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The Reverend Abernathy spoke of a plate Qf salad shared Wltl’;-
Dr King at the Lorraine Motel, creating a gs.:1ef~1aden scenerir'g -
the Last Supper. How odd it was after all, this exalted Blac‘l-< Eh'
eration, played out at the holy table and at Get%lsen‘fane, it ;_:.
Garden,” as the hymas have it. A moment in h.;story, eac
instance filled with symbolism and the aura of Christian memo}:y :
Perhaps what was celebrated in Atlanta was an end, not a be-
ginning—the waning of the siow, sweet dream of Salvatlof},- :
through Christ, for the Negro masses.

ROBERT WARSHOW

The Gangster as Tragic Hero

_AMBRICA, as a social and political organization, is committed
toa cheerful view of life. It could not be otherwise. The sense of
tragedy is a luxury of aristocratic societies, where the fate of
the individual is not conceived of as having a direct and legit-
imate political importance,  being determined by a fixed and
supra-political-—that is, non-controversial—moral order or fate.
Modetn equalitarian societies, however, whether democratic or
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American or a Russian is unhappy, it implies a certain reproba-
ion-of his society, and therefore, by a logic of which we can
l'tecognize the necessity, it becomes an obligation of citizen-
hip to be cheerful; if the authorities find it necessary, the citizen
may even be compelled to make a public display of his cheerful-
ess-on important occasions, just as he may be conscripted into
he'army in time of war.

‘Naturally, this civic responsibility rests most strongly upon
¢ organs of mass culture. The individual citizen may still be
mitted his private unhappiness so long as it does not take on
olitical significance, the extent of this tolerance being deter-
ited by how large an area of private life the society can accom-
odate. But every production of mass culture is a public act and
ust - conform with accepted notions of the public good.
obody setiously questions the principle that it is the function
mass culture to maintain public morale, and certainly nobody

the mass audience objects to having his morale maintained, At
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.. From this point of vi initi -
g thi point of view, the initial contact between the film
. ence 1s an agreed concepti i
. : tion of human life: th
18 a being with the possibiliti 5 c. This prin.
. sibilities of success or fai i i
e ' or failure. This prin-
5 fd;et?;’ l?elongs‘ to the city; one must emerge from the ci)wd
o e o § zsafrllgtl_';mg. On that basis the necessity of the action is
\ It progresses by inalterable path i
~where the gangster lie i s bece medony
_ s dead and the principl i
where an principle has been modified:
o re is really only one possibility—failure. "The final meanin f
c} city is anonymity and death. £°
0t i
S n v1;1(: kopenmg scene of Searface, we are shown a. successful
: " o,p Ie now he is successful because he has just given a party
= ulent proportions and because he i
e P use he is called Big Louje
: ¢ monstrous lack of cauti h its hi ‘
e ton, ne permits himself to
> ?}I:etf}?r 2 few momcnts', We understand from this imnmedi-
= ¥ that he is about to be killed. No convention of the gangster
: :{11 {:s ;z;odre strc};lngiy established than this: it is dangerous ‘{%} be
. Yet tne very conditions of su it imy
: ccess make it | ib
not to be alone, for success | e
e . ss is always the establish T
y alor : ; ment of an iudi-
: Iiz;aé} p:'e elrimnence that must be imposed on others, in whom it
: aticasny arouses hatred; the is
e e hatred; successful man is an outlaw
$ whole life is an efort i .
: . to assert himself indi
vidual, to draw him fvars g
self out of the d
s 0 d himse; ctowd, and he always dies
an individual; the fnal b {
_ ullet thrusts h
makes him, after all ™ s the
a failure. “‘Mother of God.’ ’
ok e , . r of God,” says the dvin
: hﬁtsie‘ Ca;sar,. ts this the end of Rico?’m—spea’kingy of hinirselgfg'
in the third person because what has been brought low is

world. And the gangster—though there are real gangsters——is
also, and primarily, a creature of the imagination. The real city,
one might say, produces only criminals; the imaginary city
produces the gangster: he is what we want to be and what we are-
afraid we may become. o
Thrown into the crowd without background or advantages,
with only those ambiguous skills which the rest of us—the real:
people of the real city—can only pretend to have, the gangster is-
required to make his way, to make his life and impose it on -
others. Usually, when we come upon him, he has already made
his choice or the choice has already been made for him, it
doesn’t matter which: we are not permitted to ask whether at
some point he could have chosen to be something else than what’
he ts. R
The gangster’s activity is actually a form of rational enterprise,
involving fairly definite goals and various techniques for achiev
ing them. But this rationality is usually no more than a vague back
ground; we know, perhaps, that the gangster sells liquor or that!
he operates a numbers racket; often we are not given even that:
much information. So his activity becomes a kind of pure cti
minality: he hurts people. Certainly our response to the gangste
film is most consistently and most universally a response f
sadism; we gain the double satisfaction of participating vicar
ously in the gangster’s sadism and then seeing it turned agaifist
the gangster himself. S
But on another level the quality of irrational brutality and
the quality of rational enterprise become one. Since we do'no
see the rational and routine aspects of the gangster’s behavio:
the practice of brutality—the quality of unmixed criminality=
becomes the totality of his career. At the same time, we are a
ways conscious that the whole meaning of this career is 2 dtiv
for success: the typical gangster film presents a steady upwar
progress followed by a very precipitate fall. Thus brutality itse
becomes at once the means to success and the content of su¢
cess—a success that is defined in its most general terms, nota
accomplishment or specific gain, but simply as the unlimite
possibility of aggression. (In the same way, film presentations ¢
businessmen tend to make it appeat that they achieve theirisu
cess by talking on the telephone and holding conferences: an
that success #s talking on the telephone and holding conferences

sglzakesgeare’s. tragic hgroes have this trick of looking at them
Wh\;is thram;‘ﬁca'tiiy; their true identity, the thing that is destroyec;
: €y aie, 1s something outsid

astyle of life, a kind of mea%ingj ¢ themselves—not & A, bus

At i
A b.ottom, the gangster is doomed because he is under the

m

gegarfzsssézrg ;::z;lvai\;;ful, cvery attempt to succeed is an act of
 Bgressh O,ne v g og;: jlone and guilty and defenseless amon

: o, one .Ipmﬂ{ 2 ﬂ?r success. This is our intolerable
- that tailure 1s a kind of death and success is evil and
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dangerous, is———ultimatelywwimpossijniﬁ. The eﬁ’ectfoi thc;nga;sé; -
ster film is to embody this dilemma in the person odtbe gus egit -
and resolve it by his death. The dilemma is resolved beca se It I
bis death, not ours. We are safe; for ti:le MOMmernt, we can acq -
esce in our failure, we can choose to fail.

RICHARD COBB
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EVEN to an unpractised eye, it was apparent that school began
:at Paddington. For here were all the signes avant-conrenrs of what
was awaiting one, all the untold hotrors of the unknown, much
“further up the line. On the departute platform, there were small
groups of twos and threes, keeping their distances from one
another, perhaps in 2 last desperate bid to cling on to the family
unit, even reduced to bare essentials, in the absence of sisters and
elder or younger brothers, and to hold on to the last tiny particle
of home, holiday and privacy. Boys, of vastly different sizes, but
all affecting a brave unconcern, almost as if anxious to get it all
over and settle down in the compartment; mothers, on the verge
of tears, a few actually eser the verge, fathers sharing with their
sons, whether tall or quite tiny, a brave indifference and comnion
stift upper-lipdom. Some of the boys were standing awkwardly
- on one leg, others were shifting from leg to leg, as if in need
1o go to the lavatory, or indeed needing just to do that, but

have got it all over, as far as I was concerned, without witnesses,
on the up platform of Tunbridge Wells Central: once in the
rain, a welcoming tunnel had at once blotted out the sight of my
parents, as they disappeared in 2 swirl of yellow smoke. It was 2
station fortunately not suited to prolonged adieux.
1 thought that I could distinguish between those who, like
myself, were newcomers—later, as | was to learn, their cotrect
designation was New Scum-—and the hardend old-timers—two-
year-olds, three-year-olds—other expressions of a mysterious
ocabulary awaiting to trip me up, like so many other things, at
he other end—by the apparently unaffected ease and studied
some of them standing in slightly droop-
ting their parents at 2 social
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