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FOREWORD
A FEW WORDS ON WHY I LOVE DEN OF GEEK



BY MARK KERMODE


Some years ago, I wrote a book called Hatchet Job which was described (quite correctly) by one reviewer as the sound of someone “worrying out loud” about his profession.


Having started out in film journalism back in the 1980s, at a time when magazines were designed and edited with scalpels and spray-glue (rather than on laptops and desktops), I’d become somewhat anxious about the future of film criticism in an age when online content was rapidly superseding print journalism. Everywhere you looked, people were blithely declaring that old-school film criticism was dead, and the internet had killed it. In the age of Twitter and Facebook, did anyone really need (or want) the kind of specialist knowledge that once thrived in movie magazines?


As part of my research, I started subscribing to diverse movie websites, trying to find out what movie fans were getting from the internet that they weren’t getting from the printed word. I asked around about which sites people found to be the most reliable, the most useful, the most entertaining. Among the numerous responses, one name popped up over and over again: Den of Geek. As one respondent to my questions noted, “They’re pretty much the gold standard here in the UK. They take it seriously. But they’re funny with it…”


In the years since I first visited DoG, I have found this assessment to be absolutely on the money. Not only has the site supported and encouraged some of the best upcoming film writers on the net, it has also become a proud flag-waver for the kind of old-fashioned journalistic integrity that we are blithely assured no longer exists. With their winning blend of well-researched news and unashamedly nerdy humour (smart without ever being snide), DoG have built up an impressive readership; at the time of my writing and researching Hatchet Job in 2013–14, they were attracting nearly three million unique users per month, a figure that has doubtless grown since then.


Eschewing anonymous snark in favour of accountable wit, the DoG editors – under the leadership of the estimable Simon Brew – also adhere to a code of conduct that puts many of their printed contemporaries to shame. Championing “a sense of equality and community”, they have a healthy disdain for anything that smacks of clickbait, and an eagerness to seek out the alternative view. Their features (many examples of which you’ll find collected in this book) balance a delightful interest in obscure movie trivia with a prevailing desire to seek out the best, rather than the worst, in movies.


That sense of enthusiasm and positivity was evident when I invited Simon to join me as a guest at one of my regular onstage movie talks. I’d asked him to speak about online movie journalism in general – a broad remit, admittedly, but one about which I knew he could hold forth with passion. In fact, he turned up with a string of carefully chosen clips from Superman III, a film which is generally regarded (with some justification) as being quite terrible, but which Simon had decided to re-watch in the hope that he might find something of value lurking therein.


And somehow he did. Even when delighting the crowd by pointing out how utterly shoddy the entire production had been, and how little sense the movie made (not just scene-by-scene, but line-by-line), Simon still managed to inspire in the audience a desire to rush out and re-watch Superman III forthwith. His enthusiasm was infectious, his responses honest, his attention to detail frankly alarming. It was an irresistible combination, and the crowd responded with glee. In short, Simon was the star of the evening, and I became little more than a warm-up act.


That blend of surprising fact and quirky opinion runs throughout the DoG site, as does their enduring love of Jason Statham – another thing we have in common. As an unabashed devotee of The Stath, I was delighted to discover that DoG was similarly infatuated with the silver screen’s most entertainingly muscular presence. Debates about whether Hummingbird or Wild Card represents the zenith of Statham’s underrated oeuvre flourish at DoG, along with discussions of the iconic clifftop striptease sequence from the otherwise uneven Transporter 3. When Paul Feig’s satirical romp Spy proved to mainstream critics that The Stath had always had a wry awareness of his on-screen persona, DoG was one of the few outlets that could rightly claim to have got on board this particular train years ago, leaving other, more cumbersome publications playing catch-up.


When it comes to their reviews, DoG writers tend to strike an admirably uncynical balance between hoping for the best while being ready to call out the worst, always remembering that an enthusiasm for the medium should lie at the heart of criticism. From its news reports to its long-running “Geeks vs Loneliness” strand, DoG has fostered an air of collegiate co-operation which fans clearly appreciate.


As journalism moves increasingly from the printed word to online content, it’s encouraging that sites like DoG are thriving, reminding us that while the medium may have changed, the message (“good work will rise”) remains essentially the same. Back in 2000, the American site Film Threat (which began life as a printed fanzine) published its own “Acceptable Code of Behaviour”, which included such basic ground rules as a pledge not to review films until they are finished, and a rejection of anonymous content – rules that clearly distinguished it from less reputable sites. Writing about DoG’s editor in Hatchet Job 14 years later, I stated that “the fact that Brew has a name worth protecting is of course the key to his integrity, and indeed to good criticism”.


That’s a claim by which I stand, not just for Simon, but for DoG as a whole. The irony of this book being a rare foray into “dead tree” journalism is not lost on me, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t quietly reassured by the site’s desire to produce something substantial in print after all these years in cyberspace. But whether I read them on the page or on the internet, I’ll proudly wear the T-shirt as a die-hard DoG fan.
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AN INTRODUCTION


FROM SMALL INDIE FILMS TO BIG BLOCKBUSTERS, LITTLE DRAMAS TO MASSIVE SCI-FI EPICS, WE’RE ABOUT TO VENTURE ON A MOVIE GEEKDOM CRASH COURSE IN THE COMING PAGES. BUT WHERE DID IT ALL BEGIN?


There was a point, just a few months after the Den of Geek website came to life in 2007, that I got access to an analytics tool for the first time. My background is in print magazines, where you used to have to wait weeks to find out how many copies of your latest issue had sold, but this newfangled tool would tell me how many people had read our work the previous day! Within a day of publishing something, I’d have an idea as to whether we were on the right track, and whether people were reading it! It felt new. It felt exciting.


It was soul-destroying. The number on that screen is burned into my brain: 14 people, in one day – 12, if you discount myself and my mum. Several new articles had gone up on the site, but only 14 people had popped by to read them. It was a crossroads: do you battle on, and believe in what you’re doing? Or take advantage of the hostelry on the corner, and re-evaluate a few life goals? But then what would, say, Jason Statham do? The Stath would surely stay on and fight. And so did we.


As I’m writing this, the analytics tool lets me see how many people are on the site at the exact second I’m looking. I checked. Right now, as I write these words, there are 1,742 people browsing Den of Geek. On the eve of our tenth birthday, nearly nine million people a month are willing to give the site a try. There have been bumps along the road, there have been days where there’s been nowhere to hide. But, mostly, it’s been the adventure of my life.


Kevin Costner was instructed, in the outstanding Field of Dreams, that “if you build it, he will come”. Well, we did build it, to the point where we now have teams in both the UK and the US. We’re not sure if Costner himself came but many others did. In doing so, every one of those visitors proved that you don’t have to play negative to get people through the front door.


It’s all a bit humbling, not least because the ethos of what we did on the day those beloved 14 people turned up hasn’t markedly changed between then and now. The site was born out of a passion for films, television, books, games and generally nerdish stuff. But also it was our response to the fact that entertainment reporting and reviewing had an undercurrent of snark, of attacking people and of not giving sufficient love to the oeuvre of Jason Statham. Something, clearly, had to be done.


This book is just a flavour of what happened next. Over the past ten years, Den of Geek has run tens of thousands of articles, including a good dozen or so long reads every week. In this book you’ll find some of our favourites, rewritten and updated to take out old typos and to put new ones in. A lot of what you’re reading here is brand-new, and exclusive to this book, too.


If you like it, pop by and say hello to us at www.denofgeek.com. If you don’t? Pop in the Christopher Lambert sci-fi treat Fortress, and imagine giving us all random intestinations. Heck, even the cardboard sequel to that film is a hoot.


On behalf of myself, Ryan Lambie, Louisa Mellor, Mike Cecchini and Andrew Blair, whose words you are about to read, thank you. Join us in our printed festival of movie geekdom, while we help ourselves to a biscuit.
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SIMON BREW


@simonbrew







GEEKS VS LONELINESS


JUST WHILE WE’VE GOT YOU, ONE OTHER LITTLE THING WE’D LIKE TO CHAT ABOUT…


On 11 August 2014, as you probably know, the much-loved actor, comedian and human being Robin Williams took his own life. In the years that followed, more details have come to the fore, and it’s a sad, sad story. One of the factors in there is the depression that Williams had been battling throughout his life.


To try and find a positive in the midst of such a tragedy, Den of Geek launched Geeks Vs Loneliness, a weekly series that used the audience we’re lucky to have to talk about things that may be affecting some of us, or people we know. You can find the full archive here: www.denofgeek.com/geeks-vs-loneliness.


But for the purposes of right here, right now: if you’re in a tough place in your life, if you’re struggling, if you’re feeling lonely, even if something just doesn’t feel quite right, please talk to someone. A common theme throughout all of our articles is that things tend to only get better when you let things out, and tell another person. A family, a friend, a stranger on an internet comment board, a Samaritan: please, find a way to stop internalizing your pains, and let other human beings help you.


Life is inevitably a lot, lot more complicated than the above paragraph makes it sound. But please know there are people rooting for you, however lonely you feel, and however dark the world looks. Stay awesome, and thank you for reading.
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BRILLIANT OPENING CREDITS SEQUENCES IN MOVIES


Let’s start right at the beginning. Once the ads have played, the trailers are over and you’ve tutted at the person using a smartphone in front of you, a movie’s first chance to make an impact has traditionally been with its opening credits. But in recent times, there’s been a paucity of these, as films opt instead for an opening scene, slamming the name of the film on the screen, and getting on with the action.


“I think these things go in fashionable waves,” muses Richard Morrison, who has designed titles for the likes of Quadrophenia and Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street. “It’s just down to the director, it’s down to the script.” However, Morrison remains a staunch fan of the title sequence, noting that “when people are rustling around with popcorn, it’s quite good as an interlude to get them to have two minutes to realize the film is about to begin!”


It’s been left primarily to the likes of the James Bond films to keep the flag flying for exquisite title sequences in recent times (see The Spy Who Loved Me and Skyfall for excellent 007 examples), but there have been some other notable instances. You more than likely know classics such as Reservoir Dogs, Raging Bull, the “spaghetti westerns”, GoodFellas and suchlike. But do dig out a few of the following if you get the chance.
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THE ADVENTURES OF TINTIN (2011)


This isn’t a film that gets talked about much in the pantheon of Steven Spielberg movies, yet in the midst of it is a brilliant chase sequence, and the opening titles are a delight, with a silhouette of Tintin dancing through the list of names, giving you a bit of a bonus action sequence.
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GET OVER IT (2001)


The Kirsten Dunst-headlined teen movie Get Over It (loosely based on Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream) puts the song “Love Will Keep Us Together” to good use, as a young Ben Foster (who would go on to play Lance Armstrong in The Program) walks away from his newly ex-girlfriend’s home with his possessions in a cardboard box, while a dance number gradually comes together in the background.
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ALIEN (1979)


That old mantra that less is more has rarely been better proved than with the chilling opening to Ridley Scott’s original Alien film. As Jerry Goldsmith’s score gradually sinks its claws deep into your skin, the name of the film slowly appears. The 1986 sequel Aliens would repeat the trick, and Alien 3 (1992) has an opening that is brutally effective.
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LORD OF WAR (2005)


One of the more chilling modern openings to movies, for its sheer matter-of-factness. Nicolas Cage gives a quick to-camera introduction, before we follow the cold, clinical manufacturing of a bullet as it goes through a factory production line.
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LOCK, STOCK AND TWO SMOKING BARRELS (1998)


As the credits kick in, director Guy Ritchie wisely focuses the opening of Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels on Jason Statham – more to the point, Jason Statham selling tat on a market stall. One glare from the mighty Statham and all stock will surely be sold in double-quick time.
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SUPERMAN RETURNS (2006)


It was the surprise element of the opening titles for Bryan Singer’s belated Superman sequel Superman Returns that gave so many such joy when moviegoers filed in to see the film. Singer’s movie replicated the original title style from Superman and Superman II, and when you watch them you get a fresh appreciation of just how joyous the originals were. To see such titles done badly, meanwhile, dig out Superman IV: The Quest for Peace, in which they are sped up to the point of WTF.
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BARBARELLA (1968)


Well, you can’t say this one doesn’t attract attention. When the opening sequence of Barbarella kicks off, it looks like we’ve got the standard convention of a space dweller floating in zero gravity. But what we actually get is Jane Fonda deciding that clothes are somewhat of a luxury. Best not go searching for the clip on YouTube, though – someone’s bound to have a policy against that sort of thing.
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Jane Fonda in Barbarella. Saluting the fact that someone appears to have stolen her goldfish.
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DOCTOR STRANGELOVE OR: HOW I LEARNED TO STOP WORRYING AND LOVE THE BOMB (1964)


Stanley Kubrick’s funny, surgically precise black comedy about the Cold War is best known – rightly – as an acting tour de force for the late, great Peter Sellers. But give the credits another look if you get a chance. The film opens by aiming its sights at the newsreel reporting of the era, with soft, soothing music playing over imagery of planes flying off to drop bombs.
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THE NAKED GUN TRILOGY (1988, 1991, 1994)


Each of the three The Naked Gun films opens with a variant on the same title-sequence gag: that we’re following a police car with its light flashing, before said car takes, er, a few turns. By the end of the trilogy, the cop car in question has driven through a shower, gone through someone’s house and attacked the Death Star. This is all accompanied by Ira Newborn’s score, for which his aim was “get it as close to the 1950s’ M Squad theme tune as I could without plagiarizing it and getting sued”.
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THREE MEN AND A BABY (1987) AND THREE MEN AND A LITTLE LADY (1990)


The opening credits to Three Men and a Baby play against the backdrop of Miami Sound Machine’s “Bad Boy”. But the skill here is that the drawings and artwork of Steve Guttenberg’s character are setting the foundations of the three leads. You get Tom Selleck, Tom Selleck’s facial hair, Ted Danson and a host of, well, short-term female visitors to their apartment, too. The sequel, Three Men and a Little Lady, would repeat the trick.
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WATCHMEN (2009)


The Watchmen comic-book series was always deemed impossible to film, but that didn’t stop director Zack Snyder from choosing it as his follow-up to his smash hit 300. The resultant film varies according to which of the three available cuts you opt for, but there’s little question that he nails the feel of it in the excellent opening sequence.
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Watchmen: comfortably one of the most divisive comic book adaptations, but few quibble with its stunning opening.
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FLASHDANCE (1983)


Jennifer Beals goes for a bike ride. Irene Cara sings a song. And then the opening to the iconic 1980s box office hit Flashdance gets down to business. By the time the names of producers Jon Peters and Peter Guber are up on the screen, we’re into some serious welding action. It’s never looked better.
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CATCH ME IF YOU CAN (2002)


Steven Spielberg’s breezy caper – albeit one that runs to nearly 2½ hours – follows con artist Frank Abagnale Jr (played by Leonardo DiCaprio). It’s a whole lot of fun and the tone is very much set by a terrific, quirky animated sequence that quickly establishes the tone of the film. John Williams’s score is hugely underrated, too.
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HOW THE GIRL WITH THE DRAGON TATTOO HELPED DEADPOOL



Director David Fincher’s movies tend to include hugely arresting opening sequences. Take, for example, Panic Room’s wrapping of titles around architecture, and Seven’s demonstrating of things that come to prominence later on. But the urgent, visually stunning animation – the work of Tim Miller – that greets the opening of the English language take on The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (2011) is hugely unsettling from the off. David Fincher recalled that he told Miller, “You’re an animator, you’ve got eight weeks” and that he was looking for a “melange of nightmarish imagery”. Miller obliged. He also turned around the opening for Marvel’s 2013 film Thor: The Dark World on a tight deadline.


Unsurprisingly, 20th Century Fox was impressed. From 2011 onward, it had Miller in place as the director of the Deadpool feature, which it ummed and aahed about greenlighting. It took the leaking online of test footage that Miller had overseen to persuade Fox to give the go-ahead. Even then, Miller needed the skill and nimbleness he’d deployed in his earlier title sequences to bring Deadpool to the screen in 2016, on time and on budget.


COMEDIES WITH ANIMATED OPENING CREDITS SEQUENCES


In a trend kick-started in earnest by Blake Edwards’s The Pink Panther (1963) and its sequels, a small subset of comedies opted to open up with an animated sequence as the titles played. If you’re looking for a fun one, check out 1991’s hit comedy City Slickers (the film that finally won Shane star Jack Palance an Oscar), although the less seen Honeymoon in Vegas – a film that was repackaged when its plot similarities to Indecent Proposal became notable – is worth seeking out, too.


Mind you, for animated openings, the classic 1978 musical Grease really is hard to beat (right through to the gloopy appearance of the film’s title), as is the work of Terry Gilliam – Monty Python’s Life of Brian (1979) being a prime example.


THE CLASSICS


It’d be remiss not to namecheck some of the outright classics of the opening title sequence, so might we also recommend you try the following?





•   BATMAN (1989)


•   DO THE RIGHT THING (1989)


•   THE SHINING (1980)


•   STAR WARS (1977)


•   TO KILL A MOCKINGBIRD (1962)


•   TOUCH OF EVIL (1958) VERTIGO (1958)
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The subversive, hilarious opening of 2016’s Deadpool movie.
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THE THINGS THAT INSPIRE MOVIES


…
The genesis of a blockbuster movie may be in a posh Hollywood boardroom, but the ideas that flesh out a movie can come from all sorts of places. Here are but a few examples.


One of the better-known instances of this centres on the 1997 comedy In and Out, starring Kevin Kline: a story of a teacher, played by Kline, whose former student wins a top acting prize and accidentally reveals that Kline’s character is gay. It was a moment inspired by Tom Hanks’s acceptance speech at the 1994 Academy Awards, when he took home the Best Actor Oscar for Philadelphia and unwittingly outed his former drama teacher.


Another example is the 1996 film Jerry Maguire, written and directed by Cameron Crowe. Arguably Tom Cruise’s most popular role, certainly this side of Top Gun, the movie earned him a Best Actor Oscar nomination and proved to be a massive box office hit. But it actually came about as a strange side effect of another film. When, in 1990, Disney’s Dick Tracy movie failed to have the box office impact that the studio was hoping for, the then-Disney movie boss Jeffrey Katzenberg penned a now legendary extensive memo outlining his views on the movie industry as it stood, and where the future lay. Something resonated with Cameron Crowe, because the “mission statement” that Katzenberg had written would spark the mission statement that Jerry Maguire pens in the film, and the story took hold from there. To paraphrase (badly and not particularly appropriately) Jeff Goldblum in Jurassic Park, that’s a sort of chaos theory at work.


Noel Clarke, meanwhile, was at one time a one-man British film industry, having a large part to play in no less than three features that landed in 2012. The last of the three – following Fast Girls and Storage 24 – was The Knot, a wedding comedy that Clarke co-wrote and starred in. He’d been toying with writing a romantic comedy around the time he sprung to the attention of moviegoers with the 2006 film Kidulthood. But the catalyst for Clarke knocking the script into workable shape and pressing ahead with the movie was actually a dispute with the Australian actors’ union. Clarke had been hired to star in Stephan Elliot’s 2011 Aussie wedding feature A Few Best Men, but, Clarke recalls, “The Australian immigration committee only wanted three British actors. So when they had to lose one, I was the one that got lost. When that happened, I thought f--k ’em, we’re going to make our own one.” He did. The script for what became The Knot was reworked and updated, and the movie got its release.
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Jerry Maguire probably wouldn’t exist if Dick Tracy had been a massive hit movie.





Something far more mundane was the unlikely catalyst for Mark Herman’s 1997 hit Brassed Off!. While making his way across England, the writer–director got stuck in a traffic jam. As a result, he took an unplanned turn and found himself back in the South Yorkshire town of Grimethorpe where he had sold bacon – yep, really – in his younger years. The place was now very different, though. “Seeing the shops I used to visit all boarded up, seeing these places like ghost towns, seeing that it was now easier to buy drugs than bacon, made me want to write something about it.” He did. He penned the script for Brassed Off!, which duly told the story of the closure of the local mining colliery and the impact it had on the community, through the prism of its brass band.


These examples give a small indication of how unlikely events can come together to form a film idea, whatever the genre. Even something insignificant can prove inspirational. Composer Robert Kraft, for instance, was already mulling a story he’d read in a local paper that told of the strong wind, nicknamed the Hawk, that blows into Chicago from Lake Michigan. When a bracing gust hit him as he walked past New York’s Hudson river (where the wind has much the same nickname), the movie that came out of it was called – yes – Hudson Hawk.
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The 1993 film In the Line of Fire was inspired by producer Jeff Apple’s memory of meeting, as a child, the US Vice President Lyndon B Johnson, surrounded by Secret Service agents in sunglasses and dark suits.


…


Writer Randy Kornfield came up with 1996’s film Jingle All the Way when his in-laws spent the build-up to one Christmas hunting for a Power Rangers toy.


…


Sylvester Stallone started working on the 1976 movie Rocky after watching underdog Chuck Wepner fight Muhammad Ali in March 1975. Ali won, but Wepner went almost 15 rounds with him. Wepner’s fighting qualities were said to have inspired the character of Rocky.


…


Co-director Pete Docter was inspired to begin work on what became the 2015 film Inside Out by observing the shyness of his preteen daughter. He related this back to his own childhood and began questioning how the human mind processes emotions.
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Jingle All the Way: Arnie hunts for a toy. And funny jokes.



















UNDER-APPRECIATED MOVIES OF MAJOR MOVIE STARS


Let’s take a quick breather and chat about some films that may have slipped off your radar. A lot of movie stars tend to be known for their big hits. But dig down into their list of credits and some interesting, occasionally more off-piste films are waiting to be found. Here are a few to get you going…


ARNOLD SCHWARZENEGGER


Key film: Terminator 2: Judgment Day


Underappreciated gem: The Last Stand


BETTE DAVIS


Key film: Whatever Happened to Baby Jane?


Underappreciated gem: The Nanny


CARY GRANT


Key film: North by Northwest


Underappreciated gem: Mr. Blandings Builds his Dream House
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CLINT EASTWOOD


Key film: The Good, the Bad and the Ugly


Underappreciated gem: The Beguiled


ELIZABETH TAYLOR


Key film: Cleopatra


Underappreciated gem: Under Milk Wood


GEORGE CLOONEY


Key film: Ocean’s Eleven


Underappreciated gem: Good Night, and Good Luck


JAMES STEWART


Key film: It’s a Wonderful Life


Underappreciated gem: The Shootist


JENNIFER LAWRENCE


Key film: The Hunger Games


Underappreciated gem: The Beave


JOHN WAYNE


Key film: The Searchers


Underappreciated gem: The Cowboys




[image: image]





JOHNNY DEPP


Key film: Pirates of the Caribbean


Underappreciated gem: Ed Wood
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KATHARINE HEPBURN


Key film: Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner


Underappreciated gem: Adam’s Rib


MARILYN MONROE


Key film: Some Like it Hot


Underappreciated gem: Clash by Night
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PAUL NEWMAN


Key film: Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid


Underappreciated gem: Slap Shot


RUSSELL CROWE


Key film: Gladiator


Underappreciated gem: The Insider


TOM CRUISE


Key film: Jerry Maguire


Underappreciated gem: Magnolia


WILL SMITH


Key film: Independence Day


Underappreciated gem: Six Degrees of Separation










WHERE DOES A MOVIE BUDGET GET SPENT?


…
We often hear about the mind-boggling costs of making a movie, with tens of millions of dollars seemingly thrown around as if it were small change. Even low-budget movies rarely seem to cost less than a million or two, and that kind of cash is huge by most people’s standards. So where does the money get spent?


The 2005 film Sahara, starring Matthew McConaughey, became embroiled in a legal dispute, and as a consequence its budget was revealed in detail by the Los Angeles Times. This is just one example of one film, but it gives a fascinating insight into where the money goes. Here are just some of the highlights of the $160m expenditure – and that’s before promotion and marketing costs.
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Sahara cost a reported $160m to make, including $1.6m that was spent on accountants to keep track of it all.
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On top of Matthew McConaughey’s $8m payday, a total of nearly $1m was spent to pay for his entourage’s travel, stunt double, assistant, personal trainer, chef, stand-in, security and gym room, among other costs.


EXTRA COSTS ASSOCIATED WITH A 7-MINUTE ACTION SCENE:


•   $915,415 for two powerful boats


•   $548,162 for two gunboats


•   $131,950 to build the shell of another


•   $28,314 for helicopter rental, for aerial shots


•   $288,285 for boat guns, weapons and 44,000 rounds of ammunition


•   $211,120 for stunt performers


•   $173,700 for boat fuel


•   $60,231 for boat site rental fees


•   $38,785 for set construction


(The boats would all be resold for $803,049)
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Just a flavour of some of the budgeted costs for 2005’s Sahara. Actual expenditure may have varied slightly.













HOW X-MEN KICK-STARTED THE SUPERHERO BOOM


…
Bryan Singer’s 2000 film X-Men was a major turning point in the era of the comic-book movie. The ramifications of it, and the confidence it gave Hollywood, mean that this movie was indirectly responsible for the fact that modern multiplexes are filled with superheroes.


Before the first of the X-Men series landed in cinemas, superhero movies had already had their moment. In the 1970s, uber-producers Alexander and Ilya Salkind had gambled hard on bringing Superman to the movies. They embarked on an ambitious plan to film Superman and Superman II back to back, and they very nearly managed it, save for running out of cash and falling out heavily with director Richard Donner. For those reasons, the focus went into finishing the first film, and the director Richard Lester would ultimately be hired to finish work on Superman II.


The two films hit big but fell short of kick-starting a trend. The decision to take the focus in Superman III off the title character and put it onto Richard Pryor’s Gus Gorman stalled the series, which led to Superman IV: The Quest for Peace being budget-starved.


Throughout the 1980s plans were in place for an X-Men movie that would bring together the collection of mutants found in the comics by Marvel. Yet Marvel wasn’t in much of a negotiating position and would all but go out of business before it got its movie act fully together. Thus, Warner Bros. pressed ahead with a darker retelling of Batman, hiring Tim Burton to direct. It was a massive hit in 1989 but, again, the sequels enjoyed mixed fortunes. Batman Returns (1992) is the best-liked of the first run of Batman movies, but its box office was notably down on its predecessor. In came director Joel Schumacher for Batman Forever in 1995, and the box office was back up, although audience appreciation was down. The fourth film, 1997’s Batman & Robin, was the lowest-grossing in the series and a critical failure.


An X-Men movie was always going to be a much tougher sell than a Batman or Superman film, with the main characters far less known that the aforementioned iconic heroes. Still, 20th Century Fox finally gave the go-ahead in 1996, hiring Bryan Singer – hot off the back of his Oscar-winning The Usual Suspects (and not far off finishing his underrated Apt Pupil) – to direct.


Plans were in place for an X-Men movie that would bring together the Marvel comic mutants


It was still a bumpy ride to the screen. The star power in the movie was light, with Patrick Stewart at that stage the highest-profile screen presence, courtesy of his years of service on the TV series Star Trek: The Next Generation. Hugh Jackman, who would effectively be playing the lead role of Wolverine, wasn’t even on board until three weeks into filming (Dougray Scott, the original choice, had to back out when production clashed with Mission: Impossible II, in which he played the villain), and even then Jackman was regarded as an unknown.


Hindsight is easy, but there was little doubt that Fox had taken a massive gamble here. Even so, it wanted the budget trimmed by $5m before cameras rolled, costing the film characters such as Nightcrawler and Beast. But eventually, the show was on the road.


The summer of 2000 had far more traditional blockbusters lined up than a superhero movie: the Mission: Impossible sequel, star-driven movies such as The Perfect Storm, Gone in 60 Seconds, Charlie’s Angels, The Patriot and a breakout by the name of Gladiator. X-Men was something of a wildcard, but when Steven Spielberg delayed shooting Minority Report for Fox (choosing to make A.I. Artificial Intelligence first), X-Men became – along with Big Momma’s House – the studio’s big summer release.


Fortune certainly favoured it. It arrived in the midst of a middling summer, one where there was nothing else quite like it. Backed by a skilled marketing campaign, the film opened in July 2000 in the US, to generally positive reviews but much higher than expected takings. Despite X-Men being a relatively unknown comic-book brand as far as a mainstream audience was concerned, the film’s $57.5m opening weekend eclipsed the similar opening for any Batman or Superman film. Fox had a new franchise on its hands.


It was determined to cement its position. With Marvel Studios in the financial mire, Fox found itself with the rights to make films based on the Marvel comic-book superheroes Daredevil and Fantastic Four, and it put projects based on those properties onto its slate, as it quickly got moving on an X-Men sequel. And as movie studios were edging away from sheer film star power to generate big hits, rivals this time took notice, and with some success.


This had happened before, it should be noted. A year after Warner Bros. released Batman in 1989, Disney lined up another comic-book hero, Dick Tracy, and sunk millions into the making and of the promotion for the film – to not enough avail, as its experience of making and promoting the movie would put Disney off tackling a similar project for a long time. Rivals, too, failed to take advantage. A series of relatively lacklustre superhero movies followed, but few were really championing Billy Zane as The Phantom or Alec Baldwin as The Shadow.


This time it was very different. For one thing, the X-Men sequel, X2: X-Men United (released in 2003), righted many of the wrongs of the original. But also, Marvel had sold the screen rights for Spider-Man to Sony, and Sam Raimi’s Spider-Man (2002) had proved an even bigger hit by the time X2 rolled around the following year.
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Batman (1989): it took over a decade for another comic-book character to enjoy the success of Tim Burton’s ground-breaking blockbuster.





The hits kept coming and the momentum grew. It was the third chance for Hollywood to capitalize on a superhero movie explosion, and this time it worked. Sony’s Spider-Man 2 (2004) remains one of the finest in the genre, and even Fox’s X-Men: The Last Stand (2006) overcame fan backlash to become the biggest X-Men movie at the box office, at least until 2014’s X-Men: Days of Future Past came around.


In the midst of this, there were two further developments. Warner Bros. finally worked out what it wanted to do with its Batman movie franchise, offering it to a young filmmaker called Christopher Nolan, off the back of his stunning breakthrough, Memento, and his remake of Insomnia. Then Marvel Studios – which by this time had seen Universal bring Hulk to the big screen – got itself financially into a position from which it could control more of its own destiny. It sold the Iron Man screen rights to Universal Studios, which in turn passed them on to 20th Century Fox, which in their turn passed them on to New Line Cinema (eventually owned by Warner Bros.). None of them could get a script to work and thus the rights reverted back to Marvel. It didn’t miss its chance.
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Iron Man was in development for many years, before Robert Downey Jr eventually landed the role.





Marvel got working on the Iron Man project from scratch in late 2005, and the following year hired Jon Favreau to direct. It was Favreau who persuaded the studio to give Robert Downey Jr the lead role. None of the breakout comic-book movies since 2000’s X-Men had required a star name; also, Robert Downey Jr’s career was in a tough place (he had served time in prison in 2000) and so he was a risky choice. Yet by Iron Man 3, he’d become such a big name that Marvel was reportedly paying him $50m, all in, for the part.


Marvel had struck gold – Iron Man was the breakout hit of summer 2008. Only defeated at the box office by The Dark Knight, it overtook the US gross of Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull. Marvel, in turn, started plotting, with a post-credits scene teasing the Avengers initiative. Its Marvel cinematic universe was thus underway, and while its next film, The Incredible Hulk, would struggle in comparison, the following debut adventures for Thor and Captain America, together with Joss Whedon’s The Avengers, completed the Marvel turnaround.


The crumbs for that success, though, go all the way back to the summer of 2000: the summer when Fox threw its might behind X-Men, in turn creating a film universe that has accommodated The Wolverine, Deadpool, Logan and more. What if it had flopped? Chances are the blockbuster movie world would look very different.
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The Avengers, and Avengers: Age of Ultron, have been the culmination of Marvel’s cinematic universe work.
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At one stage, 20th Century Fox was planning spin-off movies for the characters of Wolverine and Magneto, in what became the early building blocks of a cinematic universe. Superhero characters crossing over wasn’t really a thing in the 2000s, and, to a degree, Fox was ahead of the proverbial game.


The problem was that Fox’s attempt didn’t go to plan. The release of 2009’s X-Men Origins: Wolverine was hampered by a workprint of the film leaking online in its entirety weeks ahead of release. Also, the relatively dour movie was seen as a step backward from the far more joyous series. Furthermore, the critical reception to X-Men: The Last Stand, Fantastic Four (2005) and Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer (2007), and the double whammy of Daredevil (2003) and tepid spin-off Elektra (2004) had dented the studio’s confidence. It would take the “soft” reboot, X-Men: First Class (2011) – which incorporated elements of the planned, but ultimately abandoned, X-Men Origins: Magneto film – to get it motoring again.


Marvel, though, was by 2009 preparing Iron Man 2 for release the next year, and was teasing more and more what would become 2012’s The Avengers. When The Avengers became one of the first movies ever to break the $1bn mark at the global box office, pretty much every major studio started investigating a cinematic universe of its own.
















Films you may not know were based on comic books


Comic-book movies seem to dominate blockbuster cinema in the 2010s, with the schedules bursting with superhero films. But comic books have a lot more up their sleeves than capes and superpowers.


One of the most constant complaints aimed at Hollywood blockbusters seems to be the obsession with comic books. For those who were starved of superhero movies throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the downpour is welcome. But to lump superhero and comic-book movies together overlooks the versatility and breadth in the storytelling found in some comics. Granted, the likes of Batman, Superman, Iron Man and the X-Men debuted in the pages of comics. But then so did stories that became acclaimed films for the likes of David Cronenberg, Tom Hanks and Walt Disney Animation Studios.
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American Splendor (2003) is an excellent example. It gives the brilliant Paul Giamatti probably his best screen role (with the exception of Sideways). He plays the late Harvey Pekar, in a biopic that skilfully marries up elements of fiction and aspects of Pekar’s life. (It’s a genuinely wall-breaking biopic, in which the real Pekar is seen ambling in from time to time.)


The film is based on the American Splendor series of autobiographical comic books written by Pekar, and on the 1994 graphic novel Our Cancer Year, which he penned with his wife, Joyce Brabner, during his battle with cancer. Writer–directors Shari Springer Berman and Robert Pulcini deserve considerable credit for the way they translate panel to screen. Few biopics, be they based on books, plays or interviews, have the sheer verve that Berman and Pulcini bring to Pekar’s story. Pekar passed away in 2010, but he lived long enough to see the film of his life become a justified cult hit.
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The late Harvey Pekar, who popped up regularly in the biopic of his life, American Splendor.
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A more mainstream example of the high-quality storytelling in comics that became films is the 2002 film Road to Perdition, starring Tom Hanks. Hanks hasn’t starred in too many movies that garnered a rating of “R” (for “Restricted”) from the Motion Picture Association of America, exceptions being Bachelor Party (1984) and The Green Mile (1999).


Director Sam Mendes picked Road to Perdition for his second film, following his Oscar-winning triumph American Beauty, with David Self adapting the 1998 source comic book of the same name, which was written by Max Allan Collins and illustrated by Richard Piers Raynor. For this crime drama set in 1931, Mendes eloquently realized the moody, shadowy art of the page on screen. (See also Warren Beatty’s Dick Tracy, Zack Snyder’s Watchmen and Robert Rodriguez’ Sin City for further examples of bringing the style of the page to the screen.) Road to Perdition would become a commercial hit and also attract several Oscar nominations. Its origins are little-known, however, and the marketing campaign certainly did little to play them up.
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Road to Perdition remains a visually loyal comic-book adaptation.
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Sometimes in a film you get to see a character who puts together their own comic book, to get through day-to-day life. One of the most under appreciated examples of this is found in 2002’s The Dangerous Lives of Altar Boys, directed by Peter Care and based on a novel by Chris Fuhrman. Starring Kieran Culkin and Emile Hirsch, it follows a bunch of friends at a Catholic school who put together a comic book that gets them on the wrong side of those in charge, most notably Jodie Foster’s Sister Assumpta. It’s not the easiest film to find, but it’s very much worth seeking out.
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A shout, too, for David Cronenberg’s brilliant, tense A History of Violence, which Josh Olson adapted from the 1997 graphic novel of the same name, written by John Wagner and illustrated by Vince Locke. The movie was released in 2005 – and earned added fame for reportedly being the last mainstream Hollywood film to get a wide VHS release. There was some controversy in the build-up to the film, when Olson announced his intention to use the graphic novel as a basis.


Viggo Mortensen, who would star in the film, turned the movie down off the back of Olson’s original draft, and it was only director Cronenberg hammering the screenplay from around 120 pages down to a lean 72 that led to Mortensen’s change of heart. Much of the flashback backstory of the graphic novel is gone, but while A History of Violence is rarely regarded as a particularly faithful example of a story going from page to screen, it is a very successful one. The tone and feel were captured, even if chunks of the storytelling were sacrificed.


Comic books and graphic novels (novels with a comic-strip format) have long ventured into areas that mainstream storytelling media have avoided. Unsurprisingly, they have held more and more appeal to filmmakers, be they making outright superhero films or offbeat dramas. It’s just that these sources tend not to get the credit and respect they deserve.
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David Cronenberg’s A History of Violence was a lean adaptation of a comic book, stripping the story back to its core.
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Here are a few more films you may not have realized were originally based on comic books or graphic novels.






WHEN THE WIND BLOWS (1986)


TIMECOP (1994)


MEN IN BLACK (1997)


FROM HELL (2001)


GHOST WORLD (2001)


OLDBOY (2003)


BULLETPROOF MONK (2003)


30 DAYS OF NIGHT (2007)


WANTED (2008)


OBLIVION (2013)


THE DIARY OF A TEENAGE GIRL (2015)
















How Alien: Resurrection led to the Ice Age movies


…
As we know, ideas for films can come from all sorts of places. Another example of an unusual source of inspiration is the hugely successful Ice Age franchise: the roots of these films go back to the 1997 film Alien: Resurrection.


When Blue Sky Studios was tasked with creating swimming CGI (computer-generated imagery) xenomorphs for Alien: Resurrection, the fourth film in the Alien franchise, its animators looked to the natural world for ideas. Aptly for H R Giger’s demonic creations, inspiration was found in a Galápagos Islands creature nicknamed by Charles Darwin the “imp of darkness”.
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Alien: Resurrection’s stunning underwater sequences were the highlight of a muddled film.





“We patterned [the xenomorphs’] movements on reference footage of sea iguanas,” Blue Sky’s digital effects supervisor for Alien: Resurrection, Mitch Kopelman, told American Cinematographer magazine in November 1997. “They have this crazy little swim where they tuck their legs under their bodies and use this really long tail to propel themselves.” The result was the CGI swimming aliens that pursued Ellen Ripley and co. through the flooded kitchens of the USM Auriga in the film.


Alien: Resurrection was Blue Sky’s first gig from 20th Century Fox. A VFX (visual effects) house at the time, the studio had spent its first decade building up revenue piecemeal from television adverts and idents (short pieces identifying channels). “When I started at Blue Sky,” Rio and Ice Age director Carlos Saldanha said, “it was a handful of people, a lot of TV commercials, a lot of flying Tylenol pills!”


There were not just Tylenol (headache) pills, but also computer-generated M&Ms and talking coffee beans. Plus there was a CGI electric razor so photorealistic that it tricked the judges at that year’s Clio Awards for advertising into thinking it was the real deal, according to Blue Sky co-founder Carl Ludwig.


Disney had given the Blue Sky founders their first experience of producing CGI for the movies. All six founding members had worked together at the now-defunct New York computer tech company MAGI, which had been hired by Disney to create the Light Cycle animations for 1982’s Tron. After MAGI closed its doors for good in the mid-1980s, those former employees united to start their own company. In 1987, Blue Sky Studios was born.


The studio quickly became recognized for the strength of its character animation. “Every time we did a project, I would try to put more character animation in it,” creative vice-president Chris Wedge explained. Whenever it came to cutting together the studio’s latest demo reel, Wedge would include only that side of their work, building Blue Sky a reputation as character animators for hire.


Wedge’s reputation-building paid off when MTV decided to develop its 1992 live-action-stop-motion short Joe’s Apartment into a 1996 feature film. The job of creating computer-generated cockroach characters fell to Blue Sky, which had previously made several animated idents for the channel.
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Joe’s Apartment, a not-often-talked-about MTV production, boasted some of the building blocks of the Ice Age series.





That success was the calling card Blue Sky needed to break into CGI work for Hollywood. Commissions followed for Universal’s A Simple Wish and DreamWorks Pictures’ MouseHunt, Paramount’s Star Trek: Insurrection and three 20th Century Fox pictures, Alien: Resurrection, Fight Club (creating the penguin that tells Edward Norton’s character to “slide” in his power-animal vision) and Titan A.E.
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