Film Reviews, by Jno.

PENTHOUSE PIECE

THE BLACK WIDOW

(20th Century-Fox-CinemaScope)
INCE those productions which
I have myself seen represent
only a fragment of the
CinemaScope corpus (1 hope the
studios don't mind the term), I
can’t be too absolute in my state-
ments about The Black Widow. 1 don't
think 1T want to be, anyway. It is a
routine sort of whodunit with a plaus-
ible plot, ‘a competent cast, pretty
smooth direction by Nunnally johnson
(who was also scriptwriter and pro-
ducer), and pleasant colour. But it did
strike me as the most relaxed piece of
CinemaScope I had encountered, and I
think that represents some sort of ad-
vance, if not technically then emotion-
ally.

Until now (or so it has seemed) pro-
ducers and directors have been fascin-
ated, perhaps numbed, possibly even a
little frightened by the amount of
screen space at their disposal, and by
the problem of rearranging the tradi-
tional material to fit it. The tendency
has been to place the emphasis on ac-
tion rather than acting, to fill up the
available space with movement from
left to right and back again——and so we
have bad King Arthur and his jolly
jousting knights. and a number of other
costume pieces in which most of the
drama has been horizontal (and some-
times even flat). There has not been
what the ad-men might call an intelli-
gent use of blank space—or unpopu-
lated space. “

The background of The Black
Widow, however, fits fairly precisely
intoc the frame of the CinemaScope
screen. The setting is, for a substantial
part of the time, an opulent New York
penthouse apartment—wide, handsome.
but not too high—and with that detail
settled Mr. Johnson appears to have
felt himself free to concentrate on the
cast. Occasionally he nods, and then
you get the Wimbledon Effect, as two
characters engage in a bout of conver-
sational pat-ball from opposite sides of
the screen. like the end-men in a
Christy Minstrel show. But in general
the camera follows the players and
allows us to concentrate on the acting.
It’s on the whole smoother and more
competent acting than I've noticed in
the spectacular CinemaScope procdusc-
tions. Van Heflin appears as a Broad-
way producer who foolishly (but quite
without ulterior motive) allows a young
wench the freedom of his apartment
while his wife is absent: then finds him-
self caught in a web of circumstantial
evidence when the wench (Peggy Ann
Garner) is found hangiog among the
sponge-bags in the bathroom. The evi-
dence, however, is so strong against
him that no self-respecting sleuth could
take it sericusly, so one or two other
suspects are rung in. to keep things
simmering unti) the final show-down.

One of the pleasing things about the

show, beyond an unoblrusive compe-
tence, is the neat way in which tension

is built up to the climax. The director.

has devised a pair of adroit flashback
passages in which image dnd natration
overlap one another and these are effec-
tively, used to lead into the dénoue-
ment. What the dénouement is you may
not guess—unless you saw the' trailer
the week before.
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! FAIR: “The Black Widow.”

{ OVERCAST: “The Rainbow Jacket.”
{ OVERCAST: “Prisoner of War.”

THE RAINBOW JACKET

(Rank-Ealing)
\\/HEN it comes to picking the week-
end movie, most filmgoers chance
their money on a star. A few shrewd
citizens follow their favourite producer
or director, and the Submerged Tenth
simply use a pin. I doubt if one half of :
one. per cent pay any attention to the
scriptwriter, unless it happens to be W.
Shakespeare or George B. Shaw, and now
that I've seen The Rainbow Jjacket I'm
prepared 1o rejoin the other’ 99.5 per
cent if someone will kindly move over
and make room.

It was the name of T. E. B. Clarke,
Ealing's top scriptwriter, on the credit-
list that persuaded me tc hazard half a
wheel and a spare evening on The Rain-
bow Jacket—and speaking strictly for
myself 1 would have been just as
happy at home. To enjoy it (and the
script is by no means spectacular) you
must be capable of a dewy-eyed senti- '
mentality about racing which it is quite
outside my capacity to simulate. The
hero is a small boy whose one ambition
is to be a jockey. One or two of his
elders threaten to spank some sense into
him but, regrettably. no one does so
and before he has achieved his ambition
he has fallen into the clutches of
crooked bookies, has thrown a race, and
involved his~ widowed Mum (XKay
Walshe) in a slight case of embezzle-
ment. No one, fortunately, gets caught
and all ends happily in a soft shower of
folding money and a complete absence
of moral sense. In my view (which may
well be jaundiced)} this is a sub-standard
for Ealing. The photography often has
an unfinished lock. some of the studio
rock-ups are grossly palpable fakes.
and even Robert Morley fails to infuse
any genuine liveliness into the show.

PRISONER OF WAR
(M.G.M.)

N its way this film is gquite a notable

contribution to the maintenance of !
international tension. It purports to give !
us a behind-the-scenes view of the treat-
ment meted out to American prisoners
of war in North Korea before hostilities
concluded. and very little seems to have
been omitted from its sorry catalogue
of sadism. brutality and torture. There
is. in fact, so much brutality in it that
I doubt if the film can be other than
brutalising in its effect. The most start-
ling aspect of the production. however,
is its outright assertion that Soviet offi-
cers supervised the torture of U.N.
prisoners. You must condition their re-
flexes, says Comrade Colonel Oscar Ho-
molka to his North Korean colleagues,
citing Pavlov and his dogs; but before
long I was wondering whose reflexes
were being conditioned by whom. Fifty
yeats ago this kind of thing would have
vrovoked an international incident, and
possibly a breach. of diplomatic rela-|
tions, That such a film can be shown
today, apparently without esciting com-
ment, could indicate that we are. on
the whole, more stable and sensible
than our fathers. I would iust like to be
sure that stable and sensible are the
right words,

BREATHE WELL! BE WELL!

HELPS THOSE SUBJECT TO

ASTHMA, BRONCHITIS, HAY FEVER, INSOMNIA,
NERVOUS TROUBLES, CATARRH and EMPHYSEMA

The famous KNOWLES' Postai Course of simple relaxing breathing
exercises and lectures developed by Captain W. P, Knowles, M.C,,
M.A., D.Sc., Author of “BREATHE EASIER”

> 1)

September Issue of READER’S DIGEST
is available in New Zealand. It has helped over 20,000.
No strenuous exercises. Takes only a few minutes daily.
_First Cost, Last Cost — No Medication, No Gadgets.

A Student writes: “The magin reason for my taking your course was to try and

alleviate the discomforts of cotarrh, from which | have suffered for the past two

or three vears. The relief obtoined so far has surpassed all expectotions.

“The calmness and confidence brought to every-day life by your technigue is almost

yond belicf, ond 1 am certain that continued practice wilt bring better and more

rmanent results.”—H, S. Davies, 6 Habberiey Rd., Biackheath, Birmingham.
. 15/4/54,

This famous scientific English system,

“BREATHING THE KNOWLES WAY"”
is devised by Captain W. P. Knowles, M.C., M.A., D.Sc., London.

Details of this amazing Course are FREE. Send 3d. stamp today o pay
postage, to:— :
THE INSTITUTE OF BREATHING
{Australasio) -
P.O. Box 92 (Dept. L), HAVELOCK NORTH, H.B.
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