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The Godfather  

Dir: Francis Ford Coppola, USA, 1972 

A Review by Mark Chapman, Newcastle University, UK  

Surprise, Suspense & Authorial Sensibility 

Francis Ford Coppola's sprawling 1972 film The Godfather is a 
masterpiece of technique, both deeply rooted in the 
iconographical structures of classical American cinema and willing 
to embrace the more progressive European influences of the 
time. The film, which was recently digitally restored and re-
released in UK cinemas, openly conforms to, and extends the 
discourse of, a number of different genres (the gangster film, 
epic, melodrama and thriller) and is unquestionably one of the 
finest examples of each category. In this article, I will analyse 
two sequences from the film with particular emphasis on 
Coppola's use of two structuring devices closely associated with 
the thriller genre: surprise and suspense. I will also examine how 
these devices directly affect Coppola's aesthetic choices for the 
film. The selected sequences are the infamous 'horse's head' 
episode and the double-murder at Louis' restaurant.  

My primary aim is a close analysis of the Coppola text instead of 
providing an in depth discussion of surprise and suspense 
techniques in the cinema - about which there is much 
disagreement (Derry, 1988) - so in order to differentiate the two 
structuring devices as swiftly as possible I shall use Alfred 
Hitchcock's frequently repeated example of two men conversing 
in a café. Towards the end of their conversation, a bomb 
suddenly explodes, killing both men, thus creating a feeling of 
surprise in the audience. However, if the conversation was 
preceded by a scene showing a third person planting the bomb in 
the café, the audience's reading of the sequence would be 
significantly altered. Providing this extra piece of information 
changes the focus from the general question 'what will happen 
next?' to the more specific 'when will the bomb detonate?' and in 
so doing creates a feeling of suspense in the spectator. 

The Hollywood sequence is built around the most notorious 
'surprise' reveal in The Godfather. It is also one of the many 



  Film Reviews 
 

Issue 19, February 2011  3 
 

times where the film switches narrative perspective to a 
supporting character. The sequence has very little bearing on the 
main plot of the film, but works to underline its 'epic' credentials 
by adding to the list of colourful secondary characters and 
subplots. It also creates a certain amount of tonal foreshadowing 
within the text. This is the Corleone family's first active 
demonstration of power in the film and Coppola chooses to reveal 
this at an unhurried pace. 

Dispatched to persuade movie producer Jack Woltz (John Marley) 
to allow Johnny Fontane (Al Martino) to star in his new high-
profile war film, Corleone consigliere Tom Hagen (Robert Duvall) 
appears small and solitary in a series of long shots as he quietly 
ghosts through the expansive Hollywood studio backlots. Hagen 
and Woltz inhabit contrasting business worlds; Hagen, 
unassuming and business-like, is both brother and son in the 
family, whereas the ostentatious, bigger-than-life Woltz is forever 
seen surrounded by his employees to whom he has no 
discernable emotional attachment. Throughout the sequence, 
Hagen, the most outwardly reserved of the Corleone inner circle, 
is placed in a position of weakness in relation to the belligerent 
Woltz. Coppola's patient build-up of the power dynamic is 
imperative for the reveal in the proceeding scene to work as a 
surprise, as it suddenly reverses the audience's reading of the 
entire sequence. Even when endeavouring to be welcoming after 
discovering that Hagen works for the Corleone family, Woltz 
abruptly ends their dinner with a torrent of verbal abuse. 
However, Woltz's supremacy is visually contradicted as he angrily 
jumps up out of his seat and glowers over Hagen, the position of 
the camera remaining at Hagen's level and at no point 
diminishing him by looking down upon him. This discreet 
foreshadowing is essential so that the audience believes the 
sudden power reversal to be entirely plausible.   

The reveal scene begins with a wide establishing shot of Woltz's 
palatial mansion at dawn. The dreamy atmosphere is emphasized 
by the pan/zoom and tilt/zoom swirl of the camera as it climbs up 
to Woltz's bedroom and by the use of lengthy dissolves between 
each shot. These elaborate camera moves are conspicuous in a 
film with a resolutely 'classical' visual style where camera 
movement is limited. Entering the bedroom the camera dollies 
inexorably forward as Woltz begins to stir and the dream-like 
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mood turns nightmarish. There is a fascinating, baffling moment 
as we see blood on the bed sheets and believe it could belong to 
Woltz, yet he shows no sign of suffering pain. This confusion does 
not last long. Unlike the book, which describes Woltz waking up 
and seeing the stallion's head at the end of the bed and would 
have seemed rather static on film, Coppola gradually, horrifically, 
shows Woltz peeling back the blood-soaked sheets to reveal the 
creamy dead eyes of the horse (Cowie, 1997: 31). The Oscar 
statue by Woltz's bed has now been joined by his other prized 
possession, Khartoum, who had earlier been subtly introduced 
into the sequence. The editing returns to straight cut transitions 
as Woltz finally awakens to the full Grand Guignol-style horror of 
what is facing him, his words from the end of the previous scene 
("A man in my position cannot afford to be made to look 
ridiculous!") taking on an unmistakably ironic air. After this, we 
return to the wide shot of the mansion, but this time it is 
accompanied by screams of terror. This technique of returning to 
an established image is used repeatedly throughout The 
Godfather, showing the aftermath and effect of the violence. The 
original image -innocuous and tranquil- has been irrevocably 
altered by a shocking, obscene invasion.  

Music is also a very important element in the creation of 
atmosphere in the reveal scene. At first, creeping through the 
sounds of the early morning, we hear a distant echo of Nino 
Rota's slowly building main title theme. As we get closer to 
Woltz's bed, several variations on this theme are introduced and 
the music merges the elegiac, the playful and the sinister to 
create a disturbing and frenzied dissonance. As sound editor 
Walter Murch describes, the music begins to, "Grate against itself. 
There is now a disorientating madness to the music that builds 
and builds to the moment when Woltz finally pulls the sheet back" 
(Ondaatje, 2002: 101). The swell of the musical score comes to 
an abrupt end and is replaced with Woltz's piercing screams as he 
uncovers Khartoum. This striking use of music is somewhat 
different to the rest of the film where several key scenes are 
unaccompanied by a musical score, such as the restaurant 
murders or Carlo's (Gianni Russo) garrotting.   

The sequence ends with an elegant dissolve to a close-up of Vito 
Corleone (Marlon Brando), his indifference seeming to be both a 
reaction to Hagen's debriefing and a comment on the previous 
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scene which still reverberates in the audience's mind. If Tom is 
the acceptable face of the Corleone family business, then Vito's 
cold impassivity is its real face exposed. For Vito, it is simply 
business. The sequence works as a wholly successful affirmation 
of Corleone power: not only is the Corleone family name known 
from east to west coasts of the country (allowing Hagen access 
into Woltz's home), if required, they can infiltrate and destroy the 
most intimate parts of one's life. 

The sequence also hints at a previously unexpected ruthlessness 
to Tom Hagen, who has evidently been observing Woltz and 
looking for a weakness to exploit. The audience suddenly 
understands why he was able to remain cool and business-like in 
the face of Woltz's verbal bluster. This sequence could have easily 
been played for suspense if, as in the re-edited television version 
of the first two Godfather films, The Godfather: The Complete 
Novel for Television (1977) [1] we had seen Hagen return to New 
York and Luca Brasi (Lenny Montana) sent to California to carry 
out the bloody deed. The scene may still have contained a 
visceral shock, but it undoubtedly would have been diminished by 
the addition of this information. 

The visceral surprise stems both from the repulsive thought that 
Woltz has been sharing a bed with Khartoum and from the 
explicit rendering of the decapitated head (which was a genuine 
horse's head [2]). The explicitness of its violence is one of many 
ways in whichThe Godfather signals its progressive intent, though 
the gangster film has long exploited the appeal of violence in 
cinema in classics such as Little Caesar (1931), Public Enemy 
(1931) and Scarface (1932) (Prince, 2000: 3). In the late sixties, 
filmmakers like Arthur Penn (Bonnie and Clyde (1967)) and Sam 
Peckinpah (The Wild Bunch (1969)) took advantage of changing 
attitudes towards censorship by creating films whose 
representation of violence was unsurpassed in its savagery. They 
did this by daring to show the effect of bullets on the human 
body, as Prince notes, " (Filmmakers were able to) graphically 
visualize the impact of bullets on the human body, a detailing 
that is absent in film prior to 1967 and which helped give violence 
in these earlier periods an unreal and sanitized appearance" 
(Prince, 2000:10-11). 

http://www.scope.nottingham.ac.uk/proof/film_rev_feb_11#1
http://www.scope.nottingham.ac.uk/proof/film_rev_feb_11#2
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In keeping with The Godfather's claims of "authenticity" (Dika, 
2000: 78), Coppola seeks to take this level of violent 
verisimilitude even further with his film; this is not the slow-
motion violence of Penn and Peckinpah (often unimaginatively 
labelled as 'balletic'), instead the violence here is often quick, 
vicious and unexpectedly graphic as can be seen when Michael 
(Al Pacino) carries out the double-murder of mobster Sollozzo (Al 
Lettieri) and Police Captain McCluskey (Sterling Hayden) in Louis' 
restaurant. 

The restaurant assassination sequence is an exemplary example 
of suspense. In his essay Toward a Theory of Film Suspense, Noel 
Carroll posits that suspense is created when a film frames specific 
narrative questions with a limited number of outcomes (Rubin, 
1999: 32-36). This is key in identifying the restaurant sequence 
as a construction of suspense - thus differentiating it from the 
earlier 'surprise' episode set in Hollywood where narrative 
questions were rather more generalized. Here the audience asks, 
'Will Michael be able to retrieve the gun? Will he complete the 
plan and kill the two men? Will he escape unharmed?' At this 
point in the film, Coppola has expertly positioned his audience to 
articulate such narrative questions and created neatly balanced 
potential outcomes. For example, with the shooting of Don Vito 
(in a knowing reference to Hitchcock's Psycho (1960)) the film 
shows a willingness to remove its ostensible leading character 
and shift narrative perspective so that anyone can become a 
possible target, while conversely, Michael's confidence under 
pressure has also been established as he protects his father from 
Sollozzo's hoods at the hospital. 

Another important element in the creation of suspense in this 
scene is that the audience is supplied with present-tense 
information that Michael has managed to smuggle a gun into the 
bathroom of the café – a version of Hitchcock's hypothetical 
bomb. Due to this shared information the audience is made 
complicit with Michael and approaches the scene from his 
perspective. This collusion is explored visually by repeatedly 
showing Michael in frame-filling close-ups early on in the scene in 
order to create audience identification, whereas Sollozzo and 
McCluskey remain at a relative distance in medium close-ups or 
over-the-shoulder shots [3]. In a film rightly lauded for 
cinematographer Gordon Willis' experiments with underexposure 

http://www.scope.nottingham.ac.uk/proof/film_rev_feb_11#3
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and deep focus tableaux, the tense intimacy of this scene is 
accentuated by Willis' selection of a telephoto lens to significantly 
reduce the depth of field and isolate the characters -particularly 
Michael- from their backgrounds. 

Suspense in narrative is also a deferment of information through 
the manipulation of time. This kind of psychologically reflective 
time means that the audience is, "Suspended between question 
and answer, between anticipation and resolution (and) between 
alternative answers to the question posed" (Rubin, 1999: 35).  
Accordingly, the pace of the editing in this sequence is cool and 
deliberate. 

Coppola chooses the unusual and unsettling device of not 
subtitling the lengthy Italian duologue - instead, the audience is 
left only with the cadences and body language of the actors to 
convey meaning. The duologue is seemingly unimportant because 
we know that Michael is not there to negotiate. Pacino, restricting 
his performance almost entirely to the movement of his eyes, 
shows enormous trust in the camera to observe every nuance of 
his performance. Coppola even employs a second distanciation 
technique of cutting to two wide shots showing the muted activity 
of the restaurant as Sollozzo is speaking. 

It is clear that the film's main focus here is the question of 
whether Michael will choose to follow the life of crime he thought 
he had rejected. With the exception of Michael initially not being 
able to find the pistol, the sequence is surprisingly free of 
escalating complications until Michael returns from the bathroom 
and deviates from the plan, which was, in the words of Clemenza 
(Richard Castellano), "Two shots a piece in the head as soon as 
you come out the door." Regardless of the moral considerations 
of the act, the audience is willing Michael to carry out the plan 
[4]. There are only four cuts between the moment Michael 
returns from the bathroom and the shootings. During this time, 
Sollozzo and McCluskey are only ever seen at distance, their 
faces bathed in darkness. The excruciatingly drawn-out pace 
makes the moment when Michael finally rises and starts firing 
seem even more sudden and violent. As before, the violence is 
depicted as both realistic in its presentation and theatrical in its 
detail; the red mist of blood as the bullet exits Sollozzo's head, 
Michael's cold gaze as he watches McCluskey attempt to chew his 

http://www.scope.nottingham.ac.uk/proof/film_rev_feb_11#4
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food with a bullet lodged in his throat before blasting a second 
bullet through McCluskey's head and smashing the window 
behind him. 

The tense atmosphere in this scene is emphasized by the daringly 
expressionistic use of sound. Contrary to the flamboyant musical 
cues in the earlier 'surprise' scene, the restaurant sequence 
dispenses with music until the very end when Michael finally 
drops the gun and exits. The tone of the music is far from 
celebratory and instead seeks to underline the implications of 
Michael's choice and his loss of innocence to save his family. 

Without musical accompaniment, what would usually be 
considered minor sounds such as a cork being unscrewed, 
become loaded with psychological and metaphorical meaning. 
Silence in cinema is never entirely silent and each individual 
sound becomes distinct and relevant. This technique is most 
noticeable in the use of the train which is established audibly, but 
never visually. Though the sound does not match the images, the 
audience, familiar with a certain type of urban environment, 
simply accepts it as part of the general ambience. As the scene 
progresses and the tension mounts, the external diegetic sound 
of the train becomes an almost unbearable scream as Michael 
jumps up and executes the two men. This kind of audio 
correlative, that is, a sound with symbolic or metaphorical values, 
is seldom explored in American genre cinema, but is used a 
number of times throughout The Godfather- most notably when 
Carlo is murdered and an imperious Michael is seen wandering 
along a garden path to the sound of shrieking crows, signifying 
Michael's newly established position as a harbinger of death. 
Coppola and Murch would subsequently explore this technique in 
films such as The Godfather Part II (1974), The Conversation 
(1974) and Apocalypse Now (1979).  

Examining the use of conventional structuring devices such as 
surprise and suspense is fundamental in understanding how 
Coppola's personal sensibilities influenced The Godfather.  The 
interplay between these established generic elements, which are 
used in order to satisfy the narrative expectations of the 
audience, and the film's progressive European cinema-infused 
approach created an endlessly fascinating hybrid that signalled 
the maturation of a new post-classical cinema in America. 
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Notes 

[1] The Godfather: The Complete Novel for Television (1977) 
consisted of the first two films re-edited into chronological order 
with the addition of scenes that did not make it into the theatrical 
cuts. The mini-series ran in four parts and was first broadcast on 
American television in November 1977 (Cowie, 1997: 103). 

[2] See Cowie 1997: 49 

[3] Also important in establishing this complicity and increasing 
suspense is that the restaurant is an unfamiliar environment for 
both Michael and the audience. 

[4] This is perhaps indicative of the film's broader amorality.     
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Red Hill 

Dir: Patrick Hughes, Aus, 2010 

A Review by Kate Harper, Independent Scholar 

America's traditional Westerns serve as celluloid creation myths 
for a nation—adventure tales of how violent, but industrious white 
men win the Wild West from its Indigenous peoples and, 
eventually, tame its unruly lands. As Jim Kitses argues in 
Horizons West, these films depict the "ideological tension" of a 
landscape caught between "'savagery'" and "'civilization'" (Kitses, 
1969: 10). Thus, towards their end, Westerns often appear 
ambivalent on whether or not the struggle had all been worth it: 
the West's promise of freedom becomes obscured in the conflicts 
along the way. That is to say, a fundamental paradox is built in to 
the narrative pattern of Westerns – violence is the standard 
means to achieving and maintaining a community's sense of 
freedom. By extension, the iconographic and stylistic tropes 
synonymous with Westerns – gun-lore, defensive communities, 
Stetsons, remote landscapes, and so on – can be used in different 
geo-historical settings to imply that similar underlying structures 
are at work. Indeed, one setting where the icons of the American 
West do not look out of place is in the Australian bush. For the 
Australian bush has a remarkably similar settler history to that 
dramatised in American Westerns: a young nation borne out of 
violent struggles with Indigenous peoples over a daunting 
landscape. 

Patrick Hughes' first feature length film, Red Hill, reveals just how 
easily the themes and icons of the Western can be transferred 
onto a contemporary Australian setting. Specifically, Red Hill 
takes place in a small Victorian town in the high country, and 
begins when a young cop, Shane Cooper (played by Ryan 
Kwanten), arrives in the community for his first day on the job. 
Divisions within the town soon appear; there are those who want 
things to remain exactly as they are and others who are calling 
for the town's progress. From the start Cooper is met by the 
overriding white masculinity that dominates the township and is 
led by the town's 'Sheriff', 'Old Bill', played with relish by Steve 
Bisley. Thus, we are also from the start quite clearly amidst what 
Kitses sees as the central "milieu" of the Western: "wild bunch of 
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cowboys…straggling towns and mountain scenery" (Kitses, 1969: 
8). And this initial "milieu" becomes increasingly Western when 
convicted murderer, Jimmy Conway (played by Tom E. Lewis), a 
man of 'Indigenous descent' as the film says, escapes from prison 
and returns to punish the men in town who 'put him behinds 
bars'. What ensues is a fairly taught contemporary Western 
showdown — a lengthy and bloody battle — between Old Bill's 
posse of men, clinging to an outdated brand of anarchic justice, 
and Jimmy, violently avenging the sins of these men. Betwixt 
them is Shane, our Western hero; though outside the town's 
established mores he soon learns how savage this quiet 
community really is. 

Clearly a fan of Westerns himself, Hughes' film abounds in nods 
to his favourite genre from the moment it begins. Most obvious is 
his referencing of George Stevens' Shane from 1953. Just like the 
original character of the same name, Red Hill's Shane is an 
outsider whose strict moral-code pushes him to intervene in the 
town's problems. A slightly less obvious allusion is in the film's 
plot — a convict returning to punish the town's 'Sheriff' — that 
refers to the basic premise of Fred Zinnemann's classic, High 
Noon, from 1952. Along with these very specific intertextual 
references, many of the characters' names evoke the West and 
together read like the guest list for a 'Hillbillies' family reunion: 
'Old Bill', 'Earl', 'Slim', 'Barlow' and 'Willy', to only mention a few. 
Naturally enough, given their genre specific names, the men in 
this town wear Stetsons while drinking beer at 'The Golden Age 
Hotel'. 

Given that Red Hill's narrative is so firmly rooted in established 
patterns and references derived from classic Westerns, it is 
perhaps unsurprising that an Indigenous character functions 
(initially) as the greatest threat to the town's order. More unusual 
for the genre is that, while Jimmy is undoubtedly a killer of many, 
he is also a figure of redemption. To arrive at this point though, 
Jimmy is subject to some racist stereotyping along the way, 
especially so during a moment in which he spears a man through 
the chest before slicing another in the head with a boomerang. 
Bearing in mind that Jimmy has been successfully shooting 
people left, right and centre up until now, this abrupt change of 
weaponry appears as essentialist racist stereotyping, coding 
Jimmy as intrinsically proficient with spears and boomerangs 
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because he is Aboriginal. It is perhaps in spite of the film's 
problematic elements that work to depict him as a 'noble savage' 
that Lewis' performance stands out as especially commanding. He 
has only one line of dialogue in the whole film, but his silence is 
constantly menacing and comes to speak volumes for the 
tortured back-story of his character. 

Indeed the bulk of the performances in Red Hill are strong, with 
Kwanten surprisingly credible as the town's outsider with a heart 
of gold. I write surprising because Kwanten is now famous for his 
on-going role as the dim-witted, but rippling bodied, Jason 
Stackhouse in American television series True Blood, that it is 
difficult to imagine him playing another character. In Red Hill 
Kwanten's conventional good looks make him a perfect counter-
balance for the film's other main archetypal characters. With 
Jimmy's iconic villainy written all over his scarred face and Old 
Bill's status as the self-righteous, hyper-masculine Sheriff seen in 
his gruff physicality and big Stetson, Kwanten's unthreatening 
attractiveness reflects his outsider position in the classifying order 
of the Western – just like the original character of Shane from the 
1953. 

That Red Hill manages overall to look like a big-budget film and 
sound like one too is also impressive given that it is rumoured to 
have been made for around one million Australian dollars. 
Although melodramatic at times, Dimitri Golovko's sound design 
imparts, in equal measure, an appropriately epic and 
contemporary quality to the action. And largely thanks to 
cinematographer Tim Hudson, Red Hill comprises some truly 
stunning shots of figures moving through the landscape. In one 
particularly spectacular moment, after night has fallen and the 
town is under siege, we see Cooper in a long-shot riding a horse 
over a mountain as rain pours down around him. We see only his 
silhouette bathed in blue light from the moon as he strides across 
the wet night sky in search of justice. So self-contained and 
beautiful is the image that it looks like a scene from a 1950s 
children's adventure book of the stylised Western hero par 
excellence. 

Regardless of the film's otherwise convincing evocation of the 
Western, the question that many viewers' will understandably be 
asking by its end is: what is the function of the panther? Indeed, 
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some of the pre-publicity for Red Hill tried to anticipate the likely 
reaction of audiences to this extremely puzzling aspect of the film 
by implying that is based on real-life sightings of 'big cats' across 
Australia. So misleading was this that one was surprised when 
Red Hill turned out not to be a 'nature revenge' film crossed with 
a Western. In fact, the film features a (unconvincing) computer-
generated panther in only a few brief scenes, while its suspected 
presence around the town is likewise scantily mentioned. 
However, the moments in the film that the panther does appear, 
or is remarked upon, suggest that it is entirely unrelated to any 
'real-life' sightings of big cats, but has a far more ephemeral role 
to play. 

Red Hill links the black panther that stalks the hills of the town to 
the character of Jimmy — a sledgehammer of an analogy to be 
sure. The association is both poorly and problematically 
articulated, but there are clues connecting them to each other. 
For instance, the big cat comes out to strike a farmer's animal at 
the same time Jimmy escapes from jail; and both seem to sense 
that Shane is not directly connected to the town's troubles so 
stops short of killing him. Without giving too much of the story 
away, the association is clearer after Jimmy has enacted his last 
vengeance upon the lawless men of the town, for the final image 
we are given is that of the panther perched on a rock, looming 
out over the landscape like a gargoyle. Given what precedes this 
moment, Red Hill's panther seems to be a totem-like symbol for 
Jimmy: a fiercely protective and mythic guardian of the Australian 
landscape. 

Viewers have good reasons to be sceptical of any film where the 
director's name features more than once or twice in the opening 
titles: first-hand control over everything does not guarantee a 
first-rate film. However, Hughes is credited with having written, 
produced, directed and edited Red Hill and, although it is not an 
outstanding film, it is generally a well-executed genre piece. 
Hughes himself says that he admires the Western as a form 
because, "they are stories built on the backbone of a moral code" 
(Sony Pictures, 2010: 4). In Westerns, this "moral code" is what 
defines the boundaries of a person and their community: bullets 
and brutality are only necessary when 'moral codes' are violated 
and must be avenged. Indeed, as Robert Warshow says of the 
Westerner: "if justice and order did not continually demand his 
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protection, he would be without a calling" (Warshow, 1985: 439). 
In Red Hill it is Jimmy who must set things right and redress the 
town's balance through his unrelenting violence. And while Jimmy 
may be the focus of some very retrogressive stereotyping – worst 
of all, mythically equated with the film's panther – it is ultimately 
the local white men who are depicted as beyond all redemption. 
Their acceptance of a type of 'moral code' has made them 
dangerous pariahs on the Australian landscape; savage men 
caught in an old-world order. 
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The Eclipse 

Dir: Conor McPherson, Ireland, 2009 

A Review by Andrea Grunert, University of Applied Sciences, 

Bochum, Germany 

Lena Morelle, a writer attracted by the supernatural, explains in 
The Eclipse (2009) what happens when a person has ghostly 
visions: "Your brain splits. One part of yourself refuses to believe 
in it. The other part will. A new reality is born." It is this gap 
between rationality and superstition that the renowned Irish 
playwright and director Conor McPherson examines in his fourth 
film. The Otherworld is a key concept that McPherson has already 
dealt with in his plays such as Shining City, The Seafarer and The 
Birds. Magic and mystery are important signifiers in Irish culture 
and they permeate the island's literary and cinematic production. 
Other recent Irish films such as Neil Jordan's Ondine (2009) and 
David Keating's The Wake Wood (2010) perpetuate this tradition. 

Adapting Billy Roche's short story Table Manners for the screen, 
McPherson has added the ghostly element to the realistic text in 
order to incorporate his reflections on life, love and death, 
obsession, grief, guilt and redemption. Set at the seaside in 
Cobh, The Eclipse revolves around three main characters whose 
lives intersect and eventually collide during the few days of a 
fictitious literature festival. Michael Farr, a widower, volunteers as 
a driver for Lena, who becomes the only person he feels able to 
talk to about his sensations of being haunted by strange images 
and noises during the night. Michael falls in love with Lena and 
thereby becomes the rival of Nicholas Holden, a famous but 
egocentric American writer who had started an affair with his 
fellow-writer Lena at another literary event. 

The Eclipse narrates Michael's internal journey, drawing on 
realistic photography and making use of the natural setting. The 
film offers short insights into the protagonist's life as a widower 
who has to bring up a teenage daughter and a slightly younger 
son, presenting him as a loving and caring father. It touches on 
some of the conflicts which arise between the middle-aged man 
and his children, for instance when he finds out that his young 
son has gone out at night to buy some sweets at a petrol station. 
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There are a few brief shots and sequences showing the woodcraft 
teacher Michael at work and at home: having dinner with his 
children, emptying the dishwasher, etc. They serve to anchor the 
film in some reality, as does a glance behind the scenes at the 
festival - the readings, the soirées - even if the Cobh literature 
festival is a mere invention of the film's authors Roche and 
McPherson. Nicholas's question about whether the waitress in the 
hotel bar is from Poland or Romania is a further realistic reflection 
of current Irish society, in which many migrants from Eastern 
Europe are employed in the service sector. Reminders of the 
island's Catholic tradition are the St Coleman's Cathedral which 
appears in the background of several sequences and a group of 
nuns and altar servers Michael meets as he climbs the steps to 
the church. These few brief but evocative shots refer to a whole 
historical, cultural and spiritual context. 

The first visual reminder of Michael's late wife is a further allusion 
to this society, underlining the power of the image, which can 
communicate its message without any additional verbal 
information. The camera sweeps across several photographs on 
the wall in Michael's kitchen including a snapshot of his wife, her 
head covered by a scarf. The viewer, not yet aware of her fate, 
might conclude that she had died of cancer. The camera's 
insistence on the still reveals her as an absence-presence which 
still haunts the family. 

From the very beginning, our vision of reality is challenged by 
such allusive images. The film starts with fragments of a rococo 
painting and shots of a cottage besides the sea. The lighting 
makes it difficult to distinguish between the painting and the dark 
landscape: they seem to fuse, one into the other. The aura of 
mystery enshrouds the landscape and continues to permeate the 
following shots. Piano music sets in as a candle is lit in front of an 
image which recalls a still life. In three subsequent shots, the 
camera frames a restaurant in which the heavy velvet curtains 
are drawn as by the hand of ghosts. First the elegant room is 
empty. In the next shot, however, a few people are sitting at the 
laid tables. In the third shot, the huge room is suddenly filled 
with people attending what we later learn to be the opening 
dinner of the literature festival. Making use of the ellipse in a 
manner which at first might seem trivial, McPherson exploits a 
cinematic device that is part of the magic of this medium, capable 
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of transgressing the boundaries of time and transforming filmed 
reality into an illusion. Another means of creating that illusion is 
at work in a sequence in which an old kitchen is filmed. After a 
straight cut, the viewer sees kitchen utensils from the 19th 
century or earlier on a big wooden table and a woman in Victorian 
dress preparing tea and food. The following shot reveals that we 
are still in the present but apparently in a museum in which the 
festival guests and helpers including Lena and Michael are served 
by waitresses wearing historical costumes. This reconstruction of 
history disturbs the view of present day reality for a short 
moment, introducing a poetic reminder of a remote past. 

Memory, coming to terms with a still lingering past, is a central 
topic in The Eclipse. The graveyard with old gravestones and 
Celtic crosses which Michael and Lena visit is both a real and a 
symbolical link to death. Denying that his wife is buried in that 
graveyard (even though the camera shows her grave next to a 
wall), Michael is portrayed as a man haunted by loss and unable 
to live normally. In Billy Roche's short story, the protagonist is a 
married man who, in the end, will return to his family. Making 
him a widower, McPherson confronts him with very different 
problems: a man torn between guilt and redemption. Michael is 
introduced to the spectator at the opening ceremony in the 
restaurant, where the camera captures him sitting at one of the 
tables, lost in thought. When his daughter Sarah starts talking to 
him, he seems to awake from a dream, becoming suddenly aware 
of his environment and of reality. The fact that we cannot hear 
the voices while the piano music continues gives strangeness to 
the situation which anticipates the supernatural that McPherson 
evokes in his film. 

The past infiltrates the protagonist's mind as the supernatural 
intrudes on reality in an interpenetrating web of realism and 
fantasy. McPherson's space-time constructions deal with a life in 
which the boundaries between real life and imagination, between 
reality and another, ghostly, world are constantly and subtly 
blurred. 

The idea that Michael is haunted is suggested by another 
apparently quite trivial but yet effective means, prefiguring the 
hallucinations he will face later on. A dog is whining in the 
darkness of the night while the camera moves in on Michael, 
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sitting on his bed, the photograph of his wife next to him. Except 
for a few piano chords, the sequence is filmed in silence. For 
once, Michael is worried about Malachy, his father-in-law, and he 
calls the residential home where the old man lives. Darkness, the 
whimpering dog, some other noises breaking into the silence and 
the discreet music add eeriness to the situation. The sounds of 
daily life mingled with the melancholic tune create an atmosphere 
of sorrow and fear. 

Terrified by the idea of forgetting his wife, Michael's inner turmoil 
is deepened by his growing feelings for Lena. On a narrative 
level, she eventually becomes the catalyst helping him to 
overcome his trauma while image and sound reveal the 
resurgence of the repressed. This is also accentuated visually in 
the scene in which Michael, having seen the bloodstained ghost of 
his father-in-law for a second time, arrives at the old man's room, 
slips and falls into a pool of blood. He has found Malachy dead in 
his bed, his wrists cut off. The scene remains on a realistic level, 
creating a shock through the blood on the floor and on the bed 
and Michael's unexpected fall. On other occasions McPherson 
leaves realism behind, creating moments which recall the horror 
genre and the melodrama it relies on. Both the darkness and the 
image of the full moon are part of this repertory. Michael, and the 
viewer with him, is confronted by the sudden bursts of the 
uncanny. In one sequence, the ghost of his father-in-law, its face 
covered with blood, suddenly appears next to Michael on his way 
home, scaring him so much that he loses control of his car. 
Another time, Michael hears strange noises from inside his 
wardrobe, and when he opens it, he is assaulted by Malachy's 
ghost. The decomposed figure of the old man is reminiscent of 
similar apparitions in The Exorcist (1973). The sound design 
supports the shock effects created by the image and by make-up. 
The brusque eruption of noises from images plunged into 
darkness - the barking of a dog, a sudden shout, loud knocking 
and pounding and a crescendo of music - mangle the nerves both 
of Michael and the viewer. 

McPherson makes use of such visual and sound elements as 
clever means to express the haunted man's feeling of terror. The 
image of the bloodstained ghost recalls Macbeth's horrible 
visions. Moreover, McPherson draws on the Gothic tradition and 
its descendants in the cinema including films such as The Shining 
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(1980) and The Exorcist. Michael's trauma is played out visually 
through Malachy's distorted face and the appearance of a body 
covered with blood. As in the horror film genre, the body 
becomes a source of anxiety, taking precedence over thought, 
the image over the word. The means of discourse and 
communication is no longer the word, which has dominated 
Western thought since the time of the Greek philosophers, but 
corporeality. Michael's ghostly visions involve the viewer in 
bringing together emotional knowledge and mind-language. Even 
though Michael is unable to express his sensations, viewers are 
invited to share them. In doing so, they might be emotionally and 
intellectually pushed to open themselves to the protagonist's 
obsessions and the film's psychological, if not metaphysical, 
dimension dealing with life and death, guilt and release. Lena 
explains the visions Michael has of his father-in-law as 
premonitions: sometimes people see the spirit of a person who is 
close to death. However, if the terrifying appearances of 
Malachy's ghost are manifestations of his son-in-law's feeling of 
guilt, the phenomenon is also connected with his own identity 
weakened by grief. The appearance of Michael's dead wife, which 
is anything but frightening, has another function. She is a quiet 
presence sitting on her husband's bed and she embraces him 
before freeing him from guilt and releasing him into a new life, 
into the future. 

The various materializations of spirits are only one means to 
reveal the uncanny and denote the spiritual. The lighting, or 
rather the frequent use of darkness, is another mode of 
expression that McPherson relies on to approach the mental state 
of his protagonist. He also uses a reduced palette to create a 
sombre atmosphere. Cobh with its old, grey buildings is filmed 
under a leaden sky. However, the film is dominated by sequences 
taking place in the night in which shadows and half-shadows 
transform the human body into mere silhouettes. They become 
themselves ghostly figures emerging from bleakness or appear as 
dark figures set against bright backgrounds. The film noir devices 
at work destabilize the body and the cinematic space, mediating a 
feeling of emptiness and loss, which the human eye tries vainly to 
compensate. The gloomy images generating claustrophobia and 
deconstructing space and reality block the viewer's gaze. 
Darkness invades large parts of the image and makes it difficult 
for the viewer to perceive anything at all. The almost complete 
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obscurity indeed recalls the eclipse as a symbol of downfall and a 
moment of magic. 

Reduced to a silhouette, Michael is framed as a tiny figure, a 
mere figurine in the darkness of the night in the background of a 
shot which reveals the fragility of a man on the verge of 
breakdown. How much his psyche and body are involved in the 
representation of the supernatural becomes obvious when he 
shows Lena the inexplicable wounds on his arms. The film's very 
rhythm contributes to the feeling of loss and uncertainty. 
Changing locations together with numerous shots of people 
driving in cars create symbolic blanks which the viewer is invited 
to fill with his own thoughts and feelings. The abrupt ending of 
sequences gives rise to feelings and situations that remain 
suspended, just as many things in real life do not find solutions or 
answers. This is the case, for instance, when Michael does not 
reveal to Lena that his wife is buried in the old cemetery which he 
shows her. The viewer is nevertheless allowed to know the truth. 
Exploiting the fragmental possibilities of film, Michael's life is 
presented through mere sketches. Peaceful images follow on 
moments focusing on conflict: single shots of Michael and Lena or 
Michael and his children sitting on a bench or the shot of a 
stained-glass church window have no clear function in the 
development of the narrative. They keep the rhythm of the 
narration unstable but allow the revelation of moments of 
normalcy and ordinary life. Colour spots penetrate the greyness 
of the sea landscape and the gloom: the green of the woods, an 
azure Georgian doorway, a tri-coloured windowpane, the church 
window awash with light. The music, mainly the choral pieces, 
composed by McPherson's wife Fionnuala Ní Chiosáin, supports 
the horror as well as the spiritual. 

McPherson uses mystery to reveal his protagonist's inner life and 
to deepen the sorrows, yet he also injects a few moments of 
humour into his story. One funny detail is the tiny skull on the 
pyjamas of Michael's son. When Lena wants to go to the beach in 
the night, Michael warns her to mind her step but it is he who 
stumbles and falls. Later on Lena pokes fun at Michael over the 
incident: "You completely disappeared." Michael replies: "It's 
good to hear that something is laughable about my broken arse." 
The transparency of the devices borrowed from the horror genre 
is both scary and funny, as so often in McPherson's work. Many 
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will think here of his stage adaptation of Daphne du Maurier's The 
Birds, which McPherson transformed into an entertaining 
reflection on the nature of mankind (Grunert, 2010). 

Yet McPherson avoids conclusions. Whether or not Michael's 
wounds are self-inflicted or created by some unknown forces 
haunting his home remains unanswered. Materializing the ghosts 
in order to reveal his inner feelings sidesteps the issue of whether 
his terrifying visions are part of a nightmare or whether he is 
actually confronting spirits. In a film exploring a troubled mind, 
the acting is nevertheless crucial. The portraits of the characters 
are mere sketches but they gain in stature through the fine 
performances of Ciarán Hinds, Iben Hjelje and Aidan Quinn and 
the wonderful interplay between the three actors. As Michael and 
Lena, Hinds and Hjelje in particular create strong emotional 
moments of tenderness and the feeling of deep mutual 
comprehension which looks utterly authentic, even though we 
know that we are watching a performance. Their dramatic skills 
underline how much actors are able to express truth through 
their bodies. Lena is the object of male desire but is able to 
transcend this role. Although she appears fragile, she plays a 
strong-minded woman who puts the jealous and aggressive 
Nicholas in his place. Through her facial expressions and body 
language Hjejle portrays Lena's determination as well as her 
spontaneity and her attentiveness. Aidan Quinn plays the 
narcissistic celebrity as a colourful figure veering between attacks 
of panic, alcoholic excesses and, unprepared as he is for any 
rejection, complete astonishment when Lena asks him to leave. 

Both male characters portray masculinity in crisis, another of 
McPherson's preferred topics to which he returns obsessively. A 
widower haunted by the ghost of his dead wife has already 
appeared in his play Shining City (2004). The wounded male is a 
figure that appears in countless variations in McPherson's plays. 
We see it in his play The Birds, staged in autumn 2009 at the 
Gate Theatre in Dublin, in which Ciarán Hinds played the troubled 
male lead caught in an endgame scenario and between two 
women. In The Eclipse Michael is allowed to cry, revealing his 
vulnerability and confusion. In contrast with Quinn's exaggerated 
manners, his restrained performance communicates a great 
variety of feelings in a single moment, making overt the 
character's emotions and state of mind. Once again, just a few 
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allusive gestures are enough to show that he is portraying a 
complete and perfectly human character. 

Whether the goal of creating deeper insights into the character's 
mind and problems through the rather stereotypical 
representation of the supernatural is in fact accomplished is a 
moot point: the very darkness employed in a repetitive and 
slightly simplistic manner might conceal more than it reveals. 
Being just too dark, the image sometimes lacks the qualities of 
the chiaroscuro. Instead of relying on the spectacular and graphic 
representations of horrors, latent violence would have created a 
greater intensity. However, neither the horror effects nor the 
bleakness are a failure. McPherson's strategy of materializing the 
ghosts in a troubling and unexpected manner can be expected to 
affect viewers emotionally or intellectually and may well lead to 
further reflections on the film's psychological and spiritual depths. 
The viewers' reaction will resemble that of the person described 
by Lena when they see a ghost: "Your brain splits." 

The gloomy atmosphere may disturb, but it is the acting which 
creates the strongest emotions and tensions. Conor McPherson 
should have explored the landscape of the human face and the 
tension emanating from the bodies much more. The Eclipse, a 
rough diamond which needs some cutting, would be an ultimately 
unsatisfying film without the masterly interpretations by the 
actors. 
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Life on Mars 

Dir: Kudos Film and Television, USA, 2008 

A Review by Mary Irwin, University of Warwick.  

From Coronation Street to Mean Streets: Life on Mars US 

How could the BBC's 2006-2007 time travelling crime drama Life 
on Mars be bettered?  Detective Inspector Sam Tyler is suddenly, 
inexplicably transported back from 2006 to a bewildering, yet at 
the same time strangely familiar, 1970s Manchester, where he 
finds himself suddenly forced to cope with life as a 1970s 
policeman, struggling to deal with the unreconstructed policing 
methods of his larger-than-life, hard-drinking, boss Gene Hunt 
and his equally boorish colleagues. 

The series made for one of the most original and satisfying drama 
series of the noughties.  Life on Mars brought to the screen a 
visceral taste of early 1970s Britain. Storylines were imbued with 
the flavour of the times, from casual racism and knee jerk 
sexism, to deep fears about IRA activity in mainland Britain and 
open hostility to the arrival of immigrants from former British 
colonies, all delivered complete with the stomping glam rock hits 
and wide-lapelled jackets and kipper ties of the period.  

If Gene Hunt, as played with tongue in cheek machismo by Philip 
Glenister, represented a kind of larger than life parody of the 
1970s British 'copper' archetype, then Sam Tyler, played with 
customary understated naturalism by John Simm, is twenty-first 
century new man trying to apply his beliefs and standards to a 
world that is some thirty years behind him.  Indeed the 
associations of Simm's well respected persona, as an actor in 
gritty, contemporary British drama, gave a moving believability to 
what might have seemed an almost incredible premise. 

What, then, were American television producers Josh Appelbaum, 
André Nemec and Scott Rosenberg thinking of in trying to remake 
a perfect slice of quintessentially British drama for their own 
market?  Surely any attempt to 'Americanise' the grimy, 
monochrome world of Life on Mars - of Manchester's Coronation 
Street-style back-to-back houses and cobbled streets, iconic Ford 
Cortinas and ghostly, intertextual evocations of seventies cop 
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shows like The Sweeney (1975-1978) and The Professionals 
(1977-1983), all set to an evocative glam and 1970s rock 
soundtrack - would destroy what made the programme so 
special?  The Americans went ahead anyway, and remade Life on 
Mars.  What they came up with was very different, as solidly 
'American' in its own way as the original Life on Mars was British.  
Above all, The American version of Life on Mars (henceforth 
referred as Life on Mars US) needs to be judged on its own 
merits. 

Life on Mars US requires a British audience to accept that, 
logically, it is set in an American 1970s, where reference points 
are more The Streets of San Francisco (1972-1977) than 
Coronation Street (1960- ).  Life on Mars US is bigger, bolder and 
brasher than its British counterpart. The reworked format reflects 
the style and pace of the kind of Quinn Martin-produced crime 
shows that American viewers would remember from the early 
1970s, as well as the backdrop of life in a period concerned with 
Watergate, Vietnam, inner city racial tensions and the social and 
cultural impact of the still booming counter-culture.  

Indeed Life on Mars US has an altogether different moving image 
aesthetic.  Instead of the social realist television drama roots 
which are evident in Life on Mars UK's reworking of the 1970s, 
Life on Mars US, with its bleachy, slightly washed-out 1970s 
colour-tones, and cinematic–style sweeping views of bustling city 
streets, recalls nothing so much as the 1970s New York of 
television series like Kojak (1973-1978), and especially classic 
1970s cinema such as Scorsese's Mean Streets (1973) or Frank 
Serpico's beat in Sidney Lumet's eponymous film (1973). 

In fact Life on Mars US relocates the action to New York City, a 
world away from the provincial monotone Manchester of the 
original, taking it instead to a buzzing thriving multiethnic city 
and a downtown police precinct.  The 125th is the kind of precinct 
that would have existed in the police series that American Sam 
grew up watching, rather than the more provincial British police 
stations that British Sam might have watched on television.  The 
squad of the 125th is also very different to their British 
counterparts. 
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With the casting of Harvey Keitel as Gene Hunt, the atmosphere 
in the precinct is infused with almost mythic cinematic 
associations, bringing to mind the many roles that Keitel has 
played in everything from Mean Streets to Pulp Fiction (1994) 
and Thelma and Louise (1991).  Keitel, who at 70 years of age 
might have seemed an odd choice for the role of a middle-aged, 
paunchy bruiser, comes over as a worldly-wise lieutenant who 
has seen everything many times over, and is still very much able 
to hold his own regardless of the situation.  He seems a boss less 
inclined to fight Sam physically and mentally at every turn, and is 
altogether less concerned with Sam's oddness, having clearly 
encountered every kind of wacko during his many years on the 
job.  

In place of Dean Andrews as grouchy, sullen Ray Carling, we 
have ex-Sopranos (1999-2007) and Goodfellas (1990) actor 
Michael Imperioli, who turns Gene Hunt's sidekick into a mutton-
chopped, smart-mouthed wise guy who looks like he might well 
know someone, who could get someone else 'whacked' if it came 
down to it.  Imperioli's Ray, with his Italian-American swagger 
and the intertextual associations of his previous roles, references 
a whole different police and wider social and political culture to 
the one from which the British Ray is drawn.  By contrast, the US 
version of Chris Skelton is a much more conventional character 
than his British counterpart.  He is a nice-looking, good-
humoured, slightly naive rookie who you know by season's end 
will have learned some valuable lessons from his superiors; 
Chris's peculiarly British gormlessness seems not to fit so well 
into the US police drama's stock of character archetypes, so US 
Chris is translated as a more neutral secondary character. 

Annie Norris, the stateside equivalent of WPC Annie Cartwright is 
a much less cowed and vulnerable figure. Played by glamorous 
Gretchen Mol, she is feisty and relatively self-assured.  She is 
much more likely to stand up for herself than the diffident British 
Annie.  Of course, the series' location in 1973 places Annie just 
one year away from Equal Opportunities legislation in the US that 
allowed women to become fully-fledged police officers, rather 
than just members of the women's division.  At the end of one 
episode, Annie tells a prisoner in the cells that her ambition is to 
be a detective - not an idea you can ever imagine occurring to 
British Annie.  However, the realisation of this ambition is still 
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clearly a long way down the line, and Annie has to put up with 
being referred to as 'No-Nuts-Norris' by a Ray who, although 
sharper and sassier than his UK equivalent, is still every bit as 
much an unreconstructed chauvinist. 

The choice of Sam, played by Irish actor Jason O'Mara, articulates 
with the American crime show context upon which Life on Mars 
US draws. O'Mara's Sam is much more of a conventionally 
handsome leading man than Simm's Sam Tyler; in fact he looks 
not unlike Steve McQueen, a fact remarked upon by a character 
in the first episode.  It may be the case that this is the intention, 
just as John Simm reputedly based the look of his character on 
Bodie, the character played by Lewis Collins in The Professionals. 
Of course The Professionals post-dates the imagined setting of 
the series in 1973, but referencing it gave the character a cool 
look, which made him stand a little apart from the distinctly 
polyester 1970s fashions of the rest of the cast.  So US Sam's 
short hair and leather jacket make him look different and 
distinctive from the more conventional 1970s style gear of his 
colleagues. 

US Sam is also much more in the mode of US heart-throb 
detectives like Starsky and Hutch (1975-1979) or Michael 
Douglas's Mike Stone in The Streets of San Francisco.  He is taller 
and stronger by far than both Keitel's Gene Hunt and Imperioli's 
Carling, and a much less vulnerable and isolated figure than 
British Sam; US Sam engages us in his situation in quite a 
different way to the original: Simm's character is in a bleak and 
frequently frightening world, where everyday reality - often in 
itself fairly bleak - is interrupted by the impact of Sam's condition 
in the real world, hooked up to machines and probed by doctors.  
US Sam seems at once more accepting of the world in which he 
finds himself - a world which is presented as much less gloomy 
than 1970s Manchester and is less troubled by constant jarring 
interventions from the world from which he came.  

The atmosphere in the fictive worlds of both series is congruent 
with the fictive worlds from which they draw inspiration.  The 
original Sam encounters a 1970s re-imagined from realistic, 
gritty, British drama, whilst American Sam interacts with a 1970s 
constructed from forty-minute entertainment police shows which 
mixed action, drama, romance and a positive resolution at the 
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end.  To a British viewer, 1970s America ironically looks more 
familiar and simply less old-fashioned than its British equivalent.  
It also seems a more agreeable place to be. There is a television 
showing adverts, and cheekily, television cop show Cannon 
(1971-1976) in the US police station; Sam shares a landing with 
a friendly Goldie Hawn-alike hippie, Windy, and unlike the dowdy 
Manchester streets the New York streets are alive with colour and 
crowds. 

More practically, the writers of the US version, according to 
interviews they gave on the show's podcast, had every hope of 
continuing the series beyond the UK version's two series.  This 
means that there was not the same narrative drive to complete 
the story in a fixed time frame.  British Sam's story arc had been 
established in advance and hints as to the writers' intentions are 
peppered throughout the two series.  The American writers did 
not have a clearly established view of where they would be taking 
the Sam story, thus the drama was much less tightly wound and 
driven. 

In a sense US Sam's experience seems much more about living in 
and making sense of the 1970s than desperately trying to get 
back to the 2000s.  His experiences seem less fraught with 
conflict and despair than British Sam, and US Sam has much 
more pleasurable times.  As a viewer there is not the same sense 
of anxiety for this Sam's plight; he has a much more open and 
frank relationship with Annie, for example, and she seems less 
concerned with the minutiae and proprieties of this relationship.  
Sam also has a positive relationship with his hippie neighbour 
Windy, and with her otherworldly beliefs she seems to understand 
and accept that there might well be more out there in the world 
than we can possibly understand, and that were Sam to go into 
all his story with her it would not seem impossible 

Life on Mars US also begins to extend the narrative, propelling 
Sam in directions other than those related to solving his central 
dilemma.  Ray and the rest of the squad encourage Sam to sleep 
with a social worker who turns out to be Gene's estranged 
daughter.  This plotline, with its elements of farcical comedy 
drama, and the very fact that Sam would do such a thing, move 
into a different dramatic area to that previously trodden by the 
original.   British Sam is seen as having success with women 
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primarily because he displays understanding and sensitivity in his 
approach to them, something singularly lacking in his colleagues' 
approach.   US Sam is, however, presented as a much more 
straightforward sex symbol who may be generally gentle and 
understanding in his treatment of women, but is nevertheless the 
kind of blue-eyed, all-American hero that could have been chosen 
by central casting.  Again the US version treads the path of more 
conventional 1970s police drama, foregrounding less a tortured 
and angst-ridden everyman than a charming, affable leading man 
who happens somehow to have been transported to the early 
1970s. 

In March 2009, it was suddenly announced that the series would 
be discontinued.  A victim of shaky ratings and inconsistent time 
slots, Life on Mars US seems never to have had the stable 
transmission time and critical and ultimately popular affirmation 
afforded its UK counterpart.  Life on Mars UK offered audiences a  
new hybrid fantasy crime drama.   US audiences were offered a 
further twist on the theme; an American reimagining of this 
combination of television drama genres.  Did US audiences 
struggle with a high concept raised just too high for comfortable 
consumption?  Were UK audiences better prepared for a 
mainstream crime drama that deployed fantasy and the 
supernatural in the light of the success of Russell T Davies' 
reworking of the Dr Who (2005- ) formula?  Audience response 
on the ABC website forums for the series would suggest that 
there was definite interest and enthusiasm building.   Had it been 
given longer to develop it may well have proven the kind of long-
term cult phenomenon which the UK series became.  

As it stands the first and final season of Life on Mars US offered 
all the anticipated pleasures to be expected from the excellence 
of the premise of the original concept of Life on Mars added to the 
very different experience of revisiting and reliving life in the 
United States of the early 1970s through twenty-first century 
eyes. 
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Kaminey 

Dir: Vishal Bhardwaj, India, 2009 

A Review by Sagnik Banerjee, University of Calcutta, India 

The pied piper of Bollywood cinema is at it again. After bringing 
the universality of Shakespeare to the Indian mainstream screen, 
Vishal Bhardwaj has brought to Indian screen 'the cops and 
gangster genre'. We already had films like Satya (1998), D 
(2005) and Company (2002), all from director Ram Gopal Verma 
and his production house. We had already been attuned to 
Hollywood films like Scorsese's Goodfellas (1990) and The 
Departed (2006). So what was new in Kaminey (2009)? The film 
stands out in its rendition not only from the others within the 'the 
cops and gangster genre', but also from Hindi cinema in general. 

From the very opening of the film we witness its furious pace. The 
chase, a feature that really earmarks the basic plot of the film, is 
brought to us early on. The plot is essentially Bollywood, right out 
of the Ram aur Shyam (1967) mode - a case of mistaken 
identity, twin brothers with speech disabilities and a drug deal 
gone horribly wrong. Bhardwaj has a penchant for taking actors 
out of their comfort zone. Actors like Tabu and Irrfan were 
impeccable in Maqbool (2003). So was Shabana Azmi in Makdee 
(2002). And yet, to the common audience these names are not 
associated with the 'superstar' category and tend to be associated 
with method acting of the likes of Brando. However, it is certain 
now that what Omkara (2006) did for Saif Ali Khan, in his 
performance of Iago, Kaminey will do for Shahid Kapoor, Kapoor 
bringing out the two personas of the twin brothers Charlie and 
Guddu quite effortlessly.   

Hindi cinema needs to get out of its comfort zone and quite 
certainly Bhardwaj is the man for the job. The days of the 
beautiful love story, and the practice of portraying the west 
(especially America and Britain) as the dream world through 
stories of non-residential Indians is over. Acknowledged in this 
film are the shades of grey that lie within all of us. Vishal paints 
his characters altogether grey, the audience sees them and are 
discomforted by the experience. Kaminey is not a film that 
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pleases our senses but takes the audience out of their mental 
comfort zone, and quite rightly so. 

All the characters have their own motivations. We see two 
brothers who are driven by their own cause and yet who love 
each other. We also see a ruthless drug lord, Tashi, who is not all 
black and mean, since he loves his wife. Cops are corrupt as well 
as good. The Bookie brothers, who understand nothing but 
money, still want to avenge the death of their murdered brother. 
Last but not least, we find a Marathi upstart politician who, 
despite his ruthless motivation to scale up the ladder, loves his 
sister. It is to this character that Amol Gupte lends life. We are 
always reminded of Jack Nicholson in The Departed, Bhope Bhau 
even surpassing the character of Frank Costello. The 
megalomaniac character in Kaminey is possibly Vishal Bhardwaj's 
masterstroke. Charlie, the 'dashing' brother amongst the twins 
deserves mention as Shahid Kapoor portrays him shedding his 
chocolate boy image. Also we cannot forget Chandan Roy Sanyal, 
an artist who started his theatrical career under the mentorship 
of legendary Habib Tanvir, the director of the Naya Theatre 
Company and who acted in the play Mudara-Rakshasha (The 
demon's Signet Ring). Sanyal brings in that shade of madness so 
essential in this genre. Be it the 'dhan te nan' track, or the 
'spiderman spiderman' dance or the entire Bhope Bhau-Tope 
Bhau shootout episode, he leaves a lasting impact. Priyanka 
Chopra deglamorizes herself beautifully as the twin brother 
Guddu's love interest and gives a packed performance. 

Characters excel in a quite predictable, typical Bollywood style 
plot. However here Vishal Bhardwaj's mastery lies in the way he 
has filmed the entire movie. Kaminey is essentially a very well 
crafted film, something that is mostly absent in Bollywood. An 
example of this is the way in which Charlie's dream and ambition 
is portrayed using almost Resnais like surreal cinematic language. 
The film opens with Charlie chasing a fluttering note (a 
metaphoric presentation of his dream) and is carried through a 
magical aura to the dream gambling booth at the races titled 
'Charlie's dream'. 

All the characters are the unwanted and undated subalterns: 
those about whom one usually remains quiet. Subalterns, not just 
of the society but of our own mind our own psyche. Bhardwaj had 
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sought to change perceptions and has done it remarkably well. 
He knew that these kinds of films require atmosphere and with 
the impeccable cinematography of Tassaduq Hussain creates that 
effect quite masterfully capping off with the apocalyptic gang war 
sequence at the end. Together with the background chorus score 
Bhardwaj weaves a sequence that brings back memories of the 
Willard killing Kurtz sequence in Apocalypse Now (1979). Shots 
taken under trying lighting conditions, capture the hazy grey 
shades quite brilliantly, something that is essential to the film. A 
constant use of subjective shots deftly shows careful attention 
given to every scene and its composition. We never see the film 
from a third angle point but always are brought out of our 
comfort zone into the action, a world full of scoundrels of which 
we are a part, even though we may seek to deny it. The editing 
at times leaves a little to be desired as during the middle the film 
drops pace (but overall paints a good picture). 

A special note and mention must be given to the music. Bhardwaj 
scores again and fills the film with brilliance. From the 
onomatopoeic 'fatak' at the start to the title track sung by Vishal 
Bhardwaj himself and the chart busting 'dhan te nan', the score 
has cemented his established reputation as an accomplished 
composer. The music seems attuned to the plot and unlike typical 
Bollywood the music and the songs seem an integral part of the 
plot. A trend had already been started in Bollywood mainstream 
cinema where songs are not lipped by onscreen actors but are 
used as moods of reflection and added to portray the moods of 
actors and sequences of mind. Bhardwaj takes it even further and 
leads it almost to perfection. The songs are not dull and don't 
slow down the plot at all. The background score also adds to the 
feel of the film. 

Vishal Bhradwaj's Kaminey is a 'must watch' for any lover of 
quality cinema. Like the Scorseses, Copollas and Tarantinos of 
Hollywood, Bhardwaj has found a middle path in the centre of the 
world's biggest movie industry. He has again shown that he is 
truly the finest auteur of cinema working currently in Bollywood. 
To quote Charlie: for true cinematic success, artistic and 
economic, there can be no 'fortcut' (due to Charlie's speech 
impediment he pronounces all's' sounds as 'f'. So 'shortcut' is 
'fortcut')… And definitely no 'chhota fortcut' ('little shortcut'). 


