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MOST spéctators  will probably
agree that “A Bell for Adano”
(Cort Theater) is, so far, the most ef-
fective American play to come out of
the war, and some part of its SuCCess
is no doubt due to the facl that it does
not attempt too much. I have not read
the novel upon which the play is based,
but it is obvious that the author did
not plan an epic or hope to get iato
one evening the whole truth about
eithet war or the men who fight it. He
had, instead, a simple story to tell, and
though that story has implications of
the greatest importance, no attempt is
made to" force 1t to carry more weight
than it can easily bear, and its sunple
action is not cluttered up with more or
less irrelevant incidents introduced out
of some mistaken notion that a good
play about the war must somehow get
in some reference to all its major as-
pects.

I confess that what I had read of
John Hersey's novel did not much pre-
dispose me in jts favor. The story, so
I read, was concerned with the misad-
ventuges of a Civil Affairs officer who
. realized—as his supertor did not—how
much a conquered Sialian village
needed the ancient bell which the Ger-
mans had carried away. That suggested
to me something a little precious and a
little sentimental. But in the play at
least, the bell, convenient symbol though
it is, remains in its proper place, and
what we get is not a merely sentimental
tale but 2 moving and substantial story
of the conflict between two men—one
with a decent sense of the decencies for
which we are supposed to be fighting,
the other a blood-and-guts general to
whom war is war—merely a question
of our team against the other. This
general never appears on the stage, and
his nfluence is directly felt only twice
—once when we hear him -through a
window bullying a peasant in the street
below and once, when his long arm
reaches out to remove the officer whose
humanity is bringing life and hope back
to the village. But as the curtain falls
it is still an open question whether all
that decent men have been able to ac-
complish will not be undone by the
ruthless arrogance of the general and
his kind.

Paul Osborn, a practiced craftsman,
has made a smooth dramatization which
deserves the high praise implied in say-
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ing that no uniaformed spectator would
ever need to suspect that the story had
been told before in another form.
Fredric March, as the man of good-will,
gives a performance of remackable re-
straint and effectiveness; the rest of the
compahy, performances generally very
good indeed, though I did find it neces-
sary to remind myself from time to time
that eal Italian peasants probably are
in actual fact neatly as much like stage
Italians as these seem to be. But per-
haps the most significant thing about
both the novel and the play is the seem-
ing willingness of the public to take
both the one and the othert to its bosom.

Six years after the First World War
was ovet New York audiences greeted
“What Price Glory?” with an enthu-
siasm which could mean only that the
ribald cynicism of that play expressed
as the audience wanted someone to ex-
press its own not quite asticulate re-
action to the events through which it
had just lived. Today, three years after
we entered the present conflict, a corre-
sponding audience would hardly be ex-
pected to be in the mood for a “What

Price Glory?” but one might guess that

it would find itself most strongly at-
tracted to some expression of militant
nationalism, to some tale of martial
courage, or even to soime representation
of the crude horrors of war. Instead, it
has chosen to acclaim a humane appeal
that this war shall be made in actual
fact 2 war of liberation rather than a
war of conquest. If “A Bell for Adano”
were a work of exiraordinary power
and hence capable of imposing itself,
its success would mean less as a symp-
tom. But for all its effective simplicity

and sincerity it is hardly strong enough '

to demand more attention than the
public is ready to give i, and its suc-
cess must mean that it says what many
want it to say. That many do want to
have just these things said is a fact
hopeful enough to be worth noting.

Billy Rose’s *“Seven Lively Aits,”
now housed in the elaborately refur-
bished Ziegfeld Theater, seems fo me
to provide about everything which can
reasonably be desired in 2 spectacular
revue. It is true that nothing now re-
mains of an original intention to stress
Ast with a big A except two stunning
virtuoso petformances by Benny Good-
man and a rather tame ballet in the
classical style. It is also true that most
of the entertainment is provided by the
established stars rather than by any of
the newcomers; but at least two of these
established stars are at the top of their
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form, and Mr. Rose has provided spec-
tacle with his usual lavish hand. Beatrice
Lullie is stdl unique and still capable of
making the gamut from A to B yield
more variety than most performers can
get out of what looks like a really ex-
tensive range; Bert Lahr can still make
more and uglier faces than any two
other comedians on our stage. The skit
in which Miss Lillie appears as a high-
born English lady who has learned out
of a book how to talk to American
soldiers in their own language is very
funny indeed but no funnier than that
in which she sings a waltz song and
has nothing except herself to use as
material. Mr, Lahr’s rendition of a
drinking song in the manner of “The
Student Prince,” is also hilarious, even
though it was obviously suggested by
his masterly rendition, some years back,
of “The Song of the Woodman.” Doe
Rockwell’s lecture on female anatomy
will continue to be a high spot unless
the police insist that the young lady
who indicates the organs under discus-
sion by means of an 1llnminated manikin
must in the future make fewer embat-
rassing mistakes,

Films
ERANKLY, I doubt I am qualified

"to arrive at any sensible assessment
of Miss Elizabeth Taylor. Ever since I
first saw the child, two or three years
ago, in I forget what minor role in
what movie, I have been choked with
the peculiar sort of adoration 1 might
have felt 1f we were both in the same
grade of primary school. I feel I am
obligated to this unpleasant unveiling
because it is now my duty to try to fe-
view her, in "National Velvet,” in her
first major role.

So far as I can see on an exceedingly
cloudy day, I woulda't say she is pae-
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‘ticulasly gifted as an actress. She seems,

rather, to turn things off and on, much
as she is told, with perhaps a fair
amount of natural grace and of 2 natu-
ral-born female’s sleepwalking sort of

_guile, but without much, if any, of an

artist’s intuttlon, perception, or resource.
She strikes me, however, if I may resort
to conservative statement, as being rap-

_ turously beautiful. I think she also has a

talent, of a sort, in the particular things
she can turn on: which are most con-
sprcucusly a mock-pastoral kind of sim-
plicity, and two or three speeds of
semu-hysterical emotion, such 2s ecstasy,
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an odd sort of pre-specific erotic sen-
tience, and the angush of overstrained
hope, imagination, and faith. Since
these are precisely the things she needs
for her role in “Nattonal Velvet’—
which is a few-toned-scale semi-fairy
story about a twelve-year-old gisl in
love with a horse—and since I think it
is the most hopeful business of movies
to find the perfect people rather than
the perfect artists, I think that she and
the picture are wonderful, and I hardly
know or care whether she can act ot not.

T am quite sure about Mickey Rooney:
ke is an extremely wise and moving
actor, and if I am ever again tempted to
speak disrespectfully of him, that will
be in anger over the unforgivable waste
of 2 forceful yet subtle talent, proved
capable of self-discipline and of the
hardest roles that could be thrown it. (I
suggest it jealously, because 1 would so
love to make the films rather than see
them made; but if-only a Studs Lonigan
for the middle period could be found—
the two I will mention might conceiv-
ably overlap it—and inter-studio entan-
gleraents could so be combed out that
both Rooney and James Cagney—from
whom Rooney has learned a lot—were
available, they could find in Farrell’s
trilogy the best roles of their lives; and
those novels, done as they should be,
could become three major American
movies,)

There are still other good things
about “National Velvet”: the petrform-
ance of Anne Revere as the -girl’s
mother and of Donald Crisp as her
father (except for their tedious habit
of addressing each other as “My.
Brown"” and “Mzs. Brown,” and some
conventional bits of business which I
suspect were forced down Crisp’s
throat); the endearing appearance (I
don’t suppose one can really call it a
performance) of Jackie Jenkins; and a
number of gently pretty “‘touches,”
mamly domestic, which may have been
Clarence Biown’s, who directed, or may
have been in the script, or for that mat-
ter in Enid Bagnold’s novel. And there
are few outright blunders, like the silly
burlesquing of one adolescent love
scene.

Yet in 2 sense—the sense of all the
opportunities, or obligations, which
were either neglected, with or without
reason, or went unrealized—almost the
whole pictute is 2 blunder mitigated
chiefly but insufficiently by the over-all
charm of the story and affectionateness
of the treatment, by Rooney’s all but
unimprovable performance (I won-
der only about his very skilful but

stylized use of his hands in his impres-
sive drunk scene), and by a couple of
dozen piercing moments—which may

have transfixed me exclusively—frem -

Miss Taylor.

The makers of the film had an all but
ideal movie: a nominally very simple
story, expressing itself abundantly in
visual and active terms, which inclosed
and might have illeminated almost end-
less recessions and interreverberations of
emolion and meaning into religious and
sexual psychology and into naturalistic
legend. But of all these tcins, all of
which needed so light, hard, clear a
band, they seem to have been conscious
only of the most obvious; and they have
bungled even their management of
those. Far from undetstanding and valu-

ing their story for zll it is worth, they .

don't even tell its surface half well
enough,

To take just two samples of this: the
sequence during which the horse is
trained for his race gives you little more
than generalized pretty-pictures instead

of a précis of the pure technical detail’

which must have deeply excited, in-
structed, and intensified the gitl, and so
could and should have done the same
for the audience. As for the race and
the immediate preparations for it, they
are only the more sadly flunked because,
again in a secondary, generalized way,
they manage to make you half forget the
fact by being quite fairly exciting. If
the audience could have experienced
what the girl experienced, with any-
thing like the same razotlike distinctness
of detail and intensity of action and of
spirit, they would have been practically
annthilated. But they. not only never
have a2 chance to identify themselves
with the girl or her horse; they hardly
even get a good look at them, during
the whole course of the race. The jock-
eys, moreover—and again their horses—
are not only not characterized, and play
none of their professional tricks on each
other or the amateur; by some hotribly
misguided desire to enhance the contrast
between their mature masculinity and
the heroine’s frightened nubility, they
are selected to look less like jockeys than
like guards on All-American. Such ne-
glect amounts to a dereliction, not of
art, if Hollywood fears and bridles at
the word, but of the most elementary
common sense, which amounts to the
same thing, If a man wrote a piece of
music so” full of chowf-chowf, people
would hatdly bear to listen to it (unless
it werd given some such title as “The
Four Freedoms,” or perhaps “The Seyven
Against Thebes™). But that is not going
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to make a flop of "National Velvet.” I
expect to see it again myself, for that
matter,

| Records

QOutstanding Releases in 1944

Bach: Fugue in E flat (“St. Anne"} for
organ; Bonnet; ¥V 11-8528, $1. Sonata in
E minor for violin and figured bass (Peters
Sertes 3, Vol. VII, No 2) (for the first
movement); Busch and Balsam; C 71582-D,
$1. Toccata and Fugue in E minor fon
clavier Serkin (poor performance); C
71594-D, #1.

Beethoven: Quarttet Opus 132; Budapest
Quartet (badly recorded); C Set 545, $5.50.

Bloch: “Nigun” from “Baal Shem” Suiie;
Elman; V 11-8575, §1.

Corellr: Sonata in F for strings and organg
Fiedler Sinfonietta and Biggs; V 10-1105,
$.75. .

Debussy: “Gigues” and “Rondes de prin-
temps” {“Images” Nos. 1 and 3); Monteux
and San Francisco Symphony; V Set 934,
£2.50. "En blanc et noir” for two prangs
{a lesser work); Bartlett and Robertson
{impeifectly recorded); € Set X-241,
$2 50.

Dvorak: Slavonic Dances Nos. 1 and 33
Golschmann and St. Louss Symphony; V
11-8566, $1.

Handel: Hallelujah Chorus and Behold the
Lamb of God from ““The Messiah”; Braith-
waite and Sadler's Wells Chorus and Or-
chestra- (reverberant recording); V' 11-
8670, $1.

Hadyr: Symphany No. 103 ("Drumroll”}:
Heward and Hallé Orchestra {not a good
performanee); C Set 547, $3 50.

Meozart: Piano Concerte K 414, Kentner with
London Philharmonic under Beecham; C
Set 544, $350. Quartet K. 428; Busch
Quartet {paor performance, poerly record-
ed); C Set 529, $4.50. Baits, barsi and
Vedrai, carizo {rom ‘Don Giovanni'’;
Sayao; C 71582-D, $1 Se wwol ballare
from “The Marriage of Figars” and Bed
Mannein welche Liebe fiiblen from "“The
Magic Flute”; Pinza and Rethberg (poorly,
sung); V 10-1104, $75.

Schubert: “Der Doppelginget” and “Die
junge Nonne"; Lehmann; C 71509-D, §1.
Piano Sonata Opus 120; Casadesus (poor

* performance); C Set X-236, $2.50.

Strausr: “Blue Danunbe” Waltz; Toscanini
and N. B. C. Symphony; V 11-8580, $1.

Thomas: Querture to “Mignon”; Toscanini
and N. B. C. Symphony, V 11-8545, $1.

Vipaldi: Violin Sonata in Dj Morini; V 11-
8671, $1. )

Wagner; Part of Act 3 of “Tristan und
Isolde”; Melchior, Janssen, Columbia
Opera Orchestra under Leinsdorf, Teatro
Colén Orchestra under Kinsky (not all of
Melchior’s singing is agreeable to the ear);
C Set 550, $5.50.
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