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McCabe & Mrs. Miller [19T1]

Though McCabe & Mrs. Miller is one of Altman’s most popular films and 1s now
respected as a “classic,” it recetved mixed reviews upon release. There are many
laudatory film reviews and fan letters in the archive, but also some detractors,
including influential critic Rex Reed, who called it “an incoherent, amateurish,
simple-minded, boring and totally worthless piece of garbage....

Altman's Latest
Is Just T*R*A*S*H

What hell has nobert Altman, the once-
talented director of M*A*S*H showered upon
us now ? I was willing to dismiss his vomitous
Brewster McCloud as a bad acid trip resulting
in temporary brain damage, hoping he’d get
the monkeyshines out of his system and get back to
serious work. But now there’s McC i
— an incoherent, amateurish, - minded, I
and totally worthless piece of garbage that opened
vesterday at the Criterion—and I'm sadly convinced
M*A*S*H was an accident. McCabe and Mrs. Miller
is one of the worst movies ever made—an insult to the
xnte}llg'ence of anyone stupid or masochistic enough
to sit through it. At the screening I attended Wednes-
uay night, there were so many boos and hisses and
progrzms thrown at the screen I thought the enraged
audience was going to burn down the theater, I
wouldn’t have blamed them.

Warren Beatty, looking like a Yale sophomore
posing for a box of Smith Brothers cough drops, im-
personates a gunfighter-cum-gambler-cum-moron who
sets Julie Christie up in a bordello in a ramshackle
western boom town phony right down to its two token
Negroes. For two hours of interminable gibberish, he
urinates, burps and engages in other obscenities,
drinks double whiskeys with raw eggs in them like a
Sally Bowles imitation of Yosemite Sam, and finally
gets his raccoon coat riddled with holes. When he
dropped dead in a fake snowstorm like the last scene
from Thq Ballad of Baby Doe, the audience cheered.
Miss Christie ends up in a Chinese opium den playing
Florence Reed in Shanghai Gesture. That is all there
is to this laughable catastrophe, except for some flat,
nasal and tone-deaf singing by Leonard Cohen that
should cause a strike at ASCAP.

The wedding of Altman and Beatty is catastrophic.
Beattiy has always needed strong directors who won’t
let him mumble, men with vision and certainty who
know how to hold down his petulant self-indulgence.
Altman is the kind of director who lets actors do what-
ever !:hey feel like doing. The result is that most of
the dlalogu_e sounds filtered through wet toilet paper
and the acting is on the general order of a high-school
_freshman play. Julie Christie has enough trouble even
in professionally directed movies; in this mess, she
comes across like Kim Novak playing Somerset
Maugham and it is possible to decipher only about 3
out of every 10 words she speaks. I've never heard a

- poorer recorded sound track or seen a worse photo-
graphed excuse for a film. The quality of the color is
ol;vxously faded and grainy because Altman wanted to
give thg tall-tale ballad the feel of old pioneer news-
paper lithos, but the effect leaves only eyvestrain. The
color is like old Republic Roy Rogers serials in ghast-
ly Trucolor and the film is so hard to see it looks pho-
tographed through mayonnaise.

Altman is' a master of obscenity and vulgarity

hose’ sole purpose as ;lt director seems to be to

Altman’s Latest is Just T*R*A*S*H,” New York
Daily News, June 25, 1971.

BOB SALMAGGI FOR GROUP W RADIO WARNER BROS,

I REALLY DUG "McCABE AND MRS, MILLER'. I GUESS IT'S WHAT YOU'D CALL AN OFFBEAT
WESTERN, MAYBE EVEN A WEIRDO WESTERN, BECAUSE IT DOESN'T RUN TO FORMULA. IT'S DIFFERENT.
IT GIVES US A GENUINE 44 CALIBER LOOK AT WHAT THE WEST MUST HAVE REALLY BEEN LIKE.

IT TELLS O THE WEST WHERE MEN EARNED FIFTEEN CENTS AN HOUR, WHERE BAWDY-HOUSE
GIRLS WERE FAR FROM BEAUTIFUL, AND COST ALL OF A DOLLAR, SOMETIMES FIVE IF THE MADAME
HERSELF WAS UP FOR GRABS. IT TELLS OF THE WEST WHERE THE MEN WORKED HARD, CURSED
HARD, PLAYED CARDS HARD, LOVED TO SPORT WITH THE WOMEN, AND USUALLY WORSHIPED THE
DOLLAR BEFORE GOD AND COUNTRY.

WARREN BEATTY IS EXCELLENT AS THE COOL, ENTERPRISING McCABE, GAMBLER EXTRA-
ORDINAIRE WHO PARLAYS HIS WINNINGS INTO A NEAT BUSINESS SPEARHEADED BY HIS GAMBLING
SALOON AND ADJACENT BAWDY HOUSE, JULIE CHRISTIE IS BETTER THAN I'VE SEEN HER IN
A LONG TIME. IN FACT, SHE'S REAL GOOD, AS MRS. MILLER, THE CURLY-HEADED, POT-SMOKING
MADAME WHO CULTIVATES McCABE'S CRUDE ENTERPRISE INTO A MINI-EMPIRE,

THE INTERESTING THING IS, THEY HAVE A DEFINITE ATTRACTION FOR EACH OTHER, BUT
IT ISN'T EXPLOITED BY DIRECTCR ROBERT ALTMAN., THERE ARE ONLY VAGUE HINTS OF THEIR
INTEREST IN EACH OTHER, AND IT IS NATURAL AS RAIN, THERE'S A PASSEL OF FRONTIER
CHARACTERS, ALL OF WHOM SEEM VERY REAL, SOME ARE MEAN AND RUGGED AND SOME ARE NICE
PLAIN FOLK. AND THERE'S A CLASSIC GUN FIbHT‘NOT LIKE THE KIND OF FIGHTS YOU'RE
USED TO. TOO, THERE'S A FINALE SHOOTOUT THAT IS THOROUGHLY BéLIEVABLE. IN FACT, THE
WHOLE SHOOTIN' MATCH HAS A WEALTH OF FINE UNIQUE TOUCHES, ALL TO DIRECTOR ALTMAN'S
CREDIT.

'""McCABE AND MRS, MILLER'" IS A WAY-OUT WESTERN THAT BEAUTIFULLY MIXES SOPHISTICATION
WITH RAW BAWDY HUMOR., IF I WERE YOU, PARDNUH, I'D CATCH IT. ''McCABE AND MRS. MILLER"...

THE DIFFERENT WESTERN,

THIS IS BOB SAIMAGGI

b e

29

“Altman is the kind of director who lets
actors do whatever they feel like doing.”
- Rex Reed

WHILE YOU'RE WRITING FOR THE CRITERION TO REOPEN
READ THE RAVES ABOUT “McCABE & MRS. MILLER”’

“‘McCABE & MRS. MILLER’ is the work of a more subtle, more deeply gifted—more
mysterious—intelligence than might have been guessed at from ‘M-A-S‘H,’ What this
movie reveals is that there’s poetry in Robert Altman and he is able to-put it on the

screen,

The picture is testimony to the power of stars. Warren Beatty and Julie Christie
have never been better, and they are the two most interesting people in the town.

It’s hard to know what makes Beatty such a magnetic presence; he has become just
about as attractive a screen star as any of the romantic heroes of the past.

Julie Christie has that gift that beautiful actresses sometimes have of suddenly
turning ugly and of being even more fascinating because of the crossover.”

—Pauline Kael, The New Yorker, July 3, 1971

Yok Kok

“A BRILLIANT, COMPLETELY FRESH WESTERN “‘McCABE & MRS. MILLER?’ are two
that provides the ultimate truth about the making of wonderfully engaging characters as
America, the way it was—and is, with Warren Beatty, played by Warren Beatty and Julie
Julie Christie, and director Robert Altman displaying Christie. Beatty has never seemed more

new dimensions of their art!”

“‘McCABE & MRS. MILLER’ IS
ROBERT ALTMAN’S MOST AMBI-
TIOUS FILM, most haunting, extraor-
dinary, maddening, and one of the most
visually beautiful films you are ever going
to see.

Warren Beatty has never been as inter-
esting or sympathetic as he is as McCabe.
He makes something memorable of therole.
Julie Christie has never been as warm and
moving. Those who are interested in seeing
what one of the most strikingly original
talents in the industry can do are going to
cherish this picture!” —Gannett Newspapers

“I REALLY DUG ‘McCABE & MRS.
MILLER. It’s different. Warren Beatty
is excellent. Julie Christie is better than
I’ve seen her in a long time. It’s a way out
western that beautifully mixes sophisti-
cation with raw bawdy humor. If I were
you,pardnuh, I’d catchit!” —Group W Radio

“Dignity may sound like a curious word to
use in this case, but the characters of
McCabe and Mrs. Miller, as written and as
played, do have an essential dignity that is
very real and honest. Beatty’s gambler-
turned-businessman is a truly comic, clay-
footed entrepreneur, and Miss Christie’s
tough-talking whore is about as appealing
as that sentimental character can be.
Asin ‘M-A-S-‘H’ and ‘Brewster McCloud,’
Altman fills his screen with sometimes ex-
ceptional vivid detail!” —New York Times

“ROBERT ALTMAN AND HIS FILM-
MAKING TECHNIQUES MAY BE
THE MOST EXCITING FORCE NOW
WORKING IN THE MOVIES!”
—WCBS Radio

“I LIKED IT. I find the film irresistible!”
—Newsday

—Judith Crist at ease in a role. Miss Christie gives

the best performance of her career!”
—N.Y. Daily News

WARREN BEATTY - JULIE CHRISTIE in The Robert Allman-David Foster Production of “McCABE & MRS MILLER®
Also Starring RENE AUBERJONOIS - Screenplay by Robert Altman and Brian McKay - Produced by David Foster
and Mitchell Brower - Based on the novei "McCabe” by Edmund Naughton - Directed by Robert Altman

PANAVISION® TECHNICOLOR® From Warner Bros A Kinney Services Company
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“McCABE & MRS. MILLER”’: That’s the unlikely couple that tamed the Northwest frontier— Warren Beatty, as a
gambling man named John McCabe, and Julie Christie, as a bordello madame named Constance Miller—in Robert Altman’s
new motion picture for Warner Bros. Altman directed the Technicolor-Panavision film on location in British Columbia, with
David Foster and Mitchell Brower producing. (Drawing by Al Hirschfeld).

Printed in U.S.A.

Al Hirschfeld, “McCabe & Mrs. Miller”
caricature of the two leading characters in
the film, probably done for the New York
Times, and used in graphics for various

reviews.

Bob Salmaqgi, review of McCabe &
Mrs. Miller for Group W Radio,
photocopy of typescript. Had there
not been a copy in the Altman
Archive, this little gem of a
broadcast review for Group W
[Westinghouse] Radio might have
been lost forever.

Advertisement, “While You're Waiting for the Crite-
rion to Reopen Read the Raves About ‘McCabe &
Mrs. Miller” New York Daily News, June 30, 1971.
Because Bob Salmaqgi’s radio review had been
shared with them, staff in the Altman office were
able to use it, among quotations from printed
sources, in advertising the movie.

The JMovie Melange

Hooray! ‘McCabe’ Is the Real McCoy!

By Bruce Cook

Rather than write this review of
McCabe & Mrs. Miller (Warner Bros.)
I would much rather go back and see the
movie again. And again, and again, and
again, and again.

It is that kind of movie, the rare sort
in which you can lose yourself in exactly
the same way you can immerse yourself
in a rich, dense, grand-dimensioned novel.
Like that kind of novel, it creates its own
world, with its own resonances, its own
people and places. You feel that it is all
real, that you are sceing a part of the
action but that other things are happening
at the same time, that those in the town
of Presbyterian Church, Wash., have lives
of their own—pasts that precede the few
months sometime in the 1890s whose
events you witness, and for all but a few
of them, futures as well.

The world-maker is Robert Altman.
He directed the film and collaborated with
Brian McKay on the scrcenplay, adapted
from a novel by Edmmund Naughton. More
important, Mr. Altman saw and heard,
even smelled and felt the reality he had
to communicate, and then managed to
convey his vision of it all as nearly per-
fectly as anyone has in an American film.

None of this is to deprecate a single
performance; as this is a director’s film, it
is just as surely and just as rightly an
actor’s film. It should remind you that
when artists (that’s right, artists) like
Warren Beatty and Julie Christie appear
on the screen in a work of real quality,
they more than portray roles. They fill
the screen with the special sense of their
own reality. They add dimensions that
could only be suggested, say, on the
stage. What they do together in McCabe
& Mrs. Miller exemplifies the very es-
sence of screen acting.

(Have I gone too solemn here? I hope

‘ not, for this one is, among other things,

a very funny film—in a raw, vulgar, mas-
culine way. Its dialog is the truest in this
regard, and its situations the most au-
thentic of any yet.)

McCabe (Mr. Beatty, of course), a

gambler with an ill-deserved reputation
as a tough customer, shows up in Pres-

byterian Church, a grim mining town
named after its most prominent struc-

ture. Before long, he has grand plans
for gambling and prostitution. He will run
the town. He builds McCabe’s House of
Chance, then journeys” off to the next
town, buys three chippies, brings them
back to Presbyterian Church, and installs
them in tents, ready for business.

Enter Mrs. Miller (Julie Christie).
“Mr. McCabe,”” she tells him in purest
East End cockney, “I'm a ’ore, and I

know 2 lot about ’ore ’ouses.’”’ She is and

she does. She takes over the bordello op-

eration for him, running it on a percent- -

age, importing her own girls from Seattle.

They succeed perhaps a little too well,
ior these two little fish attract the atten-
tion of a very big fish. The mining com-
pany that owns and operates just about
everything in that part of the country
sendas up a couple of representatives, who
take a look around and offer to buy ouf
McCabe lock, stock, and barrelhouse. He
turns them down, perhaps giddy from
Mrs. Miller’s constant urging to” ‘“Think
big, McCabe.”

But McCabe is a very little man, as ;

e e e e

-

you soon see when the company’s gunmen
turn up. A small-timer? Sure. But with
his back against the wall he will fight.
And he does—like the nasty little ferret
he is at heart.

What this is all about, of course, is
how the West was really won. In this
sense it stands in some relation to a few
more realistic Westerns, the best heing
Will Penny and the most recent being
The Wild- - Rovers. Yet simply in being
what it is, McCabe & Mrs. Miller seems
qualitatively different from any Western
ever made. It doesn’t seem like a West-
ern at all, for it simply does not deal in
the usual myths, not even to debunk
them. It is a story in the deepest sense—
personal history, motley bits from the
patchwork of human experience.

In a film as nearly perfect as this, the
only jarring notes come from the Leon-
ard Cohen songs that provide the film
with its only musical background. They
are pretentious and terribly literary
(“‘some Joseph looking for a manger’—
come on!), everything that the rest of
the movie is not. Even so, I don't expect
to see a better movie this year, or next
year, or for some time to come.

Bruce Cook, “Hooray!‘McCabe’ls the Real McCoy!"The
National Observer, July 19, 1971.

“Rather than write this review of
McCabe & Mrs. Miller, | would much
rather go back and see the movie

again. And again, and again, and
again, and again.”
- Bruce Cook




