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About the Author

Outspoken, opinionated, and never lost for words, Mark Kermode has carved out a career in print, radio and television based entirely on the belief that The Exorcist is the greatest movie ever made, and that the Pirates of the Caribbean films should be buried in a very deep hole where they can never bother anyone ever again.
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‘Oh I used to be disgusted, now I try to be amused …’

Elvis Costello,
‘(The Angels Wanna Wear My) Red Shoes’
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This book is dedicated to the memory of Arnold P. Hinchliffe and Perry Keenlyside


PROLOGUE
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We were somewhere near Lookout Mountain, on the outskirts of LA, when Werner Herzog’s trousers exploded.

It was a small explosion, admittedly, as if a firecracker had gone off in his pocket. But it was an explosion nonetheless, and in an area where unexpected bangs are to be treated with suspicion, if not outright alarm.

Herzog had been shot – that much was clear – and was even now bleeding quietly into his boxer shorts as a tiny plume of smoke drifted photogenically from his pelvic region and into the evening air of LA. And as we stood there, the bold Bavarian with a bullet in his groin and the befuddled British film critic with ridiculous hair from Barnet, I wondered exactly the same thing that anyone else would have wondered in similar circumstances …

‘If this were a TV Movie of the Week, who would play me?’

I’d like the answer to be Richard Gere, although physically the front-runner is clearly Jesse Birdsall, on whose behalf I have been merrily accepting compliments about my sterling work in ‘that Spanish soap series’ for years. Apparently Birdsall and I are all but physically indistinguishable to the public at large, and I’ve simply given up trying to tell people that I’m not him (I’ve even signed autographs ‘with best wishes from Jesse’ to those who won’t take no for an answer). Sometimes I wonder whether this is a two-way street, and whether Mr Birdsall has ever been thumped for writing a rotten review of Blue Velvet or punched on the arm for dubbing Keira Knightley ‘Ikea Knightley’ in honour of her on-screen teakiness. If so, I apologise. And Jesse, if you’re reading this, everyone really loved you in Eldorado and there’s a genuine sense of outrage out there that the series was cancelled. Believe me, I know – I’ve experienced the love first-hand.

But looks aren’t everything (did ‘Sir’ Anthony Hopkins look anything like Nixon? Was Kevin Spacey a dead ringer for Bobby Darin?) and since we’re in the realms of fantasy here I think I should get to choose whoever I like to play me.

And I choose Jason Isaacs.

Hello to Jason Isaacs.

In case you don’t know (in which case shame on you) Jason Isaacs is just about my favourite actor in the whole gosh-darned world. He’s done everything from gritty TV dramas to rom-coms, war flicks, fantasy films and sci-fi blockbusters. To some of you he’ll be best known as the fiendish Lucius Malfoy from the Harry Potter films, but to me he is (in the words of David Bowie) chameleon, comedian, Corinthian and caricature.

More importantly, he is also the person whom I most wanted to be as a child. You see, Jason and I were at school together, in the same class, although we never really spoke or even acknowledged each other’s existence. I thought he was incredibly cool and aloof, being one of the first people at school to own a skateboard (a Fibreflex with Gullwing trucks and lime green Kryptonic wheels) and the very first to swear out loud in an English class (‘Who made the bloody sandwiches?’). But it turns out that the real reason Jason never spoke to anyone was that he was just like me: isolated and alone, insecure and essentially out of place – albeit infinitely more handsome. If truth be told I think I had a sort of schoolboy crush on Jason Isaacs, and I’ve never really got over it. And if I get to choose who plays me in the movie of my life, then it’s Jason all the way – he knows the background, he’s done the research, and he would look really good with a quiff.

So, the lead role in The Mark Kermode Story (we’ll need to come up with a better title – Easy Writer perhaps, or The Man Who Watched The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance) goes to Jason, with John Malkovich co-starring as Werner Herzog (same shaped head and hair, and I’m pretty sure Malkovich could ‘do’ Bavarian). Then, in the other assorted supporting roles I’ll have Toby Jones as David Lynch (I’ve heard his impression, and it’s really quite unusual), Samantha Morton as Linda Blair (because she’s tough and smart and great in pretty much everything) and David Morrissey as Noddy Holder (he’s got stature, plus he had good sideburns in Stoned, plus plus he was really funny in Basic Instinct 2 for which I retain a foolish fondness). The role of my long-suffering partner in crime Linda Ruth Williams will be filled by four-time Academy Award nominee Julianne Moore who will have to work pretty damned hard to look unimpressed by all the zany scrapes into which Mr Isaacs will get himself. The Queen will play Dame Helen Mirren, obviously; Charles Hawtrey will play radio’s very own Simon Mayo (his choice, not mine); Ian Hislop will play my great friend Nigel Floyd (not physically similar, but a perfect match in attitude and mannerisms); and Ken Russell will play himself (I’ve already asked him and he’s said yes, as long as it’s only in my head). Finally, Udo Kier will essay the key role of mad Ukrainian chauffeur ‘Mr Nyet’, having been cast entirely on the strength of that scene in Flesh for Frankenstein wherein he pulls the pulsating innards from a cadaver’s chest, holds them out toward the audience (in 3-D!) and utters my favourite line from a movie ever: ‘To know death, Otto, you have to fuck life … in ze gall bladder!’

That’s my dream cast. I know it sounds starry (getting Her Maj involved might prove tricky, particularly as I am a declared republican) but these days everyone is doing TV Movies of the Week. They’ve become completely respectable, as has the phrase with which they invariably open: ‘inspired by real events’.

I love that phrase. ‘Inspired by real events’. As opposed to what, exactly? ‘Uninspired by real events’? Or ‘inspired by unreal events’? Both seem equally applicable in my case, and both are on a philosophical par with Woody Allen’s timeless maxim that ‘Life doesn’t imitate art, it imitates bad television’.

A key piece of ‘bad television’ which hangs like a cloud over this memoir is The Karen Carpenter Story, a spectacular piece of reductionist hackery in which the heroine’s dawning anorexia is flagged up by a creeping close-up on leading lady Cynthia Gibb’s face as she reads a review in Billboard magazine containing the phrase ‘chubby sister’. One evening, several years ago, I found myself in a West End pub with the journalist and writer Jon Ronson, and after several pints of the old Johnny-Knock-Me-Down our conversation turned to that wince-inducing moment in The Karen Carpenter Story. Crucially, Jon had slightly misremembered the scene (another key element of this book will be misremembered movies) and in his mind, Cynthia/Karen had looked up from the paper and said perplexedly to herself: ‘Chubby? Hmmm …’.

In the drunken haze that followed, Jon and I agreed to make a TV programme entitled Chubby? Hmmm … which would bring together all those terrible moments in ‘real life’ movies in which the famous subjects are seen doing for the first time the thing for which they would ultimately become famous – scenes like Kyle MacLachlan pretending to dream up the keyboard line from ‘Light My Fire’ in Oliver Stone’s The Doors (tag line: ‘No one Here Gets Out Awake’) or that bit in The Buddy Holly Story where the boys realise that ‘If you knew Cindy Lou …’ didn’t sound quite right.

Jon and I never made the programme, but the phrase ‘Chubby? Hmmm …’ has stayed with me ever since, and has become shorthand for all that is deeply rubbish about stories which purport to be ‘inspired by real events’.

This book, which has about as much relationship to the ‘truth’ as The Karen Carpenter Story, is packed with ‘Chubby? Hmmm …’ moments, and I invite you now to shake your head, roll your eyes, and bang your fists against your head in horror whenever they arise. But arise they will, because that’s the nature of the beast, and if it was good enough for Karen Carpenter and Buddy Holly, then frankly it’s good enough for me.

What you’re going to get in the following pages is a version of my life which has been written and directed by me, and on which I have acted as editor, cinematographer, consultant, composer and executive producer. The last few titles in that list are particularly important because they are the roles with which Richard Carpenter was credited on The Karen Carpenter Story but that still didn’t stop him from reportedly disowning the movie several years later, claiming that several key scenes were bunkum, and declaring that he regretted being involved with the whole venture in the first place. I may well do the same thing – not because what I’m about to tell you is a bunch of lies (although it may be just that) but because my version of ‘reality’ has been so skewed by the conventions of narrative cinema that I am honestly unable to tell which part of any particular story I am telling is ‘true’ and which part is expedient invention cooked up to get the damn movie to work. In the vernacular of screenwriters, my life story is absolutely full of pink pages and it’s impossible to tell the original script from all the rewrites and reshoots.

It doesn’t help that I also have a shockingly bad memory, am given to exaggeration (if not outright fabrication), and generally regard almost everything as ‘only a movie’. You know that scene in the docudrama United 93 when someone has to explain to air traffic control that the inconceivable scenario unfolding before them is happening in the ‘real world’ rather than in some parallel fantasy universe? Well, that’s how I feel most of the time.

Worse still, I have a tin ear for dialogue. I have often criticised Quentin Tarantino for being utterly unable to get inside the head of any character other than himself, with the result that everyone in a Tarantino film speaks like Quentin bloody Tarantino. Doesn’t matter whether they’re old or young, male or female, black or white, human or alien – all his characters sound like that nerdy guy from the independent video store down the street whose insights are entertaining for the first few weeks, but whose persistent yabbering finally sends you scurrying off to the anonymous ignorance of Blockbuster. The sole exception to this rule is Jackie Brown, the one Tarantino movie which is based on a literary source (Elmore Leonard’s Rum Punch) whose writer seems to have listened to voices other than his own, and who thinks that a woman is more than just a guy without a dick. Significantly, Jackie Brown was a comparative box-office flop and its financial failure sent Quentin scurrying back to the infantile fan-boy claptrap of Kill Bill and its ilk. More’s the pity.

Like all critics, however, I habitually slag others off for failing to do things which I clearly could not do myself. In the case of Quentin’s solipsistic dialogue I am a worse offender than he has ever been, and you will notice that everyone in this book not only talks like me but, more often than not, like someone doing a very bad impression of me. I apologise for this in advance – particularly if you are one of the ‘real’ people into whose (fictional) mouths I have placed my second-rate B-movie dialogue. Please be assured that if it were in my power to make you sound more like you I would have done so.

But it isn’t.

And I can’t.

So I haven’t.

Sorry.

And while we’re in self-deprecating mode, let me take this opportunity to make it quite clear to any film-maker whose work I have criticised that no, I couldn’t make a film, not even if my life depended on it. To twist the words of F. Scott Fitzgerald (something else I do quite a lot in this book) film-makers are different from you and me and, let’s be honest, they do something that you or I could never dream of doing. Despite my reputation for lambasting movies with a passion which borders upon psychosis I remain genuinely stunned that anyone can ever get a film – any film – made at all. I’ve been on movie sets where I’ve witnessed the corpulent chaos of film-making first-hand and the sheer logistics of making sure everything doesn’t go belly up on day one are mind-boggling. Someone once said that a movie in production is like a ship teetering on the brink of mutiny, and once the ship has set sail the director’s job is not to conjure a groundbreaking work of art but simply to bring the whole thing safely into dock without the loss of a) lives and b) more importantly, money.

I remember novelist-turned-director Clive Barker describing his first day filming the ripping British horror movie Hellraiser, walking out on to the set to find everyone waiting for instructions on how to proceed. ‘OK,’ said Clive to the assembled masses, ‘so … what do we do now?’ At which point, he realised that he was the only person in the room who was not allowed to ask that question.

And it’s not just Barker who has encountered such moments. Apparently Orson Welles’ first day directing Citizen Kane was a disaster because the stage and radio graduate simply had no idea about the ‘rules’ of moviemaking. According to popular mythology, after a morning of fudging and fumbling, Welles was taken aside by battle-hardened cinematographer Gregg Toland who offered to explain to him how moviemaking worked. This he did by showing him a print of John Ford’s die-hard Western Stagecoach, which he used to demonstrate such elementary principles as ‘not crossing the line’; the cavalry are attacking from the left, therefore the Indians enter from the right, and so on. The next day Welles went back to work on the film that would effectively redefine the semantics of modern movie grammar, breaking rules as he saw fit (as, indeed, had Ford) to create what some consider to be the greatest movie ever made. But in order to break those rules, he first had to learn them, which he did with preternatural dexterity.

If Toland had explained those rules to you or me, and we had attempted to break them, we would have made Howard the Duck.

Like I said, film-makers are not like you and me.

Unless you are a film-maker.

In which case they are. Obviously.

So, to recap, what you’re about to get is in effect the literary equivalent of The Karen Carpenter Story, as written by Quentin Tarantino’s thick-eared sibling, and directed by a film critic who, by his own admission, wouldn’t know how to direct traffic. It is ‘inspired by real events’ and therefore essentially untrue from start to finish. It is also executive-produced by its own subject, and in the manner of all ‘authorised’ biopics will also be self-serving, hagiographic, and deeply narcissistic.

How’s that for a poster quote?

So, ladies and gentlemen, it remains only for me to remind you to switch of your mobile phones, take your knees out of the back of my chair, stop eating any noisy food, and basically shut the Sam Hill up as we dim the lights for …

‘Our Feature Presentation’
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Chapter 1

‘COME AWAY, OH HUMAN CHILD …’
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IN MY YOUNGER and more vulnerable years my father gave me some advice that I’ve been studiously ignoring ever since.

‘Learn to speak properly,’ he told me, ‘and stop watching all those films.’

Having made a profession out of speaking improperly about films, I imagine that I must be a great disappointment to him. But hey, at least I didn’t become a transvestite pop star which I frequently (and, it transpired, hollowly) threatened to do, so there was some cause for paternal rejoicing after all.

As early as I can remember, my life was defined by movies. I recall my childhood not as a succession of birthday parties, bruised knees and short-trousered playground scuffles but as a glorious parade of films – their posters, trailers and certificates; where I saw them; who I saw them with (usually no one); even which seat I was sitting in and how good the view was.

This last point is particularly important. From childhood to dotage I have always needed to see every inch of the screen and cannot bear even the smallest obscuring of the picture by heads, curtains or inadequately maintained projection lenses. When I see a movie, now matter how rotten it may be, I want to see it the way it was meant to look without interruptions, visual or aural, and on this issue I know no moderation. So, for example, if you ask me about Silent Running, which is probably my favourite sci-fi movie of all time, I can tell you that I first saw it in June 1972 in London’s Baker Street with my school friend Mark Furst whose father (a famous conductor) took us for a treat on a Wednesday night. On arrival at the cinema, Mark and I surveyed the poster (of which I now own several signed copies) depicting Bruce Dern and a Drone robot planting a flower in an outer-space geodesic dome. We gawped at the poster, grinned at each other with glee, and did that early seventies playground hand-slap that was the forerunner of the now corporately institutionalised ‘high five’. Inside, we sat on the left-hand side of the auditorium, about ten rows from the front with me on the aisle seat (another early obsession – I don’t do ‘trapped’ seating) yet despite the vast Cinerama-style curved screen my view of the picture was troubled by the unreasonably big hair of the wide-lapelled gentleman in front of me. This would not do, and I had to lean right out into the aisle to remove the Mungo Jerry lookalike’s presence from my line of sight – a position I remember maintaining for the duration of the movie. Now, whenever I think about Silent Running (which is quite often), I get a tweaking sensation in the back of my neck, as if my body were physically remembering the circumstances of seeing the film for the first time.

For the record, the supporting feature on the programme that night was a documentary about stuntmen which started with a ground-level shot of a man and woman running along some tarmac with fudgy greenery in the foreground which moved in and out of focus in that now nostalgic zoom lens fashion. I remember this exactly because it was during this shot that I did the physical maths to figure out just how far I had to lean in order to avoid Mr Jerry and his hair without falling out of the chair.

Oh, and the movie was really great, and made me cry.

Part of its tear-jerking charm was an unabashed and thoroughly unfashionable sentimentality, heightened by Peter Schickele’s glistening score and a couple of heartbreakingly hippy-dippy future-folk songs earnestly warbled by Joan Baez. Decades later, I had the bewildering experience of sharing a small BBC studio with Joan Baez, who popped up on Radio Four’s long-running arts programme Kaleidoscope in the mid-nineties to perform a couple of feather-throated acoustic numbers. I had arrived late to review some utterly forgettable film and, having no idea that Ms Baez would be there, was left in speechless palpitations by her radiant presence. As a teenager, I’d spent a vast amount of money ordering a Japanese import soundtrack album of Silent Running, the much-loved vinyl of which I had polished and treasured like a religious relic. And now here she was, in the flesh – the lungs, the lips, the larynx which had given birth to ‘Rejoice in the Sun’, the voice of God singing to me through the celluloid.

While we were on-air I struggled to contain my excitement, but the minute the show was finished and microphones were closed I virtually threw myself at her feet, to her astonishment and alarm.

‘I’m really sorry, Ms Baez,’ I blurted pathetically, ‘but I just have to tell you that I absolutely love love love love love … Silent Running.’

She looked at me, blankly.

‘Silent what?’

‘Silent Running. You know … Silent Running. The seventies sci-fi film. Bruce Dern and the walking dustbins. Geodesic domes. Eco-warriors in space.’

A hint of recognition flitted briefly across her face.

‘And you,’ I continued. ‘You doing the theme song. You know, “Fields of children running wild, in the sun, tra la la la”. Obviously it sounds stupid when I do it, but when you did it, it was wonderful …’

She screwed up her face a bit, and raised her eyebrows.

‘Yeah,’ she said, uncertainly. ‘Yeah. I remember it. I think. Silent Running? Yeah, I got it …’

‘Oh thank heavens … I was starting to think I was going mad.’

She paused.

‘I remember the song,’ she mused. ‘Never saw the film.’ She gave me a breezy smile. ‘Any good?’

Such is the nature of songs and cinema; it’s the ones you forget that everyone else remembers – and vice versa. And, like Linda Blair in Exorcist II: The Heretic, I remember everything – or at least, I think I remember it …

Let me explain.

It has often been argued that cinema has such a profound effect upon the viewer because it substantially mirrors the function of memory. When we look at the world we allegedly observe a linear narrative assembled with invisible old-fashioned Hollywood continuity editing rather than nouvelle vague European fast-forwards, flashbacks and jump cuts from one scene to the next. We are literally stuck in the moment, watching the uncut rushes, as it were, with life unspooling before us in real/reel time.

If this is indeed the case (and Buddhists who aspire to ‘living in the now’ would insist that it most definitely is not) we should be surprised that the montage of moving images which cinema has been serving up for over a century is not more baffling – a time-and-space-travelling mosaic in which our POV flits from one place and time to the next in an instant. Why does edited film, with its increasingly kinetic barrage of cubist visual information, seem so natural, so ordinary, so familiar? Billy Pilgrim, the hero of Kurt Vonnegut’s novel Slaughterhouse 5, may have become famously ‘unstuck in time’ but the rest of us have no such luck. In our day jobs we are neither Time Lords nor gods blessed with omniscient all-seeing eyes. So how come we ‘get’ cinema at all?

One answer is that the Buddhists were right all along, and ‘living in the now’ actually takes several lifetimes of practice. Another (related) explanation may be that the act of watching movies somehow replicates the peculiar card-shuffling experience of memory – that we remember events in a manner strikingly similar to the way a movie constructs a story on celluloid. It’s as if our memory was some kind of Freudian auteur, and each of us has their own jodhpur-clad Erich von Stroheim striding around in their frontal lobes, conjuring widescreen epics from the raw footage of our day-to-day experience. When we remember things, or when we dream about them, we are in effect sitting in our own private screening room, watching an egotistical director’s cut of life as only we have known and lived it. As David Lynch tells us in Twin Peaks: Fire Walk With Me, ‘We live inside a dream’. And we dream inside a movie.

This may sound like hooey to you (go talk to the Buddhists and see if they can do any better) but it makes perfect sense to me and since I am to all intents and purposes the auteur of this book and the director of this ‘real life’ Movie of the Week, you’d better get used to it. There’ll be no test screenings nor audience feedback cards from here on in, OK? This is my movie and I get final cut – like Michael Cimino on Heaven’s Gate, only with more jokes and less roller-skating. And in my film, memories and movies are all but indistinguishable. So when I say that something actually happened, it may well be that it only happened in the rancid, popcorn-filled drive-in cinema that is my head. But that doesn’t mean it isn’t ‘real’ – merely that, to me, it is all ‘only a movie’.

The problem, as I have discovered, is that movies, like memories, are malleable and frequently exist in several different cuts. Just as Francis Ford Coppola can’t stop fiddling with Apocalypse Now or Oliver Stone can always find another few hours of footage to jam into JFK we all seem to treat our personal back catalogue as a work in progress, to be restructured willy-nilly for each new performance. In my case, the situation is worsened by the fact that I appear to have a rogue editor running wild in my subconscious, randomly splicing scenes from one film into another with peculiarly anarchic results.

Let me give you an example.

When I was eleven, I saw a trailer for Battle for the Planet of the Apes, the last in the ongoing simian saga which would come to play an unhealthily large part in my psychological development. Indeed, I would argue that the seeds of the adolescent Marxist/Leninist leanings which I displayed in the mid-eighties were actually sown in the early seventies during a double bill of Beneath the Planet of the Apes and Conquest of the Planet of the Apes at the ABC Turnpike Lane. To the casual viewer, these films may seem to be dopey anthropomorphic fantasies with men in monkey-masks doing a sort of grown-up version of those PG Tips tea commercials in which chimpanzees in bowler hats attempt to move a piano up a flight of stairs (‘Dad, do you know the piano’s on my foot?’ ‘You hum it, son, I’ll play it. Ha ha ha ha!’). Yet to the cognoscenti they are astutely sketched political parables, with Beneath offering a stern lecture upon the nuclear madness of ‘Mutually Assured Destruction’ (mutant humans worshipping the ‘Father, Son and Holy Bomb’) and Conquest littering its city-burning Spartacist rebellion with Black Power salutes and bold proto-leftie rights-for-all rhetoric.

Nowadays, I could pretty much recite the plots of all five Apes movies (plus the flawed 2001 Tim Burton ‘update’) and most of the spin-off TV show episodes at a moment’s notice (don’t push me, because I will ). But back in 1974 I had never seen an Apes film, and I was utterly transfixed and baffled by the trailer for Battle. Two things I remember very clearly – the first was imploring my mum to take me to the Hendon Odeon to see Battle on a scorching hot summer’s afternoon which she insisted would be much better spent at the lido in East Finchley. Regrettably, the film’s A certificate required the accompaniment of a parent so there was no chance of her dropping me off at the cinema while taking my sister and brother for a refreshing dip. If I was going to the cinema, we were all going to the cinema – which (it was ‘unanimously’ decided) we weren’t.

The second thing I remember with crystal clarity is a scene from that trailer in which a female ape, played by Kim Hunter under a mountain of prosthetic appliances, stared sadly into the middle distance and said with great poignancy, ‘The poor man … he tries to love me.’ This scene, with its strange transgenic longing, made a particularly strong impression on my prepubescent psyche, and even today I can hear that line delivered with a conviction which would shame Meryl Streep.

Imagine my disappointment therefore when, in the full flush of teenage independence, I finally got to see Battle for the Planet of the Apes on a rerun double bill at the Barnet Odeon and discovered that that scene wasn’t in it. For a while I assumed that (as so often happens) it was an early out-take which had been used for publicity purposes but had hit the floor during the final editing of the film. A shame, but there you go. Yet I struggled to imagine where such a scene could have fitted into the film which I saw, and which contained precious little trace of the charged romantic entanglements implied in that trailer which I remembered so well.

Several years later, I found myself watching Bob Fosse’s Cabaret and was shocked to hear Liza Minnelli deliver the line ‘The poor man … he tries to love me’ in exactly the same manner as Kim Hunter, only with far less facial hair, obviously. I was utterly befuddled; what the hell was an out-take line from Battle for the Planet of the Apes doing being quoted in an Oscar-winning musical about naughty Nazis in the thirties?

The answer, of course, was that had I seen trailers for Cabaret and Battle back to back and my over-fried imagination had somehow spliced them together to create its very own mental movie mash-up in which a talkative ape spoke with the voice of Sally Bowles. The scene never existed in the ‘real’ world, but in the movie house of my memory it was playing five times a day to a packed house of me.

I am not alone in this kind of confusion. As recently as 2008 I managed to persuade Bill Forsyth (director of Local Hero, my second- or third-favourite movie of all time) to accompany me to Pennan, the tiny Scottish village where he had shot much of his magical, melancholy masterpiece. Forsyth is famously reticent about watching his own movies (Woody Allen described the experience as being like a chef eating one of his own meals and tasting only ‘too much basil’) and generally spurns any opportunity to be nostalgic about his back catalogue. But after much cajoling he agreed to come to Pennan to film an item for BBC2’s The Culture Show about the reopening of the village hall which had been destroyed by a mudslide during particularly harsh rainfall. The idea was that we would gather together people who remembered the production of Local Hero¸ and we’d put on a gala screening of the movie with Forsyth in attendance. The ceilidh band who appeared in the movie, the Acetones, also agreed to play a few tunes, and I insisted on being allowed to murder Mark Knopfler’s haunting ‘Theme from Local Hero’ on bagpipes on the beach as the sun went down – an idea which was initially resisted for reasons which I never fully understood …

Anyway, somehow the whole event came together and culminated in a dream-come-true evening in which I sat at the back of a packed hall in Pennan and watched the strange wonderment of Local Hero unfold with an increasingly emotional Forsyth by my side. Despite having watched it fifty or sixty times the movie never fails to move me, and as it played out on that starry autumn night I was once again enraptured by its dark and timeless spell. Some people think of it as charming, heart-warming fare but there’s something much more moody and subversive which causes it to break my heart – a quality which Forsyth perfectly encapsulated when he described Local Hero as ‘a cross between Brigadoon and Apocalypse Now’.

But as we sat there, with me wondering whether life could actually get any better than this, Bill suddenly leaned across and whispered in a not very sotto voce: ‘This isn’t the movie.’

‘What?’ I replied, baffled.

‘This isn’t the movie,’ he said again. ‘This is some TV version of the movie.’

I didn’t understand what he meant. I looked up at the screen, wondering whether it was being projected in the wrong ratio (square, rather than oblong) but no; there was Local Hero in all its rectangular cinematic glory.

‘What do you mean it’s “some TV version”?’ I asked.

‘Well, there’s loads of stuff missing,’ said Bill.

‘Stuff missing? What stuff?’

‘Well like just then, when they stopped the car because it was too foggy to drive. There’s a whole conversation that’s been cut out – an entire scene.’

I thought about this for a moment. I’d been watching the movie very closely and I was pretty damn sure we hadn’t skipped even a single word. Yet Bill was flustered, sure that something was wrong.

‘Which scene do you mean?’ I asked, adding gently that, ‘I haven’t noticed any cuts.’

Bill took a deep breath, as if readying himself to enact the missing scene right there and then.

Then he stopped. Deflated. Wrong-footed. Unsure.

‘I think,’ he said, as much to himself as to me, ‘that I’m remembering the script rather than the film.’

He turned and smiled at me.

‘I think,’ he went on, ‘that I cut the scene out myself. In the editing. I can’t quite remember. I thought I’d left it in. But it was so long ago, and now I’m not sure.’

‘Well I’ve seen this film loads of times,’ I assured him, ‘and honestly, what’s up there on the screen is the film that’s been out there in the world for the past twenty-five years.’

‘Ahh yes,’ said Bill sagely. ‘“The film that’s been out there in the world.” I’m not so familiar with that. I just know the film that’s been inside my head.’

Exactly!

I wanted to hug him.

But I resisted, and sat quietly in my seat, dreaming of the film inside Bill Forsyth’s head …

The film that has been playing inside my head for the last forty years is Krakatoa: East of Java, an old-fashioned action spectacular from 1969 which boasted Thunderbirds-style special effects, later enhanced by the stomach-rumbling power of ‘Feelarama’. Today the film is perhaps best known for its geographically challenged title, for (as any fule kno) Krakatoa is actually due west of Java – duh! But for me, Krakatoa: East of Java retains a special place in my heart for containing the first scene I can actually remember seeing in a movie house – the Crescent, Douglas, Isle of Man. Oh, I know there was lots of stuff with ships and air balloons and exploding volcanoes – largely because most of those crowd-pleasing highlights were depicted on the poster, and very probably in the trailers. But I can’t remember watching them – only being aware that I had seen them after the fact, and in the abstract.

Strangely, the only scene that I can actually remember watching – that I can replay in what Tropic Thunder’s ‘Simple Jack’ calls ‘mah head movies’ – is a sequence which appears to have nothing to do with fiery mountains or thundering ships, the very elements which would doubtless have appealed to an enthralled six-year-old boy making an early foray into a picture palace.

Steven Spielberg once told me that he was crushingly disappointed when taken to see the movie The Greatest Show on Earth as a kid to discover that, despite the posters, it wasn’t a ‘real’ circus at all – merely an image projected on to a flat screen behind a tatty velveteen curtain. Yet when that curtain drew back, and giant phantasmagorial moving pictures started dancing before his eyes, he was transfixed, not least by the spectacular train wreck which was the movie’s hi-tech action highlight. I’m pretty certain that my reaction to Krakatoa would have been identical, but while Spielberg can still describe in detail the delicious terror of watching that train roll and plunge toward metal-grinding catastrophe, I can summon no such recollections of witnessing molten lava spew forth from a volcano while airships dangled perilously in mid-air. In fact, if you wait there a moment, I’ll just pop over to YouTube, where someone has almost certainly uploaded the most memorable moments of Krakatoa (illegal, but useful) and see if they ring any bells. Won’t be a moment … Righto, I’m back. You still there? Good. Sorry to have kept you waiting but it was worth it because, as I suspected, all the key scenes were indeed there (volcanoes, boats, waves, etc.) along with a trailer which reprised the most action-packed moments and I honestly can’t remember seeing any of them before.

What I do remember, with the certainty of Noah deciding that umbrella stocks were going up, is this: a wounded, handsome man, is lying in his sickbed, unable to move (I think his leg has been damaged) but with his cavalier spirit clearly intact. In my mind he has a moustache, but that may well be wishful thinking; I have never been able to grow proper facial hair, and am therefore unreasonably impressed by anyone who can.

Anyway, the man is somehow incapacitated and is being tended to by a woman in a russet dress with reddish hair piled high upon her head. There is some kind of repressed playful tension between these two characters: he is roguish; she is demure; they are discreetly flirty. At some point she turns to walk away from him, moving from screen left to right, his head being at the far left of the picture, the camera at a low angle from the side of his bed. As she moves away, he reaches and slyly catches hold of the end of a piece of stringy lace which criss-crosses the back of her dress like a corset. She walks a couple of paces until the lace pulls tight, and then she turns to look back at him, with a knowing expression on her face. And then …

And then?

Who knows?

Does pulling the piece of lace (or string) make the dress fall off? I think not, certainly not in a U-certificate feature which had been passed as fun for all the family. In fact, surely pulling the lace would merely make it more secure, so that the woman’s clothing would become even more impregnable than before? The scene could hardly be described as ‘racy’, even by the comparatively prudish standards of 1969. And yet it sticks in my mind in a manner which is so clearly primal and protean that I am almost embarrassed to have to write it down like this. I’m certain that anyone with a GCSE pass in elementary psychoanalysis could write a long and lurid essay on the significance of that moment in the evolution of my personality, doubtless concluding that I have grown into an S&M fetishist with a weakness for restraining straps and a side order of cross-dressing to go. But what’s more significant than any evidence of traumatic erotic displacement is the fact that I’m not even certain that this scene was in the film at all. Like that whole Kim Hunter/Liza Minnelli mix-up, I may well be dealing cards from the bottom of my mental deck, merrily shuffling scenes from one film into another and then preserving them forever in the aspic of my unreliable memory. As I mentioned earlier, there’s a psychotic editor on the loose in my head, creating their very own Cinema Paradiso – or, in my case, Cinema Inferno.

There’s only one way to sift the fact from the fiction: I’m going to have to sit down and watch Krakatoa: East of Java again, for only the second time in forty years.

But not right now.

For now, let’s move on to the other key moments of merry hell which constitute my earliest movie-going memories.

When I was a child, film programmes changed not on Fridays (as is now the case) but on Sundays, which meant that even in a one-screen cinema it was possible to see two different films on a weekend – four, if you counted the supporting features. Growing up in Finchley Central, North London, I was in striking distance of several cinemas which represented the different distribution chains dominating the market in the early seventies. First and foremost there were the Odeons, two of which (Hendon and Temple Fortune) I could walk or cycle to within an hour. I could also catch a number 26 bus to both, but to do so would wipe out the pocket money which I was holding back for sweets, so I tended to go for the self-steam option. Further afield there were the ABC and Ionic cinemas in Golders Green, the Classic in Hendon (which oddly was nowhere near the Hendon Odeon), the Gaumont in North Finchley, and the Everyman in Hampstead. And then, of course, there was the Rex, latterly reborn as the Phoenix East Finchley, which remains the single most significant cinema in my development as a bona fide cinema obsessive. In moments of weakness I dream of dying and having my ashes scattered down the left-hand aisle of the Phoenix, marking the pathway from the door to the seat where I would sit religiously (ten rows from the front, aisle only, thank you very much) watching the late-night double bills which first introduced me to the work of David Lynch, David Cronenberg, George A. Romero, John Waters, Alejandro Jodorowsky, Ken Russell et al. It was here that I learned to be a film critic, but it was in the Odeons and ABCs that I gorged myself on the mainstream trash which I still love to this day.

For example, it was at the Odeon Hendon that I first saw Brannigan in which John Wayne played an artificially tonsured Yankee cop who comes to London to take on England’s crooks ‘Chicago-style’. The poster featured Wayne and his toupee brandishing a large gun in the foreground, while in the background a car leaped over a perilous gap between the tarmac jaws of the iconic Tower Bridge. It was also here that I saw Juggernaut, in which Shakespearean hellraiser Richard Harris downshifted as a bomb-disposal expert pitting his wits against the titular villain (‘Oh you’re a good man Juggernaut, but so am I!’) who had laced an ocean liner with high explosives which threatened to blow Roy Kinnear right off the poop deck. And, most importantly, it was here that I first saw Slade in Flame, an unexpectedly grim gem starring everyone’s favourite glam-rock stompers which I have since declared to be ‘the Citizen Kane of British Pop Movies’.

This is no idle claim. Despite starting life as a goofy sub-Beatles knock-off, Slade in Flame really was surprisingly confrontational fare. Even the name was provocative, flickering with the promise of Britain’s favourite pop act on fire with success, whilst ominously suggesting some sideburn-singeing, crash-and-burn conflagration. The official title may have been merely Flame, but that ‘Slade in …’ prefix was emblazoned on all the posters, and fizzled across the screen during the film’s molten opening credits. Scenes of the band in white suits with projected infernos licking away at their lapels added to the sense of sacrifice, with Noddy, Dave, Jim and Don lit up on stage like some Wicker Man-style funeral pyre.

According to legend, Slade in Flame was originally envisaged as a sci-fi pastiche entitled The Quite A Mess Experiment (‘Quatermass Experiment’ – geddit?) which featured Noddy as the eccentric professor, and had Dave Hill killed by a triffid in the first fifteen minutes. Somehow this mutated into a more down-to-earth story about ‘the reality, rather than the myth’ of superstardom in the sixties and seventies. Director Richard Loncraine and screenwriter Andrew Birkin (brother of ‘ooh-aahing’ songstrel Jane) joined Slade on tour in America, using their adventures to fuel a down-and-dirty tale of bickering wannabe pop stars, snapped up by a soulless advertising magnate, and sold to the public as a pre-packaged product. (‘I’m not a bloody fish finger,’ complains Jim Lea in one memorably caustic moment).

Early drafts of the Flame script (bolstered by ‘additional dialogue’ from David Humphries) were sweary enough to earn an X-rating – a claim supported by John Pidgeon’s savagely readable novelisation of which I still own a battered paperback copy (signed by the author!). To secure a wider audience (i. e. kids like me), the film-makers reined in the language, but kept the rough-and-toughness of the action. In its finished A-rated cut, Flame retained its vicious streak, with the scumbags of the music business jointly personified by greyhound-racing manager-cum-thug Mr Harding (Johnny Shannon, still sizzling from Performance) and slimy salesman Mr Seymour (Tom Conti, in his first starring role). My favourite character was pub-circuit loser Jack Daniels, played by Alan Lake who had served prison time and who apparently researched his role with a liquid lunch which got him fired on his first day. After assurances that his spouse Diana Dors would police his sobriety for the rest of the shoot, Lake was reinstated and proceeded to earn his keep; a scene in which he is dragged semi-naked into a darkened street to have his toes smashed in with a shovel remains a wince-inducing highlight of Flame, closer to the hard-core nastiness of Get Carter than the food-fight fun of Never Too Young to Rock.

As for the band, they played the dark side of the rock ’n’ roll dream with a commitment which bordered upon the kamikaze. Holder and Lea provided the dramatic core, scrapping and squabbling their way from pubs and clubs to studios and stages, with fleeting glimpses of friendship and affection giving way to shouting matches and petty spats (a typical onstage exchange: ‘Will you shut up!’; ‘At least I was in tune!’). Don Powell was the sympathetic dork, the learning of his lines made harder by a car crash which had left him with amnesia. Dave Hill, meanwhile, played Flame’s knob of a guitarist Barry with a frighteningly relaxed naturalism, despite worrying that the movie might dispel the pop-star myth and thereby damage the band’s reputation.

The fact that the pubescent pop-pickers reacted so negatively to Slade in Flame in the early seventies merely increased its stature in my eyes, and I have been dutifully extolling its virtues ever since. In the nineties, when I was working at Radio One, I toured art cinemas around the country lecturing on the ‘Great British Pop Movie’ and showing Slade in Flame to audiences who were universally amazed by its downbeat miserablism. More recently, Slade have become the focus of reverential critical attention in magazines like Mojo, and I was thrilled to be asked to knock off a thousand words on the subject of what was so great about Flame when a special edition DVD of the movie was released in 2007. Most rewardingly, writer and broadcaster John Harris told me that when he had interviewed
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