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Introduction


Cult movies were once considered to be only those obscure pictures that were admired by a small, sad coterie of film “experts” and other social outcasts. But I choose to define “cult movies” quite broadly. I consider them those special films that elicit a fiery passion in moviegoers long after their initial releases; that have been taken to heart as if they were abandoned orphans in a hostile world, cherished, protected, and enthusiastically championed by segments of the movie audience; that are integral parts of people’s lives. Cultists don’t merely enjoy their favorite films; they worship them, seek them out wherever they are playing, see them repeatedly, and are intent on persuading anyone who will listen that they should be appreciated regardless of what reviewers thought. They will brave blizzards, skip their weddings, ignore their most solemn religious holidays, and even date their least-appealing cousins to see a film for what may be their tenth, twentieth, or one hundredth time.


When you speak of cult movies, you speak in extremes. Hardcore cultists, ranging from polite to lunatic, insist that their favorite films are the most intriguing, unusual, outrageous, mysterious, absurd, daring, entertaining, erotic, exotic, and/or best films of all time. Also they point out that cult films differ radically from standard Hollywood films in that they characteristically feature atypical heroes and heroines; offbeat dialogue; surprising plot resolutions; highly original story lines; brave themes, often of a sexual or political nature; “definitive” performances by stars who have cult status; the novel handling of popular but stale genres. Outstanding special effects, spectacular camerawork, and a willingness by the filmmakers to experiment distinguish many cult films, but adoration for some, like Plan 9 from Outer Space, has absolutely nothing to do with admiration for the filmmakers’ skills—it’s often to the contrary.


The typical Hollywood product has little potential for becoming a cult favorite because it is perceived by everyone in basically the same way. Almost everyone agrees on the quality of these films, on what the directors are trying to say, and on the correct way to interpret the films’ messages. On the other hand, the great majority of cult films are born and live in controversy, in arguments over quality, themes, talent, and other matters. Cultists believe they are among the blessed few who have discovered something in particular films that the average moviegoer and critic have missed—the something that makes the pictures extraordinary. They grasp the elusive points of their favorite films, the filmmakers’ most personal visions, the cult stars’ real selves coming through; and they find glory in the belief that they are among the few on the same wavelength as the people involved in making these films. While word of mouth certainly plays a large part in the growth of cults for individual films, what is fascinating is that in the beginning pockets of people will embrace a film they have heard nothing about while clear across the country others independently will react identically to the same picture. There is nothing more exciting than discovering you are not the only person obsessed with a picture critics hate, the public stays away from en masse, and film texts ignore.


In this book on Science Fiction, I have included prime examples of various types of cult films. You will find pictures that reviewers attacked and, almost as a reflex action, film enthusiasts rallied around; pictures hated by the average moviegoer as much as by the press that have been saved from oblivion by a cult of out-of-the-mainstream critics and film scholars; pictures underrated or neglected by everyone at the time of their releases that recently have been rediscovered and reevaluated; pictures that have gained popularity because they star performers who have become cult stars or were made by filmmakers who likewise have become cult figures; pictures for which we have nostalgic feelings because they had great impact on us when we were kids; pictures that are so out of the ordinary that attending them has become a communal event. You see that what really differentiates cult movies is that they can be discussed not only in terms of their genres but also in terms of their fans.





Barbarella


1968 France-Italy Paramount


Director: Roger Vadim


Producer: Dino De Laurentiis


Screenplay: Terry Southern, Brian Degas, Claude Brule, Jean-Claude Forest, Roger Vadim, Clement Wood, Tudor Gates, Vittorio Bonicelli


Based on the book by Jean-Claude Forest


Adapted from the comic strip by Jean-Claude Forest


Cinematography: Claude Renoir


Music: Bob Crewe and Charles Fox


Editor: Victoria Mercanton


Running time: 98 minutes


Color


Cast: Jane Fonda (Barbarella), John Phillip Law (Pygar), Anita Pallenberg (The Black Queen), Milo O’Shea (the concierge), David Hemmings (Dildano), Marcel Marceau (Professor Ping), Ugo Tognazzi (Mark Hand), Claude Dauphin (President of Earth)


Synopsis: It is 4000 A.D. Beautiful astronaut Barbarella is sent by the President of Earth on a mission to find Durand-Durand, an evil scientist who disappeared years before carrying the secret of the ultimate weapon—the Positronic Ray.


Barbarella’s spacecraft is thrown out of orbit and crashes on the planet Lytheon. She is taken captive by a group of strange children who set their sharp-toothed killer dolls on her. Just in time, Barbarella is rescued by Mark Hand, a bearded catch man responsible for rounding up these wild children. She asks how she can repay him, and he requests that she make love to him. She would like to make use of the exultation transfer machine in their lovemaking, but goes along with his wishes to make love in a bed instead of just touching hands. She has never loved this way before and finds it an exhilarating experience.


Her ship fixed by her lover, Barbarella resumes her flight, only to crash into the ground and end up far below in Labyrinth. Here she meets the handsome, blond Pygar, whose white wings make her believe he is an angel. In reality he is the last of the ornithanthropes. The Black Queen, the great tyrant of Sogo, has destroyed his sight and his will to fly. Barbarella also meets the elderly Professor Ping, who promises to fix her ship. He tells her to seek out Durand-Durand in Sogo. But of all those exiled to Labyrinth by the Black Queen, only Pygar has the ability to take her there—and he refuses to fly.


Pygar rescues Barbarella from the queen’s Black Guard. She rewards him by making love to him in the old-fashioned way. Afterward, she sings and he flies. He takes her to Sogo, a city built upon the mathmos, a living liquid that feeds on all the city’s evil.


The beautiful Black Queen and her vicious concierge arrest Barbarella and Pygar, whose wings are nailed to a cross. Put in a cage with birds that attack her, Barbarella is rescued by Dildano, who is planning a revolt against the queen. They make love. She agrees to help in the revolution if Dildano will help her find Durand-Durand.


The concierge captures Barbarella and tries to kill her on his Excessive Machine, but she short circuits the machine. She realizes the concierge is Durand-Durand. He locks her in the Chamber of Dreams with the Black Queen. The queen helplessly watches Durand-Durand coronate himself—his first step to ruling the universe. There is a revolution. Durand-Durand sends Dildano and Ping into oblivion with his Positronic Ray. The queen unleashes the mathmos, which gobbles up Durand-Durand and all of Sogo. But the mathmos won’t eat the innocent Barbarella and Pygar, and the queen survives by staying in their protective bubble.


Pygar flies the two women toward the ship Ping fixed. Barbarella asks Pygar how he can forgive the Black Queen for all she’s done to him. He smiles: “An angel has no memory.”
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A publicity shot of Jane Fonda in one of Barbarella’s outlandish costumes. Such revealing garb is one of the major reasons the picture retains its cult status; such stills—at once silly and sexy—have long been popular among memorabilia collectors.


At almost every press conference promoting a new Jane Fonda film, some spiteful reporter will sneak in a snide question about Barbarella in hopes of seeing her squirm. Obviously, they assume she’d like to burn every print of this picture, made before her politicization, in which she spends all her screen time in various states of undress and plays a character who is rescued time and again by men, whom she then rewards with sex. But while Fonda admits to many mistakes in her past, she insists that Barbarella isn’t one of them. “I like it—it’s fun,” she’ll tell the reporter succinctly, and then turn the tables on him: “Why? Don’t you?” or “Why don’t you?” Not wishing to admit to having been as much offended by Barbarella’s sexual escapades the tenth time he saw the film as the first, and not daring to debate this intimidating actress over whether Vadim exploited her, the reporter invariably backs down sheepishly. That’s too bad, because it would be interesting if Fonda were pressured, just a bit, into elaborating her warm feelings for the picture many consider the flimsiest of her career.


Fonda is the screen’s most compelling star and has been since she stopped making the fluff that twice earned her the Harvard Lampoon’s Worst Actress award and stunned everyone with back-to-back tour-de-force performances in They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? (1969) and Klute (1971). For discriminating moviegoers who believe pictures should be enlightening as well as entertaining, her films, post Roger Vadim, comprise an oasis in Hollywood’s cinematic wasteland.


Jane Fonda’s best, most personal films have bucked the tide and dealt with serious political themes. Her apparent philosophy: if social-issue films can help improve society, then viewers will feel less need for escape. That’s not to say Fonda categorically dismisses comic book films in the Barbarella mold, with their cardboard characters, exaggerated situations, absurd humor, and simplistic good vs. evil, black-white storylines; certainly her later comedies Fun With Dick and Jane (1977), 9 to 5 (1980), and even The Electric Horseman (1979) have had comic book ingredients. But if Jane Fonda continues to like Barbarella, it’s not because it’s escapist fare but because she still admires her character.


In most Roger Vadim films, offscreen sex goddesses (from the young Bardot to Fonda ’69) portray women who are sexually naïve, and thus perfect prey for lustful male characters who wish to coax them out of their clothes and into beds. Their sexual innocence, which is expressed by their matter-of-fact nudity and a willingness to believe that the men who look them up and down are only trying to guess their heights, is meant to turn audiences on. Male audiences. Contrary to what many would think, rather than being annoyed by Barbarella’s naïveté, Fonda is still attracted to this character trait. Consider that her women in Julia (1977), Coming Home (1978), The China Syndrome (1979), and Rollover (1981), as well as in The Electric Horseman and 9 to 5, whatever their intelligences, are distinguished by their initial ignorance of the situations in which they involve themselves. Fonda sees them as being typical of many women who venture alone through a male-controlled universe. What makes them heroic is that they don’t let their ignorance keep them back. They move forward into dangerous waters, usually stepping on people’s feet, always igniting a time bomb of sorts. Although confused, they speak loudly and boldly, moving from jittery to smooth as their confidence builds—unlike Warren Beatty’s mumbling fact-finders—and ask questions even at the risk of revealing their lack of knowledge. Fonda’s putting her foot in her mouth is a constant source of humor. When mocked, these women don’t back down but push aside their embarrassment and move forward until they thoroughly understand their situations. Once educated, they usually triumph. Barbarella is like these women in most respects, but she does not overcome her naïveté—perhaps because the filmmakers didn’t wish to tamper with Jean-Claude Forest’s defined comic strip character. Barbarella is the only one who doesn’t either grow up or grow wiser.
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Not the most popular movie couple of their time, Fonda and Vadim survey the futuristic sets.


Few would argue that Barbarella is as witty as Vadim intended, but the fact that Barbarella was given (supposedly) funny lines in the first place, at a time when only Barbra Streisand was trusted with one-liners, must be appreciated by Fonda. Always an underrated comic actress, Fonda deftly handles such intentionally overwritten fare as “A good many dramatic situations begin with screaming,” upon hearing a scream, and “This is really too poetic a way to die,” upon being locked in a cage with starving birds. Unfortunately, Vadim wants to achieve pure camp by having such lines delivered straightforwardly. Parody is wonderful if well done, but settling for camp is lazy. I’d prefer it if Fonda were more subtle: Vadim should have had her deliver such lines under her breath, perhaps like W. C. Fields or Robin Williams’s Popeye.
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In a scene influenced by The Wizard of Oz (1939), Barbarella threatens to melt the wicked Black Queen’s face (she has been calling Barbarella “Pretty Pretty”) if she doesn’t free Pygar.


Critics of the film might guess that Fonda would object to her character’s willingness to give her body to all males who give her assistance. But the point is that it is always Barbarella’s choice that she gives these men physical pleasure—and, besides, she ends up using their bodies to give herself sexual satisfaction. Fonda likes Barbarella because she gives sex of her own free will, and, in turn, turned-on audiences like Barbarella because in it Fonda took off her clothes of her own free will. In 1968, when an actress made it to star status, she automatically rejected all roles that called for nudity. But Fonda broke with convention; she was a major actress who sought out roles that required her to disrobe. The result was a Barbarella cult of curious people stimulated by the prospect of seeing a star so uninhibited. The political Fonda is too conscious of her public image to again play such a role. This has made Barbarella a curiosity piece, and pinups of her in the picture, and in the Vadim segment of Spirits of the Dead (1968), in which she plays a temptingly dressed libertine, have become collectors’ favorites.


When Fonda was married to Vadim and lived with him in Paris, we couldn’t really decide if it was indeed Fonda’s choice to play Barbarella, a Barbie doll for adults. Though it’s hard to imagine, back in 1969 we thought she was trapped in a Svengali-Trilby relationship with her husband-director, much like the one we envision between John and Bo Derek. At the time, Pauline Kael wrote that Fonda was “married to a superb example of the Jamesian villain, a sophisticated European (a Frenchman of Russian origin) who is redolent of shallow morals, who is the screen’s foremost celebrant of erotic trash, and who has the scandalous habit of turning each wife into a facsimile of the first and spreading her out for the camera.” We had seen how Vadim had orchestrated the careers of former wives Brigitte Bardot and Annette Stroyberg Vadim. And now Life magazine reported that Vadim had been so inspired seeing Fonda walk around their villa topless that he wanted the whole world to share her physical attributes. But if we look farther back, we see that Fonda herself helped cultivate her sex kitten image. In her first film, Tall Story (1960), a comedy directed by her godfather, Joshua Logan, she wears tight cheerleader sweaters and low-cut dresses. Two scenes are unbelievably torrid, even by 1980s standards: a heavy-breathing Fonda, in a dress that shows much cleavage, and an aroused Anthony Perkins smooch on a couch and discuss genetics; later the turned-on but fully clothed pair stand interlocked in a tiny trailer shower, expanded chests pressing and Fonda licking her lips. Other Hollywood films—from The Chapman Report (1962), cast as a frigid housewife (and using her direct-facing-the-camera-as-if-being-interviewed speaking style for the first time), and Walk on the Wild Side (1962), as her first hooker, to Barefoot in the Park (1967) and Cat Ballou (1965)—promoted her sex image. Besides these, she traveled to Europe to make erotic films, first for René Clément, and then for Roger Vadim, who knew how to exploit her sexuality to the nth degree. Marriage came later.


Barbarella begins with Fonda’s famous strip out of her space suit while floating in the air. But the title letters block the view. And the rest of the film is one big tease, as viewers try to glimpse parts of Fonda’s anatomy and Vadim frustrates them. She’s nude or seminude all right, but only when she is in long shot (as when she crawls through her ship after having made love to Mark Hand) or when her back is turned (as when she speaks to the President on her ship’s monitor), or when she’s under Pygar’s feathers or Durand-Durand’s pleasure machine. True, both the kids’ toothy dolls and the people-eating birds bite away at Barbarella’s clothes, but predictably she’s rescued before much damage is done. All the sex other than the hand-to-hand contact between Barbarella and Dildano is done offscreen, so the most erotic moment in the film turns out to be when Barbarella reaches under Pygar’s loincloth and pulls out the gun hidden there. It’s all tease, and that is the disappointing essence of Vadim. You leave the theater thinking you saw Fonda nude throughout, but after reflecting a bit, you aren’t sure you saw her nude at all. That was also what happened after seeing Vadim’s notorious Bardot films.
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The standard Vadim tease: It’s impossible to be certain if Fonda is truly nude behind the glass. Such moments abound in the film.


It was two years after Monica Vitti starred in Modesty Blaise (1966) that Vadim ventured into the pop-art world for his own sex fantasy, adapting Barbarella from Forest’s incomprehensible comic strip. (The strip’s about ten notches below Playboys’s “Little Annie Fanny,” if that’s possible.) Seven writers, including Forest, Vadim, and Terry Southern (who contributed two scenes) churned out an embarrassingly lame, unambitious script. Problems abound. For instance, having Dildano, Ping, and all the revolutionaries killed by Durand-Durand’s Positronic Ray is out of tune with a picture that for the first hour and a half seems not to take itself seriously. Moreover, their deaths make the potentially climactic revolution a dud. Certainly the relationship between Barbarella and the Black Queen should have more substance. Since they’re not at each other’s throats very often, perhaps they should be attracted to each other—that would give the picture needed spice. Vadim isn’t averse to lesbian encounters: Annette Vadim and Elsa Martinelli are drawn to each other in his vampire film Blood and Roses (1960); ex-wife Bardot and Jane Birkin make love in the raw in Don Juan (1973). The one unforgivable problem with the picture is that Barbarella has little to do with what transpires. She may lift Pygar’s spirits so he can fly, but otherwise she is a bystander, while the revolution takes place and while the Black Queen does in Durand-Durand, by releasing the mathmos. Some heroine! How terribly she compares to Val Lewton’s damsels in distress who move the story along and also get themselves out of trouble.
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