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Introduction

THE 
NEW 
CLASSIC 
CINEMA

“LET’S FACE A SAD FACT SQUARELY; THIS WAS ONE OF THE SORRIEST decades yet in the annals of film. What good there was was very very good, but there was not a lot of it, and what you had to wade through to reach it was, at times, unspeakable.”

Sheila Benson had been the chief critic for the Los Angeles Times since 1981 and knew as well as anyone the cinematic highs and lows of the previous ten years. On Christmas Eve 1989, she began her end-of-decade roundup with these lines, which captured the consensus view of film critics and movie buffs: the ’80s were a poor imitation of the “New Hollywood” 1970s—those halcyon days when artists made original, challenging, rule-breaking movies like The Conversation (1974) and Nashville (1975) and Taxi Driver (1976). Yet for those of us who cherish Blade Runner (1982), The Breakfast Club (1985), and Do the Right Thing (1989), there is plenty of reason to take this attitude with a grain of salt.

Some say the decade’s films were products of crass commercialism, that art had vanished, that individual filmmakers weren’t supported by the studios, but it would be a mistake to think the ’80s stood alone as a unique period of artistic struggle. Film historian Joseph McBride once described his job as a journalist in the “golden age” of the ’70s: “When I covered that period as a reporter and reviewer for Daily Variety, I felt American movies were in a perilous state of decline, mired in a coarsening process thrown into stark relief by filmmakers’ occasional success in slipping masterpieces through the system. For every Chinatown and Godfather, I had to sit through dozens of schlocky car-chase movies, brutal revenge fantasies, misogynistic buddy pictures, and bloated disaster epics.”

The film industry was not in a state of existential crisis as it had been in the mid-’60s, when young filmmakers were given free rein to invigorate the system. But the naturally risk-averse studios had discovered new ways to make money, and they leaned into them—franchises, product placement, merchandising, pop soundtracks. To some, the accompanying shift of creative power to producers was seen as regressive, to others a return to normalcy. Entertainment writer Peter Biskind put it succinctly: “Everything that had been turned upside down in the 1970s was set right side up again.”

For one thing, the culture had changed, and Hollywood had changed with it. Matching the anxieties of their time, New Hollywood films were critical of societal ills, suspicious of power, distrustful of standards that they had been taught to respect. The major films of the ’80s weren’t as cynical and didn’t make a habit of questioning authority. Jaws (1975) juxtaposed a flag-waving Fourth of July at the beach with a boastful mayor who cared solely about profits and a lethal terror that lurked below the surface. Eleven years later, the patriotism of Top Gun (1986) was not in question.

The way Hollywood operated was shifting, too. In October 1984, Daily Variety identified seven major film studios. Columbia, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (UA), Paramount, 20th Century–Fox, Universal, and Warner Bros. were joined by Walt Disney Studios, newly added thanks to a momentous change of executives and an expansion of its film offerings beyond the family market. (Several years later, the decline of MGM reduced the majors to a “Big Six” once more.) For many of these, film production was one piece of a diverse portfolio—like Disney, which had a major parks division—and others were now owned outright by corporations like News Corp and Coca-Cola.

Home video was becoming a major factor, as VCR use rose from 1 percent of US homes in 1980 to 67 percent in 1990. Rather than hurting the movie industry as studios feared, it became a boon by providing a big source of ancillary revenue. Cable television and premium channels like HBO were providing additional outlets for studio product. Talent agencies were gaining power by brokering larger-scale deals that grouped actors and filmmakers in “packages.” At the same time, interest rates were sky-high in the early ’80s, and studios were ever more reluctant to borrow money to fund nonsurefire hits.
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“Otto,” Julie Hagerty, and Robert Hays in Airplane!



Changes in industry drove changes in style. For example, the robust market for soundtrack albums led to the increased use of pop tunes in movies—and the casting of pop artists in those movies. A film was more likely to get made if its characters could also be marketed as action figures, its story turned into video games, or its art plastered on Happy Meal boxes.


People were also changing—the ones in front of the camera, the ones behind it, and the ones who paid for tickets. Baby boomers, born from 1946 to 1964 and raised on television, were in their prime moviegoing ages here: sixteen to thirty-four when the decade began and twenty-six to forty-four when it ended. Steven Spielberg was thirty-four in 1980, James Cameron twenty-six, Spike Lee twenty-three. These folks supplanted the older New Hollywood auteurs, whose prospects dimmed during the decade—Francis Ford Coppola was forty-one; Martin Scorsese was thirty-eight. On their heels came Generation X. These two groups constituted a prime audience for Hollywood product—especially in the teen comedy and horror genres. Theatrical movies were starting to meet them where they lived, with suburban multiplexes being built at a rapid pace. The decade saw the average ticket price rise from $2.69 to $3.99, about a 50 percent increase, but still a quaint figure by today’s standards.

We’re now more than thirty years past the point at which Benson made her assessment, and with many cinematic hits and misses and industrial changes in the interim, it’s time for a reassessment. Plenty of people already view ’80s movies as beloved classics—especially those for whom the decade’s teen cinema defined their youth. Beyond nostalgia, we can safely look back at these movies without the hype of studio marketing, the groupthink of awards season and top-ten lists, or the box-office figures that tend to warp our understanding of “good” and “bad.”
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Eddie Murphy solidified his box office power in Beverly Hills Cop.



Most significantly, we can now appreciate these movies (good and bad) as pieces of art locked in time, viewable in the context of a larger trajectory of culture and industry. Even mundane films from 1983 or 1987 acquire new value when watched decades in the future. (That’s what people wore? That’s what was on the radio? That’s what Times Square looked like?) In some cases, trash turns magically to camp, and what was once derided in the pages of the Los Angeles Times becomes the stuff of art-house movie theaters and boutique home-video labels.

In some cases, the decade represents a definitive break from the past. In April 1980, Alfred Hitchcock died. In November, he was joined by Mae West and Steve McQueen. The preceding years had seen the losses of Charlie Chaplin, Howard Hawks, Joan Crawford, Elvis Presley, Mary Pickford, and John Wayne. Of course, plenty of legends remained and kept working throughout the ’80s—like John Huston, who showed up to the 1986 Oscars with an oxygen tank, or Katharine Hepburn, who didn’t bother attending when she won a fourth statuette in 1982.
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Tracy Camilla Johns and Tommy Redmond Hicks in She‘s Gotta Have It.



In their wake came new icons. The ’80s saw the reemergence of the everyman actor—from Tom Hanks and Michael Douglas to Steve Guttenberg and Judge Reinhold—as well as extraordinary action stars like Arnold Schwarzenegger, Sylvester Stallone, and Jean-Claude Van Damme. Mononymous pop musicians Madonna, Prince, and Cher competed at the box office with Saturday Night Live alumni like Eddie Murphy, who not only became a top action-comedy star but also drew huge crowds for theatrical stand-up films like Raw (1987). Meanwhile, multitalented actresses like Meryl Streep and Whoopi Goldberg worked effortlessly across genres.

It was the decade of the teen comedy, the New Wave soundtrack, and the gross-out creature feature. It was the decade of Gordon Gecko and Clark Griswold, of Mozart and Salieri, of E.T. and Yoda. It saw the dawn of MTV and the twilight of the Cold War. It ushered in modern modes of animation and independent filmmaking and offered new opportunities to women directors and filmmakers of color.
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The indelible duet by Robert Loggia and Tom Hanks in Big.



This book tells a variety of stories about movies in the ’80s. It begins with a focus on major directors—an imperfect but convenient way to talk about filmmaking in any era. The first two chapters tell a downbeat story and an upbeat one, respectively, about the shifting dynamics of the industry and the alternating fortunes of its leading figures. Some adapted well; some did not. Where creative gaps formed, new talents came to fill them. Other chapters survey genres and cultural topics that preoccupied Hollywood, from horror to music (broad categories like comedy and drama run throughout each section). The book concludes with alternatives to the mainstream system: independent filmmakers and underrepresented groups.

A quick IMDb search tells us that somewhere north of forty thousand feature films were released in the 1980s. Clearly, this book can’t talk about all of them. Nor, in the age of Wikipedia and Letterboxd, should it. We have sadly not found room for Louis Malle’s Atlantic City (1980), Juzo Itami’s Tampopo (1985), Patricia Rozema’s I’ve Heard the Mermaids Singing (1987), or David Zucker’s The Naked Gun (1988). Riches overflow. At the same time, it aims to do more than string together a list of superior movies, as some best-of books have done, nor will it be limited to this author’s personal favorites. (Who would care for that, anyway?)
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Michael Douglas as Gordon Gecko in Wall Street.



The hope for this book is that it might lead to new ways of thinking about classic cinema—of which the ’80s are now a part. Let’s dust off the masterpieces, reassess the flops and failures, and shine a light on some forgotten gems. More people should watch The Long Good Friday (1980), Diva (1981), Losing Ground (1982), Rumble Fish (1983), Starman (1984), The Legend of Billie Jean (1985), Matador (1986), La Bamba (1987), Dead Ringers (1988), and Tongues Untied (1989), to name just a few. A renewal of these films in their historical and artistic contexts is overdue.
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