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The Only Game in Town

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

Perhaps because of its Las Vegas locale, George Stevens’s The Only Game in
Town improves as the stakes in its story are raised. Based on Frank D. Gilroy’s
superb play, the film opens shakily with a meet cute between Joe Grady
(Warren Beatty), an impetuous piano player, and Fran Walker (Elizabeth Taylor),
a vulnerable chorus girl past her prime. Beatty looks bored by some of the
barbs that Gilroy’s script requires him to enunciate. For one thing, Joe has the
annoying habit of quoting both sides of a conversation: ‘Why don't you come
in?’ ‘Don’t mind if | do.’

After Joe and Fran spend the night together in Fran’s dingy apartment,
however, we realise that this is no routine romantic comedy. On waking, they
almost pass for young marrieds, as she offers him his choice of orange or
pineapple juice and he moans about her supply of razor blades. Before long,
Joe moves in, and we fear any more familiarity between these two will breed
contempt — yet it turns out they aren’t looking for excitement but solidity.
Indeed, the most daring aspect of Stevens’s portrayal of Joe and Fran is that
their relationship isn’t based on any sort of moony infatuation (though at one
point Joe croons bars from ‘Some Enchanted Evening’ to Fran — an unlikely
but touching moment). Instead, Fran offers motherly admonitions to Joe about
his self-destructive gambling (he loses his savings at casinos more than once),
while he recognises her care for him (a major episode concerns her hiding his
money so that he doesn’t bet with it again), even though he admits he could
attract interest from other women. Taylor has never seemed so poignantly
middle-aged, far more authentically ‘discontent’ than in Who's Afraid of Virginia
Woolf? four years earlier.

In the end, Joe convinces Fran to marry him after a sleepless night in which
both contemplate life without the other — here, Stevens and cinematographer
Henri Decaé succeed in evoking Las Vegas with the awful early-morning light
streaming through the windows. True to form, Joe remains utilitarian in his
reasons for wanting to get hitched, one of them being the embarrassment it will
avoid when they register at hotels.

Peter Tonguette, Sight and Sound, August 2013
A contemporary review

With its closed set, its lengthy duologues, and the relentless opening and
shutting of doors, The Only Game in Town frankly reveals its origins on the
Broadway stage. Adapting his own play, Frank D. Gilroy has made routine
concessions to ‘opening out’ the film, such as the scenes in the casino, and
George Stevens includes one or two montage sequences to evoke the night
life of Las Vegas — neon signs, coloured fountains, the bright lights of the
gambling halls. But finally all these additions only serve to remind us that the
centre is firmly studio-bound. Equally firmly old-fashioned, too, not only in the
high-gloss finish of Henri Decaé’s photography (punctuated by misty close-
ups), but also in the story’s cosy revelation that both chorus girl and gambler
have hearts of gold, and that marriage is finally the ‘only game in town’.

The film’s formula would seem pretty outmoded if only one didn’t feel that
everyone concerned so thoroughly believed in it. Elizabeth Taylor and Warren
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Beatty conduct their private sex war with obvious relish, alternately vindictive
and sentimental, cynical and nostalgic, neither quite lowering their defences
until the final scene. In some scenes, too, the translation to film is a clear
advantage. As Fran tries to say goodbye to Joe over the phone, she is
interrupted by Lockwood’s voice, reminiscing banally through the open door of
the bedroom; the cross-cutting of all three faces — Lockwood complaisant, Joe
bewildered, Fran transfixed in doubt — intensifies our sense of her mental
conflict. And earlier Lockwood’s arrival at the empty flat is effectively cut into
the scene of Fran and Joe’s idyllic — if rather obtrusively process-shot —
afternoon on the boat.

Even the gambling scenes emerge as more than embellishment, Stevens using
the camera to record the sharp fluctuations of Joe’s expression more than the
dynamics of the game itself. It is the authenticity and solidly actor-based style
of Stevens’ direction that makes the film, however stagy and old-fashioned in
parts, rather less a stereotype of its times than, say, Peter Yates’ John and
Mary, signalling its contemporariness with an attention to voguish peripheral
detail.

The fact that the detail here is dramatic rather than ornamental rescues the fim
from the perilous brink of woman’s magazine fiction. Elizabeth Taylor’s chorus
girl waddle accords nicely with the innocuous vulgarities of her apartment
(garish gilt mirror, cheap china jugs). And Warren Beatty’s wisecracking, boyish
charm — something of a repeat Mickey One — is consistent with his impetuous
gambling itch and his dependence on Fran. ‘Can you imagine if they outlawed
gambling, what a ghost town this place would be,’ says Joe, setting the scene
for Fran’s attempt to reform his gambling habits. And if the bourgeois sophistry
of the conclusion — forswearing the erratic thrills of the dice for the sublime
hazard of marriage — seems in retrospect rather suspect, it is a measure of the
actors’ achievement that the final clinch and fadeout (no less) come over as
more than a piece of wishful manoeuvring.

Nigel Andrews, Monthly Film Bulletin, May 1970

Programme notes and credits compiled by Sight and Sound and the BFI Documentation Unit
Notes may be edited or abridged | Browse online at theb.fi/programme-notes
Questions/comments? Email prognotes@bfi.org.uk



