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The Bad and the Beautiful (Vincente Minelli, 1952) and The Player 

(Robert Altman, 1992) 
 

 
 

They should remake The Bad and the Beautiful – perhaps ninety-year-old Kirk 

Douglas would guest as the old projection-room guy who discreetly opens the 

window of his booth, so that Lana Turner can hear the Hitchcock-figure, who’s just 

watched her screen-test, describe her as rubbish. 

 It’s an excellent film, with major players like Douglas, Turner, Walter Pigeon, 

Barry Fitzgerald and Dick Powell clearly enjoying a script which enables them to 

appear so truthful about the wicked set-up in which they work. It’s full of real 

surprises: near the start we see the funeral of Douglas’s father, who made films; and 

are amazed that after it’s over Douglas pays the mourners ten dollars each – no-one 

would otherwise have come, his father was that hated. Later, the lush Turner has 

disappeared off the movie the day before shooting starts, feeling that she’s bound to 

fail in it (she has parent-problems too, for her father was a great Shakespearean ham, 

a sort of John Barrymore). Douglas kicks her door down, wraps her in a blanket, 

carries her gently out into the garden … and drops her into the swimming-pool to 

bring her round. Such comical shocks give the film credibility. 

 The script is in three parts, each giving the perspective of someone who 

collaborated with, and grew to loathe Kirk Douglas, whose movie-producer character 

is, we’re told, modelled on David O. Selznick. One (Sullivan) directed for him; one 

(Turner) acted for him; one (Powell) wrote for him. All three walked out on him after 

different kinds of betrayal. The arguable compromise cop-out is that the careers of all 

three have flourished without him, and, in the book-end narrative, they’re refusing to 

help him now he’s down. 

 

 
 

A publicity still – not in the finished product. 
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 The tale gives the script plenty of opportunities to pull back from what seems a 

real situation to reveal that it’s a scene being shot for a film. And to create vignettes of 

Alfred and Mrs Hitchcock (Leo G. Carroll far too thin for Hitchcock), and of Fritz 

Lang (Ivan Triesault, better as Lang than Lang is himself in Godard’s Le Mépris). 

Gloria Grahame steals the show as Powell’s pretentious southern-belle wife, and John 

Gilbert is very funny as a Latino B-picture star. Not very many people know this, but 

Kim Novak is there too, clear as day but uncredited, as his zombie girlfriend. 

 The problem is that cameras in those days were too heavy and immobile to give 

the immediacy which modern cameras give, or even than cameras were to give fifteen 

years later, when the same cinematographer, Robert Surtees, filmed The Graduate, 

and got us right in the midst of the action. The black-and-white picture looks bland 

and careful, which the script isn’t; and it makes for longueurs – we want to be more 

involved than we are. There’s one exception to the rule: Lana Turner has just has a 

triumphant premiere, and wants to share the triumph with Douglas, for whom she’s 

conceived a passion; but is broken up when she goes back to Douglas’s mansion only 

to find him shacked up with a blowzy extra. She drives away, hysterical, and it’s clear 

from the noises, the back-projection, and the way Vincente Minelli moves his camera 

from side to side, that she’s driving out of control, and may have an accident any 

moment. You’d expect some outside shots of traffic swerving, but Minelli gives us 

none, and just stays on Turner in the driver’s seat as she screams in horror and 

disillusion at the realisation that she’s been used and thrown aside. All with back-

projection and sound-effects, Minelli tells us she’s missed all the rest of the traffic, 

driven onto the verge, and stopped, safe but distraught. It’s the best bit of an 

absorbing film. Kirk Douglas never had so good a chance to show the many sides of 

his personality. 

 

 
 

————————— 

 

Tim Robbins: Great movie, huh? It’s so refreshing to see something like this after 

 all the cop movies and – you know – things we do. Maybe we’ll do a remake 

 of this. 

Vincent D’Onofrio: You’d probably give it a happy ending 

Tim Robbins: No no, no, we’d … keep it pure. 

 

They’re talking about Bicycle Thieves (or The Bicycle Thief, as both they and the 

cinema sign call it), in a parking lot in Pasadena. Five minutes after this discussion, 

one has killed the other. 

 The Bad and the Beautiful gives dignity even to the ruthless people in the 

American film industry, though you can see that the movies they make will never 
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figure in the history of cinema in the way that Bicycle Thieves is always said to. With 

some exceptions (Orson Welles is talismanic, despite the poor quality of half his 

films, and the fact that Hollywood hated him), The Player takes it for granted that 

most of the movies made in America are crap, and that they’re made by desperate 

hustlers, for money. Most of the hustlers are sad fantasists, who’ll never make 

anything anyway. 

 The action of The Bad and the Beautiful takes place in executive suites, in 

viewing rooms, in big studios – in fact, ninety-five percent of it is shot in a studio: the 

action of The Player is all filmed on location, and takes place either in murky back 

alleys in Pasadena, in cemeteries, in kitchens, or at one long extended metaphorical 

lunch, where the hustlers hustle, and where your worst fear is for you to realise that 

You’ll Never have Lunch in this Town Again. 

 

 
 

 Now if, like me, you believe American films are the best there are (with French 

films coming second some way behind), and that they’ve actually got better as time 

has gone on, you’ll object to The Player as a piece of unwarranted self-flagellation. 

But the fact that everyone in Hollywood from Julia Roberts downwards was clearly 

desperate for, and got, a bit part in it, would indicate that my view of American films 

isn’t shared by many American actors. 

 To prove my point about modern American superiority in one sense, Robert 

Altman opens with an eight-minute exterior tracking shot, during which Fred Ward 

drones on twice about how his dad was key grip on Welles’ Touch of Evil – which, as 

every schoolboy knows, opens with a very long exterior tracking shot. When last I 

timed it, this was a mere three minutes twenty seconds in duration, by which standard, 

The Player must be over twice a good as Touch of Evil. 

 The Player has a neat scenario: as Tim Robbins (a rat-fink producer), gets closer 

to ruining his rival’s career (first strand), a poison post-card stalker gets closer to 

killing him – or that’s what we and he both think (second strand). “Movies are art,” he 

beams, donating twenty-five prints of his studio’s black-and-white classics to the L.A. 

County Museum. It’s obviously a matter of indifference to him what movies are, as 

long as he’s king of the dung-heap where they germinate. But as he sits down at the 

dinner-table, another poison postcard descends on him from nowhere. Meanwhile, we 

and he are wondering (third strand), will he ever get into bed with British/Icelandic 

ice goddess Greta Scacchi (she’s a real artist, who sees both the world and him in 

shades of white and blue)? 

 These three plots run concurrently, not, like the three plots of The Bad and the 

Beautiful, in series: another way of demonstrating the falsity of the film’s thesis, for to 

keep three simultaneous plots in our minds at once requires considerable directing, 
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writing, and editing skill. At one point Robbins lists the things you need to market a 

film successfully: “Suspense, laughter, violence, hope, heart, nudity, sex, happy 

endings – mainly a happy ending”. The cunning of The Player is that while it affects 

to criticise the commercial set-up that demands such ingredients, it provides most of 

them itself. 


