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    INTRODUCTION:


    
      
    


    STALKING THE WILD HAIR


    
      
    


    This is the part where annotation starts to become memoir.


    Wild Hairs spans more nonfiction mileage than any book I’ve yet done. The thoughts and memories associated with this collation are a scatter of spilled marbles, freebies, collector’s items, steelies, clearies and cheapos, and if you don’t mind we’ll organize as we go along.


    Or not.


    Circa 1990, there were a lot of small or vanity press horror magazines around (the numbers have thinned in print publications but most of the same earnest, pulpy enthusiasm-if-not-talent can now he abundantly endured on the Internet). Most of them asked me, at one point or another, to write a regular column. I quickly calculated that I could squander all my writing time cranking out column after column in exchange for next to no income. On one end of the seesaw was the reality that I like writing opinion pieces with at least a whiff of timeliness; weighing down the other end, like an anvil, were deadlines. And lead time. You can get caught and crushed between them, and before you know it you’re stripping your resources and pouring all your reserve power into an endlessly voracious black hole that ticks, like a big clock in the death house.


    Like most writers, at one point I thought it would he keen to express opinions in film reviews, thus garnering the coveted short-term perk of getting to watch movies for free. As a career option, you might as well take up gargoyle milking or sundial repair. Very little critical writing of any worth exists in the entertainment press; less still on movies of genre – sci-fi, horror, fantasy, noir, crime, westerns, and so on. Of insight, there is a vacuum. What prevails is a lowest common denominator sort of consumer advocacy, on the level of a blinking WATCH/DON’T WATCH sign, usually justified by an ability to generate pithy synopses and the odd tart quip. It’s too damned easy to write about films, or hooks, or stories, or anything, especially when you dislike them and wish to warn away other potential victims. What’s more difficult is writing about something you like; summoning the insights and rationale you hope will convince others to embrace it, too. That’s personal opinion – and if you don’t have one, you have someone else’s. How many times have you fallen prey to one of those mind-numbing non-discussions (about movies, or books, or whatever) in which someone perks up, “I heard that really sucks,” when what he or she means is: “I read that it really sucks in some shitrag I picked up for free at the liquor store or leafed through in my urologist’s waiting room.”


    Once you realize, for example, that Time-Warner owns Entertainment Weekly the mean worth of movies in our culture is quickly subsumed in a whitewash of box office scores, starred capsules, spin-doctored junkets, quote bytes, controlled-access interviews, celebrity peccadilloes, and other excreta of Godzilla-sized publicity machines, whose prime directives are to not scuff the turf of their corporate masters, and to con audiences into shoveling money at stinkbomb after stinkbomb.


    Most of what passes for content in a garbage truck-load of “entertainment magazines” is committed by people who don’t work in the film industry, and therefore have, at best, an outsider’s comprehension of it. Or worse, the intrepid cinema journalist is someone whose screenplay has been rebuffed – hence, still an outsider. Either way, this black-sheep branch of media feeds off cinema without returning anything more nourishing than an occasional crumb of publicity ... which movie-makers are more than happy to eat, since the real bottom line is: Do you care enough about your project to Promote it?


    Which is like asking: Do you care enough about your inheritance to have one meal in public with Uncle Drippy? Most people don’t need to be told the answer.


    Most incisive film criticism (John Simon jumps to mind) is shrugged off as grumpy attack by posturing academicians and/or New Yorkers; most social scrutiny of the film medium itself (Rod Whitaker jumps to mind) is amusingly abrasive when not completely incomprehensible to normal humans. I fell into the movie-review trap, clawed my way out all besmirched, and try to remain not too guilty of it today. Good intentions won’t even buy you a cup of coffee.


    I arrived at this (admittedly strident) position by waxing wise-assed in an assortment of periodicals, for a wage that ranged from laughable to zilch. The most significant of these was Tucson’s Mountain Newsreal, a free “alternative” paper founded in 1974 by Jon and Joan Rosen. Jon invited me to rant about movies in his pages; in return I actually got into a few theatres for free, amassed an enormous pile of press kits and still packets, and, most crucially, reaped yards of actual typeset stuff with my byline on it, the better to deluge potential publishers with my material. Jon was a transplanted New Yorker, a bandana-wearing, ex-counter-culture revolutionary and familiar of Paul Krassner (the Newsreal took its title cue from Krassner’s own The Realist); he went by the nom de plume “JoRo” and came up with the column title Realer Dealer, thereby demonstrating how important pot was to his generation. The Newsreal’s home base was alive with other aromas as well – newsprint, hot wax guns and rubber cement, which melded into a unique and romantic smell fraught with a nostalgia difficult to explain today. Take my word for it. I debuted in November, 1976 and the column ran in monthly installments through July, 1978, when it was taken over by a fellow named Gary Caret, who changed the title to the more logical FilmReal.


    In this venue, I trashed perfectly worthy films and championed my share of losers in as acerbic a tone as I could muster – half of one column was subtitled Shit I Have Yet to Complain About. In another installment I actually recommended people go see ANNIE HALL, a film I wouldn’t watch again at gunpoint. Sometimes – as when the FBI confiscated Roddy McDowell’s personal film collection during the height of that agency’s film piracy fervor, for example – all the cylinders fired, and the engine made a lovely grumble indeed. Ditto this memorable occasion:


    
      
    


    It looked to me like the August 28th (1977) showing of Sergio Leone’s A FISTFUL OF DOLLARS had been tampered with by ABC. Not in the traditional, expected censorship sense – no, besides that, it looked as though an extra sequence, filmed long after production on a soundstage somewhere, had been tacked onto the beginning of the film, before the opening credits.


    Now, this sequence shows us the Man With No Name – presumably – being released from prison to earn his freedom by cleaning the scummy villains out of San Miguel. Presumably, because we never see his face in this sequence; all camera angles are either from the rear, or from high above, where the face is concealed by a hat brim. This imposter never speaks – in fact, he’s stopped from doing so by the “Warden.” This “Warden” has no screen credit. There is no Ennio Morricone music during this sequence. There are two inserted closeups of Clint Eastwood’s eyes during this bit, and they are transplanted from the climax of the film (which happens to be outdoors in broad daylight, but never mind). The prologue most definitely is not dubbed. There is no reference to this bit in any book synopsizing the Spaghetti Westerns, nor in any of the books on Eastwood himself. All the folks I mentioned this to remember it as seeming strange and out-of-place.


    Perhaps I’ll be able to prove this scene is patently fake by next month. But why would ABC, lovable ABC, up-on-top ABC, perpetrate such a deception if I am right and my eyes are not brewing cruel fantasies to discredit me?


    Ignore for a moment that ABC is the most notorious movie-chopper of the three networks. (You want an example? Okay ... in 1974 NBC showed Robert Wise’s film of THE ANDROMEDA STRAIN completely intact except for one quick shot that was clipped due to breast nudity. Every “jesus,” “christ,” “ass,” and so on, was left intact and broadcast. ABC showed the film last year, and it was cut by over seven minutes, with all expletives deleted along with several key scenes, most notably James Olson yanking down the pants of a corpse and cleaving its wrist with a scalpel. Onward.)


    The programming on ABC – especially the last two seasons – should make the motivation obvious.


    ABC series all consist of stalwart, incorruptable heroes, shining Barbie doll women, and vapid sitcoms. Low, over-simplistic commons which the mass-mind can comprehend without energy expenditure. White hats and black vests and don’t confuse the kiddies, or they might be perverted.


    Which is why it makes sense for ABC to fabricate ,a moronic prologue to A FISTFUL OF DOLLARS. The Man With No Name is a self-centered, avaricious mercenary who rides in, plays both sides against the middle, and splits with all the prizes. Paradoxically, he’s an honorable man. Yet by the glittering standards of lowbrow programming, “honorable” can only mean “glucose-coated altruist,” which he is most certainly not. Hence, a prologue which springs him from jail to do penance by killing bad guys, making him a good guy by process of elimination, and changing his motivation for snuffing the baddies from wants to to has to. Automatic. He is now a Hero in accordance with the network standards that have subverted the whole character and just filled up another couple of hours with hamburger.


    
      
    


    Reading this anew. I shook my head a lot at the naiveté of the outrage. More than likely, ABC was just trying to pad the movie to accrue more time for commercials, or someone else had spliced in the ridiculous addenda before ABC even fried that burger. Right?


    Flash-forward to October 1999, when the DVD of A FISTFUL OF DOLLARS was released by MGM. In the liner notes, under the heading “Post-Production Showdowns,” we find the following:


    
      
    


    For the film’s initial broadcast on American television, a network executive ordered the creation of a new prologue that would provide a moral justification for the lead character’s killings: a prison warden commutes the Man With No Name’s sentence on the condition that he go to San Miguel and restore order to the town. Eastwood and Leone did not participate in the new sequence (the main character is seen only from the back), and this distortion of their creative vision has been dropped from all subsequent presentations.


    
      
    


    Not only is the “network executive” not named, which drives me nuts (because faceless enemies and moral watchdogs are the most powerful kind), but the sleeve copy that gifts us with this confirmation isn’t credited, either. Too had the spurious footage itself was not offered as a supplement – a rarity from before the dawn of video time to stand as a monument, if you will, to well-intentioned but goofy thinking so wrought as to provide offense to no one ... except, maybe, film fans, Sergio Leone fans, Clint Eastwood fans, or anybody with the ability to judge entertainment for themselves.


    (I’ve beard there are one or two people left out there who can make up their own minds about stuff, and do not need fanatics or groups of same to legislate, label, hound, ban, burn and otherwise hamper your ability to enjoy or avoid any damned thing as you choose. Please rest assured that social rectitude will continue to destroy, adulterate, demonize or marginalize anything even remotely cool ... especially if it isn’t friendly to the concept of sharecropping media, but that’s another column,)


    I continued to log occasional feature pieces for the Newsreal through 1983. The bio on my final one is hopelessly optimistic, detailing all sorts of in-work projects which never happened. The paper died ignominiously in 1985, and Jon relocated to Phoenix to become a deejay.


    By then the film review bug was mostly scoured from my system, and if you want to follow up on that, read “Blood Rape of the Lust Ghouls,” in Seeing Red. The decision to avoid straight reviewage, at least as the sole motivator for an article, naturally came with the proviso that sometimes you trip over an item so spectacular you have to give it a shout-out, regardless.


    Writing material that attempts to delineate an insider’s point of view On the movie, TV or publishing industries is a similar but more insidious dead end because it almost always comes off as condescending, which is why many authors, directors, actors and screenwriters spend so much time on public self-deprecation, reassuring the reader that he or she is not being looked down upon. You can also bet both buns and a crack that the readers feel that way, anyhow; if they don’t, they’ll try to correspond with you, convince you to read their manuscript, or otherwise Become One with you, their new guru. Guaranteed.


    You’re either in or out, and there is no middle ground, only a No Man’s Land which you cross at your peril ... but always alone.


    However, there’s no cosmic rule that says opinion is disqualified outright by experience, and an informed point of view can still contour the very best nonfiction writing, and if I’m lucky you may find that POV functioning correctly here from time to time.


    So here are a bunch of columns and such, most with some hack-story attached. They are presented chronologically, but we still need an absolute starting point, which brings us back to the memoir …


    
      
    


    The first piece of writing I ever sold, unsolicited, for money, was a humor piece titled “Boys! You Too Can Be Just Like Clint Eastwood!” – basically a step-by-step instructive template on how to pronounce the word “asshole” as only Clint can. It was bought by Fling Magazine, self-touted as “the home of the double-D cup” (possibly a beverage publication?), founded by Arv Miller, ex-partner-turned-competitor of Hugh Hefner. The article was paid for, never published, and the acceptance note made me at least as buoyant as one of Arv’s mega-hooter princesses.


    Another joke piece was published in the Weekender section of the Tucson Citizen, dated April 15th, 1978. Titled “Anyone Out There Smell Flesh Burning?,” it railed against obsessive sun tanners, and it, too, was a stone-cold submission into the dark, unknown void of potential publication. When I swiftly received a return envelope bearing the paper’s colophon, I opened it expecting a polite form rejection and out fell a check. My mouth dried up and stayed that way all day.


    When the article appeared, it was obvious why it had been accepted in the first place: It gave the Weekender editor a terrific excuse to trot over to the University of Arizona campus and shoot pictures of a lot of attractive women wearing very little clothing. Biology recapitulates auctology.


    But it got me the cover, plus the center section, plus my byline in jolly red ink, so I was ecstatic anyway


    The paper never bought anything else, reinforcing my idea that the babe factor was the point, all along. The text could have said look at these chicks! over and over and still served the same purpose. It was good for a snicker.


    But this was not a crushing revelation, because I had already received a letter from a fellow named Charles Ryan telling me that if I could “very, very carefully cut about 3000 words” from an unsolicited novelette Id sent him, he’d like to publish it in Galileo Magazine. Another cold submission. Mountain Newsreal photographer Bruce Schockett graciously shot my photo so Galileo would have something to print on their contributor’s page, alongside equally ridiculous pix of other neophytes named Connie Willis and James P. Hogan. So long, fiction cherry.


    Look, Ma, I’m dancin’ I’m dancin’!


    Jeff Rovin, a friend of mine since 1975, kindly cut me in on several of his pop film books. If you check out The UFO Movie Quiz Book (Signet, 1978) or The Signet Book of Movie Lists(1979 — amazingly, still in print the last time I checked), you’ll see assorted trivia I concocted, including the “Ten Goriest Gore Films” for the latter book, from a time before there really were gore movies, per se. As a kind of research challenge. Jeff, knowing that I did not like STAR WARS all that much, assigned me to do the entries on same – most of the characters, planets, and aliens – for his Fantasy Almanac (Dutton, 1979), and I’m still proud of the way I slam-dunked that dare (I knew that Vader was Luke’s dad even then). Writing biographies for this book also brought me into personal contact, for the first time, with living legends like Robert Bloch and Richard Matheson. (For those who give a crap, I also wrote the entries on such luminaries as Otis Adelbert Kline and Frank R. Paul, and if you don’t know who they were, then you need the book, don’t you?)


    During this mercurial period my byline also appeared in various film magazines; the strangest of these was a “Consulting Editor” credit in Warren Publications special one-shot “Officially Authorized Magazine of the Movie ALIEN.” That was Jeff Rovin’s fault again. Warren paid up in an astonishing six days flat ... and again, the material wasn’t used. In 1980, Jeff subcontracted me to write a sequel to his reasonably successful book A Pictorial History of Science Fiction Films (Citadel, 1975) —a 100,000-word rush job which also never saw publication.


    As it turns out, such projects were excellent emotional prep for working in the film industry, where you can make substantial amounts of money by working for years on movies which the public never gets to see, hence the nomenclature development hell.


    Concurrently, there were new short stories to market. A whole crate load of them, bouncing around in Unsolicited Submission-Land like lottery balls in a tumbler, during a period when potential markets advised against submitting Xerox copies unless they were “legible” and didn’t smear. A time when computer enthusiasts blithely sent dot-matrix printouts to publishers. A time when the specs for nearly any magazine could be perverted, by me, to include a possible outlet for fiction. That’s how I found Ares.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    THE WARGOD YEARS


    
      
    


    The Greek god of war, this son of Zeus and Hera inherited his mother’s temper, flavoring it with a fierce bloodlust. Yet, while Ares loved the sight and tang of blood, his enthusiasm waned when the blood being spilled was his own. In fact, when Ares was wounded during the Trojan Wars, his cry was so loud it equalled that of 10,000 mortal warriors. Lacking strength as well as courage, he was beaten in combat by Hercules and managed to kill Adonis only by transforming himself into a boar.


    - The Fantasy Almanac


    
      
    


    Like the dinosaurs reborn, like the pyramids revisited, here are several samples of my approach to column writing from the primordial Ares days.


    The first issue of Ares in which I appeared was also notable for featuring editor Redmond Simonsen’s “secret hangover prevention routine.”* I never dealt with Redmond, but with managing editor Michael E. Moore, who commenced a series of rejections of fiction (written circa 1980) by saying two very important things for a nascent writer to hear ––”I like your style’ and “Send more stories!”


    *Redmond wrote: “After indulging in an excessive amount of JP-4 or whatever, I take the following steps: (l ) Drink 16 to 32 ounces of water, juice, Pepsi, or whatever non-alcoholic liquid I can hear at 2:30 A.M. (2) Take two or three aspirin. (3) Two vitamin B tablets (optional). (4) Wash face with cold water and sit up for 20 minutes before retiring ... When I do this, I wake up clear-eyed, headache-free, and ready to face New York City at 8:30 A.M.”


    [Author’s note: It occurs to me now that if you’re sentient enough to chug a quart of liquid, and stay vertical for an additional twenty minutes while you follow these instructions before passing out, then you’re probably not all that drunk.]


    Subtitled The Magazine of Science Fiction and Fantasy Simulation, Ares was a gaming magazine published by Simulations Publications, Inc., publishers of Strategy & Tactics Magazine. It featured a “ready-to-play” game in each issue, complete with fold-out game boards and die-cut cardboard markers and pieces.


    Michael pointedly noted that Ares was looking for someone to do their regular Media column, and based on a piece of whimsy I submitted titled “The Film Empire Strikes Back – Again,” the magazine took me on ... well, instantly.


    The column debuted in the January, 1981 issue (#6) and that same month Michael finally cracked and bought fiction from me (“The Embracing” and later, “Visitation,” both found in Seeing Red). During this period I also signed on as one of several film correspondents for Quest/Star: The World of Science Fiction ... for exactly one issue. That magazine had undergone a time-gobbling “facelift” and hoped to debut a whole new image with Volume Four, Number One, which happened to be their thirteenth issue, and I bet you can probably guess what happened.


    Meanwhile, the Ares column picked up steam and lasted thirteen installments. SPI was bought out by TSR Hobbies (the Dungeons & Dragons folk) in 1982. Roger Moore replaced Michael Moore and interim editor Geoff Golson in late 1983. In the beginning of 1984, Ares was subsumed into Dragon Magazine, and though it lasted through several “Special Editions” (apart from regular issues), it hit the dust with its final and ultimate “Closing Edition” (#17), dated April, 1984. Near the end, hotshot Tim Truman’s early artwork began to appear all over the magazine.


    Media was always an ill fit in Ares, since the venue’s focus was the minutiae of gaming, and the only bridge available was the commonality between the accoutrements of sci-fi and fantasy movies (and to an even lesser extent, fiction) and the games rooted in or derived from these genres ... and I never wrote about simulation games, or even played one, my interest in such things tapping out at the preschool level of Risk or Stratego. The film-related columns were mostly written from that dreaded outsider-looking-in POY, and the few columns related to publishing trends are now so dated (and their speculations such old news) that they now read as dusty.


    I enjoyed my first cover credit on a magazine in Ares #9 (for “The Embracing”), and the Media column won me the first piece of fan mail I’d ever received, from anybody, anywhere – a very nice letter from a man named Dan Long.
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    (ARES #7, MARCH 1981)


    
      
    


    Stop for a moment and consider – there is an aspect of the boom in science fiction film that has absolutely nothing to do with fandoms of any stripe, that will profoundly affect the visual bearing of SF film although it does not speak to the unreasoning mania of special effects junkies. It is an aspect which will prove a great detriment to films of the boom, since those films are by and large films of style and pyrokinetics rather than of depth on any logical, emotional or intellectual plane.


    Definitions first: Reference has been made far and wide, from con-suite cocktail hoohahs to gamers’ conclaves to letter-of-comment columns, to the so-called “boom” in so-called “science fiction” films. Presumably it was an upsurge in the production values afforded such projects, commencing with STAR WARS in 1977. Since that upsurge, for want of better nomenclature, will continue to be called the “boom,” some temporal boundaries will better encircle the phenomenon for critical purposes.


    The boom equals two stages – artistic and financial – that, in terms of rise-and-fall graphs, might be almost directly opposed.


    Roughly, the artistic boom is bordered on one side by 2001: A SPACE ODYSSEY and CHARLY (both 1968), and on the leeward side by 1977’s DEMON SEED, notably the last SF film to see release prior to STAR WARS. In between sit 1971’s THX-1138 and ANDROMEDA STRAIN, 1974’S PHASE IV, ZARDOZ and THE LAST DAYS OF MAN ON EARTH, 1975’S A BOY AND HIS DOG and THE MAN WHO FELL TO EARTH.


    The bankbook boom kicked off with the $7 million afforded LOGAN’S RUN in 1976. The $200 million-plus flurry that followed encompassed KING KONG, STAR WARS, DAMNATION ALLEY, CLOSE ENCOUNTERS, SUPERMAN, ALIEN, METEOR, STAR TREK, THE BLACK HOLE and PROPHECY; the boom itself might as well end with DeLaurentis’ latest $40 million fiasco, FLASH GORDON. Or, perhaps, with the spate of SF productions due in February (OUTLAND, SCANNERS, INSEMINOID) or June (CLASH OF THE TITANS, SUPERMAN II).


    Critical division between the two booms, in this case, is disposable since all the films are threatened equally.


    Production and distribution policies for new films are increasingly stringent and costly. Cable television and the rapid encroachment of 24-hour “Z” channels, featuring uncut movies (Los Angeles already has three), are undercutting the theatre business. Multiply the former by the latter and the product may drive the theatre business into the tar pits by the turn of the century (with the usual holdouts: Art houses, movie-fan palaces, and so on).


    But this new threat is inherent in the films themselves. Those aware of the debacle concerning those films of the 1930’s and 40’s still on nitrate stocks are probably aware by now of the similar fate that awaits today’s SF extravaganzas.


    (To recap quickly: Nitrate film stock is extremely flammable. It is technically illegal to circulate nitrate prints because of the fire hazard; some of the films – which include the comedies of Abbott & Costello and the Marx Brothers – have been “salvaged” from the nitrate negatives, but many have not. The image on nitrate film begins to shrink after several decades, gradually pulling away from the frame borders until it flakes off altogether. If new prints and negatives are not made, time will inexorably do its dirty work.)


    Directly, then, these “boom” films, the ones that lean so heavily on visual flair, precise cinematography and turn of the century striking color effects, will also age with a lack of grace proportionate, in many cases, to their lack of originality. Under the best storage conditions, STAR WARS and CLOSE ENCOUNTERS will have begun to decay by the turn of the next decade – definitely not films for the ages. The blue end of the color spectrum will fade first; the green dyes will oxidize, leaving only red hues. Once the fading process begins, it accelerates. Temperature is the culprit, and the Eastman Kodak figures (generally applicable to all current film stocks) run like this: At 80° F, film will “go red” in a decade. At 60° F, 20 years; at 40° F, 50 years. Assuming prints are not stored with any more care now than ten years ago, and considering the number of films made in 1970 that are already going red, the conclusions are fairy ominous.


    The only traditional exception to this rule is good old three-strip Technicolor, which dates from 1932 and is astronomically expensive by today’s standards (the film is developed once for each primary color). Prints made in “Ib” (imbibition, or “saturation”) Technicolor will generally maintain rich, full hues for the life of the print – several hundred runs-worth. Ib Technicolor was phased out circa 1972, although some later films, such as THE FINAL PROGRAMME (THE LAST DAYS OF MAN ON EARTH) were done in this process. STAR WARS, CE3K, and their ilk, however, were not.


    When asked why he was doing his latest, RAGING BULL, in black-and-white in the here-now 19805, filmmaker Martin Scorsese replied he wished to make a film that would not fade, a contemporary impossibility when dealing with color He made the only comment any artist could on the throwaway (read “budget-conserving” if you wish) nature of present-day print manufacture.


    Sure, it’s just an aesthetic quibble, therefore one with no sound financial footing in Hollywood. But considering the megabucks thrown in the direction of SF, why not produce a film that will look in forty years the way GONE WITH THE WIND (Technicolor) looks today? One answer might lay in diverting the money now squandered on those bloated 70-millimeter prints toward bringing back true Technicolor in individual cases. The words of Groucho Marx, however fogged by time and nitrate, speak to us from THE BIG STORE as a kind of sarcastic prophecy: “This scene would have been in Technicolor – but Mister Mayer says it’s too expensive!”


    
      
    


    (Thanks to Jim Rondeau of San Jose, California, for help with the research for this column.)


    
      
    


    Autocatalytic nitrocellulose decomposition, or “vinegar sickness” (from the smell produced by rotting nitrate film stock), is still a serious problem in Hollywood. The seeming quaintness of the statistics cited isn’t so outmoded when you consider the only thing that has really changed are the numbers actually, $40 million for a movie like FLASH GORDON would be a deal, today. With the digital technology boom, no one is going to be in a big hurry to invent a film stock that lasts longer, and ultimately this means the gradual twilight of the era in which you can still see a film on film. George Lucas took special pains to preserve STAR WARS by archiving a set of Tech prints (essentially, a set of black and white prints containing one primary color each, akin to a layered color separation) as a hedge against decay. In fact, the Lucas family of technologies developed as an indirect bounty of the STAR WARS explosion will do much more to preserve the film medium into the 21 Century than the mere alarmist bitching of some film columnist – despite the fact that those technologies also champion the next generation of cinema, in which material is digitally downloaded from satellites rather than imprinted on long, damage-prone spools of plastic.


    Besides, Martin Scorsese can and does make this case a lot more eloquently than I ever could.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Coming Soon to a Theatre Near You Maybe


    
      
    


    (ARES #8, MARCH 1981)


    
      
    


    When movies meant a first-run double feature plus a newsreel, cartoon, and assorted short subjects, going out to them for an evening was literally that – an entire evening spent inside the theatre, sing-a-longs and all. Through the years these embellishments on the basic program fare have been pruned away save for one persisting bastille of fun at the movies, one holdout.


    Coming attractions. Previews. In a word trailers.


    “Trailers” are so-called principally because they used to follow the feature, that is, trail after it. Look it up in the dictionary. These mini-epics, often several minutes long, form a separate entertainment in and of themselves – revival houses frequently sponsor “trailer fests,” –preview-orgies lasting up to five hours straight. For television audiences attuned to attention spans of sixty seconds or less, trailers are often more coherent than the films they encapsulate. For film buffs they are heaven, representing collectable chunks of complete features with scenes cut together for best effect inside of a high-intensity, fast-moving framework. Even the most execrable feature-length effluvium can be made to look good by a canny trailer.


    Unlike TV spots, produced in 16mm for home consumption exclusively, trailers are rendered in 35mm and are even rated separately, but according to the same criteria, as features. Recently the MPAA cards for trailers were revamped to conform to a color code like that previously used in packaging the trailers for shipping; thus, on a “green band” trailer you will now see a green background declaring for what audience the trailer is suitable. Red band (R-rated) trailers can only be shown with R-rated features; these can often be more potent than the features themselves since graphic effects relating (usually) to the twin bugaboos of sex and violence are packed closer together, by the nature of the trailer medium. Again, the colors you see refer to the trailers, not the films, which is why SCANNERS can have both a PG-rated trailer to run ahead of Disney features, as well as a red-band trailer to prime the exploding head crowd.


    Trailers represent a peculiar substructure in the hierarchy of film and film advertising, as do their shorter brothers, “teaser” trailers. Teasers are quick shots, titillation embodied, usually synthesized before there is any actual film footage on which to draw for publicity. They generally consist of ad art, narration, a catchphrase or two, and are salted with either still pictures or snaps of a film’s earliest completed footage. Both forms require a special knack for editing, dealing as they do with a severely compressed time frame in which an impression must he left on the viewer – though some trailers are so efficient they frequently blow the entire story and every good scene in advance of release, save, almost always, for the kicker scene or denouement.


    The teaser for THE SHINING was almost better than the film. In her glowing assessment of Walter Hill’s THE WARRIORS, Pauline Kael cited the trailer for same as a marvelous mini-epic by itself; the Greenberg brothers launched an entire career in visual effects on the basis of their highly evocative work on the original SUPERMAN trailer. They are collectables, they are the stuff from which filmclips are made and frame blowups taken (often, for magazine articles), they frequently include scenes missing from finished features ... and you may he seeing less of them, since National Screen Service (NSS) fomented their recent rate hike.


    NSS is the number-one promotional entity in the business, cranking out trailers, one sheets, stills, lobby cards and other such paraphenalia, all leased to exhibitors virtually at cost. It is kept afloat by a sort of common kitty among the major studios in the form of an annual fee, in return for which NSS represents a common locus for advertising material – much simpler than a similar department for each studio. Given these facts, in addition to postage costs which the exhibitor, not NSS, pays both ways, why a rate hike?


    An individual trailer must cost approximately $60 to produce. It is rented to theatres for approximately $10 per week, per trailer. If the exhibitor keeps the trailer, he is out $10 and NSS is out $60 if it’s a first rental. NSS policy as regards the return of trailers after use encourages attrition and has formed the basis for a thriving trailer-collecting vogue.


    All NSS items Specify that they must be “returned or destroyed” after use – well, given that choice, what would you do with a mint EMPIRE STRIKES BACK trailer for which you know people would pony up ready cash?


    “Destruction” means dumping the trailer in the waste bin. Since NSS demands no box of ashes, or affadavit, as proof thereof, plucking the film back out of the trash proves not only expedient, but desirable. The loss rate for NSS is high enough to worry them, and postage rates are upward bound; the response to these trends, plus the new rate hike, by exhibitors may be simply to book fewer trailers. The viewer loses again.


    Ironically, those “costly” trailers are often available to collectors shortly after release of the flims they promote, and for a fraction of the NSS rate. Think: is $1 too much for that SHINING trailer? Think again. You cannot patronize NSS unless you’re an institution, which means SF conventions, film workshops and the like are out of luck unless they go the collector’s route. The market for collectors is healthy in spite of the witch hunt approach used by those worthies who make their dole by combating so-called film piracy – their sights have shifted to the videotape industry since more money is to be made there. As STAR WARS goes, so goes the FBI.


    Theatres, of course, cannot totally eschew trailers since there is a certain degree of determinism in the name of proper advertising exposure. And some come totally free. Teasers are frequently tacked onto the heads of prints from a single studio, as with AvcoEmbassy’s THE HOWLING (on SCANNERS), 20th Century-Fox’s WOLFEN (on SPHINX), and Universal’s CONAN (on FLASH GORDON).


    All, trailers are so much fun that the most crucial question about them can be blithely ignored.


    But are they Art?


    
      
    


    Today, movie trailers also save the filmgoer a great deal of time and cash ... by blithely exposing every single “money shot” in a given film, blowing whole plot twists, and providing a virtual pocket program of everything that will befall the characters. With so many bullet versions of so many cookie-cutter movies, an adequate system for turkey avoidance can be enabled by simply watching the previews; easier than ever today, where whole TV programs are devoted to cinema coming attractions. One drawback is that worthwhile movies are also crippled along with the dreck by this scorched-earth approach to trailer cutting. Now, movie promotion has always been about the money shots; trailers reflect the overkill of their era. But as the century closes we are subjected to many more films than are nothing but a succession of money shots, one whammy after another, and the trailers for these movies seem deadeningly specific. So specific, in fact, that to expose them to your eyesight is to feel your brain die – nothing is left to the imagination, and while that’s a great approach for some forms of storytelling, it’s death when you have nothing further to offer the viewer in return for being not tempted, but cheated by a trailer.


    Rereading the comment on trailer festivals forced me to guiltily tote up the running time of all the videotapes I now have featuring nothing but previews. Yep ... I could watch coming attractions for something like two and a half days straight, right off my own shelf.


    Watching some caused another realization: Not so long ago, trailers used to contain a lot of footage shot specially for the trailer itself. Today’s trailers are usually composed entirely of titles and clips from the finished or almost-finished movie.


    But are they Art? Ask Joe Dante, who once cut previews for Roger Corman flicks, always inserting the infamous exploding helicopter shot whether the movie featured a helicopter or not.


    The real challenge, today, is to make a film that cannot be imprisoned within a trailer; THE CROW was a moderate success at confounding the medium, while films such as À or CUBE did it even better.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    “The Fast-Food Platter”


    
      
    


    (ARES #2, JANUARY 1983)


    
      
    


    True, unadulterated horror in the cinema has nothing to do with exploding heads or oozing gore in slow motion. True horror in the cinema is watching a 70mm print of OUTLAND break, with nobody in the projection booth. Movie suspense is nothing compared with that generated as that ragged, 3-inch-wide hunk of film flaps inexorably toward the gate, leaving empty pulleys behind as it slithers through the governing mechanism of a film platter system.


    The configurations of the system mean that the visual blast of a white screen for a full house at the Chinese Theatre is still minutes away. The projectionist is half a block away. Finally boom! It only seemed like weeks before the show resumed ... precisely where it broke off.


    Staying alive as an exhibitor is the name of this game; the task being to diversify programming to draw more viewers, thereby compensating for the prohibitive cost of film rental – without dramatically boosting one’s overhead. The question was how to run up to six different screens simultaneously, using one projectionist, and the fastest answer the industry could provide was the platter system.


    Remember when so-called “multiplex” theatres began springing up out of nowhere; six big features under one roof? The whole amalgamation weighing in at the same capacity as a real theatre, thanks to portioned seating (the average, per house, for most is under 200) and those damnable postcard-sized screens? The platter system did not make them possible – they were inevitable – but it did make them practical.


    Multiplexes make it by dealing in quantity, the drawing power of six movies over one. The stratagem has been successful enough to drive “neighborhood theatres,” those 1,000-plus seat cinema castles still standing in most cities, either to diversifying themselves, joining a theatre chain and eventually tacking-on a “Cinema II” or to the slow death of Disney reissues. Multiplexes have more bidding strength; features are often distributed according to how many screens a company like Putt or Mann Theatres is running in a given town. Of course, larger screens still do (and will) exist, but they’ve been co-opted already. For less than REVENGE OF THE JEDI, one must seek out the literal confines of a multiplex.


    To anyone who has ever seen a studio screening room, the multiplex house looks disturbingly familiar. Looks, because screening rooms, not intended for much aesthetic warmth, are more comfortable, have screens that can handle image sizes other than the standard aspect ratio of 1:85, and are sometimes even soundproofed against street noise, the clatter of the projector, and the din of the feature next door. Come to think of it, most multiplex houses resemble the sort of bare bones facility one might expect to find on Io, in the harsh atmosphere of OUTLAND’S Con-Am 27.


    The key to the success of the multiplex is that it employs a little less than twice the staff for up to six times the business of a single-screen house. The principal Man in the Maze is the projectionist, slave to a staggered schedule, starting a new show every ten to fifteen minutes with – he hopes – the timing and luck needed for a Broadway musical.


    Enter the platter system, the bridge between the manual projectionist and totally automated film-screening. Most motion pictures run five or six reels of 2,000 feet each (not to be confused with the old-style “reel” of 10-minute lengths). At first, each reel was mounted individually for screening, requiring two projectors and sharp timing between them. Then came the “tower” system, wherein all film material is spliced together on one gigantic reel, to play all the way through without changeovers.


    The platter concept eliminates the reel and adds one more splice: The head of the film is connected to the tail, forming a closed loop which sits horizontally on a rotating plate some four feet across. The film pays out exactly like a mammoth 8-track tape cartridge, with tension, slack, and vertical feed provided by a dumb foundingly complicated network of guides and pulleys. A film that is mounted on a platter system plays nonstop, continuously.


    Unless the film breaks.


    Since hundreds of feet of film are suspended in the works of the pulleys (not feeding directly through the film gate to a takeup reel), a break is a disaster. No new film is pulled off the platter while the old continues to feed; the distance is not equalized, and repair requires the film to be laboriously re-threaded, backward. If a break cleans the pulleys out completely – white screen — the best the audience can expect is a long cigarette break in the lobby.


    Multiplexes arrange one platter per screen in long, overhead corridors through which the projectionist must scamper sequentially. The film is really monitored only at the beginning or end of the show; in-between, there are other machines to tend since the projectionist’s time is employed as fully as possible. The viewer must pray that sound and focus are already correct, and that nothing (like a splice) throws the picture out of whack in mid-film.


    As indicated, most major theatres now use platters. The prime liability of the system is the heavy wear it imposes on film; prints that would last 200 runs on a tower endure about 75 rigorous turns on a platter before falling apart. Combined with the substandard viewing facilities offered by most multiplex theatres, the viewer is sometimes as handicapped as the projectionist, in that neither can do efficiently what they’re inside the theatre to do in the first place.


    The crowd-processing nature of multiplexes and the automated aspect of platters suggest a sort of fast-food approach to movie going, one that’s sometimes like McDonald’s fare – easy to swallow, but hard to stomach.


    
      
    


    Six big features under one roof... boy, was I out of touch. Multiplexes subjected the single-screen movie house to near-total extinction even as drive-ins self-destructed fast enough to make nostalgia a growth industry. Another weird bit of fallout involves the increasingly steroidal release practices employed by big studios: “Opening weekends” can now run from Tuesday midnight through the following Monday morning, and if that doesn’t bolster your gross enough, why, tack on another 500 to 1000 prints in order to fill up several screens at a given multiplex with the some movie. Big summer and Exmas releases can run to 3500-plus prints, all out at the same time, nearly all being savaged by platter projection systems. Instead of a boom for the film collector – due to the glut of prints that will hit the collector’s market a week after the grosses level off – most prints are so manhandled and sprocket-shredded that the only place they can go after their opening engagement is into the nearest dumpster.


    Proof of this column’s vintage may be observed in the quaint references to cigarette breaks ... and that George Lucas movie with JEDI in the title.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    “The Dumb Leading the ‘Blind’”


    
      
    


    (ARES #13, WINTER 1982)


    
      
    


    NATO is at war again, with 13 of the United States targeted by their latest offensive.


    NATO, in this case, is the National Association of Theatre Owners, and New Jersey, Arizona, Florida, and ten other states are where it will introduce its anti-blind-bidding legislation next. NATO’s nemesis is the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA), headed up by Jack Valenti, the man who gave the world his movie ratings system.


    Blind bidding, mentioned before in this column, is the process whereby theatre owners pay prohibitive amounts to procure what they hope will be hit films, without ever seeing what they are paying for. They often pay handsomely to secure the drawing power of a title (SUPERMAN II is a good example, REVENGE OF THE JEDI a better one) over a year in advance of its premiere date. The strategy on the part of the distributors is, “buy it now or you can’t have it,” and the resultant seasonal scramble for the most coveted films – a “bidding war” – frequently makes the floor of the New York Stock Exchange at high noon look like a deserted mortuary.


    Distributors entice exhibitors with marketing strategies based on survey tactics like the “tracking study” saturation polling of age/sex cross-sections of typical moviegoers. This is one reason more recent films are playing it safe, with pre-sold ingredients designed to appease the tastes of the largest demographic audience.


    It is also the accountant’s approach to movie marketing and the reason why solid “minor” films (like CUTTER’S WAY; CARNY, or HEART BEAT) suffocate from lack of publicity against the flashbang, mega-budget casserole epics. In The Dodgem Division, Michael Moorcock asserts that “most publishers, magazines, journals, were incapable of knowing what the modern public wished to read, and they blamed their failing sales on everything but their own judgement.” Similarly, a suffocated film’s ad thrust may undergo a last-ditch shift of appeal, but if it dies, the PR munchkins rarely get the blame. Nor do the distributors, who failed to find a financially rewarding pigeonhole for their “property” And if it succeeds despite the demographic way of life, then the businessmen call it a”sleeper’


    Case in point: TIME BANDITS, probably 1981’s biggest sleeper – a film that struggled to find a distributor. It had no upfront stars, no easily categorizable storyline; it was an independent, thus not from a major studio, and had no name production personnel. Apparently, no one who had given TIME BANDITS a thumbs-down verdict had ever heard of Monty Python, and when Avco-Embassy finally picked it up, it collected the largest three day gross in the company’s history.


    What went wrong? Nothing. The other distributors still had RAIDERS OF THE LOST ARK on the brain, that’s all.


    The point of all this is that blind bidding, which NATO is working to abolish, determines in large part which flims you will see as a result of exposure to those seasonal advertising blitzes. Blind bidding was begun by the MPAA, which directly serves the interests of the eleven largest producer/distributors in the country. 34% of 1980’s 234 theatrical releases were blind-bid. The practice relates directly to the huge advance prices paid by exhibitors, and its escalation ultimately translates as higher ticket prices.


    The MPAA also determines what you’ll watch via its system of ratings, described for what it really is by Leslie Halliwell (in his Filmgoer’s Companion) as “a censorship code.” The ratings – X, R, PG (formerly M) and G —were outmoded almost from their inception in 1968, but endured because they supported the illusion that distributors were socially conscious. They quickly degenerated into a lever used by the MPAA to enforce cuts on already finished films.


    “R” is a distributor’s favorite rating. It implies, to the filmgoer, the presence of “adult material” that is, requisite dollops of sex, violence and profanity. Some films of PG content use the R rating to “legitimize” themselves in terms of adult content, or audience expectation, such as THE WARRIORS or ESCAPE FROM NEW YORK, which certainly would have been R-worthy ten years ago. Now, more nudity than was in MIDNIGHT COWBOY (1969) is routinely sanctioned for current PG films, and the PG rating for JAWS in 1975 meant that excessive gore was okay for the MPAA’s imaginary under-17 audience, as well.


    The excesses to follow, however, presented problems, and censoring recommenced. All scenes of both sex and gore were clipped from FRIDAY THE 13TH, PART II before it was permitted to go from an X to an R, for example.


    But why would anyone sit through an obvious stalk-and-slash potboiler, if not for the sex scenes and gore effects, the very things emphasized heavily in the film’s promotion? If you couldn’t tell from the TV commercials whether you (or your child) should see FRIDAY THE 13TH, PART II, then you lack the faculties needed for watching movies anyway.


    Curiously, filmmakers are not required to submit to the MPAA, although the distributors who pick up the films do so voluntarily, as though ratings were a proof of professional legitimacy. George Romero proved how stupid that idea was by eschewing the MPAA’s dictates and making a bundle of money with no rating at all on DAWN OF THE DEAD. Penthouse Productions’ profitable CALIGULA also went without – thankfully, there seems to be a trend brewing here.


    MPAA president Jack Valenti’s solution to the calcified ratings system is to add more ratings. What is actually needed is a system much like that used by the Calendar section of the Los Angeles Times, which specifies “explicit love scenes,”‘ hair-raising language, some sexual innuendo,” “intricate premise,” etc., in individual cases. But if that were to happen, and if NATO wins those 13 target states (adding them to the 22 already secured), Valenti and the MPAA would be out of work.


    The body count continues, indeed.


    
      
    


    I had no idea how many times I would return to Jack Valenti and the MPAA for material. Like fundamentalist
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