
Truth and falsehood struggle for control over the film version of Hemingway's novel about Spain. 

Some remarkably fine acting, Pieviewed by Joy Davidman. 

THERE is likely to be a sizzling cross
fire of controversy over For Whom 
The Bell Tolls. Its sins of omis

sion and commission—half-truths, eva
sions, and confusions of the issue—are 
black enough to damn three ordinary 
films. But For Whom The Bell Tolls 
is no ordinary film. Artistically, it is for 
the most part a beautiful thing. And its 
emotional understanding of the war in 
Spain transcends its factual inaccuracy. 
Here is one of the most tragic and heroic 
subjects of our time, presented with con
siderable sympathy; and when yoii have 
subtracted all of its sins you find that there 
is still some virtue left in it. 

How much.? That ' s where the con
troversy comes in. T h e lies in this picture 
are fairly explicit. You can put your fin
ger on them; here, and here, history is 
falsified. T h e evasions are similarly glar
ing. So much that ought to have been 
said^—even the name Franco, even the 
word fascism—has been shirked. T h e 
truth, on the other hand, is only occasion
ally stated in so many words; for the most 
part, it is intangible and indirect. You see 
an American and some Spaniards—decent 
people, with whom you identify yourself. 
You watch them fighting the German and 
Italian panzer divisions. You hear them 
speak of the, republic, and see them die 
for it. Emotionally, you are part of their 
struggle. 

For some people, the film's inaccura
cies will completely destroy its emotional 
effect. But others, and this reviewer 
among them, will feel that For Whom the 
Bell Tolls is, after all, the story of men 
and women who fought for freedom 
against an unmistakably fascist enemy. I t 
is impossible to see this film without recog
nizing that the struggle of Spain's people 
against German and Italian invaders is the 
same struggle we are all engaged in now. 
And to recognize that is to Icnow the basic 
truth of this war. 

I t cannot be denied that the film started 
with three strikes called against it. Strike 
One, Hemingway's misconception of the 
Spanish struggle. Strike T w o , the senti
mental-sensual lushness of the love story. 
Strike Three , the tedious and incongruous 
use of Jordan as a mere vehicle for Hem
ingway's own conflicts. Dudley Nichols 
has made a screen play that takes some of 
the strikes off; and that is a remarkable 

achievement, when you consider that he 
was limited not only by Hemingway's 
distorted conception but by our State De
partment's insistence on appeasing Franco. 

There remain, however, many things 
which neither Hemingway nor Nichols 
has made clear. T h e report that the film 
holds "nothing Franco could object to" is 
far from the truth; but concessions have 
been made, to the extent of eliminating the 
word fascist and mentioning Franco's par
ty only as "Nationalists." These "Na

tionalists" are too sharply characterized to 
fool any movie-goer about their identity; 
but the actual issues of the war are left to 
our intuition. How did the war start? 
Wha t was the history of the Spanish re-
pubhc? W h y did Germany and Italy take 
a hand? W h o was on each side, and what 
were they fighting for? For Whom, the 
Bell Tolls gives only the vaguest answers. 
And many of its points are open to double 
interpretation. You are shown two Rus
sians; you may conclude correctly that a 
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few Russian volunteers came to help like 
the American volunteers, or you may infer 
wrongly that Russia had an army in Spain. 
Indeed, at one point Jordan remarks that 
Germany and Italy are on one side, Russia 
on the other, and the Spanish people in the 
middle. I t is true that he immediately 
qualifies that outrageous statement, declar
ing that the Spanish people, with American 
volunteers like himself, are fighting for 
democracy, and that the Axis is anti-demo
cratic as well as anti-Communist. But the 
inconsistency breeds confusion. 

Similarly with the book's despicable at
tack on Andre Marty, which has been 
changed but hardly clarified. In the film 
we have merely a minor incident; an offi
cious commissar (not named Mar ty) de
lays Jordan's message to his general. Later 
a quiet man walks in, rebukes the com
missar stingingly, sets everything right, 
and announces, " I come from Stalin." A 
praiseworthy attempt, no doubt, to show 
that all the republic's officials were not 
bunglers. But a remark hke that, flung 
at you out of the blue, is bewildering. Are 
you supposed to assume that Stalin is per
sonally directing the war? 

C o MUCH for the omissions and the con-
• fusions. There is something far worse. 

T h e book flashed back to a lynching of lo
cal fascists by the guerrilla leader Pablo; 
the film has kept that flashback, although 
it is an artistic offense against the story's 
otherwise unbroken continuity. You hear 
about fascist atrocities, but you really see 
the fascists themselves killed. T h e episode 
has been straightened out a little; it is now 
Pablo's personal guilt, deplored by the hon
est republicans. But there is no attempt to 
give it a background, to explain the crimes 
committed by fascists and Guardia Civil 
against the people who finally destroyed 
thern; merely the inference that a repub
lican leader could indulge in an unpro
voked lynching. This is sabotage not only 
of history but of the film's own clarity and 
purpose; the one really unforgivable thing 
in the screen version of For Whom the 
Bell Tolls. 

All these things, however, do not pre
vent the basic anti-fascism of the film from 
emerging. You learn it partly from words 
—from the guerrilleros who consent to risk 
everything for the republic; from the girl 
Ma ria as she tells how fascists murdered 
her mother and father, raped and mu
tilated her, and slaughtered all the town's 
union members; above all, you learn it 
from Robert Jordan. ' He tells why he has 
comte to Spain; because he is an American, 
and an attack on democracy anywhere in 
the world is an attack on him, and the 
Germans and Italians who are trying to 
murder the Spanish republic will go on if 
they can to murder all republics. Here, at 
any rate, there is no lack of clarity. 

And the story carries the lesson of anti-
fascism; and the characters carry it. Jor
dan, the American idealist; Maria, the 

tortured, lovely child; Pilar, a heroic 
woman who might well symbolize Spain 
itself; Rafael, the merry gypsy; Anselmo, 
the gentle and courageous old man. 

'T^HEY are surrounded by mechanized fas
cist armies; Nazi tanks rumble through 

their mountains, Nazi planes bomb them off 
their hilltops. They have a httle, precarious 
island of safety, a few acres of their own 
country left them to hide in. And the 
guerrflleros give up even that to blow up a 
bridge, so that the republic can open its 
offensive. When you look at them, and 
share emotionally in their struggle, you 
know them for your people and you know 
their enemies for yours. 

T h e film has contributed much to the 
character portraits. Jordan is no longer 
the negative, irresolute maunderer of the 
book, but a man as strong as a rock, a true 
type of those who fought in Spain. Pablo 
is revealed more clearly for what he is—an 
unprincipled opportunist, abhorred by the 
true republicans. And magnificent act
ing brings all the book's people to life. 
There are hardly, in all the language, 
words adequate to praise Katina Paxinou 
as Pilar. This Greek woman portrays the 
Spanish woman with intensity and insight 
that make her a universal type of the peo
ple's struggle. T h e excruciatingly diffi
cult role, of Maria is handled by the sensi
tive Ingrid Bergman as no other actress 
on our screen could have handled it, and 
her story of what the fascists have done to 
her is heartbreaking. Gary Cooper's char
acteristic underplaying is admirably in 
keeping with the Jordan role; and Akim 
Tamiroff, with new restraint, makes the 
brutal Pablo memorable. T h e individual 
guerrilleros are each masterpieces of char
acter study, Joseph Calleia's El Sordo be
ing perhaps the most striking. Indeed, 
there is no acting in the film that is not 
far above the merely competent. 

/ C O N S I D E R E D sokly as a study of people 
^ For Whom the Bell Tolls has one 
very annoying flaw—its length. Cut down 
by about forty-five minutes, it would be 
a clearer and more incisive film, and it 
would still be two hours long. I t suffers 
from a tendency to pad its love scenes, 
which are sensitive and moving, but 
which also prove that you can sometimes 
have too much of a good thing. And 
some of its incidents are played with in
human dehberation. Judicious cutting 
could remove the occasional tediousness 
and the pohtical confusions with one 
stroke of the scissors. 

Pictorially it has no flaw at all. Its 
technicolor, dehberately somber, makes the 
most of mountain scenery and contributes 
a good deal to the tragic atmosphere; this 
is the first completely successful use of 
color I have seen outside of Disney. Sam 
Wood's direction maintains the mood, if it 
sometimes loses speed to do so. 
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WATCH on the 
POTO 

by BRUCE MINTON 

Approximately a year and a half ago New Masses established an of
fice in the national capital, with Bruce Minton as Washington editor. 
It is an office, not a "bureau"—for NM does not have a budget that 
permits more than one fuUtime correspondent even in Washington. 
Nevertheless, it represented a real step forward, the attainment of a 
goal toward which we had striven for many years. 

The decision to take that step has been amply rewarded. And not 
only because Mr. Minton has, more than once, scooped the entire na
tion on events of tremendous import (remember his expose of the 
NAM Resolutions Committee's secret session, published in New Masses 
of November 17 last). Our readers also express their appreciation for 
the less startling but just as significant dispatches from Washington 
that appear in NM every week. They give the real, basic information 
on and analysis of happenings in a city where whatever happens is 
internationally significant today. "Watch on the Potomac" is an exclu
sive New Masses column. To read it regularly is to obtain the sort of 
Washington coverage that you won't find anywhere else. And to tead 
it regularly—need we tell you that the best plan is to subscribe? (A 
subscription form can be found on page 28.) 
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