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Directed by George Roy Hill. Written by David S. Ward. Produced by Tony Bill, Julia Phillips, and Michael Phillips. Photographed by Robert Surtees. Edited by William Reynolds. 

Principal cast: Paul Newman (Henry Gondorff), Robert Redford (Johnny Hooker), Robert Shaw (Doyle Lonnegan), and Charles Durning (Lt. Wm. Snyder)

Review by Nathan Rabin, A. V. Club, September 21, 2005:

What are movies if not elaborate cons, clever ruses designed to trick popcorn-munching marks into caring about people who don’t exist, presented in a format shot and edited to reveal only what the puppet-masters pulling the strings want audiences to see? Accordingly, 1973’s quietly masterful The Sting emphasizes the elaborate stagecraft that goes into pulling off a big con, the way all the players have to play their parts to perfection in order for the command performance to separate marks from their ill-gotten loot.

After triumphing together as Butch Cassidy And The Sundance Kid, Robert Redford and Paul Newman reunited with director George Roy Hill, playing, respectively, a brash young con artist out to avenge his mentor/partner’s murder, and the grizzled, drunken old pro who takes him under his wing. Robert Shaw co-stars as their deep-pocketed, mercurial mark, a cold-blooded shark of a gangster whose limp qualifies as just about his only humanizing trait.

At a time when American studio films addressed the country's discord and turmoil with unprecedented directness, The Sting looked back wistfully at an earlier age with sepia-toned nostalgia, immersing audiences in the kind of cornball Americana that in lesser hands could easily have come across as cheesy and regressive. But it doesn’t, which is largely a tribute to the light touch of the underrated, versatile Hill, who keeps the proceedings moving along briskly. With its use of transitions that hearken back to the silent era, its use of Scott Joplin music to establish a simultaneously jaunty and melancholy tone, and its division into chapters illustrated with Norman Rockwell imagery, the film qualified as deliberately old-timey in its day, and it subsequently hasn’t aged a bit. So when The Sting won the 1973 Best Picture Oscar, beating out American Graffiti, Cries & Whispers, A Touch Of Class, and The Exorcist, it must have seemed like a validation of crackerjack entertainment over more challenging, abrasive, socially relevant fare. But 32 years later, The Sting retains its breezy charm, and while it doesn't qualify as high art, it makes a fine case for the virtues of old-fashioned escapism.

Selections from The Films of George Roy Hill by Andrew Horton (McFarland & Company, 2005):

The Sting (1973) reunited Redford, Newman, and Hill in an immensely successful box office hit. Not by accident is the theme song Scott Joplin’s quietly melodic tune “The Entertainer.” With The Sting, Hill presented entertainment in its purest sense; we not only have a yarn about a Big Con, but also the audience is playfully shown that entertainment is itself a con, an illusion, the capturing of imagination… Hill’s narrative approach is double-layered. We enjoy not only the tale but also the way it is told, so that the ability of film to manipulate narrative and film conventions for the purposes of entertainment becomes the final con.
For a while, it looked at if The Sting would not get off the ground as a George Roy Hill production. Hill was at the time becoming involved in helping Steven Spielberg set up his second film Sugarland Express. As soon as he read David S. Ward’s script for The Sting however, he wanted to do it, and since it was clear even in those pre-Close Encounters of the Third Kind days that Spielberg knew what he was doing in Hollywood, Hill turned his attention to the project.
Originally David S. Ward, who had just written Steelyard Blues (1972), was to direct his own script with Peter Boyle in the role of Gondorff. As conceived in that early version of the script, Hill noted, Gondorff was a “slob of a man.” Also included in the original draft, Hill added, he was “a motif of bodies being sent down cement mixer chutes!” When Hill was approached to do the project by producers… he agreed if he could have total charge of the film. They accepted.

Hill claimed he did not set out to do a Redford-Newman film. He did approach Redford, who at first turned it down. When Redford later agreed to play the part of Hooker, Hill asked Newman if he would play a secondary role. Newman read the script and felt he didn’t fit the part. At that point there was some talk of turning the film into a “buddy” story similar to Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Redford was strongly opposed to any such attempt. Then one afternoon at Newman’s apartment in Manhattan all three discussed the story once more. Hill mapped out how the relationship could be put in juxtaposition as one of the “transfer of the crown from the King to the Prince,” but Newman was still un-comfortable. Stalemate. Later, in the hallway, there was a long silence as the three of them waited for the delayed elevator. Hill broke the silence saying, “What are we worried about? The Sting is a pop piece, we enjoy working together, we’ll have fun, so let’s do it.” They all agreed, and appreciative of a stalled elevator, they began work…
The basics of the film are in David S. Ward’s early versions. There is the tale of the Big Con as two small-time con men set out to trick one of the biggest mobsters of all with a little help from their friends and a lot of guts and cunning. Set during the Depression in Chicago, the script is an upbeat story about a big caper that succeeds and which the audience is made to feel sympathetic to, since the victim is a gangster-businessman (with no sense of humor) and since the con is motivated by revenge of Luther, a “family-man” small-time drifter. The clipped dialogue, the intricate plotting and subplotting of the con, and the division of the film into segments or “chapters” complete with headings are all to be found in the November 21, 1972, version of the script.

But Hill’s contributions to the script can easily be seen in his personal notes on the first draft… Hill’s notes on the first draft show his concern for details. He suggested that music be used with the title cards to set the mood and connect the scenes. The Scott Joplin music was added much later… “I purposely copied the stylistic elements of the Saturday Evening Post and the early Warner Brothers films. For instance remember how no extras would be used in the street scenes in those films: Jimmy Cagney would be shot down and die in an empty street. So I deliberately avoided using extras.” Hill also noted on the first draft that many shots would have the look of Walter Evans’ Depression era photographs in which people stare into the camera “flat on…”

The Sting won George Roy Hill an Oscar for Best Director of 1973. The… years since the release of the film have not diminished its appeal, a fact that adds even more prestige to Hill’s accomplishment. Clearly the film stands as a landmark in Hollywood entertainment of the 1970s. Robert Redford goes even further in his respect for Hill’s direction. “I suspect that when people have forgotten about the critics, they will remember George’s films. I think George’s work will be seen as outstanding in years to come, and The Sting is one of the best.”
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