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To my sister, Joan Ellen Feinberg

And my niece and nephew, Lauren Feinberg and Michael Feinberg





“Producers, agents, and studio executives don’t know exactly what it is that directors do. Actors think they know, and critics never know.”

 


—ROBERT ZEMECKIS, Directors Guild Meeting, 1995





ONE

Beginnings

Since 1980, Hollywood filmmaker Robert Zemeckis has created eleven feature films, including several of the most popular, top grossing movies in cinema history; Forrest Gump, Back to the Future, Who Framed Roger Rabbit?, Romancing the Stone, Contact, as well as other notable projects. But perhaps the way to introduce Zemeckis and his special fascination with film and its possibilities is to quote the writer-director himself:



The first film I ever saw was The Blob. I think I was five.... I know it was the first film I ever begged my parents that I had to go see... the greatest moment was when the local teen bad kids had to break into the high school to find all the fire extinguishers. The idea of being able to vandalize your school to save your town is such a great concept!1

In House on Haunted Hill, my favorite moments now are the scenes of the two lead characters’ sadomasochistic marriage.... He’s saying you’d love to kill me, wouldn’t you, you’d love it if I died.... That’s what’s great about these William Castle movies—they’re not just about a bunch of stupid teen kids having a petting party in a cabin with a psychotic ax murderer on the loose. The people in these movies were really pathologically disturbed!
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Michael Douglas, director Robert Zemeckis, and Kathleen Turner take a break during location filming of Romancing the Stone, a romantic adventure-comedy set in the jungles of South America. (Chas Gerretsen-Mega; copyright © 1984 by Twentieth Century-Fox Film Corp.)




When the (Jaws) shark ate Robert Shaw, it was done so brilliantly, I applauded in the theater.

When Spielberg told Zemeckis that somebody’s applause upset him, Zemeckis shouted out: “No, that was me!”

Spielberg: “But aren’t you sad that Robert Shaw got eaten?”

Zemeckis: “Yes I was! But it was done so great! It’s not like I had any problem with the Robert Shaw character.”2



As these quotes suggest, Robert Zemeckis appears to represent a special new kind of American filmmaker—one obsessed by pure technique and technology, Hollywood storytelling, broad humor, and a socially reactionary viewpoint (i.e., people are no damned good). As these attitudes and approaches to filmmaking seem increasingly common—(from The Blair Witch Project to American Beauty)—Zemeckis’s career thus seems to me a unique opportunity to study major aspects of Hollywood’s future through their development and implications in a single directorial career.

To return to the subject, Robert Zemeckis was born May 14, 1952, and grew up the son of a construction worker on Chicago’s South Side. He was soon fascinated by all forms of low-brow comedy: “I was one of those kids who sat in front of a TV set all the time. My greatest influence was Jules White, who directed all that great stuff with the Three Stooges. I’d memorized every episode of The Three Stooges, Laurel and Hardy, and Abbott and Costello, I watched those constantly, and Jerry Lewis movies. I watched all that stuff, never missed any of it.”3

Writing about his youth, Zemeckis listed among his favorite films Macabre, House on Haunted Hill, You’ll Like My Mother, Two on a Guillotine, and Texas Chainsaw Massacre. (“One of the most brilliant and funny movies I’ve ever seen, truly an American classic.”)

Tom Hanks analyzed Zemeckis this way: “When Bob was a kid, he watched everything that was going on with the idea of ‘Isn’t this a kick in the head?’ Just recognizing that what was going on is violent and wild, neither good nor bad. Isn’t that something? Isn’t that wild?”
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Zemeckis on the set of Back to the Future Part II. (Ralph Nelson; copyright © 1989 by Universal City Studios Inc.)
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From left, Richard Donner, Robert Zemeckis, and Walter Hill directed the first three episodes of the adult anthology series Tales from the Crypt, which debuted June 10, 1989, on HBO. (Aaron Rapoport, courtesy of HBO/Cinemax)
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Zemeckis sits on the umpteenth DeLorean used in the Back to the Future trilogy during the filming of the third installment. (Ralph Nelson; copyright © 1990 by Universal City Studios Inc.)




As a kid, Zemeckis was already making Super-8 films in the basement of his Chicago tenement home. At the time, his favorite films included The Great Escape. He later named his own production company, Southside Amusement Co., for the slums where he grew up.

In film school at the University of Southern California in the early 1970s, Zemeckis’s heroes were all the new generation of filmmakers—Francis Ford Coppola, George Lucas, John Milius, and of course Steven Spielberg. “We were in the right place at the right time because the class before us was the George Lucas Class. They had the same sensibilities as we did so we fell right into that slipstream.”4

At film school Zemeckis also met his longtime writing partner, Bob Gale (“Because everyone was talking about Louis Malle, and we were talking about Clint Eastwood.”) In that prevideotape rental store era, the two would attend endless film retrospectives: four Frank Capra movies on Saturday, four more on Sunday; all of John Ford’s films; all of W. C. Fields’ films. Bob Gale wasn’t an aesthetic himself, noting: “When I was a kid, I would just look at the paper to see how many guys got killed in a movie, and if enough guys got killed, I would go.”

Gale said that from film school on Zemeckis was always interested in making Hollywood movies: “He’s got an outrageous sense of humor, a great sense of showmanship, and a healthy cynicism about the world, which may be because he grew up in Mayor Daley’s Chicago. He’s also someone whose artistic side was always accompanied by pragmatism. He’s never gone out and spent a ton of money just for the hell of it. He knows we first have to figure out how to get people to go to the movies—how to get their asses in the seats.”5

Zemeckis made a student film called Field of Honor, about a man who gets out of a mental hospital and goes around killing people. (“But at the end you realize the world was crazier than he was.”) In one scene the killer’s dad, a World War II vet, sits gun ready, in his wheelchair by a window waiting for the communists to invade America. Zemeckis included lots of action and production values, and the soundtrack from The Great Escape, and his film won the student Academy Award.
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Zemeckis considers a shot while shooting Death Becomes Her. (Deana Newcomb; copyright © 1992 by Universal City Studios, Inc.)




Zemeckis showed Field of Honor to directors John Milius and Stephen Spielberg, who complemented him on it. But little resulted. As Zemeckis put it: “You try to keep in touch with them. But you don’t have anything to say to them.”

So he began sneaking into the production company studios, which he found easy to do. Each morning he’d arrive at Universal, eventually driving in and parking in George Lucas’ parking space (Lucas was always in San Francisco.) He’d hang around, cadge meals off the companies that were shooting, and get to know the assistant directors.

Zemeckis and Gale started looking for work on the lowest rated television shows. As Zemeckis put it: “When Kolchak the Nightstalker is at the bottom of the ratings, and they have to think up a new monster for Kolchak to battle every week, they’ll read anything!” Zemeckis and Gale would come up with ideas, and bring them in to the production offices. One idea: a headless motor cycle phantom who comes back from the fifties, the legend of Sleepy Hollow updated, which they sold.

After a while the team was offered a writing contract, and asked everyone they knew what to do (they didn’t want to write for TV). Everyone said ‘Don’t sign it.’ But with the rejected Universal contract, they got a good agent. At their first meeting, he told them: “Boys, I never want to hear the word ‘television’ again!”

Thus, from the very start of Zemeckis’s career, the central themes and obsessions of the films to come can be picked out. His obsession with technique and technology (“... being able to vandalize your school [in The Blob] to save your town is such a great concept”); (“When the shark ate Robert Shaw [in Jaws] it was done so great!”); Hollywood storytelling (endless film retrospectives—Ford, Capra, W. C. Fields); broad humor (”All that great stuff with The Three Stooges... Abbott and Costello...Jerry Lewis... never missed any of it”); and a reactionary ‘people are no damned good viewpoint;’ (”My favorite moments in House on Haunted Hill are—the sadomasochistic marriage... Texas Chainsaw Massacre [is] one of the most brilliant and funny movies I’ve ever seen”). What is also suggestive and significant is what is left out; nowhere does Zemeckis suggest any social, cultural, or simply civilized attitudes or interests. Rather, his approach to filmmaking might be summed up by rewriting an old definition of comedy: Zemeckis’s films are hostility enjoying itself, in evermore sly and sophisticated ways.
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Director Robert Zemeckis and Tom Hanks rehearse scenes in Moscow for inclusion in the sprawling Cast Away. (Francois Duhamel; copyright © 2000 Twentieth Century Fox and Dreamworks, LLC)








TWO


1941 (1979)


Columbia/Universal Pictures release of an A-Team Production; Producer, Buzz Feitshans; Director, Steven Spielberg; Executive Producer, John Milius; Screenplay, Robert Zemeckis, Bob Gale, from a story by Robert Zemeckis, Bob Gale, John Milius; Camera (Color), William A. Fraker; Editor, Michael Kahn; Music, John Williams; Production Design, Dean Edward Mitzner; Sound, Gene Cantamessa; Special Effects, A. D. Flowers; Miniature Supervisor, Gregory Jein; Costumes, Deborah Nadoolman; Art Direction, William F. O’Brien; Matte Paintings, Matthew Yuricich; Visual Effects Supervisor, Larry Robinson; Production Illustrator, George Jensen; Set Decoration, John Austin; Stunt Coordinator, Terry Leonard; Additional Photography, Frank Stanley; Choreography, Paul De Rolff; Optical Consultant, L. B. Abott; Optical Effects, Van Der Veer Photo Effects; Assistant Directors, Jerry Ziesner, Steve Perry. MPAA Rating: PG; Running time: 118 minutes.

 


Cast

Sergeant Tree (Dan Aykroyd); Herbie (Eddie Deezen); Ward Douglas (Ned Beatty); Wally (Bobby DiCicco); Wild Bill Kelso (John Belushi); Betty (Dianne Kay); Joan Douglas (Lorraine Gary); Goley (John Candy); Claude (Murray Hamilton); Ogden Johnson Jones (Frank McRae); Von Kleinschmidt (Christopher Lee); Dennis (Perry Lang); Birkhead (Tim Matheson); Hollis Wood (Slim Pickens); Commander Mitamura (Toshiro Mifune); Maxine (Wendie Jo Sperber); Maddox (Warren Oates); Scioli (Lionel Stander); General Stilwell (Robert Stack); Meyey Mishkin (Ignatius Wolfing-ton); Sittarksi (Treat Williams); U.S.O.M (George P. Flaherty); Donna (Nancy Allen)
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In 1975, Zemeckis and Gale wrote a spec script for director John Milius. Meeting with them he told the two he wanted them to do a script for him.

Looking at old Los Angeles newspapers at the USC library, Zemeckis found a huge headline: “Battle Enemy Air Raiders over L.A.” On February 3, 1943, a Japanese submarine with an aircraft nacelle-hanger on its deck shelled a coastal California oil refinery. Two days later, aircraft spotters saw something over Los Angeles, and started a panic. Antiaircraft batteries fired, civil defense officers shot out porch lights and neon signs, the army rushed to reclaim weapons borrowed by the studios, and street riots broke out—eight hours of pyrotechnics and mayhem. They had their story idea.

By 1976, the writers, both twenty-four, had written 1941, a comedy about the panic during the first days of World War II. Milius read it and said: “It’s a million-dollar three stooges movie!” But Milius also got MGM to advance money for the script’s development, and gave it a title: The Night the Japs Attacked. Yet Milius realized trying to sell the idea to the older Hollywood generation would be suicide. (“I was practically accused of being a war criminal because of it.”) Most also thought that at an estimated $6 million it was too expensive, and at least some thought it was not funny.

(In passing, their first script for Milius, a vampire movie, Bordello of Blood, was eventually made into a movie [1996!] by Tales from the Crypt—a private eye tracks down a missing man at a mortuary’s brothel, staffed by gorgeous vampires, an uneven juvenile horror comedy.)

Spielberg read the script while he was in Alabama shooting Close Encounters. It treated the first days of World War II, as the panic raced through Los Angeles, as a wild Mad magazine fantasy-farce. Zemeckis said of it: “This is a picture that could only be conceived, written, and made by guys who only know World War II by seeing it in the movies. None of us were even born when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor.”1

Commenting on what he read, Spielberg said, “I don’t think there was one comic line in the entire first draft, but there were some wonderful visionary set pieces. I like to think of it at times as if it were a project I was forced to take because of my state of mind... the immediate spirit of heightened comic fantasy grabbed me. Besides, I always had wanted to do a comedy like Hellzapoppin’, which I must have watched a hundred times on the television late night movies.... So I said okay....”2

With Spielberg behind it, Universal Pictures (which grossed $400 million from Jaws) and Columbia Pictures ($200 million from Close Encounters) pooled their resources and agreed to a $21.5 million budget.

Spielberg’s creative strengths, however, did not really match those of a farce director. Then and now he is seen as a world-class showman (“Barnum and Baily” Bob Gale called him), basically childlike, rather than devious. He didn’t really sympathize with outrageous characters (e.g., Goldie Hawn’s hysterics in The Sugarland Express) and saw special effects only as unfunny crowd pleasers (e.g., Duel‘s phantom truck, Close Encounter’s eerie aliens).

There may also have been unconscious reasoning behind his decision—Spielberg was estranged and hostile towards his dad, a World War II combat vet, and the film amounted to a symbolic attack on his father’s patriotic service (“Gee, dad, all those combat missions—you were a stooge and moron!”). In a different interview, Spielberg admitted: “I was being dragged through the streets by this crazy script!”3 Spielberg himself had bypassed military service, as had Zemeckis, Gale, and perhaps significantly, all his other proteges. In his youth he cringed and hid from the high school bullies.

At any rate, Spielberg very quickly found himself in trouble. “So I went to work,” he said, “and from the first day, I kept saying to myself, ‘This is not a Spielberg movie. What am I doing here?’ Then I’d get hooked on the utter craziness of the characters. Then I’d backtrack.” 4 Gradually, Spielberg began to realize the film wasn’t coming together: “Everyday I’d go onto the set, it would just get worse and worse. The utter pressure of having to deliver funny material. We had to come up with it privately, or in a great crazy outcry of ‘Make me laugh asshole!”’

Spielberg tried formal devices, such as “cut time”—shooting a minute of written script so it only takes thirty seconds on the screen, eliminating any dead time, trying to produce laughs through sheer speed. This however angered the actors, who wished to “play the moments,” the beats between the measures.
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(Left to right) Sgt. Tree (Dan Aykroyd) and “Wild Bill” Kelso (John Belushi) are two super-patriotic types involved in the war effort in Southern California (“We won anyway”) in 1941. (Copyright © 1979 by Universal City Studios, Inc.)




The director also tried to find ways to “hook” both old and young viewers. For the older ones he chose nostalgic elements, but also felt the frantic absurd behavior of his characters would suggest contemporaneous situations, like the Iran hostage crisis.

The film’s final title, 1941, was chosen, Spielberg said, because the date “automatically” leads you to think of Pearl Harbor and makes more meaningful the fantasy-hysteria that follows.
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The date, December 13, 1941, is shown over a Pacific coast beach at dawn. An attractive girl strips and swims in the Pacific to ominous Jaws music. Suddenly she’s caught, lifted—on a Japanese submarine periscope. She gets away, but the Japanese crew says it will destroy Hollywood.

In an L.A. diner, Bobby DiCicco’s Wally dreams of a jitterbug date with his girl, but gets in a fight with Treat William’s Sitarksi. Somehow he’ll get into that U.S.O. to dance with her.

A one-man fighter plane lands at a Death Valley filling station to refuel. Pilot Wild Bill Kelso, John Belushi, flying. It rolls down the highway... he chases it and climbs aboard, as it soars off.

At a military airfield, WAC Donna, Nancy Allen, who only copulates aloft, encounters Lt. Birkhead, Tim Matheson, who shows her around a B-17—it’s firm and solid and can stay up a very long time.

In the air, Belushi just misses a mountain.

At the airfield, the couple struggle in the cockpit, the B-17 rolling around, the bomb bay opening and bombs dropped and rolling towards senile Commanding General Stilwell, Robert Stack.

At the U.S.O., the hostess’s practice jitterbugging madly for the big dance that night. DeCicco hides from Williams.

At a home on the coast, Ward Douglas, Ned Beatty, and his two daughters watch the army set up antiaircraft guns next to his house.

The Japanese sub crew captures tree dealer Bollis Wood, Slim Pickens, who won’t tell them how to find Hollywood, and swallows his compass, which they need.

At a seaside amusement park, plane spotters are stationed atop a giant Ferris wheel.

On the sub, the Texan is on the toilet, promising the compass—but escapes instead.

The U.S.O. dance commences, the girls jitterbugging so their underwear shows. DiCicco steals the uniform of a passed-out GI. He keeps trying to dance with his girl, Williams chasing him away, as movie biz agents watch for talent.

A spontaneous brawl breaks out between the army and navy men on the U.S.O. dance floor, a brutal, bruising fistfight.

Matheson and Allen drive to another airfield, take off in a trainer to look for enemy aircraft over California.

At the U.S.O. dance, the brawl expands into pandemonium, rolling out onto the streets.

Matheson and Allen don’t really know how to fly, but he wanted sex. The plane goes into a wild spin. “Stop showing off!”

Belushi lands his fighter at their field, and reports the Japanese must have a secret air base! He takes off again to search it out.

The couple in the air try to have sex as they fly, Nancy Allen gasping: “It handles well. Do you think it can stand up a long time?”

In Hollywood, the U.S.O. dance riot spreads out, endless fighting. The master of ceremonies smoothly ends the contest: “That wraps it up....”

In the melee, tank sergeant Tree, Dan Aykroyd, tries to rally the troops: “The Nazis are out to kill! They don’t believe in Disney! We will win or die trying! Instead of turkey for dinner, how would you like raw fish heads and rice?”

Flying over L.A., the sexually active couple’s plane is spotted: “Jap attacker!” Klaxons hoot! “This is it. Let’s show those lousy Huns!”

On the coast, Warren Oates spots the sub: “Invasion!”

In Hollywood, the riot goes on as the antiaircraft guns fire, the floodlights used at Hollywood movie premieres now beaming into the sky!

Aloft, the couple in the cockpit are almost naked. “Target in sight?”

Suddenly Belushi’s fighter is chasing the other plane, firing his machine guns.

On Hollywood Boulevard, the antiaircraft guns swivel to follow the two planes as they plunge along it between rows of buildings, guns blasting, engines roaring. Defense forces commander Robert Stack is in a movie house watching Dumbo.

Belushi chases the unarmed trainer: “Eat lead!”

On fire, the couple set their plane down near the La Brea tar pits, embracing before a giant replica of a dinosaur.

Belushi flies away from the antiaircraft guns, over the ocean.

On the coast, Warren Oates takes over the defense gun. “It’s time we used it!”

The Ferris wheel team spot the sub, and call it in.

Belushi is hit, and goes down. “Mayday!”

DiCicco takes over a tank, brings his girl along, and heads for her home on the coast.
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(Left to right) “Wild Bill” Kelso (John Belushi) is a gung-ho American pilot and Mitamura (Toshiro Mifune) commands a Japanese submarine in Steven Spielberg’s comedy spectacular. (Copyright © 1979 by Universal City Studios, Inc.)




In Hollywood, Treat Williams swears: “That S.O.B. stole my tank!”

The sub crew fight with their Nazi observer, and throw him overboard.

On the coast the big gun fires, smashing Oates’ home, demolishing it, while the soundtrack plays “I’ll Be Home for Christmas....”

The blacked out amusement park suddenly starts to function: lights, music, moving rides, including the Ferris wheel.

The sub commander cries. “Fire at that industrial structure!”

The impact of the shells makes the Ferris wheel break free, and roll slowly into the ocean.

The tank and its romantic dancing couple arrive.

Belushi winds up on the Japanese sub, crying to the captain: “You’re taking me to Tokyo!”

At dawn the next day, the various main characters stand on the coast, viewing Warren Oates’ wrecked home and the ruined amusement park.

Warren Oates tells defense commander Robert Stack: “We’ve faced the enemy! We can carry on like Americans! We won’t let those killjoys ruin our Christmas!”

At that, his ruined home, now completely destroyed, slides down the bluff to the beach and everyone begins fighting again.
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1941 was a commercial failure, and despised by almost all critics “As much fun as a forty-pound wristwatch” (Vincent Canby, New York Times); “Overloaded with visual humor—once you’ve seen ten explosions you’ve seen then all!” (Kroll, Variety); “He is like a comedian who shouts his jokes to make them better” (Neal Gabler, Soho Weekly News).

While Spielberg has never shown much talent for comedy and less for farce, the film includes several very talented comic actors. Most of 1941’s inadequacies clearly originate in the script. The basic story structure of the film is weak, purposeless, and random, but hyperenergetic. Most successful comedies are organized around some clear new goal or the restoration of normalcy; here there is no unifying character or purpose. Indeed the great scale and multitude of actions, too much going on at too many places all too quickly, keep the film from reaching any comic meaning or climax. The characters are also poorly thought out, some highly sexed or over-patriotic or in some other way extreme types, but also more or less vain, selfish, or stupid without any sympathetic sides—1941 has “no one to root for.” Moreover, none of the characters grow more complex or outrageous or interesting than they were the first second we saw them.

For better or worse, in 1941 one can see the same basic themes and ideas that appear consistently in all Robert Zemeckis’s subsequent work as a writer-director, here in their rawest, purest forms—pure technique or technology, broad humor, Hollywood storytelling, and social reactionary thinking.

Pure technology and technique is clear in the many enormous, often pointless special effects sequences that only call attention to themselves. Special effects and action sequences in war films can be funny and pointed. Two examples from Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove: the Texan pilot is riding a falling H-bomb to the target, howling and waving his hat as if it were a bronco—a metaphor for some ultimate obsolete heroism and brave gesture; the Army attack on the mad commander’s air base; when the misled soldiers see the normal army units and pathetically rationalize: “Gee, them commie trucks look real.” “Yeah, probably got them as war surplus!” But when 1941’s Hollywood defenders fire at American planes, or a defense gun demolishes a beachfront house, or a Ferris wheel rolls into the ocean, what’s the point? It’s just messing around.

Hollywood storytelling is also recognizable. The script tries to cut between several storylines to produce tension and work up a climax, as between a burning house and a racing firetruck as in Edison shorts. But the storylines—Belushi’s mad pilot, Nancy Allen’s aerial nympho, Ned Beatty’s patriot shore-dweller, the love triangle of Treat Williams—have little to do with each other, and are only forced together at the end. The characters, forties clichés, are so crude they’re simply repulsive—Treat William is a “comic stalker”; Robert Stack a senile, infantile-minded supreme commander who watches Dumbo through the attack. Broad humor fills 1941, but too often it just lapses into humorless brutality, as with all the pointless destruction—the wrecking of the beachfront home, the endless fist fights and rioting of the soldiers and sailors. The big jitterbug contest becomes just an excuse to see the women’s underwear as they gyrate frantically to outdo each other—the crudest kid’s dirty fun. Many war films use comedy effectively without being so crude—No Time for Sergeants with its overzealous privates and peace-seeking sergeant; M*A*S*H with its cynical medics who still do an outstanding job. The strength of such films lies in carefully individualizing their characters so to illuminate their comical turns, not in making them apish obsessives.

Zemeckis’s reactionary view of society is apparent in this first script. The young soldiers and sailors are mindless brutes eager for any excuse to start fighting or fucking. America’s leadership is represented by the ineffectual, seemingly senile general, played by Robert Stack, and the fatuous dad Ned Beatty, whose efforts to take charge only lead to the total destruction of his home. When he declares: “We put our differences aside and carried through in the true spirit of America,” everyone present commences a final fistfight. 1941, seen as a fantasy, implies America has no real or possible leaders, and is a nation ripe for self-destruction.





THREE


I Wanna Hold Your Hand (1978)


Universal Release; Producers, Tamara Asseyev, Alex Rose; Director, Robert Zemeckis; Executive Producer, Steven Spielberg; Written by Robert Zemeckis and Bob Gale; Associate Producer, Bob Gale; Director of Photography, Donald M. Morgan; Film Editor, Frank Morriss; Art Director, Peter Jamison; Special Film Effects, Albert Whitlock; Matte Photography, Bill Taylor; Casting, Sally Denison; Set Decorations, John Dwyer; Sound, Don Sharpless, Buzz Knudson, Robert Glass, Don MacDougal; Music Post Production Services and Sound Effects Creation, Neiman-Tillar Associates; Unit Production Manager, Wally Worsley; First Assistant Director, Newton Arnold; Second Assistant Directors, Dan Kolsrud, Robert Villar; Camera Operator, Chris Schweibert; Camera Assistants, Robert McBride, Michael Nash; Casting Assistant, Stanzi Foster; Extra Casting, Barbara Walch; Makeup, Don Angier, Barbara Guedel; Hair Stylists, Dianne Pepper, Patti Burck; Costume Designer, Roseanna Norton; Men’s Costumer, Paul Moscovitz; Women’s Costumer, Shari Feldman; Wardrobe, Chuck Velasco, Kathleen McGregor; Production Secretary, Marianne Porlier; Script Supervisor, Betty Abbott Griffin; Special Effects, Curtis Dickson; Assistant Film Editor, Jarry Garcia; Transportation Captain, Gene Schwartz; Key Grip, Cal Steery; Gafter, Christopher Lynch; Best Boy, Robert F. Mundell, Jr.; Technical Advisor, Rich Correll; Property Master, Vic Petfiotta, Jr.; Video Displays, Burbank Studios Production Sound; Video Supervisor, Alan Landakes; Video Operator, Joe Unsinn, III; Stillman, Don Christie; Film Researcher, Dan Price; Title Design, Dan Perri; Titles & Optical Effects, Universal Title. MPAA Rating: PG; Running time: 104 minutes.

 


Cast

Pam Mitchell (Nancy Allen); Tony Smerko (Bobby DiCicco); Larry Dubois (Marc McClure); Janis Goldman (Susan Kendall Newman); Grace Corrigan (Theresa Saldana); Rose Petrofsky (Wendie Jo Sperber); Richard “Ringo” Klaus (Eddie Deezen); Peter Plimpton (Christian Juttner); Ed Sullivan (Will Jordan); Peter’s Father (Read Morgan); Al (Claude Earl Jones); Eddie (James Houghton); Neil (Michael Hewitson); Sgt. Bresner (Dick Miller); CBS Security Guard (Vito Carenzo); Police Officer In Alley (Luke Andreas); Cafeteria Girl #1 (Roberta Lee Carroll); Cafeteria Girl #2 (Sherry Lynn); Flatbush Club: Sheet Girl (Irene Arranga); Club Leader (Carole H. Field); Amazon (Nancy Osborne); Barber (Newton Arnold); Mr. Goldman (Wil Albert); Hotel Guard-Lobby (Troy Melton); Lou The Guard (Nick Pellegrino); Elevator Operator (Martin Fiscoe); Woman In Elevator (Marilyn Moe); TV Reporter (Michael Ross Verona); Hysterical Interviewee (Marilyn Fox); Cindy The Hooker (Kristine Debell); Theatre Cops: Reese (Gene Losell) and Foley (Victor Brandt); Police Sergeant (Roger Pancake); Sheet Girl (Kimberly Spengel); Bartender (Bob Maroff); Foreign Woman (Ivy Bethune); Beatle Protester # 1 (Craig Spengel); Beatle Protester 2 (Frank Verroca); Smerko’s Driver (Derek Barton); Autograph Girl # 1 (Robyn Petti); Autograph Girl #2 (Paula Watson); Reporters (Edward Call, John Malloy, Larry Pines, Dave Adams, Poppy Lagos): Stunts (Leslie Hoffman, Chuck Waters, Rick Sawaya); Stunt Drivers (Jim Nickerson, George Sawaya); Dog Act (The Romanos); and Murray the “K” as himself.
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While Zemeckis and Gale were pitching 1941 to Steven Spielberg in Alabama in 1977, they came up with the idea that became their first joint writing/directing project-I Wanna Hold Your Hand, a movie about Beatles-crazed girl teenagers.

The two film writers didn’t have enough clout to be producers, so they found two experienced women producers, Alex Rose and Tamala Asseyev, who became excited about their project. Meanwhile, Spielberg read the script and told Zemeckis and Gale: “You should direct it.”

The project looked for a home. Warner Bros. had the deal at the start, but didn’t like the script, and didn’t want a first-time director. In August 1977, Spielberg then took the script to Universal, offering himself as executive producer, and did the deal within twenty-four hours. But the studio insisted on the picture being in the theatres on April 21, 1978—only eight months later. The reasoning is unclear—perhaps the executives thought the Beatles would have a short half-life.

The film’s central idea, which made possible the short production time, was that the Beatles musicians never actually take part in the film. Rather it shows four New Jersey girl teenagers sneaking around the Fab Four hotel rooms, rehearsals, and performances, struggling to get tickets to the Ed Sullivan Beatle broadcast. We see the Beatles’s “legs,” “backs,” and their “British voices,” and music, see their albums and posters and performances, all used to suggest their presence, but that’s all. (The “device” in passing has a very long history in films, from silent serials with “masked” star heroes who only were used [and paid] in the last “unmasking” episode to Steve Martin’s Bowfinger about a low-budget filmmaker making a thriller with a big star who doesn’t know what is going on in the weird filming encounters, so thinks he’s going crazy! Martin’s producer blackmails the star, so he doesn’t get paid at all.)

The idea can be seen as a clever tour de force, or a mean joke on the viewer, or a simple economy move—the film cost only $2 million and to some critics looked it. It may even be seen as a sort of philosophical comment, the fans fantasizing their own individualistic imaginary intimate relationships with celebrities they’ll never meet or know a counterpart of the viewing experience.

Other elements of the film suggest controlling the budget was central—clothes and makeup and hairstyling are sometimes anachronistic, and several locations and the final car chase through New York City look like California. The actors were all unknowns except Nancy Allen.

With shooting complete, Zemeckis had the usual reactions of a first time director: “When you first assemble the movie, you’re practically catatonic because it’s so awful. Then for a couple of weeks, you like the movie, then you hate everything in the movie. You need to go through all of that, and there wasn’t time.”
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I Wanna Hold Your Hand’s titles fall over scenes of the Ed Sullivan television show, the host announcing the forthcoming appearance of the Beatles: “Prepare for screams, spasms, and attempted suicides.”

A newsreel shows their airport arrival, to “I Wanna Hold Your Hand,” with many excited, madly waving girl teenagers.

In Maplewood, New Jersey, a record store has only Beatle albums and teenagers fight over them. The engaged Pam Mitchell (Nancy Allen), argues with Janis Goldman (Susan Kendall Newman), a Dylan and Baez fan: “It’s a plot to waste kids’ money!” Owner: “So’s Joan Baez!”

On the phone, four teen girls plot how to get into the Beatles’s hotel rooms. Agreeable teen Larry Dubois (Mark McClure) has a limo. He’ll do. It’s Nancy Allen’s last night single... she deserves something special.

Photographer Grace Corrigan (Theresa Saldana) joins them—if she can get Beatles’s pictures, she can sell them to Life magazine!

The four teenagers are Nancy Allen, the engaged; Susan Newman, the skeptic; Theresa Saldana, the photographer; Wendie Jo Sperber as Rosie Petrofsky, a Paul fanatic. McClure drives, Saldana’s steady. The Beatles croon on the radio, as Susan Kendall Newman groans: “The Beatles undermine popular music’s artistic integrity.”
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Susan Kendall Newman, in this scene from Universal’s I Wanna Hold Your Hand, demonstrates her contempt for the Beatles. (Copyright © Universal City Studios, Inc.)




Another car comes alongside, and teen Tony Smerko (Bobby DeCicco) jumps cars.

Newman shows a sign: “I Loathe the Beatles.” The others: “We Hate Stupid Protest Music!”

Their limo arrives at the Astor, surrounded by screaming teenage girls: “We want the Beatles!” They drive the limo up to the front door, where the kids are fighting the cops, the four girls crouching out of sight. “She Wants You” blasts on the soundtrack.

When the Beatles emerge, the crowd gives chase. Meanwhile, the four teens sneak in.

One, spotted by a cop, flees, rolling a loaded luggage rack at the cop.

Another scurries into a closet to hide.

A third takes the elevator to 11, the fourth to 12.

Two are grabbed: “I can explain! Paul, help me!”

An older hotel patron sneers: “I’ve never seen such a display of vulgarity!”

One, seemingly seeing and hearing the Beatles from behind, faints with rapture.

Outside, a teen is being interviewed: “I want to marry John. I hope his wife dies in a plane crash!” A maid shakes a mop from a window, and the teens outside begin screaming.

Inside, a teen is in transports: “They walked on this rug!”

Wendie Jo discovers Eddie Deezen, a “professional fan,” who has set up a secret outpost in the hotel—“This is Beatles H.Q.!”

Nancy Allen hides in the draped bottom tray of a food cart, and is rolled into their room. “Their room, oh god!” She crawls around on her knees as the soundtrack plays “Love, Love Me Do.” She caresses their instruments erotically, stuffing cigarette butts and used napkins into her bra. Catching a glimpse of their boots, she seems to pass out in ecstasy.
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Caught up in the 1964 Beatles hysteria are Wendie Jo Sperber (left) and Nancy Allen. (Copyright © Universal City Studios, Inc.)




At Eddie’s Beatles H.Q., he has photos of their suitcases, other souvenirs; “This is grass Paul stepped on—it’s not for sale!”

Outside, teens try to sell tickets to the Sullivan show. One kid is a Beatles encyclopedist: “Richard Klaus changed his name to Ringo! Ask me anything!”
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