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RAZOR SHARP: THE FABULOUS WOMEN OF HOWARD HAWKS

Only Angels Have Wings

Everyone drawn to action cinema is drawn to Howard Hawks. And those who
love Hawks love Only Angels Have Wings (1939) in a particularly intense way.
It is a virtual encyclopaedia of his gestures, obsessions, and stylistic
manoeuvres, and | think it has defined, in a way still unsurpassed, what
Hollywood action cinema has been in the subsequent six decades.

| esteem Only Angels Have Wings to be the central work in the Hawks canon,
but with caveats. It’s not as visually beautiful a film as Scarface (1932) or Red
River (1947). Its central romantic pairing of stars, Cary Grant and Jean Arthur,
is not as charismatic as that of Bogart and Bacall in 7he Big Sleep (1946) or
To Have and Have Not (1944). Its humorous moments are not as wildly funny
as the best moments in his comedies, and its action sequences, while well
done, are not particularly memorable by contemporary standards. What On/y
Angels does have going for it is a unique completeness of vision. Of this film
you can say what you can say of few films: that it is a thorough creation of a
world, a complete expression of one artist’s programme. To me this is as good
a pragmatic definition of a masterpiece as there is.

To talk precisely and critically about this film, and about Hawks’ art in general,
is fiendishly difficult. His importance is anything but obvious, and though he has
attracted astonishingly articulate supporters over the years (Rivette, Truffaut,
Andrew Sarris at his best, Robin Wood at his best), | feel that the difficulties
involved in accounting for him have been glossed over. His films are not as well
photographed as Ford’s, not as beautiful as von Sternberg’s, not as excitingly
innovative as Welles’, not as violent as Aldrich’s or Fuller’'s or Mann’s. Though
he is not devoid of sheer pictorial skill when so inclined, the superiority of his
movies is not reliably measured by a proportional superiority of visual means.
How can such a figure have won over so much critical opinion?

What criticism thus far has been unable to describe precisely with respect to
Hawks is that his directorial style is not a discernible, material phenomenon.
Rather it is the interesting, distinctive unity of a world that synthesises disparate
rhetorical, verbal, visual and dramaturgical capacities. What happens when we
watch a Hawks film is that all its elements — visual and literary alike — solicit
from us a particular kind of analytical scrutiny. Camera position and editing
prompt that process, as does Hawks’ particular concentration on his stars.
And then of course there’s the question of what narrative information he
decides to include or exclude.

Thus Only Angels, the ur-Hawks action film, is much more a comparative and
analytical discussion of action than a depiction of action. At the start of the
movie — which is about commercial aviators flying the mail from a tiny outpost
in Barranca, Colombia — a character, Joe, introduced centrally in the opening
minutes, dies. This death is entirely offscreen, monitored on radio by the hero,
Geoff (Cary Grant), and by almost all the crucial supporting characters who will
make up the rest of the story. Misleadingly, Joe has been introduced to the
audience as a potential protagonist. His death is abrupt, and Geoff, the real
central figure, the firm’s boss, sums things up: ‘He wasn’t good enough.” Many
things are extraordinary about the sequence, but most impressive is the speed
with which the situations are created and then surpassed. After only about ten
minutes of film, we are made to feel that the discussion of action by the
characters (the analysis of who is good at what they do and who isn’t) has a
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strange, almost philosophical rigour, without ever having become explicitly
intellectual. We immediately sense, without being nudged or told, that we're
not just talking about flying, but perhaps about making films, or about how
to live.

In this universe of constant evaluation and judgment, acts of physical prowess
are essentially forms of interpersonal communication. There is no moment
foregrounded in Hawks that is not a modification of the status of interpersonal
relationships. Aio Bravois all about Dean Martin, Ricky Nelson and Walter
Brennan proving to John Wayne in one episode after another that they are
competent to stand by him in scenes of danger. The comparable central
situation in Only Angels involves Arthur’s progress in proving to Grant that she
comprehends the flyer's code and way of life, demonstrating that [Richard]
Barthelmess can regain his lost connection with that code — and finally there is
the question of whether Geoff, the hyper-rational, hyper-professional leader,
can balance the constant adjustments in the problems issuing both from his
employees and from that ultimately irrational force, nature itself.

In addition to working with his colleagues, and facing the blind chaos of natural
forces, Geoff must also define himself by how he deals with women. The
Hawks hero is not necessarily the biggest, scariest, most dangerous man
around, but he is immediately the most attractive to women, and that’s a
double-edged capability. That a man is suitable as an erotic choice marks him
for risk; his enjoyment of that capacity seems to depend on his ability to
repudiate it.

Basically, to appeal to women is to court the unstable, to enter that sphere of
human action that cannot be completely known or defined by any code. What
a Hawks hero does with women at the end of the day is to consent to the risk
of being with them, just as he risks being a hunter or a flyer (the analogy
between women and ‘big game’ is expanded comedically in both Bringing Up
Baby, 1938, and Hatari, 1961).

The sexual aggressiveness of Hawks’ women is much commented on. Is he an
early feminist, or are these women just men in drag, or worse, an adolescent’s
dream of girls who are ‘easy’? There is still another possibility — Hawks may
simply have been averse to the stereotypical genteel studio female of his day.
He decided to give women more authority and power and sexual aggression,
borrowing from his understanding of men, simply so as to do something a bit
different. The Hawks heroine (in this case, Jean Arthur) has her specific talent
(Arthur’s first sit-down at the piano, performing to prove she’s one of the bunch
after Joe has died, is a showstopper) and she is aware of her charisma. Such
women walk around aware that they are different from other women in the
world of the particular film, and maybe they are also aware of their difference
from women in other movies. The heroine’s superiority is reflexive with respect
to movie-conventions.

In another sense, Hawks’ women are identified with the audience. In Only
Angels, as well as Hatari/ and Rio Bravo and in a different way Red River, a
woman enters the closed world of men as she enters the story, in order to
have the story of the film told to her. She learns about the configuration of
friendships, jealousies and angers, so as to enable the audience to learn.
She evaluates whom she ought to love and why, as an emblem of whom the
audience ought ultimately to side with and love.

Larry Gross, Sight and Souna, February 1997
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