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A stronger focus is provided in David Halliday’s The Black Bird, a book very similar to Michael Ondaatje’s The Collected Works of Billy the Kid. Just as Ondaatje uses the story of Billy the Kid’s life to explore the mythology of modern North American culture, so Halliday uses Humphrey Bogart’s well-known film, The Maltese Falcon, to explore not only Bogart’s life but the culture that produced it. At the beginning of the book, Halliday lists various characters and actors involved in the film. The Black Bird is further organized into five separate sections: the film, the characters, the players, a private life, and an interview. The first four sections contain excerpts from Bogart’s fictional diary as well as newsreels, which are basically short lyric poems, both of which explore the film and various aspects of American culture.

Bogart’s diary is a colloquial, stream-of-consciousness mono​logue that reveals the actor’s thoughts about his part in The Maltese Falcon. Most of the newsreels detail the political corrup​tion and violence Halliday sees in such cities as New York, Dallas, Washington, Chicago, Paris, Berlin, and Detroit. In Dallas, for example, we read that “they hung a kid / who claimed! he could swallow / clouds” (p. 2.3). Berlin has begun “modelling a new line / of jewish women and children” (p. z8). In Paris, “adolph hitler inspects the crypt / of napoleon / remarking
/ are you sure he isn’t just asleep” (p. 47). When we follow our newsreel to Hollywood, we find that “the war zone is Disney​land” (p. 6i), that Hollywood films like The Maltese Falcon have internalized the mechanized violence of history. Other newsreels chronicle such events as racial violence in Detroit, an assassina​tion attempt in Munich, and a lynching in Canton, Mississippi. Indeed, one notices that the language of these newsreels resem​bles the dialogue of a typical newscast, with pauses between the rapidly spoken lines:

CHELSEA

aluminum collected


war production

not enough time to


melt it all down. 

kitchen sinks seen


defending the skies


over britain.


oh britannia.


Of equal interest is Bogart’s private life. In an imaginary interview after his death, Bogart gives us his own remark​ably complete biography, admitting that in spite of his success he “never felt alive, not fully alive,” for he suffered all his life from “a kind of desperation. a terrible desperation” (p. 104). “Absorbed by Karl von Clauswitz’s War Politics, and Power” ~ he has often tried to escape from his life as an actor, wondering why we need movies as an “alternative to reality, why do we need things wrapped up, packaged... i sometimes wonder if god has already edited our lives” ~ Looking back to his childhood, Bogart feels sad, forgotten; he thinks of Hollywood, of the swimming pools and lawns “littered with stars” (p. 8z), and reflectively wonders “why! i am here before / i am gone” (p.8~). Both Hollywood and religious philosophizing are masks for Bogart’s deep unhappiness, which intensifies throughout the making of The Maltese Falcon, a process described at length in a sequence of short poems, “The Film.” Sam Spade’s love affairs in the film are superficial, as are Bogart’s; life for Bogart is merely an expression of the escapism represented by the film. He asks in his diary: “why must this charade be played to its ultimate conclusion?” (p.6~). The Black Bird, finally, is a clever use of the film as medium to comment on the disturbing violence and trivi​ality of much popular culture.

