Hamilton, 
Elizabeth Wilson, Buck Henry, Brian Avery, Walter Brooke, Norman Fell.

David Holzman’s Diary (1967)
D/W/P: Jim McBride; C: Michael Wadleigh; With: L. M. Kit Carson, Eileen 
Dietz, Lorenzo Mans, Louise Levine, Fern McBride, Michel Lévine, Robert 
Lesser, Jack Baran.

2001: A Space Odyssey (April 2, 1968)
D/P: Stanley Kubrick; W: Stanley Kubrick and Arthur C. Clarke; C: Geoffrey Uns-
worth; With: Keir Dullea, Gary Lockwood, William Sylvester, Daniel Richter, 
Leonard Rossiter, Margaret Tyzack, Robert Beatty, Sean Sullivan, Douglas Rain.

Petulia (June 10, 1968)
D: Richard Lester; W: John Haase and Barbara Turner; P: Raymond Wagner; 
C: Nicolas Roeg; With: Julie Christie, George C. Scott, Richard Chamberlain, 
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Arthur Hill, Shirley Knight, Pippa Scott, Kathleen Widdoes, Roger Bowen, 
Joseph Cotten.

Bullitt (October 17, 1968)
D: Peter Yates; W: Alan Trustman and Harry Kleiner; P: Philip D’Antoni; 
C: William A. Fraker; M: Lalo Schifrin; With: Steve McQueen, Jacqueline 
Bisset, Robert Vaughn, Don Gordon, Simon Oakland, Norman Fell, Robert 
Duvall, Georg Stanford Brown, Justin Tarr, Vic Tayback.

Faces (November 24, 1968)
D/W: John Cassavetes; P: Maurice McEndree; C: Al Ruban; With: John Mar-
ley, Gena Rowlands, Lynn Carlin, Fred Draper, Seymour Cassel, Val Avery, 
Dorothy Gulliver, Joanne Moore Jordan, Darlene Conley, Gene Darfl er, Eliza-
beth Deering.

Greetings (December 15, 1968)
D: Brian De Palma; W: Charles Hirsch and Brian De Palma; P: Charles 
Hirsch; C: Robert Fiore; M: Eric Kaz, J. Stephen Soles and Artie Traum; 
With: Jonathan Warden, Robert De Niro, Gerrit Graham, Richard Hamilton, 
Megan McCormick, Tina Hirsch, Jack Cowley, Jane Lee Salmons, Ashley
Oliver, Melvin Morgulis.

Midnight Cowboy (May 25, 1969)
D: John Schlesinger; W: Waldo Salt; P: Jerome Hellman; C: Adam Holender;
M: John Barry; With: Dustin Hoffman, Jon Voight, Sylvia Miles, John
McGiver, Brenda Vaccaro, Barnard Hughes, Ruth White, Jennifer Salt, Gil-
man Rankin, Bob Balaban.

The Wild Bunch ( June 18, 1969)
D: Sam Peckinpah; W: (screenplay) Walon Green and Sam Peckinpah, 
(story) Walon Green and Roy N. Sickner; P: Phil Feldman; C: Lucien Bal-
lard; M: Jerry Fielding; With: William Holden, Ernest Borgnine, Rob-
ert Ryan, Edmond O’Brien, Warren Oates, Jaime Sánchez, Ben Johnson, 
Emilio Fernández, Strother Martin, L. Q. Jones, Albert Dekker, Bo Hop-
kins.

The Lost Man (July 11, 1969)
D/W: Robert Alan Arthur; P: Edward Muhl, Melville Tucker; C: Jerry Finner-
man; M: Quincy Jones; With: Sidney Poitier, Joanna Shimkus, Al Freeman Jr., 
Michael Tolan, Leon Bibb, Richard Dysart, David Steinberg, Beverly Todd, 
Paul Winfi eld, Bernie Hamilton.
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Easy Rider (July 14, 1969)
D: Dennis Hopper; W: Peter Fonda, Dennis Hopper, and Terry Southern; 
P: Peter Fonda; C: László Kovács; With: Peter Fonda, Dennis Hopper, Anto-
nio Mendoza, Phil Spector, Luke Askew, Luana Anders, Sabrina Scharf, Jack 
Nicholson, Toni Basil, Karen Black.

Medium Cool (August 27, 1969)
D/W/C: Haskell Wexler; P: Tully Friedman, Haskell Wexler, and Jerrold 
Wexler; M: Mike Bloomfi eld; With: Robert Forster, Verna Bloom, Peter Bon-
erz, Marianna Hill, Harold Blankenship, Charles Geary, Sid McCoy, Chris-
tine Bergstrom, William Sickingen, Peter Boyle.

Alice’s Restaurant (August 20, 1969)
D: Arthur Penn; W: Arlo Guthrie (song “The Alice’s Restaurant Massacree”), 
Venable Herndon, and Arthur Penn; P: Hillard Elkins and Joseph Manduke 
(as Joe Manduke); C: Michael Nebbia; M: Arlo Guthrie; With: Arlo Guthrie, 
Patricia Quinn, James Broderick, Pete Seeger, Lee Hays, Michael McClana-
than, Geoff Outlaw, Tina Chen, Kathleen Dabney, William Obanhein.

The Rain People (August 27, 1969)
D/W: Francis Ford Coppola; P: Ronald Colby and Bart Patton; C: Bill Butler; 
M: Ronald Stein; With: James Caan, Shirley Knight, Robert Duvall, Marya 
Zimmet, Tom Aldredge, Laura Crews, Andrew Duncan, Margaret Fairchild, 
Sally Gracie, Alan Manson, Robert Modica.

Bob & Carol & Ted & Alice (September 17, 1969)
D: Paul Mazursky; W: Paul Mazursky and Larry Tucker; P: Larry Tucker; C: 
Charles Lang; M: Quincy Jones; With: Natalie Wood, Elliott Gould, Robert 
Culp, Dyan Cannon, Horst Ebersberg, Lee Bergere, Donald F. Muhich, Noble 
Lee Holderread Jr., K. T. Stevens, Celeste Yarnall, Lynn Borden.

M*A*S*H (January 25, 1970)
D: Robert Altman; W: Ring Lardner Jr.; P: Ingo Preminger; C: Harold E. 
Stine; M: Johnny Mandel; With: Donald Sutherland, Elliott Gould, Tom Sker-
ritt, Sally Kellerman, Robert Duvall, Roger Bowen, Rene Auberjonois, David 
Arkin, Jo Ann Pfl ug, Gary Burghoff, Fred Williamson, Michael Murphy.

The Boys in the Band (March 17, 1970)
D: William Friedkin; W: Mart Crowley; P: Mart Crowley; C: Arthur J. Ornitz; 
With: Kenneth Nelson, Frederick Combs, Cliff Gorman, Laurence Luckin-
bill, Keith Prentice, Peter White, Reuben Greene, Robert La Tourneaux, 
Leonard Frey.
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Woodstock (March 26, 1970)
D: Michael Wadleigh; P: Bob Maurice; C: Malcolm Hart, Don Lenzer, Mi-
chael Margetts, David Myers, Richard Pearce, Michael Wadleigh, Al Wert-
heimer; With: Richie Havens, Joan Baez, The Who, Joe Cocker, Crosby Stills 
and Nash, Santana, Sly and the Family Stone, Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix.

Catch-22 (June 24, 1970)
D: Mike Nichols; W: Buck Henry; P: John Calley and Martin Ransohoff; C: 
David Watkin; With: Alan Arkin, Martin Balsam, Richard Benjamin, Art 
Garfunkel, Jack Gilford, Buck Henry, Bob Newhart, Anthony Perkins, Paula 
Prentiss, Martin Sheen, Jon Voight, Orson Welles, Bob Balaban, Norman Fell, 
Charles Grodin, Peter Bonerz.

Performance (August 3, 1970)
D: Donald Cammell and Nicolas Roeg; W: Donald Cammell; P: Sanford Li-
eberson; C: Nicholas Roeg; M: Jack Nitzsche; With: James Fox, Mick Jagger, 
Anita Pallenberg, Michèle Breton, Ann Sidney, John Bindon, Stanley Mead-
ows, Allan Cuthbertson, Anthony Morton.

WUSA (August 19, 1970)
D: Stuart Rosenberg; W: Robert Stone; P: John Foreman and Paul Newman; 
C: Richard Moore; M: Lalo Schifrin; With: Paul Newman, Joanne Wood-
ward, Anthony Perkins, Laurence Harvey, Pat Hingle, Don Gordon, Michael 
Anderson Jr., Leigh French, Bruce Cabot, Cloris Leachman.

Five Easy Pieces (September 11, 1970)
D: Bob Rafelson; W: (screenplay) Carole Eastman (as Adrien Joyce), (story) Car-
ole Eastman and Bob Rafelson; P: Bob Rafelson and Richard Wechsler; C: László 
Kovács; With: Jack Nicholson, Karen Black, Billy Green Bush, Fannie Flagg, Sally 
Struthers, Richard Stahl, Lois Smith, Helena Kallianiotes, Toni Basil, Lorna 
Thayer, Susan Anspach, Ralph Waite, William Challee, John P. Ryan, Irene Dailey.

Husbands (October 1970)
D/W: John Cassavetes; P: Al Ruban; C: Victor J. Kemper; M: Ray Brown (ad-
ditional music); With: Ben Gazzara, Peter Falk, John Cassavetes, Jenny Runa-
cre, Jenny Lee Wright, Noelle Kao, John Kullers, Meta Shaw Stevens, Leola 
Harlow, Delores Delmar.

Gimme Shelter (December 6, 1970)
D: Albert Maysles, David Maysles, Charlotte Zwerin; P: Porter Bibb, Ronald 
Schneider; C: Albert Maysles, David Maysles; With: Mick Jagger, Keith Rich-
ards, Mick Taylor. Charlie Watts, Bill Wyman.



222  APPE N DIX

Little Big Man (December 14, 1970)
D: Arthur Penn; W: Calder Willingham; P: Stuart Millar; C: Harry Stradling 
Jr.; M: John Hammond; With: Dustin Hoffman, Faye Dunaway, Chief Dan 
George, Martin Balsam, Richard Mulligan, Jeff Corey, Aimée Eccles, Kelly 
Jean Peters, Carole Androsky, Robert Little Star, William Hickey.

Puzzle of a Downfall Child (December 16, 1970)
D: Jerry Schatzberg; W: Carole Eastman; P: John Foreman; C: Adam Ho-
lender; M: Michael Small; With: Faye Dunaway, Barry Primus, Viveca Lind-
fors, Barry Morse, Roy Scheider, Ruth Jackson, John Heffernan, Sydney 
Walker, Clark Burckhalter, Shirley Rich.

Little Murders (February 9, 1971)
D: Alan Arkin; W: Jules Feiffer; P: Jack Brodsky; C: Gordon Willis; M: Fred 
Kaz; With: Elliott Gould, Marcia Rodd, Vincent Gardenia, Elizabeth Wilson, 
Jon Korkes, John Randolph, Doris Roberts, Lou Jacobi, Donald Sutherland, 
Alan Arkin.

Wanda (February 28, 1971)
D/W: Barbara Loden; P: Harry Shuster; C: Nicholas T. Proferes; With: Bar-
bara Loden, Michael Higgins, Dorothy Shupenes, Peter Shupenes, Jerome 
Thier, Marian Thier, Anthony Rotell, M. L. Kennedy, Gerald Grippo.

Bananas (April 28, 1971)
D: Woody Allen; W: Woody Allen and Mickey Rose; P: Jack Grossberg; 
C: Andrew M. Costikyan; M: Marvin Hamlisch; With: Woody Allen, Lou-
ise Lasser, Carlos Montalbán, Nati Abascal, Jacobo Morales, Miguel Ángel 
Suárez, David Ortiz, René Enríquez, Howard Cosell, Charlotte Rae, Stanley 
Ackerman, Dan Frazier.

Drive, He Said (June 13, 1971)
D: Jack Nicholson; W: Jeremy Larner and Jack Nicholson; P: Steve Blauner and 
Jack Nicholson; C: Bill Butler; M: David Shire; With: William Tepper, Karen 
Black, Michael Margotta, Bruce Dern, Robert Towne, Henry Jaglom, Michael 
Warren, June Fairchild, Charles Robinson, Bill Sweek, David Ogden Stiers.

Klute (June 23, 1971)
D: Alan J. Pakula; W: Andy Lewis and David P. Lewis; P: Alan J. Pakula and 
David Lange (co-producer); C: Gordon Willis; M: Michael Small; With: Jane 
Fonda, Donald Sutherland, Charles Cioffi , Roy Scheider, Dorothy Tristan, 
Rita Gam, Nathan George, Vivian Nathan, Morris Strassberg, Jean Stapleton.
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McCabe & Mrs. Miller (June 24, 1971)
D: Robert Altman; W: Robert Altman and Brian McKay; P: Mitchell Brower 
and David Foster; C: Vilmos Zsigmond; M: Leonard Cohen; With: War-
ren Beatty, Julie Christie, Rene Auberjonois, William Devane, John Schuck, 
Corey Fischer, Bert Remsen, Shelley Duvall, Keith Carradine, Michael 
Murphy.

Carnal Knowledge (June 30, 1971)
D/P: Mike Nichols; W: Jules Feiffer; C: Giuseppe Rotunno; With: Jack
Nicholson, Ann-Margret, Art Garfunkel, Candice Bergen, Rita Moreno,
Cynthia O’Neal, Carol Kane.

Two-Lane Blacktop (July 7, 1971)
D: Monte Hellman; W: Rudy Wurlitzer and Will Corry; P: Michael Laughlin; 
C: Jack Deerson; M: Billy James; With: James Taylor, Warren Oates, Laurie
Bird, Dennis Wilson, David Drake, Richard Ruth, Rudy Wurlitzer, Jaclyn 
Hellman, Bill Keller, Harry Dean Stanton.

The Panic in Needle Park (July 13, 1971)
D: Jerry Schatzberg; W: Joan Didion and John Gregory Dunne; P: Dominick 
Dunne; C: Adam Holender; With: Al Pacino, Kitty Winn, Alan Vint, Richard
Bright, Kiel Martin, Michael McClanathan, Warren Finnerty, Marcia Jean 
Kurtz, Raul Julia, Angie Ortega, Paul Sorvino.

The Hired Hand (August 11, 1971)
D: Peter Fonda; W: Alan Sharp; P: William Hayward; C: Vilmos Zsigmond; 
M: Bruce Langhorne; With: Peter Fonda, Warren Oates, Verna Bloom, Robert 
Pratt, Severn Darden, Rita Rogers, Ann Doran, Ted Markland, Owen Orr, 
Michael McClure.

Sunday Bloody Sunday (September 8, 1971)
D: John Schlesinger; W: Penelope Gilliatt; P: Joseph Janni; C: Billy Williams; 
M: Ron Geesin; With: Peter Finch, Glenda Jackson, Murray Head, Peggy 
Ashcroft, Tony Britton, Maurice Denham, Bessie Love, Vivian Pickles, Frank 
Windsor, Thomas Baptiste.

The Last Picture Show (October 3, 1971)
D: Peter Bogdanovich; W: Larry McMurtry and Peter Bogdanovich; P: Stephen 
J. Friedman; C: Robert Surtees; With: Timothy Bottoms, Jeff Bridges, Cybill 
Shepherd, Ben Johnson, Cloris Leachman, Ellen Burstyn, Eileen Brennan, 
Clu Gulager, Sam Bottoms, Sharon Ullrick, Randy Quaid.
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The French Connection (October 7, 1971)
D: William Friedkin; W: Ernest Tidyman; P: Philip D’Antoni; C: Owen Roiz-
man; M: Don Ellis; With: Gene Hackman, Fernando Rey, Roy Scheider, Tony 
Lo Bianco, Marcel Bozzuffi , Frédéric de Pasquale, Bill Hickman, Ann Reb-
bot, Harold Gary, Arlene Farber.

Born to Win (December 1, 1971)
D: Ivan Passer; W: David Scott Milton and Ivan Passer; P: Philip Langner; 
C: Richard C. Kratina and Jack Priestley; M: William Fischer; With: George 
Segal, Karen Black, Paula Prentiss, Jay Fletcher, Hector Elizondo, Robert De 
Niro, Ed Madsen, Marcia Jean Kurtz, Irving Selbst, Tim Pelt.

The Hospital (December 14, 1971)
D: Arthur Hiller; W: Paddy Chayefsky; P: Howard Gottfried; C: Victor J. 
Kemper; M: Morris Surdin; With: George C. Scott, Diana Rigg, Barnard 
Hughes, Richard Dysart, Stephen Elliott, Andrew Duncan, Donald Harron, 
Nancy Marchand, Jordan Charney, Katherine Helmond.

Cisco Pike (January 14, 1972)
D/W: Bill L. Norton; P: Gerald Ayres; C: Vilis Lapenieks; With: Kris Kristoffer-
son, Karen Black, Gene Hackman, Harry Dean Stanton, Viva, Joy Bang, Roscoe 
Lee Browne, Severn Darden, Antonio Fargas, Howard Hesseman, Allan Arbus.

The Godfather (March 15, 1972)
D: Francis Ford Coppola; W: Mario Puzo and Francis Ford Coppola; P: Al-
bert S. Ruddy; C: Gordon Willis; M: Nino Rota; With: Marlon Brando, Al 
Pacino, James Caan, Richard S. Castellano, Robert Duvall, Sterling Hayden, 
John Marley, Richard Conte, Al Lettieri, Diane Keaton, Abe Vigoda, Talia 
Shire, John Cazale.

Prime Cut (June 28, 1972)
D: Michael Ritchie; W: Robert Dillon; P: Joe Wizan; C: Gene Polito; M: 
Lalo Schifrin; With: Lee Marvin, Gene Hackman, Angel Tompkins, Gregory 
Walcott, Sissy Spacek, Janit Baldwin, William Morey, Clint Ellison, Howard 
Platt, Les Lannom, Eddie Egan.

The Candidate (June 29, 1972)
D: Michael Ritchie; W: Jeremy Larner; P: Walter Coblenz; C: Victor J. Kem-
per; M: John Rubinstein; With: Robert Redford, Peter Boyle, Melvyn Doug-
las, Don Porter, Allen Garfi eld, Karen Carlson, Quinn K. Redeker, Morgan 
Upton, Michael Lerner, Kenneth Tobey.
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Fat City (July 26, 1972)
D: John Huston; W: Leonard Gardner; P: John Huston and Ray Stark; C: 
Conrad L. Hall; With: Stacy Keach, Jeff Bridges, Susan Tyrrell, Candy Clark, 
Nicholas Colasanto, Art Aragon, Curtis Cokes, Sixto Rodriguez, Billy Walker, 
Wayne Mahan, Ruben Navarro.

Deliverance (July 30, 1972)
D/P: John Boorman; W: James Dickey; C: Vilmos Zsigmond; With: Jon 
Voight, Burt Reynolds, Ned Beatty, Ronny Cox, Ed Ramey, Billy Redden, 
Bill McKinney, Herbert “Cowboy” Coward, James Dickey.

Hickey & Boggs (September 20, 1972)
D: Robert Culp; W: Walter Hill; P: Fouad Said; C: Bill Butler; M: Ted Ash-
ford; With: Bill Cosby, Robert Culp, Ta-Ronce Allen, Rosalind Cash, Lou 
Frizzell, Isabel Sanford, Sheila Sullivan, Robert Mandan, Michael Moriarty, 
Vincent Gardenia, James Woods.

The King of Marvin Gardens (October 12, 1972)
D/P: Bob Rafelson; W: Jacob Brackman (screenplay), Bob Rafelson and Jacob 
Brackman (story); C: László Kovács; With: Jack Nicholson, Bruce Dern, Ellen 
Burstyn, Julia Anne Robinson, Scatman Crothers, Charles LaVine, Arnold 
Williams, John P. Ryan, Sully Boyar, Josh Mostel, William Pabst.

Last Tango in Paris (October 14, 1972)
D: Bernardo Bertolucci; W: Bernardo Bertolucci and Franco Arcalli; P: Al-
berto Grimaldi; C: Vittorio Storaro; M: Gato Barbieri; With: Marlon Brando, 
Maria Schneider, Maria Michi, Giovanna Galletti, Gitt Magrini, Catherine 
Allégret, Luce Marquand, Marie-Hélène Breillat, Catherine Breillat, Jean-
Pierre Léaud

Ulzana’s Raid (October 18, 1972)
D: Robert Aldrich; W: Alan Sharp; P: Carter DeHaven; C: Joseph F. Biroc; 
M: Frank De Vol; With: Burt Lancaster, Bruce Davison, Jorge Luke, Richard 
Jaeckel, Joaquín Martínez, Lloyd Bochner, Karl Swenson, Douglass Watson, 
Dran Hamilton, John Pearce, Gladys Holland, Margaret Fairchild.

The Heartbreak Kid (December 17, 1972)
D: Elaine May; W: Neil Simon; P: Edgar J. Scherick; C: Owen Roizman; M: 
Garry Sherman; With: Charles Grodin, Cybill Shepherd, Jeannie Berlin, Au-
dra Lindley, Eddie Albert, Mitchell Jason, William Prince, Augusta Dabney, 
Doris Roberts.
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Images (December 18, 1972)
D/W: Robert Altman; P: Tommy Thompson; C: Vilmos Zsigmond; M: John 
Williams; With: Susannah York, Rene Auberjonois, Marcel Bozzuffi , Hugh 
Millais, Cathryn Harrison, John Morley.

Payday (February 22, 1973)
D: Daryl Duke; W: Don Carpenter; P: Martin Fink; C: Richard C. Glouner; 
M: Ed Bogas, Tommy McKinney, Shel Silverstein, Ian Tyson, and Sylvia Ty-
son; With: Rip Torn, Ahna Capri, Elayne Heilveil, Michael C. Gwynne, Jeff 
Morris, Cliff Emmich, Henry O. Arnold, Bobby Smith, Dallas Smith, Richard 
Hoffman.

The Long Goodbye (March 7, 1973)
D: Robert Altman; W: Leigh Brackett; P: Jerry Bick; C: Vilmos Zsigmond; 
M: John Williams; With: Elliott Gould, Nina Van Pallandt, Sterling Hayden, 
Mark Rydell, Henry Gibson, David Arkin, Jim Bouton, Warren Berlinger, Jo 
Ann Brody, Stephen Coit, Jack Riley, David Carradine.

Scarecrow (April 11, 1973)
D: Jerry Schatzberg; W: Garry Michael White; P: Robert M. Sherman; C: 
Vilmos Zsigmond; M: Fred Myrow; With: Gene Hackman, Al Pacino, Dor-
othy Tristan, Ann Wedgeworth, Richard Lynch, Eileen Brennan, Penelope
Allen, Richard Hackman, Al Cingolani, Rutanya Alda.

Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid (May 23, 1973)
D: Sam Peckinpah; W: Rudy Wurlitzer; P: Gordon Carroll; C: John Coquil-
lon; M: Bob Dylan; With: James Coburn, Kris Kristofferson, Richard Jaeckel, 
Katy Jurado, Chill Wills, Barry Sullivan, Jason Robards, Bob Dylan, R. G. 
Armstrong, Rita Coolidge, Slim Pickens, Harry Dean Stanton, Elisha Cook 
Jr., Sam Peckinpah

Blume in Love (June 17, 1973)
D/W/P: Paul Mazursky; C: Bruce Surtees; M: Bill Conti; With: George Segal, 
Susan Anspach, Kris Kristofferson, Marsha Mason, Shelley Winters, Donald 
F. Muhich, Paul Mazursky, Erin O’Reilly, Annazette Chase, Shelley Morrison.

The Friends of Eddie Coyle (June 26, 1973)
D: Peter Yates; W/P: Paul Monash; C: Victor J. Kemper; M: Dave Grusin; 
With: Robert Mitchum, Peter Boyle, Richard Jordan, Steven Keats, Alex 
Rocco, Joe Santos, Mitch Ryan, Peter MacLean, Kevin O’Morrison, Marvin 
Lichterman, Carolyn Pickman, Helena Carroll.
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American Graffi ti (August 1, 1973)
D: George Lucas; W: George Lucas, Gloria Katz and Willard Huyck; P: Fran-
cis Ford Coppola; C: Jan D’Alquen and Ron Eveslage; With: Richard Drey-
fuss, Ron Howard, Paul Le Mat, Charles Martin Smith, Cindy Williams, 
Candy Clark, Mackenzie Phillips, Wolfman Jack, Bo Hopkins, Manuel Padilla 
Jr., Beau Gentry, Harrison Ford, Suzanne Somers.

Mean Streets (October 2, 1973)
D: Martin Scorsese; W: Martin Scorsese and Mardik Martin; P: Jonathan T. 
Taplin; C: Kent L. Wakeford; With: Robert De Niro, Harvey Keitel, David 
Proval, Amy Robinson, Richard Romanus, Cesare Danova, George Mem-
moli, Lenny Scaletta, Jeannie Bell, Murray Moston, Martin Scorsese.

Badlands (October 13, 1973)
D/W/P: Terrence Malick; C: Tak Fujimoto, Stevan Larner, and Brian Probyn; 
M: George Aliceson Tipton; With: Martin Sheen, Sissy Spacek, Warren 
Oates, Ramon Bieri, Alan Vint, Gary Littlejohn, John Carter, Bryan Mont-
gomery, Gail Threlkeld, Charles Fitzpatrick.

Charley Varrick (October 19, 1973)
D/P: Don Siegel; W: Howard Rodman and Dean Riesner; C: Michael C. 
Butler; M: Lalo Schifrin; With: Walter Matthau, Joe Don Baker, Felicia Farr, 
Andy Robinson, Sheree North, Norman Fell, Benson Fong, Woodrow Parfrey, 
William Schallert, Jacqueline Scott, Marjorie Bennett.

Breezy (November 18, 1973)
D: Clint Eastwood; W: Jo Heims; P: Robert Daley; C: Frank Stanley; M: 
Michel Legrand; With: William Holden, Kay Lenz, Roger C. Carmel, Marj 
Dusay, Joan Hotchkis, Jamie Smith-Jackson, Norman Bartold, Lynn Borden, 
Shelley Morrison, Dennis Olivieri.

Serpico (December 5, 1973)
D: Sidney Lumet; W: Waldo Salt and Norman Wexler; P: Martin Bregman; 
C: Arthur J. Ornitz; M: Mikis Theodorakis; With: Al Pacino, John Randolph, 
Jack Kehoe, Biff McGuire, Barbara Eda-Young, Cornelia Sharpe, Tony Rob-
erts, John Medici, Allan Rich, Norman Ornellas.

Don’t Look Now (December 9, 1973)
D: Nicolas Roeg; W: Allan Scott and Chris Bryant; P: Peter Katz; C: Anthony 
B. Richmond; M: Pino Donaggio; With: Julie Christie, Donald Sutherland, 
Hilary Mason, Clelia Matania, Massimo Serato, Renato Scarpa, Giorgio 
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Trestini, Leopoldo Trieste, David Tree, Ann Rye, Nicholas Salter, Sharon 
Williams, Bruno Cattaneo, Adelina Poerio.

The Last Detail (December 12, 1973)
D: Hal Ashby; W: Robert Towne; P: Gerald Ayres; C: Michael Chapman; 
M: Johnny Mandel; With: Jack Nicholson, Otis Young, Randy Quaid, Clifton 
James, Carol Kane, Michael Moriarty, Luana Anders, Kathleen Miller, Nancy 
Allen, Gerry Salsberg.

The Laughing Policeman (December 20, 1973)
D/P: Stuart Rosenberg; W: Thomas Rickman; C: David M. Walsh; M: Charles 
Fox; With: Walter Matthau, Bruce Dern, Louis Gossett Jr., Albert Paulsen, 
Anthony Zerbe, Val Avery, Cathy Lee Crosby, Mario Gallo, Joanna Cassidy, 
Shirley Ballard.

The Conversation (April 7, 1974)
D/W/P: Francis Ford Coppola; C: Bill Butler; M: David Shire; With: Gene 
Hackman, John Cazale, Allen Garfi eld, Frederic Forrest, Cindy Williams,
Michael Higgins, Elizabeth MacRae, Teri Garr, Harrison Ford, Robert Duvall.

The Parallax View (June 14, 1974)
D/P: Alan J. Pakula; W: David Giler and Lorenzo Semple Jr.; C: Gordon Wil-
lis; M: Michael Small; With: Warren Beatty, Paula Prentiss, William Daniels, 
Walter McGinn, Hume Cronyn, Kelly Thordsen, Chuck Waters, Earl Hind-
man, William Joyce, Bettie Johnson.

Chinatown (June 20, 1974)
D: Roman Polanski; W: Robert Towne; P: Robert Evans; C: John A. Alonzo; 
M: Jerry Goldsmith; With: Jack Nicholson, Faye Dunaway, John Huston, Perry 
Lopez, John Hillerman, Darrell Zwerling, Diane Ladd, Roy Jenson, Roman Po-
lanski, Richard Bakalyan, Joe Mantell, Bruce Glover, James Hong, Burt Young.

California Split (August 7, 1974)
D: Robert Altman; W: Joseph Walsh; P: Robert Altman and Joseph Walsh; 
C: Paul Lohmann; With: George Segal, Elliott Gould, Ann Prentiss, Gwen 
Welles, Edward Walsh, Joseph Walsh, Bert Remsen, Barbara London, Bar-
bara Ruick, Jay Fletcher, Jeff Goldblum.

The Gambler (October 1974)
D: Karel Reisz; W: James Toback; P: Robert Chartoff and Irwin Winkler; C: 
Victor J. Kemper; M: Jerry Fielding; With: James Caan, Paul Sorvino, Lauren 
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Hutton, Morris Carnovsky, Jacqueline Brookes, Burt Young, Carmine Caridi, 
Vic Tayback, Steven Keats, London Lee, M. Emmet Walsh, James Woods.

The Taking of Pelham One Two Three (October 2, 1974)
D: Joseph Sargent; W: Peter Stone; P: Gabriel Katzka and Edgar J. Scherick; C: 
Owen Roizman; M: David Shire; With: Walter Matthau, Robert Shaw, Martin 
Balsam, Hector Elizondo, Earl Hindman, James Broderick, Dick O’Neill, Lee 
Wallace, Tom Pedi, Beatrice Winde, Jerry Stiller, Doris Roberts, Tony Roberts.

A Woman under the Infl uence (October 12, 1974)
D/W: John Cassavetes; P: Sam Shaw; C: Caleb Deschanel; M: Bo Harwood; 
With: Peter Falk, Gena Rowlands, Fred Draper, Lady Rowlands, Katherine 
Cassavetes, Matthew Labyorteaux, Matthew Cassel, Christina Grisanti, O. G. 
Dunn, Mario Gallo.

Lenny (November 10, 1974)
D: Bob Fosse; W: Julian Barry; P: Marvin Worth; C: Bruce Surtees; M: Ralph 
Burns; With: Dustin Hoffman, Valerie Perrine, Jan Miner, Stanley Beck, Frankie 
Man, Rashel Novikoff, Gary Morton, Guy Rennie, Michele Yonge, Kathryn Witt.

Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore (December 9, 1974)
D: Martin Scorsese; W: Robert Getchell; P: Audrey Maas and David Suss-
kind; C: Kent L. Wakeford; M: Richard LaSalle; With: Ellen Burstyn, Alfred 
Lutter III, Billy Green Bush, Harvey Keitel, Lane Bradbury, Diane Ladd, Vic 
Tayback, Valerie Curtin, Kris Kristofferson, Jodie Foster.

The Godfather, Part II (December 12, 1974)
D/P: Francis Ford Coppola; W: Francis Ford Coppola and Mario Puzo; C: Gor-
don Willis; M: Nino Rota; With: Al Pacino, Robert Duvall, Diane Keaton, Rob-
ert De Niro, John Cazale, Talia Shire, Lee Strasberg, Michael V. Gazzo, G. D. 
Spradlin, Richard Bright, Harry Dean Stanton, Danny Aiello, Roger Corman.

Shampoo (March 13, 1975)
D: Hal Ashby; W: Robert Towne and Warren Beatty; P: Warren Beatty; C: 
László Kovács; M: Paul Simon; With: Warren Beatty, Julie Christie, Goldie 
Hawn, Lee Grant, Jack Warden, Tony Bill, George Furth, Jay Robinson, Ann 
Weldon, Luana Anders, Carrie Fisher.

The Yakuza (March 19, 1975)
D/P: Sydney Pollack; W: Paul Schrader and Robert Towne; C: Kôzô Okazaki; 
M: Dave Grusin; With: Robert Mitchum, Ken Takakura, Brian Keith, Herb 
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Edelman, Richard Jordan, Keiko Kishi, Eiji Okada, James Shigeta, Kyôsuke 
Machida, Christina Kokubo, Eiji Gô.

The Passenger (April 9, 1975)
D: Michelangelo Antonioni; W: Mark Peploe, Peter Wollen, and Michelan-
gelo Antonioni; P: Carlo Ponti; C: Luciano Tovoli; M: Ivan Vandor; With: 
Jack Nicholson, Maria Schneider, Jenny Runacre, Ian Hendry, Steven Berkoff, 
Ambroise Bia, José María Caffarel, James Campbell, Manfred Spies, Jean-
Baptiste Tiemele, Angel del Pozo, Charles Mulvehill.

Posse (June 4, 1975)
D/P: Kirk Douglas; W: Christopher Knopf and William Roberts; C: Fred J. 
Koenekamp; M: Maurice Jarre; With: Kirk Douglas, Bruce Dern, Bo Hopkins, 
James Stacy, Luke Askew, David Canary, Alfonso Arau, Katherine Woodville, 
Mark Roberts, Beth Brickell, Dick O’Neill.

Nashville (June 11, 1975)
D/P: Robert Altman; W: Joan Tewkesbury; C: Paul Lohmann; With: David 
Arkin, Barbara Baxley, Ned Beatty, Karen Black, Ronee Blakley, Timothy 
Brown, Keith Carradine, Geraldine Chaplin, Robert DoQui, Shelley Duvall, 
Allen Garfi eld, Henry Gibson, Scott Glenn, Jeff Goldblum, Barbara Har-
ris, David Hayward, Michael Murphy, Allan F. Nicholls, Dave Peel, Cristina 
Raines, Bert Remsen, Lily Tomlin, Gwen Welles, Keenan Wynn.

Night Moves (June 11, 1975)
D: Arthur Penn; W: Alan Sharp; P: Robert M. Sherman; C: Bruce Surtees; 
M: Michael Small; With: Gene Hackman, Jennifer Warren, Susan Clark, Ed-
ward Binns, Harris Yulin, Kenneth Mars, Janet Ward, James Woods, Melanie 
Griffi th, Anthony Costello, John Crawford.

Dog Day Afternoon (September 21, 1975)
D: Sidney Lumet; W: Frank Pierson; P: Martin Bregman and Martin Elfand; 
C: Victor J. Kemper; With: Al Pacino, John Cazale, Charles Durning, Chris 
Sarandon, Sully Boyar, Penelope Allen, James Broderick, Carol Kane, Beulah 
Garrick, Sandra Kazan.

Three Days of the Condor (September 24, 1975)
D: Sydney Pollack; W: Lorenzo Semple Jr. and David Rayfi el; P: Stanley 
Schneider; C: Owen Roizman; M: Dave Grusin; With: Robert Redford, Faye 
Dunaway, Cliff Robertson, Max von Sydow, John Houseman, Addison Pow-
ell, Walter McGinn, Tina Chen, Michael Kane, Don McHenry.



APPE N DIX  231

Smile (October 9, 1975)
D/P: Michael Ritchie; W: Jerry Belson; C: Conrad L. Hall (as Conrad Hall); 
M: LeRoy Holmes; With: Bruce Dern, Barbara Feldon, Michael Kidd, Geof-
frey Lewis, Eric Shea, Nicholas Pryor, Titos Vandis, Paul Benedict, William 
Traylor, Dennis Dugan.

Hustle (December 25, 1975)
D/P: Robert Aldrich; W: Steve Shagan; C: Joseph F. Biroc; M: Frank De Vol; 
With: Burt Reynolds, Catherine Deneuve, Ben Johnson, Paul Winfi eld, Eileen 
Brennan, Eddie Albert, Ernest Borgnine, Catherine Bach, Jack Carter, James 
Hampton.

Taxi Driver (February 8, 1976)
D: Martin Scorsese; W: Paul Schrader; P: Julia Phillips and Michael Phil-
lips; C: Michael Chapman; M: Bernard Herrmann; With: Peter Boyle, Albert 
Brooks, Robert De Niro, Jodie Foster, Leonard Harris, Harvey Keitel, Steven 
Prince, Martin Scorsese, Cybill Shepherd.

All the President’s Men (April 4, 1976)
D: Alan J. Pakula; W: William Goldman; P: Walter Coblenz; C: Gordon Willis; 
M: David Shire; With: Dustin Hoffman, Robert Redford, Jack Warden, Martin 
Balsam, Hal Holbrook, Jason Robards, Jane Alexander, Meredith Baxter, Ned 
Beatty, Stephen Collins, Penny Fuller, John McMartin, Robert Walden.

The Man Who Fell to Earth (May 28, 1976)
D: Nicolas Roeg; W: Paul Mayersberg; P: Michael Deeley and Barry Spik-
ings; C: Anthony B. Richmond; M: John Phillips and Stomu Yamashta; With: 
David Bowie, Rip Torn, Candy Clark, Buck Henry, Bernie Casey, Jackson D. 
Kane, Rick Riccardo, Tony Mascia, Linda Hutton, Hilary Holland.

Network (November 14, 1976)
D: Sidney Lumet; W: Paddy Chayefsky; P: Howard Gottfried; C: Owen Roiz-
man; M: Elliot Lawrence; With: Faye Dunaway, William Holden, Peter Finch, 
Robert Duvall, Wesley Addy, Ned Beatty, Beatrice Straight, Marlene Warfi eld, 
William Prince, Arthur Burghardt, John Carpenter, Kathy Cronkite.

Mikey and Nicky (December 12, 1976)
D/W: Elaine May; P: Michael Hausman; C: Bernie Abramson, Lucien Ballard, 
Jack Cooperman, Jerry File, and Victor J. Kemper; M: John Strauss; With: 
Peter Falk, John Cassavetes, Ned Beatty, Rose Arrick, Carol Grace, William 
Hickey, Sanford Meisner, Joyce Van Patten, M. Emmet Walsh, Sy Travers.
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