The Manchurian Candidate

Director: John Frankenheimer

Frank Sinatra: Captain Bennett Marco

Laurence Harvey: Sergeant Raymond Shaw

Janet Leigh: Rose Chaney

Mrs. Isilen: Angela Lansbury

Johny Isilen: James Gregory

John Frankenheimer was one of the first directors to move from television to movies successfully.  After making a small film in 1957, Frankenheimer had a string of successful films from 1961 to 1968, an unprecedented string of success for a beginning filmmaker.  These films included: Young Savages, Birdman of Alcatraz, The Manchurian Candidate, Seven Days in May, The Train, Seconds, and Grand Prix.  His success did not last.  Over the next fourteen years, he made 12 films, most of which were forgettable, with the exceptions of The French Connection II and Black Sunday.  His career foundered in the 1980s, and by the end of the decade he was reduced to directing “Tales from the Crypt.”  His outlook seemed to be that he would rather direct interesting television than get scripts for film that top notch directors wouldn’t touch.  
But this too passed.  In 1988, The Manchurian Candidate was re-released, after sitting unseen for twenty-five years (it was literally locked in a vault; see below for why).  Critics loved it, and it even turned in a respectable box office performance, especially in sophisticated venues.  The movie reminded folks that Frankenheimer was a first-rate talent, and he was given new opportunities.  By the late 1990s, he was back to directing big-budget films such as The Island of Dr. Moreau and Ronin.  He died in 2002, the year he was elected to the National Television Hall of Fame.

Additional notes about Frankenheimer:

1) He was on the plane, piloted by Chuck Yeager, that broke the sound barrier.

2) After directing The Island of Dr. Moreau, Frankenheimer noted the following: “There are two things I will never do in my life.  I will never climb Mount Everest, and I will never work with Val Kilmer again. There isn't enough money in the world.”

Frank Sinatra was probably the greatest entertainer of the 20th century.  Certainly no other performer enjoyed so much success in so many venues.  At different times in his career, Sinatra was the top or among the top performer in (1) record sales, (2) motion picture box-office receipts, (3) radio show ratings, (4) and live concert receipts.  Although he wasn’t as big of a success on television, he did have three separate television series.  His film career can’t be fully understood without a brief look at his other endeavors.
Music:  Sinatra began recording in 1939 and his last (authorized) CD of new music was released in 1994.  When he first hit the top ten on Billboard’s charts, he was alongside Benny Goodman and Glenn Miller.  Fifty-one years later, his final CD made it to number two on the album charts, just behind, oddly enough, Snoop Doggy Dog.  In all, he released close to three thousand different recorded songs, and approximately 200 hundred of his CDs are still in print.  He sang with stars such as Ella Fitzgerald, Bing Crosby, Louis Armstrong, Elvis Presley, John Denver, George Strait (!), Jimmy Buffett, Gloria Estefan, Bono, Jon Secada, Willie Nelson, and Lorrie Morgan.  Even in his later years, his musical phrasing abilities were unsurpassed, but it his work in the 1950s and 1960s that stands as his highest artistic achievement.

Almost as interesting as the music are the stories behind the music.  In the late 1930s, he signed with the Harry James Orchestra.  When Sinatra became more popular than the band, The Tommy Dorsey band offered him a job.  Sinatra went to James, told him the situation, and James tore up his contract and wished him luck.  A couple of years later, Sinatra began to outshine Dorsey, and he asked to be released from his contract.  Dorsey initially refused, and only relented when Sinatra agreed to give up 43% of his subsequent earnings—for life. 

Sinatra’s popularity grew, and he became the first teen idol.  At one 1945 concert, ambulances were called when nearly 100 girls fainted.  Sinatra was mobbed while trying to exit.  He had become the most popular singer in the country.  But he was tired of losing 43% to his former boss, so he sent his “representatives” to Dorsey, after which, Dorsey renounced all claims to future earnings, and he asked for no buyout fee.  For years, gossip columnists whispered about this sudden reversal on Dorsey’s part, suggesting all sorts of nefarious behavior on Sinatra’s part.  The loudest whisper has become a Hollywood Legend.  In 1972, Francis Ford Coppola filmed Mario Puzo’s The Godfather.  In this story, the character of Johny Fontaine is based on Sinatra.  After signing a bad deal, Fontaine has his mob connections make his former boss “an offer he can’t refuse.”  When he does refuse, he awakes in his own bed, alongside the head of his prize race horse—which had been decapitated to send him a message.   Fontaine was given his freedom, and the link between Sinatra and organized crime was cemented in popular lore.  

Sinatra contributed to such lore, often acting like a thug.  When Lee Mortimer, a reporter, spoke disparagingly about Sinatra’s friends, Frank slugged him.  This incident prompted a lawsuit, which Sinatra lost.  When Mortimer died, Sinatra went to the reporter’s gravestone and urinated on it.

Similar stories continued throughout Sinatra’s career.  When Jackie Mason had a night club act in Vegas, he often made fun of Sinatra.  One day, he was beaten severely.  When asked if he knew who did it, Mason said he wasn’t sure about the identity, but the attacker walked away singing “dooby-dooby-doo,” the closing refrain to “Strangers in the Night.”
Film:  Sinatra’s film career was an outgrowth of his music, and his early screen performances were really just singing cameos.  By the late 1940s, though, he was a bona fide film star, making such classics as Anchors Aweigh, On the Town, and Take Me Out to the Ball Game, all with Gene Kelly.  By the late 1940s, however, his flame was dimming.  He fell in love with Ava Gardner and divorced his wife, which caused radio stations to stop playing his records (it was a different world).  At one concert, he lacerated his larynx.  After a string of motion picture flops, his studio cancelled his contract.  His recording contract was similarly nixed.  Sinatra was broke and unemployed.

And then he heard Columbia Pictures was filming From Here to Eternity.  Sinatra identified with the character Maggio, the fiery Italian private who is constantly harassed.  Sinatra began calling the studio, but couldn’t get a screen test.  Eventually, he slept outside the studio boss’s door for three days until he got a test.  He won his Oscar, and his pipes, now healed, got him a new recording contract.  His film career continued through most of the rest of his life, with his last film coming in 1988 (Who Framed Roger Rabbit).  His best film, though, was The Manchurian Candidate.  
Shortly after the film’s release, President John F. Kennedy was assassinated.  Because of the similarities between that event and this film, Sinatra pulled the film from release.  The existing prints were literally locked in a vault, and no one saw the movie until 1988, when it was restored and re-released.  

As a side note, five years after this movie was made, John Frankenheimer drove Robert F. Kennedy to the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles, where RFK was assassinated.

The career of Sinatra is an interesting one, not only because of Sinatra’s talent, but also because of the ways in which his career intersected so many other famous show business personalities.  If you ever wanted to learn about Hollywood in its many manifestations, a biography of Sinatra would be a good start.
· He married Hollywood legend Ava Gardner.  Their stormy relationship led Sinatra to attempt suicide at least once.

· When he was 51, he married 20 year old Mia Farrow, prompting Dean Martin to remark: “I’ve got Scotch older than Mia.”  Years after their divorce, Farrow got into an unfortunate relationship with Woody Allen, who then became involved with Mia’s adopted daughter, Soon-Yi.  When Sinatra heard about this, he called Mia and offered to break Allen’s legs.  Farrow declined, but Sinatra did call Allen and said simply “I don’t know what kind of weird shit is going on over there, but I want you to know I’m watching.”

· Later he married Zeppo Marx’s ex-wife, Barbara.

· In the early 1950s, Sinatra’s best friend was Joe DiMaggio.  One night, Sinatra and DiMaggio heard that Monroe was cheating on Joltin’ Joe, and they decided to catch her in the act.  They went to the hotel room where Monroe was alleged to be, kicked in the door, and started taking pictures.  They had the right hotel, the right room, but the wrong floor.  They took pictures of a single, nude, forty-five year old woman.  I have always wondered what went through that woman’s mind, waking up to Joe Dimaggio and Frank Sinatra kicking down her door.

· This friendship ended when Sinatra started living with Marilyn Monroe.

· Sinatra was engaged to Lauren Bacall, shortly after Humphrey Bogart’s death.

· He was the leader of the Rat Pack, which consisted of Sinatra, Dean Martin, Sammy Davis, Jr, and Peter Lawford.  Lawford was JFK’s brother in law.

· Sinatra campaigned extensively for Kennedy in 1960, and even reportedly mobilized his mafia ties to help fix the election.  After Kennedy was elected, Sinatra introduced him to Judith Exner, who was also the girlfriend of the leading Mafia figure of the time, Sam Giancana (also introduced by Sinatra).  For a brief while, the President shared a girlfriend with the leading crime figure in the nation.
· Sinatra later dated Jackie Kennedy briefly.

· While Sinatra was with the Rat Pack, he and Dean Martin kept a ridiculous schedule.  They started filming their various movies at 8 am, which continued until 5 pm.  They then flew to Las Vegas on a helicopter (they shot their movies in Las Vegas or in neighboring California), where they were scheduled to do a night club act that lasted until two in the morning.  The next day, they started over.

· At his peak, Sinatra had a personal (unrelated to his business ventures) staff of 75 and he owned three planes.  One staff member was hired simply to pack his clothes and kick women out of his hotel room every morning.  His largest plane is used in The Manchurian Candidate.  

· Sinatra’s favorite quote: “I feel sorry for people who don't drink, because when they wake up in the morning, that’s the best they are going to feel all day."

· Any relative who contested Sinatra’ will was automatically disinherited.  

· Sinatra was buried with a bottle of Jack Daniels.

The Manchurian Candidate is a film about a political conspiracy, one that pits the left vs. the right, while also allowing for some strange bedfellows.  It involves a group of soldiers who are captured and brainwashed during the Korean War.  One of the crew, Raymond Shaw, has been selected to “re-enter” American society and help the Communists take over the United States government.  The others are brainwashed into believing that Shaw was a war hero, one who saved all of their lives.
Shaw’s rise in society is quick, aided in part by his step-father’s position as United States Senator and potential vice-presidential candidate.  The Communist plan, however, is threatened by Shaw’s fellow crew members, who begin to remember some of the events that took place while they were captive.  The key to stopping the takeover is identifying the American handler of Shaw, and this must be done before Shaw assassinates the President of the United States.

Things to look for:

1) The noir aspects of the movie, transferred to a political thriller.

2) The obvious ideological elements (left vs. right) throughout the film.

3) The various elements of political conspiracy.

4) The clear parallels to McCarthyism.  (if you are not familiar with McCarthyism, you may want to check out an on-line encyclopedia to supplement your knowledge).

5) If you know much about literature, you may want to pay attention to the various references to Greek mythology or other aspects of classical royalty.  Even if you are not familiar with classical allusions, pay attention to the conflict between fate and free will.

6) Note the way the director contrasts Iselin with many patriotic symbols throughout the movie.

Trivia:

1) This film stages the first American martial arts fight, with mixed results.  One interesting note, however.  When a fight is filmed, a prop guy is charged with ensuring that all the furniture is prepared to break.  This can be accomplished either by cutting and gluing the furniture (so that the actor only has to break the glue), or by buying special furniture.  In this fight, the prop guy forgot to cut the table that Sinatra hits with his hand.  The table broke anyway, but so did Sinatra’s finger.  The finger was permanently disfigured.
2) Angela Lansbury was only three years older than her movie son, Laurence Harvey.

3) The movie was banned in the “iron curtain” countries of Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria - and even in neutral countries such as Finland and Sweden. The theatrical premiere for most of those countries was held after the collapse of Soviet Union in 1993.

4) The original script was controversial even in the United States.  In fact, the head of MGM considered pulling the funding, but President Kennedy, at the request of Sinatra, called and endorsed the project.

5) The film was remade in 2004 with Denzel Washington starring.
