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Matt Springer: Star
Wars Pundit

 


“Matt also seems to think we're doing this
because we're afraid of offending Lucasfilm. What a load of Bantha
Poo-Doo. We've pissed off LFL numerous times, we just don't care to
go broadcasting it to the world. This site could be shut down
tomorrow and frankly it wouldn't be the end of the world. We'd
spend more time away from the computer, avoiding carpal tunnel
syndrome, and life would go on.”

From “Cinescape Flames TFN Over DVD
Issue,” TheForce.Net,

January 27, 2000

 


“’I thought about going on a diet while
I was on line,’ said Chicago Force member Matt Springer. ‘But I
thought I'll go nuts seating here for 10 days with nothing to do
[but] think about how hungry I was.’”

From “Hype Building for New 'Star
Wars' Installment,” ABC News, May 9, 2002

 


“’People who've been on the bubble, and
people who didn't like Phantom Menace, like me, I think
dread - there's fear, there's definitely anxiety. It doesn't keep
me up at night, but I think about it. We're planning a line (at the
theater) and all this stuff and then you think, May 16, I could be
in for a huge letdown,’ Springer says.”

From “Can Lucas Overcome the Jar-Jar Jinx?”
Chicago Daily Herald,

May 14, 2002

 


Praise for Poodoo

 


“This book ought to be recommended as a
staple to round out everyone’s Geek Internet reading–the collection
of ten years worth of Star Wars articles is the journey we
all undertake with our True Geek Love…His wry humor and the way he
comfortably embraces his crazy geekness only make Poodoo
that much more enjoyable. He’s assembled his painful journey for us
so that we may keep it as a reassurance that no, we’re not alone.
We may be fucking crazy, but we’re not alone.”

–Kristina Wright, Geeked

 


Praise for Matt's debut novel
Unconventional

 


“See, now this is what Fanboys wanted to
be...as unappealing as a book filled with drunk, naked nerds might
seem, Springer makes it work, thanks to his effortlessly
conversational writing and a plot that actually has less to do with
Star Wars and Lord of the Rings than it lets on...Matt Springer is
an author who deserves to be read.”

–Jeff Giles, Popdose

 


“This novella has its heart in the right
place. Since I am a major fan of bromance, dude-centric stories, I
loved it. If Alert Nerd keeps publishing novels like that, I
predict I will read every single one of them.”

–Ana, The Book Smugglers
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For Dave Gray, Steve Millies, Brian Bender
and Tom McKone—four of the best nerd pals a geek could ever
want.

 


And of course, as always, for Ginna and
Cate.

 


 


 


“You just never know with these things. I did
More American Grafitti. It made ten cents. It failed
miserably. You can destroy these things, you know. It is
possible.”—George Lucas

 


“Are ya loose?”—Bruce Springsteen

 


 


 



Introduction

 


Matt Springer has an excellent memory.

He also is a cunning writer.  And, he is
a good friend.  (I cannot say much about his abilities as a
star pilot.  For years, he drove a 1990-ish Ford Tempo that
made the Millennium Falcon look like a Nubian Cruiser.  
Also, and I have to be honest—he drives like a half-deaf
78-year-old.)

Still, I was flattered that
Matt’s memory brought him to me when his mind searched for someone
to write these introductory words.  But when Matt pointed out
how much it would boost his readership to have an introduction
written by “a real doctor and a college professor,” I confess that
a funny kind of realization came over me. 
The Star Wars universe, like much in literature and entertainment,
mirrors our own universe.  There are politicians (Palpatine,
Padme) and there are small businessmen (Lando Calrissian); there
are gangsters (Jabba) and there are physicians (2-1B).  But,
where are the universities?  Where are the navel-gazing
academic snobs?  Is my own work so irrelevant that there is no
place for it in George Lucas’s well-populated and by-now
exhaustively-explored mythology?  Indeed, just what was Matt
hoping to accomplish by involving somebody like me?

Yet, the answer is obvious.

Surely Matt remembers the
countless hours he and I have spent dissecting this common cultural
experience, from the sense of wonder shared by so many of us born
in the 1970’s and raised in a popular culture shaped by
the Star Wars movies, to the disappointed and inevitable conclusion
that, far from being a visionary or mythmaker, George Lucas lucked
out with the first two Star
Wars movies, made billions of dollars,
and has fed American audiences a steady diet of half-compacted
trash ever since.  Surely, with thanks to Lucas, we have
discovered an incredible smell.

Here, you, gentle reader, have the document
of one man’s journey from awe to disgust.  But more than just
indulging world-weary cynicism, here you also have a celebration of
that shared experience of wonder.  Let’s be honest: our
popular culture, mostly, is crap.  But it is the exploration
and discussion of the greatness and the crap that builds and
maintains friendships, that keeps our conversations and our
critical minds alive.

Maybe, having cultivated our critical
faculties by discussing these films, I might suggest to you that
you give up on the movies and go read a book.  In fact, go
read this one.

 


Dr. Steve Millies. Ph.D.

A Real Doctor and A College Professor

Aiken, South Carolina

May 14, 2009

 


 


 



Preface

 


I have a terrible memory.

That’s not true. I have a strangely selective
memory. There are whole sections of my life about which I have only
the vaguest of recollections, and yet I can sing you all of
Jesus Christ Superstar word for word. I won’t unless you
ask, but I can.

I do, however, remember one thing vividly
from my childhood, and that is seeing Return of the
Jedi.

I was six years old. Before the film’s
release, I convinced my mother to buy the officially licensed
Jedi magazine. I stared endlessly at its white cover with
its portrait of the hand of Luke Skywalker holding his lightsaber
aloft—the same image that would grace one of the Jedi
posters—and I devoured over and over the secrets within its pages;
it literally fell apart in my hands.

I read about an Ewok rebellion in the forests
of northern California, stared at pictures of Salacious Crumb and
Admiral Ackbar, and wondered time and again how the story would
end. A partial summary was offered, even a tantalizing description
of the writing of the climactic final battle, but no clues were
given about the ending of the Star Wars saga. Where would
the films go? What would happen to Luke, Han and the others, these
strange characters from another galaxy who I’d come to know so well
through the magic of our first VCR, which was roughly the size of a
two-bath ranch house?

On Memorial Day 1983, I found out. My mom
dropped my dad and I off in front of the River Oaks Theaters in
South Holland, IL to wait in line for Return of the Jedi. It
was a long line, winding outside the theater’s front doors, and
while waiting I goofed around with a kid I didn’t know while my dad
and his dad chatted. I remember going into the theater and taking
our seats, and I remember being blown away. This movie kicked my
tiny Underooed ass.

At one point, the Rebels have finally reached
the power generator on Endor; they’re ready to shut down the shield
around the second Death Star and give the fleet battling above them
a shot at blowing up the bad guys. Han and Leia need R2D2 to help
them open the blast doors. Being a hero, Artoo runs off to help
them, but as he approaches the door to open it, he’s hit by enemy
laser fire. His body is engulfed by sparks of energy; he’s thrown
back from the building by the impact, and he sputters and smokes.
He screams, as only a droid can.

The entire audience gasped in unison. I was
six years old, and even I could sense the anxious worry that filled
the air. A room full of people—adults and kids alike—were
desperately concerned about the well-being of a fictional robot
from a long time ago and a galaxy far away.

I didn’t know it then, but I had just learned
an unforgettable lesson in the power of film. And I had just fallen
unspeakably in love with Star Wars.

 


To say that the Star Wars films are
permanently stitched into the fabric of my life is like saying the
Pope pisses holy water. It’s not so much a hobby or interest for me
as it is a mild (and frequently not very mild at all) obsession—in
other words, exactly like the Pope and his relationship with his
urine.

Once I start, it doesn’t take long for my
brain to stack up an imposing pile of Star Wars-related
memories: staging massive action figure battles on my living room
floor, braving several busy streets and a highway overpass on my
bike to get to the mall and buy Timothy Zahn’s sequel novels,
nearly beating the shit out of some douchebag who tried to steal my
preferred seat at the Empire Strikes Back Special Edition on
opening night. Star Wars looms large in my legend.

So if you’re prepared to dismiss this book
with a wave of your hand and a sneering “It’s only a movie,” then
perhaps it’s not for you. At the risk of sounding batshit crazy,
the Star Wars films have never been just “movies” for me.
They’re the backdrop against which all of my other encounters with
pop culture—the one-night stands, the passionate affairs, the
enduring relationships—have taken place. Music, movies, comic
books, television shows, and the internet have all got their place,
but they came along later. Star Wars will always be my first
and most enduring love.

For a long time, I didn’t understand what
that meant. I would read rock critics I admired, like Lester Bangs
or Griel Marcus, and envy their experiences, their passion, and the
way both are communicated through their words. I was desperately
jealous that I never experienced the Beatles on Ed Sullivan, or
Springsteen at the Roxy, or the Clash in their glory days. I could
vicariously appreciate these artists I loved in the most powerful
moments of their careers, but I could never claim these moments as
my own.

Then I realized that I can claim Star
Wars as my own, just as so many other people of my age group
can. We are the children of C3P0 and the Force, of Nein Numb and
Jabba, of Luke and Darth and Chewie. We are the product of endless
afternoons spent at the movie theater and then with the VCR,
watching these films over and over. In ways both obvious and
transparent, we have all in some way been influenced by the
Trilogy. We are the Star Wars generation, just as many of
our parents belonged to the Beatles generation.

If I want to write about something with all
the passion and verocity of my heroes, I have to write about what
belongs to me, what I love the most, and for better or worse,
that’s Star Wars. I’m both glad and disappointed that it’s
also what has betrayed me the most; it’s something to grapple with,
but it gives me plenty to say.

 


I’m worried that I’ve already apologized too
much for this, but I am sorry if this sounds a bit
self-inportant—creating this collection feels really…necessary to
me. I wouldn’t say it’s closing the book on me and Star
Wars, but it’s definitely summing up a significant chapter of
my life—not just in pop culture, but friendships, events,
everything. I had an R2D2 groom’s cake at my wedding, for the love
of Yoda—this shit runs deep.

There is at least one significant chapter
missing. Shortly after the first prequel was released, I wrote an
editorial for Cinescape Online, published by my employer at
the time, entitled “Muy! Muy! Mesa Loved The Phantom
Menace!” (I think you can blame world-renowned mystery author
Steve Hockensmith for that title; he was editor of Cinescape
at the time.)

Anyway, that chapter is lost to the four
winds of the internet, so I’ll sum it up by simply saying that in
the days following Episode I’s release, I was very much an
apologist, talking myself and anyone who would listen into
believing the movie was great. It’s not.

Other than that large blank spot, I’ve
resisted too much of an urge to edit these pieces; they represent
how I was feeling when I wrote them, and I think taken as a whole,
they represent my hero’s journey from slack-jawed fanboy to sad,
overcritical fanman. Lucas will do that to ya.

 


 


 


From the Episode I Ticket Line

Monday, May 10, 1999, 1 a.m.

 


Earlier today, I stood forlornly in line at
the Dominick’s near my parents’ home, a two-stem boquet of lilies
in my hands for my mom.

“You know what makes a mom happy on Mother’s
Day?” asked the woman in line in front of me. “Knowing their kids
are okay. You don’t need a down payment on a car, you don’t need
rent money, you’ve got somewhere to live and a job and you’re okay.
That’s what makes a mom happy.”

After I rushed home to pay my matronly
respects, I was set to head back over to McClurg Court theater,
there to wait in line for three days for Star Wars: The Phantom
Menace tickets. And as I drove home to deliver my wilted gift,
it struck me that such a campout might be the worst Mother’s Day
gift I could offer: it was NOT “okay,” and while I was there, she
would worry like Richard Lewis on crack.

But what could I do? It’s Star Wars.
Worry be damned. Mom be damned. Real life be damned.

The vigil for George Lucas’ latest mythic
epic/summer trash flick/cultural landmark had begun at four p.m. on
Saturday, May 8, with the two biggest Star Wars fans in
Chi-town: Bob and Chris. Our group, the Chicago Force, had staked
out our camp behind them at noon on Mom’s Day, with T-shirts,
raffle tickets and sugary snacks in hand. Prepared to buy twelve
tickets apiece on Wednesday (when tickets go on sale), we were all
either brave pioneers heading toward a new explosive cultural
event, or a troupe of pathetic dorks willing to freeze our privates
off just to watch Lucas’ latest creative masturbation.

Me, I arrived at 1:15 p.m. that afternoon,
feeling a bit like the former and a lot like the latter. Earlier
that morning, as I blew liters of mucus from my nose and suffered
through the middle stages of a nasty cold, I’d been ready to chuck
it all and suffer the indignity of being the only die-hard Star
Wars freak who would have to wait until June to see the damn
movie. Could this really be worth it? Would the world end if I
didn’t see The Phantom Menace on opening night?

Maybe not, but what the hell? Every other mad
fan in the history of pop culture had their big campout moment,
from Springsteen tickets to the original Star Wars films,
and I was determined to claim this one as my very own. Plus, when
my kick-ass boss decides to give me permission to do my work from a
laptop on Ohio Street, who am I to say no?

Nobody, that’s who. I’m nobody.

 


We’re proud to say that for the most part,
those who’ve passed us by and questioned us about our motives have
been polite and understanding. We’ve gotten lots of “Ooooh! Star
Wars! Cool!” A few have just given us glances and smiled,
possibly knowing in their hearts that if they had the balls to go
shit-faced irresponsible for three days straight, they’d be out
here too.

“You guys are waiting for Star Wars?”
asked a former Department of Defense employee, who passed us by a
few times to get our full story. “Man, if I had to wait this long
for a movie, I’d probably just wait to see it on TV.”

Yeah, right. On the second pass, he shared a
bit more about his own personal Star Wars history.

“I remember when I saw the first movie back
in 1978, or ‘76, or whenever. We were leaving the theater and all
these people were talking about how advanced all the technology
was. The thing is, it wasn’t even science fiction. Most of the
stuff in that movie had been around and in development for a
while.”

This theory conflicted somewhat with the
latest Trivial Pursuit knowledge I’d picked up from fellow Chicago
Forcer Dave Grey, who told me of “300 mile per hour tape,” a.k.a.
“duck tape.” It seems that in the Air Force, this tape is often
used to do short-term repair work on airplanes that have suffered
damage. It holds together at up to 300 miles per hour of wind
resistance, hence its nickname.

The Air Force is using duck tape to repair
planes, and the Department of Defense has had Death Stars and Tie
Fighters in the works since the early seventies? I don’t know who
to trust anymore.

 


As you might expect, we liners have bonded
together pretty quickly, especially when our leader Stephanie
handed out playing cards with our names on them, to help us keep
track of our places in line a bit more clearly.

“I have my own name tag? That’s cool,”
exclaimed Brian, who sat between me and Steph in line. “I think I’m
gonna keep it as my own souvenier.”

As souveniers go, I guess you could do much
worse than a playing card with your name on it, especially when the
damn new Star Wars toys are so expensive. Ten bucks for an
action figure, thirty bucks for a ship. I remember the days when
action figures were a couple bucks and they sat under my Christmas
tree each year in piles, ready to be freed from their plastic
prison and set loose in the galaxy of my living room. Now, I’d be
more likely to buy a few, stash them unopened in my closet, and
then whip them out in twenty years to help front a down payment on
my midlife crisis.

That speaks to the ironic clash of
motivations in our collective campout. On one hand, we’re being
very mature and responsible, so desperate to get tickets that we’re
willing to chance nothing. We’ve been tossing about our theories on
how we should structure the line for months in an attempt to keep
things fair and at the same time fun. On the other hand (and this
is a much, much bigger hand than the mature one, believe me) we’re
all living out the final fantasy of our youth with this line. I
know for sure that I am. In three years, when Lucas unleashes
Episode Two onto our reeling culture, will I be in a position to
camp out? Hopefully, I’ll have a wife and maybe even a kid by then,
and I’ll definitely have a job. Chances are that this is my last
window to fuck most of my responsibilities for three days with the
drop of a hat and engage in wacky fun with my fellow geeks.

So I’m a big grown-up slobbering kid out here
with a laptop and a cold. Things could be worse.

 


I should probably wrap things up now, as I’m
ready to sniffle my way toward some semblance of slumber. As I
write, I look around and take in our motley crew—Dave scanning his
five-disc minidisc changer. Shauna and Heather chatting beside Andy
(a.k.a. Obi-Wan) espousing on finance theories. Bob and Chris
tucked away in their tent. Mike (Brian’s replacement) already
struggling to sleep. It’s unlikely that anything but Star
Wars would have brought us all together, but through this
shared obsession, we’re taking to each other like poop to a fly (or
a fly to poop, depending on your point of view).

For the next three days, we’ll be out here in
front of McClurg. At this early stage, I can’t even fathom my state
of mind three days from now, after about sixty hours of living
outside. At the very least, I hope I don’t lose any toes.

If you’re out there in the Land of Chicago,
stop on by to the 300 block of Ohio (in da Loop) and say hello.
Otherwise, feel free to live vicariously through our exploits as
communicated through the web. I’ll try to keep everyone updated as
often as possible, two or three times a day. Until next time, stay
strong with the Force and say a prayer for us. We’re outside, we’re
cold and we could get desperate.

 


Monday, May 10, 1999, 11:30 p.m.

 


It’s been a long day of much activity and
growth for our impromptu Star Wars community. First, our
first encounter with WGN?s afternoon news was accompanied by a
reunion with Scary Heroin Hotel Room Guy, who this time asked the
WGN crew to please announce his lost dog on the air, because he was
offering a $100 reward. He then produced a harmonica with a grand
flourish and proceeded to play what was either the Star Wars
theme or “Candy” by Iggy Pop. Of course, this came after he
promised to produce a karaoke machine for our group. Yeah, I had
just been thinking that what our group really needs is a few drunk
old white guys singing “Wind Beneath My Wings.”

We then suffered a few minor setbacks: first,
our line was moved from in front of the doors after being condemned
as a fire hazard, and then our power disappeared. This last
indignity came as the result of some Three’s Company-esque
misunderstandings between ourselves, the McClurg Court management
and the Holiday Inn management. See, the Holiday Inn thought we
didn’t ask to use one of their outdoor electrical outlets, when in
reality we had asked McClurg management, because we thought that
they were in charge of the plug! Who knew?!

Unfortunately, we have yet to solve this
problem, and we are still currently powerless. Our hope is to be
juiced up again by tomorrow morning, thanks to the limber legwork
of Dave Gray, but we can’t be sure. I’m writing this to you
courtesy of the battery power in my trusty laptop.

The afternoon saw a great deal of scurry and
bustle on the line, as Dave left for class and I left to head home
for a shower and a bit of rest. Here’s how stupid I was: after
being up for about thirty hours straight because of my inability to
sleep overnight outside, I actually thought that I could lay down
in my bed and rest without falling asleep. HA! I was unconscious
within seconds. I then staggered from my bed with spots floating in
my eyes and stumbled through a shower. Turns out I was so groggy
not because I had so little sleep, but because I hadn’t eaten since
Sunday night. Someday, I swear I’ll figure out how to work this
damn body of mine.

While I was at home knocking things over and
generally being groggy, the line had been assaulted by the MEDIA.
Every major television news outlet, a few minor news outlets and
some print outlets all converged on McClurg at once, after a
trickle for the previous two days. What had begun as a drip had
become a flood, and we were suddenly awash in reporters. Andy
continued to flail his lightsaber and generally spout off for the
cameras, while reporters actually fought for our various
attentions. Steph and Aaron even had their moment with a Chicago
Sun-Times reporter ripped off by an obnoxious newswoman.

The after-work hours brought a filling meal
at Corner Bakery (YUM), a quick run back to the apartment for some
T-shirts and a more than doubling of our line population. We gained
a bunch more folks on the back end, clustering together in eager
groups for chatter. All around basked the eager glow of Star
Wars fans connecting and schmoozing, debating topics of grave
importance and sharing our collective love of the films.

There’s a buzz that develops as the crowd
relaxes and begins to open up to each other; walls fall down and
bonds are formed. We share our theories on the trilogy and
establish a running series of jokes; a community is born. It’s
easily the most amazing geek phenomenon I’ve ever seen, and it
grows and glows as the hours slip away.

 


Tuesday, May 11, 1999, 8:30 a.m. (approx. 29
hours until tix)

 


Fortunately for moi, sleep did arrive last
night for about four hours, though I was awoken by the bitter cold
this morning. It’s nice to sleep and actually lose consciousness
for a change. This morning so far has been very slow and low-key,
with everyone groggily arising from slumber and facing this last
day before T-day. Our campsite is cluttered and chaotic, but still
warm and family-like.

Also arriving today is the full-swell media
backlash against Lucas and The Phantom Menace. David Ansen
skewered the film in the latest issue of Newsweek, which
boasts a Star Wars cover; the movie’s not good enough to
deserve a positive review, but its buzz is big enough for those
sluts at Newsweek to shamelessly whore themselves to the
media monster. Richard Corliss in Time also gave it a
mediocre review. As I write, I’m listening to some Mancow lackey
talk about his feelings on the film, and he’s got very mediocre,
sometimes nasty things to say about it. Part of me is surprised
that it’s not a total inflammatory nasty review, and part of me is
disappointed to hear so much negative buzz, and a BIG part of me is
just shutting my ears and not caring.

Here’s the thing: I KNOW it’s not going to be
as good as the hype. I know there’s gonna be lame stuff, I know Jar
Jar could suck big-time, I know it’s a kids’ movie in many ways.
Hell, this is still the same “genius” who made Return of the
Jedi and Howard the Duck. I feel as though I’m ready for
the worst.

But so much of this negative buzz that’s
growing and pulsing around us seems motivated purely out of bitter
reaction to Lucas’ unfair practices, both with regard to screening
the film and to the press surrounding it. Perhaps the saddest
aspect of the whole backlash is that it’s well-deserved. All the
obsession with control that Lucasfilm has practiced, from the
review embargo to the well-engineered profiles that have littered
every media outlet from 60 Minutes to the New York
Times. is paying off in the worst way possible. So on one hand,
you have a bitter media lashing out in a totally biased way, and on
the other hand, you have Lucas and his gestapo tactics with the
media and film distributors. Nobody wins, and everybody loses.

Speaking of the media, we had Turd, a Mancow
representative down here this morning, and some wacky shit went
down. We had actually begun our line on Sunday because we were
tipped off that Mancow would be starting his own line on Monday
morning, so we were waiting for his inevitable participation. It
turns out that he decided to go with a negative slant on our group,
going the “geeks and losers without jobs and girlfriends” route on
the air; he spoke to Dave Gray and he hung up on him. A chant of
“Hate you, hate your show” was started up at one point.

Mancow then offered two tickets to an advance
screening for anyone who would be willing to cross the line and
leave forever. I took this as my cue to refocus our efforts; I took
the phone from Turd and told Mancow that I would leave line and
never come back...if he donated two tickets to our charity drawing.
Mancow then offered us TWO TICKETS FOR OUR DRAWING!

Oh, and WE GOT POWER BACK FROM THE HOLIDAY
INN! THANK YOU, HOLIDAY INN! Things are falling into place
now...the vibe continues to be very cool...and I’m gonna try to do
a bit of “real” work before I head home to shower and prepare for a
trip out to a wrestling school tonight. Take care folks, come down
to see us...force OUT!

 


 


 


May the Force Be With Me!

From Pop-Culture-Corn Magazine

November 1999

 


Dear Mr. Lucas,

Hi there! I read on the internet—yes, that
vile dreaded medium for twisted obsessives out to destroy your
vision—that you are casting the part of Anakin Skywalker in the
next Star Wars film even as I type, and I wanted to get in
my bid to play the part!

I know what you’re thinking: Who the fuck is
this jabroni? Why should he get cast in one of the most
eagerly-pursued roles in the history of Hollywood?

Me, I know what hardship is all about. In
fact, I’ve often reflected on the striking similarities between my
own life and that of young Anakin. I know very well the anguish of
leaving my mother at a formative age. And even if that “formative
age” was eighteen, it still took me many months to recover from the
shock.

Like Anakin, my childhood was dominated by
the sense that I would grow up to do great things, and by my
uncanny displays of preternatural talents. It was detected at an
early age that I was gifted with a penchant for mimicry—I often
wowed my family with my magnificent Ed McMahon impersonation, for
example. My dad still brags that I was able to read the newspaper
at age four, though a tragic blimp accident on New Year’s Day 1983
left me illiterate until quite recently. On top of all that, I know
that if I concentrated really hard, I could levitate a pencil or
something like those Jedis do in your movies. I just know it!

Not only do I understand Anakin, but I also
understand you, Mr. Lucas, and the many burdens under which you
suffer to produce your art. Like you, I have my own Rick
McCallum-esque worshipful toadies who waddle around behind me and
pronounce me “God” on a regular basis. I have a few too many chins
and my hair looks pretty nasty. And I’ve never been grilled by
Leslie Stahl about my love life, but I have been grilled by a few
women about my more esoteric sex fetishes, so we’re about even on
that score too. (By the by, do you get off when a girl rubs a
Chewie mask all over your genitals and howls as though the Wookiee
himself were licking your crotch? Man, I do!)

Like you, I understand that greed, for lack
of a better word, is good. All that merchandising—the action
figures, the sleepwear, the books, the candy, the paper plates for
kiddie birthday parties—is right up my alley. It’s pure
exploitation, which you have every right to indulge in with
abandon. You built this vast multibillion dollar media empire with
your own two hands; why the hell shouldn’t you suck your fans dry
for every last penny they have?

And man oh man, do I know about the fans—all
those lazy bottom-feeders who think they’re “showing their love”
for Star Wars when all they really wanna do is ruin your
movies by blabbing secrets all over that devil Internet. I can see
them now in their sweat-stained T-shirts, pizza oil dripping from
their chins, pounding on the keyboard as though they’re trying to
kill it and hammering unfounded rumors into the delicate fabric of
the Star Wars mythos. It’s like McCallum said on that
Star Wars: Behind the Magic CD-Rom; real fans don’t want to
figure out all the secrets in advance. They just sit there like
good little slaves and suck up what they’re given. That’s what
being a “consumer” means, goddamnit: CONSUMING!

More than anything else, Mr. Lucas, I truly
understand what it means to be misunderstood. As a world-famous
co-editor of a major web entertainment magazine, I deal on a daily
basis with the small-minded, the hangers-on, the perverted sex
maniacs. I know what it’s like to toil day in and day out in
pursuit of a hazy vision, only to have that vision torn to shreds
by fat-ass movie critics whose only real gift for film is salting
their jumbo popcorn buckets so that the top kernels don’t taste
like the bottom of a urinal. I know exactly what that feels like,
man—all too well.

As you can see from this letter, it’s the
deep identification I feel with both yourself and your latest film
hero that will make me the best man for the job of bringing Anakin
Skywalker to life. I’ll leave the next step up to you—every weekend
until May 2002 is free and easy for me to jet to California and get
fitted for my costumes. I’d even be happy to pay my own airfare,
though I’d expect a major moneybags such as yourself probably keeps
enough cash for a plane ticket just lying around the office in the
event he wants to wipe his ass or blow his nose. Yet if you’re too
cheap to pick up the tab, I’ll happily pay my own way.

That should do it. Please call soon—I can’t
stand the suspense, and my “people” are eager to send out the press
release so’s I can hit the hip L.A. club scene as the flavor of the
week and score me some Hollywood poon tang. Rest assured of one
thing, Mr. Lucas: I’m ready, willing and able to lead hate straight
into suffering and carry Episode II to another $500 billion
worldwide box office tally!



Sincerely,

Matt “Scourge of the Galaxy” Springer



P.S. When you call to offer me the role, could you also give me
Natalie Portman’s home phone number? She’s a major hottie, and
being as I’m the newest star in the Star Wars universe, I
know she’ll be dying to get in my pants. Thanks, bro!

 


 


 


The Phantom Menace: One
Year Later

From Pop-Culture-Corn Magazine

May 2000

 


One year ago this morning, I stood outside
the McClurg Court theater with my dad and a few of my best friends,
and waited in line to see Star Wars: Episode I—The Phantom
Menace for the first time. I had camped out the night before,
and a week before that, I had camped out three nights to buy
tickets for the first showing of the film. My dad and I heckled
former Chicago Bulls star Norm Van Leer. My friends and I joked
nervously about the film, and tried to mask our excitement behind
ironic commentary, but it was impossible to completely belie our
true moods. We were excited. Really, really fucking excited.

One year ago this afternoon, I left the
theater, having seen Episode I for the first time. I felt a
massive thrill, but also a nagging disappointment, which I quickly
disregarded. After all, what could live up to the massive hype that
I’d built inside me? Nothing, I figured. Any disappointment would
only be my exhaustion—and my huge expectations—talking for me. This
was a great movie, I immediately began to convince myself.

I saw The Phantom Menace four more
times in the theater that summer—with other friends, with the same
friends who’d joined me the first time, even by myself on one rainy
Friday evening. And every time I saw it—EVERY time—I dozed off
during some portion, usually somewhere in the middle. I could not
keep my eyes open. But each time, I would blame it on my lack of
sleep or my familiarity with the film. It’s still a great movie, I
whispered to my inner conflict—sure, it has problems, but from a
certain point of view, it’s genius.

On April 4 of this year, I was among the
first to pick up my widescreen video copy of The Phantom
Menace at my local Best Buy. I tossed aside the lousy
packaging—who the fuck needs a film slide, anyway—and placed the
tape near my TV. A week later, I tried to watch it.

This time, I had no problem staying awake. I
had no trouble because I stopped the film every five minutes or so
to rant to my roommate about some flaw, either major or minor, that
I’d just perceived for the first time. I also had no trouble
keeping my lids peeled because halfway through the film, I shut it
off. I could take no more.

Not only is The Phantom Menace not a
great film, it is not a good film. It is not a mediocre film. It is
a flagrantly awful film, one of the biggest BAD movies in the
history of the medium. It is a massive “fuck you” from George Lucas
to his millions of fans. It is a toy commercial, an
incomprehensible mess of a story and is populated by vapid,
poorly-developed characters. It sucks.

Now that my eyes have been opened, what is
the biggest problem with The Phantom Menace? It has no
dramatic drive WHATSOEVER. The film’s flaccid drama is built in
from the opening scroll: “Turmoil has engulfed the Galactic
Republic. The taxation of trade routes to outlying systems is in
dispute.”

Every time I see that scroll, I have to stop
for at least ten seconds and figure out what the fuck it means.
That’s the first problem. The second problem, and ultimately the
more damning one, is that once I’ve decoded Lucas’ piss-poor
phrasing, I simply don’t care. Taxation of outlying trade routes?
Who really gives a shit?! You could follow that first sentence with
any one of a thousand other factoids—”Queen Amidala’s pizza is
late,” “Jar Jar’s ex-lover has returned for his Sy Snootles
records,” “Obi-Wan has slipped into a coma due to abject boredom
from his scant role in this movie”—and it would be more exciting.
Instead, it boils down to a trade dispute, which is uninteresting
to the extreme.

But here’s the tricky thing. Lucas has SAID
that the Republic is in “turmoil.” Therefore, he must expect the
audience to believe it. He then takes his viewers on a
two-hour-plus journey through a series of largely unrelated events
that just seem to HAPPEN. The Jedi are on the Naboo ship, they
leave the ship, they wind up underwater with Jar Jar, they
encounter three dangerous fish, their submarine inexplicably breaks
down, their starship also breaks down and they wind up on
Tatooine—and on and on and on. All of it packed to the bursting
with clunky bits of dialogue and weak characterizations, and all of
it built on top of the flimsy plot foundation of a “trade
disupte.”

Throughout, he expects that we’ll watch with
bated breath, because in Lucas’ mind, these events are important
simply because he has dictated that they must be presented on the
screen as part of HIS Star Wars mythology. They are not
interesting or dramatic because there is anything interesting or
dramatically engaging within them. They are important because
George Lucas says so.

Imagine a film with many of the same plot and
character deficiencies as The Phantom Menace—but written,
directed and produced by a neophyte director. Imagine a virtual
no-name proposing that two mystical warriors should fight to
protect a planet that has been captured FOR NO DISCERNIBLE REASON.
Imagine that as comic relief, the young talent envisions a
computer-generated foppish cartoon who speaks in pidgin English.
Imagine that the film’s big, sinister villain has about fifty words
of dialogue, and is never even questioned by the bad guys as to why
he’s doing all these evil things.

Let’s face it—as the product of any filmmaker
other than Lucas, Episode I would be a direct-to-video
release, starring Jimmy Doohan as Qui-Gon, Rutger Hauer as Darth
Maul and Rip Taylor as Yoda. Yet because it is a Star Wars
film from the mind of George Lucas, it is assumed that we will lap
it up as nectar from the cinematic heavens.

What hubris. Lucas has honestly reached the
point where he cannot summon any ability to create a film with any
dramatic merits on its own—we should all accept it because it is a
Star Wars movie, not because it is a good movie. He’s grown
mindbogglingly lazy—and that’s being kind to the guy. To believe
that, you must ignore the decadent disdain for the viewer
throughout this film—in the writing, in the direction, and even in
the editing, which is where Lucas used to truly shine. It’s less a
writer/director crafting a film and more a holy prophet handing
down the sacred word.

God complex, megalomania, hyperegotism—call
it what you will, Lucas has got it. The Phantom Menace reeks
of it. And yet, it will always occupy a place in my heart. Part of
that is because I adore the original films so much. Another part of
it is that Menace will always bask in the glow of the events
surrounding it; the months preceding that film are filled with fond
memories, especially the line itself, and I’ll always treasure
those. Yet another part is the tiny bits of classic Star
Wars that somehow managed to make it into the movie, almost in
spite of Lucas’ efforts—John Williams’ score, Watto the cagey junk
dealer, the occasional dialogue snippet or brilliant visual. There
are just enough of those moments to redeem the film for me as a
Star Wars fan.

But as a lover of film in general, I cannot
abide The Phantom Menace. It’s aggressively bad, constantly
setting new standards for its own awfulness—and all of that badness
stems purely from Lucas’ disconnection from any filmmaking finesse
he used to possess. I could dissect the film more closely—perform
an autopsy on its bloated, stinking corpse—but why bother? The
bottom line is that as a filmmaker, Lucas has completely lost
it.

While I am excited for Episode II, I
also dread it. Because if he hasn’t learned any lessons from the
critical backlash against The Phantom Menace, it will just
be another foul screed passed down from Lucas’ high throne over all
of pop culture.

 


 


 


Empire Roolz!

From All the
Rage

January 2001

 


I cannot fucking believe what
an amazing movie The Empire
Strikes Back is.

Really. Y’know how some people sometimes will say that they felt like
the Beatles’ music came from another planet? How it was so
different and mind-blowing that it couldn’t have been from this
planet? (I agree, by the way.)

Well, that’s how I feel
about ESB.
It’s so great, so emotional and sprawling and crackling, that I
don’t even believe it’s a Star
Wars movie.

Don’t get me wrong—I am a
huge Star Wars geek. I am a geek, period. This we all know. And to some
extent, my passion for ESB
is just geek lip-service.

But it’s really just A GREAT
MOVIE. It’s art. It’s high drama. It’s sweeping romance. It’s a guy
and a girl and a universe.

As I rewatched it for the
bazillionth time yesterday, I was newly moved by some interesting
scenes. Typically, I get all emotional and shit when Han goes into
the freezing chamber, and Leia says, “I love you,” and Han says, “I
know.” Fucking amazing.

This time, I was far more
drawn into their first kiss, the scene where Leia is trying to fix
the Falcon and Han massages her bruised hand and she says “I like
nice men” and Han says “I’m nice men” and then
smoochorama.

Previously, these have been
characters best known for saying shit like “Replace the negative
power coupling” and “The more you tighten your grip, the more star
systems will slip through your fingers.” They’re fighters, not
lovers.

Within a half-hour, they’re
throbbing bundles of passion. They’re cavorting around the galaxy
trying to avoid the Empire and they’re ratcheting up the sexual
tension so fast it will make your crotch spin.

And then—AND THEN—after
Lawrence Kasdan (the screenwriter) and Irvin Kershner (the
director) have turned up the heat so much it leaps from the screen,
THEY TAKE HAN AWAY. They DENY the audience what it has wanted for
about three years. They snatch it and stuff it into their pockets
and scamper away. That right there is a ballsy move.

But wait—there’s more!!! The
dialogue in this movie is so amazing. That’s what is maybe most
remarkable to me. They had the adventure part down; they had the
special effects; they had the whole mythic thing and the sweeping
epic universe thing down cold in the first movie. They ADDED to
that all these amazing words. All these great one-liners you want
to repeat to everyone you know.

The whole fucking thing.
Yoda. Luke. Vader. Boba Fett. Hoth, then Dagobah, then Cloud City.
Think about that—think about just the idea of a city floating in
the clouds that mines gas from the planet below. What a fucked-up
amazing idea. Just the ideas alone are amazing—a tiny Jedi Master
with this weirdo speech impediment and Grover’s voice, and he’s one
of the coolest characters in the whole damn world.

I can’t get my head around it
sometimes. Have you ever had art that’s like that for you? A movie,
a song, an album, a book? (“Penny Lane” is also like that for me.)
I find some things to be so great, I cannot completely understand
every aspect of their greatness. They can never be entirely
consumed, so that I know every ridge and nuance of them. There will
always be mysteries inside of them, new aspects to discover and
explore. They’re really almost from another planet.

But if they were from another
planet, at least we’d know that much, and could say, “Hey, a green
guy directed this Star
Wars movie, so that’s why it’s so unfuckably
great!” Instead, they’re all too human, but
transcendant.

(Am I overstating it? I hope
not. I don’t think so.)

 


 


 


Jedi Marketing Masters: An
Episode II Trailer Review

From Entertainment
Geekly

November 2001

 


I would like, if I may, to read far too much
into the most important minute in sci-fi right now, and I’m not
talking about the awful song that opens up Enterprise each
week.

No, I’m talking about the new Star Wars:
Episode II--Attack of the Clones trailer, which premiered with
Monsters, Inc. last Friday at megaplexes across the nation.
Fortunately, this trailer is attached to another gem of a flick
from Pixar, one that’s not quite as strong as either of the Toy
Story movies but still offers a unique glimpse into a
brilliantly-realized fantasy world. In its own way, which is to say
as a pure marketing vehicle, the Episode II trailer is just
as brilliantly realized and conjures just as vivid a fantasy world,
the one residing inside George Lucas’ feverish ego.

I went into last Friday’s screening of
Monsters, Inc. cautiously optimistic about the new trailer. I
thought back warmly to that November day in the fall of 1998, when
myself and my buddy Chris Kivlehan slipped out of the
Cinescape editorial offices at lunch with a video camera
smuggled under a jacket and illicitly videotaped the first
Phantom Menace trailer for our work cronies. Seven months
later, I was shivering in the wet cold outside the McClurg Court
theater in Chicago, rain pelting down on my face as Chris stood
there and reported his impressions from the Chicago press screening
of the film. I had camped out three nights for tickets and one
night for the film itself, so I was more than ready for the movie,
more ready than any trailer could have made me.

Though it’s clear that this first Episode
II trailer is little more than a teaser, it’s still packed with
its own brand of suggestive imagery. Where the first trailer for
The Phantom Menace offered a spine-jarring mix of CG
tomfoolery and classic John Williams Star Wars film music,
this teaser opts instead for a spooky approach; brief shots from
the film are backed solely by the sound of Darth Vader breathing.
We see Anakin smooch Amidala on a barren Tatooine landscape,
Obi-Wan soaring through the streets of Coruscant on some
unidentified vehicle, and a guy that can only be Mr. Bo-Jango Fett
flying around on his rocketpack. (And may I just say now that if
his action figure doesn’t incorporate the missle-launching
technology abandoned for the original Boba Fett figure, I’m gonna
raise ten kinds of hell.)

What’s amazing about the trailer is not
anything it tells us about the next Star Wars movie, but
everything it doesn’t. It shamelessly links the events of the film
to the tragedy of Vader’s life, but offers no proof that the film
itself will do the same. It offers a handful of fleeting imagery to
fans, but hoards the vast majority of the film from eager eyes, a
technique that not only protects the movie’s secrets but also
Lucas’ fragile creative image after the controversial debacle that
was The Phantom Menace. And it doesn’t come out and announce
the onslaught with a trumpet fanfare, but it effortlessly implies
that we’ve just come over the first hill on the nine-month roller
coaster of slowly-building hype for Episode II, orchestrated
by Lucasfilm’s marketing gurus like Bernstein heading up the New
York Philharmonic.

It’s a nice teaser for the film, but where
this trailer really triumphs is as a piece of marketing. You can’t
score better branding than the Star Wars imprimatur, and
playing that breathing sound effect makes it clear that you should
instantly associate this movie with three of the most breathtaking
movies ever. Before we’ve seen more than a minute of it, it places
the film inside a context it may never deserve, especially after
we’ve seen Lucas already forever fouling his own universe with the
first Star Wars prequel. It’s the kind of revisionist
history Lucas excels at, the stuff he began with the Star
Wars Special Editions in 1997 and continues with the DVD
commercials for The Phantom Menace, in which the film is
suddenly an unmitigated artistic triumph because DVD websites said
so. Not only are there better movies out there, there are far
better DVDs.

Ultimately, that’s the job of marketing—to
make us believe what something is before we’ve had the chance to
decide for ourselves. And sci-fi fans are getting hosed all the
time, whether it be by Rick Berman and his crack team of Star
Trek hacks or by John Travolta’s gushing over Battlefield
Earth. The key is not to buy into the hype, and that will be
the challenge for Star Wars fans in the next nine months,
especially those disappointed by The Phantom Menace. Not
only might Attack of the Clones suck more, it might destroy
the prequel trilogy beyond repair.

But for now, let us simply allow our minds to
drift back over some pretty images consumed in a dark theater on a
Friday in November, and offer our praise to the marketing
department at Lucasfilm. The true geniuses behind the Star
Wars phenomenon have scored another hit with the first
Attack of the Clones trailer, and the classics will surely
just keep coming. Anyone can come up with self-indulgent geek
wankery, but to make us believe it’s the work of a forlorn genius
who crafts the myths of our age? That’s truly brilliant.

 


 


 


From the Desk of George Lucas...

From Entertainment
Geekly

April 2002





Friends, fans, Linda Rondstadt—

Who would have thought, back in the days when
I was stuffing midgets into garbage cans and standing idly by while
Carrie Fisher developed enough narcotics addictions to bench the
starting lineup of the Lakers, that I was really creating a modern
mythology? Not me, that’s for sure. But here I am, Mr. George
Lucas, King of the Hill, cock of the block, the Boy of Summer, the
Big Cheese, the Head Honcho, the Blockbuster Dandy, the man with
the plan and the lightsaber in his pants who’s just happy to see
you. And boy howdy, have I made the big time!

I’ve made such the big time that you might be
wondering why I, Mr. George Lucas himself, need to trickle this
jewel of a missive onto the great unwashed masses of Star
Wars fans. (And trust me about that “unwashed” part—you ever
been to a sci-fi convention? Of course, I never have—wouldn’t dare
set foot near those freaks—but I’m told it smells like a
slaughterhouse in those places. To which I have to say, “What a
wonderful smell they’ve discovered!” But I digress, and end
parens.)
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