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  INTRODUCTION




  

    

      

        



              Stranded at the drive-in




              Branded a fool




              What will they say




              Monday at school?


            


          


        


      






 

    The above lyric, taken from the song ‘Sandy’ as sung by John Travolta in the film version of Grease, lends this book an appropriate title. Not only do we

    get a cinema reference, but a neat summing-up of a few of the key elements of teen fiction: thwarted romance, peer pressure, school, the quest for night-time pleasure, fear of humiliation.


 




  Grease’s perennial popularity lies in its inter-generational understanding of the pain of being a teenager, and its ability to see those growing pains from both sides of the gender

  divide. The fact that the songs are catchy and the jokes are dirty and sweet doesn’t hurt either. But Grease is just one of many films about being a teenager that resonate with future

  generations of movie audiences long after their initial release. So I figured it was high time someone took a long, hard look at the reasons why. Ergo Stranded At The Drive-In, an attempt to

  choose the 100 best teen movies since the 1950s and search out the meanings and messages that have made the teen movie the most vibrant sub-genre in modern film.




  An outrageous claim? I don’t think so. Here’s a quick list of great movies of the last few years: Juno, Twilight, Napoleon Dynamite, The Class,

  Superbad, Kidulthood, Donnie Darko, Teeth, Hard Candy . . . yep – all teen movies. Now let me have it with a list of recent non-teen movies that are as good

  as that bunch. The Lives Of Others? OK, I’ll definitely give you that one. Wal-E and Toy Story 3 and Waltz With Bashir? You’re right . . . works of genius.

  Anything else that isn’t a cartoon? Slumdog Millionaire? Well, actually . . . that would be a teen film and a cartoon to all intents and purposes. And not included in

  this book. But we’ll get back to that later . . .




  The point I’m trying to make is that film – and especially Hollywood film – is going through a moribund phase. The thrillers, dramas, action movies and adult comedies that make

  up the central seam of mainstream film seem to have been in perennial decline since the Golden Age of the ’30s and ’40s . . . with a brief pick-up in the New

  Hollywood late ’60s/early ’70s. Horror and sci-fi have lost their souls to cynical gore and comic book CGI flash respectively. And while I obviously admire the sophisticated wit of,

  say, Sideways . . . it’s neither as funny, nor as universally relevant, nor as ‘real’ as American Pie.




  The one topic that continues to provoke screenwriters and directors into their best work and persuades studios to fund innovation and substance over piledriver special effects overload is the

  infinite well of deep and difficult emotions that is Teenage. Sadly, the piece of classic screen fiction that forced me to really sit up and take notice of this phenomenon is something I

  can’t write about in Stranded At The Drive-In. And that is, of course, the greatest television series ever made: Buffy The Vampire Slayer.




  Joss Whedon’s massively influential horror-comedy-soap about a 15-year-old girl (played by Sarah Michelle Gellar) who is forced to protect the world from a constantly encroaching horde of

  evil demons was given a total of 144 43-minute episodes to explore every dimension of its real subject – the agonies of a young girl’s journey from 15-year-old ingénue to

  parentified 21-year-old woman. Every vampire, demon, beast, God and monster evoked over the series’ six-year run was a metaphor for another facet of the nightmare of adolescence. Hell –

  the girl even died (twice!) to save the world, yet still endured her worst moments at the hands of three dashing but emotionally stunted boyfriends who either tried to kill her (Angel), smother her

  (Riley) or rape her (Spike) in their efforts to take away the power she acquires, not just as The Slayer, but as a woman. In the mythical Californian suburb of Sunnydale, the high school is

  literally built on top of the mouth of hell, and Whedon and his ridiculously talented cast and crew make merry with that universally understood metaphor until you understand that there is no

  possibility of freedom for Buffy and her equally charming and funny pals except razing the school to the ground. Again . . . twice.




  Some readers, at this point, will be doing the equivalent of thrusting one hand in the air and hissing, ‘Miss! Miss!’ under their breaths at the back of the class in their impatient

  attempts to point out that there is a Buffy The Vampire Slayer feature film. But, lest we forget, Stranded At The Drive-In is an attempt to locate the 100

  best teen movies – and the movie version of Buffy is an almost unwatchable dog. Indeed, it was the mess made of a brilliant idea that forced Joss Whedon to take it to television

  where he could keep tighter overall control of the project.




  But enough about Buffy . . . for now, at least. The point is that my love of the show led me to look at teen fiction in a completely different way, and to notice how many teen movies are

  based on very adult metaphors for very adult themes. The monster as male sexual predator. The school as symbol of repression and psychic imprisonment. The quest for sexual satisfaction as

  arm-wrestle between innocence and experience. The teen obsession with popularity as vacuous desire to conform. And, most powerfully perhaps, the adult’s mourning of teenage friendships, when

  bonding with one’s peers meant everything, before career, marriage, mortgage, kids and the very adult fear of appearing needy get in the way and reduce the intensity of our youthful

  friendships to dinner parties planned months in advance and cards swapped at Christmas. We all miss the spontaneity and passion of our teen friendships, but have no idea how to regain those bonds

  as adults. Many of the best teen films are driven by that sense of loss.




  Yet, when most adults are asked whether they would go through their teenage years again if given the chance, we shudder involuntarily at the torments and embarrassments that never entirely leave

  us, and say never again. Another reason, perhaps, why good teen movies resonate far beyond the youth demographic they are generally aimed at. Adults get to relive both the infinite possibilities of

  youth, and the humiliations and terrors that come with those infinite possibilities, at something like a safe distance.




  But one thing that I do think unites all good teen movies is that they make you remember what it was like to be young without leaving you too full of disappointment and regret at the dreams that

  you didn’t follow. That’s best left to talky adult dramas, Radiohead records and the whole middle-youth culture of resigned disappointment. And you’re welcome to it, frankly.




  Once Orion had very generously agreed to publish the latest indulgence of my cultural passions, I still found myself in need of another inspiration, aside from the movies themselves, concerning

  exactly how to write about things that are theoretically designed for people a third of my age. This is where I want to pause to thank a man called Vern.




  My wife bought me one of Vern’s books. It’s called Yipee Ki-Yay Moviegoer: Writings on Bruce Willis, Badass Cinema and Other Important Topics. Vern has no surname and writes

  for the Ain’t It Cool News website at www.aintitcool.com. He is an American fan of action movies and writes about them in a conversational, iconoclastic, wildly digressive and

  bloomin’ hilarious style. Just as I was embarking upon Stranded and feeling a little intimidated and lost for words, reading Yipee Ki-Yay . . . reminded me what kind of

  anti-academic cultural criticism I love, and helped me relocate my own voice and stop feeling self-conscious about trying to match up to all those learned film critics that have gone before. So I

  feel I at least owe him a big-up and a book plug. Yipee Ki-Yay Moviegoer: Writings on Bruce Willis, Badass Cinema and Other Important Topics is published by Titan Books and it is very, very

  good indeed. Back to the matter in hand.




  Before Marlon Brando wrapped himself in leather and mounted his boss hog in 1953, teenagers in films were children who just happened to be 13 or over, or adults that just happened to be under

  20. The Wild One exists because 1950s America was more frightened of the juvenile delinquent – the enemy within – than it was of The Bomb, race riots, or reds under the bed. At

  exactly the same time as sensational headlines and learned studies about criminal kids became an American obsession, big business was identifying the newly affluent post-pubescent as the most

  significant new market to be exploited. Wild youth had money, and it needed its own dress codes, its own music . . . and its own movies. Every peer group wants to see itself and its preoccupations

  onscreen. And now that the labour of school-leavers was needed to help rebuild post-war economies, and middle-class college-goers were getting bigger allowances from their newly affluent and more

  indulgent parents, Hollywood had to respond to their spending power – and could do so while also exploiting the older generation’s fear of spoiled and rampant youth. Producer Stanley

  Kramer, who had already made himself the new king of ‘message movies’ with the post-war angst of The Men (also starring Brando) and the thinly veiled anti-McCarthy western

  allegory High Noon, saw his cake-and-eat-it opportunity when he happened upon a short story called The Cyclist’s Raid in a 1951 magazine. The tale of a takeover of a small town

  by a violent biker gang was based loosely on a real-life incident in 1947, when a Fourth Of July holiday in Holister, California was invaded by rioting leather boys. Perfect.

  For the kids, sexy rebels doing naughty stuff to petrified fuddy-duddies. For the adults, a salutary tale about what might happen if we don’t give our kids the tough love and discipline they

  all secretly crave. All you needed to add was the hottest young actor of his generation, a leather jumpsuit, a jaunty peaked cap and a whole bunch of roaring motorbikes.




  The Wild One is a film about the one thing that concerns a teenager more than anything. Nope, not sex. Nor ‘rites of passage’ nor ‘coming of age’ . . . none of us

  know that that’s what we’re experiencing until long after the fact. Not money, nor love, nor school, nor bad parents, nor rebellion against authority. Not even freedom. The one thing

  that defines teenage life more than any other one thing is . . . boredom. The fear of it. The battle against it. The drive to do anything, no matter how stupid or ill-advised, that will keep the

  hideous monster at bay. When a young person is bored, they have only two choices: get into trouble or give in and have nothing to do except think; about sex, coming of age, school, parents,

  money, rebellion, authority and the terrifying prospect of being an adult, and working for a living, and accepting responsibility. Add the ‘too adult for toys, too childish to be trusted with

  beer’ thing that defines tweenage, and every moment that a teenage head and body isn’t fully occupied brings terror of the dark unknown that is our future, and of all the appalling

  things that have already happened to us but we refuse to acknowledge and deal with until we’re ready for our midlife crisis. Boredom is the shadowy nemesis of all teenagers, no matter how

  good or easy their life appears on the surface. And The Wild One is about the sort of thing that post-war youth were increasingly driven to do to beat that shadowy nemesis down, at least for

  a short while.




  So the teen movie began as an exploitation genre with two specific strands: the message movie made by esteemed directors on moderately large budgets and exemplified by The Wild One,

  Rebel Without A Cause and The Blackboard Jungle; and semi-ironic poverty row B-movie ‘trash’ in the shape of teen sci-fi (The Blob), horror (I Was A Teenage

  Werewolf), frothy romance with music (a hundred largely forgotten beach party movies and cutie-pie cautionary tales for girls like the Sandra Dee vehicle Gidget) and hysterical satirical

  sideswipes at adult fears of juvenile delinquency like The Cool And The Crazy, made by fly-by-night independent production companies like the legendary American

  International Pictures.




  But the teenage phenomenon also came along at roughly the same time as film-making’s equivalent of rock ’n’ roll. The iconoclasts of the French and British versions of the

  ‘New Wave’ made movies that looked like real life and took teen angst seriously. Inspired by François Truffaut’s accusatory borstal boy masterpiece The 400 Blows, a

  trail of Angry Young British Directors including Tony Richardson, Lindsay Anderson, Ken Loach, Mike Leigh and Alan Clarke set about inventing and establishing the anti-establishment teen

  docu-drama, a tradition which has continued and inspired a host of directors from around the globe.




  But teen movies are inclined to reflect the mood of the times. So, while even the most bleak ’60s teen movies seethed with the possibility of youth revolution, images of ’70s

  adolescence reflected the disillusion and more hardened stances of failed revolutionaries and post-Watergate/Vietnam despair. Teen sci-fi movies like A Clockwork Orange and A Boy And His

  Dog didn’t just present ultra-violent dystopias caused by nuclear war or totalitarian regimes, but seemed determined to take their anger out on women with almost manic levels of

  misogyny.




  Which is probably why few noticed a modest but profitable game-changer from Canada, in which a gaggle of girls of various levels of sexual awareness are trapped in a house, stalked and murdered

  by an irrational psycho, leaving one Final Girl to survive against all the odds, which also featured a devilishly sequel-friendly open ending. Black Christmas 2 never did get made, but the

  1974 original invented the setting, style and rules of the teen slasher genre, which were further established by John Carpenter’s Halloween (1978) and went on to such universal

  popularity that the most commercially successful teen slasher movie of all-time was essentially one long, self-referential piss-take of its endlessly repeated formulas (that would be 1996’s

  Scream, of course).




  The other ’70s teen horror notable was Carrie, Brian De Palma’s sub-Hitchcockian adaptation of Stephen King’s debut novel, which now looks increasingly like one

  mad-as-hell-and-not-going-to-take-it-anymore girl taking symbolically menstrual revenge on the relentless misogyny of ’70s Hollywood. But what it certainly did was establish a place in teen

  movies for young women to be central protagonist and scary monster, and dramatise specifically feminine kinds of teenage angst.




  Meanwhile, 1972’s American Graffiti was a giant hit on a tiny budget, identifying the perennial popularity of pre-’60s nostalgia, setting the tone for Grease and

  Back To The Future, and allowing its director to sell some fool his dodgy pitch about a semi-Oedipal space opera where one of the heroes is a bear and the pretty boy wants to shag his sister

  and kill his dad. I didn’t see it but I’m sure it wasn’t very good.




  Teen movies were changed for ever by a bloke with a mullet from Michigan called John Hughes. The writer-director’s much-loved run of 1984–7 teen comedy-dramas rewrote the rules of

  the genre by taking teen angst seriously while making light work of contemporary slang, fashion and music, and highlighting the hierarchies, status anxieties and class conflicts that made school

  feel like hell for its teen viewers. It was like the teen movie equivalent of political ‘triangulation’, whereby extremes are rendered redundant by a centre party that just co-opts all

  their most popular ideas. From this point on, the semi-ironic teen B-movie only worked in the horror genre, and even the slightest teen drama or comedy was expected to deal with some of the issues

  explored in all those bleak and angry docu-dramas. The by-product was Hughes’s establishment of a set of teen archetypes – jock, mean girl, nerd, rebel, loner, outsider, bully –

  that continue to pervade every corner of teen fiction and strongly imply that the teenager’s only real concern in life is popularity, which is a polite word for conformity.




  But one teen genre that never died or truly wavered was the juvenile delinquent drama, which became increasingly played out through exploiting our fear of teenage gangsters. The stylised gangs

  of The Warriors, The Outsiders and Rumble Fish in the late 1970s, early 1980s gradually mutated into the fact-based vérité threat of the protagonists in

  La Haine, City Of God and Kidulthood; just the kind of feral kids in hoods who have recently become Public Enemy No. 1 in Britain. These movies tell you why far more

  convincingly than the agenda-ridden soundbites of political talking heads from either the Left or Right.




  The teen movie finally came of age at 40, rather than 21. Young, smart, film-buff directors, who had all grown up with the Hughes movies and either adored or despised them, saw that their best

  way into film was to make low-budget movies about teenagers – because teens are the only audience that are 100 per cent guaranteed as they always want to escape their

  parents, either by going to the cinema or watching DVDs in their bedroom on the TVs or computers that all kids now owned.




  When Richard Linklater’s Dazed And Confused remixed American Graffiti for the grunge generation in 1993 it signalled the beginning of teen cinema’s Imperial Phase, as

  ‘indie’ directors as eclectic and accomplished as Larry Clark, Wes Anderson, Alexander Payne, David O. Russell, Sophia Coppola, Kinji Fukasaku, Matthieu Kassovitz and Fernando Meirelles

  produced a series of complex, multi-dimensional teen dramas and comedies that treated teens – both on- and off-screen – like adults. If I knew the plural of annus mirabilis

  I’d apply it like gangbusters to the run of millennial teen classics in this book, beginning with 1998’s Pleasantville through to 2002’s City Of God.




  But this doesn’t mean that things have sharply declined since, in a period that includes the likes of Juno, Superbad, The Class, Dogtooth and The Social Network. Simply that

  the classics that transcend the teensploitation genre are not coming quite as thick and fast as they were ten years ago, as disappointments like Kick Ass and Submarine prove.




  Another curious and long overdue thing happens to the teen movie around the turn of the century. A genre dominated by lead protagonists in the James Dean mould suddenly becomes, through the

  auspices of movies like Election, The Virgin Suicides, Ginger Snaps, Bring It On and Ghost World, a far more female-friendly place, populated not just by strong presences onscreen,

  but increasing numbers of female writers and directors.




  So – let’s get down to definitions. What, for the purposes of this book, is a ‘teen movie’? Actually, it’s pretty simple. It’s a movie made about, or from the

  viewpoint of, protagonist(s) aged between 13 and 19, and where the story is set in the post-1950s period after teenage became a named and shamed phenomenon.




  This, sadly, forces me to leave out spectacularly creepy Swedish vampire movie Let The Right One In and Penny Marshall’s superb Big because the central male protagonists are

  actually supposed to be 12 years old. Guess that means that pre-pubescent sex is a pretty rich source of metaphor, too. But teen says teen, so 12-year-olds have got to go.




  No place either for The Graduate, Diner or Scott Pilgrim Vs The World, because the protagonists, despite still experiencing growing pains, are in their early twenties. Rules

  is rules.




  I’ve also left out films where the teens just happen to be the most interesting characters among a cast of all ages (there goes The Addams Family, The Brady Bunch and Apt

  Pupil) or where the fact that the main characters might be teenagers doesn’t really make any difference to the main thrust of the movie (bye-bye The Blair Witch Project). A

  teen movie concerns itself with teenage life first and foremost, and takes its plot and explores its other themes from a teen perspective. I decided to concentrate on screen fiction, so no Hoop

  Dreams or other teen-orientated documentaries.




  After that, it’s all down to personal opinion – mine. Like my previous three books, the list presented to you here is a purely personal choice of what constitutes quality,

  irrespective of box-office figures or critical reputation. The wide variety of styles within teen movies reflects the equally wide variety of teen experience, and it’s perfectly fitting that

  a book that wants to look at heavyweight critical faves like The 400 Blows, If . . . , Rebel Without A Cause and Badlands from a fresh perspective, also attempts to

  unpick the subtleties and nuances in presumed trash such as Dirty Dancing, I Was A Teenage Werewolf, Bring It On and Final Destination. The teen movie, like all the

  great film sub-genres, is a place where the high- and lowbrow talk to each other, across generations, and against the grain of received notions of good or bad taste.




  Which brings me neatly to Slumdog Millionaire, and why one of the most popular and praised films of this weird generation is not in this book. It’s a movie that seemingly depicts

  every adult Indian as a psycho Nazi and suggests that the only way to make that better is to escape it by winning a million pounds on the game show that helped financed the film. Oddly, the

  adults who celebrated Slumdog . . . as if it was some kind of feelgood political rebel movie are the very adults who love to portray teens as consumerist sheep blindly buying into the

  product placement culture of rap videos and The X Factor.




  The excellence of the best recent teen flicks puts this kind of hypocrisy into perspective. Teen movies get better and better because each generation of kids is smarter, more culturally informed

  and less willing to accept being patronised than the last. Film-makers have constantly risen to that challenge and ensured that any list of great teen movies operates as a

  shadow list of the finest, funniest and most thought-provoking movies ever made.




  Stranded At The Drive-In is an attempt to tell a part of that story, from Brando in 1953 to Pattinson in 2008, and with a couple of dozen proto-Buffys slyly emancipating young women in

  between. And if watching these 100 gems has told me anything, it’s that teen movies are always concerned with power: the spending power of youth in the post-war years that invented the

  phenomenon of the teen; and the perennial struggle of these teen movie characters to exercise adult power in a world that insists that they are still children. The horror, comedy, drama, rebellion,

  sexual anticipation and panic that buoys these 100 movies often leaves their characters stranded, and feeling like fools. But we love them for it, because we felt exactly the same.




  So invite the girls round, break out the pyjamas and popcorn, and let’s bitch and braid each other’s hair while we enjoy the best that screen teen fiction has to offer. But behave.

  ’Cos you know what they’ll say, Monday at school.
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  THE WILD ONE




  1953




  Starring: Marlon Brando, Mary Murphy, Robert Keith, Lee Marvin




  Dir.: László Benedek




  

    Plot: Just wrap your legs ’round his velvet rims and strap your hands ’cross his engines.


  




  Key line(s): Girl: ‘Hey Johnny – what are you rebelling against?’




  Johnny: ‘Whaddya got?’




  The biggest cheat in this book is Entry One. There’s nothing in The Wild One, nor the literature surrounding it, to confirm or deny whether its young protagonists

  are teenagers, or not. It doesn’t take place in a high school or a college or a readily recognisable teen milieu. Its lead actor was 29 by the time it was released, but this doesn’t

  confirm things one way or the other because Hollywood was reluctant to use actual teens in teen roles until the 1980s. The actors playing the gangs and their girls all look well into their

  thirties, but largely act like children . . . but if that was allowed to define the parameters of the teen movie then the entire oeuvre of Adam Sandler would have to be considered.




  But The Wild One is here because it has to be. Its look, attitude, storyline and target audience, coupled with its commercial success and notoriety, is plainly the beginning of the teen

  movie as an identifiable sub-genre.




  The plot is a neat example of tight, taut and slightly nuts screenwriting, as John Paxton manages to squeeze incident after incident into 75 minutes of screen-time, a soundstage that looks like

  its been left over from a B-western, and the passage of one day.




  Johnny Strabler (Brando) leads his band of merry bikers The Black Rebels Motorcycle Club into a small Californian town that is playing host to a motorcycle race meet. After some perfunctory

  attempts to cause aimless chaos, they are faced down by the local police chief who orders them out of town. They leave – but not before stealing one of the trophies.

  It’s only a trophy for second place, which serves as a neat metaphor throughout for Johnny’s inability to get exactly what he wants, and his potential destiny as both fake winner and

  eternal loser.




  The BRMC (or, as one of the minor gang members calls it, the ‘Black Rebels Motor-sickle Club.’ Sickle! Like Hammer and Sickle! This truly was communist subversion the whole time!)

  then ride into the even smaller town called Wrightsville which largely consists of one main drag. It has one café that serves as a saloon and one tiny hotel, and a bunch of fearful

  busybodies as a population, reinforcing the influences The Wild One takes from traditional westerns. But here, instead of talking authentic frontier gibberish, the rough types who invade the

  peaceful and boring Wrightsville discourse in thrilling mutant beatnik.




  Jive Talk is always a good temporary boredom buster. The bartending goober gets the full bebop era gobbledegook assault from two of Johnny’s gang, who slide gracefully into a scat-jazz

  rhythm that sounds suspiciously like that rock ’n’ roll music various southerners were cooking up even as the movie was being shot.




  The aforementioned goober Jim, played by 80-year-old William Vedder, is occasionally our narrator, speaking almost into camera and defining the terms of all coming rebellions.

  ‘Where’s he going anyway? Always going someplace . . . crazy . . . excited. Taking a lot of vitamin pills, drinking . . . over-stimulated!’ Heh. Vitamin pills. ‘I

  listen to the radio. Music, that is. The news is no good. It excites people.’ And: ‘Everything these days is pictures. Pictures and a lotta noise.’ Yes it is . . . or soon will

  be. Jim is doomed, of course, for the crime of being the harbinger of doom.




  Anyway, we’re getting ahead of ourselves. The BRMC cause an accident. Johnny clocks pretty waitress Kathie (Murphy) and decides that there may be more interesting ways to beat the boredom.

  We also meet her father Harry Bleeker (Keith), the local police chief. He is one of the first and best examples of a key teen movie trope, The Weak Father, who, according to ’50s movies like

  Rebel Without A Cause (see here), is the cause of just as much youth carnage as an abusive or authoritarian Bad Dad.




  Much art and literature of the 1950s is absorbed by a crisis of masculinity, brought about by a shortage of live and physically and mentally healthy men after the Second World War, and the need

  for women to enter the workplace during the war and their refusal to end their careers when men returned. So the constant theme in the first flurry of teen movies is the

  emasculated middle-aged father, who, being someone who probably avoided the war for one reason or another, believes in talking and being reasonable, rather than bullying his progeny into line. This

  – for Johnny in The Wild One and Jim Stark in Rebel Without A Cause – is an apocalyptic disaster, for these troubled but basically decent boys would have been happy and

  fully integrated future factory fodder if Daddy had just given ’em a swift backhander once in a while.




  So, unlike the previous proper copper from the motorbike race, Harry can’t bring himself to face down Johnny and throw the gang out of town. He quibbles and quakes and pleads with

  everybody to be reasonable. Bad move.




  The barely kept peace is finally destroyed when The Beetles (yep, this is where they got their name), a BRMC splinter gang led by Lee Marvin’s wonderfully unhinged Chino, join the fun. Is

  Chino, with his dirty, stripy shirt, beret-like hat, straggly beard and aviator goggles, supposed to represent the cowardly French? He even hollers, ‘Storm The Bastille!’ at one point,

  apropos of absolutely nothing. Director Benedek can’t go as far as dressing Johnny in white and Chino in black, so he symbolises their respective potentials for redemption – their

  underlying characters – with personal hygiene. You can almost smell Lee Marvin when he oozes malevolently into the picture, and it ain’t the fragrance of gardenias. Brando is, in the

  Miles Davis vernacular, as clean as a motherfucker – that is, he dresses well and looks like he washes regularly.




  There’s a Brando–Marvin fist-fight, much brilliant booze-driven revelry and flirting, a riot caused by Chino being thrown in jail, an ad hoc lynch-mob, a false rape accusation, one

  of the most sado-masochistic beatings in movie history, and an inevitable death-by-motorbike. When Johnny is arrested for manslaughter by a proper State copper, Kathie, her father and a remorseful

  lynch-mob leader get him off scot-free by telling the truth about the accidental death. Laconic, defiant Johnny refuses to thank his benefactors or learn a valuable lesson. But he does return to

  the town to give a delighted Kathie his stolen trophy, before riding off into the sunset – presumably to cause sex-and-violence-induced mayhem somewhere else. Or not. Whether the basic

  decency inside Johnny has been brought to his brooding surface by the day’s events is left entirely up to the viewer.




  But the prophecies of future teen rebellion play themselves out in iconic imagery and dialogue, rather than plot machinations. The hilarious mockumentary hypocrisy of the opening caption:

  ‘This is a shocking story . . . a public challenge not to ever let it happen again.’ Yeah, right. And as it fades, the delicious long-shot of motor-sickles riding right at you, one

  skidding skilfully inches away from camera. The even funnier, cheap-as-chips back projection of Brando heading the gang, leaning a little occasionally to try and convince us that he’s not

  sitting on a stationary motorbike in a studio, but so utterly beautiful in peaked cap and shades. Throughout the film his lips are as obscene and indecent as Presley’s would be two years

  later, a promise of freaky sex much more convincing than the graphic stuff he’d treat us to two decades on in Last Tango In Paris.




  But The Wild One is a lurid, trashy melodrama; so much so that Brando appears to be laughing sourly at the whole thing from time to time. See Brando’s camp, sighing ‘Oh

  my’ when stopping two biker underlings from taking the piss out of his newly beloved. The tale goes that Brando didn’t want to do the movie at all, but felt he owed Stanley Kramer for

  making him the lead in his very first screen role as paralysed war vet Ken in The Men.




  But back to that crazy beatnik jive, Daddio – still the only English patois that is even more entertaining than post-hip hop ebonics. And perfect for extemporising on the perennial theme

  of teenage boredom and adding urgency to courtship rituals, at one and the same time. Johnny: ‘If you’re gonna stay cool you’ve got to wail. You’ve got to put sumthin’

  down. You’ve got to make some jive. Don’tcha know what I’m talkin’ about?’ Um . . . nope, Marlon, not really. But I’m doing exactly what Kathie’s doing

  – watching your mouth, fascinated, delighted. Kathie: ‘My father was going to take me on a fishing trip to Canada once . . . We didn’t go.’ A perfect, deadpan Brando pause.

  ‘Crazy’, he mumbles, with repressed exasperation.




  This is immediately followed by possibly the best-ever way of asking a girl to dance: ‘Wanna struggle?’ one of the BRMC cats asks a chick. That – so sharp, funny and

  politically charged – would’ve been the key line in any other movie.




  But just a few minutes later, as the bikers revel in the bar, we get THE greatest two lines in this whole damn book, a sucker-punch-to-the-yarbles humdinger that has since

  come to encapsulate all forms of non-politicised rebellion. The possibly apocryphal story is that real-life biker gang members were hired as extras, and that one of the film crew asked one of them

  the question, and got the answer, and that Paxton and Benedek just hastily stole it. A beautiful accident, for sure. But would this line be so immortal if not delivered exactly as Brando dispatches

  it here?




  It’s delivered as a dry comic quip – and accepted as such as by the two characters that hear it. And the way that Brando pouts, camply, just before he delivers, shows as much

  contempt for the answer as it does for the question. One suspects that if any other of our male ’50s teen stars had said the line – even James Dean – they would’ve oversold

  it, gone all deliberately wide-eyed and evil in an attempt to convey the threat of violent revolt. But Brando . . . Man, Brando is not interested in rebellion. He’s interested in

  nihilism. The idea that life has nothing at all to recommend it. The ‘What have you got?’, not the ‘rebelling’. And the only sure way to convey true, black, futility

  is with ironic distance . . . a conscious lack of interest in living. For one second, Brando is the greatest actor of all time. Because conveying a blank absence of ambition, love or future

  – The Abyss we all fear – and making it sexy, funny and inspiring enough to be one of the most quoted and admired lines in popular culture . . . this – not rubbing your bald pate

  in Vietnam nor stuffing your mouth with cotton wool to sound Sicilian – is genius. When I watch this scene I feel 50-plus years of youthquake shoot from my head right through to my shaky

  knees, and can barely laugh to keep from crying. Everything great about the latter part of the 20th century and beyond begins with those two words spoken by this strange, curmudgeonly man.

  It’s the entire ‘destroy to create’ imperative in two seconds of screen-time.




  There are good reasons why the question has to be asked by a girl. Because when trouble starts, Kathie is advised by a man to ‘go home and stay there’. This is what 1950s men wanted

  women to do, and this is exactly what Kathie doesn’t do. She roams the streets, looking for Johnny, looking for trouble, looking for risk over safety. When Johnny threatens to slap her

  around, an entirely un-scared Kathie taunts him about his fear of women. She’s the only person in the movie who isn’t either shoved into violence or entirely intimidated by Johnny. The

  only trustworthy agent of control. And the only person, aside from Johnny, who makes individual decisions. Johnny’s male gang are his bitches. Like most soldiers, they

  really would jump over a cliff if the man in charge told them to. The men of the town can only stand up to Johnny when they’ve organised themselves into a lynch-mob, accusing him of rape

  without bothering to give the girl herself a voice. Johnny aside, men are useless in this movie. And even he’s a mumbling emotional cripple.




  I’m not going to go so far as to call The Wild One a feminist movie. But the nihilism that swirls around it is created and sustained entirely by men, and its only leading female

  character is a non-conformist possessed of both courage and optimism. This is somewhat undercut, though, by The Bad Girl, who begs Johnny for sex (OK . . . she doesn’t say

  ‘sex’, but we get the picture if we get the picture) with such an ugly absence of dignity you suddenly see why the more misogynist strain of gay man saw something in the movie for them.

  And there’s the sado-masochistic gleam in the eyes of the lynch-mob as they beat sexy Johnny to a bloody pulp. Can’t forget that.




  No, but really, some of the sexual imagery in The Wild One is outrageous. My favourite none-too-subtle hint is when Johnny finally asserts himself with Kathie, threatening to trash her

  bar if she doesn’t stop ‘needling’ him. He makes the fateful decision not to leave town as he promised her father, sits down at the bar, grabs a beer, swigs, and bashes it down.

  Cut to the phallic bottle, gushing over with a fountain of white spray. It’s a seminal moment.




  Almost as good is the aftermath of Johnny and Kathy’s long bike journey into the woods at night. When Kathy . . . erm . . . dismounts, fondly fondling Johnny’s formerly throbbing

  engine, she wears the unmistakable, mussed but dreamily serene look of a girl who has just felt the Earth move. The biggest blow to the motorcycle manufacturing business came when the first woman

  sat on her tumble dryer.




  Critics have always been sniffy about The Wild One, particularly in comparison to supposedly heavyweight early Brando flicks like the wildly overrated On The Waterfront and A

  Streetcar Named Desire. Here, Johnny ignores the bad girl and falls for the nice, homemaker type . . . the civilising, emasculating influence. He is then dependent on her love to get him out of

  trouble. The biker riot – despite the intimations of potential rape – is about as scary as a Sunday School picnic. Johnny ain’t no anarchist – he’s just misunderstood!

  So retrospective reviews of The Wild One often write it off as typically sentimental, liberal Hollywood fudge. But you can’t judge a pre-’60s American

  movie by its ending, any more than you can expect a Soviet-era director to have devoted his life to anti-communist movies. There was a code in place, and in the 1950s great movie people’s

  careers were ended if they even got close to trespassing against the self-appointed guardians of American morals. If you wanted to say something interesting in Hollywood between 1934 and 1968, the

  years governed by the paranoid self-censorship of The Hays Code, then you went ahead and said it . . . but made damn sure that the plot – and particularly the ending – said something

  entirely opposite. As long as subversive characters either conformed or got their just desserts – prison sometimes, death mostly – you could give the people exactly what they wanted in

  the bits of the film that really mattered . . . the images and the dialogue.




  But the ending of The Wild One has a few more dimensions than the surface would suggest. Because the key character – the one who represents what the target audience really feel

  – is obviously Kathie. We learn gradually, every time she speaks, that her attraction to Johnny is not down to the irresistible lure of the heathen he-man. He’s simply a symbol of

  freedom. As she finally fingers the neighbourhood bullies who she’s presumably expected to live the rest of her life with and protests Johnny’s innocence, Kathy puts the film’s

  real theme most eloquently. ‘I wasn’t trying to get away from him. I was trying to get away.’




  The other key scene develops beautifully as a cop delivers the ’50s cliché ‘conform and be grateful’ speech to Johnny as he deigns to let him go. In the majority of

  ’50s delinquency movies, the Bad Boy dies or sees the error of his ways and pleads to be allowed into society. But Johnny is apparently unchanged by the liberal generosity of the cop and

  Kathie. He refuses to be grateful or conform. He won’t even look at Kathy, not even when she talks about him like he’s an errant dog. The potential humiliation of being patronised by an

  alliance of cops and sex object washes right over him.




  He and the gang appear to leave, but Johnny does return. He still can’t thank Kathy. And he sure as hell ain’t asking her for dinner and a movie and suburban marriage. He gives her

  the bike trophy – which Lee Marvin’s Chino slyly labels as a ‘beautiful object, signifying absolutely nothing’ – and smiles, and leaves for his wild, wild life, away

  from society. Because the beautiful object does signify something. It’s a universally recognised symbol of achievement . . . and is therefore useless to somebody who

  still doesn’t acknowledge the worth of society’s approval. He leaves it and he leaves the girl who might civilise him. I reckon this is pretty cool for a movie made for a newly

  recognised audience in the most repressive years of the 20th century.




  The Wild One gave a generation of youth who were finally becoming conscious of their own power – spending and otherwise – exactly what they wanted: sex, rebellion, and a

  celebration of violent action and rebels that boys wanted to be and girls wanted to fuck. Considering how quickly Brando’s dress was adopted as the ultimate in universally identifiable gay

  male iconography, it’s a crying shame that a generation of women didn’t go on to a life of riding big motor-sickles and beating up Lee Marvin.




  The rest of the pleasure is purely aesthetic – Leith Stevens’s sleazy jazz score, pumped full of deliberate jungle juice. The gorgeous monochrome. Brando’s clothes. The Triumph

  sickles. The queasy slant of the camera angle on Brando’s face when the gangs signal riot with the ceremonial beeping of horns, as the world prepares to tip into chaos. It’s a

  great-looking, great-sounding movie which can be taken as trash and laughed at, or just as easily seen as the film that invented the modern world. What I can say with certainty is that it’s

  the film that invented this book and all who sail in it, and that’s plenty good enough for me.
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  THE BLACKBOARD JUNGLE




  1955




  Starring: Glenn Ford, Sidney Poitier, Vic Morrow




  Dir.: Richard Brooks




  

    Plot: The inner-city classroom as Theatre Of War.


  




  Key line: ‘Take it easy, Chief. He’s crazy. He’s high. He’s floatin’ on Sneaky Pete wine!’




  Famously, this movie started a riot in a cinema in south London. The British teen was apparently such a hormonal explosion waiting to happen that, in a

  picture-house in rough old Elephant And Castle, an unruly horde of Teddy Boy types heard the opening blend of hep cat jazz drum solo and military tattoo segue into Bill Haley’s ‘Rock

  Around The Clock’, and went bug-eyed mental, dancing frenziedly in the aisles and slashing the seats with flick-knives, the ’50s juvenile delinquent equivalent of a mobile phone with

  Bluetooth. The same sort of thing reputedly happened in America and, once the controversy and hand-wringing had calmed down, a new genre was born. No self-respecting capitalist could turn down the

  kind of free publicity generated by teenage film.




  I wonder if these crazy kids even bothered to look at the words of warning that roll across the screen at the outset of The Blackboard Jungle. To assure the censors and adults generally

  that the movie’s makers had America’s best interests at heart, the captions assure us that The Blackboard Jungle is ‘concerned with juvenile delinquency’ and performs

  a necessary social function because ‘Public awareness is a first step towards a remedy.’ For a few weird years in the 1950s, juvenile delinquency was an American obsession and rivalled

  communism as the No. 1 source of dread under the bed. Blame rock ’n’ roll, or post-war affluence, or working mothers, or a decline in the practice of respecting your elders, but a

  series of lurid headlines and learned academic reports insisted that America’s kids were out of control and coming for your daughters. In the end, it was the US military coming for your sons

  that gave this apparently causeless rebellion a sense of purpose and genuine anti-establishment threat.




  But right now, in 1955, at New York’s North Manual High School, those rough boys have something less noble on their minds.




  In the opening scenes of this wonderful black and white orgy of hysteria, these thugs’ idea of communicating with the laydees involves becoming literally animal – rattling and

  gurning through the bars of the school fence, topped off by much post-The Wild One (see here) bottle play. Vic Morrow’s Artie West, the villain of this piece, goes as far as holding

  the bottle of pop at his groin like a phallus before dispatching the foamy contents roughly in the direction of a sophisticated blonde.




  This is one of the things I love most about pre-’60s movies. Nowadays, if a kid in a teen film – or a guy in a grown-up one, for that matter – pulled the

  bottle-as-cumming-penis gag, the character would know exactly what he was doing, and would shake it all about with knowing irony. In movies like The Blackboard Jungle,

  the male aggressor doesn’t appear to know anything about symbolism. He is shoving his dick in our faces in deadly earnest, which is both scarier and funnier.




  But as well as being a movie about juvenile delinquency, The Blackboard Jungle is also about male humiliation. Or, to be precise, the potential humiliations men suffer at the hands of a

  society that had changed radically since the Second World War. As we know, men risked their lives to fight fascism between 1939 and 1945 and, if they made it back whole, soon realised that no place

  had been found for them in civic life. Women had entered the job market while they were away and many had no intention of returning to domestic drudgery. The US economy needed to rebuild. So vets

  like Rick Dadier (Glenn Ford) found themselves pleading for work.




  In the opening scenes we see that Dadier – who only seems to get this unlikely French name so the kids can call him Daddy-O – is among a large group of teachers looking for a job at

  Hooligan High. Most are men. When Dadier enters the office for his interview he is greeted by a cold, pompous, authoritarian Principal. This Dadier is nervous and cringing. It turns out that he

  earned his teaching degree at a girls’ school that made a place for ex-military. His interviewer barks at him about his quiet voice and forces him to recite Shakespeare at top volume. Staff

  and rival interviewees smirk at the sound of his desperation. Dadier is being humiliated at every turn.




  So The Blackboard Jungle is, on one major level, about an emasculated man who must quest to find his testicles. Instead of traversing across dangerous terrain, he has to locate his

  bollocks by taking on a bunch of children whose entire demeanour is a threat to the authority of the adult male. And he’s not going to get any help. After getting the job, Dadier asks about

  ‘the discipline problem’. He is brusquely and aggressively informed that it doesn’t exist. Principal Halloran is King of Denial.




  This school is a war. The Principal is the aloof general, cosseted away from the action. The teachers are the foot-soldiers on the frontline. The men, led by über-cynic Murdoch, immediately

  hit Dadier with war stories and call the school ‘The garbage can of the educational system,’ while making wisecracks about the sentences for statutory rape that would apparently be

  inevitable if they worked at a girls’ school. The one female teacher who wanders into view is gawked at like a stripper on a building site. ‘Uplifting’

  ending aside, The Blackboard Jungle is a bitter and angry movie that implies that the education of children can only be improved by an individual – a strong leader – who is

  prepared to meet violence with violence. And that men of any age are unable to control their primal desires when confronted with any female under the age of 40. We’re not in William McKinley

  High any more, Toto.




  But enough about Daddy-O and the wrinklies. This is a book about cinematic teens, right? And the best thing about The Blackboard Jungle is the best schoolroom bad boys this side of a

  Daily Mail editorial. Immaculate in their rockabilly rags, greasy of hair and sneery of lip, these multi-ethnic Bad Bwoys are exactly the juvenile delinquents you’ve always wanted to

  hang out with. They talk in high-pitched Beastie Boy whines and yelps. They read the Racing News at school assembly. They drive stolen wheels so fast that they knock parked cars a-rolling

  and a-tumbling into shop windows, ’cos being stationary is strictly Squaresville. And they snap their fingers and bebop to Bill Haley, all day and all night. OK, that last bit might get

  wearing after 15 minutes or so, but otherwise, this is the gang of your wildest rock ’n’ roll dreams. What’s more, the fantastic Morrow (who famously and tragically died in a

  stunt-gone-wrong on the set of The Twilight Zone movie in 1982) and his partners-in-grime actually look like boys you would prefer not to meet in an alley no matter what the lighting

  situation was, unlike your usual podgy whitebread ’50s hood-from-Central Casting. Morrow’s West, in particular, looks like he lives on speed and raw roadkill.




  Poitier’s Gregory Miller is from some other planet entirely. Luminously beautiful, he looms over teacher and pupil alike, dwarfing anyone else’s attempts to attract viewer attention,

  no matter how wildly they overact. He is, of course, the redeemable Bad Lad. But it is still fascinating and bravely progressive that Brooks chose a young black actor to be the movie’s pop

  idol and moral compass while much of America was still living under pre-civil rights apartheid. How the hell did he convince the studio to risk alienating half of The Blackboard

  Jungle’s potential audience? Or was everybody involved aware, perhaps prompted by the young’s love of mutant rhythm ’n’ blues, that racism was already the older

  generation’s problem, and that the coming decade’s politics, art and entertainment would sweep away the last vestiges of Klanism? I know – it’s a lot

  to project onto a dumb old movie. But someone took the decision, and, although Poitier was already 27 years old and a veteran of six previous movies, it was his impact as Gregory Miller that set

  him on the road to being Hollywood’s first black Best Actor Oscar winner (in 1963 for Lilies Of The Field) and, in 1967, America’s No. 1 box office leading man.




  We soon suss out the eternal triangle being drawn here. Dadier and West are locked in a battle for the souls of the class, who, like most humble infantry, are little more than easily led by the

  toughest tough guy in close proximity. But, in order to win, they have to win over Miller, who, apart from being the coolest and handsomest – and, because he is black, the most authentic

  – dude in the theatre of war, is tough . . . but reasonable. If he has been a bad boy up to now, it’s not his fault. He’s a strong and intelligent young man – which means he

  knows when to conform and when not to. Nope, he’s a victim of society, poverty, bad environment and, until Daddy-O comes along, untrustworthy authority figures. It being the 1950s, the best

  role model for a misguided black boy is a white soldier.




  But Daddy-O’s blend of military experience and Psych 101 is a little too blatant at first. After the first fractious class meeting he pulls Miller aside, flatters him with a bunch of shuck

  and jive about being ‘a natural born leader’, and basically asks him to control the animals for him. Miller seems to agree. But nothing comes that easy.




  By the time hierarchy and order are inevitably restored, we’ve had an attempted rape (including an awesome fight scene where the foiled teen rapist attempts to escape Daddy-O by diving

  headfirst through a window!), a neat exercise in civil disobedience as the boys deliberately get a blackboard exercise wrong, a kid who just grins who’s creepier than all the scowlers

  combined, teachers sadistically clobbered in a back alley, the symbolic destruction of briefcases and swing-era record collections, a visit to a ‘good’ school where the kids appear to

  hail from Stepford, the constant backdrop of unbearable train and workshop noise, showing rather than telling us about the distractions and pressures of the big bad city, a racism debate featuring

  more ‘niggers’ and ‘spics’ than the average episode of Oz, Miller successfully finding that Dadier isn’t quite the anti-racist crusader he wants to be, a violent

  truck-jacking, and West reasoning that jail time is better than the draft, his blank glare when the rest of the class are watching a cartoon Daddy-O brings into class proving

  that he’s the kinda guy who even sees laughter as compromise, with his insistence that the real meaning of Jack And The Beanstalk is ‘crime always pays’.




  The tiresome sub-plot of Miss Hammond – a single woman of child-bearing age who doesn’t seem eager to be a mom and therefore is A Monster – chucking herself at the completely

  asexual Glenn Ford does serve a plot purpose. Since Dadier has kept most of his cool even after a savage beating, it has to be something real bad to force the inevitable showdown with West. Writing

  notes and making calls about Daddy-O’s alleged infidelity to his pregnant wife, until she gets so freaked out she gives birth prematurely and almost loses it . . . that does the trick nicely.

  West finally forces Dadier to make their conflict physical, daring him to back down in front of the class. West is also happy to disobey Dadier’s corporal Miller and break their uneasy

  alliance with his own racist abuse. Even the most enthusiastic teen rebel would, by this time, want grey, earnest Daddy-O to discover his inner animal and put West down. Miller makes the right

  choice, and, with the liberal tough guys now aligned, the rest of the class fall, somewhat pathetically but entertainingly, into line. The last bad guy gets overpowered by . . . an American

  flag!!!




  Does that mean West is some kind of symbol of communism? Erm . . . no. It means that Brooks was kind of worried that all this bullish anti-racism might be construed as anti-Americanism by what

  was left of the McCarthyite witch hunters, and thought he’d pre-empt with hilariously overstated patriotism.




  We close on Miller and Dadier agreeing a ‘pact’ that feels more like a political reconciling of black and white, of youth and manhood, than anything to do with teacher and pupil. You

  almost feel they should turn to camera, warmly shake hands, and walk into the White House. Instead, Brooks just gives the kids ‘Rock Around The Clock’ again. And very nice it is,

  too.




  But my very favourite thing about The Blackboard Jungle is . . . no matter how many times I watch it, I can’t exactly tell whose side it’s on. Brooks was seriously ingenious

  at the cake-and-eat-it attitude you needed to make funky films before the last vestiges of the paranoid Hays Code was finally swept away in the late ’60s.




  The scene that best exemplifies this is the one that features a familiar character . . . the 1950s teen movie Therapy Cop. Therapy Cop has different cop names and is

  always played by a different actor. He sometimes takes the pure Freud route, and at others veers more towards cracker barrel sociology. But he’s the same Therapy Cop, setting the audience

  straight every time.




  This time he’s an oldish feller in a detective hat and trench coat. He’s supposed to be at the school to find out who beat up Daddy-O and poor wimpy teacher Josh Edwards, but is

  somewhat distracted by a desire to sum up ten years of weighty newspaper theories about the juvenile delinquency problem. ‘They were five or six years old in the last war,’ he drones.

  ‘Father in the army, mother in a defence plant. No home life. No church life. No place to go. They formed street gangs . . .’




  This is obviously designed for the grown-ups in the cinema (or the critics who’ll tell the parents what to think about the film), who want to know that little Janet and Johnny with their

  wild music and flipped-out hair aren’t going to see a gratuitous orgy of teen violence. You could make these films, and even occasionally get mainstream affirmation, as long as they had A

  Message that reaffirmed the status quo.




  But, as Therapy Cop drones on, we see Daddy-O’s Class of 55 Flick-knives file past him, giving him a sidelong glance and sneering. Last of these, the only boy allowed to walk across the

  screen behind Therapy Cop, is Poitier’s Miller, looking, literally, too cool for school. Every boy looks fucking brilliant, and you can’t help suspecting that, while the parents nod

  contentedly at just how comforting it is that such wise older men will keep the heathens in line, Brooks is simultaneously saying to the teen viewers: I know. They really do talk bollocks,

  don’t they? Let them think you’re listening and I’ll give you the altogether sexier future to look at. Deal?




  This goes as far as something very weird, which I only noticed on this viewing. Dadier and Miller are at the garage where Miller works after school as a mechanic. He is explaining, in case we

  hadn’t got it, that there is no point in a poor black boy taking school seriously, because he’s ‘coloured’, and therefore barred from social mobility. He explains that he

  worked hard at first, ‘but what’s the use? Nobody gives a . . .’




  What you hear is the word ‘hoot’. But it is slightly louder than the rest of the talk track. It’s also doubled, almost comically, by the double hoot of a

  car-horn. But I swear you can hear the beginning of an ‘F—’ sound, and that Poitier is mouthing the word ‘fuck’.




  This couldn’t have been in the original script, for obvious reasons. So . . . maybe Poitier got so into his part that he said the offending word, and Brooks decided to keep that take and

  drop in the hoots. But this is not an intense scene. Miller is being amiable and matter-of-fact as he lays down the facts of black life for his white mentor. It just doesn’t add up that

  he’d need to curse to make the scene work. Was Brooks trying to give his teen audience a swear word subliminally?




  One of the great pleasures of The Blackboard Jungle is unavoidable. Its view of everything is so outdated that none of us hip modern things can resist the belly laughs. One of the ironies

  that became apparent while doing this book is that the terribly serious and ‘concerned’ likes of The Blackboard Jungle are generally more laugh-out-loud funny than the knowingly

  daft likes of The Blob (see here). Like the bit where Dadier plies his pregnant wife with champagne (and how thrilled she is that she’s getting ravioli, too!). The bit where Dadier is

  recounting the tale of a teacher’s sexual assault to the missus and just gets a response that the teacher ‘provoked it’ by being too sexy, before she rejects female solidarity

  completely and gives him the third degree about whether he’d like to take Miss Hammond roughly up the refectory as well. Or the scene where the Principal accuses Daddy-O of being a racist . .

  . and then asks him to direct the school Christmas show! Or the well-meaning but misguided inverse racism of the scene where the black boys prove what fine men they are by singing a negro spiritual

  round the old Joanna.




  Watching The Blackboard Jungle is like taking a holiday in the pre-enlightenment world that the brilliant Mad Men TV show mocks, at a point where it was still utterly convinced of

  its moral and ethical rectitude. As such, its overload of messages, subtexts, contradictions and unintentional laughs makes it a far richer text than the majority of the wiser, politically correct

  teen movies of later years. It’s Tradio, Daddy-O, and all the better for it.




  
 





  [image: ]




  REBEL WITHOUT A CAUSE




  1956




  Starring: James Dean, Natalie Wood, Sal Mineo, Jim Backus, Dennis Hopper




  Dir.: Nicholas Ray




  

    Plot: Beautiful, doomed boy transforms spoiled-brat teen angst into The Meaning Of Life, The Universe And Everything.


  




  Key line: ‘I don’t know what to do any more. Except maybe die.’




  If you were one of the millions of kids who went to see Rebel Without A Cause within the opening months of its release, you were paying your money to watch a dead man.

  Famously, just four weeks before James Dean’s second starring role hit the streets, he died while speeding in a car, giving a face to the ‘Too fast to live, too young to die’

  myths of the rock ’n’ roll generation. He was just 24 years old. And because of this, it becomes impossible to judge how much of Dean’s impact was down to his talent and charisma,

  and how much was down to the poignancy death lent to his work here. What we perhaps can venture is that Dean’s shrugging, mumbling, slouching, swaggering, weeping and hysterical

  ‘method’ performance had the same impact on acting style as The Beatles and Dylan had upon rockers and doo-wop singers around seven years later. He made Hollywood’s actors look

  ancient and ludicrously stagey with little more than the way he pulled up the collars of the many jackets that form crucial parts of this oddest of movies.




  The iconic imagery forged by the partnership between Dean and legendary director Nicholas Ray is all laid out in the opening scene. As the credits roll over him, Dean’s drunk Jim Stark

  falls to the floor in the middle of a deserted road and plays with a cymbal-clapping toy monkey. He grins at in delight, picks at it like a toddler torturing an insect, examines it like a

  scientist. He covers the toy with its wrapping paper like a pet – or a child – watching it lie there inanimate, as an enraptured parent watches their baby sleep. Not a word of

  dialogue nor a sniff of plot, yet we already know that this is a mannish boy caught between two warring impulses: the desire to stay a child and the yearning to be a

  father.




  The new trend for psychotherapy was big in American popular culture in the mid ’50s, and the psychobabble comes, thick, fast and early. The first action takes place in a police station

  which appears to be full of troubled teens. Judy (Wood) has been picked up for walking the streets at 1 a.m., the implication being that she’s a teen streetwalker, rather than a child

  walking the streets. She’s escaping from a father who thinks she’s ‘a dirty tramp’ because she wears lipstick and therefore likes to manhandle and humiliate her in front of

  the rest of her family. But the nice-but-tough cop at the nick is a self-appointed shrink, listening to Judy’s complaints about her Bad Dad with a gently furrowed brow, and suggesting . . .

  nah, insisting . . . that Judy walks the streets at night to attract Daddy’s attention.




  If this guy reacts to his daughter’s affections by grabbing her roughly and violently rubbing the red from her lips I reckon he’s paying her rather too much attention already. But

  I’m not a part of the police–teacher–social-worker–authority-figure consensus, so what the fuck would I know? In Rebel, the only people who are capable of fixing the

  most complex of messes are confident, wise, strong but ultimately good-hearted public servants, who are qualified to judge the uselessness of parents – that is, everybody who isn’t a

  public servant – and entirely within their rights to intervene whenever they deem it appropriate. They are The System, and, in Rebel’s world, The System is a fine thing. So fine

  that, if these confused kids and rubbish parents had just stopped reacting emotionally and done what they were told from the off, the entire film would never have happened.




  But within eight melodramatic, sourly funny and beautifully shot and acted minutes, we know all we need to know about exactly what’s wrong with this picture. This bit of Los Angeles is

  full of gorgeous children who have been royally screwed up by . . . Bad Dad.




  Judy’s dad is too domineering, but also, apparently, too distant. When the cop tells Judy that Mom is picking her up, the girl lets out a shriek of pure pain. Turns out the cop was right

  about that attention stuff. Whooda thunk it?




  Meanwhile, Jim has the opposite problem. When his parents come to pick him up, all togged out for some function or other, we know poor old Pa Stark is a disaster.

  Memorably played by Jim Backus, in a thankless role where he has to be the quivering fall guy foil for a boy so gorgeous and talented he was changing the entire face of acting in every scene the

  pair shared, Jim’s Dad’s badness derives from being too weak to stand up to either Jim or stereotypical Mom. Jim mocks Dad for his clothes, Dad goes along with it, laughing, and gets a

  proto-Joe Pesci, ‘You think I’m funny?’ for his pains. The right thing, the thing that Jim craves, is for Dad to walk in, smack Jim around a bit, and then, presumably, smack Mom

  around just to be on the safe side. Men are so disappointing.




  If you’re thinking that Rebel inhabits a world where fathers can’t win, well, award yourself a clapping-cymbal toy monkey, ’cos you’ve got it. At one point, Jim

  actually advocates the benefits of Dad punching Mom unconscious, an idea treated with gently amused agreement by Therapy Cop, who promptly starts a local self-help group where troubled couples can

  attend together and Dad can be encouraged to give Her Indoors the full pummelling she deserves in a safe, nurturing environment.




  Nah, just kidding about that last part. But the Stark home is an especially enduring middle-class nightmare, where Dad talks entirely in Jolly Nice Chap homilies, Mom bullies him, and Gran

  bullies Mom in order to show Jim that she was a much better mother than her own daughter. It’s a mother-in-law joke without a punchline, and you can start to see why they have to keep moving

  town because Jim rips apart other boys with his bare hands every time someone calls him ‘chicken’.




  So let’s get this straight: Rebel Without A Cause is a massively dated melodrama where cops are better than parents, and where middle-class kids with all the advantages of money,

  status and education whinge constantly about how appalling their lives are because Daddy is too butch/not butch enough/both, using this an excuse to beat each other up. It advocates domestic

  violence and insists the world is being destroyed by the rise of strong women. It has a ludicrous orchestral soundtrack that screams every passing emotion at us like Celine Dion after being shown

  24 hours of films about dead kittens. And it’s entirely dominated by an over-acting stud-muffin whose obvious agenda is forcing every viewer to look at him and only him, all of the time. The

  only rational reaction to its overblown pretensions is so-bad-it’s-good laughter, especially in the first cop shop scene when gay symbol Plato (Mineo) is cringing

  heroically under various chidings from a stereotype black mammy (who is still wearing her apron!), and another cop therapist asks him: ‘So . . . do you have any idea why you shot those

  puppies?’




  So . . . do we have any idea why Rebel Without A Cause is still one of the best teen movies ever?




  Well, for a start . . . it does make some good points. Our parents do fuck us up . . . I think someone pointed out once that they do not mean to, but they do. Strong male role models are key

  and, although I think most of us have moved on from the idea that male strength is best represented by slapping the old ball and chain around, there are still too many absent fathers in the world,

  and many of them are absent even when their big fat arses are glued to the living-room sofa.




  And, of course, teenage emotions are more melodramatic, pretentious and self-absorbed than either pre-adolescent or adult emotions, so Rebel’s hysteria and Dean’s

  attention-grabbing is thematically immaculate. And, in essence, the cod therapy that Rebel’s authority figures bandy about with sanctimonious certainty is exactly the kind of

  half-formed shite that has forged a billion-dollar industry of quacks, gurus, self-help books and TV soap-Oprah, and that me and you spout to each other every single day when faced with anything

  too complicated to fix with money, a shag or an Elastoplast. So when we laugh at Rebel we laugh at what we’ve become and wonder if this wonderful movie was symptom or . . . ahem . . .

  cause.




  And then there’s the dialogue. Rebel’s kids – and Natalie Wood’s Judy actually uses the term ‘The Kids’ – use this uniquely entertaining

  vernacular which is part beatnik post-jazz wiggerism, part sixth-form poetry, and part post-Sartre existentialist nitwittery. It is bloody marvellous. Par exemple, these edited highlights

  from the first exchange between Judy and Jim, as he tries to give her a lift to school in his flash motor.




  Jim: Hi. I’ve seen you before.




  Judy: Well. Stop the world.




  Jim: You don’t have to be unfriendly.




  Judy: True. But life is crushing in on me.




  Jim: Life can be beautiful . . . You live here, don’t you?




  Judy: Who lives?




  Jim: I got my car. You wanna go with me?




  Judy: I go with The Kids.




  Jim: Yeah. I’ll bet.




  Judy: You know . . . I’ll bet you’re a real yo-yo.




  Jim: I love you, too.




  One Of The Kids (nodding at a departing Jim): What’s that?




  Judy: Oh – that’s a new disease.




  That’s a new disease?! Man, I don’t know about you. But looking at that written down almost makes me want to cry. When you’ve got James Dean and Natalie Wood actually

  bringing this stuff to sneery, sexy life, it damn near makes you melt into a muddy puddle.




  And then there is the stunning run of iconic set-pieces. Toy Monkey and Cop Shop Therapy (‘YOU’RE TEARING ME APART!!!’) we’ve already mentioned. But the

  planetarium scene is visionary, with Jim’s humiliating attempts to ingratiate himself with his new classmates, and he and Plato’s gently homoerotic bonding given a magical realist feel

  by a man’s voice poetically describing the stars, and the darkness, and the twinkling of the heavens, and the final, explosive flashes and roars of the Big Bang, presenting the suddenly

  freaked-out tough kids with an imminent future where ‘we will disappear into the blackness of the space from which we came, destroyed, as we began, in a burst of gas and fire!’, and

  where ‘the problems of man seem trivial and naive indeed’. A tale of juvenile delinquents and petty complaints becomes transcendent, cosmic and bathed with a kind of luminous

  apocalyptic glow that never quite leaves the film.




  This leads quickly – after a knife-fight between Jim and chief hood Buzz (Corey Allen) where a watching Observatory security guard would rather give us a meta-movie quip (‘Look . . .

  there’s your audience’) than intervene – to Rebel’s most famous scene, the Chickie Run.




  Neatly parodied in the likes of Beat Girl (see here) and Footloose (see here), the Chickie Run involves Jim and Buzz driving at high speed towards the edge of a cliff in stolen

  cars. First one to jump out is ‘chicken’. We already know that ‘chicken’ has the same effect on Jim as the words ‘cleaning woman’ have on Steve Martin in Dead

  Men Don’t Wear Plaid, so we suspect this won’t go well. It does give Wood’s Judy (currently Buzz’s girl, inconveniently) the opportunity to be a kind of Master Of

  Ceremonies, bathing in the sexual thrill of men in danger, giving future orgasmic frenzy acting tips for Nancy Allen to pick up on 20 years later in Carrie (see here). And shows off Ray’s skill with action scenes, of course, in a display of fast edits and kill thrills that made Rebel teen film’s first true work of art.




  When Buzz inevitably gets his leather jacket snagged on the car door and cops it – bomber jackets do a lot of work here as symbols of doomed rebellion – his abandoned thugs get real

  mad at Jim’s attempts to join The Machine by reporting it all to those nice Therapy Cops. So Jim, Judy and Plato end up on the run.




  But the clincher is what Ray and co-writers Irving Shulman and Stewart Stern choose to do with the alienation of their three misunderstood heroes. Jim expresses to Therapy Cop his desperation to

  belong somewhere, and, in most teen movies, this usually means joining a gang or tribe, conforming, fitting in. But Jim, Judy and Plato can’t fit in, no matter how hard they try. And besides,

  what they all crave is a family, not social acceptance . . . the extremity of their angst places them way beyond the current teen obsession with being ‘popular’. And who can blame them,

  when the hoods are now so out of society’s control that they become real criminals, invading the adult world by harassing Jim and Judy’s hapless parents.




  So, in a gorgeous, almost celestial abandoned Hollywood mansion that Plato takes them to, the three make their own nuclear family unit, with Jim as the strong, mumbly but attentive Dream Dad,

  Judy as the loose, non-judgemental Dream Mom and Plato as the damaged, needy, but affectionate child they all are, in reality.




  I mean, these kids really are in need of some non-toxic examples of traditional parenting. Because, in my rush to get from planetarium to Chickie Run, I almost forgot the Freudian orgy that is

  Jim and Judy’s typical evening at home.




  In preparation for his meeting with a fast car and a sharp fall, Jim heads back to base. He reaches into the fridge and drinks milk from the bottle like this was, well, milk from somewhere else

  entirely. We hear a crash . . . and soon we see just how bad a Dad Mr Stark really is.




  The crash was Mom’s dinner tray hitting the floor. We now see El Castrato crawling around the floor trying to salvage the food . . . and he’s wearing an apron! A frilly yellow apron!

  Over his suit!!! This big girl’s blouse cooks food for his woman, instead of the other way round! Man, no wonder Jim has chicken issues. ‘Mom?’ a puzzled Jim enquires up the

  stairs, so confused about gender now that we almost expect to see Mrs Stark wearing a greasy wife-beater, scratching her balls and reading the racing pages. When Frilly Apron

  Dad can’t tell Jim everything it means to be A Man in 30 seconds, Jim dons the macho Red Bomber Jacket Of Destiny and bolts for the Chickie Run, pausing only to steal cake.




  This is small potatoes compared to the patriarchal minefield at Judy’s place, though. She keeps kissing her very handsome and young-looking Dad. He’s so freaked out by his inability

  to separate her love and her sexuality that he responds to a kiss with a right-hander. The man is so much more comfortable with her little baby brother . . . and you have some sympathy, frankly,

  ’cos something real unhealthy is going on with this girl. Can you imagine having a cute little girl, and then you come home one day . . . and she’s Natalie Wood in a push-up bra,

  and she keeps sort of coming on to you? Plus your wife looks like your spinster aunt? Tough spot.




  Still, he really doesn’t handle it well. Judy runs away and cues up another big ’50s theme, as Mom says, ‘She’ll outgrow it, Dear. It’s just the age,’ and

  little brother, wielding a ray gun, chips in: ‘The atomic age!’ You can see why everyone’s so distracted from the emotional needs of their loved ones, what with the four horsemen

  of the apocalypse repeatedly shaking dust off their spurs and saddling up their gee-gees just over the not-too-distant horizon.




  An apocalypse does indeed come. But not for everyone. When the hoods track down our trio of dreamers, and Plato produces a gun that he’s stolen from his absent mother, Jim and Judy realise

  that he, like the hoods, is beyond the social pale. So when Plato hides in the Observatory and is besieged by coppers, Jim steps up and does The Machine’s dirty work. He persuades Plato to

  let him look at the gun and then disarms it while Plato isn’t looking, reinforcing the liberal consensus theme that dishonesty is entirely justified when it benefits the greater good . . . a

  stance that he rejects out of hand when his father suggests it, in a scene in the Stark home which Ray directs like a seasick voyeur and Dean acts with an intensity of feeling and need that

  completely obscures the fact that Jim Stark is, in essence, a complete fuckwit. (‘You want to kill your own father!’ Mom Stark screams as Jim chucks Dad around and chokes him. Duh!

  Please don’t ask what he wants to do to you!) Inevitably, when Jim leads Plato out of the Observatory, Plato freaks and waves the empty gun around, provoking a volley of gunshots from cops

  who’ve got way beyond the therapeutic stage. He is wearing Jim’s red bomber, so Pop Stark thinks Jim’s a goner. When he realises he isn’t, both

  parents are so relieved that their damaged darling’s OK that they immediately become what Jim wants them to be: authoritarian Dad and submissive Mom. ‘You did everything a man

  could,’ Dad Stark insists, as Jim regresses to babyhood . . . ‘Trust me.’ Jim leaves the Red Jacket Of Rebellion with the dead weirdo. Everyone’s so happy that the centre

  now holds that everyone forgets the dead weirdo. The outsider is only truly mourned by another outsider: his black nanny, the only black face in the entire movie, who is conspicuously not invited

  into the newly reborn white middle-class consensus. And . . .




  . . . And I really am making this sound despicable. It kind of is, politically, morally. But what a fantastic melodrama, lurid and confident enough to end the short period of teen film, and

  begin the never-ending genre of teen cinema. It makes opera and Greek tragedy out of the pettiest adolescent problems and social concerns of the day, and gives us an acting performance from Jimmy

  Dean that all male teen performances since have had to attempt to take on board and match up to. They come close sometimes. They never quite make it.
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  I WAS A TEENAGE WEREWOLF




  1957




  Starring: Michael Landon, Yvonne Lime, Whit Bissell




  Dir.: Gene Fowler Jr




  

    Plot: Hairy moments from the days before anger management classes.


  




  Key line: ‘Hugo! Prepare the scopolamine!’




  AIP favoured a hard-hitting style. And nowhere more than here, where, around ten seconds in, you get punched in the face.




  Of all American International Pictures’ teen exploitation films, I Was A Teenage Werewolf was the most profitable, influential and notorious. The movie grossed $2 million on a

  production budget of $82,000. It spawned three further ’50s hit AIP movies – I Was A Teenage Frankenstein, Blood Of Dracula and How To Make A Monster –

  which weren’t strictly sequels, but used elements of the same daft plot and many of the same actors. It was remade (kind of) in 1985 as Teen Wolf, a terrible but

  popular film starring Michael J. Fox. Its trash title has been referenced in so many movies, books, records and TV shows that it’s become part of the language of irony . . . in fact, an

  alternative title mooted for Clueless (see here) was I Was A Teenage Teenager, which someone thankfully concluded was irony gone mad. In the 21st century it’s a film that

  almost everyone in the Western World has heard of but few have seen, and it isn’t even available on DVD in Europe any more. This is a scandal. Because . . . Teenage Werewolf is a

  teensploitation classic: funny, strange and more wiseass subversive each time you see it.




  But first, a word about our sponsor. American International Pictures was a poverty row production company set up by movie salesman James H. Nicholson and brilliantly named lawyer Samuel Z.

  Arkoff. They aimed their movies squarely at teenage boys, producing a stream of flicks about beach parties, rock ’n’ roll, aliens and monsters, and later branching out into Roger

  Corman’s much-admired adaptations of Edgar Allan Poe novels and ’60s hippy exploitation films, including The Wild Angels starring Peter Fonda and The Trip starring Jack

  Nicholson.




  The garish titles of AIP movies were key to Nicholson and Arkoff’s business plan. Rather than buy or commission scripts, they would raise the money to make a film on the basis of nothing

  but the title . . . exploitation at its purest. Shoving together the buzzword ‘teenage’ and a popular movie monster was a perfect money-raiser in the 1950s. But the story that

  co-writers Herman Cohen and Aben Kandel wove around the concept was both insane and ingenious.




  Michael Landon – who went on to a hugely successful TV career playing leads in western perennial Bonanza and period weepie The Little House On The Prairie – is Tony

  Rivers, a teenage rebel with a violent temper. After yet another fight at (here comes another perfect name) Rockdale High School, he is persuaded to go into therapy. Problem is, our shrink Dr

  Brandon (Bissell) is actually a mad scientist in the Dr Frankenstein mode, who wants to use troubled kids to prove his crackpot theory that Man can only be saved from Armageddon by reverting to a

  pre-evolutionary state. He hypnotises Tony, and it turns out that Darwin was lying after all, because pre-evolutionary man was, you know, a werewolf.




  When Tony kills a couple of fellow teens he returns to Dr Brandon to get cured. Instead, the doc turns him back into a werewolf. Mayhem ensues and, as transgressors in AIP

  movies were always harshly punished, it doesn’t end well for Tony or the evil scientist.




  The reasons why this preposterous scenario works here are entirely down to director Fowler and stars Landon and Bissell, who instinctively understand that the only way to make something stupid

  stick is to play it straight.




  The central idea is simple; adults are so bewildered by teenage behaviour that they refer to adolescents as monsters . . . so what if they actually were? While the script plays fast and loose

  with contemporary obsessions – juvenile delinquency, therapy, fear of The Bomb, crazy beat music – Fowler shoots the movie in a gritty monochrome, throwing in expressionist angles and

  great gimmicks like the punch into the camera. And Landon plays Tony with genuine pathos and rage, and creates one of the big screen’s most sympathetic (and cute) victims of anger issues.




  In the opening fight scene we see that Tony is a lousy and dirty fighter, at one point wielding a shovel that could easily kill his opponent. When the cops – who obviously favour a

  ‘Why can’t we all just get along?’ approach to law enforcement – break it up and begin a dialogue, we realise that Tony is nuts, too, starting the fight because the other

  guy – a friend – slapped him on the shoulder. ‘I don’t like to be touched!’ Tony rages, weirdly. Detective Donovan (Barney Phillips) decides to be the Therapy Cop to

  end all Therapy Cops, suggesting that Tony go see a radical modern doctor who hypnotises bad kids until they’re fit to be a part of society. As Tony’s surprisingly not-Bad Dad says,

  ‘Sometimes you just have to do things the way people want ’em done. That way they’re happy and they leave you alone.’ It’s a steal from Rebel Without A Cause

  (see here) . . . Jim Stark’s emasculated father says something similar. But here, from an older man who seems entirely masculine, it seems even more depressing, and exactly what any

  self-respecting teenager doesn’t want to hear. This little scene in the Rivers’ home is packed full of info: Mom is absent, Dad is always out working but is loving enough to prepare

  Tony’s food the way he likes it before he leaves . . . and Tony already has the peculiar habit of eating raw hamburger. Teenage Werewolf is full of little winks at its audience,

  rejecting the sledgehammer moral approach of movies like Rebel and Blackboard Jungle, treating the teen viewer as a smart friend who is far too slick to be

  manipulated by condescending adults. And the scene also tells us that whatever is ailing Tony isn’t, for once, the fault of the parent.




  The dance party scene is rich with top dance action, crazy jive talk, a bongo-playing teen crooner who has a real gone fusion of rock and jazz going on, and an incredibly keen appreciation of

  who the audience are. One young couple have a good old sneer at adult-approved entertainment, and, in tribute to all the boys who’ve taken their girl to the drive-in hoping to take advantage

  of the scary bits, the big party laughs are provided by Halloween-style pranks played by the boys on the girls, who scream with pleasure. But Tony ruins it all by responding to one prank with those

  uncontrollable fists of fury. He accidentally knocks his simpering blonde girlfriend Arlene (Lime) to the ground, and hangs his head in shame as all the other kids at the party glare at him in mute

  disapproval. Suddenly, we’re accompanying Tony to the evil shrink’s surgery. Because Tony is, again, a typical teen: the cop can’t make him do anything. Neither can his Dad or

  Arlene’s parents. Arlene herself got short shrift when she sided with Therapy Cop. But peer pressure . . . that’ll do it.




  Dr Brandon unveils his evil plan, and even encourages poor Tony to see his drug-induced hypno experience as ‘a trip’. By the time we get to Tony’s first onscreen transformation

  into a hairy head in a jock jacket – cheap, cheerful, wonderful – he is being praised for improved conduct at school. But those primal urges are all man . . . his second victim is a

  girl being lithe and gymnastic in the school sports hall.




  The scenes of Landon running around the woods in wolfie head make-up are hilarious. And, as with all good trash movies, you can’t tell whether it’s deliberate comedy or accidental

  ineptitude. But everything else is played resolutely straight, with Malcolm Atterbury, as Tony’s Dad, especially heart-rending as the helpless father, wondering if he should have remarried

  after Tony’s Mom died (or left – it’s not made entirely plain), as if lack of mother love routinely leads to young men growing fangs and baying at the moon.




  I Was A Teenage Werewolf has a message, and, as was the tradition in AIP pictures, it’s delivered to us through the film’s last line of dialogue: ‘It is not for man to

  interfere in the ways of God.’ Critics have attempted to interpret the film as a repudiation of science, and The Big Society of 1950s America. I personally read it as a big, dumb bunch of

  meaningless hokum which becomes subversive entertainment precisely because of its sneering contempt for ’50s message movies. It’s a satire at the expense of the

  three movies we’ve already looked at, and was a huge hit because these new teenage creatures were already smart enough to get the joke.
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  THE COOL AND THE CRAZY




  1958




  Starring: Scott Marlowe, Richard Bakalyan, Dick Jones, Gigi Perreau




  Dir.: William Witney




  

    Plot: The teenage Reefer Madness.


  




  Key line: ‘Quit the clowning. I need some more M. I need some more M now!’




  The beautiful opening image: a camera simply placed on the grass of a school playing-field, and an in-your-face shot of a teenage girl . . . tying her shoelaces. In 1950s

  teensploitation classics, you can often feel this joyful mutual pact between director and target audience; a sense of amazement that the styles and settings of ’50s teen life are actually up

  there on the big screen. The shot is quick; it doesn’t linger and there’s no leering at the girl in question. It isn’t about sex. It’s a shot that says, ‘Here

  you are. And we, the grateful adults who are allowed to tell your stories, are looking up at you, as we put you on the pedestal you deserve.’




  As the standard big-band sleaze-jazz blares away, promising cheap thrills like a plump stripper in a burlesque show, we find ourselves following a hot curly-headed boy who actually looks

  something close to teenage. The Radio Times Guide To Film describes Scott Marlowe as a ‘James Dean wannabe’, and that sums it up neatly, as his doomed Bennie Saul character

  slouches, leers and twitches constantly in a mesmerising attempt to bring The Method to The Cool And The Crazy’s reefer madness. Sadly, Marlowe never got to die tragically and

  iconically after a couple of movies, nor play Evil Buddha in Coppola war movies, nor found his own successful range of spaghetti sauces. But he is truly fabulous here as the sexy but doomed drug

  dealer. Can’t act, exactly. But when you have this whole piercing eyes/curly hair/cat-like swagger thing going on, thespian shortcomings are moot. He’s a great

  smug, sexy, psycho punk. And the film suffers a little every time he’s not on screen.




  When we first meet Bennie, in a post-Blackboard Jungle, JD-disrupted classroom scenario, we immediately understand that he is cool, but imagine he might get over the crazy and be

  redeemed. Then we remember that this is an AIP picture (see I Was A Teenage Werewolf, here) where the lead kid is exactly the same as a AIP sci-fi alien and therefore never gets a chance at

  a happy ending.




  Bennie is the New Kid In School at a campus somewhere in America. Don’t ask me where . . . sometimes it looks like a leafy middle-class suburb. Other times it resembles South Central LA if

  all the black people were moved to Beverly Hills. When Bennie takes a beating from the greasy class Bad Boys, and then pulls a knife, yet still wants to be their friend, it all seems a bit weird.

  It turns out that he’s an enthusiastic apprentice for the neighbourhood dope-peddling Mr Big, who lives in a seedy hotel, smokes cigars and never smiles. When Bennie suddenly beats up head

  Bad Boy Stu, and therefore becomes Head Of The Pride, he then feeds the boys evil, evil dope: you know . . . grass, Mary Jane, spliff, Ganja . . . seen, Dread? One puff and the entire gang are

  Jonesing like crack ho’s in a hip hop flick, suddenly acquiring shooters and planning stick-ups to feed the habit they got, erm, two days ago. From there, the plot becomes utterly ridiculous.

  All you need to know is that enthusiastic B-movie actors do an hour’s-worth of barely feasible stuff, and it ends with an exploding car and a cop insisting that we all learn a valuable lesson

  before dramatically chucking away his strictly non-jazz cigarette. Forget all that mimsy shit about how weed leads to harder stuff. The truth is that marijuana itself is so addictive and

  brain-addling that if you let your kids even look at a joint they won’t live long enough to discover the good things in life . . . like, for example, smack, angel dust and amphetamine

  sulphate.




  But part of the pleasure in watching inspired trash like The Cool And The Crazy lies in the sheer unpredictability of hastily contrived plot. In the first five minutes, you think

  you’re in a classroom-based drama about the reform school bad boy who may or not be redeemed by/get off with the strait-laced, authoritarian teacher. Then, when Bennie gets slapped around in

  the playground by Stu, it could turn out to be a drama about a misunderstood victim of bullying. Then a hard-bitten LA noir. Then a Wild One-style orgy of teen

  jukebox coffee-bar riot shenanigans. Then, when gang clown and human punchbag Jackie falls for good-girl Amy, a dull-bird-tames-the-savages romance. You wouldn’t be entirely surprised if a

  Bacofoil alien suddenly arrived to introduce The Kids to Venusian acid.




  Parents barely exist here and the only adulthood that truly engages with these kids are cops, and that engagement’s limited to threatening ’em with severe beatings and death by

  poisoning. Amy’s parents are really calm and liberal though, not even batting an eyelid when their little darling tells them she brought home Jackie, aka Dick Bakalyan, who has a face so

  unlovable that he’s spent the rest of his life playing loser thugs on TV and in B pictures. So the real message is there somewhere . . . if parents just scrubbed up nicely and then let teens

  do pretty much what they liked, they wouldn’t get into drugs, fighting and Brylcreem. Shagging funny-looking boys is just a phase we all go through. So I hear.




  The heathen working classes seem to be the problem here in Crazyville. When Jackie visits Amy, he’s blown away by how clean her house is. He tells colourful lies to make his failures and

  unemployed Dad seem more interesting. He assumes that this nice girl’s parents will despise him on sight, so makes a bolt for it when he hears them coming. He’s ashamed about being a

  boy from the wrong side of the tracks . . . if Crazyville has tracks. Or trains. It’s difficult to tell. The next day he’s going to church with the prospective in-laws and

  wearing tank tops. Suggestible boy.




  But then, so is Bennie, in a different sort of way. Bennie’s real problems are not class crisis nor his moral choices about making money. First, his Dad is a broke, bone-idle drunk who can

  barely stand up, and definitely not to his own son. ‘I’m a product of a complex society,’ a smirking Bennie says to teacher early doors, signalling how quickly teens had become

  self-conscious about their perceived neuroses after all those headlines and government reports about juvenile delinquency, not to mention the birth of therapy culture.




  But Bennie’s big mistake is that he’s getting high on his own supply . . . always a disaster for drug dealers in Movie World. The boy’s so spaced that he thinks a car’s

  headlights are two motorcycle cops, and tries to drive right in between ’em. That might be the big clue to his downfall right there, I reckon. Every time he says he

  knows the score the audience are increasingly aware that he doesn’t, and that his inevitable punishment for hubris and stonerdom is going to be as out of proportion as the gang’s

  reaction to a quick toke.




  It would be fascinating, though, to know how many kids who went to see The Cool And The Crazy at the time actually knew anything about dope, and knew that they were being lied to. How

  many took the film’s apocalyptic warnings seriously and how many knew enough to react to the gang’s instant bad trip traumas as the comedy we all see it as today? Perhaps the oddest

  scene in the movie comes when the thuggish Stu and his hapless school gang ask Bennie to do ‘something big’ to serve as a sort of gang initiation. What Bennie chooses to do is drive to

  the nearest police station and sort of . . . flounce around. That really is the only way to describe it. He does that round-shouldered stagger-slouch thing that young post-Dean actors did, switches

  genders on his back-story for no good reason (Dad’s dead, Mom’s an alcoholic), vaguely tempts the cops to arrest him . . . and then leaves. It’s obviously a shoddy tribute to the

  cop shop scenes in Rebel Without A Cause (see here), but with so little point or aim that it actually does look like the most surreal thing that cool, crazy Bennie could’ve done to

  impress a bunch of tools. ‘Hey Lieutenant! Another delinquent,’ the desk sergeant calls, jadedly. They’re all too used to being flounced at by pretty boys in . . . erm . . .

  wherever the fuck this place is.




  One thing I am curious about is why, if AIP wanted to aggressively exploit teens, their ’50s movies resolutely refused to acknowledge the existence of the Hot New Thing that teens were

  most obsessed with en masse. Even the band in The Cool And The Crazy’s obligatory dance hall scene is a proper jazz group . . . black guys in black suits, playing horns. Three

  theories. One – AIP’s teen movies needed to get the right ratings with a minimum of fuss, and rock ’n’ roll was still too controversial, especially in the wake of the

  seat-slashing riots that had apparently been inspired by Bill Haley songs in Blackboard Jungle (see here) and Rock Around The Clock. Or, two – many of AIP’s juvenile

  leads favoured clothes and language that derived from beatniks rather than rockers, so a jazz soundtrack was their movies’ one stab at authenticity. Or – and I think three is most

  likely – Arkoff, Nicholson and co. just hated rock ’n’ roll and, like most adults of the 1950s, saw it as a white trash fad that would eventually be crushed

  by proper cutting-edge music . . . that is, jazz, which the collegiate middle classes had a big old wigger Jones for. Whichever way, the theme song played for the jiving kids at the disco has just

  enough rhythm ’n’ blues in it to qualify as jump-jive, which is almost, kind of, rock ’n’ roll.




  Once reefer madness sets in at the disco, it’s Stu, played by Dickie Jones, who gets all the fun stuff to do . . . chain-smoking, sweats, stealing a bus-stop and thinking it’s a

  girl, falling acrobatically down stairs, ranting like a looney fella and stoving his friend’s head in with said bus-stop. This is some Grade A shit, Homes.




  As I mentioned in the entry for I Was A Teenage Werewolf (see here), Arkoff and Nicholson discovered superstars, including Jack Nicholson, Peter Fonda and Roger Corman. But most

  of their directors were probably like William Witney; no great auteur’s vision, perhaps, but a really stylish shot-maker. You recall the opening shot of the teen tying her shoes?

  Girls’ legs are obviously Witney’s pet metaphor. At one point we cut to nasty Mr Big’s hotel room – the real villain in an AIP teen movie is always an adult – and

  again, we’re at a dramatically low angle, staring, from the floor, up at a woman’s perfect legs, dangling from a bed, skirt pulled up to the thigh. The angles are almost identical, and

  we immediately contrast the innocence of the opening leg shot with the seaminess of the gangster’s girl’s legs, when taken in tandem with the right on-cue hoochie music. The girl has no

  face, just one of those gangster’s moll voices, dismissing Mr Big’s concerns about kids getting ‘into the needle’. Innocence and experience expertly contrasted, and, with

  mean old Mr Big hovering behind the woman’s legs, experience manages to be both sexier and uglier at one and the same time. As coded messages to kids go, it’s one of the truer ones.




  The key scene comes towards the end, when Bennie stands up in class, and with great linguistic élan, defines the ‘subjunctive mood’ our freaked-out teacher seems

  obsessed with . . . an obsession shared, oddly, by the teacher in the far weightier The 400 Blows (see here) a year later. Bennie, you see, is possibly a genius. But no one at home has

  focused that intelligence into anything worthwhile, so . . . all is gangsters, ‘M’ and a literal trip to the fires of hell.




  Crazyville may not be a recognisable American town, but it does have a real feel . . . one of confusion and chaos and a great deal of beauty, particularly in its period

  cars and bleached monochrome look. The Cool And The Crazy cost less to make than an Iggy Pop insurance ad and is one of the best, funniest and strangest examples of no-budget film-making

  you’ll ever see. Just don’t smoke while you watch it. You’ll burn the sofa.
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  THE BLOB




  1958




  Starring: Steven McQueen, Aneta Corseaut, Earl Rowe




  Dir.: Irvin S. Yeaworth Jr




  

    Plot: Teens save the world from amorphous mass hysteria.


  




  Key line: ‘It’s the most horrible thing I’ve ever seen in my life!’




  This may be the only movie in this book where the best thing is the theme song.




  So, imagine a less raucous version of ‘Tequila’ by The Champs. Acoustic guitar, cheesy sax, MOR male harmonies, over a discreet Latin rhythm with a built-in cha-cha-cha. As the

  opening credits roll – decorated by nothing more than a pulsating confusion of vaguely circular red lines – the wordless harmonies finally coalesce into a song. It goes:




  

    

      

        

          

            Beware of The Blob it creeps




            And leaps




            And glides




            And slides across the floor




            Right through




            The door




            And all across the floor




            A splotch




            A blotch




            Be careful of The Blob . . . .




            BEWARE OF THE BLOB!


          


        


      


    


  




  This masterpiece of kitsch was written by Mack David and none other than Burt Bacharach. I doubt if it rates as a proud moment for the foremost easy-pop

  composer of his day. But I’ll take it over ‘Raindrops Keep Fallin’ On My Head’ or that tragically pretentious album he made with Elvis Costello because it makes me happy.

  And it sets the perfect tone for the teen sci-fi B-movie that proves that cheapo ’50s exploitation gems were knowingly funny, rather than unwittingly so.




  And yes, Steven McQueen is Steve McQueen. His first leading man role ran simultaneously to hit US TV show Wanted: Dead Or Alive, a bounty hunter western series which allegedly had more

  impact upon his journey to becoming America’s favourite leading man than this lurid mass of wobbly horror. I dunno. I’m thinking that any Hollywood producer who watched McQueen navigate

  this hokum with dignity and some degree of method naturalism intact would figure that the guy’s a star. McQueen rejected a percentage deal and went for $3,000 upfront, figuring that something

  this stupid was bound to bomb. It made $4 million.




  The Blob’s premise is direct and to the point. A small town called Phoenixville in Pennsylvania is invaded by aliens. Or maybe alien singular, it’s hard to tell. Because this

  hostile visitor is an amorphous mass of goo that must be jelly ’cos jam don’t shake like that. It doesn’t do too much leaping (unless you count the jerk-edit special effects), but

  it’s very good at sliding across the floor, killing puny humans by absorbing them. Steve McQueen is Steve is the boy who leads a group of teens who foil its evil plan to turn Earth into a

  giant trifle.




  Like all ’50s teen movies, it has A Message designed to tell its target audience what it wanted to hear. The adults of Phoenixville, including cops and doctors who can usually be relied

  upon to make The System run smoothly and tend to the needs and desires of dumbass civilians, don’t believe The Kids when they tell ’em that a killer mousse is on the loose. They think

  that all teens are juvenile delinquents, and are therefore fucking with the townsfolk for kicks and shit. And the fact that The Blob cleans up after itself doesn’t help.




  But The Kids are right and The System is wrong. So wouldn’t the world be a better place if adults stopped labelling kids juvies (or hooligans or hoodies or chavs or gangstas) and just

  listened to them, because we believe the children are our future and they could maybe save us all from bad stuff like The Bomb and The Commies, if we only gave

  ’em a chance. How very ’60s. Indeed, the the-older-they-are-the-dumber-they-be theme is punched home from the very get-go, when The Blob’s first victim and incubator of Blobular

  destruction is an old man who decides that the best way to examine a meteor-type object that fell from the Heavens and emits weird noises is to poke it with a big stick. By the end of the movie,

  brave young Steve hasn’t just taught the town toughs the value of united action against a common enemy, but is effectively marshalling a military operation.




  But hey . . . subtext schmubtext. The pleasure of watching The Blob lies in ingeniously cheap special effects plus hysterical overacting in the face of the least scary serial killer in

  movie history. The Blob itself is a silicone . . . well . . . blob with added red vegetable dye. The crew shook it about a bit and pushed it through holes and the film was run at high speed to make

  it like it was going somewhere. This reaches a peak of low-budget hilarity when The Blob becomes ginormous enough to cover an entire diner where Steve, his simpering girl Jane (Corsaut) and her

  pesky kid brother are trapped. This was apparently done by placing the silicone gunk on a table next to a photograph of the diner, then shaking the table until The Blob rolled off, and then running

  the film backwards. CGI has ruined everything.




  The day is finally saved when our puny humans accidentally discover that The Blob doesn’t like the cold. The townspeople freeze it with fire extinguishers, and then an Air Force plane

  parachutes the defeated alien into the Arctic Circle. (Does this explain Blobal Warming? Blobal Warming! Blimey. Tough crowd.) With tongues firmly in cheeks and eyes firmly on potential

  sequels, the words ‘The End’ fill the screen . . . and then morph into a question mark.




  Critics have pondered the hidden meaning of The Blob’s chilly demise. Many sci-fi movies of the time were interpreted as thinly veiled comments upon America’s struggle with the

  Soviet Union. This struggle was called the Cold War. As The Blob absorbs more solid American citizens and grows in size, it becomes increasingly red. Get it? Good. I suspect that this

  is wishful thinking. But it’s a very enjoyable pastime, projecting big political metaphors onto dumb B-movies. The Blob’s most famous moment does make for a nice comment about

  the power of cinema and its grip on teenagers, though.




  Steve and teen-friendly Police Lieutenant Dave (he doesn’t appear to have a surname – he’s very informal) call a mass night-time meeting outside the

  supermarket where The Blob is holed up to warn the good townsfolk about the ever-growing, pulsating threat within their midst. Their reaction is half-panic, half kid-fearing scepticism. Meanwhile,

  most of the town’s teens are at the cinema’s midnight ‘spook show’, watching an old classic called Daughter Of Horror. Guess where The Blob’s heading?




  While the teens laugh hysterically at the old movie’s camp horror, a far camper horror is oozing through the cinema air-vents. The poor old projectionist becomes the filling in a big

  doughnut. Soon, in a set of genuinely convincing, funny and beautifully composed shots, screaming kids are trampling each other to death in their desperation to escape the treacly terror. The

  increasingly jammy-looking Blob squirms magnificently through the cinema doors, contrasted with a sign over the diner that flashes ‘Home Baking’. Priceless.
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  THE 400 BLOWS




  1959




  Starring: Jean-Pierre Léaud, Claire Maurier, Albert Rémy, Patrick Auffay, Guy Decomble




  Dir.: François Truffaut




  

    Plot: Why it’s big and clever to be a juvenile delinquent.


  




  Key line: ‘He’s beyond all limits.’




  The French title of this movie is Les Quatre Cents Coups. It is the debut film of François Truffaut and, along with Les Cousins by Claude Chabrol,

  Hiroshima Mon Amour by Alain Resnais and A Bout De Souffle by Jean-Luc Godard, launched the movie thing we’ve come to know as the nouvelle vague, or the French new wave.

  It’s also, far more importantly, the genesis of this book and my previous book on film, Popcorn. Because, to my eternal shame, I only saw it for the first time in 2006, at the Duke Of

  York’s Playhouse in Brighton, just five years ago. But I went into the cinema a film fan, and came out a movie geek, with all my previous fears of foreign and ‘art’ film banished

  for ever. No piece of art has had such a profound effect on me since I first heard Public Enemy’s ‘Rebel Without A Cause’ single sometime in 1988. It

  didn’t just make me want to write about film. It made me able to.




  The 400 Blows is the semi-autobiographical tale of Antoine Doinel, a 13-year-old Parisian boy who falls foul of parents, school and the French justice system, played by the extraordinary

  Jean-Pierre Léaud. Léaud, a real-life wild boy who went on to star as Doinel in four further Truffaut movies, is the key element here. The young actor was just 14, and, just as The

  400 Blows argues that children’s ideas and desires are more important and interesting than those of the uncomprehending adults around them, Léaud’s performance proves that

  children are better at playing children than adults. Doinel is the first fully rounded and utterly believable adolescent youth ever put onscreen. Without Truffaut and Léaud, no Mick Travis

  (see here), Billy Casper (see here) nor Jimmy The Mod (see here). But also, no John Hughes. When Truffaut situates his camera at the back of the classroom during the school scenes, forcing us

  to watch like one of the naughty pupils at the back, he forever changes the viewpoint in teen movies from ‘them’ to ‘us’. The 400 Blows is a monochrome dress

  rehearsal for The Breakfast Club (see here).




  If Antoine is Truffaut, his best friend René Bigoy is based upon Robert Lachenay, Truffaut’s school friend and this movie’s assistant director. Although both insisted that the

  events are a mixture of things that happened to them and people they know, Truffaut was a school dunce, lost and found himself in books and films, played truant in the streets of Montmartre,

  lied constantly and was sent to a juvenile detention centre. What he chooses to do with this is cinema’s first visual poem on the subject of adolescence.




  The 400 Blows begins in a classroom, with bored boys handing around a girlie calendar, and Antoine getting caught. The grainy, dirty detail of schoolroom and playground is quickly

  established, and it’s vital to keep in mind that movies simply didn’t look like documentaries in 1959. These scenes are the beginning of cinéma vérité. You

  can see just how much of this was shot guerrilla-style by the various street scenes, where passers-by will suddenly notice the camera and catch our eye in an unselfconscious way that no actor could

  pull off so naturally. Truffaut literally filmed the pulse of his city’s life while saving a lot of money on getting streets closed down and hiring hundreds of extras to do what people do

  quite naturally.




  The movie’s comedy lies in the it’s-funny-’cos-it’s-true detail. The curly-headed boy trying to copy a literary passage being recited by the

  crabby, authoritarian teacher, repeatedly making mistakes, and tearing more and more pages from his exercise book until there’s nothing left. The kid is cute, his ineptitude funny; but the

  teaching is inept and pointless, too. This is a revenge movie; the vindictive masterpiece of a boy told by monsters in bleak classrooms that he’d amount to nothing, now able to look down on

  lowly, loser teachers from his lofty perch as doyen of a new cultural demi-monde.




  In a later comic scene, cheekily ‘borrowed’ from Jean Vigo’s Zéro De Conduite, a bizarre PE class involves jogging through the streets in civilian clothes while a

  teacher in shorts blows a whistle. Kids keep breaking off to hide in doorways until the teacher is blithely leading no one at all, which all reminds me that, at my secondary school in London,

  ‘cross-country running’ actually involved tramping around Muswell Hill, with the more rebellious kids taking it as an opportunity to lag behind and have a fag. We were 12. Not a lot

  really changed between the ’50s and the ’70s.




  But the detail mounts up until it becomes something far bigger than Truffaut’s revenge. It’s tempting to view every early nouvelle vague classic as a prophecy of the 1968

  student-led Paris uprisings . . . the closest any western European country came to revolution in the 20th century. Every rebellious and subversive move these movies make seems charged with

  pre-revolutionary fervour lent by hindsight. But, in this case, the feeling is unavoidable. In the early classroom scenes the boys take the piss out of the sexy bits in the teacher’s

  recitation, provoking him to threaten them (‘Confess or I’ll punish anybody!’), call them ‘morons’ and, in a scene filmed in 1958, actually utter the exasperated line:

  ‘What will France be like in ten years time?’ Truffaut knew that something was brewing in the apparently moronic mischief of French students. As Teach (whom Antoine refers to as

  Sourpuss) also rants, ‘I’ve known morons but at least they didn’t let it show. They hid in their corner.’ The 400 Blows itself is a key example of France’s

  young morons refusing to hide in corners any longer, invading centre-stage and looking for trouble.
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