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Throughout his film-making career, Robert Altman’s films generated intense reactions. Both
professional critics and everyday viewers were often at one end of the scale or the other in terms of
loving or hating his work. The “Altman style” with its carefully cultivated unresolved plots, scripts
that sounded like ordinary conversation with overlapping voices, and sardonic commentary on the
state of the country and world were never “easy” for viewers. Noted critic Pauline Kael of The New
Yorker came to be a big Altman fan and championed many of his works, but there were also avid fans
among ordinary moviegoers, as shown by the fan mail in the archive. Shown here 1s a sampling of

reactions to movies from Altman’s early career.

That Cold Dav in
the Park(1969

Seemingly, no one who saw Altman’s That Cold Day
in the Park remained neutral. In it, a rich spinster '
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invites a young man from a nearby park to stay at
her apartment, then attempts to seduce him. Some
thought it was a “brilliant” story with phenomenal
actors. Others believed it to be “a piece of
psycho-sexual nonsense.” f
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Howard Thompson of the New York Times thought the film overly sexually explicit and containing
boring characters with no real plot. His review opens:

“If there is a sicker, and more tedious, overbaked and inane serving of
psycho-sexual nonsense this season than “That Cold Day in the Park” it will
have to go far to beat the Sandy Dennis vehicle that opened yesterday at
the Orleana and Plaza Theaters.”

-Howard Thompson
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Bouquets & Tomatoes

~ Sandy Dennis Appears

in a Somber Movie

By HOWARD THOMPSON

F there is a sicker, and

more tedious, overbaked
and inane serving of psycho-
sexual nonsense this season
than “That Cold Day in the
Park,” it will have to go far
to beat the Sandy Dennis
vehicle that opened yesterday
at the Orleans and Plaza
Theaters.

The kindest thing to say of
this misguided drama, about
a wealthy, thirtyish spinster,
who installs, then imprisons
a coltish youth in her apart-
ment, is that it caused
healthy flurry of filming
activity in Vancouver, British
Columbia, by an enterprising
American production unit.
Good color, a sprinkling of
Canadian accents and some
unfamiliar-looking urban set-
tings provide a minor fresh-
ness of background flavoring.
But that is the only fresh
ingredient, unlike sturdy
Canadian-made features of
recent years, such as “The
Fox,” also with Miss Dennis,
and “The Luck of Ginger
Coffey.”
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There is certainly nothing
“amiss with the basic theme
hovering over the first part
of the picture, that of lone-
liness and the terrible things

it can do to people. It seems

entirely possible, if risky,
that a pretty, genteel intro-
vert might spy a lone youth

. huddled on a park bench in a

downpour and simply invite
him home for a meal and a
good night's sleep down the
hall.

So far, feasible, at least,
and from this point the story
might have moved in one of

~ several directions. But the

only thing that moves is Miss
Dennis’s mouth. As young

Michael Burns placidly-

lounges around the apart-
ment, with his hostess fuss-
ing over him like a solicitous
hen, the actress embarks on
a prattling, trivial monologue
that runs for 30 long minutes
and reveals nothing. During
it all, her listener doesn’t
utter one word.

Not until the midpoint of
the picture, after this exas-
perating stretch that Robert
Altman directs with awesome
reverence, do we learn that
the vagrant youth is a sly,
gutter conniver determined to
profit from his placid, tight-
lipped hostess. As for Miss
Dennis, with plans of her
own, she imprisons him un-
der lock and key, hauls in a
prostitute for him as a kind
of sexual catalyst for her
own frustration. The climax
is a gory business with a

bread knife.

In neither the %creen play
that Gillian Freceman has de-
rived from a Richard Miles
novel nor the direction by
Mr. Altman is there any
shading of sensitivity or
warmth bestowed on these
singularly unappealing char-
acters, least of all the psy-

Screen:‘Cold Day in Park

The Cast

THAT COLD DAY IN THE PARX, screen
play by Gillian Freeman, from the novel
by Richard Miles; diracted by Robert
Aitman; produced by Conald Factor and
Lean Mirell; presentad by Common-
wealth United Entertainment. At the
Crleans Theater, 47th Streat at Broad-
way, and the Plaza Theater, 58th Street
east of Madison Avenue. Running time:
112 minutes.

Frances Austen ........... Sandy Dennis

VRU BOY. .. .. 55t s vmiontin Michael Burns
His Sister ............... Susanne Benton
L P John Garfield Jr.
The -Prostitute: ............. Luana Anders
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chotic heroine played by
Miss Dennis like a nasal-
voiced computer. The idea,
as the picture gets uglier and
danker, is sock, not enlight-
enment.

Plunked into the film for
no reason at all are some
sleazy scenes with the young
hero’s sister, Susanne Ben-
ton, and this frankly incestu-
ous-minded girl's lover, John
Garfield Jr. These scenes also
cue in some four-letter ex-
pletives and a complete strip
act by Miss Benton. For that
matter, the camera seems
fascinated by the bare shanks
of Mr. Burns, as he traipses
through the apartment clutch-
ing a towel.

There is a furtive trip by
Miss Dennis to a night dive,
a sordidly eked out sequence,
to recruit the prostitute. The
tired bafflement of this girl,
played by Luana Anders,
provides the one intriguing
human note in the entire
picture.

It's a cold, ugly and mean-
dering business, this “Cold
Day in the Park.” Mr. Burns
best describes Miss Dennis
and the picture, both, by tell-
ing his sister: “She talks more
than anybody I ever heard in
my life.” A bit later, and
with good reason, he decides
“She's a little mixed up.”
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VANCOUVER, BRITISH COLUMBIA, FRIDAY, JUNE 20, 1969

By LES WEDMAN
Sun Film Critic

There were two bomb scares at The
Vogue Theatre Thursday night and both
were false alarms. .

Vancouver city police answered one

call and found nothing.
A full-house first-night audience came
to see That Cold Day in the Park in its
Canadian premiere and'that wasn’t a
bomb either.

It was, however, the most legitimate
threat because it’'s a Vancouver-made
movie. And Vancouver-made movies in
the past have been lethal so it has to be
expected that Robert Altman’s first film
made here should inherit suspicions of
being as deadly as other movies like
The Trap and The Sweet and the Bitter.

So imagine the relief when, instead
of bombing, That Cold Day in the Park
exploded forcefully into a modern, ma-
czbre drama that is not only the best
film ever made here but is as good as
any — and better than most — of such
psvchological case histories.

Seeing ourselves as others see us is -
always a shock, which is why there still
is a certain numbness toward That Cold
Day in the Park that results from being
involved in what Robert Altman tells us
goes on in Vancouver.

The fact that he is probably right is
further reason for this reaction to his
sensitive and highly-sensual story of a
spinster with a murderous yen for sex.

That Cold Day in the Park is more
than that, though. And those who get a
chance to see it, isolated from a large
group of pre-premiere party-goers and
movie-poopers, should be able to get
more deeply caught up in a well-devel-
oped tale of desperate loneliness and the
Jengths that such a frustrating existence
will drive otherwise rational, balanced,

creative know-how does. And Altman certainly has it”
- Les Wedman

-~ The film had special significance for readers of the Vancouver Sun because it was shot on
location there. Wedman was quite positive about the film, saying that Vancouver was
proud to have an Altman movie filmed there and hoped he would return. That wish
came true when Altman returned to shoot the 1971 McCabe & Mrs. Miller.

“Altman has an eye for unusual and effective visual images.
... Personality doesn't count with what shows up on the screen but

more of a happening, an accidental
incident recognizable immediately as
leading inevitably to fleeting happiness,
fierce frustration and then life-long re-

morse.

The story, really, is less important
than the people in it. Altman’s Holly-
wood imports, backed by a handful of
experienced Vancouver performers, are

MICHAEL BURNS, ROBERT ALTMAN, JOAN, JOARTIN AT PREMIERE . . . just false alarms

Les Wedman, “That Film Made in Vancouver - Shocking and
Great,” Vancouver Sun, June 20, 1969

Background image: Partial 1-Sheet from That Cold Day in the Park.
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part of a composite Dorian Gray portrait
of society behind whose mask the ravag-
ing effects of life are so skilfully hidden.

Sandy Dennis as the rich, repressed
heroine starved for love and affection, is
a pathetic figure. Since she has to carry
most of the story, complete with dia-
logue, she gets most of the attention and
for -the first time in an already-illus-
trious carreer, there is ample opportuni-
ty to study her closely. She is a marvel-
Jous impersonator and so convincing it’s
frightening.

When she thinks she has found com-
panionship and physical gratification
from a virile hippie half her age, she
transforms herself into a youthful
beauty. When her treat turns into just
another trick, she is left more aroused
than ever and his, too is reflected in
every word, every emotion she conveys.

Michael Burns comes out of That
Cold Day in the Park not only a new star
but one of the hottest acting talents
around. He is halfway into the picture
before uttering a word, which doesn’t
mean he doesn’t say anything.

Every impish smile, and his expres-
sive blue eyes reveal far more than all
his spoken lines. He is outstanding as the
wily, wild pick-up whose amorous adven-
ture with Miss Dennis begins as a boyish
prank and ends up uncontrollably tragic.

Altman has an eye for unusual and
. effective visual images. He was intro-
duced from the stage as the ‘‘most
brilliant and personable” director ever
to work here. Personality doesn’t count

. with what shows up on the screen but

creative know-how does. And Altman
certainly has it. His cameraman, Laszlo
Kovacx, excells in artistic and meaning-
ful film footage. :
There are several scenes in which
Miss Denms and Michael Burns take
themselves and the picture to dramatic
heights. ~ Altman’s vision and Kovacs’

- support are vital on these occasions.

Local atmosphere is important, too,
and here, also, cinematic cliches are
avoided. ‘

The mixture of speech patterns and
dialects is distracting but, on the whole,
supporting actors contribute much to the
#ilm. Ted Greenhalgh and Rae Brown
have the most to do and do it exception-
ally well. : )




