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Foreword

Flickers & Fear 

What you are about to
read is a compilation of genre reviews—horror, crime, and cult
films—from a weekly column entitled “Video Views” I wrote for a few
New England newspaper venue back in 1999 through 2001. This is a
companion ebook to Wonders! Millennial Marvel Movies, which
collected all my science-fiction, fantasy, and animated feature
reviews from the same column and the same turn-of-the-century
period.

All will be explained in the following
introduction, which I confess here and now is identical to the
introduction that opens Wonders! Millennial Marvel
Movies.

But don’t let that throw you: these are two very
different books, with only minimal overlap (a few films that
straddle genres are included in both ebooks, but only a few).

That’s not only because the content is
different. I would argue that the intent of each genre—and
thus, each book—is quite different, as well.

While there is indeed much overlap, there are
also worlds of difference between the genres Wonders! and
Horrors! embrace. Where much of science-fiction (even
cinematic sf, which tends these days to be action-sf) is based in
rational extrapolation, or a pretense to rationality, whereas
horror is, by its very nature, an inherently irrational
genre. Rooted in emotion (as are the genres of comedy and romance)
rather than reason, horror refutes all rationality, reveling in the
unexplained, the inexplicable, and the unknown.

Fantasy and animation tend toward the light;
horror, crime, and cult films favor the darkness.

These are broad generalities, mind you, and as
you’ll find in both Wonders! and in Horrors!, there
are countless exceptions to such defined boundaries, but I’ve
chosen the focus of each book carefully, and the contents have come
together quite nicely. I hope you’ll agree.

While both books begin with capsule reviews—my
first “Video Views” were published in a magazine that only accepted
short capsule reviews—they quickly open up into more article-length
reviews, which has always been my preference. I loathe capsule
reviews, and from a tender age found them less than useful. The
only things less useful are “star” ratings: I want to find
out something about a movie when I read a review, not just know
the opinion of whoever is writing about the movie. Opinions aren’t
particularly useful (as my uncle used to say, they’re like
assholes: we all have one).

In the introduction that follows, I get into my
experiences as a reader of film books, and what drove me to write a
weekly column like “Video Views.”

What I don’t get into is how the first film
“review” book I laid eyes on—TV Movie Almanac & Ratings:
1958 & 1959 (Bantam Books, 1958) by Steven H. Scheuer—was
such a letdown for a five year old that I almost never looked at
another film review again.

I discovered a copy of Scheuer’s book at a
relative’s house in 1960, shortly after turning five years old. I
couldn’t believe such a book existed, and couldn’t believe, either,
that so many movies existed. At first glance, the book
seemed magical.

What did this book make of my all-time favorite
movies? My hands were shaking with anticipation!

Let’s see—well, Scheuer loved King Kong
(1933): four stars, “Twenty-three years after release, it remains a
marvel of technical achievement as well as a thrilling, actionful
adventure” (pg. 107). Hey, he liked Mighty Joe Young (1949),
too. Maybe I could talk someone into letting me borrow this
book?

Oh, but, wait. The Thief of Bagdad (1940)
was tagged with only two stars—“All quite unbelievable, but
entertaining if one goes for this sort of thing” (pg. 201). Hmmm,
but—I do go for “this sort of thing.” What, I’m an
idiot?

Oh, ya, The Thing (1951)! He’s got
to like that—wow, three stars! “Sufficiently thrilling fantastic
melodrama” (pg. 211).

Oh, gee. Hunh. That’s kinda lukewarm—I mean,
“sufficient” isn’t a word I connected with having my socks scared
off of me while watching TV in the afternoon.

What about The Bride of Frankenstein
(1935)? He had to love that! Sure, it earned three whole stars,
summarized as “an ‘offbeat’ boy-meets-girls story, and probably the
best of the ‘Frankenstein’ series,” but Scheuer still had to put
James Whale’s classic in its place, concluding his capsule review
with the back-handed compliment, “Way above average for this kind
of trash” (pg. 25).

I decided then and there I didn’t need this book
after all. In fact, I didn’t want to read any more of it.

Years later, I did buy a copy for myself—I was,
after all, a much more sophisticated twelve-year old by the time
Scheuer’s TV Key Movie Guide cost a whole dollar and was a
fatter paperback, listing “over 6900 films now being shown on
television” (in its third edition: Bantam, December 1966).

By this time, I kept my copy (MY copy!)
of the Scheuer book by my own bed, referencing it often, but I
still bristled at his disdain for the  movies I loved most.
One of my all-time favorite monster movies by 1967 was the Ray
Harryhausen stop-motion-animation masterpiece Twenty Million
Miles to Earth (1957)—damn. It was dissed with one-and-a-half
star by Scheuer (or his lackey) and dismissed with the following:
“Science fiction rides again! But it’s not worth the trip” (pg.
367). What kind of review is that? Did this bozo even see
the same movie I’d seen three times already, and ached to
see again? Why, anyone could have written those words about
any crappy ol’ space movie. Had he even seen the
movie? My suspicions, and my dander, were up.

What about the scariest movie I’d ever seen in
my twelve years, Mario Bava’s Black Sunday (1961)? God, that
gave my nightmares!

Humph. Two stars, and the condescending “better
than the usual run.”

Still, the Scheuer book was all we had to work
with, in terms of movie books.

Thankfully, my own tastes were already more
discerning (yes, at 12), and that refinement had been tempered by
the capsule reviews for my favorite monster magazine, Castle of
Frankenstein (read on, all is explained in the introduction).
Now, those guys knew, and loved, genre movies!

And so do I.

What follows are my week-to-week reviews of the
movies that hit video stores (on VHS and a then-brand-new format,
DVD), as they hit the stores. In hindsight, I didn’t do to badly
recognizing and highlighting the trends that were visible to me,
and shining light on some films and even movements within the genre
that would have otherwise been invisible to the casual viewer.

I missed a few things, looking back. I could
only write about the films that were being legally released to
video and DVD, though I was beginning to see bootleg videos from
faraway countries via my network of fellow horror aficionados. For
instance: what was beginning to manifest from Asia hadn’t yet been
tagged as “J” horror, nor had it begun to pop up in American video
stores as yet. I could see, from the so-called “gray” market, that
something amazing was going on in Japan—I had seen blurry dubs of
Hideo Nakata’s game-changing ghost movie リング / Ringu
/ Ring (1998) by the year 2000—but it was too soon to recognize
the shock wave as the tsunami it was. So: I was tempted to
reorganize the ghost movie reviews in the pages that follow into a
coherent chronology of the 1999 films that anticipated and were
contemporaries of the “J” horror movies—A Stir of Echoes, The
Sixth Sense, and related ghost films that didn’t seem like
ghost films (Neil Jordan’s adaptation of Graham Greene’s End of
the Affair, 1999; the indy When Pigs Fly, 1993, but not
on video until 1999), etc.—but that would be revisionist thinking,
and dishonest.

Thus, I’ve elected to keep the chronologies of
Wonders! and Horrors! as they were originally
published, and not graft onto either book any 20/20 hindsight or
revisions. You’ll connect those dots yourself, now, won’t you?

You may find much to disagree about in my own
reviews, but I promise you you’ll always know, with every review,
that I watched every nanosecond of the movie, gave it my
full and undivided attention, and assessed each movie (as best I
could) on its own terms. I also do my utmost to make my reviews
informed and informative, and I hope above all that these companion
ebooks will turn you on to some movies you might have never heard
of before, or prompt you to revisit something you have seen with a
fresh perspective and perhaps a new pair of eyes.

Now, on to that introduction that’s common to
both books….







Introduction

FOCUS

I’m a devotee and
reader of collected movie reviews, and have been since my junior
high school years in the late 1960s. Like most children of the late
’50s and early ’60s, my first beloved film publication was
Famous Monsters of Filmland. Though I can’t and won’t
elevate Forrest J. Ackerman’s pun-filled writing into the pantheon
of great cinema critics, I can honestly say I owe it all to
Forry.

The stirring of my earliest critical thought on
cinema, though, owes a greater debt to Famous Monsters of
Filmland’s competitor on the newsstand, Castle of
Frankenstein, which from its earliest issues demonstrated a far
more adult orientation to the monsters and movies we so loved.
Thus, I have to say without hesitation that Calvin T. Beck (the
erstwhile, opportunistic editor/publisher of Castle), Bhob
Stewart, and Joe Dante, Jr. were the first critics I came to trust
and depend upon. Looking back, their writings still resonate,
including the briefest of their capsule reviews, which easily
outstrip their mainstream equivalents (from TV Guide—for
which, it turns out, Bhob Stewart wrote capsules!—to Steven
Scheuer’s Movies on TV to Leonard Maltin’s TV
Movies). In fact, when it came to the horror, sf, and fantasy
films I loved so, CoF’s reviews were the antidote to
Scheuer’s Movies on TV (which was suspect from my first
exposure when Scheuer dismissed Ray Harryhausen’s glorious 20
Million Miles to Earth as a “blob” movie) and The New York
Times TV listing capsules (which copped out on almost all genre
films by ending their usually sarcastic non-reviews with, “your
move”). In fact, invaluable and handy a reference as it was,
Scheuer’s book almost put me off capsule reviews for life: they too
often expressed nothing, and were occasionally simply wrong in a
way that implied the films being summarized hadn’t even been seen.
Thankfully, CoF taught me the value of even the briefest
shorthand, alerting me to countless films and filmmakers I
otherwise never would have known of. In doing so, Beck, Stewart,
and Dante expanded my horizons by steering my attention to the
films of Orson Welles (lionized at every turn in CoF),
underground cinema, film noir, and dark gems like Leave
Her to Heaven, Night of the Hunter and The Fool
Killer.

Like many junior-league movie lovers, I kept a
scrapbook of clippings from the newspapers. I didn’t tear up or
clip from my monster magazines—those were totems too precious for
cutting!—but I did save movie items from the local newspapers and
TV Guides (expanding my vocabulary with words like
“antediluvian,” which was used in one memorable TV Guide
capsule for Godzilla, King of the Monsters). The first of my
movie scrapbooks gathered the most lurid movie ads from the local
papers, first targeting the ads for films I had seen. But it wasn’t
long before the more enticing forbidden fruit dominated each page:
the increasingly lurid ads for the movies I couldn’t, or wasn’t
permitted, to see, pre-16th birthday and the earning of my driver’s
license. These were increasingly accompanied by capsule synopsis
from the TV Guide from the channels we didn’t get—hence, a
growing list of “must see” films that remained tantalizingly
out-of-reach—and the Catholic Tribune’s updated listing of
current films, categorized per their moral movie ratings. Like the
TV Guide capsules of films I couldn’t see, the Catholic
Tribune listings became crucial for the allure of their
forbidden fruit, particularly those films that represented (gasp!)
sin. As years went by, the latter became a private “must
see” checklist of sorts, with the “Condemned” films being the most
compelling, as I’d long since realized the best horror films
inevitably ended up on that blacklist. My final scrapbook gave way
to a mix of the coolest drive-in double-feature ads, Judith Crist’s
one-page TV Guide movie review column, and (best of all)
reviews clipped from the copies of Variety I was allowed to
pick up from the local Waterbury, VT radio station (WDEV) offices
when they were done with them. There was a no-nonsense,
market-savvy pragmatism to the Variety reviews that was new
to me, scribed with a straightforward industry insider’s
perspective that spoke volumes. Simply put, I learned a great deal
from the most perfunctory of Variety reviews, packed as they
were with succinct, connect-the-dots insights about the studios,
producers, distributors, and creative individuals making the films.
As I outgrew scrapbooks, the Variety and The New York
Times reviews continued to be of great interest to me, gathered
thereafter in file folders alongside filed reviews and ads clipped
from the Boston papers (the Herald and the
Globe).

By this time, published collections of reviews
were much sought-after additions to my modest home library. James
Agee’s seminal Agee on Film was the first of these I recall
purchasing. I loved the book: it impressed upon me the enormous
value of a critic’s work when read, sequentially, as a coherent
whole. Whether I knew the films being written about or not
(steering me inevitably to late-night TV viewings of those films I
had never seen before), whether or not I found myself in agreement
with Agee’s opinions and/or world view, there was a mesmerizing
power in a singular informed voice summarizing, on a weekly basis,
a chronology of films from a distant past (primarily the 1940s).
There was an immense fascination for me in reading Agee’s attentive
recognition of Val Lewton’s RKO horrors (beginning with The Cat
People, 1942), and his delight in finding a new Lewton
production. By this time, I’d already scoured the Periodical
Index and enough dusty back issues of Time,
Newsweek, and The Saturday Review in the Waterbury
Library to know how rarely horror films were reviewed by the
mainstream magazines and critics of the 1940s, ’50s and early ’60s,
and how disdainfully those few reviewed were treated. Agee had no
such prejudice against the genre, and Agee’s loving essays on
comedy and comedy stars (particularly those of the silent era)
prompted me to catch any and all TV broadcasts and area revivals of
the films of Chaplin, Keaton, Laurel & Hardy and the Marx
Brothers. And so it went: as with CoF, I availed myself of
the opportunity to see any film Agee’s reviews had opened my eyes
to. Thus, my cinematic education expanded beyond my initial
fixation on horror, sf, fantasy, and monster movies.

Soon, Agee’s tome was joined on my shelves by
the first Pauline Kael collection, Kiss Kiss Bang Bang, and
paperback gatherums of John Simon, Judith Crist, and Renata Adler’s
columns and reviews. These books considerably enriched my junior
high and high school years, prompting me to dig even more
passionately into the stacks of 1940s and ’50s magazines in the
Waterbury Library attic and basement, all the while savoring and
tearing choice pieces from the Sunday New York Times Arts
section (Vincent Canby became a particular favorite of mine among
the current critics, recognizing as he did the considerable virtues
of, for example, Piers Haggard’s Blood on Satan’s Claw and
Harry Kumel’s Daughters of Darkness, films his fellow
mainstream critics either reviled off-hand or ignored altogether).
The books, though, were key. These collected reviews and essays
were far more valuable than the capsule reviews in Scheuer’s
Movies on TV.

Most surprising to me was the fact that those
critics I disagreed with—who often infuriated me (Simon filled the
bill, loathing as he did almost every film I loved at that
time)—became vital, as their distinctive voices and the consistency
of their critical thinking led me to treasure their writings,
whether I shared their opinions or not (again, Simon was foremost
among these). There was a perverse glee in reading and rereading
the scathing reviews of those films dearest to me: Arthur Penn’s
Bonnie & Clyde, Sergio Leone’s spaghetti westerns,
Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey and Nicolas Roeg and
Donald Cammell’s Performance, for example, drew nothing but
negative reviews. These were evidence of my own awakening critical
perspective—how could these literate, insightful writers not see
what I was seeing, feel what I was feeling?—not to mention amusing
in and of themselves. Time’s condescending review of A
Fistful of Dollars remains hilarious reading, as does Simon’s
absolute revulsion for The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly,
which prompted his gross distortion of even the most innocuous
lines of dialogue to make the film seem more repugnant (did he
mishear, or deliberately misinterpret? It didn’t matter).
Thankfully, these prejudices didn’t inform every text: there were,
after all, the rare positive reviews of Lewton’s horror films in
Agee on Film, and Pauline Kael’s Kiss Kiss Bang Bang
included an excellent essay on horror films, including a great
analysis of Georges Franju’s Eyes Without a Face, aka The
Horror Chamber of Dr. Faustus, couched amid Kael’s observations
of the audience attending the film. Elsewhere in the book, Kael
demonstrated a firm grasp of what made Jack Clayton’s The
Innocents tick, citing my favorite shot (artfully articulating
why it was such a haunting image), and her evocative short reviews
of eclectic fare concluding the book embraced curios like Karel
Zeman’s The Fabulous World of Jules Verne.

By the time I was a teenager, the best of these
books, to my mind, was Jonas Mekas’ Movie Journal, a
collection of Mekas’ Village Voice columns tracing the key
years of the American underground film movement. Mekas’ beguiling
writings opened an eye on a world of films I’d never heard of in
the backwoods of Vermont: more forbidden fruit to be tracked down
and savored in the coming years. Mekas’ columns also awakened my
grasp of venues and markets: writing in a consciously poetic manner
that was both open and utterly subjective, Mekas eschewed the
artifice of all other critics. He was clearly writing for a
different reader, a different marketplace—of ideas, values, and
philosophy, as well as films. I had understood from an early age
that Variety was writing for a market—the movie theater
proprietors themselves—but Mekas was talking from and to the
counterculture, and this was something else altogether.

More startling was the realization that Mekas
was writing about some of the same films I’d read about in my
favorite monster magazine, Castle of Frankenstein. In fact,
upon closer scrutiny, it seemed that Mekas and Calvin T. Beck were
both writing from and to the growing counterculture—my
generation of film lovers, rather than prior generations. This
suddenly provided a continuum, which stretched back to the older
critics whose books filled a shelf in my bedroom closet. Suddenly,
the chasm between the monster magazines of my youth and the “real
books” collecting critical reviews and essays had a bridge, and my
world grew exponentially. Those marvelously concise Castle
capsule reviews by Bhob Stewart, Joe Dante, Jr., and Calvin T. Beck
which spoke so loudly to me were being echoed by this Village
Voice critic I’d never heard of. Had I stumbled on Susan
Sontag’s essay on sf and disaster films at this point, I might have
lost all my bearings (imagine my surprise when, six years ago, Bhob
Stewart told me about inviting Sontag to write for Castle of
Frankenstein, followed by Bhob mailing me a photocopy of
Sontag’s letter, politely declining the offer; thank you,
Bhob!).

And so, I began writing about the films I’d
seen, too. One of my English assignments for junior high school
became my own Movie Guide, hand-written (lettered, really,
in an attempt to match the look of typesetting), earning a B+ and a
note from my teacher that I would have gotten an A had I not
written about so many horror movies instead of “real movies.”
Inspired by Mekas, I began to keep my own film journal in high
school, paying particular attention to the unclassifiable films I
lucked into, as those became more important to me than any others.
Once I had my own driver’s license, my appetites expanded further,
as did my personal movie journals: I could now access the
drive-ins, catching triple-bills and dusk-to-dawn shows. I finally
began to see the underground films Mekas had written about, thanks
to two competing underground film societies that blossomed for a
couple of years in the nearest ‘big city’ of Burlington, VT, and
the underground and experimental films shown at the nearby “hippie
haven” of Goddard College, which was even more enticing.

My journals became crucial to me, as I was
seeing films no one else seemed to be writing about. I remember,
for instance, loving a bizarre comedic short film included in one
of the underground film festivals in Burlington. It was called
The Secret Cinema, and upon my return home, I wrote it up
while my memory was fresh, embedding the name of its director, Paul
Bartel, into my consciousness. Lo and behold, a short time later an
ad in the paper for a double-bill at a relatively distant drive-in
included the name “Paul Bartel,” allowing me to catch Bartel’s
debut mainstream feature Private Parts (sharing the bill
with Don’t Look in the Basement). Thanks to my scribblings,
I was now beginning to connect the dots on a new generation of
filmmakers, and my own writings took on a renewed value to me that
carried me through my college years... but that’s another
story.

With the beginning of my residency in the Joe
Kubert School of Cartoon and Graphic Art in the fall of 1976, and
the subsequent launch of my professional career as a cartoonist and
illustrator, my movie journals were eclipsed by my sketchbooks, my
writing subsumed by my drawing and comics work. Moving from Vermont
to New Jersey to attend the Kubert School, I even had to abandon my
precious files and scrapbooks, left in my dorm room at Johnson
State College (undoubtedly to be trashed) when I could find no
library, collector, or recipient even vaguely interested.

Still, I never lost the itch, and I jumped at
the invitation extended to me in the late 1980s by one Chas Balun,
co-founder and editor of the hot new horror fanzine Deep
Red. Thanks to Chas, I began writing about film again, but this
time, my work was being published. Chas welcomed anything and
everything horror-oriented that I offered: capsule reviews, longer
reviews, articles, interviews with filmmakers. I subsequently
contributed review, articles, and interviews to other zines,
including Magick Theatre, Tim and Donna Lucas’s Video
Watchdog, Craig Ledbetter’s ETC (Euro-Trash
Cinema), Charles Kilgore’s Ecco, Tony Timpone’s
Fangoria and Gorezone, Chris Gore’s Film
Threat, and many others. But it was Chas Balun who reopened the
door for my writing about film, and thus opened the door for my
writing professionally, period. Thank you, Chas!

This sideline seemed to my friends, peers, and
fellow pros in the comics field an unnecessary and rather childish
diversion. It was in fact a lifeline back to something that had
always been vital and dear to me, as central to my life as my art
and comics had always been. It was part and parcel of who I was,
who I am, and as important to me as my comics work, illustrations,
and fiction writing. Furthermore, I already had a reputation for
stretching and/or missing deadlines with my comics work, but I
usually made or beat all my writing deadlines. Writing came easy
for me, it wasn’t the agonizing struggle that drawing comics (as
opposed to single illustrations or sketches) was, became, and
remained. So, writing—particularly writing about film—was even more
of a pleasure, blighted with none of the depressing personal
baggage that drawing comics was increasingly burdened with. Without
going into too much detail, suffice to say that as my comics career
waned in the late 1990s, coinciding with the implosion of the comic
book Direct Sales Market and a major change in my personal life, my
writing became more and more important to my well-being,
emotionally and financially.

As necessity led to my easing out of the long,
once-lucrative freelance cartooning career I’d enjoyed since the
mid-1970s into full-time employment at First Run Video (the local
video superstore I’d been an active shareholder in since 1991), I
maintained writing rather than drawing as my freelance career of
choice. I retired from comics by the end of 1999, a difficult
decision made a bit less painful due to the fact I was now writing
a weekly video review column for the local newspaper, The
Brattleboro Reformer. I was also writing reviews and essays on
film for the Northampton, MA-based monthly free magazine
VMag and occasional film pieces for The Chicopee
Herald and the Reminder, along with the occasional
review or article for my anchors, Deep Red and The Video
Watchdog. None of this paid much of anything, but it was
enormously satisfying, and kept me sane through some momentous life
changes.

The weekly column for The Brattleboro
Reformer grew out of my job at First Run Video (where, at my
own insistence, I began as a minimum-wage clerk like everyone else,
working my way up to management within a year—hey, it isn’t rocket
science). First Run Video was and is owned by my friend Alan B.
Goldstein, who I’d first met in 1982 when he ran Moondance Comics,
at that time the only comic book shop and mail-order business in
southern Vermont. Alan had long since left comics retailing and
launched First Run Video as the area’s first video superstore in
November of 1991. As I said, I was an active shareholder: I had, in
fact, pitched in throughout the fall of ’91 to categorize First
Run’s massive initial inventory, and worked as the advertising and
promotional manager from 1992-93, during one of the livelier
stretches of my comics career.

When Chris Nixon of the Brattleboro
Reformer approached Alan about First Run possibly providing the
paper with a weekly video column for their new weekly Arts &
Entertainment section (published every Thursday to cover the
coming week and weekend), Alan naturally turned to me. He had,
after all, typeset two or three issues worth of the writing on
dinosaur films and comics I’d done as back-up material for my
self-published comics magnum-opus, S. R. Bissette’s
Tyrant (by issue four, I was typesetting that material
myself) and was vaguely aware of my writing about horror films for
various fanzines, magazines, and books.

So began Video Views, my weekly column
for the Reformer. As it gained momentum, I began to email it
every week to a close circle of friends and associates, and their
feedback was forever welcome. The fact that they occasionally took
the time to respond, along with the face-to-face comments offered
by neighbors and the growing body of First Run customers who seemed
to enjoy this new feature in the Reformer, made me vitally aware of
“my” audience. I was writing for a different market now, a market
defined primarily by geography and the parameters of a daily family
newspaper.

Thus, unlike my ongoing writing for the horror
film fan magazines, I could not presume my readers knew anything
about film or filmmakers; there was no communal shorthand I could
rely upon. I was writing for an audience that might know who
Steven Spielberg and George Lucas were, but maybe not. For most
Reformer readers, only the big movie stars had any name
value or instantly identifiable celebrity. So I took it upon myself
to remind readers that individuals, artists, indeed made these
movies, these videos that filled the new release wall at First Run
Video. I hoped to elevate the interest level in the medium by doing
much more than simply write capsule reviews. In doing so, I always
had to be sure I provided constant reference points. Thus, I would
cite other works by the same filmmakers, other films certain actors
had appeared in. In the format of a weekly newspaper column, this
wasn’t intrusive, but once those columns are collected, the
repetition of certain filmographies or references can seem rather
dreary. Still, I have decided to run the columns as they were
originally published. This may make these collections more useful
for younger readers and neophyte film buffs, but I hope this aspect
of the columns collected in this series won’t prove too
exasperating to the knowledgeable film aficionados who deign to dig
into these writings.

To write a weekly video column, I was usually
screening over four to six films per week. As a diehard veteran
film lover, I was also going to the theater whenever possible. As a
First Run Video manager and buyer, I was viewing a plethora of
films besides (via “screeners,” full-length videocassettes of
upcoming video releases), if only to know, come pre-order time,
what videos we needed to buy and in what quantities. I won’t do the
math, but suffice to say these columns reflect as many man-hours as
any comics series I’ve ever worked on (a further point of outrage
for my comics peers, who would have much rather seen me drawing all
those hours rather than watching movies or writing), all jam-packed
into a little more than two years of my life.

I must also add that the column took on another
dimension for me personally. Having earned a poor reputation for
making deadlines in the comics industry, I was determined to run
the gauntlet and never miss a weekly deadline for the
Reformer. That I managed this feat without a misstep is a
point of personal accomplishment and honor. I not only made every
single (and usually beat the) weekly deadline, I did so for two
full years. I managed this feat while pitching additional articles
to the A&E editor, writing freelance for other zines,
completing a couple of books, writing or drawing my final
professional comics work, and working full-time at First Run Video
(not to mention raising two teenagers, among other things).

So, it’s with some pride that I finally gathered
together the Video Views columns for the Blur book
series (four volumes, Black Coat Press), for posterity and as the
vainest of vanity projects. These two companion volumes for
Crossroad Press, Horrors! and Wonders!, gather the
genre reviews into what I hope are invaluable “best of” companion
volumes, if nothing else. As in the original Blur print
editions, all the capsule reviews, essays, and interviews in
Horrors! and Wonders! originally appeared in The
Brattleboro Reformer newspaper on the dates preceding the
reviews and/or articles; all other publication citations are
relegated to my footnotes.

Despite the context I’ve tried to provide with
this introduction, I’m not pretending my weekly columns belong on a
bookshelf alongside Agee, Kael, Crist, Simon, Adler and Mekas—whose
books still hold a special place in my library, along with many,
many others I’ve since acquired and devoured. But I do hope the
complete Blur book series, and these two ebook genre-defined
“best of” collections, may have some value for some readers beyond
being just a batch of video reviews.

It is also a record of what has been
(particularly to my peers in the comics industry) a limbo period in
my career, the “lost years” when my comics work came to an end, I
disappeared and it was presumed I had simply ceased to be
productive in any manner. As I hope the Blur volumes
demonstrate, I was plenty productive, and hopefully the fruits of
those years of labor will still provide some entertainment value
and enlightenment to someone, somewhere.

A note on the formats: The Blur print book
series from Black Coat Press, to the best of my knowledge, included
every Video Views column I wrote between 1999 and 2001.
These two Crossroad Press collected editions gather only the genre
specific film reviews, though I have been somewhat open in my
definition of the cited genres. A few of these columns were
originally published as stand-alone articles, but most were the
regular weekly column. Both Crossroad Press collections open with
my genre capsule reviews for VMag, edited and published by
my friend Stephen Murphy (CroMag Publications, Inc.) from October
(cover dated November) of 1997 to spring of 2001 (39
issues)i. For its
first year of publication, VMag published a number of my
articles (some of which are included here), but by 1999 my
submissions had narrowed to a trickle of capsule video reviews (as
Vid View), many of which appear herein.

Unlike the Reformer, VMag did not
cater to a family audience, hence the more adult orientation of
some of the material written for that zine. Capsule reviewing was a
form I was well versed in (my first submissions to Deep Red
in 1988 had been capsule reviews, written in Chas’s
then-distinctive, much-imitated Gore Score style), but
constantly frustrated by: it is too incommunicative a form,
offering only the most fleeting of synopsis and most glib (hence
useless) of observations and opinions. As had been the case since
writing for Deep Red, capsule reviews submitted didn’t
always result in capsule reviews published. For every dozen reviews
completed and submitted, only five or six would ultimately see
print. The time-consuming process of viewing and writing about
multiple films, distilling my notes down to short-order capsules
that might or might not be published and paid for, was quickly
losing what little value it had for me. Still, these VMag
reviews led to the invite from the Reformer and from Alan
Goldstein, hence their inclusion here. ii

The Reformer columns began on September
9, 1999, and continued weekly thereafter through October of 2001.
Alan initially wanted me to continue writing in the same
format—capsule reviews, covering as many of the weekly new releases
as possible. I, of course, had other ideas, and thankfully my
Reformer editor was interested in something more
substantial. Before the first month was over, I had abandoned the
capsule review format; by the end of October ‘99, the column had
hit its stride and I was beginning to write with confidence.

The dates given cite the original date of
publication; on those occasions when unforeseen editorial decisions
resulted in a column being “bumped” to the following week or
otherwise revised, I have preserved the chronology in which the
columns were written (corresponding, by and large, with the
respective video release dates), incorporating editorial
alterations only when they improved or significantly altered the
context of the published review. Working for the Reformer on
a weekly basis was a great discipline and venue, and everything I
wrote eventually saw print. Initially, it was a relief to stretch
beyond the constrictive capsule review format, and that evolution
is evident in both Crossroad Press collections. I expanded the
arena as quickly as possible without setting off alarms, always
pushing at the parameters of length and content, though I never
once tested the patience of my editors. The additional “Recent
& Recommended” material gave Alan the capsule reviews he longed
for, and offered the Reformer A&E editor additional
material they could play with, to include, exclude, or run the
following week as space required or permitted. Longer columns were
sometimes run as two-part pieces. As Video Views grew and
reader response proved favorable, my editors seemed happy to
indulge even my wildest schemes.

Also note this collection begins when
videocassettes (specifically VHS) were still the dominant format,
and DVD was just being introduced into the marketplace. Hence, the
occasional references to “also on DVD,” tardy DVD releases
(sometimes weeks after a title’s VHS release), and oddities like
Detroit Rock City (the first studio title to be released on
DVD before arriving on VHS; see page 149-150).

Looking back, through the process of compiling
and polishing the original Blur collected editions and these
two companion volumes of genre-specific reviews for Crossroad
Press, I have to say I found many pleasant surprises. I’d forgotten
I’d seen, much less written about, many of these movies—hence the
original book series title.

Thankfully, it was no longer just a blur,
consigned to mouldering boxes of newspapers and magazines in my
garage.

I must add that it has been immensely satisfying
to revisit the complete body of work collected in the print
Blur book series to edit and prepare these two
genre-specific compilations for Crossroad Press, Wonders!
and Horrors! From the beginning, it was my love for horror,
science-fiction, fantasy, animation, and cult films that initiated
the path that lead to my writing about film; I’ve added the crime
films to the lineup, too, since the once-extant genre lines between
crime and horror (not to mention the always-hard-to-pin-down “cult”
definitions) have always been tantalizingly blurry.

These were the films I really wanted to be
writing about, week after week, and these are the films I still
love above all others.

Horrors and wonders abound in the following
pages. There is necessarily some crossover and overlap between
these two volumes, and some repetition of content, but I have kept
that to a minimum, and there is much that is unique to the
individual books.

First and foremost, I hope my perceptions shared in
these pages might steer you to some fresh viewings of films you
love and want to revisit, along with first-time screenings of films
you’ve never heard of before. After all, that’s the whole point of
writing about movies, isn’t it?

Here we go...

(August 2005/November 2006; revised summer,
2012.)







Chapter 1

1999

April:

ROUTE 9: Solid cast (Kyle MacLachlan, Wade
Andrew Williams, Peter Coyote, Amy Locane and Roma Maffia) lend
weight to this modest sub-A Simple Plan morality tale. Two
small-town deputies fleece a drug bust crime scene for $1.5
million, but the thumbscrews tighten on their failing trust, trysts
and betrayals. iii

May:

ANOTHER DAY IN PARADISE: Infamous photographer
Larry Clark made his mark as a director with the controversial
Kids, and moves into Gus Van Sant territory and mainstream
narratives with this bleak, confrontational dissection of street
lowlifes. Teen junkies Vincent Kartheiser and Natasha Gregson
Wagner glide under the wing of mentor hood James Woods and
surrogate moll-mom Melanie Griffith, who pluck them out of the
gutter to initiate them into a more “rewarding” life of crime.
Despite the omnipresent shadow of death, dope and despair, this
film packs heat and urgent heart, and dig Lou Diamond Phillips’
uncredited cameo as a gay kingpin.

HAPPINESS: Todd Solondz’s insidious successor
to his debut feature Welcome to the Dollhouse survived its
NC-17 rating, limited theatrical release and Blockbuster demands
for cuts to earn an ‘R’ rating (Solondz declined, meaning Big Blue
won’t carry the title) to emerge intact on home video. 1998’s best
and bravest American film offers a harrowing, hilarious portrait of
three sisters and their orbit of friends, families and fallout. At
its core is one of the happily-married sisters’ husband, a
therapist who happens to be a pedophile (Dylan Baker); Solondz’s
unflinching depiction of Baker’s relationship with his pubescent
son is unforgettable. Also starring Lara Flynn Boyle and Jane
Adams.

IN DREAMS: Neil Jordan’s latest was shot in
our own backyard (Quabbin Reservoir, Northampton State Hospital,
Brattleboro), adding local interest to this effectively creepy
thriller about a woman whose dreams are apparently linked to the
mind of a mad killer (Robert Downey, Jr.). It’s not up there with
Jordan’s best (The Crying Game, Mona Lisa, Michael Collins),
but director and cast bring conviction and imagination to a
derivative script, elevating what could have easily been just
another creaky suspenser.

June:

GODS & MONSTERS (streets June 8) Stars:
Ian McKellan, Brendan Fraser, Lynn Redgrave. Brilliant script
(based on Christopher Bram’s biography of director James Whale,
Father of Frankenstein), direction, and ensemble cast
breathe uncanny life into this portrait of the autumn season of
retired director James Whale (Frankenstein, Bride of
Frankenstein, The Invisible Man, etc.), and his infatuation
with a young gardener (Fraser). Introspective, moving, and
ultimately devastating, one of the best films of the year.
Recommended.

MASTER OF MOSQUITON: THE VAMPIRE (streets June
8) A.D. Vision’s latest Japanese anime release tells the tale of a
teenage heiress craving immortality who resurrects the deadly
bloodsucker Mosquiton. Stylish horror animation bridges London in
the 1920s and extraterrestrial terrors with panache. Also look for
Central Park’s anime classic Ranma 1/2: Hard Battle Box Set
(12 tapes) streeting on the same date.

PSYCHO (streets June 8) Stars: Anne Heche,
Vince Vaughn, William H. Macy. Gus Van Sant’s unembarrassed
“directed by” credit is a sham: this is the Hitchcock original,
save for the shot of a fly in the hotel room, a needlessly explicit
masturbation fillip, subliminal flashes during the murder scenes,
and a ham-handed last shot. Vaughn is completely miscast as Norman
Bates, whose motel murders are pretty damned small potatoes in the
wake of Manson, Lucas, Dahmer, and the recent Littleton Massacre,
and Heche’s fugitive female a complete anachronism in the ‘90s (who
cares if they’re not married anymore???). If any genuine thought
had been given to this soulless remake, it might have worked: note
the Hitchcock’s sleek direction of the original is as compellingly
contemporary as ever. Film students will find much to enjoy and
dissect here, but if you want Van Sant’s real juice in the genre,
check out To Die For; if you want Psycho, skip this
empty pastiche and rent the real McCoy.

ENEMY OF THE STATE (streets June 15) Stars:
Will Smith, Gene Hackman, Jon Voight, Regina King. It took over 20
years, but the Hollywood mainstream finally digested and
regurgitated savvy conspiracy-surveillance-paranoia 1970s classics
Francis Ford Coppola’s The Conversation and Alan J.
Pakula’s The Parallax View as a mainstream high-octane
blow-’em-up action thriller. Conversation star Hackman lends
legitimacy and some weight to the pie-eyed scenario, but the
cartoony hit men and overkill takes a toll. For a bloated
contemporary actioner, there’s a few glimmers of intelligence here,
but typical of its current breed it skirts the real issues it
exploits, and it doesn’t hold a candle to its darker (and far less
reassuring) precursors—they had enough brains and guts to be
really terrifying. (Note: The Parallax View is
re-released at sell-through price on video June 22.)

THE FACULTY (streets June 15) Stars: Elijah
Wood, Josh Hartnett, Usher Raymond, Robert Patrick, Piper Laurie.
Hotshot pairing of kinetic director Robert Rodriguez (El
Mariachi, Desperado, From Dusk to Dawn) and overrated but
clever screenwriter Kevin Williamson (Scream, Dawson’s
Creek) offers a rousing teen horror flick about an alien
invasion beachhead in a small-town high school. Williamson
typically pirates his premise from multiple pop classics
(Invasion of the Body Snatchers, The Hidden, and Robert
Heinlein’s novel The Puppet Masters) with brisk references
to his source material, but this confection works pretty well.
Great monsters designed by Swamp Thing co-creator Berni
Wrightson; this would make a fine double feature with last year’s
sorely underrated Disturbing Behavior.

A SIMPLE PLAN (streets June 22) Stars: Bill
Paxton, Bridget Fonda, Billy Bob Thornton. Whiz-kid director Sam
Raimi (The Evil Dead, Evil Dead II, Army of Darkness, The Quick
and the Dead) comes of age with this gripping, razor-edged
parable of corruption, greed, murder, and good people gone bad when
they stumble on a downed planeload of big bucks on a remote
mountain retreat. Little theatrical play, but this scored two
Academy Award nominations, including Best Supporting Actor for
Thornton (Sling Blade), who reaped four national critics’
awards for his role. Recommended!

THE STENDAHL SYNDROME (streets June 29):
Slick, sick Italian horror thriller is the latest from director
Dario Argento (Bird With the Crystal Plumage, Suspiria, Deep
Red, etc.), who’s past his prime but still capable of staging
some genuinely startling and shocking set pieces. His daughter Asia
Argento stars as a young artist overcome by “the Stendahl Syndrome”
(a psychological disorder in which viewers are overwhelmed by
overexposure to art!) who falls prey to a stalking serial killer...
and, sadly, unbelievable scripting. There’s a college thesis
waiting for any feminist student willing to tackle this tangled
father-and-daughter lunatic creation. Reportedly, Argento’s most
brutal sequences were once again scissored by censor-tive US
distributors here; you’d think they’d know better by now. Worth a
look, but beware of cuts.

July:

A CIVIL ACTION (streets July 13) Stars: John
Travolta, Robert Duvall, William Macy, John Lithgow. Low-key, sober
chronicle of the true story behind the minor legal firm that
tackled the toxic-waste-related deaths of small-town Massachusetts
children and found themselves way over their heads. This isn’t the
unflinching drama the case deserves, but for a Hollywood courtroom
melodrama it maintains a clear focus on the issues and detours that
derailed the investigation. Uniformly well-played, but Duvall
shines as the wily veteran corporate attorney who effortlessly
outwits upstart Travolta.

RIKI-OH: THE STORY OF RICKY (July 13) In this
uptight era of government and authoritarian alarm over violence in
the media, it’s refreshing to submit to such a gloriously
overblown, mindlessly ultraviolent, massively entertaining
diversion. Adapted from the popular manga series, this 1991
Hong Kong/Japanese coproduction is one of the most mind-blowingly
excessive martial arts fantasies ever concocted. Outrageous gore
fest is the ultimate prison movie, and ultimate parody of the
genre; wallow in it!

WACO: THE RULES OF ENGAGEMENT (July 13) Sober,
scathing, and ultimately terrifying documentary chronicles the
tragedy at Waco, and is required viewing. You don’t have to be a
survivalist or conspiracy nut to acknowledge the terrible human
toll of gung-ho government agencies out of control. This had only
one area theatrical showing at the Real Art Ways in Hartford, CT;
don’t pass it up on home video. Recommended.

VIRUS (July 20; also on DVD) Stars: Jamie Lee
Curtis, William Baldwin, Donald Sutherland. This tanked in theaters
and was critically scorned, but it’s a fairly lively, inventive
variation on the inexplicable 1990s streak of sea-monster movies in
which stellar casts wander seemingly endless dark-and-wet corridors
(Leviathan, Deep Rising, etc.). Easily the best of the
breed, based on an obscure Dark Horse Comics mini-series.

THE GENERAL (July 20; also on DVD) Don’t miss
this one! Director John Boorman (Point Blank, Deliverance,
Excalibur, The Emerald Forest, Hope and Glory, etc.) carves a
riveting portrait of Irish crime lord and folk hero scoundrel
Martin Cahill (who, by the way, once plundered Boorman’s flat and
stole his gold record award for the Deliverance soundtrack,
a moment slyly captured here). Brendan Gleeson breathes life into
Cahill, and Jon Voight delivers another fine character turn as the
Dublin police chief determined to bring Cahill down. One caveat:
the theatrical original was in sterling black and white; the video
release has been colorized, damn it. Turn off the color on your set
when you pop it in, or check it out on DVD, where it remains in its
b&w glory. One of the best of 1999, hands down; Highest
Recommendation.

PAYBACK (streets July 27; also on DVD) Stars:
Mel Gibson, James Coburn. Remake of John Boorman’s Point
Blank, sans the galvanizing 1960s angst and metaphysics and
stripped down to the marrow. Critics lambasted this lean,
explicitly violent, mean-spirited thriller, and it’s certainly not
everyone’s cup of tea. Taut effort evokes the no-nonsense amorality
of director Don Siegel’s best crime films (like The Lineup, The
Killers, Dirty Harry, and Charley Varrick).

STRANGER IN THE KINGDOM (streets July 27)
Stars: Ernie Hudson, David Lansbury, Jean Louisa Kelly, Sean
Nelson, Martin Sheen. Director Jay Craven (Where the Rivers Flow
North) mounts another accomplished regional production based on
a book by Howard Mosher, shot in Northern Vermont. The arrival of
three strangers to the Kingdom—a black preacher and his son, and a
French Canadian mail-order bride—rocks a small town to its core,
sparking gossip, scandal, and murder, disinterring its darkest
secrets. Solid drama builds to a riveting courtroom final act.
(Craven is teaching film again this fall at Marlboro College, and
will make a personal appearance at First Run Video in Brattleboro,
VT between 6-8 PM on August 7. Be there!) Recommended.

August:

TALE OF THE MUMMY (streets Aug. 3; also on
DVD) Aussie director Russell Mulcahy (Razorback, Highlander, The
Shadow, and many music videos) brings a stylish twist or two to
the Mummy mythos in this direct-to-video feature that was swept
under the carpet by Universal’s The Mummy box-office
bonanza. Worth a look, sporting a heftier dose of horror than the
recent theatrical hit, compliments of FX by KNB (Evil Dead II,
From Dusk to Dawn, etc.), attractive headliners Jason Scott Lee
and Louise Lombard, and character turns by Christopher Lee
(Hammer’s Dracula series, etc.), Honor Blackman
(Goldfinger’s Pussy Galore), and Shelley Duvall
(Popeye’s Olive Oyl).

TRUE CRIME (streets Aug. 10) Director/star
Clint Eastwood’s latest is another fine piece and rich
self-deprecating character study, despite the lukewarm critical and
box-office reception it received. Eastwood plays a reporter whose
career and marriage is on the skids, entrusted in the eleventh hour
by editor James Woods to cover a convicted killer’s last day on
death row. Bucking the odds, he instinctively deconstructs the case
against the convict, and begins to suspect an innocent man is
unjustly facing execution. Builds with deceptive calm to its taut
final act, pausing to reveal the nooks and crannies of the
characters (including a mortifying visit to the zoo), crackling
when Woods and Eastwood are onscreen. Even when he’s catching his
breath with efforts like this one, Eastwood is one of the finest
filmmakers working today. Recommended.

Y2K: YEAR TO KILL (streets Aug. 10) Scrappy
low-budget Spectrum Films beats Roger Corman to the punch with the
first unabashed exploitation of the Y2K hysteria. As the shit hits
the fan, a gang of young hoodlums loot, pillage, and murder,
targeting those who were actually prepared for the Millennium
madness. Ray Milland said it all in Panic in Year Zero
(1961), but we’re braced for a new streak of pending-Apocalyptic
mayhem—and here’s the first volley. Duck!

ANALYZE THIS (streets Aug. 17; also on DVD)
Stars: Billy Crystal, Robert DeNiro. Ghostbuster
Egon-turned-director Harold Ramis (Groundhog Day) crafts another
solid Hollywood comedy, anchored by DeNiro’s hilarious turn as a
crime lord driven to analysis (Crystal, natch). Confection of
Goodfellas crossed with What About Bob? works well,
stands as the summer’s best mainstream comedy on video. However,
note that National Lampoon’s The Don’s Analyst (1997)
covered similar comedic turf first.

GO (streets Aug. 24, also on DVD) Stars: Katie
Holmes, Sarah Polly, Scott Wolf, Jay Mohr. Excellent ensemble cast,
delicious story structured to strip its threads and turn back to
the source point so as to follow the misadventures of each and
every one of its characters to their illogical conclusions—and the
culmination of one evening’s very frantic activity. First of the
post-Pulp Fiction generation of films (from the director of
Swingers) to emulate the potential of that film’s ingenious
narrative structure (introduced by Stanley Kubrick with The
Killing back in 1956), rather than copping the mayhem,
mock-mojo, and attitude. Great fun, one of the best of the year.
Highly Recommended.

THE MOD SQUAD (streets Aug. 24) Stars: Claire
Danes, Giovanni Ribisi, Omar Epps. Tepid tea, despite casting that
should have lent this some juice. Anachronistic flotsam force-fed
to a generation that has no context whatsoever for the word “Mod,”
and certainly wasn’t crying out for another big-budget retread of a
forgotten TV series from the late 1960s that sucked back then, too.
What Hollywood stooge thought this was a good idea? If you
must watch it, don’t say we didn’t warn you.

SPAWN 3: THE ULTIMATE BATTLE (streets Aug. 24)
Voices: Keith David, Richard Dysart, Jennifer Jason Leigh, Eric
Roberts. Todd McFarlane’s fear-hero franchise continues with this
latest animated HBO series installment, fusing the violence and
kinetics of horror and noir anime with further meandering
dialogue and narrative threads (this is not about storytelling,
it’s about merchandising). Sports music videos and a
behind-the-scenes short featuring McFarlane and the cast, in case
you want to revel in the ego-boo of it all.

THE GREAT MOUSE DETECTIVE (streets Aug. 31)
Post-demise-of-Walt, Pre-Little Mermaid Disney animated
feature isn’t usually ranked with the studio’s real classics, but
(like The Fox and the Hound, a gem from this same limbo
Disney era) this period rodent pastiche of Conan Doyle’s
Sherlock Holmes archetype has many charms. Primary among
them is Vincent Price’s vocal performance as the villain,
kidnapping a toymaker whose daughter engages the services of Baker
Street’s finest. Don’t overlook this jewel. Recommended.

September 9:

CELEBRATION (1998): Engaging foreign film, in
which a celebratory family gathering spirals into increasing chaos
after the grown son toasts his father by announcing to one and all
that dear ol’ Dad molested him as a child. Angry contemporary
dissection of “family values” stands as one of the premiere entries
from the “Dogma ‘95” school of filmmaking, insisting on ‘real time’
cinema shorn of any manipulative editing, musical scoring, or
special effects. (This is an adult drama, spiced with strong
language and sexual situations.)

IDLE HANDS (Columbia) Sick, reckless teen
black comedy was essentially pulled from the box-office, and it’s
sure to rattle unwary adults who stumble into the room in their
post-Columbine haze. Its target audience, however, will find much
to enjoy in this wise-ass send up of slacker and splatter
stereotypes. Teenbeat meat Devon Sawa (Casper, Wild
America, etc.) savors his role’s retread of Bruce Campbell’s
“possessed hand” slapschtick routines from Evil Dead II,
Seth Green delivers another amusing supporting character
performance, and Viveca A. Fox is the fox at the heart of the
beast. It isn’t as funny as it wants to be, but there are a couple
of howlers (undead Green’s reason for not going “into the light”
still cracks me up) and my teenagers ate it up, so what do I know?
(Rated ‘R’ for violence, gore, sexual situations, strong
language, blasphemy.) iv

SOMETIMES THEY COME BACK... FOR MORE (1999):
Sometimes… they don’t. Fourth installment of the direct-to-video
horror series inspired by the Stephen King short story abandons the
small-town settings of prior entries to borrow elements from The
Thing. An investigation team encounters the latest demonic
infestation in a remote Antarctica research installation. Yawn.
(Rated ‘R’ for violence, some strong language.)

SOUTHIE (1999): Donnie Wahlberg (formerly of
New Kids on the Block, recently registering as the traumatized
bedroom intruder in the opening scene of The Sixth Sense)
finds you can’t go home again—especially when home is the
underbelly of South Boston, and your family (including sister Rose
McGowan) is intent on pulling you down with them. Harrowing urban
drama directed by John Shea scored at numerous independent film
festivals, and is well worth a look. (Unrated, but would have
earned an ‘R’ for strong language, street violence and
gunplay.)

TWIN DRAGONS (1991) Jackie Chan stars as twin
brothers separated at birth in this spry, comical contemporary
kung-fu reinvention of the venerable The Corsican Brothers.
One had grown up to be a celebrated classical musician, the other a
kung-fu-wielding gangster, and sparks fly in the subsequent culture
clash and confused identities. Co-directed by Hong Kong action
masters Tsui Hark and Ringo Lam, who keep the kettle at a high boil
throughout and coax one (two?) of Chan’s most ingratiating
performances among the jaw-dropping barrage of stunt work, making
this one of Chan’s most accessible films. Great fun for all,
especially Chan fans who’ve been waiting to see a decent version of
this decade-old gem (prior video releases were washed-out and
poorly-dubbed), and a much more entertaining intro to Jackie’s
charms than Mr. Nice Guy. Once again New Line has tampered
with the original film for the Americanized version. Leave ‘em
alone! (Rated ‘PG-13’ for martial arts action, but like all
Jackie Chan movies, this is a playful film, and never
mean-spirited.)

URBAN MENACE (1999): Gritty urban actioner
stars Snoop Dogg as a lunatic preacher out to settle a score with a
nasty church-burning, family-killing crime syndicate (led by Big
Pun and Fat Joe). This hyper-violent shoot-‘em-up and action fest
from vet action director Albert Pyun (who made mark with The
Sword and the Sorcerer in the early 1980s) boasts an edgy rap
and hip-hop cast (also including Ice-T and Big Punisher), score,
and attitude, but that doesn’t really put much meat on these bones.
(Rated a strong ‘R’ for language, gunplay, and relentless
violence.)

September 16:

COOKIE’S FORTUNE (1999): Lively Southern
Gothic confection from veteran director Robert Altman (M*A*S*H,
McCabe and Mrs. Miller, Nashville, The Player, Short Cuts,
etc.) enlivens a spare melodramatic comedy-of-ill-manners with a
great ensemble cast (including Liv Tyler, Julianne Moore, Charles
S. Dutton, Chris O’Donnell, Ned Beatty, and more). An entertaining
gumbo of trouble is bubbling way down south in Holly Springs,
Mississippi. A rich widow’s suicide leaves her grieving friends
reeling—and dealing with the chaos and accusations prompted by
greedy relatives scrabbling for her fortune by making it look like
the old belle was murdered. Glenn Close soars like a vulture
throughout, trying to steal the show as the greediest of the lot,
but the more laid-back performers wisely hold his or her own
against the scenery-chewing. Altman and company evidently enjoyed
themselves, and the fun is infectious. Too bad there’s no good
catfish enchilada takeout in the area... Lesser Altman, but
rewarding fun for discriminating viewers. Recommended! (Rated
‘PG-13’ for strong language and sexual situations.)

THE CORRUPTOR (1999): Underrated director
James Foley (At Close Range, Fear) delivers the gritty goods
in this somber adult thriller that boasts Chow Yun-Fat’s
breakthrough performance in an American film. Chow Yun-Fat has
enjoyed stellar stardom in Hong Kong and Asia for well over a
decade, scoring international success as the lead in classic urban
shoot-’em-ups like Ringo Lam’s City on Fire (which provided
the blueprint for Quentin Tarentino’s Reservoir Dogs) and
John Woo’s exhilarating A Better Tomorrow I and II, The
Killer, and Hard-Boiled before making his leap to
Hollywood with last year’s Replacement Killers. Director
Foley coaxes absorbing, sharp character studies out of Chow Yun-Fat
and co-star Mark Wahlberg (The Basketball Diaries, Fear, Boogie
Nights, The Big Hit), and at its best this sleeper is evocative
of director Sidney Lumet’s introspective policers (The Offence,
Serpico, Prince of the City, Q&A). (Rated ‘R’ for strong
language, gunplay and violence, and sexual situations.)

CURSE OF THE BLAIR WITCH (1999): Frightening
“mockumentary
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