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PROFESSOR WES DAVIS

The Old Movie Maven Magazine was lucky enough to get Professor Wes Davis’ answers about how he began to teach about movies as well as English at the University of New Haven up in Connecticut.


The pictures are added to the Professor’s answers for illustration only by Maven.

When did you get hooked on movies and on what kind?
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(Marilyn Monroe in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes [1953] and Johnny 

Weissmuller as “Jungle Jim” in the series of the same name)


The first movie in a theater I ever saw was either Marilyn Monroe in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes or Johnny Weissmuller in Valley of the Headhunters—both in 1953.  Now there’s a range of taste!  The first was from the back seat of my parents’ Oldsmobile at a Drive-in and the latter was at the Colonial Theater in Laconia, New Hampshire.  After that it was every Saturday matinee without fail at the Rivolie Theater in West Haven, Connecticut.  Each week the program would consist of Previews of Coming Attractions (and often they’d be so good that I’d return on Sunday for THAT show):  then an episode of a serial.  I remember seeing Zorro’s Back Whip [1944] with Linda Stirling.  Contain Africa.  Batman and Robin [1949] with Robert Lowery and Johnny Duncan.  But my all-time favorite was Adv. of Captain Marvel [1941] with Tom Tyler.  The flying sequences were spectacular.  I remember in one episode the crooks were running across a lawn with Capt. Marvel in pursuit, flying after them just overhead.  Of course, I now know how those stunts and effects were done (I almost wish I didn’t) but they put the Superman to shame.  Following the serial episode came the feature film:  an Abbott and Costello comedy, a Technicolor Western, maybe a horror or monster movie—maybe something by Jack Arnold such as Tarantula [1955] or Ray Harryhausen such as Earth vs. the Flying Saucers [1956].  Next was a Three Stooges short (unfortunately only those with Shemp—I had to wait to see the ones with Curly on TV).  And finally several Warner Bros. cartoons, until finally—“That’s All Folks.”  I’d then stumble out into the late afternoon sunshine half-blind but very happy!  After all, admission was a quarter and popcorn was ten cents!  And what value memories!
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(Linda Stirling, as Barbara Meredith [The Black Whip] in Zorro’s 

Last Whip [1944] and—just for Maven’s curiosity:  

Doesn’t that look like a hand on the wall on the 

right holding up the hurricane lamp?!?!)
What is your favorite movie?  Genre?


My all-time favorite movie in this day is The Misfits [1961] written by Arthur Miller for his wife, Marilyn Monroe, directed by Hon Huston, and starring Marilyn, Clark Gable, Monty Clift, Eli Wallach, and Thelma Ritter—almost an embarrassment of riches, that is, talent.  Marilyn was absolutely luminous on screen, and the scenes between her and Gable are magical.  In one, they are in the cab of his truck when he turns to her (she glows as if igniting the silver nitrate in the film stock) and says, “I bless you, girl.  You shine in my eyes.  It’s kind of an honor just to sit here next to you.”  In two of my film courses—Heroes and Antiheroes in Film and Filmmaker Studies: John Huston—I use this film.  I’m happy to say that—at least with me presenting it—the film retains its magic and emotional power with the 18 to 22 year olds I teach.  As to my favorite movie genre . . . I love classic horror-science fiction (not slasher films or, as I call them—“dead teenager movies”) Bela Lugosi still holds an endless fascination for me.  I also revere Boris Karloff and the two Lon Chaneys. (I teach courses in the Horror Films, Science Fiction Film, and a course called Chaney and Keaton.  I’ve had the pleasure several times of meeting and chatting with Sara Karloff and Standing with Sara and Bela G. Lugosi—and Bela’s son, Greg, took a picture of me standing with Sara and Bela G.  I remember saying to Sara, “I always dreamed of having my picture taken with Karloff and Lugosi and now in a way I have.”
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(Boris Karloff and Bela Lugosi in The Black Cat [1934])

Period of films?


None in particular though I am partial to the 1950’s:  Brando, Dean, Clift, Marilyn, the last full decade of the Hollywood Studio System, Technicolor, golden age of science fiction, Hammer Films, William Castle, Roger Corman & Vincent Price, Hitchcock at his peak, 3-D, cinemascope, J[ames] D[ean] films—all 50s!

Who are your favorite actor and actress?


Different people from different eras and for different genres.  Some I mentioned earlier.  Two of my boyhood heroes were Johnny Weissmuller and Buster Crabbe.  Lucky me, I met both of them and they were so kind and friendly.  I also met Gordon “Tarzan” Scott from the 50’s as well as his muscleman rival in the movies, Steve “Hercules” Reeves.  I have a lobby card from Duel of the Titans [1961, aka Romolo e Remo] in which they appeared together.  It’s a great shot of the two of them which at different times each signed for me.  From the 70s (another great decade).  I love Gene Hackman, Al Pacino.  Glenda Jackson, Jack Nicholson.  More recently, Julianne Moore, Nicole Kidman, Meryl Streep, Clint Eastwood and Sean Connery are treasures.

When did you decide to add teaching films in addition to English on the college level?


When I really want to impress my students—if only with how old I am—I tell them hat I started teaching Alfred Hitchcock’s films back when Hitchcock was still MAKING films!  It’s true.  I remember telling students (then it was high school students in Puerto Rico) to go see the new Hitchcock film (Family Plot) at the local  theater and then we’d talk about it.
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(Alfred Hitchcock)

What kind of curriculum do you teach—primarily behind the scenes like directors, writers, etc.?


I got into teaching film through teaching English/literature.  The other way most film professors get into it is through filmmaking.  I’ve always been interested in analyzing what stories, novels, plays, films, TV shows, poems—MEAN.  What are they saying to us and what tools and devices do they employ to do it.  Consciously or even unconsciously, literary and film works are saying something about human nature, something we can use, take with us if we can “read” the film.  Films tell stories through the association, accumulation, even collision of images.  When I teach—or discuss—I ask questions about a film in class.  I first look for what I think of as a doorway into the film that I can use or give the students to use in analyzing it.  Yesterday we had a class on the movie 2010:  Odyssey Two (1984).  I suggested to them that it’s a movie about the importance of trust.  That’s the doorway.  Everything else we discussed—from framing shots, to dialogue, to characterization, to, of course, plot—grows out of that.  That’s not the only theme but it’s a big one in that movie.  In Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956), I use the motif of kissing to analyze the film.  I tell the students to keep track of all the kissing and references to kissing (and love) in that film.  I even use a song, “It’s in His Kiss” (1964) by Betty Everett, the lyrics of which state, “If you want to know if you love him so/It’s in his kiss.”  I’ve met Kevin McCarthy, the star of  . . . Body Snatchers, a couple times and showed him my quiz on the film, which asks the students to use that song to analyze the movie.  He told me he’d never thought of the film that way before but liked my idea and asked me for a copy of my quiz.  Now that was a vote of confidence!
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(Kevin McCarthy [center] in Invasion of the Body Snatchers [1956])

Do you concentrate on any period of movies, directors, writers or styles?


I’ve been teaching film on the university level for about 27 years now and in that time have created and taught over 34 different film courses.  The main subject areas have been:  World Cinemas, Filmmaker Studies, Film Decades, Film Genres, and Film Themes.  I also do two television courses:  Television Comedy and Television Drama.

Do you conduct the “standard” class, lecturing with questions and answers, or do you study movies of who (or what) you are concentrating on at the moment?


I do anything I can think of that will work.  I do use the Socratic method of posing questions, starting with broader, more general questions to get them started expressing their opinions and reactions.  The most recent  assignment was telling them to go see the German film, The Lives of Others (it won the [2007] A[cademy] A[ward] last month as Best Picture in a foreign language).  As I’m teaching a course in New German Cinema this semester, it’s almost a must that they see this powerful film.  They must bring me the ticket stub with the name of the film on it and answer a question about the film’s ending or resolution, something they won’t be able to find on the internet, and then I’ll give them ten extra points on their next test.  I don’t believe in giving free points but I do believe in giving opportunities.  Regarding the ticket stub—well, wasn’t it Pres. Reagan who used to say, “Trust but verify.”
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(Sebastian Koch as George Dreyman and Martina Geclock

as Christa-Maria Sieland in Lives of Others [2006])

Do you give your students subjects to do, research papers or allow them to pick their subject (within guidelines of your choice)?


I give them a list of topics I write and they choose from that list.  I used to allow the better students the option of creating their own topic, but they had to show me they were serious by first writing their topic up just as I do.  The topics are analytical, point by point comparisons usually, NOT so-called “personal reaction” papers which I feel are non-academic and non-scholarly.  I’m interested in their ideas, insights, points—not what someone said in a book or on line about the films.

Do you still watch movies for pleasure or do you find yourself critiquing them regardless of why you’re watching them?


I watch movies all the time.  I keep a Movie Log of all the movies I see, where I see them (dvd, theater, cable, etc.) title, director, stars, first viewing or repeated viewing.  At the end of the year I total them up by month.  This past year I saw 240 movies, 105 for the first time.  I also do my top ten favorites of the year and maybe one or two that I hated for whatever reason.  I watch movies from all eras and genres.  I love Technicolor Westerns—just watched The Last Wagon [1956] with Richard Widmark.  And to commemorate the recent death of Frankie Laine, I watched Gunfight at the O.K. Corral [1956 with Burt Lancaster] by John Sturgis—Frankie Laine sings the title song throughout the film.
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(Frankie Laine)

How do you grade/pass your students?  Grades (A, B, C) or Pass/Fail?


Students are graded using the University’s required A-F system.  Most students get C’s and B’s and a few get A’s.  Rarely does anyone do D or F work.

Do you teach Graduate Courses as well?


I have but I don’t.

Do you think you might like to have a subscription for The Old Movie Maven as an adjunct to your teaching?


I’ve enjoyed rambling on here in response to your questions, but the classes I teach are not nostalgia based as is your fanzine—labor of love though it clearly is.  Unfortunately, these kids’ memories only go back about five years  When I taught film comedy, a number of them had never heard of (let alone seen) Cary Grant.  I showed Holiday Inn [1942] and had to identify which was Bing Crosby and Fred Astaire.  And when we studied Abbott and Costello in films and TV comedy courses, I had to tell them which was which.  I showed A Hard Day’s Night [1964] in the Modern British Film course and a student told me she couldn’t tell the four Beatles apart!  As the late, great Jack Parr used to say:  “I kid you not!”

Would you consider telling your students about TOMM?


Sure. Especially if their teacher’s musings appear in it.

Are there any questions that I haven’t asked that you think are important to my readers?


I think I’ve already gone on and on too long.  Maybe you have some questions you’d like to ask me now that you’ve read my responses to your questions.  Or maybe you’ve already read more than enough from 







Yours truly, Wes Davis

