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By JANET MASLIN
A new biography of Elia Kazan is startling by its very existence. As the film critic Richard Schickel knows, Mr. Kazan's 1988 "A Life" - a "whirlwind," as Mr. Schickel describes it - remains arguably the best show-business memoir ever written; certainly it is the most wrenching and reflective. And it arrived late in its author's creative life. Mr. Kazan died two years ago at 94.
Since then, very little has changed, least of all rigid opinions about Mr. Kazan's having named names during his 1952 testimony before the House Un-American Activities Committee. Mr. Schickel felt the heat of that controversy when he participated in the 1999 presentation of an honorary Academy Award to Mr. Kazan. "Film Director Elia Kazan to Receive Oscar, Forgiveness" read the headline on a bitter story in The Los Angeles Times.

Much of this so-called forgiveness, Mr. Schickel felt, was being bestowed "by good-hearted, liberal-minded show folks who had no understanding of the left-sectarian battles that had long ago shaped the politics of their trade." These people might more easily mimic the tactics of Stalinism than fathom the impact of those tactics on the arrogant and headstrong young Mr. Kazan. So Mr. Schickel - friend of Mr. Kazan's, self-proclaimed "lifelong liberal" and eminently fair film critic of longstanding - set out to retell Mr. Kazan's story and reassess his work.

"A Life" is a much more intimate, chatty and disarming book than this one. It is also shockingly revelatory - more about the man's private life than his politics - in ways that Mr. Schickel, who only compresses and paraphrases, cannot capture. Mr. Schickel's version is more measured and businesslike. And it is weighed down by endless synopses of projects undertaken by the workaholic Mr. Kazan. 

The summaries are interspersed with new evaluations of what is often, for anyone seriously interested in film or theater, ancient history. Not surprisingly, he summons work from Mr. Kazan's incomparable directorial winning streak, running from the late 1940's into the 50's - including "A Streetcar Named Desire," "Death of a Salesman" and "On the Waterfront" - more easily than he exhumes the early flops and misfires.

Mr. Schickel's tone is even and measured, with the occasional harrumphing "as it were" or "it would seem" to underscore its authority. He can sound terribly lofty, as when he dismisses three pillars of the Group Theater - Harold Clurman, Lee Strasberg and Cheryl Crawford - as "rather troubled and marginal theatrical idealists." He can also sound superfluous, since so much has already been written about the Group and its offshoot, the Actors Studio, collaborative efforts in which Mr. Kazan played pivotal roles.

This part of the book is as much curated as it is composed. And much of what Mr. Schickel has done involves collating other biographies and memoirs (though, to this book's significant advantage, he relies more on journalism than on critical analyses for his sources). As for the original daily and weekly reviews of Mr. Kazan's projects, Mr. Schickel repeatedly marvels at how obtuse and short-sighted they could be. He singles out Mary McCarthy's "Streetcar Named Desire" review in Partisan Review: McCarthy felt that Tennessee Williams had missed a great opportunity for unwelcome-in-law comedy in Blanche DuBois's visit to her interestingly married sister, Stella Kowalski.

Mr. Schickel grows more heated as his book moves along. It helps that he has drawn upon Mr. Kazan's notes. Delving into the character of Willy Loman in "Death of a Salesman," Mr. Kazan observed: "In order to endure himself and his state of being he has to be continuously told he's great (JUST LIKE YOU)." 

Though Mr. Schickel has not easily channeled the youthful exuberance of Mr. Kazan's "proletarian thunderbolt" days (he was thus described in a review of "Waiting for Lefty" in the Communist publication New Masses), he much more easily channels the established, controversial and expediently forgetful Mr. Kazan. At the peak of his success, creating variation after variation on "the theme of the damaged male," Mr. Kazan seemed to have left his political past behind.

The House committee episode brought it back irrevocably. And even greater damage was done, Mr. Schickel thinks, when Mr. Kazan (at the urging of his wife, Molly Day Thatcher Kazan) took out a newspaper ad defending his actions. "By this one act he became the celebrity informer - the namer of names nearly everyone could name, the great symbolic stooge, rat fink of the era," Mr. Schickel observes. Half a century later, at the time of the Oscar flap, Mr. Schickel "began to sense the celebrity system doing its weird work" among people claiming their relatives had been ruined by Mr. Kazan personally - and not by just any old House committee friendly witness.

This book is at its most engaged as Mr. Schickel analyzes the import of Mr. Kazan's congressional appearance. Mr. Schickel is coolly logical as he makes a number of extremely persuasive points; he is also patronizing and dismissive in ways that undermine his own arguments. And some of the excuses he presents will only reignite anger. Mr. Kazan did it better, making it impossible for any serious reader to reduce his situation to moral black-and-white. 

Mr. Schickel makes the following unhelpful points: that Mr. Kazan gave names that were already known to the committee, that two of the individuals were dead anyway, that one was a mediocre character actor whose blacklisting was no loss and that Mr. Kazan hurt himself more than he hurt others. America, Mr. Schickel maintains, is a forgiving country. He thinks that a less defiant Mr. Kazan might have been forgiven as readily as an addict returning from rehab.

There will always be those who vehemently disagree. But Mr. Schickel's larger point is compelling, even when gratingly expressed. Mr. Kazan matured; his politics changed; he began to see real danger in the totalitarian tactics at work in his early theater days. Mr. Schickel finds it unreasonable to condemn Mr. Kazan or anyone else "for failing to protect people with whom they had no present contact and from whose ideological paths they had long since diverged." 

What's more, he finds it ludicrous that Mr. Kazan's later work, most notably his timeless "On the Waterfront," offers any form of crypto-apology. That film's hero, Terry Malloy, winds up defying murderous gangsters. "I have tried to understand how 'informing' on them can be regarded as immoral in any sense," Mr. Schickel writes, although there have been many claims to this effect, "and I cannot do so." 

