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INTRODUCTION

What is a weird movie?

At 366 Weird Movies, a web project devoted to the subject, we’ve spent sixteen years trying to answer that question. A weird movie could be a work of classical Surrealism (e.g. Un Chien Andalou), an outsider oddity (After Last Season), a psychedelic spectacle (Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas), a cinematic experiment (Dog Star Man), or a gonzo cult film (Donnie Darko). Rather than coming up with a formula to define movies that break the formulas of cinema, we have instead compiled 366 examples of such films, which taken together imply the penumbra of the weird.

The Miriam-Webster dictionary defines “weird” as “of strange or extraordinary character: odd, fantastic” with a secondary meaning of “relating to, or caused by witchcraft or the supernatural: magical.” But frankly, when considering what makes a weird movie, I ignore the dictionary and simply use the “grandmother test”: I imagine showing a clip from a movie to my long dead, conservative grandmother, and if she walks away muttering “that was weird,” I know I’m onto something.

Many people can’t stand weird movies, just like many people can’t stand rollercoasters. When you are in the grips of a truly bizarre film, it’s like being on a rollercoaster: the narrative track is twisted and convoluted, it doesn’t run from point A to point B the way you expect. You are hurtled about, sights flash by; it’s frightening, confusing, and exhilarating.

Despite their niche appeal, weird movies are coming into their own in this young century. Strange times birth strange art. In recent decades, critics and cinephiles have been tearing down the old barricades between the art house and the grindhouse, expanding canons in all directions. Specialty Blu-ray distributors like Arrow, Vinegar Syndrome, and others give transgressive cult films like Liquid Sky and Audition deluxe editions worthy of the Criterion Collection. The venerable Collection itself has put skin in the weird movie game; their editions of David Cronenberg’s Videodrome and Nobuhiko Obayashi’s insane Hausu make up some of their best-selling titles1. John Waters’ coprophagic Pink Flamingos, once a bugbear to “serious” critics, even found its way into their hallowed catalog.

In the olden days, cultural gatekeepers would graciously nod to the works of dream-masters like Luis Buñuel and Federico Fellini, tolerating the slit eyeballs and whip-wielding harem sequences but always cheering louder when these directors drifted into strict realism. Nowadays, the film world is much more welcoming to the bizarre; when you see the word “weird” in print in a movie review, you no longer automatically assume it’s intended as a put-down. The mid-century films of Doris Wishman and Ed Wood, formerly universally reviled as “turkeys,” have been reassessed by film historians as ahead-of-their-times manifestos for feminism and gender fluidity that could only have been birthed from the minds of true weirdo outsiders. Peter Debruge even wrote an appreciative article for “Variety” in 2022 entitled “Why Are Indie Films So Strange Right Now?,” suggesting that the audience taste for what he terms “bizart-house” movies “supports an indie-film environment where directors are motivated to be more original, more surprising and all around more creative.”2

There’s never been a better time to be a lover of weird cinema, or to dip your toe into the genre. You can now enjoy one weird movie a day. We’ve assigned each weird movie to a particular day for a thematic or historical reason. Reach the end of the calendar and start again: or, better yet, find something new. Our list at 3666weirdmovies. com is always growing, as new directors make new weird movies and old oddities get uncovered by film archivists. The weird will never disappear from the world; and the weirder the world around us grows, the more David Lynch looks like our times’ foremost documentarian.

We trust that the format of the individual reviews will be self-explanatory: personnel, a short plot summary, “three weird things” about the movie, commentary, and a reason it was selected for the date on which it appears. The initials at the end of each entry indicate which of our writers is responsible. Most non-English movies are listed under their English title, but in cases where a film is better known under the title it goes by in its original language (e.g., “Un Chien Andalou” rather than “An Andalusian Dog”), we call it by the more familiar appellation.

--Gregory J. Smalley, editor



1 Based on Amazon sales figures: https://www.amazon.com/stores/page/3C4E4796-B1DF-4E34-83DF-6B571906FCD9 (accessed Feb. 24, 2023).

2 Peter Debruge, “Why Are Indie Films So Strange Right Now?,” Variety, Jan 19, 2022 (https://variety.com/2022/film/festivals/why-are-indie-films-so-strange-now-1235156713/)
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TETSUO: THE IRON MAN [AKA TETSUO] (1989)

January 1: Shin’ya Tsukamoto’s birthday

DIRECTED BY: Shin’ya Tsukamoto

FEATURING: Tomorô Taguchi, Kei Fujiwara, Shin’ya Tsukamoto

PLOT: A young salaryman’s life quickly changes after he runs over a pedestrian limping along the road. At first developing a simple metallic blemish, the salaryman’s body soon morphs into a jagged mess of steel, wire, and a massive drill-bit. When next he encounters the pedestrian, the salaryman learns the nature of his condition and the liberating future ahead of him.

THREE WEIRD THINGS: Drill-bit member; bouquet through the pelvis; two men, one tank

COMMENTS: A brief remark from a minor character establishes Tetsuo’s unsuitability as a date movie. “What the fuck is this?” a doctor asks incredulously. “This is unbelievable.” While he is referring to a patient with a metal object lodged in his head, he could be speaking of the film itself. Tsukamoto’s story is about a salaryman, his girlfriend, and their run-in with a metal fetishist; his tools are black-and-white film, speed-edits, wires, shrapnel, and a hearty slice of homoeroticism.

The “salaryman” is a peculiarly Japanese archetype: bland, timid, upright, and clean-shaven. A hit-and-run mishap obliges our nameless hero to make some adjustments. One morning after the incident, Salaryman (Tomorô Taguchi) is shaving his face when he notices a nick. Or, more accurately, a blemish on his left cheek: a metal pod has appeared, which explodes in a squicky blood-pop when poked. This is just the beginning. What ensues--in frenetic camera movements and Expressionistic lighting--is one of the strangest and (literally) twisted imaginings of mankind’s evolution.

The opening scene sums up evolution. An unnamed man (Shin’ya Tsukamoto, credited as “Metal Fetishist”) wanders the grounds of a derelict factory wielding a grooved metal rod. Beforehe unceremoniously inserts it into his leg, the camera pans over a mural of cave-style paintings of early man, interspersed with photographs of athletes. The photos erupt in flame as the Fetishist completes his grisly augmentation. His self-harm becomes the Salaryman’s curse after the car crash, and the action builds to a violent fusion of man and metal… and another man.

Viewed most straightforwardly, Tetsuo is a story of “man becoming monster.” The Salaryman’s quiet existence is ripped apart, both bodily and figuratively. The graphic mutation—skin and steel, bone and wire, blood and discharge—make for a glorious weirdness, something that really seems like it would be animated instead rendered in live action. The practical effects, along with lightning edits, stop-motion “evolution”, and a ceaselessly driving score, create a nightmarishness that makes the previous year’s Akira (which also featured a rapidly mutating “Tetsuo” character) seem comparatively palatable.

But as a love story, Tetsuo really raises the stakes. The protagonist is presented as heterosexual: he has a girlfriend, and salarymen are straight by default. The Fetishist not only upsets Salaryman’s routine as a normal organism, but in doing so frees him to pursue more sexually unorthodox urges. The first hint of this occurs during a wet dream Salaryman experiences after he’s begun mutating, wherein he is enthusiastically sodomized by a feral woman sporting a long, prehensile member. Later, the Fetishist makes his romantic move, bearing a bouquet for his love, the Salaryman, and delivering it by hand--through the pelvis of the girlfriend, his rival.

And as with any good metallic adult romance, there’s a lot of metallic dick. Tetsuo has a number of claims to fame, but its main one is the infamous scene when, in a fit of electric lust, Salaryman “drills” his girlfriend to death with his mammoth, steely phallus. This touch is one of the strangest, but is merely one among many visual and aural assaults. Things end on a happy note, however. As the Fetishist and the Salaryman, literally together at last, drive off into the world as agents of apocalyptic evolution, they declare, “Our love can destroy the whole fucking world.” In retrospect, Tetsuo: the Iron Man could be the perfect movie for date night.—GE


METROPOLIS (1927)

January 2 – “National Science Fiction Day” (USA): debut of Karel Čapek’s Czech play “R.U.R.,” which coins the word “robot”

DIRECTED BY: Fritz Lang

FEATURING: Gustav Fröhlich, Brigitte Helm, Alfred Abel, Rudolf Klein-Rogge

PLOT: The future city of Metropolis is divided between two classes: the rulers who spend their days in pleasure gardens and the workers who live underground and run the massive machines that power the city. Freder, son of the city’s most powerful man, discovers the existence of the underground world when he becomes entranced by beautiful Maria, who prophesies to the workers that a Mediator will come to unite the two classes. The scientist Rotwang is enlisted to kidnap Maria and create a robotic duplicate of her to discredit her with the workers; but the doctor, who harbors a personal grudge, sabotages the plan.

THREE WEIRD THINGS: Electrifying the robot; enraptured by the Whore of Babylon; Death’s femur flute

COMMENTS: An allegory of steely skyscrapers and miserable sewers, Metropolis is a movie that harnesses the unique power of silent film to create an experience that feels more like living a myth than listening to a story. Divorced from dialogue, drained of color, the pure images stick in our memory, like fragments of a dream. The influence of Metropolis is felt throughout fantastic cinema.

There is hardly an ounce of reality in Metropolis, a dreamlike Art Deco world of tomorrow full of strange and sinister machines, evil robots, mad scientists, and apocalyptic imagery. The division of the city into a sunlit world of intellect above and a shadow world of sweat below contains layers of allegorical resonances that, together with its astounding Futurist visuals and melodramatic leaps in logic, make the movie feel monumental, even when its explicit messaging seems pedantic and naive.

The political allegory of Metropolis looms largest, reflecting the film’s genesis during the brief flowering of German democracy between the World Wars. Capitalism flourished, but drew attacks from Marxist intellectuals, and Germans were wary of the violence of the Russian Revolution. Bloody class struggle seemed a looming threat. Lang and screenwriter Thea von Harbou must have had their suspicions about the ultimate end of a proletarian rebellion; their heroine preaches caution and reconciliation, arguing that a workers’ revolution is actually a suicide mission that will bring the roof down upon their heads.

Deeper still, a religious allegory delivers an emotional component. Allusions to the Tower of Babel and Moloch abound. The workers are long-suffering and meek; their prophet is named Maria, after Christianity’s go-to gal, and the vengeful God of Metropolis is spitefully bent on destroying the city’s sinful people (though a flood, no less!). Freder’s Christ-like role could not be more evident than when, taking the people’s torments onto himself as he turns the hands on an absurd clock-like machine, he is symbolically crucified and cries out, “Father! Father! Will ten hours never end?”

Freudian psychology forms a third allegorical resonance, with the city explicitly likened to a human being. The upper classes, with their knowledge, money and power, form the “head” while the lower classes, who supply the necessary labor, are the “hands.” Missing from the equation is the “heart,” the mediator necessary to reconcile the needs of each. These three elements correspond neatly to Freud’s then-recent theory of the superego, id, and mediating ego. Metropolis extols balance, compromise and moderation as key virtues, with the triumph of extremes leading to catastrophic imbalances.

Psychology is at the root of Metropolis’ strange flavor. Consider Freder’s fever dream at the sight of the false Maria. His delirium goes on for more than five minutes and features the robot impostor’s lascivious striptease as the “Whore of Babylon.” He hallucinates a mad monk warning of the apocalypse, followed by the faces of the gyrating sexbot’s admirers contorted in almost comical lust, their faces dissolving into a mosaic of juicy, leering eyeballs. This segues into a parade where statues of the Seven Deadly Sins come to life, conjured by Death, who pipes on a femur bone. Is this Freder’s prophecy, his vision of the looming revolt and massacre? His descent into Hell before his symbolic resurrection? The embodiment of jealousy and his unfulfilled desire? The collision of compounding levels of allegory give Metropolis its lasting impression as cinematic mythmaker, long after memory of plot has faded away.—GS
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Creation of the robotic Maria
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Expressionist crowd montage from Metropolis


LOST HIGHWAY (1997)

January 3 – Robert Loggia’s birthday

DIRECTED BY: David Lynch

FEATURING: Bill Pullman, Patricia Arquette, Balthazar Getty, Robert Blake, Robert Loggia

PLOT: Jazz saxophonist Fred finds that mysterious videotapes are being dropped off on his doorstep. After an encounter with a pale man at a party, he blacks out and finds himself accused of murdering his wife. One day he inexplicably disappears from prison and a completely different man is discovered in his cell.

THREE WEIRD THINGS: “Call me”; death row doppelgänger; backwards-exploding building

COMMENTS: Imagine you’re on a desert highway. It’s the dead of night, and you can’t see anything but the onrushing yellow traffic lines a few feet in front of the car’s headlights. David Bowie is crooning “funny how secrets travel” from the stereo. David Lynch is at the wheel, jittery from too much coffee, and neither of you have any idea where you’re going. Strap yourself in. It’s going to be a wild ride.

Lost Highway kicks off an unofficial trilogy of thematically-related David Lynch movies that continues with the dreamy Mulholland Drive (2001) and ends up in the baffling warrens of Inland Empire (2006). Since Blue Velvet (1986), Lynch’s films had been mostly set in superficially wholesome suburbs, where they delved into the deviance buried beneath facades of middle class respectability. In Lost Highway and after, Lynch remains concerned with exposing the rotten id, but he also examines the malleability of identity. The three later features change the locus of action from middle America to Los Angeles— home of the dream industry—and all of them involve people changing personas in vain attempts to flee from their own sorrows or crimes. This personality shift happens most explicitly in Lost Highway, when jazz saxophonist Fred Madison literally becomes auto mechanic Pete Dayton.

In the first part of Lost Highway, Fred has quietly disturbing dreams that are not always clearly separated from his quietly disturbing realities. The appearance of the ghost-faced Mystery Man, who performs an impossible “trick” with a cell phone at a cocktail party, introduces the idea of doubles into the story. Soon enough, doubling manifests itself more insistently, as Pete takes Fred’s place in prison. Released from custody because he has no connection to the murder Fred has been accused of, the mechanic goes on to live his life, and the viewer is thrust into an entirely new story. But things get strange again when we notice that the femme fatale enchanting Pete is played by Patricia Arquette, the same actress who portrayed Fred’s wife. She’s now Alice instead of Renee, blond instead of brunette, and cheating with the protagonist instead of cheating on him. The last half hour turns completely crazy, in the best Lynchian tradition, throwing any notions that we might have had about developing parallelisms into utter confusion. Renee and Alice show up in the same photograph, then later one of them disappears from the picture. Fred and the Mystery Man and Renee all return. There are new murders, and what looks like a snuff film. A character delivers a message to himself, as the story loops backwards and collapses onto itself.

“I like to remember things my own way,” Pete tells two detectives early on, “not necessarily the way they happened.” The usual interpretation of Lost Highway is that one of its stories is a delusional misremembering of the other, which is the storytelling tactic Lynch takes in his next feature, Mulholland Drive. But neither Fred nor Pete’s story is the “real” story here; the presence of the Mystery Man in each is proof of that. Perhaps both stories are really fantastical projections of a third tale, the “real” story, an archetypal abstraction of jealousy, guilt, denial, and lust, whose precise details are untold and unknowable.

Lynch is at his strongest when he’s at his most opaque. His most disquieting subject is the unknowability of the psyche, of his character’s minds, his own mind, his audience’s minds. There are things living in the shadows inside of us. We catch sight of them scurrying about, but the more light we shine on them, the more they hide. Lynch’s mission is to show us those things in the darkness, indirectly, through glimpses, hints, and riddles.—GS


THE SECRET ADVENTURES OF TOM THUMB (1993)

January 4: Tom Thumb Day (birthday of Charles Sherwood Stratton, whom P.T. Barum exhibited under the stage name “General Tom Thumb”)

DIRECTED BY: Dave Borthwick

FEATURING: Nick Upton, Deborah Collard

PLOT: When wasp-guts accidentally fall into a jar of sperm, the resultant baby is a fetus-like boy about the size of a thumb. His adoring adoptive parents name him “Tom,” but while he is still a toddler, men in black suits kidnap him and take him to their “Laboratorium” for study. Escaping with the help of a tiny dragon-like creature, Tom stumbles upon other miniature people, who live in a state of eternal war against the “giants,” before reuniting with his father.

THREE WEIRD THINGS: Flying syringe insect; crucified Santa; halo of flies

COMMENTS: This twisted fairy tale adaptation is equal parts silent slapstick, dystopian futurism, and stop-motion surrealism in the tradition of Jan Svankmajer and the Brothers Quay. Its twitchy visuals make it play like a restless dream. An unexpected sweetness helps this concoction go down more smoothly than you might expect, but it still leaves the aftertaste of a nightmare behind.

Full of melodramatic mugging to the camera and broad slapstick comedy, a mix of comic and horrific sensibilities is one of Tom Thumb‘s distinctive features. And what are we to make of throwaways like the crucified Santa Claus glimpsed hanging on an apartment wall? We’re not sure how to take this ambiguous world. But the comedy keeps the story from becoming oppressively bleak—which it threatens to do in the tour through the horrors of the vivisection lab, where existence is so bleak a disembodied hand directs Tom to shut off its life support.

Tom Thumb is brutal, even by fairy tale standards: birth defects, kidnapping, unethical medical experimentation. But it does not come across as depressingly as it might have, partly because of the humor, and partly due to an audiovisual style that simultaneously enthralls and distances us from the action. Borthwick fashions a world that is strange yet familiar—erring, wisely, on the strange side. The film is nearly silent; the characters “speak” mostly in expressive grunts, or in Tom’s case, in high-pitched bleats. The first line of actual dialogue is spoken six minutes into the film, and you’ll have to wait a long time before hearing another. But the film’s most noteworthy feature is neither the sound design, nor even the stop-motion animation, but the use of pixilation (stop-motion, but using still frames of live action). The technique gives the live actors the same jerky ambulation that the clay models have. The effect is stranger, though, because while we suspend disbelief for animated models, we expect real people to move realistically. Pixilation is put to bizarre ends here, allowing Nick Upton to go through four or five different expressions in one second. At times objects are animated at different speeds, as in a scene where Tom’s mom eats squirming sardines for dinner. There’s also a moment where a character’s scarab brooch moves while she sits still; later, we learn that the brooch is actually alive…

Speaking of scarabs, insects infest almost every frame of this film. So many bugs crawl on every surface of this world that you wonder if the movie might be going through the DTs. Even when the camera is not focused on bugs, they are constantly in the background. The motif serves a couple of purposes: it conveys the filthiness of the surroundings, and also recalls Tom’s origin. Tom, too, is bug-like; tiny, and despised when he’s not ignored as too insignificant to notice.

Ultimately, the story is as much about Pa Thumb as it is about Tom. Pa is the film’s humanity; we pity Tom, but identify with Pa. His rubbery expressions—he smiles and frowns using his entire face, including his chin—make him a comic character in a tragic situation. The Secret Adventures of Tom Thumb presents a harsh world, but at its center is a story of fatherly love. Their bond is perfect and archetypal, a symbol of the love we all crave from a parent/child relationship, and their separation is genuinely moving. In the same way the comedy dilutes the horror, a beam of love cuts through the setting’s gloomy pessimism.—GS


SPIRITED AWAY [SEN TO CHIHIRO NO KAMIKAKUSHI] (2001)

January 5: Hayao Miyazaki’s birthday

DIRECTED BY: Hayao Miyazaki

FEATURING: Voices of Rumi Hiiragi, Miyu Irino, Mari Natsuki (original); Daveigh Chase, Jason Marsden, Suzanne Pleshette (English dub)

PLOT: Chihiro hates it that her family is moving far away from her school and friends. After taking a wrong turn en route to the new home, her parents turn into pigs while feasting in an ostensibly abandoned theme park. Finding herself in a spa for the spirit world, Chihiro must work diligently for the proprietor-witch in order to save her parents’ bacon.

THREE WEIRD THINGS: Act like a pig, turn into a pig; bathing the Stink Spirit; giant baby demands playtime

COMMENTS: Hayao Miyazaki’s phantastical outing, Spirited Away, is an unending parade of odd-ball spirits, mystical dragons, eccentric servants, soot-spider helpers, and… The list could go on and on. It is something magical, brimming with whimsy, sass, and just the right amount of frights for its pint-sized hero, ten-year-old Chihiro. Showcasing the sumptuous and elaborate hospitality rituals of the parallel spirit world, it provides its viewer the ultimate vacation.

Our guide to this hospitality on parade is a normal little girl. Lying across the back seat of her parents’ car, she wistfully complains about leaving her home, her school, and her friends. Mother advises acquiescence; father, with an unexpectedly adventurous streak, advises excitement. Lost, the family happens upon a long tunnel, and father’s sense of adventure draws them through, ensnaring them further when he literally smells opportunity—for a feast inexplicably laid out in the food tent of an empty theme park. The folks devour the untended food while Chihiro wanders the grounds. As the sun sets, the strange little array of buildings comes to life, while Chihiro’s parents turn into giant swine. Like a guardian angel, a boy named Haku appears and smuggles Chihiro into a grand hotel, advising her to find work.

Indentured scullery work may not suggest breathtaking whimsy. But Spirited Away is a film by legendary Studio Ghibli founder Miyazaki Hayao. Miyazaki’s reputation for eye-popping imagery was long established, but on the outside chance he had yet to pull out all his stops, he does so here. Giant duck-things, walrus-sloth beasts, and kabuki figures are the spa’s guests; frogmen, huge-faced stewards, and stackable grunt-heads make up the staff. In charge of this banquet-hall bath-house: Yubaba the sorceress. Chohiro makes her way to Yubaba— only after, of course, encountering the six-armed boiler man, his spidery soot-spirit helpers, and Rin the flippant (human) serving girl—and demands a job.

Spirited Away’s first half gives us the full tour of this supernatural establishment. As Chihiro (now dubbed “Sen”) learns the ropes, the mise en scène bursts with the bustle and bellowing of servers of all shapes and sizes. A plotline occasionally bubbles to the surface—Sen’s mission to save her parents, Haku’s mysterious background—but the film’s main goal is to impress the viewer.

The recurrent theme of hospitality as sine qua non nearly obscures the plot. Sen’s first big test at her new job involves washing the sludgy “Stink Spirit”, a reeking entity that somehow managed to gain entry and, now a guest, absolutely must be tended to. While fearlessly bathing the creature, Sen notices a strange protrusion on its side. Yubaba rallies her staff to extract it and, after a tidal wave of trash has spewed forth, they find they have liberated a river spirit from the burden of pollution. However, Sen’s subsequent offer of shelter to a “No Face” spirit has more doubtful ramifications, as this guest proceeds to consume limitless food as well as a few staff members.

The “fearless girl” archetype is the ideal lens through which to witness this darkly tinged marvel. The moment Sen assists her first spirit, there’s nothing she can’t handle. The gorging “No Face,” a giant baby threatening violence, and a one-way train to the depths of the spirit world: she faces all of these challenges with resolve, pluck, and natural charm. And despite its cavalcade of the bizarre, the film itself is naturally charming as well. Never childish, never saccharine, and never, ever boring, Spirited Away is a masterpiece—an adventure in servitude the likes of which you’ve never seen before.—GE


I CAN SEE YOU (2008)

January 6: I Can See You receives a limited theatrical release

DIRECTED BY: Graham Reznick

FEATURING: Ben Dickinson, Duncan Skiles, Heather Robb, Larry Fessenden

PLOT: Ben is a nearsighted, neurotic, and painfully shy photographer working for an advertising start-up looking to land a huge contract with the ClarActix Corporation. Three twenty-something admen organize a camping trip to snap nature photos for the campaign. At a campfire hootenanny, Ben meets a girl he once had a crush on, but his awkward attempts to romance her lead him to an internal breakdown.

THREE WEIRD THINGS: Faceless father; “Spray It On”; double-vision Ben

COMMENTS: I Can See You is one of the trippiest movies to come down the pike since the psychedelic Sixties; the last sequence plays like a twenty-minute, long-take hallucination shot on location inside Ben’s splintered mind. The strategy is to slowly build up a storehouse of images, then transform them and fire them back at the viewer in puzzling combinations. For the first forty-five minutes, the movie hikes along slowly. Just before the one hour mark, the protagonist’s mind starts to crack. He sees an oily, 1950s style pitchman—looking like Mr. Belding from “Saved by the Bell” wearing a pompadour toupee, played with just the right note of caricature and underlying menace by indie horror stalwart Larry Fessenden—commenting inside his head. As the film goes on, the interval between the scenes that obviously occur in the real world and those that exist only in Ben’s mind gets shorter and shorter, until the finale consists of an exquisitely disturbing onslaught of rapid-fire recombinations of motifs that have come before.

The defining moment in the film is the musical number “Spray It On,” whose title alludes both to the product the boys are building their campaign around and to Ben’s sexual frustration. It appears at just the right moment to break the tension. The tune is catchy, part bubblegum single and part advertising jingle; it’s exceptional here due to its placement and context, but could work as a standalone music video, although one with an MTV-on-mescaline feel. The song and dance play out with just the right balance of humor and deep, weird fear.

The psychedelic post-production effects are often great, although sometimes the clumsy look of the props and makeup betray the film’s budget. Where the movie’s technique really shines is in the audio department; director Reznick’s background as a sound designer is apparent. The score and environmental noises—feedback, static, choirs of crickets, lonely drum beats, a discordant cello—create a constant, inescapable feeling of unease. These anxious sonorities are used with restraint, but set a fearful background mood that keeps the viewer expecting something terrible to happen.

Marketed as a horror film, I Can See You sets up and quickly subverts a slasher movie premise. Whenever a bunch of young people go off camping, the horror fan expects them to get drunk and/or high, get laid, and then be slaughtered one by one in gory detail. This is especially true when the kids are unlikable, insolent brats. Ben’s companions are obnoxious and self-absorbed enough to make the audience long to see them killed; the brilliantly hateable Doug (Duncan Skiles) is so sarcastic, manipulative, and disloyal that Jesus himself would give him a swift kick to the groin. The characters in I Can See You aren’t teenagers, though, and this movie makes a more mature play on splatter clichés that deliberately disappoints those craving an old-fashioned slice-and-dice.

“I’m wondering… what is the blurring supposed to represent?,” the sinister subconscious spokesman asks Ben when the photos he takes come out covered in murky white blobs. Vision, or rather the lack of clear vision, is the crucial symbol in the film, from Ben’s glasses (digital versions of which show up superimposed over key scenes), to the obscure fatherly portrait, to the fact that ClarActix cleaner smears window grime into a blurry paste that actually makes it harder to see. The title, while carrying a sinister, stalker-type claim (e.g., I Know What You Did Last Summer) is ironic; if Ben is the “I,” then he never sees those around him clearly. He only sees through a paranoid, distorting lens.—GS


THE TENANT (1976)

January 7: Birthday of Roland Topor, who wrote the 1964 novel on which The Tenant is based

DIRECTED BY: Roman Polanski

FEATURING: Roman Polanski, Isabelle Adjani, Shelley Winters, Melvyn Douglas, Jo Van Fleet

PLOT: Unassuming Polish immigrant Trelkovsky moves into a Paris apartment where a young woman recently jumped from the window in a suicide attempt. He soon finds himself hounded by the neighbors with noise complaints, along with constant reminders of the former occupant’s habits and preferences. He pursues a fleeting romance with the previous tenant’s friend, Shelly, but suspicions about his neighbors’ intentions for him get in the way.

THREE WEIRD THINGS: Tooth in the wall; mummy in the bathroom; ritual punishment in the street

COMMENTS: After losing his wife, Sharon Tate, in the grisly Manson Family killings of 1969, Roman Polanski seemed to unravel; his subsequent films became progressively darker and filled with brooding anxiety. The Tenant follows this pattern, although it also recalls the two earlier Polanski films with which it forms an unofficial “Apartment Trilogy.” In the first, Repulsion, a timid young woman’s apartment is invaded by a man who tries to rape her; in the second, Rosemary’s Baby, a pregnant woman fears that her neighbors are plotting to take her baby away from her. The Tenant, however, deals with a fear which is much more difficult to pin down—not to mention much stranger and more disturbing.

Rather than having the main character be a woman in peril, Polanski takes the lead himself. His Trelkovsky is a quiet Polish immigrant looking for an apartment. The room he has his eye on was the site of a suicide attempt, and the apartment’s owners hardly seem eager to show it, immediately treating the immigrant with suspicion. From here on, the premise gets really strange. As soon as Trelkovsky moves into the apartment, people start informing him of the previous tenant’s habits: a cup of hot chocolate in the morning instead of coffee, Marlboro cigarettes instead of Gauloise Blues, and slippers after 10 pm so as not to disturb the neighbors. He is aggressively encouraged to adopt these habits for his own, gradually coming to feel that his identity is being threatened.

But what exactly is the source of this anxiety? As a Polish immigrant himself, who had lived in both America and France, Polanski would certainly have understood the feeling of being an outsider in a foreign land, always one step away from investigation and suspicion. But the idea of forcing someone to become a different person is another question entirely. One answer is that a death leaves a void which those left behind feel compelled to fill. This theme might also have resonated with Polanski, a recent widower.

That the dialogue is spoken in English, despite being set in Paris, only accentuates the film’s undefinable sense of discord. The effect is disorienting—the street signs and storefronts are all in French, but the actors all sound like Americans. All, that is, except for Trelkovsky and one of his fellow tenants, a woman with an Eastern European accent and a disabled daughter. At one point, the woman and her daughter are forced to don robes and masks as the neighbors violently prod them in the street like animals.

It’s impossible to watch this scene and not think of the Holocaust, medieval witch hunts, or other such atrocities. But like many scenes throughout the film, the sense of uncomfortable uncanniness overwhelms any literal analysis. For example, when Trelkovsky begins dressing in drag, believing that he is “becoming” the former tenant of his apartment, it’s not the effect of seeing Polanski in women’s clothing that’s disquieting—it’s that he seems to fit so well among the intricately designed sets, and really seems to become another character. When he looks into the mirror and whispers with palpable dread, “I think I’m pregnant,” it’s a moment like no other in the history of cinema. Touches like these give The Tenant a disturbingly intimate quality, providing a window into the mind of a director who knew unspeakable tragedy and came out on the other side a changed man.—JF


BUBBA HO-TEP (2002)

January 8: Elvis Presley’s birthday

DIRECTED BY: Don Coscarelli

FEATURING: Bruce Campbell, Ossie Davis

PLOT: Having given up fame for a simple life and switched places with an impersonator, the real Elvis Presley is now an aging old man languishing in an East Texas retirement home. One of his fellow retirees is Jack, an African American who insists that he is ex-President John Kennedy. The two discover that a mummy haunts the corridors of their rest home, and together hatch a plan to defeat the creature.

THREE WEIRD THINGS: Elvis in sequins and walker; black JFK in a wheelchair; pimped-out Texas mummy

COMMENTS: No matter what we achieve in life, whether it’s charting 80 top 40 hits or facing down Khrushchev over missiles in Cuba, chances are good we will end up in diapers. Sure, there’s always the possibility we’ll OD on the toilet or be gunned down by an assassin while riding through Dallas, but it’s more likely we’ll find ourselves bedridden in a nursing home. This is where Bubba Ho-Tep locates its two aging icons, living out their last days teetering on the edge of dignity and delusion. The staff treat them like children and a mummy slinks through the corridors at night, waiting for the opportunity to suck out their souls.

It’s a horrible fate that awaits many of us… well, except for the soul-sucking mummy part. But there can be dignity in even the most ridiculous situations, as Bruce Campbell’s strangely affecting portrait of a bitter Elvis with a wrinkly sneer and a walker reminds us. The crazy enterprise of Bubba Ho-Tep would never have worked without Campbell’s comic yet empathetic portrayal of a rock n’ roll Lothario gone to seed. Campbell captures Presley’s molasses diction and mannerisms perfectly, aging them believably. He is funny, as when Elvis obsesses over the putrefaction of his once mighty phallus, or tries out his old kung fu moves against a scuttling scarab beetle (you can almost hear his bones creaking). But despite the absurdity of the premise, Campbell’s alternate Elvis is a believable creation, half Southern-fried curmudgeon, half pickled charisma.

Elvis’ even-less-likely partner in undead-slaying is Jack. Ossie Davis, 85 at the time of this performance and three years away from his own death, had nothing left to prove. He simply uses his natural class to portray a man who legitimately believes himself to be John Fitzgerald Kennedy, who survived a head-shot from Lee Harvey Oswald only to be dyed black and packed off to a rest home.

It’s too big of a leap for us to accept that Jack is who he says he is, but we do buy that Campbell is Elvis. Technically, there is little reason for us to doubt the nursing home’s official line that “Elvis” is really Sebastian Haff, an Elvis impersonator who fell into a coma after a stage accident and woke up believing he really was the King. But we want to believe in Elvis, because by believing that this man was once the most popular musician in the world, we acknowledge that there is something wonderful trapped in this decaying shell of a human being. Jack and Elvis bond because Jack unquestioningly accepts that Elvis is who he says he is. Although Campbell’s character can’t bring himself to believe that Jack really is JFK, he is willing to return the favor and play along.

With their partnership forged in the movie’s fascinating first two-thirds, all that is left is for the two limited-mobility warriors to defeat the soul-sucking mummy. The creature itself is past his prime, just like Elvis and Jack; he’s a minor mummy, reduced to prowling the corridors of a rest home looking for easy prey that no one will miss. He’s not an impressive antagonist, but Elvis triumphs not by defeating Bubba, but by dragging himself out of his nursing home bed, sliding into his rhinestone jumpsuit, and waking from his own living death for one last defiant grasp at glory. Bubba Ho-Tep enacts a silly scenario, but at its core is a powerful human longing to be recognized by others as the heroes we are in our own stories.—GS


SHADOWS OF FORGOTTEN ANCESTORS [TINI ZABUTYKH PREDKIV] (1964)

January 9: Sergei Parajanov’s birthday

DIRECTED BY: Sergei Parajanov

FEATURING: Ivan Mykolaichuk, Larisa Kadochnikova, Tatyana Bestayeva

PLOT: Ivan, a Hutsul villager in a remote town in the Carpathian Mountains, falls in love with Marichka. After his young love dies tragically, he’s inconsolable, until he finds and marries Palagna. They cannot conceive a child, however, and when the wife seeks the help of a sorcerer to become fertile, she ends up seduced by the wicked magician.

THREE WEIRD THINGS: The red horses of death; blindfold yoke wedding; Christmas Reaper

COMMENTS: Seven minutes into Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors, a man is struck with an axe. Blood runs across the camera lens, and we cut to an insert of rusty-red horses leaping through a white sky. At this point, you either turn the film off, or fall totally in love with it and ride it to the end. Spinning a parable of idealized romance versus the harsh reality of love, Sergei Parajanov creates an authentic yet phantasmagorical universe that feels like a fairy tale. He painstakingly recreates genuine Ukrainian folk rituals, but with a postmodern spin that makes them seem new and strange.

The wardrobes are delightful; Ukrainian peasants are some of the world’s sharpest dressers. Blood reds and snowy whites predominate, and every garment, from hats to robes to footwear, is elaborately embroidered with flowers or geometric patterns. The music here is authentic folk, with Jews’ harps and shrill native trumpets (trembitas)

predominating, accompanied by chanting from female choirs. It’s high-pitched and scratchy and tremulous, a defiant wail at a harsh life and a challenge to modern ears. Add to these elements the pastoral mise-en-scène of the wooden country churches; the omnipresent crosses and icons; and a seasonal parade of beloved Christmas characters like the bear, the rat, and the Grim Reaper: Parajanov assembles everything to take us into another world, one simpler than ours, but filled with its own luxurious richness and rhythm. It’s a romantic, escapist Carpathian resort that’s as far from the socialist reality the director lived under as an American beach party movie would be.

For all the traditionalism of the subject matter, Ancestors is radical in its form and technique. It’s not that realism doesn’t interest Parajanov; he views it as an enemy. He abstracts the plot to better focus on setting and feeling. Although events proceed in sequence, the normal progress of time becomes irrelevant. It’s not even clear when the story takes place; all we can say is it is in the pre-industrial world, but it could be set in any century after the arrival of Christianity and before Communism. There is an inescapable sense of place, but no sense of geography at all. When we first arrive in Ivan’s village, it is simply a collection of characters arranged against a blank backdrop of snow: women playing Jews’ harps, men carrying game slung over their shoulders, madmen gamboling about as if they are players on a theater stage rather than in a movie. In Ivan’s death scene, the camera wheels around the walls of the tavern as he advances towards his foe; he is struck with an axe in the head and makes the same circuit in reverse, with the color now tinted red and a buzzing filling our ears. The tavern feels like a real, solid place, stuffed with vivid details, but it’s a room whose layout you can’t actually map out—a dream setting. Parajanov’s camerawork magnifies his staging: zooms, shaky tracking shots, the switch to black and white when Ivan is in the depths of despair, all techniques which remove viewers from shallow realism and relocate them in a mythic place. The Expressionist camera becomes the main narrator, conveying more meaning than the sparse dialogue.

Parajanov disowned the five films he made before this, calling Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors the beginning of his career. It was almost the end of it. Ancestors displeased his Soviet overseers so much that it is miraculous that he was allowed to make another movie before the dawn of glasnost. The authorities saw these nostalgic fantasies as dangerously counter-revolutionary, but they are just as much a manifesto for a counter-reality.—GS


JOHN DIES AT THE END (2012)

January 10: Birthday of Jason Pargin (pen name David Wong)

DIRECTED BY: Don Coscarelli

FEATURING: Chase Williamson, Rob Mayes, Paul Giamatti, Fabianne Therese, Clancy Brown, Glynn Turman

PLOT: “David Wong” tells a story to a journalist at a Chinese restaurant while under the influence of a drug called “soy sauce.” He claims that the drug has given him and his friend John psychic powers that enable them to see inter-dimensional intruders bent on conquering our reality. He then relates the story of how he and John traveled to an alternate dimension to thwart the invasion.

THREE WEIRD THINGS: Attack mustache; bratwurst phone; Eyes Wide Shut-world

COMMENTS: Jason Pargin wrote a sprawling turn-of-the-millennium comic novel about two party-hearty college dropouts saving our reality from an interdimensional invasion. Director Don Coscarelli, whose plans for a Bubba Ho-Tep sequel had fallen through, stumbled upon the book and decided to adapt it, chopping up the timeline and adding hallucinatory visuals. The result is a zany supernatural comedy that plays by its own rules and wallows in offbeat frat-boy humor.

John doesn’t actually die at the end of John Dies at the End--although it may depend on how you define “dies” and “the end.” After all, according to the movie, “time is an ocean, not a garden hose.” Furthermore, in John’s world what is dead doesn’t necessarily stay dead. For John, death is a temporary setback, not a life-changing event. It helps that John’s doped up on a hallucinogenic drug that makes him intermittently omniscient and able to flit through time. All of this gets pretty confusing, so it’s best to just let go and ride the wave.

John Dies in the End starts out by lying to you. David Wong (it’s an assumed name) is an unreliable narrator on multiple fronts. He begins his interview with the journalist he’s summoned to a Chinese restaurant with a lie about his mother, insisting the writer should use the false version because it makes a better story. He’s also telling his story while tripping on an exotic drug. Later in the movie, he doubts his own sanity, and a priest explains that if he were mad, he wouldn’t know it; he wouldn’t feel crazy, but the rest of the world would go crazy around him—which is indeed what happens in the film. At any point, a character David is talking to may turn out to be a ghost, a hallucination, or a host body possessed by an interdimensional alien. Is it all a drug-induced delirium, tall tale, or mixture of reality and fantasy? Take your pick.

After the introductory interview, we cut to an out-of-sequence flashback where Dave and his buddy John deal with an apparition that can take the form of a column of snakes or an assemblage of sausages. It’s a great standalone sequence that sets up these bros as a pair of nearly-competent paranormal troubleshooters, while simultaneously introducing Dr. Marconi, a ghostbusting superhero hiding in plain sight as a cheesy television psychic. The scene, however, is completely out of narrative sequence, and doesn’t advance the main plot one bit, occurring long after the main story has ended. The audience is dazed by this opening, already jerked around in time, space, and reality. After a manic first fifteen minutes, however, the movie pulls another unexpected switcheroo by turning into a linear narrative, albeit one that is interrupted by phone calls coming in from the past and/or future.

Coscarelli fans, who had been waiting for a decade for a new feature from the sexagenarian director, were delighted. As might be expected, the movie’s harshest critics were fans of the original book, who argued that the film lacks depth: too little character development, and no mention of the deeper philosophical themes the novel could address in a leisurely fashion. But John Dies in the End is a work full of picaresque oddities and weird incidents, which is what attracted Coscarelli. He attacks the material as if he’s intoxicated by it, and we get a contact high from his enthusiasm. “You don’t choose the soy sauce, the soy sauce chooses you,” John reminds Dave. It seems the soy sauce chose Coscarelli, and who are we to question its judgement?— GS


BELLE DE JOUR (1967)

January 11: Feast of Vitalis of Gaza, patron saint of prostitutes

DIRECTED BY: Luis Buñuel

FEATURING: Catherine Deneuve, Jean Sorel, Pierre Clémenti, Michel Piccoli, Geneviève Page

PLOT: Séverine is a wealthy young newlywed who proclaims she loves her husband, but refuses to sleep with him. Her erotic life consists of daydreams in which she is bound, whipped, and humiliated. She decides to secretly work as a prostitute during the day, taking the stage name “Belle de Jour”; in the course of her adventures a macho young criminal becomes obsessed with Belle, and sparks sexual passion in her.

THREE WEIRD THINGS: Bound and spattered Belle; Japanese fetish box; bells and meows

COMMENTS: Belle de Jour marked Buñuel’s permanent return to France after two decades of his “Mexican exile.” It was the 67-year old director’s most expensive production to date, his first film in color, his biggest financial success, and the beginning of the greatest final acts in the history of cinema: the aging director would go on to unleash a string of vital masterpieces before retiring in 1977.

Having appeared in Roman Polanski’s Repulsion in 1965, lead actress Catherine Deneuve risked becoming typecast as a frigid Freudian pinup girl. Unlike Repulsion, however, where a cruel irony emerged from the union of Deneuve’s unworldly beauty with her asexual disgust for men, Belle de Jour allows the actress to be a sexual creature, of a twisted sort. When Séverine is abused and degraded in Belle de Jour, it is at her own insistence, in fulfillment of her own fantasies.

Joseph Kessel chose the unusual name Séverine, the feminine of Severin (meaning “severe”), for the self-abusing heroine of his novel “Belle de Jour” in tribute to the masochistic protagonist of “Venus in Furs.” But the name also connotes “severed”: a woman divided. This secondary meaning is accidental, but it must have pleased Buñuel, for whom the deepest meanings are always a result of coincidence. Séverine is torn between her desires for chaste love and sexual passion, between her husband Pierre and her lover Marcel, between the comfortable life of a bourgeois housewife and the dangerous adventures of a working girl, and between dreams and reality.

Séverine is a dreamy lady—Deneuve looks half asleep even during her waking hours—and through Buñuel’s eyes her subconscious world of masochistic fantasies is every bit as significant as her pampered Parisian reality of ski trips and dinner engagements. Belle de Jour begins with a horse-drawn carriage and the sound of jingling bells, and these two elements (along with references to cats and lilies, genital symbols) recur throughout the film as a clue that Séverine is in a dream state—although playful Buñuel may only set up these expectations so that he can violate them later.

Belle de Jour’s famously enigmatic ending is the apex of this technique of muddying the line between dream and reality. Buñuel is the master of the ambiguous ending (see also The Milky Way), setting up scenarios where the audience doesn’t merely choose between equally plausible plot options, but where the contradictions somehow coexist. Belle de Jour’s last two minutes, announced by the tinkling of bells, the mewing of cats, and arrival of a horse-drawn carriage outside her Parisian home, are obviously another of Séverine’s dreams. But, the last ten minutes, from the point she’s awakened by a gunshot, may also be a dream, and the final moments only a dream inside a dream. And the resolution, which like a Möbius filmstrip ends where it began, suggests the possibility that the entire movie is a dream. Who knows? (Not Buñuel, who insisted he did not know what the ending he had written meant, just as Séverine repeatedly explains that she does not understand the reasons for her own compulsions). The one thing that is clear is that Buñuel views Séverine’s fantasies as a crucial part of her being; they are, in fact, more interesting to him than her everyday reality. Her dirty dreams are as much a part of her character as her bourgeois propriety, and Buñuel treats them with as much respect as her waking moments—and with more love.—GS
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