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If there’s an original thought out there, I sure could use it some day.

           Bob Dylan
Stealing isn’t new in cinema. Historically ambitious thievery began almost from day one when Thomas Edison, believing he was the only one with a film camera or kinetoscope, made the mistake of not patenting his invention in England. When Robert Paul, a British engineer and scientist was commissioned by two ambitious entrepreneurs to dismantle and build a replica of an Edison kinetoscope Paul was astonished to discover that Edison hadn’t patented the kinetoscope and thus began a long and illustrious line of looting in the name of fame, fortune and accidental art.

History is just the portrayal of crimes and misfortunes.

    Voltaire

It was in Paris in the early nineteen hundreds that Georges Melies filmed A Trip to the Moon and The Great Train Robbery ‘demonstrating the revolutionary point that film had unprecedented power to bend visible reality rather than just faithfully record it.’
 In Goodfellas Martin Scorsese, himself no stranger to bending visible reality, would later pay respectful, rather than thieving, homage to Melies when he would have Joe Pesci point a gun and shoot straight into the camera at us the audience, beautifully mirroring Melies’ bandit doing the same in The Great Train Robbery many years earlier.

Most directors don’t like to go to films very much. I go to see if I can steal something that’s good.

         George Roy Hill
There are few filmmakers with greater passionate respect for and pragmatic interest in protecting and salvaging the fast fading prints of old movies than Scorsese. Some might argue that it is only appropriate that he protect so assiduously these old relics because it he is one of several contemporary directors, including Brian DePalma, Steven Spielberg and George Lucas who unashamedly plunder the legacies of past film makers in order to somehow re-imagine a newer way of capturing the old master’s greatness and making it their own. But if we look closer at Scorsese’s commission of Bernard Herman’s haunting score for Taxi Driver or his documentary The Century of Cinema A Personal Journey with Martin Scorsese through American Movies - a beautifully executed three hour love letter to the past - even the most hardened of cynics would have to recognize it as a genuinely respectful, rather that thieving, homage to these greats of the past. 

I’ve always been a self-confessed opportunist.

 Peter Bogdanovich

When we examine contemporary cinema we quickly discover that Scorsese and his ilk are in the tiny minority of respecting the greats. We’ll see that the majority of producers, writers and filmmakers would readily kick their founding fathers in the balls and feast on any stolen source to inflate their wallets. Like magpie pirates we greedily plunder the treasures of the past for the keys to an exploitable future. Then we force feed our mediocre modern notions upon what was once perfect and have the audacity to tag our stolen properties with mockingly affectionate euphemisms like influence or homage.

Of course, I find most films banal! Especially in this day and age – they’re generally films about other films.

                                                                John Malkovich

George Melies’ ‘power to bend visible reality’ became lucrative business and within twenty years America would become the dominant global force of film, producing over eight hundred films a year and grabbing over eighty percent of the global market. That amounts to a hell of a lot of films and a limitation of original ideas. When faced with a sever lack of originality Hollywood decided the best thing to do was exhume the bodies of some of the greats and not so greats of yesteryear, pull a Doctor Frankenstein on them, bastardize the modern versions and visit those upon a new generations of hungry movie goers. And why the hell not? Just like Robert Paul’s sly entrepreneurial acquisition of Edison’s kinetoscope, stealing other men’s ideas for a fast buck is often perceived to be a noble tradition by both filmmakers and filmgoers.
Cardinal rule – always get yourself killed off in a picture that looks like it’s gonna be a success, sweetheart.

    Lee Marvin

Scorsese himself wasn’t adverse to participating in the odd remake. (Or the odd mess up but we’ll return to that later.) One of the few studio pictures he has directed is the operatically inflated remake of Cape Fear with his stalwart and mostly superb leading man Robert DeNiro reprising the Robert Mitchum role of Max Cady. Nick Nolte played the role originally done by Gregory Peck and there is a remarkable Back to the Future feeling when, like a worse for wear resurrected ghost Robert Mitchum and the ever debonair Gregory Peck walk onto screen and, as they watch the arrested DeNiro as Cady through a one way mirror, past and present collide in a gloriously disconcerting way. Something similar happened when former Maverick actor James Garner confronts, on screen, the present Maverick actor Mel Gibson in the big screen remake of the small screen Maverick. An enjoyable romp of a movie Maverick proved a damn sight more successful than Gibson’s other absurd remake of the originally magnificent Point Blank directed by John Boorman and starring Lee Marvin.

Steal whatever you see…but if you do, only steal from the best.

                  Michael Caine

In 1953 when Jack Palance, gun on his hip, shooting hand at the ready, stood firm on the soundstage of Shane, playing the role of psychopath Jack Wilson, half whispered and half spitted the A.B. Guthrie/Jack Sher scripted line – ‘Are you talking to me? Well, I don’t see anybody else here’ - little did he realize that nearly a quarter of a century later his utterance would be again used in a soon to become legendary improvisation by a relatively unknown Robert DeNiro playing sociopath Travis Bickle on the set of Martin Scorsese’s seminal Taxi Driver (1976 )History was repeating itself in the manifestation of DeNiro’s new killer and the lines of dialogue, though divided by a quarter of a century, seemed entirely appropriate when placed in the mouths of both characters.

Movies are in major trouble. They’re aiming most of the movies at children – the most mindless, uninformative and vulgar bunch of projects.

   Robert DeNiro
Robert DeNiro said the above in an interview in 1984, sixteen years before he produced and starred in the supposedly comical but pathologically unfunny The Adventures of Rocky and Bullwinkle (2000) That’s one of the problems with having a bunch of journalists queuing up to quote you – history can come back to haunt you. For example, let’s refer back again to the unfinished historical journey of the 1953 sentence from Shane  - Are you talking to me? It doesn’t end with its second airing on Taxi Driver because little did Martin Scorsese realize that, another quarter of a century after he lifted the line from Shane, the same Robert DeNiro who played Travis Bickle from Taxi Driver would, a further quarter of a century later use it again in the not so seminal The Adventures of Rocky and Bullwinkle (2000) Employing Georges Melies hundred year old ‘power to bend visible reality’ against a green screen, talking to the yet to be computer generated comic book characters Rocky and Bullwinkle, DeNiro took the Jack Palance/Jack Wilson line via his own legendary Travis Bickle reworking of it and, in a painfully dodgy German accent, repeatedly murdered the words, ‘Are you talking to me? Are you talking to me?’ 

Every kid has to kick his father in the balls.

          Michael Douglas

As a footnote it’s interesting to see that the same author, Kenneth Lonergan is credited with scripting both The Adventures of Rocky and Bullwinkle and Scorsese’s Gangs of New York. Twenty six years in the creation, this sordid tale of how New York was born from blood letting was the most eagerly awaited movie of the year yet when it was released the finished article begged the question, why, during those twenty six years, had nobody taken just two hours to actually read the script? (Allegedly Daniel Day Lewis did and had the good sense to bring in his own writer for his scenes) Because if the filmmakers had read the nonsense on the page they might have realized that they’d have been better served to pull the plug and made it twenty seven years in the making. 

Anything but history, for history must be false.

      Sir Robert Walpole
How a hugely experienced consummate artist like Martin Scorsese could have given this particular script the thumbs up or how that other consummate artist Robert DeNiro could have acted in, much less produced, The Adventures of Rocky and Bullwinkle defies comprehension. It would be easy to blame the writer of both scripts but that makes no sense either because Scorsese has to take responsibility for okaying the script and, anyway, Kenneth Lonergan also wrote and directed the sublime You Can Count on Me.  So, yet again, it appears that even in the meticulous world of cinema, just like in life, that, if our eyes and ears aren’t open, sometimes the only thing history teaches us is that history teaches us nothing.

It’s just as hard to make a bad movie as it is to make a good movie.

 Robert DeNiro

I’m sure Robert DeNiro is right. As I’m sure it’s true that nobody sets out to deliberately make a turkey yet the history of Hollywood movie graveyards are paved with the best intention corpses of remake and sequels. When we go to the movies to marvel at Jack Nicholson’s endless fire or Meryl Streep’s chameleonic ability to become other people or the aforementioned Robert DeNiro, we don’t go with a clean unknowing slate, in fact we sit in our darkened movie theatres satisfied with the unconscious knowledge that there is an inherent history to our relationship with the actor on screen. We have strong and passionate likes and dislikes for these actors that we return to see again and again. Like family members or fantastical lovers actors fall in and out of favour. Depending on the whimsical mood of the collective an actor can ‘open’ or ‘close’ a movie and millions are pumped into developing provocative and manipulative iconography to maintain our fantasy ‘relationship’ with these cinematic characters. Often personalizing these fantasy one way relationships we engage in intense discussion and analysis about the pros and cons of the actors and directors, often utilizing a substantial retrospective knowledge to give credence to and justify our critical appraisal of their current offerings. This perceived knowledge and relationship of ours compels us to return to develop the relationship further.
The audience and I are friends. They allowed me to grow up with them. I’ve let them down several times. They’ve let me down several times. But we’re all family.

 Mickey Rooney

Eighty five percent of all movies awarded the Best Film Academy Award were adaptations. That’s a spooky percentage. It means only fifteen percent of all films that won the Academy Award were made from original source material – which means the others existed in some form or other before the screenwriters, actors, camera people and directors came on board. Delving into history is evidently not only commonplace but something to be seriously celebrated in Hollywood. An art form too immature and lacking in self-belief to intellectually and confidently invest in its own capacity for originality Hollywood reaches out and back to any previously established material to turns it into its own commodity. If we look at the last ten years -

1996 : The English Patient

1997 : Titanic

1998 : Shakespeare in Love

1999 : American Beauty

2000 : Gladiator

2001 : A Beautiful Mind

2002 : Chicago

2003 : The Lord of the Rings: Return of the King

2004 : Million Dollar Baby

2005 : Crash

- we’ll see that The English Patient – based on a novel by Michael Ondaatje, Titanic was a remake of the 1943 and 1953 movie by the same name and the 1958 film A Night to Remember. Three credited writers, David Franzoni, John Logan and William Nicholson still couldn’t conceal the fact that Gladiator was essentially a weak bastardization of blacklisted writer Dalton Trumboe’s far superior Spartacus. A Beautiful Mind was a screenplay by Akiva Goldsman based on a book by Sylvia Nasar while Chicago was based on a play by Maurine Dallas Watkins adapted to a musical play by Bob Fosse and Fred Ebb then adapted for the screen by Bill Condon. The Lord of the Rings: Return of the King was a remake of the 1978 animated film based on a book by J.R.R. Tolkien and adapted for screen by Fran Walsh, Philippa Boyens and Peter Jackson while Million Dollar Baby was based on the book Rope Burns by F.X. O’Toole and adapted for screen by Paul Haggis. It’s interesting to see the trend of how many were adapted from books yet when the reverse happens the resulting novelisations of successful movies are deemed to be nothing more that meaningless attempts to cash in on the film’s success and are accordingly treated with disdain. However the one exception was Erich Segal’s Love Story. Segal had written the screenplay for Love Story (1970)  and during post production the savvy producer Robert Evans suggested Segal write the story as a book. Written in an absurdly short time frame the book became a major hit before the film was released. Both novel and film proved massive successes yet if the order had been reversed the novel undoubtedly would have bombed.

You’ve got to keep attacking the audience’s values. If you pander to them, you lose your vitality.
 

        Jack Nicholson

Looking at the remaining films on the list however suggests we can take heart that Shakespeare in Love, American Beauty and Crash are to varying degrees three courageous and original scripts that managed to generate critical and popular rewards. American Beauty and Crash mirrored the sense of rage and disenfranchisement felt around the world by those of us who tried to buy into The American Dream. Few things reflect the collective unconscious better than movies. The explosion of the horror genre during and after the Vietnam war has again been mirrored in this decade where we have a whole new generation of low budget horror movies becoming big business again. Reflecting our collective fear of madmen and imbeciles going to war over fictional weapons we realize that not only do contemporary films reflect their own inherent history but they also reflect the history of our times. 

World history is the world’s court of judgment.

              Friedrich Von Schiller

In her book Flashbacks in Film Maureen Turim writes : Subjectivizing history through narratives which concentrate on individuals can also be a means of posing the philosophical issues surrounding the interpretation of history as a subjective experience of the individual or social group.
  A bizarre example the ‘philosophical issues surrounding the interpretation of history as a subjective experience’ is the movie The Last Action Hero.  A film within several films there is a scene where Arnold Schwarzenegger is playing a character in the movie who is playing another character within a movie within the movie who is parodying Lawrence Olivier playing Hamlet in the movie of the stage play Hamlet. If you think that’s confusing it gets worse. And when Schwarzenegger, playing Olivier playing Hamlet, intones the immortal suicidal line, ‘To be or not to be…’ he pulls out a sub machine gun, sticks a cigar in his mouth and, fundamentally reversing the meaning of the line he turns it into a prophetic battle cry, ‘…Not to be.’ And if we listened closely enough we might have been heard those words years later when this Austrian ex actor, elected as the Governor of California picked up a pen in his muscle bound fingers and signed the death warrant of dubiously convicted killer and Nobel Peace Prize nominee Stanley Tookie Williams. ‘Not to be.’ 

What experience and history teach us is this – that people and governments never have learnt anything from history, or acted on principals deduced from it.

        George Bernard Shaw

So what does our cinematic future hold? Computer Generated Imagery is opening up realms of opportunity that are unfolding at such a rapid pace we can barely keep up. Some story-tellers have turned to animation and audiences can’t seem to get enough. Previously ignored world cinema is confidently going shoulder to shoulder with the major movies. There is talk that high definition video will revolutionize our capacity for cinema both as practitioners and viewers. Digital screens are inevitably going to replace the more expensive projection screens. And despite every expert utilizing their collectively substantial brainpower to get us to part with our cash the salty fake butter covered popcorn makers still makes more money than the filmmakers.

Human history becomes more and more a race between education and catastrophe.

        H.G. Wells

At a quick glance the recent number of paltry sequels makes for quite unsavory reading:
 Many of these movies were expected to generate a great deal of profit but, in terms of audiences response most of them never got out of the starting traps:

2005 : The Amityville Horror

1999 : Anna and the King

2005 : Assault on Precinct 13

2004 : Dawn of the Dead

1998 : Doctor Doolittle

1991 : Father of the Bride

1997 : Flubber

2005 : The Fog

2000 : Get Carter

2000 : Gone in Sixty Seconds

1997 : The Jackal

2004 : The Lady Killers 

1996 : Lolita

2002 : Mister Deeds

1997 : Nightwatch

1999 : Payback

1998 : Psycho

2002 : Swept Away

And how do the powers that be in Hollywood respond when we reject these unimaginative and exploitative remakes? They reach out to us their old demanding friends and present us with more huge budget remakes and frothy fickle franchises. And what do we do? We lick our lips and watch the massacre as the new overnight stars are buried next morning and then as we continue to demand newer and better versions of those we already know we confuse the hell out of the people who really green light movies – the marketing people. These people who know nothing about acting, writing, cinematography, directing or producing sit in front of the ‘numbers’ and decide what the public’s notoriously fickle new needs will be. Heads of studios quiver in second guessing fear as they await these marketing people’s insight then deliver us the something like the Jim Carey remake of Fun with Dick and Jane (2006) and wonder why we all find better things to do with our two hours. However, naïve as it might sound, if this years’ winner of the Best Film Academy Award Winner Crash is an indication of audience’s capacity to determine their own taste then the future just might be bright. Or perhaps I am indeed just being naïve. Look at a random list of upcoming films that studios are pumping hundreds of millions into in the hope that their audiences reach into their loyal wallets and buy :

Mission Impossible 3, X-Men3, Batman 6, Spider-Man 3, Shrek 3, The Pirates of the Caribbean 3, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, The Bourne Ultimatum

Not only do these films ‘contain the history’ of contemporary cinema their very screen life is determined by their historically inbuilt audience
I think continually of those who were truly great.

Who, from the womb, remembered the soul’s history

Through corridors of light.

        Stephen Spender

And now with the imminent arrival of Brian Singer’s Superman - another remake employing the previously perceived to be outdated effects of 3D - we have a whole new generation who can buy into the tricksy exploitation that formed it’s splendidly camp historical birth a half century ago in the American drive ins. Fifty years from now will we our ‘power to bend visible reality’ become so realized that we’ll have a fully formed three dimensional Robert DeNiro break out off the cinemascope ala Woody Allen’s The Purple Rose of Cairo style and demand to know who is talking to him. A whole new generation will believe they are witnessing an historical revolution in cinema and will also believe that they are hearing a line of dialogue for the first time as the long dead and buried talent of Robert DeNiro tilts his head, grimaces into our surgically enhanced faces and intones – ‘Are you talking to me? Well I don’t see anyone else here.’ And what’s most remarkable is that, in historical terms, this fledgling art form of cinema will be, at a hundred and fifty years old, still only in its infancy. And perhaps somewhere among us someone might hear the faint echoes of Jack Palance’s Jack Wilson via Robert DeNiro’s past amalgamations of Travis Bickle/Fearless Leader/3D Revolution combine together and we might wonder if what we are listening to are in fact relics from the distant past or vainglorious opportunities for a stolen future? 
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