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Saturday, March 26, 5:00 P.M.

1978, 91 mins. 35mm print from 20th Century Fox
Written and Directed by Walter Hill. Produced by Larry Gordon. Photographed by Philip Lathrop. Edited by Tina Hirsch and Robert K. Lambert. Production Design by Harry Horner. Music by Michael Small.

Principal cast: Ryan O’Neal (as Driver), Bruce Dern (Detective), Isabelle Adjani (Player), Ronee Blakley  (Connection), Matt Clark (Red Plainclothesman), Felice Orlandi (Gold Plainclothesman), Joseph Walsh (Glasses), Rudy Ramos (Teeth).

Excerpts from When Movies Mattered: Reviews from a Transformative Decade by Dave Kehr (University of Chicago Press, 2011):
Nothing could be further removed from the traditional notion of the writer‘s film, as it‘s been elaborated in the work of Ben Hecht, Billy Wilder, Preston Sturges, and Joseph Mankiewicz (the classical grouping of writers turned directors). At its best, in the hands of Wilder and Mankiewicz, the writer‘s film aspired to the clear, crisp presentation of dialogue, expanded and inflected by the image track…The Driver is a writer‘s film only in the best sense: it was written as a film. Dialogue is relegated to its proper place, as only one tool among the range of expressive equipment at the director‘s disposal. Hill‘s camera placement, his cutting, his sense of décor, and his careful sequencing join his abstract dialogue as component parts of a single articulation. A flat phrase like “Go home,” which is used twice in the film, carries two widely different meanings at two different times; not because of the eloquence of the line, nor the actor‘s inflection, but because of the different cinematic circumstances that surround it. Whatever its faults as a work of art—and it has several—The Driver stands as a work of cinema, making full and intelligent use of the resources of the medium…

The Driver is classically plotted, which is to say it has practically no plot at all. Ryan O‘Neal plays the title character, an underworlder who specializes in piloting getaway cars. For him it is more of an avocation than a job, more of a way of life than a living. O‘Neal‘s identification with his work goes beyond mere pride in his skill; the act of driving his entire existence. There is the almost symbiotic rapport with the vehicle, the tactical knowledge of the roads, byways, and back alleys of the city, the strategical sense of when to attack a pursuer and when to lie low, when to fly and when to crawl. When all else fails, there is raw nerve. O‘Neal‘s last recourse is a blind, headlong rush at his opponent, determination raised to the level of moral force and incorporating chance, bravado, and an undeniable death wish. 

O‘Neal‘s opposite number is a police detective played by Bruce Dern, the only character to whom Hill is willing to grant a degree of psychological shading. In contrast to the enforced deadpans of the other performers, Dern plays his part with most of his manic Method style intact: he is all wild eyes and quick, jerky movements, as appalling and fascinating as ever. Dern‘s identification with his job is no less extreme than O‘Neal‘s, but it takes a different direction. The satisfaction is not in the chase, but in the capture; he is a manipulator of ends where O‘Neal is an artist of methods. Dern speaks continually in terms of “winners” and “losers.” His job is a game (a metaphor that Hill slightly overextends) that he is obsessed with 
winning at whatever cost—moral, legal, social. For the moment, the challenger is O‘Neal, whom Dern 
nicknames “Cowboy” in a bit of misapplied cultural analogy. The nickname implies a self-conscious romanticism that has nothing to do with O‘Neal‘s motives; rather, the romantic zeal belongs to Dern, and he must bring O‘Neal down to his level, from the existential to the obsessional, in order to effect the challenge. 

The story is as linear as the structure of a Roadrunner cartoon—pure chase—and it is made even more so by Hill‘s careful paring of every social dimension. This is no story of cops and robbers, the defenders of society and its would-be attackers. Dern is as much of a maverick as O‘Neal, and his motives have nothing to do with duty or responsibility, either to his superiors or to the public he is ostensibly assigned to protect. The challenge is made, in a beautifully conceived scene in which Dern wordlessly returns a burglar‘s tool that O‘Neal has intentionally left in the wreck of a stolen car. Dern constructs his trap, and O‘Neal walks into it wide-eyed, emerging one bank robbery, one gunfight, and one car chase later as the upholder of one half of a very delicate stalemate.

Given the linearity of its plot, its intentionally two-dimensional characters, and its highly stylized dialogue, nearly everything about The Driver seems simpler—not to say more superficial—than Hill‘s first directorial effort, Hard Times. A rich mix of atmosphere (New Orleans in the Depression) and allusions (everyone from Edgar Allen Poe to Robert Bresson), Hard Times forged its enigmas more carefully, more intriguingly. Alongside the Charles Bronson character in Hard Times—a drifter who is “filling in some in-betweens” by working as a street fighter with gambler James Coburn—Ryan O‘Neal seems to exist wholly on the surface: no mystery is created about his past (the question never arises) and his motives seem almost straightforward. The thematic parallels are 
clear, and it‘s particularly interesting to see how the partnership between the silent Bronson and the verbal Coburn is transposed to the rivalry between the similar character types of O‘Neal and Dern. At bottom, the subjects of both films are the same: professional skill is hypothesized as a way of confronting the vagaries and aimlessness of life; clear and unambiguous conflicts are created that answer restlessness through action. The Driver, though, lacks the implicit despair, the wider philosophical context of Hard Times. But Hill makes up for the loss of thematic resonance by turning to a different tactic. If the subject of The Driver is skill, Hill restates it on a technical level by displaying an extremely impressive skill of his own.

The harsh neutrality of the setting immediately invokes the spirit of Robert Bresson, the great French filmmaker for whom all detail—architectural, psychological, or otherwise—is a sign of cinematic impurity. Hill, wisely, doesn‘t go to Bresson‘s extremes (only Bresson can get away with that), but a good deal of Bresson‘s method is also apparent in his direction of actors. Apart from Dern‘s performance, there is very little “acting” per se in the film. The players deliver their lines as flatly as possible, maintaining a perfect passivity of expression. It is this decision, more than any other of Hill‘s radical stylistic choices, that seems most clearly guaranteed to alienate the popular audience. But when it works, it works brilliantly: thoughts and feelings must be read by inference, and the viewer discovers them almost as the character does. It may be cruel to say that Ryan O‘Neal gives his best performance in The Driver, where he isn‘t asked to perform at all, but it‘s true. In one purely static three-quarter shot near the end of the film, O‘Neal stares inexpressively at a young driver who has come very close to outrunning him in a chase. Without moving a single facial muscle, O‘Neal registers surprise, relief, and respect. With the barely exhaled line “Go home” comes a sudden surge of mercy.
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