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returning to the uUnited dtates trom
Korea to be awarded the Congressional
Medal of Honor, for leading his sup-
posedly lost patrol back to safety. The
question is, says the Chinese in the
audience, “Has he ever killed anyone?”

Mrs. Whittaker replies in Yen Lo’s
words, and then addresses Raymond
Shaw. Yen Lo continues speaking as
himself—in the garden club. A member
of the club is cradling a bayonet like a
kitten, smiling. Mrs. Whittaker, speak-
ing as Yen Lo, is about to take it, when
a Russian officer, in the auditorium, ob-
jects: “Not with the knife, with the
hands.” The officer turns into a mem-
ber of the garden club, gaily waving a
handkerchief.

Yen Lo is present in the auditorium
as himself: to prove the efficacy of the
experiments he has performed on Shaw
and the others, Raymond, who (Yen Lo
has explained) has been programmed
as an assassin who will have no memory
of his deeds, will now have to kill the
member of the patrol he most likes.
“Captain Marco,” Shaw says. “No,”
says Mrs. Whittaker, with Stalin and
Mao at her back, “we need him to get
you your medal.” So Shaw chooses the
soldier he likes next best, and begins to
strangle him with a towel. The soldier
protests—“No, no, Ed,” says Yen Lo in
a friendly voice. The soldier is polite—
he relaxes—it’s just one more moment in
“Our Friend the Hydrangea.” Through-
out the sequence, the soldiers have
acted naturally, not at all like zombies,
just bored. So now this soldier is, again,
bored. Raymond Shaw kills him, and
the dead man topples off his chair. No
one reacts. It is 1952; back in 1954,
Major Marco wakes up screaming.

The sequence is structured around
the same principles of post-dada New
Sobriety montage that shape the photo-
montage backdrop Yen Lo and Mrs.
Whittaker speak against. It’s visually
irresistible, as lucid as anything beau-
tiful is lucid, and at the same time it’s
unacceptable—confusing, at first, then
an impossibility, then again perfectly
possible. The sequence is set up as a
dream, but it doesn’t come off the screen
as a dream, doesn’t come off as a blur,
with soft edges, dissolves, milky tones—
it’s severe, mathematical, a fact, true.
It’s real. You realize that this actually
happened.

TS HERE, in this moment, that The
Manchurian Candidate. 2 movie based

W nappui.

The Mar.churian Candidate may be
the most exciting and disturbing Amer-
ican movie from Citizen Kane to the
Godfather pictures precisely because
this scene is not a set-piece: it is a prom-
ise the movie pays in full. To see Ray-
mond Shaw strangle one soldier—and,
later, in another patrol member’s match-
ing dream, to see Shaw shoot a teenage
soldier through the head, to see a wash of
blood and brain matter splatter Stalin’s
face—is to be shocked, and not to be
prepared for the atrocities that follow:
much quieter, almost silent atrocities,
and all the worse for that. And yet there
is no message here, no point being made,
not even any felt implication that Com-
munists are bad and Americans are
good, nothing like that at all—this is all,
somehow, taking place in an atmosphere
of moral neutrality, of aesthetic suspen-
sion. All we’re seeing is people. We’re
seeing the director, John Frankenheimer;
the screenwriter, George Axelrod; plus
Frank Sinatra, Laurence Harvey, Henry
Silva, Khigh Dhiegh, Angela Lansbury
(Raymond Shaw’s demonic mother),
and dozens more—all of them working
over their heads, diving into material
they’ve chosen or been given, in every
case outstripping the material, and out-
stripping themselves.

Before and after The Manchurian
Candidate, John Frankenheimer was
and is a crude director without an inter-
esting idea in his head. Frank Sinatra
was a good actor, sometimes much bet-
ter than good, instinctive and wary, but
he never came close to the weight, or
the warmth, of his performance here.
You could say the same for almost any-
one involved in the project. Something
—something in the story, something in
the times, in the interplay of various
people caught up consciously in the
story, and unconsciously or half-con-
sciously in the times—came together.
Something in the story, or in the times,
that had to have been sensed, felt, but
never thought, never shaped into a the-
ory or a belief or even a notion, pro-
pelled these people out of themselves,
past their limits as technicians or actors
or whatever they were, and made them
propel their material, Richard Condon’s
cheap paranoid fantasy, past its limits.

There’s a special thrill—a unique
response—that comes when you recog-
nize an author working over his head,
over her head—and in The Manchurian
Candidate evervone. from Franken-
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Senator Iselin, about the strange and
hideous conspiracy that’s unfolding—
you want to see the secretary of defense
keep talking, you want to see him take
over the story. And he does, in a way.
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of any of us. And that disgusting accep-
tance, today, is part of what The Man-
churian Candidate is about.

As the movie ends, in its final scene,
Marco, Frank Sinatra, understands the
whole story—why it happened, how
it happened—and he can’t accept it.
“Hell,” he curses. “Hell.” That’s the
end of the film: misery, regret, fury, the
secret he has to hold inside himself. It
can’t be told, that the Soviet Union and
the People’s Republic of China con-
spired with apparent American fascists,
who linked themselves with fascist ten-
dencies in American life, in order to de-
stroy the American republic: the reper-
cussions would be too great. Marco will
have to take the secret to his grave. The
truth of the life and near-death of the
republic cannot be told to the people
who make up the republic. It will be
buried, for our own good.

So you look at the movie, lost in its
visual delight, cringing at its violence,
wondering what it says, if it says any-
thing—wondering what happens. A lot
of what happens is unburdened by any
weight at all—the great karate fight be-
tween Sinatra, Major Marco, and Henry
Silva, Chunjin (Chunjin now working
as Raymond Shaw’s houseboy). Sinatra
rings the doorbell to Raymond Shaw’s
apartment, Silva opens it, Sinatra sees
Silva, the whole betrayal in Korea comes
back to him, as a fact, undeniable, and
he slams Silva in the face. After the fight
has gone on and on, not a second too
long, there is that moment when Sin-
atra has Silva down on the floor, is kick-
ing him in the ribs, again and again,
each movement as precise as it is fierce,
asking Silva, the Communist agent who
betrayed the patrol in Korea, what hap-
pened, what really happened—and then
the cops arrive, and Sinatra, not think-
ing, acting in the real world, responds
to a grab around his shoulders by el-
bowing the policeman in the stomach,
and the cop falls away, and the scene is
cut. It’s a purely instinctive act—and it
catches so much of what’s alive about
this movie.

But that’s not all. After so many years,
or after seeing the movie now, more
than once, another element enters. You
see that, here, everyone acts politically:
the villains, the heroes, the characters
that barely register, that simply come
and go. Everyone acts as a citizen of a
republic, or as an anti-citizen. What’s at
stake is a commonwealth. As the movie

Alacee in that final crene Qinatra re-

HIS IS, today, an odd 1dea—as odd

as the casting of a black actor as a
psychiatrist, or the characterization of
Major Marco as an intellectual: “You
don’t want to hear about my mother,”
Raymond Shaw says to Marco in a
drunken moment. “Sure I do,” says
Marco. “It’s like listening to Orestes
gripe about Clytemnestra.” “Who?”
says Raymond. “Greeks,” Marco says.
“Couple of Greeks in a play.” The idea
of everyone as a citizen is as odd, once
one has been subsumed into the world
of the movie, as the speech President
Bush made on education last week.
“Bush Rallies Businesses to Invest in U.S.
Education,” read the headline in the
San Francisco Chronicle four days ago.
“The businesses that are involved with
local schools, developing the workforce
at its source,” Bush said, “are making
fail-safe investments.” The anonymous
wire-service reporter finished the story:
“Bush mentioned no specific reforms or
initiatives to give workers the skills and
background that will be demanded by
economic changes and technological
advances.” But this was no criticism.
The reporter was accepting the terms of
the president’s world, of the republic he
spoke for: the anti-republic.

Just as, today, the paranoia of The
Manchurian Candidate is absurd, so,
within the world defined by The Man-
churian Candidate, is this little news
story. Here, now, the citizen of the re-
public is reduced to part of “the work-
force,” as in the People’s Republic of
China, today; in the movie, all people
are citizens, concerned with a common-
wealth greater than themselves; they are
acting, in small or great ways, purpose-
fully or thoughtlessly, to save or ruin it.
And that is the issue. The idea that any
man or woman could be merely part of
“the workforce,” private, concerned only
with his or her personal fortune or lack
of it, is in The Manchurian Candidate as
foreign, as strange, as alien, as the smok-
ing elevator operator is to us today.

In the end, The Manchurian Candi-
date is about patriotism—a commitment
to a life where every private act has
public consequences. This is no longer
the world we live in. This is the shock of
the movie, now. This Hollywood movie,
based on a commercial novel, from long
ago, or not so far away, is a fantasy of a
life- we could be living. A fantasy—not
so different, in certain ways, from John
Wayne in the last shots of a war movie.
But I’ll take Frank Sinatra. smiling. as

BLAUR
OAK =
BOOKS

EXCELLENT NEW,
USED, AND
OUT OF PRINT BOOKS

This Publicatic
is available in N
University M
Internati

Please send additional information

for

Name.

Institution

Street

City.

State Zip.

300 North Zeeb Road, Dept. P.R., Ann

Subscrib:
The Threepenr

one year $10.00
two years $16.00 2


http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

