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INTRODUCTION

From when I was in my early teens, about the time we were the first family in our neighborhood to have a VCR, I've had a strange fascination with what People of Taste call “bad movies.” Whether it's weak plots or just nonsensical storylines; whether it's acting on the level of a bad high school play; whether it's special effects created in someone's kitchen with a Mixmaster and a bottle of ketchup; whether it's technical incompetence on the part of some or all members of the crew; or whether it's a mind-shattering combination of all of the above, there is something magical about bad movies. Something that makes them worth the sometimes considerable effort to sit through.

After watching and reviewing thousands of movies that even the most charitable reviewer would describe as “pathetic,” I've concluded that the reason we keep coming back to bad movies and the people who make them — because, as you will see, there are filmmakers whose long lists of credits don't contain a single good movie — is because for every minute of film time that is completely unwatchable, there are ten that are full of creative insanity that the makers of mainstream movies wouldn't dare to put on screen.

We, the lovers of bad movies, dig through the piles of trash, looking for those shining gems of pure cinematic magic. We prefer that quest over the blandness and uniformity of the “good movie” and its adherence to standards determined by convention and critical fiat.

Despite the derogatory things I say about the films in this book, I have great respect for the men and women who created them. A lot of work goes into filming even the worst movies. Movie making is hard, time-consuming labor, no matter what role the professional plays in its creation. The act of finishing a film and getting it before an audience is worthy of respect — particularly in the fifties and sixties, when many of these movies were made, a time when movie-making was even more backbreaking than today.

Although the movies in this book are uniformly awful, I number some of them among my all-time favorites. 1941, The Black Cat, Dead Alive, Hideous, and Mask of Fu Manchu are but a few of the dozen or so films in this book that I recommend to any-one who has trashy taste — like me. In fact, in spite of this book's title, I suspect that someone out there will find every one of these films a guilty pleasure. (Except, possibly, for the films discussed in Chapter 15. These movies were probably included in the CIA's arsenal of “harsh interrogation techniques.”)

So though my critical alarm bells go off when a bad movie hits the screen, I have to confess that often the film finds a visceral response. My respect for a movie doubles when the film is entertaining … even if that entertainment may be of a different kind than its creators intended.

In particular, I want to express special gratitude to the people who worked on more than one of the movies discussed in this book, be they filmmakers or actors. Often I seek out work by these people, no matter how bad their films are by critical standards.

If you want to share your opinion on a film discussed in this book, please visit my website at www.moviesyoushouldnotsee.com. I enjoy hearing what other aficionados of trash movies have to say about them, and even more I love recommendations for what I should see next.

I hope to get to know you all through the wonders of computer technology!





CHAPTER ONE


EXHIBITS IN THE BAD MOVIE MUSEUM

If you ask a film buff to name five bad movies, at least one of the following is likely to be on his or her list. Some are “so bad they're good,” while others are, well, just plain bad.


BATTLEFIELD EARTH: A SAGA OF THE YEAR 3000
 Franchise Pictures/Morgan Creek Productions/Warner Bros., 2000


PRODUCERS Jonathan D. Krane, Ellie Samaha, and John Travolta


WRITERS Corey Mandell and J. D. Shapiro (based on a novel by L. Ron Hubbard)


DIRECTOR Roger Christian


STARS John Travolta (Terl), Barry Pepper (Jonnie Goodboy Tyler), and Forest Whitaker (Ker)

For 1,000 years, the monstrous aliens known as Psychlos have ruled Earth, plundering its natural resources and slowly driving humanity ever closer to extinction. Now, the arrogance and greed of embittered Psychlo security chief Terl (Travolta) and the unbreakable spirit of a young man named Jonnie Goodboy Tyler (Pepper) will clash and give humanity one last chance for survival. It's the Final Battle, and one species will live while another will die.


Why It Sucks



Battlefield Earth is very much like the L. Ron Hubbard novel it's based on. It's waaaay too long, and the longer it drags on, the more ridiculous it becomes. The only way to get through this film is to park your brain at the door, because the story starts out silly and by the time the climactic battle rolls around it's galloped all the way into drooling blather. Even the battle scenes can't help the movie get over trying to stretch 70 minutes of moderate excitement into 120 minutes. And the whole thing is punctuated by bad special-effect shots, characters running about aimlessly, and John Travolta in dreadlocks.


Thumbs Down Rating: 
[image: illustration]





The Crappies



The Worst Acting Award goes to… John Travolta, for the bizarre, pseudo-British, ever-shifting accent that poses a serious challenge to Madonna in the Worst Fake Accent Ever competition. (Is this what Psychlos sound like in English?)


And the Worst Writing Logic Award goes to … Corey Mandell and J. D. Shapiro, with a nod to L. Ron Hubbard for the original novel. The U.S. Army base at Fort Hood has flight simulators and Harrier fighter planes that after 1,000 years of disuse are functioning and filled with useable fuel? Uh huh.


They Really Said It!



Terl: Kill all man-animals!


Betcha Didn't Know




[image: illustration]
 The film was intended to be the first of two, but plans for the sequel were scrapped following its poor performance.



[image: illustration]
 Battlefield Earth was reported to have cost $73 million to make, but only grossed some $22 million at the U.S. box office. In truth, the film only cost $44 million, but production company Franchise Pictures inflated the budget in an attempt to defraud investors. They were successfully sued, ordered to pay $121 million in damages, and went bankrupt.




[image: illustration]
 Trivia Quiz


What tagline was often used during the movie's promotion?


A: It's the Year 3000 and Humans Are the Endangered Species.

B: From the Mind of Sci-Fi Legend L. Ron Hubbard

C: Go for the Gold on Battlefield Earth!

D: Prepare to Go Psychlo



Answer: D. Prepare to Go Psychlo. (Other taglines for the film were “Prepare for Battle” and “Take Back the Planet.”)


BRIDE OF THE MONSTER (AKA “BRIDE OF THE ATOM”)
 Rolling M. Productions, 1955


PRODUCER Edward D. Wood Jr.


WRITER Edward D. Wood Jr.


DIRECTOR Edward D. Wood Jr.


STARS Bela Lugosi (Dr. Eric Vornoff), Loretta King (Janet Lawton), Tor Johnson (Lobo), Tony McCoy (Lt. Dick Craig), Harvey B. Dunn (Capt. Tom Robbins), Paul Marco (Officer Kelton), and George Becwar (Prof. Vladimir Strowski)

A mad scientist (Lugosi) captures those who venture too close to his dilapidated house and subjects them to weird experiments intended to create a new race of radioactive supermen. When he captures a nosy female tabloid reporter (King), can it be long before his simpleminded assistant (Johnson) falls in love with her?


Why It Sucks


Ed Wood is sometimes characterized as the worst director who ever lived, and Bride of the Monster is the quintessential Ed Wood movie. It's full of strange characters badly acted, situations that are minimally explained, sets that are shoddily made … almost everything about it is supremely dreadful. The film reaches its nadir when Bela Lugosi is turned into an atomic monster via the use of platform shoes (yes, you read that correctly). (Tor Johnson looks sort of like Shrek, but Wood couldn't help that.)


[image: illustration]



Thumbs Down Rating: 
[image: illustration]





The Crappies



The Weirdest Character Award goes to … The bird-loving police captain Harvey Dunn, who is more interested in discussing his pet exotic birds than the murders and missing-person cases.


And the Lamest Prop Award goes to … The atomic-monstermaking contraption in Dr. Vornoff's lab, key components of which are darkroom equipment and the metal salad bowl worn on the head of those subjected to Dr. Vornoff's evil experiments.


They Really Said It!



Janet: When did I tell you my name?


Dr. Vornoff: You didn't. But since you were unconscious, I took the liberty of looking into your purse.


Betcha Didn't Know




[image: illustration]
 This was Edward D. Wood Jr.'s only financially successful film.



[image: illustration]
 Wood Jr. vowed Bride of the Monster would return Bela Lugosi to the star status he had lost as a result of bad career choices and drug abuse. It was perhaps a blessing in disguise that Lugosi passed away less than a year after the film's release.




[image: illustration]
 Trivia Quiz


In what movie did Bela Lugosi play God (literally)?


A: The Ten Commandments (1956)

B: His Girl Friday (1940)

C: Glen or Glenda? (1953)

D: The Devil Bat (1940)



Answer: C. GlenorGlenda? Bela Lu gosi appears as one of several narrators featured in one of the most jumbled and confusing movies ever made. His character is named “The Scientist” in the script, but the character is clearly intended to be God.


CREATURE WITH THE ATOM BRAIN
 Clover Productions, 1955


PRODUCER Sam Katzman


WRITER Curt Siodmak


DIRECTOR Edward L. Cahn


STARS Richard Denning (Dr. Chet Walker), S. John Launer (Capt. Dave Harris), Gregory Gaye (Dr. Wilhelm Steigg), Michael Granger (Frank Buchanan), and Angela Stevens (Joyce Walker)

When police scientist Dr. Chet Walker (Denning) discovers that dead men are walking the streets of a California town, killing law enforcers and gangsters alike, it is only the first glimpse into a nightmarish case that will bring him face to face with impervious zombies created by Nazi science and the power of the atom in order to sate the vengeance of an exiled gang lord (Granger).


Why It Sucks


In the 1950s, people believed “the power of the atom can do anything.” Scientists smoked pipes and wore white coats to show how moral and reliable they were, while their wives stayed at home and looked pretty. This movie features all these things, overlaid by a storyline about corpses reanimated by nuclear-powered brains and nervous systems (which goes to show that the power of the atom can do some nasty things along the way). It's an example of dusty old sci-fi conventions that seem stale by today's criteria and that even by the standards of the 1950s were pretty awful.


Thumbs Down Rating: 
[image: illustration]





The Crappies



The Most Ignorant of Laws of Physics and Modern Technology Award goes to … Writer Curt Siodmak and director Edward L. Cahn for depicting Air Force jets flying very, very slooooowly over an urban area while searching for radioactivity.


And the Shoulda Thought This Through Award goes to … The character of Frank Buchanan (Granger), who financed the “atomic zombies” project but had no contingency plans when things started to go sideways. Makes you wonder how he made enough money to back the crackpot scientist in the first place.


They Really Said It!



Dr. Chet Walker: There seems to be some sort of definite pattern. Can't put my finger on it, but I do know that Hennessey and McGraw were killed for a reason.


Joyce Walker: Well, it's all right then?


Dr. Chet Walker: Well, for a while. I don't think they've gotten around to indiscriminate killings yet.


Betcha Didn't Know




[image: illustration]
 This is the first film to use squibs to simulate gunshot wounds.



[image: illustration]
 Screenwriter Curt Siodmack left Germany for the United States in 1937 after the Nazis came to power.
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 Trivia Quiz


What is a “squib”?


A: An animated effect added in post-production to simulate blood-spatter.

B: A tiny explosive attached to an actor or prop and used to simulate bullet impacts.

C: Movie biz slang for the person who supervises firearms on-set.

D: A special effects technician who throws tiny capsules at actors to make it appear they've been shot during a scene.



Answer: B. The originals were used to separate coal from rocks in mining. They were later adapted for use on stage or in films, often covered with packs of stage blood or other materials to simulate bullet strikes.


HIDEOUS!
 Full Moon Pictures, 1997


PRODUCERS David DeFalco and Michael Feichtner (executive producers), Charles Band, Kirk Edward Hansen, and Vlad Paunescu (producers)


WRITERS Benjamin Carr (script) and Charles Band (story)


DIRECTOR Charles Band


STARS Jerry O'Donnell (Detective Kantor), Jacqueline Lovell (Sheila), Tracie May (Belinda Yost), Rhonda Griffin (Elvina), Mel Johnson Jr. (Napoleon Lazar), and Michael Citriniti (Dr. Lorca)

Two rival collectors of preserved fetuses and other “medical oddities” (Citriniti and Johnson) and their staffs are trapped inside a house. Also present: a bizarre mutant who has reanimated a collection of deformed fetuses and turned them into tiny killing machines.


Why It Sucks


Well, for starters, it's a movie about reanimated malformed fetuses that turn a house into a death trap! It's got performers who are in overacting hyperdrive, chewing up the scenery and playing as if to the back of a very large theater. Just when you think the film can't get any more twisted … it does!


Thumbs Down Rating: 
[image: illustration]





The Crappies



The Lamest Death Award goes to … Rhonda Griffin (as Elvina), the dumb blond who gets a dumber death when she trips, falls, and dies, tumbling onto broken glass. Watch out next time you drop a glass on the kitchen floor!


And the Bad Feng Shui Award goes to … Writers Charles Band and Benjamin Carr for dreaming up a house where a feature of the living room is a pit full of acid.


They Really Said It!



Napoleon Lazar (to Sheila, who is dressed in hiking boots, shorts, and a gorilla mask): And what are you doing walking around like that, with no top on?


Sheila: I'm free, I'm proud, I'm woman!


Betcha Didn't Know




[image: illustration]
 Deformed fetuses (or “medical oddities,” as they are referred to in Hideous!) displayed in glass jars used to be among the most popular attractions at carnival sideshows.



[image: illustration]
 Charles Band brought Dr. Lorca back in the 2010 film Demonic Toys 2: Personal Demons. Apparently, he too escaped from the acid pit. Sadly, topless Sheila is nowhere to be seen in that movie.
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 Trivia Quiz


What term was typically used to describe the “medical oddities” displayed in glass jars in sideshows?


A: Little Dead Things

B: Hideous Deformities

C: Pickled Punks

D: Bathed Babies



Answer: C. Pickled Punks. In the 1960s, laws finally caught up with the unsavory practices of sideshow carnies, and exhibitors of the fetuses were driven out of business.


TROLL 2
 Filmirage, 1990


PRODUCERS David Hills and Brenda Norris


WRITERS Rosella Drudi and Drake Floyd


DIRECTOR Drake Floyd


STARS Michael Stephenson (Josh), Robert Ormsby (Grandpa Seth), George Hardy (Michael), Connie MacFarland (Holly), Margo Prey (Diana), Deborah Reed (Creedence Leonore Gielgud), Jason Wright (Elliot), and Darren Ewing (Arnold)

Little Josh (Stephenson) and the ghost of his dead grandpa (Ormsby) are the only two who know the hideous secret of the tiny town where Josh's family is spending their vacation. Can Josh convince the adults (Hardy and Prey) and his older sister (Mac-Farland) of the truth before they become goblin chow?


Why It Sucks


This flick displays every shade of bad you can think of. The pacing is erratic and always off, racing through parts that could have used a little more time (like the final fight against the goblins) and dragging through parts that should have been quick (like shopping trips). Parts that were supposed to be scary are hilarious (the flesh-eating goblins are vegetarians), and the parts that were supposed to be funny or dramatic are just strange. Oh, and the “clever” parts are just stupid. (Nilbog, the town where the family is vacationing, is “goblin” spelled backward!)


Thumbs Down Rating: 
[image: illustration]





The Crappies



The Worst Picture Award goes to … David Hills and Brenda Norris for producing and Rosella Drudi and Drake Floyd for writing and directing a movie titled Troll 2 that features no trolls. Not one. Not even one of those spikey-haired Norwegian dolls.


And the Most Shocking Misuse of Magical Time Distortion Award goes to … Little Josh (played by Michael Stephenson). When his magical undead grandpa manages to stop time for a few seconds, Josh pees on the poisoned food the goblins are using to turn humans into vegetables, thus stopping his family from eating it. Yuck!!!!


They Really Said It!



Holly: If my father discovers you here, he'll cut off your little nuts and eat them.


Betcha Didn't Know




[image: illustration]
 Morgan, Utah, the town that served as Nilbog in the film, played host to a festival in June of 2008 that celebrated Troll 2.



[image: illustration]
 David Hills is one of the seventy (verified) pseudonyms for the late, multitalented Italian writer/director/producer/composer cinematographer/pornographer Joe D'Amato. (Joe D'Amato is itself a pseudonym, as he was born Arestide Massaccesi.)
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 Trivia Quiz


How do the flesh-eating goblins in Troll 2 manage to keep true to their vegetarian diets?


A: They eat tofu, the substance that alchemists sought after for centuries, because it can be transformed into any conceivable food item.

B: Fish, and lots of it.

C: They eat fillet of soul.

D: They turn people into plants then reduce them to a Cream of Wheat — like substance.



Answer: D. They turn people into plants, then reduce them to a Cream of Wheat — like substance. And no, it still doesn't make sense after you've seen the movie.





CHAPTER TWO


BIG BUDGET BOMBS

Sometimes, even the best idea doesn't click with the audience. Sometimes, a film was just too expensive and the investment couldn't be recovered. And then there are films that fail because they deserve to.


THE BLACK DAHLIA
 Universal Pictures/Millennium Films, 2006


PRODUCERS Rudy Cohen, Moshe Diamant, Avi Lerner, and Art Linson


WRITERS Josh Friedman (script), James Ellroy (novel)


DIRECTOR Brian De Palma


STARS Josh Hartnett (Bucky Bleichert), Aaron Eckhart (Lee Blanchard), Scarlett Johansson (Kay Lake), Mia Kirshner (Elizabeth Short), and Hilary Swank (Madeleine Linscott)

A publicity-hungry police detective (Eckhart) arranges to have himself and his younger partner (Hartnett) assigned to the grisly murder of a would-be actress (Kirshner). As one detective starts to mysteriously come unglued, the other uncovers not only dark secrets relating to the dead actress, but to his partner as well.


Why It Sucks


Does it seem weird that the Black Dahlia murder, one of the most well-known scandals in Hollywood history and the title of the freakin' film is relegated to a minor tangent in this movie? The story moves randomly from plot to subplot, while director De Palma swings widely between cinematic tones and styles, from film noir to documentary. Not a single shot in the film lasts more than ten seconds, and all the quick edits and jumps accomplish nothing other than to provide insight into what it must be like to suffer from Attention Deficit Disorder.


Thumbs Down Rating: 
[image: illustration]





The Crappies



The Worst Actor Award goes to … Josh Hartnett for the role of Bucky Bleichert. The character's such a weepy crybaby that you feel embarrassed for him.


And the Worst Director Award goes to … Brian De Palma for having such inability to command a proper tone that he can't even make footage from a supposed screen test of Elizabeth Short believable.


They Really Said It!



Bucky Bleichert: The basic rules of homicide applied: Nothing stays buried forever. Corpses. Ghosts. Nothing stays buried forever. Nothing.


Betcha Didn't Know




[image: illustration]
 The film had an estimated budget of $50 million, but it only grossed around $23 million during its American theatrical run.



[image: illustration]
 Brian De Palma also directed the 2007 flop Redacted. It cost $5 million to make, but barely made $64,000 during its theatrical run in the United States.
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 Trivia Quiz


What celebrity did Los Angeles authorities investigate as a suspect in the murder of Elizabeth Short?


A: Orson Welles

B: Alfred Hitchcock

C: Woody Guthrie

D: Boris Karloff



Answer: C. Woody Guthrie. The folk singer was, according to the Los Angeles district attorney's files on the case, briefly a suspect due to sexually explicit letters he sent to a woman in Northern California.


THE CONQUEROR (AKA “CONQUEROR OF THE DESERT”)
 RKO Radio Pictures, 1956


PRODUCERS Dick Powell and Howard Hughes


WRITER Oscar Millard


DIRECTOR Dick Powell


STARS John Wayne (Temujin, Genghis Khan), Susan Hayward (Bortai), Agnes Moorhead (Hunlun), Pedro Armendáriz (Jamuga), and Ted de Corsia (Kumlek)

Mongolian warlord Temujin (Wayne) must do battle against the rival tribe that killed his father, fight with the red-haired Tartar prisoner Bortai (Hayward) whom he captured in a raid and has vowed to make his wife, and deal with intrigues in his inner circle. Enemies of every type stand arrayed against him as he fights his way to a place in history as the legendary Genghis Khan.


Why It Sucks


Few bad movies look as good as The Conqueror. It's got great costumes, brilliant colors, and the tale of a great warlord. But sometimes it takes only one thing to turn a film from a triumph to a turkey, and someone in central casting who must have been drunk, high, or both, decided to star John Wayne as Genghis Khan. That's right. John Wayne! Few movies have such a dramatic mix of the spectacular with the absolutely atrocious as this one.


Thumbs Down Rating: 
[image: illustration]





The Crappies



The Worst Acting Award goes to … John Wayne as Temujin. No contest. Not even a question. What were they thinking?


And the Worst Picture Award goes to … Howard Hughes and Dick Powell for making a movie about a cool subject, and researching Genghis Khan about as badly as one of those Italian Hercules films — at ten times the cost.


They Really Said It!


(To get the full effect, close your eyes and imagine John Wayne saying it.) Temujin: While I live, while my blood burns hot, your daughter is not safe in her tent.


Betcha Didn't Know




[image: illustration]
 The movie was shot downwind from where the United States conducted above-ground atomic weapons tests. Rumor has it the cast and crew developed cancer at three times higher than the average among the general population.



[image: illustration]
 Financier Howard Hughes felt so guilty about the cast and crew being exposed to radioactivity that he reportedly spent $12 million to acquire every existing print of the film.




[image: illustration]
 Trivia Quiz


What famous movie detective did John Wayne turn down the opportunity to play?


A: Bulldog Drummond

B: Sam Spade

C: Nero Wolfe

D: “Dirty” Harry Callahan



Answer: D. “Dirty” Harry Callahan. Wayne was offered but turned down the role of hard-bitten Inspector Harry Callahan, which eventually became one of Clint Eastwood's signature roles.


HEAVEN'S GATE
 United Artists, 1980


PRODUCERS Denis O'Dell, Charles Okun, Wayne Reynolds (executive producers), Joann Carelli (producer)


WRITER Michael Cimino


DIRECTOR Michael Cimino


STARS Kris Kristofferson (James Averill), Isabelle Huppert (Ella Watson), Christopher Walken (Nathan D. Champion), Jeff Bridges (John Bridges), and Sam Waterston (Frank Canton)

When a wealthy and powerful rancher's association hires killers to wipe out settlers in Johnson County, Wyoming, the Harvard-educated and privileged-by-birth county sheriff (Kristofferson) stands against his own class to protect them.


Why It Sucks


Infamous as the film that destroyed United Artists, this movie is the definition of bloated. Filled with irrelevant scenes and characters, the film is torture to sit through (the original cut shown to the studio was five and a half hours long). During production, Cimino built and rebuilt sets and took retakes of retakes of retakes. The final budget of $40 million, followed by the film's collapse at the box office, crushed the studio founded by Charlie Chaplin and D. W. Griffith, contributing to its sale to MGM.


Thumbs Down Rating:
[image: illustration]





The Crappies



The Worst Auteur Award goes to … Michael Cimino for forcing the audience to sit through scene after scene that goes on endlessly while adding nothing to the story. Special mention also goes to Cimino for managing to shoot fifty takes of Kris Kristofferson brandishing a bullwhip.


And the Special Bailout Award for Worst Business Sense goes to … The producers of Heaven's Gate and United Artist executives for not putting on the brakes sooner.


They Really Said It!



John Bridges: It's getting dangerous to be poor in this country.


Betcha Didn't Know




[image: illustration]
 The original budget Cimino presented to executives was just over $2 million. The film cost a total of $42 million and took in less than $3 million at the box office.



[image: illustration]
 French actress Isabelle Huppert was hired for the role of Ella Watson, a Wyoming madam, despite her poor English. Cimino said her accent “would add to the richness of the soundtrack.”
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 Trivia Quiz


Who said of Heaven's Gate: “I enjoy the film each time I see it more and more.”


A: Michael Cimino

B: Jeff Bridges

C: Sam Waterston

D: Isabelle Huppert



Answer: B. Jeff Bridges, as quoted in Mark Cousin's 2002 book Scene By Scene: Film Actors and Directors Discuss Their Work.



HOWARD THE DUCK
 Lucasfilm/Universal Pictures, 1986


PRODUCERS George Lucas (executive producer) and Gloria Katz (producer)


WRITERS William Huyck and Gloria Katz (script), Steve Gerber (characters)


DIRECTOR William Huyck


STARS Lea Thompson (Beverly Switzler), Chip Zien (voice of Howard T.



Duck), Jeffrey Jones (Dr. Walter Jenning), Tim Robbins (Phil Blumburtt), and Ed Gale (Howard T. Duck)

When Howard T. Duck (Gale/Zien) is teleported to Earth from his home planet, this human-sized, talking bird must find out how to live in a new world. And while he's adjusting, he must also thwart an alien invasion.


Why It Sucks


It could have been so damn good! This is one of many tragic examples of Hollywood paying lots of money for a creative property and then completely missing the point. Howard the Duck, the comic book created by the great Steve Gerber for Marvel Comics, was full of great satire and dark humor. None of that made it into the film adaptation. Nor did any of the series' ongoing subtext of isolation and alienation. Instead we get shallow comedy and an even shallower plot.


Thumbs Down Rating: 
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The Crappies



The Award for Worst Production Management goes to … Gloria Katz and George Lucas, for spending time and money on an animatronic duck suit, as if that were the answer to the film's script problems.


And the Award for Worst Animation goes to … The animators of the alien overlords, who did stop motion so badly that we feel like we're watching an outtake of a Ray Harryhausen film (though even Harryhausen's rejected bits were undoubtedly better animation than what we see here).


They Really Said It!



Howard T. Duck: “If God had wanted us to fly, he wouldn't have taken away our wings.”


Betcha Didn't Know




[image: illustration]
 The film cost over $30 million dollars (some sources estimate as high as $37 million) but only grossed some $5.1 million during its theatrical run.



[image: illustration]
 Howard the Duck creator Steve Gerber engaged Marvel in a bitter legal battle over the rights to the character.
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 Trivia Quiz


What television talk show host was considered for the part that ultimately went to Tim Robbins?


A: Jay Leno

B: David Letterman

C: Conan O'Brien

D: Stephen Colbert



Answer: A. Jay Leno, who at the time was an established stand-up comedian and an up-and-coming bit-player in movies.


HUDSON HAWK
 TriStar Pictures and Silver Pictures, 1991


PRODUCERS Robert Kraft (executive producer), Joel Silver (producer)


WRITERS Steven E. de Souza and Daniel Waters (script), Bruce Willis and Robert Kraft (story)


DIRECTOR Michael Lehmann


STARS Bruce Willis (Hudson Hawk), Danny Aiello (Tommy “Five-Tone” Messina), Andie MacDowell (Anna Baragli), Richard E. Grant (Darwin Mayflower), Sandra Bernhard (Minerva Mayflower), and James Coburn (George Kaplan)

On the day once-renowned cat-burglar Hudson Hawk (Willis) is released from prison, he is forced to help a pair of crazed billionaires (Bernhard and Grant) and a renegade CIA operative (Coburn) retrieve the hidden pieces of Leonardo Da Vinci's greatest invention: a device that will turn any metal into gold. All Hudson wants to do is go straight … or at least get a good cup of cappuccino.


Why It Sucks


The actors reportedly had a good time making this movie, but the audience sure doesn't have a good time watching it. The jokes often turn on obscure film buff references — which probably struck the writers as hilarious but to us sound lame. The film's pacing and tone swing from frenetic slapstick to slow-moving black comedy, to a simple-minded action movie spoof. Bruce Willis spends so much time mugging at the camera that you expect to hear rim shots.


Thumbs Down Rating: 
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The Crappies



The Worst Writing Award goes to … Steven E. de Souza and Daniel Waters for alluding to (though not, thank God, showing) Sandra Bernhard, Richard Grant, and Leonardo de Vinci naked and eating sushi in the back of a limo. California rolls will never taste the same again.


And the Worst Acting Award goes to … Bruce Willis. The guy can do comedy — as Moonlighting proved — but in this movie he confuses being funny with overacting.


They Really Said It!



Darwin Mayflower: History, tradition, culture are not concepts. These are trophies I keep in my den as paperweights!


Betcha Didn't Know




[image: illustration]
 George Kaplan, the CIA agent played by James Coburn, is also the name of the spy everyone is hunting in Hitchcock's North By Northwest (1959).



[image: illustration]
 The film cost around $65 million to make but barely made $17 million during its theatrical run in the United States.
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 Trivia Quiz


What was the premise of the television series Moonlighting?


A: A police detective works nights as a stand-up comedian.

B: A stand-up comedian works as a private detective on the side.

C: A golf pro hunts werewolves during every full moon.

D: A detective agency is run by a former model and a wisecracking tough guy.



Answer: D. A detective agency run by a former model and a wise-cracking tough guy. (Willis starred as the tough guy, David Addison.)


ISHTAR
 Columbia Pictures, 1987


PRODUCER Warren Beatty


WRITER Elaine May


DIRECTOR Elaine May


STARS Warren Beatty (Lyle Rogers), Dustin Hoffman (Chuck Clarke), Charles Grodin (Jim Harrison), and Isabelle Ajani (Shirra Assel)

A pair of wannabe singer/songwriters (Beatty and Hoffman) is booked by their indifferent agent for a gig in a civil-war torn area of North Africa. They are soon ignorantly bumbling their way through the schemes of vicious dictators, coldhearted CIA operatives, and rebel forces looking for divine signs that their revolution will be successful.


Why It Sucks


Some “comedies” are painful to watch because the main characters are so damn … dumb. The idiocy and naiveté on display from Beatty and Hoffman goes beyond comedic knuckleheadedness (remember Abbott and Costello?) and into stupidity so deep viewers can't help but feel embarrassed for them. The financial crater this movie created virtually assured that they'd never appear together in a film again.


Thumbs Down Rating: 
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The Crappies



The Worst Writing Award goes to … Elaine May, the punchlines for whose jokes can be sighted several miles away.


And the Worst Director Award goes to … Also Elaine May for constantly disrupting the film's comedic flow with heavy-handed speeches about friendship, hanging onto dreams, and the evils of American imperialism. Really. In a comedy.


They Really Said It!



Lyrics from a song by Rogers & Clarke: Telling the truth can be dangerous business. / Honest and popular don't go hand in hand. / If you admit that you can play the accordion, / No one'll hire you in a rock 'n' roll band.


Betcha Didn't Know




[image: illustration]
 Elaine May worked obsessively on editing the film and only turned it over to the studio after she was threatened with legal action.



[image: illustration]
 Ishtar had an estimated budget of $55 million but only made $12.7 million during its American theatrical run.
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 Trivia Quiz


What was Warren Beatty's only movie during the 1990s that wasn't a financial disaster?


A: Dick Tracy (1990)

B: Bugsy (1991)

C: Love Affair (1994)

D: Bulworth (1998)



Answer: A. Dick Tracy had a budget of $47 million and earned almost $104 million during its American theatrical run.


SAHARA
 Paramount Pictures/Bristol Bay Productions, 2005


PRODUCERS Gus Gustawes, William J. Immerman, Matthew McConaughey, and Vicky Dee Rock (executive producers), Stephanie Austin, Howard Baldwin, Karen Baldwin, and Mace Neufeld (producers)


WRITERS Thomas Dean Donnelly, Joshua Oppenheimer, John C. Richards, and James V. Hart (script), Clive Cussler (novel)


DIRECTOR Breck Eisner


STARS Matthew McConaughey (Dirk Pitt), Steve Zahn (Al Giordino), Penélope Cruz (Eva Rojas), Lambert Wilson (Yves Massarde), and William H. Macy (Jim Sandecker)

Professional salvagers and adventurers (McConaughey, Zahn, and Macy) are on the trail of an American Civil War — era ironclad that vanished with millions of dollars worth of Confederate gold coins aboard. Evidence points to its final resting place deep within the wastelands of the Sahara desert.


Why It Sucks



Sahara could have been a turn-off-your-brain-and-enjoy-the-ride movie in the Indiana Jones mode. After all, that's the kind of novels Clive Cussler writes. Instead, the movie's saddled with a halfhearted political message (why do directors do that?). If that weren't bad enough there's the add-water-and-stir romance between McConaughey and Cruz's characters.


[image: illustration]



Thumbs Down Rating: 
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The Crappies



The Worst Actress Award goes to … Penélope Cruz for being about as annoying and shrewish as possible. She even makes you forget how gorgeous she is.


And the Take the Money and Run Award goes to … Author Clive Cussler, who, after selling the rights to adapt his characters to film, immediately badmouthed Sahara. Dude, it's Hollywood. What did you think they were going to do with it?


They Really Said It!



General Kazim: Don't worry. It's Africa. Nobody cares about Africa.


Betcha Didn't Know




[image: illustration]
 Sahara reportedly cost $160 million to make but only made some $70 million during its theatrical run.



[image: illustration]
 Clive Cussler was paid $10 million for the rights to adapt the movie.
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 Trivia Quiz


What other movie based on a Clive Cussler novel detailed the adventures of Dirk Pitt and his associates?


A: Dirk Pitt and Blackbeard's Treasure (1994)

B: Raise the Titanic (1980)

C: Hell and High Water (1954)

D: The Deep (1977)



Answer: B. Raise the Titanic (1980). While Clive Cussler's novels may have been bestsellers, the films based upon them have been financial disasters. ITC spent $36 million to make the film but it only made some $14 million between theatrical screenings and home video rentals.


THE SPIRIT
 Odd Lot Entertainment/Lions Gate Entertainment, 2008


PRODUCERS Michael Burns, Bill Lischak, Steven Maier, and Benjamin Melniker (executive producers), Deborah Del Prete, Gigi Pritzker, and Michael E. Uslan (producers)


WRITERS Frank Miller (script) and Will Eisner (characters, original comic book series)


DIRECTOR Frank Miller


STARS Gabriel Macht (The Spirit/Denny Colt), Samuel L. Jackson (The Octopus), Eva Mendes (Sand Saref), Scarlett Johannson (Dr. Silken Floss), Louis Lombardi (Pathos/Ethos/Logos), Dan Lauria (Commisioner Dolan), Stana Katic (Officer Morgenstern), and Paz Vega (Plaster of Paris)

The mysterious protector of Central City, the Spirit (Macht) squares off against the villainous Octopus (Jackson) over the secret behind the Spirit's powers and the key to world domination. But will triumph mean defeat for the Spirit? Has his long-lost childhood sweetheart, Sand Saref (Mendes), really joined forces with the Octopus?


Why It Sucks


Frank Miller claims to be a huge fan of comic book genius Will Eisner. Why then did he choose to write an adaptation of Eisner's signature creation that gutted it of its signature charm? Miller's convinced he can improve on a masterpiece by tearing it apart and rebuilding it in his own image. The Spirit is an empty shell of a movie that rehashes, poorly, the visual approach and writing style of Miller's Sin City.
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