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The Sweet Smell of Excess

Writers in Hollywood 1915-1951
Ian Hamilton

In his prime the Hollywood screenwriter was one of the tragic figures of our age, evoking the special anguish that arises from feeling sorry for oneself while making large amounts of money. His plight is summed up in Sunset Boulevard, where Joe Gillis ends his unhappy career lying face down in the swimming pool he always wanted, rather than admit his failure and go back to the humble newspaper office in Dayton, Ohio.

Nowadays, of course, his successors lie face up in their Hollywood pools, with not a tragic shudder among them, and the huge fees they receive, often for scripts that are never filmed, could buy most provincial newspapers outright. But the problem of the screenwriter’s role still remains, especially when the director is once again taking almost all the credit for any success. What part is played by the film script, how much does the screenwriter contribute to a film, and does he merit the status which literary people generally assign him? The difficulty of answering these questions lies at the heart of the unsatisfactory Hollywood careers of Chandler, Fitzgerald, Faulkner and Nathanael West, which fixed for ever the popular myth of the literary artist exploited and degraded by a philistine industry.

With some reservations, Ian Hamilton seems to accept this point of view, tracing the history of the screenwriter from the silent era, when regiments of ex-newspapermen were hired to rough out storylines and supply static captions, to the birth of sound and the recruitment in the 1930s of a far classier and more self-important literary set – the serious novelists, Broadway playwrights and Algonquin wits, who were patronizing about the crudities of popular film but had noticed that the green slopes of Beverly Hills were covered, not with leaves, but thousand-dollar bills. All of them, to varying degrees, made the mistake of assuming that the primary creative contribution to a film would come from themselves.

Much of Hamilton’s book is drawn from the standard defensive biographies of Chandler, Fitzgerald and co., and a stale air hangs over these anecdotes. He never asks why these pre-eminendy literary writers so failed to get to grips with Hollywood. Like most outsiders he underestimates the importance of the producer, in many ways the greatest creative force in film. He knows nothing about screenwriting or, for that matter, the writing of fiction, and misconceives the function of the scriptwriter, which lies closer to the original role of story-outliner and caption-supplier.

As far as the novel is concerned, the importance of the writer is still paramount, though all of us have learned to keep a close eye on the rear-view mirror. In the theatre the playwright is at least the equal partner of the performers, but in film the writer is shouldered aside by director, actor, producer and editor, who together transform the printed word into something far more glamorous and evocative.

Years ago I was offered the chance to do the novelization of a film then being made by a leading British director. The script outlined a hackneyed story about a malevolent stowaway, with dialogue that rarely rose above ‘Chow-time. Where’s Dallas?’ Topside.’ ‘Uh-huh.’ What amazed me was not that someone had decided to film this script, but that he had been able to form any idea of the finished movie from these empty lines. Yet the film was Alien, one of the most original horror-movies ever made, and the throwaway dialogue perfectly set off the terrifying vacuum that expanded around the characters.

By some unexplained alchemy, a film can effortlessly transform sentimental clichés into something emotionally compelling, as in Sunset Boulevard’s last lines: ‘Life, which can be strangely merciful, had taken pity on Norma Desmond. The dream she had clung to so desperately had enfolded her…’ No serious novelist would dare to end a book with these lines, and no middlebrow writer would have the talent to invent them. But Billy Wilder is the exception. He may have quarrelled with Raymond Chandler (over Double Indemnity), but they were really on the same side, both lovers of the word. Wilder’s films, dominated by their bitter-sweet dialogue and filled with theatrical characters who always seem aware of their audience, are untypical of anything in today’s cinema.

Alfred Hitchcock (whom, puzzlingly, Hamilton scarcely mentions) is a far better guide to the true relationship between screenwriter and film. Reading the script of Psycho, the ancestor of so much present-day cinema, one is struck by the off-kilter construction – Janet Leigh’s almost unmotivated crime, and the grotesque retribution carried out by the ‘innocent’ Norman Bates. The real villain, Mother, does not appear until the last moments, when she adroitly turns into her son. Despite all this, Psycho is one of the most powerful films ever made, a psychotic Little Red Riding Hood in which Granny disguises herself as the wolf. Chandler, Fitzgerald and Faulkner could never have written the script (by Joe Steffano) and would have ruined the film had they tried. The novelistic constraints of motive and characterization would never have allowed Hitchcock to achieve those states of extremity where his imagination thrived, though few screenwriters would accept this.

The most interesting films of today – Blue Velvet, The Hitcher and the 30-second ads for call-girls on New York’s Channel J (some of the most poignant mini-dramas ever made, filmed in a weird and glaucous blue, featuring a woman, a bed and an invitation to lust) – are a rush of pure sensation. Blue Velvet, like Psycho, follows the trajectory of the drug trip. Paranoia rules, and motiveless crimes and behaviour ring true in a way that leaves a traditionally constructed movie with its well-crafted plot, characters and story looking not merely old-fashioned but untrue.

As Hamilton points out, the disappointments of the 1930s and 1940s screenwriters were compounded by the Hays Office and its ludicrous moral code. However, cinema was then a public medium, watched by audiences made up of complete strangers, and the restrictions accorded with the conventions of ordinary social life – on those occasions when we stray into the bedroom of a strange woman we usually find, alas, a husband with one foot on the floor in the approved Hays manner. Now, though, cinema is becoming a private medium. We watch on video either alone or with one or two intimates, and the imaginative demands for greater sexual freedom are all the more urgent – needless to say, I think there should be more sex and violence on television, not less. Both are powerful catalysts of social change, at a time when change is desperately needed. And both might give the screenwriter a new lease of life in liberating him from the written word.

Independent on Sunday        
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Magical Days at Rick’s

Round Up the Usual Suspects: the Making of Casablanca
Aljean Harmetz

Nostalgia may not be all it used to be, but films really were better in the 1940s and 1950s, and this account of the making of Casablanca clearly shows why. Hollywood today seems set on returning to the simple and unsophisticated spectacle of the nickelodeon era, when my grandfather’s generation gazed in amazement at express trains speeding over viaducts. Fortunes are now spent on the kind of computerized special effects that appeal to the Super Nintendo mind-set of the present-day twelve-year-old, for whom adult relationships, political beliefs and the bitter-sweet ambiguities of love and loyalty – the magical stuff of Casablanca – are as remote and boring as the kabuki theatre.

Most critics consider Citizen Kane the best film ever made, but the best-liked must be Casablanca. Yet no one involved in making the film ever imagined that it would achieve its legendary status. As Aljean Harmetz records, when shooting ended in August 1942, everyone was glad that the production was over. There was fierce rivalry between Jack Warner, the studio boss, and the film’s producer, Hal Wallis. The director, Michael Curtiz, had constantly abused his crew and bit players, and with one or two exceptions, the actors had disliked each other. Paul Henreid was contemptuous of Humphrey Bogart’s acting skills, while Ingrid Bergman was baffled by her role and said of Bogart: ‘I kissed him but I never knew him’, a line worthy of a movie all its own. The film’s dramatic climax, when the hero renounces the woman he loves and nobly returns her to the husband, was decided upon only at the last moment, and the famous closing words – ‘Louis, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship’ – were written and inserted weeks after shooting had ended.

One of the myths about Casablanca is that the director and screenwriters made up the story as shooting went along. In fact, almost every key character and scene were present in the original play, Everybody Comes to Rick’s, by Murray Burnett, who had visited prewar Vienna and been appalled by Nazi behaviour. On his way back to America, he paused in a bar in the South of France and thought: ‘What a setting for a play!’

But the transformation of this unsuccessful play into a Hollywood legend required a huge range of talents, from the seven scriptwriters to the producer, director and the leading stars. As important was the strong cast of supporting actors who gave Casablanca a dramatic depth that no contemporary Hollywood film can match. Producers today rarely allow the camera to leave the face of the $10-million leading actor. By contrast, Casablanca is rich in supporting roles that give the film a telling authenticity – the cast-list is packed with Jewish refugees, some of them playing refugees, and the others playing the Nazis.

Round Up the Usual Suspects is filled with surprises, and a feast for movie buffs and late-night viewers of classic films. It had never occurred to me that the patrician Claude Rains was a born-and-bred cockney, or that he and Bogart, off the screen as on, could have struck up a close and lasting friendship. Some academic film critics have suggested that Casablanca is a thinly veiled parable of homosexual passion, to which one can only say: ‘Play it again, Sam’ – the film’s most famous line but one that never actually appears in it. Now that is the true measure of a legend.
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Hollywood Sex Idols

Brando: A Life In Our Times
 Richard Schickel 
Mae West: Empress of Sex
Maurice Leonard

Is Marlon Brando the Mae West of contemporary cinema? At first sight, no two Hollywood stars could seem less alike, but reading these biographies one begins to sense how much they resemble each other, especially in the way that they enjoyed immense fame as the avatars of a new kind of sexual frankness, and then fell victim to the celebrity they had helped to create.

Both Brando and Mae West rose to stardom by projecting a powerful and lazy carnality rarely seen before them, though Brando always had the advantage of the bigger breasts. Both completely overwhelmed the parts they played, and were great on-the-set re-writers of their scripts, adding a depth and bite for which they were rarely given credit. After their first runaway successes, both saw their careers collapse when Hollywood reset its sails in a changing social and commercial climate, and sank into a series of lacklustre films from which they briefly rescued themselves by sheer force of will. And, by the end, both became enduring camp icons, adored for the same mix of failure and combative pride that lovers of camp have always found irresistible, as in the case of Barrymore and Judy Garland, and the butt of the kind of cruel joke that Richard Schickel quotes. What do Elvis Presley and Marlon Brando have in common? Answer: many people believe both of them are still alive.

Schickel, the astute and generous film critic of Time, writes as an unabashed fan of Brando, and a member of the generation whose frustrated coming-of-age in the smug years of Eisenhower prosperity was galvanized by the appearance of the young Brando as the unforgettable Stanley Kowalski in A Streetcar Named Desire. Sly, illiterate and aggressive, and supremely confident of his sweating and animal body, Brando’s Kowalski became the idol of a rebellious generation, if not ready to rape their mothers, represented by the prim and self-deluding Blanche Du Bois, at least ready to rape their mothers’ values.

Schickel convincingly traces the bruised outsider of Brando’s early films – The Men, Streetcar, The Wild One and On the Waterfront – to his middle-class Illinois childhood, outwardly respectable but deeply marred by his alcoholic parents. He suggests that die children of alcoholics, trying to deflect attention from their shame, seek out those even more troubled than themselves, and that this explains Brando’s choice of the underdog roles in which he excelled. Whatever the accuracy of this, it’s certainly true that Brando’s characters have sustained more violent beatings over the years than those of any other Hollywood actor.

By the mid-fifties Hollywood was desperate to defend itself against the rising power of television. Led by Darryl Zanuck, the studios began to invest in lavish cinemascope spectacles, and the first and greatest phase of Brando’s career was over. He found himself for the next two decades playing in a series of Technicolor schlockbusters such as the ludicrous Desirée (in which he appeared as a shy and spaced-out Napoleon, keenly looking forward to St Helena, one feels), Sayonara (slow death on Mount Fuji), and The Fugitive Kind (in which he became the first actor to be paid a million dollars for a single film).

By now, elevated to superstar status, he could no longer find the demeaning roles that satisfied his need to be humiliated, and as the years passed he seemed to grow ever more depressed, hiding behind a screen of weird accents and mannerisms. Schickel praises his fey and foppish Fletcher Christian in Mutiny on the Bounty, and in particular his ‘English’ accent – every bit as extraterrestrial as any of Meryl Streep’s – and it is sobering to reflect that, to Americans, most of us sound like this.

Then, at last, he broke free, first with The Godfather, and again in what I feel is his greatest role of all, Last Tango in Paris, in no sense a pornographic film but a stunning portrait of male middle-aged despair, in which he wrote a large part of his own dialogue. After this he made a few guest appearances in second-rate films and reserved his best performances for the world outside the film set, culminating in what many observers considered to be his brilliant impersonation of a father convinced of his son’s innocence at Christian Brando’s trial for murder.

Of Mae West it’s safe to say that for her the distinction between film set and reality was never worth more than a sidelong glance and a faint switch of the hips. Determined to make the most of her sexuality, whatever the location, she was only too happy if a crowd came in and stayed to watch. On stage from the age of seven, as a child vaudeville performer, she never left it until her death in 1980 at the probable age of eighty-seven.

Sex, the Broadway play she both wrote and starred in, put her on the map in 1927, and landed her in jail for ten days, guilty of ‘corrupting the morals of youth’, although I like to think that, far more valuably, it was the morals of the middle-aged that Mae managed so wonderfully to corrupt. A gangster’s bag-man named George Rauft, smooth as a gigolo, collected the box-office receipts, and later, as George Raft, starred with Mae in her first film, Night after Night. ‘She stole everything but the cameras,’ Raft observed. In a series of spectacular successes she single-handedly saved Paramount from bankruptcy, perfected her screen persona and polished to a gemlike brightness the string of one-liners that survive to this day, above all the immortal ‘Is that a gun in your pocket, or are you just glad to see me?’ and, in reply to ‘Goodness, what lovely diamonds’ – ‘Goodness had nothing to do with it.’ Most were long-standing vaudeville gags, but no one ever delivered them like Mae West.

Above all, she brought humour into sex, then as now, sadly, a deadly serious business. Sex, for Mae West, as Maurice Leonard comments, was not only fun but went unpunished, a revolutionary notion whose hour had come in those Depression years. Even Benito Mussolini became a devoted fan – Mae West was an example of ‘Virile, healthy womanhood’, the Duce opined. But the puritanical Hays Office, and the code of restrictions that the film industry accepted, spelled the end of her career. Nervous of the moralistic Hearst press, producers were afraid to offer her roles.

Gutsy to the end, she reinvented herself as a camp icon, presiding over a Hollywood apartment decorated like a boudoir-scale Versailles, touring in Diamond Lil, and making guest appearances in over-the-top extravaganzas like Myra Breckinridge, when her memory had gone and her lines were relayed to her through an earphone. Over the years she drifted into eccentricity, urging enema kits on to her friends, obsessed with spiritualism, and surrounding herself with retinues of muscle-builders. The concept of an octogenarian nymphomaniac which she patented and so brilliantly sustained (amazingly, there had long been rumours that she was a man) showed that she had never lost her touch, and makes her a continuing inspiration to the rest of us.

Guardian        
1991        



 

Push-button Death

From Hanoi to Hollywood: 
The Vietnam War in American Film
edited by Linda Dittmar and Gene Michaud

Was there a Gulf War? Already the question seems less absurd than it would have done a week ago, despite the destruction rained from the air and the huge number of casualties on the Iraqi side. After the arcade video-game of the bombing campaign, the ‘100 hours’ of ground fighting, filtered through the military and TV censors, were scarcely enough to root the reality of the war in our minds. Push-button death is a game with few risks, at least to the television viewer. The devastated Basra escape highway looked like a traffic jam left out to rust, or a discarded Mad Max film set, the ultimate autogeddon. The absence of combatants, let alone the dead and wounded, suppresses any reflexes of pity or outrage, and creates the barely conscious impression that the entire war was a vast demolition derby in which almost no one was hurt and which might even have been fun.

Will Hollywood cope more happily with the Gulf War than it did with Vietnam? Reportedly, several Desert Storm movies are in active preparation, and one can easily imagine Chuck Norris or Stallone rushing the berms and single-handedly strangling the Republican Guard in their own tank tracks.

Soon after the disastrous US intervention in Lebanon, President Reagan was heard to say: ‘Boy, I saw Rambo last night; now I know what to do next time.’ In retrospect, this seems a remarkably shrewd comment, and no doubt his military aides snapped their fingers as they recognized an astute career move. At first sight, the Gulf War and the invincibility of the American killing machine might seem the purest expression of the Rambo ethos. But as many of the contributors to From Hanoi to Hollywood point out, the hero of Rambo: First Blood Part II was the very opposite of a technological superhero – all he had going for him were his hate-driven will, his Indian hunting skills and, of course, immortality, qualities which General Schwarzkopf had no need to call upon.

The Vietnam War lasted at least ten years, and continued in the American mind long after its routed troops were airlifted from the roof of the Saigon embassy in 1975, perhaps only ending with George Bush’s recent press conference pronouncement: The Vietnam syndrome is dead.’ Yet during the war Hollywood released only one Vietnam film, John Wayne’s preposterous Green Berets. Such was the war’s legacy of ‘lies, errors and impotence’, in the editors’ words, and so deep the crisis in the American imagination provoked by the war, that it was only in the late 1970s that the first large-scale Hollywood films began to appear.

Many of these films, from The Deer Hunter and Apocalypse Now to Coming Home and Born on the Fourth of July, openly confront the tragedy of American failure in the war (the vastly greater tragedy that befell the Vietnamese is rarely touched on), and the unhappy position of the returning veterans who, for the first time in American history, found that being a veteran was not something of which to be proud. Despite their huge budgets and the self-conscious literary references to Heart of Darkness and Fenimore Cooper, Hollywood’s Vietnam films rarely match their lofty ambitions, and only succeed in presenting the war as a bloody Superbowl. They trivialize death not because they accord it no value, but because they treat it with the bogus respect of a poignant camera angle.

Nonetheless, two great lines survive the unending gunfire: from Apocalypse Now, Colonel Kilgore’s ‘I love the smell of napalm in the morning’, worthy of some Armalite-toting Robert Lowell, and Rambo’s plaintive ‘Do we get to win this time?’ from First Blood Part II, in many ways the most interesting of the American war films, though universally detested by the essayists in this book. Platoon, which they grudgingly prefer, seems to me a tiresome buddy film, while First Blood Part II does contain an ambiguous and many-layered message – that all governments and military bureaucracies are corrupt, that the ordinary fighting man is an expendable victim, but that he alone loves his country and is prepared to die for it.

The essayists, almost all American academics, condemn virtually the entire output of Hollywood Vietnam films, faulting them for evading any serious consideration of what they see as America’s misguided and racist involvement in Vietnam and for failing to offer any insight into the long-term consequences of the war. But Hollywood, especially when it puts on its battle fatigues, is not a branch of the peace or civil rights movement, and it puzzles me that these well-meaning academics could expect the conventions of the entertainment movie to cope with the complexities of the war, and one moreover that America lost.

Though the undisputed genius of popular entertainment, Hollywood has rarely made a successful war film. The realities of war, which Americans have totally mastered while they are awake, run counter to everything they hold dear when they dream. The best war films ever made – Rossellini’s Open City, the Japanese Fires on the Plain and The Burmese Harp, and the greatest of them all, Klimov’s Come and See, about partisans fighting the Germans in Byelorussia, are visions of desolation, meaninglessness and despair, qualities that are true to war but do nothing for the box office.

As well, the conventions of the entertainment movie reduce war to the subjective experience of a single hero, for whom combat is the ultimate catharsis that allows him to find his true self. This rarely happens in war, as Leo Cawley, himself a Vietnam veteran, comments in the best essay in the collection:

There is almost no human activity that is as intensely social as modern warfare … When a military unit loses its internal cohesion and starts to fight as individuals there is such a radical and unfavourable change in the casualty ratio that it is almost always decisive … Every general staff in the world since 1914 has known that the bravery of individual soldiers in modern war is about as essential as whether they are handsome.
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Hobbits in Space?

Can I offer a dissenting opinion? There seems to be a profound need everywhere to admire Star Wars, and a resentment of any response other than loving affection. Star Wars, written and directed by George Lucas, is engaging, brilliantly designed, acted with real charm, full of verve and visual ingenuity. It’s also totally unoriginal, feebly plotted, instantly forgettable, and an acoustic nightmare – the electronic sound-wall wrapped around the audience is so over-amplified that every footfall sounds like Krakatoa.

In that case, why all the fuss? And what does the amazing success of Star Wars indicate, for good or ill, about the future of s-f cinema? Although slightly biased, I firmly believe that science fiction is the true literature of the twentieth century, and probably the last literary form to exist before the death of the written word and the domination of the visual image. S-f has been one of the few forms of modern fiction explicitly concerned with change – social, technological and environmental – and certainly the only fiction to invent society’s myths, dreams and utopias. Why, then, has it translated so uneasily into the cinema? Unlike the western, which long ago took over the literary form and now exists in its own right, the s-f film has never really been more than an offshoot of its literary precursor, which to date has provided all the ideas, themes and inventiveness. S-f cinema has been notoriously prone to cycles of exploitation and neglect, unsatisfactory mergings with horror films, thrillers, environmental and disaster movies.

The most popular form of s-f – space fiction – has been the least successful of all cinematically, until 2001 and Star Wars, for the obvious reason that the special effects available were hopelessly inadequate. Surprisingly, s-f is one of the most literary forms of all fiction, and the best s-f films – Them!, Dr Cyclops, The Incredible Shrinking Man, Alphaville, Last Year in Marienbad (not a capricious choice, its themes are time, space and identity, s-f’s triple pillars), Dr Strangelove, The Invasion of the Body Snatchers, Barbarella and Solaris - and the brave failures such as The Thing, Seconds and The Man who Fell to Earth – have all made use of comparatively modest special effects and relied on strongly imaginative ideas, and on ingenuity, wit and fantasy.

With Star Wars the pendulum seems to be swinging the other way, towards huge but empty spectacles where the special effects – like the brilliantly designed space vehicles and their interiors in both Star Wars and 2001 - preside over derivative ideas and unoriginal plots, as in some massively financed stage musical where the sets and costumes are lavish but there are no tunes. I can’t help feeling that in both these films the spectacular sets are the real subject matter, and that original and imaginative ideas – until now science fiction’s chief claim to fame – are regarded by their makers as secondary, unimportant and even, possibly, distracting.

Star Wars in particular seems designed to appeal to that huge untapped audience of people who have never read or been particularly interested in s-f but have absorbed its superficial ideas – space ships, ray guns, blue corridors, the future as anything with a fin on it – from comic strips, TV shows like Star Trek and Thunderbirds, and the iconography of mass merchandising.

The visual ideas in Star Wars are ingenious and entertaining. Ironically it’s only now that the technology of the cinema is sufficiently advanced to represent an advanced technology in decline. I liked the super-technologies already beginning to rust around the edges, the pirate starship like an old tramp steamer, the dented robots with IQs higher than Einstein’s which resembled beat-up De Sotos in Athens or Havana with half a million miles on the clock. I liked the way large sections of the action were seen through computerized head-up displays which provided information about closing speeds and impact velocities that makes everyone in the audience feel like a Phantom pilot on a Hanoi bombing run.

In passing, the reference to Vietnam isn’t undeserved – the slaughter in Star Wars, quite apart from the destruction of an entire populated planet, is unrelieved for two hours, and at times stacks the corpses halfway up the screen. Losing track of this huge bodycount, I thought at first that the film might be some weird, unintentional parable of the US involvement in Vietnam, with the plucky hero from the backward planet and his scratch force of reject robots and gook-like extraterrestrials fighting bravely against the evil and all-destructive super-technology of the Galactic Empire. Whatever the truth, it’s strange that the film gets a U certificate – two hours of Star Wars must be one of the most efficient means of weaning your pre-teen child from any fear of, or sensitivity towards, the deaths of others.

All the same, as a technological pantomime Star Wars makes a certain amount of sense. There’s the good fairy, Alec Guinness, with his laser-wand and a smooth line in morally uplifting chat; the pantomime dame/ wicked witch, the Dark Lord Darth Vader, with black Nazi helmet, leather face-mask and computerized surgical truss; the principal boy, the apparently masculine robot Artoo-Detoo who in fact conceals a coded holographic image of the Princess Leia, which he now and then projects like a Palladium Dick Whittington flashing her thighs.

However, George Lucas has gone badly astray with his supporting cast – what looks like an attempted tour de force, the parade of extraterrestrials in the frontier-planet saloon, comes on hilariously like the Muppet Show, with shaggy monsters growling and rolling their eyeballs. I almost expected Kermit and Miss Piggy to swoop in and introduce Bruce Forsyth.

What is missing in all this is any hard imaginative core. Star Wars is the first totally unserious s-f film. Even a bad episode of Star Trek or Dr Who has the grain of an original idea, and the vast interplanetary and technological perspectives of 2001 were at least put to the service of a steadily expanding cosmic vision. The most one can hope, I think, is that the technical expertise now exists to make a really great s-f film. Star Wars, in a sense, is a huge test-card, a demonstration film of s-f movie possibilities.

20th Century-Fox’s advance publicity describes the modern motion picture as ‘the most magnificent toy ever invented for grown men to play with and express their fantasies’ – presumably with Lucas’s approval, and Star Wars may well be more prophetic than I give it credit for. In many ways it is the ultimate home movie, in which Lucas goes back into his toy cupboard and plays with all his boyhood fantasies, fitting together a collection of stuffed toys, video games and plastic spaceships into this ten-year-old’s extravaganza, back to the days, as he himself says, when he ‘dreamed about running away and having adventures that no one else has ever had’.
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A User’s Guide to the Millennium

When it turns to science fiction, cinema closes its eyes and moves into a rich and uneasy sleep. The collective dreams and nightmares of the twentieth century have found their most vivid expression in this often disparaged but ever popular genre. A few great directors, from Fritz Lang to Steven Spielberg, have worked in science fiction, but until the sixties most s-f films were little more than B-movies. With limited special effects, minor actors and minuscule budgets, and usually ignored by the critics, the only things that these films had going for them were powerful stories, unrestrained imagination and, first and foremost, a hot line to the unconscious. In these often modest films, as almost nowhere else in the popular arts of our age, classical myth and scientific apocalypse collide and fuse.

Like most of my fellow s-f writers, American and British, I nurse ambivalent feelings towards the science-fiction movies. Despite our heroic efforts, it is not the printed word but the film that has defined the images of science fiction in the public mind and also, incidentally, exerted a huge influence on architecture, fashion and consumer design. Even now, the future is anything with a fin on it.

Far from being a medium of escapist entertainment, the science-fiction film has always been a sensitive barometer of the cultural and political climate of the day. Our deepest fears of an irrational superscience stalked its blue corridors long before latter-day environmentalists became concerned for our planet’s future. In the fifties, Cold War paranoia and the terrors of nuclear Armageddon prompted a cluster of remarkable science-fiction movies, among them Invasion of the Body Snatchers, Them!, The Day the Earth Stood Still, and The Incredible Shrinking Man, which were handicapped by their meagre – by present-day standards – special effects. Unlike the novelist, the film director cannot leave his locations to the reader’s imagination.

In the sixties, however, the special effects at last began to match the inspiration of the filmmakers. Indeed, within a decade the technology of film design became sufficiently advanced (as in Star Wars) to show an advanced technology in decline.

At its worst, the science-fiction film offers the sheer exhilaration of the roller coaster. At its best, and to its credit, it tries to deal with the largest issues facing us today, and attempts, however naively, to place some sort of philosophical frame around man’s place in the universe.

Forbidden Planet (1956)

This remarkably stylish colour film is a quantum leap forward in visual confidence and in the richness of its theme – an update of Shakespeare’s The Tempest. Walter Pidgeon plays the Prospero figure, Dr Morbius, a brilliant but flawed scientist living alone with his daughter on an isolated planet. Robby the Robot is the ever obliging Ariel, and the crew members of a visiting spaceship are the stranded mariners.

The film’s real originality, however, lies in making the brutish Caliban figure an externalization of Morbius’s own libido. This gives an unsettling force to the final confrontation, as Morbius’s lustful id, never seen directly, throbs and oozes along in full Oedipal splendour, melting down steel doors on its way towards a quivering Anne Francis. The special effects were unequalled until 2001: A Space Odyssey.

Dr Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb (1964)

Nearly twenty-five years after its release, Stanley Kubrick’s black satire has lost none of its impact. In this story of an insane US Air Force general who launches an all-out nuclear attack on the Soviet Union, Kubrick cunningly mixes documentary realism with the ultimate in graveyard humour – the death of mankind treated as scarcely more than the last sick joke.

Kubrick’s masterstroke is to tilt the dramatic action of the film so that the audience’s sympathies slide across the value scale and eventually lie with the targets being satirized. We come to admire the magnificent B-52S with their sleek A-bombs and brave if baffled crews; we despise the wimpish president for trying to do a deal with the Kremlin, and we almost welcome the nuclear Armageddon when it comes. By enlisting us on the side of our darkest fears, Kubrick exposes all the sinister glamour and unconscious logic of technological death.

Alphaville (1965)

This moody and powerful allegory is Jean-Luc Godard’s most accessible film, made for that consumerist and politically conscious sixties audience that he dubbed ‘the children of Marx and Coca-Cola’. Alphaville blends utopian satire, pop art and comic-book imagery to create the alienated landscape of the distant planet Alphaville, whose cowed population is tyrannized by an evil computer. However, Alphaville is in every way indistinguishable from contemporary Paris. The ‘spaceship’ of secret agent Lemmy Caution is his Ford Galaxy, and similar linguistic plays link the action together in a far more convincing way than might seem possible.

For the first time in the science-fiction film, Godard makes the point that in the media landscape of the present day the fantasies of science fiction are as ‘real’ as an office block, an airport or a presidential campaign. His original title was Tarzan versus IBM, but the film transcends its pop imagery to create a disturbing world that resembles a chromium-plated 1984. Sadly, after Alphaville Godard abandoned the genre.

Barbarella (1968)

Sex, which many enthusiasts thought they had invented in the sixties, here makes its appearance in the science-fiction film. The relationship between sex and science fiction or, more to the point, its virtual absence from the genre, has always been a puzzle – explained, I would guess, by the fact that science-fiction writers constitute an authentic community of naifs, generally nervous of change, politically ultraconservative, eager not to think about what adults do after dark.

At any rate, it is inconceivable that the masters of classic science fiction could have come up with this rich and saucy confection, in which the interplanetary sex adventures of the French comic-strip heroine are elegantly transferred to the screen. Roger Vadim, who in And God Created Woman created Brigitte Bardot, here turns his affectionate and ironic eye on another of his wives, Jane Fonda, who achieves immortality as she cavorts naked in a fur-lined spaceship.

Silent Running (1971)

Douglas Trumbull, who supervised the special effects in 2001, directed this moving ecological fable, and there are strong echoes of Kubrick’s epic in the scenes of giant starships sailing along the tideways of space. The premise – that one day in the future all the vegetation on Earth has died, and that the last remaining trees are stored in vast, orbiting space vehicles – may take some swallowing, but the theme is so well handled that the film taps into all our unease about the abuse of this planet and its environment.

Much of Silent Running’s success is due to Bruce Dern’s superb performance as a watchman and gardener in one of the forgotten greenhouses. His dogged, cantankerous manner exactly suits the character of this last conservationist alive, who refuses orders to dump the vegetation, kills the crew, and sets off into deep space with only the trees for company.

Dark Star (1974)

Dark Star is the Catch-22 of outer space. The anarchic spirit of Joseph Heller’s novel, with its inverted logic and padded-cell humour, presides over John Carpenter’s extraordinary low-budget feature. Reportedly made for $60,000, Dark Star was originally filmed in 16mm by a group of students at the University of Southern California, and later transferred to 35mm. Watching this brilliant extravaganza, one is forced yet again to accept that talent alone is always enough.

Like many ostensible satires – in this case, of the science-fiction movie itself – Dark Star soon transcends its own subject matter. The sealed world of the spaceship, with its exhausted, near psychotic crew, its ‘dead’ captain in his cryogenic capsule periodically revived to be asked for advice, and its intelligent bombs that have to be argued out of detonating prematurely, soon begins to resemble that other spaceship called Earth.

The Man who Fell to Earth (1976)

A brave failure, Nicolas Roeg’s excursion into science fiction reveals the excitements, and hazards, of illustrating a conventional genre theme – the visiting alien destroyed by an uncaring Earth – with images taken largely from outside that genre. Here the alien is played by rock star David Bowie, whose strange, hypersensitive presence instantly convinces us that he has come from another planet. His growing estrangement is seen not as a reaction to the brute incomprehension of others, but in terms of his own seduction by our television and communications landscape, with its unlimited tolerance of deviant behaviour.

Above all, the Bowie figure is seduced by the fragmentation and sheer ironic style of life on Earth, perfectly exemplified by Roeg’s film technique – a mix of elegant photography and fashionable dislocations. But with his alien dismantled and demoralized, Roeg has nowhere to go, since he cannot rely on the genre’s conventions to rescue his film. And without the genre’s conventions the behaviour of his hero becomes merely modishly psychotic.

Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977)

Spielberg’s mastery of the science-fiction medium was already evident in Duel, his 1971 classic of highway paranoia. From autogeddon he moved on to two major themes of science fiction, monsters (Jaws) and interplanetary travel (Close Encounters and ET the Extra-Terrestrial). That these have become three of the most successful films in the history of the cinema underlines my long-held belief that science fiction defines the popular imagination of the twentieth century.

Close Encounters combines lavish special effects with the complex and poetic story of a power-company technician whose life is transformed by a series of UFO visitations. He becomes obsessed with a strangely shaped mountain in Wyoming, a model of which he constructs in his family living room. The film proceeds by a series of powerfully allusive images, which climax with the arrival of the alien spaceship, a visionary landing that resonates for years in the spectator’s mind.

Alien (1979)

Alien is a tour de force of pure horror, a barrage of brutal eruptions (some literally so) that obscure the existence, behind the blood and terror, of an extremely elegant s-f film. Returning to Earth, the crew of the Nostromo is diverted to a remote planet and there unknowingly picks up the alien organism, which then proceeds to metamorphose its way through the cast until defeated by the courage and wiles of Sigourney Weaver, the s-f film’s first feminist heroine.

While all this is going on one has barely a pause to notice a host of fine details: the claustrophobic world of the spaceship, with its fraying camaraderie; the entropy of long voyages, time slowing down so that a brief conversation seems to last all day; the stylish interior of the Nostromo, a cross between a computer terminal and a nightclub; the final appearance of the alien, an insane mesh of ravenous teeth straight from the paintings of Francis Bacon that materializes just after Weaver strips down to her underwear. Dinner, fortunately, is delayed, at least until the sequel.

Mad Max 2 (1981)

This second, and by the far the best, of George Miller’s Mad Max trio is a tribute to the power of the s-f film to break free of its conventions and renew itself in a creative burst of ideas and images. On one level the ultimate road movie, Max Max 2 is a compellingly reductive vision of post-industrial collapse. Here the end of the world is seen as a non-stop demolition derby, as gangs of motorized savages rove their desert wastes, bereft of speech, thought, hopes or dreams, dedicated only to the brutal realities of speed and violence.

Above all, Mad Max 2 is an example of how sheer virtuosity can triumph in the film medium. A host of images wrench the retina -garish vehicles, fearful road armour and weird punk hairstyles, the sense of a world discarded after Judgement Day. In its raw power and vast scenic effects, Mad Max 2 is punk’s Sistine Chapel.
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Courting the Cobra

Projections 2
edited by John Boorman and Walter Donohue

The confidence of film directors, their zest and appetite for life, are nothing less than daunting, especially to the novelist, a gloomy soul sitting alone in the darkened auditorium of his own head and never certain that the lights will come on. Judged by the few grumbles in Projections 2, even a film director’s lowest moments sound remarkably like a novelist’s highs.

I once asked the veteran profile-writer Lynn Barber, who has interviewed hundreds of successful people in almost every profession, to name the happiest and most fulfilled of all. ‘Film directors,’ she promptly replied, a verdict amply confirmed here. Yet most filmmakers are unemployed at any moment, and reduced to peddling their latest projects from one unwelcoming office to the next. Film directors, as David Hare comments, are like deposed royalty, encountered in hotel lobbies as they wander the globe. They retain their tides, but lack a kingdom.

Launched last year by John Boorman and Walter Donohue, Projections is the best of the new series of film books, neither too popular nor too specialist, and free of the over-academic criticism that brings the entire paraphernalia of Marxism and psychoanalysis to the job of decoding John Ford westerns. Projections is packed with lively gossip and provocative ideas, underpinned by a shared passion for the medium of film. Directors, screenwriters and cinephotographers speak their minds with a frankness rarely seen in other professions.

In his introduction to Projections I, John Boorman wrote wittily and ruefully of the difficulties he met in financing his recent films. He described the ordeal of making the sales pitch in a producer’s office, a process that I have watched in Wardour Street over the years and which resembles the snake-charmer’s courtship of the cobra, with the same plaintive little tunes, frozen immobility and fear of those bored, deadly eyes, swaying slighdy from the effects of a large lunch. None the less, films are still made, and the most expensive dreams in the world are turned into light, and play against the silver wall of the planetary imagination. I hope that future numbers of Projections will look at the producer’s creative contribution, always underestimated. The Hollywood of fifty years ago, its greatest era, was a producer’s Hollywood where most directors were less important than the cameramen. Given the huge financial constraints, film may well be the least likely success story of the twentieth century.

One of the most interesting features in the new volume is a round-up of directors invited to predict the future of the cinema in the next millennium. Paul Schrader imagines the novelist and film director working in conjunction with the neuroscientist. ‘The next version of Ulysses may well come in pill form,’ he concludes, though many people already regard Joyce and Proust as the closest thing to a Valium. Even more apocalyptically, John Boorman guesses that not only the lens may become redundant, but also the eye and the camera, with electrical images fed directly into what I assume will be a kind of brain-bypass, something which we have already experienced in the form of television.

Other enjoyable features are long interviews with the maverick Robert Altman, director of M*A*S*H and The Player, and Hollywood’s enduring one-man awkward squad, and with the British screenwriter Sydney Gilliat, who collaborated with Frank Launder on the script of Hitchcock’s The Lady Vanishes. Gilliat offers his astute reflections on the curious and devious personality of Hitchcock, whom some have described as emotionally under-developed and little more than a grown-up schoolboy with a taste for lavatory humour. Gilliat knew him as a complex and scheming character, especially destructive of other people and determined to take all credit for himself.

Lucid and entertaining, Gilliat reminisces about the 1940s, the golden years of British film, and though now in his mid-eighties seems brimming with new ideas and as keen as ever to get behind a camera. His last words are typical of filmmakers as a whole, those hustlers, poets, bullies and mountebanks, every one a Cortez glimpsing an imaginary Pacific – ‘Any offers?’
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The Samurai of the Epic

The Warrior’s Camera: The Cinema of Akira Kurosawa
Stephen Prince

In 1971 Japan’s greatest filmmaker, Akira Kurosawa, director of Rashomon and The Seven Samurai, slashed his wrists with a razor, apparently in despair over the collapse of his career and failure to find commercial backing for his future films. Kurosawa’s attempt to kill himself – a way out of his problems, incidentally, that he never allowed his samurai heroes – lies at the centre of The Warrior’s Camera, an extended inquest into this would-be suicide and Kurosawa’s motives. Suicide may well be an act perfected by the Japanese, but it is hard to imagine Billy Wilder walking stoically into the surf off Malibu after the failure of Fedora. Movies, even those as witty and brilliant as Wilder’s, are not worth wetting one’s toes for.

But Kurosawa was never a maker of movies. Film was his medium at a time – the forties and fifties – when the film was at least the equal partner of the movie, and the cinema had yet to separate into the art film, a species that may soon be extinct, and the entertainment movie that now swamps our imaginations. Some movies, like Point Blank and Double Indemnity, are intense and ruthless enough to count as films, but this was never a doorway open to Kurosawa.

Truffaut, in his published conversations with Alfred Hitchcock, compliments him on his good sense in going to Hollywood, and comments that there is something about England that is inherently uncinematic. Truffaut refers to the anti-dramatic nature of English life; our stolid routines and subdued manners, and even our weather, Truffaut claims, are anti-cinematic. At first sight, how much more these strictures would seem to apply to the notion of a Japanese cinema – especially the rain, which certainly drenches many of Kurosawa’s films. Given the glacierlike rigidities of pre-war Japanese life, the total deference to authority and social consensus, and the suppression of the smallest gleam of individuality, it’s plainly a miracle that a Japanese cinema ever emerged at all, let alone a maverick talent like Kurosawa’s.

Stephen Prince suggests that Kurosawa only found the freedom to make his immensely personal films thanks to Japan’s defeat in the Second World War. The shattered population, gazing at their fire-bombed, moonscape cities, realized where consensus and obedience had led and were prepared for a few years to visualize some kind of alternative. From the start of his career, making wartime propaganda films, Kurosawa believed in the power of cinema to bring about a national regeneration, and was convinced that the Japanese would find their salvation by thinking about themselves above all as individuals.

In 1950 he produced Rashomon, a masterpiece of subjectivity in which the murder of a warrior and the rape of his wife are seen from four conflicting viewpoints. As Stephen Prince points out, what is so tantalizing about Rashoman is its refusal to validate any of the witnesses’ stories as the true account. In a world
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