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ATLANTIC CITY

Producer: Denis HerouxtDirector:
Louis  Malle!Screenpluy:  John
Guare! Photography: Richard
CiupkaiMusic:  Michel  Legrand]
Editor: Susanne Baron/Production
design: Anne Pritchard/105 min-
utes. Colour, Cast: Burt Lancaser,
Susan Sarandon, Kate Reid, Michel
Piccoli, Hollis MclLaren, Robert
Joy, Al Waxman, Robert Goulet.
No French dircctor has become
acclimatised to the United States as
effortlessly as Louis Mualle: and
altbough his new Bilmis a less subtie
a  vocative achievement than his
previous American movie  Preity
Baby, it sull cxhibits his shamp
response o the  picturesquely
sleuzy aspects of Stateside  geo-
graphy and sociul history.  Like
New Orleans in Prewry Baby, the
New Jersey resort of Atlantic City
has a chequered record of hedonis-
tc, rafbshly shady activities: and
Malle's piece. wittily scripted by
John Guare, constantly reminds us
of this turbulent past, linking the
pliace’s progress to the carcers of
the story’s main characters.

The use of the robust song ~On
The Boardwulk™ (celebrating the
oy s tourist attraction in the late
19th century) also connects with
the revival of the town’s fortunes in
the 19405 (after the prohibition
excitements of the Twenties gave
w0 the Thirtics Depression)
T song wias written tor Thre
Lirde Girls {n Blue, the 1964 Foy
musical set in Atlanne Ciny i the
carly, boomi vears of the 20th
century. And this echo of Fox
musicals of the Forties has an
added relevance o one of the
principal figures in Malle's picture:
the  blowsy. elderly  ganpster’s
widow Grace, who came to the
town in World War Two to com-
pete in a Betty Grable tookalike
contest. Malle and Guare combine,
100, the out-of-scason desolation of
the city as portrayed in Bob
Rafelson’s 1972 The King of
Marvin Gardens (set in a period
when the resort had once more
become unfashionable) with the
place’s renewed popularity since
the legulising of gambling in 1978.

Sally. an ambitious young casino
en? yee, is so clated by this legal
frecaom that she declares “I'm
going to deal my way 1o Montwe
Carlo!™ — causing her clderly ad-
mirer Lou to comment, half-devot-
cdly but half-ironically, “A regular
Princess Grace!” However, Lou —
a veteran of the “numbers™ racket,
a colleague of Grace's hoodlum
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husband and now her scrvant a. d
occasional stud — is more jaun-
diced than Sally in his attitude to
Atlantic City's resurgence a5 a
punter’s paradise. He yecarns for
the town as it used to be when he
first knew it, when the racketeers
really had class. In part. of course,
he simply pines tor his irretrievably
lost youth. He dreams of being
“horn agam™. just as the resort is
being “born again™ (according to
the Paul Anka song  delivered
during  the movie by Robert
Goulet). Fhs scarch for his vani-
shed vesterdavs inevitably tihes an
crotic fovus, beaatitully establishied
i the openmy seene as be spics on
Sally while - he anmomis her body
with lemon joace, The sensuous ver
plutenic mood ol worship s haunt-
inghy underlined by the strains of
“Custae Diva™ from Bellini's
“Norma™. Typieaily, though, this
musical motif proves to have its
own share of ironies. Sally is listen-
ing to this high art out of duty, at
the request of a suavely amorous
croupier who sceks o make her his
casino Triby. But in reality she is
far from the “chaste goddess™ hym-
ned in the operatic aria. Lou's rev-
erence for her voung and innocent
brand of sexuality is nisplaced. and
is 1N any case mingled with under-
lying tust. Morcover, Sally is quite
ready to utilise his experience us a
“man of the world™ to further her
career (“Teach me stuff ™ she begs
him). And when he confesses his
voyeurism. she seduces im partly
in attered arousal, partly to bene-
fit from his seiasoned wisdom in
carnal matters as in other arcas ot
ltving.

Fate brings the couple into con-
tact with cocaine peddling, theft
and murder: Lou, like the old
master-crook  in. The Asphalt
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Burt Lancaster, as Lou und Susan Sarandon as Sally in Lowis Malle’s Atlantic Cin

Jungle, s an ageing lawbreaker
with a weakness for pretty girls
which could be his downfall. The
core ol Adantic City lies in its
sardonic yet-sympathetic charting
of the relationship that develops
between Lou and Sally. Burt
Lancaster is able to blend nostalgic
cchoes of his youthful appearances
in Fortics pangster melodramas
with equally potent reminders of
his more recent incarnations  of
fading virility in Visconti's films.
And Susan Sarandon, as in Preny
Baby, cmbodies o perfection a
Kind ot bruised voluptuousness, a
hard-cdeed vet soft-centred ambi-
sty of temininity . Kate Reid as
Guarce. and Holls MclLaren as a
spaced-nut voung hippic, stand out
among the supporting cast: and
Malle and Guare draw a shrewd
paratiel when Grace reminisces of
her beauty-contest days (U1 was a
princess!™), by cutting to Sally
{LoD’s otherPrincess Grace™). In
deciding which of his “two Graces”
Lou ends up with, the writer and
director have to choose between
finishing their tale in the style of
The Asphalt Jungle (or, indeed,
perhaps  High Sierra and Gun
Crazy and the two versions of
Thieves Like Us), or finding an
alternative  resolution  possibly
more attuned to the cynical, rcal
istic coddes of the 1980s.

The cpisodes culminating in the
chosen conctusion are not totally
satisfactory:  the  film's  black-
comedy clements — always evident
in the chance interactions of the
characters — arguably get a shade
out of hand when Sally attempts,
for instance, to pass Lou off as her
retarded father; and the final effect
of the movie lacks the psychologi-
cal concentration and intensity of
Malle’s very best work.” His new

picture, in fact, ulumately fails w
rise fully above the level of unec-
dote. But judged on that level, it
TCmains a superior entertainment:
wry, touching, often persuasivi
Much of the visual and verbal detatl
is memorasble. There's the dn
humour of Lou’s remark about the
altrusm of certain people ("Sinatr.
gives wings 10 hospitals. We ull do
what we can™). There's the delic
ous silliness of the hippie girl~
declaration 1 never wear seat-
belts: T don't bulieve in gravity”
Ther:'s the way in which Sally turn~
Lou and herself on to lovemaking.
by asking him o recreate hi
voveuristic sensations, while  <hy
duplicates her ritual of unbuttcning
her blouse before rubbing hemelt
with the lemons. And there is the
way Malle holds Lou’s face in un-
sparing closc-up, retlecting the old
man’s anguished sclf-contempt as
he is unable 1o stop Sally being
attacked by thugs (although Sally's
own anxiety, when she finally stag-
gers to her feet, is for him).
contrast to this scene is Lou™
hysterical, incredulous laughter
when he eventually kills the two
hoods (committing murder for the
first time in his crooked life).
followed by his eager apeal to Sally
("Didn’t I protect you?"), and her
worry this time about herself (she 1
afraid that one of the heavies may
have cut her face with a knife}. The
contributions to the piece’s consist-
ently watchable impact by director,
screenwriter and actors are admir-
ably supplemented by Richard
Ciupka's vivid camerawork, and by
the rich varicty of Anne Pritchard’s
set design (embracing hotels. cas
inos, dim red-lamped bars, cletter
ed bedrooms, and icily scedy wasn
rooms. :
Douglas McVay




