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István Szabó; Hungary 1981-88; Second Run; Region-free Blu-ray; 3 discs; Hungarian with English 
subtitles; Certif icate 15; 415 minutes; 1.66:1. Extras: Szabó shorts Variations on a Theme (1961), You 

(1963), Concert (1963), City Map (1977); interview with Szabó; tribute to production designer József 
Romvári by his granddaughter, f ilmmaker Sophy Romvári; video essay; trailers; booklet.

REVIEWED BY SOPHIA SATCHELL-BAEZA

It’s not hard to see why the myth of Faust has been endlessly adapted. Every era 
has its glut of people willing to sell their soul to the devil for worldly gain – satanic 
bribery certainly makes for a rich metaphor in times of moral famine. Hungarian 
director István Szabó’s Mephisto (1981) brings the 500-year-old folk legend together 
with the horrors of 20th-century fascism. Szabó is one in a long line of artists who 
have seen the fall of Doctor Faustus as a lesson for troubled times; his magisterial 
adaptation of the 1936 Klaus Mann novel follows an ambitious actor willing to 
consort with the Nazis to achieve his dreams of stardom. The Austrian actor Klaus 
Maria Brandauer’s bravura performance as Hendrik Höfgen (pictured below) sees 
him contorting himself – both physically, in grimacing on-stage performances, and 
of course ethically – to achieve his ambitions at whatever the cost, his heady ascent 
to fame mirrored in the horrifying rise of the National Socialist party. 

Spoken of as Szabó’s masterpiece, Mephisto is part of an informal ‘Mitteleuropa 
trilogy,’ made during the 1980s, a rich period for the director. All three features star 
Brandauer as men driven to desperate acts by blind careerism and the buffeting 
winds of history. The follow-up to Mephisto, the extraordinary Colonel Redl (1985), 
tells the true story of an off icer in the Austro-Hungarian military whose hunger for 
power sees him climb to the top of the secret police, only to crash back down again 
when his homosexuality is exposed. Hanussen (1988) dramatises another real-life 
story, this one about a Nazi clairvoyant: after being wounded in war, a soldier sets 
himself up as a hypnotist and astrologer in the theatres of Berlin, predicting the 
rise and fall of the Nazi party as his own future is held in the balance. The f inal, 
dream-like image of Mephisto, showing a man caught in the crossf ire of a blinding 
spotlight, seems to capture the ambiguous outcomes of these three troubled 
protagonists. What their futures will spell may be easier to guess from the vantage 
point of today. 

Though not always in the subtlest gestures, Szabó’s historical triptych plunges 
into the darkest chapters in Mitteleuropa’s history with Isherwoodian elegance 
and biting critique. I was left swooning at the sets, from gothic theatre stages to 
brown-walled bars, brought to life by production designer József Romvári – in 
a delightful disc extra, f ilmmaker Sophy Romvári pays tribute to Romvári, her 
grandfather. If the weight of history hangs understandably heavy over the three 
features, Szabó’s newly restored shorts come as something of light relief. You 
(1963) is particularly lovely: suffused with the youthful energy of the New Wave, it 
follows a young woman – Cecília Esztergályos, Szabó’s gamine then-girlfriend – as 
she floats through the streets of Budapest, not entirely oblivious to the ogling of 
passers-by. That Szabó is a major director will surprise no one. But these f ilms 
bring his talent for telling personal stories against vast historical backdrops into 
spotlight-sharp relief. 

Discs:  These excellent new 4K restorations were supervised and approved by 
cinematographer Lajos Koltai, who worked on all three feature f ilms. Individual 
booklets by leading writers and f ilm historians give necessary context to the epic 
narratives, and were a delight to read.

THE AMBULANCE 

Larry Cohen; US 1990; Eureka; Region B 
Blu-ray; English SDH; Certif icate 15; 96 minutes; 
1.85:1. Extras: audio commentary by Steve 
Mitchell; archive audio commentary by Cohen; 
previously unseen Cohen interview; interview 
with f ilm writer Michael Doyle; video essay The 

Ambulance and medical horror; trailer; booklet.

REVIEWED BY PAUL DUANE

Larry Cohen was the king of the high-
concept, low-budget horror movie and 
always brought an original mind and 
marketable hooks to his f ilms – in this 
case, “What if an ambulance came not 
to save you, but to kill you?” Then, 
channelling Hitchcock, he added, 
“and what if the only witness has zero 
credibility with the cops?” (He had 
used this trope previously in Q – The 

Winged Serpent, 1982.) Here, a Marvel 
Comics artist (played by Eric Roberts 
in a role Cohen intended for John 
Travolta) is the guy who has f igured 
out that a mysterious ambulance is 
snatching diabetics from the streets of 
New York for some unknown purpose, 
but can’t convince the police to listen.

The set-up and initial pursuit of this 
ambulance is vintage Cohen, mixing 
not one but two quirky meet-cutes and 
some nice scenes in a recreated Marvel 
bullpen (featuring Stan Lee, decades 
before his mainstream apotheosis) 
with tautly structured thriller 
elements. But Cohen has less interest 
in what’s behind these mysterious 
disappearances, and the f inal third, 
in which the ambulance’s attendant 
creepy hospital turns out to be based 
inside a fashionable nightclub, is fun 
but sillier than might be expected.

Cohen’s love of real NYC locations 
(“New York has always been my 
backlot,” he says in his commentary) 
comes through. Filming in the 
stables used by the city’s horse-drawn 
cabbies, in the Central Park pump 
house and outside the New York Post ’s 
off ice, and using hidden cameras 
for street scenes, Cohen produces 
visually energetic results. He often 
provides plum roles for older actors; 
Red Buttons steals the show here 
as a feisty, anachronistic newspaper 
hack, while James Earl Jones enjoys 
himself enormously playing a cop with 
mental health issues. Bit parts are 
f illed by Sanford Meisner associates, 
NYC eccentrics and even Stan Lee’s 
daughter, creating a typically lively 
Cohen ensemble. 

DISC:  The visuals are crisp and clean, 
while the extras (including a highly 
informative Cohen commentary in 
which he talks about his inspiration 
being a bout of food poisoning that 
led to a scary experience in a bumpy 
ambulance) are highly informative. It’s 
a package that made me nostalgic for 
the glory days of Cohen’s straight-to-
VHS career.

RIO LOBO

Howard Hawks; US 1970; Eureka/Masters 
of Cinema; Region B Blu-ray; English SDH; 
Certif icate PG; 114 minutes; 1.85:1. Extras: 
interviews with western scholar Austin Fisher 
and f ilm historian Sheldon Hall; trailer; booklet.

REVIEWED BY ROBERT HANKS

There’s late style – craggy, 
uncompromising, desperate to cram 
in what needs saying in the face of 
mortality – and then there’s just the 
tail-end of things. Rio Lobo was the 
last of the f ive f ilms Howard Hawks 
made with John Wayne, and the last 
f ilm Hawks ever made; it’s also the 
last of a loose trilogy, following Rio 

Bravo (1959) and El Dorado (1966), 
all scripted or co-scripted by Leigh 
Brackett. Squint a little and you can 
see elements of those earlier f ilms 
repeated here, but the formula is 
diluted and confused among a lot of 
new material. 

The f irst act of Rio Lobo is a Civil 
War-cum-heist movie: Union off icer 
Colonel Cord McNally (Wayne) is 
awaiting a train carrying bullion to 
pay the troops, but it is hijacked – raid 
ingeniously staged by the veteran 
stuntman Yakima Canutt – by a gang 
of Confederates led by Captain Pierre 
Cordona (Mexican beefcake Jorge 
Rivero) and his sidekick Tuscarora 
(Christopher Mitchum); on the 
thieves’ trail, Cord is captured by 
Cordona, and they establish mutual 
respect before he turns the tables. 
Post-war, they end up together in 
Texas, where Cord is hunting the 
traitor who sold news of the train to 
the enemy, and Tuscarora is trying 
to save his pa’s ranch from a greedy 
landowner. Hey, what if they were the 
same guy? Naw, that’d never happen. 

It’s bitty fun: too much plot and 
too many characters. There are 
even two (!) independent, sexually 
liberated women: Jennifer O’Neill as 
medicine-show girl Shasta and Sherry 
Lansing as the enigmatic (or just 
underwritten) Amelita. As well as the 
tail-end of Hawks’s career, this is the 
tail-end of the 60s – noticeable in the 
haircuts and the women’s make-up, 
but also in the brutality of the forces 
of law and order, franker than usual 
dialogue about male violence, and 
Shasta’s insistence, as romance flares 
with Cordona, on being the one 
who says when things stop. If there’s 
a real feminist angle, though, it’s in 
Lansing’s subsequent career: after 
this, she quit acting and ended up 
Hollywood’s f irst woman studio head.

Disc:  Good transfer, though, the sun-
dappled Civil War sequences aside, 
William H. Clothier’s cinematography 
has a harsh, glaring quality. In the 
extras, Sheldon Hall offers a good 
overview of the f ilm’s social context as 
well as its place in Hawks’s career.
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