Chapter 19

Would you take your child to see
this film?

The cultural and social work of the
family-adventure movie

Peter Kramer

One: sunny afternoon in August 1994, [ was watching the hig summer movie of

that year, True Lies, with a friend in Munich, and in the midst of all the magnificent
mavhem on the sereen, he suddenly turned round to me and said: “Wouldn't
family therapy be much cheaper?” What he referred to is the peculiar raison d'ére
for the action in this biggest and most expensive of all action movies: the hero and
his wife have to learn to understand, and interact with, cach other in a new way so
as to revive their marriage, and once this is achieved the action-hero has to go
through the motions all over again to overcome the alienation of his daughter. It
was both annoying and strangely touching to realize that the spectacular attrac-
tions brought to the screen with the help of a reputed production budget of
§120 million was ultimately geared to the completion of the simple dramatic feat
of turning mummy and daddy and child into a happy family ..'Ig.!ill.l Therapy would
indeed have been t']‘il.‘:‘lpl.‘l'. Yet, |Jll:_.'il!g a ticket to see the |:1|ni|:.' drama |:J.:|_1I.'|;:L| out
on the big screen is, of .course, cheaper still, and in response to my friend’s
comment | wondered whether a trip to the cinema wouldn't have made the True
Lies lemil}- just as h-ﬂ]'.li‘.l}' as all the adventure l]n':.' got involved in. It also occurred
to me that, by olfering itself to the audience as a substitute for the adventures
undertaken |}:r the 1;1|11i|_1.' on the screen, this was prrha]].*; what the ilm was trying
to tell us, i it was trying to tell us anything at all: Enliven your family life go to
the movies together once in a while. Maybe, then, my friend and | became so self-
vonscious about, and [rustrated with, the film's machinations and our own posi-
tion as spectators precisely because we had left our families behind and thus had
already failed to heed the advice True Lies was giving us,

In this (']'ml}t(:]', I shall argue that the obsessive concern of rany of E'[n”}'wnn:l’ﬁ
biggest blockbusters with family issues indicates that they attempt to broaden
their ap}'.u_*.ﬂ bl*}'nnd the core andience nl'wvn.igm'u and young adults to reach the
family audience; that is, small groups ol parents and children going to the movies
together. Hence, many of today’s action-adventure movies are, in fact, family
films, At the same time, the traditional children’s or I'arm'l}' film has been upgmdn.jd
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with a heavy injection af Npl:.‘{.'mrllhl' adventure to il|]|]l.'-|]] Lo teenagers and young
atlults as well as children and their parents. These two developments have resulted
in a group of films which I would like to call_family-adventure maovies, It is my
contention that fami]}'--ad'-'unlul't' movies are the most successful li’ffﬁ(ﬁjiljim I?t?j]d
in American cinema since the late 19705~ Vshall suggest that th':-jmﬁ:—-—-rﬁ-_ﬁ__‘nﬂi_
that the hlms' narratives Pcrﬁn‘m to reconcile f'amil}' members “‘ith__l.’.‘a{']i other on
the screen translates into a kind of social work performed by the films on the
familial units in the auditorium, creating shared experiences and opening up
channels of communication. My discussion will focus on a number of massive box-
office hits, combining textual analysis with a discussion of the films” marketing and
reception, The key [ilms are the top five entries in Fariety’s list of all-time box-
office hits, as of February 1996: ET. — The Extra-Terrestrial (1982), furassic Park
{(1993), Forrest Gump (1994), Sear Wars (1977) and The Lien King (1994)." Before
embarking on my discussion ol family-adventure maovies, however, | wish to
indicate how it intersects with some of the key concerns of academic criticism

of contemporary H:‘J]l}' wood.,

Fathers and sons in contemporary Hollywood
criticism
Families and familial relations, most notably those between fathers and sons, Iiguru
largt'l}' in academic criticism of contemporary II:}Il}'wn:u{ vinema, especially
where the work of Hollywood's most successful filmmakers George Lucas and
Steven Spielberg is concerned. For Robin Wood, for example, the ‘Lucas-
Spielberg Syndrome” allecting most American films since the mid-1970s is con-
stituted by a twist on the traditional category of the children’s film, resulting in
‘children’s films conceived and marketed largely for adults — films that construct
the adult spectator as a child, or, more precisely, as a childish adult, an adult whao
would like to be a child.” The address of spectators in the auditorium as children
is complemented by the ‘Restoration of the Father’ within the narratives on the
screen, which Wood sees as ‘the dominant project . . . ol the contemporary
Hollywood cinema, a veritable thematic metasystem embracing all the available
genres and all the current f.':.'n']i:ei,"' The films' stories frequently focus on prob-
lematic father figures whose authority is initially being questioned, yet who will
eventually ‘be accepted and venerated’, and on the ‘Oedipal trajectory” of the
young male hero who has to work through his problematic relationship with the
father, learning to accept his power and to identily with him, so that ‘he will one
day in his turn become the father’.” The male spectator is invited to adopt the
position of the young male hero, regressing to childhood and submitting to
the power of the father in the story at the same time as he submits to the power of
the spectacle and narrative drive of the film itself, ‘totally passive, ready to be
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described the film as ‘a love story between a father and son’ concerning ‘the
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taken by the hand and led step by step through the narrative to participate
emotionally in its reassuringly reactionary conclusion’,”

Wood's forceful analysis is representative of an important strand in CONECmpor-
ary Hollywood eriticism.”® Yet, unlike many other writers, Wood makes explicit
the set of assumptions about audience composition, audience response and the
quality of cinema-going experiences which underpin his work as well as that of
other critics. Most importantly, Wood states that today's movie audience is largely
made up of adults in, search ol regressive pleasures, implying that actual children
constitute a negligible :icgmu_':m. of this audience. Second, he claims that the audi-
ence is dominated by men who are *all 100 ready to accept the films' invitation to
infantile regression’, whereas women are easily alicnated from the experience on
offer due to the films" patriarchal agenda. Thus, while men ‘generally love E.T.,
women generally don’t’.” Third, Wood distinguishes between ‘the energetic,
inquiring and often profoundly skeptical mind” possessed by “real” and ‘uncor-
rupted’ children, and the infantile mind set contemporary Hollywood encourages
in its adult spectators.”” While he admits that he enjoys “heing reconstructed as a
child, surrendering to the reactivation of a set of values and structures my adult
self has long since repudiated’, he can distance himsell’ from this pleasurable
experience and critically evaluate it as “extremely reactionary, as all mindless and
automatic pleasure tends to be'."" Using Wood's assumptions and claims as a point
ol departure, [ am now going to take a look at family-adventure movies and their
audiences, paying particular attention to the presence of children in the cinema
auditorium, to the determining effect that gender may have on audience responses
and to my own cinematic pleasures as well as those of others.

Parents, children and critics at the movies

At first sight, The Lion King confirms the critique of contemporary Hollywood put
torward by Wood and other critics. The film tells the story of a young boy (the
lion cub Simba) who wants to be king, a position currently held by his father.
When his father is killed by Simba’s jealous uncle, the boy is made to belicve that
he is responsible for the killing, He runs away from home and lives a life of
fnrgu:tful hedonism, until he is encouraged to confront the past, learns the truth,
overcomes the villainous unele and finally assumes the position of his dead father,
thus mmpleting h[:-c_f_Ocd!'pa] rr_'ajge_cmr}f'. Thl_y._ press book for the film explains that
*Simba realizes that his Father's spirit lives on in him and that he must accept the
responsibility of his destined role.“ZAnd Disney studio head Jellrey Katzenberg
responsibility we have as torchbearers from one generation to the next’." This
would seem to suggest, in the terms of Wood’s analysis, that the film offers adult
males the opportunity to regress into a replay of their own Oedipal trajectories.
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However, a look at actual audience composition and response complicates this
conclusion. - -

When | went to see, The Lion King, | found myselt surrounded by hordes of
children with adults in tow. As the uni}' alult not an:n:nmpanil:d' |J:|' a child, T leh
like an outsider and intruder, It seemed to me that T looked th:t:ith*t”}' suspicious,
as if 1 had the worst I)n:-c.*:il:-lu reasons [or rnir1g]ing with all these kids in the
darkencd movie theatre, T almost feared that T would be relused entry, yet once
inside | soon forgot about my dubious status and lost myself in the film. Instead of
leeling distanced from the children around me, in a very real sense I became one
ol them, perhaps recovering the sense of magic which had infused the fairytales
my mother read to me when | was a child, and the first films 1 ever saw at the
cinema with her. Memarably, these early cinema experiences included Disney's
The Jungle Book (1967), the story of an orphan boy who has to leave the people
who have loved and nurtured him like parents. The Jungle Book is very much a story
of separation and loss, told from a child’s point of view, as is The Lion King for a
substantial part of its duration. Coming out of the cinema, The Lion King partly felt
like a revisitation of that crucial carlier movie experience, ard my status as a lone
adult contrasted sharpl}' naot (JI‘I.l"\F with the groups af parents and children |e.n'jng
the cinema with me, but also with the memory of going to the cinema with my
maother, This added another |a:.'r.r tor the experience of separation and loss that The
Lion King had l‘:lja}'t:li upan,

Like Robin Wood, then, 1 admit to the pleasures of "being reconstructed as a
child’. However, I don't think that these pleasures are in any way “automatic’ and
'mindless’. Instead they are likely to be bracketed by reflections on one's present
status as an adult and one's relationship to children, as well as on memaories of past
moviegoing experiences as a child and the relationship with one’s parents. Fur-
thermore, even when the films’ stories concentrate on the relationship between
fathers and sons, mothers are likely to have a prominent role, takjng children by
the hand both in the movie theatre in the present and in memories of the past. On
and off the screen, rivalry and identification with the father is only part of the
(Oedipal) story.'* Finally, the onscreen representation of childhood, like the off-
screen memorics of childhood which are being evoked, is by no means idealized,
Far from being depicted as a paradisical state, characterized by endless pleasure,
straightforward  wish-fulfilment and irresponsibility, childhood emerges as a
difficult [rhas-:l: incleed,

According to Wood the appeal of contemporary Hollywood's regressive fan-
tasies is ‘the urge to evade responsibility — responsibility for actions, decisions,
thnught, ]'l!!i])nll?ii])ili.l}' for {_'h;mging things; children do not have to be ]'I.‘.‘i]'mﬂ.*iih]ﬁ',
there are alder people to look after them.™"” The Lion King, however, shows exactly
the reverse. Here, the child leels msponsib]e for somi:thing he hasn't done, and
the guilt arising from this keeps him in a state of suspended maturation. There is a
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hint that in Simba's mind, the kil]i]lg of his father is connected to his impatient
declaration °1 just can’t wait to be king' towards the hl*giluling of the film,
irnIJ|lvirJg as it does the death of the present kl!tg. Thus, the death ol the father is an
implied wish come true,' Simba’s transformation later in the film is hased on his
ability to gain a realistic view of the relationship between his wishes, thoughts and
actions, on the one hand, and developments in the world around him, on the other
hand. This allows him to understand what he is, and is not, responsible for, The
‘escapist’ experience that contemporary Hollywood is said to offer its audiences
{equivalent to Simba's vears ol suspended maturation), then, is precisely what The
Lion King reflects upon, examining the psychological causes of the need to escape

from responsibility (here identified as an overwhelming and misguided sense of

.I'd.‘.'jpnn-‘iih'l]'lt}"] ane h'lg]l]lg]ltlng the need to overcome the escapist condition.

S0 far, my analysis has approached The Lion King from an adult point of view, but
most of what | have said about the ways in which the Glm trics to affect audiences
also applies to the children in the audience. However, what is perceived by an
adult as a lamtastic evocation of past experiences is more likely to be seen by a
child as a realistic extension of everyday feelings and experiences. Indeed, in a
critical attack on Disney's animated features, focusing on The Lion King, Matt Roth
accuses Disney of a kind of emotional hyperrealism — ‘that obsessive plumbing of
horrors more real to children than death: parental loss, withdrawal of love, exile
from family and friends, and blame for unintended acts of destruction,”” Roth
sees this as an attempt ‘to induce {emotional trauma) in young children’ so as to
open them up for the reassuring “fascist” principles Disney ‘feels it must implant

. = ¥ 18
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While I disagree with his conclusion, Roth's descrip-
tion ol the severity and realism of D[h‘llc::.".li treatment of childhood experiences
would seem to be apt. o

If screen representations can be seen in terms of emotional realism rather than
f:llltﬂﬁ}', it is also Puﬁﬁi]?]f_‘ to appmac]l the social and [Jﬁ}'(‘l]{1lt)gi{'ﬂ[ experiences of
audiences through observation rather than psychoanalytic theoretization. This
allows, among other things, for a far less deterministic view of the role of gender
in the shaping of audience responses. Discussions ol male-centred films such as The

| Lion King and E.T. with students, for example, do not conlirm Wood's contention
that male responses 1o these films and their male protagonists are stronger and
more positive, whereas females are easily alienated from the films’ oedipal con
cerns, As with The Lion King, at first sight E.T. would seem to be a perfect example
far Wood's critique. The film tells the story of a 10-year-old boy whose parents
have recently separated. Elliott misses his father, perhaps also r'e-«:ntmg him for
going away, When he befriends an alien creature who hides in his shed, the alien
comes to serve as both a kid brother and a wise old man, an ideal yet temporary
father figure, who eventually has to leave the boy who loves him, In the heart-
]Jri:a]ﬂ'ng yet reassuring farewell scene at the end of the film, E.T, tells the ho}'
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that he will always be with him, right there in his head. Now, far from rejecting
the film for its oedipality, female students tend to be more willing than males to
shed the tears the hilm works so hard to prm-nke, and te talk about this emotional
cxp-rrj::n:;r,; in class, Furthermore, while all students f'r'ee]}f admit to having wept
when they first saw the film as children (often during one of their first ever visits
to the cinema), they are somewhat surprised and puzzled by the fact that the film
still has the power to move them. Thus, students’ responses and reflections are
influenced by their assumptions about what is, or is not, an appropriate emotional
response in terms of both sex and age, rather than by the force of same-sex
identification with screen characters.™

When asked about the significance of the protagonists’ sex, students suggested
that the fact that Elliott is male, and E.T. appears to be male as well, adds to the
drama. They argued that females are much more open to intimate friendships and
shared emotional expericnces, whereas boys have to work much harder at them,
The intimate bond which is being established between Elliott and E.T., and
Elliott's extreme expressions of grief and jubilation, especially in the scene in
which the alien first dies and then comes back to life, are all the more dramatic
and effective for the difficulties usually encountered by boys in handling their
emotions, To take this line of argument further, it is possible to say that, rather
than constructing their spectators as male, films like E.T. are in ellect working to
‘leminize’ both their young male protagonists and their male audiences; that is, to
allow them to experience and freely express emotions (in the darkness and an-
onymity of the movie theatre) in a way which is usually considered to be typically
female”' At the same time, it is true that female spectators are encouraged to
identif‘}' with the young male hero rather than with the flm's female characters.
Elliott’s mather, recently abandoned by her husband and struggling to earn a
living and raise three kids all on her own, is a sympathetic character, especially for
adult female spectators, and Elliott's little sister Gertie gets a chance to teach E.T.
to speak and to dress him up in women's clothes. Yet, the narrative is determined
to a large extent by Elliott’s inquisitive mind, ingenuity and decisive action, which
establishes him as lJ'ne main point of identification,

In an essay on the problems of writing women's history, Sue Zschoche regrets
‘the poverty of imagination that characterizes the stories told about women's
lives', which may make it necessary for women to identify with great men in
order to experience vicarious heroic action. The example she gives concerns her
daughter, who developed an obsession with E.T. at the age of 3, watching the
film over and over again, The little girl soon became quite convinced that she
really would find E.T. herself, and at that point she ‘announced that henceforth
and forevermore, she was to be ealled Elliot’.* While Zschoche sees this as a
symptom of a male-oriented culture unwilling to grant heroic status to women,
the anecdote also illustrates the openness of films such as E.T. for cross-sex
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identification.” What hoth girls and boys are encouraged to identify with is not so
much a c:]i:?lrr:.' gl::nd(:]'cd character than a child ﬁgurt_‘ who combines masculine
and feminine traits (heroism and empathy, stoicism and expressiveness) in the
same way that it combines traits usually associated with children (an active
imagination and a willingness to believe in the impossible), with a strong sense of
responsibility for, and active commitment to, the welfare of another being which
i= surprising[}' mature,

By transcending culturally encoded dualities of sex and age, the child figure in
E.T. and The Lion Kirg is turned into an ideali?cr.l point ol identification for both
males and females, children and adults.™ This identification is Farther enhanced
through the parallels between the qualities displayed by the child on the screen
and the conditions of spectatorship in the auditorium. For example, Elliott’s
ability to empathize with E.T. mirrors the audience’s need to empathize with
Elliott, which is a precondition for their enjoyment of the film. Also, Elliott's
willingness to belicve in the existence of E.T. corresponds to the audicnce's
necessary suspension of disbelief with respect to the film they are watching, his
expressions of griel’and joy are echoed by those provoked in the audimriurr:, and
his final farewell to E.T. (the film’s very last shot is a close-up of Elliott's com-
posed face staring into space) prefigures the audience’s farewell to E. T, the movie.
This farewell results in a return to reality after the excitement of fantastic adven-
ture, which allowed both Elliott and the audience to deal with issues and emotions
that are part and parcel of everyday life yet are difficult to deal with there. The
film’s focus on the problematic relat innship between children and adults is closely
connected 1o the immediate concerns of the familial units of parents and children
making up a large proportion of the audience. The narrative importance l:rl'

:|lmrc‘e in E T unu|t| seem to connect direc tly u]th the .mr.ml rmhh ol divorce or

thal e n:Ircath_ of 1.hl.. [ather in The Lwn f\mg Laps dm.f.‘tl} into Llulcln.n 5 lears,
Furthermore, in both flms the central male child is integrated into a group of
people of different sex and age who share many of his experiences and, 1o a
greater or lesser extent, participate in his heroic action, also ]mn]ng him in the
film's concluding scene. Elliott is joined in his adventures by, and through them is
finally united with, his siblings, his brother's friends and eventually even his
mother and ‘Keys’, the scientist, Simba is helped along throughout the film, and
joined in the [inal tableau, by his father's adviser Zazu, the wise old man Rafiki, his
irresponsible, hedonistic jungle friends Timon and Pumbaa, and his girlfriend

[ Nala. Identification with the heroic male child, then, also means vicarious partici-

pation in group experiences and efforts, which again mirrors the very conditions
of cinema spectatorship. Crucially, the group that is being assembled at the end of
these films is, just like the target audience, a mixture of men and women, children

| and adults. At the centre of this group is the lamily unit, yet the group extends

1;-
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well |Jt!l}'uht:| this unit to include pl_'nplf_' who have bonded with members of the
central family in the course of the adventures depicted in the film. Not only do the
films work to strengthen the bonds between family members, then, but they also
incorporate these families into a wider community, both on the screen and in the
auditorium. ™

All of this is perhaps not too surprising in the light of the fact that bath The Lion
King and E.T. are effectively children’s films, a rather loose, vet easily identifiable
category defined by the Alms™ primary appeal 1o children, which is usually
achieved thrﬂugh child and /or animal protagonists, It could he arguml then, that
c_nmmn:_]f_']al]'. successtul children's flms will tend to surround their young prot- .
agonists w ith adults so as to re present on the screen the Very adults who are':
expected to accompany children to the cinema, and who are thus offered tm:-ll
points of entry into the film’s narrative scenarios — a regressive identification with)
the child protagonist and a mature identification with one of the adults. Having/
saicl this, most of the above analysis of The Lien King and E. T, would also seem to
apply to action-adventure films which do not centre on child protagonists and are
not primarily aimed at children.

Star Wars is a striking example. Marketing research before the film's release in
May 1977 showed that on the basis of the iilm’s title and a brief description of its
story and main attractions, interest in Star Wars was highest among young men,
whereas women and older people (including parents) were put off by the film’s
generic classification, science-fiction, which was associated with technology and the
lack of a human dimension,”™ The original advertising campaign, which
emphasized the film's mythic and epic qualities, its fantasy and romanticism to
overcome the resistance of female and mature cinemagoers, was directed prim-
arily at 12- to 24-year-alds and secondarily at 25- to 35-year-olds. Following the
enormously successful release of the film, subsequent advertising campaigns for
re-releases in the summer of 1978 and 1979 were aimed primarily at people over
35. According to media analyst Olen ], Earnest, the theme of these later cam-
paigns “was a reminder to older moviegoers of the fun of the Saturday matinee,
Errol Fl:.-'nn 5“';15h]3l_u_'k|ing entertainment experiences of their younger movie-
going da}-‘s — or how to be a kid again [or two hours'.”

While childhood was a central concern in the mark-:ting and reception of Star
Wars, there was little consideration of actual children, Nevertheless, the film
operates very much like the children's films discussed carlier. After its action-
packed opening, Star Wars focuses for quite some time on the interaction and
misadventures of the two robat characters 3-CPO and R2-D2, a rather childish
comic duo, not that lar removed from young Simba and Nala, or Timon and
Pumbaa, or the children in E.T. The film then shifts focus to its teenage hero,
Luke Hk\-“alk:r an arphnn whao lives and works on the farm of his aunt and uncle,
“1sh1ng to leave this humble existence behind to join a military acad-:'m].- and
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become a warrior like his father, His wish is fulfilled under tragic circumstances,
when his foster parents are killed, which allows, and indeed forces him to go off
to save the princess and the known universe from domination by the evil empire.
In his adventures, he is accompanied and supported b}- a substitute father {Ohi-
Wan Kenobi), a kind of older brother {(Han Salo) and a voung woman (Princess
Leia) who he never quite gets romantically involved with, as well as assorted
creatures and robots, most of whom are assembled in the concluding tableau of
the film, This tablean emphasizes heroic group effort and community spirit rather
than individual heroism and romantic coupling, and includes a final turn by the
main protagonists towards the camera and the applanse of the assembled rebel
forces, mirroring quite precisely the cinema audience’s {hoped for) response to
the film itsell,

In the sequels The Empire Strikes Back (1980) and Rerurn of the Jedi {1983}, the
familial configurations become even more central and literal. The villain i Darth
Vader) turns out to be Luke's father, and the princess his sister. With the continu-
ing support of two substitute fathers (Obi Wan-Kenobi and Yoda), Luke finally
confronts his real father, and mobilizes the remnants of Vader's paternal I'l:.cling-s
to turn him against his master, the evil emperor. By killing the emperor, Luke’s
father redeems himself. The trilogy's final tableau again leatures a celebration,
assemnbling Luke and his companions as well as a cross-section of friendly alien
creatures for a party. At the very end, a thoughtful Luke encounters the spirits of
his three fathers (presented through superimposition), who are dead, yet who will
remain with him forever precisely as projections (much like the film itsclf). Again,
as in The Lion King and E.T, the young male protagonist is incorporated into a
community, which has been brought together more closely by the film’s adven-
tures, and is overseen by the spirits of dead or absent fathers. Again, the audience
is invited to see itself on the screen — men and women, children and adu.lt.s,
celebrating the end of the adventure (which has been a wish come true) and also
saying an emotional farewell (to fathers and to the film itself). Given all the
similarities with children's Alms such as The Lion King and E.T., it is not surprising
to find out that, despite the initial marketing focus on teenagers and young adults,
in the long run Star Wars has been recognized-as a film for the whele family. In an
interview on the occasion of the enormously successtul release of the Siar Wars
special edition in February 1997, Twentieth Century Fox chairman Tom Sherak
cited surveys which showed that one-third of the audience for this latest re-release
were families. ™

This emphasis on the family is also at the very heart of both the marketing and
the narrative of furassic Park (1993). However, while the film’s multimedia market-
ing and merchandising campaign was largely based on the apparently irresistible
appeal of dinosaurs to children, and its world premiere took place in the White
House in aid of the Children's Defence Fund, reviewers warned parents that the
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film may be too scary for pre-teenage children, and Spielberg declared that he [
wouldn’t let his own children, all under the age of 10, see the film.™ Such public |
concern only served to foreground and intensify furassic Park's special relationship
with children and their families, which is explicitly addressed in the film jtself,
Alier its brief action-packed opening sequence, familial concerns are raised with a
reference to the lact that Hammond, the amusement park’s owner, has a daughte-_r
who is going thruugh a divorce, which later justifics the presence of his grand-
children Tim and Alexis in the parlr. {the mother needs some time on her own to
work things out). The scientist couple (Alan Grant and Ellie Saddler) is then
introduced in a scene which focuses on a child who is mysteriously present at the
site of their latest archaeological dig. The boy is not impressed by all the talk about /
dinosaurs, until Grant turns to him, describing, and partly enacting, in great and |
gruesome detail, what velociraptors would do to him, if he ever encountered
them (namely slice him open and start eating him while he’s still alive). The film
here quite self-consciously sends a warning signal to the children in the audi-
torium, preparing them for the violence to come, much of which is directed
against Hammond’s grandchildren, The scene continues with a conversation
between Grant and Saddler about his dislike of children and her wish to have
children of her own, While this wish is not granted in the film, the subsequent
adventure in Jurassic Park forces Grant to protect Tim and Alexis and encourages
him to form a strong emotional bond with them, so that in the final tableau in the
helicopter which takes them away from the island, the children happily rest in his
arms, with a smiling Saddler looking on. Not coincidentally, this development is
paralleled in one of the dinosaur subplots. Despite the fact that all the genetically
engineered dinosaurs in Jurassic Park are female, they do eventually reproduce
{after some of them spontaneously change sex), because, as the chaos theoretician
Malcolm says: ‘Life cannot be contained. . . . Life finds a way.” Both in Grant and
in the dinosaurs, rtprudut:.tivu and familial instincts cannot be suppressed.

Jurassic Park also contains the most extensive reflections on its own status as |
family entertainment of all the films discussed so far. When he first appears at Grant
and Saddler's dig, Hammond (played by film director Richard Attenborough) says
about his amusement park, which carries the same title as the film: "'Our attrac-
tions will drive kids out of their minds. And not just kids — everyone!” In the
park’s main building, which is filled with merchandise prominently featuring the
film’s logo, Hammond describes the difference between Jurassic Park and other
amusement parks in terms not dissimilar to the publicity surrounding the film’s
computer generated images which literally brought dinocsaurs to life on the
screen: 'I'm not talking just about rides, you know. Everybody has rides, No, we
have made living biological attractions, so astounding that they'll capture the
imagination of the entire planet,” When the corporate lawyer talks about the
enormous fees people will be willing to pay for entry into the park, Hammond
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says that the park is ‘not only for the super-rich, Everyone in the world has the
right to enjoy these animals’. And when his grandchildren arrive, Himmond tells his
companions that now they are going to “spend a little time with our target audience'.

Thus, the film clearly spells out what kind of entertainment it is meant to be:
Jurasste Park offers an exciting, almost life-like adventure, which is affordable for
everyone and appeals first and foremost to children but is also attractive for
teenagers and adults. In response to possible accusations that its attractions are
cither too mechanical, lacking a human dimension, or too frightening for kids, the
film tells a little morality tale, Hammond is made to realize that he’s gone too far
with his park: *With this place, | wanted to show them [his audience] something
that wasn’t an illusion, something that was real.’ Ellie Saddler replies that
Harmmond's idea of total control over his creation was an illusion, and that what

matters much more than such control ‘is the preople we love'. At the heart of

popular entertainment, then, is not technological power and control but love,
both for the characters in the fictions and for the people in the auditorium. As in
the other films discussed so far, Jurassic Park’s final tableau depicts the strong
emotional bond which has been forged between the visitors to Jurassic Park,
mirroring the bond which the adventure of the film is meant to have forged
among members of the cinema audience.

The discussion of these four films has demonstrated that in contemporary
Hollywood cinema, there is indeed a convergence of the children’s/family film
and the action-adventure movie resulting in what I have called family-adventure
movies. These films are imbued with se entime ntality, \pcf:t.:clu and a sense of

- wonder, tu-]lmg storics about the pam anJ Jur:yﬁg :_au-.cd |.‘_|}' {I». sfunctional or
; mmmplet:_ {mm]u % (umalh “-lt]'t absent or dead lathers), about th]dhh wishes

and nightmares magically coming true and the I‘t‘.ﬁ|1nr|m|:|][t|:_3 that gu:r alcmg with

this, about the power of shared adventures to unite the young male protagonist

with other members of his family and a community beyond the boundaries of the
I.lmll-.,_an:{ about the |rrum.—:|:|| ty of loss and separation (the family remains
“incomplete, the father does not return). Indeed by foregrounding the cinematic
_.ﬁpu_t.lch* ol special effects and precisely choreographed action, and bv constantly
n:Fbrring to their own status as cinematic entertainment for a c:ap!iw audience,
these films offer themselves as a temporary relief from the real-life problems
which their stories focus on but can never solve. Here, the young male protagon-
ists, and the groups they are part of, serve as ideal representatives of a receptive
audience, and the films’ sensuous rides and magical transformations provide fleet-
Ing moments of unsellconscious happiness for this audience, which, like the group
in the films’ final tableau, eventually will have to leave the film adventure behind
and re-enter the more mundane world of problematic social relationships and
painful feelings. In terms of their marketing and their critical reception, the films
are widely understood as familial experiences, and they are best enjoyed as part of
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II '_ ﬂutl]]g ar as an Uﬂ_(_'l':l(“'l to Conde |T'|ETIH.“ LT ‘\ nvn I_]ldl. . i“ fﬂ.n‘.l!]lﬂ.]
n\s Paat and present, Yo, .-Jllhnugh |:|1t1. tend 1o ignore or mar‘glnah.u_
romantic love and courtship, two ol the most important concerns of the cinema’s
primary audience of teenagers and young adults, the films are able to please this
constituency with their spectacle and emotional impact.

The family-adventure movie and the family
audience at the hox office

In the light of the ability of family-adventure movies to appeal to all andience
segments, it is not surpr ising to find that l]'iu dominate box-ofhce charts. Sixteen

::f the top twenty films in L;Jng;;) s list ol all-time top grossers can he 1dcntlh:_r| e
faml_]}f-atl\_entu_rp movies (sce Appendix). While these films do not nu.'t..-,.*,arll}
ru}‘_n]'aduce every aspect of the (:c:mla]rx el flL"'b‘L‘]DpEl.’l in the previous section,
they all share certain basic characteristics. They are intended, and manage, to

appeal to all age groups, especially children and their parents, by mmhmmg
spectacular, often fantastic or magical action with a highly emotional lLIn,L'EI."]'I with

faml]ml r:,]ah-;:mhlln andd al‘.n ]:n. offeri ing two distinct pulnh ol E'I'lT.I‘j mto the

Cincmatic exXperietices thu:". prov ide {childish delight and absorption on the one

hand, adult self-awareness and nostalgia on the other hand).

These films are fairly evenly distributed across the period 1977-95, with maost
years (thirteen out of ninetcen) secing the release of one or two extremely
successful family-adventure movies in late spring/early summer or in the second
half of November. The US market share of each of these films in its year of release
was about 5—10 per cent, and in most cases these family-adventure movies grossed
considerably more money than their nearest competitors, The maost extreme
example is £. T, which grossed more than twice as much as any other film released
in 1982 and had a market share of over 10 per cent, which means that more than
one out of every ten cinema tickets bought in the United States during that year
was Tor this one film, "

What does the market dominance of family-adventure films tell us about the
cinemagoing habits and experiences of the American population? It is a well-
known fact that the majority of frequent cinemagoers (that is those who go at least
once a month) are young people, and that most cinema tickets are sald to Juruple
under 30." The vast majority (up to 80 per cent) of people over 30 go to the
cinema only rarely (that is between one and six times a year) or not at all; this is
especially true of adults without children, 50 per cent of whom attend once a
year or never, whereas for adults with children the figure is only about 35 per
cent.” This suggests that the American cinema audience is chiefly made

Vo B

up of young cinemagoers who attend n:gu]arl:, ancl of ldl'ﬂll"r' units who attend nn]x/J

on_special occasions, These occasions would seem to be prow icded primar I]}- B}b
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family-adventure movies, which are conveniently released in the run-up to, or
" duri ing, school holidays. A release between the end of May - and mid-July is the
~~pr|n1‘1:nt;u'lr:1 fora long run during the summer hrmlln{a}s, and a November releaw is
the ideal launching pad for a successful run during the Christmas season.” There

is considerable evidence, then, to suggest that it is the rare holiday outings of

groups of parents and children which, complemented by the core youth audience,
turn a small number of family-adventure movies into superhits, These superhits
provide the majority of the American population who go Lo the movies very rarely
with their only cinematic experiences, while also providing the film industry with
a considerable portion of its revenues from theatrical exhibition and related
markets such as videao, pay-TV and merchandising. Thus, }hmil}r-ad\-cntum movies
are central both to the economics of the American film industry and to the
maviegoing experiences of the American Pub]i::.

Conclusion: the cultural and social work of
Forrest Gump

What, then, is the point of going to the cinema for the vast audiences which
family-adventure movies attract? By way of conclusion, I would like to indicate
briefly how this question may be approached with reference to Forrest Gump." A
starting point is provided by *.EEculatmns about, and observations of, audience

responses in the press. In |1|~./f'a: riety) review, for exam}u]r_ Tondd MeCarthy writes

that Forrest E.:mrp ‘offers up a non- stop barrage of emotional and iconographic
identification pomts that will make the postwar generation feel they're seeing
their lives passing on screen.”™ Martin Walker notes the special appeal of the
film’s version of history for thirtysomething and fortysomething adults: *As the
baby-boomers ., . pass through the decades and become parents, professors,
senior managers and cven president, they feel the need for some discrete (sic) but
deliberate revisionism of their pasts.'m He goes on to argue that the film achieves
this by being multifaceted and quite open to a variety of political readings, with
both liberal and conservative critics attacking the film, and with both political
camps also celebrating it, In Time magazine, Richard Corliss examines the movie
crowds themselves: "You see them — folks of all ages and both sexes — floating out
of the movie theater on waves of honorable sentiment,’ Having ‘completed an
upbeat encounter session with America’s recent past’ and an ‘emaotional journey’,
each audicnce segment takes something different away from the experience: ‘For
younger viewers . .. Forrest Gump serves as a gentle introduction to the "60s, | | .
And to those who raged, suffered or sinned through that insane decade, the movie
offers absolution with a love pat.‘s"' These commentators all imply that the release
of Forrest Cump became an occasion for 1‘.|a|:r}--|.'h'u':tmfr.~i to reflect on their gener-
ational identity and on the wider historical context for their individual biograph-
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ies, as well as an opportunity to communicate these reflections and personal
uxl}(‘riuncmﬁ to the younger gencratiﬂns.

Indeed, a Gallup study showed that the audience of Ferrest Gump was dominated
by elder people: 40 per cent of the audience were 4065 years old and 35 per
cent were in the 1224 age range. ¥ This suggests that the audience did indeed to a
large extent consist of baby-boomers taking their children, both little kids and
voung adults, to share the experience of this film with them. The survey also
ﬁ:gi.*-[t:h’!{] unusua]'}' ]ligh :,l]'J]'J]TJ"-'al. ratings for forrest Gump among all audience
segments. Both teenagers and old people, both men and women, both African-
Americans and other ethnic groups highly recommended this film. In fact, despite
severe criticism of the film’s sexism and racism, Forrest Gump received a consider-
ably higher approval rating from women than it did from men, and even a slightly
hjghr_*r rating from African-Americans than it did from non-hlacks.™ ."Lg:ain, this
confirms the impression that Forrest Gump became an occasion for self-reflection
and communication across the boundaries of age, sex and L‘.lhniril}',a”

As with other family-adventure films, the social work that Forrest Gump performs
on the familial units in the auditorium derives from the cultural work it performs
on the families on the screen {moving Forrest Gump from the position of the child
in one single-parent family — mother and son —to the position of parent in another:
father and son). As I have argued throughout this chapter, this mirroring relation-
ship is the basis for the significance and success of family-adventure flms, Thus, in
order to get the point of these films, fully to experience and appreciate what they
are trying to do, it may indeed be necessary for audience members, im:EucIjng
critics, to take a child along to the cinema, or to be taken along as a child, or at
least to be ‘.'l."i":il_]g to ::unli_'rn[;la!t: one's ]'.ulaoe in familics past and present.

Appendix: Twenty top grossers at the
North-American box office

According to Leonard Klady, *“Apollo” launched on all-time b.o. list’ (Variety, 26
February 1996, p. 46). This list is based on ticket sales in North America (includ-
ing Canada) for the original release and subsequent reissues. It is not adjusted for
inflation. Box-office figures are rounded. Where the exact release date could not
be obtained, I have given the date of the film’s review in Fariety, which usually

appears within days of the ilm’s release, Family-adventure movies appear in bald.

1 E.T.— The Extra Terrestrial (released 11 June 1982) 5400 million
2 Jurassic Park (released 10 June 1993 5357 million
i Forrest Gump (released & July 1994} 5330 million
4 Star Wars (released 25 May 1977) 5322 million
5  The Lion King (rcleased 15 June 1994) 5313 million
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B

1o
11
12
13
14
15
la
17
18
19
20

d

$286 million
5264 million
5260 million
5251 million
5242 million
£239 million
§235 million
£223 million
5219 million
5218 million
$217 million

Huome Alone (released 16 November 1990
Return Of The Jedi (released 25 May 1983)

Jaws (released 20 June 1975)

Batman (released 2 June 1959)

BRaiders Of The Lost Ark (released 2 June 1981)
Ghostbusters (1984; reviewed on 6 June)

Beverly Hills Cop (1984, reviewed on 28 November)
The Empire Strikes Back (released 21 May 1980)
Mrs Doubtfire (released 24 November 1993)
Ghast (released 13 July 1990)

Aladdin (released 11 November 1992

Back To The Future (1985; reviewed on 26 June) £208 million
Terminator 2; Judgment Day (released 3 July 1921} £205 million
Indiana Jones And The Last Crusade (released 24 May 1989) 5197 million
Gone With The Wind (1939 5192 million
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CF. Jose Arroyo, 'Cameron and the comic’, Sight and Sound, vol. 4, no. 9 {September
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