BIG SCREEN CLASSICS

Escape from Alcatraz

Who knows whether Don Siegel saw A Man Escaped, but this account of a
prisoner’s quietly determined attempts to escape the renowned island
penitentiary feels surprisingly Bressonian, partly due to the low-key
performance by Clint Eastwood (whose own best directorial efforts are
marked by restraint), and partly due to the focus on the tedious routine of
prison life and the strength of spirit required to survive it.

bfi.org.uk

SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away some of the plot.

One of the inevitable rituals of £scape from Alcatraz takes place in the shower
room, where the new inmate, Frank Morris (Clint Eastwood), is approached by
the Rock’s current bully boy, Wolf, who leeringly announces that he is looking
for a new ‘punk’. Wolf’s sexual suggestion results, satisfyingly and none too
gently, in his having his mouth washed out with soap. But a more significant
riposte comes earlier, in a first exchange of taunting pleasantries. Wolf:
‘Where’d they transfer you from?’ Morris: ‘Atlanta.” Wolf: ‘Nice town, Atlanta.’
Morris: ‘| never saw it.” As economic a distillation of prison experience as one
would expect of both the film and its star, the line is prepared for by a speech
of the Warden’s (‘From this day on, your world will be everything that happens
in this building’) and translated into one image that persistently punctuates the
story and all routine on the Rock: Alcatraz Island, nestled in San Francisco
Bay, with the city and the other world it represents in unbridgeable proximity.

This view, repeated from a variety of positions and in a variety of weathers, is
the film in a nutshell, and one might reject the whole by dismissing the detall
as conventional, atmospheric scene-setting. But Don Siegel’s imagery is as
spare as the dialogue — which would make such a lapse into visual cliché
unlikely —and in the overall stylisation of the film, the shots of the island are no
more or less realistic than the dialogue, teetering between the irreducibly
functional and the potentially abstract. They signal the essential metaphor in a
film that is not ‘about’ prison life except in purely imagistic terms: the island
within the city, cells within cells. And they are tightly suggestive of a pattern
that is really the ‘story’ of the film: the opening shot is the only one to connect
island, harbour and city with pointed camera movement, as Morris is ferried
out to the prison; the final sequence is the only one where the action as well
as the camera is placed outside Alcatraz, as the puzzled authorities searching
Angel Island look back at the Rock, which has become defunct as an escape-
proof prison (it was closed, an end title states, less than a year after the real-
life disappearance of Frank Morris and the Anglin brothers) and now houses
only a conundrum.

Escape from Alcatraz might best be described as a puzzle movie, and not
simply because we never learn what happens to its escapees, after their life-
raft built-for-three out of Popuiar Mechanics disappears into the darkness.
lts theme might be summarised in the image of a Chinese box, and in his
sparely organised mise-en-scene Siegel imposes the image at every turn of
the story. Even on a narrative level, this repeating chamber effect, the



geometrical symmetry of the problem, is all: once the men are out, once the
puzzle is cracked, it is irrelevant what happens to them in another world.

A further pleasing symmetry is that £scape from Alcatraz should pick up from
the film that was Siegel’s breakthrough as a director, Riot in Cell Block 17
(1954), even to the conditions of its making. Both were shot inside actual
prisons, with a minimum of studio work and largely unknown casts (including
real convicts for the mass breakout into the yard in Aioi). For its setting alone,
the prison movie might be proposed as the perfect Siegel subject — and
Escape from Alcatraz his most perfect, completely achieved film, as distilled
(in a different way, subject matter notwithstanding) as Bresson.

Time and space, naturally enough, have particular relevance in a prison movie.
In Escape from Alcatraz, they are virtually all there is, because this is one of
the most pared-away genre films ever made. A rigorously functional escape
drama, concentrating on the step-by-step mechanics of breaking-out, in a
unique sense it is, as its baffled critics have claimed, ‘nothing more’ than an
escape movie. The special sophistication of the film, however, is that time and
space are also deployed as perfectly formalised elements, concepts of prison
life rather than an attempt to reproduce and/or exploit it as an experience.
Embedded as such in a minimal narrative, they are made disconcertingly
concrete both by the film’s visual qualities and by the very tactics of that
distilled, reflexive and ironic narrative.

The abstract aspects, of course, are not separate from but develop out of the
way Siegel has shaped, refined, virtually idealised his material. Where the
Interplay of genre and treatment, action and context, realistic pretence and
idealising practice have previously resulted in the contrariness of his films,
here they stand as full-blown contradictions. What most films do is
comfortably (and unthinkingly) to accommodate one to the other; what Siegel
has often done in the past is to accomplish this as a specific task (characters
having to work their way out of streamlined genre structures). What E£scape
from Alcatraz has the confidence to do is to function simultaneously, but quite
simply, as a quintessential escape story and a metaphorical representation of
the same. By sedulously reducing, or playing down, his material in one area —
characterisation, connecting incident, object lessons spelled out a la Riot in
Cell Block 17— Siegel has realised unexpected potential in another.

Richard Combs, Sight and Sound, Spring 1980
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