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Movie Review
Home Movies by Charles Taylor: Isn't it romantic? 

Cary Grant and Audrey Hepburn bring a dash of style to Stanley Donen's caper in Paris.

By Charles Taylor 
- - - - - - - - - - 

May 19, 1998 | With his 1935 thriller "The 39 Steps," Alfred Hitchcock introduced a delectable formula: Take a casually elegant couple, throw them together in extraordinary circumstances and watch their banter gradually evolve into endearments without ever once losing its wit. Filmmakers have never stopped trying to duplicate that supremely pleasurable confection. Hitchcock himself returned to it in "The Lady Vanishes" (1938), gave it dark erotic undertones in "Notorious" (1946) and turned out a couple of late models in "To Catch a Thief" (1955) and "North by Northwest" (1959). Carol Reed borrowed the star of "The Lady Vanishes," Margaret Lockwood (and a few other things besides), for his try at the genre, "Night Train" (1940), a modest, enjoyable entertainment marred by some heavy-handed anti-Nazi propaganda. More recently, Kenneth Branagh went deliciously over the top in "Dead Again," a wonderfully loony and sophisticated romantic thriller about a desire that persists beyond the grave. 

In some of these pictures -- as paperback thriller blurbs and coming attraction announcers used to say -- the fate of the free world hangs in the balance. In others, it's merely the hero and heroine's skins -- no matter. The best movies descended from "The 39 Steps" understand that what really counts is the romance. The dangers the new lovers face function like the complications in romantic comedy: as a series of tests the lovers must face to prove that they trust each other. And just as crucial, the scrapes they get into test their style, their cool, their wit. Their ability to act as deftly under pressure as they do at ease endears these characters to us, just as we love Fred Astaire as much for the way he strides across a room, one hand thrust casually in his pocket, as for the way he dances. 
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In "Charade" (1963) the most sophisticated of these movies, a thug forces Cary Grant to climb to the roof of the Parisian office of American Express for the unexpressed purpose of pushing him off. Instead of panicking, Grant offers a dismissive complaint: "All right, but the view had better be worth it." He's so relaxed that when he gets to the roof, he turns his back on his would-be killer, puts on his glasses, gives nighttime Paris a cursory glance and says "Mmm, very pretty," like someone who's been forced to look at one too many holiday snaps. 

That almost perversely d*gag* attitude is the defining spirit of "Charade." When the picture's director, Stanley Donen, danced his acceptance of an honorary Oscar earlier this year, as charming as one of his films, people said that he's exactly the man they'd expect to have made movies like "Singin' in the Rain" and "It's Always Fair Weather." Well, "Charade" is exactly the type of thriller you'd expect a man like Donen to make. "Charade," which takes place in Paris, dances, it capers. Even the moments when the movie's trio of bad guys (James Coburn, George Kennedy, Ned Glass) come to their gruesome ends are presented as macabre jokes, as if you'd been passed a book of Charles Addams drawings over cocktails. As the title suggests, this is a prankish, playful picture, with a pair of charming jokers at the top of its deck, Grant and Audrey Hepburn. They play the movie in what might be called high deadpan. Even when the imperiled Hepburn lets her nerves get the better of her, she puts quotation marks around her frightened reactions that are as exquisite as a pair of Cartier cuff links. Hepburn exaggerates so that we can see she's playacting, and the movie's light, sparkling tone remains undisturbed. 

The plot kicks off with Hepburn learning that the husband she was about to divorce (because she felt she didn't know him) has been murdered. Then she finds out just how much she didn't know. He had stolen money from the government during the war, then double-crossed the Army buddies who were in on the theft. They figure his widow has the stolen boodle and come to Paris to get it. Grant is the beguiling stranger who steps in to lend her a hand. He's infinitely more appealing than her dead dullard of a husband, but that's not saying much. After all, Cary Grant is more appealing than almost anyone. (There must be at least two or three exceptions, but I've never met them.) 

The complication is that Grant may be harboring as many secrets as the late unlamented. Shifting effortlessly from identity to identity, he poses, in the course of the picture, as a businessman, the revenge-seeking brother of one of the bad guys' victims and a professional thief who's also after the stolen money. Each time Hepburn catches him in a lie, he simply comes up with a new name and occupation. "The man's the same even if the name is different," he assures her. True: gray hair and all, no matter what name he gives, he's unmistakably Cary Grant, dapper and viewing the world with an amused reticence that masks a true romantic. The fun of "Charade" has less to do with its who's-got-the-money plot (which is nonetheless very well worked out) than with seeing Hepburn learning to trust the instincts that lead her to nuzzle up to Grant whenever they're alone. This is the movie in which Hepburn says to Grant, "Do you know what's the matter with you? Nothing," as a beatific, dreamy smile breaks like a slow wave across her face. 

That line also sums up the approach to romance shared by both the "The 39 Steps" and the great American romantic comedies of the '30s. Those pictures got rid of all the mush that clogged up most movie love scenes and replaced it with a style that's quintessentially American. All the longing and idealism is clothed beneath breezy practicality, as comfortably chic as Grant's impeccably tailored suits and Hepburn's Givenchy dresses. That style isn't an evasion of emotion, but a way to avoid diluting the feelings that matter. Love, in romantic comedy (which is essentially what "Charade" is), is too big a subject for sentimental spooning. And, the internal logic of these pictures goes, if you can talk lightheartedly about something as monumental as love, you can be flip and sassy about whatever else comes up. It's simply a more gracious way of getting through the day. In "Charade," with killers breathing down their necks almost every minute, Grant and Hepburn play their scenes as a series of japes and come-ons, with the entranced serenity of two people playing ping-pong while gazing -- grinning -- into each other's eyes. 

Made when the studio system was on its last legs (and four years before "Bonnie and Clyde" announced a new American cinema), "Charade" still feels fresh, quick-witted, nothing like the artificial, airless Hollywood pictures of its time. That's a tribute to the cleverness and taste of the people involved: Donen, screenwriter Peter Stone, cinematographer Charles Lang and Henry Mancini (who contributed a lovely score, alternately percussive and lyrical). And it's because Donen (who was living in Europe) got the camera out of the studio. You wouldn't mistake "Charade" for the French New Wave -- much of it was filmed on sets -- but, apart from the plot and the charisma of its stars, the movie could almost be a Hollywood version of an imagistic poem celebrating Paris. 

When I think of "Charade" I remember a Punch and Judy show in a park framed by autumn leaves; an ice-cream vendor by the Seine; a flea market for stamp collectors; an illuminated phone booth in an empty Metro station; the Opera House at night; the slim, solitary figure of Hepburn smoking at twilight in an elegant apartment stripped to its gilt-framed walls. Each of those shots is evanescent, over much too quickly, like the delight of the movie itself. You content yourself with memories, like the elderly stamp collector in one heartbreaking scene who surrenders the precious stamps he's briefly possessed. "For a few moments," he says, "they were mine. That is enough." The chemistry of Grant and Hepburn seems even more precious, and for two hours it is all the treasure we could ever desire. 

Box Office Information
Budget
$4,000,000 (estimated)

Rentals
$6,150,000 (USA)

Filming Dates
October 1962 -  January 1963

Copyright Holder
© 1963 Universal Pictures Company Inc. and Stanley Donen Films Inc.

Movie Awards

	Academy Awards, USA

	Year
	Result
	Award
	Category/Recipient(s)

	1964 
	Nominated
	Oscar
	Best Music, Original Song
Henry Mancini (music) 
Johnny Mercer (lyrics) 
For the song "Charade"

	 


Movie Trivia 
· Seven studios rejected the original screenplay. Peter Stone turned it into a novel which was serialized in Redbook, and it was then turned back into a screenplay - which had interest from all 7 studios.

· In the scene where Audrey Hepburn is smoking a cigarette alone in her empty apartment and Cary Grant enters, the backs of his ears had to be covered with masking tape since the backlighting made them appear red.

· According to Audrey Hepburn, the scene where Regina spills ice cream on Adam's suit is based on a real-life accident where Hepburn spilled red wine over Cary Grant's suit at a dinner party.

· Grant was uncomfortable playing a romantic lead with an actress young enough to be his daughter. He was appeased when jokes about the age difference were added to the script and it was made clear that it was Regina who was pursuing him, not vice versa.

· The character played by Cary Grant quotes a line from My Fair Lady ("On the street where you live"), the film version of which would star Audrey Hepburn the following year.

· After filming Charade, Cary Grant was quoted as saying, "All I want for Christmas is to make another movie with Audrey Hepburn," Sadly, that never happened.

· Filmed virtually back-to-back with Paris - When It Sizzles (1964). The small park with its Punch and Judy puppet stage appears in both films.

· The young man in the Embassy elevator telling the story about the poker game is screenwriter Peter Stone - with the dubbed voice of director Stanley Donen.

· The voice of the Marine in front of the Embassy is dubbed by screenwriter Peter Stone.

· Cary Grant initially turned down the film, after which it was briefly considered a possible vehicle for Warren Beatty and Natalie Wood.

· The character of Peter Joshua was named after Stanley Donen 's two sons: Peter and Joshua.
Movie Goofs

  Continuity: The lights on the Seine tour boat go out, but in the long shot they are still working.

  Boom mike visible: As Reggie and Sylvie are walking around the indoor swimming pool, the boom mike and boom arm are reflected in the glass as they turn the corner.

  Continuity: After Peter Joshua is sprayed with a water gun by Jean-Louis, the water patterns on his jacket vary between shots.

  Miscellaneous: The sign outside the embassy would not read "American Embassy" it would read "Embassy of the United States of America" or "Ambassade des États-Unis d'Amérique".

  Revealing mistakes: When the morgue technician closes Mr. Lampert's drawer, the shot from inside the drawer shows the attendant's hands on the inside, too.

  Factual errors: Gluing valuable stamps onto an envelope greatly decreases their value.

  Errors made by characters (possibly deliberate errors by the filmmakers): The CIA's field members are known as "officers", not "agents" - an agent is a foreign national who provides the CIA with inside information. 
Movie Filming Locations

Alps, Haute-Savoie, France

Carré Marigny stamp outdoor market, Paris, France

Megève, Haute-Savoie, France

Métro Palais-Royal, Paris 1, Paris, France

Palais-Royal, Paris 1, Paris, France

Paris, France

Théâtre du Palais-Royal - 38 rue Montpensier, Paris 1, Paris, France
Alternate Versions
· When first released, Hepburn's line "at any moment we could be assassinated" was dubbed over to become "at any moment we could be eliminated" due to the Kennedy assassination. Subsequent releases have "assassinated" restored to it's place in the film.
Movie Connections
Referenced in
Walk Don't Run (1966)
Columbo: Now You See Him (1976) (TV)
Lethal Weapon (1987)
Greedy (1994)
Conspiracy Theory (1997)
The Spanish Prisoner (1997)
Can't Hardly Wait (1998)
Free Enterprise (1998)
Vanilla Sky (2001)
Chura Liyaa Hai Tumne (2003)
Alex & Emma (2003)

References
The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1939)
Spellbound (1945)
Stage Fright (1950)
An American in Paris (1951)
Singin' in the Rain (1952)
North by Northwest (1959)

Featured in
Pretty Woman (1990)
Free Enterprise (1998)
Shirtless: Hollywood's Sexiest Men (2002) (TV)

Remade as
Somebody Killed Her Husband (1978)
The Truth About Charlie (2002)

Movie Soundtrack

"Charade"
Words by Johnny Mercer
Music by Henry Mancini
Performed by Chorus 
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.... 
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Walter Matthau
.... 
H. Bartholemew
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.... 
Tex Panthollow

George Kennedy
.... 
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Sylvie Gaudel

Ned Glass
.... 
Leopold W. Gideon

Jacques Marin
.... 
Insp. Edouard Grandpierre

Paul Bonifas
.... 
Mr. Felix (stamp dealer)

Thomas Chelimsky
.... 
Jean-Louis Gaudel

rest of cast listed alphabetically:

Grégoire Aslan
.... 
Insp. Edouard Grandpierre (voice) (uncredited)

Stanley Donen
.... 
Man in elevator/marine (voice) (uncredited)

Colin Drake
.... 
Ambassador Bartholemew (uncredited)

Clément Harari
.... 
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Monte Landis
.... 
Master of ceremonies at Les Black Sheep Club (uncredited)

Bernard Musson
.... 
(uncredited)

Jacques Préboist
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Man in elevator (uncredited)

Produced by

Stanley Donen
.... 
producer

James H. Ware
.... 
associate producer (as James Ware)

Original Music by

Henry Mancini
 


Cinematography by

Charles Lang
 
(as Charles Lang Jr.)

Film Editing by

Jim Clark
 
(as James Clark)

Art Direction by

Jean d'Eaubonne
 


Costume Design by
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Alberto De Rossi
.... 
makeup artist

John O'Gorman
.... 
makeup artist

Production Management
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.... 
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Marc Maurette
.... 
assistant director
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.... 
assistant art director

Sound Department

Jacques Carrère
.... 
sound mixer

Bob Jones
.... 
sound mixer

Allan Morrison
.... 
dubbing editor

Stunts
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.... 
stunt double (uncredited)

Other crew

Maurice Binder
.... 
title designer

Arthur Carroll
.... 
production executive

Robert Ellis
.... 
animator
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.... 
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.... 
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