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Introduction

 Thanks for downloading a copy
of Collected Features Volume 1. The Vivid Scribe team has
a commitment to and a passion for popular culture and we love
nothing more than bringing our readers thoughtful reviews and
discussions on the culture we consume so ravenously. Our Features
section is the pinnacle of that - the place where we really get
into the nitty gritty of whatever film, book, TV show or otherwise
that has caught out attention. Pop culture is made of creation, and
all creation has something to say about the world. We listen.

This eBook
brings together a selection of Feature articles written by myself
that have appeared on Vivid Scribe, plus an all new essay exclusive
to this book. Reading through these essays, you’ll learn a bit
about me and what perks my interest, I hope you’ll also learn a bit
about the creations that have fuelled my pop culture passions in
writing these pieces.

Heartfelt
thanks to everyone involved with Vivid Scribe, and thanks to our
readers - That’s You! Thanks also to everyone who creates anything,
no matter how big or small, and tells their story. And Leigh,
because among other things, he’s the first one to hear my rants
that turn into Vivid Scribe articles.

Kate Krake

March, 2012
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The Philosophy of
Philip K. Dick and The
Adjustment Bureau

 Think Philip K.
Dick, think questions. Big questions. Questions of self, questions
of society, ethics, and questions of the very fabric of reality.
Dick referred to himself as a fictionalising philosopher and
continuously questioned human experience to a depth matched by few
other 20th Century writers.

In his 30 year
career Dick published 121 short stories, 44 novels, numerous poems
and non-fiction essays. To date there are 12 feature films adapted
from his fiction, the most recent The Adjustment Bureau
(2011), directed by George Nolfi and starring Matt Damon and Emily
Blunt.

Dick’s work
typically focuses on paranoid questioning of the self in relation
to the rest of the world and our individual perception of reality.
Characters are frequently fractured from reality. In Total
Recall, based on Dick’s short story ‘We Can Remember it For
You Wholesale’, A Scanner Darkly based on the novel of the
same name, and Blade Runner adapted from Do Androids Dream of
Electric Sheep?, characters are forced into questioning the
authenticity of their realities. What is real? What is human? Does
it matter? Questions of fate and free will are also classic Dick
themes explored in Minority Report and also in The
Adjustment Bureau. These are the questions that keep The
Adjustment Bureau moving forward. Are we in charge of our own
actions? Should we be in charge of our own decisions? What if
someone else can make better choices for us that result in the
greater social benefit? And what if we don’t like those
choices?

‘The Adjustment
Team’ operates on the basic premise as the film. The mysterious
Team works to push everyone towards the right decisions that will
lead to world peace and universal harmony. The film introduces a
personal level to this idea and carries it much further. In The
Adjustment Bureau David (Damon) discovers the true workings
behind the curtain of reality – a team of mysterious men in hats
headed by the never seen Chairman, operate across the world making
sure that The Plan, a type of pre-written fate plays out
accordingly. According to the Bureau whenever humankind takes
control of its own free will civilisation and the planet is
threatened. From the fall of The Roman Empire, World War I, The
Holocaust, the Cuban Missile Crisis, every black mark on human
history is where we’ve made the decisions for ourselves. So to keep
us all on track and to stop us destroying the planet, the Bureau
makes our big decisions for us – our jobs, our lovers, everything.
We can choose our preferred toothpaste or beverage, but that’s
about it.

Matt Damon
referred to The Adjustment Bureau as the least Philip K.
Dick of the adapted films. Perhaps this is because the film centres
on a love story between David and Elise (Blunt) rather than
exploring the more typical Dick shades of social paranoia woven
through the film. The romantic element is unique to the film and
one of the major points of departure from ‘The Adjustment Team’,
much to the chagrin of some critics. While it maybe more romantic
than a typical Dick story, the romance plot is used as a device to
explore the idea of fate and free will. What makes people feel they
belong together? What if they’re wrong? Do we get to decide who is
right for us? Is the One True Love fate? Is choosing to pursue love
free will? If David pursues Elise then she’ll never be a world
famous choreographer and he’ll never be President of the United
States of America. The problem is David wants both the woman and
the Top Job. So, with a minimally explored regard for Elise’s
perfect future, David fights for free will.

In ‘The
Adjustment Team’, the central character Ed is more content to sit
back and let the Team run the show. In each version free will loses
in the end. Ed surrenders, promising never to reveal the truth and
the Team makes sure he doesn’t. David and Elise fight to plan their
own fates but the result is that the Chairman simply changes the
pre-written fate so that their apparent personal choices work in
with everything else. David and Elise haven’t escaped the operation
of the Bureau or a pre-written fate at all.

So what’s the
answer? Is it better to trust our big decisions to a force that
knows better? Millions of people do this everyday through religious
belief, something the film alludes to by hinting at the Bureau and
the Chairman as the equivalent of God and angels. Fate or The Plan
is operating on the idea of the best outcome for the most people at
the expense of free will.

This idea, a
type of undemocratic democracy, is a valuable question in election
times where democratic citizens are asked to choose someone to make
their choices for them. Are we really responsible enough to make
our own decisions? According to The Adjustment Bureau,
No.

March, 2011
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This was
the first article I wrote specifically for Vivid Scribe, and
followed it up with 
a brief summary of page to screen adaptations of Philip K.
Dick, the second post ever published on Vivid
Scribe.
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An Alternative Version -
The Fairytale Trend
and Hollywood

 Hollywood works on trends.
Remakes of 1980s horror franchises, comic heroes, rock and roll
biopics, Beowulf, penguins – movies always follow trends and come
in batches. And the current trend is fairytales.

Fairytales are
not in any way new to the silver screen having long been a source
of rich material for all sorts of film makers. Disney lead the
world during the Golden Age of animation in the first half of the
20th Century with their animated fairytale features such as
Cinderella (1950), Sleeping Beauty (1959), and
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937) which was the first
feature length animated film. These animated adaptation of
traditional folktales defined fairytales for a lot of people, with
many thinking of the narratives in these adaptations as the
canonised versions of the traditional tales.

Remaking and
retelling fairytales in movies is not a novel concept either. Films
such as The Company of Wolves (1984), a dark and heavily
sexualised version of Charles Perrault’s Le Petit Chaperon
Rouge (Little Red Riding Hood); the German comedy
spoof 7 Sverge (7 Dwarfs) (2004); and Snow
White: A Tale of Terror (1997), the creepy Sigourney Weaver
and Sam Neil version of the classic tale directed by Michael Cohn.
These are only a few examples in an unfathomable list of movies
that present a different twist on traditional fairytales. At
present there are numerous films to add to that list both on our
screens and in production. Recently Disney gave us another version
of Rapunzel in Tangled (2010), an animated comedy musical
about a long haired girl trapped in a castle, who encounters a
runaway rogue and discovers her true nature as a shrewd princess.
Disney is also currently at work on another retelling of Snow White
titled Snow White and the Seven which tells the story of a
young English girl in Hong Kong who discovers her stepmother is
plotting against her and travels to mainland China where she teams
up with seven warriors. Snow White and the Seven is one of
three versions of the Snow White fairytale currently in production.
Universal Pictures is also working on Snow White and The
Huntsman directed by Rupert Sanders and starring Kirsten
Stewart (Twilight) as Snow White, Charlize Theron
(Monster) as the Evil Queen, and Viggo Mortensen
(The Lord of The Rings) as The Huntsman. This
version focuses on Snow White and her relationship with the
Huntsman, the man who was meant to kill her and return her heart to
the evil queen. Instead of killing her, the Huntsman becomes Snow
White’s protector and together they work to end the evil queen’s
reign of terror. Relativity Media is also working on the story in
The Brothers Grimm: Snow White directed by Tarsem Singh.
Here Snow White and her seven outlaw comrades launch an attack on
the Evil Queen, to be played by Julia Roberts, to regain Snow
White’s kingdom. Little Red Riding Hood has also been
remade in Catherine Hardwicke’s Red Riding Hood (2011). In
this version Valerie a young woman suspects her lover, Peter (get
it?!) may be the werewolf responsible for terrorising her village.
The Grimm fairytale Hansel and Gretel is set to hit the
big screen in 2012 with Tommy Wirkola’s horror/action/comedy
Hansel and Gretel: Witch Hunters. In this film we see
siblings Hansel and Gretel, fifteen years after the incident in the
Gingerbread House, become hard core witch hunters. So, what is the
appeal here?

Since the epic
successes of film franchises like The Lord of the Rings
and Harry Potter, The Chronicles of Narnia,
Avatar and that whole Twilight thing, fantasy is
a hot commodity. New digital technologies make it more and more
possible to bring fantasy to the screen in increasingly different
ways. Once upon a time, it was rare for fantasy to survive the
journey to the big screen let alone survive it well. But those
times are well and truly over with fantasy films, many based on
presold product, gushing out of Hollywood at an alarming rate. We
might speculate that the aforementioned fantasy successes have
opened up film and small screen audiences to speculative fiction
material in general. Film cultures are more ready to see boy
wizards, or teen vampires, talking lions or blue Na’vi riding great
leonopteryxs, some even want to see that. So the producers are
delivering en masse.

But it’s not
just the speculative fiction aspects that are at the centre of the
appeal of fairytales to modern film going audiences. Something else
is happening within these texts. It might be argued that the
stories themselves have a degree of universal resonance. Good is
good, bad is bad, good beats bad, hero princes get the princesses
and princesses get the princes and everyone lives happily ever
after. Right? It might not be as simple as that. Fairytales are
built on a distinctive juxtaposition of simplicity and complexity.
We read about simple characters in simple situations, - a child
visiting her grandmother, a brother and sister lost in the woods,
numerous girls constantly at odds with their step families, all of
which play out in totally self contained universes. We’re told who
the virtuous characters are and we’re told who the evil characters
are. And yet despite this simplicity, fairytales more often then
not are tangled in complex and often ambiguous moral themes and
situations – fathers purposefully losing their children in the
woods at the will of their wives, love that can only be gained
through trickery and deceit, children killing old women, meek women
and controlling men. It is these ambiguities and complexities that
modern retellings really get their teeth into.

Catherine
Hardwicke explains that Red Riding Hood is one of the few
fairy tales in which the girl doesn’t get married in the end, and
remains strong and independent and this is the angle her version
focuses on. Many retellings adopt this, reversing the meek female
role and creating a strong, empowered woman. Singh’s Snow
White appears to be taking a similar path by empowering the
fairy tale heroine. This snow white isn’t the meek girl who needs
to wait for her prince to come and rescue her; this one leads her
own army back to the castle to reclaim her kingdom.

Hardwicke’s
Red Riding Hood also draws out the underlying symbolic
sexuality of the werewolf as a folktale figure, removing it from
its sanitised story book version and wrapping it in a tale of
paranoia and mistrust, in a treatment similar to The Company of
Wolves. At this stage it is a little too early to tell how the
new Hansel and Gretel: Witch Hunters will adapt the
canonised version for modern audiences. But we wait with baited
breath. And perhaps it is this very sense of wanting to see how the
familiar versions of these stories have been changed that perks the
curiosity of film audiences and keeps us watching.
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Since
writing this article, the fairytale trend has also captured the
small screen with the popular US ABC TV series Once Upon A
Time which tells the story of an evil queen who trapped all of
the characters in fairy tale land in a modern town in our reality.
All of the classics are there - Snow White, Red Riding Hood,
Rumplestiltskin, and the show also draws on other tales of classic
fantasy including Alice in Wonderland and the tales of the Arabian
Nights. NBC has also put together a modern take on fairytales
with Grimm, an urban
fantasy where a cop discovers he is a ‘Grimm’ - an ancient
bloodline of warriors who fight the evil fairytale
nasties.
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Community Service -
Humour and Friendship in
TV’s Community

 Community
is an unusual show. It’s part The Breakfast Club, part
Friends and part one of those curious conversations you
have with a pop culture obsessed weirdo. Created by Dan Harmon,
Community first aired in 2009 on NBC and is currently
nearing the end of its second season. In March 2011,
Community was renewed for a third season to air in
2012.

There isn’t an
easy way to describe Community, but here goes: Take a
group of seven completely different students at Greendale Community
College, put them in a study group and let them at first
begrudgingly associate with each other, and then eventually become
close friends. Populate the college with an assortment of weird and
often unlikeable side characters, add a couple of love stories, a
few morality tales, some downright bizarre scenarios and generous
helping of popular culture in-jokes and meta-humour and you start
to get an idea of what Community is all about. The series
started slowly. Jeff Winger (Joel McHale), a smarmy lawyer is
forced to enrol community college after it’s discovered he’s been
working with an unofficial degree from Columbia. The country, not
the university. In order to get to know (read: sleep with) Brita
(Gillian Jacobs), a left wing, outspoken student from his Spanish
class, Jeff pretends he hosts a Spanish study group. And then he
ends up doing just that. Other members of the group include Troy
(Donald Glover), a has-been high school football hero; Annie
(Alison Brie), a former high school high achiever ruined by an
addiction to Adderall; Shirley (Yvette Nicole Brown), a middle
aged, single mother and devout Christian; Pierce (Chevy Chase) a
racist, sexist and generally offensive wealthy former businessman;
and Abed (Danny Pudi), an awkward film student who sees the world
through pop culture references. The writing in the beginning of the
show was ordinary, the characters were flat, and the jokes were
obvious. Even veteran comedian, Chevy Chase couldn’t muster enough
interest to expect this series to last more than a season.

There wasn’t a
precise turning point for Community, but it was somewhere
around the middle of the first season that the show started to
improve remarkably. The characters grow more familiar and more
rounded, perhaps as the actors themselves started to feel more
comfortable in their roles. The jokes became fresher, arguably as a
result of them getting simply weirder and with a greater focus on
self referential meta-humour.

A range of side
characters started to become regular features and develop their own
nuances, peppering the show with unexpected amusement. Two of the
most prominent, and most amusing side characters are Senor Chang
(Ken Jeong) the belligerent, acidic Chinese Spanish teacher who at
first displays a great loathing of everyone, later reveals he is
desperate to be accepted into the group; and Dean Pelton (Jim Rash)
Greendale’s homosexual, comically camp though in gross self-denial,
Dean who is desperate to see Greendale accepted as a regular
university. And so Community moved on from being just
another sit-com, to developing and working with its own brand of
comedy. In this sense, Community works in much in the same
way as TV comedy successes Scrubs (2002-2010) and Arrested
Development (2003-2006) in that they too featured an unusual
dynamic of characters and an innovative style of humour.
Community is also made by Arrested Development
writers and directors, Joe and Anthony Russo.

The strength of
Community’s style of humour, and arguably the strength of
the entire show lies in the character of Abed. Abed is the
innocent, the character who, thanks to his oddball view of the
world and sensitive self awareness is able to provide the clearest
perspective and most relevant answer to problems the characters
encounter. Abed, as the popular culture geek is also key to the
show’s wealth of pop culture in-jokes and references, a crucial
source of the show’s humour which wouldn’t be possible without him.
At times, these are one line jokes of no real relevance to the rest
of the plot. Other times they are a central feature in an episode,
like for instance in “The Science of Illusion” (Season 1, Episode
20) after Abed’s cable TV breaks down he follows Shirley and Annie
in their new jobs on campus security as though he were watching a
cop show, making observations and drawing parallels with the genre.
In other instances, an entire episode can revolve around a popular
culture reference, such as in “Cooperative Calligraphy” (Season 2,
Episode 8). This episode takes place with only the core cast of
characters and is set entirely on a single, central set with the
bare minimum of effects, props and general production expense. In
television culture, this style of episode is referred to as a
‘bottle episode’, and throughout the episode Abed constantly refers
to the scenario being played out as the group’s ‘bottle episode’,
satirising the show though a style of self referential
meta-humour.

Another example
of meta-humour occurs in “Abed’s Uncontrollable Christmas” (Season
2, Episode 11) where Abed begins to see the world in stop motion
animation, with the entire episode made in the same stop motion
animated style. In other instances, popular culture references
revolve around a single reference to a specific text. In “Messianic
Myths and Ancient People” (Season 2, Episode 5) Abed attempts to
make a film about Jesus for Shirley. His entire project and as a
result, the entire episode turns into a complex parody of Charlie
Kaufmann’s self-referential film Synecdoche New York
(2008). Abed briefly mentions the movie and without this the parody
would be completely lost to anyone unfamiliar with Kaufman’s film.
Similarly in “Critical Film Studies” (Season 2, Episode 19) where
Jeff’s plans for a surprise Pulp Fiction (1994) theme
party for Abed are ruined by Abed’s own secret plan to play out
My Dinner with Andre (1981) over dinner with the
unsuspecting Jeff. These episodes and their humour simply would not
be possible without Abed to both make and explain the jokes.
Considering the extent to which Community relies on this
style of humour, it can be concluded the entire show would not be
possible without the character of Abed.

Aside from its
heavy reliance on pop culture references and meta-humour,
Community does offer more conventional elements familiar
to a variety of shows. A strong bond within a group of friends
occurs in a number of different shows such as Friends
(1994-2004) and also How I Met Your Mother (2005- ),
however unlike these examples Community represents a much
more diverse group. African Americans, Palestinian, Chinese,
Christian, Muslim, Jewish, rich, poor, young, old, gay, straight,
Community portrays a diverse range of races, cultures and
social groups. This is one of the show’s central goals. In
Community, community college is meant to be the equalising
element for these disparate groups who, despite their differences
manage to get along and become important parts of each other’s
lives. In this way, Community is similar to John Hughes’
The Breakfast Club (1985), a film in which a group of
students, each representing different social groups in the school
bond in detention breaking down the social barriers that had
previously kept them apart. The question, however, remains why if
community college is meant to be the great equaliser, is good
looking, white, thirty something, middle class male, Jeff Winger
the group’s unofficial leader? There is also an element of racial
stereotyping at work in Community. The show does often
draw attention to this, which is perhaps its way of subverting its
own racial stereotyping.

Like most
sit-coms, Community also has a romantic element. A
will-they-or-won’t-they-end-up-together dynamic propels Jeff and
Brita’s relationship, although unusually it continues to operate
even after they did sleep together. A number of love stories come
and go throughout the series, however none are sustained. This is
because the relationship of the group is the core of the show.
Friends, not relationships are the most important thing in
Greendale, the community keeps Community continuing.


Community works because it’s different. As a show, it is
not without its weaknesses, but those are overshadowed by its
unique and considerable strengths. With its unexpected success, one
wonders how many Community imitations might appear in the
coming years.
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In its
third season run at the time of republishing this essay (March
2012), Community continues to be one of my favourite TV shows and
has developed more and more nuances of weird pop culture
referential meta-humour so much so, this essay only touches the
surface and a follow up analysis, covering later episodes
beckons.
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Ray Harryhausen –
Godfather of Special Effects
Cinema

 Before Avatar,
before Inception, before Pixar, before The Weta Workshop and
digital 3D cinema, there was Ray Harryhausen. While he’s not
exactly a household name, Ray Harryhausen revolutionised special
effects cinema, pioneering the art of dimensional stop motion
animation and creating some of the most magical scenes in cinematic
history.

Born in Los
Angeles in 1920, Ray Harryhausen was fascinated by mythical
creatures and dinosaurs from a very young age. As a five year old
boy watching Harry O. Hoyt’s The Lost World (1925),
Harryhausen was hooked on the magic of cinema, a revelation that
would propel his life’s work into a career spanning seventy years.
His first experiments in model animation took place when he was
thirteen, using his own models and marionettes to recreate scenes
from King Kong (1933). Soon after he moved onto
making wooden models and shooting experimental films on a 16mm
Victor camera around his parent’s home. Harryhausen was encouraged
to pursue his passion and on the advice of Willis O’Brien, visual
effects supervisor on King Kong and The
Lost World, he studied art and anatomy at city
college night classes, and went on to study technical film making
at university. His first job in animation came from George Pal
studios, working on Puppetoons, a series of European
puppet films. Harryhausen worked with Pal on thirteen Puppetoons
films, but left the company seeking a style of creative work that
he could not find in the replacement animation Pal utilised.

In 1942,
Harryhausen joined the Army. A year prior to this he made How
to Bridge a Gorge (1941), a short film illustrating the
potential uses of stop motion animation in US propaganda films. The
short piece was seen by influential film maker and US Army Colonel,
Frank Capra. Harryhausen was then assigned to the Special Service
Division, serving under Capra, and spent the war producing US
propaganda films, including the famous Why We Fight
series.

Following his
honourable discharge in 1946, Ray returned to lighter filmmaking
and produced The Mother Goose Stories (1946), a collection
of traditional nursery rhymes animated using wooden armatures, and
shot on 16mm Kodachrome stock. The Mother Goose Stories
were enormously successful, and were widely distributed through
schools across the United States. Following his work on The
Mother Goose Stories, Harryhausen was contacted by his former
mentor, Willis O’Brien and offered the opportunity to work on the
visual effects team for Mighty Joe Young (1949). The film
won the 1950 Oscar for Best Special Effects. Following the success
of Mighty Joe Young, Harryhausen and O’Brien
continued to collaborate together on several projects, however none
were ever completed. Harryhausen returned to making fairy tale and
nursery rhyme animations.

In 1951,
Harryhausen was offered work on his second feature film, The
Beast from 20,000 Fathoms. Based on a story by Ray Bradbury
and directed by Eugène Lourié, the film was about a carnivorous
dinosaur emerging from the sea and terrorising New York. The
Beast from 20,000 Fathoms was the first film to use
Dynamation, a split screen technique developed by Ray Harryhausen
using models inserted into live action footage. The Beast from
20,000 Fathoms is a hallmark in special effects cinema and a
critical turning point for Harryhausen’s career.

The 1950s and
60s saw the production of a multitude of science fiction and
fantasy adventure films. From the tacky low budget to high end,
huge budget, extravagant spectacles the era is considered a Golden
Age for speculative fiction cinema. The popularity of the genre in
this time is arguably due to the development of space travel and
increased cultural interest in outer-space stories, as well as the
increasing development and sophistication of film making technology
that enabled many of these fantasies to be realised. There is also
an argument that the Cold War political and cultural landscape
triggered a widespread cultural fear of ‘the other’, resulting in a
myriad of man vs. monster or alien stories. The success of
Harryhausen’s work was in no doubt due to this explosion of
cultural interest in the genre, though it can also be seen that his
skill and ingenuity in bringing so many of these images to life in
turn fuelled audience fascination.

In 1955,
Harryhausen worked on It Came From Beneath the Sea,
another monster movie, this time featuring a giant octopus. The
film was produced by Charles H. Scheer and marked the beginning of
a professional relationship between Harryhausen and Scheer lasting
twenty five years and twelve films. Because the budget allowed for
the killer octopus to have only six legs, it was designed so that
it would always be seen partially submerged in water. The 2001
Pixar feature Monsters Inc. pays tribute to Harryhausen
and It Came From Beneath the Sea by featuring a bar called
‘Harryhausen’, run by a six legged octopus.

In 1956
Harryhausen worked with Willis O’Brien on The Animal
World, a documentary on the history of animals. The film used
table top animation without any live action and met minimal
success. The following year, Harryhausen returned to speculative
fiction with Earth Vs the Flying Saucers (1956),
reportedly his least favourite of all of his films. In 1957 he
co-produced and co-wrote 20 Million Miles to Earth, a
story of earth’s invasion by lizard creatures from Venus. Filmed in
Italy, 20 Million Miles to Earth was the last film
Harryhausen made in black and white. Harryhausen’s most
considerable contemporary successes came with the Sinbad
films. In 1958, he co-wrote and co-produced The 7th Voyage of
Sinbad with Schneer. Directed by Nathan Juran and starring
Kerwin Mathews, filmed in Spain, The 7th Voyage of Sinbad
was the first stop motion animated film to be shot entirely in
colour. Its enormous success prompted Schneer to insure
Harryhausen’s hands for US $1 million. The next Sinbad
films did not come until the 1970s with The Golden Voyage of
Sinbad (1973) and Sinbad and the Eye of the Tiger
(1977).

In the 15 years
between the first and second Sinbad films, Harryhausen’s
success was varied. In 1959, he worked on The 3 Worlds of
Gulliver, based loosely on Gulliver’s Travels; 1960
saw the more successful Mysterious Island, an adaptation
of the Jules Verne story; and 1963 saw what many consider to be
Harryhausen’s finest technical work and one of the greatest of all
fantasy films, Jason and the Argonauts. Directed by Don
Chaffey, with Harryhausen as associate producer and co-writer,
Jason and the Argonauts is loose retelling of the
classic Greek legend. The film was an epic production, the final 4
minute 37 second skeleton scene alone taking four and a half months
to animate. Despite the epic scale of the production, the film was
made with a modest US $1 million budget (the average film budget in
1961 was $2 million. Compare this to Cleopatra, made for
US $44 million released in the same year as Jason and the
Argonauts). Despite its later celebration, Jason and the
Argonauts was a miserable box office failure. In 1964, Harryhausen
experimented with the new Panavision technology with the film
adaptation of HG Wells’ First Men in the Moon. Working as
co-writer and associate producer, this was the first and only of
Harryhausen’s films to use the widescreen format. In 1966,
Harryhausen joined with the celebrated Hammer film company to work
on One Million Years BC. Directed by Jason and the
Argonauts’ Chaffey, and starring Rachel Welch, the film’s
prehistoric human vs. dinosaur battles were Harryhausen’s first and
last attempts to use live animals in his visual effects. Despite
the somewhat unsuccessful effect, the film’s live creatures have
since become iconic movie monsters.

Harryhausen’s
next film was also a dinosaur piece, returning the use of animated
models rather than live reptiles. The Valley of Gwangi
(1969) is the story of a cowboy who sets out to capture an
Allosaurus for a Mexican circus. The film was first developed in
1942 with Willis O’Brien, though O’Brien is not credited in the
final release. The commercial failure of The
Valley of Gwangi lead Harryhausen back
into the more certain profits of the Sinbad franchise.
The Golden Voyage of Sinbad (1973) and Sinbad and the
Eye of the Tiger (1977) were both box office hits.

Following the
success of Sinbad films, Harryhausen returned to legendary
tales, producing Clash of the Titans (1981), based on the
adventures of the Greek hero, Perseus. A star cast including Maggie
Smith, Lawrence Olivier and Claire Bloom, secured the success of
the film. It was the final film for Charles H. Schneer and
Harryhausen’s last feature film before his official retirement in
1984. During the 1980s and through to the 2000s, Harryhausen
continued to dabble with animation on numerous projects, although
he never made another film. In 1991 he was awarded the prestigious
Gordon E. Sawyer Award from the American Academy of Motion Picture
Arts and Sciences, and in 1993 he was honoured with a star on the
Hollywood Walk of Fame.

Of the many
films surveyed in this article, you’re unlikely to see any of them
listed on lists of The Greatest Films Ever Made. While the films
themselves, for the most part B-List exploitation pieces, aren’t
going to be compared to the likes of Citizen
Kane, Ray Harryhausen is the Orson Welles of speculative
cinema. Our modern sensibilities may let us chuckle at spiders and
iguana space monsters, or flying saucers after we watch the likes
of Independence Day or Avatar, but without
Harryhausen’s pioneering work, special effects would arguably not
have been realised to the extent they are today. Ray Harryhausen,
film magician and the Godfather of speculative cinema.
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Check out this article on Vivid Scribe to see the
famous skeleton scene from Jason and the Argonauts. It’s a great
clip showing Harryhausen’s masterful work.

****

WTF is a Twabble? - Twitter
and Fiction for a New Age

 What do Twitter, Japanese
poetry and nonsense verse have in common? This is not a joke.

A quick
literary history lesson for context. Centuries ago, Japanese poets
developed type of collaborative poetry known as a Renga. The Renga
opened with a hokku, a short starting verse that would form the
foundation for the following collaborating poets to build on. The
hokku was considered the most important and most respected section
of the Renga, and only the most masterful poets were permitted to
compose it. In the late 1600s the hokku began to emerge as a stand
alone piece, and in the late 19th Century, poet Masaoka Noboru,
more famously known as Masaoka Shiki, renamed the form Haiku.

The delicate
art of haiku expanded as a poetic form and spread across the world.
From the kigo (a seasonal theme), the kireji (a contrast or
comparison between two themes or images), or the modern free themed
form, the haiku has retained its short, distinctive format of three
lines of five, five and three syllables.

In the 19th
Century, the limerick a short form of nonsensical poem was
popularised by Edward Lear. The limerick existed long before Lear’s
Book of Nonsense (1845), some scholars believing it was adapted
from a folk format, much like a joke. The limerick, like haiku, has
a strict length and syllabic meter. It is composed in five lines
with an ‘aabba’ rhyme scheme, and traditionally expresses some kind
of social taboo.

Flash forward
to the 21st century where social networking site Twitter has
revolutionised the way millions of people communicate with each
other in messages of 140 characters or less. Uses of Twitter vary
from messaging, marketing and making random comments, and for a
growing number of Twitter users, publishing fiction. The
similarities between haiku, limericks and fiction ‘tweets’ don’t
end at both having a defined amount of space to work with. I
chatted with a few Fiction Tweeters to find out more.

Most types of
published fiction have some form of standardized category. Speaking
generally, generally, a novel needs at least 60,000 words to be a
novel. A novella has less than that, a short story doesn’t go
higher than 20,000 and flash fiction comes in between 300 and 500
words. So what do you call a piece of fiction written in 140
characters or less? “I have seen them referred to as Twit-fiction,
Twitter length fiction, micro-fiction, micro-flash fiction, and
even Twabbles,” says Christopher Ryan, author of Twitter fiction
feed, @TerseTales.

Pete Barker
named his Twitter fiction feed @BlindFiction because he writes fast
fiction like a blinding flash. Barker was inspired to try his hand
at this very short form by the Twitter Fiction of Sean Hill’s
@VeryShortStory. Barker describes Hill as “the undisputed champion”
of Twitter Fiction, and with Hill’s feed attracting almost 76,000
followers it’s an accolade that’s hard to dismiss. “I think of them
as bite-sized,” says Hill. “Small enough to be consumed quickly as
you’re browsing your Twitter feed but weighty enough that they stop
and make you think.”

So, what kind
of fiction can readers find in these 140 character micro-flashes?
Tying nicely into more traditional forms of short, stylised
narratives, Ryan Mecum uses Twitter to publish haiku on his feed
@Mecum Haiku. The poems are an extension of his published works,
Zombie Haiku: Good Poetry for your…Brains (2008) Vampire Haiku
(2009), Werewolf Haiku (2010), and his forthcoming Dawn of Zombie
Haiku. While Mecum’s haiku tweets are not limited to the horror
genre of his books, they frequently wander into that territory.

@Dead End
Fiction, as the name suggests, works primarily in the horror genre.
“Often the tweets draw upon the imagery or iconography of horror
(horror stories or horror films) without actually being horror” the
author says. “I think the writing style varies from tweet to tweet
but hopefully always retains the themes of either horror or
death.”

Ryan’s @Terse
Tales deliver a generally speculative feel and tend to border on
the unknown, with a metaphysical and often dream like quality. “140
characters does not allow enough room to really tell a story, so I
mostly try to hint at the story. I want to say just enough, then
allow the reader to fill in the blanks,” he says. “Much of the
fiction I enjoy utilizes this concept, and the Twitter format
really brings it out.”

@Blind Fiction
and @Very Short Story are more varied in their tales. “Erratic,”
Barker says when asked to describe his style. “There isn’t really a
theme to the pieces; they’re literally just things that grew out of
random thoughts… Some of them are funny, some have twists, some are
a bit more piercing.”

Similarly,
Hill’s @Very Short Story features a range of themes and styles. “I
watched a lot of Twilight Zone and Monty Python as a child. This
has lead me to like funny things with a twist.” Working from a
background in improvisational comedy, Hill chose to work with
Twitter for its interactive nature. He asks readers to submit a
noun which he will use to inspire a tweet. “This makes the stories
a collaborative process. There are so many stories that I’ve
written based on reader’s suggestions that I just would not have
written by myself. Together we can go some place that neither one
of us would have reached alone.”

Despite the
traditions of limericks, haiku poetry and other short narrative
forms, numerous critics have questioned the literary and creative
value of Twitter length fiction. Can Tweets really work as fiction?
“Sometimes it feels like they are jokes with punch lines or that
they rely too heavily on puns or wordplay. But the idea was that
there would be a sense of story in these tweets, a beginning,
middle and end,” says @Dead End Fiction. Barker agrees: “There’s a
lot of power in the words that aren’t said; writing these just
means figuring out a way of making the reader fill in the blanks.”
Mecum compares his creative process with @Mecum Haiku to a
photograph, “another way to capture one statement, visual, or
idea,” he says.

Most of the
authors that we spoke to generally agree that the 140 character
format can limit creativity, but there is no sense of this being a
negative thing. “It can be stifling as well as inspiring,” says
Ryan. “Every piece must be compromised in some way in order to fit
the size constraint, which you can say limits the creative process,
however when forced to frame your writing into such an extreme
condition it often brings things out that you otherwise never would
have thought of.”

Mecum agrees:
“I think it totally pushes the creative mind. One must think
outside the box in order to fit what you want to say back inside
the box that has exact 140 character dimensions.”

How does the
writer go about fitting a story into such a small space? @Blind
Fiction starts with the larger scope. “I think of a thing, a
scenario or an outlook, and then try to word a flashbulb image of
the important bits; readers can do the bits round the edges
themselves, and things turn out more varied that way anyway,”
Barker says.

Likewise,
nearly all of the @Terse Tales need to be trimmed into the shape of
a tweet after the initial idea has been formed. “A concept or
perhaps a piece of dialog will pop into my head and then the task
begins of cramming it into 140 characters without losing too much.
It really makes you think about language itself,” Ryan says. Hill
describes @Very Short Story starting in a similar way: “I usually
start with a suggested noun or an idea from my own head and write
it down without worrying about fitting in 140 characters. Next I
jiggle the words around a bit, removing any that are not really
needed to tell the story.”



It can be
argued that Twitter Fiction is the ultimate creative expression
representing the age of copious amounts of instant information and
our ability to interact with that to an extend that has never
before been possible. Ryan tends to agree. “The form certainly
mirrors the current state of information consumption in that it is
immediate, widely available, short, and to the point. The key is to
use these strengths while maintaining some level of literary
depth.”

Twabbles. So
now we know.

The
Best Twabbles, Selected by the Authors

The gutter
overflowed again, full of leaves from the oak I planted for you,
all those centuries ago.

Pete Barker,
@BlindFiction

5th August
2010

My husband did
not believe in ghosts, so I was intrigued, after his funeral, to
find him sulking in the attic, too embarrassed to haunt me.

@DeadEndFiction

11th June
2010

The crowd
stared, impatient. The magician probed the interior of his hat,
finding nothing but a note written in a crude hand: NOT
TONIGHT.

Christopher
Ryan, @Terse Tales

24 March,
2011

“Firetruck!
Yelled 5 year old Billy. His Mom had told him his Dad was a
fireman. When he got older, he set fires, hoping to meet Dad.

Sean Hill,
@Very Short Story

May 2009

Take a matchbox
car / and cover it with jelly. / Once ants find it, push.

Ryan Mecum,
@Mecumhaiku

6 May 2011

May, 2011

Published as
Kate Murphy

And
speaking of Twitter, don’t forget to follow @vividscribe
and @katekrake
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In Theory – A Response to
‘Socio-Political Themes in The Smurfs’

 
‘Socio-Political
Themes in The Smurfs,’ an essay by J Marc Schmidt has
been attracting the attention of cultural theory fans since it was
written in 1998. Since it has been published on Vivid Scribe,
Schmidt’s essay has become one of our most popular and provoking
articles.

In this
article, I do not attempt to argue against Schmidt’s overall
claims. His essay raises numerous valid theories that can be backed
up with textual evidence, and despite a select few points that I
believe deserve rethinking and even correction, Schmidt’s argument
is relatively sound. My issue with Socio-Political Themes in
The Smurfs rests on the nature of cultural theory built on
textual observation. It is an argument against the particular type
of cultural analysis employed in Socio-Political Themes in The
Smurfs. By offering a variety of theoretical readings of
The Smurfs, I aim to demonstrate the fallibility of
smothering cultural texts with blanket theories and false
allegorical status.

The Smurfs and Marxism

Socio-Political
Themes in The Smurfs is not the first, nor will it be the
last piece of cultural theory to claim that The Smurfs
represents a Marxist state. The theory fits. Schmidt explains the
Smurf village as a utopian, Socialist collective. The village and
its lands are shared evenly and harmoniously with all of the Smurfs
working together in the common pursuit of a shared wealth, Smurf
berries. This is indeed a basic idea of Marxist-Leninist Socialism,
a workers utopia where all labour, all production is returned
equally to the workers. Schmidt notes that Papa Smurf is “not so
much the leader of the Smurfs as an equal revered by the others for
his age and wisdom.” This fits well into the broad Marxist ideal of
decentralised leadership and control. While this Socialist ideal
never really works out in reality with one pig always winding up
more equal than another, it seems to be a successful social
structure in the Smurf village.


Gargamel and Capitalism

Schmidt claims
that the Gargamel as the antithesis to the Marxist ideal that is
the Smurf community represents Capitalism. “He embodies everything
bad about Capitalism. He is greedy, ruthless, and his only concern
is with his own personal gratification. He is what happens when the
individual makes himself more important than the society he lives
in.” Indeed, Gargamel is out to destroy the Smurfs. His actions and
motivations are cruel and selfish, and he is largely driven by the
pursuit of goods and wealth – he wants to eat the Smurfs, and also
needs the Smurfs to make an alchemical ingredient for turning base
matter into gold.

According to
Schmidt, Gargamel in this sense represents a devouring of Socialism
reminiscent of the West’s encirclement tactics against the USSR in
the Cold War, and also the sheer Capitalist pursuit of wealth
against all moral considerations. It is in the observations of
Gargamel that Schmidt’s argument develops its weakest points.
Superficially, Gargamel is indeed a Capitalist and sticking with
the idea of the Smurfs as Marxists, he is a Capitalist out to
destroy Socialism. This is theory, and the observations made of
Gargamel are flawed in a number of ways.

Schmidt
states:

“As the
ultimate Super-Capitalist, [Gargamel] is more concerned with his
own wealth than with equality and fairness. Like any Adam Smith
style capitalist, it is his ‘natural’ state to want as much money
as he can get. Gargamel is a cold, bitter and ultimately empty man.
This is because he has nothing else in his life but a soulless
quest for wealth and possessions. A definite statement about the
anti-social effects of economic rationalism.”

While cold and
bitter, Gargamel is not an ultimately empty man. He loves his cat,
Azrael and is wholly devoted to him. Even though Gargamel is often
harsh to his pet, and the sentiment returned, there are numerous
episodes where Azrael runs away, his absence upsetting this wizard,
and other instances where Gargamel begs for Azrael’s life, or
rescues his beloved moggy from danger. Gargamel was also a type of
benefactor as he was the only wizard who agreed to teach Scruples
when he was expelled from magic college. As such, Gargamel is not
wholly obsessed with capital as Schmidt suggests. His hatred of the
Smurfs is a vow of revenge against his humiliation at being bested
by them in his first appearance in the original comic strip,
further evidence of his emotional investment in his battle against
Smurf life and one that has little to do with his pursuit of
capital gain. Admitting that Gargamel does have comparably
Capitalist traits, he is most definitely not an “Adam Smith style
capitalist”. While Smith’s economic theory does advocate that
Capitalism in the most logical and effective means of social
organisation and advancement, Smith insists on a moral and ethical
underpinning to all Capitalist ventures, something that Gargamel
lacks

The
Smurfs as Capitalists

In a sense, the
Smurfs themselves are more representative of Smithian Capitalism
than Gargamel. The Smurfs are all individualised, a most
un-Communist feature. Each Smurf has his or her identifying objects
– vanity and his mirror, handy and his overalls and pencil. They
all have distinguishing names, and they each have their
individualised roles in the community in accordance to their
individual traits. Brainy handles the academic work, Handy takes
care of construction, Barber Smurf, Cobbler Smurf, Chef Smurf,
Tracker Smurf, Poet Smurf… their social roles are obvious. The
Smurfs are a perfect example of Smith’s Division of Labour theory
as each Smurf with his unique labour role enables the effective
functioning and advancement of the society. Further exemplifying
their Smithian traits, the Smurfs pursue their capital gain with a
strong moral centre and strict ethical code.

The theory of
the Smurfs as Capitalists can be furthered by the observation that
all of the Smurfs wear Phrygian caps, symbols of liberty and
freedom, perhaps a free economy. Therefore, if we follow this
argument the Smurfs are just as much capitalists as Gargamel
himself. So where does this leave the argument that Gargamel, the
capitalist, is out to destroy socialism? Perhaps we can now see him
as being bent on destroying the capital competition as per any free
market economy.

The
Smurfs as Marxist Caricatures

A popular
argument in Smurf Marxist theory is that Papa Smurf bears a
striking resemblance to Karl Marx. Schmidt makes this point, and
continues to draw a parallel between Brainy Smurf and Leon Trotsky.
He states: “[Brainy] is the only one in the village who comes close
to matching Papa’s intellect – he is a thinker. With his round
spectacles, he could also be a caricature of Trotsky. He is often
isolated, ridiculed or even ejected from the commune of the village
for his ideas. And of course, Trotsky was banished from the USSR.”
I agree with this. To a degree. Papa Smurf does resemble Karl Marx.
Brainy Smurf does resemble Trotsky, but no more than he resembles
Noam Chomsky, Jean-Paul Sartre or any other bespectacled thinker,
and countless intellectuals have been ostracised from their
communities for generating and expressing ideas against the popular
opinion. Schmidt’s theory is on tenuous footing.

Papa Smurf also
looks like Santa Claus. He also looks like Charles Darwin. Does
this follow that the Smurfs are all Darwinists too? Given
Smurfette’s Creationist origins, probably not.

The
Smurfs as Christian Allegory

In Smurfette we
stumble upon another applicable theory. Christianity. Smurfette was
created by Gargamel to infiltrate the Smurf Village. Papa Smurf
then magically turned her into a real Smurf, much like God creates
Eve from Adam’s rib. It follows then that Papa Smurf is a
representation of the Christian God, even to the point of
resembling a popular image of God. The Smurf village then
represents heaven; Gargamel, the Devil and Azrael is named for the
Islamic Angel of Death which has numerous connections to Christian
traditions.

The
Smurfs as Nazi Allegory

If one does not
agree with the idea that The Smurfs represents a Christian
ideal, then might the Smurfs be Nazis? They are, after all,
identical citizens living to the exclusion of all other races. Does
Brainy Smurf not represent Heinrich Himmler? Did Papa Smurf not
turn Smurfette’s hair from black to blonde, creating the ideal
Aryan Smurf? We see where this is going.

The
Problems of Cultural Theory and False Allegory

The weaknesses
of an absolutist cultural theory like Marxism blanketed across a
text like The Smurfs has been demonstrated. While
Schmidt’s essay does begin by justifying itself as a discursive
analysis and a collection of observations, its downfall is the
turnaround to an analysis of themes in such absolute terms. Schmidt
states the main concern of his essay is to argue that The
Smurfs is a Marxist fable. Fables are stories with an
underlying lesson. Anything categorised as a fable needs to have
been created with the intention of delivering a message, a lesson,
a truth or theory. The Smurfs is not a fable. Pierre
‘Peyo’ Culliford, the creator of The Smurfs did not
construct the show with any agenda, social, political or otherwise.
In 2011, French theorist Antoine Buéno, published Le Petit Livre
Bleu (Little Blue Planet) a book of controversial Smurf theory
which shares some of Schmidt’s ideas. In reaction to Buéno’s work,
Thierry Culliford, Peyo’s son stated that there is no agenda to
The Smurfs, that it is first and foremost children’s
entertainment and that if anything, his father was apolitical.
Indeed, Buéno states: “A work can channel imagery that an author,
in good faith, does not support, thus The Smurfs could be
more a reflection of the spirit of the times than the mind of their
creator.”

While this does
not mean that theories cannot be read into the text, I am however
not convinced that, as Schmidt writes: “The Smurfs should
be praised for using metaphor and the device of the fairy tale to
introduce children to political themes.” If The Smurfs was
a direct allegory, or a true fable, then perhaps this might be
true. The show did teach social, moral and ethical values to
children however the direct attribution of specific social
structures and political themes is purely inference and conjecture
on the part of the theorist. In this sense, the style of cultural
theory Schmidt applies in his essay fableises The Smurfs
creating a false allegory.

Applying a
blanket of theory like Schmidt and countless others have done to a
source such as The Smurfs endangers the text. By all means
texts should be analysed, parallels should be drawn, observations
made, and theoretical frameworks applied. The danger is confusing
these secondary analyses as being a core part of the text itself
and creating that false allegory.

August,
2011

J Marc and
I have been working together for a year or so now and his
articles are
a valued contribution to Vivid Scribe. He’s stated
that he would never write an essay like his original Smurfs piece
these days, reflecting on how much his thinking towards pop culture
has changed since 1998. Though he did say that he enjoyed reading
my response to his essay. whether or not J Marc’s original essay
was a tongue in cheek analysis doesn’t change the fact that
countless pop culture texts are subjected to false allegorical
analysis, which is my broad gripe this response essay is really
targeting. No hard feelings, J Marc!

****

The Devil’s Backbone – A
Humanist Ghost Story

 “Never fear the
dead. Fear the living. They are the real danger.”~ Guillermo del
Toro

The Devil's
Backbone (El Espinazo Del Diablo) is the third
feature film for Mexican auteur director, Guillermo del Toro. Set
against the backdrop of the Spanish Civil War, The Devil's
Backbone is both a chilling ghost story and a tale of the
triumph of good and innocence over the evils of the darkest human
behaviours. The Devil's Backbone also gives us an
unsettling insight into the nature of ghosts. This article delves
into this nature in the attempt to understand why ghosts are such a
prevailing supernatural force in our otherwise rational
culture.

The Devil's Backbone – Plot
summary.

It is 1939. The
Spanish Civil War is tearing the country apart. Poverty, hunger,
and disease are rife and trust is hard come by. When his father is
killed in the war, Carlos (Fernando Tielve) is taken to live in a
boy’s orphanage, set in the middle of sweeping Fordian landscapes,
isolated from any sense of civilisation and home to a raggedy bunch
of boys of varying ages. The orphanage is run by Republican
sympathisers, the kindly and wise Dr. Casares (Federico Luppi), and
the brusque headmistress, Carmen (Marisa Paredes). Jacinto (Eduardo
Noriega), a former orphan is now the caretaker.

On his first
day in the orphanage, Carlos encounters a ghost, nicknamed by the
other boys “the one who sighs”. The ghost is the spirit of Santi, a
young orphan who mysteriously disappeared from the orphanage the
previous year. On the same night that Santi disappeared, a bomb
fell into the courtyard and did not explode. Now diffused, the bomb
sits ominously in the centre of their lives, a unnerving allusion
to the war that threatens their home, and for one orphan, Jaime
(Íñigo Garcés) a haunting reminder of what really happened the
night Santi supposedly disappeared. With the help of Carlos and the
other orphans, Santi is determined that his killer should face his
justice, but he also must warn the boys of their own impending
doom.

The Devil's Backbone – Some Background
Information

While The
Devil's Backbone is Guillermo del Toro’s third feature film,
it is the first film he wrote, penning the screenplay for his
university thesis 16 years before the film’s release. Following his
dissatisfaction with Mimic in 1997, del Toro was eager to return to
independent filmmaking in a Spanish language project. Filmed in
Madrid, The Devil's Backbone was the first time the
director had shot in Europe and the first film he worked with a set
historical period.

The Devil's
Backbone is rooted in the legacy of Víctor Erice’s The Spirit
of the Beehive (1973). Also set during the Spanish Civil war The
Spirit of the Beehive tells the story of a small girl who, after
watching Frankenstein (1931) is determined to track down the
monster. Del Toro labels Ernice’s film as the greatest influence on
his own work, with many similarities between The Devil's
Backbone and also his celebrated Pan’s Labyrinth (2006). Pan’s
Labyrinth, set during the same war is described by del Toro as the
sister film to the brother The Devil's Backbone with both
films exploring the effects of the Spanish Civil War through the
eyes of children adrift in their own terrifying experiences with
the supernatural.

“What
is a Ghost?” – Horror and the Nature of Ghosts

The Devil's
Backbone is a stunning example of del Toro’s very particular
style of horror. Like Cronos, and Pan’s Labyrinth, The Devil's
Backbone does not use overly blatant, aggressive or visceral
visual representations of horror or the grotesque.

While it is
true that the ghost of Santi is visually horrifying, with blood
streaming from his fatal would in his permanent shroud of water,
this is a subtle visual horror, never fixated on, never
sensationalised. Instead the horror in The Devil's
Backbone is built slowly, through tantalising and disquieting
mystery as the true nature of the haunting is explored. The film
opens with a voice over narration, played over the images of the
falling bomb and the death of Santi - “What is a ghost? A tragedy
condemned to repeat itself time and time again? An instant of pain
perhaps. Something dead which still seems to be alive. An emotion
suspended in time like a blurred photograph, like an insect trapped
in amber.”

We then see the
haunting image of the deformed baby in the jar, hanging lifelessly
and itself suspended in time like a ghost. Later in the film,
Casares explains the deformation as “The Devil's
Backbone”, what we know today as spina bifida. It is believed,
Casares explains, that children who are born with the condition
should never have been born in the first place, they are “nobody’s
children.”

The preserving
fluid is called “limbo liquid”, a very old spiced rum that he sells
to people who believe it will cure them of various ailments,
including impotence. He tells Carlos that if he is going to believe
in ghosts, he might as well take a drink of “limbo liquid” to cure
his wound. After Carlos leaves, denying his belief in the ghost of
Santi, the impotent Casares drinks the liquid himself drawing the
conclusion that he also believes in the ghost of Santi. By the end
of the film, Casares is himself a ghost and the bookend narration
tells us that the opening speculations on the nature of ghosts are
made by Casares after his own death.

In Casares’
death, The Devil's Backbone returns Luppi to the thin and
often blurring line between living and dying that was explored in
‘Guillermo del Toro’s Cronos: A Life and Death Antidote to
Contemporary Vampire Culture.’ Fitting with his own musing on the
nature of ghosts, Casares is something dead which still seems to be
alive; his ghost is trapped in the orphanage, held by the remnants
of the tragedies that brought him to death. Like Santi, Casares
remains after death to help set right the wrongs of the living.

The courtyard
bomb is just as much a ghost as Santi, a looming spectre of the
threat of war, and for Jaime a constant reminder of Santi’s brutal
death. The bomb is supposedly diffused, but it creaks and groans
like “One Who Sighs” and Jaime claims he can still hear it ticking.
Like any other ghost, the bomb still seems alive after death. The
bomb is connected with Santi, as is Carlos so straight away Carlos
feels the otherworldly resonance of the bomb. He asks it to lead
him to Santi and the bomb obliges, releasing a ribbon on the wind
which Carlos follows. He is lead to Santi who warns him that they
will all die. In a comparable manner, the bomb also warns of
impending death coming to them all not only from the escalating
war, but also from the treacherous actions of the avaricious
Jacinto.


Humanist Ghosts and Monstrous Humans

Ghosts have
haunted the human psyche more than any other supernatural creature.
In this argument, I’m not referring to gluts of pop culture trends
such as the current fascinations with vampires, werewolves or
zombies. Thousands of otherwise rational individuals claim to have
experienced some kind of haunting. Haunted houses, ghost tours,
ghost stories, spirit photography – more than likely, it will prove
find far easier to find a person who believes in ghosts than to
find a person who legitimately believes in the existence of
vampires. A widespread belief in ghosts survived the secularisation
of western culture unlike any other supernatural creature. We’ve
slayed the demons, sent the angels flying, but the ghosts are still
around. Ghosts are a very real part of our human cultural
legacy.

In ghost movies
like The Devil's Backbone, the ghost is an earthbound
spirit who is prevented from moving into the true sense of death.
It is a common theme in ghost narratives for the transition to true
death to occur only when the conditions of the ghost’s torment and
unrest are satisfied, allowing the dead to finally rest in
peace.

This kind of
ghost has been referred to as a humanist ghost. The humanist ghost
is a ghost that is still bound in the human psyche, with human
issues and human concerns. The Others (2001), The Sixth Sense
(1999), Ghost (1990), are other examples of humanist ghost
narratives.

In her study of
ghostly cinema, Aviva Briefel labels films like The Others
and The Sixth Sense as “spectral incognizance”, a sub-genre
of ghost films where the ghost needs to realise they are dead in
order to pass onto the netherworlds. These ghosts need the help of
humans and the earthy realm to realise their own deaths and aid
their spectral transition. While The Devil's Backbone does
not belong to the spectral incognizance sub-genre, Santi does
require the connection and interaction with the human world to
allow him to rest in peace.

As Santi leads
Carlos to the truth of his death, the darkest elements of the human
condition are brought to light. Jacinto’s greed and treacherous
violence, Carmen’s shame at her own lust for him, Jaime’s fear and
subsequent guilt at knowing the truth of Santi’s death. Del Toro
states that The Devil's Backbone is a lesson “that you
shouldn’t be afraid of a ghost – you should be afraid of the
living.” As Carlos helps Santi reveal the truth of his death, Santi
helps the living world confront their own haunted lives and selves.
This is a truth common to a great many ghost stories. In
Poltergeist (1982), the spirits were restless and angry because the
thoughtless greed of the property developers had disturbed their
graves. In Ghost, Sam remains after death in order to warn and save
Molly from the people who killed him. Though not specifically a
ghost, Eric Draven in The Crow (1994) returns from death to avenge
his and his fiancée’s murder. In Shakespeare’s Hamlet, the ghost of
Hamlet’s father tells him the truth of his death and implores his
son reveal Claudius’ guilt.

In this
sub-genre of humanist ghost narratives, the fear and threat is not
from the ghost themselves but rather the human treachery that made
them that way in the first place. While the courageous Carlos in
The Devil's Backbone is frightened of Santi, he is more
terrified of Jacinto. Even in a film like Poltergeist, where the
spirits are a violent and malevolent force, that monstrosity can be
forgiven. As the ghosts struggle with their lingering connection to
the corporeal world, we are able to identify with their very human
distresses. The tragedy of these violated and severely wronged
ghosts evoke our sympathies. It is for this reason, I argue that
ghosts have remained such an unwavering supernatural presence in
our earth and logic bound Western nature. In this subgenre of
humanist ghost narratives, we not only identify with the spectres,
but we rely on their otherworldly knowledge to guide us and even
save us from our earthly dangers. The threats in the living world,
like Jacinto, are the true monsters while the ghosts are, after
all, only human.
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Acting her Age - Madonna,
Gender and Age in Popular Media.

 Madonna is a polarising force touching
all facets of popular culture. At the time of writing this, Madonna
has just released MDNA, her thirteenth studio album and is
just about to embark on her ninth multi-national tour. With three
greatest hits compilations, two film soundtracks and three official
live records, Madonna is an artist with twenty one albums over a
thirty year career. Never confined to music, Madonna also dabbles
in film both in front and behind the camera, has written a
controversial book, Sex (1992) and the children’s book
series The English Roses (2003). Madonna is the worldwide
best selling female artist of the twentieth century; The most
successful solo artist to date; The second most successful musical
act, second to The Beatles, to date; Has the highest selling
children’s picture book to date; And tops the highest grossing
concert tour to date.

Few other
celebrities attract as much passionate adoration from fans as they
do scathing disapproval from critics, and no other celebrity has
done so for such a continuously long time. Love her or hate her, no
one can deny Madonna is one of the most potent forces in popular
culture, ever, and truly a one of a kind celebrity.


‘Causing a Commotion’ - Madonna, Sex and
Ageing

Since Madonna
turned 50, and even in the years leading up to the half century
mark, a great deal of media commentary has focussed on her age,
especially in terms of “acting her age.” Madonna turns 54 this
year, and the pop-driven, youthful sounding MDNA is bringing these
same comments thick and fast. Here are a few examples:

“No Longer an
Upset: Madonna Acts Her Age” NY Times, Feb 6 2012

“Madonna
Shocked At a Film Screening Last Night – By Wearing Clothes
Befitting a Middle-Aged Woman.” The Sun, March 19 2012

“Is It Finally
Time For Madonna To Act Her Age?” Mirror, Aug 20,
2012.

“Too Old For
Hotpants? Madonna’s Butt Hangs Out On Stage” Music
Fix, 27, March 2012

“YAWN, the only
thing that Madonna can do that would shock us all would be to dress
and act her age. It’s time for her to retire.” User comment from
“Madonna Releases “Superstar” Sneak Preview, Lourdes Leon Provides
Backing Vocals!” The Hollywood Gossip,
March 2012.

Sex and
sexuality are inseparable from the product that is Madonna. From
the beginning of her career Madonna has always given her mainstream
pop an edge, usually with some kind of sexually provocative theme
or image. This escalated and peaked in the early 1990s with the
single ‘Justify my Love’ (1990); the controversial book,
Sex; her album Erotica (1992). In decades past,
sex was the only thing the media saw when Madonna was the topic and
now it seems that the earlier public shock from provocative
displays of sexuality has been replaced by a shock from her age.
And it is typically a negative reaction.

Scores of
photographs fill the Internet and the pages of gossip magazines,
all with the latest close up of Madonna’s wrinkling skin, her
tightening and gaunt musculature, speculation on plastic surgery,
her latest young boyfriend, and most recently, her butt cheeks at
the Miami Music Festival. Rarely if ever, does the popular media,
especially the celebrity rags, make mention of Madonna’s music.

Of course it
isn’t the age specifically that is upsetting people. What is
confronting is a 54 year old woman in hot-pants and leotards, with
a string of twenty-something year old lovers, swearing, dancing,
thrusting, gyrating, flipping the finger, singing and talking about
sex -basically, it’s a 54 year old celebrity doing much the same
thing as she has done her entire thirty year career. This popular
obsession with Madonna’ age and public image stems from a position
where no one knows quite how to react to a 54 year old, still
relevant pop star as, quite simply, no other pop star has lasted
this distance.

‘Bye,
Bye Baby’ - What’s To Be Done With an Aging Female
Celebrity

Celebrities in
their fifties and beyond, specially female celebrities have a
clearly designated space in pop culture. They start appearing in
the Movie Mum roles, they start covering jazz and show-tune
standards with decade long gaps between albums (here’s looking at
you, Cyndi Lauper), that is if they don’t fade into obscurity. This
is the culturally expected and accepted trajectory of ageing stars,
though there are few clear reasons for it. True, a great many aging
and aged female celebrities have remained famous and adored for a
long time, Elizabeth Taylor or Cher for example. This kind of
legendary status however is largely an effect of nostalgia and
occurs when the star’s career is for all intent, over.

In 1982, an
unknown 24 year old dancer appeared on the US Dance Charts with a
single, ‘Everybody.’ A self-titled album came a year later peaking
at number seven on the US Charts after a slow rise. Since these
beginnings, Madonna has consistently released new and high-selling
material. With the exception of Michael Jackson, no other pop star
has remained consistently culturally relevant for such a long time,
remained at The Top with new material that not only changes with
the appropriate zeitgeist, but forms it as well. I’ve no doubt
Michael Jackson would have continued in his career as the King of
Pop if it weren’t for his tragic death.

Madonna can’t
be relegated to these put-out-to-pasture ranks of the ageing female
celebrity because, as MDNA has recently proven, praised or
condemned, she’s still relevant and has never been otherwise.

‘Like
it Or Not’ - Madonna is Acting Her Age the Only Way Madonna
Can

While other
provocative female pop/dance artists over forty do exist, Alison
Goldfrapp (46) and Merrill “Peaches” Nisker (46) for example, these
artists don’t make quite the same type of pop music as Madonna and
more importantly, they aren’t in her same rank of uber-celebrity.
As such, they can’t really operate in this context of controversial
ageing. Madonna is the only 50+ year old female celebrity acting
like she is because she’s the only 50+ year old woman in history in
the position to do so. Madonna’s music keeps charting, records
selling, concert tickets outselling, and the magazines keep taking
pictures of her. It’s not just a matter of Madonna not retiring,
it’s a matter of popular culture still wanting her to continue.

‘What
it Feels Like For A Girl’ - Age and Gender

Michael Jackson
was the same age as Madonna (13 days younger to be exact) but
comments of Jackson’s age rarely, if ever, came into an analysis of
his music or performance. Even if Jackson had lived to perform his
‘This is It’ tour, it is doubtful he would have received the same
age based scrutiny. Is it because he is a man?

Is it because
Madonna is more sexually provocative and uses sexuality as part of
her cultural image and thus too old to be “sexy” in the popular
definition of the word? Tom Jones, the Sex Bomb himself, is 72 and
still thrusting about in front of crowds of screaming women.
Granted those crowds of screaming women have aged along with Tom
Jones, whereas Madonna performs to a predominately young
demographic. But it’s not the age of the audience in question here.
Mick Jagger struts around, Keith Richards too are both 68. Again,
the question presents itself - If Madonna was a man, would her age
be as relevant to her public and media presence, or met with such
general hostility as it currently is?

In the late
1980s and early 1990s, sexually explicit pop music was a shock. In
the 2010s, Madonna’s ‘Justify My Love’, a clip banned by MTV in
1990, pales in comparison to the sexual exhibits of some
contemporary music videos. Pop music culture managed to grow
accustomed to graphic sexual displays, and it’s possible that,
should another woman come along as the next contender for the Queen
of Pop’s throne and last as long as Madonna has, they will have a
much easier time in the media as an ageing female pop star. Madonna
is currently blazing that trail, as she has blazed so many before
it, not only threatening the status quo but rewriting it. Any man
who might follow Michael Jackson as the next King of Pop with a
thirty plus year relevance won’t have a difficult time of it al all
as an ageing male star.

‘Beat
Goes On’ - Longevity in Pop Music

Through
overuse, cultural commentators have squeezed all meaning out of the
word “re-invention” as the answer to Madonna’s longevity.
Re-invention is only a small part of the Madonna Power. Relevance
is the major factor. Madonna’s cultural relevance has continued
which has enabled her reinventions to work and continue to be
accepted, continue to sell albums, tickets, and continue to break
her own numerous pop music records.

So, if Madonna
is going to keep making music, should she hang up the cheerleader
act of ‘Give Me All Your Luvin’’’ (2012) and start singing of the
sexual maturation and the later years with the likes of Marianne
Faithful? Perhaps, this is Madonna, Pop Chameleon, after all, but
then it wouldn’t be pop music, it wouldn’t be relevant to a pop
music culture, and it wouldn’t be part of the Madonna product. Pop
music itself is youthful and pop music of Madonna’s ilk is a
relatively young genre. That the artist who has continued to define
pop music for almost as long as pop music has been around, is no
longer young is a strange and somewhat culturally incongruent
situation. As such, there is little wonder Madonna’s age has
attracted such focussed attention from popular media.

Regardless of
what the media and public might argue against appropriate behaviour
for a celebrity in her mid-fifties, Madonna is undoubtedly going to
keep on keeping on for as long as she is able, or as long as she
needs to. At this stage in her career it looks as though her
continued longevity will be a matter of her own physical ability,
not her cultural relevance. Perhaps when (if?) Madonna hangs up her
head-mic and moves to the wings, popular media will allow her music
and the other facets of the Madonna product that have nothing to do
with either sex nor age, to stand and be judged on their own.

Kate Krake

March 2012

While I
don’t agree with everything she does, or like all
of the work she puts out, it’s no secret that I am on the
passionate adoration side of Madonna fandom and have been since I
was a kid. I’ve followed her through the media circus for years
(there were even scrapbooks!) and nothing has fascinated me more
than the public acceptance of her age, which is where this essay
stems from.
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