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INTRODUCTION



It was summer 1987. The year had so far seen buddy cop action-comedy Beverly Hills Cop charge the box office top spot for three weeks May through June, and the success of similar movies proved that audiences still liked action, but comedy was king and there was a voracious appetite for buddy cop action movies laced with humor.




THE 1987 BOX OFFICE


The latest Bond offering, The Living Daylights, hit number one for two weeks at the start of August, breaking a Bond box office record for three-day opening weekend receipts in the process. Buddy cop action-comedy Stakeout, starring Emilio Estevez and Richard Dreyfuss, would stake its claim for box office boss for five weeks after that, snagging a Top 10 position in the year’s biggest earners. Producer Joel Silver, meanwhile, had been toasting the success of another buddy cop actioner with comedy overtones, Lethal Weapon, earlier in the year. It, too, finished among the year’s top ten highest-grossing films. Three Men and a Baby was another of the year’s massive successes, a buddy comedy of a different sort that leaned into action with a surprisingly threatening subplot revolving around drugs.





When executives at 20th Century Fox were looking for a movie to fill their summer blockbuster-shaped hole the following year, Die Hard seemed the perfect plug. More action-heavy than other buddy cop movies, Die Hard paired the gut-punching blend of eye-popping stunts (John McClane leaping from a roof with nothing but a firehose tied around his waist) and insane violence (that close-up of the bad guy’s knees being shot to pieces) that audiences adored from the money-spinning Rambo franchise with the sparky dialogue of Beverly Hills Cop, injected a dose of satire, and wrapped it all up with a new kind of action hero. It was pitched as “Rambo in an office building,” but, of course, it would become a different beast from First Blood, the first film of the Sylvester Stallone franchise, and way more than its sequels. At the time of its release, First Blood had been criticized for a plot lacking credibility despite it being presented as a gritty action drama about the psychological effects of war and society’s uncomfortable relationship with the fallout. Variety described the plot as a “mess.” And its follow-ups would earn labels such as “silly” or “dumb,” with First Blood Part II even collecting a clutch of Razzies.


A SHOELESS WONDER


So, if Die Hard isn’t a typical dumb actioner, what is it? Well, it’s a family drama, a Christmas movie, a satirical buddy cop comedy, and an action thriller all in one. The movie follows reluctant hero and off-duty New York cop John McClane as he is embroiled in the terrorist-style plot of a gang attempting to rob a fortune in bearer bonds from a Japanese-owned Los Angeles–based company. All while he is simply trying to make up with his estranged wife. His efforts to procure effective outside help are met with little success and he is forced to tackle the twelve-strong gang practically single-handedly. Without shoes.
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Die Hard was warmly embraced by audiences—who gave it an average A+ CinemaScore rating—and critics liked much about it, too. Dave Kehr praised John McTiernan’s direction, calling Jackson De Govia’s set design “ingenious,” and Roger Ebert singled out the film’s stunts and visual effects. How, then, did this film come to be?




IT’S A FUNNY STORY


Die Hard finished the year as the seventh-highest-grossing film at the US box office, pulling in more than $83 million. It was the only action movie in the Top 10, sitting beneath six comedies: Three Men and a Baby; Crocodile Dundee II; Big; Good Morning, Vietnam; Coming to America; and Who Framed Roger Rabbit? It was also nominated for four Academy Awards in the categories of Best Editing, Best Visual Effects, Best Sound, and Best Sound Effects Editing.





The job of writing the screenplay fell into the lap of rookie screenwriter Jeb Stuart. Stuart would go on to pen the screenplays for Another 48 Hours and The Fugitive in the years following Die Hard’s release, but before he started on his next job he had a six-week window in which to adapt Roderick Thorp’s novel Nothing Lasts Forever into the film we know as Die Hard. Nothing Lasts Forever itself is inspired by the 1974 disaster movie The Towering Inferno—the setting and cinematic quality of the book attest to that. However, Stuart initially struggled to find a way to adapt the story into something less bleak—in the novel, the sixty-five-year-old protagonist and his forty-year-old daughter die. As fate would have it, an argument between Stuart and his wife over something “incidental” sparked by his working eighteen-hour days, money troubles, and associated stress gave the writer the inspiration he needed to finish his script.


At the time, he was coming home from the office to put his two young children to bed and eat before heading back to work. After leaving that particular evening of the row without reconciling with his wife, he narrowly avoided a serious road accident in which a boxed refrigerator apparently fell out of a truck ahead of him to block the lane of traffic. Unable to swerve to miss it, he plowed into it. It proved to be an empty cardboard box.


Shaken, he was struck by a figurative lightning bolt. He suddenly realized how he could make his script pop—by making the hero younger, swapping out the daughter character for a wife instead, and making the story about an overdue apology, with a redemption arc thrown in. That night, he wrote thirty-five pages. Stuart’s thriller roots, he said, helped immensely. In the thriller genre, according to Stuart, you have to love the main character. He applied this to John McClane, and it turned out to be a critical component in the film’s success.


If you’re wondering how the title changed from Nothing Lasts Forever—roundly disliked by those involved with the project—to Die Hard, the answer lies with screenwriter and director Shane Black, who had written Lethal Weapon and worked with Die Hard director John McTiernan on Predator (he played Hawkins). At the time, Black was working on a screenplay that would later become The Last Boy Scout but that at the time was called “Die Hard.” Producer Joel Silver asked if he could have the title, Black agreed, and the rest is history.





A THRILLING TALENT


When Jeb Stuart took on the task of penning the Die Hard screenplay, he hadn’t written an action script before. He decided the best approach was to “write what you know.” During five years of graduate school, which culminated in a spec script picked up (and then dropped) by Columbia Pictures that was set to star Robert Duvall, Stuart honed his craft on thrillers—a genre he’d lean into for Die Hard and the vast majority of his subsequent films.


Stuart went on to score another huge hit with the Oscar-bothering The Fugitive, nominated for seven Academy Awards, including Best Picture, and scooping one for Tommy Lee Jones’s performance. Other high-profile movies he scripted include the 1989 deep-sea thriller Leviathan, about an underwater geological facility whose crew is terrorized by a mutant creature, and the Sylvester Stallone prison thriller Lock Up, also released in 1989. Comedy-thriller sequel Another 48 Hours followed in 1990; then the Sean Connery/Laurence Fishburne legal thriller Just Cause in 1995; crime thriller Switchback in 1997; and Steven Seagal action thriller Fire Down Below from the same year. Later, Stuart took on showrunner responsibilities for the Netflix series Vikings: Valhalla, its horned helmets squarely skewering the thriller genre.








THE POWER OF A NAME


It no longer made sense to keep Nothing Lasts Forever as the film’s title after fundamentally altering the big-screen adaptation’s tone, story, and outcome. Not only did the book’s title not fit the narrative, but it also wasn’t seen as the right kind of title for a summer blockbuster. Roderick Thorp, however, incredulous that they would want to name the film after a brand of batteries, hated the name “Die Hard,” though he wouldn’t have any influence over the decision.


DieHard is a well-known brand of car batteries in the United States, where they have been in production since 1967. The fact that the batteries are marketed as innovative, offering substantially more starting power than similar models, actually makes “Die Hard” a perfect title for a film that broke new ground, delivered relentless action, and presented a hero who found extra in the tank to keep him pushing through.


In 2020, the brand finally brought Bruce Willis’s John McClane together with the DieHard battery in a commercial that many dubbed the sixth installment in the movie franchise. The commercial also featured De’voreaux White’s limo driver Argyle and Clarence Gilyard Jr.’s tech wizard Theo from the original movie.





IMPECCABLE TIMING


Audiences embraced Die Hard then and continue to do so now for many reasons but none as important as John McClane’s everyman hero.


At the time of the film’s release, the world was in an unstable place. The American president’s authenticity, credibility, and fidelity had been undermined following the Iran-Contra scandal; the United States was still caught up in the tensions of the Cold War. Beyond that, the Troubles in Northern Ireland raged amid other global terrorist incidents and civil disorder. Indeed, the film even references such events via antagonist Hans Gruber’s fake demands in exchange for the hostages, when he calls for the release of the seven members of Northern Ireland’s New Provo Front, the five leaders of Canada’s Liberte de Quebec, and the nine members of Sri Lanka’s Asian Dawn movement.


All this was going on while the world was also reeling from the AIDS pandemic, which tragically claimed countless lives, spread fear, and led to the reprehensible persecution of the LGBTQ community. Right around this time, a heap of medical waste including hypodermic needles washed up on the beaches of Connecticut and New York. Blue-collar uprisings boiled over in the UK—the miners’ strike of 1984–1985—and in the United States, racial tensions agitated protests against police brutality. A sense of distrust in authority pervaded, and it’s this distrust that would open the door for an everyman hero cinemagoers could identify with—and that would change the course of action films. Audiences welcomed a film that took a swipe at the authorities: Die Hard revels in undermining characters in senior positions representative of the establishment, often utilizing McClane to facilitate the takedown.


Die Hard provided unadulterated escapist joy along with a side order of satire, and it appealed to cinemagoers looking for sharp one-liners to accompany their action. The snappy dialogue was crafted and honed by the film’s script doctor, Steven E. de Souza, who would phone in during the shoot to suggest lines ad hoc. Great performances amid the thrilling set pieces were another big draw—not least Alan Rickman’s masterful turn as Hans Gruber.


Although Die Hard has undoubtedly become more beloved, admired, and appreciated as the decades have passed, on release, the film had its detractors. Some reviewers criticized Bruce Willis’s range. Dave Kehr, writing in the Chicago Tribune, said Willis was “still a bit pale and TV-tentative,” and Richard Schickel wrote in Time that the actor came across as “whiny and self-involved.” Roger Ebert, meanwhile, felt that Paul Gleason’s police chief was “so much a product of the Idiot Plot Syndrome that all by himself he successfully undermines the last half of the movie.”


Those who did see the movie’s appeal and potential for longevity and widespread influence included New York Times critic Vincent Canby, who said it was “the perfect movie for our time.” Los Angeles Times writer Kevin Thomas singled out McTiernan’s direction, Jan de Bont’s cinematography, and Jackson De Govia’s set design. And though celebrated critic Roger Ebert disliked much about the film, he also reserved praise for its “impressive stunt work” and “superior special effects.”


Movie fans have consistently loved it. In 1999, IMDb user ChoiBaby described it as “influential” and “one of a kind.” In 2001, IMDb user jlevin1937 called it an “action-packed thrill ride that could be the best in the genre!!!” Another IMDb user, SmileysWorld, posted in 2004 that it was the top action film of the 1980s, saying, “Every so often, a film comes along that resets the standard for its genre. Die Hard did just that very thing for action films.”


One Twitter user only recently described it as “one of the best films ever made,” and a Reddit user who watched it for the first time more than thirty years after its original release called it “fantastic,” praising it for delivering on the hype with an excellent script and rewarding attention to detail. Rickman “is a legend,” they said, and John McClane, “one of the most awesome, relatably human action heroes ever.”


Later, critics also embraced it more readily. Writing about the enduring appeal of the film in 2013, on the release of A Good Day to Die Hard, the fifth film in the series, New York Times Magazine journalist Adam Sternbergh said, “[Die Hard] could be playing on a staticky video screen in a sauna full of lava and piranhas in hell and, should I happen to pass by, I would sit down and watch it to the end.”


The Guardian’s Peter Bradshaw revisited Die Hard in 2018 on the occasion of its thirtieth anniversary and gave the movie a glowing five-star review in which he described it as “still a blast” and “an innocent pleasure.” The internet’s favorite review-aggregator site Rotten Tomatoes, meanwhile, proudly displays critic Sean Mullvihill’s take: the film “still feels as fresh and thrilling as the first time it screened.”


The film may have a 94 percent approval rating on Rotten Tomatoes, but Mullvihill is 100 percent right—and over the following pages, you’ll learn just why Die Hard has made the impact it has and why we love it so passionately. Yippie-ki-yay, motherfucker.
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CHAPTER ONE



DYING HARD FOR A HIT


Looking back at how things do—or don’t—slot into place can invoke a sense of fate. Die Hard has more claim than most to the idea of movie kismet and the alignment of stars influencing its production. In Die Hard’s case, stars of another kind were literally clamoring, albeit unwittingly, to tee up a successful formula—with Hollywood’s finest taking a pass on the role of John McClane.


There are plenty of stories in Hollywood of castings, often for iconic roles, that almost happened. Famously, Will Smith was in line to play Neo in The Matrix before the role was claimed by Keanu Reeves; Al Pacino turned down the role of Han Solo before Harrison Ford made it his own. Then there’s Gwyneth Paltrow, who was almost Rose in Titanic; Jack Nicholson, who was very nearly The Godfather’s Michael Corleone; and John Travolta, who might have been Forrest Gump. It can be a strange pleasure to imagine a favorite film with a different actor playing the lead. But is there any other movie that had a longer list of wanted men for the primary role than Die Hard? No, probably not. And all of them occupied a spot on the casting director’s must-see roster ahead of Bruce Willis.


Some big, and credible, names inhabit a place on that most-wanted list. Each one offers a glimpse of a film that never was and that would have looked completely different from the Die Hard we have: the movie that became an action-film game changer. The role of John McClane was offered first to Frank Sinatra. Ol’ Blue Eyes had starred in 1968’s The Detective, the film adaptation of the Roderick Thorp novel that preceded Nothing Lasts Forever, the book on which Die Hard is based. Producers were contractually obliged to give Sinatra first refusal, but he turned the role down. Under Sinatra’s tenure, the role would have been grittier and, as in the novel, more tragic. With Sinatra, who was seventy-three at the time, McClane—or Joseph Leland, as the character would have been called in line with the source material—would have had a divergent spin.


Following Sinatra’s refusal, Arnold Schwarzenegger, the Austrian former Mr. Universe who owned the action genre in the 1980s, was approached. But Arnie turned McClane down in search of a comedy role as well as a way to branch out and ensure his longevity, and he wound up playing Julius Benedict opposite Danny DeVito as his long-lost brother Vincent in Twins. Had he taken the role, Die Hard would probably have been a dated, if not forgettable, Commando-esque addition to Arnie’s back catalog.


Producers went through a laundry list of actors that included Sylvester Stallone, Kurt Russell, Burt Reynolds, Clint Eastwood, Al Pacino, Harrison Ford, Robert De Niro, and Mel Gibson—all of whom were already strongly associated with various high-profile action roles. They each would have brought baggage, which would have colored the production with their own particular hues. Eventually, producers set their sights on Moonlighting actor Bruce Willis—who promptly went and turned it down, too, because of his commitments to the TV series.


Desperate to get started making the film in order to secure it as their blockbuster release the following summer, 20th Century Fox doubled down on their offer to Willis. And though he was an unproven star—more on that later—there was enough about him to suggest he was right for the role, with producer Joel Silver championing him. The movie gods must have smiled because circumstances began to conjugate. When Willis’s Moonlighting costar Cybill Shepherd announced her pregnancy, forcing a break in filming the series, it afforded Willis a pause in his schedule to pivot and accept the role of John McClane.


The sum paid to the star was an industry-shaking $5 million—at the time, an eye-watering figure, particularly for an unproven movie actor. It turned out to be a bargain outlay, however, for the launch of a lucrative franchise that’s still going strong four decades later.




OEBPS/images/Art_Pviii.jpg
\,/.“ 2 :
_\\;\

(L,
—






OEBPS/images/Art_Pv.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P10.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
RUNNING
PRESS





OEBPS/images/9780762474233.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_Pvi.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P2.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
WHY WE @

JIE HARD

KiIM TAYLOR-FOSTER

ILLUSTRATED BY INK EAD COMPANY

RUNNING PRESS

PHILADELPHIA





