PAGE  
2

High Art or Crass Artifice? 

Hollywood’s Love Affair with the Boxing Movie.

By

Terry McMahon
Terry McMahon    +353 877 660 039    

terry69@gmail.com
Violence is extremely beautiful.

                                                                  Brian DePalma

Bad poetry ignores the soul, eviscerates the heart and sneak fucks the mind, while bad cinema is, ‘just a form of masturbation; sexual relief for disappointed people.’
 However, great poetry and great cinema slides into our collective soul and we have a taste of what it’s like to be laid by the most exquisite of muses.

Film is a battleground: love, hate, action, death. In a word: emotion.









Sam Fuller

But there is another kind of art, a physical art, an art that, when done well, elevates the viewer to the same places as sublime poetry and cinema, and that art is boxing.
When performed by exceptional prizefighters, boxing is nothing less than transcendental physical poetry. When asked why he was a boxer Barry McGuigan tellingly replied: I can’t be a poet. I can’t tell stories. The moralists among us clamber up to our high grounds and spit in disgust at the barbarism of these thug boxers, wailing in pseudo protective horror at the inhumanity of it all, however when examined closely you might find that, outside of heroic political sacrifice, there is no greater single manifestation of premeditated courage than boxing. 

My films won’t send people into the streets with axes or anything. The Shirley Temple movies are more likely to do that. After listening to The Good Ship Lollipop, you just got to go out and beat up somebody. Stands to reason.

    Lee Marvin

Yes, of course, there are some sports that are more vicious, some with a greater likelihood of damage or fatality, and yes, there are some that might inspire harsher fear or some that require greater skill, but none of them have the combined emotional and psychological power of boxing or the comparative linguistic cache of the awe inspiring words, ‘Heavyweight Champion of the World.’

No other subject is, for the writer, so intensely personal as boxing. And to write about boxing is to be forced to contemplate not only boxing, but the perimeters of civilization – what it is, or should be to be “human.”
 

                                      Joyce Carol Oates

If we explore the parallels between the powerful inhabitation that can occur when watching extraordinary movies as well as remarkable title fights we encounter similar psychological and emotional realms that are entered into by fighters and actors and we also see that both have to endure the same bullshit control mechanisms set in place by pimp hustlers trying to bleed these talented practitioners for every dime they’re worth. If we look at famous contemporary boxing movies like Raging Bull and Rocky and lesser known ones like the Mickey Rourke vehicle Homeboy or Rod Serling’s Requiem for a Heavyweight we’ll see that, though they might come from diametrically opposed aesthetic positions, they were all formed out of very similar needs. Martin Scorsese and Sylvester Stallone and Mickey Rourke Rod Serling made those movies out of a need to reassert themselves after taking too many beatings from an unforgiving life.

I was fascinated by the self-destructive side of Jake La Motta’s character, his very basic emotions. What could be more basic than making a living by hitting another person on the head until one of you falls or stops?

Martin Scorsese

The brutal rituals and collective cathartic transubstantiation of the church has been replaced by, among other things, boxers and movie stars. (Has there ever been one real priest to compare with Bing Crosby in Going My Way or Spencer Tracey in Boy’s Town?) As one too many children were forced to their knees and force-fed more than the wafer thin body of Christ one hundred thousand too many pederasts brought the church to a level of crippling disrepute. But when it comes to smashing corrupt churches our bowing and scraping governments are as non-interventionist as our gods. In a culture increasingly controlled by such non-interventionist governors, and a church frothing at the mouth to sink its interventionist sabers into the courts to prevent monetary recompense to the once young innocents, we as a Western society are so inured to our collective moral compass that we have become zombie style somnambulists.

Who actually knows the definition of good and bad? Good and bad might have a different definition to me than it may have in Webster’s Dictionary, than it may have to you.

           Mike Tyson 
But sometimes we are awoken from our cowardly sleep. Sometimes the noble word ‘pugilist’ awakens us to the restless bloodthirsty motherfucker residing in all of us. Then we are forced to seek out new gods, new elevations, and new heavyweight champions. In a world whose technological engine is traveling at the speed of lighting and whose steering wheel is being controlled by power hungry imbeciles all of us need a crazy deity like Ali to convincingly wail, ‘I done caught lightening in a bottle!’

Very powerful [people] have had what I call conscious deaths. Their egos have died a couple of times. Once you’ve had that, no on can hurt you anymore. No one can take anything from you. You just gain. That kind of understanding is real power.

                                                                                Rae Dawn Chong 
These new gods of ours exist in the form of movie stars in film and, on a canvas rectangle called a ring, in the form of boxers. These gods exist on the physical plain and what better decision making process for determining the all too brief reign of our new gods than to throw these two well trained killing machines onto a canvas rectangle called a ring and watch them endure a physical, mental and spiritual war that the rest of us mere mortal slobs, sitting on our recliner armchairs, may only dream of.

In cosy insulation, bathed

In tele-glow, the distant homes have built

Their own vicarious rings

                                        Wole Soyinka
We hear innumerable stories about actors wanting to be boxers and boxers wanting to be actors. Apparently, after a little intensive training, Daniel Day Lewis could have taken on any British middleweight and kicked his ass. Then there’s Robert DeNiro; he could’ve taken on the best in the world and kicked all their asses. While Russell Crowe uses a different kind of ring when he smacks a telephone off some bad mannered bellboy’s richly deserving head. We hear these half-truths and half-myths and we yearn to believe them so that our too closely guarded dividing line between tantalizing illusion and conservative reality can become blurred in the glorious way that grants us temporary return to the psychological place that allows us believe in magic again. 

I find these characters fascinating. Obviously, I find elements of myself in them and I hope people in the audience do too, and can maybe learn from them and find some sort of peace.





                 Martin Scorsese

Every time some actor imitating a boxer steps into a fictional film-set ring the all-too-ready-to-print-horseshit rags feed us stories about these actors, about how they, after training with some former giant of boxing, could have fought in the real world with the best in the game and won. Some actors love that kind of vainglorious nonsense and we readily swallow it like the two dollar hookers that we are because there is a barely suppressed part of us needing to believe that if we too were given the chance to be trained by one of those former boxing giants that we too could have our day in the ring; that we too could be somebody; instead of a bum; which is what we are.

Mickey Rourke went back to boxing, supposedly picking up a series of stumblebums getting them drunk, then laid, then punching the shit out of them the next night. Whether this story is or isn’t true is essentially irrelevant (though it does smack of horseshit) but it lends itself perfectly to the mythology surrounding the sometimes spurious separation between fact and fiction when it comes to boxing and cinema. In the movie Homeboy Rourke was a denim clad wannabe cowboy boxer seduced by the manipulative management and Svengali stylings of Christopher Walken.

I left acting for five years and went back to boxing for four years – it was something I needed to do. But I look back on it now and it was a very destructive way of acting out for me. It wasn’t the healthiest choice I could’ve made, but…

                                                              Mickey Rourke
Talking about acting, filmmaker Mike Figgis asked Mickey Rourke if he had the, ‘feeling that there is something unmanly about it?’ and Rourke replied, ‘I think that was one of the reasons I went back and tested myself with fighting. There’s nothing like it.’ Rourke is not alone is this actors need to test themselves. Jack Palance was a boxer. As was Robert Mitchum. Anthony Quinn fought Primo Carnera for Christ’s sake. These were men who knew the difference between the illusion and reality of boxing yet all three of them believed entirely in the power and art of mythmaking movies.

An extension of childhood, where everybody wants to be freer, everybody wants to be powerful, everybody wants to be so overwhelmingly attractive. Or wants to have comradeship and to be understood.

                                            Marlon Brando

Hollywood and the fight game willingly generate these kinds of myths that we yearn to buy into. Observe if you will the recent indie-hit Girlfight – a flight of fantasy where an inexperienced female hood rat, observing the Queensbury Rules, beats a heavier, well trained, talented male boxer – we bought into it, even threw a few awards at it. Then we gave Hilary Swank her second manly Academy Award for Million Dollar Baby and decided this story with its roots firmly earthed in a mythical notion of Irish legends was deemed worthy of best film too. So, don’t be surprised if, instead of doing a third installment of Bridget Jones’ Diary, Renee Zelwegger decides to do a mainstream version of Girlfight – a chick flick about a hick chick who kicks Micks -  and gets her skinny little self trained by some ex-champ allowing us to read quotes from George Forman’s daughter and Muhammad Ali’s daughter claiming that lovely little Renee really could’ve been a contender. And as Hollywood gets busy turning some poor cow into some cash cow, we - though we know these stories are horseshit - we will we read them and swallow them whole. What exquisite joy there is in our anaesthetized suspension of disbelief.

Our childhood fascination with engaging in our primal fears has renewed opportunity to faintly manifest itself in adulthood when we conjure up a face to vicarious face engagement with the terrifying taboos of the bogeyman. We breathe taboo life into flesh and blood bogeymen like Joe Louis, George Forman and Mike Tyson – three characters so comically born out of the collective psychic fascination for darkness that if Hollywood had created them it would’ve been accused of the most appalling racial stereotyping. Yet they were created. By our needs. By our fears. By our eroticization of violence. So that, when the climax of this erotic savagery is reached, our bloodlust is temporarily satiated and our eyes and thumping heartbeats are allowed to linger and safely salivate over the wounds of better men than us.

America loves to make heroes – and then destroy them. Make them real low. Limping is not enough. If they’re destroyed real bad, they can even become heroes again.

                                           Burt Reynolds
In a technological society our counter culturalist character demands the vicarious and temporary return to dangerous primitivism. With the overfed greed of the safari hunter we sit in the safety of our front row seats and salivate at our fantasies of power.

These are not mere mortals that we watch on the screen or in the ring; they are supernatural human beings that allow us to step outside our painfully limited conservatism and vicariously experience the extremity of a life less ordinary. These shaman, these boxers and filmmakers, transform our mediocrities by propelling us into the sweaty ether of our dreams made almost real. We dream of frat houses and college lives we never had but somehow remember from watching Hollywood movies and we become James Belushi in Animal House and the world becomes our playing field and we are young again, fearless again, and we have a fighting chance to turn around our losing streak again.

In your 20s you feel like you’re indestructible, that nothing can kill you and you laugh at death. You go on and stay up for days and do as many things as you can then, in your 30s, you think, well, maybe I’ll be around here a little longer, so I’m going to maybe take better care of myself. 

James Belushi

Belushi dies from a massive drug overdose less than two months after saying this but his sentiments haven’t been buried with him. Actors and boxers need to believe that they have reserves beyond us poor slobs, need to know that the elixir of youth is hidden somewhere within them. And when we watch them we need to believe it too.

Movies are the repository of myth. Therein lies their power. An alternative history, that of the human psyche, is contained and unfolded in the old stories and tales.

                       John Boorman
Referring to ego in his landmark book on boxing, The Fight Norman Mailer, writes : ‘Everything we have done in this century, from monumental feats to nightmares of human destruction, has been a function of that extraordinary state of the human psyche which gives us authority to declare we are sure of ourselves when we are not.’

This extraordinary state gives birth to both angels and despots and boxing and cinema has been elevated and humped by both.

I watched the first Al-Frazier fight in prison and I promoted the third one.

         Don King

With the exception of the music business there are few other opportunities to acquire the kind of global domination and vast wealth that are possible in the worlds of boxing and cinema. The main lowlife puppeteer in American boxing is Don King; a man so offensive that even his own hair follicles struggle to raise themselves up as far away from his head as possible. Preferring to leave the padded knuckle altercations to his harem of fighters Don King didn’t need gloves to inflict damage; certainly not when he spent three years and eleven months in a state penitentiary for beating a man to death with his bare knuckles.

Up close with King, you see the brains, you see the charm, you see the passion. Ultimately, though, you have to see the hustler in him. There is something mesmerizing about it. I can understand how it happens, how a fighter like Witherspoon gets in the same room with him and signs his life away.
 

                                 Matt Lupica

Actors and directors have the same coterie of dangerously talent-less pimps leeching off them as boxers. Protected by laws and contracts of their own making these freeloaders don’t need to grow a pair of balls and learn to fight themselves nor do they use King’s obscene methods of persuasion, nonetheless, their intention is the same. 

There are two types of animals roaming the Hollywood jungle. Those who do the screwing and, those who get screwed. You have to try and ensure you’re one of the former.
 

                 Jack Nicholson

This never ending queue of agents, mangers, lawyers, producers and promoters all patiently await their turn to yell at their secretary to hold all calls, drop the artist’s trunks, slam a jar of Vaseline down on their imitation oak desks then bend their talented commodity over the table for a conscience free fuck and an extra percentage.

Producers are assholes. They know all the tricks of the trade but they don’t know the trade, itself. Producers know how to steal money, how to put together packages. They’re liars and thieves.

                                                                                         James Woods
Born out of this shark fuck shark world a self-conscious beefcake with a speech impediment and a hangdog face bust his ass to write his first screenplay then in desperate need of three squares a day and a room he sold the rights to two deadbeat lawyers for a hundred dollars. 

That’s how the world goes honey; the rich get richer and the poor get drunk.

Requiem for a Heavyweight
Too cheap to even bother using the lubricant they did what lawyers do and Sylvester Stallone nearly lost his screenplay, his future, and possibly his rectum, however, like some ridiculous Hollywood feel good B movie he instead went home, watched Chuck Wepner get whipped by Muhammad Ali, and wrote a new screenplay :
I was always being trashed by somebody…I wrote Rocky, just about all the frustrations that I think everybody has in their everyday life. I identified with Chuck – the guy is going to get murdered and I was feeling the same way, I’m getting hammered. I was in this manic state, and I wrote the screenplay – not a good one but good enough – in three days.

                   Sylvester Stallone

Sylvester Stallone may be an actor playing a celluloid boxer but if ever there was an unknown entity who summed up the metaphorical heavyweight dream it’s him. He starred in the title role and the screenplay for Rocky won him the Academy Award and his portrayal of the central role turned him into an icon.

These are scars, not medals.

 


        Requiem for a Heavyweight
Most of us know too little about the fake gold feel of medals and too much about the coarse tributaries of scars. That’s why we dream. Boxing and movies allows us to sublimate that ignorance and knowledge into a transcendental form of provocative poetry. Watch a great fight in slow motion and examine the fighter’s mind at work - anticipating, countering, misleading, thinking, always thinking - poetry. Much has been made of Ali’s attempts at literal poetry, many speaking of his dexterous talent but, in truth, this is little more than patronizing nonsense or wishful projection. However, if you watch, for example, his fight with Cleveland Williams and slow it down, way down, and objectively watch Ali’s mind manifesting its premonitions and insights through his body, you will see a great poet at the height of his creative powers. And I don’t give a damn how naïve it sounds but the intellectual rigors, spiritual truths and mastery of form and content parallels those required by T.S. Elliot. In fact it makes one wonder what kind off conversation these two masters would’ve had. Someone once said that the greatest indication of intelligence is, the man who can comfortably engage with every aspect of that society without having to adjust his inherent character – that dear reader is a poet and that is Muhammad Ali.

Let me tell you something…you don’t understand the breed. You think when you put clothes on an ape you make him a dancing partner… He’s been chasing ghosts so long he’d believe anything. Any kind of a ghost. Championship belt. Pretty girl. Maybe just twenty-four hours without an ache in his body.
      

                    Rod Serling
Rod Serling was deemed too reactionary and rebellious to work in cinema and was reduced to writing dodgy episodes of The Twilight Zone. Stallone was living in a seventy dollar a month apartment convinced he’d never get work again. Rourke was entering a long nervous breakdown that would result in him turning his back on his craft. Scorsese was suicidal and was convinced Raging Bull would be his last picture.

Yet boxing saved their lives. Serling is not with us anymore but a recent DVD release of Requiem for a Heavyweight posthumously reveals him to be a stunning writer and the film to be magnificent. Stallone became a multi-millionaire and though he’s had ups and downs he’s still talking about making Rocky 6. Rourke might have appeared punch drunk from too many fights in and out of the ring but his recent return to form shows that he remains a lucid and brilliantly talented actor. And as for Scorsese, he did make more movies, and for one of them, The Aviator, he recently won the Best Director Academy Award. 

Not only did boxing saved their lives but it granted the boxing aficionados and cinema going voyeurs among us an opportunity to experience, to varying degrees of success, some masterful cinema. Nobody knows what our collective future holds but as long as two well trained killing machines are prepared to step into a canvas square called a ring, endure a physical, mental and spiritual war then embrace each other with a mutual respect and poetic humanity that should be studied by every wannabe Kofti Anan and his cronies in The United Nations we have hope. We dream. Boxers do. And what they do replaces the failure of religious transubstantiation. So despite our high priests’ inability to facilitate our collective relationship with non-interventionist gods, elevated men like the heavyweight champion of the world and elevated men and women like the makers of Raging Bull might just be inspiring enough to breathe life into the dying dream of hope for the rest of us boxing aficionado movie watching mere mortals.

Terry McMahon   23.04.06

Bibliography

Requiem for a Heavweight, directed by Ralph Nelson, 1962

Raging Bull, directed by Martin Scorsese, 1980

On the Waterfront, 1956, directed by Elia Kazan

Somebody Up There Likes Me, directed by  Robert Wise, 1956

Fat City, directed by John Huston, 1972

Girlfight, directed by Karyn Kusama,  2000

The Hurricane, directed by  Norman Jewison, 1999

Million Dollar Baby, directed by Clint Eastwood, 2004

The Great White Hope, directed by Martin Ritt, 1970

Rocky 1 – 5, directed by John G. Avildsen and Sylvester Stallone1976 - 2000

Champion, directed by Mark Robson, 1959

King of the World, David Remnick, Random House1998

The Fight, Norman Mailer, Panther, Granada, 1975

I’m A Little Speccial, a Muhammad Ali Reader, edited by Gerald Early, Yellow Jersey Press London

Night Train, The Sonny Liston Story, Nick Tosches, Penguin, 2000

On Boxing, Joyce Carol Oates, Bloomsbury, 1987

The Esquire Book of Sportwriting, edited by Greg Williams, Penguin 1995

The Greatest, Muhammad ali with Richard Durham, Random House, 1975

Scorsese on Scorsese, Edited by David Thompson and Ian Christie, Faber and Faber 1989 

Martin Scorsese, Close Up, Andy Duggan, Orion Media, 1997

The Century of Cinema, A Personal Journey with Martin Scorsese through American Movies, Academy Video, 1995

The Film Greats, Barry Norman, BBC Books, 1998  

Stephenson, Ralph/Debrix J.R. The cinema as Art, Penguin 1967

The Top Ten of Film, Russell Ash, DK london, 2003

Drever, James, A Dictionary of Psychology, Penguin 1977

Wordsworth Dictionary of Film Quotations, edited by Tony Crawley 1991

Screen Violence, edited by Karl French, Bloomsbury, 1996

Cinema, Year by Year, Harpers and Queen, 2002

Rachman, Stanley, The Meanings of Fear, Penguin 1974

Why I Write, Thoughts on the Craft of Fiction, edited by Will Blythe, Back Bay, 1998

Halliwells Film Guide, Tenth Edition, edited by John Walker, Harper Collins 1994

Terry McMahon +353 877 660 039 terry69@gmail.com

� Film Yearbook, 1985, in interview with Brian DePalma  


� Penthouse, Dirk Bogarde, 1965


� Films Illustrated, August 1980, interview with Samuel Fuller


� Sunday Express, 27 March 1966, interview with Lee Marvin


� On Boxing, Joyce Carol Oates, Bloomsbury, 1987 (in the forward to the new 1995 edition)


� Scorsese on Scorsese, Faber and Faber, p. 77


� The Education of Mike Tyson Esquire Book of sports writing, Pete Hamill, p.217)


� Playboy, April 1987, interview with Rae Dawn Chong


� I’m A Little Special, A Muhammad Ali reader, Wole Soyinka (At The Ringside) p.229


� Scorsese on Scorsese, Faber and Faber, p. 78


� Projections 10, Mike Figgis in interview with Mickey Rourke, Faber and Faber, 1999


� Rolling Stone, 20 May 1976, interview with Marlon Brando


� Film Yearbook, 1989, Burt Reynolds


� Rolling Stone, 21 January 1982, John Belushi


� Money into Light, John Boorman, Faber and Faber 1985


� Hats off to Don King, Matt Lupica, Esquire Book of sports writing, p.134 Penguin, 1995


� Hats off to Don King, Matt Lupica, Esquire Book of sports writing, p.136 Penguin, 1995





� Film Yearbook, 1990 interview with Bruce Robinson


� Playboy, April 1982, interview with James Woods


� Jackie Gleason as Maish Remick in Heavyweight for a Requiem 1962


� Projections 10, Mike Figgis in interview with Sylvester Stallone, Faber and Faber 1999  


� Jackie Gleason in Requiem for a Heavyweight written by Rod Serling, 1962





