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E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial was the highest-grossing movie of the 1980s.




















Introduction


THE 
NEW 
CLASSIC 
CINEMA


“LET’S FACE A SAD FACT SQUARELY; THIS WAS ONE OF THE SORRIEST decades yet in the annals of film. What good there was was very very good, but there was not a lot of it, and what you had to wade through to reach it was, at times, unspeakable.”


Sheila Benson had been the chief critic for the Los Angeles Times since 1981 and knew as well as anyone the cinematic highs and lows of the previous ten years. On Christmas Eve 1989, she began her end-of-decade roundup with these lines, which captured the consensus view of film critics and movie buffs: the ’80s were a poor imitation of the “New Hollywood” 1970s—those halcyon days when artists made original, challenging, rule-breaking movies like The Conversation (1974) and Nashville (1975) and Taxi Driver (1976). Yet for those of us who cherish Blade Runner (1982), The Breakfast Club (1985), and Do the Right Thing (1989), there is plenty of reason to take this attitude with a grain of salt.


Some say the decade’s films were products of crass commercialism, that art had vanished, that individual filmmakers weren’t supported by the studios, but it would be a mistake to think the ’80s stood alone as a unique period of artistic struggle. Film historian Joseph McBride once described his job as a journalist in the “golden age” of the ’70s: “When I covered that period as a reporter and reviewer for Daily Variety, I felt American movies were in a perilous state of decline, mired in a coarsening process thrown into stark relief by filmmakers’ occasional success in slipping masterpieces through the system. For every Chinatown and Godfather, I had to sit through dozens of schlocky car-chase movies, brutal revenge fantasies, misogynistic buddy pictures, and bloated disaster epics.”


The film industry was not in a state of existential crisis as it had been in the mid-’60s, when young filmmakers were given free rein to invigorate the system. But the naturally risk-averse studios had discovered new ways to make money, and they leaned into them—franchises, product placement, merchandising, pop soundtracks. To some, the accompanying shift of creative power to producers was seen as regressive, to others a return to normalcy. Entertainment writer Peter Biskind put it succinctly: “Everything that had been turned upside down in the 1970s was set right side up again.”


For one thing, the culture had changed, and Hollywood had changed with it. Matching the anxieties of their time, New Hollywood films were critical of societal ills, suspicious of power, distrustful of standards that they had been taught to respect. The major films of the ’80s weren’t as cynical and didn’t make a habit of questioning authority. Jaws (1975) juxtaposed a flag-waving Fourth of July at the beach with a boastful mayor who cared solely about profits and a lethal terror that lurked below the surface. Eleven years later, the patriotism of Top Gun (1986) was not in question.


The way Hollywood operated was shifting, too. In October 1984, Daily Variety identified seven major film studios. Columbia, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (UA), Paramount, 20th Century–Fox, Universal, and Warner Bros. were joined by Walt Disney Studios, newly added thanks to a momentous change of executives and an expansion of its film offerings beyond the family market. (Several years later, the decline of MGM reduced the majors to a “Big Six” once more.) For many of these, film production was one piece of a diverse portfolio—like Disney, which had a major parks division—and others were now owned outright by corporations like News Corp and Coca-Cola.


Home video was becoming a major factor, as VCR use rose from 1 percent of US homes in 1980 to 67 percent in 1990. Rather than hurting the movie industry as studios feared, it became a boon by providing a big source of ancillary revenue. Cable television and premium channels like HBO were providing additional outlets for studio product. Talent agencies were gaining power by brokering larger-scale deals that grouped actors and filmmakers in “packages.” At the same time, interest rates were sky-high in the early ’80s, and studios were ever more reluctant to borrow money to fund nonsurefire hits.
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“Otto,” Julie Hagerty, and Robert Hays in Airplane!








Changes in industry drove changes in style. For example, the robust market for soundtrack albums led to the increased use of pop tunes in movies—and the casting of pop artists in those movies. A film was more likely to get made if its characters could also be marketed as action figures, its story turned into video games, or its art plastered on Happy Meal boxes.




People were also changing—the ones in front of the camera, the ones behind it, and the ones who paid for tickets. Baby boomers, born from 1946 to 1964 and raised on television, were in their prime moviegoing ages here: sixteen to thirty-four when the decade began and twenty-six to forty-four when it ended. Steven Spielberg was thirty-four in 1980, James Cameron twenty-six, Spike Lee twenty-three. These folks supplanted the older New Hollywood auteurs, whose prospects dimmed during the decade—Francis Ford Coppola was forty-one; Martin Scorsese was thirty-eight. On their heels came Generation X. These two groups constituted a prime audience for Hollywood product—especially in the teen comedy and horror genres. Theatrical movies were starting to meet them where they lived, with suburban multiplexes being built at a rapid pace. The decade saw the average ticket price rise from $2.69 to $3.99, about a 50 percent increase, but still a quaint figure by today’s standards.


We’re now more than thirty years past the point at which Benson made her assessment, and with many cinematic hits and misses and industrial changes in the interim, it’s time for a reassessment. Plenty of people already view ’80s movies as beloved classics—especially those for whom the decade’s teen cinema defined their youth. Beyond nostalgia, we can safely look back at these movies without the hype of studio marketing, the groupthink of awards season and top-ten lists, or the box-office figures that tend to warp our understanding of “good” and “bad.”
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Eddie Murphy solidified his box office power in Beverly Hills Cop.








Most significantly, we can now appreciate these movies (good and bad) as pieces of art locked in time, viewable in the context of a larger trajectory of culture and industry. Even mundane films from 1983 or 1987 acquire new value when watched decades in the future. (That’s what people wore? That’s what was on the radio? That’s what Times Square looked like?) In some cases, trash turns magically to camp, and what was once derided in the pages of the Los Angeles Times becomes the stuff of art-house movie theaters and boutique home-video labels.


In some cases, the decade represents a definitive break from the past. In April 1980, Alfred Hitchcock died. In November, he was joined by Mae West and Steve McQueen. The preceding years had seen the losses of Charlie Chaplin, Howard Hawks, Joan Crawford, Elvis Presley, Mary Pickford, and John Wayne. Of course, plenty of legends remained and kept working throughout the ’80s—like John Huston, who showed up to the 1986 Oscars with an oxygen tank, or Katharine Hepburn, who didn’t bother attending when she won a fourth statuette in 1982.
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Tracy Camilla Johns and Tommy Redmond Hicks in She‘s Gotta Have It.








In their wake came new icons. The ’80s saw the reemergence of the everyman actor—from Tom Hanks and Michael Douglas to Steve Guttenberg and Judge Reinhold—as well as extraordinary action stars like Arnold Schwarzenegger, Sylvester Stallone, and Jean-Claude Van Damme. Mononymous pop musicians Madonna, Prince, and Cher competed at the box office with Saturday Night Live alumni like Eddie Murphy, who not only became a top action-comedy star but also drew huge crowds for theatrical stand-up films like Raw (1987). Meanwhile, multitalented actresses like Meryl Streep and Whoopi Goldberg worked effortlessly across genres.


It was the decade of the teen comedy, the New Wave soundtrack, and the gross-out creature feature. It was the decade of Gordon Gecko and Clark Griswold, of Mozart and Salieri, of E.T. and Yoda. It saw the dawn of MTV and the twilight of the Cold War. It ushered in modern modes of animation and independent filmmaking and offered new opportunities to women directors and filmmakers of color.
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The indelible duet by Robert Loggia and Tom Hanks in Big.








This book tells a variety of stories about movies in the ’80s. It begins with a focus on major directors—an imperfect but convenient way to talk about filmmaking in any era. The first two chapters tell a downbeat story and an upbeat one, respectively, about the shifting dynamics of the industry and the alternating fortunes of its leading figures. Some adapted well; some did not. Where creative gaps formed, new talents came to fill them. Other chapters survey genres and cultural topics that preoccupied Hollywood, from horror to music (broad categories like comedy and drama run throughout each section). The book concludes with alternatives to the mainstream system: independent filmmakers and underrepresented groups.


A quick IMDb search tells us that somewhere north of forty thousand feature films were released in the 1980s. Clearly, this book can’t talk about all of them. Nor, in the age of Wikipedia and Letterboxd, should it. We have sadly not found room for Louis Malle’s Atlantic City (1980), Juzo Itami’s Tampopo (1985), Patricia Rozema’s I’ve Heard the Mermaids Singing (1987), or David Zucker’s The Naked Gun (1988). Riches overflow. At the same time, it aims to do more than string together a list of superior movies, as some best-of books have done, nor will it be limited to this author’s personal favorites. (Who would care for that, anyway?)
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Michael Douglas as Gordon Gecko in Wall Street.








The hope for this book is that it might lead to new ways of thinking about classic cinema—of which the ’80s are now a part. Let’s dust off the masterpieces, reassess the flops and failures, and shine a light on some forgotten gems. More people should watch The Long Good Friday (1980), Diva (1981), Losing Ground (1982), Rumble Fish (1983), Starman (1984), The Legend of Billie Jean (1985), Matador (1986), La Bamba (1987), Dead Ringers (1988), and Tongues Untied (1989), to name just a few. A renewal of these films in their historical and artistic contexts is overdue.
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Raging Bull
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CHICAGO FILM CRITICS GENE SISKEL AND ROGER EBERT DEDICATED their January 5, 1982, episode of Sneak Previews to “the dogs” of 1981, the worst movies they saw all year. At the bottom of the pack, Ebert chose the “enormously ambitious” western drama Heaven’s Gate, the third film from acclaimed New Hollywood director Michael Cimino, which Ebert called “stunningly boring, disconnected, uninvolving, impossible to follow.” Siskel picked the Jack Lemmon–Walter Matthau comedy Buddy Buddy—the last gasp of an Old Hollywood stalwart, legendary writer-director Billy Wilder—“an astoundingly bad film.… I still don’t believe it.” He added, “If we can find something that runs through all of these pictures, I think the word ‘ego’ applies.… Ego of the comic filmmaker, or the comic actor, who says ‘anything I do is funny’; the director, who will build a set and forget the elements of a story. Ego.”


Tough words from America’s two most admired film critics. But they were also offering a clear-eyed observation of the challenges facing two celebrated generations of filmmakers in the opening years of a new decade—one that brought with it economic and cultural challenges that would forever alter the movies. Despite the election of classical Hollywood actor Ronald Reagan to the White House, the film industry was moving on from its old guard and shrugging off the edgier styles and adventurous content that had dominated just a few years earlier. With financial disappointments like Heaven’s Gate and Robert Altman’s Popeye (1980), personal filmmaking was quickly becoming an endangered species.


Martin Scorsese’s Raging Bull (1980) was arguably the last of its kind—a major achievement of New Hollywood cinema—and it makes a fitting prologue to a new chapter in the careers of Francis Ford Coppola, Altman, William Friedkin, and other revered directors who faced unprecedented artistic and financial challenges. “The 1980s were a difficult decade for some of the industry’s most ambitious and talented filmmakers,” wrote film historian Stephen Prince.“ In the 1960s and 1970s, these directors achieved significant critical, and sometimes great commercial, success, yet in the 1980s they struggled to obtain financing for productions and several careers foundered.”


There’s no single reason for New Hollywood’s decline. It had to do with style, distribution models, and audience tastes. Some of it probably had to do—as Siskel suspected—with ego. Were these directors hard to work with? Would their sense of self-importance not allow them to kowtow to corporate Hollywood interests? Were they unwilling to compromise their artistic vision or way of doing things? Had they simply run out of creative juice? Only one thing is clear. While the films in this chapter might be financial mishaps, there are some truly great ones in the bunch and they deserve the spotlight.
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Martin Scorsese directs Robert De Niro in one of Raging Bull’s visceral fight scenes.








SCORSESE: ON THE ROPES


Raging Bull is one of the most atmospheric of Martin Scorsese’s films, its black-and-white portrayal of 1940s New York somehow both nostalgic and devastating. It took years to bring to the screen, partially because Scorsese wasn’t naturally drawn to boxing as a subject.


The celebrated young director was in a rough patch. His latest major movie, the musical New York, New York (1977), had flopped. He was struggling through a divorce and a drug problem. He had overdosed on cocaine in 1978 and almost lost his life, and he wasn’t sure he would ever even work again. When he took on Raging Bull, at the urging of its star, Robert De Niro, he assumed the movie would be his last. He pulled no punches and made the movie he wanted.


De Niro had come across the biography of champion middleweight boxer Jake LaMotta while making The Godfather, Part II (1974). The story follows the fighter from his early days in the ring through his marriage and decline. Structurally, it’s bookended by scenes of LaMotta as a nightclub owner, older and heavyset. The film begins in medias res, freeing it from the trappings of a traditional Hollywood biopic. While it flows chronologically, it avoids a strict cause-and-effect plot—which struck Scorsese as old-fashioned—and allows the characters and their emotions to dictate the flow. The role was a tour de force for De Niro, who physically transformed, putting on sixty pounds for his sequences as the older LaMotta. He is transfixing even when quiet, often charming, sometimes paranoid, and quick to violence.


Perhaps it’s not a surprise that the film began in an earlier, more fertile time for this type of antiheroic storytelling. De Niro would take home a second Oscar for his performance, but his win by then was an exception to the rule. LaMotta was a brute among a string of sympathetic characters that drew tears and admiration from their audiences: Jon Voight’s paraplegic veteran in Coming Home (1978), Dustin Hoffman’s divorced father striving for custody of his young son in Kramer vs. Kramer (1979), Henry Fonda’s aging patriarch with onsetting dementia in On Golden Pond (1981), Ben Kingsley’s principled revolutionary in Gandhi (1982). LaMotta was a creature from another era.


Raging Bull didn’t make huge sums of money—it would be a mistake to assume that the artistic triumphs of New Hollywood were all hits with audiences—but it is full of captivating moments, bravura boxing sequences, and emotional turmoil. Today it is heralded as one of the greatest films ever made, and what it lacks in traditionally appreciated qualities of popular cinema, it makes up for in soul.


It also reunited Scorsese with editor Thelma Schoonmaker, whom he met at New York University (NYU) in the ’60s. From that point on, Scorsese’s films gained an urgency that can be attributed, at least in part, to Schoonmaker’s contribution. She has argued that his films are made in the editing room and that his distinct style as a director becomes apparent only through the way the images are connected. She insists that the film won the Best Editing Oscar because of its fight sequences, which were constructed the way they were thanks to Scorsese’s careful advanced planning.


Raging Bull wound up being personally resonant for Scorsese, who was working through his own demons during its production. His films can often be read as explorations or extrapolations of his personal struggles. The King of Comedy (1983) is about the perils of celebrity and obsessive fandom. After Hours (1985) puts a man in a nightmare he can’t escape. The Color of Money (1986) shows a veteran hustler dealing with a new generation of talent. The Last Temptation of Christ (1988) follows a hero who feels unworthy and questions his stated destiny. Anxiety and uncertainty ripple throughout these films.


The King of Comedy again starred De Niro as a wannabe stand-up comedian who craves the attention and approval of his idol, a late-night host played by Jerry Lewis. Made shortly after an assassination attempt was made on President Reagan by an obsessed Jodie Foster fan, it is a trenchant look at toxic fandom and the unique culture of celebrity in America. As with Raging Bull, De Niro brought the project to Scorsese, and the actor gives one of his most interesting, complex performances. His history of violent characters adds an undertone of menace to the character of Rupert Pupkin.
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Robert De Niro in The King of Comedy.








By that point, audiences may have expected a Scorsese–De Niro film to be something other than a dark comedy. (Are we supposed to laugh at Rupert or recoil from him?) The King of Comedy was underappreciated at the time—“the flop of the year,” acknowledged Scorsese—but its unsettling story has become more relevant in the ensuing decades. Famously, it was an inspiration, along with Taxi Driver (1976), for the 2019 film Joker.


The King of Comedy earned just $2 million against a budget of $20 million. Scorsese’s next movie was set to be The Last Temptation of Christ, a true passion project with a script by Paul Schrader, who had written Raging Bull. Paramount was financing the $15 million production, sets were built in Israel and Morocco, and the cast was in place. But the failure of The King of Comedy, along with other high-profile commercial disappointments like the Warner Bros. space-race epic The Right Stuff (1983), made Paramount wary. The final straw came when religious groups organized protests against Gulf and Western, the studio’s parent company, and the film was canceled shortly before production was to begin. Last Temptation was put on the back burner for several years, but in Scorsese’s view, with one high-profile failure leading to another, this moment marked the end of an era of director-led, personal filmmaking.


DIRECTORS DEPOSED


But when had that era begun? And why do we talk about ’70s cinema in these terms?


The “auteur theory” got its start in the pages of the French film journal Cahiers du Cinéma and was championed in the United States by film critic Andrew Sarris in the early ’60s. It assumes the basic premise that a director is the “author” of a film and goes on to suggest that, over time, a pattern develops across their work that can be attributed to their distinctive style and vision. If that isn’t yet controversial, it can be taken a step further: to call a filmmaker an “auteur” is, essentially, a statement of quality. Martin Scorsese is an auteur because one can draw thematic connections among his many great films—take the alienated protagonists of Taxi Driver and The King of Comedy, for example—but perhaps the director of the latest teen comedy is not.


The praise of the director-as-artist came from the newfound admiration among young postwar critics for major filmmakers of the past—John Ford, Orson Welles, Howard Hawks, Alfred Hitchcock—whose work they were rewatching and holding up as a yardstick for new films. It led to several of the French critics becoming filmmakers themselves, people still spoken of with reverence today like Jean-Luc Godard, François Truffaut, and Éric Rohmer, and in Hollywood it coincided with an industrial downturn in the ’60s that led studios to hand the reins over to many young filmmakers to make the kinds of movies they wanted. New styles were valued because audiences were eating them up. This “New Hollywood” period that ran through the 1970s was a time when directors “initiated their own projects and completed them with the studios’ blessings and without their interference,” recalled Arthur Penn, director of Bonnie and Clyde (1967). “I can’t think of a situation during that decade where there was a film I wanted to make that I couldn’t make.”


Unfortunately for Penn, Scorsese, and others like them, the priorities of studios were shifting in the ’80s, partly because the studios themselves were in flux. The industry was being reshaped thanks to a series of corporate takeovers. In 1981, 20th Century–Fox was sold to Denver petroleum magnate Marvin Davis, who in turn sold it to Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp in 1985. Las Vegas investor Kirk Kerkorian, who had owned MGM since 1969, purchased the struggling United Artists from Transamerica in 1981 to form MGM/UA; in 1986 the MGM assets were sold to—and later purchased back from—media mogul Ted Turner.
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Arthur Penn directs Warren Beatty on the set of 1965’s Mickey One.








One of the most infamous studio acquisitions was that of Columbia by the Coca-Cola Company in 1982. Atlanta-based Coke had a long history in Hollywood, having set up an office in LA in the ’60s to support its relationship with the industry. Academy Awards host Johnny Carson poked fun at this development in his opening monologue at the 1982 ceremony: “Don’t worry about Columbia, they’re going to be just fine. They’re collecting a nickel deposit on every film can.” That same year, the studio launched Tri-Star Pictures, in partnership with HBO and CBS.


Columbia went through several leadership changes during this time, reflecting shifts in priorities. Head of production Frank Price resigned in 1983; former talent agent Guy McElwaine took over until 1986, after green-lighting Ishtar (1987); British producer David Puttnam focused on developing up-and-coming talent for a year, with mixed results; merchandising and marketing executive Dawn Steel closed out the decade. Coca-Cola, in a reversal of its earlier diversification efforts, sold Columbia to Japanese electronics company Sony in 1989. The next year, Warner Communications (parent company of Warner Bros.) and Time Inc. formally merged to create the massive Time Warner media conglomerate.


After the box-office smashes of Jaws (1975) and Star Wars (1977), as well as the ancillary revenue provided by home-video sales, Hollywood’s corporate-controlled studios were still willing to spend big money on top-tier productions, along with huge marketing campaigns to support them. The trouble was, with inflation on the rise, the cost of films had skyrocketed, creating unease in corporate boardrooms. A United Artists executive confirmed for the Washington Post in November 1980, “Inflation, just in the last four years, has pushed the cost of even ordinary films to steep levels.” United Artists and its parent company, Transamerica, were feeling the pain, as one of their big fall releases found itself at the center of the storm.
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Isabelle Huppert and Kris Kristofferson in Heaven’s Gate.








OH, HEAVENS


Five days separated New York Times film critic Vincent Canby’s reviews of Raging Bull, which premiered in New York on November 14, 1980, and Heaven’s Gate, director Michael Cimino’s epic western about the Johnson County War, on the nineteenth. Both films were United Artists releases, but Canby’s reactions to them could not have been more different. Whereas Scorsese’s film was “unusually intelligent… breathtaking… an achievement,” the new film from the director of The Deer Hunter (1978) was “something quite rare in the movies these days—an unqualified disaster.”


Canby wasn’t alone in his dismissal of the nearly four-hour cut of Heaven’s Gate, but his review—printed on opening day in the most respected newspaper in America—is cited as the catalyst for the movie’s downfall, taking with it (so the legend goes) the solvency of United Artists, and ultimately the end of directorial freedom in Hollywood. Hours after the review’s publication, with the studio “in chaos,” the film was pulled from theaters, reportedly at Cimino’s request, and sent back to the editing room. It would not reemerge until April 1981, in a severely truncated form.


The impact of the film’s poor reception and swift closure was felt immediately, and far beyond the halls of UA. The industry was shocked at the final cost of the project—an elephantine $44 million, all in—that would have required blockbuster numbers to turn a profit. (It ended up making about $3.5 million.) The film’s wild cost overruns have been attributed to Cimino’s perfectionism, which at one point included dismantling a large street set so that it could be moved over several feet and reconstructed. Hundreds of hours of film were shot, with some scenes being reportedly filmed fifty times or more. UA executive Steven Bach later reported that everyone involved in the production, from Cimino, to the costume designer, to the actors, to the studio executives themselves, had thought they were making the next grand epic, a surefire hit. A few days after the disastrous New York premiere, the Times quoted an unnamed head of a rival studio: “There but for the grace of God go I.”


There had been other films in recent months that had greatly exceeded their budgets and took time to become profitable, but they had at least proved popular with audiences. Among them are a few that might sound surprising today: Apocalypse Now (1979), Star Trek: The Motion Picture (1979), and The Blues Brothers (1980). What made Heaven’s Gate unique was its obscure historical subject matter, coupled with the bad press that tempered any potential popular interest. Were audiences in the age of Star Wars and Dallas really that interested in longwinded art films about Wyoming?


Heaven’s Gate opened Hollywood’s eyes to the realization that nothing is guaranteed in their business. Transamerica, able but not willing to weather the financial storm, spun off the dispirited United Artists in 1981 and sold it to Kerkorian, who combined it with MGM. Other studios, scared out of their wits, tightened the reins on their productions.


The film can be watched today in a fuller three-and-a-half-hour running time and—if one so chooses—divorced from its reputation of profligacy. It was lovingly restored in 2012, with its stuffy sepia tones replaced by a more sumptuous color palette. (Roger Ebert had called it “one of the ugliest films I have ever seen” in 1981.) It exists now, for those open to its message, as a grandiose rumination on manifest destiny and the conflict between the immigrants who seek a better life in America and the moneyed interests who seek to make a profit. It is at times a stunningly beautiful film with period detail that may be impossible to outdo and a cast that includes Kris Kristofferson, Christopher Walken, John Hurt, and Isabelle Huppert. Some viewers today see Heaven’s Gate as an unrecognized masterpiece and its director a singular artist that bitter Hollywood executives made an example of. They might echo Kristofferson, who said the film was “used by powers that be to stop a way of filmmaking, where the author was the director and was in control of the money.” Other viewers, bored by its sheer length and lack of involving narrative, may wonder why they bothered restoring it in the first place.
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Ariane Koizumi and Mickey Rourke costar in Year of the Dragon.








Either way, Heaven’s Gate very nearly ended Cimino’s career. The director had talent, the proof of which was his Oscar for The Deer Hunter. “I think what happens… when you win an Oscar as Best Director,” stated Gene Siskel in 1982, trying to discern what went wrong, “maybe you lose control, the control of striving to please. You think that you can please by your nature, and of course no one can.”


Cimino’s next movie, Year of the Dragon, wouldn’t come out until 1985, just weeks after the release of Steven Bach’s tell-all book Final Cut, which detailed the startling behind-the-scenes drama on the Heaven’s Gate set and the studio’s complicity in the director’s runaway production. Year of the Dragon was a historical crime film starring Mickey Rourke and John Lone, set in New York’s Chinatown but filmed—with incredible detail and cost—in North Carolina. It had been financed by the adventurous, risk-taking—some might say wild-eyed, some might say heroic—Italian producer Dino De Laurentiis. This time, the New York Times’ Janet Maslin wrote, “Michael Cimino has a distinctive way of making things look and sound, but he could never be accused of having a style.” Rather, the film was accused by Asian American groups of playing up racial stereotypes, necessitating a disclaimer in the opening credits. Like Heaven’s Gate, the film has lately been reassessed and praised as a taut thriller by fans like Quentin Tarantino.
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Francis Ford Coppola on the set of The Outsiders.








HURRICANE FRANCIS


Few filmmakers have ever had a run like Francis Ford Coppola did in the 1970s. With just four directing credits, he helped shape American cinema with daring and provocative work that looked deep into the soul of the nation during a turbulent era. The short list—The Godfather (1972), The Conversation (1974), The Godfather, Part II, Apocalypse Now—is a rare set of cultural landmarks, rivaling filmmakers like Charlie Chaplin for preeminence. Beyond the directing chair, he wrote screenplays for Patton (1970) and The Great Gatsby (1974) and produced American Graffiti (1973) for his friend George Lucas.


Visionary artistry aside, the production of Apocalypse Now had almost killed him. The Vietnam-set film was shot on location in the Philippines over 238 days, during which leading man Martin Sheen suffered a heart attack, a local insurgency diverted military helicopters that were being used in production, and a typhoon destroyed most of the sets. Coppola also had to contend with an untamable Marlon Brando. Seemingly stuck in a Kafkaesque world that wasn’t helped by reported alcohol and drug abuse on set, the director recalled, “Little by little we went insane.” The film was made for just over $30 million, received some divisive early reactions, and could have easily gone the way of Heaven’s Gate if not for its successful debut at the Cannes Film Festival in May 1979, where it screened as a “work in progress” and won the Palme d’Or. When postproduction finally wrapped, its theatrical release that August was a critical and commercial success, although it took a while to recoup its high costs.






[image: ]

Teri Garr shines in One from the Heart.








Coppola was at heart an innovator, a dreamer of big dreams. Part of the mystique of Apocalypse Now was its technological achievement, specifically the Dolby Stereo 70mm Six Track surround-sound design. His blue-sky fantasy was to have the film play solely at a purpose-built theater located in the geographic center of the nation, not unlike the Festspielhaus built by Richard Wagner, the revolutionary German opera composer whose “Ride of the Valkyries” underscores an iconic scene in Coppola’s film. Not content with just making movies, he wanted to forever change the way films were made and experienced.


The making of One from the Heart (1982) can be read as an attempt to mitigate the out-of-control nature of the Apocalypse Now shoot, and the film represents a definite shift in tone and style. It is a pop musical that leans into artificiality with the spirit of a classic studio picture of the Busby Berkeley variety—complete with over-the-top set design and visual and emotional extravagance. The film plays a key role in the story of Coppola’s production company, American Zoetrope, and of the short-lived Zoetrope Studios.


The new studio was located on the former Hollywood General Studios lot, whose soundstages once hosted Harold Lloyd, Mae West, and the first two seasons of I Love Lucy. Coppola purchased the ten-acre property in 1980 for $6.7 million and attempted to re-create an old-fashioned “dream factory” where everything was done in house with talent under contract. He invested in a research department that pioneered the use of electronic equipment and video editing to instantaneously view and manipulate footage as it was being shot—housed in an Airstream trailer known as “the Silverfish.” In addition to being a custom space for film production and technological experimentation, Zoetrope Studios offered Coppola that rarest of things in Hollywood: total creative freedom. As long as the money was there.


Nine soundstages were used in the production of One from the Heart, which swelled to a cost of $23 million. The highly stylized Las Vegas–set musical was marketed as “a new kind of old-fashioned romance” and tells the simple story of a pair of lovers (Teri Garr and Frederic Forrest) who quarrel, meet new partners (Raul Julia and Nastassja Kinski), and later return to each other. The film is set over the Fourth of July and comments on the dreams and illusions that we uphold in relationships and as Americans—romantic constructs that are echoed by the audacious, expressionistic set design.
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Tom Waits provided the original score for One from the Heart.








Unfortunately, the incredible design tends to overwhelm the substance of the film. “One From the Heart has so little in the way of story or tension,” wrote Janet Maslin, “that the effect of Mr. Coppola’s dazzling technical feats is almost superfluous.… It’s as if Rembrandt were painting Easter eggs.” The film was screened to exhibitors in the fall of 1981 while still in postproduction, and Coppola personally organized a preview at Radio City Music Hall on January 15, 1982, for the public. The much-anticipated follow-up to Apocalypse Now failed to live up to the hype. The film tanked, and by April, Zoetrope Studios was put up for sale.


The other studios were practically gleeful when the Zoetrope went under, seeming proof that Coppola’s revolutionary methods were naive and that the wannabe mogul was getting too big for his britches. Suddenly, the diversified corporations that ran Hollywood weren’t looking so bad. Coppola suffered not only from the animosity of the establishment, but from bad timing as well, having launched Zoetrope in the era of 20 percent interest rates. The failure of One from the Heart was another hit against artist-led filmmaking in Hollywood, and the movies Coppola would go on to make throughout the decade were done so in an effort to pay back his debts.
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The promising young cast of The Outsiders.








STAY GOLD, PONYBOY


The idea for his next project came to him from a California school librarian named Jo Ellen Misakian, who had sent him a paperback of The Outsiders several years earlier. S. E. Hinton’s popular novel had a built-in audience, and Coppola relished the chance to make a movie with a young cast, who were both fun to work with and cheap to hire. (He later noted with irony that the actors from The Godfather were by that point big stars and thus unaffordable to him.)


The story of a group of lower-class teenagers known as “greasers” and the rival, well-off “socs” was set in ’60s-era Tulsa, Oklahoma, and filmed there in the spring of 1982. The main character is the orphan “Ponyboy,” played by fifteen-year-old C. Thomas Howell. A quick glance at the cast list reveals an ensemble of young actors that today is remarkable in its continuing fame and influence: Matt Dillon, Patrick Swayze, Ralph Macchio, Rob Lowe, Diane Lane, Emilio Estevez, and, perhaps most notably, Tom Cruise, who would soon become a huge star with Risky Business (1983).


The Outsiders proved popular with audiences when it was released in March 1983, a relief for Coppola and the distributor, Warner Bros. Meanwhile, just two weeks after wrapping The Outsiders, the production team began work on a second Hinton adaptation, Rumble Fish (1983). This time, Matt Dillon was cast in the lead role as the teenage head of a local gang, paired with Mickey Rourke as his older and wiser brother, “Motorcycle Boy.”


Coppola called Rumble Fish an “antidote” to The Outsiders, a black-and-white, avant-garde answer to the color and sentiment of the previous film. If The Outsiders was akin to Gone with the Wind (1939) in its warm landscapes and emotional scope, in his view, Rumble Fish was “an art film for teenagers.” The two films are like a cinematic A/B test, released the same year with the same crew and similar source material, populated by many of the same actors, produced at the same budget, shot by the same cinematographer (Stephen H. Burum), but stylistically 180 degrees apart.


The choice to shoot in black-and-white was driven by the colorblindness of Rourke’s character, but Coppola ultimately went much further: “My attitude, and I’m sure I encouraged all my collaborators—we wanted to do everything. And I would do anything that was perverse and different and seemed to be leading in a new direction. You feel like a pioneer.” Using the passage of time as a unifying theme, he explored ways to express it visually, from images of ticking clocks to beautiful time-lapse transitions of downtown Tulsa in the setting sun, fast-moving clouds, and shadows of fire escapes drifting across brick walls. The film contains several fantastical sequences, such as one in which Dillon’s character has an out-of-body experience and floats through an alleyway.
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Vincent Spano and Matt Dillon in Rumble Fish.
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Gregory Hines displays his multiple talents in The Cotton Club.








Experimentation continued behind the scenes. Preproduction storyboards were made on an “electronic chalkboard” that recorded the images, and to preview the look of the film, the actors were shot on video using a blue-screen process. Coppola invited French filmmaker Chris Marker to shoot second-unit footage of Tulsa. (Marker apparently found the city ugly and promptly went back home: “I don’t see one image, and I can’t do it.”) He also hired Stewart Copeland, drummer for the Police, to compose an experimental score.


Warner Bros. had financed The Outsiders but declined to produce the second film. Rumble Fish was distributed by Universal in October 1983 and performed badly at the box office. “Coppola simply will not behave,” wrote Richard Corliss in Time. “Rumble Fish is Coppola’s professional suicide note to the movie industry, a warning against employing him.”


STORMY WEATHER


Coppola’s next movie, The Cotton Club (1984), was a labor of love for its producer, the colorful Robert Evans, under whose leadership as production chief of Paramount came classics like Love Story (1970), The Godfather, and Chinatown (1974). Now an independent producer, he saw great potential in the story of the legendary Mob-owned nightclub in Harlem, where white patrons were entertained by Black performers like bandleader Duke Ellington, singers Lena Horne and Ethel Waters, and dancer Bill “Bojangles” Robinson. The material was “a fuckin’ natural!” Evans wrote in his memoir. “Violence, sex, music, I’m holdin’ The Godfather with music. Look out, eighties—here I come!”


Although a number of characters are introduced—both historical and fictional—the film primarily follows cornet player Dixie Dwyer (Richard Gere) who gets in the good graces of the club’s bootlegger owner (Bob Hoskins), falls in love with a gangster’s girlfriend (Diane Lane), and later makes his break in Hollywood. Originally, it also followed the story of Black dancer Sandman Williams (Gregory Hines). But in postproduction, the distributors mandated a restructuring of the narrative, complaining that “it’s too long, there’s too much tap dancing, too many Black people,” according to Coppola.
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George Lucas and Coppola behind the scenes of Tucker: The Man and His Dream.








The director was initially hired to work on the screenplay, drafts of which had already been written by Godfather author Mario Puzo and novelist William Kennedy. First Robert Altman, and then Evans himself, planned to direct, but Coppola was eventually offered that job as well, despite an antagonism that tended to plague his working relationship with Evans.


In fact, the entire production was rife with scandal, from Evans’s cocaine-possession charge to the murder of one of the film’s investors, to another set of investors using Mob intimidation to force Evans to cede control of production, and yet another investor suing all the other partners for breach of contract, resulting in Evans being barred from postproduction.


On top of that, the final budget landed somewhere around $58 million. When finally released in December 1984, it had little chance of financial success. Its shortened format, moreover, left many of its Black characters and even their musical numbers on the cutting-room floor. In 2019, Coppola released The Cotton Club Encore, a new edit that restored more than half an hour of original content, resulting in a more equal balance between Gere’s and Hines’s plot-lines. Most significantly, the new cut allows for performances like Lonette McKee’s showstopping “Stormy Weather” to truly shine.


Coppola was busy on other projects during this time, as his company American Zoetrope continued to produce other directors’ work. As executive producer, he received credits on Godfrey Reggio’s Koyaanisqatsi, Wim Wenders’s Hammett (both 1982), and Paul Schrader’s Mishima: A Life in Four Chapters (1985), among others. He even directed an hour of television for Shelley Duvall’s Faerie Tale Theatre, hiring his sister, Talia Shire, to star alongside Harry Dean Stanton as Rip Van Winkle. Most notably, he joined producer George Lucas and Walt Disney Imagineering on a $23 million short film, which was shot in 3-D and starred the biggest entertainment icon of the decade, Michael Jackson. The musical space adventure Captain EO featured two new songs by Jackson and opened in September 1986 at EPCOT Center in Florida and at Disneyland in California. It was a cultural sensation and likely remains Coppola’s most widely seen directorial effort of the decade.
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The King of Pop Michael Jackson starred in Coppola’s seventeen-minute Captain EO. 








A month later, Coppola had another popular hit with Peggy Sue Got Married (1986), a time-traveling romance in which Kathleen Turner’s character revisits her high school days and falls back in love with her (future) husband, played by Coppola’s nephew Nicolas Cage. Coppola was a director-for-hire on the project, coming on after the script was complete and Turner was cast, but these limitations don’t seem to have adversely affected his work. The film is an intelligent exploration of midlife regret and ultimately an entertaining and reassuring film for viewers. Turner earned her only Oscar nomination for Best Actress for her performance.


The next year saw the release of his second film on the Vietnam War, Gardens of Stone (1987), starring James Caan as a veteran assigned to the ceremonial honor guard for the funerals of fallen soldiers. (The title refers to the fields of headstones at Arlington National Cemetery.) The film is unfortunately remembered today for the tragic death of his twenty-two-year-old son, Gian-Carlo “Gio” Coppola, in a boating accident that occurred during production—adding a level of poignancy to a story that was already burdened with a profound sense of loss. Coppola has said he remembers little about the making of the film, but that he kept working on the movie to keep himself busy. “I always tell my kids… Let your films be personal,” he told GQ in 2022. “Always make it as personal as you can because you are a miracle, that you’re even alive. Then your art will be a miracle.”


One more passion project was realized in the 1980s thanks to his friend George Lucas, who agreed to produce Tucker: The Man and His Dream (1988), a biopic of carmaker Preston Tucker—an innovator who had attempted to disrupt the American automobile industry in the 1940s but was done in by powerful interests. If this sounds like what happened to Coppola and his Zoetrope Studios, that would not be a misinterpretation. It was a plot that he knew intimately, and with it he crafted a compelling film about a loving father and shrewd businessman (played by Jeff Bridges) whose Tucker 48 sedan was designed to be the “car of tomorrow.”


“In his salute to a ‘failed’ American visionary, Francis Coppola was actually making a tribute to the loners and dreamers of the world, whether they make paper clips, vast flying machines or, perhaps, vast unruly films which do or do not fly, according to your viewpoint,” wrote film critic Sheila Benson in the Los Angeles Times in 1989, placing Tucker in her top-ten movies of the decade. Perhaps Coppola’s biggest lesson of the 1980s was the importance of friends—like Lucas, who had shepherded Tucker through production and to commercial viability—and the love of family, around which his life revolved. Coppola dedicated Tucker to his late son Gio, “who loved cars.”



DIRECTORS ADRIFT


William Friedkin was another major New Hollywood figure who won an Oscar for his New York–set cop movie The French Connection (1971) and released the horror classic The Exorcist (1973). Following those landmarks, he made the 1977 thriller Sorcerer, an update of the 1953 French film The Wages of Fear that flew under the radar when it was released in theaters one week after Star Wars. Rightly or wrongly, the bad timing is often cited for its failure and is a convenient example of how studio blockbusters were beginning to overshadow more challenging work by established auteurs. (One review referred to Friedkin’s “belligerent iconoclasm” when explaining the film’s commercial fate.)


Friedkin courted controversy in 1980 with his gritty exploration of the underground New York gay scene with Cruising. Al Pacino stars as an undercover police officer who infiltrates this world—with eye-popping scenes filmed at actual clubs—to find a serial killer who is preying on the queer community. The film found an audience in theaters but also sparked outrage among gay rights groups who accused it of further marginalizing LGBTQ+ Americans. Today, now that gay representation in film and TV has expanded and improved, some viewers have reassigned Cruising as a provocative but significant document of pre-HIV gay culture.
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William Friedkin shot Cruising on location in New York’s Meatpacking District.
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Robert Altman directs Come Back to the Five and Dime, Jimmy Dean, Jimmy Dean.








Friedkin suffered a heart attack in 1981 on the Warner Bros. lot. “I remember thinking, ‘Oh my God, I’m dying, and I’ve accomplished nothing in my life,’” he told the Los Angeles Times. But he still had at least one marvel up his sleeve. The crime film To Live and Die in L.A. (1985) was hailed as a return to the style and form of The French Connection, including a harrowing freeway car-chase sequence that Roger Ebert described as “a long, dazzling ballet of timing, speed and imagination.”


Robert Altman had been the darling of film critics in the 1970s after films like M*A*S*H (1970), McCabe & Mrs. Miller (1971), and Nashville (1975) but had released a string of misfires by 1980 when his musical comedy Popeye came out that December. The highly anticipated adaptation of a beloved cartoon character—played by comedian Robin Williams in his film debut—failed to ignite the box office and ultimately doomed Altman’s career for the rest of the decade.


Perhaps his heart wasn’t in it. In an interview with Ebert the previous summer about the state of the film industry, the director lamented, “We are adrift. There is nobody at the helm. There is no rudder. The bridge is cut off from the rest of the ship.” As for the major studios, “You don’t negotiate with them anymore. You plea bargain.”


Popeye had begun its life with Robert Evans at Paramount, after the studio lost a bidding war for the Broadway musical Annie (1982). In response, Evans chose a property whose theatrical rights Paramount already owned and planned a major production, with an elaborate fishing-village set built on the coast of Malta that was used for both exterior and interior filming. (“Popeye Village” still stands today, having become a local tourist attraction.)
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Shelley Duvall and Robin Williams brought classic cartoon characters to life in Popeye.








Evans’s suggestion to hire Altman, after Hal Ashby and others passed on the script, wasn’t warmly received. “People in the corporate suite went white when I mentioned his name,” Evans recalled. “‘He’s uncontrollable’ they said. ‘We can’t deal with his irreverence.’” In his memoir, The Kid Stays in the Picture, the legendary producer recounted further troubles. He begged his friend Henry Kissinger to intercede with the antagonistic leader of Malta, persuaded Disney to split distribution duties for the first time in their history, and was charged with cocaine possession that June.


Popeye was shot with verve and wit, true to the spirit of the original comics, but while the studios had planned for a major hit, it became only a modest success. Though its popularity has grown in the years since, the unusual production failed to live up to expectations. “Tune in a couple hours’ worth of Max Fleischer cartoons instead,” recommended critic Leonard Maltin. “You’ll be much better off.” Altman’s supporter at 20th Century–Fox, Alan Ladd Jr., left that studio in 1979, and he was having trouble getting them to release the film he had shot a year before. Health (1980) is a political satire set at a Florida health-food conference and was designed to align with the presidential conventions in the summer of 1980. Altman personally took Health on the festival circuit, and Fox eventually gave it limited theatrical runs in Los Angeles and New York. Ronald Reagan called it “the world’s worst movie” when he screened it in June 1982.


Never one to work well with studio interference, Altman sold his production company and spent the rest of the decade in independent film, television, and live theater. The one movie he did make for a major studio, the teen comedy O.C. and Stiggs, was shot in 1983 but not distributed by MGM until 1987. In frustration, Altman left Los Angeles for New York, and ultimately Paris.


One interesting Altman film from this period is Come Back to the Five and Dime, Jimmy Dean, Jimmy Dean (1982), shot on 16mm and independently distributed. Based on a play by Ed Graczyk, the film concerns a group of Texas women who learn of the death of actor James Dean and reunite twenty years later to commemorate the anniversary. It starred Cher in her debut film role alongside Karen Black and Sandy Dennis—the same cast Altman had directed in the play’s Broadway staging. Several of his ’80s films deal with queer characters, from Jimmy Dean’s Joe to the outed Vietnam veteran in Streamers (1983), to the bisexual character in Beyond Therapy (1987). Two politically oriented projects are also noteworthy: Secret Honor (1984), a one-man show about Richard Nixon, and the satirical HBO miniseries Tanner ’88, for which he won an Emmy.


Altman always worked in a way that was at odds with the system and the traditional mode of filmmaking, which started with a strong script and conveyed easy emotions and identifiable heroes. He often threw scripts out, encouraged improvisation, recorded competing dialogue tracks, and knitted together a story after the fact. Many of his best movies, like Nashville, don’t even have a single main character. Perhaps it isn’t surprising that he returned with a vengeance in 1992 with The Player, an independent film about the dark side of Hollywood and the studios that chew people up and spit them out.


Like Altman, director Terrence Malick had produced a pair of unconventional films in the ’70s—Badlands (1973) and Days of Heaven (1978). Unlike Altman, Malick played nice with the studios. Days of Heaven had the good fortune of costing less than—and opening in theaters two years before—Heaven’s Gate. It was shot in Canada with a small crew and a modest budget, and though expenses mounted and production ran well past schedule, it drew less scrutiny from Paramount than more worrying shoots like Friedkin’s Sorcerer. The finished film’s warm reception—including an Oscar for Best Cinematography—helped mitigate any charges of irresponsibility on the director’s part.


Among Malick’s admirers was Charles Bluhdorn, head of Paramount’s corporate parent, Gulf and Western, who told him, “I don’t care if your films never make a nickel. You’ll always make movies for me.” Tragically, Bluhdorn died of a sudden heart attack in 1983.


Malick began work on a follow-up immediately after the release of Days of Heaven, tentatively titled “Q,” but Paramount grew impatient with his slow writing process. He abruptly left for Europe and became what Vanity Fair writer Peter Biskind called “a cinematic Salinger.” Had he given up? Was he ever a real filmmaker, or just a philosopher with a camera? While living in Paris, he reportedly worked on a spec script for The Elephant Man, before learning of the concurrent David Lynch project. He was attached to a script for French filmmaker Louis Malle and attempted adaptations of the Walker Percy novel The Moviegoer and Larry McMurtry’s The Desert Rose. “He just got waylaid for twenty years,” reported his longtime production designer Jack Fisk. But when they did collaborate, “it was nice to work on a film that you thought was being guided artistically by one strong person.” Malick wouldn’t get a film off the ground until 1998’s The Thin Red Line, and his long absence from Hollywood became as much a part of his legacy as his completed films.


Peter Bogdanovich had made a name for himself as a Hollywood prodigy when he produced the era-defining film The Last Picture Show (1971) at age thirty-two, reminiscent of earlier boy wonder Orson Welles. He also developed an actual relationship with Welles and other classical-era filmmakers, earning a reputation as an important chronicler of Hollywood history. The late ’70s had not been kind to him, and his films regularly failed to find an audience. By any measure, the ’80s were worse.
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Peter Bogdanovich directs John Ritter in They All Laughed.
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Eric Roberts and Mariel Hemingway in Star 80.








They All Laughed (1981) is a lighthearted New York–set romance about private detectives who fall in love with the women they investigate—including a financier’s wife, played by Audrey Hepburn in her final lead role. Although the film was named by Bogdanovich as a personal favorite, its production was marked with tragedy. After completing her scenes, Bogdanovich’s then girlfriend, Dorothy Stratten (1980’s Playboy Playmate of the Year, with a supporting role in the film), was murdered by her estranged husband. Working through his grief, Bogdanovich released a 1984 book about the events, The Killing of the Unicorn, that was highly critical of Playboy and led to a very public feud with Hugh Hefner. In 1988, he married Dorothy’s younger sister, Louise, causing yet more tabloid publicity.


To rub salt in the wound, 20th Century–Fox test-marketed They All Laughed to mixed results and shelved the project. Bogdanovich then bought the movie back from the studio and personally took over distribution. He wound up losing millions of dollars, which eventually led to his bankruptcy. After several years away from filmmaking, he returned with Mask (1985), starring Cher as the mother of a boy with lionitis, which won the Best Actress award at the Cannes Film Festival, and Illegally Yours (1988), a screwball comedy with young star Rob Lowe. Where Mask had drawn a wide audience, Illegally Yours failed to launch—which unfortunately would remain the case for the remainder of Bogdanovich’s career.


Legendary Broadway choreographer and Oscar-winning director Bob Fosse used the Dorothy Stratten murder as the subject of his final film, Star 80 (1983). Mariel Hemingway and Eric Roberts play Stratten and her husband in an exploration of the dark underbelly of show business—not unlike Fosse’s previous behind-the-scenes films Cabaret (1972), Lenny (1974), and All That Jazz (1979). “He put forth a dark vision because he was a dark man,” said biographer Sam Wasson. About Star 80, which had a poor box-office performance, “It’s one of the darkest movies ever to have a major studio’s logo on its opening credits. Which alone is an achievement.”


If there’s anyone who perfectly embodies the ’70s–’80s artistic divide, it’s Hal Ashby. He had started as a skilled editor and won an Oscar for his work on In the Heat of the Night (1967). He began directing features in the 1970s and had a run of creative successes that today makes him a darling among film buffs: The Landlord (1970), Harold and Maude (1971), The Last Detail (1973), Shampoo (1975), Bound for Glory (1976), Coming Home, and Being There (1979). Those same buffs might be hard-pressed to name one of his ’80s films, though: The much-delayed Second-Hand Hearts (1981) with Robert Blake? Lookin’ to Get Out (1982), starring and written by Jon Voight, most notable for its debut of his daughter, Angelina Jolie? The Neil Simon–scripted The Slugger’s Wife (1985)? Or perhaps the neo-noir thriller 8 Million Ways to Die (1986), with Jeff Bridges and Rosanna Arquette? His last film remains infamous not for its significant financial losses but because the beloved director had been unceremoniously fired at the end of principal photography.


As a documentarian of American counterculture in the 1960s and ’70s—Bonnie and Clyde (1967), Alice’s Restaurant (1969), Little Big Man (1970)—Arthur Penn had artistic aspirations that were perhaps incompatible with Reagan-era audiences and the priorities of the Hollywood establishment. His 1976 western, The Missouri Breaks, an ill-fated pairing of post–Last Tango in Paris (1972) Marlon Brando and prime-era Jack Nicholson, had been a head-scratcher for audiences and a box-office disappointment. His later work didn’t fare much better. “It’s quite possible that Penn simply lost his touch, because his 1980s films are curiosities at best,” wrote the Los Angeles Times upon his death in 2010.


Penn’s Four Friends (1981) is, appropriately, a look back at the 1960s, told through the experiences of high school classmates who navigate the turbulent era together. It was a well-reviewed film, landing on some critics’ year-end best-of lists, but not in moviegoers’ hearts. The mystery-thriller Target (1985) was shot in Europe and reunited Penn with Bonnie and Clyde and Night Moves (1975) star Gene Hackman, opposite up-and-coming actor Matt Dillon. Dead of Winter (1987) is a neo-noir with a triple role for Mary Steenburgen. His last theatrical release was Penn & Teller Get Killed (1989), a comedy starring the famous magician team. “Today, you get pretty much the same response from all the studios. Essentially, the same breed of executives are running all of them,” Penn reflected. “They are corporate smart.… They just don’t know how to make movies.”


After starting as a producer, Alan J. Pakula directed what is commonly referred to today as a “paranoia trilogy” in the 1970s, culminating in the landmark All the President’s Men (1976). His films were largely successful, sometimes wildly so, but the ’80s represent a low point. The first reunited him with his Klute (1971) star, Jane Fonda. Rollover (1981) paired her with Kris Kristofferson in a political thriller about a banking crisis that “works neither as love story nor as satire, and it isn’t even the thriller it sets out to be,” complained the New York Times. “The cleverness and proficiency of Mr. Pakula’s other work are astonishingly absent here.”


His standout film of the decade is Sophie’s Choice (1982), an adaptation of the US National Book Award–winning novel by William Styron about a Polish concentration-camp survivor who makes a new life for herself in late-1940s Brooklyn. This devastating premise is made watchable by the film’s skilled performers, including stage actor Kevin Kline in his screen debut and an Oscar-winning Meryl Streep, in what has gone down as a performance for the ages. The role established her as both the premier actress of her generation and a skilled deliverer of non-American accents. “I think he really laid a map of integrity for artists, and that, more than anything, is his legacy for me,” Streep said of Pakula. “He was such a moral filmmaker. It’s like an old-fashioned idea, but he was. He was a moral man and he had a backbone.”


Sophie’s Choice was a critical hit, but his follow-up projects were duds. Dream Lover (1986) with Kristy McNichol was described by film critic Patrick Goldstein as “a sloggy zonker that has all the energy of a sleepy St. Bernard and the clarity of your Aunt Emma after she’s popped a few Valiums.” Orphans (1987) starred Albert Finney as a Chicago gangster who is kidnapped by streetwise brothers played by Matthew Modine and Kevin Anderson. See You in the Morning (1989) showed Jeff Bridges as a divorcé navigating a new relationship with a widow and her kids. All were box-office flops. Pakula did, however, bounce back later, directing a series of hit thrillers: Presumed Innocent (1990), The Pelican Brief (1993), and The Devil’s Own (1997).






[image: ]

Meryl Streep and Kevin Kline play tumultuous lovers in Sophie’s Choice. 
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Warren Beatty (right) produced and costarred in Ishtar.








Comedian, writer, and film director Elaine May had spent the ’80s as merely an uncredited script doctor (Reds [1981]; Tootsie [1982]) when she tackled the 1987 comedy Ishtar. Her longtime friend Julian Schlossberg remembers getting a call one day: “Do you know that Bob Hope and Bing Crosby made movies together?” she asked him. “I’m thinking that there might be a movie in this.” Ishtar was conceived by May as an update of Hope and Crosby’s popular “Road to…” series, featuring two bumbling musicians who get in over their heads in a foreign land. Did this concept, workable in classic Hollywood, translate to the 1980s? Not successfully, according to critics and audiences.


Producer and star Warren Beatty spearheaded the project, allowing May to have control as a rare female writer-director in the studio system; her earlier films A New Leaf (1971), The Heartbreak Kid (1972), and Mikey and Nicky (1976) were unicorns within the male-dominated New Hollywood. Ishtar was shot primarily in Morocco, in part because Coca-Cola, the corporate owner of Columbia Pictures at the time, had money in the country that couldn’t be repatriated. Unfortunately, the film went way over budget due to a variety of production difficulties and May’s perfectionist habit of excessive shooting—much like Beatty himself, to be fair (see Reds). The $51 million comedy (before marketing costs) grossed only $14 million in the United States, supposedly causing Coca-Cola to rethink its entire venture in the movie business; it sold Columbia to Sony two years later. With echoes of the Heaven’s Gate affair—a director gone rogue, a runaway shoot, a box-office disappointment, the fate of its studio in the balance—the film has gone down in popular lore as one of the worst films of all time.


“I think the first act of Ishtar is perfection,” said May’s biographer Carrie Courogen. “She gets great performances out of her actors. That’s what she cared about, not whether they were losing light in the desert. Her attitude was, ‘It’s not my money, I don’t give a shit.’ That didn’t exactly endear her to the studios.”


In recent years, the film’s story of two untalented songwriters (Beatty and Dustin Hoffman) who unwittingly become embroiled in a Middle East political conspiracy has been reclaimed by some viewers—including filmmakers Edgar Wright and Quentin Tarantino—who are drawn to the film’s conscious absurdity and political commentary. Another of the admirers is Martin Scorsese: “In 1987, a lot of people claimed that Ishtar wasn’t funny—it was as if they couldn’t allow themselves to laugh.… [May] is fearless, absolutely independent, and a great artist, and I wish she would step behind the camera again.”


New Hollywood was adapting to the changing dynamics in the industry with decidedly mixed results. Provocative action director Sam Peckinpah made his last movie, The Osterman Weekend (1983), before his death in 1984. Variety called the Burt Lancaster film “competent, professional but thoroughly impersonal.” George Roy Hill, director of enduring classics with Paul Newman and Robert Redford, finished his career with a few highlights, such as the adaptation of John Irving’s The World According to Garp (1982), an entertaining Robin Williams vehicle with noteworthy supporting performances by John Lithgow and Glenn Close. John Schlesinger (an Oscar winner for Midnight Cowboy [1969]) had an enormous box-office bomb with 1981’s Honky Tonk Freeway, followed by mild successes like The Falcon and the Snowman (1985). Iconoclast Bob Rafelson—who gave the world the Monkees and Five Easy Pieces (1970) and was notoriously fired from Brubaker (1980) after allegedly assaulting the head of Fox—actually fared better than most with his high-profile, erotically charged update of The Postman Always Rings Twice (1981), starring Jack Nicholson and Jessica Lange. “Like the whole film,” reported the New York Times, “they stand just this side of the absurd.”




Best Picture


The Oscars had rewarded New Hollywood auteurs in the ’70s like Francis Ford Coppola and William Friedkin for their daring work, but by the time the ’80s rolled around, a more traditional air of “prestige” began to dominate the top awards once again. Historical epics had a great run, punctuated by the occasional modern-day drama that struck a chord with audiences. The decade also featured one of the oldest groups of acting winners ever, from Henry Fonda to Jessica Tandy, as nostalgia for Old Hollywood took hold in the Reagan era. Here are the decade’s esteemed winners of Best Picture:


1980—Ordinary People (Paramount, directed by Robert Redford)


1981—Chariots of Fire (20th Century–Fox, directed by Hugh Hudson)


1982—Gandhi (Columbia, directed by Richard Attenborough)


1983—Terms of Endearment (Paramount, directed by James L. Brooks)


1984—Amadeus (Orion, directed by Miloš Forman)


1985—Out of Africa (Universal, directed by Sydney Pollack)


1986—Platoon (Orion, directed by Oliver Stone)


1987—The Last Emperor (Columbia, directed by Bernardo Bertolucci)


1988—Rain Man (MGM/UA, directed by Barry Levinson)


1989—Driving Miss Daisy (Warner Bros., directed by Bruce Beresford)
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The Last Emperor was the first Western production to be filmed inside the Forbidden City in Beijing.












THE EDGE OF MADNESS


England is where you would have found American director Stanley Kubrick in the 1980s. He lived and worked full-time in the United Kingdom and rarely left the country, usually filming at Elstree Studios in London. Kubrick made only thirteen features in his career, and while few of them can be considered “lesser” works, his later films tend to divide critics and audiences to a degree that his midcareer masterpieces (Dr. Strangelove [1964]; 2001: A Space Odyssey [1968]) do not. His two ’80s films cover wildly different terrain, but both explore the nature of evil through portraits of men in psychological crisis.


The Shining (1980) originated as a 1977 bestseller by Stephen King. In the process of adapting the book to screen, Kubrick kept the basic plot but excised much of the main character’s struggles—alcoholism, career crisis, sense of fatherly inadequacy—that gave the book its allegorical heft. What remains is a pure and untarnished descent into madness, played with maniacal perfection by Jack Nicholson, whose character, Jack Torrance, spends a long winter holed up in a mountain resort hotel with only his wife and young son. The results are boldly cinematic, and much of the appeal of the film is its visual precision, aided by the use of Steadicam photography as the characters roam the vast hotel, the perfectly composed images contrasting with the very imperfect emotional state of Jack and his family.
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Jack Nicholson wanders the hedge maze in The Shining.








The film offered none of the standard-issue frights or jump scares of recent horror films like Halloween (1978), and critics struggled to categorize it. Part of the issue was its grandiosity. “It’s as if Kubrick wanted to go all the way back to the pure entertainment of The Killing (1956) without returning to the modest scale that made that film work so well,” wrote Kevin Thomas in the Los Angeles Times. “Consequently, The Shining comes across as a kind of horror epic.” Kubrick got the usual charges of wasteful spending that were familiar to the era, with the $15 million budget resulting in what Gary Arnold of the Washington Post called “a peerlessly wrongheaded finished product,” six months before the Heaven’s Gate premiere. He was even nominated for a Razzie for Worst Director and costar Shelley Duvall as Worst Actress. (The latter nomination was rescinded in 2022, after reports surfaced of the psychological torment Kubrick put her through on set.)


The Shining is largely a mood piece, a style exercise, with a wildly drawn central character whose motivations are open to interpretation. The things that made it disorienting in 1980 are what make it special today. “There are no creaking doors, no skeletons tumbling out of closets; none of the paraphernalia of the standard horror film,” Kubrick said upon its release. “It’s just the story of one man’s family quietly going insane together.”


Insanity also lives at the heart of Full Metal Jacket (1987)—a Vietnam War film whose structure, along with its personality, is split in two. Critic Vincent Canby wrote that its first and second acts are “so different in tone, look and method that they could have been made by two different directors working with two different cameramen from two different screenplays. Only the actors are the same.”


Based on the book The Short-Timers by Marine Corps veteran Gustav Hasford, the film opens stateside at the Parris Island training center, where seasoned drill instructor Sergeant Hartman (R. Lee Ermey) memorably dehumanizes the new recruits, including central characters played by Matthew Modine and Vincent D’Onofrio. After a pivotal explosion of violence, the film transitions to Vietnam, a surreal environment where the strict discipline of the first half quickly fades away into meaninglessness.


Siskel and Ebert famously disagreed about it on their popular television show. A big fan of the recent Vietnam film Platoon, which had been praised for its realism, Ebert was not impressed with Kubrick’s latest effort. He called it clichéd and routine, drawing comparisons to the low-budget Republic Studio war films of the 1940s and ’50s. “I don’t think it’s going to hold up that well. It’s not one of his great films.” (Siskel, for his part, called Ebert’s thumbs-down review “a gross mistake.”)


Anthony Swofford, Marine Corps veteran and author of the 2003 Iraq-set memoir Jarhead, reported on seeing the film in 1987 with his friends: “What we saw felt beautiful and profane and dangerous—normal American kids transformed into war-ready combatants through barbarism and violence.… It was both terrifying and thrilling to watch.” His subsequent boot-camp experience came complete with drill instructors who mimicked Sergeant Hartman, a testament to the film’s influence, no doubt, but one that later filled Swofford with misgivings. “He handed us a romantic idea of what masculinity and warriorism looked like: Self-sacrifice, mission before man, victory at all costs—these were the slogans that effortlessly built the ranks of American ground-combat units and made it easy for our leaders to send young men and women to war.”


British filmmaker Nicolas Roeg began his career as a cinematographer before directing Performance in 1970, with Rolling Stones frontman Mick Jagger in the lead role. By 1980, he added other musicians to his repertoire. David Bowie took the lead in The Man Who Fell to Earth (1976) and then Art Garfunkel in 1980’s Bad Timing. Like his celebrated 1973 Venice-set mystery Don’t Look Now, Roeg's psychosexual thriller follows two Americans (Garfunkel and Theresa Russell) who meet in Vienna and embark on an obsessive affair. Roeg “brought me to the edge of madness and violence,” Garfunkel later claimed.
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Theresa Russell and Michael Emil in Insignificance.








Meanwhile, Roeg married Russell and cast her in four more of his movies. In Eureka (1983), a film that was initially rated X because of its graphic violence, she plays the daughter of a paranoid millionaire (Gene Hackman). In Track 29 (1988), she gives what Variety called a “3-D performance” opposite Christopher Lloyd and Gary Oldman, whose character claims to be the child she once gave up for adoption. Insignificance (1985) casts her as Marilyn Monroe, who crosses paths one fanciful night with Albert Einstein (Michael Emil), Joe DiMaggio (Gary Busey), and Joseph McCarthy (Tony Curtis), finding them to be kindred spirits. With all these films, Roeg continued the trend he had begun with his 1970s masterpieces of exploring human psychology to an often visceral degree.


Chinatown director Roman Polanski had not been working in the United States since 1978, when he fled to France after being charged with the sexual assault of a minor. He continued to produce films in Europe, however, and his 1979 film Tess (released in the United States in 1980) was a critical success, even winning four Oscars (with Polanski nominated as Best Director). It remains a beautifully shot, engaging adaptation of Thomas Hardy’s nineteenth-century novel Tess of the d’Urbervilles, starring a teenage Nastassja Kinski. But it is also, as critic Janet Maslin noted, “a film about a young girl’s seduction by an older man.”


Polanski’s output in the ’80s consists of only two lackluster releases, starting with the adventure film Pirates (1986) with Walter Matthau. Polanski had begun work years earlier on what would become a huge production, inspired by classic adventure tales and—reportedly—Disneyland’s Pirates of the Caribbean attraction. Due to a number of factors, including a costly location shoot on the coast of Tunisia, the budget ballooned to an unrecoverable $40 million. “You’re only as good as your last movie, and mine was a flop,” he admitted to an interviewer in 1988. He followed it with Frantic (1988), a Paris-set suspense film starring Harrison Ford as an American doctor who comes to France on business and gets embroiled in a Hitchcock-like political conspiracy. It’s a gripping thriller about alienation and “jet lag,” according to the director, and the plot hinges on a miniature souvenir of the Statue of Liberty—a pointed symbolic gesture.


AU REVOIR, LES AUTEURS


In the ’70s, several art-house auteurs from Europe had cinephiles lining up around the block to see their latest releases. Their films—Cries and Whispers (1972), Day for Night (1973), Amarcord (1973)—got major Oscar nominations and remain acknowledged classics today. But like their American counterparts, their influence was waning.


French New Wave icon François Truffaut made the wartime film The Last Metro (1980) out of a desire to depict the Nazi occupation of Paris and the French Resistance, in which his own family had participated. Set in the world of live theater that draws parallels between the idea of performance onstage and off-, the film also gave Catherine Deneuve a richly drawn and, in his words, “responsible” female role, as the wife of a Jewish actor whom she hides from the authorities within the theater. The title refers to the Nazi-enforced curfew and the importance of Parisians not to miss the last metro train of the evening. The film was well received in France and abroad but proved to be the last hit of Truffaut’s career. He completed two more films—The Woman Next Door (1981) and Confidentially Yours (1983)—before his death in 1984 from a brain tumor, at the age of fifty-two.


During a decade in which Italian master Federico Fellini made movies about his attitudes toward feminism, an aging pair of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers impersonators, and a personal history of the famous Cinecittà Studios, his most successful film was arguably And the Ship Sails On (1983), a highly stylized satire about the mourning of a famous opera singer. The film is set just prior to World War I, aboard a ship chartered to spread the late singer’s ashes at sea. It features a cast of eccentric and broadly written characters, the kind for which Fellini had become famous in his prime.


Acclaimed Swedish filmmaker Ingmar Bergman had been working in television for a decade before making Fanny and Alexander, which premiered in a three-hour theatrical version in December 1982, with a five-hour cut airing on TV the following year. Though it wasn’t Bergman’s final work, it was the last one to be released in theaters in Sweden, and it remains one of the most cherished movies of his career. Opening with an elaborate Christmas celebration in 1907, it tells a Dickensian story about the two title characters whose lives are turned upside down after the death of their father. Los Angeles Times critic Sheila Benson named Fanny and Alexander her favorite film of the decade, calling it “generous, ribald, reflective, and radiantly life-affirming.”
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Catherine Deneuve in The Last Metro.
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Bertil Guve portrays Alexander of the titular pair, Fanny and Alexander.








THE TV GENERATION


Looking beyond the 1970s to earlier generations of filmmakers, there were still a number of classic-era directors working in the ’80s, some with a great deal of fanfare and critical acclaim. A few started their careers in the then new medium of television in the 1950s and were still making great films, several even nominated for Oscars. These are directors who adapted well to changing climates in the industry and in the culture at large, simply because they knew how to tell a good story. Norman Jewison crafted the romantic comedy Moonstruck (1987) to be as authentic to its Brooklyn setting as possible, and the charm of its Italian American family is part of the reason the film—starring Cher and Nicolas Cage—has been so enduring. Sidney Lumet was a master of “social problem” films and ensemble performance, having debuted with 12 Angry Men (1957). His sprawling New York crime drama Prince of the City (1981), with Treat Williams as an NYPD detective turned informant, was followed by the murder mystery Deathtrap (1982), the Paul Newman courtroom drama The Verdict (1982), and Running on Empty (1988), in which a fugitive family is tracked by the FBI.
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Norman Jewison directs Nicolas Cage in Moonstruck.








Franklin J. Schaffner, the director of Patton and Papillon (1973), served as the president of the Directors Guild of America (DGA) in the late ’80s, but the several films he made that decade were critical and financial disappointments. These include the Luciano Pavarotti vehicle Yes, Giorgio (1982) and the historical adventure Lionheart (1987). The next DGA president was journeyman director Arthur Hiller, who worked steadily in the ’80s and produced a couple of box-office successes—Outrageous Fortune (1987) with Bette Midler and Shelley Long and See No Evil, Hear No Evil (1989) with Richard Pryor and Gene Wilder—but nothing to rival his 1970 touchstone Love Story. At the far end of the spectrum was The Manchurian Candidate (1962) director John Frankenheimer, whose most accomplished film in the 1980s may have actually been on television: the 1982 HBO film version of The Rainmaker, starring Tommy Lee Jones and Tuesday Weld.
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