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Introduction

The indelible noir images in Abraham Polonsky’s Force of Evil (1948), vivid with New York City’s propitious allure yet tinged with the melancholy of one’s aloneness in the city, resonate in our imagination long after the film ends. The power of these images cannot be divorced from the power, poetic and incantatory, of Polonsky’s dialogue. Every technical component—from the eloquent tirades exchanged by Joe and Leo, to the dramatic tonal variations of David Raksin’s score, and on to the richly evocative cinematography of the New York City of our noir imagination—achieves a completeness and discreteness that becomes part of a near-perfect fugue of visual and aural poetry that complicates the narrative whole in such manner as to look and sound uniquely strange— and haunting. When I first saw Force of Evil as a teenager, on the late show on television, I was hypnotized by John Garfield’s performance, especially in his Polonsky-penned voice-over. It was a voice searching to silence the disquietude of a tormented consciousness, and I was aroused to find out all I could of Polonsky’s life and career in an attempt to better understand the genesis of this melancholy passion. I read his first interviews, and the essays written by him, published in film journals in this country. There were later interviews in France, after he had been blacklisted by the Hollywood film industry during the 1950s because of his Depression-era membership in the American Communist Party (at the time a fashionable association for contemporary writers). I was impressed by his lack of rancor against those who “named names” in the face of the clear moral stand he took not to do so. He pitied their failure of character, but repeatedly said that he wished them no ill. His response was far more humane than any of their more questionable actions, and his humor had not given way to bitterness. “It wasn’t as if they betrayed Jesus Christ,” Polonsky said, “they just betrayed themselves.”1

Among the notable interviews he gave then were William S. Pechter’s, the first, conducted in 1962 and then followed up with a second interview six years later, both of which were then published in Pechter’s 1971 collection of film criticism, Twenty-four Times a Second. I remember reading Pechter’s prefatory essay to his interviews with Polonsky and lamenting that there wasn’t more to be learned there about this most distinctive film artist.

Polonsky was born in 1910 to Russian-Jewish immigrants, a comfortably-off pharmacist and his wife, and was also reared in the company of his aunt, an independent-minded socialist who returned to the Soviet Union during the halcyon days of revolutionary fervor in the early 1920s to help build the new society (this, before the rude awakening of Stalinism took hold). In the Buhle and Wagner interview, Polonsky talks about the flavor of his upbringing and early years—especially those heady student years at City College of New York during the Depression when CCNY built its reputation as a cauldron of left-wing intellectual ferment. His classmates included the sociologist and poet Paul Goodman and the activist and civil-liberties lawyer Leonard Boudin, and he studied under the famous philosopher Morris Cohen, taking a degree in English before another one in law. In those early, lean, Depression years, Polonsky decided to take up law as a hedge against unemployment and to teach English at his alma mater in the process. The law held no passion for him, and he finally opted for a chance to write for radio star Gertrude Berg and, later, accompanied her to Hollywood in 1937 to help her write a movie for the juvenile screen star Bobby Breen. There, he discovered his affinity for screenwriting, but, with no prospects for more screen work at the time, he returned to New York with Berg and resumed writing radio plays for her, for Orson Welles’s Mercury Theatre on radio, as well as doing other radio dramatizations up until the War.

In the course of these pursuits, Polonsky developed a leftist political consciousness long embedded in his family’s background. He sought to create a modern literary aesthetic to express his humanistic and socialist values in contradistinction to many narrowly Marxist proletarian writers of the 1930s and ’40s. He wanted to write with a social conscience of a material world that left some advantaged over the price paid by others left powerless and voiceless, and he wanted to do the work of an artist and not that of an ideological hack. Polonsky applied his aesthetic to a range of writing, including not only screenplays, radio plays, and teleplays, but novels, short stories, and film criticism. He thought of himself always as a writer, regardless of the circumstances he confronted and circumvented in his creative life, most notably the War and, later, the blacklist. All of Polonsky’s teleplays written during the black list were collected by John Schultheiss and Mark Schaubert in 1993, and all of Polonsky’s film criticism is collected here in this volume.

After a stint in the service during World War II working as an OSS agent in Europe, Polonsky returned to Hollywood in 1945 to work on the screenplay for Mitchell Leisen’s Golden Earrings (1947) at Paramount. Although the Cold War had started, pre-blacklist Hollywood was an attractive and hospitable place for the American Communist Party. The party recognized the movie industry as having a role in shaping public attitudes and sentiments that complemented the socialist ideals promoted by Rooseveltian democracy. Polonsky was a supporter of organizations that extolled these goals, but he also had no illusions about the appeal of Hollywood to most leftist writers. They, like he, came west for employment. “I came here because I had a job waiting for me,” he noted. “When I went to Paramount, I made sure I saw every movie they had in stock.”2 Polonsky’s Oscar-nominated screenplay for Robert Rossen’s Body and Soul (1947) and his masterwork, Force of Evil, both written and directed by Polonsky, are so much more than bold expressions of the pervasive corruption a materialist society faces when it loses its mooring. Few film-makers have created first works of such poetic impact and sure mastery of the medium as he did with these two films.

What distinguishes Polonsky’s achievement in these works from that of other screenwriters-turned-directors in Hollywood? Clearly Abraham Polonsky, like John Huston and Preston Sturges, wrote intrepidly, his screenplays unfettered by the self-imposed censorship that so often weakened the films of other studio filmmakers. Polonsky wrote scathing allegories of the capitalist system—the very system that produced his works—and did so on humanist grounds: his characters carry no placards, have no overt political agendas, and are no martyrs. They are the people and faces encountered in modern urban society that suffer in the grip of a corrupted and greedy capitalist culture. Sixty years later, rarely does such a theme have more power than in the post-recession America of 2012.

However, were that all, Polonsky would emerge as a timely throwback to the pre-blacklist studio period but not as a striking creative presence. Polonsky took the elements of word and image in these first two films, especially in Force of Evil, and excavated their expressive possibilities in the dramatic technique of doubling where, as discussed earlier, each element of the story commands attention for its own expression of an emotion or theme that is then complemented by another element iterating the same emotion or theme in its own distinctive manner. Joe Morse’s voice-over spoken by Garfield expresses his conflicted emotions—indeed, his soul—just as the image of Joe in Garfield’s performance places him in conflict with his social obligations, to his corrupt allegiance to Tucker as well as to his loyalty to his brother Leo.

Abraham Polonsky’s screen stories have been discussed for their intimate approach to genres and the themes of justice, loyalty to family and community, and the corruption in greed and bigotry that debase them. Critics have insisted on labeling him a leftist writer and director, but that approach alone ignores the supple philosophical awareness of his characters’ anguish: these characters transcend the function of a sociopolitical statement and are deeply human examples of spiritual torment. “What’re you gonna do? Kill me?” boxer Charley Davis asks in Body and Soul when his backers’ goons threaten him for not throwing a bout. “Everybody dies.” In a similar vein, Wall Street lawyer Joe Morse, in his taxi-ride confessional to Doris Lowry in Force of Evil, rationalizes his discomfiture over his older brother Leo’s selfless paternal regard by raging:

It’s a perversion. Don’t you see what it is? It’s not natural. To go to great expense for something you want, that’s natural. To reach out to take it, that’s human, that’s natural. But to get your pleasure from not taking, from cheating yourself deliberately like my brother did today, from not getting, from not taking. Don’t you see what a black thing that is for a man to do? How it is to hate yourself?

Polonsky’s poetry articulates Joe’s rage against his brother’s selflessness, against the expression of human decency that obstructs Joe’s untroubled rise up the corporate criminal ladder. These protagonists lash out all the more vividly through the performances of John Garfield in the roles, and the New York City tableaux of these characters, just as for the characters in the later Polonsky-scripted Odds against Tomorrow (1959) and Madigan (1968), place their struggle for self-worth in the city Polonsky knew best, and, indeed, which he savored on screen as few other film-makers have.

After his auspicious debut as screenwriter and director of Force of Evil, Polonsky wrote I Can Get It for You Wholesale (1951) for Michael Gordon at Twentieth Century-Fox, starring Dan Dailey and Susan Hayward. A drama about labor relations intrigue in the garment industry, the story was filmed just before the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) called him to testify about his Communist Party activities and past and present associations. Polonsky knew the employment problems awaiting a blacklisted writer, and yet he refused to name others under oath. His exile from Hollywood did not keep him from writing. In France at the time of his subpoena, he moved his family back to New York and, along with other blacklisted writers such as Walter Bernstein and Arnold Manoff, he worked on live television. He wrote his fourth novel, A Season of Fear (1956), loosely based on the McCarthy witch hunts, and he pseudonymously penned the screenplay for Odds against Tomorrow for Robert Wise and starring Robert Ryan, Harry Belafonte, Shelley Winters, and Gloria Grahame.

In the mid-1960s, Abraham Polonsky was discovered by the English and French critics with the seriousness he had yet to enjoy in America. In the Cahiers du cinéma Delahaye interview and the Positif Ciment and Tavernier interview, Polonsky is accorded the deference of an old and honorable left-wing warrior who’s arrived on the scene at a particularly auspicious moment: the Paris of 1969, after the antiestablishment political demonstrations of the previous year threatened to destabilize the country. Polonsky recounts these experiences in his own essay of “how the blacklist worked in Hollywood” and in the interviews he gave (Sherman and Rubin, Cook and Canham, and Pasternak and Howton) after his return to the screen under his own name in the late 1960s. He also introduces us to his projects of the moment in these interviews—his screenwriting for Madigan and the making of his modern western, Tell Them Willie Boy Is Here (1969), the latter a parable of injustices all too familiar to the blacklisted Polonsky.

Tell Them Willie Boy Is Here picks up Polonsky’s thematic preoccupation with societal injustice and casts it as the crucible of a young but respected Indian in the last days of the Old West. He later tells a variation of the story in Romance of a Horsethief (1971), a parable of thievery and lust, plunder and persecution, among a band of Polish Jews in the czarist Pale of 1904, set around the same time as the events in Willie Boy. Polonsky originally encountered Willie Boy in 1968 as a potential project for a “120,” parlance for a two-hour television movie. The project, rejected for television by producer Philip Waxman, was suggested instead as a feature film. Polonsky saw it as a parable for the social turmoil among the youth of the late 1960s, and he took on Willie Boy to mark his complete credited return to the screen as writer-director. He discusses the project in the timely interview conducted with Eric Sherman and Martin Rubin. Polonsky’s final films were met with unfortunate circumstances. Avalanche Express (1979), which he wrote, was director Mark Robson’s last film. Both Robson and Robert Shaw, one of the film’s stars, died of heart attacks during filming. Monsignor (1982), Polonsky’s last film project, for which he co-wrote the screenplay (with Wendell Mayes), got lukewarm praise and poor box office.

During the last fifteen years of his life, Abraham Polonsky taught film aesthetics and screenwriting at UCLA and availed himself of the opportunities to discuss that period of his life that aborted his promising career. He used his own story as a history lesson of how the blacklist detoured many creative lives and how, as he tells Bernard Eisenschitz in his 1969 Cahiers interview, it lives on in various permutations to this day.

In his great first films, as screenwriter and then as screenwriter and director, Abraham Polonsky created a vivid urban world where his characters rail with passionate insistence to be noticed among the many as they struggle to act honorably in a corrupt material world. But their ultimate struggle is to rid themselves of the spiritual anxiety that fuels this passion. Even in his later work as a screenwriter and director, Polonsky’s characters remain anxious and restless. Dan Madigan in Madigan struggles to stay within the official contours of his job as he tries to make sense of how his law enforcer’s badge can permit him to function effectively as a just human being, and Willie Boy wrestles unto death with his dislocation as a Native American in a confusing landscape where even his warrior’s shirt, a talisman of invincibility, cannot save him.

Polonsky’s screenwriting has always been recognized for the poetic inflections of its urban lament and in the cadences of emotional urgency in the voices of those dispossessed. His writing, however, needs to be appreciated in tandem with the visual correlatives that deepen the meaning of his words. His dispossessed struggle beautifully. Charley Davis in the ring in Body and Soul plays out an opera of suffering between the ropes and Polonsky’s screenplay inspires James Wong Howe’s cinematography to animate the bouts with sharply angled chiaroscuro camerawork. In Force of Evil, Polonsky elevates New York City as a visual altar in his paean to all that has made Joe Morse great and fallen. Willie Boy becomes the mystical embodiment of an old, honorable, native people, shot as he is in a hypnotic desert twilight, insisting on his self-respect and refusing to be servile. Joseph McBride’s interview with Polonsky, conducted in 1980 and appearing here for the first time, focuses on Tell Them Willie Boy Is Here and parallels this episode of persecution in a changing American Western frontier with the blacklist era of Hollywood almost a half century later that claimed but did not vanquish Abraham Polonsky.

I am grateful to those who consented to have their interviews with Polonsky included in this omnibus: Paul Buhle, Joseph McBride, Patrick McGilligan, William S. Pechter, Martin Rubin, Eric Sherman, and Dave Wagner. Michel Ciment graciously extended his permission to use any of the interviews conducted with Polonsky published in Positif. Thanks go to Brenda Fernandes of Sight and Sound and Maxine Ducey of the Wisconsin State Historical Society for their assistance in securing interview permissions. I am also grateful to Hannah Low, Anne Panos, Rob Hugh Rosen, and Ilene Singh for their encouragement in the completion of this project as I am to Leila Salisbury of the University Press of Mississippi for giving me the opportunity to do this entry in the Conversations with Filmmakers Series and to Valerie Jones for working on it with such care. Finally, I am indebted to the film scholar and author Ed Sikov for the invaluable counsel and support he offered me when I needed it. His was a testament of true friendship.

AD

New York City

Spring 2012

Notes

1. “Abraham Polonsky: The Most Dangerous Man in America.” Interview by Mark Burman. Projections 8: Film-makers on Film-making, ed. John Boorman and Walter Donahue (London: Faber and Faber, 1998), 270.

2. “Abraham Polonsky.” Interview by Paul Buhle and Dave Wagner. Tender Comrades: A Backstory of the Hollywood Blacklist, ed. Patrick McGilligan and Paul Buhle (New York: St. Martin’s, 1997), 484.


Chronology





	1910

	Born Abraham Lincoln Polonsky on December 5 to pharmacist and socialist Henry Polonsky, a Jewish Russian immigrant, and his wife, Rebecca (née Rosoff).




	1928

	Enters City College of New York (CCNY), where he joins the literary society, Clionia, and helps revive its literary magazine, Lavender. His classmates include future writer and sociologist Paul Goodman and future lawyer Leonard Boudin. All studied under the legendary philosopher Morris Cohen.




	1935

	Graduates from Columbia University Law School while having taught night courses in English literature and composition at City College.




	1937

	Abandons law to write and to work for radio and film star Gertrude Berg. Accompanies her on his first trip to Hollywood to work on a screenplay she is contracted to write. Becomes involved in the Hollywood writers’ community and its predominantly left-wing political activities.




	1939

	Returns to New York to teach literature at City College while writing radio scripts.




	1940

	Publishes his first novel, The Goose Is Cooked, under the pseudonym Emmett Hogarth and coauthored with Mitchell Wilson, for Simon & Schuster.




	1941

	The Rapp-Coudert hearings take place at the City College, presaging the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) Congressional hearing ten years later.




	1941–42

	Abraham and Sylvia (née Marrow) Polonsky wed in 1937, have their first child, Susan, in 1941, and their second, Abraham, Jr., in 1942.




	Early 1943

	Enlists in the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), precursor to the Central Intelligence Agency, and serves as an operative in England and France during World War II. Publishes his second novel, The Enemy Sea, for Little, Brown.




	1946

	Returns to Hollywood to write a screenplay about the Liberation of Paris for Paramount. The project is not realized, but instead Polonsky co-writes Golden Earrings, directed by Mitchell Leisen and released in 1947. Joins the editorial board of Hollywood Quarterly, in which he publishes film criticism. Publishes short stories for American Mercury and Collier’s.




	1947

	Assigned the screenplay of Dan Wickenden’s Depression novel, The Way-Farers, to star Edward G. Robinson, but the project is not realized. Writes Body and Soul, directed by Robert Rossen for the independent production company, Enterprise Studios. The film stars John Garfield and Lilli Palmer and is released by United Artists. Polonsky receives an Academy Award nomination for his screenplay.




	1948

	Writes and directs Force of Evil, based on Ira Wolfert’s novel Tucker’s People, for Enterprise Studios. The film is his second collaboration with John Garfield and is released by MGM.




	1951

	Writes the screenplay for I Can Get It for You Wholesale, directed by Michael Gordon for Twentieth Century-Fox. Publishes his third novel, The World Above, for Little, Brown. Called to testify before the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) about Hollywood associates involved in the Communist Party or its front organizations.




	1951–55

	Writes teleplays in New York City for live television. (See filmography.)




	1956

	Publishes his fourth novel, A Season of Fear.




	1959

	Writes the screenplay for the film noir, Odds against Tomorrow, using a front, John O. Killens, a friend of the film’s star, Harry Belafonte, for credit. The credit is rightfully restored to the film by the Writers Guild of America in 1996.




	1968

	Writes the screenplay for the police noir, Madigan, directed by Don Siegel.




	1969

	Writes and directs Tell Them Willie Boy Is Here for Universal, with Robert Redford, Robert Blake, and Katharine Ross.




	1971

	Directs Romance of a Horsethief for Allied Artists with Yul Brynner, Eli Wallach, Serge Gainesbourg, and Jane Birkin.




	1980

	Publishes his fifth novel, Zenia’s Way, a tribute to his grandmother, for Lippincott & Crowell.




	1982

	Coauthors screenplay (with Wendell Mayes) for Monsignor, directed by Frank Perry and released by Twentieth Century-Fox.




	1996

	The Writers Guild of America formally acknowledges Polonsky as the scenarist of Odds against Tomorrow, the 1959 film noir classic.




	1999

	Polonsky dies on October 26.






Filmography and Bibliography

As Screenwriter and Director

GOLDEN EARRINGS (1947)

Paramount

Director: Mitchell Leisen

Producer: Harry Tugend

Screenplay: Abraham Polonsky, Frank Butler, and Helen Deutsch; based on a novel by Yolanda Foldes

Cinematography: Daniel L. Fapp

Visual Effects: Farciot Edouart, Gordon Jennings, Loyal Griggs

Editing: Alma Macrorie

Sound: Howard Beals, Don McKay, Walter Oberst

Music Score: Victor Young

Music Direction: Phil Boutelje, Sidney Cutner, George Parrish, Leo Shuken

Art Direction: Hans Dreier, John Meehan

Set Direction: Sam Comer, Grace Gregory

Costumes: Mary Kay Dodson

Makeup: Wally Westmore

Assistant Director: John R. Coonan

Cast: Ray Milland (Colonel Ralph Denistoun), Marlene Dietrich (Lydia), Murvyn Vye (Zoltan), Bruce Lester (Richard Byrd), Dennis Hoey (Hoff), Quentin Reynolds (Himself), Reinhold Schünzel (Professor Otto Krosigk), Ivan Triesault (Major Reimann), Hermine Sterler

Black and white, 95 minutes

BODY AND SOUL (1947)

United Artists

Director: Robert Rossen

Producer: Bob Roberts (Enterprise Studios)

Screenplay: Abraham Polonsky

Cinematography: James Wong Howe

Special Effects: “Special Montages” directed by Guenther Fritsch

Editing: Robert Parrish

Sound: Frank Webster

Music Score: Hugo Friedhofer, “Body and Soul,” music by Johnny Green and lyrics by Edward Newman, Robert Sour, and Frank Eyton

Music Direction: Rudolph Polk

Art Direction: Nathan Juran

Set Direction: Edward G. Boyle

Costumes: Marion Herwood Keyes

Makeup: Gustaf M. Norin

Production Manager: Joseph C. Gilpin

Assistant Director: Robert Aldrich

Cast: John Garfield (Charley Davis), Lilli Palmer (Peg Born), Hazel Brooks (Alice), Anne Revere (Anna Davis), William Conrad (Quinn), Joseph Pevney (Shorty Polaski), Canada Lee (Ben Chaplin), Lloyd Goff (Roberts), Art Smith (David Davis), James Burke (Arnold), Virginia Gregg (Irma), Peter Virgo (Drummer), Joe Devlin (Prince)

Black and white, 104 minutes

FORCE OF EVIL (1948)

MGM/Enterprise

Director: Abraham Polonsky

Producer: Bob Roberts

Screenplay: Abraham Polonsky and Ira Wolfert, based on Wolfert’s novel Tucker’s People

Cinematography: George Barnes

Editing: Art Seid

Sound: Frank Webster

Music Score: David Raksin

Music Direction: Rudolph Polk

Art Direction: Richard Day

Set Direction: Edward G. Boyle

Wardrobe Direction: Louise Wilson

Makeup: Gus Norin

Hair Styling: Lillian Lashin

Production Manager: Joseph C. Gilpin

Assistant Director: Robert Aldrich

Cast: John Garfield (Joe Morse), Beatrice Pearson (Doris Lowry), Thomas Gomez (Leo Morse), Howland Chamberlin (Freddy Bauer), Roy Roberts (Ben Tucker), Marie Windsor (Edna Tucker), Paul McVey (Hobe Wheelock), Tim Ryan (Johnson), Sid Tomack (“Two & Two” Taylor), Georgia Backus (Sylvia Morse), Sheldon Leonard (Ficco), Jan Dennis (Mrs. Bauer), Stanley Prager (Wally), Beau Bridges (Frankie Tucker), Perry Ivans (Mr. Middleton), Cliff Clark (Police Lieutenant), Jimmy Dundee (Dineen)

Black and white, 78 minutes

I CAN GET IT FOR YOU WHOLESALE (1951)

Twentieth Century-Fox

Director: Michael Gordon

Producer: Sol C. Siegel

Screenplay: Abraham Polonsky, based on an adaptation by Vera Caspary from the novel by Jerome Weidman

Cinematography: Milton Krasner

Special Effects: Fred Sersen

Editing: Robert Simpson

Sound: Roger Heman

Music Score: Sol Kaplan, Alfred Newman (uncredited)

Music Direction: Lionel Newman

Art Direction: John DeCuir, Lyle Wheeler

Set Direction: Thomas Little

Costumes: Charles Le Maire

Makeup: Ben Nye

Assistant Director: Ben Chapman

Cast: Susan Hayward (Harriet Boyd), Dan Dailey (Teddy Sherman), George Sanders (J. F. Noble), Sam Jaffe (Sam Cooper), Randy Stuart (Marge Boyd), Marvin Kaplan (Arnold Fisher), Harry Von Zell (Savage), Barbara Whiting (Ellen Cooper), Vicki Cummings (Hermione Griggs), Ross Elliott (Ray), Richard Lane (Kelley), Mary Philips (Mrs. Boyd)

Black and white, 91 minutes

ODDS AGAINST TOMORROW (1959)

United Artists

Director: Robert Wise

Producer: Robert Wise

Co-Producer: Harry Belafonte (uncredited)

Associate Producer: Phil Stein

Screenplay: Abraham Polonsky (fronted by John O. Killens) and Nelson Gidding

[On August 11, 1996, Polonsky took questions after the screening of Odds against Tomorrow at Lincoln Center’s Walter Reade Theater in New York. He remarked that he wrote the script for the film while working with Tyrone Guthrie on a stage production of Oedipus Rex in Canada. He never met with the cast or production people of the movie. The story, based on William McGivern’s book, was essentially “rewritten” by Polonsky. “I changed the book and wrote the screenplay from the new book,” he said. The occasion of the screening, as part of the theater’s John Garfield retrospective, was the formal acknowledgment by the Screen Writers Guild thirty-seven years later of his screenwriting contribution to the film.—AD ]

Cinematography: Joseph C. Brun

Editing: Dede Allen

Sound: Edward J. Johnstone, Dick Vorisek, Kenn Collins

Music Score: John Lewis

Production Design: Leo Kerz

Set Direction: Fred Ballmeyer

Costumes: Anna Hill Johnstone

Makeup: Robert Jiras

Production Manager: Forrest E. Johnston

Assistant Director: Charles Maguire

Cast: Harry Belafonte (Johnny Ingram), Robert Ryan (Earle Slater), Shelley Winters (Lorry), Gloria Grahame (Helen), Ed Begley (Dave Burke), Will Kuluva (Bacco), Kim Hamilton (Ruth Ingram), Mae Barnes (Annie), Richard Bright (Coco), Carmen De Lavallade (Kittie), Lew Gallo (Moriarty), Lois Thorne (Edie Ingram), Wayne Rogers (Soldier in the bar), Zohra Lampert (Girl in the bar), Allen Nourse (Melton police chief)

Black and white, 96 minutes

MADIGAN (1968)

Universal

Director: Don Siegel

Producer: Frank P. Rosenberg

Screenplay: Abraham Polonsky and Howard Rodman, based on the novel by Richard Dougherty

Cinematography: Russell Metty

Editing: Milton Shifman

Sound: Lyle Cain, Ronald Pierce, Waldon O. Watson

Music Score: Don Costa

Music Supervisor: Joseph Gershenson

Art Direction: Alexander Golitzen, George C. Webb

Set Decoration: John Austin, John McCarthy

Makeup: Bud Westmore

Hair Stylist: Larry Germain

Production Manager: Wes Thompson

Assistant Director: Joseph C. Cavalier

Cast: Richard Widmark (Detective Daniel Madigan), Henry Fonda (Commissioner Anthony Russell), Inger Stevens (Julia Madigan), Harry Guardino (Detective Rocco Bonaro), James Whitmore (Chief Inspector Charles Kane), Susan Clark (Tricia Bentley), Michael Dunn (Midget Castiglione), Steve Ihnat (Barney Benesch), Don Stroud (Hughie), Sheree North (Jonesy), Warren Steven (Captain Ben Williams), Raymond St. Jacques (Dr. Taylor), Bert Freed (Chief of Detectives Hap Lynch), Harry Bellaver (Mickey Dunn), Frank Marth (Lieutenant James Price)

Color, 101 minutes

TELL THEM WILLIE BOY IS HERE (1969)

Universal

Director: Abraham Polonsky

Producers: Jennings Lang, Philip A. Waxman

Screenplay: Abraham Polonsky, based on the book Willie Boy: A Desert Manhunt by Harry Lawton

Cinematography: Conrad Hall

Editing: Melvin Shapiro

Sound: David H. Moriarty, Waldon O. Watson

Music Score: Dave Grusin

Music Supervisor: Stanley Wilson

Art Direction: Henry Bumstead, Alexander Golitzen

Set Decoration: Ruby Levitt, John McCarthy Jr.

Costumes: Edith Head

Makeup: Bud Westmore, Marvin G. Westmore

Hair Stylist: Larry Germain

Unit Production Manager: Hal W. Polaire

Assistant Director: Joseph E. Kenney

Cast: Robert Redford (Deputy Sheriff Christopher “Coop” Cooper), Katharine Ross (Lola), Robert Blake (Willie Boy), Susan Clark (Dr. Elizabeth Arnold), Barry Sullivan (Ray Calvert), John Vernon (George Hacker), Charles Aidman (Judge Benby), Charles McGraw (Sheriff Frank Wilson), Shelly Novack (Johnny Finney), Robert Lipton (Charlie Newcombe), Lloyd Gough (Dexter), Ned Romero (Tom), John Wheeler (Newman), Eric Holland (Digger), Garry Walberg (Dr. Mills)

Color, 98 minutes

ROMANCE OF A HORSETHIEF (1971)

Allied Artists

Director: Abraham Polonsky

Producer: Gene Gutowski

Executive Producer: Peter E. Strauss

Screenplay: David Opatoshu, based on the stories by Joseph Opatoshu

Cinematography: Piero Portalupi

Editing: Kevin Connor

Sound: John Ireland, Peter Keen, Michael Sale, Doug Turner

Music Score: Mort Shuman

Music Direction: Robin Clarke, Carl Prager, Eric Tomlinson

Art Direction: Vlastimir Gavrik, Otto Pischinger

Set Designer: Slobodan Mijacevic

Costumes and Wardrobe: Ray Beck

Makeup: Sergio Angeloni

Hair Stylist: Anna Graziosa (Anna Graziosi)

Production Manager: Donko Buljan

Assistant Director: Svetolik Maricic

Cast: Yul Brynner (Captain Stoloff), Eli Wallach (Kifke), Jane Birkin (Naomi), Lainie Kazan (Estusha), David Opatoshu (Schlomo Kradnik), Serge Gainesbourg (Sigmund), Henri Sera [Henri Serre] (Mendel), Linda Veras (Countess Grabowski), Marilu Tolo (Marika), Branko Piesa (Lieutenant Vishinsky), Vladimir Bacic (Gruber), Branko Spoliar (Strugatch), Alenka Rancic (Sura), Oliver Tobias (Zanvil Kradnik)

Color, 89 minutes

AVALANCHE EXPRESS (1979)

Twentieth Century-Fox

Director: Mark Robson, Monte Hellman (uncredited)

Producer: Mark Robson

Associate Producer: Lynn Guthrie

Screenplay: Abraham Polonsky, based on the novel by Colin Forbes

Cinematography: Jack Cardiff (uncredited)

Director of Photography: Boat Battle Sequence: Howard Anderson II

Editing: Garth Craven

Sound: Wayne Ardman, Tom Beckert, Fred Brown, Michael Jiron, Charles McFadden, Michele Sharp Brown, George Stevenson, Caryl Wickman

Music Conductor: Allyn Ferguson

Music Editor: Ken Johnson

Production Design: Fred Tuch

Set Decoration: Elke Etzoid, Travis Nixon

Makeup: Ago Von Sperl, Rudiger Von Sperl

Assistant Director: Welland Liebske

Cast: Lee Marvin (Wargrave), Robert Shaw (Marenkov), Linda Evans (Elsa Lang), Maximilian Schell (Bunin), Joe Namath (Leroy), Horst Bucholz (Scholten), Mike Connors (Haller), Claudio Cassinelli (Molinari), Kristina Nel (Helga Mann), David Hess (Geiger)

Color, 101 minutes

MONSIGNOR (1982)

Twentieth Century-Fox

Director: Frank Perry

Producer: David Niven Jr., Frank Yablans

Executive Producer: Peter E. Strauss

Screenplay: Abraham Polonsky and Wendell Mayes, based on the novel by Jack-Alain Léger

Cinematography: Billy Williams

Editing: Peter E. Berger

Sound: Roy Charman, William Hartman, David M. Ice, Aldo De Martino

Music Score: John Williams

Art Direction: Stefano Maria Ortolani

Set Designer: Joe Chevalier, Carlo Gervasi

Costumes: Theoni V. Aldredge

Makeup: Franco Corridoni

Hair Stylist: Maria Teresa Corridoni

Production Manager: Kurt Neumann

Assistant Director: Gianni Cozzo

Cast: Christopher Reeve (Father John Flaherty), Genviève Bujold (Clara), Fernando Rey (Cardinal Santoni), Jason Miller (Don Vito Appolini), Joseph Cortese (Ludovico Varese), Adolfo Celi (Cardinal Vinci), Robert Prosky (Bishop Walkman), Joe Pantoliano (Private Joe Musso)

Color, 121 minutes

Written for Television

During the early 1950s, Abraham Polonsky wrote for television under pseudonyms or fronted by other writers. The two series for which he wrote episodes were Danger, from December 1951 to January 1954, and You Are There, from February 1953 to March 1955.

DANGER

Episodes written as George Marrow: “The Face of Fear,” December 11, 1951; “Prelude to Death,” February 5, 1952; “Benefit Performance,” March 4, 1952; “Border Incident,” April 29, 1952; “Date at Midnight,” July 29, 1952; “A Thread of Scarlet,” October 7, 1952

Episodes written as Jeremy Daniel: “Carpool,” March 24, 1953; “Subpoena,” May 26, 1953; “Prodigal Returns,” July 14, 1953; “Return to Fear,” January 19, 1954

YOU ARE THERE

Episodes written as Jeremy Daniel (unless otherwise noted): “The Landing of the Hindenburg,” February 1, 1953; “The Execution of Joan of Arc,” March 1, 1953; “The Conquest of Mexico by Cortes,” April 5, 1953; “The Crisis of Galileo,” April 19, 1953; “The Signing of the Magna Carta,” June 7, 1953; “The Flight of Rudolph Hess,” June 14, 1953; “The Fate of Nathan Hale,” August 30, 1953; “The Secret of Sigmund Freud,” October 4, 1953; “The Recognition of Michelangelo,” November 15, 1953; “The Crisis at Valley Forge,” December 6, 1953; “The Vindication of Savonarola,” December 13, 1953; “Mallory’s Tragedy on Mt. Everest,” January 3, 1954; “The First Command Performance of Romeo and Juliet,” February 21, 1954; “The Surrender of Burgoyne at Saratoga,” March 21, 1954; “The Scopes Trial,” May 16, 1954; “The Emergence of Jazz,” September 5, 1954; “The Return of Ulysses,” September 26, 1954; “The Great Adventure of Marco Polo,” October 10, 1954; “The Torment of Beethoven,” January 2, 1955 (as Leo Davis); “The First Flight of the Wright Brothers,” January 16, 1955 (as Duane Berry); “The Tragedy of John Milton,” January 30, 1955; “The Liberation of Paris,” February 20, 1955 (as Leo Davis); “The Hatfield-McCoy Feud,” March 20, 1955; “The Triumph of Alexander the Great,” March 27, 1955

KRAFT SUSPENSE THEATRE

“Last Clear Chance,” March 11, 1965

SEAWAY

Polonsky wrote twenty-nine teleplays for the adventure series, which he created and was produced in Canada by ASP Productions for the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) from 1965 to 1966.

Radio Play

“The Case of David Smith.” Hollywood Quarterly 1 (January 1946): 185–98.

Essays

“The Best Years of Our Lives: A Review.” Hollywood Quarterly 2.3 (April 1947): 257–60.

“Odd Man Out and Monsieur Verdoux.” Hollywood Quarterly 2.4 (July 1947): 401–7.

“Hemingway and Chaplin.” The Contemporary Reader 1.1 (March 1953): 23–31.

“Une Expérience Utopique.” Présence du Cinéma 14 (juin 1962): 5–7.

“How the Blacklist Worked in Hollywood.” Film Culture nos. 50–51 (Fall–Winter 1970): 41–48.

“Making Movies.” Sight and Sound 40 (Spring 1971): 101.

“Introduction.” In The Films of John Garfield, by Howard Gelman, 7–9. Secaucus, N.J.: Citadel, 1975.

Short Stories

“A Little Fire.” Collier’s, August 3, 1946, 18+.

“No Neutral Ground.” America Magazine, June 1946, 163.

“The Marvelous Boy.” The American Mercury, November 1946, 550–62.

“A Slight Disturbance.” The Contemporary Reader 1 (August 1953): 54–64.

Novels

The Goose Is Cooked. With Mitchell Wilson. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1940.

The Enemy Sea. Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1943.

The World Above. Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1951.

A Season of Fear. New York: Cameron Associates, 1956.

Zenia’s Way. New York: Lippincott & Crowell, 1980.


Abraham Polonsky: Interviews


The Best Years of Our Lives: A Review

Abraham Polonsky / 1947

From Hollywood Quarterly 2.3 (April 1947): 257–60.

N’est-ce pas parce que nous cultivons la brume?—Mallarmé

About this time each year, the Academy Awards remind us of the fictional odds and ends produced in the Hollywood studios. I suppose everyone will agree that The Best Years of Our Lives stands above its competitors as life itself dominates our fictions.

We are offered a view of three veterans from different social classes adjusting themselves to modern times in Boone City, America. It is a pattern of reality as Wyler and Sherwood see it, the life that touches their imagination with truth, with warmth, with communication. The social environment of former Captain Fred Derry is treated reluctantly and without a true perspective, but if Wyler and Sherwood knew better, like their most sympathetic protagonist, the banker Al Stephenson, they realize that some version of the Boone City bank is in control of the film industry. Author and director bowed and passed. Nevertheless, the area of human character which the Best Years makes available to its audience is a landmark in the fog of escapism, meretricious violence, and the gimmick plot attitude of the usual movie. It becomes very clear that an artist who happens to bring even a tag of daily experience into the studio is making an immense contribution to the screen. The Best Years indicates for every director and writer that the struggle for content, for social reality, no matter how limited the point of view, is a necessary atmosphere for growth in the American film.

As the plot goes, three veterans meet by accident and return to their city in the same plane. Each goes home and is welcomed: one to the rich emotional sympathy of an upper-class family; one to an earnest but narrow white-collar house; and one to a poor man’s broken home and a slut of a wife. Al Stephenson is a hit-the-beach sergeant, and, oddly enough, a banker. Homer Parrish is an enlisted man from the Navy, now equipped with hands in the form of two hooks. Fred Derry, the poor boy, is the Air Force captain, formerly a soda jerk. Director and writer were intensely interested in these three men, but the same understanding was not brought to bear on their special problems. Homer, the petty bourgeois, has a girl whom he loves and who loves him. She wants to marry him, but Homer is self-conscious about his hooks, resentful of pity. Wilma, in a slow and lovely scene, faces up to the broken flesh; Homer is rescued from himself; and we are left happily aware of their happiness, recalling a previous scene in which the government pension puts an economic base under their marriage. Fred Derry comes from “across the tracks” (we even hear the trains); his father is a drunk, his stepmother anomalous, his wife less so. Fred is forced back behind the soda fountain, loses his job with a punch, his wife to another man, an ex-G.I., and decides to leave town. His wife is going to divorce him because he can’t make money, and finally he is magically offered a position as a laborer, which he accepts. Al Stephenson, the banker, has a “wonderful” wife and two of the “finest” children in the world. He gets a bigger job in his “old” bank, this time as a vice-president in charge of G.I. loans. Unable to grant such loans without collateral, Al gets drunk (evidently the forms of courage in the economic system need different stimuli than in combat) and makes a speech in which he beautifully points out that the soldier asked no collateral for his final sacrifices in the war. Al doesn’t lose his job, and the final scene, although unresolved, is not unhappy.

These three unrelated plots are bound together with some wire left over from a million movies: the poor boy, having found himself, gets the daughter of the well-to-do veteran. Homer stays with us because his uncle owns a bar, in which some of the scenes are played.

It is obvious enough that we are here faced with the general stereotypes of the film industry and popular fiction. The original novel by MacKinlay Kantor is even more run-of-the-mill, and the Wyler-Sherwood changes move the story progressively toward realism. In Kantor’s story, Al leaves the bank to become a small-time farmer and Fred narrowly escapes becoming a bank robber. The film’s drive toward truth is evident in every sequence. There is immense patience for detail and emotional texture, especially in the homecoming scenes of Al and Homer, where the inventive commentary on human behavior is enormous. A passion for insight smashes the stereotypes, around the edges. The lesson for directors and writers is evident: writing for the movies is writing under censorship. The censorship forces stereotypes of motive and environment on the creators, and the problem is to press enough concrete experience into the mold to make imagination live.

Unfortunately, in the Best Years, as in most social-problem fiction, the artist falls into the trap of trying to find local solutions in existence for the social conflicts, instead of solving them in feeling. This is, of course, the industry’s demand for happy endings. Now the truth of the matter is that veterans have been sold out en masse by society. The picture exposes the fraud of America’s promises to the soldiers, the promises of businessmen and cheap publicists. We all remember the refrigerators that became planes and flew off to the lonely beaches and mud; we all remember the girls who waited at home and the jobs that would be there. The new world was articulate in the newspaper editorials. The soldiers would take care of the fighting, and the powers-that-be would take care of the peace and prosperity. In the Best Years, fakery is laid bare, but the plot forces easy solutions on its creators. Fascism is solved with a punch; a bad marriage by the easy disappearance of a wife; the profound emotional adjustment of a handless veteran by a fine girl; the itchy conscience of a banker by too many drinks. The future is not to be predicted out of such formulas.

Despite the fact that the Hollywood fog which hangs over modern life as portrayed in film is cleared from time to time, the basic stereotype holds constantly. Where the economics of life make naked the terror of a return to a bad old world, the southern California mist moves in and obscures the truth. This is why the crux of the story lies at the point where the veteran’s problem is the most mental, least rude and real. Al, the banker, has a bad conscience about the abandoned ordinary veteran. What happens to these “buddies” bothers him, and this intellectual approach is both sound and useful. But a story which has a Fred Derry who must meet the brutal indifference of society, solve it, or be destroyed, seems suddenly oddly accented when the story point of view is that of the man least involved, Al Stephenson.

I suspect that Wyler and Sherwood are not really emotionally conscious of the Derrys, the majority of veterans. People of the kind the author and director best understand, with whom their sympathies lie, are good people like the Stephensons. So it follows that the only family in the story with size, roundness, dignity, beauty, sympathy, and passion, is the family of the good banker. For Derry the environment of action has been specialized to mere plot, built for violent contrast, and localized in the inability of the poor boy who made a little easy dough flying a bomber to adjust himself to his former economic status. The concentration of human virtue in the least affected of the social strata lends a certain lopsidedness to the understanding of veterans’ adjustment.

Two scenes most sharply indicate the attitude.

One is Al’s daughter accusing her parents of being smug with happiness, of not understanding Fred’s desperate plight of joblessness, a broken marriage, of general reorientation. The daughter tells her parents that they have escaped the basic conflicts of the times in a decent standard of living, a good job, and a honeymoon in the South of France. Smug self-pity replies that mama and papa have had their emotional ups and downs, that sometimes mama didn’t like papa and vice versa. The girl is defeated and cries. This is blindness.

The other scene is a wonderful metaphor. Captain Fred Derry, the junked bombardier, walks in the graveyard of the air fleet, seen first from his point of view. The camera lifts until at last he is small and abandoned in what seems an endless pattern of power nailed down to uselessness, objects chosen for oblivion. A whole society has poured forth its strength to create these marvelous machines, and a whole society has combined power to train this former soda clerk to the machine. Now, both (the film tells us) are not needed. Finally, Derry climbs aboard a motorless bomber, sits in its nose, in the dust, in the sun, staring through the dirty plastic into the sky. The camera, returning to the outside, catches up in music the noise of the gunning motors, then advances head-on toward the bomber, and from a low angle imaginatively lifts the plane into the clouds. Inside again, the music roaring like motors, Derry relives the terror, the individual destiny of combat—then the junkman appears, the bombardier is chased from his plane.

A life and a society are supposed to be summed up in this, one of the ultimate scenes of the film. Here for a moment the plot became almost identified with reality. Here the plastic values of the different arts merged as in some fabulous area; and then, as always, the Hollywood fog moved in, obscuring what we have just seen and almost realized. Derry gets a job from the junkman, takes off his jacket, and we are all enormously relieved to know that the intense experience of the last few minutes has meant just nothing at all.

The movies just seem to find it impossible to deal with people who work for their living in factories and on farms. This submerged majority of the public is left inarticulate by the artists, covered with a fog which occasionally breaks to reveal a Capra pixie. Greatness was possible for the Best Years, but this meant examining Fred Derry where society hurts hardest. It was not done.

Technically, the picture is free from the nervous cutting for mechanical pace so holy in Hollywood, and close-ups do not pop in to fill dramatic vacuums. There is no excess of moving shots having the aesthetic value of vertigo. The style of shooting is round, built about the people in relation to one another, held in the shot to let the story come through.

Within its imposed limits and compromises the film is an enormous success, something like the war itself, which has invigorated many a European country and stirred vast colonial peoples, while here at home we have returned to cynicism from our betters, sharpened social conflicts, and a mood of vulgar despair among the artists.

The Best Years of Our Lives, RKO, 1946. Director, William Wyler. Screenplay, Robert E. Sherwood. Based on the novel Glory for Me, by MacKinlay Kantor. Photography, Gregg Toland. Music score, Hugo Friedhofer. A Samuel Goldwyn production.
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