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I KNEW WE had passed some twisted point of no return when Eliza announced that she wanted to have a Katharine Hepburn party. With a screening of Bringing Up Baby. For her ninth birthday.

My wife, Lori, and I tried to dissuade her. Maybe our daughter could gladly sit through a fifth viewing of the screwball comedy classic, but how many of her schoolmates would make it through their first, conditioned as they were to color, brightness, Shrek? Eliza was unmoved: It was her birthday, and she argued convincingly for the constitutional right to choose her own party theme.

So out the invitations went, featuring a photo of Hepburn in The Philadelphia Story that Eliza personally cut out and pasted on. And in came the phone calls from the parents. To my chagrin, most of them were convinced that her father the fancy-pants movie critic had put her up to it (on a stack of the collected works of Wong Kar-Wai, I did no such thing), but their more pressing concern, which we shared, was that their child would get bored, wander off, play with knives. My wife and I assured them we were laying out a table next to the screening room, filled with books and pencil-based activities to divert those kids oppressed by the very notion of black-and-white cinematography.

The books were never opened, the pencils never used. We took a half-hour intermission for cake, but when I asked if the group was ready to restart the movie, there was a unanimous roar of assent, and we picked up again with that marvelous forest-of-Arden sequence where Kate, playing flibbertigibbet heiress Susan Vance, leads Cary Grant’s nerd zoologist David Huxley through the nighttime wilds of Greenwich, Connecticut. At one point Susan breaks a high heel and teeters up and down, burbling in delight, “Look, David, I was born on a hill. I was born on the side of a hill,” and the moment feels so spontaneous, so magically free, it can make your hair stand on end. (In fact, the bit was mischievously improvised by Hepburn after the 1938 equivalent of a wardrobe malfunction.) The kids had never seen anything like it: It felt more unscripted, more real than anything twenty-first-century kid culture feeds them, up to and including reality TV.

When the parents showed up to collect their children, five minutes remained—Grant was still stuck in the jail cell with Hepburn dragging the wild leopard through the door—and eighteen kids sat mesmerized and giggling. The moms and dads were astounded. They shouldn’t have been, nor should Lori or I.

Great filmmaking trumps all other considerations. This is even more true if you’re nine and every movie still feels like the first you’ve ever seen.

Some backtracking may be necessary. I work as a film critic for a major metropolitan daily newspaper. Before that, I spent over a decade writing about movies for a national entertainment magazine. Before that, I screened and recommended films for the acquisitions department of a pay-cable movie network. Before that, I was a cinema studies major, ran a college film society, and wrote long, impenetrable reviews in the student newspaper. Before that, I was a pale teenage movie ghost who wondered why taking a girl to a double bill of Sam Fuller films never got me anywhere.

This is simply a way of saying that I have seen many, many, many movies. When asked how many, I hazard the guess that I average a movie a day, and, since I’ve been watching seriously for thirty years, the total comes to something on the order of 10,680 films. On a good day, I remember seven thousand of them. On a bad day, maybe five.

I am also now a father to two girls, currently nine and eleven. As any parent understands, this changes everything. I once viewed children’s films with indulgence, even nostalgia. Today I look at the movie offerings afforded my kids and am stunned into depression at the pandering narrowness. The animation industry has given itself over to the seductions of CGI; live-action kid films have prostrated themselves on the altar of cross-marketing. If you’re a girl, the choices are thin: Shall we take in the Lindsay Lohan tweener comedy or the Amanda Bynes tweener comedy or the Hilary Duff tweener comedy? Better to go for the Anne Hathaway tweener comedy; that one costars Julie Andrews, at least. (Oh, wait, Anne Hathaway took her shirt off in a movie about gay cowboys, so I guess she’s all grown up now.)

Or maybe we should just head to the video store and choose among the racks of Mary-Kate and Ashley midget consumer fantasies that continue to proliferate like head lice on the shelves. Failing that, there are untold Disney films and imitations thereof, from the pinnacles of Snow White and Beauty and the Beast to the barely acceptable tedium of Chicken Little and The Wild. It’s worse if you’re a boy: Then the choice is between bad American animation, bad Japanese animation, and Spy Kids 3-D.

And those are the original concepts. When a film studio takes it upon itself to adapt a prized children’s book, the results can be even more grim, since producers feel they have to make the story marketable with fart gags, cooked-up villainy, and pop songs wedged into every conceivable crevice. Some titles survive the treatment, and even prosper, such as Shrek or The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, or the 2003 Peter Pan, a charming film that rescues and deepens the Barrie original. But my older daughter is still steamed at the changes wrought by Hollywood to her beloved Ella Enchanted, and I personally would be happy to see Imagine Entertainment brought up on child endangerment charges for what it did to the good and gentle Dr. Seuss with How the Grinch Stole Christmas and the genuinely hateful The Cat in the Hat.

Some films aimed at children are good—excellent, even. Pixar: I rest my case. But all of them—and I do mean all of them—arrive in theaters sold out, prepackaged, and co-opted. A modern family film can’t get greenlit for production without marketing tie-ins planned in detail and in-house licensing executives kicking the tires to discern how “toyetic” it is. That’s a real word, by the way. Yes, it makes my flesh crawl too.

Today’s kids’ films are built to cater to and flatter their audience into buying the subsidiary products. That’s their job. That bag of “Kelpy Kreme” doughnuts that gets a loving close-up early on in Shark Tale isn’t there by accident. And because the movie’s first order of business is to sell, the story can’t afford to challenge children in the slightest degree.

So: A child could go from January to December without having his or her brain interestingly taxed—without seeing a movie that wasn’t slavishly geared toward mini-me taste in stars, fashion, music, and flippant attitude. (The moral is applied at the end, like frosting.) Hollywood has become a machine for reflecting a modern American kid’s mediated universe right back at him or her; it’s a hall of mirrors with no way out except teenage cynicism, when adolescents opt out of the cycle because they start feeling such movies are “just” for kids. Or because they’re wising up.

Even then, Hollywood is there to pull them back in with an escalating sensationalism that dulls the brain. The film industry has become adept at creating brilliant CGI-enhanced nightmares and selling them as “family films” that make Psycho look like Dumbo. The studios and MPAA ratings board collude in helping films that feature rotting zombies avoid the R of death (just as long as there’s no nudity, because we know how that warps kids), and parents often take the smallest children to see terrifying PG-13 thrill rides like Van Helsing or Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man’s Chest because the rating somehow absolves them of having to think for themselves.

But what’s the alternative? Drag ’em to Kill Bill: Vol. 1? Where’s the antidote to the Disneyfied pap and computergenerated overstimulation that passes for children’s entertainment these days? Wouldn’t it be pleasant to sit down and watch a movie with your kids that wasn’t presold on sequels and Happy Meals? Or take them to an action movie that didn’t either freak them out or weigh down their little bones with premature irony?

I guess you could lock them in the attic. A better solution might be to vary their media diet, and one way to do that is with old movies. I don’t mean Grease or Star Wars. I mean old movies. The kind in black and white or Crayola-surreal Technicolor; the ones that feature stars who were in the grave before Keira Knightley was a zygote. Movies like The Wizard of Oz and Singin’ in the Rain, yes—but also Some Like It Hot and Rebecca and Modern Times and The Searchers and All About Eve and I Know Where I’m Going! and The Day the Earth Stood Still and To Kill a Mockingbird. Movies that open a door out of modern Hollywood’s hall of mirrors onto endless variations in style, behavior, morals. There is so much out there if you have the least idea where to look. If you don’t, maybe this book can help.

The first obstacle you’ll face is that, in all likelihood, your kids will give you the Blank Stare of Death when you float this idea past them. Why wouldn’t they? To parents, old movies represent the recent past, but to a modern child, they’re relics from the Dark Ages, mixed up in a vague chronology that sees 45 records, rotary telephones, and granny glasses as so much weird eBay effluvia. The great flicks of the studio days, from the 1930s through the 1950s, are ghettoized on Turner Classic Movies, while other movie channels play “classics” that are fifteen years old—mere babies, with none of the timeless splendor of the real stuff.

How, then, do you get kids into the real stuff? It isn’t easy, and the older they get, the harder it becomes. The best and simplest advice, then, is: Start when they’re young. Am I advocating screening The Gold Rush while your children are still in the cradle? No, because that’s when they should be watching the world. Am I saying throw it on as occasional background when they’re toddlers, or as part of the eventual kid-TV mix in your house, whatever that may be? Yes.

If a child can watch Barney, a child can watch Charlie Chaplin, and in fact, he or she might be better off. As they get older, you can gradually take them to the next level: screwball comedies and women’s weepies, war films and issue dramas. They’ll follow because they’ll have learned that “old” does not necessarily mean “next channel, please.”

If you’re bringing children between the ages of, say, seven and eleven to classic movies for the first time, you need to pick more carefully, or you’ll sour them on the form for good. And if you’re hoping to start watching black-and-white films with teenagers, I’m afraid to inform you that the horses have left the barn, gone to Lost, MySpace, YouTube, and Ryan Reynolds comedies. And they’re not coming back until they find these films on their own.

Which doesn’t mean you can’t try: This book suggests which old movies retain the power to make even a deeply suspicious adolescent snap his or her head back and say, “Whoa.” Scientists call this Going Keanu.

Here’s where I should perhaps offer my own test case as proof; I’ll let you decide whether it’s a brilliant approach that gives you the go-ahead to break out the Bogart or a horrific Skinner-box exploitation of an author’s own children.

I introduced Eliza to old movies with Singin’ in the Rain when she was about three. What’s not to like there? It’s in color, it’s tuneful, Donald O’Connor is a clown for the ages, and even a child can see what makes Gene Kelly such a beautiful ham. She warbled the title song for a good couple of weeks, with strange toddler variations, and then I decided to throw a few more 1950s musicals at her. Seven Brides for Seven Brothers. Funny Face. An American in Paris. Kiss Me Kate. She loved them all, even when she had no idea what was going on.

With Meet Me in St. Louis she figured out what was going on and cherished the film all the more—and in Margaret O’Brien she discovered the first real child she had ever seen in a movie. When I took her to a revival-theater screening of It’s Always Fair Weather in New York City, one of the scary old-movie guys in the row behind me leaned forward and whispered, “Is she into Comden and Green?” The funny part is that by then she was, even if she had no idea that Betty Comden and Adolph Green were the ace screenwriters and lyricists behind so many of the movies she was enjoying.

As Eliza got older and her younger sister Natalie grew out of the spud phase and started walking and talking, I began to throw different sorts of old movies at them. I tried silent comedies, seeking some inchoate connection between my children and my own dad, who died when I was young and who was known for his love of slapstick: Chaplin, Keaton, Harold Lloyd. I tried other silents, too—early sci-fi like Metropolis and seminal horror like The Phantom of the Opera with Lon Chaney. The girls were understandably wary but got sucked in time and again, and the silent-movie format was part of the appeal: those evanescent shadows, the title cards that Dad had to read, the larger-than-life pantomime, all the more dreamlike for not talking.

I tried talkies too, of course: melodramas, comedies, even foreign films. To a few of my acquaintances I am still known as The Man Who Showed The Seven Samurai to His Kids. And They Liked It. Some of the movies went over incredibly well. Some tanked. The dirty little secret about classics is that a lot of them have aged poorly and others weren’t very good to start with. Still, my daughters came to understand that a DVD with the name Alfred Hitchcock or Frank Capra attached was probably a good deal. They discovered that Harpo Marx could make them laugh as deliriously as SpongeBob. And they found films that scared them pleasurably instead of silly.

They still want to see the latest studio kid flicks and buy the sound tracks and form their generational tastes, and that’s as it should be. But classic movies are a regular part of the mix now, and for Eliza, they’ve become something more—a way into an older America that she finds soul-satisfying on any number of levels. Watching the 1933 version of Little Women was for her a revelation that female empowerment doesn’t have to come dressed in a belly shirt; discovering Kate Hepburn gave her a role model that will shape her into adolescence and beyond. (On the other hand, providing Cary Grant as a male role model definitely sets the bar too high.)

Not every child is so easily convinced. I have a friend who valiantly tries showing her son classics and he never bites (two words of advice: Three Stooges). My younger daughter, Natalie, still comfortably plonks down in front of the Disney Channel and, for a while, even grabbed shameless straight-to-video sequels—sequels! the ignominy!—off our bookshelf. Children develop and things change, though: Natalie always loved her MGM musicals and The Adventures of Robin Hood, and if she was skittish about black and white at first, she flipped for Hitchcock’s Rebecca, a gothic mystery-romance with eternal appeal to girls. Then I caught her riffling through my film coffee-table books, ticking off the movies she had seen and asking about ones she hadn’t. Then she wanted to see all six Thin Man DVDs in the boxed set. Then she fell in love with Cagney.

Over the course of my daughters’ little lives—and, more crucially, over the course of writing this book—I’ve learned that what speaks to them and what doesn’t is a mystery beyond parental prediction. Children are both more and less innocent than we take them for, and we never know what they’ll get out of what we hand them: boredom, laughter, ideas that shake the very foundations of their being. Better to risk the boredom for the laughs and ideas, I think.

Still, it can’t last. I guess I don’t want it to. The girls will soon be lost to their own films, their mother and I won’t be invited along, and as long as those films aren’t teen slasher movies based on video games, I can live with that. (I understand that merely typing those words ensures they’ll come to pass.) Eliza and Natalie will move on to more contemporary role models, and that’s okay, too: I knew a few women in college who thought they were Katharine Hepburn, and they were terrifying. In truth, my daughters can go away as long as they wish. Kate and Cary and Buster and Harpo and Bette and all seven of the samurai will be there, waiting patiently until they return.

I’ve noticed something, though: As Eliza starts listening more to her peers than to us, her peers are also listening more to her. And part of what they hear, and learn, is that old movies are okay. Her pals have come to know they may end up watching a classic if they come over—because Eliza’s dad is writing this book, but also because that’s just what’s on at the Burr house—and I know there are friends of hers who dread the prospect. Fine. But there are other friends who find the whole thing a curious and interesting pocket of taste, and they appreciate it. Eliza went over to a buddy’s house for a rainy Saturday hangout the other week and took Hitchcock’s The Trouble with Harry along. And they all dug in.

The thing of it is, watching the old stuff changes how kids see the new. My daughters can enjoy Garfield: The Movie on its own level—and good for them, because I sure as hell can’t—but they inherently understand that it’s a short-term investment compared to a movie like The Producers, in which Zero Mostel makes a better Garfield than Garfield ever has. On one hand, they’re warier of the modern plastics used to build movies these days. On the other, they can better appreciate a gem like The Incredibles when it comes along. It’s as though they were on the side of a hill—look, David—and able to move up or down through the years and the decades as it suits them.

Here’s why this is good: With any luck, my daughters will be able to go through life lacking that fear of old movies—and, much more to the point, old culture—that keeps so many children and their parents locked in an eternal, ahistorical Now. The only way to comprehend Now, of course, is to understand Then. More than almost any other art form, movies show the way back.

HOW THIS WORKS

This is a book for two audiences: people who know and love old movies but aren’t sure how to convey that love to their children, and people who don’t know old movies from particle physics but want to share a special experience with their kids and be entertained in the bargain.

The first set of readers will find a great many films they know and may already enjoy, arranged in a fashion that hopefully maximizes kid appeal. The second group can take the chapters that follow as homeschooling for the entire family—for, unlike Monster House, classics can be enjoyed at all age levels.

A couple of things to note. First, this is not a book to be read from cover to cover. Rather, it’s one that should be sampled as you would a buffet. Reach in, pick a title, mull over the comments, decide whether your kids would enjoy the movie. Then go from there.

Second, there are plenty of old movies you won’t find in here. Do I really need to add another five hundred words to the million already written about The Wizard of Oz? On the other hand, this isn’t a textbook, so you won’t be reading about The Birth of a Nation or other culturally important films that are problematic for kids. I haven’t included Gone with the Wind, either, for reasons discussed in chapter 2.

Third, when I say “classic movies,” I’m referring to films made during the golden age of the film studios, from the silent era through the early 1960s. American film went through a major morph in the late ’60s and early ’70s with the fashionable hippie realism of the New Hollywood; then it morphed again in the late ’70s, when Jaws and Star Wars kicked off the age of the blockbuster, which is only slowly fading now. Those two more modern eras are not the subject of this book. There are many people—probably most people—who hear the words “old movie” and think of Chinatown or Sixteen Candles or Field of Dreams, or, God help us, Lord of the Rings. Great films; not on the plate this time. Maybe next book.

Fourth, you’re right, I did leave out your favorite film. Sorry. Please write and tell me I’m a pinhead. Better, just rent the thing and show it to your kids.

Last, I willingly confess to a girl-movie bias, since girls is what I got. On occasion I’ve borrowed one of Eliza’s or Natalie’s male buddies and hosted a group screening, but whereas watching movies with your own parent is bonding, watching movies with your friend’s parent is vaguely weird.

The book is arranged to ramp you up to speed depending on who’s living in your house. The first chapter, as the title indicates, should be thought of as a starter kit: fifteen old movies to persuade, respectively, toddlers, tweeners, and teenagers. This is because many classics aren’t the right first classic. We brought the 1947 gangster movie White Heat along to a Saturday dinner with friends, and while Eliza and Natalie were pumped—they’d watched The Public Enemy the night before and become immediately hooked on the genre—the other kids drew a blank. They didn’t dislike it; they just didn’t get it, because it came from Planet Old.

Not all classics do. I’ve tried to mix color with black and white, musicals with Westerns, so if you can get through all the starter films with a particular child or group of children, they’ll have a handle on what constitutes a classic and whether it’s something they want more of. Some won’t. C’est la guerre.

The next chapter sets out a few parameters describing what, in the author’s experience, works and what doesn’t, and what ages are appropriate for what sort of movie—why showing Citizen Kane to a five-year-old is just plain dumb. Then we’re into genres: comedy, drama, action, and so forth, each broken down into its constituent parts (screwball comedy, melodrama, ’50s sci-fi, etc.), with representative movies in each grouping. Organization is alphabetical within each subsection. In a few cases—MGM musicals, Universal horror films—it’s easier to discuss them as a group with brief paragraphs treating key examples. Finally, there’s a separate chapter on foreign-language films that hard-sells the pleasures of “reading” a film to your children.

For each movie, I’ve tried to convey what makes it special, important, or entertaining, and where the appeal to a child might lie. I’ve noted appropriate age ranges and provided historical and artistic context, as well as factoids that could increase the cool factor. There are also suggestions for other movies in the same vein. If you’re looking for a list of films to appeal to a specific age group—little ones, midsize models, teenagers—check the index at the back of the book; it also includes suggestions for those kids ready to move on to more demanding oldies.

Following the genre chapters is a roundup of the major stars and directors of the Hollywood studio age—nothing overwhelming, but children come out of The African Queen wanting to know more about Humphrey Bogart, and here’s where you can find the basics of his career and key films. I’ve tried to address how and why these iconic figures speak to kids (and to the kid in us) as well. Also, there are one or two stars whose work doesn’t fall into any convenient category: Shirley Temple was her own genre, and you’ll find her movies only in this section.

The directors I’ve chosen to spotlight are fewer, but you can’t avoid Hitchcock, and once you sign up for Hawks, you’ll realize the man hardly ever made a bad movie.

For obvious reasons, I’ve chosen films that are available on video and tried hardest to include those on DVD, with relevant extras noted. Some of these films may be difficult to find at your local Blockbuster but can be dug up at more adventurous video stores, purchased via the Internet, or rented through such online outlets as Netflix. Further information on movies, movie stars, and the availability of old films on video and DVD can be found at the film geek’s best friend, the Internet Movie Database, at www.imdb.com.

You may also notice that some of the essays wander pretty far afield, addressing matters tangential to the stated aim of Watching Old Movies with Your Family. The author is of the opinion that reference books should refer to life as well as to their subjects, and that movies, good ones, usually open the door to larger conversations about behavior and meaning and the world’s possibilities. Occasionally I’ve wandered out those doors to see what’s in the other rooms. Bear with me; all books are about their author’s discovery of the subject at hand, and all these essays hopefully lead back to the things a film, or a person in a film, might give to a child. Children come up for air after watching a classic, and in their first breath is usually a question. You don’t have to have an answer. The talking is reward enough.

One final decree: No colorization. Ever.
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STARTER KITS: FIRST OLD MOVIES TO WATCH WITH YOUR TODDLER, TWEENER, OR TEENAGER

FIVE OLD MOVIES TO SHOW YOUR TODDLER

BY THE AGE of three, a twenty-first-century American child has logged somewhere in the neighborhood of 1,500 hours of TV viewing, much of which consists of Elmo, Blue the Dog, Shrek the Ogre, Ariel the Mermaid, SpongeBob the SquarePants, and other simple, brightly colored objects.

Children watch these shows and movies because that’s what our culture says they should be watching. You’ll find them in the family section at Blockbuster and on TV during times when the networks know kids will be at home. The subtext—one that fits tidily into an era of concerned, fidgety parenting—is that these are the products that are “safe,” and that therefore nothing else is.

Hogwash.

Worse than hogwash, actually: culturally stunting. Within this infantilized DMZ of movies and television shows, we limit our children’s options while delivering them into the slipstream of the modern media marketplace. By the time they’re five, kids have an inherent understanding of the concept of branding: They know they can follow their favorite characters from screen to DVD to CD to action toy to Happy Meal and on to the next sequel, whereupon the cycle starts again.

And that, in a nutshell, is one of the best things about an old movie: It’s not selling anything except itself. This is a radical notion to a kid. Freaks some of them out, actually. My daughter’s still wondering where she can buy a Bette Davis action figure. I’m afraid to break the news to her that she can actually grow up to be one.

That’s not the only reason to stage a jailbreak from the kiddievideo hegemony, though. Toddlers are preoccupied with trying to figure out the mysterious rules by which Large People live, and many old movies answer that need in a manner not overly loud or frightening but, rather, magical and pleasurably confusing. They’re writ in bold, iconic strokes that open a window into an adult world where basic problems are posed and solved with resort to song and dance or action. Or even straight-up drama: If 12 Angry Men doesn’t teach children the value of sticking up for what you believe in, don’t expect Shark Tale to do so.

But 12 Angry Men will certainly go over the head of any toddler whose parents aren’t currently serving jury duty (or time in prison, I guess). What, then, to show them? Historically, The Wizard of Oz and Shirley Temple movies have represented the time-honored avenues by which to introduce the youngest kids to classic movies. Neither is without risks. Those mutant-freak flying monkeys have generated several millon nightmares over the decades, and if you’re not careful you may end up renting the Temple movie with the subplot about the child molester (seriously: see the next chapter).

So: Following are five alternatives—old movies that are simple without being unsophisticated, plainspoken without being dumbed down, and that move fast enough to keep toddlers from getting bored. (And if they’re still bored, start them with shorter stuff: the Little Rascals, the Three Stooges, classic Warner Bros. cartoons.)

A word about presentation: Don’t, for pity’s sake, let them know these movies are good for them. If you say it’s medicine, it will taste like medicine. Just throw in the disc, stick in the videotape, let the little yard apes discover for themselves. There’s something to be said for having a Marx Brothers movie running unannounced when they come back from a playdate, with a plate of cookies and a glass of milk in front of it. They’ll say, “What the heck is this?” And you’ll say, “I don’t know. Let’s sit down and find out.”


THE ADVENTURES OF ROBIN HOOD (COLOR, 1938)



Directed by: Michael Curtiz

Starring: Errol Flynn, Olivia de Havilland, Basil Rathbone, Claude Rains

Ages: 4 and up

The sell: The original superhero

The plot: Twelfth-century England: King Richard is off at the Crusades subduing the infidel and has left the country in the care of his whining, sneering bad-boy kid brother, Prince John (Claude Rains), who so represses the Saxon minority that nobleman Robin of Locksley (Errol Flynn) turns outlaw and gathers his merry men in Sherwood Forest: Will Scarlett (Patric Knowles), Friar Tuck (Eugene Pallette), Little John (Alan Hale), and all the rest. The Sheriff of Nottingham (Melville Cooper) is a useless boob in this telling, but Prince John has a nasty right-hand hit man in Sir Guy of Gisbourne (Basil Rathbone). Sir Guy has his eye on pretty Norman damsel Maid Marian (Olivia de Havilland), but Robin woos and wins her first.

Why it’s here: Because it’s still the most exhilarating version of the legend yet committed to film, with glowing Technicolor photography that’s like a Maxfield Parrish painting sprung to life. Flynn is charisma itself: If your children don’t know what star quality is, they’ll immediately get it when Robin walks into the castle feast carrying a slain deer on his shoulders and flings it down in front of King John. Grinning. Under Michael Curtiz’s proficient direction, Robin Hood is fast-paced and funny (with an undercurrent of brutality to get you sympathizing with the downtrodden Saxons), a delicately headstrong performance from the young de Havilland, an excellent archery contest, a ripely groundbreaking score by Erich Korngold, and a climactic sword fight between Flynn and Rathbone that has been ripped off so many times your kids will probably recognize it from exposure in the womb (especially if you watched The Princess Bride during your last trimester). Note: Exposure to this movie will cause an immediate uptick in backyard swordplay. Hide the shish kebab skewers.

Pause-button explanations: There are a few gothic-lettered inter-titles to read, including the opening one that sets up the political context of the tale. It’s easy enough to convey to a small person: Good king gone away on business, bad brother running the country into the ground. If your kid has a sibling, it’ll make perfect sense.

Useless trivia: The actor playing Little John is not the skipper from Gilligan’s Island. He is the skipper’s father. Maid Marian’s horse had a second career as Roy Rogers’s Trigger.

What next: If they like Errol Flynn and can handle black-and-white dueling, cue up his two pirate movies, Captain Blood, also with Rathbone and de Havilland, and The Sea Hawk.


BRINGING UP BABY (B&W, 1938)



Directed by: Howard Hawks

Starring: Katharine Hepburn and Cary Grant

Ages: 4 and up

The sell: The Cat in the Hat with a Bryn Mawr accent

The plot: David Huxley (Grant) is a nerdy zoologist just finishing his brontosaurus skeleton and engaged to be married to an uptight lady scientist. Then he meets dizzy heiress Susan Vance (Hepburn), who upends his life, kidnaps him to Connecticut, and sticks him in a lady’s dressing gown while her dog, George, buries David’s brontosaurus bone, and her tame leopard runs around frightening the bejesus out of everyone, mainly because they’ve confused him with a wild leopard that escaped from the circus.

Why it’s here: It really is close to Seussian anarchy: An unstoppably whimsical woman brings down upon the head of a nice young fellow a series of widening disasters that cause kids to go nuts with apprehension and delight. What else can go wrong for the man with the dimple in his chin? Well, this. And this. And, oh yes, this. But the real reason to watch Baby with your children is that it’s a wonderful introduction to Grant and, especially, the great Kate. Hepburn is not just maddeningly funny here but possessed of an otherworldly enchantment—a couple of times she uncorks a quicksilver laugh that can give you goose bumps. The whole movie seems filmed under moonlight, with Wild Things just over the horizon.

Useless trivia: The movie was an attempt to redefine Hepburn’s on-screen persona, which was in a slump after a spate of stodgy costume dramas. It didn’t work: The film was a flop on release and had to wait until the 1960s to be rediscovered and recognized as perhaps the greatest screwball comedy of them all.

What next: Any screwball classic—see the “Comedy” chapter—and, when your kids are older, any of the other three films that Hepburn and Grant made together: Sylvia Scarlett (1935), Holiday (1938), and The Philadelphia Story (1940). Kids who love the dog, George, might want to see him as Asta in the Thin Man mystery-comedies. For a treat, dig up Peter Bogdanovich’s 1972 comedy What’s Up, Doc?, an affectionate and extremely funny remake of/homage to Baby starring Ryan O’Neal and Barbra Streisand.


MEET ME IN ST. LOUIS (COLOR, 1944)



Directed by: Vincente Minnelli

Starring: Judy Garland, Margaret O’Brien

Ages: 3 and up

The sell: How families and little girls lived (and sang) one hundred years ago

The plot: So minimal it’s genius. A year in the life of the Smiths, a middle-class family in St. Louis in 1903, the year the world’s fair came to town. There are four daughters, including second-eldest Esther (Judy Garland), a dreamy, avid woman-child with her eye on the horizon and a sudden passion for the Boy Next Door. Youngest is seven-year-old Tootie (Margaret O’Brien), whose run-ins with Halloween terrors and snowmen become the stuff of legend. Father (Leon Ames) gets a new job in New York City, a move that threatens the loss of the family’s fragile innocence. Will he go?

Why it’s here: For the songs, for Judy Garland, for the clear-eyed gentleness with which it parts the curtains on a bygone way of life, and, above all, for Margaret O’Brien, who is so natural and so intense that your kids may watch her scenes with the fascination they reserve for home videos of themselves. Meet Me in St. Louis is often wrongly remembered as a quaint period piece, but it contains one of the funniest, darkest, and truest portraits of American childhood ever put on-screen—of playful brutality amid middle-class plenty—and children immediately pick up on it. The Halloween bonfire sequence stands as breathtaking comic evidence of kiddie savagery, and the scene where Tootie destroys the snowmen—and by extension her family—is an emotional killer. And there are the musical numbers: “The Trolley Song,” “The Boy Next Door,” the title tune, and “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas,” the latter sung by Garland in that tremulous heartbreak alto that can slay you no matter what your age, gender, or sexual orientation. Tremendous movie.

Pause-button explanations: None, really. You might have to explain what a world’s fair is, or point out that the telephone scene shows what it was like when houses first had the device installed, but other than that, just let it roll.

Useless trivia: Minnelli and Garland met on this film, married shortly after, and in 1946 came up with Liza Minnelli. When father Leon Ames sings, that’s producer Arthur Freed dubbing his voice.

What next: If this and The Wizard of Oz hook your child on Garland, try the little-known but highly enjoyable The Harvey Girls (1946) and The Pirate (1948), the latter with Gene Kelly. The year they were married, Minnelli directed Garland in the charming The Clock (1945), with the star playing a Manhattan office girl who meets and falls in love with a soldier (Robert Walker) in one forty-eight-hour period.


SINGIN’ IN THE RAIN (COLOR, 1952)



Directed by: Gene Kelly and Stanley Donen

Starring: Gene Kelly, Debbie Reynolds, Donald O’Connor, Jean Hagen, Cyd Charisse

Ages: 4 and up

The sell: The greatest Hollywood musical of them all—and it costars Princess Leia’s mother.

The plot: Kelly plays Don Lockwood, romantic idol of the silent screen who’s teamed in a series of hit films with Lina Lamont (Hagen), a vainglorious twit with a voice that could shred sheet metal. This causes problems when the talkie revolution hits and sound films become the rage. Don, his comic-relief pal Cosmo (O’Connor), and his fresh-faced ladylove Kathy (Reynolds) have to come up with a way to save the latest Lockwood and Lamont picture from disaster.

Why it’s here: Modern kids are raised with the understanding that people don’t spontaneously burst into song at crucial moments in their lives. And isn’t that a horrible thing, to remove such evidence of grace on earth from their belief system? Of course there are people who start tap-dancing at unexpected moments, or improvise a tune while plucking lyrics from the air. They’re called children, and if you spend any time with them, you’ll witness life as a musical forty times an hour.

This belief that the wall between existence and performance is porous gets knocked out of kids pretty quickly; by the age of twelve, a musical number in an old movie can evoke only a chilly, knowing smile. All the more reason to stoke the idealism while it’s young. You could make the argument that Singin’ in the Rain should be the first movie anyone sees, especially small children. Infectious, colorful, sprightly, funny, tuneful, the movie has a vividly likable hero in Kelly (that Pepsodent smile, that hammy slow turn), a sly goofball in O’Connor (fast-forward to “Make ’Em Laugh” if you need proof), and a dimbulb villainess whose hilariously nasal screeching (“Whaddya tink I am—dumb or somethin’?”) your kids will imitate until you beg them to stop. As for Reynolds, she’s perky, sweet, and, yes, Carrie Fisher’s mom. The highlights are endless and all musical: the wee hours pep of “Good Morning,” the “Broadway Melody” showstopper featuring Cyd Charisse’s endless legs, the vaudeville patter of “Moses Supposes,” and Kelly’s pas de deux with an umbrella in the justly famous title tune. Your children will imitate that scene during the next ten rainstorms, with a mixture of glee and relief: All the world is a stage.

Home video notes: If you’re looking to buy rather than rent, Warner’s two-disc Special Edition is the one to find; it’s loaded with documentary extras your kids may appreciate at a later date. The same applies to The Adventures of Robin Hood and Meet Me in St. Louis.

Pause-button explanations: Yes, it’s a chapter of long-ago movie history, but simply tell your kids that movies once were silent and this is what happened when people tried to make them “talk.” The farcical scenes involving Lina Lamont and the newfangled microphone come straight from Hollywood history, but it’s safe to say that postdubbing wasn’t discovered quite this way.

Useless trivia: Kelly filmed the title rain-dance while suffering from a 102-degree fever. A key twist has Debbie Reynolds’s Kathy dubbing the singing voice of Jean Hagen’s Lina Lamont; ironically, two of Reynolds’s singing performances in the film were dubbed by Betty Noyes.

What next: You are in luck: A bazillion MGM musicals are available on tape and disc, and if they’re not as unsettlingly perfect as this one, their pleasures are still many. See the “Musicals” chapter, and if your kid develops a thing for Gene Kelly, go immediately to An American in Paris, The Pirate, and On the Town.


STAGECOACH (B&W, 1939)



Directed by: John Ford

Starring: John Wayne, Claire Trevor, Thomas Mitchell

Ages: 3 and up

The sell: My First Western

The plot: Nine disparate people ride the stage to Lordsburg, New Mexico, through Apache country. Some of them are respectable citizens, including a snooty banker (Berton Churchill) making off with the contents of the vault. Others are outcasts: a “fallen woman” (Claire Trevor), a gambler (John Carradine), a drunken doctor (Thomas Mitchell)—and the Ringo Kid (John Wayne), a cowboy out to avenge his family’s murder by the Plummer boys. The social hierarchy is turned upside down when Geronimo attacks, but the stage makes it to Lordsburg in time for a classic Western face-off between Ringo and the Plummers.

Why it’s here: The Western has fallen into sad disrepair. You get an occasional big-screen revival like Clint Eastwood’s Unforgiven or a postironic revision like HBO’s Deadwood, but the language of the genre is no longer part of our daily speech, as it was when the Old West was still a living memory. Officially announced as closed by Frederick Jackson Turner in 1893, the frontier started dwindling from the pop culture consciousness with the rise of the post–World War II youth audience, which tended to look forward and inward rather than outward and back.

A modern kid can thus go years without seeing a Western, and yet understanding the genre is as important as knowing the Old West itself—it’s our national myth, and a child would do well to get his or her arms around its dimensions. The best Westerns, like this one, are great movies, but even a B-level horse opera reflects the process of sifting and resolving our own history, and, yes, lying about it, too.

John Ford consciously designed Stagecoach as a Western boiled down to its most basic, almost childlike elements: It plays like an action-filled storybook about how a person’s worth is defined by what they do rather than by their place in society. It’s also the best introduction to John Wayne, who, whether you love his politics or hate them, is a crucial figure in understanding this country’s sense of itself. More to the point, the movie’s just really exciting on the cowboys-and-Indians level.

Pause-button explanations: You might have to do some fancy footwork when Claire Trevor’s character is introduced: a prostitute being escorted onto the stagecoach by the town bluenoses. Just tell children the women don’t like her because they’re mean; they can sort out the rest in years to come. Geronimo and company are old-fashioned movie Indians rather than modern politically correct Native Americans, so do whatever ethnocultural spadework you feel necessary; at the very least, now’s the time to point out who got the short end of history’s stick in the long run.

Useless trivia: The script was adapted from the 1880 Guy de Maupassant short story “Boule de Suif.” Both Wayne and the genre were down on their luck when the film came out: At thirty-one, the actor had yet to become a major star after over a decade in films, and there hadn’t been an A-list Western since the early ’30s. Director Ford took a gamble that a back-to-basics horse opera would be a hit; with seven Oscar nominations and two wins (one for Mitchell’s drunk doctor), he made his point. This was the first film Ford shot in his beloved Monument Valley.

What next: Many, many Westerns, from the B-level programmers with Roy Rogers to the more mature oaters with James Stewart. The John Ford cavalry trilogy is solid stuff—Fort Apache (1948), She Wore a Yellow Ribbon (1949), and Rio Grande (1950)—and Howard Hawks’s Red River (1948) features one of Wayne’s best performances, but hold off on Ford’s powerful and disturbing The Searchers (1956) until your kids are older.

FIVE OLD MOVIES TO SHOW YOUR TWEENER

We were having a backyard party, the kind where you invite the neighbors, and it was getting late. Everybody’s kids ran around in groups that kept re-sorting themselves into fluid clumps based on age or gender or activity or future political preference, and then they all got bored and wanted to watch a movie. My girls piled them into the study and we mulled over the options: the familiar Disney/Nick/Pixar stuff, plus a stack of oldies. To my amazement, Eliza and Natalie joined forces to convince the others to watch The Day the Earth Stood Still. High-fifties sci-fi. Black and white. Gort, klaatu barada nikto. On it went.

Every twenty minutes or so, I’d pause from hosting duties and peer through the door. Bernard Herrmann’s eerie theremin score kept calling me: ooo-EEEE-oooo. It was late summer, the humidity was unbearable, and I could see the cobalt glow of the TV reflecting off the eyes, the teeth, the perspiring faces of twelve children sitting in the dark, ranging in age from six to fourteen. The littlest kids were on the floor, hiding their faces in the knees of the older children on the couch when the giant robot Gort came clomping toward Patricia Neal. Those middle-range kids were rapt, too, but they kept breaking the tension with sarcastic little comments. The oldest two draped themselves on the back of the sofa. Sneering. Asking if they could please watch Starsky and Hutch.

And there you have it. At the bottom, the smallest and most credulous audience, God love them. At the top, the assured, superior resisters who would only respond to an old movie in one-on-one coaching, never as part of a peer group. And in the middle, as their name implies, the tweeners: one foot in and one foot out, not wanting to give up the innocent enjoyment of simply believing, yet wary of being caught believing. Some of them were drawn to the teenagers above them, others hunkered down toward the little kids, and all of them were constantly checking the room’s emotional thermostat.

How do you bring such a child into the baroque world of old movies? In a nutshell, killer stories. Plots that have such a wellbaited hook that kids can’t help biting; films that play children like little trouts until they’re wheezing, exhausted, and happy on the living room floor. Cute animals help but not over the long haul; the irresistible stunts of Asta the terrier in The Awful Truth (1937) kept my daughters laughing until the divorce-farce plotline kicked in late in the game. (General note: Comedies about divorce are just not funny to children.)

What makes a great plot? They’ll know one when they see one, but, basically, a story that places easily grasped characters in situations that start simply and then throw curveballs. The -African Queen: Slob and priss go down a river together and—surprise!—fall in love. Some Like It Hot: Two guys dress like women and turn out to be pretty good at it. Those two are on the list that follows, but there are many, many others. The Ghost and Mrs. Muir: Woman moves into haunted house, falls in love with the ghost. The Producers: Two idiots try to stage a flop and still manage to fail. Rear Window: Man peeks across the way and sees a murder—maybe.

That brings up Hitchcock, incidentally. You can start with him now, at least with the easier films. North by Northwest is discussed below, and from its outrageous-but-not-scary set-piece scenes (the biplane in the cornfield, the Mount Rushmore climax) to good old Cary Grant to the cameo by the director, it’s the most emblematic Hitchcock movie and the best jumping-off point. There’s a whole section on his films further on, but it’s worth pointing out that Hitch will probably be the first star director your kids know, and his films are an education in and of themselves. Just put off Psycho for now.

At this age more than ever, family movie time is the way to go. A child between nine and twelve is probably so self-conscious about what he or she shouldn’t be caught dead enjoying that bringing on an old movie during a playdate may result in derision, bed-wetting, costly therapy. All right, derision. At any rate, tweeners—my tweener anyway, and how’s that for a sample size?—like the security of snuggling down with the home dog pack for a film, and that’s when you can try something different. Then listen to what they think.


THE AFRICAN QUEEN (COLOR, 1951)



Directed by: John Huston

Starring: Katharine Hepburn, Humphrey Bogart

Ages: 8 and up

The sell: Queen Priss and King Slob stuck together on a boat going over a waterfall in Africa

The plot: East Africa at the start of World War I. Rose Sayer (Hepburn) is the proper Christian sister of a jungle missionary (Robert Morley) who dies after the Germans torch his church. She hitches a ride downriver in the African Queen, a foul-smelling mail boat captained by the fouler-smelling Charlie Allnut (Bogart). Their intense dislike of each other turns to admiration and eventually love when she hatches a demented plan to blow up a German warship patrolling Lake Victoria.

Why it’s here: Consider the ways that various types of human beings are portrayed in kiddie media. I’m talking about their staple diet, as purveyed by such keepers of the corporate castle as Nickelodeon, The Disney Channel, UPN, the broadcast networks, the major film studios, the computer animation wings of those major studios, AOL, the whole ball of wax. How are people presented? What do they look like and how do they act? What does that tell your kid about real-life correlatives?

It depends upon the age of the character. Youthful ones—children—fall into four distinct categories: the hero (or heroine), the best friend (a good-hearted dork, often), the mean kid, and the distant love object. Parents are either yammering, well-intentioned fools or thin-lipped martinets who come around in the last act.

And other grown-ups? They barely exist except as two-dimensional objects of fear, ridicule, or blank incomprehension. A cranky next-door neighbor, a dithery old lady, a suspicious shop owner, a sexless teacher, a cretinous middle school janitor—that’s about it.

Why such paltry options? Why are kids’ movies and TV shows uninterested in adults who are interesting? Because they need to flatter the children who are watching the ads and buying the tie-in toys and, really, paying the bills. Simple as that. The upshot is that your kids get a super-empowering media reality that revolves around them the way the ancients used to think the universe spun around the Earth.

To beat the metaphor into the ground, The African Queen is Galileo. John Huston’s delightful adventure—perhaps not a great film but undeniably great fun—starts with a pair of characters who are classic kidvid two-dimensional targets: the prim biddy and the creepy slob; the librarian and the janitor. Then it slowly deepens them, in each other’s eyes and in ours, until they seem like the only two people on earth—a weathered Adam and Eve floating down a river of possibilities (with leeches).

The movie’s a fine, atypical introduction to Bogart (it marked his only Oscar win) and one of Kate’s most high-flying spinster roles. But it’s the dynamic between the two, as characters and as stars, that makes the movie special—the way his gruff impatience is ennobled by her faith in him, the way he’s moved by and then comes to love her crazed gumption. Is this the closest these actors came to playing cartoons of themselves? Yes, but that’s what makes it work for children and for many grown-ups. Better, it gives ordinary, unpretty adults—the kind our kids are trained not to see—their own fairy tale.

Home video notes: Why this hasn’t yet come to DVD with all the bells and whistles is a mystery—you can get it through Amazon only in a visually unremarkable import version from South Korea. The VHS version from Fox is the one to look for.

Pause-button explanations: None. The World War I setting is mostly backdrop. There’s some unpleasantness at the beginning when Rose’s brother dies, and Charlie’s love of the bottle is played to comic effect. Also: leeches. Even Bogart looks freaked out by them.

What next: If this hooks your kids on Bogey, you may want to move on to Casablanca (1942) and The Maltese Falcon (1941), but those are rather different movies in feel and sensibility. Really, in all its simplicity, African Queen is unlike almost any other classic out there.


THE DAY THE EARTH STOOD STILL (B&W, 1951)



Directed by: Robert Wise

Starring: Michael Rennie, Patricia Neal, Sam Jaffe, Billy Gray

Ages: 8 and up

The sell: We are not alone.

The plot: A UFO lands on the Washington Mall, and two figures emerge: a silver-clad humanoid and a giant faceless robot. The humanoid, Klaatu (Michael Rennie), goes into hiding in the city, posing as an eloquent visitor at a boardinghouse. He befriends a single mom (Patricia Neal) and her young son (Billy Gray) while trying to get through to an Important Scientist (Sam Jaffe) and deliver his message: Stop making war, earthlings, or we’ll stop you.

Why it’s here: How do you introduce children to science fiction, a genre that can pull the rug out from under their world in all the best ways? You could start with Spielberg, certainly—E.T. the Extraterrestrial or, if they’re older, Close Encounters. And there’s Star Wars, great fun but really just Robin Hood in outer space. Genuine science fiction tells a good story and screws with your head. It makes you reexamine preconceptions about yourself, society, our place in the universe. It forces you to ask some of the bigger questions out there, all under the guise of a ripsnorting tale.

Presuming you want your children asking questions (and, sorry, they’ll do it anyway), The Day the Earth Stood Still is an ideal first sci-fi movie. It has an alien who looks like us and a ginormous robot who doesn’t. It has a boy who’s right at the center of the action, a surrogate for young viewers. The plot widens from the specific (alien craft lands in Washington, D.C.) to the fetchingly allegorical (Earth must get its act together. Now). The robot needs a catchphrase to come to life, and that catchphrase is one of the great secret handshakes of old-movie lovers. The score is groundbreaking in its use of the theremin, the go-to electronic instrument for ’50s sci-fi weirdness and psychedelic Beach Boys songs. The philosophical dilemma of the movie is simple—can’t we all get along, and if not, why not?—but vast in its implications, and it honors a kid’s
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SOME LIKE IT HOT (B&W, 1959)
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LEAVE HER TO HEAVEN (COLOR, 1945)
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REBEL WITHOUT A CAUSE (COLOR, 1955)














THE SEVEN SAMURAI (B&W, 1954)
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