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Man in the Wilderness (1971) / The Revenant (2015) 
 

Directors: Richard C. Sarafian / Alejandro Gonzalez Iñárritu 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

The story of Hugh Glass contains the essence of American frontier mythology—the cruelty of 

nature met with the indomitable grit and resolve of the frontiersman. It‘s the sort of story 

breathlessly reported in pulp novellas and pseudohistories, and more recently, of course, movies. 

Glass, born in Pennsylvania in 1780, found his place in legend as a member of a fur-trading 

expedition led by General William Henry Ashley, setting out in 1822 with a force of about a 

hundred men, including other figures that would become vital in pioneering annals, like Jim 

Bridger, Jedediah Smith, and John Fitzgerald. The expedition had a rough time over the course of 

the following year, often battling warriors from the Arikara nation. Near the forks of the Grand 

River in what is today South Dakota, Glass was attacked by a bear and terribly mauled, and his 

party on the expedition believed his death was inevitable. Fitzgerald and some other men, perhaps 

including Bridger, were left behind to watch over Glass. For whatever reason, they departed 

before Glass had actually expired, taking his rifle with them. But far from dying conveniently, 

Glass, alone in an inhospitable wilderness, instead began to recover. Living off the land and at 

first literally crawling his way cross country, Glass headed for the nearest sure outpost of western 

civilisation, Fort Kiowa, about 200 miles away. He was helped by friendlier Native-Americans 

tribes and eventually made it to the Cheyenne River, where he built a raft and floated downstream 

to the fort. He later confronted and recovered his rifle from Fitzgerald. 

 

 



 
 

 

Glass found only temporary reprieve from the violent death that would eventually come 10 years 

later, when his luck ran out and the Arikara caught up. But the account of his ordeal has been told 

and retold, lending him a kind of immortality. Alejandro Gonzalez Iñárritu‘s latest work, The 

Revenant, takes on Glass‘s story via the highly fictionalised novel by Michael Punke, and Iñárritu 

and coscreenwriter Mark L. Smith embellished the tale further to illustrate not merely a great 

vignette of trial and suffering, but also a panoramic experience of a time and place that‘s less than 

two centuries in the past and yet seems near-fantastical. It‘s not the first film to take direct 

inspiration from Glass. Man in the Wilderness was the second of two films Richard C. Sarafian 

released in 1971, the other being his most famous work, Vanishing Point. Man in the 
Wilderness fell into obscurity by comparison, perhaps because it was overshadowed by a host of 

similar films at the time, including A Man Called Horse (1970) and Jeremiah Johnson 

(1972). Man in the Wilderness is, after a fashion, also a product of a legendary time of pioneers 

and radicals impossible to recapture in an age of more insipid labours, except this time the 

disparity is merely one of artistic modes. Sarafian‘s film is a totem for the fresh, sun-dappled, 

smoky-grainy stylistics of American New Wave cinema, whilst Iñárritu‘s comes with a hefty, 

technically demanding contemporary production with a massive budget trying to recapture the 

same feeling of extreme experience and offer that peculiarly contemporary aesthetic, high-

powered moodiness. Both films are nonetheless fascinatingly unified, and divided, by their 

approaches to Glass‘s tale, and by their stature as products of filmmakers at the height of their 

respective powers. 

 

 

 
 

 

Man in the Wilderness imposes pseudonyms on its characters for the sake of independence and 

portrays its main character, redubbed Zachary Bass (Richard Harris), as an Englishman, whilst 

also introducing an element of loping surrealism in Sarafian‘s vision right at the outset: his 

―Captain Henry‖ (John Huston) commands from the deck of a boat that has been repurposed as a 

huge cart dragged overland by a team of horses, allowing his expedition to tackle both water and 

land as he aims his team toward the nearest big river to catch the spring melt. Immediately, Man in 

the Wilderness recasts Glass‘s narrative as a variation on a theme by Melville, a tale of hubris on 

land rather than sea: Huston, who adapted Moby Dick into a film in 1956, here takes on the Ahab-

esque master role, one which also fits neatly into the run of such corrupt overlord figures Huston 

would play in this period, most famously in Chinatown (1974). Iñárritu is less fanciful if not less 

referential or less preoccupied with symbolic dimensions, as his version of Ashley, also called 



Henry (Domhnall Gleeson), is forced to leave behind his river barge as well as all the furs the 

team has obtained after a devastating attack by the Arikara that leaves most of the party dead. 

Iñárritu quickly reveals his own points of adherence as his camera drifts through eerie, sunray-

speared forests straight out of some imagined cinematic handbook of Terrence Malick‘s 

(suggested title: ―How to Be a Transcendentalist Filmmaker in 2,346 Easy Lessons‖), with a 

strong dash of Herzog as Iñárritu‘s camera roams restlessly around his characters on their small 

raft. Iñárritu creates a jittery, incessantly neurotic mood that suggests that, far from finding 

limitless freedom and romantic self-reliance in the wilderness, these pioneers are lurching into a 

bleeding sore in the Earth partly of their own making. Iñárritu and cowriter Mark L. Smith also 

quickly introduce fictional aspects of Glass‘s story, as they portray Glass (Leonardo DiCaprio) as 

accompanied by Hawk (Forrest Goodluck), his teenage son by his native wife. 

 

 

 
 

 

Glass‘s life before he joined the Henry expedition was by all reports already amazing. His 

adventures included a stint of piracy under Jean Lafitte and a spell living with a Pawnee tribe. He 

married a woman of the tribe and helped represent them in a delegation to the U.S. government. 

So Hawk isn‘t at all an improbable invention, underlining both Glass‘s attachment to and affinity 

for the land and its inhabitants, an affinity too few of his fellows share, as well as lending grim 

consequence to his character‘s preoccupations and the odyssey ahead of him. Iñárritu‘s Glass is 

haunted by the memory of Hawk‘s mother, killed in an army raid on their camp, and Glass is 

marked with enigmatic infamy by his fellows for having killed one of the army soldiers who 

threatened his son. Fitzgerald, called Fogarty in Sarafian‘s film (played there by Percy Herbert, 

whilst Tom Hardy takes the role in Iñárritu‘s), is portrayed in both films as an antsy, truculent, 

paranoid exemplar of the white pioneer, with a side order of racism and a dose of fear-and-

trembling religiosity in The Revenant. Iñárritu makes sure we know whose side to take when his 

Fitzgerald keeps insistently calling local Indians ―tree-niggers.‖ To a certain extent, Sarafian‘s 

Bass combines aspects of Iñárritu‘s Glass and Fitzgerald, presenting a man stripped out of his 

world and adapted to a new one, solitary and haunted, motivated by almost inchoate need and 

sometimes seeing the mother of the child he left in Britain, Grace (Prunella Ransome), in foggy 

memory. Sarafian‘s film is a sprawl of hazy browns, yellows, and pale greys, whereas Iñárritu 

paints with blue filters just occasionally relieved by the touch of the sun. 

 

 

 
 



 

Early in The Revenant, Fitzgerald tries to spark a fight with Glass and Hawk in his anxiety and 

boiling anger following their battle with the Arikara and their looming cross-country hike, a 

gruelling journey made all the more bitter by their lost fortune. Fitzgerald takes out his resentment 

on Glass as the man who knows the land and has the cool mastery over it and himself that 

Fitzgerald lacks. Fate puts Glass at Fitzgerald‘s mercy, although Fitzgerald only accepts the sorry 

and dangerous task because Henry offers him a bonus. He, Bridger, and Hawk remain to keep 

vigil, but Fitzgerald, who once survived a scalping by Indians—he has the semibald patch on his 

pate to prove it—is so afraid of being caught again by the war party on their trail that he knifes the 

protesting Hawk to death, dumps Glass in a shallow grave, and lies to Bridger about an imminent 

native attack to get him to flee with him. In Man in the Wilderness, Fogarty and the avatar for 

Bridger, Lowrie (Dennis Waterman), flee when they really do when seeing Indians close by, and, 

when they meet up with Henry, the commander acquiesces to their decision with a pep talk: ―Man 

is expendable. We‘re exploring new frontier – we must always push on and give our lives if need 

be.‖ Henry all but invites becoming Bass‘s nemesis, not just by not going back for him, but also 

by anointing himself as representative of all the forces and powers by which Bass has felt 

persecuted. As the film unfolds, the two men fight long-range psychic warfare, Bass making a 

spear and aiming it with gritted teeth at the distant mountains Henry is trying to cross, Henry 

firing his guns into the whirling snow behind his wagon train at the invisible opponent. But Henry 

has his own bewildered feeling for Bass, as he gave the runaway a place on his ship when he was 

a youth and wanted to be his father figure; instead, he remained locked out by the coldly self-

reliant exile. 

 

 

 
 

 

The Revenant‘s title comes from a nickname attached to Glass, a French word meaning to come 

back or be reborn, and both Sarafian and Iñárritu emphasise Glass/Bass‘s story as one of both 

literal and mystical resurgence. Sarafian‘s Bass emerges from his rough grave with some piece of 

his spirit now infused with the land, and his former fellows begin to see the landscape as charged 

with portents of his survival. Visions of the stalking revenger torment Captain Henry and Fogarty, 

to the point where Fogarty accidentally guns down Lowrie, thinking he‘s Bass back from the dead. 

The meaning and import of Bass‘s experience isn‘t discussed or turned into images as literal 

as The Revenant‘s, but rather diffused throughout the textures of the film. Both Man in the 
Wilderness and The Revenant wrestle with Glass/Bass‘s journey as a tale replete with religious, or 

at least spiritual, overtones, but also present the hero himself in a state of deep crisis about his 

belief systems, an insistence that suggests just why Glass‘s story fascinates them, as Glass travels 

as far, physically and in terms of life force, from other men as it‘s possible to get and then begins 

his return. Iñárritu loads his take with images of both shamanic and Catholic concepts of rebirth, 

as Glass crawls out of the grave, emerges from a ritual hut after surviving a bout of sickness, and 

later is disgorged from the belly of a horse he climbed into to keep warm. He also enters the 

(possibly imagined) ruins of an abandoned frontier church replete with faded murals depicting 

devils and angels. ―God made the world!‖ a hand-lashing, Bible-bashing teacher instructs 

bewildered and smouldering young Bass, and Sarafian‘s film studies the divergent tug between the 

call of the sublime hidden somewhere in the landscape and his hatred of abusive powers claiming 
to work in the name of an almighty. 

 



 

 
 

 

By contrast, Iñárritu‘s take on Glass, whilst offering a similarly ecumenical view of spiritual 

impulses, nonetheless offers what is essentially a passion play, a Catholicised fetish tale of 

suffering as the way to truth. Both films also depict Glass/Bass‘s revenge-seeking journey with a 

sense of anticipation over whether he‘ll actually carry it through. The question of whether to take 

revenge is couched in terms of maintaining something like an ethical system in the face of a 

nihilistically indifferent land and a focal point for Bass‘s already deep-set sense of alienation and 

aggrieved fury in the face of humanity‘s contemptible side. Iñárritu‘s Glass, on the other hand, has 

a more obvious spur to chase down and confront his enemy—the murderer of his son. Hikuc 

strikes up a woozy amity with Glass in part because they‘re both bereft wanderers, but it‘s Hikuc 

who conveniently spells out the message that vengeance is God‘s province, not man‘s, and the 

question becomes whether Glass will heed the credo of vengeance belonging to the Lord and bring 

mercy to the terrible reaches of the Earth. Meanwhile, authority as represented by Henry is, in 

very 1971 fashion, posturing, despotic, and grave in Man in the Wilderness; authority, in very 

2015 fashion, is callow, well-meaning, and barely competent in The Revenant. ―Zach fought 

against life all his life,‖ Captain Henry says of Bass, who is presented as a classic prickly antihero 

of the late ‘60s and early ‘70s, a self-reliant misfit who can‘t handle domesticity, has contempt for 

standard religion as plied by figures like Henry as representative of the self-righteous, hierarchical 

world, and who only finally begins to regain a reason to engage with humanity, ironically, because 

of his betrayal and abandonment. Shortly after he‘s left to die, Bass is found by a band of Arikara 

on the warpath, whose chief (veteran actor Henry Wilcoxon) gives him a blessing, an act that arms 

him spiritually on the way to recovery. 

 

 

 
 

 

Sarafian‘s world is happenstance, gritty and eerie. Iñárritu‘s is enormous, but also reaches 

incessantly through the nightmarish for the ethereal. Iñárritu, although not universally admired, 

comes to the material right off the Oscar-garlanded success of Birdman, or, The Unexpected 
Virtue of Ignorance (2014), and he‘s been lauded as a major talent since the release of Amores 

Perros in 2000. By comparison, Sarafian‘s vision didn‘t get much time to mature: a former TV 

director, he seemed poised for a major career with Vanishing Point andMan in the Wilderness and 
produced a handful of other cultish films, including Lolly-Madonna XXX and The Man Who Loved 

Cat Dancing (both 1973), few of which were successes at the time, forcing him back into TV and 



very occasional features. Nonetheless, Vanishing Point and Man in the Wilderness stand as one of 

the most coherent units of filmmaking of the ‘70s, complimentary mythical takes on the death and 

resurrection of the American spirit in that age of great national questioning. Vanishing Point‘s 

hero, Kowalski, is contemporary man, riding his chrome horse across the landscape towards his 

inevitable date with death; Bass is both his ancestor and spiritual counterpart, clawing out of the 

Earth and relearning how to live in an Ouroboros-like chain. Man in the Wilderness is as shaggy, 

earthy, and fecund as Vanishing Point is shiny, modern, and solipsistic. Both films start in the 

present but explore their heroes‘ lives via interpolated flashbacks: we see Grace, who had to 

contend with his restless incapacity to live a normal life and his decision to leave their son in her 

mother‘s care after Grace died, whilst moments of dreamy, proto-Malickian beauty drift by, 

including Bass, lying tattered and agonised, staring up at autumnal trees dropping their leaves on 

him in languorous slow-motion, his lost lover‘s face fading in and out of focus over maps of 

autumn detritus. 

 

 

 
 

 

Vanishing Point was written by Guillermo Cabrera Infante, whose script referenced a peculiarly 

Latin-American brand of symbolic journey also reflected in Iñárritu‘s comprehension of his 

material, which amplifies to the point of overloudness many of the ideas already present in Man in 

the Wilderness. Iñárritu has plainly long been fascinated by characters on the edge of the mortal 

precipice, whether explored in personal experiences fending off death or desperation in the likes 

of 21 Grams (2004) and Biutiful (2009), and caught between worlds, as evinced inBabel (2006). 

Iñárritu‘s Glass is equally at odds with his nominal civilisation but has his place in a new one, 

again in a manner familiar from a lot of post-Dances With Wolves (1990) westerns. Iñárritu‘s 

visual approach to The Revenant varies the one he proffered in Birdman, often punctuating the 

film with virtuoso linked camera movements, at once drifting and propulsive, and including 

staging several violent action sequences in seemingly unblinking single takes. In Birdman, the 

visual scheme emphasised both theatrical unity and the transformative power of its protagonist‘s 

vision, as well as the impelling intensity of his neurosis. In The Revenant, Iñárritu regards the 

landscape as a sprawling system and a much larger stage through which his characters wander, 

apparently both free, but also locked in by the scale and indifference of the land and, even more 

unavoidably, the brutality of other humans and the wilderness of one‘s own mind. But dreams and 

reveries have just as much import for Iñárritu as Sarafian, interpolating throughout Glass‘s visions 

of his dead wife and other awesome, terrible sights around the west, like a mountain of buffalo 

bones and the smoking ruins of his village. 

 

 



 
 

 

Iñárritu‘s narrative incorporates a motif that suggests a tribute-cum-inversion of John Ford‘s 

canonical western, The Searchers (1956), as he weaves in a rival storyline with Glass‘s. The 

Arikara band‘s leader, Elk Dog (Duane Howard), scours the landscape because his daughter, 

Powaqa (Melaw Nakehk‘o), has been kidnapped, and his belief that Henry‘s party took her 

sparked the initial assault on them. At one point, he trades Henry‘s recovered furs to a band of 

French trappers led by Toussaint (Fabrice Adde) in exchange for some horses, unaware that this 

party is the one holding Powaqa captive as a sex slave. Glass finds succour when he encounters a 

Pawnee loner, Hikuc (Arthur RedCloud), who shares offal from a felled bison with him, and later, 

recognising Glass is in danger of dying from infection, seals him up in a hut and plants maggots 

on his wounds to clean them. Glass emerges from this ordeal greatly recovered, but finds in the 

meantime that the French trappers have murdered Hikuc. He comes across them as Toussaint is 

raping Powaqa, intervenes, and lets Powaqa kill Toussaint before distracting his fellows whilst she 

runs away. Glass now has two gangs of incensed enemies on his trail. By contrast, Sarafian‘s Bass 

remains much more of an onlooker, witness to the often surreal on the wilderness. He watches 

helpless as a small party comprising a white mountain man and his Indian family and companions 

are assaulted and wiped out by others on the warpath, but the funerary pyres the war party light 

near the dead bodies gives Bass the gift of warmth for the first time in weeks; he is also able to 

salvage spearheads and other tools from the attack. Later, he watches as a native woman gives 

birth in the midst of the woods whilst her man waits beyond a cordon of taboo, a spectacle of pain 

and exposure that nonetheless communicates an overwhelming charge of life‘s unruly beginning 

and power, forcing Bass to think at last about the son he left behind and marking his own, genuine 

moment of spiritual rebirth. 

 

 

 
 

 

The Revenant comes pouncing out of the underbrush, a careening, unstoppable beast of a film, 

much like the bear that gives its hero a very hard time. Iñárritu‘s film is a visual experience of 

great verve and occasionally astonishing invention, utilising cinematographer Emmanuel 

Lubezki‘s incredible talent and turning his eye on terrains of grand mountains, snows, rivers, 

blood, filth, fire, night and day and, most zealously, the sepulchral beauty of magic hour. Iñárritu 

unveils a vision of nature as hell and cathedral, forge and fire. The director‘s new obsession with 
plying his tricky extended shots and wowing the audience with how‘d-they-do-that-isms conjures 

at least one great sequence, when Glass is awakened by the arrival of the Arikara war party and 



forced to flee on his horse only to ride over the edge of a cliff, pitching himself and his mount into 

an abyss. Lubezki‘s recent shooting style, which he pioneered to mighty effect on The Tree of Life 

(2011), has brought to modern cinema something of a panoramic effect, utilising extreme wide-

angle lenses, but with looming, lunging actions in the foreground, imbuing even simple actions 

with epic stature and lucid beauty. Iñárritu leans on this effect like a crutch throughout, when the 

camera is roaming. Unlike on Birdman, though, this incessant movement here seems to foil the 

energy and effects of his actors, who are often reduced to filling in unnecessary spaces. The more 

sophisticated Iñárritu becomes in terms of his filmmaking, the more scanty and heavy-handed his 

and Smith‘s screenplay seems, the more repetitive in its action and straining in its search for 

significance the film becomes. The second hour of the two-and-a-half-hour film concentrates on 

Glass‘s recovery and agonised journey, but ultimately gives less convincing a sense of his method 

than Man in the Wilderness. It‘s not enough for Iñárritu to have his motif of death and rebirth or 

stage one sweeping chase sequence—he gives variations on both several times. 

 

 

 
 

 

DiCaprio‘s genuinely good performance does far more to put flesh on Glass than the script ever 

does, presenting a man who‘s in deep, soul-twisting pain long before the bear gets him, a being 

used to the laws by which frontier life is lived: it‘s there in his eyes as he polishes his gun and 

keeps a firm lid on his son‘s mouth. By the end, he‘s suffered so much he enters a kind of 

rhapsody, and the thirst for revenge cannot be sated; it can only be transmuted into a different kind 

of rhapsody. But Hardy, who stops just this side of broad, has the juicier part as the half-mad 

Fitzgerald. The film desperately needs more of the eccentric character power of the scene where 

Fitzgerald tells Bridger about a revelation that a duck he came across was God and had a vision of 

the interconnectedness of things, just before he shot and killed it. Even this scene, though, doesn‘t 

seem to have a point to make other than to underline Fitzgerald‘s already underlined mixture of 

weird conviction and cynicism. Dialogue in early scenes is so awkward-sounding like it might 

well have been translated from Spanish. But to be fair, Iñárritu is making his first true epic film, 

perhaps the first since Scorsese‘s Gangs of New York (2002) that tries to mate the worship of 

expanse and macrocosmic survey that defines the epic with a volatile, near-experimental aesthetic. 

At the core is an appropriately epic purpose, an attempt to invoke the breadth of the American 

historical experience as crucible of trial, suffering, and violence, of contention with nature as an 

alternately brutal and sublime passage of arms, and with human nature, the bitterest of 

wildernesses. A point of reference here could well be D.H. Lawrence‘s diagnosis of the death 

worship at the heart of so much formative American mythology and an attempt to move beyond it, 

to explore the emergence of new faiths, binding ideas, and crossbreeds of culture created in such a 

time and place. But Iñárritu doesn‘t give enough of that, and it‘s also hard to shake the feeling 

after a while that he just adores all the handsome gore and portent as some kind of art. Sarafian 

includes the birth scene to give a pungent, urgent image of life counterbalancing death, down to 

the mother biting through her babe‘s umbilical cord. Iñárritu, on the other hand, can handle manly 

suffering by the bushel, but can‘t handle its opposite. His art only exists in a hysterical flux. 

 

 



 
 

 

Sarafian‘s film is far more becalmed and classical, though in many ways, its approach is not only 

similar but, in its early ‘70s manner, more sensible, balladlike in moments of wistfulness and 

muscular in action. It‘s also much shorter, but still manages to conjure a mythic tone through the 

force of its images and the surging drama of Johnny Harris‘ score, whose old-fashioned 

romanticism directly contrasts The Revenant‘s surging atonal drones and thuds from a battery of 

composers. Wielding a sense of nature untouched both by human hands and CGI tweaking, 

Sarafian actually explores his hero‘s mindset via flashbacks and the utilisation of the landscape as 

mimetic space, where Iñárritu rather merely states it: we know what the world means to Bass in a 

way that‘s much richer, and less sentimental, than Glass‘s pining for his wife. Indeed, Sarafian‘s 

structure is more successful here than in Vanishing Point, where some of the flashback vignettes 

laid on formative crises a bit thickly. Richard Harris, an actor who could be sublime or a colossal 

hambone depending on his mood, was at his best for Sarafian as DiCaprio is for Iñárritu: both 

actors seem to revel in simply inhabiting their roles with a minimum of dialogue, their reactions to 

the shock of cold water, the feel of the earth, and the texture of blood entirely real. It could also be 

said that Sarafian does a slyer job inverting the audience‘s viewpoints, as he offers a vignette 

depicting the Indians recording the sight of Henry‘s land-boat in a painting, a glimpse of the 

strangeness of western enterprise through native eyes. Sarafian presents his Native Americans in 

their tribal contexts, in their fully formed social life, so starkly contrasting the bizarre, lumbering, 

unnatural expedition they make several attempts to wipe out. 

 

 

 
 

 

Sarafian‘s film could well have had significant influence, or at least psychic anticipation, of 

Werner Herzog‘s Aguirre, the Wrath of God (1972) and Fitzcarraldo (1982), which revolve 

around similarly absurdist adventures of western world-builders seen in stark remove. By contrast, 

in spite of the powerful technical accomplishment of The Revenant and the often extraordinary 

beauty of its images, its aesthetic seems mostly second-hand, marrying long-take machinations in 

competition with Alfonso Cuaron to Malick and Herzog‘s visual habits, with hints of a dark, 

wilfully odd brand of historical filmmaking that bobbed to the surface now and then in the ‘70s 

and ‘80s, like Avery Crounse‘s Eyes of Fire (1984) and Geoff Murphy‘s Utu (1983), and a rather 

large dab of Chuck Norris. Both Sarafian and Iñárritu build to action climaxes that underline the 

hero‘s development of a new sense of moral compulsion, albeit here, at last, in notably different 

ways. In Man in the Wilderness, Captain Henry and his compatriots find the river they‘ve been 

making for has dropped and the cart-ship literally finishes up stuck in the mud, forcing the party to 



stand and fight off a massed Indian attack. The Indian chief, seeing Bass approaching, clearly 

believes he‘s been spared by cosmic forces to gain his righteous reward, and gives him the 

opportunity of taking his revenge with the trapping party entirely at his mercy. In The Revenant, 

catching wind that Glass might be alive, Henry leads men out to find him, and they bring him back 

to Fort Kiowa, whilst Fitzgerald tries to rob Henry‘s safe and runs off, ahead of approaching 

justice. Henry and Glass ride after him. 

 

 

 
 

 

Man in the Wilderness ends stirringly with Bass finally refusing to take revenge, instead simply 

vowing to return home to his son with a look of weary gratitude and uninterest in Henry and then 

tramping on. The rest of Henry‘s party start trailing after Bass, abandoning their quest and 

likewise starting off, humbled and delivered from their own baggage, physical and mental. By 

contrast, the addition of Hawk and his murder to Iñárritu‘s narrative has created a more immediate 

melodramatic spur that Iñárritu feels bound to satisfy at least partway, and so we get Glass and 

Fitzgerald fighting it out in a savage death match in the snowy wilds, knifing each other and biting 

off body parts with hateful gusto before Glass has a last-minute attack of morality and instead 

kindly sends Fitzgerald floating off to be scalped by Elk Dog, who happens along with the 

recovered Powaqa and the war party and are watching the fight with bewildered interest. Glass‘s 

act of mercy towards Powaqa saves his life here, but the mechanics of this sequence are so clumsy 

and thudding that Iñárritu fails to deliver the moral lesson he wants to. Sarafian‘s finale is the 

consummation of his work; Iñárritu‘s is a bridge too far, an underlining of the director‘s habits of 

unsubtlety and fondness for chasing down the obvious. Finally, the two films stand as ironic 

avatars of their filmmaking periods. If Man in the Wilderness is an underrated classic that was 

virtually ignored because of the wealth of such works in its time, The Revenant is a failed attempt 

to make a masterpiece in a time when Iñárritu will be praised for his ambition to drive cinema into 

new territory. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Titanic (1997) 
 

Director/Screenwriter: James Cameron 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

To say that pop culture in the 1990s lacked in romanticism would be an understatement. The 

decade that gave unto us grunge music and the indie film craze can still be aptly celebrated for 

general dedication to grit and eccentricity, but it also left a vast audience desperate for classical 

cinematic values of arresting spectacle and star power purveying high-flown passion. James 

Cameron‘s sixth feature rode in on a wave of publicity over its colossal expense and often 

worrying buzz: the production had been troubled, the test screenings negative. Cameron had, until 

this moment, been a hero for many younger movie fans, the man who perfected, if not invented, 

the scifi-action film and brought a walloping, sophisticated intensity to all of his projects a legion 

of wannabe filmmakers wanted to emulate. But True Lies (1993) had been an awkward attempt to 

blend his high-powered template with relationship comedy, and for a fateful moment with Titanic, 

it seemed like he might have his Heaven’s Gate (1980). Then, of course, the opposite 

happened: Titanic became, in unadjusted terms, the most successful film of all time. As Star Wars 
– Episode VII: The Force Awakens (2015) might become the first sequel to ever become the top-

grossing film of all time, and with star Leonardo DiCaprio heading for a possible Oscar win at 

last, I thought about Titanic again. 

 

 

 
 



 

Titanic‘s place in the psyche of the moment was, like other record-breakers before it, including 

Gone with the Wind (1939), The Godfather (1972), and E.T. – The Extra-Terrestrial (1982), 

unavoidable, whereas Cameron‘s own successor, Avatar (2009), faded swiftly from the collective 

eye, and The Force Awakens represents total surrender to the age of franchise cinema, solid but 

almost instantly disposable, a copy of a copy. It seems that our most officially beloved movies 

don‘t have the same aura of specific gravity anymore. For this reason and others, 

revisiting Titanic nearly 20 years after its release felt like a fraught proposition. It seems wedded 

to its time, in spite of the fact that, superficially at least, Cameron‘s work seemed closely related to 

the epics of Cameron‘s old Hollywood forebears as an evergreen example of supersized cinema, 

and aims to be essentially timeless. Like many pop movie hits, Titanic left some totally cold, but 

charmed so many others that it felt like a communal trance. There was a price to be paid for this, 

of course: Cameron conquered the moviegoing world, but lost his cool in the process. 

Although Titanic‘s glitz and gilt seemed contrary to the pop cultural mood in the years preceding 

it, the storyline‘s essential thesis that the moment of passion must be seized before everything 

goes to hell was perfectly in tune with the time. The insistent concentration on the impact of 

burgeoning modernity and catastrophic epochal shifts also presented a perfect simile for another 

looming pivot, the approach of the millennium. 

 

 

 
 

 

Similarly, the film‘s flashback structure and nudging contemplation of the present‘s relationship to 

a radically different past still somehow within living memory also tapped the zeitgeist, the way 

nostalgia was ceasing to be a quirk merely of the aging and transforming into a new cultural state. 

Cameron, a fetishist both of the ritual structure of melodrama and of technology as a mode of 

expression and mediation rather than mere facility, found in the Titanic story a way to bundle his 

obsessions together with symbolic force. But for Cameron, as for many of us, that pseudo-

romanticised past was one seen chiefly through the lens of old movies. Titanic is, amongst other 

things, a relentless remix of dozens of ancestors, harking back not just to 1930s movie 

melodramas and comedies, but to Victorian stage thrillers, penny dreadfuls, and silent cliffhanger 

skits. Titanic is blatant in trying to position itself in a grand tradition of big cinema. Cameron‘s 

showmanship often wields tremendous visual acuity, right from the stunning opening shot of 

submersibles sinking through the endlessly black sea, describing highly realistic detail and yet 

charging the moment with a note of eerie, numinous adventure, penetrating the sunken graveyard 

of memory and times past. Cameron quickly contrasts this otherworldly note with the tyranny of 

the mundane, as he introduces treasure hunter Brock Lovett (Bill Paxton) and his boorish assistant 

Bodine (Lewis Abernathy). Brock makes self-dramatizing pronouncement for a video record, only 

to be made fun of, before invading the Titanic‘s wreck on the hunt for the legendary lost necklace 

called the ―Heart of the Ocean.‖ Brock thinks he‘s found a safe containing the necklace, but 

instead proves to enclose a sketch of a beautiful nude woman. Brock is furious, but he tries to use 

the find for publicity on TV and attracts the attention of 100-year-old Rose Calvert (Gloria Stuart), 

who quickly snares Brock‘s interest by revealing she knows what he‘s after. 

 

 



 
 

 

Brock has Rose and her granddaughter Lizzy (Suzi Amis) flown to his vessel, and after suffering 

through an instructive, but abstract lesson in how the Titanic met its end, Rose begins recounting 

her own history of the ship‘s ill-fated maiden voyage. Like many highly successful filmmakers, 

Cameron‘s work arrives in a mass of contradictions, affecting to encompass the tragedy of the 

Titanic‘s victims whilst turning their fates into a kind of fun fair, showing off the paraphernalia his 

budget can offer whilst offering a theme that money doesn‘t matter, and evoking the tone of a 

certain brand of cable television documentary whilst lampooning them at the same time. He 

presents Brock and crew as a bunch of slick-ass adventurers indifferent to the real history of what 

they‘re exploiting. Cameron writes an unstated mission statement as Bodine shows off his goofy 

computer-animated version of the disaster, only for Cameron to reproduce it in it exact, bone-

shaking detail later. The crassness of the modern is soon contrasted with the splendour and 

legendary aura of the past, though that past is soon ransacked for inequity and snobbery. Rose‘s 

narrative begin at age 17, a porcelain beauty and poised aesthete (Kate Winslet) silently enraged 

that she‘s been contracted to marry Caledon ―Cal‖ Hockley (Billy Zane), son of a Pittsburgh steel 

tycoon, because her father lost all her family‘s money before dying, and her mother Ruth (Frances 

Fisher) was anxious to make the match to halt a slide into poverty. Cal‘s possessive, dictatorial 

streak is immediately apparent as a self-appointed neopharaoh of the transatlantic sphere. 

 

 

 
 

 

Meanwhile young, footloose artist Jack Dawson (DiCaprio) wins steerage-class tickets for himself 

and Italian pal Fabrizio (Danny Nucci) in a poker game, and the duo just manage to get aboard the 

liner before it sails. Jack, of course, thinks he‘s one lucky guy. Soon Jack is gazing at Rose from 

afar, emblem of the impossible world of first class, even as fellow passenger Tommy Ryan (Jason 

Barry) boasts proudly about the Irish labour that built the ship: the picture of Rose‘s floating 

beauty and her world based in skilled toil of working people. It‘s all headed, of course, for the big 

crack-up, both on the personal level, as Rose flees her impending fate in a momentary fit of 

suicidal intent, and the impersonal, as the ship nears its rendezvous with the iceberg. Jack‘s gallant 

attempt to talk Rose off her precarious perch on the ship‘s stern turns into more physical heroism 

as he hauls her back over the railing, and, after a brief but telling moment where he‘s mistaken for 
a sex fiend, is thanked by Cal, who asks his manservant Lovejoy (David Warner, nicely mean) to 

pay him off. When Rose protests, he adds an invitation to dine in first class the following day. 



Jack is taken under the wing of the unsinkable mining millionairess Molly Brown (Kathy Bates), 

who loans him her son‘s tuxedo. Suitably armoured, he proceeds to charm the hoity-toity guests 

with his enthusiasm and philosophical take on fortune‘s perversity, whilst trying his best to deflect 

the barely veiled contempt turned his way by Cal and Ruth. Then he entices Rose down to 

steerage to enjoy a ―real party‖ amongst the buoyant, hard-drinking, melting-pot folk of the lower 

decks, and Jack and Rose‘s attraction combusts on the dance floor. Cal, catching wind of this, 

thanks to Lovejoy‘s patrolling, releases a squall of rage the next morning to Rose‘s shock, and 

Ruth uses emotional blackmail to ensure Rose stays the course. 

 

 

 
 

 

From the shift into flashback and up until nearly the midway mark, Titanic essentially plays as a 

romantic comedy with a dash of screwball, one with many motifs in common with 1930s and ‘40s 

versions of that genre in which class versus love fuels such stalwart works like Love Me Tonight 

(1932), My Man Godfrey, (1936) and Holiday (1938). The diamond that is both the film‘s 

McGuffin and central symbol also recalls the kinds of prized shiny things at play in many a 

screwball work, like Trouble in Paradise (1933) and Hitchcock‘s tribute, To Catch a Thief (1956), 

both films in which those jewels were both plot motivators and metaphors for sexual 

frisson. Titanic even has connections with more overtly farcical works, like the Marx 

Brothers‘Monkey Business (1932) and A Night at the Opera (1935). As the comic brothers did in 

those films, Jack dashes through a luxury liner upturning the microcosmic social mores and 

wielding outsider, underclass energy to a point where try as the snobs might to ignore him, they 

find him an unshakeable, even necessary nuisance. As in A Night at the Opera, the working-class 

passengers‘ celebrations are viewed as an eruption of positive life force that dwarfs the 

pretensions of the upper classes, and the polygot immigrant tide promises an upset to the familiar 

ways of life the forced structuring on the vessel is nominally erected to exemplify. For a more 

elevated reference point, one could also say there‘s a hue of Henry James in it all, as Cameron 

explores his schema through strident contrasts: Old World and New, high class and low, male and 

female. Notes of menace and impending danger contradict the droll tone, partly because everyone 

is heading for an inevitable disaster and also articulated meantime by the signs of danger apparent 

in Cal‘s behaviour and the looming threat of irrevocable emotional (and physical) damage to 

Rose. 

 

 

 



 

 

One crucial element in Titanic that makes it stand out is the way art is crucial to both the story and 

its very structure. Jack‘s artistic ability services the story, as Rose, who partly defines her 

intellectual independence through her own critical interest in art and Freudian psychology, is 

fascinated by his talent. In one of the film‘s most famous and oft-lampooned passages, Jack 

sketches a nude Rose in a scene that works on several levels. The lush but also suppressed 

eroticism arcing between the pair finds its perfect iconographic expression, whilst reflecting 

Jack‘s ability to transmute that eroticism into artistic purpose and a higher-minded ideal, whilst 

Rose uses it to declare independence from her class and her fiancé. Jack‘s status as a bohemian 

protomodernist whose journeys and experiences anticipate the Lost Generation and the Beats 

emphasises the notion Cameron purveys of an oncoming world, just as Rose‘s fumbling move 

towards liberation contains feminist rumblings, and their nascent modernity as the couple is 

spotlighted by this complementary and equivalent intellectual passion. The level of respect 

Cameron offers art in the film is evidently personal—he made Jack‘s sketches himself—and 

defiant in some ways: usually, the passion of the artist is transmitted through some more 

metaphorical device in Hollywood. Of course, it‘s ―art‖ in a corny and reductive sense, with the 

ready-made signposting of Rose‘s early modern collection and Jack‘s embodiment of the artistic 

spirit as above all a sexual-romantic one. Dig the careful way Cameron both presents him as an 

unashamed eroticist with his sketch book full of naked chicks, but also reassures us he not merely 

some perv by noting how a prostitute‘s hands obsessed him above all. Yet, another interesting 

facet of Titanic was the relatively unabashed championing of a little pulchritude and buoyantly 

portrayed, unashamed youthful sexuality, at least by the standards of the increasingly timid 

Hollywood of the day, leading up to Jack and Rose perhaps being the first teens to ever have their 

first screw in the back seat of a car. 

 

 

 
 

 

Jack‘s way of feeling and seeing pervades the film‘s visuals. The other most famous moment in 

the film, coming much earlier, is the one in which Jack stands on the Titanic‘s bow and loses 

himself in ecstatics at the limitless promise of the future, whilst the ship‘s captain, E.J. Smith 

(Bernard Hill), lets the brand-new product of human ingenuity and vision off the leash to sprint 

across the ocean. Cameron‘s camera sweeps over the ship and explores the process by which 

Smith‘s order becomes mechanical fact. Machinery and personal vision, the best products of the 

human world, combine in a moment of transcendence, one that visualises Jack‘s artistic fugue that 

climaxes with his cry, ―I‘m the king of the world!‖ The filmmaking, blending special effects and 

expansive emotion, creates the experience and also rhymes with it, Cameron‘s purest expression 

of his delight in the showmanship of cinema. 

 

 



 
 

 

One of Cameron‘s defining traits as a filmmaker had been a fascination with technology, and his 

depictions of the minutiae of the Titanic‘s working parts recalls filmmakers like Dziga Vertov, 

John Grierson‘s GPO film unit, and Howard Hughes in his desire to lay bare how things work, to 

get at the very guts of an industrial society‘s relationship with its works and wares. Utilising the 

near-limitless freedoms allowed by modern special effects, he takes time out to note things other 

filmmakers would scarcely consider —the ship‘s great propellers starting up and stirring a vortex 

of mud as the ship leaves harbour, the desperate effort of the chief engineer to reverse the engines 

during the iceberg collision—in his desire to encompass the nature of the Titanic as a 

technological creation that is also a near-animate, but vitally flawed, expression of its creators‘ 

dreams and blind spots. In a naïve, but very real sense, he includes the mechanics of the human 

world aboard ship in the same regard: his sociology has a similarly mechanical sensibility. When 

the ship does hit the iceberg, the smooth functioning of both the machine and its human parts 

begin to break down, both essentially becoming a cage Jack and Rose try with new desperation to 

escape. 

 

 

 
 

 

The Titanic‘s history has long retained a specific gravitas and mystique as the apotheosis of a 

certain brand of ethic, an ethic that would soon be tested to the limit and finally shattered, along 

with whole social structures and institutions, during the Great War, carried down to us by tales 

like that of the ship‘s band playing right until the end, and Benjamin Guggenheim sitting down 

with his valet to calmly await the end. Variations on the history had been filmed many times 

before Cameron took it up, most stacked with their own microcosmic studies. A 1943 German 

take, made as a Nazi propaganda film, turned it into a parable of British decadence. 1953‘s 

Titanic, directed by Jean Negulesco, presented similar tensions to Cameron‘s, emphasising the 

looming divide between nascent American motivation and Old World loucheness, with some 

cross-class romance. Roy Ward Baker‘s 1958 film A Night to Remember, usually regarded as the 

best Titanic film, took a cool, docudrama approach and supplied a very British sense of intense 

fortitude, but also, underneath that, regarded the human failings as well as the sad beauties 

revealed by the tragedy, including portrayals of the repression of the steerage passengers in a way 
more biting than Cameron‘s. The little-remembered, but excellent miniseries SOS Titanic (1979; 

David Warner also costarred in that) similarly emphasised realistic detail. But Cameron‘s film 



arguably goes further than any of these in encompassing the event on a metaphorical level, 

becoming something like a myth of the death of the Old World two years before the start of World 

War I, and the birth of the New World. Cameron, naturally, finds a telling detail in naval 

architecture: the great ship, the embodiment of newness, has a rudder too small to allow it to miss 

the iceberg. In a similar way, the rituals of gentility can‘t stand up to the eruption of the repressed 

when push comes to shove. Cameron interrogates the stoic mystique by refraining obsessively to 

the survival will of the steerage passengers, kept at bay by the reflexive containment of the crew, 

and offering noisy, declarative, proletarian wilfulness as the only thing that can keep them alive. 

In short, Cameron attacks the Titanic myth‘s very British aura and remakes it as very American. 

This mediating idea probably explains why Cameron was mostly spared greater ire from U.S. 

conservatives, in spite of the relentlessness of his class-war message. 

 

 

 
 

 

As filmmaking, Titanic feels like it has at least one foot planted in John Ford‘s oeuvre, particularly 

the phase in Ford‘s cinema that climaxed with Stagecoach (1939), packing a socially diverse lot 

into a vessel and sending it where death and disaster await, with a refrain of outlaw romance, one 

Ford brought over from The Hurricane (1937), which was, of course, a disaster film like Titanic. 

At the time of release, some compared Cameron‘s labours to David Lean in his sweeping, screen-

filling vistas and gifts for orchestrating massive events. Cameron‘s visuals do sometimes wield the 

mimetic quality of Lean‘s, particularly the ―king of the world‖ sequence in rhyming Jack‘s inner 

world to the outer, whilst the film‘s focus on an artist in love amidst turmoil recalls Doctor 

Zhivago (1965). But it almost goes without saying that Cameron lacks the often irony-spiked 

intelligence and sophistication of either director, who based themselves solidly in strong 

screenwriting and the divergent qualities of old Hollywood and British dramatic styles. DeMille is 

a more obvious relative, with his gift for manipulating massive elements and tying them to large 

dramatic ideas. Another close relative, it strikes me, is Fritz Lang‘s Metropolis (1927)—like 

Lang‘s supercity, the RMS Titanic is conceived as a doomed social vessel upon which the tensions 

of the turn-of-the-century zeitgeist are projected, climaxing in flood and ruination, images of 

squirming masses desperately trying to hold on. Lang also squarely rooted his parable and more 

sophisticated ideas in raw morality-play schemes of Victorian pulp fiction. 

 

 

 
 



 

The problem with Titanic is that whilst its themes and imperatives are beautifully visualised and 

intelligent, if obvious, they are conveyed on a dramatic level by strokes so broad they border on 

crude. Cameron had energised big-budget genre cinema by entwining unexpectedly emotional 

stories with crashing hardware and conceptual fancies, but stepping out of his comfort zone in 

hypermodernity, he sold his period fantasia not simply by presenting his heroes as frustrated, 

nascent citizens of a world yet to be created, but by leaning on clichés and caricatures to evoke the 

era. Writing period dialogue, especially for an era like the 1910s that lurked between the familiar 

and the alien, can be tricky, and Cameron barely even tried: Jack and Rose often interact in the 

same slightly provoking, sarcastically aping manner as a pair of ‘90s teens. As exacting as he is in 

his recreation of the visual textures of the past, Cameron remains often oblivious to the ear. The 

comedy, far from being as witty as the stuff he references, manifests instead in gauche moments 

like when Jack challenges Rose to engage in a spitting lesson, like someone let young Huck Finn 

on the ship. Cameron‘s dogged evocation of class rage is admirable on some levels, but facetious 

on others: at its worst, the film is less 1930s screwball than 1980s slobs-versus-snobs farce with 

pretensions. One heralded aspect of the film that has dated awfully is James Horner‘s Oscar-

winning score. The pompous theme song, ―My Heart Will Go On‖ got old very quickly back in 

the day, but the whole score sounds misjudged now, with its cheap-sounding synthesiser chords 

and excessively lyrical passages that sound like background music for a John Tesh album. It‘s a 

pity that Horner, a great movie composer for the most part, was most remembered for this pap. 

 

 

 
 

 

The dialogue is littered with egregious anachronisms, and many smaller roles are overplayed. 

Paxton, usually a reliable presence, hits an annoyingly overripe note early in the film and holds it 

right through. That said, most of the leading members of the cast labour to give the film vitality it 

might not have had otherwise. Fisher‘s lethal jade gaze wields more violence than any of 

Cameron‘s Terminators, and Victor Garber‘s performance as the ship‘s tragic designer Thomas 

Andrews is deft, capturing the pathos in a warm-hearted, brilliant man living just long enough to 

see his own worst nightmare and failure come to pass. Zane‘s performance as Cal is usually 

targeted as a weak point, but upon returning to it, I found him one of the chief pleasures. Zane 

grasps Cameron‘s bull by the horns in presenting Cal in all his unregenerate, Snidely Whiplash-

esque caricature: clasping, possessive, snotty, bullying, with an apparent streak of intense 

neediness that makes him all the worse, delivering Cameron‘s lines like, ―What made you think 

you could put your hands on my fiance? Answer me, you filth!‖ with glee. By the film‘s later 

stages, he becomes entirely splendid in his awfulness amidst all the noble behaviour, using a 

random lost child as his cover to enter a lifeboat, like some Terry-Thomas character at loose in an 

Arthur Miller play. I almost find myself wishing there exists a cut of the film composed purely of 

Cal being awful. DiCaprio and Winslet had harder jobs in making their characters seem nuanced 

and lifelike, and in conveying the necessary passion to ensure Jack and Rose emerged as more 

than mere puppets amongst the set design and screenplay determinism. They rose to the job with 

performances that set both solidly on the path to long and interesting careers. But time has 

dimmed the lustre of their chemistry, at the mercy of Cameron‘s sometimes laborious signposting 

and cardboard approximation of classical romantic themes, to the point where patches of the first 

half are a bit hard to sit through. 



 

 

 
 

 

Winslet was awarded an Oscar nomination, whilst DiCaprio was not. Winslet‘s intelligently 

layered performance is still admirable, if beset by a period mid-Atlantic accent often brittle in its 

fastidiousness. With her cascading mane of wavy red hair, she seems to have stepped right out of 

some John Waterhouse painting, whilst belying the passive images of femininity her looks evoke, 

evolving by the last act into the kind of robust, gutsy lady Cameron likes so much. DiCaprio 

meantime offers the height of quicksilver matinee appeal. Underlying his superficial embodiment 

of a kind of boy-man dreamboat ideal of ‘90s stardom and the broadness of the cowboy poet 

character he‘s asked to maintain, he still comes on in Titanic like the nexus of a half-dozen Old 

Hollywood star archetypes—here a flick of Gable‘s roguish charm, there a shot of Jimmy 

Stewart‘s gangly wryness, the physicality of Flynn, the impudence of Cagney. By comparison, 

many of Winslet and DiCaprio‘s subsequent performances, mature, intense, artistically committed, 

and often punishingly dour as they are, feel like weird cheats in looking back to the way Cameron 

unleashed them as pure movie stars. Cameron nods to the Twelve Oaks ball sequence in Gone 

with the Wind as Jack beams up at Rose on the ship‘s grand staircase with knowing amusement, 

and again when the two kiss in the fiery sunset on the ship‘s bow. The steerage dance sequence is 

one of the film‘s silliest interludes, working on one level to reduce the pains of the immigrant 

journey, which Titanic affects to champion, to a dinner theatre experience. But it‘s also the most 

enjoyable, particularly as Jack and Rose swap dance moves, delighting in physical release. 

Cameron tips his hat to another pop movie smash of years past, Saturday Night Fever (1977), 

when the romantic couple on the dance floor spin, the camera alternating viewpoints of each in the 

centrifugal rush. 

 

 

 
 

 

In some ways, Titanic as a film represents a blend of impulses Cameron wasn‘t a good enough 

screenwriter to make work in tandem. The melodrama framework is too slender to stand the full 

weight of his ambitions. Then again, Titanic‘s occasional lapses into cartoonish broadness are 

perhaps partly the reason it was so successful—its transmutation of history and ideas into an 
artefact anyone can comprehend. But a true classic epic has finesse in its bold strokes, a finesse 

Titanic often lacks. Jack and Rose never have the unruly life, straining at the edges not just of 



social obligation but also the limitations of their own storyline, that Rhett and Scarlett obtain. 

Once the ship collides with the iceberg and begins to sink, Cameron‘s filmmaking rolls on with 

the force of a freight train, if still with some notable problems. Cameron‘s already familiar habit of 

presenting his action finales as nested events with surprise second and third movements here has 

him playing the same tricks a couple of times too many. He sets up a wonderfully tense situation 

in which Rose must venture deep into the sinking ship to find and free Jack, one which obeys the 

classic cliffhanger rules straight out of a Pearl White or Tom Mix two-reeler, except with the 

familiar genders of the trapped and the rescuer purposefully reversed. 

 

 

 
 

 

But Cameron can‘t help but contrive to send the pair back down into the ship again to repeat the 

sequence. Also, Cameron‘s relative uninterest in most of the crew and background characters 

during the early parts of the film mean that as he starts ticking off the familiar vignettes of the 

sinking, many of the people enacting them seem vague and random. The film took flack for the 

portrayal of the ship‘s first officer, John Murdoch (Ewan Stewart), usually acclaimed as a hero. 

Cameron depicts him fraying under the intense pressure of the moment, flabbergasted when Cal 

tries to bribe him for a spot in a boat and later throwing the money back in his face but, after 

accidentally shooting Ryan in a bid to keep order, finally killing himself. I can see the offensive 

side to this, but on the other hand, it‘s one of the film‘s more dramatically interesting aspects, 

offering moral ambiguity and a sense of personal catastrophe underneath the plaster saint aspect of 

the ship‘s legend with a purpose that otherwise Cameron tends to slip by in favour of less subtle 

effects. I find myself more irritated by the way Cameron heedlessly perpetuates a few bogus 

canards about the disaster, reducing the White Star Line manager Bruce Ismay (Jonathan Hyde) to 

a cheesy villain (both upper-crust Limey and corporate honcho, the perfect twofer), and 

particularly the idea that the ship was speeding for the sake of some kind of glory. 

 

 

 
 

 

And yet, despite his hesitations, Cameron still delivers his climactic sequences with incredible 

force and no small amount of true visual artistry,with Russell Carpenter‘s photography a great aid. 
Indeed, Cameron‘s eye decorates the film throughout with cinematographic coups. The sight of 

Jack and Rose dashing through the boiler room, Rose‘s dress floating amidst stygian surroundings 



like a visiting angel in hell. The dolphins leaping before the Titanic‘s knifing prow. The repeated 

dissolves from past to present seeing the glorious ship turn into the rusting hulk in sonorous 

depths. The last hour of the film counts, in spite of Cameron‘s repetitions, as one of the great 

cinematic set-pieces, depicting the ship‘s slow and monstrous transformation into exterminating 

leviathan, its sturdy and stable forms suddenly collapsing on hapless passengers and rearing up 

like a dying beast to dump them all in the icy ocean. Cameron alternates perspectives godlike and 

immediate, at one moment observing the ship and its distress flares from a distance, revealed 

suddenly in its remoteness and failing, and next offering a close-up of Rose‘s face as she cowers 

in a flooding corridor, lights momentarily fading, the sounds of the dying ship like a growling 

belly, capturing her own isolation and terror. Anarchy falls hard upon this floating world; even Cal 

is momentarily left astounded as he beholds a funnel collapsing upon Fabrizio and other hapless 

swimmers, Captain Smith pummelled by gushing green waters as the bridge floods. Rose‘s 

paintings drifting in the rising tide. A drowned woman with diaphanous clothes swimming around 

her, a shot that quietly answers the rhyme of the earlier shots of Rose in the boiler room, the spirit 

of genteel old femininity lost and gone. 

 

 

 
 

 

In such moments, Cameron is a man in unrivalled control of his medium, able to pivot between 

styles and affects with casual ease. The sinking stands comparison with DeMille‘s fabled moments 

of cosmic-scale, orchestrated spectacle, most particularly the collapsing temple at the climax 

of Samson & Delilah (1949), a sequence with a similar sense of awe in destruction and an 

overtone of punishing judgement falling upon the iniquitous. Yet Cameron doesn‘t quite make the 

jump to such a level, in part because of his fastidious technique. Whereas the last reel of A Night 

to Remember starts to feel like a horror film as it depicts the same events with far cruder special 

effects but with an exacting eye and ear for individual desperation amongst collective terror, 

Cameron‘s showy stunts and special effects that delight in depicting people crashing and spinning 

to their deaths from the ship‘s stern evoke no horror, whilst the audience can take refuge in 

concentrating on the heroic couple, at least one of whom is guaranteed to survive. Upon this 

revisit, I noticed how incidental the fictitious Jack and Rose seem through all this, whilst the 

depiction of Wallace Hartley (Jonathan Evans-Jones) and his band sticking out their job to the 

bitter end still pierced me. 

 

 

 



 

 

Action tends to describe symbolic meaning better than dialogue in cinema, and yet the more he 

tries for import here, the less Cameron gains it, at least until the ship finally disappears and he 

stages a bloodcurdling pullback shot from Rose alone in the water to reveal hundreds more 

thrashing in the water. The eerie, expressionistic passage where a would-be rescue boat searches 

the expanse of people turned to icy statues, with Rose croaking desperately for aid, is similarly 

excellent, at last pushing again at the veil between life and death, heaven and earth, Cameron 

tested at the start. Jack begging Rose to go on with her life as he slowly freezes to death gilds the 

lily more than a little, but there‘s still an authentic whiff of the kind of heightened Victorian 

romanticism Cameron‘s been chasing all along, particularly as she bids farewell to his ice-daubed, 

cherub-lipped corpse and watches him sink into the black. But Cameron can‘t help but overplay 

his hand as he returns to the present, reassuring us that Brock has learnt a lesson, whilst Rose 

drops the Heart of the Ocean into, yeah, the heart of the ocean, and dreams of a reunion with Jack 

to the applause of their old shipmates. Titanic hasn‘t aged so well, it‘s true. Yet it still leaves you 

with the sense that, for better and worse, you‘ve just had the kind of experience for which the 

movies were invented. 
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By Roderick Heath 

 

 

Michelangelo Antonioni was a relatively minor figure in the European film scene until 1960. The 

former economics student and journalist entered that scene in the days of Mussolini‘s regime, and 

started his directing career making documentaries. His early labours offered hues of the oncoming 

neorealist movement, depicting the lives of poor farmers in Gente del Po (1943), plied under the 

nose of the dying Fascist state but then lost amidst its collapse. He had the honour of being sacked 

by Vittorio Mussolini, was drafted, started fighting for the Resistance instead, and barely escaped 

execution. But when he made his first feature, Cronaca di un amore (1950), Antonioni began to 

blaze a trail off the neorealist path, following a contrapuntal instinct, a readiness to look into the 

voids left by other viewpoints, that would come to define his artistry. Although slower to make his 

name, he nonetheless formed with Federico Fellini the core of the next wave of Italian 

filmmakers. Antonioni helped write Fellini‘s debut film The White Sheik (1951) before he made 

his second feature, I Vinti (1952), a three-part study of youths pushed into committing killings, a 

sketch for Antonioni‘s recurring fascination with characters who barely know why they do what 

they do. Antonioni‘s sudden ascension to cause celebre and acclaimed director had to wait, 

however, until his L’Avventura (1960) screened at the Cannes Film Festival. This remains one of 

the legendary moments in the festival‘s history, as the film was met by jeers and anger from some 

of the audience and greeted as a ground-breaking masterpiece by others. L’Avventura took on a 

relatively obvious but powerful idea: what if you set up a film as seemingly one kind of story, then 

changed tack, refused to solve the mystery presented, and used the resulting discord and 

frustration to infer a different, more allusive meaning? 

 

 



 
 

 

Antonioni sold this idea as something like a Hitchcock film without the suspense sequences and 

reduced to the studies in emotional tension Hitchcock usually purveyed under the cover of such 

gimmicks, with rigorous filmmaking and an antiseptic approach to his characters‘ private 

obsessions that left them squirming without recourse before his camera. Antonioni was now hailed 

as the poet laureate of ―alienation‖ cinema, a filmmaking brand digging into the undercurrent of 

detachment, dissonance, and unfulfillable yearning lurking underneath the theoretically renewed, 

stable, prosperous world after cleansing fires of war allowed the ascent of modernity. His was the 

intellectual, continental, Apollonian side to the same phenomenon observed in the more eruptive 

youth films in the U.S. and Britain like The Wild One (1953) and Rebel Without a Cause (1955); 

eventually Antonioni would try to unify the strands with Zabriskie Point (1970). Antonioni 

followed his breakthrough with two films to complete a rough trilogy, La Notte (1961) 

and L’Eclisse (1962), and his first colour film, Il Deserto Rosso (1964). For Blowup, he shifted to 

London and its burgeoning ―swinging‖ scene. Blowup, like L’Avventura, superficially repeats the 

gimmick of setting up a story that seems to promise regulation storytelling swerves, and then 

disassembles its own motor. Blowup‘s murder mystery seems designed to point up a cocky young 

photographer‘s defeat by ambiguity and lethargy and the dissolution of his own liminal senses. Or 

does it? Again, there was a Hitchockian side to this, taking the essence of Rear Window (1954) 

and its obsessive correlation of voyeurism with filmmaking, whilst inverting its ultimate inference. 

But Antonioni took his motivating concept from a story by Argentine author Julio Cortazar, ―Las 

babas del diablo,‖ based around a man‘s attempt to understand a scene featuring a pair of lovers 

and a strange man he spots in the background of photos he takes of Notre Dame. 

 

 

 
 

 



Cortazar‘s main character became lost in the unreal space between the photo and his own 

imaginings, projecting his own anxieties and emotional biography onto the people he 

inadvertently captured, particular his sexual apprehensions. Antonioni skewed this template to 

serve his own purposes and to reflect the strange new zeitgeist festering as the 1960s matured. The 

assassination of John F. Kennedy in 1963 sent ripples of profound disturbance and paranoia 

through the common experience. Conspiracy theorists began scouring photographic evidence for 

evidence to support their claims even before the Zapruder film came fully to light. Antonioni 

tapped into a percolating obsession, which joined also to a growing mistrust of public media at 

large, by reconstructing the central motif of Cortazar‘s story to become one of apparent murder—

perhaps an assassination. But Antonioni had been delving into some other ideas present in 

Blowup since his career‘s start. I Vinti contained one story set in London, depicting a shiftless 

young poet who discovers a dead body and tries to sell the story to the press: there already was the 

peculiar ambiguity of approaches to crime and the weird mix of venality and empathy that can 

inflect the artistic persona. Antonioni seems not to have lost the reportorial instinct honed in his 

documentary work. Like Dostoyevsky, he took on tabloid newsworthy stories about murder, 

vanishings, delinquency, and the sex lives of a new class jammed just between the real masters of 

society and its real workers. He followed such lines of enquiry through the social fabric of his 

native Italy at first, and then out into the larger world. 

 

 

 
 

 

The aura of abstract elusiveness Antonioni‘s works give off tends to disguise how much they are, 

in fact, highly tactile films, defined by an almost preternatural awareness of place, space, and 

décor, constructing mood and inferring meaning through the accumulation of elements. Where 

Fellini increasingly celebrated the inner world and the furore of the individual perspective in the 

face of a strange and disorientating age, Antonioni became more interested in the flux of persona, 

the breakdown of the modern person‘s ability to tell real from false, interior from exterior, even 

self from other, and had to find ways to explain this phenomenon, one that could only be 

identified like a black hole by its surroundings. Cortazar‘s protagonist, moreover, was a writer 

who also dabbled in photography. Antonioni made his central character, Thomas (David 

Hemmings), a professional photographer whom he based on David Bailey, quintessential citizen 

of Swinging London, an angry Cockney kid who became the image-forger of the new age. 

Thomas‘ sideline in harsh and gritty reportage from the edges of society for a book on the city 

he‘s working on—he‘s first glimpsed amongst a group of homeless men he‘s spent the night 

taking clandestine shots of—suggests Antonioni mocking his own early documentaries and efforts 

at social realism. Thomas has a side genuinely fascinated by the teeming levels of life around him, 

but in a fashion that subordinates all meaning to his artistic eye and ego. He shifts casually from 

wayfarer amongst the desperate to swashbuckling haute couture iconographer, engaging with 

haughty model Veruschka in fully clothed intercourse, and irritably bullying another cadre of 

models until he gets fed up, projecting his own tiredness and waning interest onto them, and walks 

out. 



 

 

 
 

 

Thomas takes time out with his neighbours, painter Bill (John Castle), and his wife Patricia (Sarah 

Miles): Thomas takes recourse in Patricia‘s wifely-maternal care now and then, whilst Bill stares 

at his old paintings and explains that he has no thoughts whilst making them and only finds hints 

of meaning later, a statement that recalls Antonioni‘s own confession that he approaches his works 

less as systematic codes than as flows of epiphanies eventually gathering meaning. Thomas is 

nakedly on the make, a businessman-artisan who longs for wealth to become totally free. He has 

designs on making a real estate killing, hoping to buy a mangy antique store in a rapidly 

gentrifying neighbourhood (―Already there are queers and poodles in the area!‖) from its young 

owner, who wants to sell up and hit the seeker‘s trail to Nepal. Wasting time before the store‘s 

owner returns, Thomas starts clicking snaps in a neighbouring park, eventually becoming 

fascinated by an apparently idyllic vignette of two lovers sharing the green space. The woman 

(unnamed on screen, called Jane in the credits, and played by Vanessa Redgrave), who‘s much 

younger than her apparent lover, spots Thomas and chases after him with a frantic, breathless 

desire to obtain his pictures. Thomas haughtily alternates between telling her he needs them—he 

immediately sees how to fit them into his London panoramic, as the perfect quiet diminuendo 

from all the harsher facts on display—and promising their return, but is surprised later on when 

she actually turns up at his studio. There have been signs that she and an unknown man might 

have been trailing him around the city, including watching him during his lunch with his agent, 

Ron (Peter Bowles). 

 

 

 
 

 



Thomas‘ studio, usually a scene where his will reigns, now becomes a kind of battleground, as 

Thomas, fascinated by Jane‘s manner, at once nervous and uncomfortable but also sensual and 

self-contained, keeps using promises of the photos to get her to stick around; she, desperate to 

obtain the pictures, tries using sex appeal to prod him into submission. The two end up merely 

circling in a toey, searching dance (albeit with Thomas briefly schooling Jane on how to move to 

Herbie Hancock‘s jittery grooves), their actual objectives unstated. Jane‘s pushy determination 

arouses Thomas‘ suspicions, so he allows her to finally dart off after trading her scribbled, fake 

telephone number with a roll of film—a blank roll in place of the one she wants. Thomas then 

begins studying the pictures of her and her lover in the park. Slowly, with a relentless and 

monstrous intimation, Thomas begins to see signs that far from being a romantic tryst, he was 

actually witnessing an intended crime, with Jane acting as the honey trap to bring the man to the 

scene, whilst her unknown partner lurked in the bushes with a gun. At first, Thomas thinks 

hopefully that his presence foiled the killing, but on looking even more closely, realises the target 

had been gunned down whilst he was arguing with Jane, or is at least apparently lying motionless 

on the ground. ―Nothing like a little disaster for sorting things out,‖ Thomas says with glib, but 

minatory wisdom to Jane, in reply to her cover story about why she wants the pictures. Eruptions 

of irrational occurrence and suddenly, primal mystery in Antonioni‘s films don‘t really sort 

anything out, but they do tend to expose his characters and the very thin ice they tend to walk on. 

 

 

 
 

 

Like the punch line to a very strange joke, Blowup became a pop movie hit, mostly because it 

became prized as a peek into a scene many were fascinated by and fantasised about, and the allure 

of that moment, captured forever in Antonioni‘s frames, now precisely a half-century old, still 

lingers in exotic fascination for many as time capsule and aesthetic experience. Blowup‘s 

strangeness, implicit sourness, and assaults on filmic convention might even have helped its 

success, the aura of shocking newness it exuded perfectly in accord with the mutability of the 

moment. The ironies here are manifold, considering Antonioni‘s insinuation that there‘s no such 

thing as the sweet life and that cool is a synonym for wilful ignorance. One could suspect there‘s a 

dash of the dichotomy apparent in Cecil B. DeMille‘s religious epics, plying the allure of 

behaviour the moral framework condemns. But that would come from too glib a reading of the 

total work, which, in spite of its stringent evocation of a helpless state, is a lush, strange, 

attractively alien conjuring trick, a tale that takes place in a carefully cultivated version of reality, 

as much as any scifi or fantasy film. 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) perhaps owed something to its 

patient, subliminal method and seeming ambling, but actually highly controlled form. Hitchcock 

himself was transfixed by it. Its spiritual children are manifold, including not just Brian De Palma 

and Francis Ford Coppola‘s revisions on its themes (The Conversation, 1974; Blow Out, 1982) 

and attempts by later Euro auteurs like Olivier Assayas (demonlover, 2002) and Michael Haneke 

(Cache, 2004) to tap into the same mood of omnipresent paranoia and destabilised reality, but 

more overtly fantastical parables like Logan’s Run (1976) where youth has become a total reality, 

death spectacle, and nature an alien realm, and The Matrix (1999) where the choice between 



dream and truth is similarly fraught. There was often a scifi quality to Antonioni‘s films, with their 

sickly sense of the landscape‘s colonisation by industry and modernist architecture like landing 

spaceships, the spread of a miasmic mood like radiation poisoning, the open portals in reality into 

which people disappear. 

 

 

 
 

 

Blowup is a work of such airy, heady conceptualism, but it is also ingenious and highly realistic as 

portraiture, a triumph of describing a type, one that surely lodged a popular archetype of the 

fashion photographer in most minds. Thomas is a vivid antihero, but not an empathetic one. In 

fact, he‘s a jerk, a high-powered, mercurial talent, a bully and a sexist with hints of class anger 

lurking behind his on-the-make modernity given to ordering his human chess pieces how he wants 

them. Hemmings, lean and cool, the fallen Regency poet and the proto-yuppie somehow both 

contained in his pasty frame, inhabits Thomas completely. When he and Redgrave are 

photographed shirtless together, there‘s a strong erotic note, but also a weird mutual narcissism, as 

if both are a new species of mutants Antonioni can‘t quite understand that will inherit the earth, 

able to fuck but not reproduce. Thomas seems like a glamorous, go-get-‘em holy terror for much 

of the film, a study in prickish potency and constant motion—perhaps deliberately, he‘s 

reminiscent of Richard Lester‘s handling of the Beatles in places, the free-form artists at loose in 

the city with a slapstick-informed sense of action. But Thomas slows to a dead stop and fades 

away altogether by the film‘s end. 

 

 

 
 

 



Space is the subject of a silent war in Blowup. Within his bohemian studio Thomas is king, able to 

construct a world that responds entirely to his needs. Antonioni uses its environs to create a 

system of frames within frames, subdividing his characters and their interactions. Thomas‘ 

ambition to annex the antique store represents a desire to expand a kingdom, and he roams 

through London keen to the process of the homey old city putting on a new face, whilst energetic 

young students engaged in the charity ritual known as the ―rag‖ dress as mimes and roam at loose, 

claiming everything as their own. The empty public facility of the park becomes, ironically, a 

cloistered space to commit a murder. Later, when Thomas returns to the spot, he finds the victim‘s 

body still sprawled, pathetic and undiscovered, upon the greenery. ―He was someone,‖ is all 

Thomas can bleat at one point as he tells Patricia about the business, indicating both his 

bewildered lack of knowledge about the man to whom he‘s been left as the last witness, and also 

his forlorn realisation that the man‘s death is the mere absence of his being. 

 

 

 
 

 

The giant airplane propeller Thomas buys from the antique store delights him, a relic of 

technology, the promise of movement now purely a decorative motif for his studio. Thomas craves 

freedom, but has no sense of adventure: ―Nepal is all antiques,‖ he tells the store owner when she 

says she wants to escape her wares and their mustiness. Thomas‘ talent has made him a magnet for 

wannabes, a fetish object himself in minor celebrity. His curiosity for Jane, with her intensity 

pointedly contrasts his insouciance towards two would-be models (Jane Birkin and Gillian Hills) 

who come hoping for a shooting session, but essentially become a pair of temporary houris for the 

flailing macho artist. The sequence in which Thomas is visited again the two girls, known as only 

as the Blonde and the Brunette, sees Thomas revealing a scary side as he monsters the Blonde, 

only for this to quickly transmute into a gleefully childish, orgiastic moment as the three wrestle 

and fuck on the floor of the studio. Afterwards, the two girls worshipfully put his clothes back on. 

For them, it‘s a graze with success in all its filthy glory and a moment of holy obeisance to the 

figure of mystical power in the new pop world. For him, it‘s a moment of barely noticeable 

indulgence, a distraction from the far more interesting mystery before him, which in itself stirs a 

need in him he barely knows exists, like Jane herself. During their long scene together, Thomas 

pretends a phone call, possibly from Patricia, is from his wife, apparently just to tease Jane. He 

casually invents a history and a home life that he then completely revises until he‘s left in honest 

limbo. The image of elusive happiness of Jane and the man in the park and the mystery of Jane 

stirs a wont—and then proves a total illusion, a siren call to annihilation. 

 

 



 
 

 

The film‘s crucial movement, a high point of cinema technique and style, comes as Thomas 

investigates his pictures. He zeroes in on anomalies and blurry, seemingly meaningless patches, 

even the inferences of his ―actors‖‘ body language, and marks out points of interest and 

uncertainty. He then makes new prints blowing up these spots. Each reframing and zoom is a 

partial solution to the last puzzle and the start of a new one, until his studio is festooned with what 

seems an entire story, which Antonioni can now move through like a primitive flipbook 

protomovie. It‘s a miniature film theory class, a lesson in constructing to elucidate a reality that 

would have otherwise been missed in the clumsy simplicity of human perception. It‘s also a 

journey in transformation, turning the idyllic moment Thomas prized so much into a menacing 

and terrible opposite, and dragging Thomas himself through alternating states of obsession, 

pleasure, depression, and finally nullification, the film character invested with the same 

alternations of emotion and perception as the audience watching him. 

 

 

 
 

 

Blowup fades Thomas out before it fades out itself, and his subjects are revealed as even stranger 

than they seemed: Jane‘s frantic attempt to ward him off, the man‘s slightly sheepish, slightly 

haughty disinterest. In both readings of the situation, something shameful is happening. The 

lurking killer‘s posture and shadowiness are reminiscent of Reggie Nalder in Hitchcock‘s The 

Man Who Knew Too Much (1956), but the thunder of Hitchcockian climax has been replaced by 

the shimmering, Zen-touched hiss of the trees. The aesthetic key comes from Bill, an artist 

working in a purposefully diametric medium, the man trying to make form out of his own strange 

chaos, even stating, perhaps superfluously, that it‘s like tracking a clue in a detective story. The 



two art forms collide, mingle, reforge. Aesthetic is no longer décor, but challenge, way of being, 

even a danger. 

 

 

 
 

 

What was profoundly disturbing in Antonioni‘s moment has become a playful norm. Today, the 

manipulation and transformation of images, usually for trivial purposes and day-to-day 

entertainment, is commonplace. YouTube is crammed with ingeniously faked reels of monster 

sightings. Anyone who‘s worked on retouching a picture with Photoshop has been through the 

experience of Thomas seeing, say, the eye of a beautiful woman turning into a swirling galaxy of 

colours and then an array of completely abstract cubes. The difficulty of manipulating film, with 

its complex chemical properties, has given way to the perfectly malleable states of digitisation. 

The idea that photographic evidence can automatically or even momentarily be granted complete 

trust is archaic. Cinema verite gave way to reality television. More seriously, huge amounts of 

time, energy, and bandwidth have been devoted by some to investigating footage of the moon 

landings and the 9/11 attacks for proof of conspiracy and mendacity, often provoking staggering 

incredulity over how different people can look at the same thing and interpret it in vastly different 

ways. Antonioni was looking forward to our time even as he rooted his film in the mood of a 

particular time and place—the saturation of the image and the charged, near-religious meaning it 

takes on in spite of being evidently profane. Many in his time saw a Marxism-inflected, Sartre-

influenced meaning in his work as diagnoses of the eddying feebleness that descends when 

political and social motivation are subsumed by a meaninglessly material world. This was almost 

certainly an aspect of Antonioni‘s thinking, though it also feels reductive: like all art, it wouldn‘t 

exist if what it said could be summed up in a pamphlet. The experience itself is vital, the passage 

its own reality. 

 

 



 
 

 

Thomas‘ ultimate confrontation is not simply with impotence, but also with the vagaries of 

experience itself, as all proof of his experience vanishes and with it, assurance it ever happened. 

Antonioni toys with the idea that revealing the truth is only a matter of looking closely and 

seriously enough for something, but then undercuts it, suggesting that on a certain level, reality 

breaks down, or perhaps rather like the sense of matter in subatomic particles, is displaced and 

transmuted. Thomas becomes half-accidentally the witness to a murder, not just because he sees it, 

but because his merely human memory is the only repository for it after his photos and negatives 

are stolen. Once the murder‘s done there‘s no real purpose to action, something his ―he was 

somebody‖ line again underscores—the only real spur to intervene in a crime is to prevent it, 

whereas anything afterwards is only fit for an undertaker. Thomas finds the man‘s body in the 

park, but the drama‘s over. He can‘t do anything except try to enlist Ron to give independent 

testimony to his witnessing. Perhaps, far from simply accusing contemporary artists and audiences 

of ditzy political detachment, Antonioni was most urgently trying to portray his experiences as a 

filmmaker, his attempts to capture raw and unvarnished truths on film and then seeing that truth 

dissolve because of the vagaries of life and the medium shift under study. At the same time, 

Antonioni imposed rigorous aesthetic choices on his creation, going so far as to repaint houses in 

the streets where shooting took place to communicate interior states through exterior sign play: he 

had become an imperial creator even as he mocked his own ambitions. 

 

 

 
 

 

The famous performance of the Yardbirds towards the end of the film in which Jeff Beck smashes 

his own guitar is crucial not as a mere indictment of a slide into neon barbarianism many of 

Antonioni‘s generation saw in the rock ‘n‘ roll age, though that note does sound, but also a 



summary of Antonioni‘s confession. Here is an artist‘s anger with his art and his tools, his sense 

of form and purpose breaking down in the increasingly nettled sense of what to say and how to say 

it in the face of a modern world slipping away from any coherent design of understanding. The hip 

audience watch mostly with faces of stone, happy to let the artists act out their feelings, 

sublimating temptations towards excess, destruction, anarchy. Although Antonioni‘s recreation of 

the mood of the time was the very opposite of the florid unruliness we associate with the era‘s 

cultural scene, there‘s definite sense and accuracy to his portrait, his understanding of the 

underlying psychic transaction. This scene converts the film‘s larger experience into a jagged 

epigram. 

 

 

 
 

 

Thomas needs and uses the mystery he uncovers to shock himself out of a stupor, only to find it 

doesn‘t transcend his situation, only exemplifies it. The film‘s last few reels turn into a 

dumbstruck odyssey for Thomas as he seeks Ron to take him to see the dead body, but is 

distracted by seeing someone he thinks is Jane enter a mod concert venue. He ventures into the 

concert looking for Jane, whose brief seeming appearance and then disappearance is one of 

Antonioni‘s finest sleights of hand, and comes out instead with the guitar‘s neck as a battle trophy, 

like the two models with him earlier, for the attention of the famous, only to toss the trophy away, 

its momentary totemic power spent. He then tracks Ron to a posh party where everyone‘s doped to 

the gills and can barely lift a finger in response to Thomas‘ news. 

 

 

 
 

 



Some complained at the time that Antonioni‘s tendency to find the same qualities in the 

countercultural youth and bohemians he studied in Blowup and Zabriskie Point as he did in the 

tepid bourgeoisie of Rome was wrongheaded and phony. But time eventually proved him right in 

many ways. There‘s a cold, mordant honesty to the sequence in which Thomas sits watching a 

bunch of bohemian toffs getting high, the new lotus eaters buying out of a reality they‘ve barely 

glimpsed anyway, faintly anticipatory of Kubrick‘s historical wigs with people underneath 

in Barry Lyndon (1975), glimpsed in Restoration artlike friezes, and grindingly familiar to anyone 

who‘s been surrounded by very stoned people at a party. Thomas‘ resolve dissolves amongst their 

uninterest and his own exhaustion. He awakens the next morning, restored but now with the grip 

on his fever dream lost. 

 

 

 
 

 

The closing scenes provide a coda much like the one Thomas wanted for his book: perhaps he‘s 

projected himself after all into the zone of his fantasies, a state of hushed and wistful melancholy. 

Thomas finds the body gone. The drama he happened upon has now dissipated, replaced by the 

gang of students who have been crisscrossing his path since the start, making up their own 

realities. Tellingly, these characters are the only ones who have ever made Thomas smile. Thomas 

finally finds solace, or something, joining in, to the point where the sounds of a real tennis match 

start to resound on the soundtrack to accompany the fake one the mimes are playing. It‘s easy to 

read this as the final collapse of Thomas‘ sense of reality, but it‘s also the first time he simply 

stands and experiences without his camera, his interior reality allowed scope to breathe. Perhaps 

what we‘ve witnessed is not the defeat of the artist but rather a rebirth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

The Big Trail (1930) 
 

Director: Raoul Walsh 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

One of the first true epics of sound cinema, The Big Trail left a deep and permanent imprint on 

movie history without a lot of people knowing about it. The late 1920s saw the cinema forcibly 

redefined by the advent of sound, a ruction for audiences, filmmakers, and theatre owners alike. 

True colour film processes would arrive soon after, but most filmmakers shied away from any 

further innovation until television forced them to fight for an audience. When they did, they would 

turn to the widescreen format, which had been introduced unsuccessfully in the 1920s. In France, 

Abel Gance‘s Napoleon (1927) had demonstrated the artistic potency of the format, and three 

years later, The Big Trail came at the leading edge of another, brief campaign to promote the 

format in American filmmaking. 

 

 



 
 

 

A mammoth undertaking by the Fox Film Corporation, The Big Trail was shot, incredibly, in six 

different versions simultaneously: editions in four alternate languages, a standard 35mm format 

version, and another in an experimental 70mm widescreen process called Grandeur. The 

exhausting labour and cost involved in this reflected the cumbersome demands of the era‘s 

technology, and came on top of a colossal, already difficult location shoot that trailed nearly 2,000 

miles across five states. Fox may have hoped to maximise the film‘s box office potential by 

making so many versions, but instead The Big Trail became a sad failure, as most exhibitors 

refused to take up the widescreen format and the regular-sized print couldn‘t make enough money 

to cover the huge expense during the straits of the early Depression. 

 

 

 
 

 

The Big Trail languished in relative obscurity for a long time as a result, whilst the similar, but far 
creakier Cimarron would capture the Best Picture Oscar a year later. Director Raoul Walsh took a 

blow to his career and wouldn‘t get to helm another film of such a scale for some time. The new 



male star he had discovered for the project would languish in small roles and B westerns for 

nearly a decade. That young man, a former college footballer and bit-part player, was 

recommended to Walsh by mutual friend John Ford, who liked the actor‘s cocky walk. He came 

on The Big Trail‘s set named Marion Morrison, but thanks to Walsh and a cadre of studio 

executives, continued his career under the name they chose for him—John Wayne. 

 

 

 
 

 

Walsh himself had been a rough-and-tumble cowboy actor in the pioneering days of Hollywood 

and dabbled in directing even before he appeared in D.W. Griffith‘s The Birth of a Nation (1915), 

including work on the legendary docudrama The Life of General Villa (1913), starring the great 

bandit-revolutionary as himself. Walsh evolved into one of the most sublimely rigorous and no-

nonsense of classical Hollywood filmmakers. With The Big Trail, he matched Lewis Milestone‘s 

work on All Quiet on the Western Front (1930) in freeing early sound film from its stagy reflexes 

to discover the world at large. For Walsh, this discovery resulted in a relative crudeness, with 

dialogue recorded out in the open and sometimes muffled by a general clamour, but also 

fascinatingly rich and with a lively naturalism quite different to the smoother, but more artificial 

textures that would become the norm. 

 

 



 
 

 

As a film, The Big Trail shows its age in places, but its general vigour and expanse is still 

breathtaking. As a depiction of the travails of early pioneers, it still dwarfs many amongst 

generations of imitations. The plot is merely sufficient to lend the film a through-line that sustains 

the panoramic study in a human tide on the move. Wayne plays frontiersman Breck Coleman, a 

product of life in the western expanses, one who credits his knowledge of hunting and exploring to 

the Native American tribes he grew up amongst. Coleman knows the land and can clear a path 

across the country for a huge wagon train forming at a trading post in Missouri, intending to be the 

first such large expedition to go across the country to claim farm land in Washington state. At 

first, Coleman is uninterested in joining the expedition because he‘s on the hunt for the killers of 

his friend, Ben Griswold; someone tried to make the crime look like an Indian raid, but Breck 

looked closer and found signs revealing the true culprits, including the stub of a burnt-out cigar. 

Whilst he tells another old friend, Zeke (Tully Marshall) about this, Red Flack (Tyrone Power 

Sr.), the man hired to lead a cattle team ahead of the wagons and blaze the Oregon Trail, overhears 

him and is clearly rattled. Breck finds he leaves behind the same brand of cigar in his wake, and 

Walsh employs a brief flashback to illustrate the processes of Breck‘s deduction, revealing his 

discovery of Griswold‘s last camp site in the wilderness and his comprehension of a masked 

crime. As he probes further, Breck discovers a large quantity of pelts probably stolen off Griswold 

were sold to the trading post by a man named Lopez (Charles Stevens), who happens to be a 

friend and employee of Flack. 

 

 



 
 

 

Breck agrees to scout for the wagon train so he can stick close to this suspect pair and see if he can 

dig up more evidence and bring them to whatever kind of justice the moment provides. 

Meanwhile, he accidentally antagonises some of his prospective charges. He mistakes proper 

Southern belle Ruth Cameron (Marguerite Churchill) for another girl he knows and plants a kiss 

on her, only to realise his mistake as she stomps off in an offended huff. Ruth is the daughter of a 

greatly respected Southern elder, but she‘s set on building a new life with her brother Dave (David 

Rollins) and younger sister. She has a self-appointed guardian and would-be suitor of traditionally 

gallant credentials, Bill Thorpe (Ian Keith), who claims to be a plantation owner looking for 

adventure and tries repeatedly to talk Ruth into marrying him. He exchanges pithy words with 

Breck, as the young man tries to apologise to Ruth—except that Thorpe is actually a gambler who 

can‘t stay at the trading post lest he be hung and can‘t go back lest he be shot thanks to excessive 

displays of his prodigious skills with firearms. But he‘s friends with Flack, and he joins the wagon 

train with an eye to netting Ruth and taking out Breck as a favour to his pal. Breck tries to do his 

job whilst avoiding Thorpe‘s various attempts to kill him, barely surviving one ambush in which 

his horse is killed. Meanwhile, Breck negotiates safe passage through Cheyenne territory with 

their chief, Black Elk (John Big Tree), but danger waits as other native nations join in a coalition 

to block their path through the Rocky Mountains. 

 

 



 
 

 

The basic storyline is familiar genre melodrama and mostly serves to give a little sinew to what is 

otherwise a survey of frontier experience, a depiction of a communal event that strays legitimately 

into the true definition of epic as an account of the social flux and great undertaking that creates a 

nation. Walsh records this with such elaborate detail and rhythmic intensity that he creates a 

virtually pantheistic work of art. Although there‘s a brief patch of speechifying towards the end, 

when Breck underlines the overall meaning of the event, Walsh is for the most part happy to let 

his images speak—visions of prairie schooners rocking along in clouds of dust under the rays of 

the setting sun, his characters traversing rivers and mountains and forests. The unusual, laborious 

shoot meant that The Big Trail comes close in nature to one of Robert Flaherty‘s staged 

documentaries simply by the unavoidable authenticity of much on screen, the peculiar thrill of 

such moments as the wagons being lowered with improvised cranes down a cliff face and trying to 

negotiate a swollen river. The vast number of extras look unusually like the kind of people they‘re 

portraying. Walsh delights in zeroing in on sights like strong, muscular woman chopping down 

trees and lashing along their oxen amongst the broad diorama of human activity, this moving city 

in the wilderness, all achieved without recourse to tricks like back projection. 

 

 



 
 

 

The admiration for the pluck of ordinary men and women is typical of Walsh, who stayed in the 

Hollywood game as a jack-of-all-trades but made his clearest mark in Warner Bros. plebeian 

melodramas, like They Drive By Night (1940) and Manpower (1941), and films with sociological 

breadth, like The Bowery (1933) and The Roaring Twenties (1939), the latter a particularly potent 

influence on subsequent waves of filmmakers from Orson Welles to Martin Scorsese. Walsh could 

handle any genre, but found real focus in gangster and war films. Where his great rivals in the 

classic cadre of macho auteurs Ford, DeMille, and Hawks, tended towards mythologising in their 

different ways, Walsh, like William Wellman, retained something of a reportorial attitude, 

comprehending the shifts from the plucky energy of the ‘30s to a despair over the illusions of the 

American dream (The Roaring Twenties), the defeat of individualism (High Sierra, 1941), the 

neurotic birth of the atomic age (White Heat, 1949), and overtures of fascist power and resistance 

in the burgeoning Cold War (The Naked and the Dead, 1958). The Big Trail, meanwhile, feels like 

a preparatory sketch for those canonical Western epics, Hawks‘Red River (1948) and Ford‘s The 

Searchers (1956), whilst How the West Was Won (1963) is a partial remake. Like Red River, The 

Big Trail watches an intimate drama play out in the midst of a massive undertaking, and neither 

can resolve until the end of the trail is reached. Like The Searchers, the quest to write a form of 

justice and human meaning upon an impassive and voraciously expansive landscape and the need 

for safe harbours and human connection remain in constant tension. 

 

 



 
 

 

The drama in The Big Trail is much more elemental than what Walsh usually offered, but it‘s 

rewarding to look closely at Thorpe and Flack, a divergent pair of characters united by the fact 

they‘re both nefarious criminals, forming with Lopez a kind of shadow society within the greater 

enterprise. Thorpe is a fake gentleman, slick and charismatic, precursor to John Carradine‘s 

similar, if more ambiguous character in Stagecoach (1939) but also a type for whom Walsh might 

later have offered far more sympathy as the man who can‘t submit to a society bent on ironing out 

wrinkles like him, dogged by his impulses towards nobility rather than merely using that attitude 

as a disguise. Indeed, by the time of White Heat, Walsh would reveal the processes of empathy 

completely inverted: the psychotic, desperate Cody Jarrett had become the hero and the man 

quietly shadowing him to bring him to justice the villain. Keith has lean charisma in the role of 

Thorpe, and he would later become a favourite actor of Cecil B. DeMille. Flack is a monstrous 

brute who nonetheless has great reserves of native cunning and authority, and reportedly provided 

the direct inspiration for Popeye‘s Bluto. Power, a former matinee idol as his then-teenage son 

would become, looked gnarled and terrible by this time. With bushy beard, snaggy, rotten teeth, 

and belly-deep, broken-bottle voice, he creates an unsubtle, but galvanising villain, like some kind 

of prehistoric monster born aberrantly in human form. Both Thorpe and Flack represent fading 

varieties of authority, the raw force of the barbarian king and the deceptive lethalness of the 

pseudo-aristocrat who wants to be taken for a slave-owning oligarch, men who tellingly ―lead‖ the 

expedition but don‘t actually do much for it. 

 

 



 
 

 

Interestingly, Walsh would later combine the Thorpe and Flack characters to create his unstable 

antiheroes who waver between nobility and base violence, particularly White Heat‘s Cody Jarrett 

and The Naked and the Dead‘s Sgt. Croft, who, like Flack, is an ancient kind of he-man who leads 

his team on an epic mission but with more Melvillian overtones per Norman Mailer‘s source 

novel. Meanwhile Walsh pulls apart the presumptions of a film he starred in, The Birth of a 

Nation; note that Ruth is, like the central family of that film, a Cameron, but is running away from 

her legacy following the telling death of the old patriarch and the loss of property and standing; 

Thorpe mentions that there ―isn‘t a home in all the South that wouldn‘t be happy to take in the 

daughter of Colonel Cameron‖ (notably, much later Walsh would take on the legacy of slavery 

more pointedly in A Band of Angels, 1957). By contrast, Breck is the egalitarian son of the frontier 

who doesn‘t fear a fight. but also easily negotiates with the Indians he understands and with whom 

he shares a worldview. Meanwhile, Ruth‘s brother Dave takes the place of another character 

Walsh was fond of, the fresh-faced neophyte anxious to take his place amongst men. Walsh also 

plays with his camera and storytelling methods: the flashback to Breck‘s discovery of Griswold‘s 

camp counts as an unusual touch for the time, whilst Walsh‘s way of shooting the fleet of prairie 

schooners, including a shot from inside one wagon as it negotiates the land, surely influenced 

Ford‘s work on Stagecoach. 

 

 



 
 

 

The photography by Lucien Andriot and Arthur Edeson is remarkably alive to physical texture—

the grains of wood in the fixtures of the wagons seem almost alive—whilst occasionally capturing 

some larger spirit than the merely physical in their visuals, such as rays of sunlight gushing 

through clouds over the convoy, the bone-chilling final hunt sequence in the forest at the extremes 

of mortality. Walsh‘s grasp on orchestrating massive action and hordes of extras and the precision 

of his flow of vignettes, suggests what he learnt from Griffith, as well as the relentless logic of his 

horizontal compositions. But even as he contends with some hokey comedy and the simplicity of 

the story, Walsh has left the Victorian sentiments of Griffith far behind: here there are only strong 

and hardy people contending with the land. The soundtrack captures a constant clamour of 

juddering wheels and rattling pots and lowing cattle, the ambient din of the wagon train, with 

enriching authenticity, the kind of effect that would later be commonplace, but here still has a 

quality of discovery. The final sequences, filmed in the midst of California‘s awe-inspiring 

redwoods, sees the wagon train climb down from soaring white mountains to verdant valley floors 

fringed by the great trees, underlining a feeling of having passed into some mythical realm where 

gigantism is a norm and everything is touched with a dusting of mythology. Critic Fred Camper 

tellingly saw The Big Trail it as an epic where the place of the individual human was displaced by 

nature at the heart of the film, and this often feels quite true, laying seeds for the ways later 

generations of filmmakers like Werner Herzog, Terrence Malick, and Alejandro Gonzalez Iñárritu 

would attempt a similar sensitisation to environment as character. 

 

 



 
 

 

Walsh might also have been taking a few ideas from the trickle of Soviet Realist films in the way 

he plays down individuals in favour of observing group action with an intensive eye for their way 

of life. Interpolated title cards reinforce the heroic bluster in the film‘s take on the colonising 

event, but for much of its length, The Big Trail actually takes a droll, even laid-back approach to 

the human level. Breck and Ruth‘s thorny romance is played mostly for light comedy as Ruth 

remains superficially cold to Breck‘s ardent attempts to romance her. Ruth obeys a programmed 

cultural loyalty that sees her gravitating to Thorpe in spite of all warning signs, whilst even the 

Comanche who come along for the ride can recognise their budding relationship, labelling her 

―Coleman‘s Squaw‖ to her extreme aggravation. Some of the humour verges on silly, particularly 

as Zeke‘s drinking buddy, Windy Bill (Russ Powell), ruffles Thorpe‘s savour faire as he tries to 

romance Ruth by making animal noises. El Brendel contributes his patented comic Swede act for 

some gags that were probably hoary at the time, contending with his rather perturbingly large, 

forceful mother-in-law and at one point, sitting in a mud puddle only to explain the mud‘s so deep 

he‘s actually still on top of his horse. The sight of Zeke and Windy drunk as lords as they set out 

on the great expedition does a lot to dent the grandiosity with a sense of human scruffiness. Ruth 

decides to leave the wagon train with Thorpe after feeling humiliated by the jokes of the pioneers 

and Indians, and Thorpe decides to try to complete his job for Flack by taking a chance to gun 

down Breck before departing. 

 

 



 
 

 

Lucky for Breck that Zeke keeps an eye out for him and plugs Thorpe as he‘s taking aim at 

Breck‘s back. This sparks a brief travail for Breck as Ruth, misinterpreting what Dave reports of 

the event, accuses Breck of murder, an accusation Flask tries to take advantage of. Fortunately, 

Zeke intervening to set the record straight and an Indian attack head off trouble for Flack. The 

settlers circle their wagons and battle off the massed attackers. Breck still can‘t prosecute his 

vengeance against Flask and Lopez, not until they make a move as the convoy nears its destination 

and the necessity of stopping him before he can bring in outside authorities grows urgent. It‘s truly 

fascinating to see Wayne here at the very start of his career, easily commanding the screen as a 

leading man in spite of his youth and tenderfoot status. Gary Cooper was initially commissioned 

to play Breck, and it‘s easy to see at this time why Wayne would be taken as a substitute, just as 

tall but still fairly rangy, dashingly handsome in a way hard to associate with his older, craggier 

visage. It‘s clear from the first moment what a different screen persona he wields compared to 

Cooper‘s cagey intensity, with his hearty laughter and easy stride and yawing line deliveries. 

Cooper often played characters adapted to a rugged life in a cautious and thoughtful way, whereas 

Wayne just seems to belong in this world, body and soul. There‘s still something boyish to Wayne 

here, his good looks rather foxy and his voice ringing a little higher, accentuated by the old 

Vitaphone sound recording, that‘s particularly appealing. Some of the half-suppressed playfulness 

filmmakers like Ford and Henry Hathaway could get out of Wayne later is evident here, 

particularly in the scene when he accidentally kisses Churchill‘s Ruth with a young masher‘s 

energy. 

 

 



 
 

 

Churchill is less engaging, though she handles well the crucial moments when she finally gives up 

trying to hold in her feelings for Breck and begs him not to go after Flack and Lopez, and she has 

a certain pithy tilt of chin and flash of eye that repeatedly demonstrates that under the remnant 

façade of the prim Southern belle, Ruth is a hardy, worthy lady. Walsh was particularly great 

when it came to vivid action finales for his films, pushing push them to perfect visual and thematic 

nexus images—the church steps at the end of The Roaring Twenties, the battle on the electrical 

wires in Manpower, the exploding gas tank in White Heat—and The Big Trail builds to a 

spellbinding vignette high in a snowy forest where Lopez collapses and freezes to death whilst 

Flack forges on, only for Breck to catch up with him with the two men oblivious to each other on 

either side of a colossal, toppled redwood stem. Snow billows, light shafts, the flash of Breck‘s 

knife blade, a gunshot, and death, Flack‘s huge body collapsing by the fallen tree, another titan of 

an age about to meet civilisation‘s at once revolutionary and withering touch. When Breck and 

Ruth are reunited, Walsh returns to the midst of the colossal redwoods, like organ pipes for a 

colossal cathedral of nature, climaxing in a final shot tilting up along another giant redwood, this 

one growing and titanic, to the sun far above. The images here haunted me for months after first 

watching the film, as if Walsh had captured the essence of a time and place that never quite 

existed, the fantastic world every dreamer reaches for. The Big Trail might not have found the 

stature it deserved in its time, but it testifies to the great power the medium could wield even as its 

very nature changed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975) 
 

Director: Jim Sharman 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

Incredible as this will sound, this week I watched The Rocky Horror Picture Show from beginning 

to end for the first time. Oh, sure, I‘d seen most of it in bits and pieces before going right back to 

when I was a kid. Thanks to growing up in a pop-culture world inflected with its legacy, I was 

long familiar with its characters, plot, and, of course, its soundtrack—who hasn‘t heard ―The Time 

Warp‖ or ―Sweet Transvestite‖ in our day and age? This very familiarity made seeing the whole 

thing seem a bit superfluous, but finally, I made myself sit down and take it all in. 

 

 

 



 

 

Rocky Horror was, of course, struggling English actor Richard O‘Brien‘s brainchild, composed, 

he said, to keep himself busy on long winter evenings of unemployment. O‘Brien‘s off-the-wall 

musical play mashed up his fetish for classic scifi and B horror movies, the trappings of the faded 

ethos of showmanship and glitzy-tacky Hollywood pizzazz, and the milieu of post-Swinging 

London and the age of sexual liberation—all entirely in keeping with a music scene ruled over by 

Mick Jagger and Ziggy Stardust. Australian theatrical director Jim Sharman, who had gained some 

respect for his staging of Jesus Christ Superstar, knew O‘Brien from his one-night stint playing 

Herod in the show, and O‘Brien snagged his interest with his kooky project. 

 

 

 
 

 

Sharman‘s showbiz pedigree was unquestionable. His father had been famous in Oz for running a 

travelling boxing show and carnival, and he grasped the potential in O‘Brien‘s project. He had 

already directed a film in Australia, 1972‘s Shirley Thompson vs. the Aliens, built around much the 

same mix of nostalgia, camp, music, and satirical reference. Sharman staged O‘Brien‘s show in 

the 64-seat Royal Court Upstairs Theatre with a cast of virtual unknowns, including star Tim 

Curry, an actor O‘Brien knew from around his neighbourhood, and Sharman‘s pal from down 

under, ―Little‖ Nell Campbell. The show was an instant success, and soon became the fixture it 

essentially still is. Two years later, Sharman brought it to the big screen for 20th Century Fox, 

importing for the sake of a larger budget two American actors, Susan Sarandon and Barry 

Bostwick, to play the nominal leads, as well as one talent who had made an impression in the LA 

production, Marvin ―Meat Loaf‖ Aday. The film version initially failed to find an audience, and 

was written off as a misbegotten flop, but this was the golden age of cult films, with midnight 

screenings of cinematic oddities attracting large audiences of college kids and hipsters. An 

enterprising distributor saw the potential in marketing the film to the same audience, and soon a 

whole subculture formed around the movie, with audiences creating a ritualised script of comment 

and response and live performers mimicking onscreen action. 

 

 



 
 

 

It‘s easy to see Rocky Horror‘s specific appeal, particularly in the milieu of the mid-1970s. Above 

all, the rock ‘n‘ roll score accomplished something nothing, not even Hair or Jesus Christ 
Superstar, had quite pulled off so effervescently and effectively before (or, really, since, perhaps 

not until the recent Hamilton)—contextualising the stage musical in the pop era in a way that 

made it fit. O‘Brien tapped into an audience steeped in both a love of flimsy fantasy and New Age 

mores, creating a variation on a niche of gay culture just acceptable enough to lodge itself in the 

mainstream. The plotline, whilst strutting through a mocking pastiche of B movies, essentially 

describes a mass cultural experience, portraying a pair of hopeless squares being exposed to the 

stranger side of life and finding themselves, if not necessarily better off, certainly wiser—a Sadean 

narrative rendered in a light, fun, mostly harmless manner. At the same time, Rocky Horror has 

undoubtedly helped a lot of gay, bisexual, and just plain fabulous people come out of the closet 

and wield its fantasy as a weapon. 

 

 

All that said, though, is The Rocky Horror Picture Show any good? 

 

 

 
 

 

As a record of this peculiar cultural artefact, certainly. The movie, like the stage version, opens 

with the song ―Science Fiction/Double Feature,‖ an ode to the pleasures of cinema from 
yesteryear, the stuff of O‘Brien‘s youth, referencing the likes of Tarantula (1955) and Day of the 

Triffids (1962). The film is littered with references to the glory days of Hollywood filmmaking, 



and there‘s an interesting contradiction in there somewhere, this creation of fringe art celebrating a 

lost Eden of commercial art—although in the context of the mid-‘70s, that legacy had faded and 

the same studios were trying to reinvent themselves by making stuff like, well, stuff like Rocky 

Horror. Moreover, such referential gambits feel like a miscue to me, as the project never really 

settles for pastiche or lampooning, and, least of all, for straight-up genre thrills, but instead 

subjects those tropes to a transmutation, turning subtext inside out and exploring less the ideas of 

classic genre cinema than camp culture‘s take on it. Sharman‘s expanded cinematic scope and the 

production circumstances allowed him to directly evoke the glory days of British cinefantastique, 

particularly Hammer horror, which was in its death throes at the time. Much of the film was shot 

around the decaying Oakley Court mansion, a popular location for horror film shoots. The central 

scene of monstrous creation directly references the laboratory scenes of 

Fisher‘s Frankenstein films. 

 

 

 
 

 

One of the cleverest touches of the film adaptation was casting Charles Gray, consummate player 

of villains in such films as Terence Fisher‘s The Devil Rides Out (1967) and the James Bond 

film Diamonds Are Forever (1971), as a ―Criminologist‖ whose introductions and narration evoke 

the likes of Edgar Lustgarden, the crime writer famous for hosting true crime TV series in the 

‘50s, and Boris Karloff‘s hosting of the anthology show Thriller. Some of the film‘s truly killer 

vignettes include the cutaways to him lecturing on how to do the Time Warp, and casting away his 

dryly portentous dignity to dance on a table top. Drive-in movie fare isn‘t the only subject for 

satirical mirth: Brad and Janet overhear Richard Nixon‘s resignation speech, symbolic fall of the 

establishment about to be mirrored by the young couple‘s impending date with subversive 

elements. 

 

 



 
 

 

An early sight gag unsubtly, but pertinently lampoons the couple representing middle American 

values, as Grant Wood‘s famous ―American Gothic‖ painting looms over protagonists Brad 

Majors (Barry Bostwick) and Janet Weiss (Susan Sarandon) and their friends at a wedding. The 

inference is obvious, the lurking spectre of parched, repressed, cheerless conformity the legacy 

behind their white-bread, upright, uptightness, and several of the church congregants watching the 

wedding revels with parsimonious intensity are, in fact, the very same perverts who will later turn 

the couple‘s lives upside down. Brad and Janet are citizens of the Texas town of Denton. After 

they bid farewell to their just-married friends, Brad finally confesses his love for Janet via the 

song ―Dammit Janet,‖ and they set off for a night of celebrating their smouldering blandness. But 

the couple‘s journey is complicated by a storm and strange motorcyclists, and their car busts a tyre 

after they take a wrong turn. Luckily for them, there‘s a castle nearby where they can ask for help. 

 

 

 
 

 

Brad and Janet immediately stumble into an asylum of weirdness, greeted by a cabal of partying 

oddballs attending the ―Annual Transylvanian Convention,‖ overlorded by pansexual, transvestite 

scientist Frank-N-Furter (Curry) and his fake servants, hunchbacked butler Riff Raff (O‘Brien) 

and his sister and maid Magenta (Patricia Quinn), as well as hanger-on and former lover Columbia 

(Campbell). Frank has gathered the cabal together to celebrate the culmination of a great 

experiment: he is about to bring life to a man he‘s constructed, dubbed Rocky (Peter Hinwood). 
Frank‘s creation emerges from the vat as a perfect Aryan vision, ready and willing to flex his 

physique to the amazement of the audience even as he wonders what strange situation he‘s been 



plunged into. But Frank‘s road to triumph has been paved with his sins, including frozen biker 

Eddie (Meat Loaf), who busts out of cold storage in a dizzy rage. A delivery boy who was 

ensnared by Frank‘s lustful attentions but who gravitated to Columbia, Eddie‘s been partly 

harvested to provide Rocky‘s brain, and he careens through Frank‘s lab on his motorcycle until the 

vengeful host dispatches him gorily with an ice pick. Having disposed of this momentary 

distraction, Frank sets Rocky to building up his body to ever greater heights of masculine glory 

before chaining him to his bed. Rocky Horror revolves around this one central, inarguably brilliant 

premise—though the film doesn‘t do much interesting with it—turning the classic Frankenstein 

figure into a freak who wants to create not just a human being, but a perfect male love object and 

then doubling down on this joke by having the monster‘s traditional rebellion be that he is 

resolutely and helplessly heterosexual. 

 

 

 
 

 

Curry inhabits the role of Frank-N-Furter with such total ease and charismatic verve that it seems 

like he was born in his lofty stilettoes and garters, credibly locating jolts of pathos and flickers of 

melancholy under the surface of a creature otherwise defined by totally shameless hedonism and 

dedication to his own outsized talent and ego. From the moment he enters the film dressed like 

Dracula, only to throw off his cape and reveal his very masculine body swathed in burlesque-

ready underwear, Frank-N-Furter commands the proceedings. Later, as he acts as impresario mad 

scientist at Rocky‘s revival, he sports the pink triangle of gay pride (adapted and reversed from a 

Nazi designation), but doesn‘t stop at any polite or merely political limits of gender orientation. 

The figuration of Frank and Rocky could well have been originally inspired by Z-Man and his lust 

object, Lance Rocke, in another hugely popular camp relic, Beyond the Valley of the Dolls (1970); 

Frank very strongly recalls Z-Man as the imperious host of debauched revels and jealous creator 

with not-so-secret peccadilloes. There‘s also a strong whiff of Cabaret‘s (1972) Emcee to him, 

and Bob Fosse‘s sleazy-sexy sensibility pervades the film as an influence. 

 

 



 
 

 

Sharman‘s theatrical talent mostly works once Brad and Janet reach Frank‘s castle and are 

confronted by an the alternate-universe rock‘n‘roll party as a moment of revelation. The 

Transylvanians line-dance, and Riff-Raff, Magenta, and Columbia regale them with ―The Time 

Warp,‖ that most insistently catchy and seemingly nonsensical of songs with lyrics that bespeak a 

defining obsession with nihilism countered with a sense of freedom and release found in 

remembered pleasures. Frank enters from a cage elevator and struts through the scene with 

carelessly convivial enthusiasm laced with erotic potency. The movements here obey their own 

warped logic, the mood of having stumbled through veil into a strange zone of reality, true in its 

way to many a classic horror film with the twist of discovering not horror and madness—although 

there is some of that—but rather the strangely alluring invite of a secret society dedicated entirely 

to making life a trifle less dull. Of course, it‘s the songs here that tie this act together: ―The Time 

Warp‖ segues into ―Sweet Transvestite,‖ and, a little later, ―Hot Patootie,‖ all musical bits that roll 

on with driving force, the first and the last perfect floor-fillers and the middle song an impudently 

sexy declaration of Frank‘s wont that burrows deeply into the ear. 

 

 

 
 

 

The stage is set for wild and shaggy times, and some do actually happen. Very much the pivotal 

sequence of Rocky Horror and its mystique comes at the halfway mark in a sequence that plays as 

an omnivorous replay of the health clinic scenes in On Her Majesty’s Secret Service (1969), 
except whereas James Bond was fox in the henhouse with a bunch of horny ladies, here Frank-N-

Furter revels in having a couple of ripe, young dweebs to make a tilt at. Frank first pretends to be 



Brad visiting Janet and then Janet visiting Brad, with both squares letting him have his way with 

them on the assurance the other won‘t find out about it, climaxing, literally and figuratively, with 

the silhouetted, but still declarative shot of Frank fellating Brad, a moment that does still feel 

gutsy and unique in the context of such a work of broad appeal. 

 

 

 
 

 

Riff Raff and Magenta‘s general program of torment and sabotage sees them drive Rocky crazy 

with fire and cause him to escape, and then make sure Janet can see through the house‘s TV 

monitors that Brad and Frank are together. Janet stumbles out in an anguished delirium and meets 

Rocky. She succumbs immediately to his boy-man virility, a spectacle that, in turn, shocks both 

Frank and Brad. Eddie‘s father, a scientist named Everett Scott (Jonathan Adams) and a rival of 

Frank‘s, reaches the castle in search of his son, necessitating a very uncomfortable dinner that 

climaxes with Eddie‘s dismembered body being revealed in a glass coffin under the banquet table. 

 

 

 
 

 

Unfortunately, Rocky Horror leaves itself no particular place to go after Frank‘s bout of bed-

hopping, and in the above-described scenes, retreats into shtick that, frankly, could be in any 

average dinner theatre show (―Or should I say Von Scott?‖ Gimme a break). The odd witty line 

does drop throughout the film—I got a good laugh from Brad‘s question, ―So, do you any of you 
guys know how to do the Madison?‖ after ―The Time Warp‖—but too often there‘s a surfeit of 

true wit or even good wisecracks. A late swerve for a note of pseudo-pathos as Frank-N-Furter 



faces his downfall doesn‘t come off in part because his divaish final song is the dullest tune in the 

film, and besides, who wants to take Frank seriously? His wonderful line, ―It‘s not easy having a 

good time—even smiling makes my face ache,‖ gives the character a signature facet that doesn‘t 

need underlining. Such flailing probably didn‘t matter so much on the stage, where the compulsive 

energy of the performers and the tunes can carry the material along, but the film finally suffers 

from a lack of a real cinematic invention. Part of this surely stems from the general decision to 

make the film as a road-show version of the stage production rather than striking out as a 

genuinely expanded vision. It‘s tempting to wonder what a real filmmaker would make of the 

material. Ken Russell, who had made The Boy Friend (1971) a genuine cornucopia out of the 

same kind of material, and released Tommy (1975) the same year as Rocky Horror, could perhaps 

have conjured something really extraordinary. Ditto Fosse or Richard Lester, filmmakers who 

might have developed a real visual counterpoint to the material‘s obsession with movie history. 

Brian De Palma‘s Phantom of the Paradise (1974), which the film was paired with on a double 

bill for a time, lacks Rocky Horror‘s hoofer bravado, but far excels it for originality and vigour in 

filmmaking. 

 

 

 
 

 

In this regard, Rocky Horror ran upon a reef that often lies in wait for stage-to-screen adaptations: 

how far can you go in revising a project before it ceases to be the thing people liked in the first 

place? Not that the film lacks cinematic values. Cinematographer Peter Suschitsky, who had 

worked with Kevin Brownlow early in both their careers and would go on to shoot The Empire 
Strikes Back (1980), gives the film a rich, vivid palette of colour and lensing, one that cranks up 

the loopy garishness of the material to 11 in places, particularly during Eddie‘s madcap 

terrorisation of the assembled on his motorcycle, and gives the sequence when Brad and Janet 

approach the castle singing ―Over at the Frankenstein Place‖ a strange, elegiac beauty. But frankly 

Sharman, whatever his gifts as a stage director and his real hand in creating Rocky Horror as a 

theatrical entity, was an annoying filmmaker. A couple of years later he tried to film Nobel Prize-

winning author Patrick White‘s The Night, The Prowler, a story with a not-dissimilar theme 

to Rocky Horror of a repressed young women being assaulted and finding a certain sick liberation 

in the experience, but the film is just as leeringly overacted and unsubtle as this one. At least here, 

overacting and unsubtlety are part of the point. But the superficial energy of the filmmaking and 

performing can‘t ultimately cover up the fact that Rocky Horrorloses its mojo badly by the end. 

Scott‘s arrival at the castle sets the scene for some really lame slapstick comedy, with Scott‘s 

wheelchair being attracted up a staircase with a giant magnet and the rebellious guests and flesh 

toys being zapped with a ―Medusa‖ ray that turns them to stone. The finale is particularly weak 

and feels like a missed opportunity, as Frank forces his posse of lovers to join in a kick-line chorus 

in front of the old RKO Radio Pictures logo. 

 

 



 
 

 

Here Sharman could have gone nuts and expanded the staging and conceptualism, but settles 

merely for replaying the stage show‘s climax with Rocky going nuts and carrying Frank on his 

back in a limp King Kong (1933) spoof. In spite of the overt desire to pay tribute to the cheesy 

glories of classic scifi and horror, Rocky Horror never really gets a chance to engage with them. 

Maybe it‘s because the previous year‘s Young Frankenstein had already beat it to the punch on so 

many jokes. At least there is a gaudy nod to Busby Berkeley as the camera surveys Frank floating 

in a life ring from the Titanic in a swimming pool with Michelangelo‘s ―Creation of Adam‖ at the 

bottom. Moreover—and now we‘re edging into the realm of pure personal taste here, I admit—

Sharman‘s work presented a blueprint of freaky style not just to the burgeoning Punk and New 

Wave scenes (particularly Sue Blane‘s costuming), but also to every terrible fringe theatre group 

and art-pop wanker around for the next two decades, and what was fresh was quickly beaten into 

the ground; just looking at the chorus line of Transylvanians makes me feel a little stabby as a 

result. Of course, it‘s churlish to critique such a project for a lack of story cohesion or dramatic 

heft; in fact, the lack of both probably explains the popularity of Rocky Horror, its ultimate 

rejection of deep meaning as well as the kind of rigour that might have made for a more genuinely 

funny, tighter experience, which then wouldn‘t have allowed the same room for an audience of 

adherents to write in their own amusement. 

 

 

 
 

 

Admirably, too, Rocky Horror never backs down from its joy in transgression even as it tries half-

heartedly to locate a deeper meaning. The shots of Frank, Rocky, Columbia, Brad, and Janet 



exulting in a moment of orgiastic sexuality in the pool weirdly echoes the climax of David 

Cronenberg‘s Shivers, also released that year, purveying a similar sense of the blurred distinction 

between the elatedly liberated and the genuinely freakish. Frank-N-Furter is soon delivered a 

comeuppance by Riff Raff and Magenta, two fellow aliens who have been oppressed playing his 

servants and now take command, but far from being representatives of any controlling order, 

they‘re an incestuous couple who just want Frank‘s foot off their necks. Curry‘s extravagance, 

matched to his character, tends to drown out rivals, but just about everyone still brings something 

great to the table: O‘Brien‘s bug-eyed, yawing-lipped rock‘n‘roll face, Quinn‘s plummy pseudo-

Lugosi accent, Campbell‘s look of irritation after falling over at the end of her ―Time Warp‖ tap 

dance, Bostwick‘s shows of facetious charm, and Sarandon right at the beginning of her career, 

with her big eyes and ditzy-lustful smile suggesting Betty Boop before she reached for the hair 

dye and went to the dark side. By its end, it must be said, I was left frustrated, even disappointed 

by Rocky Horror, as its moments of invention, even genius, are balanced by just as many that 

don‘t work or run in circles. Yet I‘m still glad I finally watched it, and moreover, I‘m glad that it 

exists, if just for the sake of the fabulous. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Dead Presidents (1995) 
 

Directors/Coscreenwriters: Albert and Allen Hughes 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

In the 1990s, following the lead of Spike Lee, a small wave of black filmmaking talents, including 

Carl Franklin, John Singleton, Kasi Lemmons, Bill Duke, Mario Van Peebles, and the Hughes 

Brothers, edged their way into Hollywood. Their careers have proven for the most part patchy and 

their works uneven, but all managed a few strong and significant movies to the extent that the 

period now looks like something of a renaissance nobody noticed that endured through dogged 

appreciation and fandom on video. Although many of these filmmakers would resist being 

pigeonholed to a great extent, all of them to an equal extent tried at times to describe realms of 

black experience that hadn‘t been studied much in the movies. If a film like Van Peebles‘ Panther 

(1995) wasn‘t really very good, at least it was a desperately needed study of a vital moment in 

modern American life. Some of these directors leaned towards the ragged glories of genre film, 

particularly Duke‘s loping, waggish crime flicks and Franklin‘s cool and well-honed entries in the 

same genre, and Singleton‘s punchy melodramas like Higher Learning (1995) and Rosewood 

(1997) that recalled Warner Bros. issue dramas of the ‘30s. The Detroit-born brothers Albert and 

Allen Hughes made their name with 1993‘s Menace II Society, a film some preferred to 

Singleton‘s more widely lauded Boyz N the Hood (1992), and its follow-up three years later, Dead 

Presidents. The brothers‘ career has moved in fits and starts since, with only their sadly defanged 

adaptation of Alan Moore‘s From Hell (2000) and the biblical scifi parable The Book of Eli 

(2011), whilst Allen went solo in making the initially compelling but overplotted political 

corruption drama Broken City (2013). Dead Presidents, however, still stands as one of the best, 

most interesting and coherent films from this period for the scope of its ambitions and the visceral 

portrayal of things often left out of other takes on its chosen era and milieu. 

 

 



 
 

 

Dead Presidents‘ title conflates street argot for cash and a sense of history in flux and revision. 

The opening title sequence concentrates on images of cash burning, all those patrician faces and 

elegant scripts ablaze and drifting on the wind. The film encompasses a common narrative 

portrayed or alluded to in a lot of ‘70s blaxploitation films, and the Hughes reference that mode of 

filmmaking throughout at a time when it wasn‘t yet cool to reference: indeed, Dead Presidents is 

not just an homage to the blaxploitation creed, but an update of it, looking to the sociopolitical 

reality of the moment rather than merely its tropes. The scope of the narrative can be described 

as The Deer Hunter (1978) meets The Killing (1956), although for a real likeness of a narrative 

that encompasses the experience of a complete epoch, you have to look back even farther to the 

likes of Raoul Walsh‘s The Roaring Twenties (1939). The focus is on a returned black Vietnam 

War veteran confronted by a changed social scene at home—an idea that recalls not just 

blaxploitation films like Jack Starrett‘s Slaughter (1972) and Fred Williamson‘s Mean Johnny 

Barrows (1976), but also Marvin Gaye‘s classic statement album What’s Going On. 

 

 

 
 

 

The Hugheses start off in a key of funny-melancholy portrait of youth before going off to war: 

black teens Anthony Curtis (Larenz Tate) and Skip (Chris Tucker), and their Latino pal Jose 

(Freddy Rodriguez), have just finished high school and are looking at a leap in adulthood with 

different ambitions. Gabby, cynical Skip wants to be a pimp, whilst Anthony is being steered 

toward college like his older brother (Isaiah Washington). But Anthony chafes in the embrace of 

his relatively middle-class family and craves action, the kind of military action his father (James 

Pickens Jr.) and his employer, Kirby (Keith David), once saw. Kirby, who runs a pool hall and 

operates a low-grade numbers operation on the side, clearly favours Anthony like a surrogate son. 

Kirby employs him as a runner and lets him hang around the pool hall even though he‘s underage. 

 

 



 
 

 

The film‘s first third has a loose, nostalgic feel and a quality reminiscent of many a coming-of-age 

tale, laced with the grittiness of a very urban life demanding quick learning skills and a witty gift 

for adaptation and a tone often verging on black comedy, like Philip Kaufman‘s The Wanderers 

(1979). Anthony loses his virginity with his girlfriend Juanita Benson (Rose Jackson) in a 

sequence of wry, bawdy honesty, and defies his parents as he announces his intention to join the 

Marines. Juanita lives with her nurse mother (Alvaleta Guess) and her plucky, flirty younger sister 

Delilah (N‘Bushe Wright), who has put up with the sounds of the teens‘ lovemaking when their 

mother‘s on the night shift. Anthony‘s education also includes a scary encounter with Cowboy 

(Terrence Howard), one of the sharpies who hangs around Kirby‘s pool joint, who mocks Anthony 

for his age but then accepts Kirby‘s suggestion they go head-to-head for a game. Anthony wins 

the game, but Cowboy refuses to pay the whole stake; when Anthony complains, Cowboy assaults 

him and cuts his face with a knife before Kirby and a pal can intervene. Kirby enlists Anthony as a 

driver when he goes to shake down a guy who owes him money, and standover violence takes on 

a slapstick edge: Kirby tosses his mark out a window whilst the man‘s wife waves a gun at him. 

Kirby snatches the gun and knocks her out, whilst her husband tries to trip up Kirby by grabbing 

his leg, only to have Kirby‘s prosthetic leg come off in his hands. Kirby finishes up rolling on the 

ground with the gun stuck up his quarry‘s nose, and later stows his false leg on the dashboard and 

groans that he ought to go back and kill the guy because he made him lose his pack of cigarettes. 

 

 

 
 

 

The brothers pull off a few terrific stylistic pirouettes through these early scenes. A tracking shot 

through an apartment where all the young graduates party, glimpsed in vignettes of passion, 

dancing, drinking, smoking, vomiting—all the follies and pleasures of young adulthood—is 

aestheticized to an extreme in hues of red and blue. There‘s a strong Scorsesean influence here, 

but also an identifiable quality as a survey blending panorama and enlarged human detail of black 

artists like Archibald Motley. Later, trying to flee the Bensons‘ house before being caught by their 

mother, Anthony makes a dash through neighbouring yards, leaping over fences and dodging 

barking dogs, filmed on the fly by the Hughes‘ dashing camera, and then suddenly cutting to 

Anthony again on the run, but this time through the jungle in Vietnam surrounded by fellow 

soldiers in the midst of battle. This touch recalls the great smash cut that separates the homeland 

and ‘Nam sequences in The Deer Hunter, but given a clever, kinetic makeover, and jarringly 



describes the distance between the comedy of Anthony‘s arrival into manhood and the cruel 

reality of surviving the version of it his aspirations have plunged him into. 

 

 

 
 

 

Vietnam movies had all but expended their moment of cultural status by 1995, but the Hughes 

actually managed to bring something new to the well-worn clichés of the subgenre here by pure 

dint of both their grittiness and their impassive approach to it. Far from the delirious atavism of 

Apocalypse Now (1979) or the operatic moralism of Platoon (1986), the Hughes war zone is a 

place of ferocious, devolving violence that its characters merely treat as a shitstorm to be survived, 

in whatever fashion they deem fit. With Jose drafted into the Army, Skip joined up with Anthony, 

and now the two watch each other‘s backs in a rough-and-ready force recon outfit, skippered by 

Lieutenant Dugan (Jaimz Woolvett), and including Cleon (Bokeem Woodbine), the son of a 

minister who‘s turned himself into a rampaging devil for the duration of the war, and the ill-fated 

D‘Ambrosio (Michael Imperioli). 

 

 

 
 

 

The visions of the war zone, including Cleon hacking off the head of a VC and keeping it as a 

steadily decomposing good luck charm and D‘Ambrosio‘s capture by the VC, who disembowel 

him, castrate him, and jam his penis in his mouth, but still manage to leave him alive, contemplate 

the most terrible aspects of the war with a kind of reportorial immediacy that eschews excess or 

self-congratulatory zest. Anthony and Skip lean on each other for sanity and support, but the unit 

has its own embracing camaraderie built around their status as the dudes who brave the hairiest 

situations under Dugan‘s wily direction. Cleon only gets rid of his totem at the insistence of 

Dugan and the rest of the unit when its stink gets too much, but warns them all that they‘ve just 

thrown away their luck. Anthony passes another, awful hurdle in his education as he obeys 

D‘Ambrosio‘s begging to kill him by injecting him with a morphine overdose. Later, the unit is 

ambushed in a firefight. Skip freezes up and is badly injured, whilst Dugan is killed trying to grab 

him, forcing Anthony and Cleon to save Skip and fight a rear-guard action before they escape. 

 

 



 
 

 

A year later, Anthony returns to a home that looks familiar, but soon finds the magnetic pole has 

shifted. Skip is now an addict living on benefits and suffering from the after-effects of Agent 

Orange. Cowboy is now a friendly neighbourhood drug dealer. Jose, who was drafted and served 

in demolitions, lost a hand during the war. Delilah has become a leading figure in a Black Panther-

like revolutionary group called the Nat Turner Cadre: she greets Anthony‘s arrival with ―Welcome 

to the Revolution,‖ which, by the way she kisses him, includes the sexual as well as the political 

kind. But Anthony already has a role mapped out for him as father and provider, because Juanita 

gave birth to his daughter whilst he was away. He lands a steady job as assistant to a kindly old 

Jewish butcher, Saul (Seymour Cassel), who strikes up a rapport with Anthony over his name‘s 

ironic similarity to actor Tony Curtis, who, as Saul points out, was another young American busy 

hiding his roots. But when Saul retires, Anthony finds himself jobless and quickly running out of 

options. Rubbing his increasingly raw nerves even sorer, Anthony learns that during his absence, 

Juanita was a part-time girlfriend to a gangster, Cutty (Clifton Powell), who displays outright 

contempt for Anthony and continues to slip cash to Juanita. When Anthony insists he stop, Cutty 

sucker-punches him and jams a gun in his face, taunting him in the same way Cowboy once did, 

except with an even scarier weapon. As Anthony‘s feelings of entrapment and castration escalate, 

he soon begins to think seriously about a robbery plan Jose has proposed, targeting a federal 

shipment of worn-out currency destined to be burnt. 

 

 

 
 

 

The Hugheses confirm allegiances with several visual and thematic references to Martin 

Scorsese‘s Taxi Driver (1976), although whereas that film was concerned with an individual 

veteran completely adrift in his society who sees himself strangely plugged into its moral fate, 

here the Hughes concentrate on Anthony as an avatar of a common experience who maintains 

connections with other similarly damaged people but is dogged by his inability or refusal to 

become radicalised. Delilah offers Anthony the chance to find a place amongst the Cadre and the 

nascent possibility of black brotherhood. But Anthony insists on maintaining an allegiance to 

ideals of manhood and country that prove illusory, one setting him up to try to live a life that the 

other can‘t or won‘t give him. Twisting the usual screen portraits of ‘Nam vets as nobly pained or 

bugfuck crazy, the Hughes brothers offer this motley crew of vets simply as guys trying to endure 

whatever landscape they‘re placed in, facing constantly shrinking options that fit the ways they‘ve 



been trained to survive. The narrative‘s inspiration came from a book, Bloods: An Oral History of 

the Vietnam War by Black Veterans, compiled by Wallace Terry, and specifically, the experiences 

of Haywood T. Kirkland and his recollections of people he knew. Indeed, in spite of its moments 

of melodrama and conflation, Dead Presidents maintains a feeling throughout of memoir, 

something the brothers underline with gruesome piquancy in their war sequences and episodic 

structuring—the various passages of time are denoted through fades to black and back again and 

titles giving time and place—and their refusal of any kind of catharsis at the very end. 

 

 

 
 

 

The Hugheses capture the atmosphere inscribed in Gil Scott-Heron‘s ―Winter in America‖ whilst 

remembering the time when it seemed the revolution might or might not be televised. Dead 
Presidents‘ willingness to study both the milieu of black radicalism and its context in the Vietnam 

era, and to ponder the relationship between crime and such extremism, is certainly one of its 

important aspects. Rather than actually present Anthony with an alternative politicised path, 

Delilah readily signs up with his intended criminal enterprise, lending the operation the faint lustre 

of a revolutionary act even as it devolves, once again, into mere disastrous bloodletting. Perhaps 

it‘s as good a mission of social anarchy as any other, as well as a play for riches and a focus for 

violent impulses. Delilah is perhaps the most original character in the film, the character who 

marks both the disorientating social shift Anthony is faced with once he comes back from the war 

even as the link between Delilah‘s sassy, tomboyish disdain as a kid and her hard, radicalised 

intent is also signalled: she‘s the one who greets him when we first see him go to the Benson 

house, and the first again when he comes back from war. Her status as the one real militant amidst 

all these clapped-out soldiers in the narrative suggests an element of dilettante posing found in 

much of the radical movement, although she proves her willingness to actually use deadly force. 

Delilah‘s downfall is her unreciprocated crush on Anthony, an emotional attachment that, like 

Anthony‘s to Juanita and his other loved ones, dooms him to a course of action that seems 

inevitable. When Anthony and his cadre actually embark on their robbery mission, they do so 

pointedly done up in dramatic, visually striking whiteface make-up that evokes Baron Samedi of 

voodoo lore, the embodiment of the perverse dichotomy of the slave society, the dualistic mix of 

black and white, owner and owned, command and slavery, eternity and death. 

 

 

 
 



 

Similarly surreal in his mix of impulses is Cleon, who, since his return from war, has followed in 

his father‘s footsteps and become a preacher, the head-hacking shaman he was in the bush 

seemingly cast off like a second skin. Nonetheless, Anthony and company approach him to join in 

their operation: Cleon, to their surprise, readily signs up with vague altruistic hopes for the cash he 

can net, although he worries Skip might freeze up again and go useless in a tight situation. The 

robbery, when it comes, is a ferocious sequence of pummelling Peckinpah-esque violence where 

nothing goes right, except for shedding blood. This climax is particularly good not just in the 

concussive, gory intensity of the action, but also in the Hughes‘ sense of character as fate, which 

finds precise expression here: Delilah springing out of a dumpster with .45s in each hand blasting 

away cops with an expression that blends warrior rage and anguish just before getting iced herself; 

Cleon proving the one who‘s unreliable when he can‘t shoot down a fellow black veteran turned 

cop, forcing Skip to shoot the poor guy in the head; Anthony, stung by loss and releasing his rage 

on the coppers who insist on fighting back, eventually reduced to beating one with his gun when 

he runs out of bullets; Joe howling with laughter after his explosive device made to blow open the 

armoured car instead turns the vehicle into a giant ball of fire. There‘s a touch of absurdism to this 

last moment, reminiscent, perhaps deliberately, of The Italian Job (1969), capping a robbery 

staged by people more used to violence than they are to planning and executing such a difficult 

mission. The Hughes present horror and comedy as two sides of the same coin, the result of things 

spinning far out of anyone‘s control, and chaos, as on the battlefield, grips everyone in a ruthless 

logic. 

 

 

 
 

 

Dead Presidents finally falls a few rungs short of real greatness, if for relatively subtle reasons. 

The Hugheses display more discipline here than Spike Lee often has, but lack his and Scorsese‘s 

gift for turning anxiety into an aesthetic key, and the result doesn‘t quite annex the realms of truly 

savage urban warfare in the way a precursor like Across 110th Street (1973) manages. Casting is a 

bit of a problem, with the supporting players generally more convincing than the leads. Tate is a 

very likeable actor, and he‘s fairly good here, but often seems too lightweight and boyish to 

inhabit a figure as prematurely grave and seething as Anthony after he returns home, whilst 

Jackson never quite feels convincing when trying to put across Juanita‘s blend of ardour and 

anger, which means scenes depicting the disintegration of Anthony and Juanita‘s relationship 

don‘t blaze with a sufficient sense of mad and inchoate emotion. David is as sourly marvellous as 

always. The sight of young Howard blazing with mean charisma and punkish swagger in his 

scenes as Cowboy tantalises with what the film might have been if he had played Anthony, whilst 

Wright shows real poise and potency in her scenes: in some alternative universe she might have 

become a real star. Tucker did start on his way towards becoming something of a star, and here his 

gift for zippy verbal comedy is tethered effectively to his portrayal, as Skip‘s confidence in his 

breezy humour before war and his jittery attempts to maintain it after depict concisely how ruined 

he is. 

 

 



 
 

 

In spite of its flaws, Dead Presidents stands as a fascinating, intermittently powerful journey that 

treads into territory I wish more filmmakers would take up. The disaster of the robbery sets the 

scene for the steady collapse and defeat of the crew, who manage, in spite of Joe turning the van 

into a fireball, to get away with a decent haul. But Joe is quickly chased down by police and killed 

when he shoots the driver of a cop car dead, but the vehicle slams into him. A crumbling Cleon 

brings down the heat when he starts handing out his cut of the loot to random beggars and people 

in the street, and squeals when he‘s inevitably arrested. The police crash into Skip‘s apartment 

only to find him dead from an overdose, his fish-eyed corpse lying grotesquely before his TV, 

which broadcasts a jaunty Soul Train performance. Dead Presidents was criticised upon release 

for its ending, as Anthony is sentenced to a long prison term by a white judge (a cameo by Martin 

Sheen), a fellow veteran who rejects the idea that the man in the docks deserves clemency for his 

service and brands him a disgrace instead. Anthony goes berserk in court and is shipped off to 

prison. This conclusion does have a peculiarly offhand quality, although I suspect that effect is 

deliberate, as the Hughes brothers fade to black as they have after each episode, only this time 

there are no more consequential chapters in Anthony‘s life. Anthony isn‘t granted the kind of 

glory a shootout like Raoul Walsh‘s allowed to his antiheroic gangsters, or the sort of tragic 

stature filmmakers sometimes choose to extend to the likes of Bonnie & Clyde (1967) or Blow‘s 

(2001) George Jung. He is instead doomed, like another modern Prometheus, to be gnawed at by 

the decimation of his community and the ambiguity of his own lot, the question of whether he 

really was a man without choices or the agent of his own destruction. Shit happens, and it just 

happened to Anthony Curtis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Knight of Cups (2015) 
 

Director/Screenwriter: Terrence Malick 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

Terrence Malick‘s late period has seen him more productive than ever at the cost of robbing his 

output of the almost magical allure it once had through scarcity. Once he was easy to idealise as 

an emissary of artistic stature redolent of a very different time and cultural frame, the reclusive 

poet broadcasting occasional, deeply considered artistic happenings from on high. But when he 

brings out three films in five years, he becomes just another filmmaker in the marketplace. Yet his 

work has defied the usual crises and swerves that befall aging auteurs to become ever more 

personal, rarefied, and bold, charged with a sense of questing enthusiasm and expressive urgency. 

Whereas in his early work I tend to find what Malick wants to say a bit obvious even as he 

laboured to say it in the most ravishing way, his later work suggests an attempt to articulate 

concepts and emotions so nebulous and difficult they cannot be conveyed in any meaningful way 

except when bundled up in that strange collection of images known as cinema, gaining a sharpness 

and urgency that risks much but also achieves much. This is a large part of why I‘ve been moving 

against the current and digging what Malick‘s been putting down all the more since The New 
World (2005). The New World marked a point when Malick really first nailed the aesthetic he‘d 

been chasing, apparently formless in the usual cinematic sense, but actually fluidic and dynamic, 

more like visual music than prose, his stories unfolding in a constant rush of counterpoint, the 

visual and the verbal, each nudging the other along rather than working in the usual lockstep 

manner of standard dramatic cinema. 

 

 



 
 

 

By comparison, I recently revisited Days of Heaven (1978) and find it gorgeous but inert, like a 

fine miniature in a snow cone. The pursuit of a horizon glimpsed in a dream, at once personal and 

lodged in a folk-memory, admirably articulated, but too refined, too stringently, self-consciously 

fablelike to compel me. The New World finally set Malick free because it allowed him to 

alchemise his preoccupations and poetic ideas, his obsession with the Edenic Fall, into the 

simplest vessel whilst still engaging with concrete history and a very solid sense of the world. 

Somehow Malick has become, in his old age, at once the wispiest of abstractionists and the most 

acute of realists. Knight of Cups feels like another instalment, probably the last, in an unofficial, 

but certainly linked cycle he started with The Tree of Life (2011) and followed with To the 
Wonder (2013). Malick has been translating his own life into art for these films, albeit 

tangentially, through a mesh of disguise, displacement, invention, and simple reflection. Knight of 

Cups completes the sense of journey from songs of innocence to songs of experience; the 

depiction of childhood‘s protean possibility rhymed with adulthood‘s regretful mourning as 

depicted in The Tree of Life has given way to the specific portrait of love found and lost in To the 
Wonder, and now, hedonistic abandon and the open void of modernity amidst the elusive promise 

of the land. It‘s a report in the moment that rounds off the tale Malick‘s been contemplating 

since The New World, a portrait of what‘s become of that innocent land the white man conquered. 

 

 

 
 

 

Christian Bale inhabits the role of Rick, a screenwriter living it large in Los Angeles, but dogged 

by a lingering inability to form real emotional connections and the gnawing onus that is the fate of 

his family. That‘s just about all the plot there is to Knight of Cups, which unfolds like a fever 

dream of recollection, pushing the flowing, vignette-laden, high-montage style Malicks‘s pursued 

since The New World to a point that is both an extreme and also a crescendo. In compensation, 

Malick adopts a very simple, but perfectly functional division into chapters, each named for a card 

in the Tarot and dominated by a depiction of one of Rick‘s relationships, whether passing or 

substantial, with various women and family members, or turning points in his experience. ―The 

Moon‖ recounts his grazing encounters with dye-haired young wannabe Della (Imogen Poots). 

―The Hanged Man‖ depicts his uneasy relationship with his father and brother. ―The Hermit‖ 
follows Rick through the indulgences of Hollywood, attending a party hosted by mogul Tonio 

(Antonio Banderas). ―Judgment‖ sees him briefly reconnecting with his ex-wife, medical doctor 



Nancy (Cate Blanchett). In ―The Tower,‖ Rick is tempted by Mephistophelian manager Herb 

(Michael Wincott). In ―The Sun,‖ he becomes mesmerised by a fashion model, Helen (Frieda 

Pinto), who embodies pure beauty and practises tantric yoga. ―The High Priestess‖ sees him 

hooking up with stripper Karen (Teresa Palmer), and visiting Las Vegas with her for a dirty 

weekend. In ―Death,‖ he becomes involved with a married woman, Elizabeth (Natalie Portman), 

who falls pregnant and doesn‘t know if the father is Rick or her husband. Finally, ―Freedom‖ 

depicts his ultimate decision to leave Hollywood and finding happiness with Isabel (Isabel Lucas), 

a girl he often sees dancing on the beach. 

 

 

 
 

 

The Knight of Cups is also a tarot card, of course, one that notably changes meaning according to 

how it‘s looked at, encompassing the alternately quicksilver brilliance and inane nature of the 

young adventurer and will to disorder, a reminder of the closeness between the two. Rick is 

evidently the Knight, one who is not so coincidentally often in his cups. He‘s also correlated with 

the prince in a fairy tale his father is fond of who travels to a distant land on an important mission 

but is bewitched by a magic potion and forgets his identity. Near the start of the film, Rick meets 

with two agents (Patrick Whitesell and Rick Hess) who have orchestrated his transfer off a project 

on which he was floundering and attached him to a top comedy star, a move that brings Rick to 

the peak of his profession. Rick lives nonetheless in a small apartment that barely displays any 

sign of real human habitation apart from his bed and laptop, as two thieves find to their chagrin 

when they break in and try to rob the place. He is shaken by an earthquake close to the film‘s 

beginning, the first momento mori that jars him out of any sense of confident self-satisfaction. 

Soon, Rick wanders the city gobbling up sensations and distractions. He cavorts with models, 

actresses, and scenesters he can now pull with his growing wealth and freewheeling enthusiasm, 

but is nagged at by the omnipresent evidence of a concurrent reality, represented by the down-and-

out folk he brushes against on the streets of LA. 

 

 

 
 

 

The film‘s prologuelike opening scenes see Rick on the town, riding the streets with models and 
partying hard in scenes of ebullient, carnivalesque high life, where geishas and costumed artistes 

frolic and life seems utterly ripe. An experimental film being projected on the wall invades the 



film itself, a beautiful woman shifting through guises, masks of cardboard and make-up floating 

around her face, identity turned protean and cabalistic—essentially introducing the basic theme of 

the film around it. Then, the earthquake shakes the town. In the first ―chapter,‖ Rick meets Della, 

who describes Rick‘s problem as one commonly diagnosed in writers by those close to them: 

―You don‘t want love—you want a love experience.‖ But she also recognises that he‘s a man 

who‘s been switched off on some fundamental level for some time. She begs him not to return to 

such a state again, and the rest of the film depicts his struggle to really feel and open himself up. 

Rick‘s deeper spiritual and emotional maladies are soon revealed as he visits his father Joseph 

(Brian Dennehy) at his offices, in a strange sequence that might be memory, dream, or a blend of 

the two, as Joseph seems to be alone in a vast building and washes his hands in filthy water. 

Joseph‘s health and sanity become niggling sources of worry for Rick, whilst Joseph boils over 

with Learish anger and sorrow. Rick also maintains an uneasy relationship with his brother Barry 

(Wes Bentley), a former junkie turned street minister, often submerged in the shoals of human 

wreckage Rick contends with. These three beset survivors are closely bonded by rivets of love and 

wracking pain because of the suicide of a third brother, Billy. When any of the three come 

together, they often clash, sometimes in heated and physically eruptive manner: a dinner the trio 

have together devolves into Barry hurling furniture around. 

 

 

 
 

 

Rick‘s success has been achieved by remaining switched off because of a fear he admits in 

contemplating his failed marriage to Nancy. Nancy, in a motif reminiscent of Javier Bardem‘s 

minister in To the Wonder, is glimpsed treating broken and sickened individuals from the fringes 

of society, contrasting Rick as he eddies in a zone where he‘s aware of his inconsequentiality even 

as he experiences a very real sense of burden. Joseph‘s thoughts are repeatedly heard in voiceover, 

as if the ailing father is trying still to guide his Rick, who, nominated as the successful progeny, 

wears the double burden of fulfilling the familial mission and holding up, psychically if not 

financially, the remnant of their pride and prospect. But Rick‘s perspective is not just one of 

fashionable ennui: it‘s one that touches everything he sees with a sense of charged fascination and 

transient import and meaning. One of the film‘s high points is also one of its seemingly most 

meandering and purely experiential, as Rick wanders Tonio‘s estate surrounded by a boggling 

collective of random celebrities and pretty faces. Rick explores the gaudy environs of Tonio‘s 

manse, a gigantic placard advertising tasteless wealth, a neo-Versailles, whilst on sound we hear 

Tonio‘s explanations of his love life, comparing his womanising habits to daily cravings for 

different flavours of ice cream, the confession of an easy sybarite. 

 

 



 
 

 

At first, the smorgasbord of flesh and fancy is bewildering and entertaining, the perspective that of 

a professional rubbernecker, but as the day goes on, booze is consumed, people dance and cavort, 

and eventually start plunging into the pool. Malick commences this sequence with shots of dogs 

chasing balls in the water, and then models dressed in haute couture similarly immersed, complete 

with giant heels digging at the water. He sees something both beautiful and highly ridiculous in 

visions where rose petals flitter through the air to rest on the shoulders of the anointed, straight out 

of some neoclassical painter‘s concept of decadent pleasures in the days of Rome. By the end, 

everyone‘s in the water, squirming in the liquid, a crescendo of absurd yet affectionate observation 

of the desire many have to exist within a perpetual party. The LA setting robs Malick of his usual 

places of meditative peace, the wavering grasslands, the proud sun-scraping forests. Swimming 

pools, the omnipresent symbol of prosperity in LA, become under Malick‘s gaze numinous portals 

aglow with fervent colour, places where the moment anyone enters they instantly transform into a 

different state of being. They‘re tamed versions of the ocean, a place Rick constantly returns to 

with his women or by himself, the zone of transformation and grand, impersonal force. Something 

of a similar insight to one Sang-soo Hong explored in his The Day He Arrives (2012), 

charges Knight of Cups, if in a radically different fashion, as Rick‘s various relationships, whether 

brief or substantial, see him constantly returning to the same places and sights to the point where 

they seem both interchangeable and looping—going to the beach, driving the streets, visiting his 

girlfriends‘ homes—evoking the evanescent rush of the early phases of love, but then each time 

seeming to reach a point where he can‘t go any further. At one point he‘s visited by old friends 

who knew him as a kid and have kids of their own, a zone of experience he hasn‘t yet penetrated, 

emissaries from an alien land. 

 

 

 
 

 

One noticeable lack from most of Malick‘s earlier films was real, adult sexuality. After finally 

delving into that with To the Wonder, Knight of Cups is frankly sexy, as it portrays Rick‘s 

successful entry into a zone that would strike a lot of young people as paradise. But there‘s still a 

fascinating, childlike sense of play apparent in the film as Rick cavorts with naked nymphs he 

picks up. Malick moralises none of this, seeing it merely as the inevitable result and pleasure of 

putting a large number of good-looking, well-off people into a similar environment and letting 

them have at it. Knight of Cups brings the implicitly autobiographical narrative Malick wove 



through The Tree of Life and To the Wonder into a new phase, patterned seemingly after Malick‘s 

time spent as a screenwriter in the early 1970s and leading up to his eventual self-exile from the 

movie industry. Again, of course, there‘s good reason not to take all this simply as memoir, but 

rather as a highly transformed, aestheticized attempt to convert experience into poetry. That 

aesthetic is one of memory—fallible, fluidic, selective, associative. But there‘s no hint of the 

period piece to the result, which is as stylistically and sociologically up-to-date as anything I‘ve 

seen lately, engaging contemporary Hollywood and indeed the contemporary world in all its 

flailing, free-falling strangeness, the confused impulses towards meditative remove and hedonism 

apparent in modern American life. 

 

 

 
 

 

Knight of Cups is, as a result, one of the most daring formal experiments I‘ve ever seen in a 

feature film, an attempt to paint entirely in the mode of reminiscence, a tide of epiphanies. 

Malick‘s early films were obsessed with the exact same motif of clasping onto a mood, a way of 

seeing, an impression from the very edges of liminal experience. But his techniques have evolved 

and transformed those motifs and are now inseparable from them. Knight of Cupsseems random 

and free-form, but actually is rigorously constructed, each vignette and experience glimpsed as 

part of a journey that eventually resolves in some moderately traditional ways. Amidst Malick‘s 

now-trademark use of voiceover to give access to the interior world and thoughts of his characters 

and music to propel and define various movements, he also adds snatches of recordings of poetry, 

recitation, and drama, including John Gielgud‘s Prospero from Peter Greenaway‘s Prospero’s 

Books (1991) and lines from The Pilgrim’s Progress. With such hallowed, high-culture refrains 

snipped to pieces and rearranged into mantralike capsules of eerie wisdom ringing out, Knight of 
Cups finds a way to deal with the cornucopia, enfolding and smothering, that is modern life, as 

well as with Rick‘s immediate personal concerns. Tto a certain extent, Rick is merely a scarecrow 

to hang it all on, the vessel of perception whose journey through life is, like that of all artists, one 

of both immersion and detachment. 

 

 

 
 

 



And yet Rick is hardly a nonentity, or a cliché emblematic of Hollywood shallowness. If The Tree 

of Life and To the Wonder were overtly concerned with spiritual and religious impulses as well as 

the worldly matters of growth and love, in Knight of Cups, that has faded to background noise. 

Here Malick suggests constantly that in the modern world, the divides we used to be able to set up 

to corral zones of experience—enterprise, spirituality, sexuality, intellectualism—cannot be 

maintained in such an age. The urge of the spiritual seeker is still lodged deep within Rick, 

perhaps all the more powerful when stripped out of the pieties of childhood and small-town life 

and set free in the louche embrace of worldly plenty. Armin Mueller-Stahl appears briefly as a 

minister advising Rick on how to try to engage with life as he moves closer to making a real 

break. But the matter here is the allure of the profane, and indeed, an attempt to create a truly 

modern definition and understanding of it—the intoxicating, but also dispiriting effects of 

superficialities, the strange hierarchies that turn some people into the tools and suppliants. Some 

have seen this work as an anti-Hollywood moan, but it‘s not the usual shrill satire or snooty take. 

The narrative does infer that Rick‘s role in the film world is so inane that it barely registers in his 

stream of consciousness. The essence of Malick‘s complaint seems to me that although the movie 

industry attracts, employs, and sometimes enriches artists, it so rarely asks them to truly stretch 

their talents, like making Olympic-level sprinters compete in three-legged races. 

 

 

 
 

 

Malick actually seems to see Hollywood as rather comical, a candy castle for perma-adolescents. 

Rick‘s dabbling in decadence is far from extreme: sometimes he gets blotto and has a lot of sex. 

Malick maintains much the same goggle-eyed, wide-open sensibility towards the strange places 

where Rick finds himself, from Tonio‘s party to the pornocratic sprawl of Vegas and the strip club 

where he meets Karen. The placidity of a Japanese shrine offers the balm of calm, but Rick‘s real 

transformative visions come amidst the partygoers of Vegas, a place that counts as some gigantic, 

if tacky, work of artistic chutzpah. There he gazes up at dancers dangling from the ceiling enacting 

a visualised myth of birth, slipping out of a chrysalis above the swooning, frenetic joyfulness of 

the people on the dance floor, an event of communal magnitude, something Rick is happy to exist 

within but cannot entirely join. Malick comprehends the magnetism of a place entirely dedicated 

to immersion in sensuality, a place where Rick lets the strippers lock him in a cage. Malick sees 

something genuinely telling here—that in the most adult of activities are the most profound 

expression of a desire to devolve back into the childhood, a place of play and free-form existence. 

But it‘s also another stage for Rick to study to reveal his own persistent problem. It‘s entirely 

logical then that in Malick‘s mind, Karen, a bon vivant with a gift for moving freely and easily in 

the world, is probably the most complete and easy person glimpsed in the film, capable of chatting 

amiably with both pimps out in the surreal wilderness near the city and moguls ensconced in its 

gilt chambers. 

 

 



 
 

 

Rick‘s fascination with all his women encompasses their ways of interacting with the world and 

their individual identity, and also their commonalities, their mirroring points of fascination and 

ironic disparities. The faint, but definite glint of hard, ambitious intent in Della‘s eye as a 

wanderer far out of her zone both rhymes with and also contrasts Karen‘s similar status as a 

wayfarer, but one who has no programme in life other than giving herself up to experience whilst 

making a living in the profane version of Helen‘s job. Rick‘s regret at never having a child with 

Nancy segues into Elizabeth‘s bitter, crucifying pregnancy. Rick‘s own internal argument is 

actualised in glimpses of characters who bob through his life. Cherry Jones appears as a wisp out 

of his past, someone who knew him and his family way back and who recalls how he once told her 

he felt like a spy in his own life. Wincott‘s Herb declares he wants to make Rick rich, but Rick 

contemplates his ruined father, who remembers that ―Once people envied me…‖ and measures the 

ultimate futility of success as measured in exclusively worldly terms. The Tree of 
Life evoked Death of a Salesman in certain respects as it analysed the figure of the American 

patriarch, and here Malick‘s casting of Dennehy, who found great success playing Willy Loman in 

a recent revival, is another tip of the hat to Arthur Miller‘s work. At one point, Dennehy is 

glimpsed treading a stage before an audience, one of several fragments scattered throughout the 

film of a purely symbolic reality and glimpses of oneiric netherworlds buried deep in Rick‘s mind, 

as his father has become an actor, a seer, a fallen king, Lear on the heath or Prospero with his 

magic failing on his lonely isle. 

 

 

 
 

 

Malick‘s methods chew up the talent he hires at stunning pace, but also presents an entirely 

democratic employment of them, in service of a vision that tries to encompass a sense of nobility 

in every individual. Knight of Cups is at once a display of Malick‘s solipsism in this regard, his 

casual readiness to use a raft of skilled actors simply to inhabit the free-floating, sometimes barely 



glimpsed human entities that graze the camera in his films, and yet invigorating and reassuringly 

uninterested in the usual caressed egos of Hollywood film. Every performer is ore, mined for their 

most precise gestures, looks, words. Malick‘s use of voiceover allows him to grant all characters 

their moment of insight and understanding as if gathering the fruits of years of contemplation, 

rather simply relying on what they can articulate in the flow of the banal. 

 

 

 
 

 

Whereas To the Wonder suggested Malick‘s intention was to incorporate aspects of dance and 

particularly visual art into film, here Malick‘s artistic arsenal is rooted securely in the language of 

modernist literature, likewise reconstituted in cinema. The rush of images has the ring of Joyce‘s 

technique and the very last word heard in the film, ―Begin,‖ evokes the famous affirmative at the 

end of Ulysses, whilst the visual structure recalls John Cage‘s take on Joyce‘s aesthetics, 

―Roaratorio.‖ But Malick also shouts out to some of his filmic influences. Della is initially seen 

wearing a pink wig, recalling a Wong Kar-Wai heroine, a nod that acknowledges the influence on 

Wong‘s free-flowing style and obsession with frustrated romanticism on Malick‘s recent 

approach. Malick also reveals selective affinities with some signal cinematic gods for filmmakers 

of his generation: as with To the Wonder, I sense the imprint of David Lean‘s Doctor Zhivago 

(1965) in presenting the main character as both actor and viewer in his life. The narrative, like 

many artistic self-contemplations in film, recalls Fellini‘s 8½ (1963) whilst other motifs evoke 

Antonioni‘s Blowup (1966) as Rick circles photo shoots, fascinated and knowing about the arts of 

creating illusory beauties whilst confronting interior voids. But Malick ultimately rejects the roots 

of their works in a pernickety moralism that blends and confuses Catholicism and Marxism, 

chasing more a Blakeian sense of life and existence as a polymorphic surge that must be 

negotiated and assessed, but cannot be denied. 

 

 

 
 

 



Rick‘s late agonistes with Elizabeth signal the end of the process Della identifies at the start, of 

Rick coming to life again but also facing the sort of emotional crucifixion from which his 

detachment spared him, both a price exacted and a perverse kind of reward found in genuine 

suffering: ―It binds you closer to other people,‖ Mueller-Stahl‘s priest notes. This event finally 

drives him out of LA, and he hits the road, exploring an American landscape of his youth and 

dreams that has forgotten him and that he, too, has forgotten. He seems to reconcile with his father 

and brother in a scene of violent catharsis, and takes his father to visit a former workplace, a heap 

of glowering, indifferent industry. By the very end of the film, Malick signals that Rick escapes 

LA, settles down with a woman, and finds a certain level of peace and healing living in the desert. 

Isabel seems deliberately filmed more as an entity than a person, the archetype of the type of 

woman who has flitted right through Malick‘s work, a dancer and a priestess who leads Rick into 

caves for candlelit rites whilst the mountains that Rick has envisioned as symbols of everything 

his life wasn‘t now soar above him. It‘s arguable that in such imagery Malick finally retreats into a 

safe zone of symbolism, where much of the value of Knight of Cups is that it‘s a work well outside 

his regular purview. But the truly radical quality of Knight of Cups is how completely 

untheoretical it is, the power of lived experience blended with urgent need to express in the most 

unfettered ways welling out of that experience. It‘s both an explanation and a blithe feat of 

expressive legerdermain, not caring if we keep up. It‘s cinema, stripped to the nerve. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Yellow Submarine (1968) 
 

Director: George Dunning 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

Amidst the relics of the high psychedelic era, Yellow Submarine is one of the most instantly 

recognisable, a jokey and absurdist adventure tale built around one of pop culture‘s singular 

creative wellsprings, the music and artistic personae of The Beatles. The film has become an 

iconic work encapsulating the Beatles‘ oeuvre and mystique and indeed the era of its making. Any 

still from the film could be used as an emblem and summation of the psychedelic creed. 

Ironically, Yellow Submarine was a byproduct of the band‘s uninterest in appearing in another 

film: their contractual obligation to United Artists forced them to develop a new movie project, 

and they decided producing an animated film through their newly formed recording and 

production company, Apple, seemed a good way to discharge the obligation. (Later, UA 

eventually declared they hadn‘t met that obligation, requiring them to make the 1970 

documentary Let It Be.) 

 

 



 
 

 

I was moved to revisit Yellow Submarine in part because of the passing of Sir George Martin, the 

Beatles‘ illustrious producer and facilitator. Martin, as well as helping to create the Beatles songs 

heard on the film‘s soundtrack, also composed the orchestral score that gives the movie some of 

its gorgeous, jaunty, romantic gloss. John Lennon, Paul McCartney, George Harrison, and Ringo 

Starr kept their distance from the project, which was handled by George Dunning, an animator 

who had a lot of experience working on a playful, animated children‘s show about the band that 

ran during the second half of the ‘60s. The film Dunning was assigned was something very 

different in concept and style, and only when the film was nearing the end of production did the 

band members realise something marvellous had been created. Nonetheless, their creative lexicon 

was key to the vision Dunning and his animation team realised, which extrapolates images and 

ideas from their songs, as well as builds sequences for their music to play over to create a uniquely 

textured film. 

 

 

 
 

 

Considering that animation opens up to filmmakers a form of expression seemingly without limits, 

most animated features are amazingly conservative, mainly tethered to realistic precepts and slight 

fantasies meant for kids. If you look at a recent, lauded, smart, but very anodyne kind of animated 

film, Inside Out (2015), you can see very similar ideas to those in Yellow Submarine, but bound by 

neat chains of cause and effect in painting the workings of the psyche in total contradiction to the 

protean delights of the surrealist wellspring both films reference.Yellow Submarine takes its title 

and core imagery from one of the most deliberately lightweight, yet naggingly catchy tunes 



Lennon and McCartney ever wrote, a burlesque-cum-tribute to singalong shanties of the Liverpool 

docklands surely familiar to any son of that port city, given a new paint job in hallucinogenic 

hues. In Dunning‘s film, thanks to a screenplay penned by a small battery of writers, including 

original story scribe Al Brodax and future Love Story hitmaker Erich Segal, that jaunty number 

becomes the basis of an oddball, highly unserious take on a Tolkienesque fantasy quest tale. It 

starts off in a magical kingdom called Pepperland, where free and easy creativity and benign good 

cheer reign, only to be targeted by an army of nasty creatures called the Blue Meanies who, with 

their henchmen, want to destroy this last corner of the nonblue universe. 

 

 

 
 

 

Pepperland is reminiscent of an Edwardian bohemian fantasia of polite relaxation and gentlemanly 

recline, where the mayor of the town plays in a string quartet and the champions of the land are a 

foursome of bardic heroes called, inevitably, Sgt. Pepper‘s Lonely Hearts Club Band. The 

invasion of the Blue Meanies, led by a chief (voiced by Paul Angelis, who also does voice work 

for Ringo and George) who declares angrily to his underling, Max, that Blue Meanies never take 

―yes‖ for an answer owing to their dedicated negativity. Their invading army includes a huge, 

flying glove and shock troops who bonk enemies with giant green apples (making sport of the 

symbol of the Beatles‘ own label). Their bombardments petrify the inhabitants of Pepperland. One 

citizen, Fred (Lance Percival) is an old man (although the mayor is so ancient he calls him ―Young 

Fred‖) who wears a sailor suit but has no actual naval knowledge whom the mayor assigns the 

task of taking the Yellow Submarine, the vehicle that first brought Pepper‘s band to the land, out 

into the world to find help. His search brings him to a street in Liverpool where Ringo, kicking 

about the streets bored and frustrated, senses he‘s being followed and tries to get the attention of a 

policeman who‘s too absorbed in trying to charm a cat. Finally, Ringo heads back to The Pier, the 

house he shares with the other band members, and Fred pops out of the submarine to make his 

appeal for aid, recounting the attack and his adventures in a babbling torrent. 

 

 



 
 

 

Yellow Submarine blends many of the contradictory imaginative and cultural reflexes that nestled 

close to the Beatles‘ hearts and energised their art—a faith in electrifying vision and a frontierlike 

sense of art as a vehicle for life, jostling against a wistful nostalgia for half-remembered ages and 

semi-mythical qualities of bygone days. The first post-credits sequence, built around ―Eleanor 

Rigby,‖ envisions decaying industrial Britain through the detritus of its own cultural memory, a 

monochromatic space populated by figures that appear culled from historical photographs, 

illustrations, and other bricoleur discoveries, with the jutting, grimy chimneys of the city‘s rowed 

terraces suddenly exhaling like ship‘s horns. The sequence doesn‘t illustrate the song‘s tragic 

narrative, but underscores its evocation of a blasted, lovelorn corner of the world. Spots of colour, 

like the Union Jack waistcoat on a very British bulldog overlooking the scene, the periscopes of 

Fred‘s lurking submarine, or the butterfly wings jutting from the back of a meditating philosopher, 

appear as islets of bliss and invention amidst a landscape dominated by characters who try to do 

things—footballers warming up on a field, a man trying to get out of a phone booth, a 

motorcyclist with an anarchic swath of regalia on his helmet but tears leaking from his eyes—but 

whose motions simply loop. Here the artistic influences hew close to the effects of pop art, 

particularly Warhol‘s obsession with silk-screen derivations of photos and utilising collected, 

pasted-together images. The images coalesce to evoke a kind of dream-memory in the British 

psyche where it‘s always a chill and depressing day in 1931. The air of melancholy stasis and the 

soul-grinding side of this dream-memory is countered with images of absurdity and florid mind-

over-matter invention as Fred follows Ringo home, who immediately turns the sorrow of the song 

into theatricality as he laments that ―compared to my life, Eleanor Rigby‘s was a gay mad whirl.‖ 

 

 

 



 

 

The motifs here reproduce those already well established in Richard Lester‘s two films featuring 

the band, depicting the musical foursome as founts of inspiring anarchy in a dreary and clapped-

out world. Lester presented a gag in Help! (1965) where the band members arrived at their homes 

adjoining terrace houses in the midst of Liverpool, only to reveal spacious, conjoined, luxurious 

environs within. Here Dunning and his animators take that gag a step further and portray the 

interior of The Pier as a cavernous expanse that blends a Borgesian dream-labyrinth with Looney 

Tunes gagsmithing; Fred enters the house and disappears through one of hundreds of ranked, 

identical doors, as behind his back flit fairytale characters, id creatures, and icons out of Dadaist 

art. The influence of Spike Milligan‘s The Goon Show, a radio programme that left a powerful 

imprint on Lennon and many other British talents of his generation, including the Monty 
Python squad, is in constant evidence in both the stock characters and the random jokes, including 

George‘s refrain of ―It‘s all in the mind‖. 

 

 

 
 

 

Fred manages to interest Ringo in his incomprehensible pleas, and they round up the other 

members of the band, each of whom is glimpsed retreating in some bubble of their own self-

perception in a house littered with psychitecture zones adapted to their personalities. Ringo drives 

a vintage sports car down a grand art-deco staircase. John (John Clive) is first seen in a room 

littered with pop culture iconography, managing to be both Frankenstein and his own monster as 

he lurches off a laboratory table as a stitched-up hulk before swallowing a potion to shock himself 

back into normal state. George stands atop a psychedelic mountain riddled with portals into other 

realities, communing with the sky–although he‘s also in two places at once, the mystic strains of 

the sitar ringing out all the while. Paul (Geoff Hughes) emerges from his rooms dressed as a 

strutting dandy to a round of orgiastic applause. 

 

 



 
 

 

The lads quickly agree, in confused fashion, to join Fred in his quest to retake Pepperland, and 

they depart in the submarine. ―Right, then, let‘s get this vessel shipshape,‖ Fred commands 

happily, to Ringo‘s droning dissent, ―I kind of like the way it is—submarine-shape.‖ Their journey 

to Pepperland is chiefly an excuse to string together a succession of weird places, each of which is 

associated with a different artistic style and Beatles song. Yellow Submarine is encyclopaedic in 

the breadth of its references and appropriations, a freeform surge of artistic modes culled from art 

nouveau, art deco, fauvism, op art, cubism, comic book art and children‘s book illustrations. 

Filmic technique runs from classic animation to rotoscoping (particularly during a sequence of 

dancing girls matched to ―Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds‖), whilst the submarine‘s departure on 

its journey back to Pepperland is portrayed in a stroboscopic array of photos set to the famous 

rising, atonal crescendo from the finale of ―A Day in the Life.‖ Through it all runs a streak of 

comedy that alternates total surrealism and visionary largesse on the visual level—trains racing 

out of rooms and halted by a slamming door, a colossal monster that sucks in anything in its path 

through a giant nozzlelike nose, a hole that can be folded up and kept in a pocket for later use—

and verbal humour that runs in an opposite vein, replete with throwaway, non sequitur, sarcastic 

deflations wielded by the Liverpudlian heroes used to negotiate all kinds of bizarre situations and 

scarcely fazed by time warps, flying neon piranha, and trotting monsters in Wellington boots. 

 

 

 
 

 

It‘s rather beside the point to critique Yellow Submarine on a narrative level, although the story 

holds together in its own, specific, shaggy way. The film acts more like a total immersion in a way 



of seeing the world, inflected by two seemingly opposite terms of reference. It‘s both a 

sophisticated arrangement of artistic modes, metaphors, and mythic motifs that rarely pauses for 

the slow members of the class to catch up, but also a deft approximation of a childlike sensibility, 

a place of multitudinous colours, transforming beings, and amorphous possibility seeking joy in 

the universe, boiling down to a simple message: all you need is love. This suits the band‘s peculiar 

grip on the pop culture zeitgeist at the time, one sustained by their ready ability to shift their 

official personas slightly to become something different, depending on the angle from which they 

were viewed: as happy-go-lucky types living something close to a kid‘s ideal of what adult life 

might be like, as counterculture swashbucklers deriving world-shaping ideas from exotic religions 

and pharmaceutical enhancements, as roguish bon vivants and barely reformed likely lads out of 

Liverpool with a pleasant line of blarney just out for a good time, or as the moment‘s 

manifestation of an ancient force, the eternal troubadours, bringers of colour and life, with a dash 

of messianic messaging. 

 

 

 
 

 

All of these facets are present in the film, which amplifies a central joke from the famous cover of 

the Sgt. Pepper’s album, where the Beatles are presented in the guise of the fake band with their 

own, earlier, canonical selves standing next to them. Here the Beatles are required, once they 

reach Pepperland, to pretend to be Sgt. Pepper and his band to step into the ancient and 

foundational role of the land of pure imagination. To get to that pure land, they have to travel 

through places of fragmented nature, places where strange animals roam, where time becomes a 

fluid entity, where the usually invisible geometries of scientific law suddenly become manifest, 

sound and vision can be interchangeable, and even the absence of form itself can be entered and 

contended with on the way to shaping a world. Along the way, the band members and Fred have 

to contend with an engine that breaks down, Ringo being carried off on the back of a bizarre 

animal, an attack by Indians requiring a secret weapon consisting of a fully bedecked cavalry unit 

to be loosed by the submarine, the great horn-nosed monster sucking everything including itself 

into a white void known as the Sea of Nothing, and getting caught in a time eddy where the 

submarine‘s crew rapidly age both backwards and forwards and catch sight of themselves on the 

way around. 

 

 



 
 

 

There are strong affinities between Yellow Submarine and the same year‘s science fiction 

treatment of many of the same themes in Stanley Kubrick‘s 2001: A Space Odyssey, sporting 

adventurers who journey through a dazzling, trippy-coloured acausal portal through different 

zones of reality, contending with zones of the Einsteinian universe where time breaks down and 

they‘re old and young at once, and are eventually confronted in the void by a singular being who 

represents the psyche in all its multifarious, ridiculous aspects. Tonally, of course, they‘re 

completely opposed: Kubrick‘s deadly serious contemplation of the transcendent urge via a blend 

of hard tech and soft psychedelia is viewed in the funhouse mirror here, as the other Beatles give 

smirks and groans of boredom when John starts extemporising on theoretical physics in the midst 

of a rupturing watercolour world that embodies the elusive freedom of the psyche‘s brighter 

frontier. Meanwhile, during the Sea of Time sequence, Paul leads the lads in a performance of 

―When I‘m 64‖ whilst they‘re sprouting long, white beards, whilst on screen the animators try to 

illustrate the possibilities inherent in a mere minute of time, counting off the seconds with 

elaborately illustrated numbers, a jokey version of the same idea presented with a more fearsome 

and clammy attitude in another film of the same year, Ingmar Bergman‘s Hour of the Wolf. In the 

Sea of Science, scored by the draggy, druggy, glittering sounds of ―It‘s Only a Northern Song,‖ 

the film skirts total dissolution into abstraction, where the film‘s soundtrack becomes an animated 

squiggle and our heroes spin around in convoluted geometries. 

 

 

 
 

 



In the Sea of Nothing, the submariners encounter a weird being with a hairy, dextrous body and a 

face like a Commedia dell‘arte mask, who calls himself Jeremy Hillary Boob PhD (or ―Phud‖ as 

Ringo reads it on his business card), engaged furiously in creativity and learning without any 

apparent purpose. He‘s the embodiment of the hapless hero of ―Nowhere Man,‖ which John leads 

the band in singing, bringing sworls of colour and form to the void as Jeremy weeps in self-

recognition. Jeremy nonetheless starts converting book smarts into real-world practice as he fixes 

the submarine‘s troublesome motor, and Ringo, recognising a fellow misfit, invites Jeremy along 

on the journey. The submariners then enter what John calls ―the foothills of the Headlands,‖ a 

place filled with colossal, see-through heads alight with thought-images and coated in a fine 

dusting of pepper, which when disturbed causes all the big giant heads to sneeze and blow our 

heroes down a deep pit into the Sea of Holes. There, Jeremy is kidnapped by a stray Blue Meanie, 

but the Beatles manage to find the way out into Pepperland itself and are soon followed by Fred. 

They‘re greeted by a panorama of petrified Pepperlandians, with Blue Meanies constantly 

patrolling to refreeze anyone who‘s waking up. Told by the mayor they have to stir the populace 

by pretending to be the Lonely Hearts Club Band, the Beatles sneak into a bandstand surrounded 

by sleeping Meanies, retrieve their instruments and uniforms, and launch a musical assault on the 

forces of bad vibes. 

 

 

 
 

 

Yellow Submarine purposefully resists, after the ―Eleanor Rigby‖ scene, traversing the more 

perverse and melancholy aspects of the Beatles‘ music, or the darker, more toxic strands to 

psychedelia captured by other bands essaying the form, like the Thirteenth Floor Elevators, The 

Nice, and King Crimson. Yellow Submarine is dedicated to being a good trip: even Lennon‘s 

biting self-satire in ―Nowhere Man‖ is given a jolly and positive spin. And yet there is a sneaky, 

almost subliminal aura of strangeness and distance to the whole project, the style of humour and 

the textures of the visuals charged with an eliding, cheeky, diminuendoish quality, never quite 

building to obvious punch lines or the kinds of patronising joke-delivery systems and metaphors 

too much animated cinema, even the wildly praised Pixar films, still offer. There‘s potency to the 

Blue Meanies as adversaries (my mother, who was 20 when the film came out, still can‘t abide 

them), sibilant, fey and ambisexual in just the wrong manner, the ever-so-faint shudder of the 

molester‘s insidious grinning evil to them, and their oppression of Pepperland, which is at once 

playful and unpleasant. The bonks of the green apples are comic, but some of the images, like a 

line of their shock troops, grinning evilly behind dark glasses and giving Nazi salutes, like Peter 

Sellers‘ Dr. Strangelove given a pop makeover, have a charge of lunacy behind them. 

 

 



 
 

 

Good triumphs, of course, as a few good licks of ―Sgt. Pepper‘s Lonely Hearts Club Band‖ and 

―All You Need Is Love‖ shake Pepperland back to life and empower the citizens to chase out the 

Blue Meanies. The chief Meanie, after seeing his flying glove and multiheaded guard dog 

defeated, is rendered utterly helpless and humiliated by Jeremy, who causes flowers to break out 

all over his furry form. This leads to a climax set to Harrison‘s ―It‘s All Too Much,‖ a triumphant 

procession of the populace of Pepperland, their saviours, and their defeated, yet accepted, enemies 

celebrating. Here the film pays its last nod to both the kinds of courtly sagas its narrative 

resembles, but also the final cast call of the musical traditions it extends. The real Beatles finally 

make a brief appearance right at the end, showing off their souvenirs of the journey and leading 

the audience in another of their schoolyard, dittylike numbers ―All Together Now,‖ going out with 

a last blast of the overall, inclusive idealism Yellow Submarine embodies, the refrain of the song 

spelt out in a dozen languages. Of course, the love trip went sour by the decade‘s end, and this 

kind of wilful naivete went right out of fashion. But Yellow Submarine‘s impact, if not its best 

lesson, has echoed through animated film after it. And in an age of random terrorist attacks and 

the seeming willingness of far too many people to buy into the politics and philosophy of hate and 

resentment, watching a film that preaches acceptance, love, and peace without a drop of sarcasm 

suddenly feels revolutionary again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Point Blank (1967) 
 

Director: John Boorman 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

John Boorman, born near the banks of the Thames in Middlesex in 1933, worked his way up to 

become head of a BBC documentary unit before his 30th birthday. Poised amidst a rising tide of 

young talents ready to break out of TV work and onto the film scene, Boorman got his chance 

when offered directorial duties on a film intended as a quick cash-in on the success of the Beatles-

starring A Hard Day’s Night (1964) to showcase a rival pop band, the Dave Clark Five. The 

result, Catch Us If You Can (1965), gained him some attention, but only middling success. 

Boorman‘s career took a hard swerve towards becoming a major Hollywood filmmaker when he 

encountered Lee Marvin. The towering, famously wild-living, but covertly intelligent and cultured 

actor was in London shooting The Dirty Dozen (1967). In spite of their diverse origins and 

experiences, the two men found themselves in close accord, and eventually decided to adapt writer 

Donald Westlake‘s novel The Hunter as their first collaboration. They chose that property because 

both Marvin and Boorman liked its main character, Parker, who had featured in a string of 

Westlake‘s books published under the regular pen name of Richard Stark. Marvin, who had gained 

serious clout in Hollywood since his Oscar-winning role in Cat Ballou (1965), declared to Warner 

Bros. he was handing total control of the project to the sophomore director, presenting both 

filmmaker and actor a chance to make films completely according to their own instincts. 

Boorman, who would soon become alternately lauded and derided for his unique, erratic talent, 

seized the opportunity with both hands. He and Marvin would make two films together, both 

charged with Boorman‘s eccentric vision and Marvin‘s desire to explore his own complex and 

troubled psyche. 

 

 



 
 

 

Like his debut, Point Blank again only gained Boorman good reviews and tolerable box office, but 

it was destined to slowly emerge as the rock-steady base of his reputation amongst cinephiles and 

an archetype and benchmark for the cinematic adventurousness of the period, all the more 

interesting and rich for being matched to genre storytelling. In Boorman‘s hands, the script, 

credited to Alexander Jacobs and David and Rafe Newhouse, was transformed into a fractured and 

hallucinatory experience, the filmmaking‘s experimental bent meshing perfectly with a tale 

exploring mean justice, wintry love, and mysterious politicking. Above and beyond this, Point 

Blank reveals the director‘s fascination with characters on journeys laden with mystical, even 

mythical overtones, already mooted in jokey fashion on Catch Us If You Can, emerging more 

fully in a context seemingly far removed from the remote and primal stages of Boorman‘s later 

works like Hell in the Pacific (1968), Deliverance (1972), or The Emerald Forest (1984). 

 

 

 
 

 

The genre is film noir, the settings the chitinous environs of 1967 California, where the cyclopean 

vaults of highways and sweltering reaches of concrete and tar wear occasional flourishes of 

counterculture colour but more often lurk under the garish hieroglyphs of advertising, and homes 

have become blank, entrapping boxes of glass and brick. Boorman‘s vision of this New World 

shore, like Richard Lester‘s in Petulia (1968) and Michelangelo Antonioni‘s on Zabriskie Point 

(1970), is both dazzled and estranged, surveying vast stretches of prefab housing and modernist 

infrastructure like cities on the moon. But the overall tone of the film is oneiric, taking as both its 

key setting and stylistic gambit the environs of Alcatraz Prison, where blocks of rude geometry 

and twisting, gothic aesthetics are strangely mated, a dank dream heart for Boorman‘s American 

nightmare to well from. 

 

 



 
 

 

Marvin plays Walker, a derivation of Parker, renamed for the film with a specific evocation of the 

man‘s relentless movement, as well as to give him a subtle but definite distinctness from 

Westlake‘s creation. He is first glimpsed awakening in the shadowy recesses of an Alcatraz prison 

cell, trying to remember how he got there. The opening credits come less in the traditional 

bracketing manner than wound into the film‘s discombobulated texture, abstracted against the 

prison‘s metal and stonework whilst the film captures Walker in the act of escaping in spite of 

terrible wounds, but not in motion, shot like tableaux vivants. The stuttering motion resembles 

film winding up towards proper speed, and Walker‘s spiritual life is tethered to the texture of 

Boorman‘s filmmaking. Slowly, in a skittering flow of images that eventually coalesce into 

something like traditional scenes, Walker‘s memory returns, and with it Point Blank comes 

together from a miasma into something like a movie. 

 

 

 
 

 

Walker recalls his friend Mal Reese (John Vernon), who came begging him for succour in the 

midst of a frenetic, boozy party: so desperate was Reese that he socked the drunken, garrulous, 

distracted Walker, knocking him to the floor, and climbed down to shake the dazed man and plead 

for attention down amongst the jostling feet of the crowd. Reese, a criminal in big with a crime 

group referred to only as the Organization, has screwed up badly, and the only way he can make 

up a debt he‘s incurred is to rob a mysterious transaction that takes place regularly on Alcatraz 

during which a helicopter arrives to pick up a load of something in exchange for a big haul of 

cash. Walker, an old pal of Reese‘s, agreed to aid in the plot, but soon Reese, ready to push things 

to the limit, guns down the two bagmen at the Alcatraz drop-off. This job turned near-fatal for 

Walker because of two ominously conjoined elements: his wife Lynne (Sharon Acker), third 

partner in the robbery, was also having an affair with Reese, who realised that the split loot 

couldn‘t cover his debt. So his solution was obvious—he gunned Walker down. Walker is 

glimpsed during the credits slowly and agonisingly making his way out of the prison and tackling 

the dangerous swim to the San Francisco shore. 

 

 



 
 

 

Boorman cuts to a year later when Walker, recovered, fit, with a cold, hollowed-out glow in his 

eyes, rides a tourist ferry to the island and converses with an enigmatic man (Keenan Wynn) who 

seems set on helping Walker exact revenge on Lynne and Reese, who bought his way back into 

favour and stature in the Organization with the proceeds of the heist, and gives Walker Lynne‘s 

current address, a house high above L.A. Walker zeroes in on Lynne, an approach of fate she 

senses psychically, not empirically. She prepares like a pharaoh awaiting the angel of death, 

glimpsed dressing, making up, getting her hair done, all in static, entrapping frames replete with 

lenses and mirrors, whilst the image (and sound) of Walker on the march through the alien spaces 

of airports becomes a rhythm of menace and approaching reckoning. Walker thunders into her 

house and fires his gun into Lynne‘s bed on the assumption Reese is in it, but all his bullets do is 

make smoking holes in the empty mattress, his load shot off impotently. 

 

 

 
 

 

Marvin had the inspiration on set to leave out all his own dialogue in the scene that follows, as 

Lynne robotically explains her own sad and sorry lot since his shooting of being used and 

discarded by Reese, whilst Walker sits in silent boding, emotions unreadable. Lynne sounds like 

someone whose nerve and sense of self has been worn out by guilt, still attached to her husband 

on a psychic level and able to answer his unspoken questions. This shot goes on forever, Boorman 

turning the frame into a merciless trap that Lynne can only escape through self-destruction. Her 

explanation, illustrated in more of Boorman‘s jagged, contrapuntal flashbacks, depicts her 

relationship with Walker and Reese with sublime economy: Walker and Lynne‘s first meeting (―It 

was raining…‖) a romantic vignette with the younger Walker cockily charming Lynne as she 

dances about him and a gang of fishermen look; Walker‘s reunion with Reese and the burgeoning 

of his, Lynne, and Reese‘s friendship into something like an unspoken ménage-a-trois. 

 

 



 
 

 

Walker goes to sleep on her couch and sees his own actions replayed in languorous, analytical 

slow motion—the strange dance Lynne performed as he burst into the room and silenced her 

charged with a savage brand of intimacy; the jarring recoil of firing his gun depicted as a self-

enervating force emphasised by Marvin‘s physical acting, and followed by a dreamy shot of him 

emptying spent cartridges from his gun like he‘s wasted his most vital seed. He awakens and finds 

Lynne has killed herself with an overdose, her body splayed like a forlorn husk on the sheets of 

her chic bed. Walker stumbles into her bathroom in a daze and accidentally knocks some of her 

perfumes and cosmetics into the sink, and stares dazedly into the stuff pooling there, the muck left 

behind by Lynne‘s collapse, all the makings of her beautified façade now a psychedelic stew. 

Wynn‘s mystery man, Walker sees, hovers outside, waiting for the conclusion of this first act in a 

campaign directed at the Organization. 

 

 

 
 

 

Westlake‘s Parker was the definition of antihero, a cool, remorseless, virtually amoral career thief 

whose purpose was to buy himself extended periods of rest at the price of occasional forays into 

danger and crime in a world defined less by familiar morality than varieties of criminal enterprise. 

Boorman and Marvin‘s Walker is just as hard-bitten and enigmatic, but emerges in the course of 

the film as a bundle of contradictions. Gifted in violence and detached from both its infliction and 

reception, he could be ancestor of such later hulking, remorseless bogeymen of screen lore 

as Halloween‘s (1978) Michael Myers or the titular cyborg of The Terminator (1984) when he 

sees his goal and marches after it with chilly focus. But Marvin, with that scooping nose like a 

cocked police special and sledgehammer chin poised with grim intent and eyes swivelling slyly 

under heavy lids, emphasises Walker‘s strangely passive, almost bewildered state when he doesn‘t 

have a clear goal in mind or given to him. He‘s clearly well removed from the world of organized 

crime except when pressed by a real motivation, and he even seems rather boyish in glimpses of 

his younger self flirting with Lynne and when he‘s drunk as Reese comes to him for help. There 

are hints Walker and Reese were once army buddies. Walker‘s actual aim isn‘t specifically 

revenge but to get his money, and he seems bewildered when one of his prey doesn‘t believe this 

is his only motive. Hilariously, the sum he‘s after is both too big and too small to be easily pried 

out of the Organization, which represents the criminal enterprise transformed into a modern big 
business, its fiscal layout all sublimely contained within ledgers. 

 



 

 
 

 

Walker buries Lynne in a cemetery perched on a hilltop above suburbs unfolding like lunar 

colonisation projects where it feels like even the intimacy of burial has become an instant 

consumer experience. Still with Wynn directing his efforts, Walker starts after Reese, following a 

breadcrumb trail first to Reese‘s fellow middle-level members of the Organization, ‗Big John‘ 

Stegman (Michael Strong), who has a day job as a smarmy car salesman. Walker shakes Stegman 

up by the novel means of luring him out for a test drive in one of his cars and then turning the car 

itself into a vehicle of torment, driving it wildly and jerkily until Stegman feels like he‘s inside a 

washing machine. Stegman coughs up one vital piece of information: Reese now has designs on 

Lynne‘s sister Chris (Angie Dickinson), who runs a nightclub called The Picture House that the 

Organization has taken over. Chris is resisting their efforts to exploit it and Reese‘s advances with 

equal determination. Walker goes to the nightclub in search of her, but is met instead by several 

Organization goons. This sequence, theoretically a minor action scene, becomes another of 

Boorman‘s fiendishly creative filmic arias, using the nightclub with its high psychedelic-era 

aesthetic. including pop art swathing the walls and a dynamic soul singer (Stu Gardner, who 

would later write The Cosby Show‘s theme) on stage, as a place where underground nudges 

normality in surrounds deliberately contrived to resemble the cacophonous modern id with its 

dialogues of zeitgeists and images. This concept inflects the action on a deadly straight plane, as 

Walker fights off villains in the wings amidst churning movie projections and thundering noise. 

But it‘s also reflected in a slyer, more blackly humorous way at the same time. The singer gets 

plump, pasty patrons to join him in screeching lyrics, and the screeches give way to a woman‘s 

scream as she sees the sprawl of pummelled, writhing men left in Walker‘s wake, whilst Walker 

himself lurks in a corner, volcanic cauldrons projected on his face. 

 

 

 
 

 

Although as a whole original, Point Blank reveals Boorman, like many young directors stretching 

their legs, referencing and remixing freely. The themes of corruption and cleansing, fate and 

chance, describe classic film noir territory, merely translated into an unfamiliar aesthetic. Point 
Blank was the product of a production template that had fashioned Marvin‘s earlier collaboration 

with Dickinson and director Don Siegel, The Killers (1964). The result can be read as a spiritual 
sequel to Siegel‘s work, albeit moving beyond Siegel‘s atavistic but entirely immediate sense of 

human abnormality into a more overtly surreal and interiorised setting. As Boorman himself 



noted, one of Point Blank‘s funniest scenes reverses a moment in Siegel‘s film where Marvin 

roughs up Dickinson‘s character—it‘s Dickinson thrashing and beating Marvin, though Walker 

stops bothering to fight her off and instead stands stoic and unblinking, her fiercest blows 

bouncing off his chest, squinting at her all the time like one of those dinosaurs whose nervous 

systems don‘t register fatal wounds for minutes. Boorman also trod in the footsteps of Sam 

Fuller‘s Underworld USA (1961): Boorman, like Fuller, surveys crime as an extension of big 

business, the upper echelons of which have become a sterile zone populated not by bruisers and 

heavies, but rather by canny plotters and managerial sharks into which a man resurging from the 

realm of the dead crashes like a wrecking ball. Siegel‘s harsh surveys of the prefab cubist wonders 

of postwar Californian landscapes, long prefigured in the likes of The Lineup (1958), provide 

some of Boorman‘s palette, much as Boorman‘s would inflect Siegel‘s on Dirty Harry (1971). 

 

 

 
 

 

But Boorman‘s more radical efforts here reflect the strong imprint of a more fanciful breed of 

filmmaker, signalling the young director‘s overboiling imagination and ambitions to move well 

beyond the prescribed limits of genre cinema. The jagged, often dizzyingly perched visuals, 

themes of interchangeable identity and resurrection, and islets of warped eroticism reference 

Hitchcock‘s Vertigo (1958) as a significant touchstone, particularly apparent in a scene where one 

character dies falling from a rooftop. Orson Welles‘ works surely also loomed in Boorman‘s mind, 

in the obsessively baroque use of shadow and light, the fascination for strange environs and 

monstrous architecture, interest in power transactions between individuals, and distorted time as 

both method and motif. The fractured, subjunctive cutting and sound interpolation looks to France 

and the New Wave. Jean-Luc Godard had actually unofficially adapted one of the Parker novels 

the year before for Made in U.S.A. (although Godard, with characteristic wit, remade Parker into a 

lead role for Anna Karina), but Boorman‘s approach owed more to Alain Resnais, who had found 

a way to translate psychological angst and evocation of a tormenting sense of past-in-present into 

the very texture of filmmaking, with works like Hiroshima, Mon Amour (1959) and Muriel 
(1963). Boorman repurposed his technique for a ghostly survey of the fallout of violence and 

feeling that seems much less opaque but that becomes, through such manipulation, an equally 

elusive statement on liminal experience and the slippery nature of character. 

 

 

 
 

 



Chris has both great attraction to her sister‘s former husband (―The best part of Lynne was you.‖) 

as well as deep internal conflict about it. She‘s eventually driven to express that conflict in 

spectacular fashion, but it‘s still not hard for Walker to talk her into helping him when this is 

added to the balance along with a desire for revenge for Reese‘s virtual murder of both Walker 

and Lynne. Reese has been ordered by his immediate senior in the Organization, Carter (Lloyd 

Bochner), to hole up in his penthouse apartment under heavy guard in an attempt to bait Walker 

into an attack. Walker takes the bait, but twists the trap inside out, firstly by using Chris to 

penetrate the apartment and distract Reese, whilst he creates diversions to distract the guards and 

enter a neighbouring apartment. Whilst Walker interrogates Reese, he semi-accidentally causes 

him to stumble back over the railing of his balcony and plunge to the ground far below. 

 

 

 
 

 

Boorman‘s sense of queasy eroticism crops up constantly throughout the film. Reese‘s death 

comes humiliatingly when he‘s naked, after a session in bed with Lynne, who‘s actually 

desperately awaiting Walker to come and get him off her, and falling to his doom leaves his 

draping towel in Walker‘s hand. Later, Boorman mischievously provides a sex scene between 

Chris and Walker where two men and two women, Walker, Reese, Lynne, Chris, are seen as 

interchangeable, urged along by seemingly perverse but actually entirely natural urges towards 

similar ends manifesting in sexual desire, the will to power, the search for an essential state of 

being. The violence they do to each other becomes the only way their egos can fend off 

dissolution into one another. 

 

 

 
 

 

Boorman would revisit this catalogue of vital motifs in different settings—the city men and 

rednecks of Deliverance, the immortals and savages in Zardoz, the warring, often magically 

disguised knights and sorcerers of Excalibur (1981), the dichotomous twins of The Tiger’s Tail 

(2008). Much like the hunt for the Grail in Excalibur, Walker‘s mission has a stated, totemic goal 

but involves instead an attempt to understand what life is, what it can be, in the face of death. He 

grazes the edges of such life in Chris‘s arms, and their last moments together evoke both their 

relative anonymity to one another (―What‘s my last name?‖ Chris asks; ―What‘s my first name?‖ 
Walker replies), but also the truth in such bareness, something that also looks forward to the 

identity-void sexuality of Last Tango in Paris (1972). Simultaneously, thanks to Wynn‘s 



mysterious sensei, Walker is set on the path to ruthless, methodical exposure of the food chain of 

the quasi-corporate mob, trying to find a beating heart somewhere that he can attack, and 

discovering, eventually, there isn‘t one, only a shifting series of actors whose attempts to grasp the 

big brass ring set in motion their own downfall. Carter hires a pipe-smoking assassin (James B. 

Sikking) to take care of Walker and gets Stegman to be the bait, but Walker senses treachery in 

any meeting arranged by the Organization. He barges into Carter‘s office, drags him out, and 

forces him to be the one who ventures into the assassin‘s field of fire. 

 

 

 
 

 

This sequence, set in the Los Angeles River, is both a beautiful piece of staging, with Boorman 

utilising the vistas of the setting and the human architecture of his actors in alternations of 

grandeur and diminution, and also a vital nexus of references. Boorman locates the same 

discomfort in the locale Gordon Douglas exploited for scifi-accented ends in Them! (1954), that 

myth of atom-age horror, whilst the mechanics of the scene reference the similar punishment-by-

substitution in a hard classic of noir, Howard Hawks‘ The Big Sleep (1946): the psychic precincts 

of two disparate genres combined to describe the new age. The assassin does Walker the neat 

service of killing both Stegman and Carter (in fact, Walker, for all his potent gestures and aura, 

doesn‘t kill anyone in the film), and so Walker has to move another step up the Organization‘s 

food chain to Brewster (Carroll O‘Connor), a fatuous executive whose house Walker and Chris 

occupy at Wynn‘s direction. Brewster, arriving in town in a private jet, shrugs off Sikking‘s 

assassin when he wants to be paid for his perfectly executed killing of the wrong target, and 

instead suggests he go talk to another of the Organization‘s bosses, Fairfax, or better yet, kill him, 

too. Walker is able to capture Brewster once he arrives home, and he nervously, but honestly 

explains to Walker the basic problem: the Organization barely works with cash anymore. The only 

option open to him to obtain what he seeks forces him to (nearly) return to the setting that put him 

on this path, the money drop in San Francisco, which has been shifted from Alcatraz to the 

Presidio. 

 

 

 
 

 

This sequence provides the last, most beguiling, but also inscrutable stage in Walker‘s journey, as 
it proves not to be the culmination of his efforts, but those of Wynn, who is revealed to be the last, 

hitherto unseen Fairfax. He has engineered the whole business because his underlings were 



planning to unseat him and has the assassin gun down Brewster to set the seal on the business. 

Fairfax then call for Walker to come out and take his pay, but Walker remains hovering in the 

shadows until the assassin emerges, whilst Fairfax becomes increasingly angry, shouting out, ―I 

pay my debts!‖ But Walker has learnt a lesson, and he retreats into the darkness. Boorman scans 

Brewster‘s dead, splayed body on the bricks of the Presidio, from high above, pulls back and 

scans the San Francisco vista before zooming in again on Alcatraz, as if closing the loop on a 

circle. 

 

 

 
 

 

Some have seen this shot as proof that Walker died, and that all we‘ve seen is simply his dying 

fantasy turning into desperate existential surrender. But to me, Point Blank is ultimately not 

reducible to such a literal resolution. What is certain is that Walker, at the end, sees his mission as 

fruitless, the final prize illusory and doomed to lead him into the same trap he stepped into before. 

He will remain a ghost haunting the underworld, literally or not. Boorman felt that for Marvin, 

who had been badly wounded in his gruelling WWII service and carried both physical and 

figurative scars throughout his life, Walker became the vessel of his angst, and so Point Blank is 

both an oblique investigation of his experience and its most specific exploration. It‘s a statement 

purely dedicated to exploring that strange state of being, at once dead and alive, cold and loving, 

perpetually afraid and entirely justified, empty of knowledge and gifted with wisdom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Think Fast, Mr. Moto / Thank You, Mr. Moto (1937) 
 

Director/Coscreenwriter: Norman Foster 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

J. P. Marquand had a serious reputation as a writer in the 1930s, but he‘s been remembered to 

posterity chiefly for his sideline in pulp fiction. He created Mr. Moto for the Saturday Evening 

Post in 1935 as a replacement for Charlie Chan, whose creator Earl Derr Biggers had recently 

died. Marquand quickly wrote several Moto books. His creation proved popular enough that two 

years later, 20th Century Fox inaugurated a series built around Moto. But this was not quite the 

same character. Marquand‘s I. A. Moto was an Imperial Japanese agent, superficially genial and 

eccentric but capable of ruthless action. The Hollywood version was renamed Kentaro Moto and 

redesignated as an importer with a sideline in private investigation who later was employed as an 

Interpol agent and teacher of criminology. But he was best described by a character in Thank You, 

Mr. Moto: ―Adventurer, explorer, soldier-of-fortune – one of the Orient‘s mysteries.‖ 

 

 

 



 

 

Whereas Chan was an avuncular collection of clichéd impressions of Chinese immigrants grafted 

onto the Conan Doyle template for a genius detective at a time when it was a short cut to 

popularity to give them distinctive ethnic or physical traits, Moto assembled more than a few 

Japanese clichés: pebble-lens glasses, big gold teeth, hyperattentive politeness, martial arts 

adeptness, and so on. Fox cast Peter Lorre in the part and gave him a sartorial makeover. Casting 

an Austrian Jewish actor as a Japanese gentleman seems a downright perverse idea today, but was 

hardly strange at the time; Warner Oland and Sidney Toler played Chan and Boris Karloff was 

both über-villain Fu Manchu and detective Mr. Wong. A big selling point for casting Lorre was 

that it would show off his thespian dexterity. His Hollywood debut two years earlier with Mad 

Love had been publicised as the coming to America of a great European actor, one who had 

electrified audiences worldwide with his performance in Fritz Lang‘s M (1931). Lorre, who learnt 

his lines by rote for his first English-language role in Hitchcock‘s The Man Who Knew Too Much 

(1934), was to become one of Hollywood‘s indispensible character actors. The Moto films, which 

occupied him for most of the late ‘30s, represented a stint of proper stardom. The role allowed him 

the widest range within a single part, and even the chance to destabilize presumptions about his 

character constantly. 

 

 

 
 

 

Moto, as a skilful detective and globetrotting, multicultural savant, combined aspects of the 

Sherlock Holmes brand of hero with the physicality of a man of action, a mix that feels more 

contemporary than most of the era‘s pulp heroes. He anticipates later pop-culture titans like James 

Bond, without his carnal appetites, and Indiana Jones, with whom he shares a fascination with the 

arcane, with the added complication and fascination of his being a non-Caucasian hero, one who 

insinuates rather than dominates until he clearly has the upper hand. The Moto series doesn‘t 

entirely transcend the moment of its making. Yellowface bugs many people today and for good 

reason, and yet the series just as often ridicules, subverts, or inverts such caricatures, often putting 

the sublimely poised and skilful Moto in the company of clueless Westerners or having him act 

out caricatures only to throw them off and stun enemies and onlookers. Lorre‘s preternatural gifts 

are also often exploited so that, in the same way that he puts on a new face, Moto turns it about 

and becomes just about any ethnicity you please, including perhaps his funniest guise in the series 

in Mysterious Mr. Moto (1938), a German artist who derides a gallery full of modernist work and 

then shows off his kitschy pictures of kids and kittens. 

 

 



 
 

 

Several instalments in the series were helmed by Norman Foster, a former actor and a talent 

whose gifts were apparent enough for Orson Welles to collaborate with him on several projects, 

including Journey into Fear (1943), which marries Moto-ish settings with a more Wellesian 

technique. He later made some interesting noir films, like Kiss the Blood Off My Hands (1948), 

and then moved into TV, where his career extended into the 1970s. Foster also cowrote the first 

two Moto films, with their backlot settings offering that delicious tang of the faux-exotic, 

encompassing much of what was wonderful and goofy about old Hollywood, that many 

filmmakers since have tried to reproduce. The Moto films are lightning-paced, funny, quirky, 

brief, but packed full of incident, detail, even mystique. 

 

 

 
 

 

Think Fast, Mr. Moto, establishes Moto and his abilities in an opening sequence that sees him in 
the guise of a scruffy carpet merchant wandering through San Francisco‘s Chinatown on Chinese 

New Year on the hunt for a lead. He encounters a masked stranger secreted in a wicker basket in 



the store, where Moto tries to sell a diamond; his Union Jack tattoo will identify him as the man 

who murdered an investigator. Moto has to fight his way out when an officious policeman who 

thinks Moto‘s an unlicensed peddler enters the scene, sparking a three-way battle in which Moto‘s 

jujitsu abilities triumph. Returning to his hotel, the ―real‖ Moto emerges from under the layers of 

his disguise, but Moto‘s motives and designs remain largely opaque until the climax. 

 

 

 
 

 

One reason I fell under the spell of Moto as a character when I was a kid stems from this 

ambiguity. Although toned down from Marquand, Moto is still startling in switches of affect and 

manner, swinging from beaming friendliness and ready-to-please affability to command or 

chilling retributory violence according to the needs of the moment. When he confronts the 

tattooed murderer, who proves to be a passenger liner steward named Carson (John Rogers), 

Moto‘s swerve into cold menace as he faces down and approaches the knife-wielding baddie is 

impressively badass, and their knock-down, drag-out fight climaxes with Moto heaving Carson 

over his head and hurling him over the ship‘s side like a sack of rubbish. This follows on from an 

earlier scene in which, dragged into a stateroom by a party of boisterously patronising Americans, 

he puts up with them until he repays their pushiness by tossing several bodily about the room. It‘s 

a bit of roughhouse payback that Bob Hitchings (Thomas Beck), object of the party and son of the 

ship‘s owner, is good-humoured enough to understand. Moto and Hitchings prove to be linked by 

both the past—they belonged to the same college fraternity—and by secret, immediate motives; 

Moto is investigating a smuggling ring that‘s been operating through the Hitchings Line, owned 

by Bob‘s father, and Bob, trying to shake off his playboy habits, is heading to take over the 

Chinese end of the line‘s export operations. 

 

 



 
 

 

Think Fast, scarcely over an hour long, nonetheless sets up Moto as a perfect pulp hero—infinitely 

talented, complete with an arsenal of awesome headache cures, magic tricks, and cardsharp 

legerdemain, tough in all respects and yet usually happily plays a pleasant Asian milquetoast, 

declining alcoholic drinks in favour of milk. Considering how awkwardly a lot of franchise films 

these days lumber about for hours trying to set up heroic characters, the casual concision of the 

film still feels like a perfect antidote and model, an engine of humming efficiency that modern 

Hollywood could do well to study. Foster surrounds Moto with a rich assortment of character 

actors and teeming settings, as if he wanted to pack in every possible trope of the exotic mystery, 

from the shipboard setting and romance to the plunge into Shanghai nightlife where White 

Russian and Sikh gangsters rub shoulders with international flotsam. Foster orchestrates it all with 

efficient energy: indeed it‘s been funny watching recent high-class movies, like The White 

Countess (2004), Lust, Caution (2006), and Shanghai (2011), tackling the same milieu and failing 

to feel half as real, lacking that mythic tilt Hollywood once wielded so deceptively and fearlessly. 

Ironically, recently you have to go to Hong Kong cinema, like Tsui Hark‘s work, like Peking 

Opera Blues (1986), for similar panache. 

 

 



 
 

 

Think Fast sticks to the basic pattern of Marquand books, as Moto teams up with an American 

innocent abroad who falls into the orbit of a woman of mystery, in this case, Gloria Danton 

(Virginia Field). Gloria poses as a wealthy traveller to ensnare Bob, expertly tempting him by 

feigning initial indifference, but, of course, she actually falls for him and is whisked off the ship 

by her employer, Nicolas Marloff (Sig Ruman), upon arrival in Shanghai. Marloff runs the 

International Club, one of those chic nightspots Hollywood would have believed were just 

everywhere in those days. Bob talks the Hitchings Line‘s local manager, Mr. Wilkie (Murray 

Kinnell) into helping him find Gloria, but it‘s Moto who secretly tips Bob off that she actually 

works as a singer in the International Club, and, of course, Moto has good reasons for bringing all 

the players together. Just getting to the club proves an ordeal for Moto and Lela, as they‘re 

shanghaied by their rickshaw coolies on the order of Marloff‘s agent, turban-clad Adram (J. Carrol 

Naish), who tries to assassinate Moto. Moto proves better with a gun than Adram does with a 

knife, winging Adram. Then one of the coolies tries to arrange his death by leaving his rickshaw 

in front of Bob and Wilkie‘s oncoming car. 

 

 

 



 

 

In good old Hollywood style, once they get to the club, there‘s a brief time-out for a song by 

Gloria (warbling a godawful ditty in which she declares, ―I‘m just a shy vi-o-let.‖). A couple of 

times during the series, Moto grazes against a love interest, usually a young Chinese-American 

starlet, but that couldn‘t go anywhere with a white guy, even one dressed up as Japanese. Plus 

Moto‘s not exactly the type you see settling down to have 10 kids like Charlie Chan. Here he 

enlists hotel telephone operator Lela Liu (Lotus Long) to listen in on interesting calls, and then to 

be his date/back-up on the venture to the International Club. She finishes up getting shot in the 

back by an unseen villain as she tries to call the police to Moto‘s aid, although later we‘re assured 

she survives. 

 

 

 
 

 

One of the strong qualities of the series is the humour that constantly accompanies the thrills and 

seriousness, although it sometimes verges on goofy, as here when Moto has a hapless bartender 

make up a ridiculous hangover cure that includes gin, Worcestershire sauce, and a raw egg. Wryer 

is Moto cementing his friendship with Bob by revealing they were fraternity brothers; when 

Hitchings recalls Moto broke a pole vault record, Moto replies, ―Now I would only break the 

pole.‖ In another example, one of Bob‘s society lush pals, after seeing Moto toss her friends about 

the stateroom, asks in delight, ―Hey – do that to me!‖ When Marloff asks what Moto is writing in 

Chinese on a menu, Moto replies that it‘s an ancient haiku poem—except that when Lela reads it, 

it translates into a message to call the cops. In later films, Moto‘s heroism is taken as a given, but 

in the first two entries he retains an opacity akin to ‘70s antiheroes in his willingness to play dirty 

when necessary, think on his feet, and seem to ally with the bad guys if it gets him closer to his 

goal. Because his identity is so hard to nail down, he can get away with such tricks. When Marloff 

confronts him with the sight of Bob and Gloria trussed up and captive, Moto laughs and casually 

advises Marloff to keep Bob as a hostage and ―slit her throat and be done with it.‖ This note 

echoes again in Thank You, Mr. Moto, in which he smilingly tells a woman, in response to her 

accusation that he killed a man to get hold of a valuable property, ―Of course. I thought it was a 

very good reason.‖ The finale of Think Fast is a whirlwind of twists and reversals: exposed by the 

wounded Adram, Moto is shot by Marloff, and seems done for. Marloff prepares a coup de grace, 

only for Moto to rise miraculously and toss his enemies about the room before revealing his 

bulletproof vest to Bob and Gloria and slapping handcuffs on Wilkie, who proves to be both the 

real head of the smuggling ring and Lela‘s attempted killer. 

 

 



 
 

 

The collegial feel of the series is partly due to the stock company of actors who played similar or 

recurring roles: Ruman and Beck play slight variations on their characters in Thank You, whilst 

Field popped up again in two more. In Mr. Moto’s Last Warning and Mr. Moto Takes a Vacation 

(both 1939), Moto is ―helped‖ by bumbling Englishmen, inverting the usual diptych of Anglo hero 

and ethnic sidekick. In another entry, Mr. Moto on Danger Island (1938), Moto gains the aid of 

good-natured palooka, ―Twister‖ McGurk (Warren Hymer), who becomes Moto‘s aide in his 

eagerness to learn Moto‘s great wrestling moves. Mr. Moto’s Gamble (1938), the third film, has 

the film buff‘s delight of seeing Moto contending with Keye Luke, playing Charlie Chan‘s 

inimitable Number One son Lee. This was a side effect of the rapid revision of the script, intended 

for a Chan entry, after Oland‘s sudden death. In the film Moto mentions his respect for Lee‘s 

father, and maintains Chan‘s solicitude to the extent of having Lee locked up in jail to keep him 

out of trouble. Another interesting sidekick for Moto came in Mr. Moto Takes a Chance (1938), 

where Rochelle Hudson plays an aviatrix who‘s also a spy, staging a crash landing in the 

Vietnamese jungle to seek out the same rebellious conspiracy Moto‘s investigating. The strongest 

villain of the series was also a self-reflexive piece of casting, as Joseph Schildkraut appeared in 

the final entry, Takes a Vacation, playing a supervillain with a genius for disguise. Like Lorre, 

Schildkraut was an Austro-Hungarian émigré and spends most of the film made up as another 

character, successfully impersonating a crusty American scientist before he‘s unmasked, rises to 

full courtly bearing, and lets slip his Germanic lisp. 

 

 



 
 

 

The whole series is generally a lot of fun, but Thank You, Mr. Moto easily stands tallest. Having 

established Moto, Norman‘s second entry does what good sequels are supposed to do; it gets on 

with business, but also can be enjoyed by any viewer coming in blind. The opening sequence is a 

gem of atmosphere, as a caravan crossing the Gobi Desert is assailed by a sandstorm, and one of 

the travellers, a disguised Moto, contends with the homicidal attentions of another member of the 

party. Attacked in his tent, Moto battles the assassin by the flicker of an oil lamp, with the desolate 

wind whistling outside. Moto wins the fight, battering his opponent into submission, but the battle 

begins again when Moto releases him. This time Moto hacks him to death with a knife and begins 

digging up the sand under the tent to bury the corpse. Moto reaches Peiping (then the name of 

Beijing), but runs afoul of Schneider (Wilhelm von Brincken), a supposedly concerned citizen 

who‘s whipped up the police to hypervigilance over smuggled art treasures. Schneider smartly 

detects that Moto has a scroll painting hidden inside his prop walking cane. Moto snatches the 

scroll and runs for it, managing to elude capture and make it to his hotel room, where his current 

valet doesn‘t recognise him at first. Moto divests himself of guise and valet and attends a formal 

garden party being thrown by Colonel Tchernov (Ruman), a wealthy White Russian wash-up. 

Moto recognises the gamesmanship behind such gestures: ―Garden parties are seldom given in 

Peiping without a purpose.‖ 

 

 



 
 

 

That purpose proves to be so Tchernov could invite Prince Chung (Philip Ahn) and his mother 

(Pauline Frederick), make an offer to buy their family‘s collection of scroll paintings and, if they 

refuse to sell, use coercive means to gain his prize. The party sequence is a another gem, this time 

of expository staging, commencing with a Hitchcockian crane shot the glides across Tchernov‘s 

ballroom. The villains and heroes of the piece and all congregated with classical dramatic method, 

with all the major protagonists save the Chungs literally lined up to meet Eleanor Joyce (Jayne 

Regan), an American Oriental art historian and guest of the Tchernovs. Romantic, young consular 

official Tom Nelson (Beck) sets out to charm Eleanor with an extended gag about his psychic 

knowledge of her actually culled from her passport. Moto‘s entrance, solitary and singular, is 

accompanied by a suddenly forceful passage in the dance music, gaining everybody‘s interest and 

cautious attention, especially Tchernov, who invited him to keep an eye on him. This backfires, of 

course. Moto‘s subsequent absence from the ballroom goes unnoticed by everyone except, in a 

terrific throwaway detail, the waiter carrying his customary glass of milk, as he thwarts 

Tchernov‘s attempt to force Chung at gunpoint to sign over ownership of his scrolls. Foster elides 

Moto‘s intervention; only when Eleanor intrudes, with Prince Chung brushing past hurriedly, does 

the resolution of the confrontation reveal itself, but through Eleanor‘s confused eyes, seeing only 

Moto and a corpse. Moto convinces her to keep quiet about his and the Prince‘s presence so that 

Tchernov‘s death will be ruled a suicide, but finds herself increasingly uncomfortable, believing 

Moto murdered Tchernov. 

 

 



 
 

 

The scroll paintings prove to be part of an elegant pulp McGuffin that form a map to the lost tomb 

of Genghis Khan: the scroll Moto brought back with him from the Gobi is part of the set, 

deliberately stored away from the others long away to render the map incomplete. Moto has been 

hired to race against Tchernov‘s allies, Schneider and Koerger (Sidney Blackmer), to bring all of 

the scrolls together and locate the tomb with its fabled treasure. Everyone wants the scrolls, even 

Eleanor, albeit for her collection. An antiquarian, Pereira (John Carradine, sporting droopy 

moustache and fez for some reason), tempts her with one, which might be one of the Chungs‘ 

stolen scrolls. Moto rumbles Pereira by visiting his shop and spots the scroll he‘s trying to sell as a 

fake, but also perceives he stole the real scroll. Pereira is gunned down from a car speeding by just 

as he‘s about to tell Moto who hired him for the heist. Moto faces the same sticking point as 

Tchernov in trying to learn the secret of the scrolls: even with the Prince‘s gratitude to Moto for 

saving his life, the Chungs refuse to part with their legacy and decry the inevitable looting of the 

Khan‘s tomb. The Chungs‘ place in this drama generates peculiar emotional intensity, with 

Madame Chung‘s haughty efforts to cling to the last remnants of their clan pride in the chaotic 

modern world and China‘s dismembered state circa 1937—she used to be a lady-in-waiting to the 

Dowager Empress—and her son‘s arduous position in trying to honour traditional values but 

protect his mother. 

 

 



 
 

 

This schism is painfully illustrated as Koerger and company break into the Chungs‘ house, tie up 

the Prince, and, after beating him fails to dent his resolve to keep silent, begin torturing his 

mother. This proves more than the Prince can resist, and he gives up the scrolls to the villains. Far 

from being grateful, however, Madame Chung is appalled at her son‘s lapse and makes a last-ditch 

tilt for honour by trying to stab Koerger with a ceremonial knife. Koerger shoots her, and Chung, 

once freed by Moto and Nelson, stabs himself with the same knife, expiring in convulsions of 

shame and despair. Ahn‘s excellent performance as Chung, genuinely strong and proud, but with 

his one weakness awfully, tragically laid bare, sells this sequence. It stirs an interesting reaction in 

Moto, who reveals a streak of serious Buddhist faith and a conscientious determination to avenge 

his friend and balance his cosmic books. Moto operates throughout the film, as he did in the first 

one, between worldviews and hemispheric cultural sensibilities, which are tellingly represented by 

two versions of the same thing: Tchernov, an exiled tsarist, and the Chungs are both fallen 

aristocrats out of place in the mid-century tumult, but with radically different responses to 

crumbling values of homicidal rapacity versus suicidal fidelity, and meeting mirroring ends: 

Tchernov‘s fake suicide (―We call it harakiri,‖ Moto tells Eleanor) and Chung‘s real one. Moto, 

operating according to mercenary requirement (―My mission has been clearly defined,‖ he tells 

Chung), nonetheless feels the pull of other values as the mission becomes more urgent. 

 

 



 
 

 

A new dimension emerges as Eleanor eavesdrops on Tchernov‘s wife (Nedda Harrigan) and learns 

she‘s been having an affair with Koerger, which her husband‘s death leaves her nicely free to 

continue. Eleanor becomes the object of Madame Tchernov‘s jealousy when Koerger takes her 

prisoner, a random but felicitous element that gives Moto the key to destroying his enemies. 

Another interesting prefiguration of many a modern action hero is that way Moto becomes a kind 

of avenging angel: after the Chungs‘ death, Tom and Moto pursue the villainous party who have 

Eleanor captive and most of the scrolls in hand in a car (―You handle your car quite well.‖ ―It‘s 

not mine, I borrowed it from my boss.‖). After being shot at, Tom drives straight into a river, car 

crashing in the water with an almighty splash, and the pair struggle to escape the wreck and swim 

to safety under a hail of bullets. Tom is knocked out with an oar, and Moto seems to die from a 

bullet in the back. The villains set off on the trail to Khan‘s tomb on a junk, but find their crew 

spooked by what they call a demon dogging their path. This is Moto of course, who, soaked and 

covered in mud and detritus, keeps emerging from the dark and fog to knock off henchmen, 

including Schneider, until he can crash in on Koerger, whom he keeps at bay in spite of the gun in 

his hand with an elaborate hail of bluffs. Eleanor proves quick-witted enough to help Moto in this, 

pretending that she‘s also Koerger‘s lover, which infuriates Madame Tchernov enough to grab at 

Koerger‘s gun hand—all the window Moto needs. 

 

 



 
 

 

The very finish sees Moto burning the scrolls to ensure that they won‘t ever cause such havoc 

again and to honour his promise to Chung, rounding off the film with a touch of numinous beauty 

as Moto prays over the smoking ashes in the flickering firelight of the junk cabin. There‘s a 

haunting note here, with a level of deference for the shared cultural maxims of Chung and Moto 

that adds up to a rare touch in a genre action movie of the time. Again, Thank You is only 67 

minutes long and yet packs in enough narrative layers for a film three times as long. All of the 

Moto films have solid production values, particularly marked in Thank You, with rich, chiaroscuro 

evocations of Peiping courtesy of Virgil Miller‘s fine photography, with swank Western enclaves, 

busy street scenes, and gritty, shadow-swamped, almost besieged atmosphere on the fringes where 

soldiers wait by ancient gates on the edge of sepulchral territories where it seems entirely possible 

that Moto could be a demon on the hunt for vengeance, although that note is dispelled when he 

breaks in on Koerger and offers, in his familiarly chirpy way, ―Good evening everybody!‖ The 

mood echoes back to Josef von Sternberg‘s oneiric chinoiserie in Shanghai Express (1932) and 

forward to Seijun Suzuki‘s stylised remembrance in Story of a Prostitute (1964), whilst works of 

referential pastiche, like Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom (1984) and Hammett (1982), 

would later find it a touchstone. The Moto series was ended by the spectre of World War II after 

eight instalments; the character was left out of the film version of Marquand‘s last Moto 

novel, Stopover Tokyo (1958). Moto‘s only comeback has been a cheap 1965 entry played by 

Henry Silva of all people. Japanese heroes aren‘t so verboten now in Western popular culture, 

though chiefly only the historical kind. I‘d love to see Mr. Moto return. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Push (2009) 
 

Director: Paul McGuigan 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

More or less ignored when not reviled upon release in 2009, Paul McGuigan‘s Push has become 

one of the very few movies of recent years I can watch any time, in any mood, and enjoy. 

McGuigan, a talented Scots director, caught my eye in the late ‘90s with the grimier, more 

authentically punkish answer to Danny Boyle‘s Trainspotting (1995), The Acid House (1996), and 

the tougher-minded, more authentically maniacal retort to Guy Ritchie‘s gimmicky gangster 

movies with Gangster No. 1 (2000). His work since going Hollywood, Wicker Park (2004) 

and Lucky Number Slevin (2006), failed to find wide audiences or critical favour, but have located 

some after-the-fact fandom. After a spell doing TV work, he just recently re-emerged as a feature 

director, only to have another jarring flop with Victor Frankenstein (2015). Push, his best work to 

date, is a hugely entertaining concoction in desperate need of some appreciation. It‘s colourful, 

clever, and serious enough to compel, but sufficiently light-footed to evoke the kind of pulp novel 

adventure and comic book mind-bending its story evokes.Push is hypermodern in its approach and 

aesthetics, but also has the charm of a cult object slightly out of its time, as McGuigan‘s stylish 

filmmaking blends diverse strands of contemporary cinema that someone ought to remix more 

often in service of a gleefully tricky narrative that riffs on the superhero genre with more poise 

and artistry than any actual recent superhero movie. 

 

 



 
 

 

Push was also perhaps a little too obviously hoping to be the cornerstone of an original cinematic 

franchise. McGuigan lays the basic pillars of its plot through the opening credits, as protagonist 

Cassie Holmes (Dakota Fanning) explains a secret history rooted in the efforts of Nazis to 

discover and exploit paranormal abilities. This programme eventually evolved into an ostensibly 

U.S. government-sponsored, but almost lawless and stateless organisation called Division, which 

specialises in collecting and employing an array of individuals given great psychic and telekinetic 

powers. These people have been sorted into several basic types, each with an unofficial, but pithy 

sobriquet. Movers can manipulate, repel, or direct objects. Sniffs have an extraordinary sense of 

smell and can track people‘s movements through the smallest residual traces. Watchers have the 

power to foretell the future. Pushers can distort other people‘s sense of reality. Shadows can mask 

people and objects from the powers of other breeds. Shifters can mask the true appearance of 

something. Stitches wield startling healing powers. Bleeders can pulverise with their vocal sounds. 

A prologue sequence sees young Nick Gant (Colin Ford) and his Mover father Jonah (Joel 

Gretsch) on the run from Division. Taking momentary refuge in a hotel room, Jonah forces Nick 

to leave him, as he intends to do battle with Division‘s heavies, but tells him before their split that 

one day a girl will give him a flower, and this girl will give him the key to changing his life. Jonah 

dies moments later in battle with Division agents, led by the forbidding Carver (Djimon Hounsou), 

a battle Nick witnesses obliquely from a hiding place before he scurries away and gets on with the 

business of surviving on his own. 

 

 

 
 

 

A decade later, Kira (Camilla Belle), a captive of Division, is seen receiving an experimental drug 

Division has cooked up to boost the powers of superhumans. Everyone who‘s taken the drug 

before this has died, but Kira survives and escapes with a sample of the drug thanks to a marble 

dropped by another captive which spins by seemingly random luck across the floor and jams a 

door. Meanwhile Nick has grown into the stubbly, sad-eyed form of Chris Evans, and is living in 
Hong Kong, a popular refuge for unaligned superhumans because the dense population makes it 

difficult for Division‘s goons to track them. Nick has inherited his father‘s Mover powers, but has 



neglected to master them for fear he might meet the same fate. Nonetheless, driven by lack of 

cash, he tries to use his powers to cheat in a craps game, but fouls up and finishes up having to 

outrun gangsters bent on beating him up. Retreating into his apartment, he‘s soon visited by two 

Sniffs, Agent Mack (Corey Stoll) and Agent Holden (Scott Michael Campbell), who have finally 

managed to track him down. They‘re looking for Kira, Nick‘s former girlfriend, but don‘t let him 

know that, leaving Nick bewildered. Once they leave, Nick gets a phone call from 13-year-old 

Watcher Cassie, who is standing outside waiting for him to open the door so she can raid his 

refrigerator and enlist him in a search for a large sum of missing money. 

 

 

 
 

 

Nick quickly sees through this ruse and declares he doesn‘t want to get involved in whatever 

Cassie‘s up to. But he soon finds that he and the girl have already been targeted by a Triad crime 

family headed up by a kingpin (Haruhiko Yamanouchi) who wants to get hold of the drug and 

make his mob a rival to Division. All of his children have powers—he and his two sons are 

Bleeders and his daughter (Xiao Lu Li) is a talented Watcher with a fondness not just for sweets 

but also a sadistic proclivity for taunting her enemies, particularly precocious Cassie, whose 

mother is a legend in the paranormal community for her Watcher gifts. The clan are dubbed the 

―Pops‖ because of the daughter‘s habit of sucking on lollypops. The crime family attack Nick and 

Cassie in a marketplace. The Bleeders cause havoc with their deadly screams—a touch that recalls 

Jerzy Skolimowski‘s The Shout (1978)—as they chase the duo, causing fish in tanks to explode 

and finally leaving Nick badly mangled. He escapes death only because the Pop girl warns her 

brothers that they need him to obtain the drug. Cassie takes Nick to a Stitch, Teresa Stowe 

(Maggie Siff), who reshapes Nick‘s body: Teresa is a haughty S&M priestess who can take away 

pain, but also return it, and who perversely enjoys not healing, but bringing agony. Then Cassie 

performs the totemic act of handing Nick a flower, signalling to Nick the time to take a stand has 

come. 

 

 



 
 

 

Push‘s conceptual similarity to the X-Men films was widely noted on release, but that is 

misleading to a certain extent, as the plot encompasses a rather different take on the relationship of 

its gifted outsider heroes to authority at large (there‘s also a notable influence by Stephen 

King‘s Firestarter). There‘s less emphasis on spectacular powers than on subtler brands 

demanding mental discipline and wit. In the company of Push‘s cast of superhumans, time and 

reality are in a constant state of flux to a point where even they can‘t necessarily keep 

up. Push actually hews closer to an honourable update of one of the source texts for the more 

ambitious and sophisticated strand of superhuman fantasy works, A.E. Van Vogt‘s Slan, with its 

Byzantine sense of paranoia in confronting a posthuman landscape amidst the shell of the hitherto 

dominant civilisation. As filmmaking, Push unfolds like a Fritz Lang movie reset in Wong Kar-

Wai‘s kaleidoscopic modern Hong Kong and jammed in a blender with Tom Tykwer‘s Run Lola 

Run (1999). McGuigan‘s strong visuals, alive to the colour and teeming liveliness of the locale, 

borrows from the aesthetics more usually associated with artier filmmakers, like Wong, Sofia 

Coppola, Michael Mann, and Olivier Assayas. Like several of those directors, McGuigan finds in 

Hong Kong the perfect hyperkinetic muse to survey the modern world, a place where urban life 

takes on a venturesome romanticism because it‘s a frontier where cultures are meeting and 

ricocheting in manifold new forms. 

 

 

 
 

 

McGuigan and screenwriter David Boursa are able to dramatize this idea precisely through the 

mechanics of their story, which hinges on people with all their differing gifts and traits working 

against or in conjunction with each other. Each power tends to complement another, but can also 

jam things up. The setting and the essential theme are noirish, the nature of fate unfolding in an 

urban labyrinth. But the mood is far too ebullient to nudge noir fatalism, and besides, Hong Kong 

is also a setting of action films, and the thematic lexicon can skew close to the traditions of manga 

and anime radiating from Japan—one of the Pop brothers has Astro Boy tattooed on his arm—and 

genre fusion mimics cultural fusion. 

 

 



 
 

 

Appropriately for a film where a jostling breadth of humanity bestrides the landscape and the 

many modes of sensing evinced in the storyline, McGuigan‘s trippy, tricky fantasia is a filtered, 

audio-visually layered experience laced with the jazziness of experimental films and music videos, 

but always plied with measured effect: freaky lensing, uses of contrasting film stocks and grains, 

careful use of décor and subdivisions of the frame that recall Wong‘s assimilation of Matisselike 

visual textures and putting them into a more dynamic context, judicious slow-motion and time-

lapse photography courtesy of DP David Sova. These flourishes are used with particular vividness 

in sequences illustrating the superhumans‘ powers, like the fast-forward visions the Sniffs have 

when fondling Nick‘s cup, visualising their analysis in reducing months of Nick‘s life to a blur of 

action, and vertiginously edited fantasies the Pushers install in people‘s heads. 

 

 

 
 

 

Nick and Cassie, trying to work out where Cassie‘s visions are leading, enlist the help of some 

other paranormal ronin, including Shifter Hook Waters (Cliff Curtis), Sniff Emily Hu (Ming Na 

Wen), and Shadow Pinkie Stein (Nate Mooney), who all have their reasons for hating Division 

and joining the fight even if their good sense tells them to stay out of the way of Carver and his 

hand-picked goon squad. Meanwhile Kira awakens on a boat in Hong Kong harbour with no 

memory of how she got there, looked over by the gaunt stranger who owns the boat and a message 

written with her own lipstick on a mirror simply spelling out Nick‘s name and a number: Kira has 

had her memory of the recent past erased by the boatman, Wo Chiang (Paul Car). She‘s soon 

captured by the two Sniffs but is able to push Agent Mack into killing his partner by convincing 

him that he murdered his brother, creating an entire alternative existence for Mack in a few blinks 

of her black-swelling eyes. Kira then manages to defeat Mack in a scrambling melee in a rest stop 

toilet and flees back to Hong Kong. Following clues given by both Cassie‘s visions and Emily‘s 

detection, Nick tries to rendezvous with the mysterious girl who everyone‘s looking for. It proves 

to be Kira, who first response is to take a few potshots at him with Mack‘s appropriated gun. 

Turns out Nick and Kira were lovers back in the States, a romance that ended suddenly when Kira 

was kidnapped by Division, leaving Nick clueless as to her whereabouts. Or were they? Believing 

they have to keep Kira out of Carver‘s hands and find where she‘s stashed the drug, they hole up 

in a hotel room using Pinkie‘s gifts to hide Kira. 

 



 

 
 

 

Another good quality of Push is the strength of its cast and the sharpness of its characters. Evans, 

post-Fantastic Four, first got to move away from Johnny Storm‘s dude-bro tediousness and work 

out the charmingly chilled-out, white bread hero he‘d soon purvey to much more money and 

popularity as Captain America, but also with a scruffy, more asocial quality, anticipating his next 

foray into Asiatic scifi, Snowpiercer (2013). Hounsou, always a great screen presence, makes for a 

formidable opponent, one who wears Division‘s imperial arrogance like a suit: it feels like a 

manifestation of McGuigan‘s raspy wit that the one-time oppressed hero of Amistad (1997) is now 

the ultimate manipulator of destinies and identities. Belle, who gained notice in Rebecca 

Miller‘s The Ballad of Jack and Rose (2004), has an oddly delicate screen presence that helps 

draw out the contradictions of her character, who is at once powerful and near-fatally malleable. 

 

 

 
 

 

One of screenwriter Boula‘s better tweaks of the familiar plot pattern here is the way Nick is 

presented less as a singular hero than merely one in a group of pan-ethnic characters. Nick‘s 

neglect of his talents means that he‘s nearly constantly outmatched in his various encounters 

throughout the film, ending up battered, tormented, and tossed about like a plaything, as when he 

tries to confront Carver and his Mover bodyguard Victor (Neil Jackson). His lack of savvy as a 

hero recalls one of the film‘s influences, Big Trouble in Little China (1986), though his lacks 

aren‘t played for as many laughs as Jack Burton‘s. His essential decency is noted early on when, 

whilst being tortured by Bleeders, he uses his powers to push Cassie to safety, and he does finally 

start to bring his real talents to the fore as the story unfolds. Chief amongst these is not his 

telekinetic gifts, but his mind for strategy, with which he works out a way to avoid the seemingly 
unstoppable fate barrelling down on him and his pals. 

 



 

 
 

 

Young Fanning, though, taking her first step from child star to adult actor, is the one who walks 

off with the proceedings, playing Cassie as a precocious punkette with dashes of delirious pink 

dye in her hair (―Lose a bet with your hairdresser?‖ Nick prods her) and who draws pictures 

illustrating her visions in an art book, despite her complete lack of artistic ability: her pictures of 

the futures she sees are essays in childish style, all too crudely contrasting her precocious 

projections. Cassie is, in many ways, the film‘s proper protagonist, as she‘s desperate to save her 

mother from Division‘s clutches. She is partially wizened beyond her years by her gift and also 

trying to play the grown-up living in her mother‘s near-legendary shadow, a person who has 

touched the lives of almost everyone in the narrative with reverberations that eventually prove 

anything but accidental. Rattled by her own constant premonitions of death and the taunts of her 

lollypop-sucking sister-adversary, Cassie tries to focus her gifts and see her way through to 

another future by trying her mother‘s favourite device to improve her seer powers—alcohol. 

Cassie, roaring drunk, bursts into the hotel room where the ragtag gang are holed up and accosts 

Kira as the one who‘ll get them all killed: ―I‘m 13, and I‘m powering my use!‖ she declares with 

truculent bravado. 

 

 

 
 

 

Her encounters with Pop Girl are charged with peculiarly personal antipathy as well as a sense of 

their similarities, both prodigies competing directly on the behalf of family with the obligation to 

use the prodigal gifts they possess to further the ends of their kin, but with very different ultimate 

purposes. Where Cassie‘s mother lives in a tranquilised void in Division‘s headquarter—she‘s 

only briefly glimpsed being led around by guards and dropping the fateful marble that helps Kira 

escape—and becomes something like a younger sister to Nick, Pop Girl represents a vicious and 

egomaniacal patriarch and a clan of carefully groomed thugs. When Pop Girl reports a failure to 

her father, he slaps her around. Later, when she presents her brothers with a more successful 

insight, it prompts them to ask whether that will make their father love them. 

 

 



 
 

 

Push vibrates with unexpected fragments of emotional and thematic depth like these, decorating 

McGuigan‘s framework like the neon that blazes over Hong Kong, never overplayed to bog things 

down. The emotional tenor here is wound together with the way the Watchers predict the future, 

becoming, in essence, like film viewers anticipating certain outcomes: ―I like how this future 

ends,‖ Carver tells Cassie at one point when fate seems to be dooming the outsiders‘ revolt to a 

grim end. The film‘s audience, meanwhile, have their expectations constantly switched around, 

holding fast to the faith certain things will come out right even in the face of mounting 

contradictions and seemingly impossible knots of fate. Push‘s approach to fate is one of its 

cleverest aspects. The idea that precognition is an ability affected by choices and potentials rather 

than being perfect insight into the inevitable isn‘t a new one—Frank Herbert‘s Dune posited a 

similar concept—and Push presents it as a psychic gift derived from people‘s trains of thought, 

which means it‘s vulnerable to temporary disruption. Kira took advantage of this by having her 

own memory wiped, and Nick eventually formulates a way to outwit the enemy Watchers by 

piecing together a plan and then having his own mind wiped by Wo Chiang, his instructions 

written down and parcelled out to his comrades in arms. I‘m not sure if all this holds water 

logically, but it‘s damn fun to watch play out. Nick is forced to take such drastic measures after 

Kira falls sick from the drug she was injected with and has to be handed over to Carver to save her 

life. This makes her vulnerable to Carver‘s Pusher talents: he convinces her that she‘s an agent in 

his employ who is suffering from amnesia. 

 

 

 
 

 

Nick‘s ploy works, sending both Carver and the Pops scrambling to keep up with the seemingly 

random twists and turns of their quarries, whilst they follow a chain of clues to locate the suitcase 
containing the drug sample in a skyscraper under construction, with a super-talented Shadow hired 

to mask the location. Our heroes still have run a gauntlet of challenges and dangers. The Pops try 



to zero in on the drug, but are instead fooled by a substitute Nick contrives to deliver to them. He 

then has a literally bruising encounter with Teresa, who has sided with Carver and has a sadistic 

streak her healing gifts are weirdly wound in with: she can restore injuries she fixes, and does just 

this to Nick, planning to torment him further, but his rapidly evolving Mover gifts allows him to 

outwit her. Cassie, constantly dogged throughout the film by visions of herself dead with a tiger 

above her, lets herself be bounced randomly around the Hong Kong underground, but still seems 

doomed to meet her ordained fate when she‘s cornered by Pop Girl in a storeroom. But it turns out 

to be Pop Girl‘s body splayed under one of the tiger symbol-emblazoned shipping boxes, her mind 

wiped by the lurking Wo Chiang. With Kira‘s Pusher abilities magnified, Carver keeps her under 

his control once she‘s stabilised and uses her take on the Pop clan‘s army of gunmen, leading to a 

climactic battle within the half-finished skyscraper between the three vying factions. 

 

 

 
 

 

I suspect that if Push had been made a decade earlier, it would have been a major cult hit, and not 

because superpowers weren‘t so common on screen then. McGuigan‘s sensibility cuts against the 

increasingly parochial and bombastic flavour of a lot of similar filmmaking, with its focus on 

international drifters in a polycultural nexus fighting the powers that be harking back to the ‘90s 

milieu, rather than the post-9/11 mindset that rewarded Michael Bay‘s fascist chic with big bucks, 

and the far more conventional and baggy filmmaking of the now exhaustingly dominant superhero 

movie. McGuigan signals a deliberate note of needling satire about the dark side of Bush-era 

politics, as he has Carver note, ―We‘re not ones for diplomacy anymore.‖ The final battle is a 

terrifically organised free-for-all during which Carver and Kira turn enemies on each other, Kira 

orchestrating a battery of killers under her influence like a particularly freaky line-dance 

choreographer, whilst Nick battles Victor, their powers becoming so well-balanced that they‘re 

essentially reduced to a fist-fight, at least until the Pop Bleeder boys try to squelch them both. 

McGuigan tips another nod to Big Trouble in Little China when the Pop patriarch releases his 

Bleeder scream in uncontrolled furore after one of his sons dies, bringing down a heap of 

scaffolding on him and Victor. 

 

 

 
 

 



Nick finishes up carrying the elaborate triple-bluff through to its end when he injects himself with 

the drug, which by this time has been substituted for soy sauce, and pretends to die under Carver‘s 

contemptuous gaze. The very last few moments confirm that an even more elaborate plot than 

anyone except Cassie had originally realised has just been pulled off, and though Kira is still in 

Carver‘s clutches, Nick has arranged for her to recover the truth, setting the scene for a most 

satisfying blackout moment of poetic justice. I‘m inclined to call Push a kind of pop masterpiece, 

but too few heard this tree fall in the woods. A few months after its release, many of the same 

people who dissed it were calling the equally tricky but comparatively dour and 

pompous Inception (2010) a major event, which goes to show what a funny world we live in. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Hercules in the Centre of the Earth (Ercole al Centro 

della Terra, 1961) 
aka Hercules in the Haunted World 
 

Director: Mario Bava 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

Mario Bava is beloved by cineastes as the filmmaker who helped define the modern concept of 

horror and thriller cinema, as well as the founder of the giallo style that would shape both. But like 

most Italian directorial talents of the time, including rivals like Sergio Leone and Sergio Corbucci, 

who were not lucky enough to be counted amongst the anointed guard of art filmmakers, Bava 

dipped a toe in the other genres that were mainstays of the Italian film industry of the day: 

spaghetti westerns and peplum. Peplum films, a genre more usually known outside Italy as ―sword 

and sandal‖ (the word ―peplum‖ refers to a type of Greco-Roman toga), told stories based in 

classical history and sometimes outright mythology, and had been a mainstay of Italian film since 

early spectacles like Giovanni Pastrone‘s Cabiria (1913). Thanks in large part to the appeal of 

imported American champion body builder Steve Reeves, 1957‘s Hercules, directed by Pietro 

Francisci and produced by then-major Italian studio Titanus, proved a huge hit and sparked a 

general explosion in the genre. The once-parochial brand found an international audience amidst 

fans of zippy, simple thrills, kids delighting in straightforward action fantasy, weightlifting freaks, 

and aficionados of campy delights. Once Reeves bowed out of the role, Titanus went through 

several more beefcake heroes, including Jayne Mansfield‘s husband Mickey Hargitay and Leeds-

born former Mr. Britain, Reg Park. 

 

 



 
 

 

Bava had served as cinematographer and special effects whiz on Francisci‘s hit. After years 

gaining a reputation not just as an expert film technician but also as a sure hand at rescuing film 

productions, including mentor Riccardo Freda‘s I Vampiri (1956) and the ambitious peplum 

drama The Giant of Marathon (1959), Bava finally made his proper directing debut with La 

Maschera del Demonio (1960). It was only natural that at some point, the new filmmaking star 

would be hired to handle an entry in the Titanus Hercules series, and Hercules in the Centre of the 
Earth was it. Bava‘s forays into the western mode are generally considered his weakest work, but 

his historical action films are defiantly oddball and striking, in part because he displayed a 

propensity for mixing genres. On Hercules in the Centre of the Earth he injected a powerful strain 

of his gothic horror style, and later, in the face of stringent circumstances, blended western plot 

rhythms with a distant historical setting on Knives of the Avenger (1966). Bava, belated as his 

recognition was, is today seen as particularly important because of his influence on later 

filmmakers, including John Carpenter, Dario Argento, Ridley Scott, and others. Hercules in the 
Centre of the Earth is particularly vital in this regard as a nexus for several later cinematic strands. 

At first glance, Bava‘s lush, baroque, eerie sense of style would hardly seem matched with the 

aesthetics of peplum, usually shot in the sun-dappled climes of Spain replete with oily guys in loin 

cloths sparring and chariots trundling across the landscape and releasing basso profundo laughter. 

But with Hercules in the Centre of the Earth, Bava, who shared writing credits with Sandro 

Continenza, Franco Prosperi, and Duccio Tessari, created a work that taps into the deepest spirit of 

the fantastic in spite of his low budget, cramped production, and the regulation tropes of peplum 

inimical to his dark and anarchic storytelling spirit. 

 

 

 
 

 

That brings up an interesting point: what films do actually channel the feeling of mythology best? 

Most movie fans are used to the grandiosity of spectacular takes on mythology, from The Ten 
Commandments (1956) to Peter Jackson‘s Tolkien films and other CGi-riddled recent fare, or the 

less expensive, but intricately manufactured works of Ray Harryhausen, whose Jason and the 

Argonauts (1963) shares some of its strongest aspects with Bava‘s film. Art movie stalwarts might 
let their minds drift to the no-less-stylised, but considerably more allusive, purposefully estranged 

takes of Pasolini on Medea (1969), or Paradjanov‘s Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors (1964), films 



which evoke the often very surreal aspect of mythic storytelling, glimpsed as if through a veil, 

broken frescoes in glittering fragments rather, if also neglecting their usually strong, orally based 

narrative values. Hercules in the Centre of the Earth tends closer to the former, and accepts the 

general rules of the peplum genre, a style generally governed by very strict rules of firm morality 

and clean-cut heroes. But it also successfully blends a quality of the otherworldly, verging on the 

hallucinatory, in its evocations of the comic-booklike storytelling essentials of classical heroic 

myths, to conjure a work that takes place entirely in a cordoned reality. 

 

 

 
 

 

The film‘s opening sees Hercules meeting up with friend and fellow monster-slaying mythic hero 

Theseus (George Ardisson) somewhere in the Achaean countryside. Hercules is heading to the 

city of Hercalia after a legendary journey to see his fiancée, the Princess Deianira (Leonora 

Ruffo). Theseus, ever the ladies‘ man, is too busy making out with Princess Jocasta (Ely Dracò) to 

notice a gang of hired assassins sneaking up on them, and a wild melee breaks out as Hercules and 

Theseus fight off the bad guys, climaxing in Hercules picking up a wagon and sending the 

assassins skittling. 

 

 

 
 

 

Hercules continues on his way to Hercalia, but he finds the city beset by famine and pestilence, 

the populace deeply unhappy and believing the gods have cursed them. Deianira herself seems to 

be under an evil influence, wandering the corridors of the royal palace in a dissociated stupor 

murmuring Shakespearean odes to Hercules, whom she can‘t recognise and instead believes 

drowned at sea. What Hercules doesn‘t know is that Deianira‘s uncle, Lico (Christopher Lee), 

serving as regent during her illness, is actually a black magician who has made a pact with the 

dark pagan gods which used to reign in the region. He also hired the defeated band of assassins. 

One of them reports their failure to Lico but still demands to be paid. Lico seems happy to do so, 

only to lure the unfortunate goon into a trap that guards his treasure horde, causing hidden spears 

to spring out and impale the would-be killer like a pin cushion and leaving him dangling in 
gruesome rictus. This kind of clever-nasty gimmick harks back to silent serials and anticipates the 

flavour of the James Bond films, although that series was still a year away. 



 

 

 
 

 

Lico‘s evil designs are made apparent to the viewer, although Hercules remains oblivious to them 

for a long time to come. Lico keeps the mesmerised Deianira installed in a sarcophagus in the 

labyrinth below the palace, intending for her to join the populace of zombielike ghouls already 

sleeping there. Bava here nods to Nosferatu (1922) as Lico calls Deianira to life, and she stands up 

from the sarcophagus stiff as a board, and then moves toward the camera in an eerie glide, a 

flourish Bava would later recycle for a more famous variation in I Tre Volti della Paura (1963). 

Hercules is warned about the evil befalling the land by Chamberlain Keros (Mino Doro) and 

decides to speak to the Oracle Medea (Gaia Germani) and delve into the mystery. Medea consults 

in a stylised chamber of glittering Grecian decor and saturated colours, and delivers her 

prophecies in a carefully stylised blend of recitation and dance, face hidden by an Eastern-style 

mask. She warns Hercules that Deianira is under the influence of powerful, baleful forces, and that 

he must pay a heavy toll if he wants to proceed with any attempt to save her. He volunteers to 

Zeus to give up his immortality, and once it seems this offering it is accepted by a crack of 

thunder, the Oracle tells Hercules the only way to break the spell upon his intended is to venture 

into the realm of Hades and retrieve a totemic stone kept there which can ward off the evil spirits. 

This mission means penetrating the immutable veil between the living and the dead, and the only 

way to do that is to sail to the Garden of the Hesperides and fetch a totemic golden apple growing 

in the branches of a colossal, black tree. 

 

 

 
 

 

Park was having his second turn as Hercules here. It‘s hard to assess his performing skills as he 

was dubbed first into Italian and then with an American voice in the English-language version (as 

was costar Lee, amusingly), and many dismissed him as a big lunk in comparison to Reeves. But I 

find him a strong screen presence, armed with suggestions of delicate humour (as when he picks 

up one character between two fingers and moves him aside ever so gently), dashes of romanticism 

(as when he‘s reunited with Deianira), and good humour with his fellow actors, even if his job is 
mostly to stand around showing his pecs, each about the size of Jerry Lewis. Bava‘s gifts for 

employing colour and composition to create a dense, enfolding atmosphere, the essence of his art 



as a maker of horror films, gives Hercules in the Centre of the Earth a weird and oneiric quality 

that distinguishes it from a lot of fantasy cinema, particularly of the time, and steers it very close 

to Bava‘s more familiar genre stomping grounds. This approach suits a storyline erected as a 

pretext to explore the mystical, incantatory corners of ancient Greek mythology, improvising 

freely on some of its essential themes whilst also checking off some of Hercules‘ less well-known 

labours, particularly his hunt for the golden apple. Most peplum films minimised the fantastical, 

emphasising instead muscle, brains, and guts as the essentials tools for forging civilisation. 

 

 

 
 

 

The darker side of the source legends, in which Hercules was frequently beset by curses and 

maladies and his own chaotic nature, underline the prototypical hero as an essentially ordinary 

man striving to do good and blessed with great natural attributes, but under the sway of malignant 

forces that serve as metaphors for the pressures that befall all people, trapped eternally between a 

presumed divine nature and the chaotic impulses of existence and fate. Peplum heroes were rarely 

so complicated. Bava‘s film exemplifies peplum as a genre on some levels, particularly in the 

emphasis on legitimate and illegitimate governments, with Hercules presented as the embodiment 

of right as might, an unquestionably decent and gutsy individual blessed with an outsized strength 

inseparable from his moral compass. I‘ve often wondered if peplum‘s obsession with this narrative 

pattern reflected Italy‘s postwar identity crisis as much as any Antonioni alienation fest, with 

Hercules, Maciste, Ursus and manifold other hunky heroes all posited as wandering, selfless 

fighters for the oppressed and dispossessed, and combaters of corrupt regimes. They were 

stringent antitheses to the trend toward antiheroes that would start in the next few years and that 

still permeate pop culture. Bava maintains the series pattern in making Hercules a simple, good-

natured man, but critiques it noticeably as Hercules‘ trusting nature blinds him to Lico‘s evil, 

obvious to the audience, just because of who‘s playing him, and uses Theseus instead as a figure 

who invokes wayward impulses and ultimately self-consuming emotional impulses. His 

womanising at the start is mere frivolous fun, but eventually causes other people great evil when 

he steals Persephone (Ida Galli) away from Hades. 

 

 

 
 

 



The journey to the underworld sees Hercules returning to enlist Theseus‘s aid, with the intention 

of commandeering a ―magic‖ ship built by Sunis (Aldo Pedinotti), the only craft that can stand a 

chance of traversing the sea and reaching Hades. They‘re joined by Telemachus (Franco 

Giacobini), an inept princeling engaged to Jocasta who came looking for her and, confronted by 

Theseus as a rival suitor, became friends with him instead. (The character‘s name is taken from 

Odysseus‘ son, but like several other characters here, only seems to have been named for general 

mythical association.) Telemachus volunteers to convince Sunis to give them his ship, but instead 

he finishes up almost drawn and quartered because Sunis wants to punish him for seducing his 

wife. Hercules intervenes and save Telemachus, and they take the ship whilst Sunis chases after 

him. On the mystic sea, the ship is assailed by storms, swirling clouds above, and schisms opening 

in the water, sweeping the ship and its crew onto the shores of the Hesperides. This is a place of 

perpetual night at the fringe of the underworld, and the Hesperides nymphs are held in check by 

dark powers, doomed to deliver up anyone who comes to them to the monstrous denizen of 

Hades‘ gateway, Procrustes. Whilst Hercules as a son of Zeus is untouchable, the nymphs send 

Theseus and Telemachus to sleep in a chamber that serves as the lobby of Hades, where 

Procrustes lurks. 

 

 

 
 

 

An implicit faith of peplum films is that few problems can‘t be solved by throwing heavy objects 

around, and that‘s still true here, although Bava emphasises how Hercules uses his strength in 

conjunction with intelligence. Defeated by the height of the tree on which the golden apple hangs 

and the furious divine storm that shakes it, Hercules instead makes a giant slingshot with a boulder 

and uses it to dislodge the apple. Hercules‘ success breaks the spell forcing the Hesperides to 

enact Hades‘ will, and their leader, Arethusa (Marisa Belli), warns Hercules he has to save his 

friends from the monster. The mythic Procrustes was a villainous son of Poseidon whom Theseus 

defeated; here he‘s a demonic figure made of solid rock, impervious to Theseus‘s sword blows. 

But Bava stays true to the gleefully nasty modus operandi of the mythical villain, with Theseus 

and Telemachus tied down on two beds, one too long and the other two short, with Procrustes 

intending to fit each to the bed by appropriately brutal means. Bava‘s Procrustes, a lumbering but 

unstoppable creature, is a creation charged with peculiar creepiness, perhaps because of its odd, 

robotic-sounding voice as well as the sadistic simplicity of its intentions. 

 

 



 
 

 

An interesting note sounds here, in spite of the sequence‘s brevity, for fans of Bava and horror 

cinema in general. Bava takes on a purely symbolic brand of evil in a film that captures the aura of 

Greek mythology as a realm where the entire apparatus of narrative is psychological and 

symbolic. As Leone would in his westerns, Bava introduced this blank, atavistic sense of dramatic 

function sourced in myth to his following horror films, helping to give birth to the image of the 

masked, implacable, infernally motivated alien threat that would drive the slasher film. What 

is The Texas Chain Saw Massacre (1974) if not a much longer version of this same scene, down to 

the motifs of betrayed hospitality and the weird logic of a certain brand of cruelty? Fortunately, 

Hercules arrives before it can damage his friends lastingly, and with his aforementioned talent for 

hefting boulders around, Hercules grasps that Procrustes can be broken against other stone. He 

hurls the monster against a cave wall, smashing his body to rubble and breaking open the last 

barrier to entering Hades. After sending Telemachus to guard the ship and the golden apple, once 

in the underworld, Hercules and Theseus contend with illusory guardians and threats. 

 

 

 
 

 

Hercules in the Center of the Earth was Bava‘s first colour feature for which he was the 

unquestioned creative agent, making his instant mastery of deploying it all the more striking. 

Bava‘s eye provides a constant stream of visual delights after Hercules and company set sail: the 

towering, shaking black trees of the Garden and Arethusa appearing out of ether, the surging, 

lysergic hues of the clouds as the ship is buffeted by a storm, the glittering tones of Procrustes‘ 

abode, the surreal textures of Tartarus, the surveys of swooning Ruffo, all touched with hints of 

psychedelia several years before its official arrival as well as the dust of fairytale mystique. 

Hercules and Theseus‘ adventures in the underworld meanwhile look forward to Indiana Jones‘ 

ventures into caves of mystery and danger, with the added threat of illusion and supernatural 

forces. They negotiate seas of flame and boiling mud to reach the living stone, and slash their way 

through entangling tree roots that release grotesque screams and wails, which, they realise in a 

ghoulish flourish, emanate from the souls of the damned trapped in the roots. So often Bava would 

prove obsessed with damned people clinging onto places and existence, their dark dreams and 
desires never fulfilled but also never escapable, whilst Greek myth insisted on moral order 

enforced by overtly totemic, ironic means. These ideas converge here with particularly unsettling 



import, especially in the truly surreal image of the bleeding vines. Hercules uses some of these to 

make a rope to cross the last chasm before the resting place of the icon, but Theseus falls into the 

seething matter below and Hercules thinks him dead. 

 

 

 
 

 

Theseus is, however, rescued by Persephone (Ida Galli), daughter of Hades, who falls for him 

instantly and lets him take her out of the underworld. Hercules braves physical agony retrieving 

the living stone, and he meets up with Theseus and Telemachus on the way out. Theseus keeps 

Persephone hidden from his friends and obeys her advice to throw the golden apple overboard to 

the smooth angry waters on their way out of the magical realms. This act saves their lives, and 

they manage to reach Hercalia, where Hercules uses the stone to awaken Deianira from her trance. 

But a new sickness begins to grip the city at large, and when Hercules consults Medea, again she 

tells him Hades has cursed the city because Theseus is sheltering Persephone there. Theseus has 

become so obsessed with his new lover that the clashing demands on him become maddeningly 

self-consuming to the point where, unable to renounce her, he instead starts goading Hercules into 

killing him. This makes for a very Bava plot motif, desire and obsession as forces that defy all 

limits of mortality and nature, and it can only be reconciled when Persephone chooses to leave for 

all their sakes. She takes the living stone back to the underworld, but not before telling Hercules 

who‘s responsible for the threat to Deianira and that Lico plans to sacrifice her during a lunar 

eclipse to gain eternal life and control over the land. 

 

 

 
 

 

Bava‘s flow of visual invention continues even in the relative normality of the palace, which 

becomes an eerie and insidious place out of silent films, where murder happens in the halls and 

walls split open revealing secret passages, and builds the memorable image of Deianira glimpsing 

Lico‘s face reflected in a pool of blood leaking from the throat of her slaughtered handmaiden. 

The finale lets Bava slip his nightmarish imagery and shift fully into horror movie territory, as 

Hercules chases Lico into the underground labyrinth littered with statues of arcane eastern gods 
and then up to a pagan stone circle on the hill above Hercalia where he intends to stage his 

sacrifice of the princess. Lico releases his force of enslaved, flying zombies to hold off Hercules, 



and in a spellbinding sequence that counts amongst the purest of Bava‘s vignettes of gothic style, 

the lids of sarcophagi shudder and lift, gnarled hands reach out swathed in cobwebs, all painted in 

Bava‘s favourite clashing lighting patterns, drenching reds, greens, and blues. 

 

 

 
 

 

Fortunately, once more Hercules‘ gift for lugging big rocks saves the day, but in a genuinely 

dramatic fashion, as he rips up the stone circle one monolith at a time and uses them first to pinion 

Lico and then to fend off the zombies. Finally, the moment of eclipse passes, and Lico, his power 

broken, bursts into flames whilst his zombies disintegrate. The madcap invention of this climax 

suggests another nascent genre, crossbreeding action with fantastical motifs that wouldn‘t really 

flower until the 1980s. Hercules and Deianira are safe at last when the end credits roll, even 

though in the original Hercules myths, Deianira eventually brought about Hercules‘ death through 

magic and sexual jealousy. Hercules in the Centre of the Earth is hardly a perfect film, and 

enjoying it demands a certain tolerance for the tropes of peplum as a whole and a specific 

tolerance for Telemachus‘ comic relief. But it stands effortlessly tall as a reminder that the essence 

of the fantastic, even in its grandest fictional corners, can still be captured with imagination and 

skill without enormous resources. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Airport (1970) / Airport 1975 (1974) / Airport ’77 

(1977) / The Concorde… Airport ’79 (1979) 
 

Directors: George Seaton, Jack Smight, Jerry Jameson, David Lowell Rich 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

For several decades, Bedfordshire-born Arthur Hailey was the popular definition of a successful, 

immensely popular author. Hailey purportedly sold more than 170 million books with his patented 

brand of turning stringent research on spheres of life charged with yearning fascination for the 

public at large—politics, five-star hotels, high finance, and most enticingly, the new age of jet 

travel. One of Hailey‘s earliest successes was a teleplay written for Canadian TV, Flight Into 
Danger, depicting the chaotic results of an outbreak of food poisoning on a transcontinental 

airliner; it was quickly adapted into a 1957 feature film called Zero Hour. Hailey revisited this 

territory with his 1968 novel Airport, which became a colossal bestseller, informing his readers 

about a scene quickly becoming mundane and yet still imbued with an aura of romance and 

exclusivity, thrilling them with the privilege of seeing that world‘s inner workings mixed with 

racy glimpses into the burgeoning sexual revolution as it affected not just the dashing wayfarers of 

the sky, but also the earthbound functionaries of airport administration. Airport was brought to the 

big screen in 1970 in the midst of what is seen today as a transformative moment in cinema 

history, as the old studios were teetering and a new breed of filmmaker was beginning to make 

headway in the industry. 

 

 



 
 

 

Airport‘s success in its time stood as a reminder that even in the days of Easy Rider (1969) and 

MASH (1970), old-fashioned Hollywood values still held power. The project was shepherded with 

Selznickian ambition by producer Ross Hunter, backed up by high production values and, most 

importantly, a battery of strong stars cultivated from several generations of Hollywood actor. The 

recent death of George Kennedy at a very ripe old age put the Airport films back in my mind. 

Kennedy, big, burly, and balding, was nobody‘s idea of a traditional leading man, and yet he and 

his character, Joe Patroni, became the linchpin for this, one of the first true modern film 

franchises. Kennedy, well known to filmgoers after his Oscar-winning turn in Cool Hand Luke 

(1967), was cast as Patroni, initially a TWA mechanical troubleshooter, but soon, in the course of 

the series, to be kicked upstairs as an airline executive, and later, barnstorming pilot, still bringing 

arch masculinity and cussed grit to any situation. 

 

 

 
 

 

The setting of Airport is Lincoln International Airport, based on Chicago‘s O‘Hare International, 

beset by Christmas traffic and a powerful blizzard. During the opening scenes, a pilot bringing a 

707 into the airport manages to get the plane bogged in snow when trying to taxi, effectively 

blocking Runway 29 and forcing airport manager Mel Bakersfeld (Burt Lancaster) to close it 

down. This stirs up manifold troubles for Mel: holiday passengers complain, as do citizens of a 

suburb right under the alternate runway, as Mel has broken his promise not to use that runway 

after dark. As the night progresses, Mel sets Patroni on the job of moving the ditched aircraft, 

fends off angry protesters and airport trustees, deals with an elderly habitual stowaway, Ada 

Quonsett (Helen Hayes), and is forced to manage an ever-escalating crisis involving a passenger, 

Guerrero (Van Heflin), who wants to blow himself up along with Rome-bound flight The Golden 
Argosy for insurance money. 

 

 



 
 

 

Meanwhile everybody‘s private life is in a state of flux. Mel‘s marriage to Cindy (Dana Wynter) is 

falling apart because of his dedication to his job, a process sped up by one of their daughters, tired 

of their fights, running off from home. Cindy eventually admits to having an affair, and Mel 

himself is increasingly drawn to indefatigable airline customer relations honcho Tanya Livingston 

(Jean Seberg). Mel‘s sister, Sarah (Barbara Hale), is married to pilot Vernon Demarest (Dean 

Martin), a serial romancer who‘s currently having an affair with flight attendant Gwen Meighen 

(Jacqueline Bisset): Gwen reveals to Vernon she‘s pregnant, and in spite of Sarah‘s confident 

expectations that Vernon will always come back to her, he is seriously affected by Gwen‘s news 

and begins contemplating a life with her. Meanwhile Guerrero‘s distraught wife, Inez (Maureen 

Stapleton), comes into the airport looking for her husband. Alerted to his plan, Vernon, Gwen, and 

Quonsett, who escaped her minders and boarded the Argosy, use a ruse to snatch Guerrero‘s 

dynamite-filled briefcase away from him, but they‘re foiled by another passenger. Guerrero 

detonates the bomb, leaving Gwen badly injured and forcing the plane‘s pilot, Anson Harris 

(Barry Nelson), to turn back and make a dangerous landing—a landing that can only take place if 

Patroni can get Runway 29 cleared in time. 

 

 

 
 

 

Hailey‘s disaster narrative owed a lot to Ernest K. Gann‘s The High and the Mighty, which had 

been filmed by William Wellman to great effect in 1956. Writer-director George Seaton whittled 

down a lot of the discursions into the business and politicking of Mel‘s job, as well as the sidelong 

lunges into soft-core territory that helped make Hailey‘s book so popular, to concentrate on the 

major drama of Guerrero‘s crazed mission. In the process, Seaton gave real impetus to a film 

genre for which The High and the Mighty had been ür-text: the disaster movie in which a number 

of motley types are placed into a situation of common danger from a deus-ex-machina calamity. 

Film screens in the next decade would be clogged with these films in both the 

subsequent Airport films and the more extravagant productions of Irwin Allen. Common to most 

was the emphasis on the ―all-star cast,‖ ensembles combining dependable headliners, good-

looking ingénues, fashionable faces of the moment, and a smattering of older, once very famous 
actors to lend a touch of class and nostalgic pep. There was an irony built into this formula, as the 

appeal of these films depended on employing veteran actors, only to kill them off per the demands 



of the narratives, as if Hollywood, in perpetuating itself, was employing its old troupers and hardy 

survivors as a kind of spiritual Soylent Green. Hayes‘ witty, scene-stealing performance 

in Airport helped create this template and perhaps created something of an archetype familiar 

today—the geriatric who refuses to conform to type, happily indulging herself and using her age 

as a weapon to stave off prosecution and punishment. 

 

 

 
 

 

Hunter and Seaton were both old Hollywood pros, exactly the sorts of people who were supposed 

to be irrelevant by this time. Seaton had worked on A Night at the Opera (1935) and A Day at the 

Races (1936) for the Marx Brothers and later made the perennial Miracle on 34th Street (1947). 

With Airport, Hunter saw the ultimate proof of his own thesis, offered earlier when he produced 

Douglas Sirk‘s lush melodramas, that the vicarious thrills of luxury and flash still had enormous 

appeal for filmgoers amidst all the washed-out denim of the period. It was also the final project for 

composer Alfred Newman, whose achievements included writing the famous 20th Century Fox 

fanfare. The overlit interiors and rather bland colour palette, as well as the often cheap look of 

sets, recalls similar faults with a lot of studio filmmaking of the period, one reason many said that 

in spite of the budgets and assembly-line production arts Hollywood still wielded at the time, the 

quality of its craftsmanship was slipping. Seaton‘s direction imported some modish tricks to jazz 

the film up, like some split-screen effects that work well, although when he uses this style during 

Mel‘s conversations with his family over the phone, the effect echoes rather amusingly of The 

Brady Bunch. 

 

 

 
 

 

The thing that differentiates Airport from something that could have been made 15 years earlier 

was its reflection on shifting social mores. The first film wields an essentially nonmoralistic take 

on characters whose sex and emotional lives are becoming increasingly unconventional. The 

relatively calm, even auspicious sense that comes upon Mel and Cindy when they finally agree to 

divorce and pursue more satisfying relationships still has a faintly radical ring, even though the 
fact Cindy‘s characterised as a shrieking, glassy harpy cops out a bit. This also goes for Vernon 

and Gwen‘s relationship, although there‘s a slight taste of something retrograde when gorgeous, 



spunky, quick-witted Gwen gets mangled by the bomb. The conscious equation of aircraft with 

sexuality is taken to amusingly hyperbolic lengths by the finale, as Patroni, desperate to gun the 

707 out of the way, bellows at the plane ―Either way, she‘s gonna get it,‖ like a frustrated, but 

determined man trying to get a particularly uncooperative G-spot off. As the series unfolded, the 

embrace of a louche, glossy magazine adlike take on adult sexuality would become increasingly 

goofy. The film‘s punch line, with Mel grinning at Tanya and essentially proposing they dive 

straight in the sack with the deathless line, ―You‘ve been bragging about your scrambled eggs,‖ 

sets the seal. The official message of the Airport series is that though the age of mass commercial 

flight can be an aggravating and occasionally dangerous business, a whole infrastructure of human 

and mechanical resource will be brought to bear if and when things go wrong. The unofficial 

message is that everyone should stop fretting and just get down with it. 

 

 

 
 

 

Airport is still very entertaining and dramatically solid, for all its plastic-fantastic points, 

barrelling along with Seaton‘s real storytelling savvy and utilising its excellent cast with a finite 

sense of what they bring to the table, particularly Hayes‘ perky, elfin humour, Stapleton‘s clammy 

panic, Bisset‘s foxy poise, and Kennedy‘s macho heft. Others don‘t work so well, like Martin, 

who seems rather fuzzy throughout playing a character seemingly perfect for him. Occasionally 

the film lurches into real silliness, like a priest slapping an annoying passenger during landing, 

laying the seeds for some of the intense goofiness to come in the sequels. Airport grossed more 

than $100 million, a staggering sum for 1970, and small wonder every producer and his dog got 

busy imitating it. Hunter crash-landed making 1973‘s atrocious Lost Horizon remake, and the 

series was handled from then on by Jennings Lang and William Frye, who provided a follow-up 

on the relative cheap four years after the original under the hopeful title ofAirport 1975. It‘s worth 

noting at this point that despite incredible popularity of the Airport films, now they‘re probably 

known far less well than one of their cultural by-products, Jim Abrahams and David and Jerry 

Zucker‘s send-up, Airplane! (1980), which borrowed tropes from all of the films and Zero 
Hour for a merciless ribbing. Airport 1975 serves up several of the most memorable 

elements Airplane! spoofed—the wonder of it is that the original might actually be sillier. 

 

 

 
 

 



Airport 1975, the second entry in the series, feels more like the 15th in the way it takes only 

essential elements from the original and riffs on them with a tone that can‘t be called self-

satirising, but certainly with a rather puckish, can-you-believe-we‘re-pulling-this-trick? smirk. 

Screenwriter Don Ingalls sets up the most bare-boned take on the series‘ basic plot: placing a raft 

of quickly sketched characters played by assorted well-known faces in danger during a mid-air 

emergency. Some aspects of the original film are recycled studiously. The theme of romance 

between a pilot and his sturdy, but nettled stewardess is as compulsory as Patroni‘s presence in the 

series, here in the form of Charlton Heston‘s executive swashbuckler Alan Murdock and Karen 

Black‘s indefatigable Nancy Pryor. Near-disaster is again caused by someone trying to keep up in 

the rat race, although Dana Andrews‘ hapless salesman only accidentally collides his light plane 

with a 747, killing flight crew members Roy Thinnes and Erik Estrada and severely injuring 

captain Efrem Zimbalist Jr. Passengers on this troubled flight include Linda Blair, fresh off The 
Exorcist (1973), as a deathly ill transplant candidate, Myrna Loy as a wandering widow fond of 

boilermakers, Sid Caesar as an easily startled would-be romancer, Norman Fell and Jerry Stiller as 

a couple of stewed prunes, and, most bewilderingly, Gloria Swanson playing herself in the process 

of narrating her memoirs to a writer played by Heston‘s former Planet of the Apes costar, Linda 

Harrison. Swanson reportedly wrote all her own dialogue, which sadly results in some of the worst 

screen dialogue ever uttered. 

 

 

 
 

 

Blair‘s character, Janice, becomes the object of empathy for two nuns on board. One, a guitar-

wielding, pop-friendly songstress played by Australian singer Helen Reddy, regales her with 

smooth melodies. Reddy, in spite of her excruciatingly fey performance, was nominated for a 

Golden Globe at the time (and you think the Globes are corrupt now!). The director for this entry 

was Jack Smight, a former TV hand who made some good films in the 1960s, including Harper 

(1966) and The Illustrated Man (1968), but by the mid-‘70s was turning increasingly mercenary 

on lazily assembled projects where his ability to give a veneer of gloss whilst keeping costs down 

was the chief appeal for the studios that hired him. The first 40 minutes of Airport 1975 are really 

bad, stilted and flimsy. The film improves considerably, however, thanks to Smight‘s solid 

technique and raw dramatic impetus once disaster strikes. Nancy is forced to take control of the 

747 and is coached over the radio by Murdock and colleague Patroni in basic manoeuvring. 

Patroni has a personal stake in the crisis, because his wife (Susan Clark) and son (Brian Morrison) 

are also on the damaged plane. Nancy gains enough control to avoid crashing into the Rocky 

Mountains, but to land the plane at Salt Lake City, a real pilot has to get on board. This leads to a 

riveting sequence as an Air Force pilot (Guy Stockwell) dangles from a military plane over the 

747; he dies in the attempt, but Murdock dares the same feat and manages to get aboard. 

 

 



 
 

 

Philip Lathrop‘s aerial photography of the grand 747 flying over the mountains and the stunt work 

here is so good, it quickly quells the shoddiness of the set-up. Murdock lands the plane, but 

malfunctioning brakes mean he has to careen around the airfield before finally grinding to a halt. 

The original film‘s concentration on relationship dilemmas had by this time given way to disco-

era sleaziness, as Thinnes and Estrada oil up flight attendants with eyes and quips, particularly 

neophyte Bette (Christopher Norris), in displays of cringe-inducing sexism. This does, however, 

distract from another theme percolating here—a dawning contemplation of the difficulties of more 

equal partnerships glimmering in the way Black‘s servile stewardess, introduced arguing with 

Murdock, then has to step up to the plate in a deadly situation and keep her head. The series kept 

up its habit of inventing airlines for nasty things to befall; for the original, a fictional Trans Global 

Airways and Trans America had been created, and in Airport 1975, Columbia Air Lines. This was 

an inevitable nicety when dealing with this sort of thing, although the films also notably bend over 

backwards to emphasise just how durable and tough the aircraft are in bad expository dialogue. 

 

 

 
 

 

For all its silliness Airport 1975, although not as big a hit as the first film, brought back an 

amazing budget-to-box office ratio, making another entry inevitable. Airport ’77 is, by contrast, 

more polished and solidly conceived, easily sporting the best special effects of the series, as if the 

studio realised they needed to nurture this cash cow a bit more tenderly. Perhaps they also took a 

cue from Allen‘s disaster films, making plot more important and putting greater emphasis on the 

mechanics of survival. Rather than just shoehorning someone like Swanson in, here the Old 

Hollywood star is James Stewart, cast as billionaire entrepreneur Philip Stevens, whose privately 

owned, specially built 747 is central to the storyline. For the sake of media coverage, Stevens has 

his chosen pilot, Capt. Don Gallagher (Jack Lemmon), fly the plane to his estate at Palm Beach 

with a load of celebrities and part of his valuable art collection. A number of thieves, colluding 

with Gallagher‘s copilot, Chambers (Robert Foxworth), set out to hijack the plane mid-flight and 

abscond with the art: they knock out everyone aboard with gas, and Chambers steers for a remote 

island. On the way, he clips the top of an oil rig and crashes into the sea. Because of the plane‘s 

special fittings, several compartments remain watertight, and the plane sinks to the shallow 

Caribbean floor with most of the people on board unharmed, but trapped. Gallagher has to work 

out some way of alerting rescuers to their position, and then just how to get them out of a tin can 



on the ocean floor becomes the concern of navy personnel, whilst Joe Patroni advises at Stevens‘ 

side. 

 

 

 
 

 

Airport ’77 proceeds with a more serious tone and tackles its slightly ridiculous central situation in 

a way that makes it feel tolerably believable, but still offers up some glorious hunks of cheese, 

chasing pathos in the form of blind lounge pianist Steve (Tom Sullivan) and adoring fan Julie 

(Kathleen Quinlan). Also on board are one of Stevens‘ underlings, Stan Buchek (Darren 

McGavin); Stevens‘ daughter, Lisa (Pamela Bellwood), and her son, who have established life out 

of the tycoon‘s shadow; slick barman Eddie (Robert Hooks); and arts patron Emily Livingston 

(Olivia de Havilland), who finds herself flung back into the company of an old beau, Nicholas St. 

Downs (Joseph Cotton). The most vital characters here are Christopher Lee as Martin Wallace, an 

intensely committed underwater engineer and humanitarian, and his alcoholic wife, Karen (Lee 

Grant), who goads and insults her husband and has even slept with his assistant (Gil Gerard), but 

still, in her odd way, loves him obsessively. When the only option for escape seems to be a risky 

venture into the plane‘s cargo hold to find and float a rescue beacon, Martin joins Gallagher, but 

drowns in the attempt when he opens a door to the sea, leaving Karen distraught. Grant‘s 

magnificent overacting and Lee‘s terse, earnest performance make for a heightened, highly 

entertaining study in contrasts, whilst their characters return to the motifs of unhappy couples in 

the original, playing what the Bakersfields‘ marriage might have looked like if, instead of drifting 

apart, they‘d been locked together in a perverse, even masochistic brand of affection. The problem 

here is that once Martin kicks the bucket and Karen zones out, Airport ’77 lacks anyone else 

interesting to focus on, as the other characters are too thinly sketched and played. 

 

 

 
 

 

Casting Lemmon as Gallagher was a potentially interesting move in creating a hero in a different 

mould to the fantasy portraits in alpha masculinity hitherto seen, and his relationship with Eve 

Clayton (Brenda Vaccaro), another of Stevens‘ aides, does feel distinctly warmer and more adult 

than most of the other couplings in the series. But Lemmon basically walks through the film when 

he‘s not scuba diving, and I‘d bet even money the chance to do something physical like that is the 

reason he accepted the role. Meanwhile, the old stars on show here—Stewart, De Havilland, and 



Cotton—basically get nothing to do. Even the screaming camp of Steve and Julie doesn‘t sing as 

loudly as it should. It‘s a sign of how lacking in pep the script is that it barely includes Patroni and 

can‘t even provide anything for him to swear at. The director, Jerry Jameson, was another former 

TV hand who had also worked as an editor, but like his earlier horror film, Bat People (1974), and 

his later nautical project, Raise the Titanic (1979), he scarcely seems aware of how to dramatically 

shape a film, happy instead to offer up lots of B-roll footage of navy ships and scuba divers at 

work. This leaves Airport ’77 in a curious limbo: it‘s better on almost all levels than Airport 1975, 

and yet, finally, much less entertaining. After the long, laborious finale when the navy does show 

up and sets about floating the plane to the surface, we‘re assured the rescue techniques are all 

realistic, and indeed it does have the feel of watching someone‘s manual acted out. 

 

 

 
 

 

Nonetheless, Airport ’77 was still another substantial hit, and Jennings Lang eventually mustered 

the gall to produce one last episode. The Concorde… Airport ’79 came out in the waning months 

of the decade these films so exemplified. By this time, all hint of Hailey‘s systemological and 

sociological interests were gone, but Patroni was still around, and finally comes into his own as 

central protagonist, albeit a little late. The Concorde bombed and brought the official series to an 

ignominious end. This swan song is incredibly silly, stretching several of the series‘ regulation 

tropes to the point of cartoonishness. But it also has freewheeling pulp-novel jauntiness and a 

willingness to indulge its inanest ideas that makes it often riotously entertaining, if not always in a 

positive manner. The plot here strays into territory reminiscent of Hailey‘s rival pop writers, 

Robert Ludlum and Alistair MacLean, revolving around tycoon arms manufacturer Kevin 

Harrison (Robert Wagner), who‘s been selling weapons illegally. One of his minions, Carl Parker 

(Macon McCalman), approaches Harrison‘s sometime girlfriend and TV journalist Maggie 

Whelan (Susan Blakely) with his collected evidence for Harrison‘s activities, but a hired assassin 

guns down Carl and pursues Maggie around her house, eventually giving up and running away. 

 

 



 
 

 

Maggie, scheduled to cover the inaugural run of a Concorde purchased by the airline owned by Eli 

Sands (Eddie Albert), embarks on the flight, but is given Carl‘s evidence at the airport by his 

widow. Harrison, knowing this, immediately makes several attempts to destroy the flight in mid-

air, including launching an experimental missile system at it, hiring a mercenary jet pilot to shoot 

it down, and finally, having agents sabotage the plane. Battling Harrison‘s machinations are 

Patroni, who, looking for a challenge after his wife‘s death, has returned to flying for Sands, and 

French copilot Paul Metrand (Alain Delon), who delivered the plane to the U.S. He partners with 

Patroni as they steer the plane to Moscow via Paris. On board this time are a bunch of Russian 

athletes bound for the 1980 Moscow Olympics, including champion gymnast Alicia Rogov 

(Andrea Marcovicci), who‘s in love with one of Maggie‘s colleagues, Robert Palmer (John 

Davidson), and Mercedes McCambridge playing her hard-bitten coach. Monica Lewis and Jimmie 

Walker appear as jazz musicians heading to a cultural festival before the Olympics, with Walker‘s 

character, Boise, fond of getting high in the bathroom. Also in the cast for no particular reason are 

David Warner rounding out the flight crew, Cicely Tyson as an anxious mother escorting not a 

whole sick child but just the intended organ for a transplant, and Martha Raye and Charo adding 

comic relief, which is much less funny than the film‘s serious stuff. Metrand is a dashing lothario 

contending with his own impending choice of continuing his wayward ways or settling down with 

stewardess Isabelle (Sylvia Kristel). 

 

 

 
 

 

If the earlier entries in the series exemplified the apparent fantasy lives and yearnings of the era‘s 

mass American audience, The Concorde tries to export the brand and lasso Delon and Kristel as 

avatars of an even more louche, free-and-easy continental lifestyle. The intended ooh-la-la jazz is 

lessened as Delon looks bewildered throughout and Kristel, well, can‘t act. The filmmakers take 

this lifestyle target to the point where Metrand hires a hooker, Francine (Bibi Andersson), to pose 



as a perfect date for Patroni and help him get his mojo back, leading to an unforgettable scene 

with Kennedy and Andersson lounging in the buff under a lambs-wool blanket before an open fire. 

The experience leaves Patroni fired up again and cements his friendship with Metrand as they 

contend with Harrison‘s attempts to kill them. Those attempts include a dizzyingly hilarious 

sequence in which Metrand flies the Concorde upside down whilst Patroni fires flares out the 

cockpit windows to distract heat-seeking missiles. To disassemble all the improbabilities in this 

scene would take a while; suffice to say that our heroes succeed and manage to land in Paris, 

although the Concorde is damaged and can‘t brake, so the plane has to be caught in giant nets. 

 

 

 
 

 

In spite of this mechanical complication, a couple of quick repairs later, the plane takes off again 

with Maggie still aboard, even though there‘s a psychopathic tycoon trying to kill her. But 

everybody‘s dedicated, dammit, and they‘re going to finish the job they signed on for. Maggie is 

also friends with Patroni, and it‘s signalled he could be a good fallback boyfriend after the prissy 

megalomaniac. The Concorde‘s director was David Lowell Rich, another filmmaker who was 

jobbing around Hollywood for a long time and had staked his claim to taking on the series with 

the franchise imitation SST: Death Flight (1977). More interestingly and bewilderingly, the script 

was penned by Eric Roth, who would go on to pen Forrest Gump (1994), Ali (2001), andMunich 

(2005). Rich and Roth build to their climax, as sabotage causes a cargo bay door to fly off, forcing 

Mertrand and Patroni to land the ailing Concorde on a snow field. Mostly everyone escapes, and 

the film ends rather suddenly. The collection of good actors here picking up a quick paycheque is 

rather astounding. Blakely, in particular, deserved better, and where else can you see Delon, 

Kennedy, and Warner locked together in a small space? 

 

 

 
 

 



Still, The Concorde is so magnificently dumb, it‘s a near-endless pleasure to me. But it was 

certainly a bridge too far for the series, which died here. History wasn‘t on its side, with the 

oncoming Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and U.S. boycott of the Moscow Olympics, both of 

which made its lighthearted take on détente chic instantly dated. The flop of several competitors, 

including Irwin Allen‘s The Swarm (1978) and When Time Ran Out… (1980), helped kill off the 

disaster movie craze, and Airplane! raked dirt over the grave. I also suspect a change of culture 

played a part, as the ‘80s with Reaganism and AIDS saw the Me Decade fantasies at play here 

become recherché. But perhaps the biggest change that spelt the doom of this breed was 

cinematic. The arrival of Star Wars in 1977 has been blamed for helping kill the ambitious and 

personal cinema of the era, but, in fact, it was far more lethal to rival blockbuster films like 

the Airport series, which maintained their peculiar faith in those old cinema values like star power, 

no matter how they misused it. Although visual action in the Airport films is important to their 

plots, it‘s obvious the filmmakers would always prefer to hire a name than spend the dime on an 

effect, and the effects in The Concorde are spectacular only in their lameness. But Star Wars filled 

theatres with special effects, not movie stars. I call it a slight pity, if only because maybe if there 

had been an Airport ’81, the filmmakers‘ twinning urges towards trendiness and cliché might have 

finally given us a female pilot and her steward lover. The Airport films certainly don‘t transcend 

their era, but as relics they still are fun. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

High-Rise (2015) 
 

Director: Ben Wheatley 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

Ben Wheatley debuted as a director with 2009‘s Down Terrace and leapt to the forefront of British 

filmmaking talents with his second work, the gruesome, tantalisingly semi-abstract horror 

film Kill List (2011). Since then Wheatley, working in close collaboration with wife Amy Jump, 

who cowrites and edits his films, made the blackly humorous Sightseers (2013) and the 

psychedelic period film A Field in England (2014). Part of the potency the duo‘s collaborations 

have mustered wells from the blend of Wheatley‘s filmmaking savvy, achieving beguiling gloss 

and texture with stringent budgets and strong but near-unknown casts, and creative eagerness to 

smack apposite ideas and styles together. Wheatley and Jump marry the disorientating and 

enigmatic effects of arthouse cinema to down-and-dirty genre aesthetics, conjure farce and 

savagery as entwined serpents, and harbour an evident yearning to reinvigorate touchstones from 

diverse heydays of British cinema. Sightseers, for instance, managed to pitch itself somewhere 

between Ealing comedy and the eerie stylings of ‘60s and ‘70s folk-horror films, whilst A Field in 
England, though never quite coalescing as successfully as its two predecessors, also represented a 

leap in ambition as Wheatley and Jump explored the familiar theme of the shock of the new, but in 

the context of the past. High-Rise sees the filmmaking duo moving into new territory in adapting a 

highly regarded novel penned by J.G. Ballard in 1975 and working with a much more prestigious 

cast and budget. Still, the material demands that the duo‘s edgy, fearless streak be left undiluted. 

 

 

 



 

 

Ballard, a writer who, like Kurt Vonnegut, transcended his niche in popularity as a science fiction 

writer to become regarded as one of the most impishly acerbic imaginations of his time, spent part 

of his youth in a Japanese internment camp during World War II. He later transmuted that 

desperate experience into his famous novel Empire of the Sun, filmed by Steven Spielberg in 

1987. Ballard‘s adult viewpoint on the world, one that emerged with increasing ferocity, 

perversity, and cyanide wit in his writing, was understandably inflected by the grim lessons of his 

war experience, the spectacle of human civilisation suddenly ceasing to work in the coherent, 

systematic, antiseptic manner that defines modernity. Ballard‘s scifi writing took on an increasing 

tint of brute parable as he offered mordant dissection of social systems and the underlying 

assumptions of human behaviour that sustain them. High-Rise levelled Ballard‘s cold wit and 

unsparing sensibility at one of modernism‘s temples, the high-rise apartment building, and the 

attendant commercialism of the boutique lifestyle mythos. The story, although nominally realistic 

and contemporary to when Ballard wrote it, edges quickly into a Swiftian portrait of what happens 

as systems break down and primeval behavioural patterns begin to assert themselves. 

 

 

 
 

 

A few years ago I happened to catch on TV a British semi-documentary film from 1946, The Way 

We Live, detailed the rebuilding of Plymouth, rejoicing in the promise of apartment blocks as the 

way of the future for affordable housing. It was both a fascinating and perturbing experience to 

watch from a half-century‘s distance, considering that life in such blocks would eventually 

become synonymous with slums and social dysfunction in many British towns (and far beyond), 

as large numbers of poor people were crammed into drab, self-cordoning zones — although now 

high-rise solutions to space and environment problems in cities are again becoming an trendy 

notion. Ballard‘s target was larger than just architectural cul-de-sacs and the social engineering 

they‘re supposed to enable, though, as his high-rise structure becomes a metaphor for the entire 

apparatus of human civilisation, with a grand architect named Royal and the floors of the building 

literalising social caste in terms of floors. Wheatley and Jump, in adapting the novel, made the 

choice to keep the story set in the 1970s, an idea with perhaps inevitable appeal for the duo with 

their fetish for retro tropes and styles, but one which also risks stripping the tale of its immediacy 

and still-pungent relevance, especially considering that with Kill List, Wheatley had revealed a gift 

for digging into a raw nerve of anxiety and portrayed the blindsiding quality of the late ‘00s 

economic tsunami and the bitter aftertaste of the decade‘s geopolitical adventuring better than 

most any other filmmaker. 

 

 



 
 

 

High-Rise also keeps intact the flashback structure of Ballard‘s novel, which commences with the 

instantly galvanising image of focal character Robert Laing eating a dog, and works backwards to 

explain how he came to this moment. Tom Hiddleston takes on the part of Laing, glimpsed at the 

outset exploring the mysteriously ruined, fetid, broken-down environs of his home, where strange 

men and dead bodies sit around apparently unnoticed, and the aforementioned act of cooking and 

eating a wandering dog is scarcely worth a blink. A title card announces a jump back three months 

to the days when Laing first moved into his new apartment building, the first completed tower in a 

five block project designed by genius architect and entrepreneur Anthony Royal (Jeremy Irons). 

Royal‘s declared hope for the building is to create a civic crucible that would break down class 

and other social barriers and create a self-sufficient community unto itself, complete with 

supermarket and swimming pool, and he‘s attracted a great swathe of tenants through the 

fashionable swank and visionary allure of his construction. 

 

 

 
 

 

As he settles into life in building, Laing learns that the opposite situation to the one Royal hoped 

for is rapidly evolving, with a rigid hierarchy built on floor levels. Lower floors are filled with 

middle-class wannabes whilst toffs and celebrities congregate in the higher. Laing, a pathologist at 

a teaching hospital, hovers somewhere in between, but he captures the interest of many of his new 

neighbours, including the much-chased single mother and socialite a floor above, Charlotte 

(Sienna Miller), and Royal himself, with his tenancy application, which inadvertently portrayed 

him as a Byronic intellectual. Laing seems to partly fit the bill as a loner, tightly-wrapped, both 

physically and psychologically. He‘s recently been left quietly bereft, but also subtly armoured, by 

the death of his sister. 

 

 



 
 

 

Laing draws Charlotte‘s further interest when she catches sight of him sunbaking naked on his 

apartment terrace. She invites him for a session of fine dining and rutting in her apartment, which 

is interrupted by her young, bespectacled, hyperintelligent son Toby (Louis Suc). Charlotte‘s also 

being pursued by another resident, Wilder (Luke Evans), a virile, fervent, working-class man 

who‘s climbed a few social rungs through his work as a TV filmmaker. He lives on a lower floor 

with his wife Helen (Elisabeth Moss) and their kids. Laing encounters other neighbours around the 

building, a gallery of variously fussy, pushy, eccentric types, including wealthy, famous, but 

desperately lonely and fraying actress Jane Sheridan (Sienna Guillory); and supermarket checkout 

chick Fay (Stacy Martin), who starts teaching herself French from a phrasebook Laing buys but 

leaves behind. 

 

 

 
 

 

Laing is invited to meet Royal by Cosgrove (Peter Ferdinando), his gatekeeper, and is bewildered 

by the rooftop garden, complete with thatched cottage, that crowns the building, Royal‘s 

concession to his wife Ann (Keeley Hawes), progeny of a great country house and the patrician 

mindset thereof. Royal, who limps from an injury he sustained during the building‘s construction, 

needs exercise to keep limber: he asks Laing to be his squash partner and also offhandedly invites 

him to a party his wife is giving. When he arrives at the party, Laing is embarrassed to find 

everyone else is in fancy dress (as pre-Revolution French aristocrats, complete with chamber 

orchestra scratching out a version of ABBA‘s ―SOS‖) whilst he‘s in a black suit, and worse, he‘s 

outed as a man who doesn‘t understand the vicissitudes of the sphere he has entered. Cosgrove, 

the hard fist attached to this body politic, tosses him out after a brief window of courtesy, and 

Laing is forced to spend the night in the elevator when it breaks down. Royal is apologetic over 

both the humiliation and the breakdown, but he infuriates Laing with unchivalrous remarks about 

Charlotte. 

 

 



 
 

 

The elevator breakdown proves, moreover, to be an early sign of the faults Royal dismisses as 

teething problems, but which soon turn out to be endemic. As the infrastructure of the building 

breaks down so does the nerve, tolerance, and finally the humanity of its populace. ―On the whole, 

life in the high-rise was good,‖ the narrator‘s voiceover (also Hiddleston) proclaims late in the 

film, directly quoting Ballard‘s text: ―There had been no obvious point when it had moved into a 

clearly more sinister dimension.‖ Part of the essence of High-Rise‘s thesis is precisely the idea that 

perhaps there is no great divide between the petty evils (and ecstasies) of human society and the 

potential for total descent into what some would call anarchy; indeed, another of High-Rise‘s 

themes is that anarchy is another kind of order. High-Rise eventually moves into overt parable, 

even surreal territory, reminiscent of the music room no one can leave in Luis Buñuel‘s The 
Exterminating Angel (1962), as life in Royal‘s building begins to decay and everyone, instead of 

reaching beyond it, becomes determined to win their various battles within it, sensing, as the very 

end signals, that they might at least gain the advantage of being used to it before everyone else has 

to do the same. It‘s also a variation on an eternal theme of postwar British artists, particularly 

satirists and comedians: the thorny and often insufferable business of living with other people, an 

inevitable psychological by-product of life on a small island where politeness is not just a 

pleasantry, but an actual survival skill. 

 

 

 
 

 

Great swathes of modern science fiction writing have never really had their day on screen, and the 

best writers of Ballard‘s era, including Michael Moorcock, Harry Harrison, Robert Silverberg, and 

Harlan Ellison, conjured gritty, dingy, sexy, acerbic tales that threw off the adamantine postures of 

earlier genre writing and embraced a cynical and dissident attitude even before the cyberpunk age 

arrived. Stanley Kubrick‘s adaptation of Anthony Burgess‘s A Clockwork Orange (1971) was one 

of the few authentic filmings of that style in its own era; Robert Fuest‘s take on Moorcock‘s The 
Final Programme (1974) was another. Wheatley‘s work here recalls Fuest‘s film particularly, 

evoking devolution as haute couture phenomenon. Wheatley‘s decision to make High-Rise in 

period proves quickly to have been a master stroke, in part because it accords with the material‘s 

wilful rejection of restraint in its metaphors, turning Ballard‘s tale into a kind of disco allegory 

slightly out of time, like Lindsay Anderson‘s If… (1968). The first half, however, plays mostly 

like a ‘70s sex farce with the underlying note of absurdist dread only registering as the faintest 

buzz, as Laing negotiates life in the tower and contemplates the uncommon (that is, utterly 



common) mores of his fellow inhabitants, from Charlotte‘s nonchalant approach to sexuality (after 

they‘ve been interrupted shagging by Toby, Charlotte lights a cigarette; Laing asks confusedly, ―I 

thought we were doing this,‖ to her reply, ―We‘ve done it.‖) to Helen‘s broody, frustrated angst, 

expiated in dreams of moving to a higher floor and watching TV dramas set in the romantic past, 

and Wilder‘s tiger-in-a-cage unease in his environment. Meanwhile the upper classes and their 

lackeys barely bother concealing their vicious defensiveness, setting the stage for a partial 

inversion of the world H.G. Wells envisioned in his The Time Machine where the workers would 

evolve into cannibalistic Morlocks and the bourgeois into effete Eloi: in this vision, the upper 

classes remain so precisely because of their cold-blooded determination to hold onto privileges, a 

lack of sentimentality that could be called monstrous or some kind of evolutionary advantage. 

 

 

 
 

 

Laing, after his ejection from Ann Royal‘s party, takes out his anger with quiet precision on one of 

her other guests and a fellow tenant, the foppish Munrow (Augustus Prew), who‘s also one of his 

pupils at the hospital. Munrow faints during Laing‘s instructive dissection of a human head, and 

though his medical scans come back showing he‘s fine, Laing plays a blackhearted practical joke 

on him by suggesting the scans suggest he might be ill. Shortly after, Munrow throws himself off 

a balcony to his death. Laing‘s mean joke gone wrong proves to be a psychic declaration of war 

that soon starts to consume the building, where minor faults and breakdowns evolve into systemic 

failure of power and supply. 

 

 

 
 

 

Wilder starts a more overt insurrection with a catalyst moment that begins as literal child‘s play: 

Wilder, edgy and itching for conflict during a birthday party for one of his kids, leads the child 

guests in a raiding party on the swimming pool, which has been cordoned off and claimed for a 

toff‘s wine party. After one of the higher-floor tenants, a newsreader who works for the same TV 

station, promises to get him blackballed, Wilder releases his anger by purposely drowning Jane‘s 

dog. The pool crashing coincides with a power outage, with the lower-floor residents respond to 

with a sprawling impromptu party, during which Wilder snorts cocaine and, confronted by 

Cosgrove, beats the enforcer to a pulp. Wilder certainly has all the potency and force required to 

lead the lower-floor faction, as social sniping becomes active warfare, but does he have the sense 

of a cause and the wisdom? His first instinct is stick to his job, endeavouring to make a 



documentary on life in the tower block even as everything goes to hell, whilst Laing‘s instinct is to 

retreat into his intense, self-composed bubble and wait out the various storms breaking upon his 

door. But this proves impossible as the block spirals into chaos during the continued blackout, and 

supplies start to run low. A cabal of upper-floor types led by Pangbourne (James Purefoy), with 

Ann Royal as patron, begin to create plans to take on the lower floors and throw an even better 

party, a plan that shades into full-on raiding and pillaging as looting breaks out in the supermarket 

and it becomes clear survival and prosperity in the building is starting to become a matter of raw 

force and dominance. 

 

 

 
 

 

High-Rise, in spite of its nominal period setting, has the genes of dystopian science fiction, 

portraying a microcosmic society in breakdown and connecting that breakdown to the processes of 

the human mind itself. Laing compares Royal‘s building plans to a human hand—the multiple 

towers are shaped like the curling fingers closing around the great central car park that, in spite of 

being wide open, is actually labyrinthine in its confusion—a brain and nervous system, and then 

finally, a heart. The idea of place becoming a mimetic map of psychological function is an old one 

in scifi, suggested in Metropolis (1926), and here employed with a hint that it‘s an illustration of a 

war between functional utilitarianism, implied by the resemblance to the hand, the often illogical 

and mysterious twists of the mind that controls it, and the force of the heart that keeps beating 

through all. Laing‘s name suggests a reference to the influential Scottish psychiatrist R.D. Laing, 

who helped develop a theory that the madness that follows attacks of schizophrenia is the cathartic 

result of the brain receiving contradictory messages—a notion that describes High-Rise‘s narrative 

and Wheatley‘s treatment of it as a whole with great accuracy. As the situation in the tower block 

worsens, Wheatley‘s tone straddles the zones of horror movie consummation and screwball 

comedy, seeing both the repulsive and hilarious aspects of people acting on their worst impulses 

as their civilisation declines from consumerist paradise to galvanised class structure to tribal 

commune. 

 

 

 
 

 

Futuristic tales of dystopian societies and struggles against coercion have been infiltrating popular 

cinema of late, with films like The Hunger Games series, Joon-ho Bong‘s Snowpiercer (2013), 

and George Miller‘s Mad Max: Fury Road (2015), and the structural conceit ofSnowpiercer‘s 



social metaphor suggests the immediate influence of Ballard‘s tale. Wheatley‘s take on that tale 

feels, however accidentally, like a riposte to the supposedly dark, but actually simplistic, 

reassuring heroic fantasies in those films. High-Rise posits Wilder as a possible hero figure, a 

would-be revolutionary who wears both his class resentment and his masculine force on his 

sleeve, but he‘s led astray in the course of the film by the very violent impulses he can‘t control 

and by sexual egotism that finally manifests in the ugliest way when he learns that Charlotte, who 

has rejected him, has been Royal‘s mistress and that Toby is the architect‘s son: Wilder‘s response 

is to break into Charlotte‘s flat, rape and beat her bloody, and then make her feed him in a 

gruesome caricature of normality, with the punch line that Charlotte feeds him dog food, one of 

the few foodstuffs left in the building. Wilder chows down with straightforward acceptance of a 

new reality, apparent in some of the building‘s other inhabitants. Meanwhile, Helen finds her own 

succour getting rogered by Lain over the unused stovetop in his apartment, a space he tries in vain 

to decorate and inhabit; his belongings remain unpacked, with smears of neutral blue-grey paint 

the same hue as the colour of the sky outside on his walls in his attempt to fashion himself a free-

floating life. It‘s not until he actually has to fight for ownership of a can of paint in the 

supermarket-turned-war-zone that he actually proves he wants anything. Wilder eventually half-

compliments, half-condemns Laing for his self-possession, the kind of apparently bland, quiet 

rigour that can actually weather the storm that‘s breaking about their ears. 

 

 

 
 

 

Moving slightly askew from Ballard‘s obsessive theme of the distorting quality of technology and 

its pernicious penetration of the way humans relate to it and each other, Wheatley and Jump‘s 

interest is more compelled by social ritual — its apparent arbitrariness, the very real forces it 

sometimes conceals and otherwise channels — and also by the rules of power as evinced in the 

seeming neutral zone of modern life. Sightseers portrayed its mousy social outcasts finding self-

realisation in murder, whilst Kill List depicted a returned Iraq War veteran who engaged in killing 

for hire to support his lifestyle, only to find the bill arriving in the cruellest fashion possible. A 

Field in England depicted the temptations of control and submission with suggestive political 

ramifications: some people certainly do want to lord it over others, but is their ability to do so 

sometimes facilitated by the desire of others to let them, as a release from certain pressures and 

anxieties of existence? Wilder‘s forced ritual of making Charlotte pose as dutiful wife echoes the 

scene in A Field in England where the necromancer took his enemy prisoner, tortured him, and 

then forced him to wear a sickly smile whilst leading him like a dog on a leash. Wilder eventually 

harbours an ambition to climb to the higher levels and confront the god-king Royal, to tear him 

down or displace him, only to fail to recognise Royal when the two men meet in the supermarket 

after the architect descends to the lower levels in his attempts to fathom the failure of his creation 

and the people in it. Royal himself tries to count himself out of the chaos, but is drawn however 

reluctantly into the upper-floor cabal out of sheer parochial loyalty, as his anointed class‘s parties 

devolve into raw, explosive orgies fuelled with captured riches. Royal finds himself nominated as 

tribal chieftain, for all his flummoxed cynicism. 

 

 



 
 

 

Around the travails of the main characters, Wheatley offers a sprawling landscape of strangeness, 

offering perversely ebullient filmmaking as he charts the decline of the building from chintzy 

classiness to stygian pit, alternating effects of dreamy fantasia and cokey Scorsesean montages, 

matched to Kubrick‘s ironic classical music cues, whilst visions of Sadean revelry flit by. Ann 

Royal is forced to run on a supermarket conveyor like a treadmill when she‘s caught by a gang of 

vengeful spivs led by Fay; Jane rides amidst the snobs‘ orgy on horseback as a porn-queen take on 

Lady Godiva before dismounting and asking ―which one of you bastards is going to fuck me up 

the arse?‖ A team of upper-floor raiders led by Pangbourne adopt tracksuits as a uniform and 

march into the supermarket happy to crack skulls. Wheatley and Jump‘s propulsive editing style 

maintains the free-flowing, anecdotal quality of Ballard‘s writing, vignettes of a descent into 

hell—or heaven, as so many seem ebullient and released in their surrender to completely carnal 

realities, including Royal and his wife, who shift from mutual contempt to strange loving using 

Jane as sexual surrogate, the two women holding hands plaintively whilst Royal works away. As 

the dissolution of the building reaches it last stages, its atomises into camps—women gathered in 

communal suckling circles, orgiastic sprawls that would make Sardanapulus blush, the swimming 

pool turned at first into a miniature Ganges where people wash clothes and then a concrete Styx 

littered with corpses. 

 

 

 
 

 

Laing eventually finds himself threatened with top-floor defenestration when he refuses the 

request of Cosgrove, Pangbourne, and others in the upper echelon to lobotomise Wilder; he is 

saved only by Royal‘s intervention. Wilder himself, given a gun by the Royals‘ much-abused 

housekeeper and after Helen has been snatched as a hostage and put to work as a servant, climbs 

up through the building‘s ventilator system, determined to confront Royal, only to stir the wrath of 

the women who form a kind of gestalt, a band of neo-Bacchantes who respond with lethal group 

wrath when their priest-king is threatened. Perhaps the most subversive idea in High-Rise is not 

that there‘s a monster lurking under everyone‘s skin, but that people are the same in just about any 

situation, just to greater or lesser degrees, and that after a time, perhaps it‘s less our individuality 

than our shared reflexes that allow us to survive and create worlds together. Wheatley and Jump 

finally locate weird visions of happiness in disintegration amidst the horror and find a moment to 

note humanity even in the worst and the creation of new binaries and social zones, climaxing in 



beguiling moments, like Pangbourne coaching Helen through her labour pains and the final survey 

of Laing, calm and fulfilled with a harem of wives and a shank of dog leg on his spit. 

 

 

 
 

 

If there‘s a major flaw to High-Rise, it‘s that it paints, but doesn‘t entirely analyse the social 

processes Ballard‘s satire was evoking. It backs off from some of the novel‘s blackest resolutions, 

preferring to illustrate instead in a continuum of free-form absurdism. I have the feeling a lot of 

material finished up in the cutting room floor. But the blackout, sketch-like structure is to a certain 

extent the strength of High-Rise, kicking off the strictures of narrative nicety and, as the narration 

says of the building populace by the end, surrendering ―to a logic more powerful than reason.‖ 

Here is the suggestion its characters reach a logical psychic end point akin to survivors of 

Leningrad‘s siege or the bombing of Dresden, continuing with the business of keeping on. Only 

the very end brings in a genuinely false note, as a speech by Margaret Thatcher about capitalism is 

heard wafting on the airwaves: this moment serves less to make a solid connection between the 

late ‘70s rejection of grubby authenticity for neoliberal chic and the sharp edge of social 

Darwinism than confirming just how much their impotence before the Iron Lady and her creed 

still haunts the British intelligentsia. High-Rise is certainly strong meat, perhaps too strong for 

many, in spite of its playful flourishes. But for the most part Wheatley and Jump have made their 

own work, the kind cinema too rarely offers these days—audacious, dynamic, and superbly 

crafted. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Jurassic Park (1993) 
 

Director: Steven Spielberg 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

The box office success of Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade (1989), Steven Spielberg‘s third 

trip to that popular well, partly disguised his struggle to find his artistic maturity, a struggle that 

defined his oeuvre in the late 1980s and early ‘90s. With the fervent, Dickensian lilt of The Color 
Purple (1985) nominated for multiple Oscars but then frozen out, and Empire of the Sun (1987), 

now regarded as one of his greatest achievements, a box office bomb and object of critical 

suspicion at the time, his foray into a more serious brand of cinema might have seemed a blind 

alley. He returned to lighter, fantastical tributes to moviemaking‘s past with Always (1989) 

and Hook (1991), but in spite of tremendous moments in both, time hasn‘t been particularly kind 

to either on the whole. Whilst Spielberg was working up the project that would eventually 

become Schindler’s List (1993), he also set out to find a new property to convert into hard-

charging popcorn cinema in the Jaws (1975) mode. He found it in a novel by Michael Crichton, a 

former physician who turned to writing smart-pulpy scifi and thrillers for the printed page and TV 

in the late 1960s and even found some success as a film director himself for a time. Crichton had 

essentially recycled the core idea of his 1974 hit film Westworld forJurassic Park, both being tales 

of a futuristic theme park contrived to realise deeply cherished fantasies for its audience whose 

illusion of control vanishes when the exhibits quickly become hunters. 

 

 



 
 

 

Jurassic Park now looks very much like a pivotal moment in Spielberg‘s career—not just 

chronologically, or in its success, which was colossal, even industry-deflecting in reestablishing 

Spielberg as the titan of pop cinema and giving the CGI era its clarion blast. Jurassic Park is its 

own work of theatre and self-dramatization, paying tribute to the ageless wish to see something 

truly awesome and to actually satisfying that desire. But it‘s also a study in complication, the 

awareness of mechanics behind spectacles and the dangers of knowledge—the lot of 

adulthood.Westworld‘s grounding in the Me Decade of the ‘70s depicted very adult fantasies 

realised through the well-worn scifi concept of the humanoid robot that goes berserk. Jurassic 
Park, by contrast, had a more original, timely, scientific McGuffin to employ, and developed it 

with a variation on Crichton‘s recycled concept with broader appeal: what if scientists could 

recreate dinosaurs using advances in DNA technology and exhibit the results as the ultimate 

tourist attraction? The concept of primeval forces placed before armies of sticky-fingered kids and 

their bewildered parents was obviously irresistible to Spielberg—a life-and-death entertainment 

for whole family. 

 

 

 
 

 

Jurassic Park is also, more obviously, a tribute to and contemporary spin on a hallowed strand of 

scifi, one in which a remnant of the distant past and its formidable wonders is found subsisting in 

the present. This subgenre had roots in fare like Arthur Conan Doyle‘s The Lost World and Edgar 

Rice Burroughs‘ The Land that Time Forgot, entries from the early days of speculative fiction. 

The most famous movie inheritor of their lexicon was Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. 

Schoedsack‘s King Kong (1933), the definitive monster movie and progenitor over the intervening 

decades of the likes of Ray Harryhausen‘s films and the Japanese kaiju epics. One of Jurassic 

Park‘s key images, of the park‘s wooden, momentous gateway, pays direct tribute to King Kong, 

whilst the opening scene deploys a wry joke for fans of the classic and a bluff for an audience 



expecting thrills. Tense and wary workmen and their overseer, great white hunter Robert Muldoon 

(Bob Peck), watch as something monstrous stirs behind trees, as Kong did in his first appearance. 

The culprit? A forklift. But the joke dies in the throat with intimations that something slyer and 

deadlier than Kong‘s lumbering protomachismo is in play—the mechanical monster carries forth 

one of the deadly chimeras science has conjured ready to take a bite out of any hapless soul 

foolish enough to get close. Hints of dread give way to contrasts of absurdity and elusive promise, 

as lawyer Gennaro (Martin Ferrero) braves jungle depths to talk to miner Juanito Rostagno 

(Miguel Sandoval), who holds a shard of precious amber with its ancient prisoner, a luckless 

mosquito, every bit as powerful a relic pulled from the earth as Spielberg‘s Ark of the Covenant. 

Gennaro, an insulated modern astray in the field contrasts Rostagno, a man confidently engaged in 

an ancient and honourable art, one shared by one of the film‘s core heroes, Alan Grant (Sam 

Neill), a digger. 

 

 

 
 

 

Alan and his palaeobotanist colleague and lover Ellie Sattler (Laura Dern) are tempted away from 

their dig for velociraptor bones in the New Mexico desert by the initially obscure temptations of 

twinkle-eyed entrepreneur John Hammond (Richard Attenborough), who offers to fund their 

research for years if they agree to come with him, no questions asked, to inspect his latest creation. 

Alan and Ellie find themselves thrown into the company of Gennaro and flashy mathematician Ian 

Malcolm (Jeff Goldblum), who‘s also been hired for expert opinion. Soon, the trio find out just 

what Hammond and his company, InGen, have been brewing on Isla Nublar, a remote island off 

the coast of Costa Rica. InGen‘s scientific wizards, led by Dr. Henry Wu (B.D. Wong), have 

conjured a motley collection of dinosaurs bred from remnant DNA extracted from amber-

entrapped prehistoric insects and arranged in paddocks. Hammond hopes this will be the 

commercial coup of the millennium. He‘s distressed when the three savants all bring up the 

potential risks and variables they‘re facing now that dangerous animals have come back from the 

dead, even though the scientific team working for InGen have tried their best to control the 

population, including breeding only females and leaving them hormonally deficient. But the real 

spanner in the works is human: Hammond‘s chief computer technician, Dennis Nedry (Wayne 

Knight), angry that he‘s not getting paid enough for building Hammond‘s cutting-edge, 

completely automated systems, has agreed to steal embryos for a rival company and arranges to 

send the park haywire to cover his theft and retreat. Nedry‘s plan plays out during a confluence of 

complicating situations, with a hurricane brushing the island and Grant, Ellie, Ian, and 

Hammond‘s two grandchildren, Lex (Ariana Richards) and Tim (Joseph Mazzello), trapped by the 

system breakdown in a very inconvenient situation. 

 

 



 
 

 

The basic notions at the heart of Jurassic Park are some of the oldest and most familiar in science 

fiction, but given an ingenious gloss of cutting-edge theory and technology. The Frankenstein 

question of how far humankind‘s dominion can and should stretch over the natural world is 

dressed up in some pop science thanks to the chaos theories espoused by Malcolm, who doubles 

as the film‘s colour man: Malcolm‘s mathematical extrapolations say that no outcome can be 

entirely predicted, especially when dealing with a living system. The film minimises, but doesn‘t 

entirely eject the scientific detective element in Crichton‘s book, as Alan tries to understand how 

the dinosaurs, in spite of their creators‘ labours, prove still able to mate and reproduce: the use of 

frog DNA to fill in gaps in the genome proves the catalyst. Jurassic Park also came up with a 

great way to give those old lost world works a believable spin in an age when all the blank spots 

have been cleared from the world‘s maps and a sense of wonder, and caution, in the face of the 

unknown steadily dulled. For Spielberg, the appeal of seeing dinosaurs is inevitably correlated 

with his very stock-in-trade, his cinematic skill, and the way he made the act of beholding itself a 

totemic action in his work. 

 

 

 
 

 

Jurassic Park‘s most powerful scene, one of the definitive moments of Spielberg‘s career, is the 

lovingly orchestrated climax of the film‘s first movement, when the visiting scientists catch their 

first, amazed glimpses of one of the dinosaurs in a dance of reaction shots, deft little dollies, and 

careful control of information that makes the act of seeing something as important as what‘s being 

seen—Spielberg‘s hotline into the unconscious of his audience at its most precise. Alan and Ellie 

are instantly plunged back into their own childhood fantasies of communing with the beasts 

they‘ve made the subjects of their adult studies, confronted by a sprawl of saurian species straight 

off generations of museum dioramas and picture books illustrations instantly recognisable to any 

dinosaur-mad kid. Amazement gives way, inevitably, to curiosity, as Alan, Ellie, and Malcolm 



break out of the controlled limits of Hammond‘s contrived theme park tour to look more closely at 

the science and the machinations behind the facades. Curiosity leads to knowledge, and that‘s 

when the expulsion from Eden begins—or rather the dragons in Eden start to slither out of the 

underbrush. The scientists voice their concerns to the point where Hammond is left bemoaning the 

fact that the only person unequivocally on his side is Gennaro, ―the bloodsucking lawyer,‖ who 

represents the purely fiscal mindset at a slight remove from Hammond‘s creative vision. Small 

wonder the film of Jurassic Park inverts the novel‘s fates, where Gennaro became a mild hero and 

Hammond died, consumed by his own creation. 

 

 

 
 

 

Spielberg‘s empathy with Hammond is vital to Jurassic Park, the filmmaker‘s identification with 

the character‘s desire to thrill and provoke people to wonderment mediating the myopia and 

incidental arrogance that created the park and leads to tragedy. Hammond is initially presented as 

a Venn diagram for Willy Wonka, Colonel Sanders, and Richard Branson, welcoming the 

innocent into his land of treats where the dangers are in full view. But Jurassic Park constantly 

correlates the experience of movie-going and its attendant paraphernalia with the world Hammond 

has engineered, and Hammond‘s pride as a man who built himself up from the humblest of 

backgrounds—his first piece of showmanship was a flea circus—to become a maker of marvels. If 

a film like John Carpenter‘s They Live (1988) depicted its maker‘s increasing sourness and 

frustration with a zeitgeist he could never quite connect to and felt increasingly alienated from in 

scifi form, Jurassic Park is revealing of Spielberg‘s point of view as somebody who had known 

success and yet had seen it careen in unexpected directions, throw up hazards, and stir worry he 

might be losing his way. Jurassic Park lampoons the idea of commercialising creative fruit even 

as it exemplifies the notion. The park is presented as the ultimate version of the Universal Studios 

tour where Spielberg‘s man-eating shark regularly leaps from the water several times a day—

except that the dinosaurs aren‘t animatronic and will happily bite you on the ass. Spielberg gets to 

work through his ambivalence at the idea not just of seeing private inspiration become public 

circus, but the distance between art and reality above all. This motive comes as another indelible 

image, when a velociraptor painted on a wall is suddenly contrasted by the shadow of the real 

thing—wriggling, sniffing, hungry for living meat. 

 

 



 
 

 

This moment exemplifies another enriching aspect of Jurassic Park, one that goes a long way to 

explaining the longevity of the film and the franchise it spawned: Spielberg‘s ability to envision 

the dinosaurs not simply as threats and effects but as animals, with wilful, irrepressible natures, 

whether they‘re brutal carnivores or boding vegetarians. The explosion in special-effects 

sophistication that allowed CGI to be paired with animatronics helped articulate this idea better 

than most variations on this idea had managed before, from the triceratops whose sleeping bulk 

captivates the scientists, to a brachiosaur that sneezes over an appalled Lex, or the sort of Heckle 

and Jeckle pair of raptors who stalk the kids through a kitchen in all their flitting curiosity and 

twitchy, predatory nerviness. Jurassic Park understood well the sway dinosaurs hold over people, 

particularly kids, avatars of a way of seeing the world as both hazardous, but also potentially 

splendid. The tyrannosaurus that is the film‘s antihero encapsulates this understanding, 

progressing from demonic spectre that terrorises the heroes to engine of almost paternal 

vengeance that defeats the all-too-human velociraptors. The escape of the tyrannosaurus from its 

pen is the film‘s core set-piece and another vignette of Spielberg‘s skills at highest pitch, recalling 

the charge of Jaws as the monster is glimpsed in awful suggestions—a gory chunk of goat falling 

on top of Lex and Tim‘s car, a pair of massive jaws closing in the flash of lightning—before the 

beast breaks through the fence left vulnerable by Nedry‘s conniving and terrorises the kids, 

building to that most nightmarish moment in the Spielbergian universe: the object of awe and 

fascination looks right back at the beholder and decides it wants to eat it. The humans must reach 

into their most instinctual, primal facets to survive. 

 

 

 
 

 

This sequence still thrills for relatively straightforward reasons that nonetheless completely elude 

so many of the filmmakers with pretensions to working in the same mode as Spielberg: he 

achieves the Pavlovian ideal of popular cinema, that for a few minutes you‘re utterly convinced of 



the urgent reality of what‘s happening. Spielberg creates the feeling of being someone small and 

vulnerable with the image right out of nursery room nightmare of a black and scaly monstrosity 

with butcher-knife teeth bearing down upon you, and yet the sequence is entirely logical, even 

mechanistic, as a series of unfortunate events where an animal‘s hunger, the fear of some kids, the 

concern of two men, the panic of a third, and a broken-down moving part of someone else‘s dream 

provide the elements of a chaotic ballet. Each moment, each gesture, each mistake, each fumbled 

attempt at recovery creates the context for the next, perfectly illustrating the concepts Ian has tried 

to expostulate unheeded. The initial note of nascent dread is signalled, like some Buddhist parable, 

by ripples in a cup of water—the same water, vitally, Ian had earlier used in teaching chaos theory 

to Ellie. By its climax, Alan has been forced to play Spielberg‘s superhero Indiana Jones to save 

himself and Lex, Malcolm almost gets himself killed helping others, and Gennaro finishes up as 

lizard food, plucked off a toilet in the most horrible fashion in reward for his cowardice. Alan is 

left leading his two battered charges through the park, whilst Malcolm is recovered by Ellie and 

Muldoon moments before having to outrun the tyrannosaurus. 

 

 

 
 

 

For all the showy thrill-mongering, much of the pleasure and quality of Jurassic Park comes as 

Spielberg enjoys his cast and characters interacting and treating the storyline‘s conceits with both 

a sense of revelry and droll suspicion. The latter element is chiefly supplied by Goldblum‘s Ian 

Malcom, whose persona is smartly contrived as the antithesis of the old-school cliché egghead, 

strutting through the film as leather-clad cool kid and dryly scornful voice of reason, violently 

contrasting Alan‘s shabby, testy earthiness, Ellie‘s pleasantly nerdy pluck, and Hammond‘s 

pixilated bonhomie. Malcolm interestingly serves in contrast to one of the classic genre story 

patterns in which the figure of rationalism is portrayed as the cold arbiter of unfeeling 

precepts; Jurassic Park is, in part, the tragedy of everyone failing to listen to his Cassandralike 

omens. The scientists here are the bridging and communication points between the furore of 

nature and the human desire for order and domain. Muldoon (expertly played by the ice-eyed 

Peck, who sadly died not long after) evokes another archetype, the rugged bush tracker in slouch 

hat who sees the ruthless intelligence at hand in the raptors, but who finally proves no luckier 

than Jaws‘ Quint when it comes to taking on his monstrous foes, outsmarted in the underbrush by 

tactics Alan had anticipated earlier. Alan and Ellie‘s introductory scene sees Alan mischievously 

terrorising a snotty brat hanging around his paleontological dig site with tales of velociraptor 

acumen and savagery. Alan is basically a big kid himself, and another of Spielberg‘s identification 

figures as the guy who likes stirring reactions in people and the man who fears taking the next step 

in his life as husband and father. 

 

 



 
 

 

The bipolar aspect to Spielberg‘s career was still fairly unrecognised when Jurassic Park came 

out. The mean and mischievous Loki of Jaws, 1941 (1979), and the first two Indiana Jones films, 

as well as the portraitist of cruelty and anarchy in The Color Purple and Empire of the Sun, was 

still dimmed to most eyes by the joyous Peter Pan of Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977) 

and E.T. – The Extra-Terrestrial (1982). Like most of his fellow generation of ―Movie Brats,‖ 

Spielberg had personal motives invested in his cinema but no problem plying his work for as big 

an audience as he could muster. Yet, for such a ―big‖ work, many of the best moments in the film 

are virtually inconsequential—Ian and Ellie flirting up a storm, Alan beaming with boyish 

pleasure as he listens to a sickly triceratops breathing, Hammond expressing his quiet loathing for 

Ian‘s taunting cynicism—nonetheless somehow manage to speak of the film‘s essential theses of 

life in all its tumult, brutality, and empathy. The two children of a sundering family along for the 

ride provide surrogates for the younger audience and fill out one of Spielberg‘s already-familiar 

pick-up families, as Alan grudgingly evolves from childphobic to burgeoning father figure. Early 

sequences are lengthy and surprisingly talky, prizing conversation, expostulation, the give-and-

take of ideas and ways of seeing. The seed is here for Spielberg‘s handling of this motif in 

ostensibly more serious fare, like Amistad (1997) and Lincoln (2012), just as the sequence when 

the visitors speak with Hammond and Muldoon at the raptor cage sees Spielberg try out a different 

way of shooting a scene—holding back, allowing multiple dialogues to take place at the same 

time—that signal an evolving aesthetic. 

 

 

 
 

 

It‘s chiefly the sense that the filmmaker is in his element that gives Jurassic Park kick even as the 

storyline plays out in a predictable and, yes, somewhat slapdash fashion. I‘ve never been an 

uncritical fan of Jurassic Park as a whole, although I‘ve come to like it a lot more with time and 

clearer insight into its genuinely excellent aspects and elevating flourishes. But significant flaws 



also remain clear. Whilst Spielberg‘s animated gamesmanship is always fun, the second half never 

succeeds in generating a sequence as intimately scary and thrilling as the tyrannosaurus break-out, 

and many of the situations feel frustratingly basic, failing to build to the kinds of crescendos 

Spielberg manages in his greatest action-adventure films; that‘s one reason I actually prefer his 

sequel, the gleefully nasty and happily frivolous The Lost World: Jurassic Park (1996), which is 

essentially a series of Spielberg set-pieces striving to satirise and outdo earlier Spielberg set-

pieces. The difficulties and budget-soaking cost of developing the film‘s groundbreaking special 

effects whilst the script was still a work in progress (the writing was eventually credited to 

Crichton and David Koepp) shows through in the patchiness of some of the action. The film‘s 

visual palette is relative bland, with Dean Cundey‘s photography sometimes emphasising a 

surprisingly cheap, even TV-movie-like look. Nedry and Gennaro are reduced to crude, very ‘90s 

stereotypes when I usually expect better from Spielberg. Casually killing off Gennaro and 

Muldoon left the film bereft of one of the book‘s more enjoyable aspects, a lack that feels telling 

in the second half‘s rather basic romp-and-chomp chase scenes that never, ever feel as urgent or 

compulsive as anything in a not-so-dissimilar monster chase movie like Aliens (1986). 

 

 

 
 

 

Still, Spielberg continues to pull off great moments. The shock of the raptor attacking Ellie right 

after she manages to restore power is one of his finest pieces of timing and malicious nerve, whilst 

the sudden reappearance of the tyrannosaurus at the very end as deus-ex-machina is ridiculous on 

some levels, but tremendous on others. Moreover, the loose, rolling structure of Jurassic 
Park allowed Spielberg and his team to cram the film with throwaway touches until the film is as 

textured with jokes and visual flourishes as a MAD Magazine page. The tyrannosaurus‘s yawing 

mouth glimpsed in a rearview mirror with the message, ―Objects In Mirror Are Closer Than They 

Appear.‖ Nedry disposing of a handful of shaving cream on a piece of apple pie. Strands of DNA 

code projected onto a marauding raptor‘s face. Hammond crowing, ―We spared no expense!‖ as 

perpetual B-movie actor Richard Kiley‘s voice emanates as tour guide from speakers. Hot starlet 

sprawled on a zebra skin embodying the call of the wild and Robert Oppenheimer puffing a pipe 

with warning warring for attention around Nedry‘s computer space. The little dance of action Alan 

performs in trying to escape Tim‘s yammering enthusiasm. Repurposing the Woody Woodpecker 

cartoon from Destination Moon (1951) as explain-it-all short of the Jurassic Park ride 

experience—a deep cut of referential wit as well as a perfect expository device. Lex with a 

spoonful of jelly starting to shake like the proverbial when she spies an interloping raptor. And, of 

course, that capstone flourish of the roaring T-Rex with a poster reading ―When Dinosaurs Ruled 

the Earth‖ ribboning before the beast‘s all-too-genuinely renascent power. 

 

 



 
 

 

The achievement of Jurassic Park, both devious and ardent, is that it litters such touches around 

with abandon and feeds up a significant portion of its cast as dinosaur chow, and yet still manages 

to close out with a feeling of the sublime. The final frames offer a feeling of conciliation, 

acceptance, and still-bubbling curiosity rather than fear and retreat, as Alan gazes out at gliding 

seabirds with a new sense of life in its value, both his own and the kids he‘s learned to care for, 

and the overall continuum that defines species and evolution. John Williams, who provided one of 

his best scores here, dusts proceedings with a sense of grandeur, even a hint of the elegiac, 

fleshing out this grace-note that suggests it‘s precisely what terrifies us that often draws us back in 

deeper curiosity and need for understanding. This pivot of comprehension, moreover, backs up an 

aspect of the tale represented by Malcolm and his cautions against arrogance, and Alan and Ellie‘s 

inquisitive and celebratory mindset. Jurassic Park is a tale of forces inimical to human conceit and 

the dangers of unfettered experimentation, and yet it finally manages to affirm the yearning spirit 

and the act of scientific inquiry as one of personal conviction. For Spielberg, it allowed him to 

tether his light and dark sides together with ease and pointed the way to the future. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

The Time Machine (1960) 
 

Director: George Pal 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

The 1950s saw the first real boom in cinematic science fiction, and those genre halcyon days owed 

much to George Pal. The Hungarian-born filmmaker had made his name working in the German 

film industry before the Nazis came to power with a series of shorts linking music and a clever 

brand of animation he developed known as Puppetoons. After he moved to the U.S. and started 

working in Hollywood, he captured an Oscar for his shorts in 1943 before eventually turning to 

feature production with the 1950 fantasy film The Great Rupert, helmed by actor-turned-director 

Irving Pichel. Pal and Pichel quickly followed it up with a more ambitious project extrapolating 

cutting-edge scientific concepts, most of which were still purely theoretical, about what space 

travel would be like and turning them into a movie titled Destination Moon (1950). Not the best of 

the scifi work of the era and not quite the first, Destination Moon nonetheless renewed the 

template for a brand of realistic science fiction first touched on by Fritz Lang two decades earlier 

with The Woman in the Moon (1929), and proved the catalyst for an eruption of interest in all 

things fantastical and futuristic that would cram movie screens for the next few years. Pal, who 

seemed to harbour ambitions to emulate his Paramount Pictures stablemate, Cecil B. DeMille, as a 

maker of grandiose entertainments, soon produced two more works still familiar to anyone who 

loves the genre: When Worlds Collide (1951) and War of the Worlds (1953), based on the H. G. 

Wells novel. His brand came to grief with Conquest of Space (1955), an attempt to return 

to Destination Moon‘s template of hard scifi that was generally rejected as hokey and clumsy, 

although now its ambition and fumbling attempts at a poetic understanding of space flight now 

look far more prescient. 

 

 



 
 

 

Pal didn‘t make another film for three years, and when he did, it came as a straight fantasy for 

MGM, tom thumb (1958), with Pal himself directing for the first time. The film‘s success allowed 

him to return to scifi with a second raid on the works of H. G. Wells, this time the 1895 

novella The Time Machine. Wells‘ role in shaping the very concept of science fiction is hard to 

overestimate. If his predecessors and fellow progenitors Mary Shelley, Edgar Allan Poe, and Jules 

Verne opened up the strange new landscapes of speculative interest, the former pair as a psychic 

vista of strangeness and anxiety, and the latter with a grasp on the potential of machinery, Wells 

synthesised their approaches and used his real scientific learning to start writing stories that 

investigated a certain driving idea to a logical end, with his real dramatic and poetic gifts used to 

shade and guide. Wells was eventually frustrated by the way his early, short, sensational writings 

overshadowed his more literary and philosophical output even before his death in 1945. His most 

famous tales also defied easy filming, as they tend to be shaped more like travelogues through 

certain conceptual universes rather than as propulsive narratives. Pal, however, had no problem 

overseeing their conversion into forceful blood-and-thunder yarns. 

 

 

 
 

 

Partly for this reason, Pal‘s approach to scifi has often been divisive for genre fans in spite of his 

films‘ iconic status, as he popularised the form by emphasising elements general audiences could 

grasp and relate to at the expense of more radical aspects: When Worlds Collide and War of the 
Worlds are littered with invocations of the biblical and parochial in contrast to the more difficult, 

sceptical, acidic impulses scifi in its literary form was just starting to contemplate. Yet Pal and his 
various stable directors had a grasp on the essence of scifi in the popular mindset as a place of vast 

frontiers, grand promise, and outsized threat: When Worlds Collide and War of the 



Worlds successfully visualised the new awareness of the Atomic Age as a place of both possibility 

and dread in fervent colours and big-type dramatic reflexes. By 1960, the zeitgeist was changing, 

and Pal took on The Time Machine with a mellower, more thoughtful palate, if also still happily 

leaping into adventure territory when the time came. Pal saw scifi through the eyes of a man 

whose life had been shaped by his love of constructing and manipulating his Puppetoons, a 

modern take on an old mechanistic craft with its roots based on middle Europe‘s folk cultures as a 

new-age wing of the old fairy tale book; unsurprisingly, his next work as director was to be an 

exploration of the legacy of the Brothers Grimm. The Time Machine manages to be both 

thoughtful and wistful, but also childlike in its sense of the possible and glee in the process of the 

impossible. 

 

 

 
 

 

The film‘s prologue, a series of gently ticking, drifting clocks in the void giving way to the 

drumming thunder of Big Ben, has a beguilingly poetic quality that infuses the rest of the film, 

which looks both backwards and forwards with both youthful joie de vivre and an autumnal 

sweetness. In this regard, Pal‘s visuals are inestimably aided by Russell Garcia‘s scoring, with 

sound and image in deep accord in exploring the way the past and the future are another country. 

As later transposers of Wells‘ art would also do, Pal and screenwriter David Duncan wove Wells 

himself and his ideas into his tale, essentially presenting the anonymous time traveller of the book 

as Wells himself, or the version of himself he presented through his writing—a thoughtful 

dreamer and pacifist out of step with the coldly pragmatic mindset of the late Victorian age. Pal 

also reset the story at the moment of a great pivot, in the last week of the 19th century, charged 

with intimations of a farewell and a new beginning attendant to every change of year with the 

special dimension of one world about to give way to another. The book‘s recounted narrative is 

retained, as kindly Scots merchant Robert Filby (Alan Young) and other members of a circle of 

friends, gruff Dr. Hillyer (a glorious character turn by Sebastian Cabot), boozy Bridewell (Tom 

Helmore), and stuffy Kemp (Whit Bissell), await dinner with their inventor friend George Wells 

(Rod Taylor) in his house. Increasingly irked by George‘s absence, the men sit down to dinner 

served up by the housekeeper, Mrs. Watchett (Doris Lloyd), only for George to appear, bloodied, 

shattered, and dishevelled. 

 

 



 
 

 

George, fortified by wine and Filby‘s assurances that he has ―all the time in the world,‖ begins to 

recount the strange adventure he‘s had since he last talked to them. A flashback takes them to their 

last meeting, on New Year‘s Eve, during which George tried to thrill and impress his friends with 

a demonstration of a miniature version of a time machine he‘s built. The small machine seemed to 

work perfectly, but his friends chose to dismiss it as a conjuring trick. Hillyer and Kemp instead 

prodded George to turn his efforts towards more practical ideas to serve military applications, 

whilst Filby feared the machine on a more fundamental level, warning his friend that it‘s not a 

good idea to tempt the laws of providence. Frustrated by their lack of belief and understanding, 

and appalled by more grim news from the Boer War, George arranged for the dinner a week in the 

future before heading to his laboratory and climbing into the full-sized version of the time 

machine, determined to brave all dangers and explore the future in his conviction it will prove to 

be the place where his dreams become common reality. 

 

 

 
 

 

The Time Machine chose to take on its source novel in the period during which it was written and 

employ the odd and fascinating spectacle of super-sophisticated machinery built in a Victorian 

fashion. In doing so, The Time Machine‘s eponymous creation, a glorious thing of brass curves, 

plush red velvet and blinking multicoloured lights, became one prototype for the subgenre today 

called Steampunk. The Time Machine wasn‘t the first work to render a scifi classic in period, as a 

handful of Verne adaptations in previous years—Richard Fleischer‘s 20,000 Leagues Under the 

Sea (1954), Byron Haskin‘s From the Earth to the Moon (1958), and Henry Levin‘s Journey to 
the Centre of the Earth (1959)—had already exploited the charm and colour of retro 

conceptualism. But that choice was more felicitous in making The Time Machine because of the 



nature of its narrative and its themes, and because although submarines and spaceships now 

existed, the idea of a time machine could still be illustrated in a charmingly vague way. George‘s 

time travels didn‘t have to be entirely imagined, and the contrast between his ideals and the reality 

of the new scientific age could be described, with an extra dimension of introspection from a 

1960s perspective. 

 

 

 
 

 

First and foremost, George‘s plunge into what he calls ―the fourth dimension‖ is both illustrated 

by and analogous with Pal‘s own love of ingenious showmanship, visualising time travel through 

the basic building blocks of cinema itself—stop-motion and time-lapse photography—and replete 

with good-humoured flourishes, like the mannequin in Filby‘s store window who becomes 

George‘s unageing friend and barometer of shockingly changing tastes in fashion. George‘s first 

stop in future time brings not just the chuffing oddness of a horseless carriage, but also a harsh 

taste of loss, as he sees Filby wearing a military uniform, only to learn to his sorrow that this is 

Filby‘s grown son James (Young again), whose father has died in the trenches of World War I. 

George takes away one salve: Filby, who controlled George‘s estate, refused to sell the house out 

of faith that one day George would ―return.‖ 

 

 

 
 

 

George despondently returns to his machine and presss on, experiencing his house‘s destruction 

during the Blitz before stopping again presumably in the later 1960s, when atomic war has broken 
out. Again George is confronted by the sight of people fleeing to air raid shelters, and again meets 

James Filby in a military role, only this time he‘s a silver-suited, white-haired air raid warden 



urging people to safety, astounded by George‘s youthful appearance. The sight of an atomic 

missile drives Filby away even as Geroge begs him for conversation, and George barely survives 

the horror of an atomic explosion and the volcanic eruption it sets off. He climbs into his time 

machine and just manages to avoid being roasted by lava. Instead, he is walled inside a rock form 

for millennia. 

 

 

 
 

 

When the rock wears away, he surveys a marvellously new green Earth where a sublime harmony 

seems to have evolved between human structures and the elements. He stops his machine 

suddenly, causing it to careen out of control, topple over and knock George out. He awakens to 

find himself close to a strange, Sphinxlike building, and when he begins to explore the landscape, 

finds it an Edenic place with apparently no one to share it, the huge, super-moderne buildings 

nearby uninhabited and run down. Finally, he does encounter other people, a bunch of wan, 

blonde, innocent and yet also almost pathologically indolent folk who call themselves the Eloi. 

George has to save one woman he sees close to drowning in a river under the blasé gaze of her 

friends. George makes the acquaintance of the woman, who says her name is Weena (Yvette 

Mimieux), and slowly begins to plumb the strangeness of the society he‘s presented with. 

 

 

 
 

 

The greatest qualities of The Time Machine become apparent in George‘s headlong journey 

through time, experiencing his own erasure from history, the death of friends, and the calamities 
awaiting humankind thanks to our inability to learn lessons, all with steadily drooping enthusiasm. 

Pal grasps intuitively the action of time travel not just as discovery, but also as tragedy, as George 



finds himself doomed to witness looping events and scenes of loss and destruction, until finally, 

when the rock encasing him and his machine breaks apart, he seems to behold a gorgeous new 

future. But there are also peculiar proofs of faith, as when George finds that what was his old 

house has been turned into a park dedicated by James to his father‘s love for his friend. There‘s a 

striking intimacy and humanity to much of the film, for example, when George realises Filby has 

remained behind after his disappointing demonstration to talk, or George‘s interactions with 

Weena, who gropes towards an understanding of him and the apple of necessary, but painful 

knowledge he brings to her Eden. When he arrives in the future he so dearly wants to see, his 

pleasure in what he sees is steadily worn down to a state of furious disillusion: the underlying 

truth about the Eloi and the strange beings that lurk in the darkness they call the Morlocks 

eventually proves utterly horrifying, but, in a way, less depressing to a man like George, who finds 

himself shocked and outraged when he finds the Eloi have allowed what‘s left of the human 

intellectual inheritance to petrify and crumble away as they live happily in the sun eating the 

bounties provided to them without question or heed. 

 

 

 
 

 

Wells set out with The Time Machine to disassemble the precious, barely questioned idealism of 

the high Victorian period, an idealism that had much in common with the 1950s variety—an 

official faith in the future with a vibrating anxiety over change and threat beneath it all. He took 

the still fresh and prickly notion of evolution, whose great proponent, Julian Huxley, had been one 

of Wells‘ teachers, and applied it mirthlessly to the satirical idea that if allowed to continue, the 

stratification of society would eventually lead to two entirely different posthuman species, the 

Eloi, descendants of a leisure class, and the Morlocks, subterranean workers who, in a twist of 

brute sarcasm, have become farmers treating the Eloi as free-range cattle and living on their flesh. 

Pal and Duncan tweaked this concept to look squarely at the idea not just as a permutation of 

Victorian labour relations, but also as a distant echo of life in the 20th century: the Morlocks 

round up their flocks of Eloi by blasting out the sounds of air raid sirens that draw the Eloi 

underground. The Eloi have essentially become children, afraid of the dark and blithe about what 

supports their lifestyle, but George‘s arrival quickly coaxes deeper reflexes from Weena. She 

braves the terrors of the night to warn him about the Morlocks as he searches for his machine, 

which he finds has been dragged within the Sphinx. George and Weena spend a night hunkered 

before a fire after one of the Morlocks has attacked her, but fortunately, the monsters prove 

vulnerable to bright light and a good right hook. 

 

 



 
 

 

The Time Machine treads campy territory in trying to present the Eloi like a mob of listless, young 

Hollywood ingénues and beach bums (that Mimieux also starred in the same year‘s Where the 

Boys Are amplifies the association), whilst also interestingly prescient on the oncoming age of the 

counterculture and its history-reboot philosophy, a movement which had much in common with 

the onset of many similar ideas in the Victorian age that Wells himself often espoused. There is 

stinging power in the moment when George, led to a collection of books kept by the Eloi by one 

of their number, realises the Eloi have let their cultural inheritance decay and literally turn to dust, 

and the previously idealistic and forward-looking savant is appalled and disillusioned to a 

crushing degree: ―At least I can die amongst men!‖ he bellows in offense before abandoning his 

attempts to plumb the Eloi culture, because there is none. It‘s also hard to deny that on at least one 

level, the film devolves into a Boy‘s Own tale of two-fisted adventure and revolt as George proves 

the threat of the Morlocks is only as strong as they‘re allowed to be. But the future sequences of 

the film have a similar mood of stripped-down mythos that would later sustain definitive genre TV 

works like Star Trek and early Doctor Who. In this regard and more, The Time Machine feels like 

a vital transitional moment in scifi cinema, mediating the chitinous forms of ‘50s scifi and the 

brand that would dominate for the next 15 years or so in English-language scifi filmmaking—

looking more closely at human society, its past and present, through the prisms of parable. 

 

 

 
 

 

The soul-searching that often bubbled as subtext in ‗50s scifi films here hatches and becomes 

overt, contemplating the modern inheritance both as one of wonder, but also cringing fear of what 
terrors it had conjured. The Eloi living space has the quality of being at once futuristic and 

distantly mythical. The drama turns inward as it contemplates humanity‘s fate with an early 



intimation of the idea of dystopia, a substrata of the genre that‘s still powerful, often playing out in 

extrapolated versions of high modernist architectural environs and evoking common pasts as 

decayed and neglected memories, and plied with a dusting of fable as here, including the likes of 

THX-1138 (1971), Zardoz (1974), Rollerball (1975), and Logan’s Run (1976). The headier, 

questioning aspect of the film seeds many more genre directions, not the least of which was the 

time travel idea itself, one barely tackled in cinema before this, but which has become an oft-

iterated theme in works as diverse as Back to the Future (1985) and Primer (2004). The haunting 

quality Pal manages to invest in the film continues to recur, especially powerful and poignant in 

the sequence when Weena leads George to a place where the remains of human civilisation still 

persist, the voices of men in ages past recorded on spinning rings reporting tales of bleak decline 

and death; pointedly, both voices heard are Paul Frees, who had loaned his stentorian tones to War 

of the Worlds as the definitive voice of futurism, now reporting as the ghost of ages lost in a 

sublime distillation of the scifi creed in a totemic moment: ―My name is no consequence. The 

important thing you should know is that I am the last who remembers when each of us, man and 

woman, made his own decision.‖ 

 

 

 
 

 

The lingering shadow of the ‘50s monster movie still pervades The Time Machine, as the glowing-

eyed Morlocks try to snatch Weena. But Pal still manages to generate a weird and tense 

atmosphere, as when George witnesses the Eloi responding to the Morlock siren call and then 

descends into their underground works to rescue Weena and in a gleeful action climax as George 

battles the cannibalistic, humanoid Morlocks, having discovered the gruesome secret in a room 

littered with human bones by exploiting their great weakness, their fear of bright light. A 

particular likeness has long intrigued me about this sequence and the way it connects to Pal‘s 

earlier career and background: Garcia‘s music in places sounds awfully reminiscent of Igor 

Stravinsky‘s score for his famous ballet The Firebird, suggesting Pal might well have taken 

inspiration from that work and its roots in Slavic and Hungarian mythology, and evoking Pal‘s 

own musical reflexes from his Puppetoon days. Certainly Pal had long been fascinated with the 

classic battery of fairy tales and had adapted several as shorts. This connection makes perfect 

sense to me, as the story is essentially the same, with George cast as the pure hero descending into 

a stygian underground to fight the demons and steal back a captive princess, fending off evil with 

light, and the time machine itself cast as the firebird, the vessel of transformative power. And as 

silly as George‘s battle with the Morlocks is in a way, it‘s still a genuinely gripping sequence with 

a great physicality, particularly as Pal‘s eye is strong here, with the nightmarish image of the 

Morlocks advancing on their penned-up intended meals. The film‘s corniest moment is also a 

highlight—an effete Eloi mans up and wallops one of the Morlocks in the back as it throttles 

George, saving his life. 

 
 



 
 

 

A few good socks to the jaw and some fiery brands fortunately prove enough to give the Morlocks 

hell, being as they are used to victims who don‘t fight back. George is able to rescue Weena and 

some of the other Eloi, blowing up part of the underground city, and a new dawn seems at hand. 

But the Morlocks set a trap for George, luring him into the Sphinx with his time machine and then 

closing the doors, separating him from Weena and forcing him to fight for his life before he 

manages to escape in time, first travelling forward, witnessing the gruesome decomposition of a 

Morlock he killed, a surprisingly graphic and spectacular visual punch for 1960. George finally 

returns to his own time to keep his date with his friends. His only proof for his story is a flower 

given to him by Weena, and again he is disbelieved, taken by his friends as an attempt to break 

into the penny dreadful market. At the last, Filby hears the time machine revving up again after 

George has dragged it back in from the garden and repositioned it in the laboratory so he can 

reappear outside the Sphinx before Weena. 

 

 

 
 

 

It‘s appropriate that the last notes of The Time Machine return to that mood of wistful longing and 

questioning as Filby is left contemplating his friend‘s resolve when he and Mrs. Watchett notice 

George took three books to the future with him, leaving it up to the audience to divine which three 

books they were. This provides a lovely little supernal flourish that closes off the film on just the 

right note, again nudging the fablelike with the tiniest signs of human nature—a flower in Filby‘s 
hand, a space on a bookshelf, the lights switching off in a house whose owner will never return, 

and a man shuffling off in the snow back to his family—proffered as transcendental totems. 



 

 

The cast of the film lived long and well. When Rod Taylor and more recently Alan Young died, I 

could not help but think, ―You have all the time in the world.‖ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Zardoz (1974) 
 

Director/Screenwriter: John Boorman 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

The success of Deliverance (1972) turned John Boorman into a major figure on the cinematic 

landscape and gave him the opportunity to do almost anything he wanted. Almost. He first tried to 

realise an adaptation of J.R.R. Tolkien‘s The Lord of the Rings, and after the potential expense 

scuppered that project, Boorman remained excited by the idea of tackling an invented, fantastical 

world. An idea had come to him for a tale set in a distant future where extreme science fiction 

ideas could commingle with motifs and atmosphere out of mythology, the realm to which his 

thoughts were increasingly turning as he contemplated the unease of humanity with itself and the 

world. The result, Zardoz, has been an extremely divisive work since it was released. 

 

 

 
 

 

There‘s no doubting that if Boorman had set out to make a film that would dazzle and provoke 

some and strike others as bewildering and absurd, he could not have done better than what he 

managed with Zardoz. Aspects of the film, like the mantra ―The gun is good, the penis is evil‖ and 

the sight of Sean Connery in a red loincloth, have even retained a kind of decontextualized fame, 
still eternally provocative to the adolescent mindset often pervading the internet. From its very 

first moments, Zardoz announces its strangeness, its odd humour, and its sly understanding of 

itself as a postmodern trip through the idea of myth-making. A man‘s face hovers in the darkness, 



drifting closer to the screen, playing the chorus to the tale he himself is author of, protagonist in, 

and creation for. He is Arthur Frayn (Niall Buggy), made up like a Renaissance actor‘s take on an 

alchemist or a pharaoh, confessing quickly that he, too, is just another made-up character for a tale 

before asking the audience, ―And you, poor creature—who conjured you out of the clay? Is God in 

show business too?‖ 

 

 

 
 

 

Frayn has many secrets to be unveiled in the course of Zardoz, not least of which is that he is the 

title character, or at least pretends to be. As in any good myth, the death of a god is the pivotal act. 

In the postapocalyptic wastes of 2293, Zardoz is glimpsed floating high above the desolate Earth, 

a flying machine fashioned to resemble the bust of a fearsome godhead and worshipped by the 

remnant human population known as Brutals. Zardoz preaches a grim testament, encouraging his 

followers to take up the creed as anointed holy warriors who call themselves Exterminators and 

wear masks based on Zardoz. These adherents have been charged with killing their fellow humans 

to wipe the infesting remnant of their species from the face of the world. Zardoz delivers them 

loads of guns for this purpose. But one of the loyal Exterminators, Zed (Connery), sneaks into the 

godhead when it lands and discovers it‘s actually a kind of hovering aircraft loaded with goods 

and stores and people in suspended animation, and captained by Frayn. Zed shoots Frayn, who 

falls from the craft. The Zardoz head lands in an enclosed commune, one of several scattered 

about the countryside, called the Vortex. Shielded by invisible force fields, the Vortex is an oasis 

of green and summery pleasantness in the otherwise forsaken land. Zed explores the Vortex and 

enters one of the houses, a seemingly ordinary country house littered with keepsakes and relics 

from a forgotten world. He discovers a miraculous crystal on a ring that projects Frayn‘s image 

and links to a supercomputer that answers all of Zed‘s questions—except for the truly important 

ones. Zed is soon discovered and apprehended by the inhabitants of the Vortex, dubbed the 

Eternals, a collective of humans who have, thanks to advanced science, achieved life stasis, 

effectively making them immortal. Even Frayn, dead at Zed‘s hand, is already being regrown, his 

foetus suspended in plastic in the laboratories of the Vortex. 

 

 

 
 

 



Zed finds himself the object of both curiosity and fear amongst the Eternals, representing as he 

does everything the Eternals have managed to reject or suborn—death, danger, sexuality, extreme 

feeling. The imperious Consuella (Charlotte Rampling) wants him quickly disposed of, but 

inquisitive scientist May (Sara Kestelman) wants to study him and learn what changes have been 

wrought on ordinary humans by the two centuries of struggle and privation that have passed since 

the Eternals last deigned to study them. May gets her way when the question is put to a vote, and 

is given three weeks for analysis before he‘s terminated. 

 

 

 
 

 

Zed soon begins to discover that the Vortex is hardly the model of fraternity and tranquillity the 

Eternals like to pretend it is. One Eternal, Friend (John Alderton), takes charge of Zed and 

introduces him to some of the more chilling aspects of life in this hippy commune of the damned. 

Immortality torments many of the Eternals. Petty acts of rebellion and dissent are common—

mostly just to break up the atmosphere of noble boredom—and are punished with forced ageing. 

Some of the most extreme cases, labelled Renegades, have been doomed to permanent old age and 

senility. Others, robbed of the natural drives of sex and sleep, which have been replaced by group 

trances and meditation, have become walking near-catatonics called Apathetics. One Eternal is 

tried and sentenced to be aged five years after he confesses to loathing everyone and the world 

around them, and Friend himself is soon also weeded out when he refuses to join the others in a 

trance. Zed later finds him haggard and grey, banished with the other reprobates. 

 

 

 
 

 

The Eternals can‘t govern their own life and death cycles because they deliberately erased the 

knowledge of how to disable the supercomputer that runs the Vortex, referred to as the 

Tabernacle. The computer controls the processes that regenerate them, and to which they are 

linked through crystalline devices implanted in their foreheads that also give them strong psychic 

powers. In return, the Tabernacle has absorbed aspects of all their personalities and has taken on 

something like a will of its own. 

 

 



 
 

 

Zardoz remains one of the most original, bold, and heady of science fiction films, a dense and 

wilfully eccentric piece of movemaking made in amidst the dying fall of a moment in popular 

cinema when a filmmaker could create something like this on a relatively big budget with one of 

the biggest acting stars in the world. It occasionally feels like a punch aimed right at 2001: A 

Space Odyssey‘s (1968) frigid, Apollonian, faux-deistic crotch; stands as the frantically onanistic, 

Borges-reading father to The Matrix (1999); makes a little sport of Planet of the Apes (1968) along 

the way; and grazes territory staked out by TV‘s The Prisoner (1967-68). Boorman‘s fixations and 

mature style, bubbling under the surface of his earlier works, broke out in the most vivid and 

personal fashion. The dark underworlds and beckoning islets of eternity and paradises begging to 

be gate-crashed glimpsed in Point Blank (1967), Hell in the Pacific, and Deliverance here became 

Boorman‘s focal points, looking forward to the oddball mythopoeic stuff of The Exorcist II: The 

Heretic (1977), Excalibur (1981), and The Emerald Forest (1984). Whilst themes of apocalyptic 

adaptation and cordoned-off lifestyle management concurred with a host of works in the same 

period and point forward to many more, Zardoz is more purposefully abstracted and spreads its 

roots farther and more deeply. Boorman tackles many an essential scifi concern and field of 

intellectual battle, from the underpinnings of religion to the purpose of free will and the battle 

between brute impulses and higher intelligence, and studying them with fierce concentration until 

all merge and blur, revealed as facets of the same Ouroboroslike concern of death and life 

entwined. 

 

 

 
 

 

Zed‘s role is analogous with the corn gods of pagan Europe, making the film something of a 

riposte to the sarcastic use of the old religion in The Wicker Man (1973), as Boorman‘s fascination 

with pantheistic ideas and practices began to dominate his thinking. Not for nothing does Zed 

emerge from corn inside Frayn‘s craft. Death and rebirth as constant cycle is taken as the 

inescapable fact of existence in Zardoz, a fact the Eternals, whose yearning towards transcendence 

of time has become a self-crucifying joke, deny. In this fashion, Zed is introduced as the death 

urge incarnate, but his person bespeaks the crude virility of an eternal frontier, fostered apparently 

by Frayn in the guise of Zardoz as a warden culling the last of a benighted species. But more is 

going on than any one character understands, even Frayn, who has recently taken to teaching the 

Brutals how to farm and using the Exterminators to capture, enslave, and manage others for this 



end. The nominal purpose for this was to provide extra food for the increasing number of 

Apathetics and Renegades in the Vortex, but Frayn‘s deeper game is uncovered as May looks 

closely at Zed‘s physique and genetic structure. She learns, with no small amount of unease as 

well as yearning, that Frayn had deliberately fostered Zed‘s birth with selective breeding during 

his excursions into the wilds. Zed is the product of that breeding, a stable third-generation mutant, 

a new stage in evolution with perfect memory recall and other talents who only requires correct 

stimulus to bound past the Eternals in an evolutionary sense. But the power of the Tabernacle 

must be overcome if Zed can deliver what so many of the Eternals really want—death. 

Meanwhile, Consuella whips up a jihad after she catches May and Zed together in an embrace, 

inciting the other like-minded Eternals who want to fend off the doom Zed might bring. Zed‘s 

fellow Exterminators wait patiently beyond the border force field for the chance to move in. 

 

 

 
 

 

For all its teeming, trippy images conjured by a genuine cinematic talent, Zardoz‘s essentials have 

much in common with a brand of sparely illustrated, pseudo-naïf, idea-driven scifi very common 

on the page, but usually confined to TV. Boorman, armed with a solid budget and a formidable 

battery of technical collaborators, including cinematographer Geoffrey Unsworth, was able to film 

with the sweep, colour, and class usually withheld from this brand. Boorman‘s signal influences 

manifest throughout. Fellini is there in the use of masks and the atavistic evocations reminiscent 

of Satyricon (1969). Orson Welles registers in the final confrontation between Zed and the 

Tabernacle with a hall of mirrors sequence a la The Lady From Shanghai (1946), whilst other 

aspects are reminiscent of Welles‘ similarly out-of-time take on Macbeth (1948). Like Alejandro 

Jodorowsky‘s El Topo (1969), Zardoz finds new context for the hirsute machismo loose on 

Daliesque plains that defined Sergio Leone‘s spaghetti western in a surrealist frieze, with 

Connery‘s Zed cast as a gunslinger Neanderthal kicking in the door of the temple and ushering in 

a posthuman age. 

 

 

 
 

 

Perhaps it‘s a sign of Boorman‘s essential Englishness that even as he seems to be exacerbating 

science fiction‘s tendencies towards portentous self-seriousness he‘s also making a glorified sex 

comedy movie, a Carry On film with pleasant delusions of grandeur. Certainly it‘s a cinephile‘s 



joke that echoes throughout Zardoz, as it reveals roots in that evergreen work of popular 

mythology, The Wizard of Oz (1939), Boorman mocking himself as magic lantern artiste via 

Frayn‘s facetious sorcery and showmanship. Boorman also confessed to making the film when he 

was using hallucinogenic drugs, the kind of admission that seems too perfect in the face of the 

film‘s liquidinous textures and distorting visuals redolent of the psychedelic style at its ripest in 

feature film. Yet Zardoz is entirely coherent on a narrative level, if also unusually structured, 

delaying significant revelations and honouring many classic mythical texts with an in medias res 
gambit. 

 

 

 
 

 

Right from the opening shots of the floating head descending on the flocking 

Exterminators,Zardoz strikes and sustains a feeling of having been plucked out of any readily 

accessible reality and plunged into a zone far in the future or way back in the past, something out 

of shared Jungian dream-memory. Plato‘s Allegory of the Cave is crossbred with L. Frank Baum‘s 

intelligibly childlike and most assuredly American popular fairy tales, whose title gives the clue to 

the nature of the false god he dares to meet and then kill. This proves one of Frayn‘s mirthful but 

focused ploys, as he lures Zed into the experiential realm of reading and learning, only then to 

hand him the bitterness of disillusion through a copy of Baum‘s book, revealing not just the source 

of the name Zardoz, but also Frayn‘s method in posing as a god, offering the punch line to a 

tragically funny gag. The quality of political allegory Baum worked in his tale, warning everyone 

to beware seemingly awesome leaders with big voices, is reproduced and amplified by Boorman 

whilst also exploring the familiar scifi notion that technology looked at by someone without 

understanding would seem like magic. Frayn stirs the urge to rebel in Zed by forcing him and the 

other Exterminators to betray their creed before leading him through a series of tests and 

provocations designed to awaken the intellectual gifts Frayn‘s breeding efforts instilled in them. 

The sting of betrayal Zed carries with him even as he progresses through levels of being and 

understanding, from near-animal to superman, continues to define him, counterbalancing the 

torment of the Eternals, who have attempted to make themselves gods and found themselves 

instead permanently tethered to their own mortal impotence. ―Another dead end,‖ Friend reports 

to Zed when recalling their attempts to explore deep space. The chief scientist who led the mission 

to create the Vortex is now a withered and ancient being balanced perpetually on the edge of 

easeful death but never able to fall off. 

 

 



 
 

 

Zardoz‘s associations skid every which way, commenting as much on the fate of the 

counterculture intelligentsia of the 1970s as it does on scifi concepts, lampooning the era‘s utopian 

impulses and the evergreen human longing for a panacea against mortality, and a dark-tinted 

emotional autobiography from its writer-director, an extended jeremiad against attempts to deny 

the darker side of human nature and against that eternal target of British artists, the class system. 

Some of Zardoz‘s impulses, like the geriatric renegades being forced to dodder around a ballroom 

floor in ruffled formal dress in a gruesome caricature of a retirement home at Christmas time, have 

the quality of surreal but recognisable musing on contemporary denial of mortality. There‘s also 

the allusive sense Boorman was trying to grasp of the nature of nostalgia, planted in a waning 

memory of a different age of parents and grandparents and his own youth in a hermetic suburban 

environment he described as ―comfortably smug.‖ The final shot of Zed and Consuella evokes the 

same flavour, at once mimicking a Renaissance artwork and a late-Victorian wedding photo, 

marking them out as both holy family and ghostly forebears. Boorman depicts the Eternals as a 

mob of immortal yet morally and emotionally phthisic Bloomsbury Set rejects acting out a genre 

transcription of a D. H. Lawrence parable and Zed roped in as a Webley-wielding Mellors to boff 

and beat some life into these stiffs. It might even be fair to call Zardoz a variation on H. G. 

Wells‘ The Time Machine told from the Morlock point of view: what use these Eloi anyway? A 

crucial flashback reveals the ranks of Eternals who have retained their sense of identity and 

purpose were all the youngest members of the commune, children of the scientists who created the 

Vortex and the Tabernacle: with less reference to the old way of life, the younger ones were able 

to adapt more readily. 

 

 

 
 

 

Of course, one reason Zardoz still has to fight for its place at the table is the way it puts sexuality 

front and centre: scifi is one genre where the Id and Eros are usually channelled into solidly 

delineated forms, but Zardoz, as well as exemplifying a certain blithe, very ‘70s approach to 

nudity, is deeply concerned with the place of sex in human identity and its future and as the 

essence of the life urge wound inextricably with death. Boorman‘s defiantly eroticised approach 

manifests also in his sexualisation of his lead actor. This culminates in a hilarious and erotically 

potent moment when Connery is presented swathed in bridal dress and veil as the geriatrics 

smuggle him past the marauding Eternals, and later, when the great phallic monster becomes 



whore to a bevy of seed-seeking, would-be witch queens and lady madonnas. Zed‘s sweat is an 

elixir that stirs the Apathetics to life and group snogging. The Eternals are gelded in their 

immortal state, but still fascinated by Zed‘s sexuality, as his memories constantly refer back to 

adventures in rape and rutting out in the wilds. When Consuella tries to provoke erotic reactions in 

Zed with pornographic images, she finds he‘s more aroused by her immediate person. S&M 

motifs bubble up as Zed becomes Friend‘s ponyboy and finds himself uninterested in the wealth 

of utterly blasé sex objects presented by the Apathetics. Consuella is one part Vestal priestess 

guarding a forbidden zone from all but a touch of the divine, one part snooty princess in need of a 

good rogering as she proclaims sexuality the force that ―so degraded woman and so betrayed 

men,‖ and glares icily at Zed‘s erection. She accidentally breaks her own cage and finds she has 

transformed herself into her enemy. When she finds Zed under her knife, a claiming of potency 

that ironically destroys the very point of what she was fighting for, she stirs the newly enlightened 

Zed to quote Nietzsche‘s famous epigram about the fate of those who fight monsters too long. 

 

 

 
 

 

Connery supports Zardoz on his shoulders in the same way Charlton Heston used to prop up 

historical epics, with the film in part simply transposing the dichotomous mystique of James Bond 

as both ultimate lover and ultimate killer, the pure primitive man wrapped in the complete 

civilised man, and throwing the twinned image into heightened contrast. Connery, happily tossing 

away the wig that dogged his later turns as the spy yet still possessed of formidable physical 

presence, gives one of his best performances, conceding to Boorman‘s exploitation of him as both 

irrepressible in his masculinity and also the constant subversion and mockery of it. Zed is, 

alternately, a shy beast, a natural titan, a flailing thing, and, finally, a human being or better. 

Connery‘s presence also fills in a Lee Marvin-shaped hole in Boorman‘s vision, as Zed recalls 

Walker of Point Blank, a similarly primeval power who nonetheless constantly finds himself 

battered and bewildered by the forces of civilisation (although I can‘t help but wonder if Boorman 

might even have liked to cast a black actor in the role; put Jim Brown or the like in the part and 

imagine the fur that would‘ve flown). Zed speaks wistfully of losing his innocence when his mind 

was activated, and finally finds himself notably impotent in one way by the end, when he can no 

longer use his gun: intelligence has given him morality, but removed pure will. Consuella‘s war 

against Zed conceals her own powerful desire for him with a hunger that transcends not merely the 

social demarcations after she describes May‘s interest in him as bestiality, but also the powerful 

death wish that has overcome the other Eternals, and at the very moment when she has the chance 

to kill Zed finds instant, transfiguring accord with him (another recurring Boorman motif, the 

couple that falls in love at the drop of a hat). Rampling‘s lethal jade gaze was never better-suited 

to a role. 

 

 



 
 

 

Boorman‘s answer to Kubrick‘s stargate trip is an equally magisterial, but even more deeply 

strange and gaudily colourful sequence in which Zed agrees to impregnate May and her cadre of 

like-minded women in the Vortex so they can carry away the next generation of humanity and 

repopulate the world; in exchange, they agree to use a teaching technique employing touch, 

psychic induction, and the crystals that allow them to tap the Tabernacle‘s resources. Insemination 

of womb is rhymed to insemination of mind, illustrated in projections cast upon rutting bodies and 

naked frames and philosophies and poesy dropping from lips, an inheritance of intellect entwined 

with the flesh. Boorman attempts nothing less than an affirmation of the virility of one in terms of 

the other, an attempt to punch through the mind-spirit-body schism that has often defined and 

afflicted the western mindset. Here, too, Boorman‘s influence also makes itself plainest, aspects of 

his creativity echoing through later works by filmmakers as diverse as Derek Jarman, Peter 

Greenaway, Ben Wheatley, Terrence Malick, Terence Davies, and particularly, Terry Gilliam, all 

of whom would try in diverse ways to explore similarly the perpetually uneasy relationship 

between the immediacy of experience and the inescapability of physical being and the inheritance 

of culture, teasing the edges of abstraction in the process. Meanwhile, the anointed messiah figure 

has found a new life in many a more soothing setting, from Star Wars (1977) to Superman (1978) 

to The Matrix and the Marvel superhero roster, mostly robbed not just of sexuality, but of simple 

connection to other human beings. 

 

 

 
 

 

Zed arrives near the end of his journey and takes on the Tabernacle, which torments him with the 

fragments of the people who form part of its makeup and, finally, Zed‘s own doppelganger, which 

he kills in symbolic defeat of the machine. Zed emerges from the battle with authentic psychic 

power. Confronted by the Eternals whipped into a frenzy that has turned self-consuming as they 

smash the cultural inheritance they‘re supposed to be protecting, Zed is able to shunt them from 

his path and telekinetically repair the statues they‘ve vandalised—the capstone for Zed‘s shift 

from destroyer to restorer. Zed and Consuella flee to the wilds and mate in the felled Zardoz head 

whilst the Eternals finally meet their fates at the hands of invading Exterminators, who are all too 

happy to answer their gleeful demands for death in an orgy of killing, including the newly restored 

Frayn and Friend, revealed as collaborators in the project of creating a force strong enough to 

break the Vortex. 



 

 

 
 

 

The film‘s coda is at once peculiarly funny and deeply sad as Boorman summarises the last/first 

family‘s future in a fixed shot lapping through time, Zed and Consuella ageing and withering as 

their son is born, grows, and leaves them. Their biological function fulfilled, they remain until 

they are only a pair of ragged skeletons holding hands. One of Boorman‘s major points here is one 

that we‘re never easy with, particularly in this day and age, and yet can never deny—that we are 

all momentary vessels of life and that individual identities ultimately mean much less than what 

we pass on. The very last image zeroes in on Zed and Consuella‘s hand prints on the wall of the 

cavern where they made their life, juxtaposed by Zed‘s gun. Humanity arose from Stone Age to 

Space Age and back, and now a new pivot has taken place. All that‘s ever left of anyone is the 

shape of their hand, outlined by paint on the stone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

The War of the Worlds (1953) 
 

Director: Byron Haskin 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

It seems now as if H.G. Wells‘ 1898 novel The War of the Worlds marked a vital moment not just 

in the evolution of science fiction as a literary mode, but maybe even of the modern 

consciousness. Wells contemplated the possibility that life not only might subsist beyond the 

confines of the Earth, but also might be intelligent and aggressive enough to attempt an invasion, 

displacing and annihilating humankind, in his tale of the inhabitants of Mars annexing the Earth 

with great technological advantage only to fall victim not to human ingenuity but to common 

microscopic infection. Wells was hardly the first writer to contemplate the possibility of alien life, 

but he ventured deep into speculative realms with both clear and ruthless logic and proper 

dramatic art, bundling together a panoply of concepts from his scientific learning and intellectual 

precepts to contemplate with such fervour and detail that it resembled reportage what such an 

event might feel like and how it might play out. Here was the new creed of scientific 

understanding reporting dragons on the fringes of its mental maps in the new vision of the Earth 

not as deistically guaranteed realm, but as mere bauble in the infinity of space, its human populace 

pretentious zoology. The most frightening reflexes apparent in Wells‘ thinking come not from any 

great leaps of imagination, but from consideration of events still playing out at the time Wells was 

writing in the processes of colonialism. Wells‘ narrator says of the Martians that descend upon 

Victorian Britain: 

 

 

“And before we judge them too harshly, we must remember what ruthless and utter destruction 
our own species has wrought, not only upon animals, such as the vanished bison and the dodo, but 



upon its own inferior races. The Tasmanians, in spite of their human likeness, were entirely swept 

out of out of existence in a war of extermination waged by European immigrants, in the space of 

fifty years. Are we such apostles of mercy as to complain if the Martians warred in the same 

spirit?” 
 

 

 
 

 

You couldn‘t ask for a cooler diagnosis of human inhumanity nor more sinister counsel that one 

day what went around might well come around. Wells also worked a variation on a popular pulp 

fiction theme of the day, the possibility of an invasion of England by a foreign power, 

necessitating valiant and gruelling battle in the green fields. This storytelling mode, although the 

basics have changed greatly over the years, remains the basis of a tremendous amount of popular 

culture: if the quiet and order of everyday life are disrupted by a destructive force from without, 

how will we rise to the challenge? But Wells gave it a nasty twist, confronting his then-

contemporary readership with the unsettling prospect of an enemy far more powerful and equally 

careless about things regarded as inferior. In addition to gifting his contemporaries a few chills, 

too, Wells‘ nightmarish tale, realised with force by illustrator Warwick Goble in the original 

serialised version that appeared in Pearson‘s Magazine, bequeathed to subsequent generations a 

dark and inquisitive strand of science fiction. 
 

 



 
 

 

The potency of Wells‘ vision has been recapitulated many times ever since. Even if the myth of 

the event far outstripped reality, Orson Welles certainly managed to burn his name into the mind 

of an audience for the first time with his legendary 1938 radio adaptation, pinning down the 

pensive mood of the prewar period with his docudrama conceit that, amongst other things, 

squarely updated the story with Martian craft landing in New Jersey. Film versions followed 

Welles‘ lead in this. The first cinematic realisation, produced by George Pal and directed by 

former special effects wizard turned ragged auteur Byron Haskin, encapsulated the mood of the 

early atomic age. If Pal‘s later adaptation of The Time Machine helped establish the iconography 

of Steampunk by retaining a delight in an antique vision of technology, The War of the 

Worlds resists such cutesiness; it remains eternally present-tense, an ideogram representing 

futurism‘s threat. Steven Spielberg‘s tilt, fifty years later, became a panoramic meditation on the 

post-9/11 mood. To a certain extent Spielberg‘s take stays truer to the source material, rendered as 

a bleak and savage travelogue where calamity is glimpsed in dazzling snatches and the nature of 

the invaders remains tantalisingly vague, creating a maelstrom of destruction from which its 

human protagonists emerge simply happy to know they‘re alive. 

 

 



 
 

 

But Pal and Haskin‘s version remains unavoidable: no science fiction film of its era is more 

emblematic. The dense and fleshy colours, ingenious sound design, the vistas of awesome 

violence and terrible beauty. Which is perhaps why The War of the Worlds still seems like the 

fount of so much modern scifi on screen, perhaps the most vital between Metropolis (1926) 

and2001: A Space Odyssey (1968). Most every alien invasion film owes it something of course, up 

to and including not just Spielberg‘s proper variation but also pop remixes like Roland 

Emmerich‘s Independence Day (1996). But the inflection is just as notable in the bold use of 

colour to create a visual lexicon redolent of the fantastical and otherworldly in subsequent works 

like Forbidden Planet (1956) and TV‘s Star Trek. The haunted, deserted vistas of Forrester‘s 

odyssey through a deserted Los Angeles look forward to a strand of post-apocalyptic cinema, 

from The World, the Flesh, and the Devil (1958) through to The Omega Man (1972) and even the 

Mad Max films. The film was to become an obsessive touchstone for several of the Movie Brat 

generation including Spielberg, Joe Dante, James Cameron, John Carpenter, Paul Verhoeven, and 

George Lucas, who surely absorbed the lesson that the film‘s use of sound to create credulity in 

the fantastic was as vital as its visuals. Mystery Science Theatre 3000 would name its mad 

scientist villain after Gene Barry‘s hero. Hell, it‘s even possible the oncoming styles of car design 

that fix the 1950s so accurately in the collective memory got some inspiration from the film‘s 

alien death machines. 

 

 



 
 

 

The War of the Worlds twists the 1950s‘ assertive and chrome-plated flash in upon itself in a 

pointed parable of jut-jawed heroism suddenly turned impotent, the worst fear of recently 

victorious and newly-hegemonic America encapsulated when even the omnipotent promise of the 

atomic bomb is rendered ineffective. The psychic frontiers of the Cold War, that paranoid and 

strange idealisation of the Communist threat as something lurking beyond frozen reaches looking 

out with cold intent at the rest of the world, found perfect enshrinement, but so too did the entire 

mood of the post-WWII world, a world of nerve-tingling oddness, of slippery, arrogant technology 

and weird new electronic sounds, insinuating their ways into everyone‘s lives. The age of ―super-

science‖ as Paul Frees‘ opening narration calls it was stirring much soul-searching and reflexive 

anxiety, finding expression in diverse terms, from the demagogic postures of Joe McCarthy to a 

new fashion for themes of historical empire-wrangling and religious struggle in cinema that 

played at the same time as a boom in science fiction‘s popularity, usually buried in historical epics 

kicked off the success of Cecil B. DeMille‘s Samson and Delilah (1949). The morality of that new 

age was still being defined, if indeed it could ever be defined after all in the wake of WWII‘s 

horrors. Little plays of responsibility would be played out in popular filmmaking for most of the 

decade. 

 

 



 
 

 

Close to the start of The War of the Worlds the innocent folk of rural California are seen queuing 

up to see Samson and Delilah. This seems partly an in-joke, as DeMille had planned a film of the 

Wells novel in the ‘30s, but also a statement of intent, for Pal seemed to harbour ambitions to 

become DeMille‘s successor and knew well his scifi brand had annexed zones of the epic and the 

mythical DeMille was used to occupying. And The War of the Worlds plays out in the same 

palette of infernal reds and cleansing blues as DeMille‘s later colour films, confirming its similar 

conceptualism of a Manichaean battle where the Enemy comes on with satanic, overwhelming 

force only to be finally stalled by ―the littlest creatures in God‘s creation.‖ Screenwriter Barré 

Lyndon had, several years before, helped give shape to the docudrama as a style that influenced a 

huge number of subsequent films with his script for The House on 92nd Street (1945), and he 

probably suggested the way this film announces itself, in the blaring terms of a wartime newsreel. 

Frees‘ dramatic intonations recount recent history as a series of brutal wars fought with weapons 

becoming exponentially stronger, orientating the 1953 audience in terms of immediate cultural 

reference akin to a modern day film taking a mockumentary approach, and bringing them to the 

threshold of ―the War of the Worlds.‖ 

 

 



 
 

 

As with Pal‘s other productions and much of Haskin‘s directorial oeuvre, however, stentorian 

import and martial clamour are balanced with an insistent edge of the poetic and interludes of 

quiet intensity working in diastolic alternation. This is immediately apparent in the evocative 

sequence after the opening credits, surveying the other planets of the solar system from the 

viewpoint of the mysterious, even unknowable and yet so strangely similar aliens. Sir Cedric 

Hardwicke‘s narration starts off with a slightly tweaked version of Wells‘ own writing (―No one 

would have believed in the middle of the twentieth century that human affairs were being watched 

keenly and closely…‖) whilst also shaded with a planetarium announcer‘s recounting of facts 

about the planets of the Sun such as James Dean would zone out from whilst considering the 

problems of life here on Earth a couple of years later: he knew the real aliens were parents and 

new kids in town. Here there remains something of the curiosity and excitement over the 

possibilities of the universe found in Pal‘s game-changing first scifi film Destination Moon 

(1950), even in the face of things that might destroy us. The film also implicitly, like Wells, notes 

the commonalities between the Martians, however ―vast, cool and unsympathetic‖ their intellects, 

and humankind as they behold the choices of the solar system, from roasted Mercury to frozen 

Pluto, and the planets in between, a range of limited choices for existential action illustrated with 

delirious colour and wonder. The Martian home world is glimpsed as a hive of super-modern 

structures amidst flurrying snow and ice, a bastion trying to hold out against climate change and 

dying resources. The perfection of the green Earth, ―eloquent of fertility,‖ is the inescapable fact 

for both human and Martian, and so the war of conquest and resistance is fated to start. 

 

 



 
 

 

In best Revelation style, a falling star brings Armageddon to Earth, a meteorite scorching its way 

through the evening sky and crashing in hills near the small California town of Linda Rosa. 

Volunteers rush to put out the brush fires the fallen colossus starts, whilst a local deputy (Frank 

Kreig) ventures up into the hills in search of three wise men: scientists from the (fictional) Pacific 

Institute of Technology up for an r‘n‘r session of fishing. One of the trio, Dr. Clayton Forrester 

(Gene Barry), descends to investigate the great space rock, which sits, glowering with heat, 

stirring dreams of avarice and enlargement in the locals, including one who bashes a shovel 

against the meteorite, hoping for gold, and others whose ambitions run more reasonably to fast 

food stands for Sunday driver traffic. Forrester encounters the pillars of the community including 

local pastor Dr Matthew Collins (Lewis Martin) and his librarian niece Sylvia van Buren (Ann 

Robinson). But the scientist‘s Geiger counter begins to tick as it detects radiation emanating from 

the meteorite, the devil‘s skin of the nuclear age. The early scenes of The War of the Worlds yearn 

to evoke a version of small-town Americana that‘s a touch corny but effective in sketching the 

petty small-time schemers and white-bread religious leaders and the apple-cheeked librarian who 

worships the celebrity scientist even if she doesn‘t recognise him with glasses on. Forrester gets 

inexplicably roped into the town‘s evening square dance whilst three locals (Bill Phipps, Jack 

Kruschen, and Paul Birch) watch over the meteorite. Just before packing up and going home, the 

trio see something begin to move on the hummock, a circular hatchway slowly unscrewing and 

falling free. A metallic bulb on a flexing stalk emerges, pulsing with power and emitting a creepy 

ticking sound. The men advance waving a white flag. The response is a blast from a lethal heat ray 

that leaves behind only man-shaped piles of ash. 

 

 



 
 

 

This moment comes straight from the novel, but the touch of the men‘s shadows burnt into the 

ground betrays more immediate news from Hiroshima, nuclear age terror barely concealed by the 

alien metaphor. The Martian craft remain some of the most singularly memorable creations ever 

for a scifi film. Here Pal, Haskin, and their production team worked instead to conjure a menace 

that is graceful, even beautiful, sublimely menacing, all shining, slippery, aerodynamic surfaces, 

and the baleful, blinking glow of the heat ray that annihilates. The Martian ships are both perfectly 

technological but also somehow animate with their rattlesnake-like drone, snaking periscope 

necks, and sweeping, manta ray-like hulls, emitting unnerving pulsing sounds that hint the awful 

power they soon loose indiscriminately upon the world. Wells‘ concept of monstrous tripods is 

given an update in how they don‘t actually fly but instead move along propped up by three 

invisible beams. The announcement of the Martians‘ malevolent intent brings the army rushing to 

Linda Rosa, under the command of arch-professional soldiers General Mann (Les Tremayne, 

impressively serious) and Colonel Heffner (Vernon Rich), whilst the eyes of the world on the 

Californian backwater, including a radio reporter who finds his truck amusingly fried by the heat 

ray. Forrester remains to advise Mann and scope out the mysterious entities still hidden in the 

meteorite crater, whilst Sylvia works as a Red Cross volunteer. Her uncle, after encouraging her to 

stick close to Forrester, resolves to attempt to communicate with the Martians as they finally 

emerge from the crater with the belief that as an advanced species they must be ―nearer to the 

creator.‖ Haskin pulls off this sequence with a wicked sense of intensifying rhythm and peril as 

Collins makes his march out to meet the Martian machines, watched by a frantic Sylvia and the 

soldiers. The icy punch-line comes as the Martians confirm their lack of familiarity with scripture 

and scorch the priest off the face of the earth. 

 

 



 
 

 

This scene again mimics but also transforms the meaning of a singular episode in the novel, when 

Wells‘ unnamed narrator was trapped with a nervous curate who finally slips into a hysterical 

fugue and marches out preaching the word into a Martian den, forcing the narrator to kill him. For 

agnostic Wells religious verve could be dangerous and distracting, for Haskin the transcendental 

urge is one of openness and communication dashed with appalling enthusiasm by the Other. The 

pastor‘s extermination wrings a furious reaction from the human soldiers, who rain thunder and 

death down upon the Martians, only to find themselves entirely impotent against the invisible 

shield the alien machines conjure for protection. Instead the army units are quickly and ruthlessly 

destroyed by the heat ray and a secondary weapon that simply causes objects to disintegrate on a 

subatomic level. Forrester convinces the soldiers to give up their defence just before Heffner is 

killed. Forrester flees in an army plane with Sylvia, only to crash-land in the countryside when 

flying too low to avoid bombers. The duo trek to an abandoned farmhouse and take time out to 

recuperate, only for another Martian cylinder to land and careen into the house. Trapped, Forrester 

and Sylvia find themselves the apparent objects of interest to the aliens, with Forrester just as 

eager to get a look at them. A camera-like probe surveys the house in search of the couple, and 

finally one of the aliens, a stalk-limbed, one-eyed thing, comes in and scares the hell out of Sylvia 

before fleeing with a wild shriek after Forrester throws a lump of wood at it. The two humans just 

manage to slip out of the house before the aliens annihilate it, and make it back to Los Angeles. 

Meanwhile the Martian invasion quickly spirals into a rout where the best efforts of all nations fail 

and populaces flee into the wilds, trying to avoid the aliens that seem determined on their total 

extermination. 

 

 



 
 

 

Of course, The War of the Worlds has retrograde aspects. It might even define some of them to 

contemporary eyes, in the confident insularity in the portrait of ‘50s Americana, the nervous 

heroine who screams a lot and serves coffee to handsome scientists and stern warriors who roll up 

all too ready to do battle with the invaders before they know what they are or what they want 

(―Shooting‘s no good!‖ ―It‘s always been a good persuader.‖) The careful elision of Cold War 

politics only serves to draw attention to them: many nationalities are mentioned but the Soviet 

bloc is completely ignored, deepening the suggestion that the Martians are stand-ins for godless, 

warmongering Commies. With his It Came From Outer Space released the same year, Jack 

Arnold mimicked the starting point of The War of the Worlds but immediately set about 

dissembling its clear-cut us-versus-them assumptions in a way that pointed forward the deepening 

currents of the genre: the aliens become us and the outsider hero is the only bridge. Barry‘s 

Forrester belongs to a school of manly savants that populated ‘50s scifi (e.g. Richard Carlson 

in Creature from the Black Lagoon, 1954, and Rex Reason in This Island Earth, 1955) and has 

never been seen since, emphasising muscular virtue behind the scientific creed befitting the atom 

age. Tellingly, Forrester and Mann are supposed to have been previously acquainted working at 

the nuclear facility Oak Ridge during the Manhattan Project. But Forrester gets to retain his 

inquisitiveness and his delight in the unknown and wonder at the Martians‘ abilities and nature. 

Costar Bob Cornthwaite had played a similarly curious scientist in The Thing From Another 

World (1951) who was eventually, explicitly designated a dangerous factor. Forrester represents 

an ideal of the scientist as humane and conscientious, proactive figure rather than chilly 

intellectual tool. Barry‘s performance is probably at its best when Forrester can‘t suppress his 

boyish excitement as the Martians emerge from the first cylinder even knowing how dangerous 

they are. 

 

 



 
 

 

Haskin also stays true and even exacerbates other aspects of Wells‘ vision. Far from offering any 

real security in the idea of military might, the U.S. forces are even less effective against these 

Martians than Wells‘ imperial soldiers. Forrester‘s cool genius is finally left every bit as flailing 

and helpless as Sylvia‘s emotive sensitivity. Even the atom bomb is rendered quaint by the 

Martian shields, and there is no equivalent to one of the book‘s most memorable vignettes, when a 

British pre-dreadnought successfully takes on a Martian war machine. Interestingly, although 

grimmer in tone, Spielberg‘s remake was ultimately more conventional in this regard, offering a 

moment when his central protagonist defeats a Martian machine and a finale in which the military 

regroups usefully. Collins‘ death announces a willingness to challenge any parochial notions of 

moral gravitas in a world that‘s suddenly too large and too wild for small-town enforcers of order 

to handle; in the same year Brando‘s Wild One came riding in on his chrome horse to snatch away 

the daughters of the small Californian town, here the Martians bring an even louder announcement 

of the age of anxiety. Frees is glimpsed on screen as a reporter wandering through the tumult 

before the attempted atomic bombing of the Martians, tape recording his account in a clever 

updating of the epistolary style popular in Victorian genre writing and which Wells mimicked. 

―These recordings I‘m making are for future history,‖ Frees notes: ―If any.‖ Pal would later utilise 

Frees again as the voice of the talking rings in The Time Machine who, like the chorus figure he 

inhabits here, recounts calamity for unknown future ears. 

 

 



 
 

 

Haskin had been making films since the silent era, and yet he became, along with Jack Arnold and 

Ishiro Honda, one of the first directors to become properly identified with science fiction on 

screen. If producer Pal essentially viewed the genre as a new annex of traditional fantasy and 

mythic storytelling, Haskin, who became his frequent collaborator, was keen to its textures, able to 

conjure a sense of the oneiric and limitless sprawl of the unknown. This quality he would reiterate 

in subsequent works, like the genre-grazing The Naked Jungle (1954), which inverts the sense of 

scale in alien invasion but remains just as insidious, the fear and trembling in the face of the 

infinite in the underrated Conquest of Space (1955), the noir-soaked flourishes of his 

legendary The Outer Limits episode ―Demon With a Glass Hand,‖ and Robinson Crusoe on Mars 

(1964), which envisions Defoe‘s hero as a man intruding upon the Martian landscape. Haskin‘s 

signature fascination was with the pastoral theme of seemingly diverse characters meeting and 

communicating in the wilderness, an idea first posited in his first real hit as a director, Treasure 

Island (1951), and which he‘d explore most deeply in Robinson Crusoe on Mars, is certainly 

apparent here as Forrester and Sylvia find themselves bound together, leading into a quiet 

interlude in which Sylvia recounts a myth out of her own youth, a time when she hid away in a 

church and begged for the person who loved her most to find her, which proved to be her uncle. 

 

 



 
 

 

This lovely little interlude cuts to the quick of something Haskin repeatedly touches on, the frailty 

and strength of individual spirit and a search for cosmic requite in the face of overwhelming and 

inimical forces. This note recurs through all his other work in the genre and some beyond it. In 

this regard Robinson‘s performance, which always aggravated me as a kid – then and now I 

generally like my heroines of sterner stuff – now seems to me the spirit of The War of the Worlds, 

which envisions everyone essentially as an orphan looking for their place in the world. Sylvia‘s 

raw humanity is everyone‘s, as the film advances to describe a descent into helplessness and chaos 

in which only a certain effervescent need for succour and the touch of other humans. Forrester‘s 

close encounter with the Martians gives him and his wonderful little cabal of fellow Pacific Tech 

scientists (whose number includes stalwart character actors Cornthwaite, Sandro Giglio, and Ann 

Codee) clues as to their physical makeup and suggests the possibility of vulnerability to a 

biological weapon, an idea that seems humanity‘s only recourse once the atomic bomb fails. But 

the scientists can‘t get any project brewing before the Martians assault L.A., so they flee amongst 

a general evacuation that spirals into chaos, Sylvia driving a school bus loaded with scientists and 

Forrester following with a truck full of lab equipment. 

 

 



 
 

 

But Forrester is dragged from the truck by a mob of men desperate for transport, beaten and left in 

the street, along with a wretched flimflammer (Ned Glass) who‘s found to his horror that money 

doesn‘t mean any to the mob in the street than the vague promise of science to combat the terror. 

Forrester finds signs that Sylvia‘s bus had the same fate, and he begins an increasingly frayed and 

shambling odyssey around the town as the Martians perform a calculated blitzkrieg to destroy it, 

following a breadcrumb trail of clues and the memory of Sylvia‘s story in searching for her in 

churches where exhausted, broken, hopeless people give themselves up to prayer and suppliance 

before fate. The War of the Worlds tried to do a lot with relatively limited resources, evident in the 

cast populated with lower-order contract players and B-movie stalwarts, depictions of disorder, 

evacuation, and worldwide calamity that require extras to mill about, and a mid-point montage 

consisting of stock footage pasted together with a fair amount of invention and given inimitable 

aid by Hardwicke‘s majestic narration. Whenever Hardwicke speaks you never doubt the world is 

fighting for survival and losing. And yet The War of the Worlds contains more of a sense of 

moment and grandeur than movies that cost fifty times as much have conjured. Leith Stevens‘ 

excellent score with its plangent strings and sonorous flourishes helps in that regard. 

 

 



 
 

 

Moreover, the strength of the film‘s imagery is quite remarkable, even if some of the special 

effects show their age (the very heavy props of the Martian craft required a veritable cat‘s cradle 

of wires to keep aloft, something DVD and Blu-ray prints are especially harsh on). The War of the 
Worlds is littered with pictures that cut to the essence of science fiction in this mode, often painted 

in Haskin‘s totemic use of red and green as signifiers of infernal destruction and alienness. The 

pulsing eye of the Martian craft and the flash of its heat-ray shooting at the camera, the three 

small-town envoys dissolving in its heat. Heffner struck by the death ray, glowing green with his 

skeleton showing white within before vanishing. Sylvia‘s face in strange hues as seen through the 

alien camera, transformed under an alien gaze into an unfamiliar form of life, just as odd and 

threatening as the Martians were to her. The Martian‘s sucker-tipped fingers clapping on Sylvia‘s 

shoulder and cowering under Forrester‘s torch, embodiment of every fear of the murk that shrinks 

under the light. Forrester‘s solitary form, dwarfed and pathetic, wandering amidst a deserted city. 

The destruction of the L.A. City Hall, a special effects spectacle reused in many films. The final, 

unexpected pathos of the dying Martian‘s arm. Haskin delivers another tremendous crescendo in 

the final moments as Forrester finally finds Sylvia in a church and rushes to grip her, editing 

yoking together the moment they embrace, the breaking of a stain-glass window sporting the 

image of Jesus, and the first sign of the Martians waning and dying, their war machines crashing 

in the streets outside. By film‘s end church steeples are crowding the screen, the act of the 

Martians destroying the window implicitly signals their sudden striking down by on high in turn, 

and the film concludes with a chorale of ―Amen‖ even as Hardwicke‘s voiceover recounts Wells‘ 

explanation that the Martians have unthinkingly left themselves vulnerable to microbial life. 

 

 



 
 

 

The emphasis on religiosity that winds through the film stands in direct opposition to Wells‘ 

pointedly rational vision of biological struggle extended with technological means, but it does give 

impetus nonetheless to The War of the Worlds as a movie, surveying the unease of the age and 

wondering what could still be counted certain, amidst a confrontation with Armageddon in terms 

as fiery and thunderous as anything Biblical. Pal had signalled a similar note at the end of When 

Worlds Collide (1951) in the prospect of a new Eden. But it became an aspect of Haskin‘s work, 

one that bobs to the surface again in Conquest of Space and Robinson Crusoe on Mars, as 

intimations of divine intervention save its heroes. By Conquest of Space, though, the sense of 

religious awe in the universe has become internal and terrifying, causing near-disaster; in 

Robinson Crusoe, it‘s a common value across species in the face of the hostility of the cosmos. A 

later generation of scifi dramatists would engage the same urge with a different method. For Nigel 

Kneale and Stanley Kubrick and Andrei Tarkovsky and Spielberg the search for gods was 

something that could be pursued through the motifs of science fiction itself, rather than offered as 

a bulwark that could make science fiction coherent and appetising for people just beginning to 

contemplate existence on a planet where suddenly, after 1945, life suddenly seemed to depend on 

good breaks rather than good prospect. For all its dated elements, one reason The War of the 

Worlds still packs the force of legend today is that it enshrined that very feeling forever. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

A Trip to the Moon (Voyage dans la lune, 1902) 
 

Director/Screenwriter/Actor: Georges Méliès 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

On the 27th of December, 1895, Georges Méliès attended a special event arranged by the inventor 

brothers Auguste and Louis Lumière. The brothers had recently perfected the machine they called 

the cinematograph—a creation that combined functions of moving picture camera, processor, and 

projector—and had been showing off the results around Paris throughout the later weeks of the 

year. On this night, they invited various showmen and theatrical impresarios to see the results of 

their labours. The invitees were to be one of the very first movie audiences, and at least one of 

them would soon become a pioneer of a new art. The Lumières had conflicting aims in the 

exhibition. They were exposing their creation and hoping to stir interest and publicity, which 

would help protect it from their many rivals, including Thomas Edison. But they also had avowed 

high-minded, scientific purpose for their invention on the cusp of dispatching a corps of 

photographers around the world to shoot documentary footage and exhibit the results. Méliès was 

an experienced stage illusionist who owned and managed the Théâtre Robert-Houdin, built by that 

famous magician. Méliès had become a success thanks to his meticulous attention to his theatre‘s 

running and ingenuity in providing its attractions. Like all of the impresarios, he was transfixed by 

the new mode of communication the Lumières presented, and he jostled with the owner of the 

Folies Bergère in trying to buy their camera. But the brothers refused all offers. 

 

 



 
 

 

Méliès got around this by travelling to London and purchasing another manufacturer‘s projecting 

device, which he adapted into a noisy but working camera, at first directly copying the short films 

the Lumières had made and showing them in his theatre as a side attraction. Méliès discovered 

peculiarities in this new tool as he went along, as when his camera jammed whilst shooting a street 

scene. When filming was restarted, a moment of time had elapsed. When projected, Méliès saw 

the resulting jump and realised this basic quirk of the invention could be utilised to realise tricks 

similar to what he worked on stage. What was could suddenly become something else, only in the 

reality of film. Edison had already pulled a trick like this in one of his movies, but Méliès would 

make it the basis of a new expressive form. Méliès quickly found popularity with his new 

obsession far greater than what even his theatrical success could aspire to. He built a film studio in 

Montreuil, brought over his stock company of players, and began making movies with the verve 

and industry of someone who knew how to make and stage a show, as well as the quicksilver 

acumen required to adapt to a new medium. Most of his early works were only a few minutes 

long, but he tackled every subject he could, from ripped-from-the-headlines dramas like Divers at 

Work on the Wreck of the Maine (1898) and The Dreyfus Affair (1899), to titillating stag-circuit 

shorts like After the Ball (1897), and the proto-horror films Le Maison du Diable (1897) 

and Robbing Cleopatra’s Tomb (1899). 

 

 



 
 

 

Méliès‘ work provides the bridge between the show business of one age, the theatre of belle 

époque Paris and the Victorian era stage fantasia, and the oncoming time of cinema. Illusionism 

was Méliès‘ stock in trade, but it wasn‘t just his love of theatrical stunts and sleight-of-hand that 

would influence his drift towards spectacle and the realm of the fantastic. His was a genuine love 

for and affinity with such fare, particularly what was called the ―féerie‖ on the French stage—

pageants and spectacles based in mythic and supernatural tales, imbued with a light and 

evanescent quality of transformative wonder, safe for young audiences in their colour, but also 

dusted with delicate, good-natured eroticism. Méliès captured the essence of this style as he began 

to specialise in stories exploiting his gift for realising fantastic imagery. In 1899 he made the six-

minute Cinderella, an extremely straightforward telling of Perrault‘s story. This proved so popular 

it gained him international clout and international legal problems, as the popularity of his works 

with pirates became increasingly galling. Under the banner of his production company, christened 

Star Films, Méliès began work on his most ambitious film to date, spending 10,000 francs and 

taking four months to create a film over fifteen minutes long. This odyssey was Voyage dans la 

lune, or A Trip to the Moon, inspired by ideas from Jules Verne‘s novella of that title and H.G. 

Wells‘ First Men in the Moon, via, perhaps, Jacques Offenbach‘s light-hearted operatic spin on 

Verne. 

 

 



 
 

 

Méliès‘ work dated quickly in its day, as the fast-moving tides of technology and taste almost 

resulted in its total loss, swept away just as CD-ROM and VHS have been in the very recent past. 

After Méliès fell into ruin and obscurity, his rediscovery came when cinema first started looking 

back over its shoulder at the past. A Trip to the Moon is so familiar as a totem of pop culture 

inception today that it can seem near to cliché. And yet it‘s as tantalisingly strange, witty, and 

original now as it was a century ago, a broadcast from the very edges of technological memory 

and modern reference. Of all the things cinema has been and is now, a seed for so much lies 

within A Trip to the Moon. It‘s an experimental work, feeling out the peculiar textures and tricks 

of this new expressive form recognising no limits, only a basic set of proposed rules and a 

governing urge. It‘s a protosurrealist‘s fantasia mapping out the universe as annex of the interior 

imagination. It‘s a pure auteurist relic created by a man who tackled and manipulated every aspect 

of his burgeoning craft. It‘s a work of spectacle driven by special effects and a desire to wow an 

audience with visual impact. It‘s a spry and funny burlesque on the themes of genre fiction and the 

stuff of official mythology, as well as the new, exciting, more than slightly terrifying concepts of 

the age of mechanisation and expanding consciousness marking the end of the Victorian era and 

the onrush of the new century. Sixty-seven years later, humankind would actually pull off the 

adventure Méliès conjured. 

 

 



 
 

 

A Trip to the Moon commences with a gathering of astronomers. The presiding Professor 

Barbenfouillis (Méliès himself) proposes firing a manned projectile to the moon with a giant gun, 

much to the excitement and consternation of his fellow scientists. A rival argues with him, plainly 

decrying his plan as preposterous, an exchange that devolves as Barbenfouillis tosses papers and 

paraphernalia at his adversary. Others agree to the proposed expedition and the mad-bearded 

professor shakes hands with them. Like much of the film, this scene seems very simple, with the 

unmoving camera, the stage-pageant sprawl and mime-show action. And yet it‘s stuffed full of 

allusions, sign-play, and waggish jokes. Méliès depicts not contemporary scientists in the strict, 

professionalised garb of Victorian science but as medieval alchemists sporting cloaks decorated 

with celestial objects. Immediately apparent in this vignette is the way sexuality becomes a 

refrain, and above all show business itself; A Trip to the Moon is a paean to its own evocation of 

showmanship as a triumphant value. Cute stenographers write down the scientists‘ every word, 

and a line of trim-waisted chorus girls enter to give the senior scientists the gifts of telescopes, 

which then transform into stools for them to sit on. 

 

 

 



 

 

This fillip of visual humour has resonance, suggesting the way wonder is often transmuted into 

stolid function: these men are used to romanticising whilst sitting on their equipment, and their 

journey is glimpsed as something of a Quixotic tilt not merely at exploration but at regaining lost 

youthful pluck. Méliès surely hadn‘t read any Freud and yet the phallic note in those telescopes is 

insistent, and recurs later when the chorus girls are needed to help fire off the gigantic cannon. 

The opening tableau pictures the scientific realm as a cabalistic enclave with roots in weird 

esoterica and antisocial elitism, but pointing the way forward with industry and inspiration. 

Perhaps there‘s some hint here of the filmmaker‘s cunning in regards to his audience‘s 

understanding of forces rapidly changing their lives, an aspect that complicates the film‘s usual 

characterisation as an epitome of an early twentieth century statement of bold forward-looking. Of 

course, Méliès is also aware that his very film itself is part of those transformative forces, and the 

very last shot conflates Méliès‘ mastery of his new art and the act of heroic discovery. 

Barbenfouillis‘ sketch on a chalkboard becomes great undertaking, as witnessed in the second and 

third tableaux, as they have their projectile built and great gun forged. The scientists immediately 

set about modernising themselves, changing out of antique gear into the clothes of Montgolfier-era 

gentlemen adventurers. Barbenfouillis and his cabal inspect their brainchild‘s realisation in the 

second tableau, but the savants are out of place in this workaday environment, as one man trips 

over a tub to the great amusement of the workers. 

 

 

 
 

 

If A Trip to the Moon repeatedly envisions scientific endeavour and venture into branch of show 

business, these scenes carry a hint of Méliès‘ respect for the process required to produce anything 

wonderful, as the painted backdrop behind the projectile recognisably reproduces Méliès‘ own 

studio. But the arts of Victorian metallurgy and industry become mere cardboard and paintwork. A 

Trip to the Moon revisited ideas Méliès had first explored in his whimsical 1899 work An 

Astronomer’s Dream, which had similarly envisioned an arcane concept of a skygazer dreaming 

of star-riding nymphs and a frightening moon with a man‘s face that at one point eats the dreamer 

hero. A Trip to the Moon reordered these touches into a more elaborate edition, with the film‘s 

famous central image quoting but also inverting the vision Méliès had offered three years earlier, 

as a product of human labour careens into the eye of the man in the moon. A simple inversion of a 

personal joke, certainly, but also an idea that reflects a changed attitude. Suddenly, humankind is 

no longer so at the mercy of the universe‘s caprices. An Astronomer’s Dream betrays a certain 

level of anxiety filtered through comedy, a sense of the world just beyond our ken as both enticing 

and threatening. The promise of A Trip to the Moonhas been the key promise of cinematic scifi 



ever since, that wisdom and applied intelligence might turn threat into triumph. The dreamer has 

become warrior with the way of things. And yet, of course, the aura of dreamlike plunge and the 

image of the cosmic feminine remain powerful in A Trip to the Moon. 

 

 

 
 

 

Seven years had passed since the first time Méliès saw a motion picture. Cinema was coming 

together with Promethean fire, and still only a fraction of the distance of the path it would travel. 

To watch the earliest fragments of moviemaking, the work of Edison, the Lumieres, and the 

handful of other pioneers in the field, is to stare at the very liminal edge of any sense of the past in 

motion, and the fleeting illusion of human subjects caught in a moment of life, like some form of 

spiritualism. How much it would evolve again in the following decade and a half, in terms of the 

techniques of visual storytelling, shifting from Méliès‘ mostly fixed camera to the aggressively 

mobile and expressive camera of the likes of D.W. Griffith and his generation. Méliès brought a 

school of illusion from the stage to the screen with the essential presumption that one could be 

used like the other. To him, the camera was conjuring device and an imaginary audience member 

in his beloved Théâtre Robert-Houdin beholding the wonders he and his creative team could 

parade before it. Lack of worry about where the camera was and what it was doing at least freed 

him to labour on his other effects, as the hand-painted settings and props sprawl across the screen, 

creating an alternate reality, mysterious, beautiful, protean. 

 

 



 
 

 

Whilst the film presents only 17 apparent shots with a resolutely rectilinear perspective, it consists 

in fact of many more: Méliès‘ camera passivity is another, carefully controlled illusion. One irony 

of passing time is that today with many filmmakers competing to outdo each other in masking 

their technique in elaborate tracking shots and the like, Méliès‘ efforts in creating an illusion of 

sustained reality from a rigorously direct perspective feels less antiquated on at least this level. We 

can also see the jumps in Méliès‘ sense of the camera by looking back to Cinderella with its 

cluttered but also simpler mise-en-scène and basic camera tricks just three years before—here the 

shots tend to stand back further, but are also more cleanly composed and energetically arranged. 

The vibrancy of the sets also betrays a more confident sense of what the frame could contain, what 

the eye could handle zapping down at it from the screen. The film‘s third tableau, a shot of the 

astronomers overlooking the enormous undertaking of forging the cannon, is relatively brief but 

one of the most fascinatingly realised and visually dramatic moments, with Méliès using forced 

perspective, plumes of steam and smoke, and streams of liquid metal. This is a direct transposition 

of a vivid passage in Verne‘s novel, revealing Méliès as adaptor as well as free improviser. The 

basic visual presumption here is still theatrical, but the shot betrays an interest in conveying 

process, the art of construction and the spectacle of industry in itself, that has moved beyond the 

tableaux style into something more definably cinematic, a seed for the epic style in filmmaking. 

Méliès‘ shifts from shot to shot come with dissolves, embryonic film grammar giving the film the 

mobility the camera lacks. 

 

 

 



 

 

The next three tableaux are the most familiar moments of A Trip to the Moon, indeed some of the 

most instantly recognisable in cinema history, endlessly excerpted and anthologised as they‘ve 

been. The moon shot project reaches its moment of truth in the midst of public excitement and 

publicity coup. The scientists climb into their shell and a cohort of chorus girls load it into the 

great cannon, before a uniformed military officer (François Lallement, one of the Star Films 

cameramen) signals the gun to be fired. The shell flies through the ether, and the moon, 

envisioned like an illustration out of a children‘s book with man‘s face upon its dial beaming 

beatifically down upon the Earth, receives the interstellar slug right in the eye. These scenes again 

take Verne‘s novel as blueprint, but subject it to a highly satiric attitude. The great business of 

conquering space is presented not as pure, stoic, Apollonian venture growing out of diverted 

military force but a carnival of enterprise that mocks martial swagger—the rifle-toting, trumpet-

blowing, flag-waving marine entourage are girls who look like a rough draft for Mack Sennett‘s 

bathing beauties (including Méliès‘ lover and later wife Jeanne d‘Alcy), sending a bunch of old 

farts to the moon with a gun blast that needs more than a little womanly priming. Méliès‘ 

mischievous take on great nationalist adventures here betrays his background in drawing political 

cartoons, as well his impresario‘s understanding that there is no event so great that can‘t be sexed 

up a bit. 

 

 

 
 

 

And, of course, the man in the moon receiving the shell in his eye still blazes with comical and 

technical genius, one of the greatest sight gags ever to grace celluloid. This sequence utilised 

Méliès‘ technique, pioneered on The Man with the Rubber Head (1902), of approximating what 

would become the rack or zoom shot (except that the subject was moved closer to the camera 

rather than the more familiar practice, because the camera was too heavy), to provide a sense of 

motion. That motion is to give a sense of zeroing in on the moon, which starts off as a vague, 

mysterious object, charged with enigmatic meaning, then revealed as an animate being who 

splutters with pain and offence once he gets the iron slug lodged in his brow. Méliès knew well it 

was a killer image, utilising it as iconography in the film‘s last shot and as core advertising motif. 

Here we seen encapsulated in image and action not just a great piece of humour and a technical 

innovation, but a pivot of ways of seeing the universe, an idea that legitimises A Trip to the 
Moon as science fiction and not just playful fantasy. Méliès signals his conversance with a 

panoply of mythical figures as common motifs in theatrical fancies throughout, and knows his 

audience is too; the projectile is the hard smack of new scientific possibility right in the eye of a 

poetic worldview. The idea of landing on the moon is an act of blasphemy according to one unit of 



values and a simple jaunt to a strange place in another. One irony here is that the filmmaking 

Méliès was now espousing would soon mostly sweep away the theatrical world he was rooted in, 

and invent new pantheons of myth to fill in for what he counts as cultural lingua franca. Of 

course, the tendency of humankind to write its own image on the universe has never really left us. 

It‘s core to understanding some of the most ambitious science fiction films, from 2001: A Space 

Odyssey‘s (1968) depiction of interstellar destiny to Solaris‘s (1971) sarcasm towards the notion 

in encountering the truly alien that can only mimic the onlooker, eternally retarding and frustrating 

understanding with the collaboration of our most parochial reflexes. 

 

 

 
 

 

Méliès offers this vignette as a kind of abstract, symbolic commentary on the idea of landing on 

the moon, only to follow it up with a different, more literal version of the same thing. The shell 

actually skids to a halt on the moon surface, depicted realistically as a craggy, brutal landscape, if 

also, not so realistically, as a place with a breathable atmosphere. The scientists climb out of the 

shell only for it to slide into an abyss, and, amazed by the sight of the Earth rising on the horizon, 

they settle down to try and sleep. Méliès revisits the core joke of The Astronomer’s Dream here as 

the snoozing savants either conjure up the spirits of the ether in their dreams or miss seeing them 

because they‘re asleep, and again Méliès evokes the mystical way of looking at the universe with 

erotic overtones. The Pleiades look down in bewildered amusement, depicted as a flock of 

disembodied girls‘ heads framed by stylised model stars, the snoozing old men still cheated of 

their true promised land. The moon goddess Phoebe (played by regular Méliès player and stage 

star Bleuette Bernon) and irate old Saturn argue over what to do about these interlopers, a fight 

Phoebe wins: she causes a gentle snowstorm that wakens them and drives them follow their shell 

into the abyss. The concept of the beneficent cosmic force overlooking sailors on the celestial 

ocean is, in spite of science fiction‘s nominal agnosticism, a constant refrain in a lot of the genre‘s 

screen existence, but Méliès‘ sense of humour about the notion is rarer, the contrast of beatific 

Phoebe and ranting Saturn, who leans out of a portal in the side of the planet bearing his name, 

pictures the gods as comedy neighbours. 

 

 



 
 

 

Descending into the valleys of the moon, the explorers find an exotic and fertile world where 

strange transformations can occur—Barbenfouillis finds his umbrella takes root and grows into a 

colossal mushroom. Here Méliès turned to Wells for inspiration, borrowing his moon inhabitants 

called Selenites to provide plot complication lacking from Verne, whose space projectile had 

simply rounded the moon and glimpsed the possibility of strange things existing on the dark side. 

One of the Selenites, weird, crustacean-like hominids fond of leaping bout like acrobats, erupts 

from the underbrush and intimidates the scientists sufficiently to make Barbenfouillis strike out 

with another umbrella, causing the alien to explode in a puff of smoke. He does the same thing to 

a second Selenite, only for a small army of the aliens to give chase and capture the hapless 

Earthlings. The captives are bound and paraded before the king of the Selenites, who sits on a 

throne in an alien city, surrounded by his harem of moon maids. Infuriated, Barbenfouillis 

wrenches at his bonds and snaps them, grabs the king and hurls him to the ground, exploding him, 

before the humans run for their lives. Méliès provides a sense of propulsion and quickening 

rhythm here, spurning the languid, dreamy mood of the scientists‘ arrival on the mood as the 

action becomes urgent. Here we have a resolutely linear, comic book-like sense of action as the 

heroes flee across the frame into different shots, chased by furious Selenites, but not yet offering 

simple cuts between the scenes, still delineating the change of scene with the dissolve. The result 

offers a kind of embryonic montage. 

 

 



 
 

 

Some have theorised Méliès intended A Trip to the Moon as a purposeful lampoon of imperialist 

practices and values, apparent in the bumbling but real aggression of the scientists crashing in 

upon a foreign culture and wreaking havoc. Méliès was probably aware of Cyrano de Bergerac‘s 

own supposed adventures to the moon, part of his subversive method of mirroring absurdity on 

Earth. Méliès himself had spent time working as a leftist political cartoonist, taking aim official 

pieties and pomposities, and he had stirred fights in cinemas by explicitly taking a pro-Dreyfus 

stance with his film about the case. Later, with one of his last epics, Conquest of the Pole (1910), 

Méliès would be less abashed in poking fun at suffragettes and their opponents. A Trip to the 
Moon is filled with images smirking at the hoopla of nationalist intrepidity and the idea of timid 

humans faced with frighteningly wilful organisms. Whilst such readings might easily be taken to 

unlikely lengths, it is plain Méliès has a lot of fun transposing the template of imperialist-era 

adventure stories onto the moon, following the same basic pattern as any Tarzan story, but 

keeping tongue deep in cheek: the explorers tramp into the unknown, are captured by hostile 

natives and paraded before their overlord who embodies an archaic ideal of lordly domain, before 

the heroes make their escape. It‘s certainly a long way from Wells‘ portrait of the Selenites as a 

sentient race governed by resolutely different social and biological constructs. Blood-and-thunder 

plotting is, however, viewed through Méliès‘ sensibility, the playful, naïve state of early cinema, 

and the traditions of the féerie, finding comic diminuendo in the fact that the Selenites explode 

rather than die realistically, and the easy manner in which Barbenfouillis breaks the ropes that 

bind him. Méliès‘ moon bleeds but his Selenites disappear in puffs of theatrical smoke. The 

universe is alive but life is no more than a moment‘s dream. 

 

 



 
 

 

Méliès nonetheless dashes with breathless art towards his climax as the scientists locate their craft 

and climb in, whilst Barbenfouilles labours to pull the shell off a cliff, finally succeeding just as a 

lone Selenite grabs hold of the shell and is dragged over the edge along with it, plunging back 

towards Earth. This moment suggests Jack and the Beanstalk as another fairy tale influence on 

Méliès, another story of a naïve man ascending to a strange land, whilst Méliès abandons any 

pretence to scientific realism in favour of straight fantasy logic. Méliès has the shell splash-land in 

the ocean, the only use of any real, outdoor location in the film with the shell and splash 

superimposed over real waves. The shell sinks into the ocean depths, actually a fish tank, and then 

is pulled back to shore by a ship—a sliding cardboard cut-out pulling a similar mock-up of the 

shell, from which a handheld puppet waves a flag of triumph. These effects are obviously 

incredibly primitive on one level, and yet ebullient in their zest and stirring in Méliès‘ willingness 

to use any and every trick to tell his story in as visually inventive and dynamic a manner possible. 

Here is the essence of a delight in artifice as its own aesthetic value that many a much later 

filmmaker, from Terry Gilliam to Tim Burton and Michel Gondry, has embraced. Questions of 

realism or artifice were probably entirely incidental to Méliès considering the nature of early 

filmmaking, and yet one can‘t help but feel he was the kind to choose artifice every time. 

 

 



 
 

 

The scientists make their triumphant return to their homeland with their Selenite captive, who is 

paraded before crowds and forced to dance, whilst Barbenfouilles is immortalised in statue as the 

conqueror of the moon, with the slogan ―Labor omnia vincit‖ on the pedestal. Méliès retains hints 

of his acerbic side here, with an undertone of violence in the scientists‘ success—the statue of 

Barbenfouillis depicts him with boot planted on the moon with the shell lodged in its eye, whilst 

the Selenite has been reduced to dancing bear. But the overall tone is one of pure elation, an 

envisioned moment of triumph that codifies all the confidence and joie de vivre not just of Méliès 

and his filmmaking team but of the young twentieth century itself, just starting to look up not just 

in fantasy but true ambition. Méliès evokes the masque dance used to end some theatrical 

performances in celebratory mood, and underlines his work here above all as an expression of 

carnivalesque joie de vivre, a work that stands above all as a tribute to the very idea of dreaming 

big. It was an apex of ambition and accomplishment for Star Films. Méliès had drawn on the 

theatre world he loved to help augment his vision, utilising friends who were singers in Paris‘s 

music halls as his crew of scientists, beauties from the Théâtre du Châtelet as the cannon girls and 

star maids, and acrobats and dancers from the Folies Bergère as Selenites. 

 

 



 
 

 

A Trip to the Moon‘s influence is incalculable—every special-effects spectacle, every alien that 

stalks the screen in every scifi film owes it a debt of gratitude. The influence hardly stops at genre 

borders either. Edwin S. Porter‘s seedling western The Great Train Robbery (1903) would take 

licence from the film‘s shunting film grammar, controlled theatrical viewpoint, and dashing action 

style, echoing on through a vast array of horse operas and action films. D.W. Griffith would state 

he owed Méliès everything. The director‘s own masterpiece is perhaps a purer fantasy, made four 

years later, The Kingdom of the Fairies, still just as stagy in some ways but now overwhelming the 

cinematic frame with shifting planes of vision and effect, and conveying the essence of 

the féerie Méliès loved so much for cinema‘s posterity. But it was A Trip to the Moon that made 

Méliès the most famous of early filmmakers and which will probably always define his 

contribution. The only problem with Méliès‘ success was that it was so inescapable. He had 

changed the way a very young art form conversed with its audience and expanded its scope to 

become a zone of pure creative vision, diverting the form away from the Lumieres‘ vision of a 

tool of veracity. He had set in motion processes that would make him the first real movie king and 

the first to be dethroned by shifting tastes, evolving styles, and the brusque way of business that 

would soon dominate what turned quickly from enthusiast‘s pursuit to heavy industry. Méliès had 

employed all that his studio and the theatrical world of Paris could offer, but all that was doomed 

to be swept away or radically transformed by an age of movable entertainment feasts. The century 

for which he had provided a fanfare would indeed eventually see men land on the moon after 

times of grotesque tragedy and grand calamity. The flame of grace that still gutters within A Trip 
to the Moon, in its charming and naïve proposition of the future by way of the past, is that it 

remembers that moment when anything seemed possible for us. Labor omnia vincit. 
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Wong Kar-Wai was already a major figure on the film scene of the 1990s, but his 2000 film In the 
Mood for Love made him something close to the cinematic poet laureate of the millennium‘s pivot 

as far as many moviegoers were concerned. Achingly beautiful as a remembrance of things past 

and a portrait of stymied emotions, In the Mood for Love was both an apotheosis of Wong‘s 

obsessive refrains as a creative force, but also suggested a deliberated about-face from the artistic 

persona he had built for himself and the style of his oeuvre to that point, rooted as they were in the 

hyperkinetic climes of his native Hong Kong. Works like Chungking Express (1994) and Fallen 
Angels (1995) were concerned with the neon-painted lives of young city dwellers adrift in the 

tides of modern detachment, the suffocating nature of lives spent in the vortex of too much choice 

and chance. In the Mood for Love, nominally a portrait of two people drawn together but fatefully 

unable to connect, was more tone poem than narrative, celebrating evanescent emotions in the 

midst of such human furore, immersing the viewer in Wong‘s nostalgia for the milieu of 1960s 

Hong Kong with its crumbling, seedy, intimate vibrancy, an attempt to grasp at an image-dream of 

the past swept away in the hoopla of the late 20th century. 

 

 

 
 

 



Wong‘s most excitedly accepted works had a habit of dropping in between other projects he was 

expending more energy and time on. The genesis of In the Mood for Love hardly suggested it 

would prove Wong‘s most popular film, as Wong had conceived and shot it as a respite and 

recourse whilst another, heftier project called 2046 languished in development hell. Wong spun 

one project from the material of the other, resulting in two cinematic volumes linked by crucial if 

rearranged aspects, each narrative and its human figurations haunting the other like ghosts. A third 

film in the mix is Wong‘s debut, Days of Being Wild (1988), suggesting that 2046, when it was 

finally produced, had evolved into a summative assessment and closing bracket for all his works 

up to that time. 2046 is a partial antithesis to its immediate predecessor in spite of its shared 

images, themes, and characters–sexual where the earlier film was chaste, purposefully messy 

rather than singularly focused, a study in the onrush of history both personal and general rather 

than a wistfully static zone within it. It‘s also the director‘s most unusual narrative insofar as it 

takes place in two different times, or two different realities, splitting the difference between mid-

1960s Southeast Asia and the year of the title. 2046 isn‘t a sequel in the conventional manner, nor 

is it a second chapter of the same story. A close literary relative would be D.H. Lawrence‘s The 
Rainbow and Women in Love, which tell the lives of two sisters but can easily be regarded as 

standalone works or distorting mirrors of each other. 

 

 

 
 

 

Much as 2046 recapitulates the plot of In the Mood for Love in a series of increasingly less 

sentimental and satisfactory echoes, the protagonist of 2046, Chow Mo-wan (Tony Leung Chiu-

Wai), writes one part of this story. Or does he only think he does–is he in fact the memory or myth 

of someone in 2046? Of course, both stories are being created by Wong Kar-Wai in the early 

2000s, projecting both backwards and forwards in extending his poetic metaphors to extremes. 

Chow is nominally the same man seen in In the Mood for Love, but a revision—sour, cynical, and 

glib rather than intense and honourably disconsolate. He‘s first glimpsed breaking up with a lover, 

Su Li-zhen (Gong Li), a woman who had the same name as Maggie Cheung‘s character from In 
the Mood for Love but who couldn‘t have been more different. This lady is a shady femme fatale 

and professional gambler who always wears a black glove, a creature suited to the smoky, feverish 

dens of Singapore, the place where Chow has been hiding out since his life fell apart back in Hong 

Kong. Chow returns to Hong Kong in the spirit of getting on with that life again, and quickly 

encounters a woman he once knew by the name of Mimi (Carina Lau), who had appeared in Days 
of Being Wild and who now calls herself Lulu. She doesn‘t remember Chow, but he‘s able to tell 

her own story back to her like a narrator, an act she seems to find beneficent. Soon after, Chow 

tries to find Lulu in the Orient Hotel, where she lives, only for the hotel owner, Mr. Wang (Wang 

Sum), to tell him she‘s left. Chow is struck by the detail that Lulu was living in a room numbered 

2046, the same number as the hotel room where he and the first Su Li-Zhen spent time trying to 

write kung-fu action stories. 

 

 



 
 

 

Chow asks Wang if he can rent the room, but Wang puts him off, talking him into accepting the 

neighbouring room 2047. Chow later learns the grim truth Wang was suppressing: Lulu had been 

murdered by her jazz drummer boyfriend, and her room is still covered in blood. Chow settles into 

life in the Orient, encountering Wang‘s daughters, the forlorn, fraying Jing-wen (Faye Wong) and 

her scamp of a younger sister, Jie-wen (Jie Dong), and cabaret dancer Bai Ling (Ziyi Zhang), who 

eventually moves into 2046. Jing-wen has a boyfriend, a Japanese businessman (Takuya Kimura) 

who had stayed at the hotel for a time and has since returned home, and now she spends her quiet 

time learning Japanese, hoping eventually to make the journey to his arms. But her father‘s 

vehemence against the match seems to doom the romance to perpetual long-distance longing. Jie-

wen soon visits a form of karma on their father when she, following in Lulu‘s footsteps, runs off 

with another drummer. Meanwhile Chow begins a mutually aggravating flirtation with Bai Ling, 

who lives a similarly libertine lifestyle to him, and eventually it flowers into a fiery affair. The 

hotel is an easy place to romanticise. The balcony under the hotel sign is a flying bridge where the 

lost folk who inhabit its poky spaces retreat for solitary cigarettes or momentary connections with 

their fellows. But the opera that resounds from Wang‘s apartment signals not a love of surging 

artistry, but rather an attempt to mask his constant, gruelling arguments with his daughters, and in 

a similar manner, the more insistent truth that emerges is that the hotel is a crossroads where lost 

souls graze one another. 

 

 

 
 

 

Chow‘s adventures in the Orient Hotel provide the seeds for a science fiction story he begins 

writing with Jing-wen after she has a bout of severe depression and spends time in hospital. Chow 

has already had a success with one he wrote called 2046; his and Jing-wen‘s follow-up is 

entitled 2047, set in a future in which the world is spanned by a network of trains, one of which 

makes a journey to the mysterious destination 2046–a year, a place, a state of mind?–where life 

enters stasis and people remain immersed in their dreams and memories in escape from the real 

world. The hero of the story, a Japanese man named Tak (Kimura again), is the first person to ever 

make the return journey from 2046 because he lost his lover even in that dream world. During the 

trip, in spite of the driver‘s warning not to fall in love with the android staff on the train, he 
becomes fascinated by one android (Wong again), and tries to puzzle out her behaviour, which 

might signal that she loves someone else or might be slowly suffering mechanical wear-out. 



Chow‘s working relationship with Jing-wen proves successful, as their story forges a name and 

new profession for Chow but also troublingly echoes his liaison years before with the original Su 

Li-zhen. As he did then, Chow falls silently in love with his writing partner. Rather than take 

advantage of his Japanese rival‘s absence, however, Chow lets them write to each other using him 

as intermediary so her father won‘t suspect, and finally arranges a Christmastime phone call 

between the pair, acknowledging with melancholic satisfaction that the especially cold regions of 

1224–1225 the trains in his story pass through were named for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, 

the two days when everyone needs extra warmth. 

 

 

 
 

 

Wong‘s films before In the Mood for Love had been marked by their employment of purposefully 

arch storytelling techniques, some of them adapted from modernist literature, others suggesting 

the influence of poetry, fairy tales, even pop songs. Wong foregrounded his stories‘ status as just 

that—stories—with films divided into chapters or mirroring narratives, doppelganger characters, 

intertwined narrative lines, and totemistic fetishes, like the man who buys canned pineapple cans 

every day and the girl who obsessively listens to ―California Dreamin‘‖ in Chungking Express. At 

the same time he tried to demonstrate how all such devices were, to some extent, masks of an 

underlying obsessive drive to record and describe thoughts and feelings almost beyond words. His 

customarily eccentric take on the great native fictional genre wu xia, Ashes of Time (1994), had 

presented a collective of familiar stereotypes from the genre but as lovelorn and life-foiled 

individuals whose existential crises are only interrupted by occasional life-and-death battles that 

come on ironically more as escapes into pure action than as great climaxes. 

 

 

 
 

 

Chow‘s attempt to write wu xia tales in In the Mood for Love suggested an in-joke on Wong‘s 

part, whereas here the bifurcated narrative split into period romance and futuristic metaphor 

reproduces the same essential idea of convention and cliché utilised to penetrate to the heart of 

real emotion. The rag-and-bone shop of Wong‘s poetic lexicon is constantly evinced throughout 

2046, rooted in the detritus of popular cultures of which, he suggests, Hong Kong was a 
particularly enriched tidewater where the products of both East and West wash ashore, and things 

remembered from Wong‘s childhood, the fervent, crowded, fearsomely lively yet isolating 



atmosphere of Hong Kong and the open, rich sense of possibility in Southeast Asia at the time, 

before the horrors of Vietnam, Pol Pot, and the fall of Sukarno. In the Mood for Love‘s final shots, 

filmed in Angkor Wat, suggested both a longing to regain a mystically tinged sense of certitude 

rooted in a fractured past and a sense of foreboding, knowing that soon monsters will be roaming 

over this landscape. 2046 stepped into a new realm for Wong, insofar as that it‘s about the act of 

creation itself, offering in part a meditation on the way experience becomes art, the transposition 

of ideas from immediate reality into the zone of the fantastic, and back again. Chow processes his 

experiences into an alternate zone of facticity where emotional states shape that world, and, as 

Wong did with Ashes of Time, removing the traditional motivations of scifi–usually action and 

adventure–to study the more ephemeral qualities lurking within genre storytelling. 

 

 

 
 

 

2046‘s attempt to evoke zones of feeling and sexuality beyond the current understanding of such 

things isolates the underlying mood of scifi like Blade Runner (1982) and makes it the very point 

of the film‘s ponderings. Wong also starts off not with Chow in his ‘60s setting, but with the 

world of his fiction, raising the question as to which era is the dream of the other. Wong‘s scifi 

references cover as much ground as his other cultural influences. Vistas of gleaming CGI neon 

and surging monorails come straight out of ‘70s and ‘80s Japanese anime, evoking a common 

background of such modern mythology in the past-war state of so many Asian cities–Tokyo 

demolished and Hong Kong turned from colonial outpost to place of refuge and haute-capitalist 

tide pool, causing both to be rebuilt as carnivals of steel, glass, and neon. The concept of 

correlating distant future as stage to deliberate on the past is reminiscent of Dennis Potter‘s final 

works Karaoke and Cold Lazarus. Aspects of the story suggest Wong digested an episode of Rod 

Serling‘s The Twilight Zone, ―The Lonely,‖ down to the fateful number in the title, the year the 

Serling story was set. 

 

 

 
 

 

Of course, in one sense 2046 might not be regarded as science fiction at all, given that the 

futuristic element in the film is presented as something external to or concurrent to its other 
reality. And yet Wong, uninterested as he is in the nuts-and-bolts methods of technocratic 

pondering and conceptual fancy with which scifi tends to be preoccupied, engages with another, 



subtler mode of the genre, a brand that explores how the modern human identity subsists in 

relation to a vast, strange, implacable universe, and how we coexist with our own mimetic projects 

and creations. In this regard, 2046 has kinship with major genre works that betray a different sense 

of science fiction, including Alain Resnais‘ Je t’aime, je t’aime (1967) and Andrei 

Tarkovsky‘s Solaris (1971), similarly transfixed by memory and simulacra of life, exploring the 

constant human tendency towards interior travel rather than face up to the universe in all its 

indifferent grandeur. Ridley Scott‘s Replicants would extend the Frankensteinian fear of a creation 

that refuses to abide and extend the creator‘s self, but Wong‘s twitchy-limbed fembots, like 

Stanislaw Lem‘s alien planet that gives Tarkovsky‘s film its central enigma and motive, only 

reflect back to the onlooker what they project upon them, embodying but remaining as 

fundamentally unknowable as the love-object. Chow tries to understand himself through mythic 

projections of himself and those who torment and fascinate him. A constant visual and thematic 

refrain is a large speakerlike object on the 2046 train, high-tech equivalent to the hole in the tree 

where secrets are whispered and stored–a piece of folktale wisdom mentioned in this film and its 

predecessor. The darkness at the heart of the pit of secrets is the crux of the enigma, the black hole 

at the galaxy‘s centre, the vaginal portal, the id. Nothing that goes there comes back unless 

changed beyond recognition. 

 

 

 
 

 

Wong and Doyle conjure gorgeous scifi images in the sleek confines of the 2046 train and the 

blank-eyed yet mysteriously emotive robots who stalk the deserted conveyance, Kimura‘s perfect 

manga hero their detached and pensive companion-lover. Nor is scifi the only genre Wong rifles, 

as he steps into film noir and paperback romance tales. Gong‘s gauntleted gambler could have 

stepped out of his frustrated attempt to film the source novel for Orson Welles‘ noir 

masterpiece The Lady From Shanghai (1946). Glimpses of Chow‘s own 2046 story being enacted 

split the difference between noir and scifi, as a cyberpunk gamine lures a man into bed and 

murders him whilst her boyfriend hides upstairs and spies on them, his dripping tears caught on 

the plunge by DP Christopher Doyle‘s camera as galactic blotches. The images here hark back 

to Fallen Angels‘ assassin lowlifes inhabiting the underside of contemporary Hong Kong that 

Wong filmed like an alien world. Chow‘s shift of modes from writing martial arts tales to scifi 

suggests Wong had been paying attention to a general critical consensus that scifi provided a new 

stage for traditional genres to unfold, with the likes of Star Wars (1977) blending motifs borrowed 

from both the Western and the martial arts tale. 

 

 



 
 

 

The metafictional aspect of Chow‘s adventures in writing suggests an imagined alternative life for 

Wong himself, one where he subsists as a smith of genre fiction. Hong Kong cinema has for so 

long been buoyed by its reputation for action and comedy films Wong‘s constitutional inability to 

swim with that tide was enabled a level of freedom by his stature but also left him cut off from the 

mainstream of his own local culture. Wong may well also have been thinking about the creative 

pillars of wu xia on the printed page, the likes of Liang Yusheng and Jin Yong, pseudonyms used 

by men who had created many of the defining characters and motifs of the genre writing for 

newspapers in the 1950s and ‘60s–indeed, Ashes of Time had been adapted from Jin Yong‘s 

stories. Much of the landscape of scifi and film noir had similarly been born of such writers, 

penning stories for magazines. Rather than dismissing such folk as grubby hacks, Wong celebrates 

them in his way, suggesting the fuel for all forms of creativity is inherently personal. 2046 is also, 

as some have noted, the year before the promised self-governing period of Hong Kong after the 

handover to China runs out, giving the number a foreboding quality, a crux of the political as well 

as personal. Hong Kong‘s status as a world caught in the cross-rip of different cultures, 

hemispheres, and ways of being, perched uneasily on the edge of history, waiting to be pushed off 

by some fatal pressure. That sense of anxiety, however subliminal, gives Wong‘s work an 

overtone that remains vital to it (for instance, the absence of it in Wong‘s Stateside romp My 

Blueberry Nights, 2006, doomed that film for all its qualities to feel comparatively frivolous). 

 

 

 
 

 

2046 unfolds as a series of contrapuntal sequences, stepping backwards and forwards in 

chronology and between realities. The highly rhythmic yet dislocated structure unfolds is 

simulated in Wong and Doyle‘s shooting. In the Mood for Love‘s style was marked by its Matisse-

like visual effects, spaces and people alike used as elements in patterns that converge and give 

way without depth, conveying both the beauty and stasis of the central couple‘s affair.2046‘s 
images flit by at a much faster pace, the dense layers of the period Hong Kong and Singapore 

scenes, all vertiginously narrowed corridors and universes folding in on themselves, matched to 



the stripped-back environs of the futuristic train scenes, where the real world moves by in a blank 

blur. The sense of something urgent underlying 2046 is impossible to ignore even as, essentially, 

nothing happens. Chow‘s voiceover mentions riots convulsing on the waterfront, with the 

suggestion they‘re the first act in an age of disruption that will end the islet time Wong was born 

in and celebrates. Shigeru Umebayashi‘s propulsive main theme for the score underlines this 

sensation of impetus, contrasting the slower, more yearning, dancing pizzicato of his In the Mood 

for Love theme and matching the film‘s pulse instead to the driving force of the futuristic trains 

seen dashing through tunnels and neon cities. Wong realises the two periods as polar opposites of 

atmosphere (if all still painted in the lustrous hues of Doyle‘s photography), the clean, sleek, 

supermoderne environs of the 2046 express where stilted androids cavort and gaze dead-eyed out 

the windows into digital dreams, and the tangled, bustling, organic furore of period Hong Kong, a 

world in which Chow and Bai Ling exist bred to it as panthers in the veldt, slipping the cramped 

hallways, drenched in the hues of red and green and blue that infest the parlours and foyers and 

streets of the city, at once embracing and isolating. 

 

 

 
 

 

The film occasionally switches into black-and-white for an aura faintly reminiscent of high-class 

advertising, apt for iconographic moments of perfection where, like the doomed Scotty Ferguson 

of Vertigo (1958), Chow finds himself confronted by reproductions of his idealised love object via 

fetishized talismanic objects and experiences–sharing a drowsy ride in the back of a taxi, the hand 

in the black glove–as waystations in a journey that loops eternally. Zhang and Leung make for one 

of the sexiest screen couples in history, inhabiting characters whose connection of a physical level 

is foiled by their discursive emotional needs. If In the Mood for Love was transfixed by a love 

affair based in subliminal accord foiled by scruple and circumstance, 2046 studies one doomed by 

the incapacity of the two lovers to state their subtler desires out loud and their ingrained attitudes 

even as they find deep carnal satisfaction: Chow constantly holds off Bai Ling‘s shows of feeling 

by continually relegating her to the status of whore whilst she is constantly frustrated by his 

detachment whilst casting him as the eternally elusive lover. Their early scenes play out as a dance 

of attraction and repulsion in which they consciously assume characters, he the drawling roué, she 

the teasing tart, that ensure they don‘t really meet, only the guises they put to survive their 

respective narratives as soiled romantic and fading beauty. Their quicksilver attraction and sexual 

compatibility founders, however, on their inability to leave behind such guises, as Bai Ling 

offends Chow by failing to show up for a dinner he gives when he plans to introduce her as his 

girlfriend to his friends, and he in turn leaves her increasingly wounded as he fails, deliberately or 

not, to recognise her very genuine neediness. 

 

 



 
 

 

2046 is also a study in acting, both within and without Wong‘s narratives. Leung is his eternally 

reliable worldly conduit, ensuring Chow always conveys a sense of gravitas and covert discomfort 

even when he‘s being a flip shit. Wong‘s cabal of actresses, a critical mass of Chinese screen 

beauty and talent, are all cast in accordance to classic Hollywood‘s rules of casting according to 

type and essence–Gong in her steely, stoic majesty, Zhang in her defiant but covertly brittle 

intensity, Faye Wong‘s bright-eyed yet melancholic romanticism. Wong even goes so far as to 

name Zhang‘s character after one of the few big Hong Kong stars not in the film. The theme is 

both supernal and vital: roles and lives lived and unlived spin about each other in strange gravity 

throughout 2046, whether through the constructed safe zones of fiction or the demands of 

surviving daily existence in a metropolis, and a natural process of life, the people we are in 

different times. But within this celebration of words and identities worn like husks is an idea 

Wong constantly, even obsessively tries to dig into is the ambiguity of the self, whether it‘s 

knowable not just to anyone outside of that self but even itself, and indeed the question as to 

whether that ambivalence is the essence of human authenticity rather than a failure to locate it. 

Both Chow and the second Su Li-zhen prize their ambivalence and the difficulty others take in 

trying to understand them–Su fobs Chow off when it comes to learning anything about her by 

playing high and low with him for such information, and she always wins. ―I‘ve seen pretty people 

disappear like smoke,‖ Bob Dylan once sang, and it‘s a fact of life for Chow, who returns to 

Singapore towards the film‘s end in search of her only to find her vanished, perhaps consumed by 

her perpetual twilight lifestyle, perhaps having returned to Cambodia where she came from, where 

she‘ll probably also die once that epochal nightmare rolls around. 

 

 

 
 

 

Chow‘s time with the second Li-zhen is described in one of the later chapters although it comes 

before most of the events depicted in the film, and is bookended by his last encounter with Bai 

Ling, so we can see tragedy repeating not exactly as farce but surely as ironic inversion. Li-zhen 

resisted Chow‘s entreaty to come with him to Hong Kong just as he refuses to play Bai Ling‘s 

lover again–to be ―borrowed‖ as he put it once before–because he recognises he‘s finally found a 

part he can‘t play, an interior reality he can‘t ignore for the sake of an external one, and that like 
himself, she needs to escape the roundelay of simulacrums they take refuge in. Chow‘s act here 

seems cold, as he leaves Bai Ling weeping in her poignant, final loss of illusion, but is actually as 



kind in its way as his aid to Jing-wen was, for his response here is akin to ripping off a band-aid, a 

momentary hurt that deflects a deeper and more grievous possible wound, a refusal on Chow‘s 

part to indulge his guises any longer nor to offer Bai Ling the opium that is bogus affection. The 

concluding images of him are as a sad and solitary figure perhaps resigned to such a state until he 

can properly lay his ghosts to rest. Unlike his fictional antihero, Chow might not have the will the 

leave that place where memories surround and immerse, but there is a sign he is reconciled to it, 

able to coexist in future and past, a gaining of wisdom if not catharsis. The meaning of it all 

suggests a transposition of the famous last lines of F. Scott Fitzgerald‘s The Great Gatsby to a new 

setting and new context. All our trains rush on, borne back ceaselessly into the past. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Bride of Frankenstein (1935) 
 

Director: James Whale 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

Mary Shelley‘s Frankenstein, or, The Modern Prometheus is a foundation text of both the science 

fiction and horror genres. Born of a dull, rainy summer by Lake Geneva by the brilliant young 

bride in the company of her famous husband Percy, his even more famous friend George Gordon, 

Lord Byron, and his physician Dr John Polidori, Frankenstein still makes Mary‘s name familiar to 

people for whom Romantic poetry might as well be Klingon. Frankenstein, a text that referenced 

ancient mythology, was destined to be the legend of an age still busy bring born, the industrial and 

scientific eras. Shelley was herself product of a revolutionary age, daughter to the feminist theorist 

Mary Wollstonecraft and immersed in the burgeoning Romantic movement‘s spiritual and 

symbolic conceptualism as well as radical thinking. Many both thrilled at and recoiled from the 

consequences of that time, the ancient regimes falling and new concepts and hierarchies rifling 

their way through every familiarity, as the French Revolution had devolved from florid optimism 

to a grim and concerted mobile slaughter consuming Europe, and that happy, elegant party in 

Switzerland were contemplating what it all meant via art. Ninety-four years after it was 

written, Frankenstein was filmed for the first time, by Thomas Edison‘s film company. But it was 

the 1931 film version that was to permanently transform Frankenstein into a byword, and throw up 

an image of the monstrous still instantly recognisable to most people. 

 

 



 
 

 

The most famous transposition to the screen, one that threw up an image still instantly familiar to 

most people eighty years after it was made, came in 1931, when Universal Studios wanted an 

appropriate property to follow up a smash hit, Tod Browning‘s Dracula. As with that success, 

they chose an intermediary work, Peggy Webling‘s theatrical adaptation, and hired a director who 

had proven himself gifted at traversing the gap between stage and screen, James Whale. Whale 

had come to Hollywood to adapt R.C. Sheriff‘s play about the fatalism of World War I 

aviators Journey’s End for the movies. That film‘s substantial success made Whale a major 

director, and he followed it up with the wartime melodrama Waterloo Road (1931). Dracula had 

suddenly made gothic horror popular after years when, in spite of the genre‘s popularity in 

Europe, both Broadway and Hollywood had largely preferred jokey horrors like the semi-

satirical The Cat and the Canary (1928): several years of the Depression and the harsh mood 

attendant in the early ‗30s had suddenly transformed the zeitgeist. With Frankenstein Whale, in 

spite of his comparative newness to the medium, fashioned a far more powerful work of cinema 

than Browning had managed, a dark fairy-tale painted in shades of grey and dusty light. Whale 

cast his Journey’s End star Colin Clive as the monomaniacal scientist, rechristened Henry rather 

than the novel‘s Victor, and cast a relatively unknown English actor as his creation: the one-time 

William Pratt, who had rechristened himself Boris Karloff for an aura of the exotic and the 

sinister. 

 

 



 
 

 

Whale‘s Frankenstein emerged as a rather different beast to Shelley‘s, however. Updated to 

around the turn of the twentieth century, Whale‘s film stepped back from the poetic grandiosity of 

Shelley‘s concepts, which traversed the distance from Alpine peaks to frozen Arctic and pitted 

creator and creation against each-other each as mutually tortured poet-kings, to present a tight 

morality play with an atmosphere derived not from the elemental reaches of high Romanticism but 

from the fetid, id-like realms of Expressionism in art. The monster was conceived not as Shelley‘s 

misbegotten but entirely articulate demi-titan, but a mute, hulking, ugly, instinctual being, both 

childlike and animalistic in its simplicity, even innocence, and its savagery. This choice, disloyal 

as it was to Shelley, was the key to the nigh-unshakeable impact Whale‘s take has had on popular 

culture. The monster, in being rendered something less nobly post-human, had become more 

relevant, a being onto which so much could be projected. Everything different, troubled, outcast, 

reviled—other—lay behind Karloff‘s limpid eyes and misshapen brow. Whale‘s fulminating 

anger at his poverty-stricken childhood, status as a gay man in a hostile world, and the trauma of 

his wartime service, found just as much accord in the monster as the audience who, suffering 

through the Depression, surely saw so many of themselves, cast off by a system that had pretended 

to care for them only to leave them stranded and bewildered by forces beyond control. Any black 

man scared for his life in Jim Crow south or migrating Oakie trying to find a place of refuge 

would recognise the mob that chases down and annihilates the hapless creature for its supposed 

sins, some of which were only the sin of circumstance and others natural response to mistreatment 

and cold regard. 

 

 



 
 

 

Frankenstein‘s stark seriousness as a parable had defined it, but Whale‘s own sensibility was 

distinctly less solemn when let off the leash, particularly when it came to generic material he 

would resist being ghettoised in. With his next ventures into fantastic material, The Old Dark 

House (1932) and The Invisible Man (1933), he revealed that mischievous streak, interpolating 

overt humour and eccentricities of style in a way that still feels unexpected and bizarre, offering 

flashes of a new cultural argot that didn‘t have a name then – camp. As Universal clamoured for a 

sequel to Frankenstein, Whale eventually caved in and agreed to helm it, and produced a film 

more suited to his personal humour. In spite of its eventual classic status, Bride of Frankenstein 
was beset by a troubled production, with endless revisions of plot and intent that lasted from initial 

story proposals to post-production edits designed to pacify the new production code. Whale ran 

through several screenwriters in searching for a persuasive concept and eventually found one 

when John L. Balderston, the dramatist who had written Dracula‘s source play, hit upon the idea 

of using a vignette from Shelley‘s novel, in which Frankenstein starts building a bride for his 

monster, and taking this to the logical end Shelley shied away from. The result is almost certainly 

the greatest of the storied Universal horror films, and also perhaps the strangest, a freewheeling 

romp through the landscape Whale had created for the first film that manages at once to mock and 

enlarge that landscape, and the already quickly calcifying clichés of the style Whale helped define. 

 

 



 
 

 

Aptly for a film whose title promises new frontiers of sexuality, Bride of Frankenstein grazes 

downright perverse invocations of the erotic and the abnormal, one that actually gathers impetus 

and power from Whale‘s pitch-black humour and self-satirising impulses. Laughter and dread 

have long been twinned opposites but are also notoriously difficult to combine effectively. Whale 

pulled it off in part by rendering the vividly stylised, eerie, shadow-sodden landscapes he had 

created for Frankenstein even more bleakly beautiful and momentous: Bride of Frankenstein is 

the height of the gothic horror style on the visual level. Yet Whale populates it with characters 

who seem rather bewildered to realise they‘re in a horror film, like Una O‘Connor‘s screeching, 

teetering servant Minnie, and Ernest Thesiger‘s villainous Dr Pretorious, who, in spite of his 

repulsive practices and sinister ends, is also a perversely cheerful bon vivant. Whale‘s sensibility 

is in play right from the opening frames as he segues from a classic horror landscape of a fearsome 

storm raging above a grim Swiss castle to his take on the pretensions of Byron (Gavin Gordon) 

and the Shelleys, with Mary (Elsa Lanchester) characterise as a delicate drawing room darner who 

writes tales about unfathomable horrors but can‘t stand the sight of her own blood when she pricks 

herself with a needle, and Byron as a prototypical fanboy who delights in recounting her own 

nightmares to Mary‘s protest that no-one can see she was trying to tell a serious metaphysical 

parable. 

 

 



 
 

 

The metafictional aspect to this opening – another idea that hadn‘t been codified yet – ingeniously 

allows Whale to continue his narrative under the guise of a natural expansion on Shelley‘s idea 

and lend it a quality rooted in a knowing sense of being told for its own sake, an extension of the 

parlour game roots of the original story. The scenes of Shelley‘s story Byron recounts are also not 

those of the book but Whale‘s film, allowing a recapitulation of that film in a manner close to a 

highlights reel before a new TV episode. Meanwhile the deliberately artificial acting of the three 

actors signals Whale‘s wry approach to the effete aristocratic fantasies he‘s engaging with and his 

smirking take on the heightened essence of melodrama, taken soon to extremes in Valerie 

Hobson‘s hilarious overacting as Elizabeth, Frankenstein‘s fiancé, and Clive‘s own raw-nerved 

performance, which nudges the scientist from thoughtful rebel towards hysterical patsy. 

Frankenstein, left gravely injured after being thrown from the top of the windmill where the 

monster apparently met its end at the climax of the first film, is taken home, believed to be dying, 

but he shows signs of pulling through. Meanwhile at the scorched and crumbled ruins of the mill 

the Burgomaster (E.E. Clive, splendidly pompous) tries to assert authority over the flocking 

villagers proud of their handiwork and hoping the monster is dead, including the Frankensteins‘ 

servant Minnie and the parents of the girl the monster drowned, Hans (Reginald Barlow) and his 

wife (Mary Gordon). Hans, in his distraught desire to see the monster‘s body, accidentally falls 

into the mill‘s flooded cellar, and finds the monster scorched and wounded but still very much 

alive and vengeful. The monster throttles Hans and climbs out, and the near-sighted hausfrau 

doesn‘t realise she‘s helping the monster out of the pit until it‘s too late: he pitches her down after 

her husband, before encountering Minnie, whose squawking panic bewilders even him. 

 

 



 
 

 

Minnie finds herself frustrated when no-one believes her about the monster‘s survival, and the 

misshapen creature subsists in the forest, terrifying unfortunates he encounters even as he 

repeatedly tries to reach out to them, including a shepherdess (Ann Darling) who faints and falls 

into a pond. Although he saves her from drowning, she believes he‘s attacking her, and a passing 

hunter wings him with a bullet. The monster finally finds refuge and fellowship with a blind 

hermit (O.P. Heggie), whose melancholy violin playing entices and pacifies the creature‘s pained 

ferocity. Meanwhile, as he recovers, Frankenstein is visited by Pretorius, a former teacher at 

Frankenstein‘s university who was ―booted out‖ for pursuing similar forbidden pursuits in trying 

to create life. Pretorius talks Frankenstein, who has become a Baron since his father‘s death during 

his convalescence, into taking a look at his creations. The Baron is revolted by Pretorius‘s pint-

sized homunculi, which he grows ―like cultures‖ rather than stitches together and keeps living in 

jars, but Pretorius does pique Frankenstein‘s curiosity when he proposes creating a second, female 

creature with a combination of their techniques. When a pair of lost hikers walks in upon the 

creature and the hermit, they spark a fight that results in the burning down of the hermit‘s house, 

leaving the creature homeless and hunted again. Taking refuge in a graveyard, he encounters 

Pretorius who, with his murderous fugitive helpmates Karl (Dwight Frye) and Ludwig (Ted 

Billings), is robbing the tombs for body parts. Pretorius takes the monster under his wing and uses 

him to force the reluctant Frankenstein to complete their project, finally having the creature 

kidnap Elizabeth to force his hand. 

 

 



 
 

 

One of the trickiest aspects of Bride of Frankenstein to appreciate is the blithe way it steps 

between outright absurdity and total sincerity in treating its themes. Whale‘s insistent religious 

imagery correlates the monster‘s suffering with Christ‘s, tethered to a pole and raised up as if on 

the cross, and the eerily highlighted crucifix on the hermit‘s wall that lingers in a glowing image 

even after a fade to black. Whale pushes this element with fervent clarity, like a blazing insight 

into a core of real, irate, transcendental feeling that is otherwise purposefully contrasted with the 

absurdity of most human behaviour when backed up by feelings of security and self-satisfaction. 

At the same time, there‘s also a hint of lampooning of the parochial side of this value system, 

particularly in the down-home church organ that drones under the same scene where the hermit 

and monster find each-other like a pair of hapless lovers. Minnie embodies this idea most directly 

for Whale, acting like a firebrand when she thinks the monster is down and screaming and running 

off when he proves impossible to suppress for long. In the first film Whale portrayed the monster 

as embittered and reactive after being tormented by Frankenstein‘s assistant; here this element 

becomes something close to behavioural theory, as the reactions of the ostracised and the 

differentiated result in maladaptation in the face of the ignorant reflexes of others, often forming a 

tragic roundelay of victimhood. The reactions of people to the monster usually create situations 

that result in violence and harm. This idea is most vividly illustrated in the sequence when he 

saves the shepherdess, as he tries to suppress her panicky screams only to make things worse, 

Whale alternating between viewpoints with electric intensity conveying both the fear of the girl 

and the alarm of the monster, erasing the apparent line between appeal and assault. 

 

 



 
 

 

For a film as long-hailed as it is, Bride of Frankenstein is nonetheless nearly as stitched-together 

as the monster itself, chiefly because the new, strict censorship regime just gaining traction in 

Hollywood at the time, added to the tumultuous development, meant that aspects of the film were 

left choppy and unclear. These include a midsection in which a number of dead bodies are found 

scattered around town, killings for which the monster is blamed but which were supposed to have 

been committed by Fritz and Hans on Pretorius‘s business. Whale changed the finale at the last 

minute, letting Frankenstein escape the final conflagration, although he‘s still visible amidst 

tumbling rubble at the end. Despite this raggedness, the film comes on with astonishing pace and 

power. One bravura sequence follows another, but perhaps the two most brilliantly composed 

come half-way through and right at the end. The first sees the monster chased down once more by 

torch-wielding, pitchfork-trusting villagers through a forest until he‘s captured by the mass, in a 

sequence that represents nigh-perfect interplay of editing, music, camerawork, and directorial 

thrust. The monster is bound, carted back to town, and trussed up in the old dungeon below the 

police station, held down with chains and bonds. The threat has been contained completely and 

utterly, the Burgomaster is happy to get back to work (―And leave us to ours,‖ mutters one of the 

gendarmes in bolshy manner), assuring the townsfolk everything is now taken care off. Except 

that the monster tears himself free and smashes his way out again with ludicrous ease once the 

weight of society is off him – the tormented alien has grown too strong to be held by such forces, 

and can henceforth only be destroyed by his own yearnings. 

 

 



 
 

 

Karloff initially objected to one of the biggest changes to his role, which had made him one of 

horror cinema‘s most everlasting stars, was that the creature learns to speak in the course of the 

movie. Karloff‘s brilliant mime work had given the creature qualities of pathos and terror more 

intense than most actors could manage with pages of dialogue. But the monster‘s halting, grunting 

vocal deliveries, built around the basic words the hermit and Pretorius teach him, is one of the 

most memorable aspects of Bride of Frankenstein. His speech quickly evolves in spite of his small 

vocabulary from identification and association (―Bread!‖) to value judgement (―Bad!‖) to 

philosophy (―Love dead. Hate living.‖). The two films form a tale of the creature moving from 

newborn to nihilistic experience, with stages of bratty, tantrum-throwing murderousness and 

clasping adolescent neediness in between, leading to a finale when he apportions life and death 

according to his own will. The moment of ultimate confrontation comes when Pretorius opens a 

door and lets the monster into Frankenstein‘s parlour, the baleful gaze of the rejected creation 

above a mouth that now has mastered the broken syllables of his creator‘s name – an act in legend 

that gives mortals powers over gods. Appropriately, from this point on the creature controls 

Frankenstein‘s fate. 

 

 

 



 

 

The note of mutual fulfilment that sparks under the monster‘s relationship with the hermit (―A 

friend – to be a light to mine eyes and a comfort in time of trouble – amen!‖) is cunning for the 

way Whale universalises it, a perfect picture of Christian fellowship that can also be read as an 

idealised gay relationship, in a way that shoots for the cosmic by way of the purely personal, all 

we misbegotten creations of a dubiously competent deity clinging to each-other in the night. If the 

hermit is the angel on the monster‘s shoulder, Pretorius is presented as a jaunty yet phthisic, 

queeny devil on the shoulder of Frankenstein, who spends most of the film clinging to his bed, 

bride, and Baronetcy as a desperate closet, trying to resist the thrill of creating life in forbidden 

rites. Pretorius, whose unlikely name baffles Minnie (―There ain‘t no such name!‖), struts into the 

film providing both its arsenic heart and its impudent instant critique, contrasting both the stricken 

conscientiousness of Frankenstein and the haplessness of the monster with his eager embrace of 

his own immorality. He plays the puppet-master creator mischievously arranging the world 

according to his acerbic understanding of the way it works and the stories it tells itself to make 

sense of its perversity, as he outfits his homunculi as travesties of social roles and essential 

identities – a king, a queen, an archbishop, a ballerina, a devil. He encourages Frankenstein to 

follow ―the lead of nature – or God if you like your Bible stories,‖ although he also happily quotes 

the Bible when enticing the good doctor to join in his project: ―Male and female created he them – 

be fruitful and multiply.‖ Pretorius is a happy inhabitant of the twilight world. When he leads his 

assistants in breaking into the tomb looking for harvestable bodies, he eyes a girl‘s corpse with an 

assessing, physiologically and erotically incisive eye. ―Pretty little thing in her way wasn‘t she?‖ 

Karl notes with hesitant ghoulish interest, but Pretorius more directly states with gleaming eyes, ―I 

hope her bones are firm!‖ 

 

 

 
 

 

Pretorius arranges bones as a centrepiece for an impromptu party he holds for himself, toasting 

monsters until the real thing lurches out of the shadows: ―Oh – I thought I was alone,‖ he notes 

unflappably. Thesiger‘s inimitable delivery and persona had already been exploited brilliantly by 

Whale on The Old Dark House, but Pretorius gave him an even more perfect vehicle, with his gift 

for lending any line the quality of some alien and malignant invocation, down to his ―only 

weakness,‖ of which there are at least two. By comparison, Clive‘s Frankenstein is marginalised 

for much of the film, perhaps a result of Whale working around Clive‘s worsening drinking 

problem which would claim his life within two years, and also more definitely a by-product of the 
film‘s waggish take on the pivotal myth, which makes Pretorius the core figure illustrating what 

Frankenstein would act like if every remnant trace of humanism was removed, the Baron stuck as 



wishy-washy moderate in the face of Pretorius‘ embraced extremism. Still, although bullied and 

blackmailed against all his best impulses throughout the film, and appalled by realisation that 

Pretorius has his minions happily murder women to furnish their laboratory-born chimera with 

body parts, Frankenstein also falls under the spell of the promethean act again as the project 

gathers pace: what greater drug than the thrill of defying natural law and creating life, without any 

fussy intermediaries? The orgasmic charge of the final creation scenes, where Whale cuts loose in 

a riot of canted camera angles, vertiginous shots and sparking machines and faces turned to 

chiaroscuro death masks as the great phallic tower lifted to sky awaits electric insemination, pays 

off in new birth. 

 

 

 
 

 

The original film, like many early sound films, lacked an incidental music score. By 1935 that was 

quickly changing and Whale hired recent immigrant Franz Waxman to write music for the sequel. 

Waxman responded with a work of oversized bravado that instantly made his name in Hollywood 

and also expanded concepts of what a film score could do at the time. It also showed how much he 

understood Whale‘s oddball sensibility by interpolating, amidst the rollicking drums and deep-

throbbing strings that invoke the crepuscular epic, a faux-Polynesian love theme, a whine of 

sardonic yet plaintive feeling constantly nudging the film towards perverse romanticism even as 

the chiaroscuro visuals sketch out dread spaces of the mind. Whale, like a vast number of 

filmmakers in Hollywood and elsewhere, was a great admirer of the recent trend of German 

Expressionist filmmaking and its core creators, and took direct license from them. Their ranks 

included Paul Leni, Robert Wiene, Fritz Lang, and Paul Wegener, whose Der Golem: Wie er in 

der Welt Kam (1920) had offered an obvious template for the concept of the daemonic creation as 

limpid-eyed yet glowering monstrosity pulverising the human world yet beset by simple and 

childlike things, whilst Leni‘s gift for weaving in humour with horror undoubtedly appealed to 

Whale. 

 

 



 
 

 

Whale took this a step further as he tested the idea that the comedy of manners could exist within 

the heightened removes of such bizarre fare, and his understanding that the root of both the 

comedy and the horror was the fear and desire for others, with society as monster in its own right 

that torments and afflicts what appals it. Like Frankenstein and The Invisible Man‘s Frank Griffin, 

Pretorius crosses the invisible but all too consequential barrier of what‘s done and finds the thrill 

of transgressive power even as the forces of reaction snap into action and begin to fence them 

back in. The monster on the other hand is always unwillingly trapped beyond the fringes of the 

human world. The search for companionship, in all its forms, preoccupies all the characters, 

particularly the creature, whose train of thought, set in motion by Pretorius, moves inexorably 

through stages of relation – ―Woman. Friend. Wife.‖ The film‘s final, most ingenious and ruthless 

touch takes the comedy of manners theme to its logical end with the bride‘s rejection of the 

monster as hideous, a punch-line that cynically splices the theme of the search for perfection and 

for fellowship – the human brain Pretorius grew, the perfect tabula rasa of social behaviour, still 

knows instinctively what is beautiful and what is ugly. 

 

 

 
 



 

Like Orson Welles who would similarly make a leap from stage to screen, Whale‘s style was at 

once floridly theatrical and inimitably cinematic, compensating for the lack of open space he was 

used to in the theatre with energetic, sweeping camerawork and jagged cutting. His work here 

came with invaluable aid from the team of technical experts at Universal, including the inimitable 

work of makeup man Jack Pierce, special effects maestro Jack Fulton, and John J. Mescall‘s 

photography. The evocations of cavernous ancient chambers and rude stonework, the dense forests 

of jutting trees, the soaring battlements of castles and old mills where creativity unfolds jealously 

guarded from the snooping hoi polloi (both the scientists and the poets), the glowing homey 

windows of the hermit‘s hut, the stark statuary and blasted loneliness of the cemetery, the frosty 

sprawl of Hobson‘s nightgown across the Frankenstein‘s plush bed – all come close to the platonic 

ideal of this wing of the genre. One great technical and expressive moment comes when the 

monster watches from a hiding place as Pretorius and his goons invade the tomb where he‘s 

hiding, their lanterns appearing in the distance and then advancing in an intricate play of light, the 

three gruesome intruders squabbling and fussing all the way whilst the alienated creature recoils in 

bewildered fear. Another, truly spectacular and visually ambitious moment comes later when the 

infuriated monster stalks Karl on the mill roof, the monster assaulting up the sleazy henchmen and 

throwing him from the roof amidst a wild survey of thunderous clouds, roaring winds, guttering 

fires, and the wind-rocked cradle of the bride‘s body about to be fired with life. And this is just 

one vignette in the riot of images that is the climax. Such trappings still pack their oneiric power 

even when Whale makes sport of it, or perhaps especially when he does so, as when Frankenstein, 

Pretorius and his crew enter the old mill where Frankenstein does his experiments, all twisted, 

mimetic proto-Escher shapes and grimy hues, the Baron advising ―Mind the steps‖ whist Pretorius 

noting, ―I think it‘s a charming house.‖ 

 

 

 
 

 

If Frankenstein still readily springs to mind when it comes to any variation on the misbegotten 

creation myth today, Bride‘s imprint could be subtler, but just as definite, as it asked a question 

about such creations about where the lines can be drawn between life and technology and what we 

can invent to sate our needs. Recent films like Her (2013) and Ex Machina (2015) are similarly 

dedicated to exactly the same unpredictable notion of synthetic consciousnesses becoming 

erotically and emotionally enticing only to reject their would-be creator-controllers. Whilst the 

notion of a synthetic love object had been mooted in cinema before the Bride, particularly in 

Lang‘s Metropolis (1926) and Henrik Galeen‘s Alraune (1928), those tale posited the ancient 

figure of the demon temptress, where the Bride that Frankenstein and Pretorius make is actually 

the opposite, a creature that naturally refuses to be a mere passive creation and recoils from being 



objectified. Many years later when the film as partly remade by Franc Roddam in 1985 as The 

Bride, things had changed enough that the monster and mate find each-other whilst the creator 

goes mad and dies trying to rape his creation. Under Whale‘s gaze this element takes on an extra 

dimension of bizarreness as he turns Pretorius and Frankenstein into mad makeover artists, 

swathing the bride with her jutting mane of frizzed Egyptian-styled hair in gown of white. This is 

Whale‘s piece de resistance in mocking social and mating rituals and the game of love and the 

eternal conflict between flesh and soul: the bride‘s hissing horror is a most normal reaction but 

also is rooted in something primal, something alien to the empathic self that defines humanism – 

and is thus anti-human. The bride‘s rejection her proposed mate sets in motion the monster‘s final, 

enraged auto-da-fe as he cordons off himself, the bride and Pretorius whilst, moved by the 

escaped Elizabeth‘s show of loyalty to Frankenstein, commands them to depart before blowing up 

the mill. Whale‘s last, most sublime irony is there in the spectacle of the weeping monster. Too 

human to cope with the world, he is finally gifted the power of the gods his own creator snatched 

but could never bear, deciding who should live and who belong dead. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Alien (1979) 
 

Director: Ridley Scott 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

I can imagine opening a newspaper in 1979 and glancing at a review of Alien with its plot 

recounted in dry ink lines, or perhaps at a poster and beholding the infamous tagline, ―In space, no 

one can hear you scream.‖ I think one would have been forgiven if the thought didn‘t cross your 

mind that it would one day this film might be considered a major cinematic classic. Even when 

you know much more about it, the improbability still stands. Sold to prospective studios in script 

form as ―Jaws in space‖ by Dan O‘Bannon and Ronald Shusett, a pair of young screenwriters who 

had happily looted the sci-fi B-movies and creature features they had loved as boys, Alien might 

have seemed something like a garish throwback in abstract, to the days when many a monstrous 

beast from space went on the loose was all the rage in drive-in fodder. After all, cinematic sci-fi in 

the late 1960s and ‗70s had generally taken on a more serious cast in keeping with the literary 

genre, complete with heightened social commentary and philosophical metaphors. Star 

Wars and Close Encounter of the Third Kind (both 1977) made studios everywhere enthusiastic 

for the genre for the first time since the ‗50s, however, because suddenly it was making giant piles 

of cash. O‘Bannon had one claim to fame before helping pen the script originally called ―Star 

Beast.‖ He had co-written, acted in, and helped make the world‘s best-known student film, 

1974‘s Dark Star. But John Carpenter had gained most of the credit for that, leaving the high-

strung O‘Bannon chagrined and on the hunt for his own success. O‘Bannon was particularly taken 

with the idea of returning to Dark Star‘s sub-plot involving a rampaging alien stowaway, 

visualised in that comic film by a beach ball with talons, and playing this notion straight as a 

galactic horror movie. 

 

 



 
 

 

At first the script seemed doomed to finish up as feedstuff for Roger Corman‘s low-budget 

production farm, because its gore and perverse aspects turned off big studios. But as sci-fi 

properties suddenly turned hot, the duo sold it to producer-director Walter Hill and business 

partner David Giler, who had Twentieth Century Fox at their backs. Hill and Giler worked the 

material over, adding major subplots and changing character names. But they retained one notable 

corollary of the original script – the parts were ―unisex,‖ and could be filled by any actors, male or 

female. Hill decided not to direct the movie himself, as he was too busy and inexperienced in 

special effects work. Picking the right filmmaker was the real trick, as they knew the wrong 

director might play it as schlock, whilst the right one would have to prove equal mastery over both 

the hard-edged, hi-tech realism and the mysterious, eerie, virtually surrealistic qualities the story 

offered. They found their man in a 42-year-old former TV commercial director from South 

Shields at the mouth of the Tyne named Ridley Scott. Scott had gained a reputation for turning 

simple advertisements into great visual artefacts, and had just made an impression with his 

Cannes-screened debut film, The Duellists (1977). He grabbed this opportunity with both hands. 

Scott and his ideas impressed the studio so much Fox doubled his budget. The result, far from 

being just another creature feature, is today regarded as one of the major works of sci-fi cinema 

and indeed modern commercial filmmaking. 

 

 

 
 

 

O‘Bannon and Shusett happily acknowledged remixing the futuristic terrors and beauties of It! 

The Terror from Beyond Space (1958), Forbidden Planet (1956), This Island Earth (1955), and 

even the far-flung alien graveyards and body-invading spectres of Mario Bava‘s signal sci-

fi/horror cross-breed Planet of the Vampires (1966). There was also some similarity to the 

creatures that menaced their way through the pages of A.E. Van Vogt‘s stories ―Black Destroyer‖ 

and ―Moonbeast.‖ Although not based on an H.P. Lovecraft story, Alien remains perhaps the most 

effective channelling of Lovecraft‘s imaginative palette on film, conjuring a universe of infinite 

mystery and threat, replete with glimpses of things and places beyond human reference. This is a 

realm of things that squirm and ooze and move perversely and seem engineered for climes beyond 

any natural law, glowering with infinite disdain for precious human individualism and acumen. 
Here there is only the terrible beauty of survival talent and the cold equations of necessity. The 

purity of Alien as a narrative lies in the way it pits instinct versus intelligence. The self-



propagating concept in the title of Scott‘s first film is taken immediately to reductio ad absurdum: 

this is the duel at the edge of the universe, the perfect opposition. Alien as a metaphorical work is 

in its way as extreme as Solaris (1972) in exploring the essence of humanity through conceiving 

its opposite, with similar precepts – isolation and a manifestation of the incomprehensibly 

other. Alien straddles the ever-blurry genre midground with horror by positing a haunted house 

movie in space mixed with no minor similarity to the slasher movie style that was just gaining real 

traction thanks to Carpenter‘s Halloween, released the year before – a small cast stalked and killed 

one by one by a roaming killer. 

 

 

 
 

 

The story is exceptionally simple on the face of it. The spaceship Nostromo, towing a combined 

bulk ore carrier and refinery through deep space back to Earth, is brought out of hyperspace and 

rerouted towards a remote and unexplored planetoid, source of a mysterious generated signal 

presumed to be a distress beacon. Captain Dallas (Tom Skerrit) and his crew, comprising flight 

officers Ripley (Sigourney Weaver), Kane (John Hurt), and Lambert (Veronica Cartwright), 

science officer Ash (Ian Holm), and engineers Parker (Yaphet Kotto) and Brett (Harry Dean 

Stanton), are awoken from their cryogenic sleep. After confusion and some argument, they follow 

the protocol mandated by the ship‘s owner company (unnamed in this film, later dubbed Weyland-

Yutani in James Cameron‘s sequel Aliens, 1986) and land on the planet. The Nostromo is lightly 

damaged during landing and Brett and Parker set about fixing it whilst Dallas, Lambert, and Kane 

venture out onto the stormy, hostile surface of the planet to track down the source of the signal. 

They come across a ruined spaceship clearly not built by humans, with the fossilised remains of an 

ancient pilot with a ruptured ribcage still installed in a kind of cockpit, and a collection of seed-

like pods in the hull. Kane gets close to one, intrigued by signs of life within, only for the crab-like 

thing inside to spring out suddenly and burn through the visor of his helmet. The organism clamps 

itself over his face, holding him in a comatose state whilst keeping him alive. Ripley, acting 

commander of the ship, refuses to let Dallas and Lambert bring Kane through the airlock for fear 

of biological contamination, but Ash ignores her and lets them aboard. 

 

 

 
 
 



The creature (again unnamed here but usually called a ―facehugger‖) on Kane proves to have 

deadly acid for blood and is impossible to remove without killing its host, but eventually it falls 

off by itself and dies. Kane awakens, seemingly fine, but as he and the rest of the crew settle down 

for a meal, Kane suddenly starts to spasm in agony. Something tears its way out of his chest – the 

larval stage of new creature that will grow to human size and begin killing or utilising rival life 

forms. The greatest question before Scott and the filmmaking team was what the title creature 

should look like. Reputedly, it was O‘Bannon who suggested to Scott that he take a look at the 

artwork of Swiss painter H.R. Giger. Both men fell under the spell of Giger‘s painting 

―Necronomicon IV‖, which portrayed a bizarre demonic entity with a tubular head, spiny back, 

and penile tail. Giger‘s disturbing, distorted, perversely eroticised pictures tried to render aspects 

of the subconscious and the surreal, murky and obscure and protean, and provided a vital catalyst 

not just for the alien‘s design but for the aesthetic of the film as a whole. Alien certainly belongs to 

both the sci-fi and horror genres, rooted in the solid conceptualism of the former but using it to 

annex the id-shaped atmosphere of the latter. If the film had been painstakingly created to reflect a 

certain academic shift in the basic imagery and concerns of genre storytelling it could not have 

been more precise, as the usually solid Freudian forms of sci-fi – all jutting phallic rockets 

matched to neo-colonialist visions written on the tabula rasa of space – gives way to a nightmarish 

zone filled with gaping holes and hideous babies that sprout from a man‘s body. In this simple yet 

ruthlessly clever concept lies the aspect of Alien that instantly announced itself as contemporary, 

compared to the older genre works that inspired it. The alien monster is no simple, clean beast that 

stows away and rampages, but as a monster insidious and infesting, predatory and parasitic, 

instinctual and apparently not interesting in anything more than self-propagation but also 

possessed of a jarring, baleful brand of intelligence. 

 

 

 
 

 

This aspect fit into a phase in sci-fi-and horror cinema where anxiety over the human body was 

becoming a driving concern. David Cronenberg‘s early works like Shivers (1975), Rabid (1976), 

and The Brood (1979) had helped define and polarise this new, queasy style. The alternate title 

of Shivers, They Came From Within, perfectly reflected this motif, twisting the fear of the alien 

other expressed in titles of 1950s films like It Came From Outer Space (1953) into a motif of 

internal disorder and rebellion, evoking both the bodies corporeal and politic. Emerging even 

before the spectre of the AIDS epidemic, this new unease with disease derived from the strange 

new anxieties of the modern world, one where suddenly awareness of aspects of human life that 

had normally not been talked about in the post-Enlightenment age were suddenly common 

currency, many of them sexual, bound up with a time of rapid revision in understanding of gender 

and desire (also, notably, the superhero movie made its first real impact around this time 

with Superman, 1978, providing an antithesis). Alien announced this style, dubbed ―body horror,‖ 

in big-budget, mainstream cinema, as Kane is impregnated and torn to shreds by his own nominal 

progeny. This vision of perverted birth transplanted onto the male body comes after intimations of 

oral rape. The intensely sexual aspect of this was already encoded in a series of visual evocations 

and design refrains. The waking of the ship‘s crew in the opening scenes is gently birth-like, 

guided by the ships supercomputer which is called, mischievously, MUTHR. The coddled human 

creatures nicely cocooned in the Nostromo and tended to by the maternal computer soon offered 

up as fodder for the sustenance of a creation that faintly resembles a human but also swiftly grows 



to blend into the interior of the Nostromo itself, with limbs and skin resembling the tubes and 

conduits and metal forms of an industrial zone. The human, soft flesh, red blood, is at the mercy of 

a thing that seems both monster and machine, something that evolves too quickly to be contained 

and too aptly to be positioned anywhere but at the top of the food chain. 

 

 

 
 

 

Sci-fi had generally been a realm of gleaming newness and minimalist chic ever since Things to 

Come (1936) posited the future as a gigantic shopping mall with a slight Bauhaus edge. This 

presumption often (though not always) went unchallenged in sci-fi cinema until Star Wars 
intrigued and impressed genre creators with its ―lived-in‖ vision of a futuristic age (albeit past) 

that looked functional, busy, often banged-up and dirty. The script for Alien envisioned a future of 

space travel that has devolved into something much more familiar than cosmic swashbuckling, 

one where working stiffs ride the highways of deep space hauling around loads of resources, 

worrying about pay and bills and getting home to loved-ones. This was taken up not just as a 

background detail but an entire holistic mission by Scott and his designers. Surely Scott‘s 

background, his intimate familiarity with the reverse face of the age of industry and technology, 

told him something different about what a spacefaring future might look and sound like, gleaned 

from a youth staring out at the ships on the Tyne and the decaying industrial landscape of 

England‘s midlands, sights that told him how little some spacefaring future was likely to look like 

the brochures. Aspects of Alien‘s look retain the sleek and clean aesthetic of high futurism – the 

womb-like confines of the stasis pod room and MUTHR‘s control room. But these abut the 

factory-like interiors of the rest of the ship, grimy, functional, and cluttered. The alien planetoid 

itself – once again dubbed LV-426 in Aliens but left nameless here – is a place straight out of the 

dark places of the psyche, with its roiling volcanic forms. The horseshoe-shaped space wreck is 

perched atop a peak like Dracula‘s castle gone Analog Magazine, with an interior that is a 

polymorphous zone of strangeness. Such contrasted landscapes chart both the psychic and 

physical realities of contrasting life forms. 

 

 

 
 

 
O‘Bannon‘s collaboration with Carpenter on Dark Star had envisioned men on a mission 

wandering listlessly through space destroying rogue planets in a deadpan satire on the Domino 



theory, with its main characters so bored and alienated they‘ve swapped personalities several 

times. It made for a sci-fi landscape virtually unheard-of before. Similarly, the humans inhabiting 

the Nostromo are there purely to ensure the smooth running of the machinery and deliver the load 

of processed ore to Earth, casually observed, highly ordinary people. Even Ripley, eventually to 

be canonised as one of the great action heroes, is here just a woman with a slight edge of 

competence, intuition, and coolness under pressure that lets her survive where all her fellows 

eventually fall. One common concern of the diverse filmmakers involved in creating Alien, 

particularly Scott and O‘Bannon, was this awareness of social and class conflict and also the 

individuals perpetrating such schisms. Dallas as captain (and the most Dark Star-esque character) 

knows his job and can do it virtually in his sleep, preferring to bliss out alone with some classical 

music and escape the bolshy niggling of Parker and Brett and Ripley‘s by-the-book sternness. Of 

course, that streak had the potential to save the whole situation, as her refusal to let Kane and the 

facehugger aboard is correct both according to the book and instinct, if not sheer reactive 

empathy. Ripley is first really defined by this act, an attitude of caution that seems unfeeling 

whereas Ash does the ―humane‖ thing, although it will eventually be revealed that he‘s not only 

obeying the company‘s agenda but is also a more literal tool of a distant but still consequential 

power, as an android posing as human. 

 

 

 
 

 

Ripley‘s adherence to principle as well as rules and Ash‘s actions in countermanding her seems at 

first merely a moment of tension in outlook and a road-bump in the chain of command on an 

already lackadaisical hierarchy – Ripley confronts Ash over the point and pushes Dallas for action 

but he simply wants to go home and avoid more headaches. But it proves instead the pivotal action 

that unleashes disaster, and Ripley‘s cold act is proven the wise one. This aspect, the human 

capacity to act both rationally and instinctually according to given situations, is pointedly 

contrasted with what Ash celebrates it for, its ―purity‖ as a creature of raw survivalist nerve and 

shark-like purpose that sustains its life cycle through other creatures, a form of exploitation 

equated with the business of business that motivates all that befalls the Nostromo. The crew 

themselves are defined by their mixture of camaraderie and interpersonal tension, and also by their 

varying levels of interest and complicity in that system, from Dallas, the man in charge who‘s all 

too aware how little power he really has, to Parker and Brett constantly bringing the ―bonus 

situation,‖ their own concerns purely mercenary, a mode of realistic cynicism adapted neatly to 

the exigencies of a job that demands spending years in forced sleep drifting through the 

ether. Alien is littered with sharp vignettes, like Parker insistently stealing back ―his‖ chair and 

brushing it off after Ash has occupied it, Brett‘s half-interested parroting of Parker (―Right.‖), and 

Ripley telling them both to fuck off as they try to jerk her around as member of the superior flight 

crew. The film‘s pivotal, immortal sequence when the crew settle down for dinner with the 

revived, apparently well Kane is a rare moment when the crew are all relaxed, happy, and on level 

ground, a seeming resumption of normality shot through with relief that gives way to epic horror 

and tragedy. 

 

 



 
 

 

Alien‘s defining quality is rooted not simply in its thrills or its vivid imaginative palette, but in its 

slow, patient, nerveless storytelling, so different from the mad rush of images in much 

contemporary filmmaking. Scott‘s return to this fount, Prometheus (2011), although fine in and of 

itself, was disappointing for those of us hoping for a stylistic rather than thematic extension, a 

project revelling in the creation of miasmic atmosphere and slow-ratcheting dread. The normally 

propulsive Cameron honoured the model with his follow-up in its deceptive blend of quiet and 

intensity with Aliens before hitting the gas. The opening shot of Alien, a slow, abyssal scan of the 

dark planetoid silhouetted against the rays of its sun, with barely audible music and the slowly 

compositing title of the film across the width of screen, immediately roots what follows in a mode 

of interstellar gothic. There‘s a powerful echo of William Blake‘s ―The Ancient of Days Setting a 

Compass to the Earth‖ in its image of a dark sun and the evocation of cosmic powers gathering, as 

Scott primes the viewer for a dive into an age where the dark, satanic mills and apocalyptic 

dragons of Blakeian verse have become universal state (and Blakeian ideas and images recur 

constantly through many of Scott‘s subsequent films). This gives way to the Nostromo making its 

way through space, and much is made, in a manner reminiscent of 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968; 

doubtlessly deliberate as per Scott‘s avowed Kubrickian fetish), of the sheer mechanical intricacy 

of the ship‘s efforts to get from space onto the planet, at once ungainly and majestic. Jerry 

Goldsmith‘s seafarer scoring reinforces the way this moment seems at once a super-technological 

event and a throwback to a days of laborious transport on the whims of the wind and tide. 

Goldsmith‘s scoring, which was subject to conflicts with both Scott and the studio, is nonetheless 

one of the film‘s less-appreciated achievements, defining the eerie, sonorous mood at the outset 

before swelling to offer overtones of not just menace but also elegy, even romanticism, as these 

far-out labourers find themselves cast however incidentally as pioneers and adventurers. His 

music rises to crescendo during the attack on Lambert and Parker where the dramatic furore of the 

scoring offsets the almost languid, slow-motion quality of the horror, this death-dance where you 

can do nothing but watch as a grotesque hell-beast sizes you up and prepares to lunch on your 

brain. And then, no music at all – only the sounds of unimaginable terror, piped through to Ripley 

as she rushes to a rescue that only come too late. All of it, a master class in the use of film‘s sonic 

textures as well as visual. 

 

 

 
 

 



The film‘s opening minutes, similarly, say much about what can be done even when nothing is 

happening. Tracking shots through the ship‘s interior, resolving eventually on the forms of the 

crew in perfect stasis, computers clicking to life before humans, toy baubles bobbing up and down 

according to the thrum of the constant engines: Scott evokes presence by absence, the eerie chill 

of a haunted house, the crew already dead but not yet knowing it. The ship‘s name of course was 

taken from Joseph Conrad‘s novel, a tale of an ordinary but great man ruined by greed, and a step 

removed from the heart of darkness. The hunt for the creature commences after its gruesome birth, 

with the crew at first assuming they‘re only dealing with a small, nasty vermin. But soon Brett, 

assigned to track down the ship‘s cat and mascot Jones, encounters the alien, having grown into a 

gangly, man-sized monstrosity that rips his forehead open with a recessed, springing jaw. Dallas 

ventures into the ship‘s air duct system to track it down, only to be outwitted and attacked, his fate 

ambiguous (in the later director‘s cut, revealed to have been cocooned alive as a meal or host body 

for another alien). Brett‘s ill-fated hunt for Jones and its jolting climax makes for one of the film‘s 

best scenes, in part because of Stanton‘s shambling, ineffably hangdog refusal to act like he‘s in a 

horror movie, perfectly depicting a man worn comically ragged by a lifetime of bullshit work 

suddenly reaching its end in a way no-one could ever see coming, seen as a series of eliding yet 

hideously suggestive glimpses of obscene creation and violence. Scott uses his search as an excuse 

to shoot the Nostromo‘s darkest reaches with its filth and dripping water in a way that evokes the 

feeling of such an environment not just as a tactile space but a way of life and a working world 

that somehow also spills over into the dreamlike. The alien is first glimpsed dangling from some 

hanging chains and yet the plain sight of it doesn‘t register for several viewings precisely because 

it looks like so much of the mechanical. 

 

 

 
 

 

Dallas‘ hunt for the alien is a more traditional horror sequence in which tension is built not just by 

the carefully utilised claustrophobic space Dallas scrambles about in, but the register of the 

tracking sensor that shows something zeroing in on him, yet remaining chillingly unseen and 

elusive until it appears at the least expected moment in one of cinema‘s greatest ever pure ―boo!‖ 

moments. Ripley is next in command, and is left the one who has to make a call on what to do 

now, cueing my favourite moment in Weaver‘s performance. This scene depicts Ripley, shaken 

and grieving after two severe shocks but at the same time coolly taking charge, pacifying Parker 

and registering her disbelief with Ash‘s responses, contrasting the increasingly brittle Parker and 

Lambert and Ash‘s inhuman cool. Suspicious of Ash‘s reticence with ideas for catching or killing 

the monster, Ripley consults with MUTHR only to learn the company has instructed that the alien 

be returned to Earth with the crew considered expendable to this end. Ripley angrily strikes Ash, 

only for Ash to chase her down and try to murder her, starting to leak not blood from a graze on 

his head but milky white fluid – the sign he‘s actually an android. Although it displeased 

O‘Bannon, Hill and Giler‘s decision to introduce Ash as an android was inspired, as it gave the 

film a jolt of narrative complexity and surprise, as well as one of Scott‘s best whisper-to-a-scream 

sequences, particularly when Ash is revealed, having silently entered the control room and now 

standing next to Ripley when she‘s just read the shocking orders in MUTHR, to tell her that, in 

spite of the evidence of her eyes and mind, there‘s a perfectly reasonable explanation for all of it. 

 

 



 
 

 

Ash plays a very similar role to HAL 9000 in 2001 as the electronic entity on board who proves 

nearly as dangerous as any other threat, and he introduces another common conceptual wing of the 

sci-fi genre alongside space travel and alien life – the artificial human. But where HAL was a 

proto-consciousness destroyed by its own confusion born of being perched between states of 

being, there is nothing confused about Ash or his role, as simulacrum contrived to be 

indistinguishable and as a proxy to carry out dirty work, a sleeper agent representing both the 

interests of the company and his own fascination for the alien. Scott would of course return to the 

theme of the cynically created android being in Blade Runner (1982) and push several ideas 

nascent here to a limit, particularly the question of how moral in the human sense one could 

expect such a sentient creation to be when given life to by entirely different creative forces. Ash 

intellectually votes a kind of loyalty to the alien precisely because it‘s more like him than the 

humans around him, with the keynote word of ―purity‖ signifying something both fascistic and 

atavistic in that loyalty, with the hint that there‘s always something machine-like to any lifeform, 

in compulsion to survive in itself and to reproduce to extend its genome. 

 

 

 
 

 

The alien is a sophisticated but also utterly simple expression of this essence. Parker and Lambert 

must stop Ash killing Ripley, with Parker decapitating him with a blow. But the android still 

deadly, until Lambert finally fries him with an electrified prod. The physicality of this sequence is 

tremendous, particularly as it serves in part as a repeat-cum-revision of Kane‘s earlier demise, 

echoed in the ripping apart of Ash and the exposure of his vitals, except now the human form is 

substituted for something else – the company man revealed as unholy chimera of literal milk for 

blood and circuitry, the strength and wicked concision of the android physique suggested as Ash 

rips Ripley‘s curls from her head, forms his fingers like a vice on Parker‘s chest, and tries to choke 

Ripley with a rolled-up magazine. The image of headless Ash still trying to kill is as vital in its 

way as the alien itself in depicting the maniacal heart of this tale, animating the essential notion of 

a universe turned animate and hostile, of creation turned insane. When they briefly revive Ash to 

glean information from him, his mocking smile and cold humour (―I can‘t lie to you about your 

chances but…you have my sympathies.‖) give cold comfort but also a fire to the last three 
crewmembers. They resolve to abandon the ship and blow it up, ensuring there‘s nothing left of 

the alien to pose a threat, or a boon, to anyone else. The climactic scenes see Alien‘s pitiless logic 



still in play even as everything seems to spiral towards incandescent terminus. Parker and 

Lambert‘s scrambling eagerness to survive creates a racket that attracts their nemesis. Ripley finds 

herself trapped on the ship she instructed to turn off, the intelligent but insensate MUTHR now 

calmly counting off minutes to self-destruction regardless of Ripley‘s screams for awareness. 

 

 

 
 

 

Only Ripley is fated to live, to become the emblematic survivor, the eternal neo-Odysseus 

voyaging home and battling demons of the underworld at every turn. Scott and company had the 

guts to take up that original notion of O‘Bannon and Shusett‘s and even take it a step further in a 

way, making her the film‘s pivotal figure without rhetoric or cliché: she became the great 

archetype of a modern heroine because she simply is. Ripley‘s force and character are made 

apparent long before she has to take up the mantle of command and then the face the axis that will 

make her either titan or afterthought lunchmeat. To a certain extent this idea wasn‘t so radical, 

particularly as Ripley serves the role of ―final girl‖ already being codified in horror movie 

terminology. She would become as the archetypal warrior mother in Aliens, Boudica with a pulse 

rifle. Here she‘s just another member of the crew, blessed only with a slight advantage in muscle 

of body, mind, and spirit that allows her to survive. And even that may be in part due to the alien, 

as it‘s heavily suggested, being canny is enough to use her to so what it can‘t—fly the Nostromo‘s 

shuttle away from the dying vessel. Weaver‘s performance is both excellent but also less stand-out 

than the star-driven sequels, as Alien retains something of the Howard Hawks ethic of the 

ensemble as star, but also because Ripley is becoming, evolving, just as surely as the alien is, 

switched on by crisis and forced to work every cell in her frame to live. Still Weaver catches the 

eye at first with the blend of amusement and attitude she turns on Parker and Brett, and comes into 

focus as she interrogates Ash over his breach of discipline and, later, his seemingly negligent lack 

of urgency. ―You‘re still collating?‖ Ripley asks Ash, with Weaver‘s reading at once emotional 

and beggared and exacting in her refusal to be bullshitted, before announcing a course of action to 

her fellows that signals both her emotional genuineness and her unfurling strength. It‘s the 

moment Weaver became a movie star and Ripley becomes not just a character but a hero. 

 

 

 
 
 



The breathless climactic scenes, as the formerly becalmed corridors of the Nostromo become a 

labyrinth of din and smoke, do graze the edge of impressive but empty hullabaloo on repeat 

viewings. But the sneakily appended final act is a perfect islet that repeats the film in miniature 

and punishes anyone who thought defeating such evil it would be so easy. Tough, resilient, almost 

androgynous Ripley strips down to her panties, suddenly, almost discomfortingly vulnerable, takes 

a deep breath, and prepares for sleep, only to find she‘s trapped with the ultimate boogeyman. 

Much like Laurie Strode in Halloween Ripley is terrorised into a cupboard and forced into her 

make-or-break stand there, adapting tools and formulating a quick plan that needs profound 

courage to pull off and circumstances allow no other end. The cunning of this sequence lies not 

just in staging a great twist that the entire film has, in retrospect, been conditioning the viewer for 

– is it just more quiet and methodical observation, or leading to something? – but in the way it 

underlines both human and alien as creatures refusing to surrender or abandon their essence. 

Ripley finds her warrior pith, fusion of dragon killers like St George and Perseus with the 

princesses they saved, as befitting a modern myth, and the incredibly resilient alien manages to 

survive in space, still trying to find a way back into the shuttle after Ripley blows it out the 

airlock, will still not give up the game until Ripley gives it a roasting with the shuttle engines. The 

last image, of Ripley returned to sleep, is sublime in its sense of circularity, the waking life a 

nightmare that must contended with, and sleep the place where everyone is safe. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Solaris (Solyaris, 1972) 
 

Director: Andrei Tarkovsky 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

An implicit faith in most science fiction is encoded in that name. It is the art of science, the act of 

understanding, comprehending, grappling with the real. But also an act of creation, of imagination 

applied to zones of the mysterious and the obscure, tethering the known, the possible, and the 

imaginable in brief harmony. It is still usually a bastion of a Victorian kind of faith that anything 

can be penetrated, broken down, conquered. Solaris, as written by Polish author Stanislaw Lem, is 

remarkable as a rebellious work in the genre, a rejection of this basic precept as a way of seeing 

and thinking. Lem, like so many Europeans of his generation, had lived through the worst of 

World War 2 and the grimmest of lessons in the limitations of the human spirit. After the war he 

studied medicine whilst forging a name as a writer, concentrating on science fiction in part 

because it drew less censorship at the time. Lem‘s fiction became reputed for its stringent and 

stimulating conceptual and intellectual gravity, and he became one of the most widely-read sci-fi 

writers of the day. Solaris, his most famous work, was an attempt to sketch that most vital of sci-fi 

themes, contact between humans and aliens, with the title referring to a possibly sentient planet at 

the heart of the mystery. But Lem set out to avoid the usual presumption of the theme, that such a 

meeting, for good or ill, would nonetheless be between mutually coherent entities, in a universe 

that, however vast and unexpected, is so often envisioned by we poor Earthlings as a realm that 

will contain beings like ourselves, or at least variations on things familiar, obeying similar rules in 

the spree that leads from protozoa to sentience. Lem often tackled this idea, from his early 

novel The Man From Mars on, and with Solaris Lem took on not just the problem of imagining a 

form of alien life entirely incomprehensible to us, but also wrestled with this human tendency to 

look for our own image in the aeons, the simultaneous yearning for enigma but also the urge to 

subordinate it. 

 

 



 
 

 

Legend has it Andrei Tarkovsky vowed to make a film to counter what he perceived as the chilly, 

detached, unfeeling streak in Stanley Kubrick‘s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), and chose Lem‘s 

book as the right project to examine what Kubrick had left out of his vision. This was an odd 

move considering Lem‘s preference for the heady, theoretical side of his writing, and Lem didn‘t 

much appreciate Tarkovsky‘s adaptation, which has since overshadowed the book by focusing 

squarely and unapologetically on precisely the human aspect of the tale. Tarkovsky wasn‘t the 

first to tackle Lem‘s book. Boris Nirenburg‘s 1968 version made for TV is sometimes described as 

the most faithful to the author‘s conception, insofar as it focused more on the attempt to 

understand the planet itself rather than on the human quandaries provoked by the planet‘s habit of 

actualising their psychological preoccupations. Amongst Tarkovsky‘s specific inventions was a 

lengthy first act establishing central character Kris Kelvin and the mystery of Solaris as viewed 

from the earthbound perspective, in which Kelvin is described as a man outwardly maintaining a 

forced attitude of rationalism but who Tarkovsky‘s visuals suggest is actually a meditative, 

introspective, mournful nostalgic, a fitting non-hero for Tarkovsky‘s annexation of sci-fi as 

another realm for the poet. The opening shot, of weeds waving slowly under the glassy surface of 

the lake neighbouring Kelvin‘s family home, instantly immerses the viewer in Tarkovsky‘s 

lexicon of obsessive imagistic refrains and establishes the mood of languorous submergence that 

defines Solaris as a film. 

 

 

 
 

 

Kelvin (Donatas Banionis, who suggests a Russian Marcello Mastroianni) is a scientist and 

mathematician who is the latest brave soul to agree to travel to a space station orbiting around the 

distant planet of Solaris. An entire discipline of science, dubbed Solaristics, has evolved in trying 

to grapple with this enigmatic object, which seems to be a form of living or at least reactive entity, 

but no-one has been able to establish anything concrete about it. In the uneasy time before he‘s 

due to be launched into space, Kelvin is visited at his house by a former astronaut who had spent 

time at Solaris, Henri Burton (Vladislav Dvorzhetsky), who arrives with his young son. Kelvin, 

his parents (Nikolai Grinko and Olga Barnet), and Burton watch an old recording of the testimony 

Burton gave to the international body administrating the Solarist mission. Burton recounted how, 

during a search for two scientists who crash-landed on the planet, saw a mind-bendingly strange 

manifestation – what appeared to be a massively oversized human child, standing upon the 



oceanic surface of Solaris, gesturing up into the sky. Burton‘s account was written off and mocked 

because of its unlikeliness and also because recordings of the flight offered no sight of the 

apparition. Burton, visibly aged and crushed by his dismissal, is still touchy but also anxious to 

communicate to Kelvin the reality of what he saw and the problems looming ahead for him. At the 

first sign of Kelvin‘s disbelief he angrily leaves and journeys back to the city, only to phone him 

back and tell him an aspect of his tale he had not shared before: after returning to Earth he 

encountered the small son of one of the lost scientists, a boy who was the smaller but otherwise 

exact image of the mysterious child-giant. Kelvin, boding over this strange news and his own 

unstated anxieties, burns his belongings in a farewell to his past and his world, and speaks with his 

father, both knowing the elder probably won‘t be alive if and when Kelvin returns. 

 

 

 
 

 

This lengthy first movement is a slow and often cryptic introduction not just to the story but to 

Kelvin in elliptical fashion, looking at the world he has been rooted in, the sensual richness of the 

green Earth and and his fecund but decaying family, as a way of sounding out the quality of his 

mind. This is vital to getting at what Tarkovsky is delving into with Solaris, but also the film‘s 

most frustrating facet. Usually Tarkovsky‘s sense of pacing, deceptively slow and yet building a 

steady intensity and a system of images that become overwhelming, was masterful, but something 

seems off about this segment. The scenes of Burton‘s drive back to town (with a district of Tokyo 

filling in for this vision of high futuristic human hive life), often provokes the feeling this is 

stretched out pedantically rather than artfully. Nonetheless the mysteries set in play here and 

sketched with cobweb-like fineness soon find their place as Kelvin is confronted with the great 

unknown in the guise of his own interior life. Sublime rhyme is suggested as Burton‘s son 

encounters a girl in Kelvin‘s garden – he looks at her, she regards him with preternatural 

scepticism and interest, and they dash off to play, first act in the eternal human roundelay, one that 

will preoccupy the rest of Kelvin‘s journey even as he tries to reach out and touch the infinite. The 

gruelling, ritualised humiliation of Burton in front of the international space agency is depicted, 

with the contrast between Burton‘s younger self and the dilapidated remnant actually present in 

the Kelvins‘ house a before and after diptych warning Kris of the subtler dangers of the mission 

he‘s undertaking. Tarkovsky employs a specific stylistic touch here in portraying the old footage 

in black-and-white to contrast the lustrous colour of the immediate (this was Tarkovsky‘s first 

colour work), a cineaste‘s format joke that also introduces a recurring motif for where past bleeds 

into present and certain realities seem to become blurred. Shots of the ―futuristic‖ city violently 

contrast the natural landscape Kris takes refuge in, suggesting one hardly needs go to space to find 

environs alien and perturbing. 

 

 



 
 

 

Meanwhile Kris tries to drink in every sensation of nature possible, including the rain gushing 

down upon his face, for the sake of memory for when he‘s exiled to a distant and sterile bauble in 

space above an alien world that betrays no sign of land or substance, where, to fall asleep at night, 

the inhabitants tape slivers of paper to exhaust events to mimic the sound of leaves in the wind. 

Burton‘s road trip serves to symbolise not just the looming journey through space but also 

provides a key into Burton‘s pensive train of thought as he rides with his son and his thoughts turn 

to the most disturbing manifestation on Solaris and the suggested possibility of mysterious union 

between the mind and the physical possible on Solaris. Kris is forcibly sceptical, and speaks of the 

looming choice he might have to make, to either withdraw the orbiting satellite, and thus conceded 

defeat, or making an aggressive attack upon Solaris with heavy radiation, and finally conquer the 

mystery at the cost of creating a Roman desert. Burton is shocked by the possibility, setting in 

motion at least the shell of dialectic between scientific curiosity as transcendent and overriding 

value, or an act of ignorant immorality aiming to destroy what can‘t be understood. His father 

berates him for offending Burton and notes that ―the Earth has become used to dealing with people 

like you,‖ and indeed Kris is eventually revealed as a man who has habitually broken whatever 

he‘s come into contact with. ―I don‘t have the right to make decisions based on impulses of the 

heart,‖ Kris warns Burton in deflecting his appeals: ―I‘m not a poet.‖ Kris‘s fate is instantly set, to 

be forced to do make just those sorts of decisions, and become the instinctive poet of Solaris, a 

force of total ambiguity that nonetheless proves to have a function that Kris eventually learns to 

treasure, as it can make real what is lost or desired. 

 

 

 
 

 

Kris‘s arrival at the Solaris station is a terrifying tumble as he momentarily goes out of control. He 

eventually docks and disembarks safely, only to find the station, far from being a hive of scientific 

industry, has become a near-deserted husk, sterile and littered with rubbish. Only two fellows still 

inhabit it, the haughty, critical, nervously serious astrobiologist Dr Sartorius (Tarkovsky regular 

Anatoli Solonitsyn) and the shambling, distracted, philosophical cyberneticist Dr Snaut (Jüri 

Järvet). Kris is shocked to learn of the recent death by suicide by a third crewmember, the 

physiologist Gibarian (Sos Sargsyan), who had been the brave intellectual leader figure in what‘s 

left of the Solarist field. Now his body lies icy in a cold room on the satellite, to be taken back to 

Earth per his wishes. At first both remaining men seem anxious to fend Kris off, and Snaut advises 



him to take things slowly and carefully. Kris however witnesses inexplicable things, including a 

man sleeping in a hammock in Snaut‘s room, and a dwarf trying to escape Sartorius‘ containment. 

Kris watches a recording of Gibarian‘s final moments, and sees flinching at the presence of a 

young girl, almost like a dogging familiar out of superstition. ―Fechner died a magnificent death,‖ 

Sartorius declares, referring to the scientist Burton was looking for, but that ―Gibarian was a 

coward.‖ But in his last message, Gibarian stated, ―I am my own judge…It has something to do 

with conscience.‖ Soon enough, Kris awakens to find himself now supplied with his own 

miraculously conjured companion, this one taking the shape of former wife Hari (Natalya 

Bondarchuk). Somehow, Solaris has the capacity to read minds and reproduce people from the 

storehouse of memory, with their remade bodies made of neutrinos. But such a visitation is as 

painful for Kris as it is disorientating and joyful, as the original Hari committed suicide years 

earlier, after he left her. 

 

 

 
 

 

Tarkovsky‘s approach to Lem‘s source material realised the latent power of the idea of Solaris as a 

lodestone that can realise any aspect of the human thought patterns made for the perfect poetic 

metaphor, a mimetic tool that communicates the world of dreams, impressions, dynamic thought, 

but not actual, direct language, a notion that crystallises towards the end with the suggestion that 

Solaris mistranslates a vital aspect of Kris‘s memories into a surrealist but emotionally exact 

manifestation with rain inside his old family house. Solaris sets in play an attempt to understand 

memory as a function of life Tarkovsky would return to with a more personal frame on The 

Mirror (1975), whilst also echoing back to the very sources of poetry in the western tradition in 

the myths of Orpheus, casting Kris as half-pathetic inheritor of the mantle of seer-hero who gets to 

resurrect his Eurydice during his visit to a zone of existence that‘s over the threshold of reality‘s 

normal demarcations – Kris‘s space journey is his venture across the Styx. Solaris both indicts and 

celebrates the human mind that can only comprehend things that operate like itself. The magic 

spell Solaris weaves is double-edged, diagnosing the limitations of human perception, but also 

highlighting anew for Kris as he ventures deeper into this new realm just what that perception is 

and what has given birth to it. Tellingly, he loves the remade Hari far more than he was capable of 

loving the original. This simulacrum of Hari is like her in every way, or at least like the version of 

her that was alive in Kris‘s memory, carefully tailored by selective memory and his own 

emotional responses to be a more perfect edition. 

 

 



 
 

 

Kris is soon confronted by the fact that not only is Hari redux a sentient, entirely lucid being 

although she can‘t recall her own grim end, but that she has astounding powers of healing and re-

composition. At first she needs to maintain close proximity to him – she tears her way through the 

metal door of his cabin, leaving herself a bloody heap, only for the gashes and wounds to swiftly 

close up again. When she first appears there‘s a telling flaw in the manifestation: the dress she 

wears isn‘t quite right, so Kris has to cut it off. Kris at first tries to dispose of the companion 

Solaris has provided him with, luring the unsuspecting Hari into a rocket stored aboard the 

satellite and firing her off into space. This effort, which sees Kris almost burning himself up in the 

process, is envisioned akin to an elaborate act of self-mutilation or amputation, and Solaris 

immediately supplies him with another Hari, in full awareness that the first simulacrum is still 

drifting around in the rocket. He doesn‘t try this again, and falls completely in love with the latest 

Hari. The second simulacrum eventually evolves into a fully-formed woman, capable of arguing 

for her own existence and autonomy with Snaut and Sartorius in spite of their sniffy, semi-wilful 

need to dismiss her. Their own embodied burdens are only suggested, although the tiny grotesque 

that harasses Sartorius seems like the projection of his own stunted emotional self. The way Kris 

talks early in the film, trying to talk himself into the role of cool rationalist and cordoned 

empiricist fighting the good fight for science and state, is Sartorius‘ full-time persona. He 

describes Kris‘s connection with Hari, half-disparagingly, half-jealously, as a form of ―emotional 

contact‖ with Solaris. Ageing, gnomic Snaut is more open to the experience Kris and Hari are 

going through but retains his own brand of scepticism, noting, in the film‘s most specific line of 

dialogue, that what humankind really wants wherever it goes is a mirror, a system that reflects our 

own obsessions. 

 

 

 
 

 

Like works in the science fiction genre ranging from Mary Shelley‘s original Frankenstein 
through to Alien (1979), Solaris deals in its own way with the same theme of a man giving birth. 

Such a notion speaks not just of ructions in modernity‘s constructions of gender and social role, 

but cuts to the quick of the entire scientific project in which science, so often characterised as a 

highly masculine business, tries to impose and rewrite the rules of natural order: all sci-fi might, 

on this level, be exactly that – a man giving birth. But Solaris squarely preoccupies itself with the 

most fundamental aspects of humanity; particularly love in all its infinite strangeness, territory sci-



fi usually goes weak-kneed in, with Kris inadvertently conjuring a mate, that gate Frankenstein 

finally stalled before, at least until James Whale took charge of him. Kris rummages through the 

stages in his life and contemplates not just the manufactured reality of reborn Hari but also the 

memory of his mother, glimpsed as a loving yet ambivalent woman who used to hide behind the 

shed and smoke cigarettes whilst he wandered the snowy landscape, and whose youthful shade he 

calls on to coach him through a moment of interiorised crisis. Hari has vague memories of Kris‘s 

mother disliking her, but for him of course they‘re the eternal diptych of the cosmic feminine, 

alpha and omega to his lifespan. Kris and Hari‘s renascent marriage seems to defy all limitations 

of time and nature, but can‘t overcome the fundamental flaws of the human way of knowing, a 

flaw that echoes the problem with understanding Solaris. The human consciousness is locked 

within itself but reaches out to others, and what we know is always left incomplete by the limits of 

perception. 

 

 

 
 

 

Remade Hari, although just as ―real‖ as her model, is a perfect reproduction of Kris‘s 

understanding of her, tailored, so to speak, by his own psyche to suit his nostalgic ideal. At first 

Hari is weak, passive, bewildered, unable to stand life without her lover at hand – a veritable 

caricature of a certain sentimental view of femininity. She gains independence and identity, but 

also crippling awareness of herself as a construct, experiencing the ultimate existential crisis: 

humans can deal with the vagaries of existence because of the myriad layers of experience that 

make us, whereas Hari is forced to confront her direct and inexplicable creation by an incoherent 

deity, realising the dream of millennia of would-be saints and prophets to know their creator but 

gaining only suicidal depression from the privilege. The images of Hari‘s physical suffering, 

sliced up after she tears through the cabin door and later when she attempts suicide, reproduce in 

unnervingly visual terms the interior suffering of a woman who doesn‘t seem to have been quite 

properly constructed in the first place for life in a mean world, now brought back to life and 

unable to find peace. Like 2001, Solaris is also about the hunt for god, or something like it. 

Where 2001 essentially presented a myth that made evolution a path leading to its own form of 

angelic transcendence, the novel of Solaris concluded with something more like an existential 

despair that god, actualised by Solaris, is an evolving creature as well, and therefore not 

omnipotent or all-wise. Lem also concluded with the suggestion that the transcendent love that 

becomes Kris‘s refuge was an illusion. But for Kris and Tarkovsky the difference is moot – the 

fact that mankind yearns for a safe harbour from the ravages and transformations of time and 

whether it comes in the form of heaven or an alien planet that can offer such a perfect refuge 

makes for no difference at all. For Kris, encountering love through Solaris offers him a new form 

of the feeling that borders on divine revelation: ―Maybe we‘re here to experience other people as a 

reason for love.‖ 

 

 



 
 

 

Tarkovsky‘s debut feature, My Name is Ivan (1962), already set in motion many of the concepts 

and imagined landscapes depicted Solaris but in a more familiar context. Ivan depicted a cast of 

characters trying to fight the good fight for their identity and culture, adventuring in zones 

rendered near-abstract and dreamlike, as well as introducing one of Tarkovsky‘s prize themes, the 

collision of innocence and faith with a violent, entropic world. The elusive search by a 

contemplative hero for a proof of faith and his attempts to understand systems of life at odds with 

his own understanding echoes his second film, Andrei Rublev (1969). Solaris stripped back much 

of the spectacle and baroque expansiveness in those films as Tarkovsky continued to search for 

new ways to tell stories and utilise the cinematic space, and offers a fantastic drama that 

purposefully avoids most manifestation of the fantastic. And yet Solaris is often held up as 

Tarkovsky‘s most accessible and popular work, chiefly because of its lucid and powerful 

romanticism. That quality ironically can only be conjured in a remembered, mediated state. Some 

have noted that Solaris really bears more resemblance to Vertigo (1958) than to 2001 in depicting 

a man resurrecting a lover only to find the reproduction duplicitous, and in both the legends of 

Orpheus and Pygmalion are the deep roots. 

 

 

 
 

 

The myth of Orpheus ties the artist to an eternal attempt to conquer death and conjure the ideal, 

something Solaris makes possible for Kris. The very act of creation is a constant refrain for 

Tarkovsky, and Solaris also takes up an unstated but self-evident concern in Andrei Rublevabout 

how art is indeed all that is left of any one artist, their culture, their age, to speak to any receptive 

ear in the future, if often contradicting or denying the facts of the world that produced it. Rublev‘s 

real, decaying, stylised and idealised artworks, surveyed by Tarkovsky‘s camera in the end of that 

film, here give way to Kris burning his own share of the cultural inheritance, his books and 

artworks, in a scene that anticipates another variation on the same idea, in Stalker (1979), where a 

similar panoply of the human reliquary is surveyed left like rubbish in a stream. Tarkovsky is 

always trying to get at the preciousness and vulnerability of such inheritance as well as the urge of 

human kind to make such icons, to conquer death and time with such keepsakes but also the 

vulnerability of such an inheritance to the forces time brings – decay, neglect, the ravages exacted 

by humanity‘s destructive impulses, always in a dance with the creative urge. A reproduction of 

Brueghel‘s ―The Hunters in the Snow‖ hangs on the wall of the space station‘s library room, 



surveyed by Tarkovsky with its depiction, at once lively and haunting, of seekers returning to their 

community frustrated. This picture both echoes scenes Kris recalls from childhood when his 

family property lay under blankets of snow and his mother in her solitary, boding mystery, and 

also comments sarcastically on the enterprise he and his fellow scientists are engaged upon. The 

work is of art is no one thing, and that is its power and purpose. Solaris offers a device of perfect 

retention and transmutation, both the ultimate artistic device and a tool that renders art obsolete. 

 

 

 
 

 

Tarkovsky‘s drifting, tentative approach in the film‘s first act, in his attempt to depict a state of 

mind and a way of seeing detached from immediacy even as Kris tries to luxuriate in the physical, 

gives way to the peculiarly visualised sequence of Kris‘s brief, dangerous, almost disastrous 

shuttle flight from the ship that carts him across the void to the orbiting station. Space travel is 

represented by a bubble speeding out of the dark, with only Kris‘s face, eyes highlighted by pencil 

spots, spinning before the camera, as if Tarkovsky is deliberately breaking down the distance 

between the hard and technocratic concepts of space travel and some Carlos Casteneda-like 

interiorised journey or a yogi‘s ideal of astral projection. Solaris itself is glimpsed as a vast ocean 

that shimmers and teems with hallucinogenic hues, suggesting movement without cause or effect, 

a search for form in need of design, and sometimes even resembling the wrinkly matter of a brain. 

The footage recorded on Burton‘s fateful rescue flight only seems to capture roiling fluids and 

white cloud, a survey of dreamy voids (a common visual refrain for Russian filmmakers of the 

period, transfixing Larisa Shepitko and Sergei Bondarchuk as well, in the search for the sensation 

of pure release in flight). The planet does seem to react to the interactions between Kris and Hari, 

the churning of its liquids speeding up and producing curious patterns that mottle the planet‘s 

surface. The environs of the space station might well have influenced the later efforts of 

filmmakers like George Lucas, Ridley Scott, and Peter Hyams to lend their sci-fi visions the 

grungy quality that is today much more of a norm, as Tarkovsky surveys this place, clearly 

designed as the sci-fi magazine ideal of a space station, like some big city bus station at the end of 

a long day – near-deserted, littered with rubbish, exposed wiring and circuitry. Such a dead space 

is a self-imposition created by the human need for wonder but also represents the failure of human 

imagination, created by a way of thinking that has a curious contempt for the roots of aesthetic in 

nature. 

 

 

 



 

 

The aridness of the space station and the blank, protean canvas that is Solaris‘s surface seem to 

offer no purchase for human feeling, and yet both are actually stages for just that, as Solaris the 

film ultimately becomes transfixed by the spectacle of feeling, the needful couple of Kris and 

Hari. Kris is eventually left feverish and nearly broken by the intertwined fear of losing Hari 

again, his awareness her continued existence is an egotistical dream made flesh and pain for her, 

and that they can have no future away from the zone of Solaris‘s influence. Tarkovsky‘s infinitely 

patient method builds to three extraordinary scenes late in the film. The first comes at the end of a 

lengthy scene in which Kris, Hari, Snaut, and Sartorius debate whether Hari can be considered 

alive, with Sartorius insisting she‘s still only a figment in spite of her apparent self-awareness. A 

change in the station‘s rotation sets everything on board, for a precious, transitory moment, 

completely weightless, untethered from all earthbound laws – a tray of candles and the hapless 

couple themselves all dancing through air to the inaudible music of the spheres. Hard upon this 

moment of incantatory beauty however comes Kris discovering Hari dead, having drunk a vial of 

liquid oxygen. She lies sprawled across the corridor, draped in frost and blood, victim of some 

forgotten piece of coding in her makeup that drives her towards self-destruction as well as the very 

real cues her impossible situation give her. The image of her in such a state seems to echo high 

Romantic poetry and Pre-Raphaelite art in its weirdly eroticised depiction of perfection in death –

Wallis‘ ―The Death of Chatterton‖ or Millais‘ ―Ophelia.‖ Tarkovsky then turns exacting in its 

evocation of the corporeal as Hari, doomed to eternal life by her alien makeup that does not 

respect the roots of the human being in our ephemerality, revives, convulsing and shaking as her 

mangled flesh reorganises itself. This pivots again to recall another Brueghel painting, that of the 

dead Christ, which so fascinated another Russian artist, Dostoyevsky: the resurrection is only a 

miracle in the face of death in all its raw and ugly reality. 

 

 

 
 

 

Kris collapses himself soon after in febrile need to withdraw from this perversion of his idyll, 

retreating into fantasies of speaking to his mother. When he revives, it‘s to learn Hari has again 

killed herself, this time successfully, utilising a device Snaut and Sartorius built specifically for 

dispelling the neutrinos these free-radical beings are made from. They‘ve also attempted 

communication with Solaris by beaming an encephalogram of Kris‘s brain patterns down at it: 

now Solaris‘s surface is rearranging and throwing up apparent land forms. Kris meditates on the 

question of whether he should return to Earth and resume his life even if he is haunted by the vast 

new possible he has grazed, or continue to try and make contact with Solaris. A plant that has 

sprouted in soil he brought with him from his home suggests new life is possible. But at first it 

seems that Kris does go back home, as he is next seen back in his old yard, albeit in winter‘s icy 

glaze. A sentimental homecoming seems nascent as he nears his house only to be bewildered by 

the disturbing sight of a rain falling inside his house, his father contending with the damage to his 

books. The film‘s epic last shot, retreating from high overhead, reveals the house and the grounds 

exist on one of the new islands formed on Solaris. Has Solaris understood Kris sufficiently to try 

and provide what he can‘t return to as he‘s attempted to commune with it in person, or still just 

mimicking the contents of his mind on a larger scale? Has the Kris we‘ve been following been real 

at all, or just another simulacrum, a retained piece of code absorbed by Solaris and kept with a 



slight corruption in the file? All are possible explanations for what we see here. But it could also 

be that Tarkovsky thinks that in the end everyone longs for our own Solaris – that place where 

nothing ever dies, and we can find everything we ever left, just where we last saw it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Metropolis (1926) 
 

Director: Fritz Lang 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

The title resolves amidst intersecting geometries that coalesce and create a cityscape, ranged with 

neo-Babylonian techno-ziggurats: Metropolis, instantly a statement worthy of Ozymandias. A 

super-city where trains and cars shuttle along spanning bridges and aircraft buzz between sky-

nudging structures. A great machine that explodes and morphs into a dark god of ages past, 

accepting human sacrifice into a greedy, fiery maw. A great dial of switches becomes a massive 

clock crushing its operator. A dark and twisted fairytale abode left like a seed of corruption in the 

midst of this empire of the will. The outpost of an ancient brand of faith discovered underground, 

to where the beaten and exhausted tread in search of hope. A beam of light in the midst of a dank, 

labyrinthine catacomb, terrorising and pinioning a saintly young woman. A robot fashioned in the 

likeness of a human, all art-deco brass curves and blank features, wreathed by electric arcs, slowly 

taking on the likeness of the same young woman. The robotic simulacrum dancing like Salome 

reborn, stirring the lusts of men until their eyes join together in a great mass of rapacious gazing. 

Statues of the seven deadly sins lurching out of their stalls in a Gothic cathedral, announcing the 

coming of calamity and death. A mass of desperate children all reaching out for their saviours in 

the midst of surging flood waters. A rooftop struggle between hero and villain for the life of the 

heroine, the battle of good and evil staged as vertiginous graph written on the face of a 

civilisation. 

 
 



 
 

 

These are some of the lodestone images of Fritz Lang‘s Metropolis, and it‘s still easy to feel their 

power even after intervening decades where their genetic material is woven into pop culture at 

large. If A Trip to the Moon was the seed of science fiction on screen, Metropolis is its green stem, 

and much more too. The floodtide of Fritz Lang‘s visual techniques and the expanse of the film‘s 

evocation of the future might have met resistance of mind and eye in its day, but even in an abused 

and truncated form enough of his vision remained to stun the eye and light the creative spark. 

 

 

 
 

 

Director Lang and his creative and personal partner Thea Von Harbou had climbed swiftly to the 

peak of the German film industry thanks to highly ambitious, stylistically radical films that 

provided basic engineering for cinema as it found maturity and began to branch into different 

streams of genre and style. Lang, working under the influence of Louis Feuillade, had taken his 
template and pushed it into stranger places with his rollicking action-adventure diptych The 

Spiders (1919), and had written the script for the film that kicked off the Expressionist cinema 



style, The Cabinet of Dr Caligari (1919). Lang‘s first great opus, Dr Mabuse, the Gambler (1922), 

embodied the shock of the new in cinema, telling in the mode of epic melodrama a tale of crisis in 

modernity by depicting someone capable of manipulating its many aspects, and then his follow-

up Die Nibelungen (1924) had delved into the foundational myth of Germany to explore the 

ructions that cause tragedy and the ideals and fidelities that make civilisations. Metropolis was 

destined to be the third chapter in this survey, a myth of the future if still based in the pressing 

quandaries of the present and articulated through a vast array of concepts from the cultural 

inheritance. Von Harbou wrote a novel specifically to use as the basis of the script, and the 

production took over Germany‘s flagship film studio UFA in the midst of the national inflation 

travails that helped shake what little confidence there was in the Weimar republic. Lang‘s lordly 

vision took a toll on cast and crew, fortunes were spent, and the reaction to the film‘s initial was 

like cold water hitting hot metal, warping all perception of Lang‘s achievement. Metropolis‘s 

sniffy reception sounds familiar today, as many called it a giant would-be blockbuster that is all 

visual bluster and no substance. A film hated by no lesser personage in the budding science fiction 

genre than H.G. Wells. A film Lang himself later disowned, perhaps feeling that well had been too 

badly poisoned. 

 

 

 
 

 

After barely recouping Metropolis‘s massive expense upon release, UFA was compelled to let 

Paramount Pictures buy it out. Metropolis spent much of the next thirty years being cut down and 

reshaped, until what was left was so confused many thought it had always been that way. It was 

adopted as fetish object and style guide by the Nazis, who wanted to emulate its monumental 

aesthetic and absorb its message system into their own, and Von Harbou herself became an active 

party member. The film eventually became a pop art moveable feast, including being appropriated 

as a music video by Giorgio Moroder. Only in the past couple of decades has Metropolis been 

mostly restored to the point where it can be properly judged and studied according to Lang‘s 

original intention. And yet, in spite of such manhandling, Metropolis still stands as one of the 

most influential films ever made. Metropolis provided a blueprint for envisioning a wing of the 

imagination encompassing dreamlike horizons, conjoining both the imminently possible and the 

ages of humankind so far into a grandiose survey of conceptual iconography. Much like the space 

opera that formed much of science fiction‘s first popular phase on the page and which still 

survives chiefly thanks to Star Wars, Metropolis tries to comprehend the future and the present in 

terms of the past, envisioning an age of technical marvel and scientific miracle as a new version of 

the old alchemistic fantasia and the greatest dreams of imperial domain, whilst asking on what 

foundations such superstructures grow. 

 



 

 
 

 

Metropolis is, of course, like most variations on the utopia-dystopia scale, actually an account of 

the moment of its making, thrown into sharp relief on a mimetic map. The tensions that termite 

Metropolis are the tensions lurking under the brittle façade of Weimar Germany, where, in the 

wake of World War I‘s calamity, far left and far right agitators had clashed on the streets and 

nearly seized the machinery of government. The entire apparatus of state had been shaken, and 

reconstruction, the surge of newness pushing the nation forward, presented a political and social 

landscape few understood and felt at ease with. Even money wasn‘t worth anything. The essential 

theme of labour versus management was more universal, and the new reality of much work in the 

early twentieth century, which turned humans into parts in huge assemblies, was taken 

into Metropolis to its logical conclusion, envisioning a carefully stratified human populace where 

some live in regimented, downcast, utterly slavish existences, doomed to run the infrastructure 

that allows more comfortable lives for the rest. Metropolis is the future itself, situated in no 

identified nation or age. Captain of this great project is Joh Fredersen (Alfred Abel), architect of 

the city and its Tyrant in the original sense, oligarchic master and civic administrator. Fredersen 

lives in the ―New Tower of Babel,‖ a skyscraper at the city‘s lofty hub. 

 

 



 
 

 

Metropolis isn‘t just a city he has been elected to run or master but his own brainchild, his ego-

empire, the expression of human will essayed on the greatest scale. Metropolis is also in part a 

variation on a familiar conflict between fathers and sons, the stern and acquiescing pragmatism of 

age versus the idealism of youth, another universal topic also bound to gain impetus in the coming 

years. Fredersen‘s son Freder (Gustav Fröhlich) is the child of privilege, anointed amongst the rich 

and blessed, free to train body and mind to maximum potential in his days before taking his ease 

with the procured lovelies invited to the pleasure gardens of the city‘s rooftop expanses. But his 

life is set to be changed by the intrusion of a woman, Maria (Brigitte Helm), who ushers in a 

collective of urchins gathered from the lower reaches, to give them a look at the closest thing to 

heaven, the world Freder inhabits thoughtlessly. This gives the princeling his first sight of inequity 

and of the woman who becomes the instant lynchpin of his existence. Maria and her charges are 

quickly ushered out of this exalted sphere but Freder becomes determined both to find Maria and 

acquaint himself with the lives of Metropolis‘s workers. The realm he ventures into proves to be a 

scene out of a fantasia where Dante co-authors with Dickens and Picasso. Here cowed and 

regimented workers trudge through blank, institutional corridors and take up work stations at 

hulking machines where they perform repetitive, arduous tasks for ten hour shifts. 

 

 



 
 

 

An explosion in a massive machine inspires the horrified Freder to think of Moloch, the wicked 

god of Biblical lore. Seeing a young worker collapse at a station where he works a dial-like 

switching control, Freder rushes to take his place. The worker, whose name is Georgy but is 

snidely affixed merely with the title 11811 by the bosses, swaps clothes with Freder, who sends 

him to take refuge in his apartment. Freder struggles through the rest of his shift, almost broken 

trying to keep up with the vital task. Another worker, mistaking him for Georgy, whispers to him 

about a meeting Maria has called, and Freder joins the workers who descend into the ancient 

catacombs under the city to listen to Maria give a sermon. Fredersen, wishing to split Freder from 

Maria and to break her moral influence over the workers and gain an excuse to establish martial 

law, visits scientist and inventor C.A. Rotwang (Rudolf Klein-Rogge), who has constructed a 

perfect humanoid robot, a Machine Man: Fredersen wants Rotwang to give it Maria‘s appearance, 

and use it to stir up trouble. 

 

 

 
 

 



Lang explained that the root of Metropolis lay in a visit he made to New York in 1924, confronted 

by the looming grandeur of the city‘s skyscrapers, floating like a dream fashioned from glass and 

steel, erected with all the promise of the age‘s new possibilities but also stirring some profound 

anxiety, a fear of being dwarfed and pinioned by the weight of such achievements. The novel 

version of Metropolis was then written by Von Harbou as a parable about winners and losers 

and Metropolis still feels strikingly relevant in choosing this as subject matter, as it remains the 

basic, ever-urgent matter at the heart of the modern dream. The first target of criticism 

of Metropolis is usually its storyline, which is usually judged not just simple but simplistic and 

naïve to boot in its treatment of social schisms. And that‘s undoubtedly true on some levels. The 

film‘s recurring motto, ―The mediator between the head and the hands must be the heart,‖ is on 

the face of it a purely humanistic, essentialist slogan. But it‘s not such a great stretch of the 

imagination to link the magical thinking behind it in regards to social philosophy with openness to 

similarly trite thought that would soon seduce the screenwriter along with millions of others to the 

Nazi cause. The solution at the end of Metropolis indicts the troublemaker and presents 

rapprochement between upper and lower classes as a matter simply of mutual respect and good-

heartedness. Fredersen, who has built a city on iniquity and laboured to find an excuse to 

permanently and violently oppress his working class, is let off the hook because he gets anxious 

over his own son. 

 

 

 
 

 

Metropolis is in part an attack on a worker‘s revolt as an aim, seeing it as prone to demagoguery 

and manipulation and destructive in it results. On the other hand, it‘s also a fervent attack on 

capitalist power as self-perpetuating, blinding, and dehumanising. Metropolisproceeds with a plot 

that is certainly close to comic book. To comment on Metropolis on this level, though, is to 

misunderstand it crucially. Metropolis invokes a vast sprawl of mythopoeic associations, and 

represents a clear and direct continuation of Die Nibelungen‘s obsessive attempts to grapple with 

social identity and construction, using the language of mythology as starting point for a work of 

conjuring that unfolds on levels not just of story and action but in design, costuming, lighting, the 

entire texture sprawling across the screen. Metropolis betrays an ambition towards creating a total 

work of art, the gesamtkunstwerk which had been Wagner‘s ideal and also had become the credo 

of the Bauhaus movement, whose cultural vitality and concepts Lang surely had in mind whilst 

making the film. Metropolis sometimes recalls nothing less momentous than the religious 

paintings of Ravenna or the sculptures of the Parthenon: we are looking into a way of conceiving 

the world from side-on, as an illustrative, holistic sprawl. Many of these mythical refrains are 

biblical, including the parable of the prodigal son and the captivity in Babylon. 

 



 

 
 

 

Both Maria and Fredersen conceive the world in terms of legend, each employing the tale of Babel 

to make their own statement: Fredersen‘s New Tower, with his gleaming citadel, announces to 

man and heaven his lordship over all, whilst Maria recalls the calumny and division implied at the 

root of such mammoth human projects. The speech she gives to the gathered workers is not a 

literal political tract but a parable recalling the original myth of the Tower of Babel from Genesis, 

tweaking it into a tract where in the destruction of the great human project came about because the 

visionaries designing the tower could not speak the same language, literally and figuratively, as 

the people hired to build it, causing riot and destruction. She casts Freder in the role of mediator, 

the man who can link above and below both personally and symbolically. Maria herself recalls the 

history of early Christianity‘s practice in the catacombs of Rome, with similarities to Henryk 

Sienkiewicz‘s much-filmed novel Quo Vadis?, casting Maria as voice of Christian charity and 

brotherhood. Freder discovers her in her underground church amidst the dark and twisted reaches 

of the catacomb, the sacred an island in the nightmarish space. 

 

 

 



 

 

Other aspects recall the mythology Lang and Von Harbou had examined on Die Nibelungen, as 

faces and identities are swapped. Freder cast as a young Siegfried-like hero who ventures out to 

battle with dragons and finds himself swiftly engaged in a much more profound battle for the 

future of a society where covert designs and mysterious doppelgangers manipulate events. And of 

course, that other great Germanic myth, Faust, could be the overarching frame – all this represents 

what happens when mankind sells its soul for progress. The subplot of the twin Marias echo of 

one variation of classical Greek legend, one that Euripides utilised in his play Helen, in which the 

real Helen was duplicated by the gods, with the real Helen being whisked away to Egypt where 

she lived in captivity and incognito whilst her malicious double caused the Trojan War. The way 

the Trojan myths entwine the cultural and political with the personal and in particular the sexual 

points to the similar ambition propelling Metropolis, which was in part designed by Von Harbou 

as a lampooning of the liberated Weimar ―new woman‖ in the figure of the provocative, sensual, 

carelessly destructive cyborg Maria, a chimera created by the denizens of the new age to enact 

their not-so-secret desires. Whereas for Lang, this element fits rather into his career-long 

fascination with the power of the irrational to warp the sturdiest superstructure of ethics and 

security, of which sexual desire is the most readily apparent and eternally vexing manifestations. 

 

 

 
 

 

The crux for the atavistic and futuristic is Rotwang, the archetype of the mad scientist with his 

wild hair and gloved cybernetic hand whose persona was set to echo on and on through pop 

culture to come. But he‘s also a projection of the ancient figure of the dark magician into a 

contemporary realm, the alchemist who rewrites laws of nature and steals the power of gods and 

demons and who worships idols, having turned the visage of his great love into a monument and 

has pentagrams festooned around his laboratory. Rotwang lives in a twisted, ancient building at 

the centre of Metropolis. He is linked to Fredersen not just in rivalry as radically different versions 

of the same titan-genius, but through a very personal link: the lost love was a woman named Hel, 

who married Fredersen rather than him and died giving birth to Freder. Fredersen‘s request of him 

to aid his designs in regaining total control present Rotwang with a way to destroy him instead, by 

attacking the city he has built and the son who is the living link to Hel. Rotwang‘s name – red 

wing in English – invokes both satanic stature and political danger. Like Faust, he conjures the 

Hel (en) figure as incarnation of taunting desirability and illusory object of yearning. His house is 

a hangover of Gothic fantasia clinging like a weed to the flank of the supercity, but also sits atop a 

well that leads into the dank labyrinth below the city. Rotwang is the jilted and obsessive lover 

who has castrated himself in surrendering his hand in creating a facsimile of woman. He knows 



too well the dark drives of humankind, which allows him to occupy this place, the gateway into 

secret human motives and the power of the illogical white-anting Fredersen‘s ego-empire. 

 

 

 
 

 

Lang‘s obsession with underworlds, first evinced in The Spiders which conceived of a Chinese 

colony lurking underneath San Francisco and recurring again and again in his cinema, here has 

bloomed into something close to a form of psychic architecture that conceives of the whole of 

Metropolis as a mind, complete with id, ego, and superego, rational stretches and irrational depths, 

its holy and profane women, its young crusader torn between three father figures, one mad but 

powerful in mind and emotion, one timid and entrapped, the last seemingly dead in all nerves but 

will. Similar ideas are evinced in a very different setting in Von Harbou‘s The Indian Tomb, a 

novel set in an Indian city (which Lang would film much later) where the progressive Maharajah‘s 

stirred erotic jealousy turns his world into a repressive state and the shiny bastions of the exterior 

conceal basements where zombie-like lepers. Rotwang chases down Maria after the workers 

depart, stalking her through the labyrinth and terrorising her with a torch beam, ironically inverts 

the image of light in darkness as the bringing of terror and the pitiless of eye of technology (the 

movie camera?) to the subterranean realm where emotion is truth, to torment the holy innocent. 

 

 



 
 

 

Maria and Freder‘s journey is linked with two men Freder helps release from their slots in the 

great machine, Georgy and Josaphat (Theodor Loos). The latter works as aide to Fredersen but 

gets fired for not being prompt enough in reports, a devastating act that will doom Josaphat to a 

degrading existence as unemployable pariah. But Freder, as he did with Georgy, throws him a 

lifeline by letting him take refuge in his apartment and taking him on as a partner in his venture to 

change Metropolis. Just as Georgy is a near-double for Freder, his less lucky, anointed brother in 

look and soul, Josaphat has been Freder‘s more human surrogate father almost incidentally as the 

man who took care of his needs on his father‘s behalf. Josaphat‘s growth from toady to hero is one 

of the film‘s most entertaining elements. But Georgy has been sidetracked by the allure of the high 

life, and, fuelled by the cash in the clothes Freder loaned him, he goes for a night on the town in 

the Yoshiwara Club, the favourite night spot for the city elite. Both Georgy and Josaphat come 

under the thumb of one of Fredersen‘s agents, known only as the Thin Man (Fritz Rasp), who 

bullies and blackmails both men into retreating into the underworld. Freder himself is imprisoned 

in Rotwang‘s house when he hears, by chance, Maria‘s screams coming from inside. Entering the 

abode, he finds himself duelling with the automated doors that steadily shepherd him into the attic 

and lock him in. Rotwang places the unconscious Maria in a mechanism in his laboratory that 

steadily reconstructs the Machine Man‘s exterior into a perfect double of Maria. 

 

 



 
 

 

The resulting creation is a demonically sensual and taunting succubus operating under Rotwang‘s 

command, and even Fredersen, who knows well what it is, can‘t resist when it visits him. Freder 

breaks out of Rotwang‘s house and arrives back at his father‘s office in time to see what looks like 

his father and his lover embracing. The crisis of disillusion on top of his agonised and exhausting 

adventures is so great Freder collapses in a delirium. The Robot-Maria, sent out by Rotwang to stir 

up anarchy, performs before the uptown folk at the Yoshiwara Club, Whore of Babylon going jazz 

age burlesque priestess. The cyborg‘s starkly erotic, physically frenetic performance stokes the 

ritzy crowd, all milk-fed whelps produced by the idealistic, Olympian reaches of the city like 

Freder, into a grotesque mass of lust. The veneer of civilisation is peeled off like a chrysalis, and 

soon they‘re duelling each-other and staging mass orgies, distracting the scions of the governing 

class from the chaos about to be unleashed by Robot-Maria‘s more pertinent campaign. It takes 

the place of the still-imprisoned Maria and now preaches destruction of Metropolis‘s utility 

systems, to bring the oppressors low. Freder, Josaphat, and Georgy try to calm the crowd but the 

workers try to assault Freder, and Georgy is stabbed to death when he throws himself in front of 

him. Led by Robot-Maria, the workers swarm to assault the Metropolis systems, finally destroying 

the great ―Heart Machine‖ that coordinates the utilities, paralysing the city. But the workers‘ 

actions unleash a flood that begins to fill their own city with water, threatening to drown their 

children who have remained behind. 

 

 



 
 

 

Metropolis would be remarkable enough for the beauty and ingenuity put into what Lang puts in 

front of his camera, the sets by Otto Hunte, Erich Kettelhut, and Karl Volbrecht, Eugen 

Schüfftan‘s radically innovative model photography, and Walter Schulze-Mittendorff‘s totemic 

design for the Machine Man. But the cinematic textures of Metropolis in cutting, shooting, and use 

of the camera are equally impressive and represent silent cinema at its most innovative, amassing 

into an artefact that proves, scarcely a decade after the crude yet sufficiently significant grammar 

of Birth of a Nation (1915) helped officially open up the true cinematic age, just how vigorous the 

new medium had become, and looking forward to the ebullient freedoms of Abel 

Gance‘s Napoleon (1927). Lang had Hollywood‘s spectacles his sights, the colossi fashioned by 

Griffith and Cecil B. DeMille and laid out for stars like Douglas Fairbanks and Lon Chaney, 

hoping to prove European cinema could not just match such production heft but outdo it for 

artistry. Lang and his brilliant technical team, which also included cinematography greats Karl 

Freund and Günther Rittau, explored almost every facet of the medium possible in the time. 

 

 

 
 



 

The surveys of Metropolis demanded the creation of a landscape through huge mock-ups and 

complex model work. The scenes of Robot-Maria‘s creation and the destruction of the Heart 

Machine interpolation of photographic elements in a combination familiar in many respects now 

but still startling in their eye-filling beauty and inventiveness in context. Midway through the film, 

Lang launches into an astonishing movement after Freder‘s discovery of his father with Robot-

Maria. Freder‘s mental disintegration is depicted in flourishes of abstract animation and herky-

jerky editing that resembles the labours of experimental filmmakers. Robot-Maria‘s dance is then 

intercut with Freder‘s raving fantasies, in which he sees the Thin Man as evil priest repeating 

Maria‘s sermon as rhapsodic incantation that stirs the forces of death and destruction into motion. 

The allegorical pantheon of the deadly sins and Death in Metropolis‘s cathedral is seen jerking to 

life and striding out of their stalls. The film is split not into chapters or cantos like Die 
Nibelungen but into musical signatures – Prelude, Intermezzo, and Furioso. 

 

 

 
 

 

Lang‘s original concept was to have Rotwang literally conjure up magic forces to attack the 

modern, scientifically enabled world of Metropolis. This idea was mostly dropped but here 

something of this eruption of the irrational is still present, climaxing in the image out of medieval 

nightmare of Death slicing the air before Lang‘s camera. Lang edges into the realm of outright 

surrealism here, and does again as he builds to a climactic shot during Robot-Maria‘s dance when 

the screen is filled with that mass of eyes – the male gaze literalised as one great amorphous, 

greedy force, a shot reminiscent in execution of experimental photography. More subtly, perhaps, 

Lang‘s filmmaking conveys a constant awareness of power relations throughout, befitting a film 

where the synergies of social relations, positive and negative, are translated throughout into 

concrete expressions. It‘s quietly but surely present in conversational scenes like Freder‘s first 

conversation with his father or the Thin Man‘s confrontation of Josaphat, where attitudes of body 

and expressions define the characters (the latter scene building to the Thin Man‘s physical as well 

as mental domination of Josaphat) in terms of their potency and the regard they show others – the 

hard line of Fredersen‘s tilted jaw as he son appeals to him, only for the young man to realise his 

father is something like a monster. This aspect is illustrated more explicitly and spectacularly with 

Lang‘s arrangements of human elements in the sequences where workers tread in close, robotic 

ranks. 

 

 



 
 

 

The opening scenes depict the workers changing shifts in obedience to horns that blare out around 

the city, moving between their underground, near-featureless, pseudo-Berber city, the 

intermediary stage before Wells‘ Morlock evolves and start eating the Eloi above, all scored to an 

unheard yet definite musical rhythm (no wonder musicians like Moroder have been drawn to the 

film). There are even moments of hand-held camerawork during Maria‘s flight from Rotwang in 

the underground. One of Lang‘s most insistent traits during the German phase of his career was 

the way he turned his awareness of and fascination for contemporary art styles and his utilisation 

of them to create cinematic effect. This trait had first made itself known in his plan for Dr 
Caligari‘s Expressionistic effects, and in Die Nibelungen had seen him annexing Cubism and art 

nouveau for decorative and conceptual import. Here, the entire universe has become, on one level, 

a form of installation art, the marching ranks of workers elements arrayed in harmonies of line and 

form. Spaces are carefully diagrammed to open up vistas even within the boxy Academy ratio 

frame of the day, through use of height – Metropolis is a hierarchical tale on both the thematic and 

visual levels. The linear clarity and rigid control inherent in such stylisation is ironic considering 

that Metropolis‘s concerns are closer to rather different European artists of the day, including the 

photomontage satire of John Hartfield and the bleak panoramas of Hans Baluschek. 

 

 



 
 

 

Both Fröhlich and Helm were thrust into stardom specifically for this film, but whilst Fröhlich 

merely looks the part of ardent young hero, Helm, still a teenager during the shoot and yet 

attacking the role with astonishing gusto as she inhabits the Madonna-whore schism, is 

remarkable. Klein-Rogge, the hydra-headed star of Lang‘s early films, wrote himself into film 

legend as Rotwang with his wild hair, gloved hand, and imperious gestures. His role is hurt by 

scenes still missing from the film, including a violent confrontation with Fredersen that gives 

Maria the chance to escape his house. The workers lay waste to the machinery that oppresses them 

but in a self-defeating way. Tellingly, Freder‘s other self from the worker populace, Georgy, is 

defined by his dedication to his work, his understanding that he is in a way necessary to the 

survival of Metropolis even as it uses him up like an replaceable part. The shattering of order, 

celebrated by the workers who dance around the toppled idols of technocracy, soon gives way to 

panic as they realise their children are in danger, and they‘re impotent to intervene. Fredersen, 

who has ordered the Heart Machine‘s foreman and worker representative Grot (Heinrich George) 

to stand down and let the workers do their worst, is stricken himself with the seemingly imminent 

death of Freder in the flood. By this stage his machinations have even cost him the loyalty of the 

Thin Man, who responds to his desperate demand to know where his son is with the memorable 

retort, ―Tomorrow thousands will ask in fury and desperation, ‗Joh Fredersen, where is my son?‘‖ 

Meanwhile Robot-Maria is unbound, leading the frenetic, equally nihilistic revelry of the upper 

class out of the nightclubs and into the streets. Once the ambitions and pretences 

of Metropolis work themselves out, it becomes, in essence, a Boy‘s Own adventure tale not that 

far from The Spiders‘ cliffhanger suspense set-pieces. This is particularly plain in the finale as 

Freder, Maria, and Josaphat try desperately to save the workers‘ children from the flooding, with 

Maria wrestling with the mechanism to set off the alarm gong in the town square, and the two men 

making arduous climbs up a shaft to reach her. 

 

 



 
 

 

Lang‘s acerbic perspective is still in constant evidence, as the climactic scenes hinge upon ideas 

that would preoccupy Lang in the next decade of his career or so are in play here in the likes of M 

(1931), The Testament of Dr Mabuse (1933), Fury (1936), and You Only Live Once (1937) – the 

terror of lynch mob justice, the accusation of the innocent, the reactive and self-consuming rage of 

the oppressed, the sinister manipulator of events, the rogue villain whose actions show up uneasy 

relationship of various social strata. The meeting of those strata is literalised almost comically 

here as the revelling scions of Metropolis‘s upper levels, with Robot-Maria lifted shoulder high as 

their champion, collide with the mass of enraged workers, chasing the real Maria in the belief she 

is a witch who has led them to ruin. Somewhere amidst this is an eerie anticipating echo of the 

grim love affair that would soon come upon Nazi Germany with the almost ritualised, orgiastic 

invitation of destruction. Metropolis remains tantalising and enigmatic in this regard to this day, in 

spite of its optimistic depiction of a balance less restored than at last properly achieved. Robot-

Maria is the film‘s dancing Kali, whipping up the passions of the crowd as a brilliant mouthpiece 

for an insidious force and then leads the people rejoicing in the moment of pointless and delicious 

vandalism. In spite of the official message of Metropolis, the power of Robot-Maria‘s wild, 

sexualised, anarchic insurrection feels more heroic than anything the nominal good guys 

accomplish here even if the result is the old conservative nightmare of such actions, the unleashing 

of uncontainable forces and unintended horrors. In a different time and different social mood, 

many a hero in the science fiction genre, from Logan to THX-1138 to Luke Skywalker to Neo, 

takes up the robot‘s iconoclastic mantle rather than Freder‘s even whilst stepping into his 

messianic shoes. 

 

 



 
 

 

Luckily, the workers chasing the real Maria instead mistake the robot for her: the mechanoid is 

tied to an improvised pyre, and burnt. Her skin peeled by licking flame, the Machine-Man under 

the human guise is revealed, and with it not just the tricks of Rotwang and Fredersen but also the 

queasy face of the next stage of evolution. Rotwang‘s degeneration from evil genius to lecher 

trying to escape Freder with Maria under arm across the rooftops is comparatively unconvincing 

and a nudge too far in the direction of gothic melodrama, perhaps inspired by the Lon Chaney 

version of The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1922) and surely laying ground for dozens of 

variations to come. But the staging of this sequence is impeccable, particularly in the moment 

when Maria falls over a railing and snatches onto a bell rope to dangle over a dizzying drop, the 

clang of the bell alerting Freder and others to this new drama. Like Rotwang‘s house the cathedral 

is an island of the ancient amidst the city, and the sole place where the schizoid facets of 

Metropolis can still come together, crux of old and new, high and low, the bleak memento mori of 

medieval religious imagery gaining new potency in the context of Metropolis‘s collapse. Rotwang 

falls to his death, Freder and Maria are reunited, and Freder literally becomes the mediator in 

showing Grot and his father how to overcome their pride and make piece. Again, certainly weak 

sociology, but also a perfect thumbnail for the fairy tale essence of Metropolis as a whole. Both 

the greatness and the difficulty of Metropolis lie in that essence, as a film that animates the dark 

and strident fantasies of its age without quite knowing how to critique or contain them. But even 

the most casual of glances around us at the world today shows that, where most films of its era 

have joined the ranks of playful relics, Metropolis still has something potent to say. And therein 

lies some of the deepest brilliance of Metropolis in tethering science fiction, the art of anticipation, 

with the method of myth, the primal storytelling form—both speak to that moment just over the 

horizon of experience and foresight. It is never; it is ever. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Fährmann Maria (1936) / Strangler of the Swamp 

(1946) 
 

Director: Frank Wisbar 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

Frank Wisbar is today a fairly obscure name in the roll of classic film directors, and yet lovers of 

horror cinema still remember him for making two of the genre‘s finer deep cuts, each film a 

variation of the same story, made ten years and continents apart. Born in Tilsit, Wisbar (or Wysbar 

as his name was originally spelt) was conscripted in World War I and stayed in the army until the 

mid-1920s, before he went into the film industry. He served as production manager on Leontine 

Sagan‘s legendary lesbian-themed drama Mädchen in Uniform (1931), a success that gave him a 

shot at directing, debuting with the adventure-comedy Im Bann des Eulenspiegels (1932). Wisbar 

quickly earned the ire of the oncoming Nazi authority by making Anna und Elisabeth (1933), a 

follow-up to Mädchen in Uniform with the same stars and gay subtext. To play nice with 

Goebbels‘ new Ministry of Propaganda, Wisbar‘s next film, Flag of the Righteous Seven (1934), 

was an adaptation of German-language Swiss writer Gottfried Keller about romance, bourgeois 

mores, and regional life in the 1800s. The film won an award at the Venice Film Festival, and 

Wisbar‘s career struggled on for a few more years. Wisbar was however to remain deeply at odds 

with the Nazis, in part because his wife Eva was Jewish: the state stripped him of his passport and 

forced the couple to divorce, and after he was finally blacklisted in 1938, Wisbar fled the country. 

He became an American citizen and found a niche making low-budget features and then TV 

shows in Hollywood. Eventually returning to West Germany in the 1950s, Wisbar found new but 



strictly domestic success there again with works about dark chapters in the war like the Battle of 

Stalingrad and the sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff, an adaptation of Wolfgang Ott‘s grim 

precursor to Das Boot, Sharks and Little Fish (1957), as well as post-war issue movies, before his 

death in 1967. 

 

 

 
 

 

Fährmann Maria, or Ferryman Maria, could well stand as the last authentic product of the classic 

German cinema age, that time when the national industry that stood so tall between the Great War 

and doomed by the rise of Hitler. The great, endlessly influential German Expressionist movement 

in film kicked off by The Cabinet of Dr Caligari (1919) represented the kind of dark, sombre, 

highly psychologised drama the Nazis instinctively hated, and Fährmann Maria kept something of 

that style‘s essence alive in a time when it had become verboten, although carefully mediated 

through a nominally more realistic, folksy approach, exploring a supernatural tale in a manner that 

also evokes a bygone sense of the Germanic landscape and communal identity: the word heimat, 

homeland, which was for the Nazis a talismanic phrase becomes a mystically tinged destination in 

the film. One supporting character, a boozy but good-natured fiddle-player (Carl de Vogt), evokes 

a cheery, open ideal of the parochial character as he‘s constantly held up in his desire to return to 

his home by his love of the jug and a good time playing for people. And yet an undercurrent of 

intense unease and dislocation definesFährmann Maria as it takes on a classic motif in German 

storytelling, the encounter of a young woman with Death personified in a battle between love and 

nihilism. That motif of Death and the Maiden was born in Renaissance art and transmitted through 

music like Schubert‘s pieces of that title and Wagner‘s The Flying Dutchman. Fritz Lang had used 

it as the basis of his omnibus film The Weary Death (1921), and F.W. Murnau had 

transformed Dracula into a variant on it in his Nosferatu (1922). Fährmann Maria‘s exceptionally 

simple dramatic landscape, which isn‘t actually based on any specific folk tale but evokes many, 

nonetheless aims to synthesise an ideal variant on this basic conflict that could well have dropped 

from the lips of some grandmother around the campfire some starlit walpurgisnacht. 

 

 



 
 

 

The setting is a small village and the nearby ferry crossing that traverses a wide river, the few 

landmarks in the midst of a landscape of wavering, wind-ruffled pines and twitching reeds, and 

patches of sucking marshland. The rope-guided ferryboat is tended by an old man (Karl Platen), 

who maintains the service day in and day out, shuttling people from one bank to the other. The 

river is borderland between two unidentified regions. A mournful song about a ferry crossing 

resounds under the opening credits: in the transposition into the first proper scene this song is 

revealed this song is being performed by the fiddler as he‘s shuttled across the river by the old 

ferryman. The ferryman mocks the fiddler for the ease with which he gets waylaid by his appetites 

and his rootless habits, and explains that the fiddler‘s very coin represents the last payment he has 

to make to own the ferry outright. That night, the old ferryman is awakened by the dull ring of the 

ploughshare that serves as the gong for service on the far side of the bank, and he hauls himself 

out of bed to answer it. When he reaches the far shore, he is intimidated by the grim-faced, black-

clad man (Peter Voß) he picks up, and as he labours to get the ferry back to the other side, his tugs 

on the guide rope become increasingly laborious and strained, until he keels over dead from heart 

failure, and the mysterious man in black begins to pull the ferry back the other way. The old man 

has been claimed by Death. 

 

 



 
 

 

This early sequence is a superb display of technique from Wisbar. Having established the eerie, 

somnolent, exposed mood of the ferry‘s surrounds, he intensifies for physical effect as he cuts 

between the old man‘s face, his hands on the rope, and the implacable visage of Death, the lateral 

movement of the camera obeying a rigorous left-to-right viewpoint on the ferry‘s motion, 

capturing the sense of strain and the failing pulse of the old man, matched to a shimmering, atonal 

score, until his hands cease to work properly. Death catches him and lays him down gently, a 

peaceful fate met at the very apotheosis of the old labourer‘s life, his death at the moment of his 

triumph both a stinging irony but also a deliverance from any form of disappointment. Enter Maria 

(Sybille Schmitz), every bit the old man‘s opposite, a young woman without a home or 

community, but destined to step into his shoes and face a rather different confrontation with 

Death. She wakes up after spending a night sleeping in the barn, pausing to listen to children 

singing in their school house, the pleasure and impossible distance of such inclusivity written on 

Maria‘s face. Wisbar constantly evokes the folk tradition he‘s burrowing into here through song 

and music, arts that bind together communities but also transcend such boundaries – the indolent 

fiddler is always half-heartedly trying to get home but is just as happy and seemingly more 

successful out of his native land – as a form of cultural currency people exchange. Maria enters 

the village and ducks the local policeman, long used as she is to trouble from such earthly powers. 

The mayor sees her doing this and makes light fun of her, before challenging her to take over the 

ferry, a job no-one else wants because ―the Evil One haunts the far bank,‖ to prove she can make 

her stand. 

 

 



 
 

 

Maria takes on the job, and quickly becomes an object of fascination for some, including a local 

landowner (Gerhard Bienert) who regards her and questions her brusquely, but soon proves to be 

establishing romantic rights over her. One night Maria, like her predecessor, hears the ploughshare 

ring on the far bank, and goes over to fetch her fare. At first she sees no-one, but then spots a man 

(Aribert Mog) crumpled on the ground: he mutters something fearful about being pursued, and she 

speeds him to the other bank as a squad of black-clad men on horseback dash through the 

neighbouring woods and line up on the shore, watching their quarry glide to safety. Maria stashes 

the young man in her hut and looks after him as he‘s badly injured. The man recovers and they fall 

in love, but then he lapses into a fever and she‘s forced to tend to him during his raving 

dissociation. She must also keep him hidden from locals like the fiddler, who, drunk and 

boisterous, wants to cross the river, and then the landowner when he comes around to invite her to 

a village dance. But during the night, Maria answers the gong and picks up the man in black, 

whose unnerving visage Maria instantly recognises as bringing evil intent for her lover, and the 

man quickly announces the fugitive is the object of his search. Trying to lead him astray, Maria 

escorts him into town and becomes his partner in the dance. This infuriates the farmer, who had 

deduced Maria had a man in her house, and, believing the man in black is him, publically brands 

her a slut whilst also inadvertently informing Death his prey is back in her abode. 

 

 



 
 

 

Wisbar seems to have been chiefly under the influence of Carl Dreyer‘s Vampyr (1932) with this 

film, adapting aspects of its aesthetic, like Dreyer‘s use of carefully stylised location shooting to 

create a different brand of crepuscular atmosphere to the heavy stylisation more typical of the 

Expressionist mode, and utilising Schmitz, who had played a woman suffering a vampire‘s 

attention in Dreyer‘s film. The troubled Schmitz had difficulty landing lead roles in the Nazi-run 

film industry in spite of her talent because she hardly looked the Aryan heroine, but Wisbar‘s 

casting of her here turned this into a strong subtext lurking behind her character‘s yearning for a 

place and role in the world, whilst also exploiting her specific, wounded beauty in a manner that 

perfectly suits her character. Maria is caught in the void straddling zones cultural, political, sexual, 

even life and death. Her tentative smile and large, melancholy eyes describe the strain of her life 

even as she goes about her work with stoic resolve and tries to keep a flame alight in her spirit. It‘s 

clear she‘s fended off a hundred men of the landowner‘s ilk, but lets a real smile appear like a 

spring dawn on her face as she falls for the handsome stranger who embodies all the things she has 

never had but is forced to join her in this psychic no-man‘s-land. Maria, usually dressed in gypsy-

like garb that suggest the reason why she‘s such an outsider, appears before her lover clad in a 

new dress, albeit a piece of garb that, with its ruffled collar, seems almost anachronistic even for 

the film‘s vaguely nineteenth century setting, as if casting herself in a role outside of time. And 

that‘s exactly where she is: Maria, whose name instantly evokes religious dimensions, takes over 

from Charon, shuttling souls between worlds across the Styx, giving her some unspoken form of 

power that lets her challenge Death himself. 

 

 



 
 

 

Wisbar‘s off-screen troubles lend credence to the hints constantly given throughout Fährmann 

Maria that he‘s not just describing some historical fantasia, however. Although possessed of some 

lightly used supernatural powers, Death is personified as a resolutely tangible force kept at bay by 

the rules of the physical world he manifests in, an implacable agent for a dark and oppressive 

realm. Maria‘s lover is specifically characterised as fleeing a repressive government, hazily 

defined as an imposition of invaders he and his patriotic friends want to drive out, whilst the 

citizens of the village regard the far shore as a place where the Devil has made dominion. The 

film‘s most powerful images, of the horsemen pursuing the young man ride out of the forest and 

perch on the shoreline staring at the couple in the ferry, and the first appearance of Death in his 

trim, black, semi-military uniform, regarding Maria with blood-freezing severity, evoke a definite 

sensation of totalitarian menace lurking just beyond the limits of the frame and definition. In one 

scene the young man, in his fever state, begins to enthusiastically sing one of the patriotic songs 

he and his fellows use as an anthem, suggesting the Nazi love of such anthems twisted into a 

grotesque dirge that drives Maria into weeping despair. Maria is left cut off from all communal aid 

as Death realises her deception, even muffling the sound of the church bell she tries to ring to 

rouse the villagers to the deadly being in their midst with his power, literalising the feeling of 

being stranded in the midst of a country suddenly wilfully deaf, dumb, and blind to the new 

predations of power quickly becoming everyday fact. Maria is compelled by Death to lead him 

through the swamp between the village and the ferry. Maria makes the self-sacrificing gesture that 

is always the key to the Death-and-the-Maiden tale, and as she prays that her gesture protect her 

lover, she leads Death along the treacherous path through the swamp, tricking him into falling into 

the black mud, where he sinks silently into the murk, whilst she manages to keep her footing and 

escape. 

 

 



 
 

 

The final shots of Fährmann Maria see Maria and her lover crossing the river along with the 

fiddler and gazing out upon Maria‘s new country, a grace note that seems a fulfilment of the 

patriotic dream of reclaiming the homeland, but with the vital, sneaky corollary that it‘s a victory 

of the exiles and outcasts over the forces that oppress it. Wisbar‘s visual sensibility is attuned to 

the horizontal in landscape and movement, a particularly tricky art to master for filmmakers 

working with the boxy classic Academy ratio, and fitted specifically to the environs Wisbar deals 

with here, the flat, semi-desolate spaces around the village and the glassy waters of the river, the 

to-and-fro motions of the boat and of Maria‘s queasy dance with Death at the village dance filmed 

alike, the camera‘s very range of movement communicating the stark, transfixing linearity of life 

in this space that finally, towards the end, gives way to the promise of gold sunlight on rolling 

mountains. Wisbar‘s journey, at least for the time being, went in the opposite direction to his two 

heroic lovers, going into exile and soon finding his real reunion with his wife impossible. A 

decade later, Wisbar found a niche in the so-called ―Poverty Row‖ studio PRC after a long period 

on the beach trying to get residency and a work permit. His first American film had been a teen 

crime potboiler, Secrets of a Sorority Girl (1945). For his second, he leveraged the notion of 

remaking his best-known work, and the result was entitled Strangler of the Swamp. 

 

 



 
 

 

The basic plot remained the same: after the death of a ferryman serving a remote town, a young 

woman named Maria takes over his job and finds herself battling a malign spirit for the life of the 

man she loves. Working with one of PRC‘s famously stringent budgets – none of their films, 

supposedly, cost more than $100,000 – Wisbar transposed the story into a much more overtly 

theatrical and classically spooky setting, a bayou swamp choked with reeds and vines traversed by 

the ferry. Strangler of the Swamp strongly contrasts Fährmann Maria in its approach even as its 

mood of dislocation and morbid romanticism is retained, whilst the alterations to the story point to 

a different set of animating concerns for this take. Here, the spectral figure isn‘t Death itself but 

the shade of a man killed by his community, and the death he brings serves a programme of 

retribution. At the outset, the dead body of a villager who has died in the swamp is brought back 

to town, where the townsfolk begin to argue frantically about their circumstances: several similar 

deaths have taken place, all seemingly strangled by vines or reeds wrapped around their necks in 

grotesque approximation of a hangman‘s noose. Many think they‘ve been living under a curse 

ever since the former ferryman, Douglas (Charles Middleton), was lynched as a murderer. 

 

 



 
 

 

Most of the men involved, including the mayor, Sanders (Robert Barratt), anxiously repudiate the 

notion even as they clearly live in fear of whatever lurks out in the bayou awaiting them, whilst 

the women of the village form a determined front, heading out into the swamp to strip down the 

noose that was used to kill Douglas. Joseph the ferryman (Frank Conlan), whose testimony was 

vital to identifying Douglas as a killer and who stepped into his post eagerly, sheepishly objects to 

the women‘s proposals that he offers himself as sacrifice to the spectre to mollify its rage: ―I‘m 

only seventy! That‘s not old for a man! I have plans for the future.‖ But soon enough, responding 

to the clang of the gong on the far side of the swamp, he encounters Douglas, a hollow-eyed 

wraith emanating from the shadows to deliver up stern pronouncements of waiting punishment: 

Joseph tries to toss the noose the women left on the ferry overboard, only for it to snare on a log, 

wrap around his neck, and strangle him, thus fulfilling Douglas‘ design without any actual violent 

act. Amongst Joseph‘s papers is discovered his written confession to the murder Douglas 

committed, as well as his admission that he framed Douglas to get his job. But the wraith is hardly 

satisfied with his death, and continues to await chances to kill off the rest of his lynch mob and 

their descendants. Joseph‘s granddaughter Maria (Rosemary La Planche) arrives in town, hoping 

to find a place to settle after leaving a life of toil and alienation in the big city. Shocked to learn of 

her grandfather‘s death, she nonetheless determines to take over his job as ferryman. She soon 

meets Sanders‘ son Chris (Blake Edwards – yes, that Blake Edwards) and falls for him, but the 

curse is hardly averse to tormenting a pair of young lovers. 

 

 



 
 

 

Wisbar had joined Edgar G. Ulmer in productive exile at PRC. Like another émigré Fritz Lang‘s 

Hollywood debut, Fury (1936), Strangler reads in part as a condemnation of lynch culture in the 

US, whilst the decision to locate the story in one of his new country‘s more primal backwaters 

echoes Jean Renoir‘s venture into similar climes for his American debut, Swamp Water (1942). 

Strangler of the Swamp might also have represented an attempt by Wisbar and PRC to tap the 

same well Val Lewton‘s horror films had so lucratively drilled for RKO, with a similarly literate, 

carefully stylised script to the kind Lewton liked, although Wisbar‘s concrete approach to the 

supernatural stands somewhat at odds with the airier, more suggestive Lewton touch. The style 

here is also quite different to the restrained, deceptively naturalistic approach of Fährmann Maria, 

here turning the limitations of PRC‘s productions into an asset by employing one spectacularly 

dreamlike, claustrophobic locale, where the totemic hangman‘s noose dangles in the wind from an 

old gnarled tree, the rickety docks for the ferry jut into misty waters, an old, ruined church looms 

skeletally in the distance, and the town huddles on the fringes. Wisbar‘s fluidic camerawork is still 

in evidence, tracking the course of the ferry across the swamp with cool regard, if not as carefully 

tailored to fit the geography physical and mental of the story. The guilt and paranoia experienced 

by the townsfolk has infected the land about them, and Wisbar goes more a sense of gothic 

entanglement befitting a dense and miasmic sense of corruption, the overgrown weeds of the 

psychic landscape. He often uses superimpositions to obscure the images, the appearances of 

Middleton‘s withered, eyeless ghost masked by haze, the reeds and foliage of the bayou crowding 

the frame, as if animated and determined to invade the human world that clings to this landscape. 

 

 



 
 

 

The result makes Strangler of the Swamp something like the platonic ideal of a dankly 

atmospheric, low-budget horror film. Severed from the culture and place that informed Fährmann 
Maria‘s folkloric lustre, Strangler refits the story for a place that seems to hover right at the edge 

of liminal reality, a psychological neverland. That said, the story fits with surprising ease into the 

dramatic landscape of America‘s backwood regions and the stark, moralistic, often supernatural 

flavour of songwriting in those areas – Woody Guthrie, Jean Ritchie, or Robert Johnson could 

readily have sung of a similarly elemental tale. Perhaps a seed was planted here for the later 

burgeoning of backwoods horror as a permanent sub-branch of Hollywood horror cinema. 

Thematically, Strangler of the Swamp diverges tellingly from its predecessor. Wisbar‘s PRC 

stablemate Ulmer had made his statement of utter moral exhaustion with his famous noir Detour a 

few months earlier, and Strangler, although ultimately not as nihilistic, seems similarly like a 

meditation on the psychic landscape left by the war: by the time Strangler was made, the Nazis 

had fallen and their crimes had stained the soul of humanity. Whereas the community 

in Fährmann Maria is essentially ignorant and innocent of the uncanny drama unfolding in its 

midst, Strangler in the Swamp is about vengeance reaching out from beyond the grave to attack a 

communal guilt – the evil is no longer an invasive one but internal, and the theme of the sins of 

the father is introduced as Maria and Chris must fight to escape the debt of their parents. 

 

 



 
 

 

In the climax, Wisbar revisits the moment from the original when Maria finds she can‘t make a 

sound ringing the church bell and stages it more expressly as sequence depicting social exclusion, 

as Maria dashes through the village trying to find aid, only to have doors and windows slam shut 

and curtains drawn by the vengeful spirit‘s power, shutting off all recourse for his outsider 

heroine. Both films obviously share a female protagonist who proves that love is stronger than 

death and offers her own life in place of her man‘s, and in Strangler Wisbar takes this theme of 

feminine strength further. Maria here meets initial doubts she can do her job but readily adapts to 

it, but the menfolk of the town are variously foolish, self-deluding, and corrupt, where the women 

are generally wiser and try to act against the curse where their men obfuscate and deny the 

problem. Chris‘s father objects to his relationship with Maria because he knows she‘s the 

granddaughter of a killer, where his mother (Effie Parnell) recognises her character and 

encourages the match. When Sanders tells his son he can‘t marry Maria, Chris retorts that his own 

father took just as big a part in murdering Douglas, setting in motion the first rumblings of the 

generational conflict that would define so much of the post-war age. The town lost its church to 

fire, the ruins standing in moody isolation out in the swamp embodying the wreckage of the local 

culture‘s ethical standing, and Sanders proposes, instead of rebuilding it with the money the town 

has collected for the purpose, that they use the funds to drain the swamp instead, his onwards-and-

upwards rhetoric exposed as an attempt to avoid reckoning with the past. 

 

 



 
 

 

One significant disparity between Wisbar‘s two films is that La Planche, although fairly good in 

the lead, isn‘t nearly as enticingly enigmatic or camera-fixating a presence as Schmitz (sadly, both 

women also died young), and the standard of acting in Strangler, although competent, is merely 

customary for a low-budget film of the time and place – even the very young Edwards is too 

callow to make much of an impression. On the other hand, Strangler isn‘t weighed down by the 

smarmy folksiness of the earlier film‘s fiddler character. The finale suffers from the hampered 

staging dictated by the limited setting, involving a lot of stumbling around in dry ice-clogged 

corners of the set trying to make it look like action is happening. Nonetheless Strangler of the 

Swamp stands as an example of what a real director could manage with even the most cynically 

straitened production of the day, a delicious visual experience that offers a real jolt of Wisbar‘s 

poetic streak, and one of the few major horror films of the ‗40s not to have Lewton‘s name 

attached. As in Fährmann Maria, Strangler‘s Maria, exhausted by her frantic and desperate efforts 

to help Sanders in protecting his injured son from the wraith, offers herself in her lover‘s place 

fends off dark fate amidst the sanctified ruins of the church. But Strangler pushes the import of the 

sacrificial gesture more strongly than Fährmann Maria, in a narrative shaped by a more personal 

and urgent sense of responsibility: where in the earlier film Death is outwitted by a touch of native 

guile as well as the ardent honesty of Maria‘s prayers, Douglas is mollified by the gesture and 

dissolves in the night as Maria gives a benediction for his aggrieved soul. In Strangler, the victory 

feels quite different, as Maria must redeem the whole community through a selfless act, receiving 

a forgiveness that cannot be asked for, only granted by the aggrieved dead. Maria triumphs over 

entropy in her personification, however straggly and assailed she seems, of the finer elements of 

human nature and of woman herself, a detail that points up the irony in her job title. She is the 

being who encompasses life, death, and rebirth, who spans both shores. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Viy (1967) 
 

Directors/Co-screenwriters: Konstantin Ershov, Georgi Kropachyov 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

Nikolai Gogol‘s story ―Viy‖ was included in a volume of his story collection Tales of Mirgorod. 

Like his most famous tale, the historical novella ―Tara Bulba‖ included in the same collection, 

―Viy‖ was a tribute to the wealth of history and traditions of rural Ukraine and southern Russia 

and the people who live there, particularly the Cossack nations. Gogol nominally based his story 

in real myths he harvested in the region, but the tale‘s basic underpinnings have a vital similarity 

to ghost story traditions from right around the world, those stories in which a callow young man 

on the road encounters an evil spirit in the form of a woman. Gogol essentially invented his 

variation however, including the title character, a troll king who appears in the climax of the tale, 

whilst trying to capture the flavour of the parochial traditions he was steeped in and was trying to 

convey fervently, in an age when literature was often urgently engaged with trying to define the 

supposed ethereal quintessence of national cultures. Although his literature was often devoted to 

excoriating the absurd and backward aspects of his time and its culture, Gogol was a committed 

Slavophile, and eventually finished up subscribing to a brand of fervent religious nationalism. 

This faith first pushed him to try and extend his novel Dead Souls into a parable exploring the 

whole Russian character, before burning the new material he had written, depression and ill-health 

reinforcing his new conviction that art was profane. In the following century, the Soviet 

government was notoriously averse to morbid and mystical themes in art. When Viy was filmed in 

1967, it was the first horror film ever produced in the Soviet Union. 

 

 



 
 

 

Writer and filmmaker Konstantin Ershov and production designer Georgi Kropachyov joined 

forces to create a more faithful adaptation and shared directing credits on the result. Another 

filmmaker contributing to the script was Aleksandr Ptushko, known at the time in Soviet cinema 

for his special effects work and for directing fantasy films, including a 1935 version of Gulliver’s 

Travels, and the 1956 epic Ilya Muromets (which Mystery Science Theatre 3000 aficionados might 

recall under the title The Sword and the Dragon). Ptushko also provided Viy‘s simple yet 

ebullient, ingeniously deployed visual effects. Perhaps to clear ground for a work in a genre held 

in such opprobrium by the authorities, Viy offers a wry, even comic take on horror film, albeit one 

that also works up a peculiar intensity in its second half. Gogol‘s story was an ideal subject to 

break the moratorium. A work resting squarely in the classic canon of Russian literature, it was 

based in safely historical, distant regional traditions and without any suggestion of psychological 

metaphor or transgressive meaning. Viy is rife with black humour mediating the onslaughts of 

supernatural menace, with a streak of anti-clerical and socially critical humour that squarely 

mocks institutions of Russian society held as old, decrepit, and outmoded under the Soviets. ―Viy‖ 

had already served as inspiration for Mario Bava‘s great debut film La Maschera del Demonio 

(1960), although that story had taken the setting, a Slavic backwater, and the theme of an evil 

witch tormenting men of learning, and married it to a more traditional type of vampire story and 

Bava‘s potent brand of erotically charged evil. Viy, on the other hand, is closer to ―The Wurdalak‖ 

episode in Bava‘s I Tre Volti della Paura (1963), in conjuring a sense of blasted, paranoid anxiety 

in the sharp opposition of the great expanses of the Steppes and a claustrophobic outpost under 

supernatural siege. 

 

 



 
 

 

The opening scenes hit a note of raucous good-humour as it depicts a mob of young seminarians 

in a Kiev monastery being released into the unsuspecting world for vacation, molesting washer 

women, lampooning their rector by trying to make a goat read, stealing food from vendors, and 

generally running riot. The distinctly unholy behaviour of the religious students, told off by the 

Rector (Pyotr Vesklyarov) for their wild ways before they flee into the countryside, sets off a tale 

where the vital tension lies between the way things are supposed to be and the unruly reality 

beneath, where the ultimate evil is a creature that can see all, as long as it can keep its eyes open. 

The seminarians travel on foot in gradually shrinking groups as they split and head towards their 

home towns. Three of the students, theologian Khaliava (Vadim Zakharchenko), rhetorician 

Tibery Gorobets (Vladimir Salnikov), and philosopher Khoma Brutus (Leonid Kuravlyov), are 

eventually all that is left of one of these travelling bands, and, as night falls, they get lost in the 

hinterland. Balking at camping under the stars, they keep groping in the dark until eventually they 

come across a farmhouse. They beg the old woman who seems to be the householder (actually 

played by a man, Nikolay Kutuzov) for a place to sleep for the night. The crone replies her house 

is already full of guests, but eventually agrees to stash them in different places. Khoma gets his 

bed in the stable on a pile of straw. 

 

 



 
 

 

During the night, the crone enters the stable and advances on him with an apparently lustful look: 

―No, it‘s Lent,‖ Khoma exclaims: ―And you couldn‘t tempt me for all the gold in the world!‖ But 

the crone picks him up with peculiar strength, manipulates him like a toy, and climbs on his back, 

making him carry her like a horse. Once she gets him outside, she grabs a broom and levitates, 

carrying him under her legs, for a flight across the countryside reminiscent of Faust‘s journey with 

Mephistopheles in F.W. Murnau‘s 1926 film of that story. Khoma realises he‘s in the clutches of a 

witch, and when the crone lands, Khoma grabs up a stick and furiously beats her. Suddenly, the 

crone turns into a beautiful young woman who gasps that he‘s killing her, and Khoma recoils in 

shock. Leaving the battered and bleeding girl in the field, Khoma dashes off through the reed-

choked swamps and eventually makes his way back to the seminary. But there he finds that his 

peculiar destiny is not going to let go of him. A gang of Cossacks from an outlying village has 

arrived in search of him, and arranged with the Rector to ensure he goes with them back to their 

village, to say prayers for a girl who has died. All Khoma is told is that he was specifically 

insisted upon by the girl‘s father, and that he‘s going to attend whether he likes it or not, as the 

Rector feels he needs a good punishment for his rowdy ways. When they reach the village, Khoma 

learns that the dead girl, Pannochka (Natalya Varley), named him as the man to pray for her, and 

her father is local boyar. He demands that Khoma pray in the church over his daughter‘s body for 

the prescribed three night period on the promise of 1,000 gold coins if he fulfils the task or 1,000 

lashes if he doesn‘t. And, of course, Pannochka proves to be the witch he killed. 

 

 



 
 

 

Viy has a strain of sly, even cruel irony underlying its playful surface that slowly emerges, as it 

studies a situation Khoma falls into and realises he has no way out of save death or triumph. To 

triumph means he must draw on resources he, as a man officially studying to become a religious 

and philosophical luminary, knows he doesn‘t have. The tumult of the raucous, randy, hungry 

students fleeing the seminary at the outset gives way to glorious surveys of the open Russian 

countryside, a place of seemingly endless bounties. Only then does the scope of the drama 

compress, the trio of pompous scholars promptly getting lost in a field as the sun goes down. 

Khoma finds his world reduced first to the village he is brought to, a septic little kingdom where 

the boyar rules, and then to the confines of the village church, a place cordoned off from the 

normal rules of reality, where elemental battles will take place. Khoma however is a citizen of a 

grey zone that permits him no easy identity: unwilling to devote himself to religious strictures but, 

as an intellectual in a theocratic society, having no other recourse but the church, he‘s been ripped 

from his roots in the Cossack village: he can still sing along with his fellows from the region, but 

is left an object of curiosity mixed with contempt. Much of which Khoma deserves. He is, by his 

own confession, a slovenly student and potential clergyman. Whilst trying to talk the boyar out of 

forcing him to make his vigil, Khoma denies he‘s known for his piety: ―I visited a baker‘s wife on 

Maundy Thursday!‖ He‘s better at carousing and eating, but these prove futile escapes from the 

duty he is obligated to perform. His attempts to escape the village constantly prove embarrassing 

jokes, as the boyar‘s men easily corral him. 

 

 



 
 

 

This aspect of Viy has a certain thematic similarity to Hiroshi Teshigahara‘s Woman in the Dunes 

(1964), as an outsider finds himself trapped and pressganged into meeting the needs of a tiny, 

virtually forgotten community on the fringes of civilisation. A quality in Gogol‘s writing that 

anticipated the later emergence of surrealism, the Theatre of the Absurd, and the peculiar 

imaginings of Franz Kafka is also detectable. Khoma‘s situation plays like an inversion of Kafka‘s 

The Castle, in which the protagonist can‘t escape being locked in rather than locked out (Dead 

Souls pivots on a similarly surreal notion, a plot to make money from serfs who are literally dead, 

but alive in a bureaucratic and financial sense). Meanwhile, the ritualistic structure of the 

churchman repeatedly going into battle with an evil force that possesses a young girl anticipates 

The Exorcist (1973), although that film‘s iron-cast moral certainties are mocked well beforehand 

as the representative of holy certitude here is hardly an ideal avatar, and his battle against evil is 

more like an extended, drunken attempt to simply weather the storm. Ershov and Kropachyov play 

up the sardonic side of Gogol‘s tale in regards to religion and also social power evinced by various 

forms of elder, be it the Rector who sends Khoma off gruffly to his fate, or the boyar who forces 

Khoma to do his bidding. In the style of the morality-play quality apparent in many a real folk 

tale, Khoma represents hypocrisy, drunkenness, and self-indulgence. 

 

 



 
 

 

Under pressure, Khoma‘s roots in the hard-drinking, hard-living Cossack way are swiftly 

revealed, whilst to the villagers he represents a momentary insight into a way of life usually 

cordoned off from their own: ―Just what are you seminarians taught?‖ one demands to know: 

―What the deacon says when he‘s in church, or other things?‖ Khoma, hardly paying attention, 

performs an expert trick with his vodka cup, making his drinking companions coo in wonderment, 

―What a great scholar! I want to be a seminarian too!‖ The filmmakers inject a visual joke as 

Khoma, thoroughly soused, sees three different versions of the same man emerging from three 

tavern doors. For all his faults, though, once Khoma feels the heavy hand on his shoulder the 

smiling face only briefly distracts from, and is forced to go through with his terrifying vigil, he has 

our sympathy, for his reactions are only to a strange, arbitrary, humiliating world only slightly 

more coherent than the manifestations of the supernatural that dog him. The sight of the old witch 

turning Khoma into her personal pony-boy, laced with perverse erotic suggestions even as it‘s 

played for laughs, is echoed later when one of the villagers recounts how Pannochka ran off with 

one of the young men of the village, who carried her out on his shoulders. The villagers were well 

aware Pannochka was a witch; only her father had no clue, and although he senses something 

strange in her dying wish to receive holy rites from this specific, unworthy representative of 

religion, nonetheless he commits grimly to the task. 

 

 



 
 

 

Although very different in style with its breezy, straightforward storytelling to the more esoteric 

aesthetics of Andrei Tarkovsky and Sergei Paradjanov, two of Soviet cinema‘s highest-profile 

talents of the day, Viy shares a spirit in common with their works nonetheless, for it tries to convey 

an authentically folkloric vision and a quintessence of one corner of the cultural inheritance. 

That‘s the part of the psychic landscape within that inheritance, where the collective memory has 

hazy fringes, the place where ancestors lived and the things they took to be trye still takes on a 

type of reality, if only in the freakish fancies lurk and the monstrosities parents use to keep their 

children in line in grimly prophetic parables. The Viy itself, although made up by Gogol, has 

exactly that quality of something plucked out of a bedtime boogeyman tale. The actual root for the 

creation is, perhaps ironically, thought to be the Christian Saint John Cassian the Unmerciful, a 

religious hero who strangely gained a quality close to demonic in later folklore because of his 

reputation of extremely harsh judgement, and who had similarly incisive, excoriating vision that 

nonetheless was only selectively uncovered when he brushed back his long hair. Fittingly, Ershov 

and Kropachyov‘s aesthetic in Viy‘s fantasy sequences is rooted in stage pantomime and magic-

lantern shows, rejecting the realism that was just starting to become dominant in Western horror 

cinema. Ershov, Kropachyov, and Ptushko utilise the space of the village church as a theatrical 

space where illusionism reigns. The old wooden carvings and creepy icons painted on the walls 

and carefully manipulated candle lighting sets the scene, surveyed upon first entrance by the 

slowly pivoting camera movements, like a bullring or battleground in a Sergio Leone film, ideal 

for the basic spiritual conflict all the infrastructure of the settled, Christian world is supposed to 

hold at bay. Stray cats and birds suddenly scuttle through the old, creepy space. 

 

 



 
 

 

The mounting spectacle of Khoma‘s vigils starts with the witch girl climbing out of her coffin and 

searching for him, whilst Khoma has, in obedience to Ukrainian folk ritual, drawn a magic chalk 

circle about the lectern from which he reads Bible quotes. The witch is blind to him and held out 

of the circle, meaning she can only frantically slaw at the invisible barricade, before the cock‘s 

crow drives her back into her coffin. The second night sees the witch levitating her coffin and 

trying to use it to bash her way through the circle, flying around the church as if in her own 

personal zero-gravity dodgem car, whilst Khoma bellows panicky prayers and tosses boots at her. 

When she fails she curses him, leaving him momentarily blind and also with his hair turned snowy 

white. Moments of pure fairytale strangeness flit by, like a tear of blood sliding down 

Pannochka‘s face as she lies on her bier. The staging in these scenes conveys both a sense of 

absurdist humour in the confrontations between terrified churchman and vengeful witch, and 

crescendo of the beguiling strangeness of the supernatural as envisioned here, with the 

camerawork suddenly turning frantic and aggressive, as when Pannochka furiously stalks around 

the limits of Khoma‘s protective circle, and the sight of her trying to bash through the barrier with 

her flying coffin. These scenes also get a kick out of the peculiar manifestation of evil in the form 

of Varley‘s pale-faced, dark-eyed teenage witch, a lovely visage possessed of a wilful desire to 

destroy Khoma. She anticipates Linda Hayden‘s flower-decked pagan priestess in The Blood on 

Satan’s Claw (1970) in embodying malevolence with the most seemingly innocent, beguiling 

surface imaginable. 

 

 



 
 

 

The special effects are lovable for their refusal of complex artifice, and retain that magic-lantern 

show quality. When the witch levitates with Khoma under her, it‘s obvious that they‘re on a 

rotating stage as if in some theatrical production. Khoma‘s attempt to flee the village, charging 

through underbrush, is depicted through looping reversals of film stock, his complete inability get 

anywhere dictated by the film technique. The finale goes for broke as the filmmakers offer 

pantomime monsters and skeletal hydras whilst playing games with the visuals – Khoma remains 

in colour whilst the arising army of the night loom and leer around him in sepulchral black and 

white. Each of Khoma‘s nights of vigil leaves him increasingly fraught and desperate to escape his 

lot, alternating with vodka-brave pronunciations. When he‘s brought out of the church after the 

second night, he starts into a bizarre dance, an attempt to convince himself he‘s just spent a brief, 

hair-raising time-out from the more important business of carousing, but succeeding only in 

testifying to his own fraying nerves and sanity. His dance is a pathetic but also vigorous sight, the 

only likeness I can think of being the infamous ―Flashdance‖ scene in Dogtooth (2010), in 

depicting someone who knows they‘re about to go mad if they don‘t escape but also knows they 

can‘t escape and so converts raw panic into a furious proof of life. Kuravlyov‘s performance hits 

grand heights here. 

 

 



 
 

 

The film reaches a riotous climax as Khoma ventures into the church for his third night with airy, 

drunken hopes for his future, only to face the final onslaught of the witch‘s efforts to break him, as 

she calls up all manner of ghouls and goblins to attack him. The final monster she conjures is the 

Viy itself, a monstrous, misshapen troll with outsized droopy eyelids that conceal crystalline eyes 

that can see through the mystical protective barrier protecting Khoma: the Viy has to get other 

ghouls to lift its eyelids back so it can see, but then is able to point out their prey and the monsters 

attack Khoma just as the cock crows for dawn again. Khoma loses his battle with fate, dying from 

fright as he‘s assaulted. But this proves the downfall of the witch and her minions too, as they 

perish dashing for the shadows because they‘ve lingered into the dawn, the witch reverting to her 

crone‘s appearance and her coffin disintegrating, leaving her exposed as a monstrosity. The 

sarcastic punch-line for all this sees Khoma‘s two friends Khaliava and Gorobets back at the 

seminary, working on restoring artworks and supping vodka on the sly as they try to work out why 

Khoma failed in his vigil, eventually deciding he didn‘t believe in his own spiritual authority 

enough to fight off the evil, when a true holy man would have simply commanded the monsters to 

go. Talk about Monday morning quarter-backing. Viy certainly never exactly goes for pulse-

pounding horror, more a spry and mordant frisson that evokes the way you get scared when you‘re 

six years old. It‘s a delightful annex of the horror genre nonetheless. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Night of the Living Dead (1968) 
 

Director/Co-screenwriter: George A. Romero 
 

 

 
 

 

It began when a short filmmaker and production aide working for host Fred ‗Mr‘ Rogers‘ 

Pittsburgh-based children‘s TV show decided to make a horror movie. 27-year-old George A. 

Romero and his friends, bored with making anodyne entertainment and looking to make a splash, 

pooled resources financial and technical and formed a production company called Image Ten. The 

company set out to film a script Romero had written with pal John A. Russo, drawing on a short 

story Romero had penned, strongly inspired by Richard Matheson‘s 1958 novella I Am Legend. 

With a budget trickling in from several sources that eventually added up to just over $100,000 

dollars, the film shoot was largely restricted to weekends over a seven month period when cast 

and crew were free, out in the Pennsylvania hinterland. The best audition for the lead role the 

filmmakers saw was that of former academic turned performer Duane Jones, making the film one 

of the few of its kind to that date with an African-American leading man. Members of the crew 

and production staff doubled as cast. Rogers supported Romero‘s efforts but wouldn‘t let him use 

an actor from his show star in the project, which seemed destined to exemplify the phrase ―cheap 

and nasty.‖ Romero and his team, shooting on cheap 16mm black and white stock, fashioned their 

artisanal epic until they had a real film in the can, but then had a hard time selling it to a 

distributor because of the visceral gore and bleak ending. Even the estimable schlock palace AIP 

wouldn‘t touch it. Their work, first entitled Night of the Flesh Eaters, was finally taken on by a 

low-rent New York company, the Walter Reade Organization, and premiered in 1968. Reviewers 

like Roger Ebert and moviegoers promptly freaked out, as the film was being shown without a 

censor classification, so children were being admitted to a film that features cannibalism and 

murder. The distributor had also retitled it Night of the Living Dead whilst forgetting to update the 

copyright, meaning that the movie slipped into the public domain almost immediately. 

 



 

Why are people still talking about this forlorn labour a half-century later? 

 

 

 
 

 

To be sure, Night of the Living Dead is no perfect artefact. But it‘s the blend of cinematic 

intelligence and homespun crudity enforced by the circumstances of its production that made it 

instantly galvanising: the result vibrates with pitiless gall and insolent power, a statement from the 

fringe that hits right at the axis. Night of the Living Dead exemplified several new trends already 

in motion when it was released. The old Hollywood was splintering and a void had opened, where 

there were huge sums of money to be made from an audience TV and mainstream cinema couldn‘t 

touch. The likes of no-budget goreteur Herschell Gordon Lewis had already proven the potential 

punch of low-budget horror movies made by filmmakers not just outside of the studio cinema 

system but also labouring away in what seemed to be backwaters of American cultural life. The 

low budget of Night of the Living Dead gave it a quality that money would have spoilt, a sense of 

closeness to genuine experience and a brusque countercultural authority. That latter quality was 

given a steroidal boost by the cruelly sarcastic finale, so similar to the one that would follow a 

year later in another legendary low-budget film, Dennis Hopper and Peter Fonda‘s Easy Rider. 

Romero‘s thumb was feeling for the pulse of the zeitgeist, trying to say something about the 

psychic life of America in the late 1960s. Riots and protests were everywhere, institutions were 

rocked, the fabric of modern Western life tested in all quarters. Somehow, Night of the Living 
Dead records that landscape for us now more effectively than just about any other product of the 

age, even though it never tries to be overtly political, for it hit upon a near-endlessly malleable 

metaphorical framework to explore what‘s happened to the modern body politic. 

 

 



 
 

 

Surely that‘s part of the reason why today Night of the Living Dead has conquered the world. A 

vast swathe of the entertainment industry today owes Romero and his ragged band royalties and 

suitable celebration. The explosion of zombie-themed entertainment that‘s cropped up in the past 

decade or so, from the comic book and TV series The Walking Dead to films like World War Z 

(2013), only offer slight variations on Romero and Russo‘s basic concept and Romero‘s 

subsequent variations on it, in his follow-ups Dawn of the Dead (1978) and Day of the Dead 

(1985). Then again, what Romero owed Matheson and Alfred Hitchcock and the sci-fi monster 

flicks of the 1950s is not so negligible either. Romero had worked on the set of Hitchcock‘sNorth 

by Northwest (1959) but it‘s The Birds (1963) that Night of the Living Dead picks apart and 

stitches back together, a tale of besiegement by savage beasts featuring a blonde heroine who goes 

largely catatonic after peering grim fate in the eye. But where Hitchcock leaves off is where 

Romero starts, a point made obvious in the fate of initial, apparent protagonist, Barbra (Judith 

O‘Dea), whose blindsiding experience of world-cracking terror and loss comes scant minutes into 

the film and leaves her ruined and near-mute for most of the next hour and a quarter. Hitchcock‘s 

film used his inexplicable outbreak of hostility for a lesson that he not busy being born is busy 

dying, whereas Romero sees a point where everyone might just be dying. Night of the Living 

Dead can also be seen as the next way station on a trail blazed by Hitchcock‘s Psycho (1960) in 

creating the modern horror film, both in their approach to intimate violence as the new barometer 

of horrific effect and also in the way they look at the landscape, literal and figurative, we have 

lived in since the post-World War 2 settlement. 

 

 



 
 

 

The film‘s opening scene also incorporates a commentary on horror film history, as Barbra and 

her brother Johnny (Russell Streiner) arrive in a cemetery out in rural spaces, on their ritual yearly 

visit performed on behalf of their incapacitated mother to their father‘s grave. Johnny employs an 

impression of a Boris Karloff-like creep to scare Barbra. Like the same year‘s Targets, which 

actually employed Karloff for the same end, Romero here zeroes in on the way the argot of 

classical horror represented by the venerable English star had become campy and passé, but still 

possessed an unsettling quality needing a new context to find effect: Johnny‘s jokey evocation of 

horror immediately sets the scene for the real thing. But it‘s daytime, in the quiet expanses of the 

Pennsylvania countryside – surely nothing bad can happen here. The mood is one of tolerance and 

tested nerves and banal frustration. The string tethering the siblings to this show of familial loyalty 

is perilously thin, and Johnny keeps testing it, claiming to barely remember his father. He 

cynically notes that they might as well have bought the same memorial wreath for the grave a few 

dozen times – mourning is another tacky industry. The toey, distracted tone of this opening 

suggests disquiet and discomfort already roiling under the surface – Johnny‘s irritable distaste for 

the business he‘s been forced to perform is all but tangible as he clearly wants to leave behind his 

past, with his affectations of hipster playboy, whilst the nervy, already suggestively fragile Barbra 

can‘t escape it and perhaps doesn‘t want to. They‘re chicks who have clawed their way out of the 

shell of the classic nuclear family variably well. Johnny can still send Barbra spiralling back into 

childhood with his sardonic mockery. But the shambling figure Johnny takes for a roaming wino 

and nominates as one of the looming monsters (―They‘re coming to get you, Bar-bra!‖) proves to 

actually be a brute, attacking Barbra and stirring a show of actual brotherly feeling from Johnny, 

who immediately pays the price as he gets his head bashed in against a gravestone. Barbra flees 

back to the car but doesn‘t have any keys, so tries to escape the ravening stranger by freewheeling 

down a slope. This gives her enough space to flee on foot towards a nearby house. 

 

 



 
 

 

The qualities of Night of the Living Dead that distinguished it from the pack are made instantly 

apparent in this opening movement. The deceptively calm and tepid atmosphere, loaned a sombre 

unease by the black and white photography, gives way to a sudden ferocity that‘s still remarkable, 

conveyed by the actors and Romero‘s intense camerawork and editing. Most low-budget and 

independent horror films before this were laborious in their use of the camera; now suddenly the 

limitations of the form became an asset, in the free and kinetic deployment of the camera matched 

to the urgency of the action in a manner that‘s never exactly documentary-like – Romero‘s 

framings and use of canted angles are far too careful for that – but has something like the same 

immediacy. The mean jolts of irony that underpin the narrative as a whole first are first felt here. 

It‘s in the switchback from sardonic calm to survival scramble, in the actualisation of Barbra‘s 

unease in the graveyard, in Johnny‘s swift demise springing to defend the sister he was teasing 

seconds before, joining the father he can‘t remember as a corpse in a cemetery in Nowheresville. 

Barbra‘s flight from the pursuing zombie takes her to a refuge that proves a trap, the contradiction 

that defines the rest of the narrative. She finds the farmhouse apparently empty, with only a 

gruesomely mutilated corpse lying on the stairs for company. The phone is out. The solitude is 

terrible. She runs for the door only to be pinioned by the glare of headlights: a pick-up truck pulls 

up and its driver, Ben (Jones), leaps out to urge her back into the house. Ben has just barely 

survived his own encounter with more of the mysteriously animated corpses lurching around the 

countryside, and with the fuel in the truck he appropriated nearly exhausted, sees no choice but to 

make a stand in the farmhouse. 

 

 



 
 

 

Ben‘s appearance, suddenly thrusting his face into frame, at first an apparent threat swooping out 

of the dark to grab Barbra, is a brief but notable rupture in the otherwise crisp visual textures: the 

nominal hero arrives in a blur, a shock to Barbra‘s already fried sensory organs. Like one of the 

film‘s spiritual descendants, Alien (1979), the apparently random choice of lead performer loaned 

potent subtext that isn‘t acknowledged in the script or surface drama, but still inflects what we see. 

Barbra‘s shrinking, quaking behaviour as Ben enlists her in his survival efforts could be the fear of 

someone out of her depth and thrust into an intense situation with a total stranger, and also that of 

a prim suburban white girl who‘s never been so close to a black man in her life. Ben‘s got-his-

shit-together coolness under pressure seems to contrast Barbra‘s rapidly fraying nerves – her rapid 

spiral into almost disembodied hysteria as she makes account of what happened to her contrasts 

Ben‘s curious, bewildered but cooler narrative, and his implorations ―I think you should just stay 

calm,‖ voiced as he goes about his business. But this is in part a miscue, as Ben‘s experience 

replays Barbra‘s at greater length. Soon, after Ben battles and kills several of the ghouls and 

begins makeshift barricades, they‘re joined by more survivors, revealed to have been hiding in the 

basement: middle-aged, balding Harry Cooper (Karl Hardman), his wife Helen (Marilyn 

Eastman), and daughter Karen (Kyra Schon), and the younger couple Tom (Keith Wayne) and 

Judy (Judith Ridley). A fault-line quickly splits these would-be survivors as they‘re faced with 

weathering this storm, as Harry advocates holing up in the basement where they only have a single 

door to worry about, whilst Ben wants to continue barricading the house, to have open ground to 

fight in or flee to. Tom mediates between the two men‘s heated exchanges, whilst Ben declares 

himself in charge of anyone who wants to remain upstairs with him. 

 

 



 
 

 

It goes almost without saying that most of the nascent power and specific inspiration of Night of 

the Living Dead lies in the way it constantly looks past the zombie horde, whose appetites are 

basic and instinctual and whose threat is close to abstract, to consider the living instead. But the 

zombies deserve appreciation. Romero didn‘t think of them as zombies, a name with roots lie in 

specific religious traditions, black magic, and spell-casting, as beings under the will of 

manipulators or influenced by curses. Romero‘s zombies are described here as mutations, 

animated by a mysterious radiation cloud released when an experimental deep-space probe rocket 

was destroyed before it could land on Earth, an idea that connects Night of the Living Dead less 

with precursors in zombie cinema like Victor Helperin‘s White Zombie (1932) or John 

Gilling‘s Plague of the Zombies (1966) than with sci-fi like The Quatermass Xperiment (1955) 

and atomic monster flicks in the Godzilla (1954) tradition, as well as strong similarities to Terence 

Fisher‘s cheap but creepy The Earth Dies Screaming (1964). The idea of making the living dead 

cannibalistic killers was drawn from the source myth behind the word ghoul. But zombie is such a 

cool word. Romero would drop this explanation in later instalments, in part because it was 

unnecessary. The zombies are the ultimate Other, a tabula rasa of terror, possessing no motive, no 

will, no identity, beyond what natural drive dictates, gruesome shells of being that both defy and 

embody death. This helps explain their easy popularity today. Moreover, the basic narrative 

of Night of the Living Dead has many echoes not just from earlier sci-fi and horror films but also 

Westerns and colonialist adventure stories with the zombies subbing for Indians or tribal Africans 

laying siege to a microcosmic collective, but allowing those narratives to be sustained without 

socio-political and racial specifics, which can then be suggested at will. Romero‘s undead lurch 

around dazedly, seeking out any form of sustenance with the appetite of the damned, advancing 

not with great speed or force but relentless intent, and turning on like ravening animals when they 

have what they want in their sights. 

 

 



 
 

 

By contrast, the humans want above all to survive their ordeal. The will to survival, a trait usually 

granted respect in the types of narrative Night of the Living Dead takes inspiration from and 

depicted as informing noble efforts to band together and act selflessly, here is probed at with a 

ruthless sense of the way character and outlook affect the way we approach situations, finding the 

opposite tendency. When alone, Ben‘s activity seems entirely sensible, as he boards up the 

house‘s doors and windows, seeks out weaponry, and prepares for siege, but the emergence of 

others in the house instead of relieving tension only provokes a concurrent conflict. The clash 

between Ben and Harry doesn‘t just polarise the movie but still feels like the basic archetype of 

modern communal quandary, interpretable on several levels – black fight versus white flight, 

communal action versus self-interest, internationalism versus isolationism, on and on. The 

microcosmic conceit sees Ben and Harry taking on their separate kingdoms, barking orders and 

warnings at each-other, with Tom trying to mediate for an outcome. The women are by and large 

relegated to staying out of the way (in his interesting if comparatively saggy remake in 1990, Tom 

Savini revised this element smartly so that Barbra, instead of going catatonic, turns into a killing 

machine, detaching from humanity in a different way) or settling for commentary, as Marilyn 

acerbically cuts her husband down to size (―That‘s important isn‘t it – to be right.‖) in miniature 

Albee scenes, paving the way for Romero‘s more overt and pointed engagement with feminist 

themes on Season of the Witch (1971) and the later Dead movies. 

 

 



 
 

 

Ben has the gun, retrieved from a cupboard in the house; Harry‘s overwhelming need becomes to 

gain possession of this symbol of male power over his antagonist, who is in turn determined not to 

be reduced to passively waiting to see if the monsters break in on him or not. But none of these 

people are absolutely right or wrong, or entirely competent. Harry‘s clammy, truculent yet actually 

timorous demeanour is based in part in concern for his family, particularly his daughter, who‘s 

wasting away from an injury, whilst Ben has no-one he must be personally responsible for. He‘s 

the kind of guy you want in the trenches with you, but his instinct to get away from the house and 

make for a rescue station pushes him to advocate a risky and eventually catastrophic venture. This 

sense of human frailty is another aspect of Night of the Living Dead‘s adroitness, perhaps indeed 

its greatest aspect. Romero refuses to stroke our egos and present the usual avatars of our best 

imagined selves, but provides instead figures desperately improvising, spiralling into panic or 

thrusting themselves into risks for the sake of action in the belief it must be preferable to inaction. 

Barbra‘s instincts work beautifully in fighting for her life but then collapse once necessity wanes 

and she‘s left to ponder just what happened, and in a similar way Ben‘s own attempt to rationally 

solve his problem proves self-destructive. Ben‘s attempt to lead an escape from the house, with 

Tom‘s help and Judy‘s fearful imposition, by obtaining petrol for the truck from a locked pump 

near the house devolves into a comedy of errors and then hideous tragedy. Nothing quite goes 

right, and the end result is the truck exploding in flames, killing Tom and Judy, and Ben, running 

back to the house, finds himself locked out by Harry. Harry does eventually let him in, only to get 

a beating from Ben. Another jagged irony is thrown up, that the ultimate as Harry‘s belief the 

basement is the safest place is proven correct. 

 

 



 
 

 

Part of the mystique of Night of the Living Dead and Romero‘s early films in general lies in their 

pungent sense of time and place, their genuineness in evoking the lives of suburbanites and the 

citizens of out-of-the-way places – the lives of quiet desperation in There’s Always Vanilla (1971) 

and Season of the Witch, the decimated small town of The Crazies (1973), and the blasted urban 

drear of Martin (1977), films that locate a zone somewhere between genre film and neorealism. 

Romero‘s unknown, sometimes amateur casts and location shooting informed this authenticity that 

often also shades into awkwardness in acting. But his characters are deftly sketched, arriving as 

people who seem to have walked right into the films from life. Nobody in Night of the Living 

Dead is particularly special – that‘s why their fate is compelling, the sense this is happening to 

anyone and everyone. The film‘s novelty as horror lay not just in the graphic depictions of 

cannibalism that comes as the zombies feast on the nicely cooked remains of Tom and Judy, but in 

its extension of a note sounded in Psycho. Horror is now based in the utterly humdrum modern 

world, welling out of septic psyches, the effluence of scientific-industrial progress, and decaying 

bodies, clinging like a faint, indefinable, yet certainly noxious aroma to things formerly thought of 

as clean and upstanding and mundane, from noble old houses to quaint churchyards and open 

country spaces, as well infesting the good old family unit. 

 

 



 
 

 

Night of the Living Dead is preoccupied with both the bonds that tie people together and also the 

forces that hold them at odds and foil best intentions. In its way, then, it‘s a profoundly 

neighbourly film – perhaps Romero hadn‘t come so far from Mr Rogers perhaps after all. You can 

imagine the dull potpourri-scented parlours at home and the bus rides Barbra takes back in the 

city, something Jonny has declared independence from with his flashy sports car. And what‘s he 

doing on the weekend? Ferrying his sister out to place a plastic memorial wreath on his father‘s 

grave on the behest of a senescent elder. Ben tries to create a safe zone and invites everyone to 

share it even as he and Harry take ―my way or the highway‖ attitudes. The film‘s survivalist theme 

plugs into a system of anxiety that had begun buzzing in the early nuclear age and was starting to 

go into overdrive in the context of the late ‗60s: Harry is the archetypal white suburban father 

anxiously shepherding his family into a bunker and hoping to get hold of a weapon in case he 

needs to hold off social collapse. In this regard Night of the Living Dead can also be seen as an 

extension of Ray Milland‘s little-known but intriguing attempt to portray post-atomic war straits 

engulfing a normal family, Panic in the Year Zero (1962), and looking forward to a generation of 

films like Damnation Alley (1977) and Mad Max (1979), obsessed with the post-apocalyptic 

landscape. Romero also drew on the lone film work of another director from well beyond the pale, 

Herk Harvey, who like Romero had roots in making pedagogic shorts and helmed the shoestring 

classic Carnival of Souls (1962). Quite apart from Harvey‘s example as a low-budget filmmaker 

for Romero, his ashen-faced, black-eyed ghouls stalked locations that evoked corners of the 

American landscape left vacant and decaying in changing times grasped the same mood of blasted 

alienation and parochial anxiety. 

 

 



 
 

 

Romero‘s background in regional television and his interest in the way communal infrastructure is 

both erected to handle calamity and is disturbingly vulnerable to it is constantly evinced 

throughout the film. The characters in the house urgently try to tune into radio and TV to glean 

understanding of the situation and find what they should do: Romero understands the modern 

world as a zone of networks people rely on scarcely without thinking. Night of the Living Dead 

evokes the eerie, paranoid sensation of tuning into some emergency broadcast station in the 

middle of the night, beaming out test pattern in boding readiness for the moment when it might be 

needed. It‘s chiefly access to communication devices that entices Harry and his fellows out of the 

basement for any length of time. The news anchors trying to fill people in on apparently 

incoherent and unbelievable events contextualise the impossible in familiar terms: the zombie 

revolution will be televised. Ben and the others make their ill-fated venture out of the house partly 

in hope of heading to one of the rescue stations advertised on the TV. Tellingly, at the outset 

of Dawn of the Dead, Romero depicts behind the scenes at a TV station with an argument about 

beaming out details about rescue stations that might have been overwhelmed by ghouls already. 

Romero‘s follow-ups became increasingly apocalyptic in tenor, each one less a sequel in the usual 

sense than a revision that ups the scale of the problem each time, reflecting the metastasizing 

nature of Romero‘s concerns. As it‘s made clear here, the best method of handling the zombies is 

quickly established and the roaming National Guard and militias out in the countryside are having 

no particular problem cleaning up the fiends. This suggestion of possible containment of the 

problem makes this sharper as a drama of personal endurance on one level and perhaps more 

sardonic too as it throws more emphasis onto the failings of the heroes rather than the inevitability 

of their predicament, even if it robs the tale of the biblical scale touched on in Romero‘s later 

takes. 

 

 



 
 

 

The word ―taboo‖ is often employed when discussing Night of the Living Dead, and for good 

reason, as it‘s a work dedicated to demolishing them on both the dramatic and thematic levels. In a 

film driven by its contemplation of the tenuousness of human relations, Romero resolves this 

motif by locating dark, nihilistic revelry in the worst possible permutation of those relations with 

the cold, unremitting aim of an Enlightenment satirist like Swift, De Sade, or Voltaire, sharing 

with their ilk an unfettered readiness to unravel just about any presumption of Western civilisation 

from Homer on. With the bonus of gleefully trashing just about every nicety of genre storytelling 

and the presumptions of commercial storytelling. So, the handsome, innocent young couple are 

roasted alive and then eaten. The two alpha males, far from learning to work together and respect 

each-other, devolve into primal battle for control of a weapon, resulting in Ben shooting Harry 

like a commander in the field executing a mutinous officer. Marilyn and Barbra all die at the 

hands of loved-ones, as Barbra is snatched by the revived and zombified Johnny and fed to the 

horde of ghouls he‘s joined, whilst dying Harry becomes dinner for his daughter who has 

succumbed to the malady too, before she stabs her horrified mother to death with a trowel. One of 

Romero‘s finer gifts as a filmmaker was his ability to shoot physical action in a manner that 

invests it with a voluble sense of physical immediacy (at least in his early films – his more recent 

work is ordinary in this regard), and this is particularly vital in the film‘s climactic scenes as the 

defence of the house swiftly and brutally collapses when the ghoul horde becomes large enough to 

bash through the barricades – death comes at the protagonists from every direction. Barbra finally 

snaps out of her daze right at the moment of crisis and leaps into action with surprising energy, to 

no avail. 

 

 



 
 

 

Most pungently and infamously, Ben, suddenly alone and faced with a seemingly unstoppable tide 

of the marauders, is forced to take refuge in the basement with two half-eaten bodies that revive, 

forcing him to shoot them, and await the dawn. At long last daylight creeps in, the militia arrive 

gunning down ghouls all about, and Ben ventures out of his hiding place to cautiously investigate 

his rescuers – only to get a bullet in the forehead in the presumption he‘s just another zombie. 

Ben‘s body is dragged out with hooks to join the ghouls on the bonfire under the opening credits. 

Jones would go on to star in Bill Gunn‘s black cultural riposte, Ganja & Hess (1973). This 

chilling, utterly deadpan final act exacerbates the film‘s political dimensions of course, but also 

plays in part as a MAD Magazine-like lampoon extending Romero‘s attack on narrative clichés. 

The cavalry has arrived to rescue our hero from siege by the savages, but just a little too late, and 

he‘s just another moving target for a mob of trigger-happy hicks. In a year that had seen Martin 

Luther King and Robert Kennedy gunned down by reactionaries, in which racial and 

countercultural action constantly nudged the edges of overt insurrection and in which the potential 

looming spectre of a whole race of angry Harrys emerging from their basements now armed and 

eager to blast anything dissenting and threatening, Ben‘s death didn‘t just feel ironic, or tragic, but 

inevitable. I particularly like the leader of the militia‘s jaunty cockaded hat, a touch that gives him 

a spiritual link to the burgomasters leading mobs in Universal horror films, and with the 

suspicious undercurrent of lynch mob justice in those films suddenly brought out into the open. 

But what seems most chilling about watching Night of the Living Dead today is the revelation just 

how deep Romero‘s insight into his culture went. On many levels, the film seems to be just as true 

about 2016 as it was about 1968. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them (2016) 
 

Director: David Yates 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

Regardless of the self-evident motives Warner Bros have, the return of J.K. Rowling‘s fantastical 

world to the big screen doesn‘t just feel like a promise of welcome revisit, but close to an act of 

civic duty: man, do we ever need some real invention and fun at the moment, given the tawdriness 

of current political life and the dismal survey that has been this year‘s blockbuster 

―entertainment.‖ Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them proposes to fill the void. The title, as 

fans of Rowling‘s original novels surely know, comes from the standard-issue textbook given to 

Hogwarts students in magizoology, a guide to the various species of magic animal written by one 

Newt Scamander. Some years ago, before finishing the original novel cycle, Rowling, produced a 

mock version purporting to be Harry Potter‘s personal edition of the standard handbook as a 

charity project. Although it includes no plot or characters, that book provides the seed for a revisit 

and expansion of Rowling‘s imaginary universe, five years after Harry Potter and the Deathly 
Hallows, Part 2 set the seal on the original series of adaptations. The setting signals a reorientation 

of expectations and makes room to introduce some new elements to the rich, but already well-

exploited zones of Rowling‘s fantasy, like Hogwarts and Diagon Alley, and the general 

Dickensian pokiness of her magic Britain. So, the scene has shifted to New York in the 1920s, a 

realm of melting-pot energy and soaring art-deco ambition. 

 

 

 
 



 

Oscar-winning It-boy Eddie Redmayne is cast as Scamander himself, who steps off a passenger 

liner in the New World carrying a battered piece of luggage with dodgy locks. Thanks to a magic 

device that makes the suitcase interior seem utterly humdrum, Newt passes through customs and 

arrives in a city straining from the wealth of human life it contains and now wracked by 

manifestations of some unseen, but very potently destructive entity. Very quickly, Newt‘s 

propensity for collecting strange creatures and his hazy, eccentric, dismissive attitude for official 

mores starts to get him in trouble. His suitcase, much like Doctor Who‘s TARDIS, is almost a 

world unto itself on the inside, a voluminous mobile zoo where he keeps the many magical 

animals he studies and nurtures. One of the creatures kept there, a Niffler, resembles an 

anthropomorphic, kleptomaniacal platypus. This critter slips out whilst Newt is distracted and 

causes havoc in a bank, forcing Newt to hunt for him high and low. On the search, Newt 

encounters a portly factory worker and veteran, Kowalski (Dan Fogler), who‘s in the bank to 

petition for a loan to open a bakery. Kowalski is swept up in Newt‘s attempt to corner the Niffler 

in the vault and freaks out as he‘s subjected to the stomach-churning, physics-twisting arts of 

apparating. 

 

 

 
 

 

Meanwhile, Newt‘s haphazard tracking techniques attract the attention of Tina Goldstein 

(Katherine Waterston), who works for the local equivalent of the Ministry of Magic, the Magical 

Congress of the United States (MACUSA). She arrests him and drags him in to be judged by the 

MACUSA President, Seraphina Picquery (Carmen Ejogo). But Tina has recently been demoted 

from her former rank of Auror, a hunter of malign wizards, to mere functionary. Picquery 

promptly ejects her and Newt, as more important matters are troubling the city. Europe has been 

rocked by the disappearance of Grindelwald, the dark wizard whose campaign to assert the 

superiority of magic kind and destabilise the old solution of remaining hidden within the larger 

human world is sending shockwaves through the whole wizarding community. A MACUSA 

operative, Graves (Colin Farrell), is taking an increasingly strict, even ruthless line against any 

dangers. On the opposite side, a street preacher and campaigner, Mary Lou Barebone (Samantha 

Morton), leads an organisation called the New Salemites, dedicated to making people at large 

aware of the existence of magic folk and their danger as unholy beings. Newt soon finds that his 

suitcase has been accidentally swapped for Kowalski‘s, as he finds the one he carries is loaded up 

with the would-be baker‘s pastry samples. 

 

 



 
 

 

Fantastic Beasts sees Rowling debuting as a screenwriter, and David Yates, who handled the last 

four Harry Potter films, returning to maintain the brand standard. This is his second big-budget 

film for the year, after The Legend of Tarzan, another attempt to revive a franchise hallowed in 

pop culture, albeit a much older one. Rowling here is adapting her familiar talents as a fount of 

such lore and the elegant sprawl of her plotting from the leisurely pace of the printed page to the 

chop-chop wont of big cinema, but not without hesitations. Rowling‘s talents at setting up 

complex story elements and making them rebound off each other like a pinball game are still in 

evidence in the early sequences, as Newt is first distracted from his ultimate goal in New York by 

one of Barebone‘s speeches, which Tina is also watching, as keeping an eye on the witch hunter 

was her job and the cause of her losing it. Newt and Kowalski both serve to a degree as audience 

surrogates confronted with a fresh dimension of experience, as Kowalski is drawn into working 

with Newt to recapture the animals he accidentally sets loose. Newt and Kowalski soon bond, as 

both are outsiders defined by difficult pasts and an alienated present. Both men served in the Great 

War, if in radically different ways—Kowalski as doughboy and Newt fighting with dragons on the 

Russian front. Kowalski feels cut off from the general flow of life because he wasn‘t able to come 

home until 1924, and he wants to pursue his personal, attentive craft-art for people in the face of 

industrialism‘s new impersonal plenty. Newt is uneasy around people and distracted, possibly 

even damaged, borderline dismissive of not just wizarding bureaucracy but also of humans in 

general, whom he describes as the most vicious animals on the planet. 

 

 

 
 

 

The men also find themselves taken under the wing of Tina, who starts to feel a responsibility to 

keep Newt out of trouble, and her sister Queenie (Alison Sudol). The sisters give the men a place 

to stay, in their pokey shared apartment. Queenie, who has the ability to read minds, is drawn to 

Kowalski, who, in spite of his unprepossessing exterior, quickly proves to be one of the most 

forthright men she‘s ever met. Although sworn to remain in the sisters‘ apartment, Newt soon 

leads Kowalski out into the New York night to track down the animals that escaped the suitcase, 

including Niffler for the second time, a gigantic rhinoceroslike creature called an Erumpent that‘s 

searching for a mate, and a snakelike creature that grows and shrinks according to the available 

space in which it finds itself. The Niffler likes to steal any kind of shiny object, filling up a pouch 

with endless amounts of bright baubles, and Newt finds it trying to hide in plain sight in a 

jeweller‘s window, striking a pose like a stuffed mascot. Chasing down the Erumpent proves a 



more arduous task. Newt tries to entice it away from impending union with a bewildered hippo in 

the Central Park Zoo by daubing himself with scent and performing a mating dance, only for 

Kowalski to spill some of the scent on himself. The beast chases after him instead, resulting in a 

chaotic dance upon the frozen lake as Newt tries to restore it into his own zoo inside the suitcase. 

That place, Kowalski learns from the inside, contains many more of Newt‘s rare friends, including 

a colossal flying birdlike creature that is the real reason he‘s come to America—he wants to 

release it in the wilds of Arizona. He also has a strange, amorphous ball of dark, parasitical energy 

called an Obscurus, something he warns Kowalski to stay away from. 

 

 

 
 

 

When sticking to this stuff, Fantastic Beasts is great fun. Yates bridges the ingenuity of Rowling‘s 

conceptual imagination and stages the realisation of it as the hapless humans, magic and nonmagic 

alike, chase after these creatures. Here, Fantastic Beasts locates the spirit of the likes of Looney 

Tunes and classic slapstick comedy, a percussive physicality and wiseacre absurdity that gives an 

unmistakably New World inflection to the traditionally English basis of Rowling‘s work, in the 

ethos of the Great British Eccentric and the traditions of pantomime, Victoriana fantasy fiction, 

and the comedy of manners in the Ealing style. Perhaps the clearest conflation of the two is 

apparent during the sequence when Newt tries to seduce the Erumpent, performing his mating 

dance in a series of ridiculous ritual gestures, moving with the total self-seriousness of a scientific 

nerd who has dedicated his life to learning the communication of species everyone else recoils 

from, Doctor Doolittle and Jane Goodall and Harpo Marx colluding in one body. Setting this 

sequence in Central Park, that islet of nature with its not-so-faint whisper of the wild amidst 

modernity‘s first supercity, gives the film a note of unexpected kinship with a host of works—the 

big-city hauntings of Cat People (1941) and Portrait of Jennie (1945), the juvenile adventures of 

Madeline and the heroines of The World of Henry Orient (1964) and even Snoopy‘s dance upon 

the Central Park ice in A Boy Named Charlie Brown (1969). Newt‘s problems with human 

sociability and preference for animals weirdly, but aptly echoes Paul Schrader‘s bizarre remake 

of Cat People (1982), and that‘s the only concept that‘s strayed in from the darker wing of 

fantastic fiction, as the thrust of the real plot, which takes time to come into focus, has a certain 

kinship with both Carrie (1976) and The Brood (1978). 

 

 

 
 

 



Rowling‘s gift for conjuring characters who appeal in spite of, and because of, their difficulty in 

presenting a pleasing face to the world is thankfully still strong here, as well as her ability to 

generate an effervescent emotional tone. There‘s a quality of innocence to our heroes, in spite of 

their grown-up emotions and psyches, a connection with the classic protagonists of this universe: 

Kowalski is reminiscent of Ron Weasley in his awkward desire to prove himself and natural awe 

in the presence of femininity, whilst Newt suggests Harry if he‘d emerged from his adventures 

with a bout of PTSD. Redmayne, fresh off winning laurels for his portrait of Stephen Hawking in 

the execrable The Theory of Everything (2014), thankfully judges his performance as Newt well, 

throwing in a dash of Hugh Grant‘s signature hem-haw charm along with signs of a deeper 

estrangement, wincing and averting his gaze even as he converses with people with whom he 

seems to feel accord, but charged with purpose and energy when engaged with his creatures. 

Waterston, who gained deserved appreciation for her breakthrough performance inInherent Vice 

(2014), is even better as Tina, who, with floppy flapper hat perched above button nose and lanky 

limbs, is a talent whose enthusiasm and conscientiousness sometimes outpace her good sense, not 

as shaky in society as Newt, but not quite a good fit either. But it‘s Sudol who steals the film with 

her witty melange of period types, a chatty flirt and good-natured open book who, ironically, has 

everyone else‘s thoughts open to her, awaiting the right person nice enough for her to be nice to: 

the way Sudol says the line, ―But we made them cocoa!‖ is almost enough to paper over many a 

fault. 

 

 

 
 

 

Fantastic Beasts runs into trouble, however, when it tries to broaden its scope beyond the 

knockabout adventures of Newt and his hapless team. The naming of certain phenomenon 

suggests an awareness of the American style of such things—muggles are called no-majs in a 

clipped, contemptuous abbreviation rather than allusive wordplay, and MACUSA, befitting a land 

in love with acronyms and hinting at a parable about McCarthyism in the offing. The background 

of Grindelwald‘s campaign to stir the magic folk to vengeful pride and force a schism between the 

magical and ordinary populaces meanwhile evokes the spectre of Nazism, whilst the pall of harsh 

authoritarianism descend as Graves, MACUSA‘s chief Auror hunts the entity attacking the city 

and coldly sentences Newt and Tina to death when it‘s believed the marauding force might be one 

of Newt‘s escaped creatures and played a part in causing a no-maj death. That fatality comes 

during a political banquet, as newspaper tycoon Henry Shaw (Jon Voight!) promotes his elder son 

Henry Jnr.‘s presidential aspirations, only for the invisible entity to invade the banquet and kill the 

younger Shaw. Meanwhile Shaw‘s second son Langdon (Ronan Raftery) tries to interest his 

father, without success, in the machinations of Barebone and the New Salemists. This stuff is all 

important in a way, but the problem is the narrative can‘t work out how to arrange it all, partly 

because the essence of this entry is essentially a goofball frolic. The original series was defined by 

the tugging gravity of its date-with-destiny storyline, something this film‘s busy outlay of 

elements doesn‘t ever feel like recreating. 

 

 



 
 

 

One seemingly minor but cumulatively revealing problem Fantastic Beasts offers is that the Harry 

Potter tales understood the tidal psyche of modern Britain, constantly beset by a longing for the 

past and a guttering hunger to prove itself in the present, and also reaching beyond mere parochial 

charm to stir the same emotions on a universal scale. Whereas nothing here suggests such a keen 

understanding of the Americas, particularly in the go-go ‘20s, even as surveys of the MACUSA 

headquarters offer a refreshingly multicultural sprawl. A metaphor for the colour bar is suggested 

in a ban between wizard and no-maj marriage, one that Queenie‘s percolating romance with 

Kowalski seems poised to violate. Although the film suggests a likeable breadth to its cultural 

references rooted in the era, most disappointingly for me is that it does little to exploit the period 

setting with any specific sense of flavour. One of the few moments when it does comes in a brief 

visit to a hidden goblin tavern, a sequence that cannily conflates wizarding secrecy with speakeasy 

mores, where green-skinned chanteuses warble the blues and gigglewater stirs bewildering sounds 

from Kowalski when he downs a glass. Otherwise, the landscape of the magical new world is 

painted as rather busy, but never entirely coherent, and the superstructure intended to support a 

long story arc through subsequent instalments comes across as dashed off and flimsy. The 

America of the 1920s was the polar opposite in motivating spirit to the one that lingered inside 

the Harry Potter series—it was all about ravening, relentless progress. This might have been 

manifested by bringing a cleverer, Steampunkish approach to the New World‘s magic. But apart 

from an upgrade in vacuum tube technology, there‘s nothing like that. 

 

 

 
 

 

Rowling‘s method of mediating broad statements about individuals within and at odds with 

society is certainly in play here, but it lacks the spice of familiarity that informed the ruthless 

caricaturing of New Town fascists like the Dursleys, sociopaths in knitwear like Dolores 

Umbridge, or the related types noted in Rowling‘s expansion of her palate with the partly satirical, 

partly tragic social panorama The Casual Vacancy. Fantastic Beasts tries to make up for this by 

quoting a certain brand of bygone melodrama, one that often also strayed over the boundaries into 

the kind of silent comedy the film tries to evoke—the dens of stern despotism and civic-moralist 

dominion that provided many an iniquitous prison in D.W. Griffith or G.W. Pabst films, as well as 

dogged Charlie Chaplin‘s Little Tramp. Morton‘s chilly, ardent, vicious, matriarch is an 

interesting creation, and introduces a subplot that further expands Rowling‘s fascination with the 

right and wrong way to be an adult and foster children (as well as extending Morton‘s scary 



inhabitation of the same type, after John McNaughton‘s The Harvest, 2015). She raises orphans 

and schools them in her brand of paranoid suspicion and hatred for any sign of peculiarity, 

forcibly punishing and repressing any sign of such peculiarity in them, including her glum-looking 

ward Credence (Ezra Miller, who has been carefully made up to look eerily like Buster Keaton). 

Credence is contacted by Graves, who seems to believe another of Barebone‘s charges, Modesty 

(Faith Wood-Blagrove), might be a fearsomely powerful wizard, and Graves seems intent on 

fostering and winning over such power to his own enigmatic cause. Tina‘s own downfall as an 

Auror came about when she tried to confront Barebone about her abuse of Credence in her 

determination to keep his magic at bay. 

 

 

 
 

 

Perhaps the best idea in Fantastic Beasts is also the most disappointingly handled—the concept of 

the Obscurus. This is an inversion of the Patronus, a manifestation not of shielding inner strength, 

but of the kind of inchoate rage that builds up inside young people when their real nature is 

denied. The Obscurus is a kind of projection that was once common in the wizarding world back 

when their kind was being hunted constantly by ordinary people. It‘s now considered an extinct 

phenomenon by the wizarding mainstream, but Newt has discovered its persistence and recognises 

that an Obscurus is being manifested in the city. Sadly, the film‘s second half, as Fantastic 
Beasts tries to bring its plotlines to an intersection and then a climax, begins to resolve in a way 

that feels like far, far too many other blockbusters of the moment, with city-levelling special 

effects and clumsy orchestrations of human elements. Yates is a fine director, but his work here 

lacks much distinction: the staging is often merely efficient rather than inspired, the bouts of 

action, comical and serious, never quite becoming as clever and intricate as they ought to be, 

although he does manage to invest some moments, particularly the capture of the Erumpent, with 

a sense of balletic motion. One distinctive touch Yates brought to the Harry Potter series was 

manifest in his magical action sequences—magic happened so quickly in his entries that it 

suggested levels of perception and wielded talent right at the edge of liminal awareness and thus, 

gave a clue as the difference between the great magicians and the merely good. Here, though, the 

same ploy just feels weirdly clumsy, and the visualisations of the Obscurus too clichéd as far as 

contemporary digital effects go, offering just another cloud of black tendrillar smoke, like 

something Marvel‘s house of CGI hacks might have turned out. 

 

 

 
 



 

All this actually made me appreciate a little better the job Chris Columbus did on Harry Potter 

and the Philosopher’s Stone (2001) in introducing a legendarium and the dramatic essentials that 

would power the next seven entries, for all the juvenile flatness in his approach. Ironically, 

although The Legend of Tarzan‘s script was almost painfully uninventive, Yates‘ eye was more 

confident on that film, as he offered an eerie, almost abstracted vision of a mythical Africa where 

heroes and monsters roam. And as far as adventures in magical realms goes, and as verboten as 

this might be in current critical appreciation, I think I may have preferred Tim Burton‘s lumpy, but 

often weirdly personal romp in similar territory this year, Miss Peregrine’s Home for Peculiar 

Children, a work that embraced weirdness as a perfectly respectable trait much more vitally 

than Fantastic Beasts manages. By the finale of this, I was cringing a little at the sloppiness of the 

exposition, particularly as Graves is unmasked by Newt as Grindelwald in disguise; played by 

Johnny Depp in one of his customary oddball guises, this one suggesting an escapee from a prison 

for sadistic Oompah band members. That said, Fantastic Beastsadmirably refuses to give too 

much satisfaction, as Newt and Tina‘s efforts to prevent a tragedy fail, signalling that 

although Fantastic Beasts retreats into the past for setting, whatever new series will spring from 

this is going to continue playing to the more mature awareness of its longtime fans. 

 

 

 
 

 

Moreover, the movie recovers its savoir faire beautifully in its concluding scenes, particularly in 

its visions of Kowalski, faced with having his memory of his extraordinary adventures and new 

lady love erased by MACUSA order, accepting with grace and receiving a farewell kiss from 

Queenie in the midst of a falling rain that will rob him of such splendours, whilst all about him 

magicians repair the broken city. It seems fitting for a work in Rowling‘s universe that the real 

visual set-piece celebrated here is not the destruction of the city, but its restoration—buildings and 

train lines and urban infrastructure reforming with both awesome power and delicate precision, 

restoring all the inhabitants to their lives and spaces. Here, the little touches of grace continue and 

remind one of the best spirit of this marque, like Tina‘s little skip after Newt takes his leave but 

suggests he‘ll return, and the final smile the supposedly oblivious Kowalski gives Queenie when 

she turns up in his new bakery. Frankly, Rowling and the cinematic creative team will need to 

spend a little more time at the drawing board before offering another entry in this renascent series. 

But the new elements that work here are sufficiently charming to make me willing to stick with it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Neruda / Jackie (2016) 
 

Director: Pablo Larraín 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

The biopic has become the most reliably rancid of contemporary prestige film genres. It‘s 

supposed to be a mode for exploring vital cultural and historical touchstones in stirring, dramatic, 

thought-provoking fashion, and nothing should be as rich and strange as the life of a great man or 

woman explored in all its implications. But the biopic has instead become excruciatingly 

formulaic and facetious even as it reliably captures awards for actors. Pablo Larraín, one of the 

most interesting talents to emerge on the world film scene in the past decade, has turned his hand 

to not one but two biopics this year, with the implicit promise to shock the form back to life. He 

comes mighty close with a diptych of smart, epic, often electrifying filmmaking. Larraín‘s cinema 

has thus far been strongly rooted in his native Chile‘s tumultuous modern political and cultural 

history, explored through films like Tony Manero (2008) and No (2012), works particularly 

concerned with the lingering ghosts of the dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet, a tyranny initially 

backed by the CIA and defined by the inescapable gravitas of the modern epoch‘s dichotomies. 

But Larraín‘s concurrent, more particular interest is with the way we perceive such history and 

culture, the way they feed and distort each other. Particularly in an age of mass media, that great 

fount of mutual reference and levelling messaging so often sourced in the United States, the king 

of the heap in the Americas, the place where butterflies of intrigue and reaction have so often 

flapped their wings to cause earthquakes in Latin America during the fierce social and ideological 

ructions and sometimes outright conflict that defined the Cold War. 

 

 



 
 

 

Neruda explores relatively familiar territory for Larraín in this regard, taking on an episode in the 

life of arguably Chile‘s most famous cultural figure, the poet and political activist Pablo Neruda, 

whose experiences and career were forever inflected by the repressive tilt his country took in the 

1940s and who died just as the Pinochet regime was ascending in the 1970s. That episode is 

turned by Larraín and screenwriter Guillermo Calderón into a Shakespearean pastoral comedy-

drama like The Tempest, where banishment and eternal searching are the prices paid for honesty 

and the use of magic. Jackie, on the other hand, sends Larraín on a trip north to adapt a script by 

Noah Oppenheim and stage a shift of perspective, one located right at the great axis of power in 

second half of the 20th century at its most dazzling and frightening pivot: the end of the Kennedy 

administration, a grotesque play of blood and toppled power on just about the only modern stage 

Shakespeare‘s tragedies could unfold without diminution. The two films offer a wealth of binaries 

contemplated in opposition – North America and South America, man and woman, communist vs. 

capitalist, political vs. creative power. Both films do, to a certain extent, exemplify a tendency in 

recent biopics to engage in portraiture through deliberately limited focus on the lives of their 

subjects. Neruda depicts only the few months in 1948 during which the poet attempted to remain 

hidden in Chile even whilst being declared verboten and hunted by the police, 

whilst Jackie concentrates almost entirely on the immediate aftermath of John F. Kennedy and his 

widow Jacqueline ‗Jackie‘ Kennedy‘s attempts to define his legacy and her own life through the 

process of arranging his burial. 

 

 

 
 

 

Neruda is inflected by a peculiar evanescence, at once elated and melancholic, and the use of arch 

literary tropes to reorganise the reality of the event into something befitting a memoriam to an 

artist who belonged unashamedly to the age of literary modernism, whilst Jackie depicts an 

attempt to turn violent, messy reality into a form of art itself. Neruda‘s most overt conceit is to 

offer a viewpoint not through its title character but through his nemesis. This fictional antagonist 

is Óscar Peluchonneau (Gael García Bernal), a fatherless by-product of the nation‘s whorehouses 

and slums who has ennobled himself relatively by claiming the name and heritage of a founder of 

Chile‘s police – a happy bastard, identifying himself with the state and its hard, disdainful fist. His 

narration, mordant and cynical and casually lyrical as we‘d like the poet‘s voice to be, drags the 



film along, offering a constant counterpoint to things seen on screen, delivering witty and 

withering putdowns of the nominal hero Neruda from the very start, when the Neruda (regular 

Larraín face Luis Gnecco) is enjoying the last moments of the gleefully feted, decadent artistic-

bohemian life he leads even as a Senator of the nation and hero of both the Communist 

intelligentsia and proletariat. Thus we see Neruda, dolled up in drag amidst his amigos in their 

orgiastic revels, reciting his most popular poem for the billionth time, as the detective sardonically 

notes this mob of well-off, well-travelled, oversexed elitists claim to stand up for the ordinary 

people. But Neruda‘s downfall is already nigh. He breaks with the President whose election he 

supported, González Videla (equally regular Larraín face Alfredo Castro), because Videla has 

imprisoned union leaders and striking miners in a concentration camp, as prelude to banning the 

Communist Party. 

 

 

 
 

 

Neruda and his wife, the artist Delia del Carril (Mercedes Morán), try to cross the border into 

Argentina as they sense the heat rising, but are turned back on a technicality, and soon they‘re 

forced to hide out in the apartment of a glum ally. So begins a game of hide and seek between 

artist and persecutor where Neruda lives books and missives to taunt and intrigue his unseen 

opponent, whilst the detective relishes the thought of the prestigious, high-living superstar forced 

to live a life of drudgery: ―By now the poet must be chopping onions for his repugnant fish stew.‖ 

But the period sees Neruda more productive than ever, writing the poetic historyCanto 

General and other works taking aim at the government, foiling the government through simple but 

effective devices for getting his words out. Neruda is blunt about its hero‘s failings, his rampant 

priapic needs, his hunger for attention, his occasionally piggish treatment of his wife as their exile 

tests and finally nullifies their nonconformist union. But it also carefully teases out his ardent 

connection with Chileans of all stripes, the real fibre of his conscientiousness, and the peculiar 

place of the artist in their culture, so often barely detectable and yet equally so vital. Larraín 

illustrates such moments of genuine connection, as when Neruda visits a brothel and recites a 

poem for the prostitutes, including a transvestite chanteuse, who later recounts to Peluchonneau 

the sheer uplifting delight in the candidness of Neruda‘s amity in contrast to the contempt and 

reproach of the law, and the power of his art to elevate. Neruda tries to assure a fellow Communist 

and hotel maid that the revolution when it comes will make everyone a project of glory rather than 

diminution to the lowly status she‘s always known. Later, when Neruda‘s exile is biting more 

sharply, he weepily hugs a street beggar and gives her his jacket as if his own problems are a mere 

irritation. 

 

 



 
 

 

The detective‘s hunt becomes all the more frustrating as he is constantly presented with the 

problem of the detachment of the people from the power he represents and their tendency to 

identify with the mercurial poet rather than the adamantine lawman. In a hilarious sequence, 

Peluchonneau has Neruda‘s Dutch first wife invited on a radio show for the sake of character 

assassination, only for her to rhapsodise about his qualities, apart from the fact he owes her 

money. Meanwhile Neruda tests the limits of power with delight in the occasions he gets to treat 

his travails like a freeform artistic act, delighting in disguise – he dresses up as one of the 

prostitutes in the brothel to elude Peluchonneau, and later poses as a Mexican tourist in splendid 

white suit – and turning the act of the hunt into a game of signs and obtuse communication, a 

pursuit where the detective is trying to gain the measure of a system of thought and approach to 

life he‘s purposefully rejected. Larraín employs some devices similar to Michael Almereyda‘s 

equally eccentric biographical study Experimenter: The Stanley Milgram Story (2015), 

particularly in the deliberately archaic and unconvincing scenes of characters riding in cars before 

back-projected landscapes. This calls back to both familiar classic Hollywood film technique but 

also recognises it as a vehicle of surrealist strangeness, a method of the poetic easily found in the 

supposedly stolid methods of old-fashioned moviemaking. The photography is reminiscent to that 

of No, which was shot on an old camcorder; the textures of digital cinema here, preternaturally 

sharp in stillness and fuzzy in motion, refuse sentimentality about the past whilst still sometimes 

isolating vistas of great beauty and capturing the feel of Chile, particularly during the final phase 

of the film. That portion depicts Neruda‘s escape from Chile, a move sponsored by his Communist 

fellows as it seems increasingly inevitable he‘ll be captured, whilst Pablo Picasso (Emilio 

Gutiérrez Caba) is whipping up international interest in his plight in Paris. 

 

 

 
 

 

Little of Neruda‘s actual poetry is heard in the film, in part because of a recurring tragicomic joke 

that most people only want to hear the one poem over and over anyway – Neruda‘s greatest hit – 

and because the film proposes to alchemise it into the texture of cinema itself, as Larraín dances 

through expressive refrains and motifs, alternating realism and hyperrealism, grit and 

romanticism, solid historical account and flight of metaphoric fancy. Peluchonneau is nominated 

as the poetic persona through which Neruda‘s self-accosting, sometimes scornful, sometimes 



alienated contemplation of his place in the world is interrogated. Fillips of airy dialogue drop on 

the voiceover, as the detective calls the Andes ―a wave that never breaks,‖ and evokes the ghosts 

of future past as Larraín‘s camera explores the hellhole the dissident miners are exiled to in the 

midst of the Atacama Desert‘s aptly desolate reaches. ―Those who try to escape turn to pillars of 

salt,‖ Peluchonneau recites: ―But no-one ever escapes, because the prison captain is a blue-eyed 

fox. His name is Augusto Pinochet.‖ The process of mythologising is contemplated as anyone who 

comes into contact with Neruda in the course of this adventure becomes subject to two layers of 

transformation, via Neruda‘s artistic perspective and Larraín‘s filmmaking, in both of which 

Neruda is the pole of all action. Neruda himself is a kind of artistic act: his real name is Ricardo 

Reyes Basoalto, a fact that‘s used by the government as an excuse to prevent him leaving the 

country. When Peluchonneau encounters Delia after Neruda has taken his leave of her, heading for 

the border, she informs him that they‘re not real people who have become woven into Neruda‘s 

legend, but rather his creations who are struggling towards life. 

 

 

 
 

 

The counterpoint of sound and vision in this manner, the restless, roaming quality of Larraín‘s 

imagery and the ambient commentary by the voiceover, contrasts the game of motion with an 

increasingly contemplative, transformative perspective, a rite of passage for the innermost soul of 

the Chilean character, pulled by the unremitting gravitas of stern authoritarian nationalism on one 

hand and the expansive dreamscapes of the Latin American inheritance. The finale works as both 

sarcastic, antiheroic replay of such epic journeys in tales of dissidence and exile as those found in 

movies like Doctor Zhivago (1965), Cry Freedom (1987), and Kundun (1997), with hints of the 

Homeric grandiosity of westerns like The Searchers (1956) too, as Neruda and his entourage and 

Peluchonneau and his underlings venture into Chile‘s rainy, mountainous, finally mystically-

tinged southern regions. Here the detective discovers the limits of authority as a rich local man 

aids Neruda just for the anarchic pleasure of it, and Peluchonneau‘s own henchmen knock him out 

and foil his mission, as they too don‘t want him to succeed, or at least can‘t be bothered venturing 

into danger‘s way for his sake. But this is also the scene of a peculiarly rapturous movement 

towards apotheosis and rebirth. Peluchonneau, dazedly stumbling after his quarry into the snow-

capped mountain peaks, ―dies‖ but gains new existence as the emblem of his nation‘s confused 

heart and avatar of the poet‘s ability to redefine the national character, the sprout from a seed of 

awareness and possibility planted by Neruda‘s art. 

 

 



 
 

 

Jackie similarly deals with a person close to the political epicentre of a nation but also set at a 

tantalising, frustrating remove from it, forced to settle for becoming a psychological lodestone, 

and learning to work through the soft power of culture. It envisions Jackie Kennedy (Natalie 

Portman) as a woman who tried to turn the seemingly supernal role of first lady into the post of 

national historical conscience, a mission described in recreating her famous television tour of the 

white house with all its wooden, tentative charm. The murder of her husband John (Caspar 

Phillipson), an act at once terrifyingly intimate and personal and also instantly the stuff of morbid 

public obsession, also provides the catalyst for her to take this effort to a larger, more 

consequential level, in the attempt set the appropriate seal on an epoch suddenly and violently 

curtailed without any apparent, natural climax. The film‘s first third is a headlong experiential 

event with jarring contrasts between past and present, the present being Jackie‘s private, one-and-

one interview with a journalist (Billy Crudup) one week after the assassination, and the event 

itself, pieced together in shards of gruelling detail. It‘s made immediately clear that the interview 

Jackie is submitting to is intended as no purgative of raw emotion or the type of confessional we 

adore so much today, but a ruthlessly controlled exercise in directing and defining the face Jackie 

is showing to the world: the journalist has agreed to let her check and edit his notes. Jackie, with 

her preppie lisp suggesting a delicacy her spiky eyes belie, is still engaged in a campaign that 

began the instant her husband died, or perhaps has been waged since she married him. 

 

 

 
 

 

Jackie shifts into flashback and recounts the immediate aftermath of the President‘s death, an 

almost moment-by-moment recreation except for the crucial moment of the assassination itself, 



which instead comes in brief, ugly snatches, befitting Jackie‘s own confused memory of it and 

emphasising the moment as something so fast and awful that it can be parsed and probed but never 

properly known – Jackie‘s memories of her husband‘s shattered head rolling on her lap, her 

flailing desperation on the limousine trunk, trying haplessly to collect piece of John‘s skull, and 

the limousine‘s flight for safety along a motorway like a headlong rush into a great white void, are 

just as mysterious to her as to any observer. The passage from downtown Dallas back to the White 

House is described in exacting terms and clinical detail, stations of the cross visited as Jackie 

watches Lyndon Johnson (John Carroll Lynch) get sworn in whilst still wearing her blood-soaked 

Chanel suit, waits through his autopsy, and rides with his coffin along with Bobby Kennedy (Peter 

Sarsgaard). Just as Neruda notes the seeds of later history, so here too we glimpse defining 

moments in the midst of seemingly chaotic events, as Bobby casually sparks Johnson‘s feud with 

him by bossing him around even though he is now in command. These scenes are a tour-de-force 

for Larraín in conjuring the sensation, at once intense yet detached, of intense shock and grief, and 

for Portman in capturing those feelings. Her Jackie fumbles for clarity and necessary detail, 

making plans and declarations of intent and defiance, amidst friends and figures of import, their 

stunned, patient solicitude in stark contrast to her hyper-intense grappling for focus. Jackie 

reenters the White House still in that suit, a figure out of Greek drama, the queen suddenly without 

king or kingdom, dressed in rags of primal violence. 

 

 

 
 

 

The sharp contrasts of Neruda and Jackie‘s backdrops, the neo-imperial glamour of the Kennedy 

White House and the earthy environs of post-war Chile where Neruda must hide out, are 

nonetheless defined by a common sense of space as a form of meaning. The constriction of the 

poetic impulses Peluchonneau relishes imposed on Neruda contrasts the stage for realising a grand 

vision of a newly mature sense of power and prestige the White House offered Jackie, as backdrop 

for high statecraft and meaningful action. Bobby roams its space dogged and taunted by the 

memories of great acts, particularly a room that was formerly Abraham Lincoln‘s cabinet room 

and the place where he signed the Emancipation Proclamation, now the nursery for the Kennedy 

kids, where Jackie registers the same atmosphere as one of beneficent calm. But this stage turns 

into a trap for Jackie, filled with the detritus of an irrevocably ended life – the antiques she 

laboured to restore now have arguably more substance to them. The nature of the battle ahead of 

her, clearly in her mind even in the frantic moments after John‘s death, is how to ensure that his 

tenure in the office doesn‘t get instantly lost in the flow of events and the indignities of history. 

The Kennedy family wants to claim John‘s body and spirit it back to the family plot, but Jackie, 

with her awareness of history and the role of purposeful theatricality in it, instead lays down a plan 

to see John entombed as poet-king with pomp patterned after that of Lincoln‘s funeral. She picks 

out a space in Arlington for his grave, braving the sucking mud and rain that lap at her high heels 

as she finds the perfect spot for the fallen Cincinnatus. But her orchestrations are threatened by 

possible turf wars as Johnson‘s new administration takes charge and with the lingering anxiety 



that John‘s accused assassin Lee Harvey Oswald might not have been acting alone. Other 

conspirators might try to strike at the funeral procession. 

 

 

 
 

 

Jackie extends the concerns of Neruda but also more urgently those of No in contemplation of 

political theatre and its meaning – the use of artifice in defining a common sense of reality. The 

purposefully poppy, sugary flavour of the advertising at the heart of No, wielded as part of a 

successful campaign to unseat Pinochet‘s government, is here contrasted by the grim and grand 

business of mourning and memorialising. Jackie finds both an accomplice and a cynical check in 

this project in Bobby, who, equally angry and frustrated, rails against the amount of work left 

unfinished, without a firm foundation of achievement except for the double-edged sword that was 

the Cuban Missile Crisis. Jackie on the other hand sees this as precisely what lends mythos to her 

project, the image of the hero cut down midst-battle. Sarsgaard‘s casting as Bobby is cunning – 

not quite as All-American handsome or perma-boyish as the original, he nonetheless readily 

wields the sharp, critical, hard-bitten intelligence of a foiled and internally injured princeling, 

matched by Portman‘s equal evocation of a similarly unsentimental, but determined spark. Jackie 

and Bobby‘s shared scenes crackle from the mutual awareness of their status as pieces still on the 

board of political chess but stripped of offensive power and protection, both of them leaking anger 

and resentment, whilst also riven by powerful, squalid emotion and trying to play appropriate roles 

as grieving loved ones. ―History‘s harsh,‖ Bobby hisses in a squall of bitter pathos as he beholds 

his sister-in-law as she counsels him not to second-guess himself: ―We‘re ridiculous. Look at 

you.‖ Meanwhile Jackie struggles with the necessity of telling her two children they‘ve lost their 

father, as well as perhaps the grim necessity of using them as props in the theatre of grief. And 

there‘s the looming inevitability of being turfed out of the White House to find whatever life 

remains for her. 

 

 



 
 

 

Jackie is a study in grief and grieving, whilst also analysing how such a figure as the wife of the 

President of the United States, and indeed any major figure, is so often obligated to find ways to 

express private and personal feeling in public and discernible ways. Left alone, briefly, in the great 

sepulchre that is the presidential mansion, she drinks, dresses up, and listens to the soundtrack of 

that fateful musical Camelot, Richard Burton‘s stentorian grandeur scoring as she revisits the 

yardsticks of a high-life all the while aware that already the living reality of that tenure and the 

man she shared it with is rapidly slipping into abstraction. Jackie‘s true emotional furore, her 

anger at John‘s infidelities and feeling of being pathetically abandoned, she admits to a priest 

(John Hurt) the White House staffers find for her. The latter part of Jackie rhymes and 

counterpoints fleeting moments in free-flowing, Malickian snatches. The islet of graceful success 

that was a performance by Pablo Casals (Roland Pidoux), representing the ―Camelot‖ dream for 

Jackie versus the heady pomp of John‘s actual funeral. The admissions of dark and inchoate 

feeling Jackie offers the priest versus the carefully crafted but perhaps no less honest descriptions 

she offers the reporter. The central, irreducible urgency of John‘s death and the moments of 

delirium that followed it, and the moments of pleasure and frivolity that defined the Kennedys‘ 

marriage at its best, still perhaps to be plucked from the fire. 

 

 

 
 

 

Though Jackie lacks a device as clever as Neruda‘s fictionalised antagonist to tether its ideas 

together, the same motif is present in Jackie, as the priest and the journalist are both known only 

by those blank job descriptions, functions of its heroine‘s designs, the two faces of the human 

project, private and public, chorus to her life. The priest sees the anger, sorrow, and desperation, 



the reporter witnesses Jackie‘s thinly veiled contempt as a Yankee aristocrat for media hype and 

frosty, wilful self-composure in the face of desolation and solitude, but both men are only ever 

seeing a facet of a person. Portman‘s performance is both refined enough not to mute the intense 

emotion of the character but also detached enough to remind us it‘s all an act on some level. The 

one moment of unmediated feeling comes fairly early in the film, as Jackie wipes her husband‘s 

gore from her face, a distraught mess. It‘s a sight difficult to countenance and stands as a biting 

corrective to the semi-pornographic quality of emotive insight we so often seem to demand in this 

mode of biography. So here‘s a great woman with her husband‘s blood splashed over her face. Are 

you not entertained? For the most part, Jackiecounters this, via its lead character‘s frost 

intransigence, with a determined look instead at the sublimation of emotion into creation. We see, 

bit by bit, the legend of JFK and Camelot fashioned to make sense of a terrible moment and to 

offer a new locus of political meaning. 

 

 

 
 

 

It‘s possible to read the film as reclamation and a riposte to Oliver Stone‘s JFK (1991), a film 

named for the man but which also utterly erased him and the horror inherent in his demise from its 

focus, chasing the echo of bewilderment and derangement that followed his death through an 

endless house of mirrors. Jackie by contrast depicts the paranoia squirming under the surface of 

the days following the President‘s death, the fear of guns and madmen and conspirators in every 

shadow, but also dedicates itself to studying the acts that rob such spectres of power, as well as the 

utterly intimate, corporeal reality of such a death. The flaws of both Larraín‘s films are as 

complimentary as their qualities. Neruda has a subtle but cumulatively telling difficulty finding a 

powerful end-point for its cleverness, in part because there is no natural and obvious climax for a 

story about the unseen influence of literature. The second half of Jackie maintains its stylistic 

intensity, but cannot entirely hide the rhythm of the familiar portrait biopic blueprint in 

Oppenheim‘s script – here‘s the scene where she reaches a crisis point, here‘s the scene where she 

stands up for herself against a usurper (Max Casella‘s Jack Valenti), here‘s the scene where she 

shows spunk and challenges Charles de Gaulle to join her in marching through the streets, jolts of 

tinny hype in a film that needs none. 

 

 



 
 

 

Jackie‘s authority remains on a visual level, as it zeroes in for a climactic emphasis on the point 

where private and public experience coalesce, and Jackie, wreathed in black veil, triumphant in 

her desolation, becomes martyr. Through Larraín‘s eye, the empress of the Yankees becomes, 

both fittingly and sarcastically, an incarnation of that most Latin American of mythical figures, La 

Llorona, the spectral mother who cries for her lost children but who also mediates all the grief in 

the world. But she‘s also suddenly a fashion plate, as Jackie sees from a car her personal style on 

sale in storefronts – pop icon, avatar of chic and grace under pressure. Two such personas could 

be considered a form of insanity or a fulfilment of a yin-yang view of existence, the withered 

branch and green leaf. It would be easy to interpret Jacqueline Kennedy as Larraín‘s avatar as both 

student and sceptic of the arts of political myth, disgusted by its necessity. But Larraín‘s 

fascination is more than merely cynical, signalled in No through his ability to see both the absurd 

and important facets of such arts. The innermost thesis of both Neruda and Jackie is the necessity 

of such construction, the need to create ways of seeing to counteract the spasmodic absurdity of 

communal life, which so often seems to take random swerves from the best and worst sides of 

natures. Even as the fact of that absurdity remains impossible to deny. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Rogue One (2016) 
 

Directors: Gareth Edwards, Tony Gilroy (uncredited) 
 

 

 
 

 

By Roderick Heath 

 

 

Compared to the electric expectation stirred by last year‘s Star Wars: The Force Awakens, the 

build-up to the release of Rogue One has felt comparatively muted. Or at least it has to me, 

because I felt particularly uneasy about what to expect. J.J. Abrams‘ reboot for the Star Wars 

brand was a lovingly-made mediocrity, and seemed to presage a revived Disney-steered series 

without any boldness or fresh ideas, a bracing new trio of heroes surrounded by efficient but 

hollow mimicry and Pavlovian responses wrung out through careful employment of beloved 

fixtures. Rogue One, set between the first two trilogies in George Lucas‘s deathless fantasy 

universe, sports a director and star I felt unsure about and rehashes old territory. Gareth Edwards, 

a special effects expert turned director, is the helmsman here: Edwards‘ Monsters (2010) 

and Godzilla (2014) were ambitious, impressively mounted attempts to bring anxiety and artistry 

back to the monster movie genre, but both movies were foiled by Edwards‘ unpersuasive dramatic 

touch. Rogue One had the potential to simply finish up a pile of good-looking spare parts and 

cheap call-backs for the fan base. Given that I‘ve expended a lot of time and effort in the past 

defining my appreciation for Lucas‘ much-derided but substantial and waywardly fascinating, 

romantically outsized prequel trilogy, I also felt a little threatened by this entry, which seemed 

poised to be the kind of film those works refused to be. This entry is determined to slavishly 

recapitulate aspects of Lucas‘ 1977 inaugural blockbuster Star Wars – Episode IV: A New Hope, 

as Rogue One‘s narrative quite literally brings us back to the opening seconds of A New Hope. As 

such it‘s an overt work of retro ventriloquism, cloaked in borrowed finery, fan fiction with 

multimillion dollar heft. 

 

 



 
 

 

Early signs aren‘t greatly encouraging either. Edwards and his duo of very professional, almost 

overly-competent screenwriters, Tony Gilroy and Chris Weitz, insist on recreating familiar beats 

for the series barely a year after Abrams did the same on The Force Awakens: thus at the 

beginning we have another wounded, vengeful young tyro created as the Empire‘s violence costs 

her family members, and leaves her forced to fend for herself. In this case the aggrieved character 

is young Jyn Erso (Beau Gadsdon), who loses her family as a child, as Imperial commander Orson 

Krennic (Ben Mendelsohn) arrives on the remote planet to which her father Galen (Mads 

Mikkelsen) and mother Lyra (Valene Kane) have fled to lead quiet lives as farmers. Galen, a 

former Imperial officer and scientific genius who was working on the construction of the Death 

Star, had renounced his work, but Krennic is determined to pressgang him back into service and 

use his family as leverage. But Lyra is gunned down as she tries to shoot Krennic and the 

Stormtroopers fail to track down Jyn, who, recalling a foreboding plea of her father‘s to remember 

all his actions are intended to protect her, hides out until located by a friend of her father, the 

dissident warrior Saw Gerrera (Forrest Whittaker). Years later, Jyn, having grown into the big-

eyed, puffy-lipped form of Felicity Jones, is in an Imperial forced labour camp for incorrigible 

types. She was raised by Saw but then was suddenly abandoned to drift on the winds of fate, and 

now she‘s an embittered, apolitical survivor and all-round tough cookie. But the Rebel Alliance 

busts her out of prison and offers her a chance to escape the yoke of law and history. 

 

 

 
 

 

Thanks to the intelligence gathering of hardened Alliance spymaster Cassian Andor (Diego Luna), 

the Alliance knows that Saw has received a message from Galen, delivered by a former Imperial 

pilot turned defector, Bodhi Rook (Riz Ahmed), who is currently being brutally interrogated by 

Saw to ascertain whether he‘s a fake or not. Because the Alliance broke off ties with Saw as he 

drifted into extremism and obsession, they want Jyn to approach him to find out what‘s going on. 

They team her with Cassian and send them to the city of Jedah on a remote planet where the 

crystals used to power Jedi lightsabers were once extracted: the place has been strip-mined by the 

Empire for fuel for the Death Star. A Jedi temple used to be located here, and now its scattered 

caretakers subsist and stir trouble whilst Saw‘s adherents fight a guerrilla war with the Imperial 

soldiers. Jyn and Cassian gain helpmates in two of the former temple caretakers, Chirrut Ïmwe 

(Donnie Yen), and Baze Malbus (Wen Jiang). They‘re also aided by a reprogrammed Imperial 



droid, K-2SO (Alan Tudyk). After ambushes and skirmishes in the streets of Jedah, this ragged 

band is captured by Saw‘s fighters and brought to him. In Saw‘s company, Jyn is privy to a 

holographic message from her father brought by Bodhi, in which he explains the flaw he‘s 

laboured to install in the Death Star‘s seemingly invincible defences. But Krennic, in command of 

the now complete and utterly deadly space station, annihilates Jedah and surrounding territory 

with a shot from its mighty energy weapon, forcing our heroes to flee, except for Saw, who, 

seeing his labours have found a fitting point of handover, remains to be swept away in the blast. 

With the proof of her father‘s plan lost in the chaos, Jyn immediately faces the problem of 

attesting Galen‘s good faith, a problem that becomes urgent as the Alliance orders Cassian to go to 

the planet of Eadu where Galen works at an Imperial research facility, and kill him. 

 

 

 
 

 

I find Rogue One a tricky movie to critique because it stirred many, contradictory reactions in me, 

simultaneously annoying my critical faculties and getting my blood pumping. Although it bends 

over backwards to recreate familiar sights and sounds from A New Hope, it also uses that template 

as an excuse to shift ground just a few inches and avoids leaning too much on the regulation 

touchstones of the series, like John Williams‘ inimitable theme, and the familiar structural 

conceits like the Star Wars title appearing abruptly on screen, only incorporating such touches 

when dramatically necessary. Rogue One instead suddenly and jaggedly announces its title, and 

Michael Giacchino‘s score disassembles and refashions elements of Williams‘ compositions 

whilst maintaining their spirit. Aspects of Rogue One that fail to live up to the Star Wars legacy 

also help to make it a slightly more galvanising and vital take on the saga than The Force 

Awakens. It‘s a straightforward war film on most levels, fast-paced, refreshingly hard-edged and 

ready to go to places on a thematic level the series hasn‘t touched on much before, as it 

emphasises the cumulatively taxing and degrading nature not just of life under tyranny but also of 

the fight against it. This choice allows Edwards to seek new substance in Lucas‘s foundational 

inspirations, the side of Star Wars that was rooted in action-adventure films set during World War 

2, particularly adaptations of Alistair Maclean like The Guns of Navarone (1961) and Where 

Eagles Dare (1968) and some older models like The Adventures of Tartu (1942), Secret Mission 

(1943), and The Dam Busters (1956). Aspects of the plot are so hallowed in the history of spy 

adventures that David and Jerry Zucker and Jim Abrahams‘ great 1984 genre lampoon Top 

Secret! had basically the same storyline. The zesty, fairytale aspect of Lucas‘ original creation has 

been largely suppressed here; so to has its greater conceptual scope and mythopoeic edge. 

 

 



 
 

 

The stolidness of Gilroy and Weitz‘s script isn‘t entirely papered over by Edwards‘ pacing and 

graphics, either. Gilroy‘s a master of modern Hollywood‘s programmatic story beats and a 

crinkle-browed idea of pop seriousness – witness his overrated thriller Michael Clayton (2007), 

which gave a coat of varnish to a mass of old furniture – whilst Weitz, though better known for 

comedies, directed the poky but weirdly likeable steampunk fantasy The Golden Compass (2007). 

That film‘s bombing still seems to rankle Weitz, as he‘s tellingly named his spunky heroine‘s 

mother after its spunky heroine. Their script is much safer in affect than the archly stylised ye-

olde-speak of Lucas‘s prequels, so many will probably think it‘s good, but it‘s actually littered 

with thudding lines, and major characters remain fuzzily defined and lacking memorable traits. It 

serves, in a strange way, to highlight just how classically constructed and patient the original was, 

with its slam-bang opening quickly segueing into a long, almost shambling first act that put 

together its story and gave a feel for the predicament of its characters in the face of a galactic-

sized struggle: archetypes though they be, one knew exactly who Luke Skywalker, Han Solo, Obi-

Wan Kenobi, and the other characters of A New Hope were by the time they left Tatooine and 

rooted for them, warts and all. Here by contrast Rogue One‘s first third is a stuttering engine that 

takes a long time to get up to speed even as it tries to drive us along breathlessly. 

 

 

 
 

 

We set up not one but two father figures for Jyn, good actors Whittaker and Mikkelsen turning up 

for a few scant minutes where they provide grizzled gravitas, only then to kill them off for teary 

pathos. Whereas in A New Hope such losses were rites of passage that mimicked familiar life 

processes in melodramatic terms, here such deaths serve rather another, blunter purpose, as Jyn‘s 

fate inevitably takes a different turn to Anakin and Luke‘s. Similarly, there‘s a lack of creativity in 

the storyline that betrays the filmmakers‘ lack of any real immersion in the process of inventing 

science fiction and fantasy concepts for themselves. Instead, they build up to a big, brash edition 

one of the essential, tiresome clichés of recent blockbuster filmmaking: the big fight around a 

great tall structure to try and stop or send some kind of all-important signal. Another telling lack, 

one carried over from The Force Awakens, is a lack of interest in or delight for the alien, the sense 

of mischievous invention in creating life forms and worlds. Most of what we get here is just 

slightly transformed familiarities and a couple of hairy moppets and tentacular things given the 

odd cutaway shot. Perhaps Lucasfilm‘s Disney paymasters are still too antsy about the 



bombardment Jar-Jar Binks received to venture up this trail, and that‘s fair enough, but we‘re also 

being cheated of sequences as great and witty as the tavern sequence ofA New Hope or characters 

as vivid as Yoda, Jabba, and Watto. On-screen casting diversity has become a mantra, and that‘s 

something this entry does well, but diversity of personality and species is drying up quicker than 

the Salton Sea. 

 

 

 
 

 

And yet, and yet. To a certain extent the problems of Rogue One cheer me more than The Force 
Awakens‘ relentlessly considered, empty, focus-group-parsed idea of swashbuckling fun. It‘s a 

work fashioned with both finicky attention and messy energy, one that finally gains and maintains 

real force in spite of all its hoary and lumbering elements. If the Star Wars saga has hitherto 

represented some surviving stem of the Homeric instinct in western art‘s pop culture age, Rogue 

One is an authentically Euripedean discursion from it – touching base with all the familiar aspects 

of the mythology but also offering a considered takedown of some of its cherished motifs and a 

weighing up of what you could call the story behind the myth. Thus what becomes the great stage 

of heroism for Luke, Han, and Leia is seen to be built on the unstinting determination and sacrifice 

of others, and whose dedication somewhat ironically contrasts the faltering, Johnny-come-lately 

attitude of our more familiar champions. Our protagonists here are all battered outcasts looking for 

a way to hurt the forces of terror and iniquity as they in turn have been hurt, with Edwards 

emphasising the atmosphere of the Imperial control as one of general rundown, depression, 

deprivation and exploitation – notes repeatedly sounded in early scenes as Edwards darts between 

settings, particularly the grimy, packed, vertiginous environs of a city where Cassian meets with a 

jittery spy (Daniel Mays). Krennic‘s motives are interesting if only sketched, sourced in his faith 

that the Death Star will finally bring about peace, echoing Anakin Skywalker‘s reasons for turning 

Sith. Rogue One effectively links the original trilogies in both depicting the fallout of one set of 

events, the breakdown of a society, and setting the stage for a new pivot. Jimmy Smits makes a 

welcome if unfortunately brief reappearance as Bail Organa, Leia‘s adoptive father, alongside 

Genevieve O‘Reilly as Mon Mothma, both in parts they inherited in the prequels as leaders of the 

Rebels, giving the film a sense of continuity that feels genuinely necessary and cheering. 

 

 

 
 

 



Much less necessary, even rather ghastly in fact, is the digital simulacrum of Peter Cushing used 

to represent his role in A New Hope, Grand Moff Tarkin, and, towards the end, of young Carrie 

Fisher‘s Leia. These crappy animations, nominally employed to maintain a sense of immediate 

continuity, look like something out of a second-rate video game. It‘s not even necessary, as 

O‘Reilly‘s ease demonstrates. Edwards‘ exactitude also stretches less offensively to inserting 

shots of the some of the actors who play ill-fated X-Wing pilots in the original still in their heyday 

as hotshots in the Rebel fleet, a much better and salutary touch. Even Darth Vader returns for a 

couple of scenes to great effect, all his unholy stature, sardonic charisma, and psychopathic force 

undimmed, initially glimpsed in his private castle set amidst the landscape suggestively 

reminiscent of the place where he came undone at Obi-Wan‘s hands at the end of Revenge of the 
Sith (2005). Tarkin attempts to lever command of the Death Star out of Krennic‘s hands with the 

justification that Krennic has failed to keep tight security. Krennic visits Vader asking him for 

assurance his achievement will be credited to him and left in his hands, but the Dark Lord is 

barely interested in Krennic‘s egotisms. Krennic also confronts Galen on Eadu, as he perceives 

Galen‘s betrayal. This confrontation coincides with the urgent moment when Jyn tries to reach her 

father, whilst Cassian wrestles with the choice of obeying orders or helping Jyn to rescue Galen. A 

flight of X-Wings sent in by the Alliance to make sure of the question unfortunately decides for 

them, pulverising the facility. 

 

 

 
 

 

The gloss and tactile quality of production that distinguished The Force Awakens has been carried 

over to this film and perhaps even bettered: Rogue One‘s production values are always 

magnificent, and its special effects never less than persuasive. Better still, Edwards shows that he 

understands the sense of atmosphere, at once concrete and dreamlike, that is the great saga calling 

card. This is particularly true during the Eadu attack, filmed in a primal landscape of jutting stony 

mountains, drenching rain, and glowing technological outposts, the visit to Vader‘s castle, places 

of and bleakly beautiful gothic scale and artisanal intricacy, and the sight of the Death Star in the 

sky like dawning doom. Edwards‘ gifts at handling his cinematic canvasses in relation to human-

level drama have strengthened, too. On the other hand, so much of the film is dismally underlit 

and shadowy, just like a few too many recent extravaganzas, affecting moodiness but actually 

simply trying to cover up any flaws in the effects. It‘s telling that the first scene to shock Rogue 

One to life is one built around a display of physical rather than special effect showmanship, as 

Yen‘s Ïmwe flattens a brace of Stormtroopers armed only with a quarterstaff. Yen‘s dashing, 

lightning-fast moves and good-humoured incarnation of a character obviously inspired by the 

great Japanese movie hero Zatoichi, and Wiang‘s equally fun incarnation of a common type of 

tough, big-barrel-wielding yeoman common in Chinese action films, gives Rogue One a jolt of 

authenticity both in the legerdemain on display and the connection to Asian genre film that‘s also 

one of the more notable skeletons in the Star Warscloset. Ïmwe invokes the force throughout and 

uses it although not with a real Jedi‘s competence, but otherwise Rogue One stays true to theme of 

mystic and spiritual depletion both internal and external that defines the Empire‘s reign. 

 

 



 
 

 

The film‘s core dramatic moment comes when Jyn confronts Cassian over his willingness to 

assassinate her father, and his terse rejection of her harangue, as he‘s suffered as much as she has 

and committed far worse crimes in the name of the Rebellion whilst she‘s settled for subsisting on 

the sidelines. It‘s really only here that Jyn and Cassian feel particularly lively as characters, 

defined by their grazing, mutual sense of righteous anger and defining loss which is of course also 

complicated by flickers of attraction. Jyn is interchangeable with The Force Awakens‘ Rey in too 

many ways (with dashes of Katniss Everdeen too), to the point where she likewise sets a male 

counterpart‘s eyebrows on high by taking down a few opponents with a stick (c‘mon guys, it‘s 

2016). I don‘t much like Jones as an actor and she trades on the same perpetual look of bee-stung 

hurt that got her through The Theory of Everything (2014) here: Jyn could have been a galvanising 

heroine but between the non-committal writing and Jones‘ lack of effective pith or convincing 

aggression she remains essentially a placeholder protagonist in spite of the wrenching defining 

trauma she‘s burdened with. Cassian isn‘t much more noteworthy, not given any signature 

moment or quality, although Luna inhabits him with an effective blend of wiry intensity and quiet 

unease. In this regard Rogue One is something of an inverse of The Force Awakens, which had fun 

heroes but too often left them without really cool and interesting things to do. It‘s more the 

characters that surround the central duo that keep things lively here: Ïmwe and Malbus, the abused 

and apprehensive yet determined Bodhi, and the droll comic relief of K-2SO, whose shtick isn‘t 

terribly original – the obliviously inappropriate sidekick business was already covered in a 

different key by Guardians of the Galaxy‘s (2014) Drax – but it‘s still pretty good, thanks to one-

time Serenity costar Alan Tudyk‘s vocal delivery. 

 

 

 
 

 

The earthy aspect to the action and the insistent edge of reckoning with the cost of great and 

calamitous warfare also gives the film ballast painfully lacking from The Force Awakens even as 

it retards the high spirits and breadth of vision Star Wars calls to mind. The film has an idea, that 

violence even in the service of a good cause isn‘t great for the soul and that some causes are 

nonetheless more important than individual expectations, which means that it has something its 

predecessor didn‘t have. That idea is also rooted in contradictory impulses and views of the same 

urge, which makes it similar to the conceptual schism that defines Lucas‘s prequels: what if the 

thing you most want to do, nay, must do, is also the thing that destroys you? Rogue 



Oneemphasises the Rebel Alliance not as unstinting paladins but as a coalition of not-quite-

aligned interests in a state of flux trying to elide outright confrontational warfare for good reason, 

engaged in a down-and-dirty conflict played out through more personal acts of violence over 

pieces of information. The reality of the Death Star suddenly and dramatically changes the 

landscape, forcing decisions and forging new alliances. In turn, Jyn and her new companions, 

including more Rebels eager for a chance to make a real difference, go, err, rogue and force their 

leaders‘ hands by making a bold incursion at the Imperial archive centre to steal the Death Star‘s 

plans on the planet Scarif. 

 

 

 
 

 

Another lack apparent here, shared with The Force Awakens, is a failure to understand what made 

the action sequences in the original series work. As well as opportunities to incorporate the way-

cool, they were structured as little stories in themselves – an aspect they had in common with 

Lucas‘ other great pulp series, the Indiana Jones films, as chains of cause and effect pushed along 

by the characters‘ objectives. Before one memorable aspect of the finale, there‘s no ingenuity to 

the staging of action. There are not one but two scenes here that hinge on Jyn‘s ability to climb 

really high ladders. Excitement! Ïmwe‘s first display of prowess is both invigorating but also, 

frustratingly, connects to nothing else – he doesn‘t even fight much in such a manner again. 

Perhaps that‘s why the climb-the-tall-thing finale is so beloved of hack screenwriters at the 

moment: it entwines stake and endangerment in an obvious manner. But – and this is a major but – 

once Rogue One finally cuts footloose it offers a grand finale that, for all the hesitations, is still 

tremendous. Here the film finally gains the lucid sense of grand happenings entwined with acts of 

personal valiantness that make for a good epic. Edwards doesn‘t have Lucas‘ sense of widescreen 

sweep and spectacle, his scene grammar and punctuation more standard and jittery in the modern 

fashion, but he‘s a much better director of action and visual artisan than Abrams. The rogue 

team‘s assault on the Imperial archives draws a portion of the Rebel fleet in their wake for aid, led 

by Admiral Raddus (Paul Kasey and Stephen Stanton), a spacefaring fighter of the same species as 

Admiral Ackbar, wielding bravado as he tries to smash through the shield system around the 

planet to let Jyn transmit the Death Star plans. 

 

 

 
 

 



This sequence is replete with contrivances and clichés, from absurdly placed controls for 

important pieces of infrastructure to weirdly unsophisticated defence systems for same. But, hell, 

so are most war films, and at least Edwards and company go for broke and admirably keep to the 

film‘s brief of putting the war in Star Wars, a harum-scarum episode of wildly winging space 

ships and battling soldiers. Characters die one by one in suitably noble fashions, especially K-

2SO, whose act of self-sacrifice is more moving than any of the humans‘ deaths, and one which 

indeed highlights the peculiar approach of the saga to its droid characters, so deeply human as 

they tend to be in spite of their mechanical and digital natures – indeed, almost hyper-human in 

their sensitivities and loyalties. A late shot in the film of two people kissing before an apocalyptic 

plume about to sweep them away steals a vital image from Paul W.S. Anderson‘s Pompeii (2014). 

There‘s great fun in the actual method Raddus and his warriors use to knock out the shield. Best of 

all, right at the very end, Vader‘s return to action, glimpsed a figure of nightmarish evil chasing 

after the vital copy of pilfered plans and cutting his way through Rebel fighters to get them, the 

red glow of his lightsaber and his remorseless, unstoppable swathe of violence restoring the 

unique aura of frightening potency and mystery he wielded when first he advanced into view way 

back in 1977. Rogue One is definitely a mixed bag and a frustrating experience. But I can at least 

offer it this much praise: in these scenes, Edwards gets Star Wars thrillingly, uncannily right, and 

the film‘s smash-cut punch-line is perfect. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


