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Foreword





Deadline at Dawn


This is a book not just about films, but about writing about films — something I have done for my living over many years, under circumstances suggested by its title. The contents have been structured, neither chronologically, which would make it a simple record of my own career, nor through categories of films, which might have made it appear more inclusive than it really is. Film criticism itself — types of approach, modes of writing — has been the ordering concept of the collection, and it is intended to raise questions about what film criticism can be and how it can function within a wider culture. The Introduction that follows goes further into this issue and offers a general critique of the field in which I have been working.


But the book can also be read along other axes. One is as a resource: I hope that the index, divided into a range of categories, will allow it to be used for reference, to be dipped into as well as read straight through. An index cuts through the text and allows specific threads to be pulled out — genres, social topics, works of individual directors.


Other threads, however, are more personal. In introducing each section below I have tried to give enough of its context to make sense of the work, without becoming too anecdotal or describing my feelings about every enterprise. What is personal is the work itself. It is impossible to write regularly, week after week, under intense pressure, without feeling that you are squeezing a little bit of yourself into it all the time. Being personal doesn’t have to mean being quirky. I live and work within the same culture that produces the films I write about; my feelings and reactions may be my own, but they are not necessarily only my own. I have never even tried to be impersonal in my writing, rather I have tried to make clear, as far as possible, where my personal reactions are coming from. The enormous response I have had from readers (whose letters would make an interesting collection on their own) suggests that, far from stressing one’s individuality, this approach allows people to make connections and find how precisely un-alone they may be in their responses to films. During my New Statesman days, in particular, I received hundreds of letters from ‘single working women’ who swapped notes about many of the issues I was finding in those eighties films which became particularly preoccupied with that apparently neurotic figure.


Neurotic or not, that figure, or a version of her, was what I was during most of the time I turned out all this work. And since the foreword is the key to another axis of this book — my own life — I have chosen to outline briefly the sets of circumstances that were its backdrop over a decade.


At film school (The Royal College of Art) between 1977 and 1980, I had been working on a film about advertising funded by the Arts Council of Great Britain. By 1980 A SIGN IS A FINE INVESTMENT was shot, but only half put together, owing to a string of financial and production difficulties. On leaving college I had to get a job, both to pay my rent and to finish the film, and I applied for the post advertised as film critic and listings compiler on Time Out magazine. Starting work there in the September of 1980 was a revelation to me. I had been an avid movie-goer all my life, worked on films — and directed my own — at film school, but never really understood the complicated network of their distribution, publicity and exhibition which I discuss in the Introduction. Much of my time was spent on the phone to cinemas and distributors, and even more of it was spent typing out listings (I compiled the ‘Independents’ section) and slowly learning the ways of a magazine office.


The Time Out story will no doubt be written one day by someone else, but here is a short outline. In the spring of 1981 — when I had barely been on the magazine six months — we went out on strike in defense of our house agreement, an arrangement whereby every worker on the staff, from journalists through receptionists, typesetters, even the editor, earned the same salary. Obviously this was both fair, and made working relations far better than if we had all been on differentials, but the early eighties were a time of change in British business culture and the management wanted to drop the egalitarianism and introduce a pay hierarchy. At first the staff occupied the offices in protest — sleeping under your desk in a sleeping bag is a novel experience — and this in itself spoke of a commitment to the magazine: it was ‘ours’. After being evicted from the building we set up strike headquarters in the basement of a nearby theatre, and besides picketing, raising money and campaigning, we brought out our own, broadsheet version of the magazine, Not Time Out. Time Out then sued us for using their name, and after one memorable day when, following the court hearing, the entire staff spray-painted the words ‘Time’ and ‘Out’ off thousands of broadsheets, we carried on producing it as Not throughout the summer of ’81.


No matter what people may think to the contrary, being on strike is not an enjoyable experience. Financial difficulties and the disruption to one’s usual working rhythm can be an almost intolerable strain, though the sense of solidarity counteracts it to some extent. What the strike did bring out, though, was the relation between the magazine and its readers, to whom we distributed Not free, while collecting voluntary contributions around central London and on the picket line. (My rent was paid from money thrown into plastic buckets, something I recalled vividly a few years later when the miners were out.) Writing for Not, I was constantly aware of no longer being an anonymous commentator on movies, but being in a situation known to every reader of the broadsheet, and I learned one of the first lessons of journalism — your readers are real. They are actually there. You are not writing to yourself. There was a sense of liberation and for me, perhaps a loosening up of style and tone, which lasted through the rest of my time as a critic.


When it became clear that we were not going to ‘win’ the strike, the majority of ex-Time Out staff decided to set up a new magazine, City Limits, and this began in October 1981, in a building rented from the GLC in Islington. It was an unusual journalistic enterprise in a variety of ways. The film section office was furnished with chairs and rugs collected off skips, we built our own desks — rough benches round the room — and my work lamp was something I’d concocted from an old Ovaltine jar as a child. We no longer had access to the resources of back-reviews, film credits and pictures that had been on file at Time Out, and still compiling ‘Independents’ I spent a day each week in the British Film Institute library looking up dates and credits of obscure films. We also had to review not only new releases, but all the older films playing in the repertory cinemas. I found myself knocking out, in an afternoon, brief reviews from memory of early Soviet films, Hollywood classics, documentaries — a sample of which is found in the third section of this book.


Post-strike debts meant I had to find a source of income besides City Limits, where we earned a fraction of our old salaries, and so I also started teaching, in two different places, Maidstone College of Art and Middlesex Polytechnic. At Maidstone I became responsible for film studies, and found myself constructing courses which not only (I hope) educated my students in film genres and history but also educated myself. There may be no obvious trace of my years of film teaching in this book, except perhaps the occasional tendency to ‘lecture’, but it fed into my sense that explaining is a big part of criticism, that people should know a little more after reading a review, not just about the film in question but about film as a medium. I left Maidstone in 1986, after I was offered the job of film columnist on the New Statesman (and after finishing my own film in 1983), but I still feel an enormous debt to all my students there whose interest and enthusiasm helped to fire my own.


Starting at the New Statesman marked a big change in my position as a film critic. The arts editor, Harriett Gilbert, had previously been books editor on City Limits (as had Malcolm Imrie, the deputy arts editor) and claimed, when she offered me the post, that it was on the basis of a peculiarly short and irreverent review of a Chantal Ackerman film, JE, TU, IL, ELLE, which is included in the section Ways of Telling, below. Whether or not this was entirely true, I was now being given a space to do more or less as I liked, and I did my best to transform the weekly cinema column from a straightforward review into a place to debate and discuss issues of contemporary film-making. I also (and this was hard!) decided to sacrifice a bit of my writing space to include a publicity box, in which I flagged upcoming events or screenings of otherwise under-publicized films. At first on the New Statesman I was extremely nervous, but as letters from readers started to come in I again felt a sense of response and support which carried me like a wave through the most highly pressurized period of journalism I have ever known (or hope to know).


By this time I had left City Limits but was teaching half the week at Middlesex Polytechnic (in Film and Contemporary Cultural Studies), spending every evening in preview screenings and writing on the weekend to meet my Monday deadline. I cannot imagine having survived this without the phenomenal support of three people in particular. Two of these were Harriett Gilbert and Malcolm Imrie at the New Statesman, who bought me snacks and kept their tempers even when I was changing punctuation with a bike waiting to go to the typesetters, and from whom I learned something invaluable — how to edit my own copy. The first version you write isn’t necessarily the best, it can be improved, sentences can be reorganized; they taught me all this at the same time as encouraging me to use my own voice, a double lesson which has stayed with me ever since. I left the New Statesman in 1988 when Harriett and Malcolm lost their jobs because I could not imagine working there without them.


The other person I cannot imagine that whole period without is Barry Curtis, with whom I taught — and still teach — film at Middlesex Poly. If he would ever have rather not been phoned up on a Sunday night to hear the final draft of a column, he never let it show; he accompanied me to endless previews, helped me relate the concepts we were teaching to my writing, and was indescribably generous with suggestions and comments.


That leads me to the main point of this foreword. Film is a shared medium; sometimes an audience response has been the basis for a review (cf. WISH YOU WERE HERE) and ideas about film are also shared, not owned. The work in this collection owes so much to discussions with, and the support of, other people, that I could often have footnoted the particular collaborations that fed into my arguments and conclusions. I have learned a lot about film editing from Brand Thumim and my brother, Trevor Williamson. I have benefitted enormously from my constant film-going companions: Chris Hale, with whom I have been going to movies for nearly twenty years; Mark Finch, with whom I also worked on the programme discussed in Ways of Showing; and many others, including Jane Root and Paul Kerr, who gave me air time on The Media Show, Jenny Turner, who often encouraged me to hold on to an unfashionable line, Geoff Andrew, who let me hang around the Electric Cinema at the peak of its rep days, Liz Wren and Peter Howden for allowing me the same state of grace at the Hampstead Everyman and Penny Ashbrook, at the Brixton Ritzy; Don Macpherson, my colleague and flat-mate during the strike and with whom I did the Scorsese interview in Ways of Speaking, my sister Janet, who came with me to the BBC for the filming of Fatal Attractions … I could go on and on.


And the compiling of this book, like every enterprise, would not have been possible without my friends. Christine Muirhead has given me constant support through every problem; Nigel Fountain has encouraged and commiserated through the ups and downs of production; and Petra Fried has immersed herself in the project for months, proof-reading, editing, researching, and helping to compile the index without which it would be a very different volume.


To all these people, I would like to say thank you, for helping me through countless deadlines at dawn.




 





London, 1992



















Introduction





Film Criticism


When people find out you’re a film critic, the first thing they usually say is, ‘You get paid to watch films?’ Obviously, critics do more than just watch, and what this question (usually asked with varying degrees of incredulity and envy) really means is, ‘You get paid to say which films you like and don’t like?’


It’s a perceptive response because it concurs pretty accurately with most reviewers’ own conception of their jobs, though for ‘like’ and ‘don’t like’ they would probably substitute, ‘saying which films are good or not so good’. In this jump exists the greatest, gaping flaw in Western film criticism: its assumption of some scale of artistic merit which is too ineffable ever to be outlined or even discussed, except in relation to individual films, in which context good and bad do seem uncannily close to the ‘like’ or ‘don’t like’ of the particular reviewer. Popular ideas about almost any phenomenon are revealing because they often make explicit, assumptions that are implicitly held by more elite groups; and over the years that I have tried to bite back my irritation at being asked, ‘you get paid…?’ it has become vivid to me that certain ‘common sense’ ideas about film criticism are held by critics and their readers alike.


Film criticism seems self-evidently to be about films. But it is also about ideologies, taken-for-granted attitudes towards our society and its cultural forms. Further, it is linked into a very specific network of distributors, exhibitors and publications within which context a relatively small number of writers may be disproportionately influential on matters like which films get to be seen in a country at all. (Distributors have been known to seek critics’ approval before buying films.) But both the ideologies underlying film criticism, and the realpolitik of critical practice (‘if you plug our film then we’ll place an ad in your paper’) are hidden by the single, sweeping assumption that criticism is about individuals interacting with a particular ‘artistic’ work and then pronouncing on its merit. To discuss the criteria that determine such ‘merit’ would be impossible for most reviewers; a fact which then seems a measure of the profundity of their judgements, as though the less one were able to explain a choice, the more true, deep down, it must be.


The notions of individual taste and choice that underpin this critical perspective are deeply embedded in our society across a range of enterprises. You only have to examine the rhetoric surrounding the recent changes in Eastern Europe to realize that choice and taste are seen as the greatest guarantees of freedom Western capitalism has to offer. Taste, in the sphere of Art, is seen as something unspeakably profound.1 But it is also the ideological concept most at play when we celebrate the Market being thrown open behind the Iron Curtain, so that all those deprived people can choose other cars besides the Trabant. Choosing as consumers between products is supposed to be our primary means of expression as individuals, and so it is important that taste be seen as an entirely personal affair, not linked with class, education or other social factors. Any attempt to understand taste as more than an effect of ‘identity’ is dismissed as an attempt to reduce identity — alongside such grim limitations as only letting people buy Ladas.2


This may seem a very wide context in which to place film criticism, but it is the emphasis on individualism, choice and taste in the broader social arena which renders their ideological effects invisible in the narrower world of the critic. It is obviously irrational that taste should be seen as at once highly individual, and yet significant of deep value, but this is where the peculiar position of the critic comes in: someone whose ‘personal’ judgements represent something supposedly inherent in the objects of judgement (the films) themselves. Because the premises of traditional criticism are fraught with contradictions, it is a hard task to outline them simply; but to summarize, one could say that critics’ judgements are seen as at once totally personal, and yet — paradoxically — profoundly objective. I have tried to suggest that the ‘personal’, supposedly random nature of taste effectively depoliticizes it, takes it away from the realm of class. But the other side of this contradiction, the idea of inherent value, plays a key role in maintaining what amount to class divisions in the realm of Culture, where some products are seen as infinitely more ‘value-ful’ than others.


The dominant feeling about culture in our society is still that there is a ‘High’ and a ‘Low’ culture and these are still seen as roughly dividing into ‘Art’ and ‘Mass Media’. Most ‘serious’ film critics in our national press still have a vague notion of artistic worth that fixes more happily onto, for example, a Bergman film than a Hollywood blockbuster. It is interesting that the one piece of film theory absorbed into general critical use is the auteur theory, which views directors as ‘authors’ of films, thereby admitting them to the approved rank of artists, alongside the ‘high cultural’ figures of the past.


The same division works in reverse with a more populist approach, which will ridicule anything supposed to be ‘arty’ or pretentious, and thereby rules out taking seriously any more experimental or unconventional attempts at film-making. Anti-intellectualism is one of the strongest strands in British cultural life, and it takes a great many forms, from the snobs who disdain to discuss or explain an ‘artistic’ judgement, to the rabble-rousers who dismiss anything remotely ‘difficult’ or demanding on an audience. To side with one or other of these positions is to miss their complicity in denying people — audiences and readers — access to intellectual structures whereby they (the audiences and readers) might make their own critical judgements and decisions.


This enabling function of ideas and theories, which transcend individual examples, has been all but forgotten in a period which has seen the ‘theoretical world’ (mainly academia) move into an ever more baroque parody of itself, producing books, essays and journals that are almost incomprehensible even to those who want to read them. Theorists who set out, in the seventies, to change the world, have found themselves for the most part increasingly distant from a mainstream culture which, in the eighties, has been more in tune with popular anxieties and concerns than either left or right in the more overtly political arena. A whole edifice of ideas and theories about films grew up in the seventies around magazines like Screen and Afterimage, at a time when the Edinburgh Festival and the British Film Institute provided institutional foundations for important debates and developments of theory. Yet these have had, it now seems, little lasting impact on the broader critical scene, and it is important to ask why. Maybe the theorists were a little too ‘pure’, maybe a little too antagonistic to the mainstream, a little too unwilling to get their feet wet. Maybe the conventional critics — who have changed little, even in terms of personnel, over decades — were a little too threatened, a little too complacent, a little too lazy to re-examine their assumptions. But none of these factors can be as crucial as the way that, again, the two ‘opposites’ merely confirmed and strengthened one another’s positions, forming a complementary whole. If you want to put people off ideas, there is no better way to do it than by making them appear difficult, obscure, accessible only to a few dedicated brains. Some people are afraid of encountering ideas and theories, and some people are afraid of sharing them: the two go together. Thus a great many useful perceptions about film are unavailable to the film-going public, who continue to rely on the consumer advice broadcast by those few, and largely unchanging, arbiters of ‘taste’.


I have so far discussed the social, cultural and intellectual assumptions affecting film criticism today — but what of films? Are they ‘Art’ or ‘Entertainment’ — are they tools of the ‘dominant ideology’ or channels of subversion? Most criticism takes up one side or the other in each of these paired questions, thereby again pre-empting an examination of the polarities themselves. Usually up-market critics go with the ‘Art’ idea, but the form of ‘Art’ that film is most frequently treated as is literature. You could take the cinema columns of most daily papers and read the reviews in them as if they referred to novels: very often it is the ‘story’ that is being judged, not its visual rendering. Ours is a strongly literary culture and the number of British films based on novels is itself an index of our fear of ‘pure’ film. It is striking at the moment that novelists are seen as ‘natural’ choices for film reviewing, or even directing: as if all art or media forms were immediately interchangeable. Writers have suddenly become film ‘experts’ and are granted fellowships at the British Film Institute, or canvassed for their opinions on CITIZEN KANE in national newspapers. All this increases the sense that film is merely an adjunct of writing, and not a medium with its own, quite specific, modes of meaning. Those of us engaged in teaching film studies face an uphill task, as we teach our students to see film as film, only to have them go home and read or hear some novelist of the moment expounding their — usually non-visual — impression of cinema today.


The view of film as Entertainment perhaps comes closest to an acknowledgement of the place of cinema in social and cultural life: it engages with the notion of an audience’s enjoyment of, or at least ‘kick’ from, films, and also gets closest to linking consumption and production, which are — since film-making is an industry — intimately connected. Yet the ‘entertainment’ brigade usually use the prefix ‘just’ or ‘only’ as their particular device for avoiding closer examination of a film’s meanings. ‘Oh, it’s just entertainment’ someone will say, when you venture to suggest that some popular film is racist, or a Disney extravaganza reinforces gender roles. This attitude incorporates the phrase, ‘You’re reading too much into it’ — an accusation which constantly crosses the path of any serious writer about popular culture. The fact that film as video is now a major part of home entertainment has remained largely unaddressed critically owing to a combination of the ‘just entertainment’ position on the one hand, and on the other, a dislike of the big screen reduced to the small which has prevented many of us from getting to grips with its ideological and commercial importance. (Sony bought up Columbia Pictures not to become film producers, but to control the software — film-as-video — that belongs with its own hardware — VCRs.) Entertainment as popular pleasure, and entertainment as commercial enterprise, are aspects of cinema, and now the film-video industry, that few critics have systematically investigated or engaged with.


Perhaps this is partly because critics’ own contribution to the commercial enterprise is often a source of hard-to-give-up glamour. How exciting to be flown out to Los Angeles to interview a big star! How impressive to be able to use directors’ first names casually in conversation! How clear that those intoxicating privileges would be withdrawn if they were to result in truly critical copy! Most of the critics on daily papers and TV film programmes work in close collaboration with film producers and distributors, a collaboration that works well for both sides. Critics provide punchy copy that can be used on posters — ‘A masterpiece’, ‘Best film of the year’ — while their names on the posters enhance their fame and reputations. The sycophantic attitude of most critics towards ‘big name’ actors and directors guarantees that in exchange for hobnobbing with these figures, critics will produce, if not wholly favourable, at least greatly softened critical appraisal. Anyone starting out as a critic — as I did on Time Out in 1980 — is usually amazed at the close circle formed by film producers, makers, distributors, exhibitors and critics. (I remember being shocked when crates of wine and whiskey turned up in the film department at Christmas, ‘gifts’ from ‘independent’ distribution and exhibition groups; and I vividly recall being told off by my editor after a distributor claimed I had not said hello to her at a party.) If you decide to operate outside that circle, many doors will be closed to you, many film clips unavailable, many interviews denied. But most critics are critics precisely because they like to feel the glamour of the movie world rub off on them — a pathetic exchange of independence for vicarious fame.


But what of the ‘independent’ scene itself, the field of low-budget, non-commercial film-making, the experimental, self-consciously political arena? Here, perhaps in defense against a more powerful mainstream, the collaboration between film-maker and critic is equally tight and fraught with anxiety. The ‘alternative’ film culture that grew up (again in the seventies) around the Independent Film-Makers’ Association and the film workshops, has, on the whole, shown a depressing unwillingness to accept lively criticism, and many would-be left-wing critics are so frightened of seeming not to be right-on that they cannot bring themselves to point out serious problems with, not just individual films, but the atmosphere in this field overall. A discussion in the last section of this book touches more specifically on this area, one in which I have been engaged not only as a critic but as a practitioner. The great contribution of independent film-making has been to propose the notion of a film culture that goes beyond mainstream production and criticism; its shortcoming has been its inability, for a variety of reasons, to produce it. Important as this oppositional scene has been, it is even more important to ask what we can learn from its failures.




 





If I were to make one general, indeed rather ‘cosmic’, point about all this, it would be that the greatest enemy of thought is fear. Fear of being judged; fear of being rejected; fear of appearing stupid; fear of seeming reactionary; fear of losing connections; fear of being misunderstood; fear of ridicule; fear of not being glamorous; and so on. But the privilege of writing in the public arena should demand a certain kind of courage. Ours is in some respects a peculiarly ‘critical’ culture, partly because it takes less courage to imply something obliquely in terms of hidden criteria than it does to reveal what one actually thinks. The problem with almost all criticism today is that it does not reveal its premises, it projects a certain kind of view while giving readers and viewers no critical access to what that view is. Film writing could be a way of producing and distributing knowledge — to borrow terms from film-making itself — but it tends at present to obscure knowledge, to refuse access to ideas which people could use for themselves. In this sense it reproduces precisely the political ideology we have habituated ourselves to in the so-called Western democracies whereby, as Marx once said, it is the arbitrary, inexplicable quality of events that guarantees, in our eyes, their unquestionable naturalness.




 





I have sketched rapidly across areas about which there is much more to say: to examine them fully would demand an entire book about film criticism, while this is, at its simplest, a collection of film criticism. Yet I hope it will function in some respects as a book about film writing, or, still more broadly, about the potential for a film culture, an arena consisting not just of films and critics but of informed audiences and public debate: an arena of development and change rather than assessment and critique.


I have organized the book very much with this aim in mind. All the original material — reviews, programme notes, transcribed debates — is passionately concerned with films themselves. But I have selected and structured the material not so much in terms of films — their content or genre, directors or themes — as in terms of formats and approaches: ways of discussing films. I hope that these ways go against the grain of the patterns I’ve described here, and that the formats show the range of contexts in which such discussions can take place.


I finish this introduction with two columns from the New Statesman, a ‘manifesto’ written when I was a few months into the job, and a ‘farewell’ written when I was about to leave. Between them they summarize my own project in film criticism, and they mark out the ground for the next section of this book, Ways of Looking.


 





Viewfinder


During the recent London Film Festival I took part in a symposium on ‘The Function of Film Criticism’. Since the people most affected by my views on that subject are the readers of this column, it seems a good place to outline some of them.


The LFF debate was not as productive as it might have been because a dichotomy was set up from the start between ‘Artist’ and ‘Critic’. This polarized concept is never a very useful one, but in the case of cinema it is particularly unhelpful because planning, raising the money for and making a film is a very different process from, for example, writing a poem. The idea of an audience is built in from the outset, otherwise most films would not be funded: which means that films, perhaps more than any other medium, not only carry the particular obsessions of a single ‘artist’ but usually indicate some of the preoccupations of the society they’re made in, the audience they’re made for.


This is also true of film criticism itself. The criticism found in almost all the daily and weekly national press sees its role as assessing the latest releases: fitting seamlessly into the familiar structures of consumer choice by letting us know whether films are good, quite good, not very good, bad, and so on — in other words, whether they’re worth spending our money on. But what this liberal humanist criticism never asks is, good for what? Bad for whom? This form of criticism assumes a consensus which fails to distinguish different interests of different groups and the different functions of different films.


Perhaps the most pointless of all criticism is found in the Time Out/City Limits sloganizing — ‘unmissable’, ‘avoid’, ‘a must-see film’ (what precisely is a must-see film?) — pointless because the variety of reasons for which people go to see a film is completely ignored. Where the ‘miss/don’t miss’ formula coincides with a simplistic ‘right-on’ politics, it also obscures the ideological complexities of a film like, say, TOP GUN — the most popular film of the year in the USA, yet dismissed in one line by City Limits.


At the other end of the spectrum from the Hit or Miss (‘I’ll give it five’) brigade there is the enormous body of film theory, developed through the seventies in journals like Screen and Framework, which has drawn on semiotics and psychoanalysis in an attempt to analyze films as ‘texts’, to understand the position of the viewer (‘reader’) of the text, and focusing on the ways that meaning is produced in the relation between the two, rather than simply being ‘put in the film’ by the director. These theories offer a completely different approach to cinema; given the similarities in the form of films and dreams, psychoanalytic theory in particular is very helpful in offering a perspective on mainstream movies like E.T. or RAMBO and their widespread appeal.


However, the biggest problem about most academic film theory is that it is often very hard to understand, partly because of the terminology used but also because most of its debates have remained sealed off in the academic world and there seems to have been little will to communicate theoretical ideas to a wider audience. It is true that the notoriously incomprehensible Screen has been turned into a more accessible journal under the current editorship. Yet there is still an enormous gulf between film theory and most film criticism.


I believe that this gulf is neither necessary nor inevitable. Film theory offers not so much comments on particular films, but ways of looking at films which can be used more than once, as it were, going against the grain of the consumer ethic. I would like to use this space to suggest ways of thinking about different kinds of film (as with the role of women in horror films, which arose recently with SMOOTH TALK1). Unlike many academic theorists I strongly believe that all really useful ideas can and should be expressed clearly. On the other hand there is a strongly anti-intellectual streak in our mainstream press; but the fear of ideas is only the other side of the coin from obscuring them.


One aspect of putting ideas forward is that you can no longer be the invisible arbiter but have to declare your position. It should be clear to anyone who has read this column over the last few months that I am writing with a feminist and a Marxist politics: though as a film school graduate and having worked as a film-maker before coming to this job I see no reason why a political criticism should preclude an enjoyment of cinema. But just as film theories can provide ways into the structure of films, so can a political view of cinema provide ways of questioning assumptions about the structure of society, of challenging what we take for granted.


I have already tried to move away from the old system of reviewing all the week’s new releases. While I do intend mainly to focus on current films, I will also, in future, discuss other films, not necessarily new — or kinds of films (as with the recent column on animation1).


In trying to provide a background to the film workshop movement, in last week’s column,2 I also became aware of the dearth of information in the press about the really thriving film culture in Britain — the infrastructure created by the workshops. Here is another gulf, between a whole area of activity and its near-invisibility in the mainstream press; one which I will also try to bridge in this space.


N.S. 12 December 1986


The Short Good-bye


Film is a unique medium. Writing about a film is different — or should be different — from writing about a book, or writing about a record. Yet our traditional film criticism, the kind familiar in the mainstream press, has always tended to treat films like novels: plot and characterization are assessed, themes drawn out and, by the more socially minded, some sort of Leavisite analysis of cultural and moral worth attempted.


Around the time I started this column in 1986 I wrote a ‘manifesto’ which was both a critique of what I call mainstream criticism and a laying out of guidelines for myself. I attacked the notion of films as discrete art objects that it is critics’ job to evaluate according to some supposedly objective criteria. The idea of the art critic responding in isolation to the individual painting and pronouncing its intrinsic worth, the film critic sitting in the dark and deciding which films are ‘good’ and which ‘bad’, ignores the extent to which meanings are determined by social context and also assumes that the critic herself has no position but is somehow ‘neutral’.


Against the backdrop of this evaluative criticism it has been an important project to place cinema in a social context and examine its meanings as part of a wider cultural currency. As I have frequently pointed out, to ‘work’ successfully (make money) mainstream films have to deal in some way, however oblique, with the concerns of their audience and thus function to some extent as a barometer of the social climate. It is possible to read films ‘symptomatically’ and such a criticism can be politically valuable for its diagnosis of ideological conditions.


Yet there is one phenomenon which worries me more now than it did in ’86 and that is the tendency to use this kind of ‘cultural criticism’ perspective to treat all media as interchangeable, all simply as channels for ideological messages or fashionable concerns — an approach which shares precisely the same premise as the more traditional criticism. Whatever the difference between treating films as pure art objects or as mere ideological symptoms, both approaches fundamentally ignore film as film.


A concern for the specific physical properties of film has always been a characteristic of the avant-garde — to the extent that some experimental film-makers have created works without even filming but by scratching the surface of the film stock — but it should not be a concern which is confined to the avant-garde. A materialist criticism which seeks to understand the real world (an unfashionable concept these days) must get to grips with the medium as something concrete, not just as a vehicle for ideas or meanings which can be extracted and then critiqued. What are the particular qualities of film? What can it do that other media can’t? How does film work, spatially, aurally, graphically? These are questions that film-makers must ask (not that they always do) — and so should critics.


However, they are not questions that are easily answered except through a lot of watching. There is no short cut to the experience of films, actually seeing them, seeing how they work, seeing how they work in different ways. And this is the other thing about both the traditional and, even more, the new postmodern approach: specific knowledge of film forms and of their history appears redundant.


Each film exists temporally on two axes: socially, culturally, politically, it is a part of the present in which it is made — but it is also a part of the history of cinema, belonging perhaps to a particular genre whose framework has developed over time, drawing perhaps on technical innovations that have produced specific visual effects, drawing, perhaps consciously, perhaps unconsciously, on the styles of films that are already a part of that history. This is not to suggest that cinema ‘progresses’: it doesn’t necessarily get better, but it does have a history (the two notions have been so mixed up in recent theoretical writings that history is rapidly becoming another outdated concept). And it does help, in understanding film, to know something of that history, to have seen films.


But knowledge, too, is becoming a dated category. It has never been all that easy to produce serious, informed journalism in a profession dominated by short deadlines and short memories. This is the last cinema column which I’ll be writing in this magazine; I hope that in the last two years I have done more or less what I’m talking about here.


N.S. 3 June 1988






1 I discuss this further in ‘But I Know What I Like’ in Consuming Passions.


2 The Lada was the Soviet state-manufactured car, the Trabant its equivalent in East Germany.







1 See p. 39.







1 See p. 102.


2 See p. 116.

























Ways of Looking





Even before ways of writing, speaking, informing about films, one needs ways of looking at them. How to see films both in relation to society and to the cinema itself, how to approach them both as works in their own right and as part of our wider history, how to enjoy them and at the same time to interpret or understand them — all these questions demand, not one single answer, but a sense of the different perspectives from which a film can be viewed. At the same time, there may seem to be so many of these that it can be hard to get an overview on the varied approaches, theories and positions available.


Very roughly and crudely, all these ways of looking at films could be seen as falling into two categories. These are not necessarily separate in practice, since a single film is always doing many things at once, and the tools for understanding what it’s doing may be drawn from a wide repertoire of conceptual frameworks — even if some of these are declared, by their most avid proponents, to be incompatible. There is not space here to discuss in detail Marxism, feminism, psychoanalytic theory, or semiotics, all of which offer useful tools for understanding cultural phenomena, and all of which I use to some degree in almost every piece of criticism. But in structuring this section I have, at the risk of oversimplifying, taken a wide sweep and outlined two broad and complementary approaches to film: you can see it as symptomatic, expressing, reflecting, deflecting — not necessarily deliberately — key experiences and concerns of the society that produces and consumes it; and you can see it as strategic, involving a deliberate use of, and engagement with, the cinematic medium, for some specific aesthetic and/or political purpose. The two approaches are obviously not alternatives; in looking carefully at any film one would expect to employ both. It is worth noting that one corresponds, very roughly, to a sort of ‘unconscious’ of film-making/popular culture: films may be barometers of moods and events whether or not their producers and makers intend this to be so. On the other hand, film-making is a process loaded with choices at every stage, and most films do have a definite project, even if it is simply to ‘be entertaining’ or ‘look good’. Examining people’s uses of the medium helps us to understand its specific properties and potential; while, interestingly, examining how films work as symptoms of issues beyond themselves also brings us round to these same properties and potential, by a different route.


Understanding how films work must be the primary aim of both film-makers and critics, and would liberate film audiences from being at the mercy of either.




 





This section consists almost entirely (there is one exception) of columns written for the New Statesman between 1986 and 1988. Having a regular space allowed me, over those years, to develop approaches to film which I intended to be useful beyond the instance of any one movie: which could, in effect, be recycled. Because I wanted to suggest ways of looking, rather than simply review new releases, the selection of films to write about each week was made on the basis of the issues they raised, as much as what I thought about a particular film itself. Similarly, the division of this section into two parts has been on the basis of the critical approach used in each column, rather than type of film, director, or theme.


 





Symptoms


Big budget films are expected to return money to their producers. To do this, they have to draw in large audiences, and to do that, they must appeal to those audiences, ‘strike the right chord’. Popular films always address — however indirectly — wishes, fears and anxieties current in society at any given moment. This is not to say that films can be designed to do this on purpose, otherwise producers would never make a loss; rather, that those which ‘hit’ (as GHOST did recently, breaking box-office records) must be touching on a nerve. Sometimes a spate of films, all on one theme, suggests a general concern: GHOST, to pursue this example, is one of about a dozen films (FLATLINERS, ALMOST AN ANGEL, etc.) concerned with an afterlife and with defying death. One could link this with a general interest in ‘New Age’ and spiritual matters at the moment and one could, more revealingly, see it as a deflected or re-worked concern about death just when the Aids epidemic is spreading to the so-called general (i.e. straight, white) population in Western countries. Anyone interested in the fantasies and fears of our culture should pay close attention to successful films, for their success means precisely that they have touched on the fantasies and fears of a great many people.


However, being a film critic and not a sociologist, I have to ask not only how films function symptomatically in relation to social concerns, but how they do this as films. The nature of the film medium makes it particularly apt for the articulation of wishes and anxieties, and the way the history of the medium has developed to produce highly formalized, repetitive patterns known as genres allows for the handling of often very difficult or disturbing themes within reliably familiar formulae. It is only by understanding how films produce meanings that it is possible to ‘read’ them symptomatically, to find out what they mean.


All films work on two axes, the temporal and the spatial. A film takes place in time: a plot unfolds, a story is told. But inseparable from the film’s constant narration of its story is the image, which is the means of narration, and which nevertheless has an existence, a capacity for meaning, not entirely harnessed to its narrative function. Usually it is what films picture, not what they tell us about what they picture, that stays in the mind. The way things are visually presented in a film is known as mise-en-scène: and this is a key element in producing meaning, ‘setting the scene’. We are all familiar with the kind of process where a movie will set up, for example, an image of glamorous underworld life where gangsters are sexy and get whatever they want — until they are killed or arrested in the last five minutes: early US gangster films were required to produce such endings to avoid illegal ‘incitement to crime’, but nevertheless the ending cannot remove the imagery that functions throughout the rest of the film. Equally, movies have traditionally brought us images of sexually desirable women while insisting — through the plot — how bad and undesirable they are.


The tension between plot and image is what gives film an enormous capacity for containing contradictions — a sort of having your cake and eating it process which is ideologically very effective. Films are, of all media forms, the closest to dreams, and Freud suggests that dreams function to re-work conflicts and anxieties which might otherwise disturb an individual’s sleep. Popular films re-work conflicts and contradictions within a wider cultural field; like other commercial media (e.g. advertising) they must be quick to address new experiences in their audiences (markets) while at the same time, no matter how frightening or disturbing those experiences, they must deal with them in a way that is bearable, even enjoyable (in other words, marketable). Just as Freud describes ‘overdetermination’ — the converging of several factors in determining an element of a dream, which will then serve several purposes at once — so films usually perform a variety of (sometimes contradictory) functions or address several apparently conflicting issues at once. Large as their budgets may be, mainstream films are, on the level of meaning, nothing if not economical.


None of this can be understood by thinking of films as if they were merely animated novels. Images have a visual grammar of their own, a language which is utterly different from verbal language. But over and above the visual language it shares with photography and painting, film has its own very specific ways of producing meanings and pleasures. In particular, music, movement and montage are three dimensions of film-making which can transform a written script. I have written at length about the visual and physical undercutting of a verbal script in an essay on ‘10’ in an earlier book, Consuming Passions. In this book, an example where the physical dimension enhances, rather than counteracts, a film’s project is the movie TOP GUN: its flying sequences produce an actual sensation of movement which, allied with a powerful music track, work to create an extraordinary level of excitement. This film, however, is not without its contradictions; ostensibly a love story between the young flying recruit (Tom Cruise) and his instructor (Kelly McGillis) it functions visually as a romance between Cruise and his male opponent/alter ego (Val Kilmer). Their eyelines are constantly matched as the film cuts between glances from one to the other; tensions are created and connections made through editing, which function against the more obvious grain of the boy-woman romance. This level of meaning could not be found in the film ‘on paper’ and cannot be ‘seen’ in its dialogue: it is entirely visual.


Equally specific to film is the pattern of audience expectations constructed around genres. Genre is a means through which an audience brings knowledge to a film: thrillers, westerns, horror films, comedies etc., provide frameworks in which the audience’s capacity to recognize certain stock elements of plot, theme and image creates the potential for great subtlety of meaning where these conventions may be stretched, played with or subverted. In the horror film, for example, it is a convention that a shaky camera roaming through woods or round a house represents the viewpoint of the monster — so expectations and suspense can be built up, exploited or exploded. Conventions from one genre can be used in a film that doesn’t initially appear to be within the category: I argue in this section, for instance, that FATAL ATTRACTION can be seen as a version of the horror film, and it employs the mechanism just described. Through use of genre conventions an apparently run-of-the-mill horror movie may speak eloquently about sexuality and the body, or a ‘second-rate’ thriller articulate widespread fears about knowledge and secrecy. Much has been written about genre — both general and specific — within film studies, yet it is striking how regularly genre films are ignored by most ‘highbrow’ critics. Many writers block off almost all popular genre productions from their critical interest by dismissing them as silly or nonsensical. I have repeatedly read critics on national newspapers dismiss out of hand some runaway success like PRETTY WOMAN or DIE HARD 2 without a glimmer of interest in why the film has been successful, what it has appealed to in so many millions of people. That position may be all right for self-confessed elitists, but not for those who think of ourselves as socialists. We have to take seriously the complexities of film language and not assume that things we don’t like or understand don’t make sense. The term ‘symptom’ itself is borrowed from psychoanalysis and it is worth remembering how radical was Freud’s perception, at the beginning of this century, that ‘symptoms have a sense and are related to [the patient’s] experience.’1 (My italics.) Films also have a sense, and are related to someone’s experience: the critic’s job is to find out what that sense is, and if possible whose experience it relates to.




 





The columns in this part of the section all, in various ways, look at films symptomatically, and certain concerns crop up again and again. Obviously issues of class, race and gender have been dealt with throughout film history, but I think it is possible to trace some new ways of experiencing them, new categories of experience, in these movies of the late 1980s, which tell us a lot about our own time. A key example is the Single Working Woman — the ‘SWW’ — a repeated and developing figure found in very many of the mainstream movies I viewed week after week. Eighties movies also articulated anxieties about the New Woman in a variety of ways, bringing us the nervous, sensitively goofy ‘New Man’ on the one hand, the iron-clad, baby-faced RoboCop and Rambo on the other. A fascination with femininity as dangerous, and with the mutability of the body, was linked to a voyeuristic fascination with the ‘other side of town’ — other for ‘yuppies’, that is: the side where working-class and black people live. An extraordinary number of films hinged round a trip of this kind made by white, middle-class men. Class is a political issue that has been grossly neglected by those in left-wing politics during this era, yet popular films have spoken vividly of class anxieties and the fantasy of permeable class barriers. The wish to escape class has been linked, in these movies, to an obsession with ‘lifestyles’, and more generally with social surfaces: clothes, furnishings, the trappings of social existence which, because they are trappings, can be easily bought, changed or exchanged (and are particularly vividly portrayed through mise-en-scène). Perhaps a certain class resentment and social outrage could also be read in the number of upwardly mobile interiors that got smashed up in the films of the 1980s. Popular films have also — at a time when left-wing theorists have been obsessed with the ‘personal’ — explored de-industrialization, the breakdown of city life, new financial markets, the growth of corporate power, corruption within big business and the collapse of law and order, in a series of dystopian scenarios that have used genre formulae of the thriller or PREDATOR-type horror pic to full-blown effect. Urban decay, deep racial anxieties, the aftermath of colonization, a search for the ‘exotic’, a love-hate romance with colonized cultures — all this can be found in the mass-market films of the eighties, more clearly than in any political analysis I have yet read.


Ordering these columns was difficult, as themes appear right across the films, not neatly demarcated but often in complex overlays; however, I have organized them so that a read straight through should both illustrate the more general ideas I have outlined here, and trace the specific concerns that the movies of this period in Western culture have explored.


 





In Dreams


A Nightmare on Elm Street 3: Dream Warriors


At a party last Saturday a complete stranger asked why I don’t use this column to say which films are worth going to. To me, that seems as inappropriate as asking a geographer or geologist why they don’t tell you where to go for your holiday: my job — as I see it — isn’t to provide a brochure of favourite beauty spots but to map out the ground and try to understand its construction. Different things are ‘worth seeing’ to different people for different reasons; the mainly middle-class, leftish professionals who most often ask me that question usually have in mind a meaningful art movie which will address what they see as ‘relevant’ issues at the same time as giving them pleasure.


But this is exactly what all cinema does, for someone. In particular the highly structured formats of genre films — the western, the thriller, the melodrama — offer ways of speaking about the concerns of a society while producing pleasure, in part through recognition and repetition of these structures, for precisely the audience to whom those concerns are most pressing.


Horror films are a particularly interesting genre, because they deal by definition with the unacceptable, the horrifying or ‘unimaginable’, and are thus able to speak in variously coded and structured ways about taboo issues that merely lurk off-screen in other genres. Since disgust is written into their very form, they provide an expression of feelings about what is seen as disgusting: sex, the workings of the body, physical decay and death. Inasmuch as disgust and fear are linked with transgression — and anthropologist Mary Douglas has suggested that dirt can be defined as that which is out of place — this also provides a way of speaking about boundaries, frequently those of class or race. In horror films, what can’t be held in or kept down erupts like guts from the body or bones from the ground. This inability of things to stay buried in the horror genre has been characterized by Robin Wood’s phrase ‘The Return of the Repressed’: a reference to Freud’s theory that nothing repressed disappears, but resurfaces as symptoms. If this is true of what is buried in the individual psyche, it is also true socially: the past is felt in the present and the inhabitants of horror films are haunted by their repressed history.


A NIGHTMARE ON ELM STREET 3: DREAM WARRIORS is the latest in a series which speaks about both sex and class — about what has been buried by a suburban American community. Along with films like HALLOWEEN it is both about and addressed to (despite its 18 certificate) adolescent kids, functioning as a B-side to the BREAKFAST CLUB or PRETTY IN PINK teen-problem movies. Adolescence is, of course, the time when sexuality almost literally erupts and in all the Elm Street movies this provides a hinge for the horrific events. The first starts when a girl invites her boyfriend to stay the night and is clawed to death in her sleep by a monster; the second turns to homophobic anxieties; but Part Three is perhaps the most interesting so far, involving not so much sexual fantasies as fantasies of bodily power, which ultimately enable some of the kids to overcome the monster.


He is the by now familiar figure of Freddy Krueger: the ex-janitor and child killer burned alive by Elm Street parents in a past act of gruesome vigilante-ism. With his battered hat and stripy jersey, Krueger is a kind of lumpen-proletarian figure — certainly the only ‘worker’ on Elm Street — whose ‘place’ is a boiler room underground. In social terms it is possible to read Krueger as the unsavoury working classness suppressed and fought off by the aspiring, middle-American parents who are presented as at best inadequate — alcoholic mothers and dictatorial fathers abound. Freddy is their victim even as their children, in a vicious cycle of effects, are his.


The territory of Freddy’s revenge is dreams, and the horror device which is these films’ hallmark is the seamless welding of sleeping and waking reality, so that nightmare events turn out to be true. The atmosphere is permanently like that gluey moment when you try to tear youself awake during a bad dream. Interestingly, this sensation is perfectly illustrated in the Samaritans ad playing with the film, which shows a head and hands trying to break through a sheet of some opaque plasticky substance with the caption: ‘Is there anyone out there?’


It is not a coincidence that this ad plays with NIGHTMARE 3. On its release the Samaritans and other organizations tried to blame it for teenage suicides; Alexander Walker attacked it in the Evening Standard, linking its depiction of violence to kids with the incidence of child abuse and claiming that it increased the ‘horrendous stock of contemporary fears by victimizing the family.’


The idea that films add to the ‘stock’ of fears in society is completely antithetical to my notion that films are required not only to express but in some way to deal with contemporary fears which already exist. NIGHTMARE 3 does indeed speak to the issue of child abuse, but in a very different way from that which Alexander Walker suggests. The Elm Street kids all experience something that no one else will acknowledge: this becomes the central issue in DREAM WARRIORS, which brings back Nancy, a survivor of Part One, as the understanding ‘dream therapist’ who alone, in a modern psychiatric hospital, believes them because she has had the same experience herself. The kids are in hospital because Freddy’s attacks on them in their sleep are interpreted by adults as suicide attempts: but this is hardly an invitation to suicide since the whole point is that they are fighting off Freddy, only nobody believes them. The strongest drive of the film is towards validation of the kids’ experience, in explicit defiance of the head psychiatrist who claims they are perpetrating the violence on themselves and — in what is almost a re-run of the seduction-theory debate — blames the ‘bad dreams’ on ‘guilt and moral conflicts’. She, like the unbelieving mother of one ‘patient’, is held accountable for the real deaths which follow. Freddy himself twice appears in the role of a bad father; the sense of abuse is underlined by the irresponsible behaviour of other adult characters, like the hospital attendant who tries to push drugs on a young junkie. Thus the teenagers have to look to each other and to Nancy for support; and DREAM WARRIORS introduces to the series a more organized resistance.


Who can say which films are ‘worth seeing’ in the abstract? This is a film which deals in its generic fashion with a tangle of ‘relevant issues’ to its predominantly young audience, at the same time as providing the pleasure which brings them to the cinema in the first place. What is particularly striking is the way it unwaveringly takes their side against a repressive and unbelieving world of adult hypocrisy.


N.S. 11 December 1987


 





Hearts of Men


The Good Father


Men are back in vogue. Not that they were ever exactly out of it; but in the limelight of seventies feminism women’s feelings and concerns occupied the screen for a while in a spate of films (GIRLFRIENDS, ALICE DOESN’T LIVE HERE ANY MORE, etc.) that attempted to explore a woman’s-eye view of patriarchal relations. Whether or not these films succeeded, it was their project itself which marked the era. But since the women’s movement put the politics of emotional life on the screen, men have been wanting one too: and films like KRAMER VS KRAMER and TOOTSIE have paved the way for a general preoccupation with the ‘new’ man. So all at once men are centre stage again — but this time with feelings.


If that seems like a vast generalization, many films opening later this season (e.g. TWICE IN A LIFETIME and one actually called MEN) will bear it out. In France, a comedy about three men and a baby by a little-known director has been the surprise blockbuster of the year — so charming and novel is it to see men changing nappies etc. Or compare the Bob Hoskins character in THE LONG GOOD FRIDAY and MONA LISA, thrillers which share a brutal underworld setting: between ’81 and ’86 the man has softened practically to butter. He feels, he cares, he has learned to cry!


THE GOOD FATHER is both a symptom of this phenomenon and, in its better moments, an investigation of it. Set in South London’s down-home professional belt, the film follows the difficulties of two fathers separated from their children (conveniently, an only child in each case) and on bad terms with their ex-wives. Its scenario is similar to that of the recent TV drama What If It’s Raining? and, besides a preoccupation with middle-class lifestyles, they share a penchant for rather whiney visual ploys like showing father and child in empty playgrounds (straining credibility to the limit when Clapham Common is deserted every time they go there).


However it is unfair to take the comparison beyond the symptomatic level because in other ways THE GOOD FATHER is infinitely more interesting than the flimsy TV drama. The complexity of the script and the rounded performances of Anthony Hopkins and Jim Broadbent (the fathers) prevent it becoming a simple sob story, and the cleverest aspect of its structure is the way the men’s legitimate anger merges into revenge and culminates in a court action so grotesque as to shock even themselves. Two topical concerns cross over here in a way that enriches the film but foils anyone trying to claim it as a campaigning tract. It is, indeed, being used as a platform by Families Need Fathers, because part of the plot involves the Broadbent character’s wife trying to remove their child to Australia. However, it could equally be used by a lesbian mothers’ campaign, as it is her lesbianism that is used to prevent her taking the child.


Having raised so many bitter and important issues, it is slightly unconvincing, if emotionally pleasing, to find that both couples arrive at satisfactory resolutions to their problems. But the film is really about men: men cutting up carrots, men falling off their motorbikes, men sitting in garages reading their ex-wives’ pamphlets from the 1969 Crouch End Women’s Collective. This last image has a symbolic resonance throughout the whole film: whose task is precisely to chart the reactions, changes and upheavals arising from — so to speak — the days of the Crouch End Women’s Collective.


In this sense the film is about a particular generation — and a particular class. One of the joys of THE GOOD FATHER is that in it director Mike Newell does for London in the eighties what his DANCE WITH A STRANGER did for the London of the fifties (the return of London to the screen has been one of the immense pleasures of recent British films). But it does it for the London of the ‘poor’ middle class, the bourgeoisie of Battersea and Crouch End. In one of the films’ most revealing lines, father Hopkins, who has moved from his Battersea flat to a room overlooking a flyover, says of his new place, ‘I can’t take my son there’, and the film presents this statement as self-evident. But why? Millions of families live in rooms overlooking flyovers (including many erstwhile inhabitants of Battersea). Ultimately, though THE GOOD FATHER’s emotional perceptions might speak to a wider audience, its practical concerns are those of that newly-important consumer class, the well-meaning, hard-done-by professionals. One of the great flaws of seventies feminism was its failure to represent the problems of working-class women; now it seems that public focus has already moved on to middle-class men. For a completely different kind of movie about the male psyche see TOP GUN, reviewed next week.


N.S. 3 October 1986


 





Above the World


Top Gun


TOP GUN isn’t just like an ad for the US forces. It is one: made with full cooperation from the Pentagon, it places military personnel (real, not fictional) higher than film technicians on the credits. It is hardly necessary in this magazine to spell out the implications of such a project in relation to Reaganite policy and US military involvements. However, TOP GUN’s sweeping popular success in the USA (grossing a thousand million dollars) must depend on something more than simple army propaganda.


For decades the image of the US army has been dominated by Vietnam, and the image of a US soldier most in the American public’s eye has been that of a war-vet. Instead of John Wayne figures the movies offered Jon Voigt as the disabled hero of COMING HOME; even THE DEER HUNTER, despised by the left, attempted to confront this aftermath. And years after the war ended there would still be a wheelchaired, often paraplegic, veteran in every class on every course on every US campus: those same campuses that had appeared on the world’s screens torn apart by the anti-war movement. One way or another Vietnam had dominated both the experience of a generation and the image of the nation.


But out of this confusion of demonstrating hippies, long-haired vets in wheelchairs, M*A*S*H, dope-smoking and — a more recent addition to the list — the half-crazed Rambo, there now emerges an absolutely pristine, unsullied image of strength and purity, riding on a generation to whom hippies are geriatric. On paper, TOP GUN’s story of a young fighter pilot (overcomes loss of both father and best friend, finally carries out heroic deeds in a ‘war’) may reveal the same old Western values cranked round yet again. But in TOP GUN the film you can see the phoenix-like rebirth of those values, cleansed, laundered, completely renewed, brought to us fresh and steaming with the gorgeous young bodies presented in shower-rooms for so much of the screen-time: the well-worn ideology of heroic nationalism resurfaces as smooth and unmarked as young skin. For, however old its macho theme, it is the new imagery of male narcissism that makes TOP GUN so modern, so appealing, and — in a way — so sensuous.


Sensuous experience is the heart of the film: something critics overlooked in pointing to the weakness of its plot and dialogue (much of which goes ‘Zero zero mustang roger negative vector’ etc.). These just aren’t the main point; after all, you can get plot and dialogue any time in a novel. Only film can bring you the full physical experience of flying — by halfway through I sincerely wished I’d taken travel-sickness pills, so powerful is the capacity of film to reproduce the experience of movement. The title sequence is an exquisite hymn to the mobility of men and machines, whether or not you like what they stand for. The beauty of action and speed becomes more powerful than their political point, and thereby absorbs it, almost in passing.


The other dimension of sensuality takes us back to the shower-room (whose imagery is generally current at the moment: e.g. the Underground ad for a department store showing a naked young man with just a towel draped round his loins). TOP GUN’s underlying romance is between the hero and his rival: their embrace is the climax of the film, and their eye-contact produces the most frissons. It is no coincidence that the overt romance in the movie is between the young hero and his instructor, an older woman, allowing the physical focus of the film to remain on the young male bodies, presented as desirable as much as desiring.


This is all part of the mood of the moment: but it’s no simple reversal of the days when men provided action and women bodies to look at. Today, men can have the action and the sensuality. It is interesting to compare TOP GUN with an earlier men-and-flying film, Howard Hawks’ ONLY ANGELS HAVE WINGS. The difference is partly that TOP GUN is really about boys, whose sexuality is more dispersed and polymorphous than the enclosed male personae of ONLY ANGELS. A more contemporary comparison could be made with AN OFFICER AND A GENTLEMAN, which stars Richard Gere, another new male sex symbol. But where OFFICER only promised to ‘take you up where you belong’ (the title song) TOP GUN actually does it. And anyone who doesn’t understand what a turn-on this is will never get to the heart of its political power.


N.S. 10 October 1986


 





Fear and Loathing


Smooth Talk


Extremities


Women’s function as a register of terror in movies is nothing new. Being frightening means, almost by definition, frightening a woman: the poster for THE SHINING summed up this classic mechanism in the economical montage of Jack Nicholson with an axe/Shelley Duval screaming. Without the image of the terrified female, the grammar is incomplete: power is a two-way relationship and Jack Nicholson rolling his eyeballs on his own just looks plain dumb. The power of the man is written in the fear of the woman.


In the traditional horror genre, woman screaming or woman fainting acts as a barometer to the horror of whatever the film deals in: ghosts, zombies, monsters, werewolves. However, in the early eighties a form emerged which used women not just as vehicles for the frighteningness of other situations, but as the focus of fear in precisely ‘their own’ situations (e.g. babysitting, in HALLOWEEN). Most of these films wore their message in their titles — DON’T ANSWER THE PHONE, HE KNOWS YOU’RE ALONE — and their particular trademark was posing women under threat in domestic space so that danger results not merely from venturing out of a ‘woman’s place’, but by being in it.


It is perhaps a measure of our supposedly ‘post-feminist’ times that both SMOOTH TALK and EXTREMITIES can simultaneously reproduce these structures while purporting either to interrogate or to overturn them. SMOOTH TALK starts off as an adolescent-awakening movie, following three high-school girls through their rituals of shopping-mall games, chasing after boys, being misunderstood by their parents. Through this small-town Californian teenage limbo drifts the central figure of Connie (Laura Dern) whose ‘awakening sexuality’ is characterized by an aimlessness and lack of affect which give her the appearance of sleepwalking much of the time. This is hardly contradictory since one of the essential qualities of the ‘feminine sexuality’ she is acquiring is not being fully aware of it (she is ‘awakening’ to a slumber, as it were) and therefore not being in control.


This lack of awareness and control is presented at once as Connie’s downfall, and as an inevitable part of her new identity. At the height of her restlessness and sexual ventures, she annoys her parents by choosing to stay home from a family outing. Once alone, she wanders through the house, turning on radios in every room, dancing, trying on make-up — filling the space both in a narcissistic enjoyment of herself, and in waiting for a hypothetical man. Her activity in this sequence is brutally violated by what comes next, and yet, on the film’s more insidious level, can be read as a kind of preparation for it.


For what happens next is that an indescribably slimy older man, Arnold Friend (Treat Williams) drives up (he knows she’s alone) and smooth talks (terrorizes) her in a very long sequence into getting into his car — presumably to be raped. ‘Presumably’, because the act itself is never shown, leaving an ambiguity perversely — and irresponsibly — heightened in the US ad which shows Treat Williams and Laura Dern together (an image not found in the movie itself) as if on a date, with the (bizarrely un-fictional) caption ‘Laura Dern is in for a treat’.


If this treat is to be raped, it nevertheless is presented as a form of seduction. Nothing really adds up. Connie doesn’t go inside immediately, lock the door, and phone her parents or the police. She appears almost hypnotized. The creepily-named Mr Friend knows all about her. Her home is no longer a protection but becomes suddenly flimsy; rickety doors and open windows are sadistically lingered over by the increasingly claustrophobic camera. Arnold Friend is master of external space: Connie, indoors, has none left. In the face of her persecutor she is presented as completely without will of her own. One of the effects of showing such lack of resistance is that it suggests, in contradiction to the film’s social realist opening, a sort of psychodrama where Arnold Friend appears as the living projection of Connie’s own fears and desires. She appears in these sequences as so drained of meaning except as an index of Friend’s power, it is as if all her strength, such as it was, has been given over to him as personification of the sexuality she was supposedly discovering. On one level this is a very moral tale about what happens when young girls are left alone. But on another, the fact that Friend represents what Connie both desires and fears (sex) and that she both gets it and is frightened by it (rape) suggests that what women really have to fear is ourselves — it is our own sexuality which appears as a state of perpetual danger.


EXTREMITIES is, on the face of it, a reversal of SMOOTH TALK because its heroine (Farrah Fawcett) manages to turn the tables on her attacker and ends up tormenting him. However, both films are structured in two very distinct parts, and the first half of EXTREMITIES bears a striking resemblance to the second half of SMOOTH TALK. The Farrah Fawcett figure is assaulted in a car park by a man who then comes to her house when she’s alone. As in SMOOTH TALK, the setting is daylight domesticity and the attacker saunters in with ease. As in SMOOTH TALK, he knows ‘all about’ her, startling her with the names of her flat-mates and family. (This insistence on the knowledge of the attacker makes it particularly clear that the absence of anywhere to hide is a psychic as much as a literal component of this scenario — in case the point isn’t clear enough, birdcages and goldfish bowls abound in the domestic interior.) And as in SMOOTH TALK, she seems (at first) incapable of disobeying him: for perhaps an hour Farrah Fawcett runs through every possible combination of terror and tears as she does everything the man tells her.


Halfway through the film, however, she grabs a flyspray, gets her attacker in the eyes, and from this point takes her revenge, finally forcing him to confess to the attempted rape. Yet this sudden reversal cannot undo what has gone before: instead it allows the film to have its cake and eat it, affording the audience both the sadistic terror of the first half and the righteous revenge of the second as its justification.


The real point about both these films is that they employ a mechanism based on the assumption of male power and female vulnerability. Yes, Farrah Fawcett nails the guy in the end, but how did he get in there in the first place? If the home can be seen as the site of traditional femininity, then its representation as inherently penetrable sets up femininity as a space permanently available and assailable, without boundaries, while at the same time presenting it as the only possible place for women. Fortunately, however, it is not a real space. So, frightening as it may seem, we need waste no time imagining that we inhabit it.


N.S. 21 November 1986


 





Male Order


Men


Parting Glances


Gone to Earth


Mala Noche


Just in case anyone still doubts that men are the most marketable subject of the year, here is a startling fact: MEN, Doris Dörrie’s zany but soft-centred comedy about — you’ve got it — men, has been the most popular film in Germany since the war, attracting 4.2 million admissions in just 22 weeks, and also breaking house records during its run in New York. Coupled with the runaway success of THREE MEN AND A CRADLE (outgrossing RAMBO in France) this must say something about the audience for ‘post-feminist’ man. I say ‘post-feminist’ not because they are past feminism, far from it; but feminism has had an effect on the way men are represented — one expects to see them in legwarmers any minute now.


Clothes play an important part in Dörrie’s film; for like all good social comedies it is about lifestyles as much as characters. Its plot is simple: Julius, a successful designer, discovers that his wife is having an affair and moves in (incognito) as her lover’s flat-mate to find out what she sees in him. The lover, Stefan, is a semi-unemployed hippy, and part of the attraction is obviously that he represents an alternative to the couple’s heavily bourgeois existence. Its social comment is the sharpest aspect of the film, whose zappy narrative makes no pretence to realism: gradually the two men swap roles, a change charted by the descent into tee-shirt and unshavenness on the one hand, and the acquisition of suit and haircut on the other.


The men’s comic relationship is, in plot terms, competitive: Julius deliberately turns his rival into a better bourgeois than himself so as to win back his wife. Yet the film’s imagery shows us men together without women for most of the screentime, and this is really its soft heart: men jogging together, men cooking together, men having pillow-fights together, etc. At the same time, the fact that the plot hinges on a woman keeps everything safely heterosexual; the film has its cake and eats it in this respect, which is perhaps why it is so devastatingly popular. The whole scenario is a brilliant device for having men romping around on beds without a moment’s anxiety: they are rivals, not lovers. The atmosphere of the movie is rather like that of a conversation between heterosexual feminists about their boyfriends: full of snappy observations about sexism (Men…!) but no questioning of heterosexual identity itself.


PARTING GLANCES, on the other hand, sets out deliberately to show gay life as totally normal — director Bill Sherwood’s aim is to make a film about ‘people, not homosexuals’. Its ‘people’ are nevertheless very clearly located in class terms by their Manhattan yuppie interiors and high levels of consumer-durability. The extremely moving story of a couple whose relationship is faltering while the friend and ex-lover of one of them is dying of Aids is set against a backdrop of rubber plants and ansa-phones, publishers’ dinners and arty parties. The one film ingredient as popular as men at the moment is the middle-class consumer lifestyle; aimed, presumably, at the same audience as the Habitat catalogue. Or perhaps it is a sign of hard times that we can all peek into the world of parquet and Perrier for the price of a cinema ticket.


Either way, it is the taking-for-granted not of homosexuality, but of this setting, that marks the film’s weakness. And in its eagerness not to be ‘about’ homosexuality it is slightly blind to certain stereotypes within its own repertoire: for, within this milieu where you feel you could safely bring your grandmother for tea, it is the rock star, the way-out crazy musician friend of one of the partners, who has Aids. It’s as if HIV could only be caught on an excursion away from the world of rubber plants — although for a film which claims to be so straightforward it is surprising that there is no dialogue at all about the other kind of rubbers or indeed any form of safe sex, now such a crucial part of gay life. But Aids appears only on the dangerous fringes of this too-safe world. PARTING GLANCES could do with some of MEN’s alertness to social stereotypes: the wacky ease with which its protagonists exchange roles loosens the sense that identity is fixed in characters and alerts us to its social nature. Why couldn’t one of the yuppies have Aids — the publisher instead of the musician? Having said all this, PARTING GLANCES is, on the ‘human’ level it sets up for itself, both a funny and a deeply moving evocation of a man’s love for two people, one within an established day-to-day relationship, one dangerously outside that.


GONE TO EARTH, Powell and Pressburger’s re-released 1950 classic, is worth noting in this context for, with its heroine torn between a ‘safe, domestic’ love (the parson) and a ‘dangerous, sexual’ one (the squire), it poses a similar dichotomy and also, in a way, one between men. In the very different setting of the Shropshire landscape, some of the same lines are drawn, between social acceptability and rejection, between a tame and a wild sexuality. Far from being the underlay to a realist drama, as in PARTING GLANCES, in Powell’s film these themes are like the bare branches of one of his turbulent trees: stark, gothic and frightening. No matter how over-the-top it seems today, or how bizarre Jennifer Jones’ ‘rural’ accent, GONE TO EARTH is powerful because it portrays a real and impossible dilemma which is at the heart of desire itself.


On this note, I recommend MALA NOCHE (Bad Night), a raw, roughly stylish film from Oregon which reminds you how exciting independent film-making can be, let alone desire. For this is what charges the film’s aesthetic; it has a story, of sorts, but what it is about and catches so well in its black and white shadows is sexual longing across an imbalance of power — and how the extremity of that longing reweights the balance in some ways, without touching it in others. Fired by the electricity of crossed needs, it shows how the social inequality between a gay white kid and the streetwise Mexican kids he befriends both feeds his desire while making it impossible to reciprocate freely. In its own way this film lays more on the line than any of the others, and has a sure feel for the more awkward corners of sexual exchange which we might prefer to forget.


N.S. 31 October 1986


Kookies Crumble


Jumpin’ Jack Flash


Hour of the Star


In the last year or so the US media have been obsessed with the Single Working Woman. When a now-famous Harvard study was published supposedly proving that the chances of a woman over thirty getting married were practically nil, the press and TV news leapt into a frenzy of concerned interviews with SWWs and, after the initial shock horror, the next step was a series of interviews in every major magazine in which SWWs testified to their happiness with their state and the joys of being able to eat junk food in the middle of the night, go to bed with face cream on, etc.


This preoccupation surfaces in a number of contemporary mainstream US movies; in LEGAL EAGLES, for example, Debra Winger plays a stereotypical SWW, the kind who compensates for being good at her profession by wearing slightly off-beat clothes, eating all night until she’s sick, being a back-seat driver, and getting nearly run over by a cab after refusing a male offer to put her in it.


JUMPIN’ JACK FLASH offers Whoopi Goldberg the playpen of just such an SWW role. She plays Terry Doolittle, a bright, funny SWW who, like the Winger character, tends to wear clothes in layers, braces, skirts with socks, legwarmer-type garb. This signification extends to the SWW’s apartment, which is as wacky as her clothes and may contain such things as Mickey Mouse pillows and giant toothbrushes, expressive of the SWW’s slightly un-grown-up personality. All these women form friendships with male colleagues and are almost one of the boys, but it is a sine qua non of their roles that they should be single — at least until the end of the film. JUMPIN’ JACK FLASH neatly combines the two key elements of the SWW genre. Terry is presented as especially good at her job, a computer operator: she has a way with electronics, she’s the one colleagues turn to when their computers don’t work. And her whole persona hangs on her singleness, underlined by the fact that, for almost the entire film, her relationship to the male ‘lead’ is in fact a relationship to the computer screen on which they exchange messages. There is no room for an actual boyfriend within this representation of modern SWW autonomy.


The departure from traditional femininity is highlighted in one memorable scene where Terry crashes an embassy party dressed as a Diana Ross figure in a straightened wig, tight dress and high heels — an image of the ‘feminine’, ‘whitened’ black woman which is clearly not ‘herself’. A similar scene occurs in the forthcoming BLACK WIDOW, where Debra Winger also has to appear at a party in a borrowed dress and a hairdo which turn her temporarily into a ‘feminine’ as opposed to SW woman.


JUMPIN’ JACK FLASH is on the cusp of several other contemporary film genres, one of which is the zany black performer’s comedy (the Richard Pryor-type movie). Another is the NINE TO FIVE genre — the office worker’s revenge. Terry Doolittle, though good at her job, is not in the professional bracket of the Winger characters and lightens the tedium of her post in a banking emporium by swapping recipes and personal advice. Her break comes when an urgent plea for help appears on her screen, signed Jumpin’ Jack Flash, and she is suddenly precipitated into a spy adventure, helping a British agent to escape the Iron Curtain. The movie emphasizes the fantasy life of the woman stuck in a boring office job: her passion for old movies, romantic novels. In true Hollywood fashion, JUMPIN’ JACK FLASH makes the desire for excitement come true, dramatizing the fantasy of being suddenly lifted into a thrilling role culminating in romance and escape from insignificance.


The extraordinary HOUR OF THE STAR (winner of the Best Film award at the Latin American Festival in Havana) by Brazilian film-maker Suzana Amaral deals in a similar situation but one where the dreams and desires of a young, lonely woman living at breadline level in a Brazilian city are felt through their denial rather than their filmic fulfilment. This brilliant and moving film shows at every turn what real poverty and loneliness are, as its heroine Macabea (Marcelia Cartaxo — winner of the Best Actress Lion at Berlin), at the very bottom of the job market, the housing market and the love market, finds intellectual stimulus from information given with time-checks, physical excitement in dance music from the radio; where four women sharing a slum lodging watch silent soap opera through their landlady’s window. Like a bizarre parody of the North American SWW, Macabea wakes in the night to eat a piece of chicken from a foil container; she too is sexually unfulfilled and, as with her US counterpart, she too has her moment of traditional ‘feminine’ beauty when she dresses glamorously in contrast with her usual style.


HOUR OF THE STAR shows not only hardship but, more importantly, that even those in the most extreme hardship need passion and beauty in their lives. Macabea’s tentative search for these is constantly undermined, yet the spirit which repeatedly surfaces gives an even greater sense of poignancy than these downfalls. When the film was previewed, many critics were heard to say that it was humorous; I can only say that I found it heartbreaking as only the relentless crushing of someone’s hopes can be. The film’s bleak irony is that the dreamy Macabea does indeed have her hour as a star; her split second of fantasy comes true but in a way that only confirms how, for the bottom of society’s heap, dreams really don’t. And the relation of Hollywood to such lives of extreme loneliness and oppression is, the ending bitterly suggests, one of destructive irrelevance.


N.S. 8 May 1987


 





The Male of the Species


The Morning After


No cultural product works in isolation, but films are particularly interdependent in their meanings; partly because our reading of them relies on our knowledge and memory of generic conventions, and partly because the star system creates a complex pattern of links which also depends on our filmic memory and expectations. We remember the names of stars in mainstream films long after we have forgotten their fictional names, and meanings produced in one film will be carried over into another by the very presence of a particular actor or actress around whom certain connotations have accrued.


Sidney Lumet’s latest thriller THE MORNING AFTER is an interesting example of this phenomenon. Even its visual style is full of references: Lumet’s flat, painterly use of urban surfaces is reminiscent of Edward Hopper, and his tongue-in-cheek use of generic clichés — for example, an overhead shot of a toilet just after a bloody body has been found — plays heavily on our knowledge of other films. The story is relatively simple: a failing, alcoholic actress, Alex Sternbergen (Jane Fonda), wakes up in bed with a dead man unable to remember how she got there — presumably through a sexual encounter. The question to be solved is, initially, whether or not she has murdered him. However, when she meets Turner Kendall (Jeff Bridges), an ex-cop turned repair man, the question shifts to whether he is a trustworthy ally in uncovering the real murderer or whether it is in fact he who has set her up. (If you don’t want to know, don’t read this to the end.)


Fonda brings a powerful complex of meanings to any film, not least through her trajectory from sixties sex-doll to liberated woman of the seventies. And the film most strongly evoked in THE MORNING AFTER is KLUTE (1971) where, as Bree Daniels, Fonda is also elaborately framed by someone who has exploited the ‘weakness’ (in that case prostitution, not drink) which makes her ‘untrustworthy’, and where, interestingly, she is also befriended by an ex-cop, Klute. Like Turner Kendall, Klute is an old-fashioned moralist from outside the city (there NY, here LA) where the corrupt events take place. Kendall and Klute are slow, silent men given to doing paternal things like tidying up other people’s apartments, and Fonda in both films plays a woman at once alone — quasi-independent — and yet needy in a way that is twisted from sexual to child-like. In both cases what she ‘really needs’ isn’t sex, but looking after.


Of course, Fonda’s most recent off-screen image is her work-out trip, and the opening sequence of THE MORNING AFTER makes oblique reference to it in the form of a TV show which is playing as Alex wakes. The programme is about the dead man, a photographer, and asks whether his images of women’s bodies doing work-out and pumping iron are pornographic: ‘Is he glorifying the new female form or is he the king of sleaze?’ We are then treated to the film’s only glimpse of that body, the famous Fonda thigh; the rest of the film denies us such images, but here it coincides with the moment where her integrity is most in doubt.


But, most importantly, the opening TV show raises questions about her apparent date from the night before. And this kicks off the real drive of the film, which, unlike earlier films noirs, hinges on whether or not a desired man is to be trusted. Much has been written about the role of the femme fatale in movies — that figure of both sexuality and treachery who represents the contradictory desires and fears of the male protagonist. I would contend that there is a relatively new ‘homme fatale’ figure in contemporary films (though since both figures function within an ultimately patriarchal framework this is not a simple reversal) and this is precisely where the ‘carried over’ connotations of Jeff Bridges come into play.


The publicity image for THE MORNING AFTER is a split square with Fonda’s face on one side, Bridges’ on the other. Fonda’s face suggests fear, though also possibly desire. But the most striking thing about Bridges is that the cool, threatening face in the poster resembles not so much the solid, red-necked persona of Turner Kendall as the sexy and treacherous Jack Forrester — Bridges’ previous incarnation in JAGGED EDGE.


And it is on this that the film relies, heavily, for its central frisson: is the man Alex comes to desire the real killer? Because in JAGGED EDGE it was desire which prevented the lawyer making this perception about her client. Unlike the old films noirs where the plot unravelled through the eyes of the male protagonist, this new type of post-COMA thriller takes us through events mainly via the subjectivity of the woman. And just as the old films noirs offered the hero a choice of good and bad women without initially making clear which was which, here the heroine is offered a gradually unfolded and equally murky choice between good and bad men.


For Kendall’s opposite is Alex’s ex-husband. Played by Raul Julia (the straight revolutionary in prison with William Hurt in KISS OF  THE SPIDERWOMAN) he is initially Alex’s closest friend and adviser. He is also a hairdresser, sexually ‘ambiguous’ and non-white. His foreignness is emphasized by his name — Joaquin Manero — and his sexual ambivalence in his nickname, Jacky (‘all hairdressers are called Jacky’ says the superstraight Kendall). An outsider, Jacky’s aspirations to enter upper-class WASP circles are ultimately his downfall, so that he is both villain and victim. In one central exchange Alex says to him, ‘You’ve been on the outside long enough, now you want in … all that breeding, all that early American stuff.’ The fact that the whole film takes place over Thanksgiving underlines this theme; but the plot ultimately shows how corrupt the ‘top’ All-Americans are.


So who really represents ‘all that early American stuff’ in the movie? The red-neck ex-cop with the heart of gold, who talks about spies and spades, who assumes that a hairdresser must be gay, who doesn’t believe in divorce and who repairs things. Kendall’s handiness in the workshop is strongly reminiscent of Ally Fox in MOSQUITO COAST. He is the real raw material of Americanness. But the most unpleasant thing about the film is that his ‘jokey’ racism is finally justified in the plot by Jacky’s treachery. Meanwhile Kendall himself is remarkably reclaimed from his jokeyness, stops making racist comments and starts wearing tasteful check shirts instead of his tacky brown tee-shirt. I will return to hommes fatales next week.


N.S. 12 June 1987


Fatal Strategies


White of the Eye


Nobody’s Fool


Since last week I have found not only that homme fatal doesn’t have an ‘e’ but also plenty of fresh fodder for my new theory. Donald Cammell’s WHITE OF THE EYE is a chic thriller whose structure is remarkably similar to THE MORNING AFTER’s in that solving the plot involves choosing between two men who might be the killer. In both films one of these is the ex-and one the current lover/husband of a woman who provides the subjective pivot through which we experience the choice. This is also the framework for the much less macabre NOBODY’S FOOL, in which Rosanna Arquette has to choose between her old lover and a newcomer, Eric Roberts.


This switch to a female subjective base, in which men are the unknown factor, is increasingly common in films; and if the old femme fatale can be seen as a projection of male sexuality, it would make sense to examine the new homme fatal not as a screen expression of anything about men, but rather as indicative of an attitude towards women and our desires — part of a general interest in ‘female sexuality’ at the moment.


The homme fatal menace in JAGGED EDGE is activated by the woman’s ‘unprofessional’ sexual relationship. In THE MORNING AFTER, it is only after Jane Fonda sleeps with him that the film taunts us with Jeff Bridges’ potential treachery. And WHITE OF THE EYE, though its central couple (the ‘Whites’) are married, draws particular attention to Joan White’s desire for her husband: indeed their decade-long relationship is measured in the span between their first fuck on the floor with him on top and their most recent, with her on top — scenes which the film cuts back to repeatedly. The first time we see husband and wife together, after we have already been shown the first horrific murder, she takes him to bed; and at the very end, after she knows he is the murderer, there is another hot sex scene. The film is punctuated with shots of Paul White’s crotch and, in a rage of jealousy at his infidelities, Joan starts yelling about his big dick. As in film noir, where the unfaithful wife would also be capable of murder, so sexual treachery is here made to coincide with much worse crimes.


Skipping over the film’s clever visual and conceptual structure, which is all about eyes/seeing/hearing (Paul White has uncanny audio powers; his counterpart, Joan’s ex-boyfriend, has video-memory vision) we are left with a plot which, like THE MORNING AFTER’s, sets up both men as potentially dangerous even though ultimately only one is. In both scenarios there is a non-WASP ‘ex’ set against a chunky handyman type — for Paul White is another of these tinkerers-in-workshop men, a technical wizard, another backyard inventor with the slightly Neanderthal morality that goes with it in all these films. He justifies his murders of middle-class women by the fact that they lead lives of vacant yuppiedom, and part of the film’s imagery, as in the opening murder sequence, is that of despoiled yuppie decor: a mêlée of wine, meat and tulips, overturned designer chairs, smashed cuisinarts and broken glass tables — like mayhem in Heals, a Class War daydream. I’ll come back to yuppie-destruct imagery in future weeks; it certainly seems to be deeply associated with eruptions of sex and violence in current US films.


The use of yuppie kitchen accoutrements as an iconography of danger is reminiscent of the scene in 9½ WEEKS where Mickey Rourke slices vegetables with a vicious and expensive assortment of knives and gadgets before getting into yet more funky sex. He too can be seen as a homme fatal: sexy, gorgeous, but with a fatal flaw. In his case, it is merely kinkiness; but the way 9½ WEEKS works is by keeping you on the edge of your seat in case he does do something more violent, and it is this sense of danger, even if ultimately unrealized, that characterizes the type. Even in the basically harmless NOBODY’S FOOL, the dishy New Guy is presented as potentially dangerous: he looks at Rosanna Arquette with a strange intensity, accosts her when she’s walking alone in deserted places, and finally takes her for a drive, in a sequence that’s — momentarily — very like SMOOTH TALK. He starts to confide in her about his past acts of violence and, just when he starts to seem wild, an accident ahead forces him to drive right off the road, making him appear really unstable.


Today’s homme fatal does have some antecedents; Cary Grant in SUSPICION and Joseph Cotten in SHADOW OF A DOUBT play apparently trustworthy men who cannot be trusted — but part of their impact has been that these were the exception rather than the rule. Only in horror films have men never been trustworthy; in terms of the gender of sexual threat, this genre could be seen as the opposite of film noir.


But what’s striking about the present spate of hommes fatals in movies is that almost any man who’s presented as desirable seems slightly spooky. A sexy husband; a wonderful new boyfriend; a gorgeous lover who adores you — these are all men who are too good to be true. And the two-men new/old formula (in 9½ WEEKS there’s a nice but boring ex-husband too) gives an added frisson along the lines of ‘just when you thought it was safe to go back in the water’. No matter which side the film comes down on — old lover good, new lover bad/new lover good, old lover bad — the very fact of sexual choice for a woman is problematized in these movies. Perhaps this is what they mean by post-sex cinema.1


N.S. 19 June 1987


 





Under the Volcano


Black Widow


Bob Rafelson’s FIVE EASY PIECES was one of the few American films to speak explicitly about class. That this is a displaced issue in most US movies and much of its culture can be seen in a film like RAISING ARIZONA, which, if its comic accents and ‘horrid’ decor were located in Britain, would be revealed as the piece of simplistic snobbery it really is. And the current spate of yuppie role-reversal movies deals in class difference less as a social reality than a set of style options which is fundamentally as wide as your wardrobe.


Rafelson’s films have all involved characters moving across a social landscape which is presented not as a manifestation of psychic life but a frustrating limitation on it. In FIVE EASY PIECES the Jack Nicholson character tries to escape his middle-class musical background but is equally dissatisfied working on an oil rig and going out with a woman who sings along to Tammy Wynette. In STAY HUNGRY the Jeff Bridges character leaves his wealthy milieu for that of the gym, where he meets people from a different class and a different world. While Rafelson’s restless heroes have so far been men, it is women who represent the social positions they experience their angst in. This is particularly clear in FIVE EASY PIECES, with Karen Black as the vulgar Tammy Wynette player who asks for ketchup at a middle-class dinner set against the cultured woman from the hero’s more classy family past; but it can also be seen in STAY HUNGRY, where Sally Field as the gym’s receptionist represents the other life Bridges falls in love with, in KING OF MARVIN GARDENS, where neither of Bruce Dern’s women turn out to be what they seem, or even in THE POSTMAN remake, where Jessica Lange and Angelica Huston represent different possibilities for Jack Nicholson.


If these films have a common theme, it is dissatisfaction — as in ‘Can’t get no’: an existential frustation with social roles and the impossibility of escaping them. What is interesting about BLACK WIDOW, Rafelson’s first film for five years, is that these themes reappear but the protagonists this time are women, which reinflects the basis of the frustration from the social to the sexual: we are back on psychic territory once more.


I have written already in this column about the Single Working Woman in US imagery; that figure played by Whoopi Goldberg in JUMPIN’ JACK FLASH or Debra Winger in LEGAL EAGLES. Here, as Alex (a suitably androgynous name), Winger reappears as exactly the same character. A federal agent in the Department of Justice, her dedication to her work is seen by her boss — and by the film — as a sign of sexual deficiency. She wears baggy clothes which the NFT programme notes describe as ‘dowdy’ (I rather like them), eats boil-in-the-bag food (another key characteristic of the SWW is that she can’t cook) and plays cards with the boys in the office (being friends with men at work is — in this genre — a sure sign of sexual inadequacy). She is, however, extremely good at her job, and picks up on the slender connection between two cases of rare poisoning in wealthy men who both died shortly after marrying a younger woman.


What she guesses, through examining photographs, is that these apparently different women are the same: the deceptive appearances of make-up, dress, hair colour and style are not enough to fool another woman who knows, in a sense, how manipulable such surfaces are. However, Alex’s boss tries to put her off the case — he says what she really needs is a boyfriend — and she actually has to leave her job to follow it up.


Here are the typical Rafelson elements of dissatisfaction and escape: the Department of Justice is vividly dreary (if that’s possible) with endless corridors, institutional furniture and, most significant of all, green-painted windows shutting out the sun. And yet — Alex likes her job: in plot terms she isn’t trying to escape it but to do it. What the film’s imagery presents, however — behind her back as it were — is an escape from the drabness of SWW-dom, from the cave of the sexless office to the sunshine of sexuality. This is found in Hawaii and in her alter ego, the seductress/murderess Catherine (Theresa Russell).


If Catherine stands for Alex’s repressed sexuality, they have one thing in common: diligence in their careers. For Catherine takes her work (marrying men) very seriously, à la Helen Gurley Brown — ‘Research his life totally … read anything written about him… get involved in all his projects’ — and does her homework well, becoming a sexy southern girl for Dennis Hopper’s toy manufacturer, a cultured archaeologist for Nicol Williamson’s museum board chairman. Both women are preoccupied with supporting themselves: one in the ‘feminine’ way of working on a man, one in the ‘masculine’ way of working at a job.


But when they meet in Hawaii the social dimension gives way to the psychosexual. Rafelson claims that ‘Catherine brings out Alex’s femininity, teaches her more about the feminine qualities in herself’; and the supposedly natural nature of these qualities is suggested by the backdrops of jungle and erupting volcano against which both women play out their affairs with the same man. Yet when Catherine invites her to a party and Alex has to get a concrete hairdo and high heels, ‘femininity’ is seen as constructed through a simple change of appearance (just as the yuppie/bohemian exchanges suits for tee-shirts). And despite the man they are supposedly competing for, there is a strong, physical relation between the women: in a diving class they do mouth-to-mouth resuscitation — the line ‘you’re not taking this personally are you’ ensures that we are — and in the closing sequence of the film Catherine kisses Alex on the mouth again. However, in plot terms this hint of a different sexuality is just left in a void.


The whole Hawaiian excursion into femininity is deeply confused. On one level, the film has far too many endings and becomes impossible to follow. But its contortions are the result of an impossible project — to show, as Rafelson claims, the repressed femininity of an SWW when both this femininity and the SWW are merely stereotypes that the film itself employs. If indeed they were handled more consciously it could have been interesting: with Russell as the film noir femme fatale and Winger as the comedy-romance lead, it’s like the meeting of two movie genres. But Rafelson, so powerful at depicting the frustrations of his male heroes in their social roles, seems unable to create the sense that femininity, too, offers a set of social positions that are as hard for women to occupy comfortably as it is for Jack Nicholson in FIVE EASY PIECES to feel at home with either his oil rig or his grand piano.
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Under the Hood


Blind Date


Tin Men


It was way back in 1963 that Betty Friedan diagnosed the emptiness felt by many apparently well-off, middle-class American women as ‘the problem that has no name’. This emptiness was middle-class femininity itself; since then we have had men with no name, indeed horses with no name, but the phrase came back into my mind while trying to think about a consistent theme in recent US movies without using the word ‘yuppie’.


For ‘yuppie’ merely cloaks in a lifestyle that familiar, problematic and yet dominant figure, the white middle-class male. If there is any deep-lying connection between this week’s movies it is this new problem that has no name: the emptiness of middle-class male’s success, and the equal emptiness of would-be middle-class male’s failure.


This may seem a strangely serious way to kick into discussing two of the funniest movies in town; yet comedy and unease have always gone together, and their perfect marriage is found in that most potentially anarchic of film and theatrical devices, the gag. BLIND DATE is directed by veteran (PINK PANTHER) gag-master Blake Edwards; which gives a peculiarly physical dimension to its topical theme of Successful Executive discovering Other Life through Wacky Woman. There has been so much of this recently that it hardly needs reanalyzing: sweet, straight, slightly goofy guy (Bruce Willis) in suit meets gorgeous woman (Kim Basinger) who goes berserk if she drinks; while — as in BLUE VELVET and SOMETHING WILD — the oedipal structure of Another Man (previous boyfriend) turns the plot from its initial downhill slide of female-invoked craziness into a drawn-out battle between the two men for the woman. By the end of the film our hero has swapped suit for sweatshirt and, having lost his job, turned back to his ‘real’ love, music; its naturalness as an occupation is shown by his having a black musician friend, who performs in a studio near the start of the film.


This is all sub-SOMETHING WILD, and yet there is a unique way in which the film almost physically produces the upheavals it’s about. Gags are quite different from jokes; they seem to sidestep the conceptual circuit of verbal humour and function through the body, both in their enactment and their reception, where you’re jerked into gut-laughter like going over a hump-backed bridge. There is something pleasurably infantile about that delight in destruction and chaos — it seems to correspond to a kind of polymorphous disorder, where custard pies defy cleanliness and motor co-ordination disappears.


In BLIND DATE this disorder is unleashed in a string of social eruptions, escalating from the important company dinner which Basinger turns into chaos to the posh party where Willis goes wild and throws food at people. In the meantime the ex-boyfriend is made to smash his car into a variety of shop fronts. And this is the anarchic quality of gags: things fall apart. The shop-window smashing is only the visual form of a well-known riot activity: we love the sound of breaking glass. But it’s not just the external world which cannot hold: an increasing number of gags suggest bodily disintegration as well. Anyone who’s ever had the smallest crash knows the meaning of what I think of as My Car, My Self: and the moment when Willis’ car is actually taken to pieces is a kind of ultimate stripping, echoed in the following bed-falling-apart scene and finally one where bits actually fall off a house.


Yet the exhilarating sense of social chaos is ultimately contained: films like this shake up a social order only to let it re-settle more securely. In the wilder parts of the film even the characters have a kind of plasticity, like animation figures who can fall out of windows and spring up undamaged. But right at the end things snap back into place, as the subversion of a society wedding turns with ease into a love scene applauded by the entire wedding audience who were, a few-minutes earlier, being rebelled against. Order is finally re-established on an apparently truer level as Willis, in his sweatshirt, strums his guitar by the sea, and the two lovers forsake alcohol for Coke: ‘It’s the real thing’.
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